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INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH DESIGN
Flood protection measures for land with controlled 
flooding are especially vulnerable when there are 
conflicting priorities concerning the intended use of 
the land. The resulting conflicts cannot be resolved 
solely through monetary and economical aspects.
The present research project asks insightful ques-
tions into the actor-network patterns that encour-
age or inhibit flood protection prevention measures 
with large area requirements. A major objective is 
to mediate the findings (in the network monitor-
ing) to the planners. The Federal Forest Engineer-
ing Service for Torrent and Avalanche Control 
(WLV) conducted this exploratory sociological 
study together with the Federal Institute for Less-
Favoured and Mountainous Areas. The final report 
should be completed by 2016; currently the inter-
mediate results are available.
The Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is used as a 
theory paper in its original form as developed by 
Latour, Callon and Law within the framework of 
the Science and Technology Studies. The starting 
point is a network in which each actor (both 
human and non-human) is referenced to other 
actors that he cannot fully control and with whom 
he must make arrangements, so he can set his 
objectives. Torrent catchment areas represent 
complex systems: bodies of water, cultural spaces 
and their use, politics and management, protective 
structures and those who benefit from them and 
those who are disadvantaged by them, planners 
and construction workers, to name just a few 
actors. The outlined approach models the problem, 
power and actor-network structures of these 
systems, showing a stark separation between 
natural, technical and social categories.
The empirical study is based on the case studies of 
Schlattenbach in Lower Austria, the Pertisau 
torrents in Tyrol and Johnsbach in Styria. The first 
project is still in the planning stage; the other two 
were conducted through unification processes. The 
areas included in the analysis consisted of docu-
ments, participant observations and interviews 

conducted by hazard zone planners, action plan-
ners, foremen, mayors, local councils, agricultural 
authorities, farmers, publicans/restaurateurs and 
senior officials of the WLV.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS
The Schlattenbach project (2002) represents the 
pattern of a project overload. The reconstruction of 
its network is divided into four phases (cf. Callon 
2006. In: Belliger/Krieger Hg. p. 135-174). Phase I 
Problematization: Impetus for the project comes 
from the WLV hazard zone planning, the regional 
WLV management and regional politics; but not 
from the communities prone to flooding. The 
interests differ from the outset. The WLV hazard 
zone planning and regional WLV management 
strive for the retention of the flow in a widened 
stream area (potential flow area) for ecological and 
economic reasons, which brings about a change of 
land-use along the embankments. In contrast, the 
regional politics focuses on a specific agricultural 
spatial development, which it aims to press ahead 
with by means of a route in the valley floor in 
conjunction with rearranging the open fields. In 
this case, the agricultural authority represents the 
interests of regional politics; both actors are already 
networked when they enter the field. Regional 
politics thereby forms the network (or in the 
terminology of the ANT is the translating actor).  
A second network is established between the 
national WLV management, the WLV hazard zone 
planning and the regional WLV management. The 
latter is the translating actor for the matter of flow 
retention and defines this project as a compulsory 
passage point that all cooperating actors have to go 
through. A third network is made up of the mayor 
of the community located downstream, house 
builders, farmers, conventional protective struc-
tures and WLV employees that identify themselves 
with them; the situation is at first a suspicious case 
of wait and see. Phase II Interessement: The region-
al politics draws nearer to the national WLV man-
agement. In addition, the regional WLV manage-
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ment commissions an office with the development 
of a strategic approach. Using this as a basis,  
a second office makes plans on an operational level 
and wants to interest other actors: publicans and 
restaurateurs, farmers, potential flow area, employ-
ees of the WLV and the mayor of the community 
located upstream. The community located down-
stream will be contacted much later - too late. 
Phase III Enrolment: Only the publicans and 
restaurateurs integrate in the network per project. 
The agricultural authority closes the network 
versus the project of the mayor of the community 
located downstream. It is united by distrust for the 
WLV project and criticises the operational planning 
office for inexperienced practice in the field, igno-
rance of the balance of forces in the field, uncon-
vincing management proposals, inadequate exper-
tise and favouring the publicans and restaurateurs 
at the expense of the farmers. Phase IV Mobiliza-
tion: the weak network per project comes under 
heavy pressure during a project presentation, 
which takes place in an unsuitable place. In the 
course of personnel changes, independent of this, 
the translating actor leaves the network, which 
then breaks down.

Shortly thereafter, an internal guide was published 
for the involvement of the public (Rappold/Ottitsch 
2003), however, it reception falls short of expecta-
tions.

PROSPECT
New attempts to establish a network per project 
have started at this point. Information from the 
successful projects of Pertisau torrents (2001) is 
incorporated, such as the importance of socio-eco-
nomic conditions, sequences of information, 
everyday security and living environments.
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Figure 1. The figure refers to the case study Schlattenbach and shows the actor-network in Phase II Interessement. In this phase the both translating actors – regional 
politics and regional WLV management – try to interest other actors for different objectives.
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