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Land take: An increasingly pressing issue across Europe



Germany: Land take and targets

Increase in settlement and transport area (SuV) 

ha per day

below 30

Transport area

Housing, industry and commerce (excl. mining), public facilities

Settlement and transport area, total

Sports, leisure and recreational areas, cemetaries

Targets

Trend (continuous 4-year-average)

• 30 ha/day minus x until 2030 
Sustainable Development Strategy 
2001/2018

• Net zero land take 2050  Climate 
Action Plan 2050 (BMUB)



Bavaria: Land-take and land-saving benchmark

11,6 ha (2020) > 
5 ha (2030)

• 5 ha/day by 2030  Coalition Treaty 
2018-2023, Bavarian Spatial Planning 
Law, Bavarian Sustainability Strategy

• Circular land use (undefined timeline)
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The Alpine context: land take and targets

Current land take

Target 2030

Targets 5 year periods



Percentage of current land take in view of 2030 targets

428%

173%

133%

216%

149%

196%

203%

43%

271%

Map: Alpine Atlas, 
Openstreetmap

Note: Ratios are a function of the aspired target value, 
not necessarily a performance indicator



Implementation strategies (examples)

Needs assessments

• The Federal Building Act 
(BauGB) requires a needs
assessment
(Bedarfsnachweis) for 
greenfield development, 

• In the past this has been
carried out and supervised
rather superficially

• Since 2021, Bavarian
municipalities are required to
produce a more standardized
needs assessment

Information and 
capacity building at 

municipal level

• e.g. Cost calculator for 
building developments
(Folgekostenrechner), Land 
management database
(Flächenmanagement-
Datenbank)

• Bavarian Land saving initiative 
(Flächensparoffensive): 
Information, land-saving focal
points at district governments
etc. 

Funding and pilot
projects

• Funding programmes to
promote inner-urban 
development by departments
for urban and rural 
development
(Städtebauförderung, 
Dorferneuerung)

• Model actions for spatial
development (MORO)



Discussed, but not implemented strategies, e.g.

Tradeable land use permits

• Idea: National land-saving target is broken down 
to the regional and municipal level

• Regional and municipal land use permits: These 
can either be used by or traded

• Benefit: Avoiding land conversion becomes an 
economic asset

Empowering municipalities to activate inner-
urban potentials

• 99.000 ha of unused building land in Germany 
(potential for at least 1- 2 Mio. residential units)

• Currently, municipalities have very limited 
competences to activate this potential 
demands for tools such as improved pre-
emption rights, building obligation, land tax
reform with an activation incentive etc.



Obstacles

Mismatch of land saving
targets (ambitious) and 

tools to implement them
(weak to non-existing) 

• „Fingers-crossed“ 
principle instead of 
binding regulatory
framework

• Lack of activation
instruments: e.g. land
tax C, building
obligation for inner-
urban areas

Disconnect between
municipal planning

authority and planning
responsibility/capability

•Municipalities enjoy far-
reaching, constitutionally
enshrined autonomy in 
their land use decisions

•At the same time, many
don‘t fully acknowledge
their responsibility for 
saving land resources

•For available instruments, 
institutional capacities are 
often lacking

•Municipalities situated
between individual 
preferences and abstract
targets  responsibility to
raise awareness

Municipal planning
practices drive land take

• Adherance to
conventional housing
policies  single-
detached houses, no
building obligation, 
zoning in small hamlets, 
etc.

• Reluctance to urgent 
paradigmatic shift

Run on real estate / 
missing investment

alternatives

• Comparative advantage
for real estate over
other forms of 
investments

• Low interest rates



Success factors

Municipal decision
makers as agents of 

change

• Once fully 
committed, 
charismatic
stakeholders can
initiate a local and 
regional dynamic
and overcome
resistance
(Hofheimer Land, 
Oberes Werntal, 
Schleching)

Positive framing

• Current narrative: 
„Inner-urban 
development is sign
of lacking economic
strength and 
population decline“

• Positive narrative: 
„Sign of vitality and 
efficient and 
responsible
municipal policy“

Checks and balances 
between spatial levels

• Once higher planning 
authorities (planning 
region, county 
administration) start 
to consistently 
implement and 
monitor regulations, 
municipalities 
become more active

Scarcity creates 
innovation

• In regions with high 
real estate values
and scarcity of 
building land, 
reactivation of 
brownfields and 
vacant buildings is
more intense than in 
structurally weaker
areas  „putting the 
lid“ on outward
development
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