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As a resource for understanding and translating Swiss spatial planning terms, 
this glossary aims to promote consistency and coherence for education and 
applied research in English about Swiss spatial planning at the ETH Institute for 
Spatial and Landscape Development and beyond.

Introduction

About this Glossary
The Glossary of Spatial Planning Terms is a compre-
hensive resource designed by the ETH Institute of 
Spatial and Landscape Planning IRL to assist students 
and educators in navigating the terminology used in 
Swiss spatial planning. Spatial planning encompasses 
a range of technical and context-specific terms, and 
the variations in naming conventions within Switzer-
land as well as the multiple translations of terms to 
English adds further complexity .

The Glossary of Spatial Planning Terms serves as 
a resource to provide a standardised reference for 
students, promoting a shared understanding in the 
terminology as well as consistency and coherence in 
the English translations used in spatial planning edu-
cation at the ETH Institute for Spatial and Landscape 
Development (IRL). At the same time, this glossary 
can be a valuable resource for education and applied 
research in English about Swiss spatial planning in 
further contexts beyond ETH.

Spatial Planning Terms
This edition of the glossary primarily centres on ter-
minology regarding planning instruments and proce-
dures within the sphere of public law. It strategically 
highlights a key selection of planning instruments and 
procedures commonly utilized in the field of spatial 
planning to provide an insightful overview of the Swiss 
planning system. It is worth noting that this glossary 
does not cover the larger category of policy instru-
ments legally employed to achieve specific (spatial 
planning) policy objectives, which can be regulated 
through either public law (e.g. zoning) or private law 
(e.g., contracts) under a broader interpretation. For the 
purpose of this edition, the glossary focuses solely on 
the public building/planning law dimension.

How to Use the Glossary
The Glossary of Spatial Planning Terms offers a us-
er-friendly approach to explore its content. It includes 
two distinct sections. Firstly, an 'Interactive Diagram' 
serves as a concise graphic summary of spatial plan-
ning instruments and procedures. By clicking on spe-
cific terms within the diagram, you will be directed to 
their corresponding explanations in the second part 
of the glossary. This interactive feature for PDF docu-
ments allows for easy navigation and quick access to 
relevant information.

The second part of the glossary on 'Terminology' is 
organized in alphabetical order, providing expand-
ed definitions of various significant spatial planning 
terms. Each entry in this section is accompanied by 
external links to sources and further information. This 
structure allows for you to explore the glossary in a 
way that suits your specific needs, whether you prefer 
to follow the interactive diagram or browse through 
the alphabetical listings.
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A visual summary of planning instruments and procedures with interactive 
features facilitates the navigation between the diagrammatic representation and 
the expanded definitions of spatial planning terms for Switzerland.

Interactive Diagram

The Interactive Diagram serves as an overview of spa-
tial planning instruments and procedures in Switzer-
land. It offers a visual representation of the interrela-
tionships between these instruments and procedures 
at different levels of responsibility and legal charac-
teristics. The interactive diagram outlines following 
dimensions: level of government (federal, cantonal, 
regional, and communal); binding characteristics 
(guiding or binding for whom); type (planning instru-
ment, planning procedure), and their position within 
the main building and planning laws / ordinances. 

Each entry in the diagram includes the German term 
and corresponding English translation. Each instru-
ment or procedure within the diagram is interactive, 
allowing you to click on them to access their de-
tailed explanations in the Terminology section of the 
glossary. This integration is aimed at easily accessing 
comprehensive explanations and definitions, including 
an illustrative example of its content and synonyms 
where applicable. 

To maintain a clear and concise overview, the diagram 
focuses on the main instruments and procedures. This 
allows to highlight key aspects of Swiss spatial plan-
ning system at a glance while providing the opportuni-
ty for further exploration and understanding through 
the Terminology section of the glossary.

Key for Interactive Diagram
Type

Bindingness

Law /  
Ordinance 

Planning 
Instrument

Planning 
Procedure

guiding binding 
for public 

authorities

binding 
for private 

landowners

Increasing Binding Character & Spatial Specificity
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Governance Instrument / Procedure Law / Ordinance

Federal Level
Bundesebene

Regional Level*
Regionale Ebene

*only in some cantons

Cantonal Level
Kantonale Ebene

Communal Level
Kommunale Ebene

Legal Framework
Rechtlicher Rahmen

Concepts & Sectoral Plans
Konzepte & Sachpläne

Cantonal Structure Plan
Kantonaler Richtplan

Regional Structure Plan
Regionaler Richtplan

Communal Structure Plan
Kommunaler Richtplan

Cantonal Land Use Plan 
Kantonaler Nutzungsplan

Regional Land Use Plan 
Regionaler Nutzungsplan

Communal Land Use Plan
Kommunaler Nutzungsplan

Special Land Use Plan 
Sondernutzungsplan

i.e. Framework Design Plans* 
     Gestaltungspläne

*different naming and features in 
every canton 

Any Planning Level
Jede Planungsebene

Cantonal Development Concept
Kantonale Raumentwicklungsstrategie

Regional Development Concept
Regionale Raumentwicklungsstrategie

Communal Development Concept
Kommunale Raumentwicklungsstrategie

Masterplan 
Masterplan

Guideline 
Leitbild
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i.e. Test Planning 
Testplanung

i.e. Project Competition 
Projektwettbewerb

i.e. Study Assignment
Studienauftrag

Cooperation Procedures
Kooperatives Verfahren

Orientation Framework
Orientierungsrahmen

Spatial Concept Switzerland 
Raumkonzept Schweiz
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informell / wegleitend

formal / legally binding

formell / verbindlich
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An expanded definition of spatial planning terms for Switzerland with their 
translation to English and possible German synonyms complements the interac-
tive diagram, and provides further information through examples and external 
sources.

Terminology

Cantonal Development Concept 
Kantonale Raumentwicklungsstrategie

Building and Zoning Ordinance 
Bau- und Zonenordnung (BZO)

Cantonal Land Use Plan 
Kantonaler Nutzungsplan

Cantonal Level 
Kantonale Ebene

The communal building and zoning ordinance regu-
lates the permissible construction and use of land, in-
sofar as this is not determined by federal or cantonal 
law. It contains the building codes and regulations that 
must be observed when building and apply in addition 
to cantonal and federal law. The building and zoning 
ordinance serves as legal basis for communal land 
use planning binding public authorities and private 
landowners. ■

	› Synonym: Baurechtliche Grundordnung (BGO), Bau- und 
Nutzungsordnung (BNO), Bauordnung, kommunales 
Baugesetz, Bau- und Zonenreglement, Baureglement. 

The cantonal development concept is a preliminary 
stage for the cantonal structure plan. It sets basic ob-
jectives of future spatial development for the cantons. 
It serves as an orientation framework and thus as an 
aid for cantonal as well as for intercantonal planning 
coordination. It is a guiding instrument and is not le-
gally binding. ■ 

	› Content: Maps, Strategies and Action Spaces 
	   Explanatory Report

	› Synonym: Kantonales Raumordnungskonzept

Cantonal land use plans are employed on a selective 
basis. Typically, the responsibility of how the land 
can be used in concrete terms is delegated to munici-
palities because they have the necessary local knowl-
edge for parcel-specific land use planning. However, 
some cantons also provide cantonal land use plans 
for the use of specific areas  that hold a public inter-
est extending beyond the communal level. Cantonal 
land use plans are binding for public authorities and 
private landowners. ■ 

	› Content: Agricultural Zone and Open Space Zone 
	   Wood Border

Cantons are responsible for the actual formulation of 
spatial planning. They fulfil this task with the following 
main formal instruments: Cantonal Spatial Planning 

Example: City of Zurich 
stadt-zuerich.ch > Poli-
tik & Recht > Amtliche 
Sammlung > Inhaltsver-
zeichnis > Bauwesen 
- Umweltschutz - En-
ergie - Verkehr > 700 > 
Bauordnung und Son-
derbauvorschriften

https://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/portal/de/index/politik_u_recht/amtliche_sammlung/inhaltsverzeichnis/7/
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Cantonal Structure Plan 
Kantonaler Richtplan

More Information (DE): 
espacesuisse.ch > 
Raumplanung > Raum-
planung in der Schweiz 
> Kantonale Planung

The cantonal structure plan is a key strategic instru-
ment at the cantonal level, determining spatial devel-
opment principles and coordinating spatially relevant 
activities of the federal government, cantons, and 
municipalities. It addresses topics such as the devel-
opment of settlements, transport and infrastructure 
and the protection of nature and landscape, showing 
how cantonal spatial planning is intended to progress 
towards the desired spatial development. The canton-
al structure plan also deals with the question of when 
and how public tasks which have spatial impact are 
to be carried out. Additionally, it provides minimum 
requirements for regional and municipal plans. Once 
approved by the federal government, the structure 
plan is binding for all public authorities involved.

The structure plan covers a medium-term period (20 
to 25 years) and includes spatial planning goals and 
measures for the entire cantonal territory. A map 
displays projects, while a text provides instructions 
on spatial, temporal, and organizational aspects. It is 
continuously updated and revised every 10 years to 
accommodate developments.

Depending on the state of planning work, the infor-
mation may simply be orientations, interim results 
or firm statements. These may concern public trans-
port networks, nature conservation areas of cantonal 
importance or sites for waste disposal facilities. The 
cantonal structure plan is not an outline of a 'desirable 
final state' of the cantonal territory, but of a process 
for coordinating and steering the next stages of spatial 
development already underway. It enables coordinat-
ed action among public authorities and resolves con-
flicts through spatial planning procedures. ■

	› Content: Structure Plan Map 1:50‘000  
	   (Comprehensive as well as for Settlement,  
	   Nature and Landscape, Traffic, Supply and  
	   Waste Disposal, Public Buildings) 
	   Structure Plan Text and  Explanatory notes

and Building Law, Cantonal Structure Planning, Can-
tonal Land Use Planning. They are responsible for the 
enforcement of building permits, approval and super-
vision of plans on the municipal level. ■ 
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Communal Land Use Plan 
Kommunaler Nutzungsplan

Communal land use plans regulate the planning 
of municipal areas and are set municipalities. They 
determine the boundaries between building and 
non-building areas, as well as specific land use with-
in building zones. The land use plan must adhere to 
planning aims, principles, and size limitations set by 
federal law and are more detailed than cantonal or 
communal structure plans. It is binding for public au-
thorities and private landowners.

The designation of building zones and their uses 
should be accompanied by necessary infrastructure 
development. Financing for building land and infra-
structure provision is regulated by the cantons or 
communes, often involving contributions from land-
owners. Communal land use planning encompasses 
not only building zones but also areas outside them, 
including special-purpose and protected zones based 
on landscape planning. Some municipalities devel-
op overall concepts and communal structure plans 
for their area as the basis for land use planning and 
co-ordination with planning tasks  from higher level.

The land use plan consists of a map and associated 
regulations. It determines the location, type, and ex-
tent of land use on a parcel-by-parcel basis, binding 
the landowner. The plan allocates municipalities to 

Communal Development Concept  
Kommunale Raumentwicklungsstrategie

The communal development concept is the steering 
and management instrument for municipal develop-
ment. Through guideline principles, it provides a com-
prehensible spatial vision of quality- and future-ori-
ented  development over a horizon of about 20-30 
years. It forms a strategic basis for the revision of 
communal structure and land use plans and provides 
ideas for their implementation. It shows, for example, 
which areas are suitable for development and to what 
extent, and defines corresponding priority areas. It 
clarifies which e areas should remain unchanged or 
deliberately undergo little development. It is binding 
for public authorities. ■ 

	› Content: Maps, Strategies and Action Spaces 
	   Explanatory Report

	› Synonym: Räumliches Entwicklungsleitbild (REL), Räum-
liches Entwicklungskonzept (REK)

More Information 
(DE): Räumliches 
Entwicklungsleitbild. 
Ortsentwicklung aktiv 
steuern.

EspaceSuisse, Inforaum 
3/2019, S. 8 ff.
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Communal Structure Plan 
Kommunaler Richtplan

Communal structure plans are a key strategic instru-
ment for spatial planning of municipalities. They spec-
ify municipal requirements in the areas of settlement, 
landscape, transport and infrastructure, while align-
ing with specifications of the cantonal and regional 
structure plans, and setting a basis for communal land 
use planning. They are is binding for public authorities.

The communal structure plan identifies suitable ar-
eas for densification and designates areas for open 
space provision and public buildings and facilities. 
It regulates municipal road and mobility network 
on a strategical level. It is also a coordination tool 
for other spatial aspects of environmentally and 
socially compatible urban development. A com-
munal development concept forms a possible ba-
sis for a comprehensive communal structure plan.  

Comprising a map and a text, complementing each 
other, the map displays the addressed areas and the 
text provides thematic instructions regarding spatial, 
temporal, and organizational aspects. ■ 

	› Content: Structure Plan Map 1:5‘000  
	   (Comprehensive as well as for Traffic. Optional: 
	   Settlement, Landscape, Traffic, Supply and 	
	   Waste Disposal, Public Buildings) 
	   Structure Plan Text. Optional: Explanatory notes

basic land use zones (building, agricultural, protection 
zones) and further subdivides them according to types 
of use designated by the canton. Special use plans can 
be designated for specific areas or objects, supple-
menting or superseding the general land use plans. ■

	› Content: Zoning Plans  
	   Supplementary Plans (optional)

Communal Level 
Kommunale Ebene

Municipalities are responsible for communal structure 
planning and land use planning. They are delegated 
tasks such as infrastructure provision, building land 
rationalization, and issuing building permits. Build-
ing permits for buildings outside the building zones, 
typically agricultural land, require the approval of a 
cantonal authority as mandated by federal law. ■ 
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Concepts & Sectoral Plans 
Konzepte & Sachpläne

Concepts and sectoral plans are key instruments for 
the confederation to fulfil its planning and coordina-
tion obligations for spatially relevant activities, and to 
address the increasingly complex spatial problems 
and related tasks. 

Concepts 
Concepts show how the federal government coordi-
nates its objectives and activities with regard to the 
fulfilment of tasks that have a significant impact on 
space and the environment. To this end, they establish 
a framework for downstream procedures and deci-
sions that is binding for public authorities. 

Concepts contain instructions to the federal agencies, 
set priorities and determine the use of federal funds. 
Unlike sectoral plans, they do not contain any binding 
spatial specifications. They must be taken into account 
by the cantons in the structure plans. They differ from 
a Guideline (Leitbild) in that they usually do not merely 
set objectives, but also indicate measures to achieve 
them. In practice, it is not always easy to distinguish 
between the two.

	› Content: Landscape Concept Switzerland 
	   National Sports Facilities Concept 
	   Wind Energy Concept 
	   Concept for Freight Transport by Rail 

	   Concept for Transit Sites (for travellers)

Sectoral plans
In the sectoral plans, the confederation shows how 
it performs its spatially effective tasks in a specific 
sectoral or thematic area, which objectives it is pur-
suing and in consideration of which requirements and 
guidelines it intends to act. Sectoral plans are normal-
ly much more specific than federal Concepts as they 
define where for example, new wind or solar energy 
infrastructure should be built. They contain binding 
specifications that cantons must consider. ■

	› Content: Sectoral Plan for Crop Rotation Areas 
	   Transport Sectoral Plan 
	   Military Sectoral Plan 
	   Deep Geological Repository Sectoral Plan 
	   Transmission Lines Sectoral Plan (to be  
	   transferred to Energy Sectoral Plan) 
	   Sectoral Plan Asylum

The overview of con-
cepts and sectoral 
plans of the federal 
government and their 
adaptations are contin-
uously updated on the 
website of the Federal 
Office for Spatial De-
velopment (ARE): www.
are.admin.ch > Spatial 
development and 
planning> Strategy and 
planning > Concepts 
and sectoral plans.
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Cooperative Procedures  
Kooperative Verfahren

Cooperative procedures are process-oriented pro-
cedure to find (best) solutions for complex tasks in 
spatial planning, urban development and architecture. 
They form the basis for further planning steps and 
instruments. There are many types of cooperative 
procedures depending on the task, process design 
and outcome. Depending on the task, combinations 
of the following procedures are also conceivable or 
expedient. Guidelines for such procedures are defined 
by the Swiss Society of Engineers and Architects (SIA).
The most common cooperative procedures are Test 
Planning (Testplanung), Study Assignment (Studien-
auftrag) and Project competition (Projektwettbewerb) 

The focus of test planning is on close and intensive dis-
cussion of possible solutions and the mutual exchange 
of information. The field of application of test planning 
is very broad and allows for different thematic focuses 
with a deepening on different scales. Each test plan-
ning contains a specific and differentiated task and 
therefore requires a tailor-made procedure. With test 
planning, solution approaches and strategies can be 
examined, compared and selected. The interaction 
between the design work of the planning teams and 
the dialogue in the assessment committee promotes 
a common understanding of the task, the needs and 
the possible solutions. Different actors such as politi-
cians, landowners and interest groups can be involved 
in finding solution. Participants are compensated for 
their contribution. The results of test planning include 
the planning drafts and the findings from the dialogue 
in the form of spatial strategies and recommendations 
for further action. As a rule, they serve as the basis 
for subsequent planning steps and instruments such 
as master plans, special use plans, zoning plans and/
or agreements, contracts, competitions or study com-
missions. Test planning procedures thus provide an 
organizational and communicative framework for ex-
ploratory learning rather than awarding one specific 
proposal. Test plans can be seen as special study as-
signments without or without a substantial follow-up 
contract. They do not serve to procure planning or 
construction services. 

Project competitions and study assignments are a 
competitive procedure where multiple participants 
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submit design proposals for a specific project. Ob-
jectives, conditions and all further processes for the 
competition are defined in a programme, written by a 
commissioning party (public or private) and a prese-
lected jury / committee. In each procedure, a differen-
tiation can be made based on the selection process or 
stages and level of detail for the proposals. 

In a competition, proposals are evaluated by a jury 
and winning solutions is chosen based on predeter-
mined criteria. The winning solutions are rewarded 
with a prize that is predetermined in the programme 
and depending on the ranking. Competitions are al-
ways anonymous. Participants are guaranteed an 
objective assessment of their work and the prospect 
of receiving a prize for and/or a purchase of the pro-
posal. A contract for planning services or an award 
for construction services might be offered in addition 
by the commissioner. Competitions are suitable for 
tasks whose framework conditions can be clearly and 
conclusively determined in advance and when a large 
number of different solution proposals are needed. 

In a study assignment, proposals are evaluated by a 
committee, and one solution is selected based on pre-
determined criteria. All participants are compensated 
for their contributions independently of the selected 
solution. Additionally a contract for planning services 
or an award for construction services on the basis of 
performance might be offered to the selected team 
and other participants. In contrast to a competition, 
they are not conducted anonymously. Study assign-
ments offer the possibility of dialogue and are suita-
ble for developing solutions to complex tasks whose 
framework conditions cannot be sufficiently and con-
clusively determined in advance. The renunciation of 
anonymity places high demands on the integrity of all 
participants and requires great care in the execution 
of the study assignment. This results in a time-con-
suming and financially expensive procedure. Study 
assignments are not suitable for open procedures be-
cause a direct dialogue is only possible with a limited 
number of participants. ■ 

	› Synonym: Varianzenverfahren, Konkurrenzverfahren
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Counterflow Principle 
Gegenstromprinzip / 
Subsidiary Principle 
Subsidiaritätsprinzip

The counterflow principle is a fundamental legal prin-
ciple that refers to the distribution of competencies 
between the spatial levels of the federal government, 
cantons, regions and municipalities in spatial planning. 
Each of the levels is responsible for planning at its 
level, but in doing so it must take into account or fit in 
with planning at both higher and lower levels. 

In accordance with the federal structure of the state, 
the principle of subsidiarity also applies to spatial 
planning. In concrete terms, this means: The superor-
dinate political level is only responsible for those com-
petencies that cannot be exercised by the subordinate 
level on its own responsibility. In this way, the higher 
level recognizes the ability of the lower level to act. ■ 

Federal Level 
Bundesebene

Federal spatial planning responsibilities focus on es-
tablishing basic principles, rather than delving into 
specific issues, allowing the cantons to have legisla-
tive flexibility as mandated by the constitution. Howev-
er, the federal government can detail areas of national 
importance, like implementing the constitutional prin-
ciple of separating building and non-building areas.

The confederation promotes and coordinates spatial 
planning primarily through basic legislation. Federal 
law sets out principles for spatial planning, including 
objectives, planning principles, planning instruments, 
procedural rules, coordination rules for effective 
measures, and key issues like building permits, build-
ing zone sizes, exceptional cases of building outside 
zones, and land development. Certain land law princi-
ples, like taxation and expropriation, are not covered 
in the Spatial Planning Act and are thus regulated by 
the cantons, unless constitutional provisions apply. 
Cantonal structure plans require federal approval, 
but cantonal planning and building laws, as well as 
land use plans, do not require federal approval. How-
ever, if they violate federal law, they are inapplicable 
in that regard. 

The confederation  also coordinates its own tasks with 
cantonal spatial planning through specific planning 
instruments, such as concepts and sectoral plans. ■ 
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Guideline 
Leitbild

Guidelines are an informal planning instrument used 
on various spatial planning levels to orient spatial 
planning towards a specific vision. Cover spatially 
relevant topics such as living, working, traffic, open 
and green space, landscape or tourism, they allow 
spatial conflicts to be identified early, and ensure that 
the overall objective remains central in all tasks. 

Guidelines are not legally binding on the public au-
thorities nor on private landowners, and do not have 
to be approved by the canton. They aid coordination 
instruments and serve as groundwork for planning 
revisions. With a comprehensible, simplified target 
image or a visual vision, they can help as a means 
of communication to illustrate longer-term develop-
ments. Through guidelines, a municipality can also 
explain necessary changes in land use planning and 
place them in a larger context.

Public authorities can voluntarily commit themselves 
to the goals and measures of the guideline. Larg-
er municipalities may formalize the concepts into a 
guideline binding for the structure plan. Several can-
tons require - or recommend - that municipalities de-
velop a spatial development strategy as a first step 
and as an indispensable basis for the revision of their 
communal land use planning. ■ 

	› Synonym (and equivalent applications): Entwicklung-
skonzept, Entwicklungsstrategie, Zukunftsbild, 
Siedlungsleitbild, Raumkonzept, Raumentwick-
lungsstrategie,  Stadtentwicklungskonzept, Städtebauli-
ches Konzept

See also Masterplan, 
which could be consid-
ered a particular form 
of guideline.

Formal / Legally Binding 
Formell / Verbindlich

Formal instruments and procedures within spatial 
planning belong to the regulatory area of public build-
ing/planning law. They are characterized by defined 
procedural steps and participation structures. The 
catalogue of topics on which planning statements 
can and must be made is predefined. For the respec-
tive planning area, comprehensive content-related 
statements are usually required. The result of formal 
instruments and procedures creates a binding effect 
and thus planning security for the public authorities 
and legal security for the citizens as well. ■
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Informal / Guiding 
Informell / Wegleitend

Informal planning instruments and procedures are 
not subject to predefined procedures of public plan-
ning law. They can be flexibly designed and adapted to 
the respective conditions depending on the occasion, 
topic, constellation of actors and spatial situation. In-
formal planning is not regulated in the process or not 
as precisely as formal planning. For this reason multi-
ple terms referring to similar instruments and proce-
dures are used in spatial planning contexts. Informal 
instruments and procedures have a guiding and stra-
tegic purpose. Informal planning is indispensable both 
for the preparation of formal planning and beyond. ■

Legal Framework 
Rechtlicher Rahmen

The legal basis of Swiss spatial planning. On the basis 
of Article 75 of the Federal Constitution, the federal 
law on spatial planning (Spatial Planning Act) regu-
lates the principles and objectives of spatial planning 
that apply nationwide. Since in Switzerland spatial 
planning has a strong federal character, the 26 can-
tons have their own constitutions with their own spa-
tial planning laws. Similarly, each municipality issues 
their own building and zoning regulation. In addition, 
there is a multitude of other provisions relevant to 
spatial planning at the federal and cantonal levels. ■

Masterplan 
Masterplan

A masterplan is a comprehensive plan that factors in 
all pertinent elements required to address a specific 
task, including social, economic, and environmental 
considerations. It involves the collaboration of multi-
ple departments, agencies, and actors. Masterplans 
serve as coordination and management instruments 
dedicated to the implementation of concrete projects. 
They address complex challenges and integrate vari-
ous policy aspects, actors, and sectors into the plan-
ning process. While masterplans are commonly used 
for large urban projects, their principles can be ap-
plied to a wide range of spatial planning tasks. 

Masterplans do not have legal force on their own and 
their recommendations and guidelines are not binding. 
Even without a legally binding status, a well-prepared 
masterplan carries weight in decision-making pro-
cesses. It serves as a valuable argumentation aid and 

See also Guideline, 
which could be consid-
ered a particular form 
of masterplan.
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contributes to the comprehensive weighing of inter-
ests in case of conflicts or disputes. If the masterplan 
aligns with formal planning instruments, it strength-
ens the rationale and legitimacy of proposed projects.

While a masterplan remains an informal instrument, 
the commitment of the involved actors to imple-
ment the agreed-upon measures is often formalized 
through the signing of the masterplan, which serves 
as a declaration of intent and binds the parties in-
volved. The masterplan's guiding principles can be 
included in formal planning instruments. However, 
even without this transfer, its strategic vision and 
agreed-upon measures can guide decision-making 
processes and influence spatial development. In the 
event of conflicting interests, a masterplan serves as 
an argumentation aid for courts and authorities, as-
sisting in the assessment of projects, and supporting 
the pursuit of coherent spatial planning outcomes. ■ 

Orientation Framework 
Orientierungsrahmen

The Spatial Concept Switzerland serves as an orienta-
tion framework for spatial development which spatial 
planning instruments must take into account. ■

Planning and Building Act 
Planungs- und Baugesetz (PBG)

The cantons implement the principles of the Spatial 
Planning Act through the Planning and Building Act 
(PBG), which (more) comprehensively regulates build-
ing law at the cantonal level. In each canton the PBG 
contains the most important provisions on substantive 
building law, i.e. on how buildings may be constructed 
to meet a certain minimum level of design quality or 
rules on the building permit procedure. 

The cantonal PBG gives the municipalities the authori-
ty to define the use of land in more detail in their build-
ing and zoning regulations (BZO) i.e. the permissible 
number of storeys or the distances from plot boundary 
for a particular building zone. ■ 
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Regional Development Concept 
Regionale Raumentwicklungsstrategie 

Regional Level 
Regionale Ebene

The regional spatial planning concept provides a vi-
sion for the desired development of a region with 
long-term view. It outlines measures for controlled 
settlement development, infrastructure expansion, 
and supra regional planning commitments. It acts as 
a conceptual framework bridging regional structure 
plans and the one of cantons. The regional develop-
ment concept expresses spatial development goals 
and intentions, while the implementation strategies 
and measures are defined within the framework of 
the regional structure plan. From a formal point of 
view, regional development concepts often a compo-
nent of the regional structure plans. They are guiding 
instruments, but can be binding for public authorities 
if they vote so. ■ 

	› Content: Maps, Strategies and Action Spaces 
	   Explanatory Report

	› Synonym: Regionales Raumordnungskonzept

Some cantons delegate supra municipal spatial plan-
ning tasks to public-law planning associations (re-
gional planning associations). These draw up regional 
spatial concepts and structure plans, which develop 
spatial planning on the basis of the plans for the whole 
canton at regional level. Regional planning serves to 
see supra local concerns in a larger spatial context 
and ensure supra municipal coordination. ■ 

Regional Land Use Plan 
Regionaler Nutzungsplan

Regional land use plans are employed in rare cases, 
as municipalities usually handle specific land use 
decisions, and regional governance is not always ex-
isting. However, regional land use plans can be em-
ployed to regulate the utilisation of areas that hold 
a public interest extending beyond the communal 
level. Regional land use plans are binding for public 
authorities and for private landowners. ■ 

	› Content: Agricultural Zone and Open Space Zone 
	   Wood Border
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Spatial Concept Switzerland  
Raumkonzept Schweiz

The Spatial Concept Switzerland is an orientation 
framework and a decision-making aid for the future 
spatial development of Switzerland. It is the first 
strategy document in Swiss spatial development to 
be jointly developed and supported by all levels of 
government. The instrument will be updated by 2025.

Representatives of the federal government, cantons, 
cities and municipalities have agreed on fundamen-
tal goals and strategies that all three levels of gov-
ernment should pursue equally. In future, the spatial 
concept is to serve as a guide for public authorities at 
all levels when they plan settlements, transport and 
energy infrastructures, design landscapes or carry 
out other activities that influence space. 

The Swiss Spatial Concept is not legally binding. How-
ever, it relies on the voluntary cooperation of authori-
ties and landowners to develop settlements and their 
infrastructures with reduced land consumption and in 
an economically viable manner. With three nationwide 
strategies, the spatial concept shows how the author-

More Information 
(DE): Schweizerischer 
Bundesrat, KdK, 
BPUK, SSV, SGV, 2012, 
Raumkonzept Schweiz: 
Überarbeitete Fassung, 
Bern. www.are.admin.
ch > Raumentwick-
lung & Raumplanung > 
Strategie und Planung > 
Raumkonzept Schweiz

Regional Structure Plan 
Regionaler Richtplan

Regional structure plans specify and supplement the 
provisions of cantonal structure plans with instruc-
tions for action of regional importance, thus ensuring 
supra and inter municipal coordination. Municipalities 
of each canton are usually grouped in planning as-
sociations, which are responsible for drawing up the 
regional structure plans. The structure of the regional 
structure plans is largely the same as in the canton-
al structure plan. The specifications of the cantonal 
structure plan are differentiated and adapted to the 
needs of the individual region. The regional structure 
plan defines the framework conditions for the subse-
quent municipal planning level, the municipal struc-
ture plan where the specifications from the regional 
structure plan become more concrete. It is binding for 
public authorities. ■ 

	› Content: Structure Plan Map 1:50‘000  
	   (Comprehensive as well as for Settlement,  
	   Nature and Landscape, Traffic, Supply and  
	   Waste Disposal, Public Buildings) 
	   Structure Plan Text and  Explanatory notes
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Spatial Planning Act 
Raumplanungsgesetz (RPG) /
Spatial Planning Ordinance 
Raumplanungsverordnung (RPV)

The updated RPG can 
be found on the website 
of the Federal Office for 
Spatial Development 
(ARE): www.are.admin.
ch > Raumentwick-
lung & Raumplanung 
Raumplanungsrecht 
> Revision des Raum-
planungsgesetzes

The (Federal) Spatial Planning Act (RPG) is a federal 
law of the Swiss confederation. It is the most impor-
tant law from a spatial planning perspective. It sets 
out the objectives and principles that the authorities 
must take into account, and it essentially regulates 
which instruments and procedures are to be used for 
spatial planning at federal, cantonal and communal 
level. The actual spatial planning on the ground is 
however under the responsibility of cantons and mu-
nicipalities.

The RPG was enacted on the basis of Article 75 of 
the Federal Constitution and aims to ensure the eco-
nomical use of land and the orderly settlement of the 
country. Article 1 RPG states: 'The confederation, the 
cantons and the communes shall ensure that the land 
is used economically and that the building area is sep-
arated from the non-building area'. 

The 1979 RPG already required that land be used eco-
nomically. Nevertheless, settlements continued to 
expand massively, as building zones were designated 
very generously in many municipalities. In order to 
curb land consumption and to shape spatial develop-
ment economically, ecologically and socially with more 
sustainability, the RPG is being revised in two stages.

RPG 1
The main concern of the first stage of the partial re-
vision of the RPG is inward settlement development 
(= internal development). The aim is to curb urban 
sprawl and the expansion of settlements in terms of 
area. This revised RPG ensures the economical use 
of land. It came into force on 1 May 2014. The main 
requirements are that: 

ities can improve cooperation, enhance settlements 
and landscapes and coordinate spatial development, 
transport and energy. ■

	› Content: Maps, Strategies and Action Spaces 
	   Explanatory Report
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	› The potential for inward settlement development be 
'mobilised' by filling gaps between buildings, densifying 
settlements, and converting brownfield sites. Oversized 
building zones must be reduced and/or moved to where 
they are needed, to ease pressure on cultivated land. 
The high costs of developing the building zones with 
roads, public transport, water and sewage must be 
contained.

	› Cantons compensate for the added values that arise 
from mere planning decisions, for example when 
agricultural land is newly zoned as building land or 
when the utilisation possibilities in the building area are 
increased and the land price rises significantly as a 
result to the advantage of the owner. At least 20 % of the 
added value must be skimmed off in the case of zoning.

The cantons and municipalities have to adapt their 
structure plans and land-use plans to the revised RPG. 
Until then, new land may generally only be zoned if the 
same area is zoned out elsewhere at the same time.

RPG 2
The main focus of the second stage of the partial revi-
sion of the RPG is on building outside the construction 
zone. The aim is to stabilise the number of buildings 
and the sealed area outside the building zone in order 
to preserve the cultivated land and protect the land-
scape. This revised RPG ensures that the principle of 
separation between building and non-building areas 
can be respected. The Council of States unanimously 
approved the RPG 2 on 16 June 2022. The National 
Council discussed RPG 2 in mid-June 2023. As the bill 
passed by the National Council differs from that of 
the Council of States, the bill will return to the small 
chamber in the autumn session of 2023. 

The Spatial Planning Ordinance (RPV) operationalises 
the RPG. ■



21Glossary of Spatial Planning Terms  Institute for Spatial and Landscape Development

Special Land Use Plan 
Sondernutzungsplan

See also Communal 
Land Use Plan

Special land use plans have the function of supple-
menting or overlaying the general use plan of the 
communes. The term special use plan is a collective 
term and includes, for example, Framework Design 
Plans (Gestaltungspläne). In each canton, the designa-
tion and requirements differ and must be considered 
on a case-by-case basis. (i.e. Quartierpläne, Erschlies-
sungsspläne, Bebauungspläne, Überbauungspläne, etc.).

Special use plans may deviate from the building and 
zoning regulations, but must comply to cantonal plan-
ning and building law with some exceptions such as 
cantonal minimum distances. In this case, they re-
quire the consent of the communal council. Special 
use plans can be drawn up by private individuals or by 
the public authority and the procedure takes the form 
of cooperative planning. Special use plans are binding 
for public authorities and private landowners. ■ 

	› Content: Plans and  Explanatory report (different 
requirements  depending on special plan)
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Website

Canton Argau
https://www.ag.ch/de/verwaltung/bvu/raumentwicklung/innenentwicklung/planungswegweiser 

Canton Lucern
https://www.lu.ch/verwaltung/BUWD

Canton Zug 
Kanton Zug, Vorwort zur kantonalen Richtplan

Canton Zurich
https://www.zh.ch/de/planen-bauen/raumplanung

City of Bern
https://www.bern.ch/themen/planen-und-bauen/nutzungsplanung

City of Zurich
https://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/hbd/de/index/staedtebau/planung/

Espace Suisse
https://www.espacesuisse.ch/de/raumplanung

Federal Office for Spatial Development
https://www.are.admin.ch/are/en/home.html

Federal Department of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications DETEC
https://www.uvek.admin.ch/uvek/en/home.html

Glossar Bernard Scholl Professor Emeritus für Raumentwicklung, ETH Zürich 
https://berndscholl.ch/de/module/

Koordinationskonferenz der Bau- und Liegenschaftsorgane der öffentlichen Bauherren KBOB
https://www.kbob.admin.ch/kbob/de/home.html 

Lexwiki
https://www.lexwiki.ch/

Schweizerische Kantonsplanerkonferenz KPK
https://www.bpuk.ch/kpk/ueber-kpk
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