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Introduction
The ESPON-TNO consortium, composed of the Ghent University and the Tor 
Vergata University of Rome, and the Department of Spatial Planning of the 
Ministry of Energy and Spatial Planning of Luxembourg jointly organised a Peer 
Learning Workshop (PLW) on the 9th of February 2022. Within the frame of the 
revision the Luxembourg Master Programme for Spatial Planning and the national 
urban-architectural and landscape consultation “Luxembourg in Transition”, this 
PLW focused on the objective of a “no net land take” by 2050.

The first session of the event centred around current reflections in the academic sectors on the drivers and 
potential strategies to reach sustainable urbanisation. The second session was focused on the practical 
implications of the “no net land take” objective in the Luxembourgish spatial plans with a concrete case study of 
a potential transformation of a commercial zone. Session three gathered public stakeholders from Flanders, 
Wallonia, and Luxembourg to discuss the current state-of-art and potential reflections in each region.

A total of 130 participants registered and a maximum of 114 effectively attended the event. The majority of the 
participants were from Belgium (32), followed by Luxembourg (18), and Croatia (15). Among the registrants, 67 
identified themselves as policymakers, 35 researchers, 10 from the private sector, 5 from civil society, and 13 
“others”. As of the 16th of February, the post-event survey collected 19 answers that were very satisfied (12), 
fairly satisfied (6) or neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (1). The main reason mentioned for the satisfactory 
experience was the scientific quality of the presentations and the discussions. One attendee was disappointed 
by the moderation during the roundtable, which, allegedly, was not effective at making connections between the 
reflectors and brought too many personal ideas.

Summary
The event started with a welcome word from Dr. Marjan van Herwijnen, of the ESPON-EGTC, who presented 
the main objective of ESPON – delivering research-based territorial evidence for policy recommendations to 
public stakeholders – and how the ESPON consortium functioned. The welcome word was followed by an 
introduction by Marie-Josée Vidal, Director-General of the Department of Spatial Planning. Marie-Josée Vidal 
reminded participants that the key challenge of urbanisation was not merely focusing on “not taking land” but 
also strongly related to environmental and energy issues: flood risk, biodiversity, urban heat island effects, 
sustainable energy production, and consumption, mobility, etc. This event will figure into the continuation of 
“Luxembourg in Transition” which gathers reflections and offers a pool of ideas on how to reach the objective of 
“no net land take”.

The first session started with a presentation of Dr. David Evers of the Dutch Environmental Assessment 
Agency as the lead researcher of the ESPON SUPER project. He presented the general findings of the project 
through a brief overview of the urbanisation trends in Europe and possible interventions to control it. In first 
instance, he underlined the nuances of processes that are related to urbanisation. The concept of “land take” is 
à priori unsustainable but in reality is not as categorical as the word implies. Land does not ‘disappear’ and 
sustainability of the changed area is dependent on the practices. For these reasons, the SUPER project refers 
to urbanisation rather than “land take”. The SUPER project has identified different types of solutions to reduce 
urbanisation of new areas. Some of these solutions focus on the densification of current existing urban areas 
through the promotion of vertical urbanisation (i.e. extra floors added to buildings), while others tend to contain 
urbanisation through extra costs. Several forms of incentives and tools are used across Europe to promote 
more sustainable urbanisation. A large set of different practices has been gathered and described by the 
SUPER project and thus it can be seen and used as a ‘laboratory’ of best and worst practices. Although no 
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‘success formula’ was identified, these practices can offer lessons learnt and ideas that can be tailored to 
specific contexts.

Tristan Claus of KU Leuven gave the second presentation of Session 1 by presenting the planning practices in 
Flanders. Spatial planning in Flanders started at the national level (Belgium) in 1976 with every square metre 
of land having a designated type of land use, which still serves as legal framework for 80% of the territory of 
Flanders today. Huge areas were attributed as residential areas but often not in places where additional land 
take was desired. This led to a daily land take of 12 ha/day from 1980 to 1996 and an enormous impact on 
mobility, biodiversity, water management, etc. However, several plans and policies were implemented starting 
in 1996. For example, the structural plans at different levels (Flemish, provincial, and municipal) in which all 
structural plans need to be coherent with the highest authority (Flanders). These plans present a spatial vision 
for a territory and a number of specific binding rules. Since 1999, the principle of subsidiarity was established 
wherein municipalities have the autonomy to grant building permits when it conforms to the municipal structural 
plan. In general, structural planning has been beneficial to slow down urbanisation (or land take), bring new 
perspectives of sustainable use of space, and increase cooperation between municipalities. Several negative 
aspects were named such as the incoherence between the legislation and the strategic vision presented in 
structural plans, the very large demarcation of urban areas, and the fact that municipalities generally want to 
attract new residents and companies to have additional taxpayers.

The third presentation was given by Antoine Decoville of the Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic Research. 
His presentation focused on bringing more nuance to the concepts of land take and urbanisation. In the first 
instance, while urbanisation increased by 78% between 1950 and 2005, the European population grew “only” 
by 33%, which means that urbanisation decreased in its demographic density. The problems caused by 
increased urbanisation could thus be more related to a problem of human lifestyles than of an increase in 
population. Secondly, concordant with David Evers’ opinion, definitions are very important to name processes 
and problems accurately. A distinction needs to be clear between land take (increase of artificial surfaces), soil 
sealing (destruction of recovering soils by an impervious surface), and the building of land plots (administrative 
approach). Land can be “artificialised” at various degrees and the notion of land take induces a dichotomous 
perspective that simplifies reality. While this term has served its purpose to raise awareness, it is nevertheless 
important to define specific objectives that accounts of these nuances and that make sense in their spatial, 
demographic, and social contexts. Indicators or quantified objectives remain important to instigate implementation 
and raise the awareness concerning the problem.

Session 2 delved into the Luxembourgish context by presenting reflections on the implementation of concrete 
policies and existing experiences to achieve zero land take by 2050. Robert Wealer, policy advisor at the 
Department of Spatial Planning in Luxembourg, started the session by the practical implications of no net land 
take in spatial planning. This notion implies that sealing agricultural land and open spaces should be avoided 
as far as possible and that the focus should be on building on land that has already been sealed. The main 
challenge for Luxembourg is the fact the country is characterised by a high economic growth and a very small 
territory. Its asset is that the public authorities can access very detailed data to monitor and assess the situation 
compared to other EU member states. Between 2007 and 2018, approximately 1865ha were transformed into 
urban or transport zones, 90% of which were originally agricultural areas. Currently, in order to be selected for 
construction, surface areas need to be deemed as “buildable” in the Luxembourg “plans d’aménagement 
généraux” (PAG). This is in place to meet sustainable growth in the coming decennia. The international 
consultation “Luxembourg in Transition” gathered several experiences and potential strategies for no net land 
take by 2050. Four case studies have proposed no net land take through (1) a reduction of “soil consumption”, 
(2) a densification of existing urban spaces, (3) enhancement of the multi-functionality of zones, and (4) the 
reuse of existing impervious surfaces. Limitations or challenges to the implementation of no net land take 
policies reside in the sector-specific policies and the fact that municipal autonomy and private property are 
constitutionally protected to a high degree, which calls for a cross-sectoral approach. 

Dr. Marija Marić presented one of the four case studies conducted in the frame of Luxembourg in Transition. 
Their project explored the possibilities for transforming or reusing commercial zones into sustainable residential 
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areas by using the industrial zone of Foetz as a focus area. The proposed method of transformation includes 
the reuse of the large parking lots into residential buildings and green leisure areas while keeping the commercial 
infrastructure. The “four steps” strategy proposed by the project centres around three points related to the 
characteristics of the Foetz industrial zone. The first point relates to its transformation into a car-free zone while 
it is located at the intersection of two highways. This would require planners/builders to first connect the zone 
to the public transportation system and introducing e-car sharing. Soft infrastructures could then be installed 
and the internal road network could be transformed into public space. The second point centres around the use 
of the newly available surfaces and proposes (1) to make use of roofs, (2) to build on parking areas, (3) to 
transform main roads into urban avenues, and (4) to reuse garages, gas stations, and drive-ins. The third point 
presents a strategy to bring new activities to the site through transition labs, diversification of the use of space, 
making use of land leases as diversification tools, and making existing structures carbon-free and repairable.

The roundtable, moderated by Prof. Luuk Boelens of Ghent University, gathered three public representatives: 
René van der Lecq, expert in policy innovation of the Flemish Departement Omgeving, Michel Dachelet, 
inspector general of the Walloon Département de l’Aménagement du territoire et de l’Urbanisme, and Robert 
Wealer, policy advisor of the Department of Spatial Planning in Luxembourg. The roundtable focused on which 
tools could be used to limit or contain land take as well as how to combine it with the urgent need to build more 
housing. In Wallonia, the proportion of land take has declined in the last twenty years, which is good news. 
However, this is actually not on purpose but because of the lack of public incentives to do so. A recent report 
from planning experts has indicated the lack of targets at the regional level, of clear objectives, and consequently, 
of monitoring in practice. Another problem raised by the report is the responsibility of municipalities to deliver 
building permits which tend to aim at attracting new citizens. While the Walloon region encourages municipalities 
to reduce land take through indicative recommendations in regional planning strategies, delivering building 
permits to newcomers remains financially profitable for municipalities. The report proposes the development of 
a tool to design regional spatial planning trajectories and quantified objectives. Therefore, this requires 
monitoring urbanisation processes. In Flanders, the ambition is to stimulate densification and discourage green 
field development. The first measures proposed by the first draft of the Strategic Fiche for Spatial Development 
is to shift the current paradigm of continuous and infinite land take, to zero net land take through societal 
debate. The second is to start monitoring more precisely. The third measure is to change the first article of the 
planning degree, which introduces the idea of sustainable densification in order to provide a basis for more 
sustainable regional project subsidies. The main issue or challenge in Flanders is the still numerous areas of 
urban zones that are legislatively eligible for urbanisation. According to the planning compensation rule, buying 
those areas over from the private owners would cost a total of 13 billion euros. As an alternative, Flanders 
establishes interdictions for building in zones with a specific environmental characteristics such as flood zones 
or zones of high ecological significance. There is an ongoing debate and reflections on developing 3D-planning 
in order to allow vertical development. This raises questions in the context of ownerships and responsibilities. 
To finish, there are also ongoing reflections for reuse strategies of volumes that will no longer have a specific 
function (e.g.: gas stations, retail volumes due to e-commerce development, etc.). In Luxembourg, experts have 
identified an interesting trend that connects the necessary civic support for spatial planning laws for no net land 
take policies with the political system. The situation is quite unique in Luxembourg with a high number of non-
Luxembourgish residents who are not entitled to vote in national elections. Luxembourg nationals, who are 
allowed to vote, are generally those inheriting the land surfaces and have very different interests in terms of land 
take. In general, and in the three regions discussed, the fact of having different levels of public governance of 
space (from regional or national to municipal level) requires that all levels have shared objectives and go to the 
same directions. 
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Conclusion 
The conclusion was presented by Tom Goosse, researcher at Ghent University. Gathering the different points 
presented and discussed during the event, he presented a synthesis of three main observations or lessons 
learnt:

1. The first lesson is the necessity to have exact definitions in the context of no net land take. These definitions 
should make a clear distinction between urbanisation, land take, soil sealing, etc., and have concordant 
translations in every language. This would allow for the identification of specific issues at the European 
scale, allow precise exchanges between policymakers and experts, and elaborate clear objectives.

2. Secondly, there is no general solution to the no net land take issue. The problem is highly situational and 
context-specific, dependant on the actors’ activities, the local planning practices, and the civic and private 
perceptions to no net land take challenge. This last aspect has been mentioned on several occasions 
during the presentations and the roundtable. This calls for raising awareness actions about this issue.

3. Finally, even if rules can be developed that receive public and private support, some specific areas might 
bring additional difficulties to put no-net land take objectives into practice. For instance, remote areas that 
contemporarily rely on car accessibility to fulfil their functionality (e.g. commercial zones along highways) 
require special attention to find suitable strategies. Pilot projects such as the Foetz industrial zone can 
bring interesting lessons or inspiration in that aspect.
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