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13.2. Soil sealing
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Figure 13.2.
Notes: Coverage Belgium,
Czech, Republic, Denmark,
France, Germany, Latvia,
Lithuania, The Netherlands,
Poland, Slovakia and Spain.
Source: OECD; Eurostat;
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Over the past 20 years the extent of builtup area in many western and eastern
European countries has increased by
some 20 % and far exceeds the rate of
population growth in the EU over the
same period (6 %). Due to the lack of
precise information, increase in built-up
area has been used as a proxy indicator
for the amount of soil being sealed and
for quantifying land-take by urban
expansion.
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Notes: Example of urban
sprawl along coasts and
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Source: JCR - Moland
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Soil sealing by built-up areas, as a result of
urban sprawl, the construction of transport
infrastructure, etc., continues to increase at a
faster rate than the population. A decoupling
would be desirable instead.

Quality of information
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Soil sealing refers to the covering of soil
as a result of urban development and
infrastructure construction; with the
result that soil is no longer able to perform the range of functions associated
with it. Soil sealing is not adverse per se;
rather it is the irreversibility in practical
terms of sealing the soil and the consequent loss of soil functions that is significant. It should be noted that built-up
areas also include land that is not actually sealed (e.g. gardens and public
parks). In Germany, for example, it is
estimated that 52.2 % of the soil in builtup areas is actually sealed. However, the
impacts of soil sealing go beyond the
Map 13.3.

sealed area and can extend to the surroundings.
Although the geographical coverage of
each data set differs substantially, the
differences in growth rates are sufficiently large to suggest that the area of
built-up land and soil sealing is still
increasing at a faster rate than the population. The reasons for this are many, but
important ones include increased demand for bigger houses, out-of-town
developments like supermarkets and
leisure centres, and associated developments of transport infrastructure. In
Austria, the yearly increase of soil sealing
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is estimated at 7 to 12 m² per person.
For the city of Vienna, it is estimated
that, compared to 1 m² of sealed surface
for a pedestrian, a biker is needs 7.7 m²/
person, public transport between 12 and
17.6 m²/person and a car driver 60 m²/
person (UBA, 2001).
Developments in soil sealing are largely
determined by spatial planning strategies
where unfortunately the effects of irreplaceable soil losses are often not sufficiently taken into account. There is a
lack of Europe-wide information. Data
on the extent of built-up areas are only
available for a limited number of coun-

tries and many of these data are not
comparable since countries use different
methodologies (EEA, 2000). There is
also no information about the type of
soil being sealed.
Some decrease in soil availability is
inevitable, but if the sealed soil plays a
valuable role in food production, nature
conservation, recharge of water resources, flood control or any other key
function, then the consequences of
sealing are damaging to sustainable
development.
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Map 13.4.

Notes: Example of urban
sprawl in rural landscapes.
Source: JCR - Moland
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13.3. Fragmentation and partitioning
of habitats by transport
infrastructure

Average size of land parcels, EU and selected
Accession countries

Figure 13.3.
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The construction of transport infrastructure (e.g. roads and railways) can lead to
the fragmentation of natural or seminatural areas, which can reduce the
resilience of biotopes and their capacity
to host wild species. This, in turn, can
disrupt the movement of species (e.g.
through the elimination of ‘wildlife
corridors’) and reduce the capacity of
the habitat to maintain viable resident
species populations. Most areas of the
EU are highly fragmented as a result of
development. For example, the average
size of continuous land units that are not
dissected by major roads ranges from
around 20 km² in Belgium to nearly
600 km² in Finland, with an EU average
of about 130 km² (see Environmental
signals 2001, Chapter Transport).
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Large transport networks have developed
rapidly in recent decades. Several factors
point to the continuation of this process.
For example, in some areas where access
to services is at a premium, problems of
congestion may lead to more road building, reflecting the lack of balanced modal
split for both passenger and freight
transport (see Chapter 4). EU enlargement and the integration of new countries into the common market will increase the movement of people and the
transport of goods. The need for increased cohesion across Europe suggests
that more infrastructure will be built to
ensure that peripheral regions are adequately connected with the centre.
The development of transport infrastructures has negative effects on the natural
and rural landscape both locally and
more widely. Locally, traffic noise on
major routes affects the health of citizens
as well as the wild fauna. Intensive use of
herbicides alongside highways and train
lines creates local problems of contamination. The land taken by infrastructures
also contributes to soil sealing (see
section 13.2).
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Natura 2000 is the EU’s principal policy
instrument for ensuring the conservation of valuable European habitats and
comprises a network of Special Areas of
Conservation (SACs) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) (see Chapter 14). To
ensure the continuing protection of
these habitats, the objectives of Natura
2000 must be reconciled with those of

other policy areas that have a land-use
dimension. In particular, the balanced
and polycentric development proposed
by the European Spatial Development
Perspective should be fully integrated
with the objective of sectoral policies for
transport and agriculture as well as the
environmental objectives of Natura 2000.

Map 13.5.
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Most areas of the EU are highly fragmented and this has negative
implications for biodiversity. Transport infrastructure is a major cause of
fragmentation and transport policies should be reconciled with
conservation policies.

Quality of information

http://themes.eea.eu.int/Sectors_and_activities/transport/indicators/consequences/
fragmentation/index_html
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