Energy Research & Social Science 87 (2022) 102479

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Energy Research & Social Science
journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/erss

Sense of place in transitions: How the Hambach Forest Movement shaped
the German coal phase-out
Almut Mohr a, *, 1, Mattijs Smits b
a
b

Wageningen University & Research, Drovendallsesteeg 4, 6708 PB Wageningen, the Netherlands
Environmental Policy Group, Wageningen University & Research, Hollandseweg 1, 6706 KN Wageningen, the Netherlands

A R T I C L E I N F O

A B S T R A C T

Keywords:
Coal phase-out
Energy transition
Germany
Multi-level perspective
Sense of place
Social movements

This article analyses how social movements shape the sense of place and influence energy transitions. It combines
the Multi-Level Perspective of transition studies with the concept sense of place, allowing for an analysis of social
movements at different levels linked to the role of placemaking. The Hambach Forest Movement and its network
in Germany are taken as a case, drawing on 25 qualitative interviews with people related to the movement, the
German Coal Commission, from civil society, and the energy company RWE. The paper finds that the interplay of
activities of the network aiming for the protection of the Hambach Forest, and its international reverberations,
led to the development of a strong sense of place. The sense of place was clearly reflected in the Coal Com
mission’s final report in which a pathway for the German coal phase-out was outlined, a critical element of
Germany’s energy transition.

1. Introduction
The persistence of coal mining and coal-fired power plants provides
key challenges for the transition towards low-carbon energy systems and
achieving the climate goals set in the Paris Agreement [1,2]. Thus, coal
mining sites are critical places for the energy transition. Over the past
decades, coal mining sites in various countries have frequently become
sites of conflict, as vested economic interests clash with environmental
politics and with interests, especially of the local population [3–6].
Earlier research on energy transitions, often using the Multi-Level
Perspective (MLP), mainly focused on the role of specific (niche) en
ergy technologies and their interactions with energy regimes [7]. Sub
sequently, the literature on transitions and the MLP expanded to include
other societal aspects, such as the role of civil society and social move
ments [8,9]. This also involved expanding the study of transitions to
geographical disciplines [10–14], such as economic geography, urban
geography or political ecology [12,14,15]. The so-called geography of
sustainability transitions research helps to understand the spatial con
figurations and local contexts of transitions [13].
These geographical insights and concepts emphasise the spatial
embeddedness of transitions. Murphy [12] points out the importance of
places for political dynamics because they can play a role in the cohesion

of a community and can trigger social movements. Furthermore, Binz
et al. [15] note that in transition research “the richness of place-making
theories in geography [is ignored]. These theories argue that places are
produced relationally – meaning they are not pre-ordained, discrete sites
or locations, but contexts actively constituted by the relations between
actors, materials, cultures, histories, and structures” [15]. Lawhon and
Murphy [14] further critique the MLP framework for presuming that
elite regime-actors have the power and neglecting participatory ways of
decision making.
This article builds upon these critiques about the underdeveloped
linkages between transitions, places, and social movements. It argues
that the analysis of a social movement and its influence on the energy
transition would benefit from extending the MLP framework by focusing
on the concept of sense of place. Within the MLP framework, focusing on
socio-technical transitions at the niche-level, the regime-level, and the
landscape-level, the concept of sense of place enables us to analyse how
social movements can influence the regime-level, hence how a move
ment demanding a coal phase-out can have an impact on coal phase-out
policies and may accelerate a transition towards renewable energies.
Building on these conceptual thoughts, the research questions are: How
did the actors involved in the Hambach Forest Movement shape the
narratives and sense of place of the Hambach Forest? How did these
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influence the narratives around the coal phase-out in Germany?
Already in 2011, the German government announced to transition
away from fossil fuel reliance in the energy supply by 2050 [16], the socalled Energiewende. Nevertheless, until recently, there was no explicit
pathway for phasing-out fossil fuels and there are still several opencast
lignite mines and coal-fired power plants in Germany. One of these coal
mines is the Hambach coal mine in North Rhine-Westphalia, next to
which is the ancient Hambach Forest. This forest turned into one of the
key sites of conflict within the controversy over the future of coal in
Germany.
The case of the Hambach Forest Movement in Germany allows us to
analyse how and why the perception and the understanding of the
Hambach Forest changed for different actor groups, inside and outside
the Hambach Forest Movement. We also link these changes and political
decisions to the Energiewende (energy transition) in Germany to provide
insights into the impacts of social movements on transitions and the
perception of places in transition processes. These insights, which are
based on 25 qualitative interviews with (key) actors of the Hambach
Forest Movement, are also relevant for transitions occurring at other
places.
The paper is organized as follows. In chapter 2, the evolvement of the
Hambach Forest Movement is described. In chapter 3, the theoretical
framework is introduced. Thereafter, in chapter 4, the research meth
odology and analysis is explained. In the following chapter 5, the nar
ratives around the sense of place of the Hambach Forest and its role in
the German coal phase-out are analysed. In chapter 6, we show how
these narratives are linked to the Coal Commission and the Energiewende.
In Chapter 7, the main findings are discussed, chapter 8 concludes,
followed by a short epilogue on events following this research.

eviction would be announced, the interviewee expected that more
people would join the occupation. During the eviction in 2018,
approximately 150 to 200 people stayed permanently in the forest
(Interview #05).
In addition to the forest, there were more locations next to the forest
where activists met, collected and distributed donations such as food, or
informed the public. Whereas many of the interviewed activists referred
to the term ‘movement’ (e.g. interviews #04; #06; #09; #11, Andreas
Büttgen; #14, Antje Grothus; #15, Michael Zobel; #17; #18; #20),
activists of one group interview explicitly stressed that they prefer to be
regarded and referred to as individuals (Interview #22).
Initially, the Hambach Forest Movement grew without recognition
by environmental NGOs, except for the BUND NRW (“Bund für Umwelt
und Naturschutz Deutschland Nordrhein-Westfalen”; the regional asso
ciation of friends of the earth Germany) (Interview #13, Dirk Jansen,
BUND NRW). The movement started locally and with the engagement by
local citizens (Interview #14, Antje Grothus, Buirer für Buir and mem
ber of the Coal Commission). One of the first local groups to become
included was the citizens’ initiative Buirer für Buir (literally translated
‘citizen of Buir for Buir’; Buir is an urban district close to the Hambach
Forest) that was founded in 2006. Following this, ‘Hambi3-Support
Groups’ with activists supporting the Hambach Forest Movement
emerged in several German cities.
Over time, the movement grew into a large network with interna
tional linkages. There are connections within the occupation scene to
other occupied forests in Germany and abroad (Interview #01). One
interviewee explained that there are activists from the Hambach Forest
who went to Białowieża in Poland (Interview #03). Another interviewee
listed a variety of different countries, regions and continents from which
people are in the Hambach Forest or already have been in the forest
(Interview #20). Moreover, there were solidarity actions in other
countries (Interview #04), e.g. a gathering of people in front of the main
train station in Prague holding a banner saying ‘Hambi bleibt!’ (‘Hambi
stays’) [20]. The members of the movement also cover a variety of
different social and socio-economic backgrounds (Interview #20). All
actors that were mentioned by interviewees to be part of the network are
depicted in Fig. 2.4 The most well-known actors and organisations are
highlighted.
The size of the network and the number of supporters for the
movement peaked in autumn 2018. During this time, RWE, the energy
supplier running the coal mine, wanted to continue clearing the Ham
bach Forest to give way for a coal excavator to mine the coal beneath the
forest. To clear the forest, the eviction of the tree houses was necessary.
In September and October 2018, the clearing and eviction plans raised
public awareness of the situation in the Hambach Forest. It triggered
people to join the forest occupation and led to demonstrations against
the clearing. The demonstrations peaked on 6 October 2018, when
50.000 people joined the protest in front of the Hambach Forest [3].

2. The evolving Hambach Forest Movement
In this chapter, we describe the development of the Hambach Forest
Movement and the role and linkages of different actors within the
movement. The Hambach Forest Movement, at the time of research in
2019, was much broader and geographically dispersed than its name
suggests. While locally rooted, the movement had a large (international)
network of activists and groups, crossing geographical and social
boundaries. The different organisations are connected through network
meetings as well as individuals being members of several different
groups.
The Hambach Forest used to be the largest forest in North RhineWestphalia, is high in biodiversity, and might to be preserved under
European Nature Conservation Law [17]. However, the largest part of
the forest was already cleared and transformed into the Hambach coal
mine [18]. In 2018, half of the remaining forest was still planned to be
cleared to give way to the opencast coal mine.
Since the 1970s, there are several civil society actors active in the
Hambach Forest region against the resettlements of nearby villages, air
pollution and environmental destruction all caused by the Hambach coal
mine. The resistance is manifold; there are citizens’ initiatives, massprotests, climate camps, and mass civil disobedience. In 2012, activists
occupied the Hambach Forest with tree houses to avoid the forest’s
clearing by RWE [18]. Fig. 1 shows a timeline of events since 2012.
According to one activist in the forest, the occupation and the
movement started with around five to ten activists (Interview #05).2
From starting with just a few activists, the occupation grew over time.
Whereas according to the police, there were around 40 tree houses in the
Hambach Forest in May 2019 [19], an interviewee estimated that there
might have been between 50 and 80 people living in the forest in spring
2019 (Interview #05). The interviewee made clear that 50 to 80 people
is a small number of activists. In summer, or once a clearing season or an
2

4.

3. Towards a framework to study the role of place in sociotechnical transitions
To analyse the role of the Hambach Forest Movement and the sense
of place in the context of on-going transitions, we link ideas from three
bodies of literature, shown in Fig. 3.
The Multi-Level Perspective – the first body of literature – was
developed by Geels and colleagues to explore socio-technological tran
sition processes, such as the German Energiewende. A socio-technical
transition can be defined as “a set of processes that lead to a funda
mental shift in socio-technical systems” [22]. This shift includes a

3
Among activists and supporters, ‘Hambi’ is a widely used abbreviation for
Hambach Forest.
4
The figure is not necessarily a complete list of all stakeholders, as the
boundaries of any social movement are blurry [cf. [21]].

Interview codes and other methodological aspects are described in chapter
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Fig. 1. Timeline: Resistance for the Hambach Forest (Authors’ own depiction).

Fig. 2. The Network of the Hambach Forest Movement on Local, National and Global Scale (Authors’ own depiction). Actors with a dark blue background were
mentioned by several interviewees.

Fig. 3. Linkages of the Concepts (Authors’ own depiction).
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“fundamental change in structure, culture and practices” [23] and thus
covers the alteration of material as well as non-material components
[24]. The MLP differentiates three analytical levels: landscape, regime,
and niche.
As conceptualised by Smith [9], civil society actors – such as those
involved in the Hambach Forest Movement – can be part of all three MLP
levels. Niches are considered as the micro-level, where radical in
novations can emerge. In the niche, they are protected from selection
criteria of the markets or institutionalised evaluations such as standards
on security, environment or ethical standards [25]. Furthermore, the
niche-level offers space for learning processes and space to develop so
cial networks supporting niche innovations [7]. Such learning processes
take place for example in transition towns or alternative milieus.
Grassroots innovations are part of the niche-level [9].
The regime-level is dynamically stable as the elements within a
regime are closely linked and these linkages are constantly (re-)pro
duced through the activities of social groups within the regime [7]. The
regime is formed by various actors, such as policymakers, scientists, and
users [7], as well as by infrastructure, technologies, and institutions
[26]. Societal groups and civil society actions that are part of the regimelevel are groups with activities such as consumer boycotts, protests, and
lobbying [9].
The landscape, the broader structure of a society [7], is more or less
fixed and “beyond the direct influence of regime and niche actors” [27].
Demographic trends, social values, international agreements, and
environmental problems are all part of the landscape-level. Civil society
actions on landscape-level are awareness raising and social pressure [9].
Changes on landscape-level or radical innovations in the niche-level
can influence the regime-level. New technologies or radical innovations
from the niche-level can find their way out of the niche once a ‘window
of opportunity’ opens. Such a window opens either through ongoing
processes that create tensions on the regime-level or by shifts in the
landscape-level [7]. Especially dynamics on the landscape-level are
important drivers for transitions [27].
Transitions do not take place in a vacuum but are rather embedded in
a specific spatial context or place. The term ‘place’ does not only refer to
the physical or natural characteristics but places are rather understood
as shaped by people and the identities, meanings and power relations
they attribute to a place. Thus, a forest is not only a space with trees but
is also characterized by the meaning and identities that people, espe
cially those living in the neighbourhood, attribute to the forest. There
fore, “places serve as critical context wherein the practices, norms,
conventions, rules, etc. associated with socio-technical regimes are sit
uated” [12]. As such, places and changes in the meaning and power
attributed to places as well as the socially constructed characteristics of
places can influence the (energy) regime and, therefore, can influence
transitions.
The relationship between places and transitions is mutual (see Fig. 3)
and recognised by several authors within the MLP literature [e.g.
[11,12,28,31]]. Transitions, which are always space-specific, can
transform spaces, and spaces can themselves determine transitions [11].
Places can “facilitate, prepare, promote or implement a more sustainable
future” [11], but also hinder transitions. Furthermore, transitions can
also influence the perception and values of places. In transitions, places
are not only “a passive background” but the spatial contexts can “pro
vide an important explanation of the spatial unevenness of sustainability
transition pathways” [28]. The inclusion of the spatial perspective to the
MLP enables to “assess the advantages, conflicts and tensions that are
constituted by the economical, institutional, social and cultural terri
tories in which transitions dynamics and pathways by default are
embedded, except as passive contexts” [28].
While places are thus recognised to be important in the (geography
of) transitions literature, this contextualisation of transitions within
places can be expanded by drawing on the notion of ‘sense of place’, the
second body of literature. Having its home in the Political Geography
literature, the concept of sense of place refers to feelings, associations

[29], and emotions people have with a given place [30]. It is based on
the understanding that places are socially constructed through in
teractions between various actors [31]. As the sense of place is a result of
personal experiences, routines and values, it varies for different actor
groups and even on individual levels. Moreover, the sense of place can
be a guiding cultural and cognitive frame [32]. Based on the sense of
place, people identify with places and form emotional connections with
particular places [33], derive meanings from their experiences and their
routines [29], and their identities are constructed and constituted.
As Frantzeskaki et al. [34] have noted, the links between the litera
ture on the MLP and sense of place are underdeveloped, yet critical to
understand the social embeddedness of transition processes. Frantze
skaki et al. [34] derive “three phenomena that relate to a sense of place
as mechanisms for transformation: a symbolic understanding or mean
ing of place; a narrative of place that connects to a transformative vision;
and new types of relations between people and place” [34]. Whereas
these authors focus their analysis on experimentation in urban sustain
ability transitions, we argue that these phenomena are also important to
study social movements demanding a coal phase-out.
The sense of place can be shaped by various actor groups and can
differ significantly among actors and their narratives. Such different
narratives can show “the potentially contested understandings of place
among different members of a community. A narrative of place is the
stringing together and communication of these symbolic understandings
of place and the related experiences” [34]. Thus, the sense of place
concept helps us to understand how the Hambach Forest Movement, a
social movement contesting the political situation, values the Hambach
Forest and how the movement’s sense of place of this forest also shapes
the sense of place of actors outside the movement.
There are several linkages between the sense of place concept and
social movement literature, the third body of literature. Social move
ments are collectives of individuals and organisations with an estab
lished network [35]. These actors contest certain political situations and
might value a place in a different way than political institutions value
the same place. These differences in the specific sense of place are based
on different norms, ethics or different beliefs over places and the usage
of places. This conflicting idea of the sense of place shapes different
mobilisations, such as environmental mobilisations, or antigentrification struggles [35].
For individuals, their sense of place can contribute to their decisionmaking process on whether to join a social movement or not [32].
Within social movements, actors having the same individual or a col
lective understanding of a place are unified and may work towards a
common political project [32]. Therefore, places and the discursive
frames can unify a group and at the same time can help to demarcate
oneself from outsiders of the movement [35]. Thus, the sense of place
can vary for people being part of a social movement and outsiders of this
social movement. Additionally, emotions can tie together a movement,
strengthen the shared identity, and can ensure that the movement is
effective over time [36,37]. Citizen mobilization is key for social
movements. To mobilize, social movements often strategically focus on
citizens’ emotions, to “create shared feelings of outrage, love, and soli
darity, even across distance” [38]. Moreover, emotional bonds can
strengthen, sustain and enlarge networks, even without physical prox
imity [36,39].
The sense of place and how it is shaped by a social movement can
influence socio-technical transitions (see Fig. 3). During a transition,
“places can be ‘re-made’” [12]. This process is often prone to conflicts, as
it may include reconfiguring power structures, institutions, and regimeactors [12] as well as fighting the dominant narrative. Hess [40] iden
tifies three mechanisms of mobilization in sustainability transitions:
mobilization by the incumbent regime against the sustainability tran
sition policies; mobilization of the green-transition coalition by social
movement organisations; and mobilization by the countervailing in
dustry. Here, we focus on the second mechanism, to understand how
“[s]ocial movement organizations will form coalitions to support ST
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[sustainability transitions] policies, and [how] they will forge frames
and discourses that allow cross-movement solidarity” [40]. Thus, to
understand the sense of place of a specific group of people or in
dividuals, one has to understand both their individual values and emo
tions related to this place, as well as their discursive and group-specific
framings. Here, the sense of place is understood as an analytical lens to
study the emotions and symbolic meanings that people attribute to a
given place.
Based on the developed framework, we analyse the role of the
Hambach Forest as a specific place, focusing on the role of the Hambach
Forest Movement, a large network of activists, for the German Ener
giewende. By analysing the sense of place of the Hambach Forest for
different actor groups (inside and outside the Hambach Forest Move
ment), we show how the movement shifted the sense of place of the
Hambach Forest outside the movement. Through this, we aim to un
derstand whether in 2018 a window of opportunity was opened by the
activities of the Hambach Forest Movement. We do so by analysing the
movement’s influence on the final report by the Coal Commission.

(both aiming to understand the sense of place of the Hambach Forest),
the network of the social movement and media coverage (aiming to
analyse the scope of the movement and the network of activists), the
Coal Commission, climate change and the influence that interviewees
thought the movement had so far (aiming to analyse the linkages be
tween the Hambach Forest Movement and the changing energy regime,
thus the energy transition). The coding process included several iterative
rounds as additional codes were used if additional aspects or topics were
mentioned by several interviewees. If an additional code was intro
duced, all interviews were checked on this code once again.
In order to also grasp the broader picture of the situation of the
Hambach Forest and how it was perceived in the general public, news
paper articles were used to better understand the different perspectives.
Further, to verify statements by the interviewees and to gain a broader
understanding, the interviews were complemented by newspaper arti
cles, scientific literature focusing on the German Energiewende and the
final report by the Coal Commission. Thus, literature was used as an
additional source to triangulate and better understand the interviews.

4. Methodology

5. The sense of place of the Hambach Forest: different narratives

To gain an in-depth understanding of the Hambach Forest Movement
and its influence on the sense of place of the Hambach Forest and the
coal phase-out in Germany, we conducted a qualitative research based
on semi-structured interviews with people inside and outside the
movement, complemented by content analysis of (grey) literature.
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the main method because
they are content-focused but also allow flexibility. Especially this flexi
bility was important for the interviewees because they could openly
answer questions and explain the situation in their own words [41],
while focusing on the aspects that they found to be important [42]. The
semi-structured interviews were conducted based on a topic list, which
was adapted to the interviewees and their role in the movement.
The lead author conducted 25 interviews, seven group interviews
and 18 interviews with individuals. Most interviews were conducted in
the Hambach Forest with people being part of the occupation and at
nearby places of protest that are closely linked to the occupation. The
interviewees were purposefully sampled since many people in the
movement are not formally registered anywhere. They were spontane
ously approached in the forest or at nearby places of protest. The
occupation of the Hambach Forest with tree houses is on the verge of
legality and the activists in the forest always fear reprisals from the
police and the security officers of RWE. Therefore, to protect the in
terviewees, none of these interviewees is mentioned by name or any
other attribute that would make it possible to find out their identity.
Additional interviews with members of citizens’ initiatives, associ
ations and organisations being active regarding the Hambach Forest
were conducted. These interviewees were selected based on prior
research of actor groups that are involved in the Hambach Forest
Movement and approached by email. They are cited with their full
name, as their personal engagement for the Hambach Forest is already
known in public. Among them were three members of the Coal Com
mission: a representative of an environmental association, a represen
tative of a citizens’ initiative, and a representative of a renewable energy
association. They are named in the research because the members of the
commission are publicly known. A spokesperson of RWE, the energy
company running the coal mine, was also interviewed. All 25 interviews
were carried out between March and May 2019 and were numbered
consecutively (see Table 1 in the Annex). These numbers are used in this
article, followed by the interviewee’s name, where applicable. The in
terviews lasted from 20 min to 2 h, with an average of 50 min.
The interviews enabled an analysis of the linkages between the sense
of place of the Hambach Forest and the coal phase-out in Germany. The
interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded based on the con
ceptual framework, including codes such as the symbolic nature of the
Hambach Forest, the motivation for people to be active for the forest

In order to understand the importance of the Hambach Forest for the
German Energiewende, we analyse different narratives used by the ac
tivists and other actors in Germany in this section.
5.1. Activists’ narratives
The activists in the Hambach Forest and the activists closely related
to the forest have different ways to explain what the Hambach Forest
symbolises. Comparing and analysing the different aspects that the in
terviewees had for valuing the forest, a distinction can be made between
six narratives of the Hambach Forest. These narratives show the di
versity of a sense of place, with different values and emotions bound to a
specific place, among different actors.
The first narrative argues that the Hambach Forest is a symbol for
nature conservation due to the extremely old trees (Interview #02) and
due to its high biodiversity (Interview #04). For them, the Hambach
Forest represents a place of the ongoing global destruction of ecosystems
(Interview #03). Thus, for these activists, the focus is on the destruction
of nature, which should be preserved instead. For this group of in
terviewees, the values and emotions associated with this place are
closely linked to the physical and natural properties of the Hambach
Forest.
The second narrative of the Hambach Forest focuses on its symbolic
meaning for climate protection (Interviews #13, Dirk Jansen; #17; #25,
Kai Niebert) and climate policy (Interviews #12; #13). It is argued that
the debates about the Hambach Forest shed a light on the current
climate policy by the Federal Government that cannot be continued
(Interview #12, Reiner Priggen) because it does not protect the climate
in an adequate way (Interview #13, Dirk Jansen).
Some activists even saw the Hambach Forest as a symbol for the
growing global climate change movement (Interviews #14, Antje Gro
thus; #20; #21). Moreover, a change on the political level regarding the
future of the Hambach Forest was seen as an indicator for a possible
transition (Interview #24). The global dimension of the Hambach Forest
that some activists saw is underlined by the international media atten
tion that the Hambach Forest eviction got. An interviewee explained
that journalists of various foreign and international newspapers were in
the Hambach Forest to get a picture of the situation and to report about
it in their countries, including the US-based Boston News or New York
Times and from countries such as Russia, Chile and Canada (Interview
#20). The article “Why ‘Green’ Germany Remains Addicted to Coal” in
The New York Times of 10 October 2018 pointed out that Germany was
still “the world’s leader in the mining and burning of lignite” even
though the German chancellor Angela Merkel was called ‘the climate
chancellor’ [43]. Through such articles, the support for the Hambach
5
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Forest Movement grew and influenced the sense of place in the direction
of the movement’s activists. This international attention may have
damaged the international reputation of Germany as a green country
successfully promoting its Energiewende [cf. [44]]. The eviction showed
to people within and outside Germany that the country still wanted to
clear forests for opencast mining (Interviews #08; #25, Kai Niebert). For
this group of interviewees, the role that the Hambach Forest has goes
beyond its physical characteristics. For them, the sense of place of the
forest is linked to the (symbolic) value that the preservation of the forest
has for climate policy.
In a similar vein, a third narrative highlights the importance of the
Hambach Forest and its symbolic value for the future of coal mining and
energy policy. It is argued that at the place of the forest, the conflict
between the forest and the huge coal excavators is so obvious, that the
forest became a symbol for the impacts of coal mining (Interview #25,
Kai Niebert). This very figurative symbolism of the forest literally being
eaten by the coal excavator is widely used in the Hambach Forest
Movement on stickers and postcards. This clearly targets the emotions of
potential supporters and creates feelings of outrage and solidarity [cf.
[38]]. For the interviewees, the Hambach Forest is a symbol for the fight
against coal (Interviews #06; #09; #14, Antje Grothus; #17) and a
symbol for the anti-coal movement (Interview #08). Moreover, the
forest is a symbol for the ‘misleading’ (Interviews #08; #13, Dirk Jan
sen), ‘senseless’ (Interview #12, Reiner Priggen, Chairperson of the state
association Renewables Energies and member of the Coal Commission)
energy policy in Germany. These wordings (‘misleading’ and ‘senseless’)
clearly indicate the negative emotions that the interviewees have
regarding the energy policy, but at the same time also stress the
importance of the Hambach Forest Movement. The sense of place of the
Hambach Forest is linked to hope, drawn from the social movement.
The fourth narrative of the Hambach Forest focuses on the political
situation in Germany and the need for change. The Hambach Forest was
seen as a symbol for misleading politics and ‘for old, but still powerful
structures’ (Interview #15, Michael Zobel). This statement highlights
the negative feelings about the political situation. The activists criticised
politicians for focusing more on companies’ interests than on the in
terests of civil society. This prioritisation by politicians became clear in
the Hambach Forest because the state government of North RhineWestphalia supported the 2018 clearing plans of the energy company
and did not pay attention to the civil society’s interest in preserving the
forest (Interview #19). As such, the conflict in the Hambach Forest is
seen as an eye-opening moment for many people (Interview #15,
Michael Zobel, organises forest walks). Thus, as an eye-opening
moment, the Hambach Forest (Movement) can be seen as a spotlight
for the political situation in Germany and motivated people to become
actively involved.
Following the fifth narrative, the Hambach Forest, as the central
place of the Hambach Forest Movement, symbolises the power of civil
society engagement. This narrative is the most optimistic. It is closely
linked to the feeling that as a social movement people can actually
achieve change. Interviewees pointed out that the forest is a symbol of
what civil society can achieve (Interview #14, Antje Grothus) and a
symbol for peaceful resistance (Interview #19), perseverance (In
terviews #03; #09; #19), and for the courage of the activists (Interview
#04). Thus, the Hambach Forest symbolises that commitment can be
rewarding and civil society engagement can achieve changes (Interview
#17). Therefore, the Hambach Forest is linked to positive emotions and
hopes.
The sixth narrative considers the Hambach Forest to be a symbol for
an alternative way of life and systemic change. For these interviewees,
the Hambach Forest and especially the community of activists living in
the forest represents a fight against food waste (Interview #17), against
capitalism (Interviews #04; #06; #08; #19), against fascism (Interview
#06), and against the repression by state (Interview #04). Moreover, the
community in the forest tries out alternative ways of living together
(Interviews #04; #17), e.g. a basic democracy (Interview #06). Thus,

the Hambach Forest symbolises a movement in favour of systemic
changes (Interviews #08; #09). This narrative can be seen as the most
critical one concerning the current socio-economic and political system.
The Hambach Forest Movement and the Hambach Forest as the central
place for the movement is still linked to positive emotions as activists
have the feeling to be able to do something, such as experiencing
alternative ways of life.
The different narratives brought forward by members of the Ham
bach Forest Movement for describing the symbolic nature and meaning
of the Hambach Forest indicate that the sense of place of the Hambach
Forest varies within the movement but also overlaps to some extent.
Whereas narratives one and two are closely linked to the forests natural
characteristics, the other narratives go beyond and include political and
social aspects. The activists are unified by their main goal to preserve the
Hambach Forest and to prevent the expansion of the opencast coal mine.
The Hambach Forest Movement was able to shape the sense of place of
the forest in such a way that the movement grew over time and even
over distance through strategic mobilization. Moreover, the strong sense
of place created a shared identity for members of the social movement.
The six different narratives of the sense of place within the activists’
perspective can be linked to different levels (of the MLP) to show that
place is not only important at the niche-level, but also holds relevance
for the regime- and landscape-level. The first four narratives, (1) nature
conservation, (2) climate protection and climate policies, (3) coal min
ing and energy policy, (4) politics in general, can be understood as a
critique of the current political regime, especially the political decisionmakers and their climate and energy policy. Especially the fourth
narrative criticises the ‘powerful structure’, thus, the stability of the
regime-level, which maintains itself due to decisions. The fifth narrative
focusing on civil society engagement is not a critique but rather in
dicates that the interviewees perceived the movement influencing on the
regime-level. The narrative focusing on the alternative way of life (6)
can be understood as an interpretation by the activists that is closely
related to the niche-level of the Hambach Forest Movement that aims for
changes on the landscape-level of the Energiewende.
5.2. Narratives related to the Hambach Forest in Germany
In Germany, forests are of cultural importance and are considered as
places of peace and tranquillity [45], as well as a source of national
identity [46]. Due to this collective and cultural imagination, the
Hambach Forest Movement was able to create such a picture of an old
forest with rare biodiversity fighting against the huge coal excavators.
This powerful picture was used for strategic mobilization and to influ
ence the narratives of those outside of the movement.
The narratives of Germans outside the Hambach Forest Movement
significantly changed over time. This change is closely linked to the
longevity of the activists. For a long time, there was no public awareness
of the Hambach Forest and its clearing (Interview #05). In the begin
ning, the occupation of the forest was described as a left-wing protest
and the activists were denounced as ‘eco-terrorists’ ([cf. [47]]; Interview
#15, Michael Zobel). This public perception changed over time and the
level of awareness rose. In autumn 2018 the broad public was aware of
the situation and was supporting the preservation of the Hambach Forest
(Interviews #01; #05; #06; #17). Moreover, there was a shift towards
wide civil support for a coal phase-out. Both made the forest a distinct
place of protest.
The sense of place of the Hambach Forest is directly shaped by the
activists and the tree houses they built and rebuilt after several evictions
since 2012. Before the eviction in 2019, the tree houses were complex
buildings, some of them having several floors and being connected with
traverses. People outside the forest were fascinated by these construc
tions (Interview #11, Andreas Büttgen). The major eviction in 2019 and
the planned clearing of the forest had two immediate impacts. The
eviction was accompanied by the destruction of these buildings and the
clearing would have meant that the seven-year resistance was, in the
6
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end, ineffective (Interview #22). These two aspects can be seen as a
factor for people joining or supporting the Hambach Forest Movement
during the major eviction in 2018. The fascination for the tree houses is
closely linked to the above mentioned collective imagination of forests
in Germany. The head of a police task force team involved in the eviction
compared the tree houses in the Hambach Forest and their set-up with a
‘fairytale world’ in a newspaper interview [cf. [48]].
Another aspect that increased the public support for the activists was
the official framing of the eviction. Officially, the forest was evicted due
to fire protection reasons. For the activists, this narrative was only a
pretence to legitimise the eviction (Interview #11, Andreas Büttgen).5
The Hambach Forest was not only a place where people realised that
something was going wrong but also a place where people could actually
get involved in the various kinds of protests, including several lowthreshold activities (Interview #15, Michael Zobel). A well-known
low-threshold activity are the forest walks organized by Michael Zobel
that take place regularly since 2014. The tours started as educational
nature tours and developed into political demonstrations against the
forest’s clearance.
Parallel to the forest eviction, there were two regime-actors dealing
with the future of the Hambach Forest: the Higher Administrative Court
and the multi-stakeholder commission ‘growth, structural change and
employment’ (the so-called ‘Coal Commission’). The Coal Commission,
which was newly composed and implemented by the German federal
government, convened for the first time in summer 2018 and aimed to
find a broad civil consensus for the coal phase-out process in Germany.
Since the commission was composed of members from environmental
groups, civil society, politicians, scientists and workers’ unions, the hope
was that the long-standing conflicts over the usage of coal and coal-fired
power plants as well as over the costs of the Energiewende could be
resolved. One of the key results of the commission was the recommen
dation of phasing-out coal-fired power generation in Germany by the
end of 2038 [50].
On 5 October 2018, the Higher Administrative Court decided that
“under the scope of the current main operating plan the use of forested
areas of Hambach Forest is current not allowed (as of 10 October 2018).”
[50]. The following day, 6 October 2018, the major demonstration with
50.000 people took place [3]. According to Buschmann and Oels [3],
this was the first time that so many people joined the anti-coal move
ment in Germany. The court decision, which made the eviction of the
tree houses in the forest unnecessary, and the Coal Commission played
an important role in the development of the sense of place of the
Hambach Forest.
A third regime-actor, the energy supplier RWE, which was originally
contractually allowed to mine coal in the Hambach opencast mine until
2045 [51,52] tried to influence the negotiations of the Coal Commission
by writing a letter to the Commission stressing that the clearance of the
forest was ‘inevitable’ to secure the electricity production in the coalfired power plants [52]. The energy supplier argued that the coal
beneath it is needed and therefore it is not possible to keep the Hambach
Forest [53]. However, RWE changed its narrative after the final report
by the Coal Commission and declared that the company will examine
whether the forest can be kept and officially even agreed that the
propositions by the Coal Commissions, including keeping the forest,
should be implemented (Interview #23, Press Spokesperson RWE).
Hence, even the energy company’s narrative shifted to a position in
which it did not deny anymore that the preservation of the Hambach
Forest is possible.
To sum up, a shift in narratives, and therefore also a shift of the sense
of place, took place in Germany from describing activists as ‘eco-

terrorists’ to widespread civil support and fascination for the activists
fighting for the Hambach Forest and the wide civil support for a coal
phase-out. Both made the Hambach Forest a distinct place of protest.
This strong shared sense of place of the Hambach Forest is reflected in a
representative opinion survey conducted in Germany in September
2018, in which 75% of the respondents agreed on the statement that the
government should stop clearing the Hambach Forest [54]. According to
a Greenpeace survey conducted in June 2019, 83% agreed that the
Federal Government should preserve the Hambach Forest [55].
6. Linking the narratives to the German Energiewende and
climate politics
Whereas the previous section focused on the narratives related to the
sense of place of the Hambach Forest, this one shifts the focus to how the
Hambach Forest and its sense of place are embedded into the broader
context of Germany’s coal phase-out policies and energy transition.
The shift in the sense of place of the Hambach Forest influenced the
outcome of the Coal Commission and, therefore, the follow-up political
decisions on the future of coal-fired power plants in Germany (see
Fig. 4). At the beginning of its work, environmental organisations and
civil associations with links to the Hambach Forest demanded to discuss
the Hambach Forest in the Coal Commission. Even though it was decided
that the Hambach Forest was not part of the commission’s agenda, the
commission declared in the final report that it is ‘desirable’ to preserve
the Hambach Forest. The narratives emerging from the Hambach Forest
Movement and its strong sense of place played an important role in this
decision, in particular the protest with 50.000 people on 6 October
2018. Moreover, the open-ended statement by the Coal Commission,
which made the preservation of the forest more likely, made clear that
during the negotiations, the Hambach Forest was considered to be more
than ‘just a forest’ and due to the commission’s report, even the regimeactor RWE agreed that the forest should be preserved, following the
broad civil consensus.
According to Reitzenstein and Popp [56], the large mobilization due
to the Hambach Forest clearance “increased the bargaining power of
environmental NGOs and made the expansion of mines a crucial issue in
the negotiations” [56]. Further, the 2018 heatwave in Germany did not
only increase the bargaining power of the environmental NGOs [56] but
also changed the debate about climate change more generally [57].
Additionally, global movements such as Fridays for Future, a students’
movement organized on local levels and protesting for more ambitious
climate policy, helped raise awareness [58]. These examples show the
influence, albeit indirect, of the Hambach Forest Movement on the
landscape-level of the Energiewende (see Fig. 4).
The role of climate change, a landscape-level factor, for the Hambach
Forest Movement also came up in several interviews. Interviewees
mentioned that the drought and heat during summer 2018 made clear
that climate change happens even ‘on our doorstep’ (Interviews #11,
Andreas Büttgen; #13, Dirk Jansen) and is, therefore, more than an
abstract idea happening in the future. According to them, this was a
reason for many people to argue for more ambitious climate policies. For
these newly engaged people, the Hambach Forest Movement was a good
starting point for several reasons. First, there was this strong sense of
place of the Hambach Forest as being a symbol in the fight against coal
mining and for more ambitious climate policies. Second, the Hambach
Forest Movement offered low-threshold activities that were easy to join.
Yet, interviewees speculated that the linkage of climate change and the
Hambach Forest Movement could also be the other way around: rather
than climate change influencing the growth of the Hambach Forest
Movement, the movement also strengthened the public awareness of
climate change (Interviews #05; #15, Michael Zobel; #17) (see Fig. 4).
The increase of environmental and climate awareness was also found
by a representative public survey conducted on behalf of the German
Federal Environment Ministry. According to this study, 64% of Germans
rate environmental and climate protection as a very important

5
This suspicion by the activists has lately been confirmed. In September
2021, the Cologne Administrative Court ruled that, indeed, the fire protection
regulations were only a pretext to evict the forest and, thus, to get the activists
out of the forest [49].
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Fig. 4. Linkages between the Sense of Place of the Hambach Forest, the Network of the Hambach Forest Movement and the Multi-Level Perspective of the Ener
giewende (Authors’ own depiction).

challenge, which is an increase of 11 p.p. compared to 2016. Moreover,
72% of the respondents indicated that environmental and climate pro
tection should play an overriding role in energy politics [59]. This rise of
environmental and climate awareness can be considered as having
opened a window of opportunity for accelerating the transition.

The conceptual framework, which is an extension of the MLP by the
concept of sense of place and ideas from the social movement literature,
allowed us to focus on the role of places in socio-technical transitions.
Moreover, the framework enabled us to gain insights into the sociopolitical context in which transitions occur and into the values that
motivate movements. The key insights are summarised in Fig. 5.
A first insight is that values and emotions played a significant role in
mobilization and for scaling up the movement and building an inter
national network of actors. The sense of place of the Hambach Forest,
which was mainly shaped by the movement, was adopted by regimeactors, namely by the Coal Commission and as a result of its report
also by the energy company. Therefore, the framework is a way to
analyse values through the lens of the MLP and an answer to the call by
Leipprand and Flachsland [26] who state that “values as a motivating

7. Discussion
This article indicates that the Hambach Forest Movement consists of
a large network of activists that shaped the sense of place of the Ham
bach Forest and turned the forest and its preservation into a symbol for
stakeholders within and far beyond the movement itself. We also show
that the Hambach Forest Movement influenced the discussions on the
future of coal-fired power plants and climate change in Germany.

Fig. 5. The Hambach Forest Movement and the German Energiewende. Findings on Conceptual Linkages (Authors’ own depiction).
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force of actors who function as regime critique might deserve more
attention in the MLP heuristic” [26]. Further research could focus more
on how such social values are shaped by social movements and on the
role of social values for energy transitions in other places, regions or
countries.
Second, extending the MLP with the concept of sense of place
highlights the importance of social and environmental movements to
influence transitions in the regime. While being locally rooted in a
specific place and mobilising this sense of place, our study shows that
the Hambach Forest Movement focuses on criticising the current coalregime and attempts to change the political decisions made on the
regime (rather than niche) level of the Energiewende. This result is
consistent with a study on the discourses on the future-of-coal debate in
Germany [26], in which the authors found that the environmental and
civil society NGOs “act without direct link to the niche-level. Rather,
they operate from within the existing regime in an attempt to change the
broader landscape-level public and political discourse on energy and
environment” [26]. That said, it would be fruitful to further explore how
social movements are linked to the different levels and transitions within
the MLP.
Third, in transition literature (MLP), it is highly debated if the
landscape-level can be changed by regime- or niche-actors, as the
landscape-level is often defined as being out of influence from regime- or
niche-actors. However, this study underlines the point made by Leip
prand and Flachsland [26] that change at the landscape-level may be
possible. This was for example pointed out by interviewees mentioning
the Hambach Forest as a symbol for inter alia a system change move
ment or an alternative way of living together. According to several in
terviewees, the Hambach Forest Movement aims for a system change,
such as an anarchist system, or a basic democratic, non-hierarchical
system. The main point of criticism regarding the current system
(landscape-level) is a critique of the capitalist system that was
mentioned by several interviewees (Interviews #04; #06; #07; #08;
#18; #19).

The movement’s network of supporters crosses social and international
boundaries, which again enabled the Hambach Forest Movement to
shape the forest’s sense of place for both insiders of the movement, as
well as the narratives of other actors in Germany. Finally, the German
public adopted this sense of place which led to the decision to protect the
forest from clearing. Under pressure from the German public and the
Coal Commission’s final report, even RWE eventually accepted this.
The central role of the sense of place of the Hambach Forest for the
Coal Commission and its influence on political decisions related to the
Energiewende indicates that social values can play an important role in
transition processes. The extension of the MLP framework with the
concept of sense of place and social movement literature made clear how
and through which mechanisms places of resistance against the current
regime can influence transitions. The case shows that places are not just
the space in which transitions unfold, but that places can also play a
central role in decision-making and policy development processes
around transitions.
9. Epilogue
In July 2020, the German parliament adopted the Coal Exit Acts and
supplementary laws, purportedly based on the recommendations by the
Coal Commission. However, the recommendations were diluted [60] at
the expense of the environment and in favour of the energy companies
[61]. These deviations from the recommendations show that even
though the social movement influenced the decision making in the Coal
Commission and even though there was high awareness for climate
policy in the German public, the influence of social movements on the
regime-level turned out to be limited. Further, this indicates the regime
resistance against transitions, thus the reluctance with which regimeactors resist transitions [cf. [62]]. Nevertheless, the broader anti-coal
movement, of which the Hambach Forest Movement is part, has at
least destabilised the energy-regime in Germany and without the strong
influence of the movement, a coal phase-out in 2038 (or earlier) would
probably not even have been considered by the German government.

8. Conclusion
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Annex
Table 1
Overview of the Interviewees.
No.

Name

Number of
Persons

Position

Personal or phoneinterview

Date of
Interview

1
2
3
4
5
6

Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous

3
3
1
1
3
2

Activists near the forest
Activists in the forest
Activist near the forest
Activist in the forest
Activists in the forest
Activists near the forest

Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal

30.03.2019
30.03.2019
30.03.2019
30.03.2019
31.03.2019
31.03.2019
(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued )
No.

Name

Number of
Persons

Position

Personal or phoneinterview

Date of
Interview

7
8
9
10
11

1
1
1
2
1

Activist near the forest
Activist in the forest
Activist in the forest
Activists in the forest
Buirer für Buir

Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal

31.03.2019
1.04.2019
1.04.2019
1.04.2019
1.04.2019

12

Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Andreas
Büttgen
Reiner Priggen

1

Personal

2.04.2019

13

Dirk Jansen

1

Personal

2.04.2019

14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

Antje Grothus
Michael Zobel
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Anonymous
Kai Niebert

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
1

Chairperson of the state association Renewables Energies and member of the Coal
Commission
BUND NRW; Managing Director Environmental and Nature Conservation Policy, Press and
Public Relations
Buirer für Buir and member of the Coal Commission
Organises forest walks; Nature Guide and Forestry Educator
Active in a Hambi-Support Group
Activist near the forest
Activist near the forest
Activist near the forest
Documents clearance of the forest
Activists near the forest
Activists near the forest
Press Spokesperson RWE
Active in a Hambi-Support Group
President of DNR, Professor for Science and Sustainability Education at the University of
Zurich and member of the Coal Commission

Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Personal
Phone
Phone
Phone

3.04.2019
4.04.2019
4.04.2019
6.04.2019
6.04.2019
8.04.2019
9.04.2019
9.04.2019
9.04.2019
16.04.2019
24.04.2019
2.05.2019
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war rechtswidrig. https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2021-09/hambacher
-forst-raeumung-baumhaeuser-rechtswidrig-gerichtsurteil-nrw, 8 September 2021.
(Accessed 28 September 2021).
[50] Commission on Growth, Structural Change and Employment. Final Report. Berlin.
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/EN/Publikationen/commission-on-growth-st
ructural-change-and-employment.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=3, 2019.
[51] R.W.E. Power, Rahmenbetriebsplan für die Fortführung des Tagebaus Hambach im
Zeitraum 2020–2030: Information über die wesentlichen Inhalte. https://www.

[52]

[53]

[54]

[55]

[56]
[57]

[58]
[59]

[60]

[61]

[62]

11

rwe.com/web/cms/mediablob/de/1232522/data/60012/2/rwe-power-ag/ener
gietraeger/braunkohle/standorte/tagebau-hambach/Wesentliche-Inhalte.pdf,
2012. (Accessed 21 June 2019).
S. Ehlerding, A. Frese, S. Weiermann, Nordrhein-Westfalen: Hambacher Forst ist
Symbol für Kampf gegen Kohle. Seit sechs Jahren versuchen Besetzer den
Hambacher Forst im Rheinland vor dem Zugriff des Energiekonzerns RWE zu
retten. Worum geht es, was geschieht dort?. https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politi
k/nordrhein-westfalen-hambacher-forst-ist-symbol-fuer-kampf-gegen-koh
le/23000780.html, 6 September 2018. (Accessed 28 February 2019).
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