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In the
Aftermath of
the Notre Dame
de Paris Fire

We do not normally feature breaking news in The Rooftops Project
content. But we felt that the loss by fire this week of Notre Dame
de Paris warrants an exception, not only for the tragedy but
because it illustrates so many of the themes at the center of The
Rooftops Project work.
To begin with, I am often prone to saying that the dialogue
about not-for-profit spaces is one between building as artifact
(whether architectural or historical, while also as a contemporary
representation of mission) or building as tool (the function of the
building as a programmatic place in advancement of mission).
Notre Dame de Paris was certainly both of those things. It was
perhaps the most recognizable and symbolic religious property in
the modern world, while also being a working church.
In this, the most holy week of the Catholic Church year, the
property would have anticipated capacity crowds for masses. It
served as the venue for masses and religious programs, as well
as for events in the larger community, even the funeral masses of
heads of state of other religions. To those who worshiped there and
to Catholics around the world, its loss is profound and personal.
The fate of its art and icons can equally be felt by believers and by
anyone who respects the preservation of the irreplaceable past.
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In news updates the night of the fire, there are said to
be the blessings of artifacts saved by removal as the fire
raged. Chicago Tribune coverage featured sixteen giant
copper statuary removed by crane as part of the planned
renovation only four days before the fire. Yet other
features of the structure, such as its massively heavy
lead roof, could make effective firefighting a peril.
The challenges of maintaining any structure, much
less one of this age, size, and significance is familiar
to any not-for-profit staffer. In a 2017 feature story,
Time magazine examined the challenges of funding
desperately needed, deferred repairs in a setting in
which the French government owns the building,
leases it to the Parisian archdiocese for free, and
funding of repairs is debated and shared between them.
Recognizing the merits and the challenges, the Internal
Revenue Service has granted 501(c)(3) charitable status
to Friends of Notre-Dame de Paris to enable U.S.
taxpayers to contribute to the project.
Through its centuries-long presence, as well as by its
loss, Notre Dame also exemplifies the impact of a notfor-profit’s presence as an urban neighbor. I have walked
the streets surrounding the Cathedral many times, as
perhaps have many of you. The adjoining blocks are
diverse, holding residences, retail shops, cafes and
restaurants. The streets are narrow, the relationships
between the buildings intimate. There is now a gaping
hole in the center of this community, one that can only
be replaced through some yet-to-be-conceived massive
building project that will itself disrupt and change the
experience of those around it for years or decades.
While neither its historical purpose nor its mission today,
Notre Dame is also an economic engine – a magnet for
more than its more than 13 million visitors a year. Paris
may remain the largest tourist destination in the world,
but it is hard to imagine that the absence of Notre Dame
will not have impacts large and small. Will sightseers be
drawn to gaze from the perimeter, now and over time?
What will happen even to the many sellers lining the
surrounding streets who make their living offering Notre
Dame souvenirs?
The cause of the fire is yet unclear. Given the extensive
renovation work underway and impressions that the fire
may have started in the scaffolding surrounding it, one
possibility is that this extraordinary disaster may have
commenced in the most ordinary of ways – a simple

mistake by someone working on the project. While Notre
Dame is arguably the most dramatic example in our
lifetimes, ravage of a structure by fire during renovations
– roofing projects come particularly to mind – is a fate
shared by many not-for-profit structures, iconic and
mundane.
For those of us trained as lawyers, but also the media
and the public, it is tempting and familiar to wish to
assign fault. Modern legal systems, and our societies,
yearn to allocate financial burden based on the acts or
omissions of others. There is a sense of fairness in this
responsibility, together with a behavioral assumption
that the potential liability may promote the use of care
by those who might be held to account. Yet it seems
hard to take joy in the possibility that a contractor may
be bankrupted by an overwhelming claim that can easily
be imagined to exceed any insurance. And it is even less
pleasant to imagine the personal impact that the event
might have on a single human being, if there is one,
whose fleeting lack of care may have triggered such a
catastrophe. Can you even begin to imagine being this
person?
How was risk considered in the ownership and
operation of the property, as well as in the contracting
process if the renovation project is implicated? What
levels of insurance are available, from whom, and after
what claims period? The insurers (whether for the
Church, if covered, or the contractor, if responsible) will
be as determined as anyone to understand the facts and
to allocate blame, too. The process, and the outcome,
may make a material difference in the resources
available for recovery and rebuilding.
What will replace it? We cannot know immediately
whether the vision may be to restore it (if practicable)
or to replicate it (if not), or instead to reimagine it
as a modern structure chosen as a forward-looking
expression of Catholic faith or a realization of the
practical and perhaps financial limitations of the project.
Assessment of the ruin, study of the possibilities, and
consensus within the Church, with government, and
in public opinion may take time. The new vision for the
site of New York’s World Trade Center tragedy, while
different in circumstance and perhaps in emotion,
took a decade to set. While that span of time may be
but a moment in the 850-year history of Notre Dame’s
presence, it will seem a figurative and for some literal
lifetime for those who surround its site.
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The fire at Notre Dame, while a spectacular event,
highlights lessons that could apply to virtually any notfor-profit space:
• B
 e grateful. Grateful of the space in which your
organization advances its mission and offers its
programming now, whether that space is new or
old and with all of its quirks, dings, and dents.
Grateful that no one is known to have been lost in the
Notre Dame fire. And grateful that for most of us in
advanced economies, help from first responders in the
event of crisis is a cellphone call away.
• H
 ave an emergency plan. While Notre Dame is filled
with staff, the faithful, and visitors each day, whatever
preparation for evacuation of people and perhaps
artifacts may have worked.
• P
 ersevere with deferred maintenance and repairs.
Every building needs care, some much, much more
than others. Notre Dame de Paris is perhaps an
extreme example. But keeping up the struggle to
fund and finish necessary work is as worthy as
programmatic mission, even if it often falls second in
budget squeezes. Commentators in the immediate
aftermath of the Notre Dame de Paris fire suggest
other monumental places of worship worldwide that
have benefitted also from modernizing life/safety
upgrades.

• Manage risk. Not every organization (perhaps not
even Notre Dame) can carry enough insurance to
protect against every dollar of loss in the event of
a casualty on this scale. But every organization
can make conscious decisions about what level of
insurance to maintain. It can also develop a detailed
understanding of the extensive small print that defines
what is covered, what isn’t, and when. Then, it can
assure that the premiums are budgeted and paid
on time and that the review process is repeated at
reasonable intervals (perhaps even annually).
• Select wisely. Nothing can assure that a loss
will never happen. And not-for-profits may only
occasionally manage major repair or restoration
projects. As always, in developing and implementing
a property project the organization may need to
recognize its limitations in knowledge, experience,
and financial capacity. But understanding what
advice may be needed and choosing professionals
and contractors with care can reduce the risk
of a careless or incomplete result. Studying and
understanding the risk-related provisions of the
contract documents, while insisting that the contract
vendors carry insurance that also serves to protect
the not-for-profit as owner, are also essential.
While hoping the best for a future Notre Dame de Paris,
let’s also be thankful for the reminder of the impact that
every not-for-profit has in its community, within and well
beyond its mission, and the benefits of anticipating and
managing the risks associated with every occupancy
footprint.
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