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Green concerns and issues of sustainability in construction projects have been rising during
the last decade (Kilbert, 2008; Orr, 2006). The resulting buildings, however, still represent
exemplary cases of innovation in front of the high number of “grey” buildings, with which our
streets are paved. Since one cannot rely on everyone’s motivation and resourcefulness to
implement green principles, alternatives rose from different contexts to make sure that urban
development (among other things) shall occur according to criteria of sustainability, both
environmental and cultural.
In this respect, norms of protection have been developed in a variety of settings and
countries, and are applied to an even greater diversity of subjects to preserve. In this profusion,
one standard tries the impossible: to preserve Mankind’s universal legacy for the generations to
come: the World Heritage Convention. This treaty, under the patronage of the UNESCO, has
become one of the most prominent names in cultural and natural preservation. Since 1972 the
Convention has been structuring its mission around (roughly) a Committee, for yearly decisions, a
Center, for implementation of the Convention and supervision of the sites, and a set of operational
guidelines, applied to 900 sites around the World, assuring sustainability institutionally, mostly by
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means of normative and regulative pressure (for a discussion on such forms of institutional
pressures see Scott, 2008).
This program targets a certain set of pre‐requisites in the communities bounded to the sites
listed. Becoming World Heritage implies the willingness to share the site with –not least‐ Mankind
as a whole. To be listed, sites have to be of outstanding universal value for humanity, and
responsibility over such sites is to be shared by all individuals around the globe. In such a frame,
the preservation of some properties is relatively straightforward in cases of isolated sites. Others,
however, falling for example into the category “Cultural Landscapes”, encompass large housing
areas, sometimes even industries, making the situation a little more awkward, yet not impossible,
to manage.
For a great number of sites, the properties listed find themselves rooted within
communities with specific needs. At this interplay, the potential for conflicts is explosive. When the
preservation of sites collides with local projects or with a lack of concerns for preservation, the
Committee may decide to shift the property into the list of sites in danger. From this point on, the
job is to find a solution acceptable to both parties. Representatives of the Convention and of the
sites, in most cases, manage to find compromises to those situations, thus securing a sustainable
evolution in the concerned areas that does not harm the sites under protection.
In light of this background, this article proposes to consider those rare cases, in which
compromises for sustainability failed to be reached. This article makes the point that such failures,
here in the case of the World Heritage Convention but not at all exclusively, are due to a lack of a
systematic understanding of the temporal components at stake. Deeply imprinted by the
Brundtland report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), concerns for
sustainability in research and practice suggest a focus on the influence of today’s decisions on
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future developments. Deciding the present to shape a bearable future represents, however, an
incomplete challenge if the weight of the past (e.g. former commitments, History, institutional
landscape) remains unconsidered. In other words, to better understand why initiatives for
sustainable protection of natural sites fail to be implemented today, we need to understand how
current decision‐makers are embedded in prior arrangements and frames of understandings, and
how this legacy may play against the institutional pressure exerted in favor of sustainability.
I propose a departure from the sole economic and/or political approaches (without
neglecting them though) towards a focus on cultural frames and shared history. The intellectual
background of this article is rooted in organizational analysis, and more particularly in the new‐
institutional analysis of organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991), that I link to research on sense‐
making narratives. Sense‐making narratives are the device with which individuals use past
experiences to make sense of present situations, by means of stories, anecdotes, and retrospective
explanations for example. I apply this analytical lens to a case of radical resistance to green
concerns surrounding one specific construction project: the refusal of the city of Dresden,
Germany, to comply with the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, a refusal that resulted in the
deletion of the site from the seminal list in 2009. At the core of the decision was the construction
of the Waldschlösschenbrücke (WSB), a sophisticated concrete bridge across the Elbe River.
Supported by social movements, by the federal State of Germany, by German intellectuals (such as
Nobel Prize laureates Günter Blobel and Günter Grass), and by famous architects, the World
Heritage Center recommended the construction of a tunnel instead of a bridge. This option had
remained, physically as well as financially, feasible. In scrutinizing the public communications of the
administrations involved over four years of conflict (2006‐2009), I show how, instead, the
administrations manipulate certain narrative levers and infuse the construction project with
rationality that wrongfoots the issues of sustainability behind World Heritage protection.
4

Theoretical Background
Institutional Theory
This analytical stream conceives of organizations as members of broader fields of shared
interests, the structure of which is largely regulated by institutions. The institutional analysis of
organizations considers institutions as “patterns of activity through which humans conduct their
material life in time and space, and symbolic systems through which they categorize that activity
and infuse it with meaning” (Friedland & Alford, 1991: 232). Relying on the reigning institutions in
their fields is the mean by which organizations reduce uncertainty and increase both the
predictability and intelligibility of their actions, thus extracting a legitimate character from their
existence and actions. Following those “institutionalized beliefs, rules, and roles, symbolic
elements capable of affecting organizational forms independent of resource flows and technical
requirements” (Scott 1991: 165) may be conceived as a strategic conduct for gaining legitimacy
and hereby optimizing the organization’s access to resources, be they financial or reputation‐
based. (DiMaggio, Powell 1991; Oliver, 1991; Deephouse, 1999). This collective sense of what
rationality is and wants us to do tends to drive hegemony among formal and informal
organizational structures and explains why organizations of a same field often become very similar
(Meyer, Rowan 1977; DiMaggio, Powell 1983; DiMaggio, Powell 1991).
This perspective, leaving little room for actors' initiatives and freedom of thoughts
(Covaleski, Dirsmith 1988; Stinchcombe 1997; DiMaggio 1988), evolved towards the idea that
actors may deliberately act on institutional configurations, recalling that the existence of
institutions is considered itself the result of an ongoing and collective process of social
construction (Berger, Luckmann 1967). Numerous contributions have been done in this direction
(see Greenwood et al., 2008, for a review). If we have been learning a great deal about those
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smooth processes of institutional departure, evolution, and manipulation, most research on
conflicts in fields mainly looked at the way by which conflicts trigger change (Purdy, Gray 2009),
with a focus on actors challenging institutions to give birth to new institutionalized patterns. In
contrast, little research concerned itself with those deviant actors who chose to defy institutions or
to ignore them altogether to pursue isolated actions considered illegitimate by powerful actors in
their fields.
In this respect the Dresden case reveals us an interesting situation. Norms of protection like
that comes into the 'normative pillar' in Scott's typology (2008). Yet in spite of great coercive
pressures at the global and national levels, the city of Dresden, after having been striving for
compliance with the UNESCO‐World Heritage Convention, has chosen to stick to its local interests,
and faced the conflict with great stubbornness (Schorlemer, 2008). Taking the theory seriously, one
could consider this an anomaly (see Oliver, 1991, on provocative conducts in fields). In fact to
better understand such phenomena we need to step back a little from the field‐based conception
to look at a more pluralistic perspective, including local institutional patterns (Marquis, Battilana,
2009), be they regulative (e.g. regional and municipal laws), normative (local expectations of what
is right or wrong), or cultural (local History and culture).

Narratives and Competing Rationalities
Different approaches and analytical devices have been put to the fore to unpack the
dynamics of multiple collective rationalities. In this article I follow a nascent trend in institutional
analysis (Morrill & Owen‐Smith, 2002; Zilber, 2009) and suggest that analysis of conflicting
collective rationality may be eased by the observation of the narratives issued by the actors under
scrutiny while they justify their conduct in front of their community and of the institutional
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constituents of the field they belong to. Adopting such a perspective makes especially sense in the
context of large construction projects, a domain where storytelling represents a large part of the
plan‐development and implementation (Throgmorton, 1992; Suchman, 2000).
Narratives, sometimes called tales, or stories, may take different names, definitions and
analytical perspectives (see Boje, 2001; Czarniawska, 1997; Feldman et al., 2004; Gabriel 2000). For
matter of cohesion, I consider here as a “narrative” the dominant structural themes of the
different stories that have been told overtime. The evolution of the stories told contributes to the
evolution of the encompassing narrative as structure, reinforcing each other recursively. This
stream builds on a discursive view of institutional analysis (Phillips, Lawrence, Hardy 2004), a view
where institutions are constituted (implying both altered and maintained) by means of texts (in the
broadest sense of the word). In this respect stories are seen as carriers of cultural and cognitive
influences, and illustrate how actors make use of the institutionalized elements in their
environment to justify their conduct and further establish legitimacy for future actions. The
analysis of text production, of their inherent discourses, and the observation of related actions
allow for inferences on the institutions at stake, of their content and influence.
Narratives provide both the collective and the rational dimensions that are central in
institutional analysis of organizations (DiMaggio, Powell 1983). Collective, because narratives are
made of multi‐authored stories and of elements that are understandable to most of the audience
concerned, to make sense about events that have been attended collectively. Rationality is further
provided by the very nature of narratives: the seemingly logical flow of events, starting with a
beginning and ending with some results is performed to make sense of the events one recalls while
constructing logical links between them. Narratives may thus become the source for blind spots in
organizations (Geiger & Antonacopoulou, 2009), for example in driving collective‐centring around
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specific issues (Boyce 2005). Stories comprehension shapes mental models in actors' minds (Bower
& Morrow, 1990), allowing dominant narratives to rise above subversive stories (Ewick & Silbey,
1995), for example in making exterior elements responsible for negative outcomes, thus giving an
inevitable character to problems and dooming projects and decisions to collective failures (Brown
& Jones, 1998).
We can consider stories as one relevant set of empirical accounts of situations that have
been performed by the actors studied, independently from the researcher’s intervention. Drawing
on such data allows observing how actors (individuals or whole organizations) formulate their own
account of events and on what they draw while they make sense of important issues in their
environment, and hereby create collective consensus about what was/is right to do. This formation
of narratives allows, in larger contexts, one community to share collective understandings of given
situations. In other words, the dominant narrative and the related stories become the proxies to
identify frames of thinking and to pace their evolution over time.

Methodology
Data Collection
This study is part of a larger research effort on the Dresden case. It thus benefits from a
broader understanding of the details about the construction project, the political situation in the
city, the local and national legislation, with, as background, a detailed picture of the events that
occurred before the conflict with the World Heritage Convention emerged. The research for the
main project was conducted according to a historical case analysis design, based on multiple data
sources. The collection initially targeted a broad understanding of the overall story. By 'broad' I
mean a collection of material that would report on the conflict under study including as many
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positions as possible, striving for impartiality. In a second phase, I collected all official documents,
studies, and other textual material (press releases, content from the websites of the
administrations involved and of social movements, feasibility studies and reports on various
aspects of the issue, legal documents, official decisions, intern documents and memos, etc.) that I
could track down, covering the years 1994‐2009 as time frame. This exhaustive data base
encompasses more than 3000 pages of documents. I also collected visual data such as maps, 3D
visualizations and pictures, and led 17 face‐to‐face interviews with program specialists of the
UNESCO, local politicians and environmentalists, and professionals from diverse fields, all involved
in the construction project. The collection phase further included informative material on World
Heritage policies and management, local political issues and the traffic situation in Dresden, as well
as repeated visits of the construction site.

Analyzing Narratives
To provide the reader with a comprehension of the case, the bridge dispute is summarized
in the first half of the empirical section. However, the aim of this article is not to explain why the
Dresden case escalated until deletion, but more to show how actors achieved by means of stories
to give rationality to a project that would wreak havoc on concerns for sustainability. For that
purpose I retrieved from the database thus formed the official documents that had been issued for
public use between January 2006 (when the conflict went public) and June 26, 2009, (date of
deletion) by the local administrations involved in the construction project, in which events were
(re)told and interpreted. This implies mostly press releases, interviews, leaflets and public letters.
Keeping the whole case in mind, I then looked at this selection of material looking for stories. I
considered as “stories” those elements of texts that would report on a set of events, with a starting
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point, an action (e.g. a decision, or solution to a problem, or justification for something that
happened), a conclusion, and, for the best case, some interpretations or implications for the
future. Sorting out the material with this definition as “selection device”, most documents included
one story only. A minority included one main story and added other stories as illustrations. In such
cases I considered these as different stories. Some were clearly tale‐like anecdotes recalling the
past or other examples, others were more protocol‐like reports on what had happened lately.
To see how the local administrations make sense of their position I analyzed the material
looking for the implicit assertions made in their text. Defending one option implies excluding the
other, thus postulating a superiority of the chosen course of action over other alternatives. This is
this very duality that informed my empirical research, namely how did the administrations
constructed the rationality surrounding their project and, herewith, excluded other options (i.e.
not constructing at all, or constructing a full‐tunnel) that would have satisfied the WH Center in
Paris and its concerns for sustainable urban evolution. Looking for implicit assertions allows for
much consideration for the life between the lines in capturing nuances from details in the
argumentation, a concern that is much needed in the analysis of narratives in organizations (Boje,
2001). Looking for implicit assertions, and the duality they imply, remains of great help in our case,
since it allows to systematically looking at how specific elements evolved toward major themes in
the argumentation during the conflict. This puts interpretation to the fore in the analytical process.
This analysis can be performed on different units, looking for example at each specific argument,
depending on the unit of analysis. I focused here on the arguments related to the construction of
the traverse. This could represent one sentence or a whole paragraph, sometimes the whole story.
I made use of software to accompany this process and worked with Atlas TI, a program that was
initially developed for grounded theory applications. I found it most suitable for interpreting the
material inductively. One more advantage of this package lies in the possibility to process
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documents in their original format, and not re‐typed separately, thus keeping pagination and
graphical layouts intact. This can be of great help for the interpretative analysis. I processed every
story separately, openly coding the implicit assertions according to the dual implications they
carried. This interpretative effort was decidedly inspired by deconstructionist thinking (Knights,
1997), “seeking to surface and analyse dualities embedded in the text” (Brown, 2004: 98) to
observe how one main demonstration of the rationality of the construction project arose. For
example, if a text would claim “the bridge construction is the result of a democratic decision that
involved all citizens”, I interpreted it as “no other option is as democratic as the bridge”. Going one
inch further, this would also imply “Not constructing would be an undemocratic thing to do” During
this process I started regrouping the emerging categories into main inclusive themes and main
lines of oppositions and implicit linkages to obtain an overall sense for the dominant narrative that
resulted from the storytelling during the conflict. I reiterated this procedure during and after the
interpretation process thus refining the categories to group them into more abstract and stable
ones. The next sections give, after some details on the bridge conflict, a more detailed overview of
the results.

The Dresden Case
The Bridge Project
The city of Dresden is located on either sides of the Elbe River. Waldschlösschenbrücke (or
Waldschlösschen Bridge, henceforth WSB) is the name of a traverse over the Elbe, still under
construction, in the Waldschlösschen area, close to the city center. The project as such was started
in 1994. However, projects to cross the Elbe at Waldschlösschen have been in discussion for
decades (Visual Impact Study 2005). The current bridge construction is part of the broader traffic
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plan called 'Verkehrskonzept 1994' (henceforth V94). The V94 projected the renovation of several
older bridges, the deviation of some of the main axes to improve the traffic situation in the city
center, and the construction of a new traverse in the eastern part of the city to deviate the traffic
away from this part towards the northern industry area (Stadtplanung für Dresden 1994). In
Dresden, which was at that time known for its bad traffic situation, this plan received quick
approval from the community at the end of 1995 (Bartsch 2008).
Different options were available for the new traverses. Shortly after ratification, the city
administration started adjusting the V94. Between 1995 and 1998, as it is often the case in such
mega‐projects (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Miller, Hobbs, 2005), numerous decisions have been made in
terms of location, priorities, and technical issues, engaging even greater degrees of commitment,
largely supported by the political parties from the center‐right wing. In 1998, the design of the
bridge was voted, after an international architecture competition. After numerous feasibility
studies, the Regional Council of Saxony communicated the official plan appraisal in 2004. In the
same year, the composition of the City Council changed. The new majority left (“Die Linke”) and
center‐left (“Die Grünen” and SPD) tried to stop the project. Motivated by an escalation of the local
dispute, the two supporting parties (CDU and FDP) and ADAC, Germany's and Europe's largest
automobile club, organized a public referendum to secure the implementation of the project. On
February 27, 2005 50,8% of the electoral register participated in the referendum. 67,9% of them
voted in favor of the construction of a bridge at Waldschlösschen. For the City Administration this
result was binding until February 27, 2008.

World Heritage Management: A Global Field and its Rationality
On December 9, 2002 the city decided to apply for WH status. It submitted its application in
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January 2003. The International Council on Monuments and sites (the 'ICOMOS', commissioned by
the WHC, is the NGO in charge of inspecting the cultural sites) inspected the application and the
site in 2003. Eventually Dresden and the Elbe Valley entered the seminal list of sites of unique and
universal value on July 2, 2004. Dresden as a WH site was a special case. Until 1945 the city had
been enjoying the reputation of being one of the most beautiful cities in Europe and used to be
dubbed “the Florence on the Elbe”. But before the end of World War II, once considered a city of
national pride for Germany but largely involved in the German war effort, Dresden became a target
of choice for the Allied Forces. During the nights of February 13 and 15, 1945 five air‐raids
delivered 3,900 tons of bombs and incendiary material over the city, killing between 18.000 and
25.000 people. Most of the city center was devastated, as well as major parts of its suburbs.
Eventually the city engaged in efforts of reconstruction and most major monuments were rebuilt;
today numerous projects are still in progress. According to UNESCO officials, a standing ovation
welcomed the inclusion of Dresden on the list. This inclusion was indeed a meaningful symbol of
the coming together of people, in spite of distance and History, for Heritage protection.
Collective concerns for protection of natural and cultural assets rose first after the military
actions of World War I and were strengthened after the ravages of World War II on a great part of
Europe's cities and natural landscapes. Protecting mankind's heritage eventually came in the
spotlights in 1959 as Egypt's pyramid fields got threatened by the construction of the Aswan High
Dam across the Nile River. The UNESCO triggered an international campaign to gather financial
support for rebuilding the temples in a place where no further construction project would flood
the treasures. “The idea of a shared responsibility of nations for the conservation of outstanding
monuments of the past was thus born in practice” (Batisse 1992: 14). Eventually a multitude of
similar projects was initiated and the Convention concerning the protection of the World Cultural
and Natural Heritage was ratified in 1972.
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If an acceptable definition of cultural heritage is yet to be agreed upon in the academic
debate (Rizzo, Throsby 2006), most practitioners of the sector work in line with the criteria defined
by the UNESCO and its World Heritage (WH) Convention1.. Indeed there is today no doubt that “the
quest for WH site [...] status appears to be growing” (Smith 2002: 137). The Convention of 1972
sets up the rationality behind Heritage preservation and roots the need for sustainable
management of the sites listed in a plea for universality and long‐term thinking. In fact: “What
makes the concept of World Heritage exceptional is its universal application. World Heritage sites
belong to all the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory on which they are located.”
(World Heritage Center, website). The WH Center (WHC), an international secretariat affiliated to
the WH Committee, itself a committee of the State Parties, undertakes the implementation of the
convention worldwide. Since its founding, the WHC has been structuring the practice of
preservation and sites management. It develops operational guidelines as well as criteria for the
interpretation and implementation of these, and specifies the implications of the WH status on
spatial and material issues. The functioning of the WH Convention is thus thought to be
supranational and to cross diverse levels. For example the convention of 1972 obliges the States
Parties to “encourage the establishment of national public and private foundations or associations
whose purpose is to invite donations for the protection of the [...] heritage” (UNESCO 1972: 11).
State Parties are to propose 'tentative lists' for potential new WH sites. Once the site is being listed
as WH, the managing organization is to comply with the operational guidelines of the WHC. State
Parties are, by their ratification of the Convention, to provide the sites and communities with the
means to do so. The WHC accompanies both the application process and the actual
implementation of the guidelines at the sites that will receive WH status. This process is a great

1
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Critics of the UNESCO WH Program observe that most sites considered 'World Heritage' are situated in Western
Europe and North America (Poulot 2007). If most countries ratified the convention of 1972, its application is
sometimes depicted as a 'eurocentric' standard (Smith 2002).

source of learning for the further development of its guidelines.
Management imperatives are addressed in numerous sections of the guidelines of the WHC
and are considered a delicate issue by professionals. Managing Heritage forms part of the so‐called
cultural industries. It represents great management challenges. For managing Heritage has a
unique logic of duality: the one of preservation, as derived from its aesthetic and cultural potential,
and the one of touristic profit. Heritage goods are no 'normal' goods since we are to deliver them
to posterity (Poulot, 2007). Hence, it is of prime importance to address adequately the tension
between profit made from a given asset on the one hand and preservation of the very asset on the
other. In this sector the WH status and prestige impacts on a diversity of levels and instances
(Smith 2002). However, gaining WH status means the “sharing of sovereignty over a particular site,
which then becomes ostensibly subject to an international framework of policies and regulations”
(Bianchi, Boniface 2002: 80). Under this institutional dictum the imperative of preservation is a key
condition for good relations between managing organizations of WH sites and the WHC.
“Protection and management of World Heritage properties should ensure that the outstanding
value, the conditions of integrity and/or authenticity at the time of inscription are maintained or
enhanced in the future” (WHC 2005: 24). There are numerous advantages to complying with the
dictate of the WHC. First of all, even though the WH label seldom appears in travel guides, it is
commonly noted that listed WH sites observe a marked increase in visitors (Beck 2006). Even
though visitors are seldom aware of the WH status of a site (Marcotte, Bourdeau 2006), a WH
status “elevates [the sites] to the status of global icon and national treasure, with all the political
and financial support that this entails” (Smith 2002: 142). Consequently, WH status promotes a
site, which further allows for sustained promoting efforts such as marketing and investment in
access (Smith 2002). Secondly, in line with institutional theory, the WH status promotes an easier
access to State and private resources and funding as a consequence of the WH label. It is indeed
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the duty of State Parties to develop funds out of which they shall finance the preservation of the
sites situated in their territory.
Non‐compliance is sanctioned. The so‐called 'red‐list' procedure is a process in which all
endangered sites are listed. Danger has to be “serious and specific” (WHC 2005: 46). Danger may
be 'ascertained' in form of deterioration and loss of significance, or 'potential' in form of
modifications of policies or juridical status, or any other potential threat in and around the site
(e.g. constructions, war efforts, geological or climate change, etc.). This procedure sheds a negative
light on sites listed and on the country's cultural policies as a whole. It seeks to motivate local
communities, State Parties and managing organizations to develop greater efforts to protect the
properties of the site. If these efforts prove futile or absent, the ultimate decision is to withdraw
the site from the WH list. Most sites concerned manage to find a way to be removed from the red
list. Prior the Dresden, in 37 years of functioning, the WHC had only withdrawn one single site from
its seminal list, the Arabian Oryx Sanctuary. This site, once listed as endangered, had seen its area
reduced by 90% by local authorities, making its appearance on the list a physical impossibility.
Against this background, Dresden is the first site ever to lose the title because of a refusal to
cooperate. As we will now see, the city dismissed other options that would have satisfied the WHC
to let its bridge appear as the only rational alternative. This has been mostly sustained by means of
storytelling.

Pouring Rationality under the Bridge
The following sections detail how the local administrations concerned manipulated certain
narrative levers to support facets of rationality in favor of the bridge option, thus excluding others
from the debate. These levers (summarized in Table 1) and their implications for other options (i.e.
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not constructing at all, constructing an other bridge, or constructing a full‐tunnel) evolved over
time together with the responses from the WHC. Three main levers of rationality are identified: the
rationality ad absurdam, i.e. rationality based on the antagonistic nature of the counter‐argument,
demos, i.e. the representation of a state as the sum of its people, from a political and legal
perspective, and what happens to be rational against this background, and finally the techné, i.e
rationality based on the knowledge resulting from practical application as compared to artistic
and/or theoretical ends. The following sections present those levers.
Ad Absurdum: Constructing is WH. On November 4, 2005 the WHC, informed by social
movements, communicated its first doubts concerning the bridge in two letters sent through the
diplomatic way. At this very place the river forms an elbow with large meadows. There, the bridge
must cross the River at its largest, stretching its roads above broad grasslands, down a hill and high
enough to avoid risks of flood. The city had thus been planning a bridge (see the mark and the
black circle in figure 2) in the middle of the area under protection (within the fat lines along the
River in figure 2).

Figure 1 – The WSB Bridge in the WH area
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Levers of rationality

Narrative

Dual implications
for the debate

Exemplary quotes

Ad Absurdum

Constructing is WH

Ergo: to be against the bridge in the
name of WH preservation is absurd,
for it goes against WH itself

“In June 1905, four students (...) founded the group which was to
revolutionise the fine arts in Germany: »die Brücke« »The Bridge«. In
Dresden, the word »bridge« seems to stand for the fusion of different
interests, for the interrelation of old and new ‐ of the past and the future”
“The bridge whether real or on paper has always been a part of city
development, and that is precisely what the World Heritage status is all
about.”

Demos

Constructing is
Democracy

Ergo: stopping the project is an
affront to democracy and the
citizens

“Only metres away from the Dresden city hall, in autumn 1989 many
people of Dresden hold demonstrations for freedom and democracy. Head
to head with the authority of the state, they fought to get the voice of the
people heard, finally, after forty years of despotism. In view of this
experience, in Dresden the authorities are today still judged by how they
deal with the will of the people.”

Techné

Constructing is
Technically Logical

Ergo: no other option can,
technically, financially, and
environmentally, overcome the
bridge solution

“In its construction it would be far easier to protect against high water
levels than a tunnel, which requires highly complex construction for the
design to be flood proof and would do really great damage to the Elbe
floodplains.”

Table 1 – Narrative levers of rationality

On January 4, 2006 the WHC reiterated its criticism, claiming that the bridge was no acceptable
solution. The city administration started its quest for compromise. In this first phase of the conflict,
it started with defending the necessity for both parties to find a solution. They separate, however,
the construction project as a pragmatic issue from the notion of Heritage protection as abstract
one:
“A mutually satisfying solution for adding new structures to the Elbe Valley's cultural landscape
can only be found if the conflict is resolved on the conceptual level”
“The value of the »World Heritage Site« seal of approval rests upon the UNESCO's decisions in
concrete situations being understandable and appropriate, as the criteria of universality,
authenticity, integrity etc. are very general and abstract.”

In doing this, constructing becomes more than just an infrastructure, constructing is conceptual
matter. A compromise is not to be found in the dialectical synthesis of both parties (Hargrave &
Van de Ven, 2006), instead compromising means building the bridge as projected, for:
“On their own, neither the landscape nor the man‐made structures are of such high value that
they would qualify for the World Heritage seal of approval. Only their co‐relationship qualifies
them for World Heritage status.”

“If it was not accepted that a bridge could be integrated into the cultural landscape, then its
World Heritage status would not be justified.”

The city administration goes further in arguing that constructing a bridge would even enhance the
World Heritage status of the site, a performance no other solutions (i.e. not constructing at all, or
constructing a full‐tunnel) could reach. To do so it plays on temporal projections, in linking a
certain degree of relativity concerning what the bridge could bring upon completion, i.e. a future
perspective, and the rooting of the bridge in past experiences:
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“City bridges often provide a panoramic view. The space which a bridge spans in the city
generally allows viewers to see and take in a larger part of the city. These panoramic views are
an experience rather like a bird's‐eye view. For this reason, bridges are inviting places.”

“At the end of the 1880s, after visiting the site of the Gotthard Tunnel construction, Friedrich
Nietzsche described it in almost euphoric terms as an engineering masterpiece. The train trip
through the completed tunnel, however, made him feel anxious. (…)A tunnel is, and will always
be, a claustrophobic experience.”

In this respect the city further mention the historic necessity of a bridge, drawing on the numerous
plans that had been done and abandoned in the past. As we will see, positioning the bridge as
Heritage enhancer would not function for long. Soon, alternative studies would dismiss this lever,
thus forcing the administrations involved to replace their argumentation on other dimensions: the
role of democracy, and the technical superiority. Those dimensions were already present at that
time, stressing the fact, for example, that the bridge had initially been pushed by those same
persons who fought the GDR dictatorial regime in 1990, or that dropping the project would
probably imply severe financial consequences for the city. Those themes were yet to evolve.

Demos: Constructing is democracy. March 2006, the RWTH Aachen University sent bridge‐
visualizations, ordered by the WHC, accompanied with an evaluative report. Based on this analysis,
the WHC took position against the bridge. The report stated that the bridge as projected would:
cut the site into two halves, collide with the other bridges' architecture, and harm the city’s
skyline. On July 11, 2006, during its yearly session, the WH Committee further put Dresden and the
Elbe Valley on the list of endangered WH sites. The City Council eventually voted motions to pause
the project so as to develop solutions. Meanwhile numerous sources started defending the tunnel
solution, to demonstrate its feasibility, at least in abstract terms. In sharp contrast to this new
development, the Regional Council made pressure for the allocation of the construction works. The
main theme in public communication first shifted towards legal arguments:
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“In addition, the demand of the City Council to the Mayor, in its decisions of July 20, and August
10, 2006, to determine 'Measures for realization of the WSB ... only consistent with the
UNESCO', is legally in vain and appears suitable for postponing and preventing the
implementation of the referendum”
“The Regional Council saw no other choice [than to force the City to commence/order/assign
the construction work] in order to reach the implementation of the binding referendum and
avoid possible claims of compensation for damages towards the City”

Considering the history of the city, playing on the implementation of legal decisions and on the
respect due to democratic devices can become quite an issue. Dresden went from one dictatorial
regime to another during most of the twentieth century. After having been suffering the National
Socialist regime from 1933 to 1945, the city drifted toward the communist regime imposed by the
Russian occupant until 1949, to became part of the German Democratic Republic, in place from
1949 to 1990. This experience is present in the texts, for example when a local politician writes
about the “Totalitarian Elites”, i.e. those local intellectuals and environmentalists engaged against
the bridge:
“When the citizens stop bending under the dictate of their pathetically uplifted
forefinger/index/index finger, then they look in panic for new partners, everywhere in the
world. The lower elite of definition ask for help from the upper elite of definition. In this case
the UNESCO.”

“When Dresden was still part of the GDR and Ulbricht [Chairman of the Council of State, 1950‐
1971] had the Saint Sophia's Church demolished, the UNESCO showed no interest in this city. It
is not before one becomes a Democracy that one gains the right to be patronized and kept in
leading‐strips by them.”

The only way to free, democratically, the city from the referendum would have been a new
decision by the city council with a two‐third majority for a new referendum. The political parties
supporting the bridge, however, refused the arrangement. Both Councils eventually entered into a
legal battle. The communication of the city administration and the regional council eventually
centered on the illegal character of the decisions of the city council against immediate
construction. In September however the administrative court gave right to the city council. The
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Regional council appealed, thus offering time for discussion while the trial was at rest: one
organized a mediation.

Techné: Constructing is technically logical. The mediation was seen, juridically also, as an
occasion to calm down the debate. However:
“According to the City's position, the only allowed way of proceeding is to look for new design
and technical variants/variations that will not contest/challenge/question the plan appraisal”

“The report [of the mediation], in the sum of all the reservations listed, leaves no margin
whatsoever for the construction of a bridge at Waldschlösschen that would be
efficient/functioning and reasonable from a traffic planning perspective. The Regional Council
altogether considers the attempts of mediation a complete failure”

Hence the debate took a more technical turn. Needless to say, no results came out of this
mediation. On March 9, 2007, the Higher Administrative Court finally ruled in favor of the Regional
Council: the City Council of Dresden is to follow the democratic decision to which it had been
bound by way of referendum. However, one year was left until the referendum loses its binding
character. In April 2007, Tiefensee, the Federal Minister of Transport, Building and Urban Affairs,
wrote that his ministry would consider unlocking financial aid for a solution that would satisfy the
WHC.
The tunnel had indeed been gaining in prominence in the community, and the
communication decidedly undermined its feasibility. The administrations had invested preparation
work on the bridge option and reached the final state of completion, in form of a plan appraisal.
They could easily provide concrete arguments wrongfooting any abstract alternative. Those
arguments tackled different perspectives. A technical rationality was involved, for the city was not
prepared to implement anything but a bridge. Years of plan‐development had gone by. It was easy
to position the bridge as a local concept for local problems, like resolution of traffic issues, or the
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help this would represent in case the city should experience high flood levels, as it did in 2002:
“The need for another Elbe crossing has been conclusively proved. Investigations into
alternative locations have supported the choice of the Waldschlößchen as a location. “

“Neither a tunnel nor alternative bridges will be ready for construction until the binding period
of the referendum will have run out”
“If flooding occurred, a bridge at this spot would be indispensable for disaster control and to
ensure the city was properly supplied.”

Engaging in new alternatives would have been a costly thing to do. In the end it seems that
the declaration by Minister Tiefensee remained unexploited, instead one speculated on the
loose nature of the argument. In fact the communication insisted on the fact that financially,
the one best thing to do had been reached:
“Passing mention must be made here of the high financial damages which would be incurred
upon the city by building companies' recourse claims if the construction work was not carried
out.”

Finally efforts have been performed to justify with the absurd, more or less as it had been
done with the bridge as “World Heritage enhancer”. The argument moved on issues of
environmental protection:
“a tunnel would intervene more than the bridge in the protected bed/course of the river and
would provoke grave consequences on the fauna and flora world.”

Accepting the final decision of the Court, the City Council decided to allocate the construction
works only to projects that would satisfy both the WHC and the binding decision taken by
referendum. In May 2007, a so‐called 'Perspective Workshop' tried to determine architectural
solutions to make the now 'compulsory' bridge acceptable.
“The regional council sees no reasons whatsoever for the costly alternative bridge projection
that the City Council ordered from architect and engineering offices. In fact, this decision could
lead to an infringement of the fundamental commandment for parsimonious and economical
budget management in municipal law”
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On June 25, 2007, the WH Committee decided to keep the site on the red list and suggested, again,
the construction of a tunnel. On November 19, 2007, the construction of the bridge physically
started.
In March 2008, the city of Dresden was freed from the referendum in legal terms. Various
trials for a new referendum were dismissed. The political parties in the center‐right wing refused,
for, they claim, opponents would have used the situation to block any construction project. In its
2008 session the Committee decided to maintain Dresden on the red‐list of endangered sites. In
the following months, the construction proceeded straightforwardly. On June 30, 2009, the
Committee voted the deletion of the site.

Concluding Commentaries
This article tried to understand various issues relevant to green construction and
sustainable urban evolution. Against the background of World Heritage Preservation, I started with
claiming that reflections on sustainability may stay incomplete if the past is not considered in the
analysis. To illustrate this perspective I focused on the observation of the stories told by actors
involved in a conflict with the WHC. A reflection on the weight of the past may take several depths.
A primary level should consider those decisions that have been made before any sustainability‐
related initiative was triggered in the concerned area. In the Dresden case we have seen how much
suggestive power can be drawn from former events, like the referendum and the plan‐
development of the bridge, even in front of established and widely respected global institutions
such as the UNESCO‐WH program. A deeper level of past‐analysis go an inch further and look at
the local History and those experiences that have been attended, and sometimes suffered,
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collectively, such as a dictatorial past. In this case, democratic decisions and global standards can
grow an image that is far beyond control. Interestingly, in the Dresden case, the mission of the
UNESCO and its Convention was given an image of undemocratic pressure, dictating and imposing
its own definition of what is culture and what it is not, even though its principal mission is precisely
to protect Human rights. Here also, we saw what suggestive power the past may provide to current
situations and decisions related to sustainability.
A second point tackled in this article was the Dresden case against the background of
institutional theory. 890 sites worldwide (as for early 2010) are aligned with the WH Convention,
with 31 sites considered endangered (only 3, 4% approximately). In its central formulations,
institutional theory tends to postulate that provocative and defying organizational conducts would
be likely when the institutional and sanctioning frames are weak (Oliver, 1991). The UNESCO and
its Convention have little power indeed. The sanction, however, seems to function worldwide, for
reputation may be heavily shaken in such a conflict. We can not, at the time of writing, check
whether this conflict had any impact on the city. It remains, however, a bet from the
administrations involved, for if we cannot foresee it today, neither could they. This study thus
contributes to a recent evolution towards more geographical and community‐based considerations
in institutional research (Marquis, Battilana, 2009) in showing how the interplay of global and local
institutional frames may lead to collisions and speculative conducts. Such speculative conducts
seem more likely when this interplay is undetermined and blurred (like the legal blur on WH
implementation in German law), when notions of utility and efficiency start bouncing across levels
(like the varying conceptions of what was more rational to do and why), and when resource‐
dependencies are already settled (like securing one's electorate and the financial subventions for
construction).
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A third point concerns the practice of cultural and natural preservation. It seems that no
Court in Germany managed to foster the implementation of the World Heritage convention so far.
So the Regional Council, as the Higher Administrative Court ruled in favor of the bridge:
“Most valuably is the fact that the Court explicit mentioned/underlined the primacy and special
importance of the referendum as an immediate democratic expression of the will of citizens to
be respected absolutely.”

Such assertions have eventually been confirmed by the Federal Court. Considering the WH
Convention, all German sites could fall into the red list until this legal situation is cleared up.
Considering the implementation of sustainable initiatives as a legitimate thing to do should go
further than a mere common‐sense perspective, for law seldom supports a straightforward
implementation, even in the World's leading economies. The recent failure of the Copenhagen
summit may serve as an illustration of it. Dependencies and commitments are deeply involved in
such decisions, and make any cooptation in goals a sensitive issue. In light of this, great troubles
await the unprepared actors engaged in such conflicts. A major point that no scientific research can
provide is giving fine tuned strategies on how to defang such situations as they emerge. Stories,
however, are handy to observe, and a sense of the dominant narrative may be grasped intuitively
by researchers and professionals of public and business administrations, making them a powerful
tool to better understand the dynamics underlying conflicts on sustainability issues and, in the best
of all worlds, to unpack them. However, to do so one must be ready to defend claims for
universality and long‐term thinking when local communities are easier to reach with arguments of
localness and immediacy. From the point of view of sustainability, broaching those issues could
well become an urgent task.
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