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Whether a river has high or low water levels is something you’re unlikely to 
consider when planning your river cruise – until it happens to you.

Unlike ocean cruising, river cruising is all about narrow margins. Low 
bridges make the air draft of a ship – how much of it sticks out of the water 
– critically important. Most river cruise ships have collapsible upper deck 
railings, removable furniture, and even navigation bridges that lower 
completely into the floor.

What’s under the keel – or hull – of your river cruise ship also makes a 
difference. In some cases, there can be less than a foot of water under the 
keel. River cruise ships have incredibly shallow drafts to begin with, and 
river cruise operators construct their ships as efficiently as possible. 
They’re the high-performance sports cars of the cruising world.

Unfortunately, low water and high water conditions can exist – and they can 
throw a real wrench into an otherwise flawless cruise.

Water levels are unpredictable. In many cases, the cruise line may only find 
out on your actual sailing, or a few days beforehand, that a particular 
stretch of water isn’t navigable.

Water levels aren’t uniform. That is to say, if there’s low water on the 
Danube, the entire Danube isn’t affected. In 2014, water levels were too 
low for many ships to pass between the German cities of Passau and 
Regensburg. In past years, the stretch heading across the Austria-Hungary 
border has been problematic.

History isn’t a good indicator of high or low water. In June of 2013, Passau 
was hit by the worst flooding – and the highest water levels – since the 
Middle Ages. In June of 2014, the Danube was so low that many cruise 
ships terminated their journeys in Passau.



What happens if high/low water levels affect my sailing? River cruise lines 
will typically attempt to keep your itinerary as operational as possible. 
Generally, when high/low water levels hit, three options are available to 
cruise lines:

• Continue the affected itinerary by having guests ‘swap ships’ – typically, 
being bussed from one town to the next, where you will embark a sister-
ship or similar vessel to continue the rest of your journey.

• Complete the itinerary as far as possible aboard your ship, and then 
transition to hotels (on the company’s expense) to complete the 
remainder of your itinerary.

• Outright cancellation. This is the rarest option, exercised when no other 
options are available.

I’m not sure if I should cancel my river cruise because of high/low water 
levels. What do I do?

Whatever you do, do not cancel your river cruise over high/low water. Wait 
for the cruise line to either pull the plug or offer alternatives. If your sailing 
commences in a few weeks, canceling your sailing will result in you loosing 
all monies paid. If you wait for the cruise line to pull the plug, offers typically 
include the ability to switch to another sailing at no cost; the offer to 
complete your cruise as scheduled at a discount or rebate; or the offer to 
cancel with minimal or no penalties. Of course, such offers are determined 
by the cruise line, but typically favor the guest.


