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Context and organisation of the first workshop within the international working group 

Despite No Net Land Take (NNLT) being a European policy objective, its implementation across countries 
remains largely in its infancy, with only a few front runners showing more advanced progress (Lacoere et 
al., 2024). Different countries rely on diverse land policy strategies to address land consumption, 
reflecting variations in planning systems, governance structures, and political priorities. To better 
understand these differences, enable mutual learning, and facilitate structured reflection, the 
international working group (IWG) on NNLT organised its first in-person workshop in Ghent, Belgium, on 
23–24 April (HOGENT). 

This first physical meeting aimed to bring participants together, allowing members to get to know each 
other, define the direction of the working group, and establish a shared conceptual basis for future 
research. The workshop brought together both core and associate members, resulting in a diverse and 
multidisciplinary group of 22 academics and practitioners representing 14 European countries. This broad 
participation created a strong platform for exchange between research and practice and ensured a wide 
range of national perspectives. 

In preparation for the workshop, participants contributed to a comprehensive booklet of over 100 pages, 
including country factsheets based on a shared analytical framework. These factsheets summarised the 
current state of NNLT policies, key land policy instruments, and implementation challenges in each 
country. The booklet provided a common reference point and first structured basis for discussion 
throughout the workshop. 

Over the two days, the programme combined plenary discussions, thematic workshops, and informal 
exchanges. The first day focused on setting the scene and aligning perspectives, including discussions on 
the Flemish “Bouwshift”, insights from ongoing research, and exchanges with representatives of the 
Flemish administration. The second day was organised around thematic breakout sessions, addressing 
subtopics such as net gain, densification, governance, downzoning, and the interaction between different 
policy fields. 

Overall, the workshop marked an important starting point for the working group, laying the foundation for 
continued collaboration, knowledge exchange, and future research on the implementation of NNLT 
policies across Europe. 

 

Figure 1: Participants IWG, Live Meeting, Ghent 23-24 April 2026   
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Morning session, 23/04: exchange with Flemish policy makers on NNLT  

(Lien Casier, Minister’s Cabinet and Els Willems, Department of Planning, Flemish Region) 

During the morning session, the focus was on the Special Policy Plan BRV in Flanders and the ongoing 
challenges related to land take. Although land take in Flanders is still increasing, there has been a 
noticeable decrease in the daily rate of land consumption in recent years. However, a major structural 
issue remains: around 46,000 hectares of land are still designated for development and can be built upon 
without requiring new planning initiatives. This creates a situation where land take continues almost 
automatically, despite policy intentions to reduce it. 

One of the key difficulties discussed was the complexity of rezoning processes. These processes are not 
only time-consuming and costly, but they also depend heavily on specific moments of opportunity, such 
as permit applications. As a result, implementing an active transformation policy is particularly 
challenging. To support such a policy, rezoning must often be accompanied by environmental impact 
assessments, especially when aiming to protect areas that currently function as nature or agricultural 
land. In this context, the concept of No Net Land Take (NNLT) plays an important role, as it requires that 
any new land take must be compensated by reducing land take elsewhere. 

A significant part of the discussion focused on land ownership structures. In Flanders, there is a well-
developed database that provides insight into land ownership, which is not the case in all countries. For 
example, in Germany, municipalities often lack detailed knowledge about ownership structures. This 
becomes especially problematic in smaller municipalities, where personal relationships can strongly 
influence planning decisions, making processes such as downzoning more sensitive and sometimes 
conflictual. Moreover, research has shown that land ownership in Flanders is highly fragmented, with a 
large number of private owners and relatively little public ownership. Interestingly, many landowners are 
not even aware of the development potential of their land. 

Financial and social dynamics also play an important role. In countries such as Austria and Italy, some 
landowners have even requested downzoning in order to avoid high taxes associated with development 
potential. At the same time, it was emphasized that communication and transparency are essential. For 
instance, sharing databases of good practices can help stakeholders, such as farmers, better understand 
how planning processes work and reduce resistance. There is also a clear need to strengthen public 
participation, particularly in situations where development is driven by private actors. 

Another key issue is the role of municipalities and their incentives. Municipalities are often motivated to 
develop greenfield sites because attracting wealthier residents increases local revenues. In this sense, 
urban growth is still widely perceived as beneficial. This is reinforced by differences in how land uses 
generate tax income and by the fact that planning systems are not always aligned with financial systems. 
In some countries, such as Germany, building law tends to dominate over planning law, further 
complicating efforts to control land take. At the European level, it was suggested that cohesion policy 
could play a stronger role by incorporating NNLT principles and possibly introducing limits to land take at 
the municipal level. 

The discussion also highlighted how different countries deal with land take and its measurement. In 
France, for example, land take was only formally included in policy discussions with the 2021 law on 
NNLT, and there is still ongoing debate about how it should be measured. From 2031 onwards, monitoring 
is expected to rely on satellite data rather than land registries. In other contexts, such as Lombardy in Italy, 
redevelopment within existing urban areas is not counted as land take, which can lead to 
underestimation. Similarly, certain forms of land take, such as infrastructure development or agricultural 
expansion, are often not fully accounted for. This creates inconsistencies and makes comparisons 
between countries difficult. 
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Plenary session, 23/04 

The plenary session shifted the focus towards broader policy discussions and the need for better 
coordination and knowledge exchange. It was emphasized that tracking outputs and outcomes is 
essential, although measuring actual impacts remains challenging. Regular discussions, ideally every four 
to five months, are necessary to align approaches and evaluate whether policies are effective. Both formal 
and informal exchanges between countries were seen as valuable tools for building a shared 
understanding. 

Research also plays an important role in this context. Projects such as SURFACE in Germany demonstrate 
that there is growing attention for land take governance. At the same time, two major trends can be 
observed across Europe: on the one hand, land take continues, while on the other hand, some countries 
are experiencing population decline. This creates a paradox where land consumption increases despite 
depopulation. 

In terms of long-term development, three main stages were identified. The first stage is the current 
situation, where land take is still ongoing and efforts are focused on slowing it down. The second stage 
involves achieving No Net Land Take, where increases and decreases are balanced. The third and more 
ambitious stage would be to move towards a net gain, where previously sealed land is restored through 
processes such as desealing and degrowth. 

The International Working Group (IWG) aims to support this transition by facilitating exchange, 
comparison, and collaboration between countries. One of the key outputs will be an open-access 
publication that brings together country-specific experiences in a standardized format, combined with 
comparative analysis. In addition, thematic collaborations will be developed through journal publications 
and joint research efforts. However, it was noted that traditional academic papers are often not 
accessible to policymakers. Therefore, shorter and more practical policy briefs of two to three pages are 
recommended, ideally including economic arguments to better engage decision-makers. 

Finally, several general observations were made. There are significant differences between countries in 
how land take is defined and measured, and there is a tendency to focus on individual case studies rather 
than collective approaches. Important concepts such as net gain are not yet clearly defined, and different 
policy timelines make coordination more difficult. Moreover, strong drivers of land take include flood risk, 
food security concerns, the protection of private property rights, and financial incentives for 
municipalities to grow. Governance structures are often fragmented, and local political decisions can 
sometimes contradict broader policy goals. 

In conclusion, while No Net Land Take is widely recognized as an important objective, its implementation 
remains complex and context-dependent. Achieving it will require stronger coordination across 
governance levels, better communication with stakeholders, improved monitoring systems, and a shift in 
the economic and institutional frameworks that currently drive land consumption. 

First analysis of the country sheets, 23/04 

Preliminary insights based on the country factsheets 

In preparation for the land policy workshop, participants developed country factsheets, which were 
compiled into a shared booklet. These factsheets were based on a common template, ensuring a 
consistent structure for collecting information on No Net Land Take (NNLT) policies across different 
national contexts and enabling systematic comparison. Each participant completed the factsheet for the 
country in which they are primarily active. 

A first analysis of the fourteen country profiles revealed several recurring patterns. Five key observations 
stand out. 
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1. Strong constitutional protection of private property rights hampers the implementation of NNLT 
policies  

First, strong constitutional protection of private property rights significantly hampers the implementation 
of NNLT policies. Across most countries, property rights are deeply embedded in legal systems and 
interpreted in a way that strongly protects landowners. While this is fundamental in democratic contexts, 
it limits the ability of public authorities to steer land use. Instruments such as downzoning often trigger 
compensation claims, expropriation is politically sensitive, and activating underused land is difficult. In 
Belgium, for instance, strong property rights combined with recent reforms have made downzoning 
financially challenging for municipalities. Similar constraints are observed in Austria and Poland, where 
public interest often struggles to outweigh private ownership rights. 

2. Growth‑oriented municipal fiscal incentives lead to a structural bias toward new land designation 

Second, growth-oriented municipal fiscal systems create structural incentives for continued land 
consumption. Local governments often depend on revenues linked to population growth and economic 
activity, encouraging them to attract new residents and businesses. As a result, municipalities are inclined 
to designate new development areas and support greenfield projects, even when national policies aim to 
reduce land take. This dynamic is visible in countries such as Austria, Germany, Switzerland, and Ukraine. 

3. A legacy oversupply of designated building land entrench development rights 

Third, many countries face a legacy of oversupply in designated building land, which has become legally 
and economically entrenched over time. Zoning plans developed during periods of rapid growth in the 
twentieth century often allocated more land for development than was needed. These designations now 
function as de facto development rights, making them difficult to reverse. Belgium and Italy provide clear 
examples, where historical planning decisions continue to limit current policy options. 

4. Fragmented multi‑level governance causes a weak translation of national targets into local 
practice 

Fourth, fragmented multi-level governance weakens the translation of national NNLT targets into local 
practice. While NNLT objectives are often defined at national or regional levels, land use decisions are 
largely made at the municipal level. In many countries, there are limited mechanisms to enforce 
alignment between these levels. This leads to inconsistencies in implementation, as seen in Germany, 
France, Norway, and Ukraine, where local capacity, autonomy, and coordination issues affect policy 
outcomes. 

5. Conflicts with dominant sectoral policy agendas 

Fifth, NNLT policies often face conflicts with dominant sectoral policy agendas, such as housing, 
infrastructure, and economic development. These competing priorities typically have stronger political 
support and shorter time horizons, which can undermine long-term land take reduction goals. Examples 
include housing acceleration policies in Germany and the Netherlands, as well as reconstruction 
priorities in Ukraine, where land consumption is often framed as necessary for development. 

Land-policy for NNLT workshop, 23/04 

In addition to the country factsheets, the working group developed a shared analytical framework during a 
previous online meeting. Building on the earlier ARL working group on Land Policies in Europe (Hartmann 
& Wenner, 2025), the framework distinguishes between allocation and distribution in land policy, as well 
as between strategic and operational dimensions. Allocation refers to decisions about how land is used—
for example, whether areas are designated for housing, agriculture, or conservation. Distribution, in 
contrast, concerns the allocation of rights, responsibilities, and benefits among actors, particularly in 
relation to property rights and compensation mechanisms. The strategic dimension addresses 
overarching policy goals and visions, while the operational dimension concerns the instruments and 
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practices used to implement them. The framework was adapted specifically to the context of NNLT to 
enable more systematic comparison across countries and to provide a common conceptual basis for 
discussion within the group. 

During the meeting, participants took part in an interactive exercise examining whether NNLT policies in 
their respective countries constitute a “full” land policy. The key question was whether the strategic and 
operational levels of NNLT policy are aligned, and whether allocational objectives—reducing land take—
are matched with distributional mechanisms addressing property rights and compensation. Using a 
matrix placed on the floor, participants positioned their countries according to these two dimensions. 

One central insight from this exercise was that while strategic objectives and operational instruments are 
at least partially aligned in some of the countries, the distributional dimension of land policy is largely 
absent. In other words, NNLT policies tend to focus on regulating land use but rarely address how property 
rights and financial consequences are distributed among actors. As a result, NNLT often remains a 
strategic land use policy objective rather than a comprehensive land policy capable of addressing the 
institutional realities of land ownership. Figure 1 depicts the result of the debate.  

 

Figure 2: Interactive session on NNLT as land policy 

In the subsequent discussion, the framework was further refined. Five guiding questions structured this 
debate:  

• First, participants reflected on whether NNLT policies operate differently depending on land use 
categories. In practice, housing development dominated many of the debates, raising the 
question of whether NNLT approaches vary significantly between residential, infrastructural, 
agricultural, or energy‑related land uses. 

• Second, the group discussed the dynamic nature of land policies: how do NNLT strategies evolve 
over time, and how do they respond to changing political priorities or economic pressures? 

• Third, implementation gaps were critically examined. Many countries possess well‑designed 
instruments and institutional frameworks on paper, yet these tools are not consistently applied in 
practice due to political resistance, administrative capacity constraints, or legal barriers. 
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• Fourth, participants emphasised the importance of evaluating NNLT policies against measurable 
outcomes. This implies linking policy analysis with statistical monitoring of land take and 
comparing policy frameworks with empirical trends in land consumption. 

Finally, the group considered the usefulness of developing ideal‑typical models of land policy against 
which national realities could be compared. The framework helped structure comparative research and 
highlight structural strengths and weaknesses across different governance systems, so it will be further 
developed in the upcoming work of the IWG. 

Key insights of the workshop 

Building on the country factsheets and the shared analytical framework, the workshop explored how NNLT 
policies function across different national contexts. A first set of reflections focused on key analytical 
questions that help structure comparative research. Participants discussed whether NNLT policies 
operate differently depending on land use categories, noting that housing development tends to dominate 
policy debates, while other sectors such as infrastructure, agriculture, and energy receive less systematic 
attention. The group also emphasised the dynamic nature of land policies, highlighting how NNLT 
strategies evolve over time in response to shifting political priorities and economic pressures. 

A central theme was the existence of implementation gaps. While many countries have developed well-
designed policy frameworks and instruments, these are not consistently applied in practice due to 
political resistance, limited administrative capacity, or legal constraints. This led to a broader reflection on 
the need to evaluate NNLT policies based on measurable outcomes, linking policy analysis to statistical 
monitoring of land take and comparing policy intentions with actual land consumption trends. Finally, 
participants highlighted the potential value of developing ideal-typical models of land policy as a 
benchmark for comparing national approaches. These discussions were closely linked to the application 
of a shared framework distinguishing between strategic and operational planning on the one hand, and 
allocation and distribution mechanisms on the other. Using this framework, countries were positioned in a 
comparative matrix, resulting in four broad categories: systems where both dimensions are aligned, 
systems where neither is aligned, and mixed cases where only one-dimension functions effectively. 

A key overall observation is that many countries struggle particularly with the distributional dimension of 
land policy, which is often less developed than strategic planning. While strategic objectives for reducing 
land take are increasingly present, mechanisms addressing property rights, compensation, and the 
distribution of costs and benefits remain weak or fragmented. In addition, several countries lack a strong 
and coherent national vision, resulting in planning processes that are largely driven from the bottom up. 

Different country examples illustrate these patterns. Austria and Ukraine show clear misalignment across 
both dimensions, while France demonstrates relatively strong strategic ambition but still faces a gap in 
operational implementation. Estonia shows good alignment at the strategic-operational level but lacks 
distributional coherence, whereas Norway’s formal alignment is not always reflected in practice. In 
countries such as Italy and Germany, alignment between strategy and implementation is improving, but 
distribution mechanisms remain underdeveloped. The United Kingdom stands out due to the absence of a 
formal NNLT target and its strongly market-driven planning system. 

Other cases further highlight the diversity of contexts. Poland shows weak alignment across both 
dimensions, while Switzerland performs well in strategic-operational terms but lacks enforcement at the 
municipal level. Sweden demonstrates relatively strong allocation and distribution but weaker strategic 
alignment, reflecting the strong autonomy of municipalities. The Netherlands is often considered one of 
the most advanced cases, with strong alignment in strategic planning and allocation, although 
distribution remains a challenge. Belgium presents a fragmented situation, with differences between 
regions and generally weak mechanisms for allocation and distribution. 
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Overall, the comparative exercise revealed a persistent gap between policy intentions and 
implementation, particularly in relation to allocation and distribution mechanisms. The framework proved 
to be a valuable tool for structuring discussion, highlighting differences between countries, and identifying 
key areas for further policy development and research within the working group. 

A key insight from both the factsheets and the workshop discussions is that NNLT policies are rarely 
conceived as comprehensive land policies. Building on the analytical framework developed within the 
working group—distinguishing between allocation and distribution, and between strategic and 
operational dimensions—it becomes clear that most NNLT approaches focus primarily on regulating land 
use (allocation) and setting strategic objectives. However, they often fail to address the distributional 
dimension, namely how rights, responsibilities, and financial consequences are shared among actors. 

The exercise showed that while some countries demonstrate partial alignment between strategic goals 
and operational tools, the distributional dimension is largely missing. As a result, NNLT often remains a 
strategic land use objective rather than a fully developed land policy, as it does not sufficiently engage 
with the institutional realities of land ownership, compensation, and governance. This gap represents a 
key challenge for the further development and implementation of NNLT across Europe. 

 

 

Figure 3a: Land-policy for NNLT workshop 
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Figure 3b: Land-policy for NNLT workshop 

 

Informal Presentation of the ARL Book “Land Policies in Europe”, 23/04 

The informal presentation of the book “Land Policies in Europe” focused on the conceptual and practical 
understanding of land policy across different countries. A central question in the book is: what exactly is 
land policy? After extensive discussion, the authors concluded that there is no single, clear definition of 
“land policy” in English. It is not the same as a land-use plan, but rather a broader perspective that 
concerns how land is governed, managed, and strategically used. Because the meaning of “land policy” 
differs across languages and national contexts, the authors first explored these conceptual differences 
before developing a second volume that focuses more on how land policy can be applied in practice. 

To illustrate these ideas, four concrete case studies were presented, each highlighting different 
approaches and challenges in land policy. 

The first case is located in Dortmund, Germany, near the main train station. The site in question is a 
brownfield area currently used as a parking lot, despite having the potential for a six-storey development. 
Although the landowner has the legal right to develop the site, they have chosen not to do so. Interestingly, 
the city’s planning department is located directly across the street, yet no development has taken place. 
This situation reflects a common issue: landowners may have their own vision or interests, which do not 
align with planning goals. As a result, it often becomes easier for developers to build on greenfield sites at 
the outskirts of the city rather than redeveloping underused inner-city land. The case illustrates the 
limitations of zoning plans that focus on future potential without effectively influencing actual 
development decisions. 

The second case is from Bern, Switzerland, also situated near a train station and a university. In contrast 
to Dortmund, Switzerland faces a scarcity of land, which encourages a more proactive approach. The 
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municipality identified the site as one of the last available areas for development and deliberately chose 
not to zone it immediately. Instead, they adopted a “double-track strategy” to maintain control and avoid 
the risks observed in Dortmund. Because the land is owned at the cantonal level, the authorities were 
able to anticipate potential problems and ensure that the site would eventually be developed in a way that 
prevents additional land take elsewhere. 

The third case comes from Utrecht in the Netherlands, where there is a need for additional space on the 
outskirts of the city. The area in question consists of farmland located near a highway. In line with the 
Dutch tradition of active land policy, the municipality gradually acquired the land and prepared it for 
development. Although a change in government temporarily altered the plans, a compromise was 
eventually reached, and the site is now being developed as a residential area. This case demonstrates 
how municipalities and landowners often negotiate and find middle ground. It also highlights the strong 
role of public authorities in the Netherlands, where expropriation is possible for a wide range of purposes, 
including housing. 

The final case focuses on Ghent, Belgium, where historical planning decisions continue to shape current 
land use. Much of the city centre was designated for housing over 50 years ago. Around eight years ago, 
Ghent introduced a new strategic plan that is neutral in terms of zoning, meaning that any upzoning must 
be compensated by downzoning elsewhere. As part of this approach, the city developed a local land-use 
plan that reallocated significant areas of residential land to green or agricultural uses. In total, around 300 
hectares were converted, including privately owned land that was redesignated for public facilities or 
forest. In one case, a landowner received financial compensation, while another did not, illustrating the 
complexities and potential conflicts involved in such policies. This example also reflects similar 
challenges as seen in Dortmund, where ownership and individual decisions can strongly influence 
outcomes. 

Overall, these case studies demonstrate that land policy is not only about planning regulations, but also 
about ownership structures, governance systems, and the ability of public authorities to influence land 
use in practice. They highlight the gap between planning intentions and actual implementation, as well as 
the importance of context-specific strategies. 

Thematic Breakout Sessions, 24/04 

The second day of the workshop focused on thematic breakout sessions addressing key aspects of No Net 
Land Take (NNLT). In response to the suggestions made by the members during the first online meeting, 5 
thematic sessions were organized, including net gain, densification, governance, downzoning, and policy 
conflicts. The sessions were organised using the World Café format, in three separate rounds so that 
participants could contribute their views on a sufficient number of themes. 

Net Zero and Net Gain (table host Sina Shahab) 

Scope: the longer term and the higher target, look out on land restoration and net gain, policies and targets 
of future regeneration (eg.  UK/ Wales, ...), etc. 

The net gain group explored how policies can move beyond simply balancing land take towards actively 
improving environmental quality. A central concept was biodiversity net gain, particularly in the United 
Kingdom, where developments must achieve at least a 10% improvement in biodiversity. This approach is 
based on measuring baseline conditions and ensuring on-site improvements. Similar discussions are 
emerging in Belgium, where the focus is gradually shifting from net zero to net gain. 

However, several challenges were identified. Measuring land take is complex, especially compared to soil 
sealing, and small developments can distort overall figures. Differences between countries further 
complicate implementation, as seen in Poland’s historically weak planning system or Switzerland’s 
policies that may unintentionally allow continued land take. 
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The discussion also highlighted why policies often focus on reducing land loss rather than promoting land 
gain: limiting loss is easier to measure and implement, while net gain requires more complex strategies 
and stronger political support. Suggested policy approaches included reclaiming underused 
infrastructure, such as roads, and integrating soil quality into planning decisions. 

Finally, participants emphasized that achieving net gain requires coordination across different governance 
levels, from local to European. Moving forward, policies should not only rely on quantitative indicators but 
also consider qualitative aspects such as ecological value. Overall, while net gain is a promising concept, 
its implementation remains challenging due to technical, political, and economic barriers. 

Densification (table host Gabriella Debrunner) 

Scope: Intensifying the land ‘taken’, the role of developers supporting/opposing to NNLT, techniques of 
densification and obstacles, etc. 

The discussion showed that definitions and terminology around densification are highly unclear and 

inconsistent. If we take “No Net Land Take” seriously, it logically leads to densification, yet in practice this 
does not always result in an increase in use density (number of persons), but rather in construction 

density (number of buildings). This raises a fundamental issue: densification is taking place, but not 
necessarily in a way that supports NNLT objectives. 

A wide range of terms—densification, transformation, regeneration, renewal, compact city—are used to 
describe similar or overlapping processes, without a clear shared conceptualisation. There is also a 
distinction between densification as a process and densification as a policy, where the NNLT narrative is 
often used to justify densification broadly, sometimes without clear limits or definitions. Related policy 
tools include urban growth boundaries and greenbelt policies. 

Different techniques of densification were discussed, particularly the distinction between hard 

densification (construction, verticalisation) and soft densification (better use of existing space, activities, 
and housing without demolition). While soft densification focuses on increasing use density, current 
practice is often dominated by hard densification. This links to broader questions around compactness 
and the role of densification in achieving ecological footprint goals. 

The core problem identified was not the policy shift towards densification itself, but its implementation on 

the ground. Key unresolved questions include: what densification actually is, how it is measured and 
monitored, who defines what type of densification is appropriate, and how public authorities can act as a 
strong counterpart to legally powerful private landowners. 

Several land policy instruments were mentioned, especially targeting the existing building stock. These 
include housing space consumption taxes (e.g. based on m² per person), financial bonuses for reducing 
space consumption, and policies such as tax-free subletting to encourage more efficient use of housing. 
These measures highlight the potential of influencing use density rather than only construction. 

The discussion also pointed to structural barriers. The role of developers and institutional investors is 
significant, often leading to densification regardless of need or context. Property structures are 
increasingly complex, especially in inner-city areas, and municipal administrations often lack the capacity 
to steer development effectively. At the same time, the socio-environmental quality of densification is 
frequently insufficient, leading to resistance from residents. 

Finally, the densification discourse itself can be instrumentalised, for example to support investment or 
urban growth, rather than genuinely increasing use density or reducing land take. This reinforces the need 
for clearer definitions, better measurement systems, and a stronger public role in guiding densification 
processes. 
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Matching  and  conflicting  policies  (table host Jana Bovet) 

Scope: The  link  with  supporting  policies  as Nature Restoration Law and the Soil Monitoring Law, and 
conflicting national policies of deregulation and political discourses (eg. Bauturbo in Germany, BouwBoost 
in Flanders, etc.)   

The World Café discussion examined how different policy fields interact with the objective of No Net Land 
Take (NNLT), revealing both conflicts and synergies. A key finding was that NNLT is often challenged by 
competing policy goals across sectors. 

Conflicts are particularly visible in housing and industrial policies. Programs aimed at accelerating 
housing development, such as Bau-Turbo in Germany or BouwBoost in Flanders, tend to increase land 
take. Similarly, industrial projects in countries like France are sometimes classified as being in the 
national interest, meaning their land use is not counted as land take. The expansion of renewable energy 
also creates tensions, as wind farms and solar installations require land, even though they support 
broader EU climate goals. 

Additional challenges arise from planning systems and economic incentives. For example, German 
planning law still favors single-family housing, which leads to more land-intensive development. Taxation 
systems, municipal funding, and transport policies can also indirectly encourage land consumption. 

At the same time, some policies support NNLT. Biodiversity and agricultural policies help protect open 
space and limit land conversion, while EU regulations and economic instruments can guide member 
states toward more sustainable land use. Integrating CO₂ accounting (e.g. through LULUCF) also has 
potential, although its impact remains limited. 

Certain policy areas have both positive and negative effects. Climate adaptation strategies and the EU 
Nature Restoration Law, for instance, promote green spaces within cities, which can limit densification, 
but also help prevent urban sprawl and soil sealing. Similarly, renewable energy projects are prioritized as 
being of public interest, despite their land use implications. 

Finally, for further research and potential academic work, participants suggested clearly distinguishing 
between policies and regulations, and analysing them based on their relationship to land take. Structuring 
this analysis across different governance levels (EU, national, regional, local) was considered particularly 
useful to better understand these complex interactions. 

Downzoning (table host Stefano Salata) 

Scope: Reducing land oversupplies and the integration of ecosystem and productive valuation in planning, 
techniques of downzoning, the problem of financial compensation, etc.  

The discussion on downzoning focused on reducing the oversupply of developable land, evaluating which 
areas should be downzoned, and addressing compensation mechanisms. A key conclusion was that the 
feasibility of downzoning strongly depends on national planning systems and legal frameworks. 

In Italy, a distinction exists between direct and indirect implementation. Direct implementation allows 
landowners to build immediately if their project complies with the plan, while indirect implementation 
requires an additional planning phase. In practice, large areas are often designated for direct 
implementation, making downzoning more difficult, as these rights are perceived as already established. 
Italy also lacks a strong compensation system, leading to alternative approaches such as the transfer of 
development rights, where building rights can be moved to other locations. However, this can result in 
uncontrolled densification. 

Austria applies different tools, such as temporary freezing of land, which blocks development without 
immediate rezoning. Municipalities are also limited to planning development for the next ten years, 
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encouraging reconsideration of unused land. Compensation is often required and constitutionally 
protected. In France, downzoning is not formally defined but occurs through periodic updates of local 
plans. Compensation is generally not mandatory, and building rights are seen as temporary rather than 
absolute. 

Fiscal measures were identified as an important driver. In Italy, taxes on developable land have led some 
owners to request downzoning voluntarily to reduce costs. This suggests that economic instruments can 
sometimes be more effective than planning policies in influencing land use decisions. In Belgium, 
downzoning is complicated by fragmented governance and high compensation costs, even when partially 
supported by higher government levels. Tools such as freezing are used, especially in flood-prone areas, 
where strong public interest justifies intervention. 

The discussion also highlighted that no single instrument is sufficient. A combination of tools—such as 
downzoning, freezing, fiscal policies, and development rights transfer—is necessary to effectively reduce 
land supply. 

In the third round, the focus shifted to how building rights are legally structured. In Italy, downzoning is not 
clearly defined as a legal concept, and reducing development rights is particularly difficult in areas with 
direct implementation. Ukraine presents a highly structured system where land use is strictly regulated 
through cadastral and functional zoning, but this can create conflicts when plans change. Switzerland 
offers a more balanced approach, combining compensation mechanisms with value capture systems, 
where gains from development contribute to a fund used to compensate losses elsewhere. 

Overall, the discussions showed that downzoning is not only a technical planning tool but also a legal, 
financial, and political challenge. Its success depends on how building rights are defined, how 
compensation is handled, and how different governance levels interact. 

Governance of NNLT (table host Anna Granath Hansson) 

Scope: Engaging (local) authorities and public acceptance, the organisation and roll-out of the policy, the 
distribution of tasks and responsibilities across government levels, bottom-up initiatives etc. 

The governance discussion focused on the motivations behind implementing No Net Land Take (NNLT) 
and how these influence policy choices across different governance levels. A key insight was that there is 
no single narrative for NNLT: while environmental concerns are important, other drivers such as economic 
incentives, resistance to urban growth, and infrastructure costs also play a significant role. This diversity 
of motivations makes governance complex but also highlights the need to combine a holistic perspective 
with more focused analyses. 

Implementation of NNLT was found to be particularly challenging at the municipal level, where outcomes 
depend heavily on local priorities, financial capacity, and public acceptance. Smaller municipalities often 
lack the necessary expertise and resources, making them reliant on regional cooperation. At the same 
time, stronger top-down guidance from higher government levels can support local implementation, 
sometimes allowing local actors to justify unpopular decisions by referring to national or supranational 
requirements. 

The discussion also pointed out that governance systems without strong national coordination often lead 
to uneven implementation, with some areas progressing while others lag behind. Quantitative targets 
were considered difficult to achieve at local or regional levels, suggesting that broader scales—such as 
the European level—might be more appropriate for setting overall goals, supported by cooperation across 
regions and countries. 

Finally, two main directions for further research were proposed. The first concerns the relationship 
between top-down and bottom-up governance, examining how different levels of government interact and 



15 
 

either support or hinder effective policy implementation. The second focuses on a comparative analysis 
of the main drivers of NNLT, including not only environmental but also economic and political motivations, 
such as infrastructure costs or climate adaptation measures. 

Next steps 

Several follow‑up activities were agreed upon. A roundtable on Land Policies for Reducing Land Take in 
Europe will be organised at the World Planning Schools Congress in July in Helsinki, where ten members 
and associate members of the IWG will participate. The roundtable will serve to reflect on key messages 
for a policy brief currently being prepared by the working group. A draft of this policy brief will be discussed 
during the next online meeting in October 2026. 

In parallel, the IWG is preparing a special issue on NNLT. The thematic discussions in Ghent helped 
identify potential topics, and a call for papers is currently being drafted. Selected contributions are 
expected to be presented in a special session at the international academic conference on Planning, Law, 
and Property Rights (PLPR) in Norway in May 2027. 

A policy feedback group will also be established. Building on the positive experience of engaging with the 
Flemish ministry, this group will include high‑level policy contacts from the participating countries. Its 
purpose is to facilitate continuous exchange between research and practice, allowing policy makers to 
provide feedback on the working group’s ideas while also sharing practical challenges and policy 
innovations. 

In addition, the working group is developing a book proposal based on the country factsheets and 
reflections on land policy. Extended abstracts from the fourteen participating countries will be discussed 
during an IWG side event at the PLPR conference in Norway in May 2027. 

The next in‑person meeting of the IWG is planned to take place in Germany in 2027. 

Final remarks 

The decision to hold the meeting in Ghent proved particularly valuable given the high political relevance of 
land take reduction in Flanders. Peter Lacoere and his team not only organised an excellent and smoothly 
run meeting but also created a highly productive environment for exchange between researchers and 
practitioners. Their efforts set a high standard for future meetings of the working group. 
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