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Abstract: This paper examines whether the expanded meaning of the term sustainability 
and its broader use in society, policy and economics will actually bring about the benefits 
experts anticipate for the forest-based sector. It begins by defining sustainability as a 
travelling concept, then presents and analyzes two current lines of discourse in Germany 
on sustainability, both with high relevance for the forest-based sector: strong sustainability 
and sustainable building. The analysis shows that each discourse has developed and 
established a diametrically opposed meaning of sustainability. As a result, it could be 
argued that the two meanings pose a threat to the German forest-based sector by reducing 
the raw material base and ultimately minimizing market opportunities. This reasoning 
reveals a paradox: as the term sustainability, originally coined by the forestry sector, 
becomes mainstream, it could end up limiting the sector’s future growth. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Sustainability as Chance—The Confidence of the German Forest-Based Industry 

Studies on the future of the German wood industry show that experts from the forest-based sector 
clearly anticipate the importance of sustainability to increase in the building sector [1,2]. Most also 
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believe the relevance of wood will also increase in the building sector [1,2]. From their perspective, 
politics is the key driver of this development, not the consumer. The majority of experts assume that 
politics will establish a statutory framework for ecology and sustainability that benefits wood. Thus, 
they do not expect a framework that privileges wood use, rather a framework in which wood can prove 
its strengths as a sustainable raw material. The following article substantiates the expected increase in 
relevance of sustainable building and standards of sustainability in the building sector, but not the 
expected benefits for the forest-based sector. The expert’s conclusion is plausible, that in a framework 
privileging sustainability, wood as a sustainable material will succeed. However, it appears that the 
experts apply another meaning of sustainability than is commonly used or underestimate the revising 
meaning of the term sustainability. 

1.2. Sustainability on Travel 

Sustainability can be interpreted as a travelling concept. The term travelling concept was introduced 
by the Dutch cultural scientist Mieke Bal [3] and helps to understand sustainability and its changing 
meaning. Concepts can be considered “tools of inter-subjectivity” that “facilitate discussion on the 
basis of a common language. But concepts are not fixed. They travel—Between disciplines, between 
individual scholars, between historical periods and between geographically dispersed academic 
communities. Between disciplines, their meaning, reach and operational value differ. These processes 
of differing need to be assessed before, during and after each “trip”. All of these forms of travel render 
concepts flexible.” [4] Examples for travelling concepts are about inclusion [5,6], or class, race and 
gender [7,8]. Considering sustainability as a travelling concept avoids a normative attribution, like 
alternative descriptions do, e.g., guiding principle (“Leitbild”, cf. [9]) and thus, facilitates a scientific 
access. The following roughly outlines the journey of sustainability. 

The starting point for the travel of sustainability is the publication in 1713 by von Carlowitz [10] 
(forerunner with regard to content in forestry and ethics, cf. [11]). For a long time, the concept of 
sustainability enabled an inter-subjective consensus within the forestry community and traveled 
between countries (cf. the enhancement of the term in France, Switzerland, Finland and USA which is 
described by [11]) or (applied) scholarships (e.g., different silvicultural concepts, these of [12–15]). In 
the 1970s, the sustainability concept crossed the frontier of the forestry community to eventually 
become a well-recognized term used by many different communities. The main stops along the 
journey were the report Our Common Future by the Brundtland Commission [16] and the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro [17]. In 
particular, the Brundtland Commission established a widely accepted identity-boosting definition of 
sustainable development. It expanded the term’s scope from involving a purely inter-generational 
approach to one in which inter-generational and intra-generational aspects are equal. 

With the largely accepted three-pillar-model (economy, ecology and social aspects) the concept  
of sustainability appeared to have the power for a broad dialogue permitting inter-subjectivity and 
overcoming community and country frontiers, e.g., the global founding of local Agenda 21 initiatives 
(an overview: [18]). A meta-science evolved to manage the inter-subjectivity of sustainability and is 
aimed at describing the term’s core meaning (e.g., [19–22]). As a result, a multitude of new scientific 
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journals have appeared focusing on sustainability (“Sustainability Science”, “International Journal of 
Sustainable Development”, etc.). 

Eventually, the term traveled back home to the forestry community, which adapted and enhanced 
the three pillars into the term sustainable forest management (SFM) e.g., the Criteria and indicators for 
the sustainable management of tropical forests [23,24], the Montreal Process [25] or the Pan-European 
indicators for sustainable forest management [26,27], which define “six criteria, i.e., forest resources 
and their contribution to global carbon cycles; forest ecosystem health and vitality; productive 
functions of forests; biological diversity in forest ecosystems; protective functions in forest management; 
and other socio-economic functions and conditions.” [27]. The implementation of SFM led to the 
establishment of different certification systems (e.g., FSC and PEFC). 

The expansion of the meaning has turned the term sustainability into an elastic word with a variety 
of interpretations and in some circumstances even into a flowery advertising phrase (e.g., [28]). The 
development of LOHAS (Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability) into a highly relevant target group in 
marketing [29–31] can be seen in this context. The following paragraphs show how the broader 
meaning of sustainability changes the original meaning (von Carlowitz) using as example two relevant 
German discourses on sustainability: the discussion on strong sustainability driven by nature preservation 
and the discussion about the use of sustainable standards in the building sector. Both discourses  
are highly relevant for the forest-based sector with one pertaining to raw material availability and the 
other to market opportunities in the main and key market of the wood-based industry—the building 
sector (cf. [32]). 

2. Results and Discussion 

2.1. The SRU Discourse on Strong Sustainability 

The German Advisory Council on the Environment (Sachverständigenrat für Umweltfragen; SRU), 
as an important opinion former in Germany, continuously publishes a comprehensive report 
concerning environmental topics, most recently in 2012 [33]. As early as 2002, intense debate  
by the SRU council on sustainability clearly favored and recommended the concept of strong  
sustainability [34]. The analysis of the SRU included a clear refusal of the three-pillar model, which 
was associated in the report with the concept of weak sustainability. The proposal of the SRU calls for 
prioritizing ecology over economy or social aspects. Renn et al. [9] refer to this concept as the  
“one-pillar model”. The analysis and recommendation among experts concerning the three-pillar 
model is written in a defense kind; the SRU remarked that the three-pillar model becomes more 
important in public discussion as the favored concept of strong sustainability prioritizing ecology. 

Ten years later the SRU council [33] appears to have taken a more offensive stance. With reference 
to newer publications concerning climate change and biodiversity [35–37] and a reference to the 
entropy laws in thermodynamics, the SRU renewed its support for a strong sustainability policy. The 
SRU proposed a “model of sustainability prioritizing the embedding of human needs in a framework 
of a restricted environment” (“Nachhaltigkeitsmodell, das die Einbettung menschlicher Aktivitäten in 
eine begrenzte Umwelt hervorhebt”). The SRU also visualized this priority in graphics which differ in 
absolute limits (biodiversity, climate, water, etc.) and relative limits (economics, social and ecology). 
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These relative limits can be optimized (“Optimierungsgebot”). However, this optimization is limited 
by the larger framework of environmental limitations (absolute limit). In this way it is possible to keep 
the commonly accepted idea of the three dimensions shown in the three-pillar model, while at the same 
time introducing a broader environmental dimension to promote the model of strong sustainability. 

The recommendations by the SRU represent a return in part to the principles associated with the 
original concept of natural sustainability in forestry. In the picture of the travelling concept this can be 
seen as a journey back in time to the pre-Brundtland-era. This scenario clearly demonstrates that 
promoting the principles of sustainable raw material production should privilege an established 
sustainable forestry industry. Forest products should be given a market advantage over other 
competing materials, e.g., coal or oil based materials, such as plastics. However, this argument is just 
as insufficient as the expert’s opinion described in the introduction. There are three relevant reasons: 
(1) The SRU concept [33] focuses on the benefits of the ecosystem model in which the production of 
wood is only one part of the “provisioning services”. While the earlier report emphasized the terms 
nature capital (“Naturkapital”) and raw material production [34], the 2012 SRU report focuses on the 
new key words climate and biodiversity, not raw material production. This change can be understood 
as a shift from a more anthropocentric to a more biocentric view; (2) At the same time, the 2012 SRU 
report only considers the effects of biomass accumulation in the forests as a strategy for climate 
protection and not the contribution of the forestry-based industry in general (carbon storage in wood 
products, substitution effects on energy and material use of wood; e.g., [38–40]). This aspect has long 
been a topic of a public debate between German forestry scientists and the SRU (see [41,42]); (3) The 
implementation of the recommended principles in a limited framework, such as forestry, seems more 
plausible than a general implementation in economics and society, particularly the possibility of 
negative economic growth which is described in the SRU expertise. Changes in forestry and forest 
management seem more likely as a deeper transformation process with the acceptance of deadweight 
losses (acceptance of a loss in economic efficiency). In consequence, it is more probable that the idea 
of strong sustainability will be implemented in forestry with the restriction of wood use (particularly if 
no wood use is favored as a means of mitigating climate change) rather than in the economy (e.g., the 
building sector) where the contrary can be observed (see below). 

The SRU’s argument is undefined and subject to variation, particularly in articles closely linked to 
nature protection (cf. to the relevant stakeholder [9,43]). Niekisch, a member of the SRU, e.g., 
visualizes the concept with a pillar-model similar to the three-pillar-model, with the exception that the 
term culture is added and the ecological dimension (with the terms climate and biodiversity) builds the 
foundation instead of an equitable dimension, such as the economy [44]. Figure 1 illustrates Niekisch’s 
argument [44] Krug and Jessel propose a new multifunctional forestry with a strong emphasis on 
nature protection and none-use forests [45]. The proposal of Krug and Jessel exceeds the targets of the 
National Biodiversity Strategy (Nationale Strategie zur biologischen Vielfalt) [46], which aims to 
establish 5% of forest areas in Germany through natural development by 2020. This strategy was 
evaluated with a renouncement of 4.4 Mm3 wood (6.6 Mm3 biomass) use per year [47]. It is important 
to acknowledge that forests are increasingly gaining public attention as building standards and nature 
protection take on an ever greater value in society (e.g., [48,49]). That means, it would likely be much 
easier to limit wood production than it would be to implement other measures, e.g., economic, the 
more so since the majority of the German forests are publically held. 
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Figure 1. The interpretation of the strong sustainability concept prioritizing the biodiversity 
or climate dimension, illustration based on Niekisch [44]. 

 

2.2. Sustainable Standards in the Building Sector 

Since the middle of the 2000s intense discussion has been taking place in Germany about 
sustainable building practices. This discussion is embedded in the context of international standard 
specifications (e.g., ISO/TC 59/SC 17) and the importance of sustainability in German economics and 
public policy. Consequently, the German Sustainable Building Council (Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Nachhaltiges Bauen; DGNB) was founded in 2007. Members of the DGNB are architects, construction 
companies, manufacturers of building products, as well as investors, contractors, scientific organizations, 
etc. In addition to the non-profit organization DGNB, the Ministry of Transport, Building and Urban 
Affairs (Bundesministerium für Verkehr, Bau und Stadtentwicklung; BMVBS) was engaged in 
development of standards for sustainable building. Working together, these two institutions developed 
and published criteria for sustainable building, e.g., the Guideline for Sustainable Building (Leitfaden 
für Nachhaltiges Bauen [50]). 

Compared to other countries, environmental standardization in the German building sector started 
late. The UK System BREEAM (Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment 
Methodology; cf. [51]) was published in 1990 and the US system LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design; cf. [52] in 1998. Other countries have also developed national certification 
systems, e.g., HQE in France (cf. [53]) or CASBEE (cf. [54]) in Japan. The German system shows a 
difference: While the standards LEED and BREEAM refer to environment and energy (green building) 
the German system applies to sustainability. Content and criteria of the different systems used in the 
USA are compared in [55]; the highest rated criterion by the BREEAM system is energy, by LEED 
energy and atmosphere. 

The different systems facilitate an assessment on environment, energy or sustainability and classify 
buildings through certification awards (e.g., LEED: platinum, gold, silver, certified; BREEAM: 
outstanding, excellent, very good, good, pass; DGNB: gold, silver, bronze). These assessments use 
point or percent ratings. The DGNB/BMVBS assessment uses a scoring system based on the three 
dimensions of sustainability: economic quality, socio-cultural quality and ecological quality (each with 
a share of 22.5%). 22.5% is scored for technical quality and 10% for process quality (for the criteria 
and its operationalization see [56]. In this system the relevance of sustainability in the sense of a 
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renewable material is marginal—only the criterion “sustainable logging/wood” refers to this approach 
with a low factor of relevance and a percentage share of overall result of 1.125% (sic!), cf. Figure 2. 
Criteria with a possible advantage for wood (GWP, PE or sustainable logging) add to approx. 10%; the 
assessment of other criteria in relationship to wood is unclear or possibly disadvantageous (thermal 
comfort in summer, indoor air quality, sound isolation); these three criteria add to approx. 11%. 

Figure 2. Weighting the main criteria in the German DGNB system and minor share of 
relevance given sustainability in the sense of a renewable material [50,56]. 

 

A deeper consideration is needed to evaluate exactly the relationship of the DGNB/BMVBS 
assessment with wood (for such a consideration see the overview of the green building systems in 
USA market [55]). However, one statement is possible without deeper analysis: The criteria of the 
German rating system do not prioritize wood (or other renewable raw materials) as building material. 
There are two reasons: (1) an advantage like “renewable” is not (really) considered; (2) Most of the 
criteria are generally irrelevant in the view of different materials (e.g., art in architecture, bicycle comfort, 
barrier-free building, etc.). Thus, a possible advantage for one material over another is not easily  
to determine. 

The German Certificate of Sustainable Building (Deutsches Gütesiegel für Nachhaltiges Bauen) 
seems to be successful in the German building sector, particularity in the traditional (concrete) 
construction sector (see [57]). This confirms the expectation by the sector’s experts that sustainability 
would increase in importance in the building sector (see above). However, the expectation that wood 
would gain in relevance in the building sector is not substantiated. If up to now building with wood 
could be marketed as especially sustainable, this market opportunity is lost in the new rating system of 
sustainability building. In fact, the implementation of sustainable criteria in the building sector could 
even be considered disadvantageous for the forest-based sector. The reasons for this development  
and the non-considering of wood can be attributed to the wood industry’s lack of participation in 
development of the criteria; the process mainly took place without the participation of the wood-based 
sector, so it is comprehensible that the concrete construction industry did not consider the advantages 
of building with wood. 

Interestingly, the rating system of sustainable building is formed in a way that the SRU (see above) 
criticizes—economic interests dominate sustainability and undermine the environmental aspects. 
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3. Conclusions 

A closer look at the two current lines of discourse regarding the term sustainability in Germany 
shows that each has developed and established a diametrically opposed meaning. While the discourse 
on strong sustainability narrows the term of sustainability and prioritizes the ecological and 
environmental dimension (biodiversity and climate protection); the discourse on sustainable building 
broadens the term of sustainability while scarcely considering the aspect of renewable resources.  
The development and establishment of opposed meanings is absolutely consistent with the idea of 
travelling concepts. However, as a result, the two meanings could pose a challenge to the German 
forestry sector by reducing the raw material base or minimizing market opportunities. The paradox: As 
the term sustainability, which originated in the forestry sector, becomes mainstream, it could in turn 
reduce the sector’s chances for growth. 

Approaching sustainability as a travelling concept also provides a more positive outlook for the 
possible future. The term sustainability’s journey may potentially take another path if its meaning 
changes over time. One potential for the forestry and the forest-based sector could be the advantages of 
wood as a renewable material in the context of energy and climate policy. Research in the  
forest-based sector shows the advantages of forests and wood with regard to carbon management  
and climate protection [38–40,58–68] and energy policy as a renewable energy carrier with low  
CO2-emissions [69–71]. The topics of wood as a renewable energy carrier and its role in climate 
protection are also included in the concept of strong sustainability (cf. Figure 1) but currently conflict 
with the dominating topic of nature protection. Furthermore, climate protection and energy sources are 
main issues in policy decisions, e.g., [72,73]. It is possible that the topics of energy and climate 
protection will influence the further development of the term sustainability’s meaning and  
(re-) establish the concept of a sustainable forest-based sector (or the concept of sustainability in the 
forest-based sector) in policy and society. 
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