
Brno University of Technology, Faculty of Architecture, Department of Urban De-
sign, Poříčí 5, 63900 Brno, Czech Republic
Tutor: doc. Ing. arch. Gabriel Kopáčik, Dr.
ORCiD: 0000-0003-3641-0872
E-mail: xapetr@vutbr.cz

ABSTRACT: One of the most significant problems of sustainable development is the 
continued loss of arable and agricultural land due to the expansion of housing and in-
frastructure development. The paper compares the current spatial planning tools for 
protecting agricultural land in the Czech Republic and Austria. Analysis of examples of 
spatial planning documents, legislation, and related strategies, their verbal description, 
and comparison provided an overview of the status of protecting agricultural land. The 
results show that there are tendencies and tools to reduce the consumption of agricultural 
land in both countries. However, conceptual land protection in the Czech Republic could 
be more effective if complemented with appropriate tools from the Austrian environment. 
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Introduction
Land is a scarce resource on a global scale and agricultural land is the foundation of 
farming activities. Within the meaning of Act No. 334/1992 Coll., the agricultural 
land fund is a fundamental natural asset of our country, an irreplaceable means of 
production enabling agricultural production and one of the main components of the 
environment. In today‘s volatile world, undeveloped land is a fundamental asset that 
plays an important role in mitigating the impact of climate change and preventing 
natural hazards.
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However, one of the most significant problems in managing natural resources is the 
loss of arable and agricultural land. The amount of arable land in the Czech Republic 
is decreasing yearly, with 9 213 ha of arable land disappearing in 2020 (Czech Office 
for Surveying, Mapping and Cadastre 2021). This process is particularly evident in pe-
ri-urban and rural areas characterised by close links with the external landscape. Of 
course, situations and problems vary due to local, regional, and national differences. 
Despite these differences, efforts to mitigate the loss of agricultural land are common 
in several policies. At the European level, there is an ambitious target of zero net land 
take by 2050 (European Commission 2011). According to the current Austrian Fede-
ral Government, for example, land take is to be minimised by 2030. 

The legislative principles for protecting the agricultural land fund area are mainly direc-
ted at the spatial planning process and the definition of developable areas. This study ana-
lysed existing spatial planning tools from the Czech Republic and Austria. Documents 
were specifically searched for tools to define buildable areas or protect agricultural land. 
For this study, spatial planning tools are divided into (i) traditional tools (spatial planning 
documentation); and (ii) complementary tools that support the implementation of propo-
sed plans and measures. Market-oriented tools are not discussed in the study.

Research is based on the assumption that it could help identify ‚good practice‘ in ano-
ther country, which could then be implemented in the Czech Republic. Austria was 
chosen for the comparative study because it has very similar natural conditions to the 
Czech Republic, especially on its northern border. Furthermore, the origins of spatial 
planning in these two countries have identical roots in the times of the Austro-Hun-
garian monarchy (Šilhánková 2013).

The following hypotheses were chosen for the study: (i) Current spatial planning tools 
in the Czech Republic are imperfect, outdated, and ineffective in promoting sustai-
nable development of the territory, including effective agricultural land. (ii) Spatial 
planning tools in Austria can be a possible inspiration for the ongoing change in spa-
tial planning legislation in the Czech Republic.

The paper is organised as follows. In the next section, the methodology is presented. 
Then, the spatial planning systems and legislation in the Czech Republic and Austria 
are briefly described, and the existing spatial planning tools are analysed to define 
buildable areas and protect agricultural land. Based on a detailed description and 
comparison of these tools, the last part of the paper presents recommendations for the 
spatial planning system in the Czech Republic.
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Methods

The paper is based on a qualitative analysis of spatial planning tools, their verbal descrip-
tion, and comparison. Primary data was collected by analysing spatial planning docu-
ments, legislation, and related strategies from the Czech Republic and Austria. Spatial 
planning documents in these countries are well documented and freely available in digital 
form. Once the documentation was collected, a content analysis focused on the methods 
of defining buildable areas and agricultural land protection and their effectiveness.

Spatial Planning Systems and Legislation

In the Czech Republic, spatial planning is regulated by Act No. 183/2006 Coll. The 
possibilities of preventing the overexploitation of agricultural land under the current 
institutional arrangement in the Czech Republic are summarised by Janatka (2011) 
and Maier (2012). An important tool for the qualitative and quantitative protection 
of agricultural land in the spatial planning process in the Czech Republic is Act No. 
334/1992 Coll., which establishes a regime for the withdrawal of agricultural land and 
levies for the withdrawal of agricultural land.

Unlike the Czech Republic, Austria has a decentralised spatial planning system, and 
there is no federal law on spatial planning in Austria. Federal and provincial spatial 
planning is regulated by special laws (Water Act, Forest Act, Waste Act, Mining Act, 
Trade Act, Federal Road Act, Railway Act). Federal authorities monitor compliance 
with these laws in the planning and building permitting process. Therefore, spatial 
planning and related land protection in Austria are the responsibility of nine federal 
provinces. Each province has its law on spatial planning and nature conservation.

The main spatial planning principles are similar to most spatial planning laws. For 
example, according to Section 2(2) of the Salzburg Spatial Planning Act, the main 
spatial planning principles include the economical use of land and soil, particularly 
the careful use of building land, and the prioritisation of internal settlement develop-
ment over the urban sprawl. Spatial planning laws generally provide for building areas 
(Bauland), transport areas (Verkehrsfläche), and green areas (Grünland). According 
to the Salzburg Spatial Planning Act, municipalities must develop a development plan 
for all parts of the municipal area that are eligible for development. On the contrary, 
green areas are unbuildable except for defined buildings related to the area‘s purpose. 
It corresponds to the wording of Section 18(5) of Act No. 183/2006 Coll., according 
to which only buildings, facilities, and other measures for agriculture, forestry, water 
management, mineral extraction, nature conservation, landscape protection, public 
transport, and technical infrastructure may be placed in undeveloped areas. 
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Spatial Planning Tools

At the national level, strategic spatial planning frameworks are usually developed to 
provide central references for the formulation of lower-level tools and to coordinate 
interregional forms of spatial development for matters of national and international 
importance. The national spatial planning tool in the Czech Republic is the Spatial 
Development Policy of the Czech Republic, which is binding for establishing and 
issuing spatial development principles, spatial plans, regulatory plans and decision-
-making in the territory. Austria does not have a framework competence for general 
spatial planning. Thus, the spatial planning activities of the various authorities are 
coordinated informally within the Austrian Conference on Spatial Planning, which 
draws up the Austrian Spatial Development Concept (ÖREK) every ten years. Alt-
hough this is a non-binding document of a recommendatory nature, it is respected 
by all general and sectoral planning authorities and the various spatial planning tools 
are based on it. Austrian Spatial Development Concept (2021) sets general objectives 
for limiting urban sprawl and preserving agricultural land (e.g., developing and pro-
moting compact settlement patterns with a quality-oriented mix of uses).

The basic framework of spatial planning at the supra-local and local level consists of 
formal tools that are binding and whose purpose, content, form and method of pro-
cessing and approval are determined by spatial planning legislation. The Principles of 
Spatial Development lay down, in particular, the basic requirements for an efficient 
and economic arrangement of the territory of the regions in the Czech Republic. In 
Austria, federal states legislate on spatial planning. States issued the State Develop-
ment Concept and the Regional Development Concept. Agricultural priority zoning 
is widely applied in Austrian regional planning to prevent the removal of quality agri-
cultural land. Municipalities can designate building land in agricultural priority zo-
nes only under certain conditions. For example, in the south Austrian state of Styria, 
priority areas are defined to protect agricultural land and crop production, control 
flooding, limit urban sprawl and maintain recreational areas. In Vorarlberg, green zo-
nes have been established to protect natural landscapes, maintain recreational areas, 
and promote agricultural land use (BMLFUW 2015).

Local spatial planning coordinates, guides, and primarily seeks to conserve land, 
protect landscapes from sprawl, protect cultural sites, and promote economic develo-
pment despite spatial constraints. According to Act No. 183/2006 Coll., the Land Use 
Plan in the Czech Republic establishes the basic concept of the municipality‘s deve-
lopment, the protection of its values, and its spatial and area layout. The Regulatory 
Plan in the area in question sets out detailed conditions for land use, for the location 
and spatial arrangement of buildings, for the protection of the values and character 
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of the area, and the creation of a favourable environment within the meaning of Act 
No. 183/2006 Coll. Spatial planning activities must comply with the principles of area 
protection of the agricultural land fund laid down in Act No. 334/1992 Coll.

At Austria‘s local spatial planning level, the Local Development Concept, the Land 
Use Plan, and the Regulatory Plan are issued. The Local Development Concept is a 
strategic document. In addition to identifying the needs and environmental, housing, 
and economic goals of the municipality, it also ensures coordination with the develo-
pment of neighbouring municipalities. The Land Use Plan builds on the Local Deve-
lopment Concept and sets out the permissible land uses in the entire administrative 
area of the municipality. In the planning area, residential zones, agricultural zones, 
spa zones, central and commercial zones, central rural zones, mixed development 
zones, industrial zones, second home zones, shopping zones, special zones are usually 
defined. The Regulatory Plan illustrates the Land Use Plan‘s conditions of buildability 
and spatial regulations of the areas. The Regulatory Plan includes the definition of 
building and street lines, the determination of the size of building plots, the type and 
size of buildings, the height and density of buildings, the designation of green areas, 
the layout of traffic routes, technical infrastructure routes, the designation of public 
spaces. The purpose of the Regulatory Plan is to coordinate and regulate the use of 
agricultural land. The Regulatory Plan thus determines the density of development 
and the intensity of use of the building land.

Complementary Tools and Regulations

In addition to the traditional spatial planning tools described above, we can describe 
additional tools and regulations that support the implementation of proposed plans 
and measures to streamline the spatial planning process and related agricultural land 
protection.

In the Czech Republic, the area-based protection of agricultural land and its inter-
connection with the regulations in the field of spatial planning based on land regis-
tration and soil rating is relatively well established. According to Act No. 334/1992 
Coll., the most fertile agricultural land (class I and II protection) may be withdrawn 
only in cases where other public interest significantly outweighs the public interest in 
protecting the agricultural land fund. The levies for the withdrawal of land from the 
agricultural land fund are also one of the tools for the protection of agricultural land, 
although the level of levies is still low.

Although the daily rate of agricultural land consumption in Austria is still decrea-
sing, the policy targets have not yet been achieved (BMLRT 2021). Therefore, in re-
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cent years, further measures have been taken at the level of individual federal spatial 
planning laws to reduce agricultural land.

Some spatial planning laws place time limits on development on newly designated 
building lots (European Communities 2011). Time-limited buildability allows muni-
cipalities to withdraw the right to build or amend the zoning ordinance after a certain 
period if the land is not used. Most Austrian provinces have introduced the ability 
for municipalities to enter into their development agreements with landowners. Mu-
nicipalities can negotiate a contract with the landowner that defines the future use, 
the time frame for the implementation of the planned development, as well as the 
payment or prefinancing of costs associated with the provision of new infrastructure 
(new streets, sewers, power lines, water lines). This tool allows municipalities to ensu-
re the efficient use of land for development. In some Austrian provinces, the purchase 
of municipal land is supported by state land funds, both for residential and commer-
cial development. An effective measure to mobilise building land is the introduction 
of development charges levied on undeveloped building land. Development charges 
put financial pressure on landowners to make building land available for development 
(European Communities 2011).

Results and Discussion

The results show that in both countries, there are tendencies and tools to reduce the 
consumption of agricultural land. In addition to the fact that documents contain very 
general objectives such as sustainable development of territories and agricultural land 
protection, they should also contain more specific objectives and complementary in-
struments for their implementation.

The analysis of spatial planning tools in the Czech Republic demonstrates that the 
protection of the territory is legally treated. According to Janatka (2011), the actual 
implementation of protection depends on the responsible approach of all stakeholders 
so that there is no formal compliance with the law. Moreover, the spatial planning 
system in the Czech Republic lacks complementary tools to implement the adopted 
plans and proposed measures. In the paper, levies for withdrawing land from the ag-
ricultural land fund were mentioned as one of the instruments for protecting agri-
cultural land. However, the amount of levies is still low, and this instrument does 
not constitute an effective brake on the consumption of agricultural land caused by 
further housing expansion and infrastructure development.

In recent years, tools to limit the allocation of new building plots and to mobilise exi-
sting building plots (making building plots available for development) have emerged 
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in the Austrian spatial planning system. These tools, described in the section Com-
plementary Tools and Regulations, represent a possible complement to the classical 
spatial planning tools to define buildable areas or protect agricultural land. As these 
tools are still missing in the Czech spatial planning system, they could be part of the 
ongoing revision of the spatial planning legislation after further research.

Conclusion

Because of the continuing loss of agricultural land, new spatial planning tools are 
being investigated and applied. The paper aimed to compare the current spatial 
planning tools for protecting agricultural land in the Czech Republic and Austria. 
The results show that in both countries, there are tendencies and tools to reduce the 
encroachment of agricultural land. Analysing the Austrian spatial planning system 
and related tools represents a new research direction and an example of ‚good practi-
ce‘ that could be implemented in the Czech Republic.
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