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Abstract
The region of Lusatia in Germany is characterised by a permanent state 
of uncertainty – as a consequence of decades of resettlements due to 
lignite mining as well as structural changes resulting from the German 
reunification. This article discusses an inclusive concept of post-mining 
landscapes and the presencing of their pasts in regional discourses, given 
that lignite mining in Lusatia mainly took place in the settlement area of 
the autochthonous minority of the Sorbs/Wends. Since the end of lignite 
mining is planned for 2038, historicizing perspectives such as a World 
Heritage initiative are becoming increasingly important, leading to a new 
conceptualisation of the post-mining landscape primarily as a practice of 
past presencing itself, which functions as a coping mechanism for facing 
up to new uncertainties, thereby emerging as a new action arena for the 
negotiation of regional identity, belonging and power structures.

Key words
uncertainties, post-mining landscape, deindustrialisation, heritagisation, 
minorities

Contact
Dr. Jenny Hagemann, Sorbian Institute, Department for Regional De-
velopment and Minority Protection, Schloßkirchplatz 2, 03046 Cottbus/
Chóśebuz, Germany; e-mail: jenny.hagemann@serbski-institut.de
Hannah Wellpott, M.Sc., Sorbian Institute, Department for Regional De-
velopment and Minority Protection, Schloßkirchplatz 2, 03046 Cottbus/
Chóśebuz, Germany; e-mail: hannah.wellpott@serbski-institut.de

Jak citovat / How to cite
Hagemann, Jenny – Wellpott, Hannah. 2024. Landscape in Transition, 
Heritage in the Making: A Research Agenda for Understanding Lusatia’s 
Post-mining Landscape as a Practice of Past Presencing. Český lid 111: 347–371. 
https://doi.org/10.21104/CL.2024.3.04



348

ČESKÝ	LID ročník 2024/111 3

1  Introduction

On Sunday 23 April 2023, between 250 and 300 inhabitants of Mühlrose/
Miłoraz1 in Lusatia formed a human chain in protest. Mühlrose/Miłoraz will 
be the last Lusatian village to be devastated for lignite mining in Germany 
– in this case for the Nochten open-pit mine. Interestingly, the protest was 
not against the open-pit mine or the loss of Mühlrose/Miłoraz, but against 
a Klima-Camp (Climate Camp), which had been planned by an association 
of distinct environmental protest groups from all over Germany, including 
Fridays for Future, Greenpeace, Alle Dörfer Bleiben and the self-proclaimed 
Sorbian Parliament Serbski Sejm (Weiß 2023b). The camp was to be a two-
week event with workshops and a closing demonstration against both lignite 
mining in general and the firm responsible – LEAG, but it was eventually 
rescheduled due to the local protest. In addition to the aforementioned hu-
man chain, other steps were taken by the municipality to prevent the camp 
from taking place. For example, it initiated a maintenance measure for the 
lawn of the sports field on which the camp was to be held, thereby rendering 
it unusable (Weiß 2023a). In the local press Mayor Jörg Funda stated that 
Mühlrose/Miłoraz would not become “a second Lützerath”, referring to the 
controversial devastation of the village of Lützerath in the Rhenish lignite 
mining area (Weiß 2023c). Only a few months before, on 11 January 2023, 
the final evacuation of the already emptied Lützerath had taken place, which 
was led by the police and accompanied by numerous, mostly non-violent, 
protest actions, such as a central hut village, tree houses, mono and tripods 
and a demonstration procession from Keyenberg to Lützerath (Abrisse und 
Baumfällungen 2023). Many months before that, Lützerath had become 
a meeting point for numerous activists from all over Germany and other 
parts of the world. In the course of the protests, Lützerath became a central 
focal point for German energy policy debates surrounding lignite-fired power 
generation and its termination.

At least in the national press, Mühlrose/Miłoraz soon became known 
as the “Anti-Lützerath”, as a  rare instance of a place scheduled for 
devastation, yet without any visible protest against it (Herzog et al. 
2023).2 The eventual demonstration, which was born of an alliance 
of a plethora of environmental organisations, did not take place until  
7 May and was held not in Mühlrose/Miłoraz, but in the neighbouring 
town of Schleife/Slepo.

1 In the following text, the names of places in the legally recognized Sorbian 
settlement area are presented bilingually.

2 We will return to the example of Mühlrose/Miłoraz in section 4 to discuss the 
main coping mechanisms of the local population.
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Nevertheless, some of the inhabitants of Mühlrose/Miłoraz had pro-
tested against the devastation of their homes for years, drawing attention 
to a combination of social, cultural and environmental aspects of the region 
(Blaubeeren 2013; Winterlieb 2020). These forms of protest might not have 
been discussed widely in the national press, but they also constituted parts 
of the post-mining landscape, for example, by advocating the preservation 
of specific, culturally significant plants.

Against this background, the following text is intended as a starting point 
for an interdisciplinary research agenda combining historical, sociologi-
cal, and ethnological work on the overlapping and interacting aspects of 
uncertainty that mark the mining and post-mining landscape of Lusatia, as 
exemplified in the discourse on Mühlrose/Miłoraz. Based on our cultural 
studies work within the current World Heritage initiative for Lusatia’s post-
mining landscape,3 it was possible to combine initial theoretical and field 
research in the form of (1) a literary analysis on the historical research of 
minority rights, traditional land use, recultivation, mining law, resettlement, 
and memory culture within Lusatia; (2) site visits; (3) problem-centred expert 
interviews with local historians; and (4) non-structured as well as problem-
centred expert interviews with Sorbian stakeholders/representatives and 
political representatives at different levels (carried out between July 2020 and 
December 2024). While these steps were primarily aimed at supporting and 
reflecting the application for a place on Germany’s UNESCO World Heritage 
Tentative List – and, especially, assessing its potentials and limits for a more 
inclusive valorisation of the landscape within the current regional process 
of transformation (Hagemann et al. 2022) – as developed with our project 
partners, our work also led to the insightful observation that the Lusatian 
post-mining landscape itself is a specific practice of past presencing, and 
that it functions as a coping mechanism for facing up to new uncertainties. 
We therefore argue that continuing and deepening the work on these topics 
will add supplementary findings for current heritage and memory studies on 
post-industrial landscapes, deindustrialisation, and regions in transformation 
(Berger 2021; Eiringhaus 2022; Jaramillo – Tomann 2022; Bogner et al. 2018).

3 The project “Strategie- & Managemententwicklung für die Welterbeinitiative 
der Lausitzer Tagebaufolgelandschaft” (Strategy & management development 
for the World Heritage Initiative of the Lusatian post-mining landscape) is 
being carried out by five partners, with the Institute for Heritage Management 
(IHM) as the leading partner. They are accompanied by the Brandenburgisch-
-Technische Universität Cottbus-Senftenberg (BTU-CS), the Tourismusver-
band Lausitzer Seenland (TVLS), the Institut für Neue Industriekultur (INIK) 
and the Sorbian Institute/Serbski institut (SI). The anticipated duration of 
the project is from September 2022 until February 2025. 
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For this we will first outline the theoretical and historical context illus-
trated by various examples and then discuss how the landscape serves as 
a coping mechanism to help deal with uncertainty in the process of its own 
heritagisation. Since most of the mining area in Lusatia overlaps with the 
historical and current settlement area of the autochthonous minority of the 
Sorbs/Wends,4 a special focus will be placed on the Lusatian landscape as 
a culturally hybrid landscape (Fig. 1).

2  Theoretical remarks on uncertainty, landscape and heritagisation

The theoretical discourse on uncertainty, unsafety and insecurity is es-
pecially insightful for understanding the varying layers of danger marking 
the landscape influenced and left by lignite mining. As Alexandra Schwell 
puts it, security – on an institutional or political level – and safety – on an 
individual level – are basically the absence of danger and therefore subjective 
and relational. Both forms need an object of reference that is to be protected 
and a subject of reference that is identified as a challenge or threat (Schwell 
2021). In the case of the post-mining landscape, the challenges and threats 
stem from two major issues: The first is the challenges of recultivation (e.g., 
reforestation or post-mining lakes) (Fig. 2), an aspect which is closely linked 
to the discursive understanding of the post-mining landscape as a place of 
technological innovation on the one hand and uncertainties such as resilient 
water management and landslides on the other. The second is the transition of 
people, socio-cultural networks, cultural practices and architecture due to reset-
tlement and working migration, which is closely linked to the negotiation of 
minority rights, concepts of ethnicity and the formation of protest movements.

These aspects form differing threats for the objects of reference, which, in 
this case, are the human and non-human actors living in the former mining 
area. Going beyond this, Baumann differentiates between the insecurity of 
positions, entitlements and livelihoods, the unsafety of one’s body, one’s self 
and its extensions (such as possessions, neighbourhoods or the community) 
and the uncertainty about their continuation and future stability – the non-
occurrence of unquestioned assumptions (Baumann 2000).

All these aspects interconnect within the Lusatian process of deindustri-
alisation and consequently form an uncertain and, in some cases, an unsafe 
landscape. As we focus on socio-cultural coping mechanisms, which means 
how people deal with insecurity and unsafety within Lusatia, we will combine 
Baumann’s definition with the specification of “uncertainty” referred to by 

4 In this paper, we use the term “Sorbs” but include the term “Wends”, which 
is also used, primarily in Lower Lusatia.
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Anthony Giddens (Giddens 1990). Giddens understands uncertainty as the 
lack of continuity of the self as well as the inability to be convinced about 
the continuity of one’s social and environmental framework. Both aspects 
interlock, especially relating to the livelihoods of the people to be resettled 
and workers in the declining mining sector.

Given that lignite mining in the German coalfields is planned to end 
between 2030 and 2038, historicizing perspectives on the industry and its 
subsequent landscape, such as the World Heritage initiative, are becoming 
increasingly important. As in other regions of deindustrialisation, the cen-
tral function of these perspectives is to provide a sense of home, to stabilize 
and ultimately to overcome the challenges a decarbonising society is facing. 
Unsafeties in the post-mining landscape arise, for example, from landslides, 
which are caused by human activity (mining), but ultimately not initiated by 
humans (since the goal of recultivation is to prevent such events). Similarly, 
there are areas that are consciously and/or unconsciously left as pure succes-
sional areas – for example the Grünhaus nature reserve, which was mostly 
destroyed by the open-pit mines Kleinleipisch, Koyne, and Klettwitz between 
1942 and 1989. Without any specific meliorative or reconstructive approach, 
the area was left largely untouched by the Lausitzer und Mitteldeutsche 
Bergbau-Verwaltungsgesellschaft mbH (LMBV) and the nature conserva-
tion association NABU, to provide a new home for pioneering plants and 
animals, which also form a distinct landscape.

For memory studies in general, but also for heritage studies, the question 
therefore arises: What is the role of non-human actors in past presencing 
processes such as pioneering species (here) and plants and animals in gen-
eral? Can classical representational theories of landscape (Hard 1995; Weber 
2019) provide a wholesome understanding of the post-mining landscape as 
a landscape of the Anthropocene? (Baumert – Meyer 2022). A concept of 
landscape in the sense of More-Than-Representational Landscapes, which 
George S. Jaramillo and Juliane Tomann developed for their anthology on 
post-industrial landscapes in Europe seems viable here. It takes into ac-
count “five key tenets: performative practice, worlds being made, affective 
natures, more-than-human engagements, and multiple experimental research 
praxis” (Jaramillo and Tomann 2022: 10). The concept thus allows for an 
understanding of the post-mining landscape not just as the result of socio-
cultural representation, but also as a process of interaction between human 
and non-human actors and a phase of transformation itself.

Finally, we use the term “heritagisation” to underline our understanding 
of cultural heritage as a specific practice of past presencing (Macdonald 
2013: 16). It is an ongoing socio-cultural negotiation process with specific 
actors, mechanisms, and logics (Brumann 2015). Heritagisation is tightly 
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interwoven with uncertainty, because it focuses on artefacts and practices 
in need of protection, which therefore become the reference objects of secu-
rity. In the context of heritagisation, the object is not so much endangered 
by a concrete subject of reference – even though this can also be the case 
if we consider the mining-related destruction of settlement structures –, it 
is rather endangered by oblivion (Harrison 2013). This also applies to the 
UNESCO World Heritage initiative in Lusatia. Here, too, the main goal is to 
convey knowledge on the discourses and techniques that form the landscape 
(Pinkepank – Otto 2022).

Additionally, one of the main uses of heritage is to construct continuity, 
and therefore certainty, in a fast changing and globalised world. It functions 
as a coping mechanism in the face of uncertain changes. As Stuart Hall has 
pointed out, heritage is closely linked to community-building and therefore part 
of the negotiations of power (Hall 2005). If we consider Lusatia’s post-mining 
landscape to be the product of a heritagisation process, it leads to the ques-
tion of how Sorbian and industrial facets of the region’s history interconnect.

3  Whose uncertainty, whose heritage? Interconnections, ruptures, and 
continuities between “Sorbian” and “industrial history”

3.1  The rise of Sorbian heritage and lignite mining in the 19th century

As mentioned above, large parts of Lusatia belong to the historical and cur-
rent settlement area of the Sorbian minority, which also overlaps significantly 
with the lignite mining area. Like many other Slavic groups that moved west 
in the 7th century, the Sorbian groups shaped the socio-cultural, political, 
and settlement structures of the area now called Lusatia for centuries, at 
the latest from the 10th century on, in both conflictual and non-conflictual 
exchange with German groups, which was accompanied by the growing po-
litical power of the latter (Rosik 2014). As our colleagues and ourselves have 
already pointed out in previous work, until recently the history and heritage 
of lignite mining and the history and heritage of the Sorbian minority have 
mostly been constructed as separated aspects of Lusatian regional identity 
(Hagemann 2023a; Hagemann et al. 2022). This is partly due to the fact that 
being Sorbian as a category of difference became much more important in the 
second half of the 19th century – and thus coincided with the rise of lignite 
mining as a profitable industry. From a historical perspective, pre-mining 
land use in 19th-century Lusatia was predominantly Sorbian, as the Sorbian 
population consisted mainly of small farmers, cottagers, gardeners and day 
labourers. At the same time, from, at the latest, the late Middle Ages the Sorbs 
held important offices in the growing cities of Lusatia, contributing to the 
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emergence of Sorbian literature, music, arts, science and clubs (Jatzwauk 
1912; Mühle 2020: 326; Musiat 2001; Wölke 2005).

Nevertheless, after the Congress of Vienna in 1815, Prussian and Saxo-
nian leaders became much more interested in creating a shared and unified 
national or state identity. The consequence was a site-specific, differing and 
contextual increase in discrimination, especially against Sorbian languages in 
schools and churches, with varying local success (Pech – Scholze 2003). As 
in other contemporary contexts, in Lusatia the late 19th century was a time 
of the establishment of national consciousness and national movements. 
Since the Romantic understanding of the nation is closely interwoven with 
ideas of Heimat (homeland), Volk (people) and historicity (Applegate 1990; 
Swenson 2013), the emergence of the specific Sorbian cultural heritage is 
rooted in this period (Hagemann 2023b). It was then that Sorbian culture 
was ethnographically investigated (Muka 2019) and exhibited for the first 
time, in both Upper and Lower Lusatia: in 1896, visitors had the opportu-
nity to admire a wendisches Dorf (Wendish village) at an exhibition of Saxon 
arts and crafts; and, in 1908, the Cottbus Museum of Local History set up 
a wendisches Bauerndorf (Wendish peasant parlor) (Paulick 2014). In general, 
it was a time when the urban population rediscovered Lusatia, and with it 
the Sorbian culture, as an imagined rural space for themselves, especially 
the Spreewald (Noack 2008).

At this time, small-scale lignite mining had just begun, with few investors 
and sometimes farmers participating in this new industry. This situation 
changed completely at the end of the 19th century with the development 
of large-scale mining equipment and therefore, the establishment of lignite 
mining as an economically viable industry. This led to a huge change in the 
composition of the region’s population at the beginning of the 20th century, 
with the influx of German-, Polish-, and Czech-speaking migrant workers 
(Förster 1990). 

Local self-understanding as an industrial region then became a useful way 
of combining the differing identities of old and new Lusatians in a reason-
able way. Accordingly, Sorbian languages and cultural practices became 
increasingly marginalised, also due to German-national tendencies in society 
in general (Kunze 2003). Being Sorbian became increasingly perceived as 
“rural”, a marker for a pre-modern and backward lifestyle, even though many 
Sorbs worked in lignite mining. Additionally, initial recultivation approaches, 
even dating back to the late 18th century (Saxonian Mandat Wegen Pflanz- und 
Pfropfung, auch Cultivierung fruchtbarer, und anderer Bäume, in Dero Marggrafthum 
Nieder-Lausitz, 1753; Allgemeines Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten, 1794), had 
only considered the re-use of the post-mining landscape in terms of economic 
re-use, especially in the form of re-forestation (Steinhuber 2005). The increased 
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discrimination against Sorbian languages and self-understandings during the 
period of the National Socialism led to a devaluation of Sorbian in Lusatia’s 
public and social life. For example, villages with names that sounded “too 
Slavic” were given new, Germanised names (Redlich 1977).5

3.2  Differentiation of the legal framework: minority rights and mining 
planning in the 20th and 21st centuries

After the Second World War, the protection of the Sorbs as a minority 
was first legally established in 1948 (Kotsch 2000). However, within the 
vision of the GDR’s leadership, minority protection could not be allowed 
to undermine economic interests: Communication and interaction networks 
that had developed over centuries were increasingly cut through and de-
stroyed by open-cast lignite mining from the 1950s onwards. During that 
time, there was a strong emphasis on the development of differentiated 
recultivation strategies, leading to important innovations in the after-use 
of quarry fields and dumps, as well as soil melioration (Baumert 2023a; 
2023b). Despite this, recultivation measures could not keep up with the 
state’s need for lignite. According to Steinhuber, 53 percent of the land 
taken up remained untreated, leading to an extremely unsafe landscape 
(Steinhuber 2005: 276).

Overall, to this day, 137 villages or parts of villages have been destroyed, 
most of which had a population that identified as Sorbian until the end 
of the 19th century and which was still influenced by Sorbian traditions 
in the 20th century (Erler – Stein 2010; Förster 2014). Accordingly, the 
heritagisation of Sorbian culture increased within the specific framework 
of the GDR (Pech 2003).

After reunification, the legally anchored protection of minorities continued 
in the new federal states of Brandenburg and Saxony. This also changed 
the handling of population interests, and their Sorbian aspects, in lignite 
planning. At the same time, Lusatian mining planning adopted the concept 
of Sozialverträglichkeit (social compatibility) as it had been developed in the 
Rhenish mining area in the 1970s and 1980s (Akademie 2000: 58).

Regardless of this fact, concrete recommendations and references in 
the corresponding lignite mining plans often turned out to be vague and 

5 As was the case, for example, with Bergheide, devastated for the Klettwitz-
-Nord open-pit mine between 1987 and 1988. Until 1937, the village’s name was 
Gohra, referring to the Sorbian word for mountain or hill, góra, and most likely 
stemming from the fact that the village was located on a hill. The Germanised 
version Bergheide also referred to the same fact, as the name literally means 
“heath on a mountain” (Förster 2014: 39).
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non-binding upon closer inspection. Social engagement, such as that 
of residents affected by resettlement, showed the need and potential for 
development within existing plans: Only since 1997 have Lusatian min-
ing plans considered relocating Sorbian communities within the Sorbian 
settlement area. This was one of the specific requirements of the residents 
of Horno/Rogow, who were finally translocated after years of protest in 
2004 (Förster 2014: 112). The goal was not only to be translocated from 
one place to another, but to be able to continue and develop socio-cultural 
interactions and practices at the resettlement destination – which also 
means preserving Sorbian/local traditions and learning and speaking the 
Lower Sorbian language. 

At this point, the specific Sorbian heritage of a village had become an 
important argument in the negotiation of the resettlement. It was not suf-
ficient to prevent the resettlement as such, but it influenced the process and 
its specific implementation (Hagemann 2022a). Despite this, maintaining 
a focus on the protection and continuity of neighbourhoods and social 
networks depended largely on the commitment of the people concerned, 
which means that each resettlement was and is very different to any other 
on this level. In any case, industrial land grabbing in general and reset-
tlements specifically were and are still hotly debated in Lusatia, especially 
because they lead to unsafeties and uncertainties. 

4	 	Defined	by	uncertainty	–	defining	uncertainty:	Lusatia’s	 (post-)
mining landscape

4.1 Environmental and sociocultural effects of the mining activities 

To understand the unsafeties and uncertainties of the post-mining 
landscape, the specifics and developments of the mining activities must be 
outlined. First of all, lignite mining is clearly a major intervention into the 
existing landscape that leads to physical unsafeties – for flora and fauna 
as well as humans. The mining landscape is a human made landscape. It is 
an attempt to make the landscape usable and controllable on a large scale, 
but in the end, it becomes even more unpredictable. The interventions be-
gin before the open-cast mine is created. To enable the mining of lignite, 
the groundwater must first be pumped out far below the coal seams. This 
has created a total drained area of about 2,040 square kilometres (Kruse 
2020). The extracted groundwater is discharged via the two largest rivers 
in the region, the Spree and the Schwarze Elster. These rivers were deep-
ened and widened, straightened, and partly diverted specifically for this 
purpose. Since these rivers that currently appear to be rich in water will 
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decline sharply as soon as the groundwater is no longer discharged into 
them, environmental activists such as René Schuster, who has been active 
for many years, speak of “borrowed water” (Schuster 2022). Current water 
management strategies are the subject of considerable debate, since, on the 
one hand, the question arises as to what extent the industrial operators or 
the state must assume responsibility. On the other, rivers as transboundary 
spaces indicate the international interconnections of the Lusatian mining 
area with its Polish and Czech neighbours, which must be considered in 
the planning of extensive water withdrawals.

Besides these examples of direct effects on the environment, for the re-
gional population the numerous and long-term resettlement processes have 
made the landscape an unsafe and also an uncertain place. As already men-
tioned, Giddens defines certainty as the continuity of the self and certainty 
about the continuity of one’s social and environmental framework of actions 
(Giddens 1990). Even though this kind of certainty is mainly challenged in 
globalised contexts, the lack of this kind of certainty is a specifically defining 
quality of resettlement processes due to lignite mining. Case studies point 
out consequences on multiple levels – for example health issues, cultural 
security and social cohesion –, but there is still much more research to be 
done on such issues (Förster 1998; Jonda 2014; Kühne 2012; Ratajczak 2004).

What is certain is that resettlements take decades, and their planning 
changes with changing socio-political contexts. Due to a lack of alterna-
tives, lignite became the GDR’s main source of energy, and the lignite 
industry became immensely important (Landesamt 2023). Open-cast 
mines were opened and power plants were built on a hitherto unknown 
scale. Subsequently, tens of thousands of workers settled in the region. 
Hoyerswerda-Neustadt/Wojerecy Nowe město, a planned town for lignite 
workers and their families that was built within a few years, testifies to the 
immense importance of this energy source for the state as well as to the 
fundamental changes this brought about in the reality of life for the local 
population (Ess 2022). But the massive increase in production and the 
associated consumption of land during the GDR era also brought about 
a significant increase in the devastation of villages. Large-scale Bergbaus-
chutzgebiete (areas reserved for mining) were established marking numerous 
villages as future mining areas (Förster 2014: 21). Even years before an 
open-cast mine was in operation this led to a socio-cultural and material 
decline in the villages’ substance, since people stopped caring for houses 
and gardens, and the communal maintenance of infrastructures was also 
terminated. Regarding the resettlement processes, a model of individual 
and group resettlements was followed. Accordingly, the inhabitants of 
a village were usually placed in the surrounding towns with few and locally 
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extremely differing opportunities for participation in the decision-making 
process. The inhabitants of the village Groß-Partwitz/Parcow, for example, 
were divided between several locations, among them Lauta-Nord and the 
above-mentioned Hoyerswerda-Neustadt/Wojerecy Nowe město, which 
were both housing estates for workers in the lignite industry (Fig. 3).

After German reunification, lignite mining in eastern Germany lost much 
of its importance. Many open-cast mines and power plants were closed. The 
rest were privatised, and their processes were modernised and economised. 
While production volumes remained at similar levels, tens of thousands of 
workers in the mining industry lost their jobs, which led to uncertainties 
related to personal income and the loss of significance of the miners’ identity 
that has endured to this day. During this, all planned resettlements were re-
evaluated and several were halted. As a consequence, those villages whose 
relocation was halted faced new challenges, as the example of Klingmühl 
illustrates: In 1983, preparations began for the complete devastation of the 
village for the Klettwitz open-pit mine. By 1989, 187 residents had already 
been relocated. Only a quarter of the farmsteads remained. In 1993, the 
Klettwitz open-pit mine was shut down prematurely. Thanks to a citizens’ 
initiative that began a year earlier, residents who had already been relocated 
were able to gradually return to Klingmühl, from around 1996. Through 
their commitment and their return, the people of Klingmühl reappropri-
ated the post-mining landscape in their own way, proving, once again, the 
importance of social engagement within resettlement processes.

On the planning level, environmental impact assessments and, through 
the mentioned adaptation of Sozialverträglichkeit (social compatibility), 
social impact assessments were also introduced. Nevertheless, even socially 
acceptable resettlements have had enormous impacts on those affected, on 
their socio-cultural interweaving in the broader region, and the cultural 
landscape that surrounds them. 

Returning to the example of Mühlrose/Miłoraz, the current negotiations 
on who has the right to protest and against what show the consequences of 
decades of uncertainty: The village is part of the micro-region of Schleife/
Slepo, which was and is surrounded by the Nochten open-pit mine. Parts 
of Mühlrose/Miłoraz had already been devastated between 1966 and 1972, 
followed by its southern neighbours Tzschelln/Čelno in 1979 and Nochten/
Wochozy in 1987–1988 (Erler – Stein 2010: 260–265). Based on her observa-
tions on the now prevented devastation of Mühlrose/Miłoraz’s neighbour, 
Rohne/Rowno, Jonda noted at least five model types of resettlers that can 
be differentiated by their coping strategies: (1) Fast settlers, who want to 
get the situation over with; (2) Hesitators, who do not want to exclude the 
possibility of not being devastated until the end of the process; (3) Ignor-
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ers/deniers, who completely suppress the fact of their being resettled; (4) 
Refusers, who do not accept the devastation and often protest against it; 
and (5) Goal-orientated settlers, who seek stability above everything else 
(Jonda 2014). All these coping mechanisms can also be seen in Mühlrose/
Miłoraz, with the protest against the Klima-Camp as an expression of a goal-
orientated resettling focusing on the end of an uncertain process. 

4.2 Current and future challenges of the post-mining landscape

However, even after the end of lignite mining the post-mining landscape 
remains a landscape marked by unsafeties, despite efforts to the contrary in 
the context of recultivation. After reunification, recultivation was institu-
tionalised much more through the creation of the LMBV and the responsi-
bility of the mining operators for the development of the subsequent areas 
in the first seven years after the end of mining, as laid down in mining law 
(Pinkepank – Otto 2022). Currently, one of the biggest challenges is water 
management throughout the region. During drainage, oxygen penetrates 
the soil and reacts with the sulphur- and iron-containing rocks. When the 
groundwater rises again after an open-cast mine is closed, sulphate, iron 
and hydrogen ions are released. This leads to the acidification of the water 
and gives it an ochre colouration, with far-reaching consequences for hu-
man and non-human actors, and it even influences water management in 
cities like Berlin and Frankfurt an der Oder. The iron sludge is deadly for 
many aquatic animals and plants and in some places the sulphate limits in 
drinking water are exceeded. The flowing waters must therefore be consid-
erably diluted with low-sulphate water and lime must be regularly added 
to lakes in order to combat acidification (LMBV 2023). Nevertheless, how 
long these measures will be necessary and what will happen in the case of 
a flood remains uncertain. 

Furthermore, the question also remains of what will happen to the areas 
depleted by the open-cast mines. The most cost-effective option is flooding. 
This recultivation strategy has already created a lake area of about 14,000 
hectares called Lausitzer Seenland. Although it is an attractive area for lei-
sure, recreation, and tourism, it poses major challenges, first and foremost 
to the water balance of this relatively dry region. This can currently be 
observed with Cottbusser Ostsee, which will be the largest man-made lake 
in Germany, created as a post-mining area for the Cottbus-Nord open-pit 
mine. Its flooding has led to several problems in a region that is becom-
ing drier, but delays are causing bank erosions and landslides. This year, 
several up-to 50-metre-deep sections of the bank, which was considered 
stable, have broken off and must be restored at great expense. Therefore, 
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the Landesbergamt (State Mining Office) is currently recommending that 
a 50 to 75 metre-wide safety zone be placed around the entire lake (Halpick 
2023). For the neighbouring villages, such as the municipality of Teich-
land, who have already invested in the economic valorisation of the lake 
by building a marina, those unsafeties of the landscape lead to financial 
uncertainties. This shows that a landscape transformation on such a scale 
cannot be planned in the same way as other construction projects.

What is certain regarding the future is that uncertainties will shape the 
region for a long time and recultivation will remain a challenge for many 
generations to come. Therefore, the term Ewigkeitskosten (perpetuity costs) 
is used. For example, after the end of open-cast lignite mining in Lusatia, 
which is planned for 2038, water scarcity and thus competition for the re-
source will initially intensify (Smekul et al. 2022). However, the near future 
also holds numerous challenges. Even though it may be 15 years until the 
final phasing-out of lignite mining, structural change6 has already begun, 
and this is linked not only to questions of job creation, the modernisation 
of infrastructure and the distribution of subsidies, but above all to ques-
tions of regional identity. “In many places, Lusatia is viewed with negative 
connotations as a dying open-pit lignite mining area. This applies to outside 
perspectives in particular, but also corresponds to the self-image of many 
people in Lusatia.” (Pinkepank – Otto 2022: 60) Even though there have 
been efforts to counter this with marketing campaigns such as vom Berg-
mann zum Seemann (from miner to sailor) it is questionable what influence 
they actually have on regional self-image. More likely, it will probably take 
some time for the local population to develop its own. 

In summary, the situation of the region Lusatia can be described as a per-
manent state of varying, overlapping and contrasting levels of uncertainty. 
The uncertainty stems from, first, the changes and dangers of the mining 
and post-mining landscape itself, second, the decades of mining-related 
resettlements, third, the transformation processes after German reunifica-
tion as well as the already beginning structural change due to the planned 
end of lignite mining and fourth, the cultural diversity of its population. 
To cope with these consequences of lignite mining, various practices of 
past presencing are used in differing contexts.

6 As part of the adoption of the Kohleausstiegsgesetz (Coal Phase-out Act) by the 
German government in 2020, the Strukturstärkungsgesetz Kohleregionen (Coal 
Regions Structural Strengthening Act) also came into force. There is a budget 
of 40 billion euros, which is to be invested in all three German lignite mining 
regions in order to make the transformation socially acceptable and sustain-
able. In the regions affected, this process is currently referred to in common 
parlance as structural change.
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5  Coping with uncertainty: The presencing of the post-mining landscape

With the increasing disappearance of village structures in the previous 
century, the social need for their remembrance has grown. Remembrance 
practices such as the naming of new districts, residential areas, or streets 
after devastated places increasingly found their way into the regional plan-
ning of the late 20th century. This development intensified significantly 
after German unification: A typical feature of this is the placement of erratic 
blocks that were deposited in the ground by glacial shifts and were brought 
to the surface during lignite mining. At the same time, these erratic blocks 
can also be understood as a reference to stone as a building material or the 
erection of gravestones. They are installed in various forms – from single 
stones on the banks of the flooded open-pit mines to larger installations on 
the recultivated areas of the original location (Fig. 4). In addition to these 
dedicated memorials, translocated objects such as monuments or church 
bells and reconstructed buildings also serve a commemorative function. 
Moreover, there are commemorative practices such as the annual Tag der 
abgebaggerten sorbischen Dörfer (Day of the Demolished Sorbian Villages), 
organised by Domowina, the Association of Lusatian Sorbs, an event at 
which a memorial is traditionally inaugurated and a lime tree – a symbol of 
Sorbian culture – is planted.

As already mentioned, in these contexts, the heritagisation of Sorbian 
culture and the lignite mining industry has thus far been on rather sepa-
rate lines in the Lusatian discourse. Aspects emphasising the connections 
between these two lines, for example Sorbian workers in lignite mining, 
German, Czech or Polish workers in Sorbian villages or cross-cultural anti-
lignite-mining- and remembrance-initiatives, have largely been neglected 
in official public images and identity narrations, particularly in regional 
tourism marketing (Hagemann 2022b).

5.1  The World Heritage initiative – opportunities and challenges

Today, it is possible to observe small changes with a partial softening of 
the strict distinction between Sorbian and German identity. This is mainly 
because Sorbian stakeholders are increasingly using the transformation pro-
cess as an action arena for themselves. The current World Heritage initiative 
for Lusatia’s post-mining landscape is a very vital example for this and, of 
course, for the ongoing heritagisation of the landscape in general. Started in 
2020, the first project was aimed at examining the potential of the Lusatian 
post-mining landscape as an UNESCO World Heritage site by researching 
the technological and cultural specifics of the post-mining landscape:
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“The goal of a World Heritage nomination of this landscape supports 
the social and cultural integration of this research in the region by 
enhancing the construction of an identity in Lusatia that proudly 
looks back on more than a century of innovative land use. The com-
bination of unique, innovative land-use traditions with innovative 
and contemporary land-use research is intended to bring the Land-
-Innovation-Lusatia (LIL) research initiatives closer to the tradition-
-focused segments of the population and also increase the appreciation 
of them.” (Pinkepank – Otto 2022: 60)

The result of the project was the application for inclusion in the Ger-
man Tentative List for UNESCO World Heritage, which the Brandenburg 
Ministry of Science, Research and Culture (MWFK) submitted to the 
Conference of Ministers of Culture in 2021, in cooperation with the Saxon 
Ministry of Regional Development (SMR). At the beginning of the current 
follow-up-project, the focus was on the evaluation of the World Heritage 
initiative by an advisory board to the Conference of Ministers of Culture, 
which evaluated more than 20 applications for the German Tentative List 
prior to the end of 2023. In preparation for possible inclusion on the List, 
the project partners will intensify the dialogue with the Lusatian popula-
tion and create participation formats. In addition, preparatory manage-
ment and tourism concepts are to be developed that take into account the 
needs of minority groups, nature conservation and monument protection. 
In this way, the path to becoming a potential World Heritage Site is to be 
integrated into the region’s processes of structural change.

As one of the five institutions that run the initiative, we see it as an 
opportunity for re-thinking the post-mining landscape. As in other 
research projects that accompany transformation processes in rural 
areas, we have become actors in the structural change. By providing 
knowledge about the history and achievements of recultivation, we 
want to support identification with the landscape and re-appropriation 
of the land formerly claimed by the mining industry. At the same time, 
we see the initiative as a platform to weave Sorbian perspectives into 
the discourse. Our goal and current challenge is thus: First to link the 
two sources of regional identity – Sorbian and industrial culture and 
second to address the change itself. 

The first aspect not only arises from the fact that the proposed World 
Heritage area overlaps by two thirds with the Sorbian settlement area but 
also refers to the previously mentioned historical interrelations between 
Sorbian and industrial culture, especially regarding forms of land use 
and remembrance practices. One example is the village of Wolkenberg/
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Klěšnik, which was devastated in 1992: 18 years later the area was reculti-
vated as a vineyard – a historical form of land use – with an adjoining me-
morial site also presencing its Sorbian population and traditions (Fig. 5). 
An arrangement of several boulders even reflects the original village 
structure and the location of culturally significant village buildings. With 
the still active open-pit mine Welzow-Süd visible in the background of 
the vineyard, many of the aspects that form the post-mining landscape 
intertwine inseparably. In this manner, we want to offer an array of narra-
tions of the landscape and include the Sorbian narration as a cross-cutting 
theme in the UNESCO application, including in internal and external 
communications.

The second aspect is linked to the understanding of the post-mining 
landscape, not only as an area of technical innovation in recultivation 
techniques, but mainly marked by movement, change and the loss of its 
former elements (especially settlement structures, infrastructure, and 
cultural practices). This requires a focus on the broadly intangible that 
addresses the knowledge of these changes and the ways people tried to 
cope with social and cultural uncertainties – particularly regarding the 
Sorbian language and culture. By considering the World Heritage ini-
tiative a tool of the structural change, we want to presence the previous 
changes and encourage people to see the upcoming transformation from 
a different perspective. This can only work by involving the local popula-
tion and integrating their minority-specific perspectives. Therefore, one 
of the main goals of the project is to create participation processes on 
local and regional levels.

6  Summary, future questions and further tasks

From the historical as well as practice-oriented perspective outlined in 
this article, it can be summarised that living in Lusatia is characterized by 
various forms of unsafety, insecurity, and uncertainty over a long period 
of time: Initially, unsafety arises from the mining activities in relation to 
the integrity of the villages and their surroundings. The flooding of the 
open-cast pits massively interferes with the water management of rivers 
and intensifies climate change-related water management challenges. 
Moreover, landslides occur repeatedly, endangering and hampering the 
re-appropriation of the former industrial landscape. Secondly, insecurity 
arises from a lack of popular influence on and participation in the planning 
processes, which leads to unwanted dependencies on mining companies 
and politics. Although not exclusively, the Sorbian culture and languages 
were particularly influenced by the destruction of villages, agricultural land 
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and social networks. Thirdly, uncertainty relates to the future realignment 
of the entire region in the context of the German decision to halt lignite 
mining. In addition to the Ewigkeitskosten (perpetuity costs) that future 
generations will have to cope with, it is the change in regional identity that 
determines the current discourse.

At the same time, the region has developed mechanisms for coping with 
these situations, such as remembrance practices shaping and constituting 
the post-mining landscape. Memorial sites with commemorative stones, 
information boards or lookout towers have become typical for the remem-
brance of the devastated places and are often used for devotions or gather-
ings of the former inhabitants. The names of streets, lakes and even villages 
presence the pre-industrial past of the post-mining landscape. Recultivation 
strategies adopt historical forms of landscaping. These forms of heritagisa-
tion function as an action arena for negotiating new understandings of the 
region – not just as an industrial region, but rather as a hybrid region. This 
is used to reclaim, reshape and re-interpret the post-industrial landscape 
– both in the context of developing innovative recultivation techniques 
and within the ongoing learning process regarding the participation and 
rights of the local population.

With regard to future developments, our research agenda and prac-
tical work will focus on the possibilities and potentials as well as the 
limits and challenges that arise from integrating the perspective of an 
autochthonous minority into a World Heritage initiative. Therefore, 
we aim to widen the understanding of the post-mining landscape and 
enhance diverse perspectives in the negotiation processes of Lusatian 
regional identity. The World Heritage initiative provides many oppor-
tunities for this but also presents challenges. We therefore often face 
questions of how to include the intangible aspects of Sorbian culture 
into a possible World Heritage site based on material evidence – and 
how to do it without completely historicising Sorbian culture. Putting 
the specifics of Lusatia aside, the heritagisation of minoritised groups is 
always linked to questions of power and participation (Taylor 2009), as 
all heritagisation processes are (Hall 2005). For the Sorbian Institute, 
one of the main challenges ahead will be the inclusion of the heterog-
enous experiences of people affected by devastation and resettlement 
irrespective of their ethnic self-understanding.

May 2024
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Figure 1   Lusatian lignite mining area and Sorbian settlement area. 
Map: Iris Brankatschk, 2013.
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Figure 2   Lusatian post-mining landscape with the post-mining lake 
Blunoer Südsee and afforested areas. Photo: © Maximilian Beyers, 2021.

Figure 3   Workers’ housing estate Lauta-Nord built in the years 1918–1920. 
Photo: © Maximilian Beyers, 2021.
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Figure 4   Memorial site for the devastated village Groß-
Partwitz/Parcow. Photo: © Lea Brönner, 2021.

Figure 5 Recultivated vineyard and memorial site for the devastated village 
Wolkenberg/Klěšnik. Photo: © Maximilian Beyers, 2021.


