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1. Political and legal background of the land management in
the EU
Land is a finite resource with increasing substantial demands placed
on it. The competition for land resources creates serious risks of geopolitical
imbalances both worldwide and in the EU. The EU will thus be even more
dependent in future on its land resources – which include some of the most
fertile soils in the world – and on their sustainable use (The implementation
of the Soil Thematic Strategy and ongoing activities COM/2012/046 final).
For following reasons, at present it is emphasized to ensure effective tools

of land policy in the European Union.
Figure 1 Land management paradigm
Source: Enemark, 2007 in INTOSAI Working Group on Environmental Auditing,
2013

Complexity of the land management lies in the fact that management
of the land nearly always face a trade-off between various social, economic
and environmental needs (e.g. housing, transport infrastructure, energy
production, agriculture, nature protection). Competences of the land
management in the EU are exercised by concrete European states because
until now at the EU level political will to adopt legally binding actions was
missing. In spite of this fact, European and international environmental
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documents encouraged European states to set up actions to maintain and
protect agricultural land based on the sustainable principle.
EU Member States have a variety of legal decisions that they can
use to address environmental issues related to land use. Governments play a
crucial role in implementing policies for wise use of land. Governments
regulate the exploitation of resources and control land use. They can and do
use a variety of public policy tools to authorize, finance, and implement
these actions. Public policy tools include international agreements, laws,
programs, and public education (INTOSAI Working Group on
Environmental Auditing, 2013; Figure 2).
Legal decisions include legislation (legal acts), regulations, permits,
licenses, bylaws, and ordinances. Legal decisions on land use are at the
same time long term commitments, which are difficult or costly to reverse.
On the other hand, weak land administration can lead to severe injustice and
conflict. Changes in administrative structure are likely to have long-term
consequences, positive or negative, for political, economic and social
development and environmental management (COM (2004) 686 final).
Because the current land policy lies at the heart of economic and
social life and environmental issues in all EU countries, the EU agricultural,
energy, transport and cohesion policy reforms make effort to provide the
opportunity to set the framework and the right incentives for public
authorities and land owners in order to improve the effectiveness of land
management. Most regulations and policies regulation in agricultural law
(land planning, tax law, environmental regulations, etc.) are within the
competences of national states and local authorities.
Yet agricultural land is directly or indirectly affected by a range of
EU regulations and policies, notably in the following areas:
- Environment: (for example: renewable energy directive
(2009/28/EC), nitrates directive (91/676/EEC), water
framework directive (2000/60/EC), etc.;
- Regional policy, mobility and transport: development of large
transport and other infrastructures, social and territorial
cohesion;
- Common agricultural policy: overall agricultural orientations,
land use and its evolution, land prices, young farmers, high
nature value, etc.
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Figure 2 The importance of land use management
Source: INTOSAI Working Group on Environmental Auditing, 2013

Countryside in Europe is mainly regulated by policies on agriculture
and environment. It is possible to affirm that the European Union has
produced the most massive legal framework in the world on preserving
countryside, essentially putting together legal rules and funds on farming,
rural development and preservation of nature.
The legal status of countryside has followed a sharp change of
attitudes towards the conservation of land and natural resources. For long
time population has flown from rural areas to dwell in cities; important parts
of Europe have remained almost empty: European policies try to slow down
this epochal trend. Keeping high the income of farmers has been a way to
reduce the exodus from rural to urban areas.
The legal framework of the European Union is progressively
focusing from agriculture to a main general approach to countryside; the
change of political and legal culture in rural areas has been evident even at
the highest level of the European Union legal sources, like the Lisbon
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Treaty of 2007. In the Article 3 it is stated that the Union establishes an
internal market and pursues a sustainable development "based on balanced
economic growth and price stability, a highly competitive social market
economy, aiming at full employment and social progress, and a high level of
protection and improvement of the quality of the environment. It shall
promote scientific and technological advance".
Since the enacting of the Single European Act in 1987 that European
Community stated the environmental protection as a component of all the
policies. The Maastricht Treaty established the principle of integration of
environmental protection into definition and implementation of other
policies. Such principle, as often happened at European Community level,
had been anticipated by the creative jurisprudence of the European Supreme
Court.
The Treaties, democratically and voluntarily accepted by all and
each Country, which is Member of the European Union, have still left wide
powers to the Member States. Any legal ambit that is not explicitly given to
the Union lasts under the system of each State. Property law, inheritance
law, real estate taxation, tenancy legislation, company law, cooperative law,
it all remain under State law.

2. Economic requirements of agricultural land management
The total of economic determinants of land management might be
divided onto those determining supply of land and demand thereof. In each
country supply is generally a result of available space and competitive use
in various sectors of the economy (agriculture, forestry, industry, housing,
infrastructure etc.). Usually the largest part is that of agriculture. In this
sector, land is the basic mean of production as well as source of income for
enterprises and farms in microeconomic terms. Macroeconomically, land is
base for food production and affects food security of the country1. Since this
aspect is of particular significance, agricultural land and trade thereof is
subject to substantial regulation. Therefore, it rarely falls under market
mechanism exclusively.
1

Presently, other functions of land, aside from production, are being highlighted, such as:
environmental, ultural, symbolic, social and sociological, connected to historical bonds
between the farmer and the land.
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From the economic point of view, agricultural land management
makes sense only if benefits (income) obtained from its usage in production
exceed costs of that production (rent). The better soil quality, layout and
location of land etc. (hence lower cost of fertilizing, drainage or other
technical works improving its productivity), the higher the benefits. Land
with soil of high quality always has greater value and higher price.
However, the final benefits obtained by agricultural holdings (and,
subsequently, interest in agricultural use of the land) are determined by
many factors, such as prices of agricultural products, prices of other means
of production (fertilizers, machines etc.), climate conditions, global
economic situation, as well as economic policy, particularly agricultural
policy. Its instruments help not only to increase profitability of agricultural
production and remunerativeness of farms, but also rational and sustainable
management of agricultural land.
The most developed form of agricultural policy in European Union
is the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). The issue of agricultural land
management should be examined in the framework of regulations contained
in first and second pillars of CAP. First pillar consists of direct subsidies
(currently to payment systems are in operation: a) basic payment scheme
and b) single area payments scheme) which are the most common form of
protection of agricultural lands, making subsidies conditional on fulfilling
requirements of cross compliance. The beneficiary of this support is obliged
to respect statutory management requirements and good agricultural and
environmental condition. According to good agricultural condition, the
requirements include: proper soil and climate conditions, existing systems
of development, use of land, changing of crops, farming methods and
structure of holdings.
The second pillar of CAP contains activities connected to rural areas
development. In subsequent programming periods (2000-2006; 2007-2013
and current 2014-2020), there are many activities aimed at directly or
indirectly supporting proper management of agricultural lands.
Activities implemented within the second pillar of CAP include:
- agricultural land consolidation – aimed at: creating more beneficial
conditions of management, creating cohesive land plots,
improvement of spatial structure and upholding the environmental
values;
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-

-

-

-

system of supporting agriculture in mountain areas and other areas
with conditions unfavourable for agricultural production – protection
of agricultural land from falling out of agricultural use and
preservation of rural areas vitality;
support for land management, stimulation of restructuration,
development and innovativeness in agriculture and forestry,
diversification of economic activity in rural areas – aimed at
improvement of quality of life, environment and competitiveness of
agriculture and forestry;
afforestation of agricultural lands and lands other than agricultural –
aimed at limiting deterioration of soil particularly susceptible to
erosion, soil degradation and transfer of pollutants into water;
payments for areas within Natura 2000, agri-environment payments
and animal health and welfare payments – aimed at improvement of
natural environment and sustainable management in agriculture.

Current legal and financial instruments for Common Agricultural Policy
have been systematized in three basic regulations of European Parliament
and of the Council adopted on the same day – December 17, 2013 and
assigned with following numbers:
- no. 1305/2013 on support for rural development by the European
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD);
- no. 1306/2013 on the financing, management and monitoring of the
common agricultural policy;
- no 1307/2013 establishing rules for direct payments to farmers under
support schemes within the framework of the common agricultural
policy.
Among economic determinants of agricultural land management,
those coming from separate national regulations should also be indicated. In
Poland, particular role is that of regulations pertaining protection of
agricultural land from falling out of agricultural use. According to these
regulations, lands registered as fallow should be allocated to nonagricultural purposes first, and, if unavailable, lands of the lowest
production utility should be used. Moreover, the regulations introduce
multiple charges for changing purpose of the land as well as fines for not
observing them.
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Moreover, in Poland the attractiveness of agricultural use of land as
well as keeping land in agricultural holdings is indirectly affected by
separate systems:
- agricultural holding taxation – lack of universal income tax and
relatively low agricultural tax, the construction of which is outdated
and does not take into consideration modern conditions of
agriculture;
- farmers’ social security – significantly privileging this form of
enterprise, mainly through low contributions and healthcare financed
from the budget.
In summary, agricultural land management is dependent on many
economic factors. In general, these are a result of market mechanism,
including supply of land, demand and price. In European Union, significant
influence is also that of Common Agricultural Policy as well as separate
regulations of member states.

3. Ecological requirements of land management
Land has diverse uses and benefits. Natural areas like wilderness,
forests, grasslands and wetlands, provide different environmental services
including: control of soil erosion, protection of water quality, regulation of
water flow in rivers and streams, provide wildlife habitats and biodiversity
conservation.
Europe has the highest percentage of land (up to 80%) used for
settlement, production systems (in particular agriculture and forestry) and
infrastructure. In other words, Europe is one of the most intensively used
continents in the world. Figure 1 demonstrates how much is agricultural,
forest and other semi-natural and natural land being taken for urban and
other artificial land development based on the data published by the
European Environment Agency2.

2

https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/landuse/intro
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Arable land & Permanent Crops (ha)
6%

Pastures & Mixed agricultural areas (ha)

14%

Forests and transitional woodland (ha)
52%
26%

Natural grassland, heathland, sclerophylous
vegetation (ha)
Open space with little or no vegetation (ha)
Wetlands (ha)
Water bodies (ha)

Figure 3 EU28 – Relative contribution of land-cover categories to
uptake by urban and other artificial land development

The use of land by humans includes growing crops grazing
livestock, harvesting timbers, building cities and roads, etc. Unfortunately,
some human activities degrade the land to the level where it is not able to
provide important services. In addition, land is a scarce resource: how it is
used is one of the major drivers of environmental change with a significant
impact on ecosystems and quality of life as well as on sustainable land use.
The general view of the interaction between humans and the land is
that people are stewards of the land by managing it to achieve
sustainable use.
According to the World Bank definition “Sustainable land
management is a knowledge-based procedure that helps integrate land,
water, biodiversity, and environmental management (including input and
output externalities) to meet rising food and fiber demands while sustaining
ecosystem services and livelihoods. Sustainable land management is
necessary to meet the requirements of a growing population. Improper land
management can lead to land degradation and a significant reduction in the

EUROPEAN CONCEPT OF LAND MANAGEMENT

productive and service (biodiversity niches, hydrology, carbon
sequestration) functions of watersheds and landscapes."3
Agricultural land: The agricultural land in Europe continues to decrease at
an average rate of 1,000 km² per year. The structure and associated
biodiversity of traditional rural landscapes in Europe continues to be
affected by land take, agricultural intensification and farmland
abandonment.
Several concepts of environmentally friendly agriculture exist.
Organic farming is one of them. It is the best example of sustainable land
use, because it is environmentally sustainable form of agricultural
production, combining best environmental practices and emphasizing on the
biodiversity protection and the preservation of natural resources. It also
focuses on the high animal welfare standards and the avoidance of synthetic
chemical inputs such as fertilizers, pesticides and genetically modified
organisms (GMOs). There is a rapid growth of the organic sector in Europe
in recent years. Farming is only considered to be organic at the European
Union (EU) level if it complies with Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007,
which provides a comprehensive framework for production of crops and
livestock in a sustainable way.
According to IFOAM – Organics International4 the organic
agriculture sustains the biodiversity by:
- providing food and shelter for wild species found on farms and thus
increasing them in number and variety;
- supporting high levels of agro-biodiversity;
- maintaining healthy soils and soil fauna, such as earthworms;
- reducing the risk of water pollution;
- cutting the demand for synthetic inputs, thereby reducing the need to
generate energy to produce them, which can involve destroying
wildlife habitat;
- nourishing ecosystems and ensuring that they are not cleared to
further extend the agricultural frontier, etc.

3

Sustainable Land Management. Challenges, opportunities and trade-offs. The World Bank.
Agriculture and Rural Development, Washington, DC, 2006. ISBN-10: 0-8213-65975, ISBN-13: 978-08213-6597-7
4

https://www.ifoam.bio/sites/default/files/oa_and_biodiversity_web.pdf
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Another agricultural land, which is under management practices and
potentially supporting and having positive impact on biodiversity is the high
nature value (HNV) farmland area. Europe has considerable areas of
HNV farmland (41.2%), which provide habitats for a wide range of species.
Such areas are under affected, both from intensification of land use and
from land abandonment. The existence of high nature value agricultural land
itself is not evidence of sustainable management, but the promotion of
conservation and sustainable agricultural practices applied in these areas is
crucial to the conservation of biodiversity. The challenge for biodiversity
protection is to introduce into intensively used agricultural lands buffering
elements in order to improve the landscape complexity of the agroecosystems and to provide habitats for species. These of the called
'ecological infrastructure' include hedges, small ponds, beetle banks and
other habitats. With combination of agricultural practices such as crop
rotations, more heterogeneous regional distribution of crops and better
adjustment to the natural soil fertility and other practices can contribute to
biodiversity enhancement.
Forests: in Europe, the areas covered by forests have increased during the
last 50 years, with about 42% of its territory covered by forests. This makes
Europe to be one of the most forest-rich regions in the world.
From ecological point of view, the EU forests belong to different
bio-geographical regions and have adapted to a variety of natural
conditions, ranging from bogs to steppes and from lowland to alpine forests.
The latest intensification of forest land use, though, might lead to declining
quality of forest ecosystems and needs to be balance by conservation
measures. The Green paper on ‘Forest protection and information in the EU:
preparing forests for climate change’ adopted by the European Commission5
in March 2010 focuses on the adaptation to climate change, forest
management and protection. The guiding principles of the ‘New EU Forest
strategy’6 (presented in July 2016) designed to guide the policy to 2030 are:
- sustainable forest management and the multifunctional role of
forests, delivering multiple goods and services in a balanced way
and ensuring forest protection;

5

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52013DC0169&from=EN
6
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/forests/lulucf_en

EUROPEAN CONCEPT OF LAND MANAGEMENT

-

resource efficiency, optimizing the contribution of forests and the
wood-based sector to rural development, economic growth and job
creation;
- global forest responsibility, promoting sustainable production and
consumption of forest products.
Forestry, along with agriculture, remains important for land use and
the management of natural resources in the EU’s rural areas. Rural
development policy is part of the EU’s common agricultural policy (CAP)
which has been the main instrument for implementing forestry measures in
recent years.
Expansion of urban areas (roads, railways, industrial facilities, housing
complexes, commercial zones) continuously consumes land with productive
soil and cause fragmentation of existing landscapes.
This is a constant trend that has been observed
in the last 2-3 decades. Almost three quarters
of the European population lived in urban
areas in 2015. Urbanization has a positive
relation with income, labor productivity, as
well as with technological adoption and
competitiveness levels.
Image © James Russel 2011
However, the so called urban sprawl has negative
effects on the environment and contributes significantly
to the loss of fertile farmland, soil sealing and the loss of
essential ecological functions. The increase in built up
areas cause higher greenhouse gas emissions and loss of
open landscapes. It also reduces the size of wildlife
habitats as urban development and roads cause
fragmentation of the land into smaller pieces, with
negative consequences for biodiversity and ecosystems7.
Image: Netherlands Highway
A50 Ecoducts – Niels Verheul
and Henri Cormont, RWS
7

https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/better-targeted-measures-needed-to
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Land use policies and legislation: The general view of the interaction
between humans and the land is that people are stewards of the land by
managing it to achieve sustainable use. To become involved in sustainable
land use planning in the EU, we need to be familiar with land use policies
and legislation.
Several environmental policies, such as the EU 2020 Biodiversity
Strategy, the EU Forest Strategy, the European Commission’s
Thematic Strategy for Soil protection focus on ecologically friendly landuse. The European Environment Agency supports the implementation by the
EU institutions the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the
Sustainable Development Goals, which aim to reduce the land degradation
trend in Europe and to promote the interdisciplinary approach for the land
system. In addition, the European Union policies on climate change
adaptation8 are directly relevant to the land-use practices and the
economic sectors that depend on them. Land use is also an important
consideration for other policy areas such as territorial cohesion, transport,
climate and energy framework.

4. Land management as a tool for rural development
Rural Europe is home to more than half of the EU population and
covers more than three quarters of the territory. The economic vitality, the
environmental performance and the social cohesion of the European Union
as a whole cannot be understood without vibrant rural communities. Rural
areas are the primary source of food, public goods and ecosystem services;
the custodian of landscapes and cultural heritage; where biodiversity and
natural resources locate; and essential places to address climate change and
territorial resilience.
Land is an essential asset for the vitality of rural areas. Most of the
traditional activities developed in these areas such as farming and livestock,
food production or forestry are based on land resources. However, in the
recent decades, other activities support the development of these areas, such

8

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/
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as ecotourism, biodiversity protection, water management and renewable
energy production, increasing the pressures for the use of land.
Traditional activities in rural areas

New activities in rural areas

Sustainable land management is a priority to ensure that rural
communities remain attractive places to live and work and enhance
social and territorial cohesion while addressing those current and
future societal challenges that concern all citizens.
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Evolution of land management approach
Europe with up to 80 % of its land used, is one of the most
intensively used continents on the globe. The evolution of land management
in Europe has paralleled the different socio-economic trends. After the
famine that followed World War II, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
was launched, driving to intensification in the use of land to guarantee the
food security of European citizens. The policy was very successful
increasing the European food production and the farming area. As a result,
land use was intensified and many lands (including forest areas, wetlands,
river banks, etc.) were cultivated.
However, this approach also created negative environmental effects
such as bad quality of water, soil erosion, lost of biodiversity or pesticide
pollution among others, in addition to other socio-economic effects such as
food stocks and international dumping.
From the 90’s, the greening of the CAP has aimed to reduce these
negative effects and different agri-environmental measures have been
introduced. Part of the agriculture land has been converted to forest in
several European countries and other surfaces were used as pasture and setaside land, but still a very intensive use of land prevailed.
Furthermore, other conflicts for the use of land require decisions that
involve hard trade-offs. Important drivers of land use change that create
pressures in rural areas are:
- The increasing demand of land for housing, construction and
urbanization
- The demand for new infrastructures that fragment the territory and
seal many spaces
- The new uses of land for non-traditional crops such as food and fibre
- The production of biomass and bioenergy
- The use of land for renewable energies
These tensions rise due to the increasing society’s need for both
natural resources and space for settlement, infrastructure and economic
development activities that conflicts with the capacity of land to support and
absorb these needs.
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Table 1: Annual land-take in absolute values in EU 28 countries.
Period
1990-2000
2000-2006
2006-2012

Hectares/year
114 000 ha/year
102 000 ha/year
98 500 ha/year

Source: European Environmental Agency (https://www.eea.europa.eu)

Most of this land take comes from arable land and permanent crops,
followed by pastures and mixed agricultural areas that are converted on
artificial surfaces. This increasing land-take trend puts pressure on
biodiversity, degrades habitats and challenges the traditional use of space in
rural areas.
Assuring stable land resources and sustainable rural
development requires a long-term management perspective leading to a
transition to sustainably managed land.

5.

Land

planning

–

practical

approaches

for

land

management

1. Land use planning and spatial planning
Land planning is not a common term in spatial and regional
sciences. In fact, the terms “land use planning” and “spatial planning” are
used to refer to planning activities related to land resources.
Land use planning is a regulatory instrument influencing the
allocation of land uses to designated territorial units (e.g. land parcels,
municipal areas or planning regions). Allocation of land uses refers to the
question what land is used for and if this land use meets politically
determined objectives. Land use planning includes among others zoning,
building permit control, protection of natural resources, urban conservation,
aspects of environmental protection (especially pollution control) or coastal
zone management. Mattsson and Mansberger (2017) define land use
planning as the process to predict and to decide future land use or to
formulate a proper sequence for the implementation of a plan.
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Land use planning covers a wide range, from basic systems only
comprising the allocation of land (use) rights (e.g. ownership, leasehold) or
the approval of building construction to elaborated systems of land use
planning based on an integrated (including a variety of planning issues),
multi-level approach (different levels of government are involved). Land
use planning systems vary in terms of the location of power (centralization
vs. decentralization) and the roles of public and private sector. They also
differ concerning scope, spatial extension and participation. Generally, land
use planning is strongly influenced by the political and administrative
system of a country and by its jurisdiction (Williamson et al., 2010).
Spatial planning is concerned with the coordination or integration
of the spatial dimension of sectoral policies through a territorially based
strategy (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006). More complex than simple landuse regulation, it addresses the tensions and contradictions among sectoral
policies, for example for conflicts between economic development,
environmental and social cohesion policies. The key role of spatial planning
is to promote a rational arrangement of activities within a certain territory,
to reconcile competing policy goals and to regulate the conversion of land
and property uses (United Nations, 2008).
In the European Union land use planning and spatial planning are
regarded as tasks of the member states. The only planning document at
European Union level is the European Spatial Development Concept
(ESDC) which provides guidelines for the territorial development of the
union. However, several sectoral policy fields of the European Union have
great impact on land use and exert influence on land use planning and
spatial planning by incentives (e.g. Common Agricultural Policy, Regional
Policy), programmes (e.g. Trans-European Networks in transportation
planning) and directives (e.g. Water Framework Directive and Flood
Directive in water management, Habitats Directive in nature conservation).

2. Spatial planning in Austria
As mentioned above, land use planning and spatial planning systems
always have a strong national bias. In order to be able to identify practical
approaches in planning the authors focus on the Austrian spatial planning
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system which includes many aspects of land use planning, especially the
conversion of open space land uses to building land in its various types.
In Austria there is no national competence in spatial planning.
However, some countrywide relevant land use planning issues, like highlevel road networks, forestry and water management, are subject to
administrative institutions on national level. But these competences are not
spatial planning in its legal sense. The fact that some land use planning
issues are outside of spatial planning results in considerable coordination
demands.
The Austrian spatial planning system is a comprehensive system
arranged in a hierarchy, where the Federal States are in charge of legislation
and policy making (eight spatial planning laws and the building code of the
city of Vienna). Implementation of spatial planning is divided between the
Federal States and the municipalities with the Federal States being
responsible for planning issues of regional importance. Local planning
issues are subject to the municipalities.
Spatial planning at Federal State level comprises the following
planning instruments:
- state development programmes, determining planning
guidelines for the respective state;
- sectoral programmes, dealing with specific planning issues
either at state or regional level and
- regional (development) programmes (regional plans) as an
integrative zoning approach at the level of defined planning
regions.
At municipal level, the instruments of spatial planning are as
follows:
- local land use concepts, which are regarded as a mediumterm approach to manage spatial development in
municipalities;
- local land use plans (zoning plans), determining land use
options legally binding for the land owners, and
- building regulation plans, defining intensity and types of
housing and commercial development.
In practical implementation currently the local land use plan is the
most important instrument of spatial planning in Austria with existing
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shortcomings concerning the regional planning level. In comparison to other
federally organised countries (e.g. Germany, Switzerland), regional land use
planning in Austria generally has a weak position, especially regarding
implementation. Due to the strong constitutional and political autonomy of
Austrian municipalities, Federal State governments have limited scope to
interfere in municipal planning by regulatory instruments.

3. Planning and land-saving development
One of the most important goals of spatial planning in Austria is to
ensure a land-saving development, i.e. to use only as much (undeveloped)
land for development (housing, commercial, infrastructure etc.) as required.
Unfortunately, this goal is insufficiently met by spatial planning in practice.
According to a continuous monitoring on land take provided by the
Environmental Agency Austria the average land take for the period from
2014–2016 is 14.7 hectares/day. Land take is understood as the conversion
of open space areas (in terms of undeveloped land, in most cases
agricultural land) to settlements, traffic infrastructure, recreational areas and
extraction sites. If one just regards land take for settlements and traffic
infrastructure it is 6.7 hectares/day (Environmental Agency Austria, 2017).
These amounts both exceed 2.5 hectares/day which is the upper limit of land
take recommended by the Austrian Strategy on Sustainable Development.
Regarding the regional distribution, the highest shares of land take for
settlement and traffic infrastructure are found in urban and peri-urban areas,
in the main alpine valleys, especially in the western part of Austria, and
along the major traffic routes. Regarding the last ten years the increase of
land take, however, is significantly higher in rural and peri-urban areas in
the north, east and southeast of Austria, where more land is potentially
available for development (compared to alpine areas) and land prices are
lower.
Reasons for this high amount of land take are manifold, most
notably they include an increase in average living and housing area per
capita, an increase in land-intensive building types (e.g. shopping centres)
and a growing amount of land used for traffic areas. It is remarkable that
most of the related land use decisions are taken at local (municipal) level. In
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total, many local decisions lead to undesirable consequences from a regional
point of view, like a high amount of land take, urban (housing) sprawl or
increased individual traffic.
Due to the regional character of the problem the consequent
practical approach in spatial planning is an intensification of regional
planning, namely regional development programmes and sectoral
programmes at a regional level. One respective planning option is a
limitation of local housing and commercial development by regional growth
boundaries. Other options consist in limiting settlement growth by so-called
priority zones which can be enacted for defined open space land uses
(agriculture, nature conservation, recreation, water management).
Respective effects are outlines using the example of agricultural priority
zoning. Most of the Austrian spatial planning laws provide possibilities for
zoning agricultural priority areas in regional development programmes.
Agricultural priority zoning aims at an integration of agricultural soil
qualities into regional planning processes and at preventing the conversion
of high value agricultural land into building land. The municipalities are not
allowed to zone building land in agricultural priority areas displayed in the
respective regional development programme. Thus, agricultural zoning
represents a counter-strategy to the widespread procedure of dealing with
agriculture as a residual area in spatial planning processes.
Planning strategies of land-saving development are opposite to land
market tendencies. They usually require additional measures of land
policy in order to be effective. Respective options are legal regulations and
financial incentives supporting brownfield development, public (especially
municipal) land banking, land (development) taxation and a rearrangement
of housing subsidies and municipal financing.
Finally, the monitoring of land use and land use changes has to be
improved. Accurate data about sizes of areas of land use changes and land
take are required. Nowadays, the combination of geometric high-resolution
orthophotos and satellite images (like Sentinel 2) with a high temporal
resolution enable a precise, transparent and traceable assessment of current
land use and of short-term (e.g. seasonal) or mid-term changes of land use.
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