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Czech Approach to Sprawl in International Comparison 
 

Summary 
The Czech Republic faces the problem of increasing sprawl today. Due to sprawl, cities 
as well as the countryside lose their original features. Sprawl has come much later to the 
Czech Republic than to Western European countries. Still it may have more serious 
consequences there because of the lack of appropriate policies. The paper presents the 
approach of the Czech Republic to sprawl and compares this approach with case studies 
from abroad, mainly from Western European countries. It shows that policies which 
may prevent sprawl and the loss of lifestyle diversity exist. They are used in practise or 
proposed as theoretical concepts prepared for implementation. As examples of these 
policies, we can mention the administrative instrument of development prohibitions, 
which may be used to prevent the creation of suburban retail and cultural centres, and 
the use of tradable development rights for the prevention of an excessive land take 
outside city boundaries. 
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Introduction 
The Czech Republic faces increasing sprawl today. Sprawl, in other words 
suburbanisation or urban deconcentration (Wiewel et Persky, 2002), means a significant 
expansion of built-up areas into current rural places. The typical features of 
suburbanisation are the shift of urban population to rural areas, the development of retail 
and cultural activities outside city limits and the formation of industrial and logistic 
centres in rural areas. Some Czech experts perceive the emergence of sprawl as 
a potential severe problem (see e.g. Sýkora, 2002). Possible consequences of sprawl are 
land take, free space accessibility reduction, psychological problems of housewives living 
in suburban areas, change of lifestyle in satellite communities, smaller towns as well as 
cities, city centres breakdown, car dependence or pressure on transport infrastructure (e.g. 
in Vejchodská, 2007). Václav Havel, the previous Czech president and an influential 
personality in the Czech Republic describes current trends from the point of view of the 
impact on landscape as follows1: ”We live in time, when the traditional ways of humans 
staying in harmony with nature are disappearing. We are becoming inhabitants of 
something, that can be called agglomeration, infinite substance, that is neither a city, nor 
a village, nor a meadow, nor a field, nor a forest, that is composed of proudly sprawled 
single-floor stores, parking lots, supermarkets. And something like a prairie in between. 
So roughly we handle with our country, our history...”  
 
The paper presents the approach of the Czech political keynote players to sprawl and 
compares this approach with case studies of policies from abroad, mainly from Western 
European countries. It shows that policies which may prevent sprawl and subsequently 
the loss of lifestyle diversity exist. They are used in practise or proposed as theoretical 
concepts prepared for implementation. We will discuss examples of these policies – the 
administrative instrument of development prohibitions and regulations, which may be 
used to prevent the creation of suburban retail and cultural centres, and the use of tradable 
development rights for the prevention of an excessive land take of greenfields. First of 
all, we will make an introduction into the Czech approach towards new development. We 
will look at the retail business in the Czech Republic and the approach towards the 
development of new retail opportunities. We will also discuss the position of Czech small 
municipalities towards new housing development. 
 

Retail – situation in the Czech Republic  
Before 1989, the year of “the velvet revolution”, there was an insufficient retail network 
with an insufficient supply of goods in the Czech Republic. Everything changed with the 
entrance of capitalism. As first, a new network of small shops and supermarkets 
developed. There were many small companies and small traders in that time. After 1995, 
big players entered the Czech market – hypermarkets, discount markets and large “do it 
                                                 

1 Václav Havel: Opening speech at the conference Green Week, 2006. In: Zpravodaj MŽP, 10/2006, pp. 17. 
In original: „Žijeme v době, kdy se identita tradičních způsobů pobytu člověka v harmonii s přírodou 
smazává. Stáváme se obyvateli čehosi, co se dá nazvat aglomerací, nekonečnou hmotou, která není ani 
městem, ani vesnicí, ani loukou, ani polem, ani lesem, která je souborem pyšně rozcapených 
jednopodlažních skladů, parkovišť, supermarketů. A mezi tím cosi jako step. Takto nešetrně zacházíme se 
svou vlastí, se svou historií…“ 
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yourself” shops. After 1999, first retail centres which put together shopping, catering, 
culture and other services, occured (Cimler et al., 2007). These new shopping 
opportunities have been very popular and started to change the shopping habits of the 
Czech population. 
 
Nowadays, hypermarkets have already exceeded the sales of supermarkets. The selling 
area of Czech retail centres has reached about 0,2 m2 per capita in couple of years only 
(in the US, the selling area is about 10 times larger, in European countries up to 2 times 
larger). The biggest Czech retail centres have the selling area up to 50 000 m2. In 2005, 
there were 25 retail centres with more than 50 shops inside (the biggest retail centre with 
165 shops inside). Also shops by petrol stations become a significant component of 
Czech retail sales. On the contrary, independent small and medium-sized entrepreneurs 
lost their position on the retail market (Cimler et al., 2007). In the year 2005, their market 
share on the retail was about 13 % in the Czech Republic, whereas e.g. in Poland it was 
about 49 % according to Makro-Incoma Index. From that time, their position has 
strengthened a bit again.2 
 
Most of the retail centres and hypermarkets are placed in suburbs of larger or middle 
sized cities. They attract people from broader surroundings; see the study of the impact of 
Zlín retail centre (Ordeltová, Szczyrba, 2006). Suburban retail and recreational activities 
devastate traditional diverse urban and rural retail and cultural places due to the shift of 
consumers’ expenditures there. They also bring a new pressure on the transport 
infrastructure, because most of their clients come by car. The warning comes from the 
US, where the retail and other commercial activities of city centres were often devastated 
by the same suburban competing opportunities (see Burayidi, 2001). 
 
No broader discussion has occurred among Czech experts whether the new commercial 
centres should be regulated in the Czech Republic. Problems connected with retail centres 
are highlighted mainly by nongovernmental organisations (see Koželouh, 2007, or Fuchs 
et al., 2005). The question of a more effective regulation of retail centres and 
hypermarkets has probably penetrated also to the Czech parliament for which a study of 
foreign policies towards large retail units was elaborated (PI, 2007). Still, from the 
common Czech local authorities’ viewpoint, new retail centres are a desirable increase of 
shopping opportunities for local people. 
 

Suburban living – situation in the Czech Republic 
We face the situation of the outflow of the richer part of population from cities to suburbs 
in the Czech Republic. This trend started in 1990ies and has strengthened from that time, 
also due to own interests of certain municipalities. We can trace differences between the 
interests of larger cities and smaller municipalities concerning new housing development. 
Because cities are usually not interested to spread, most of new suburban living arises at 
the edge of villages situated in their surroundings. Smaller municipalities have opposite 
preferences. They usually seek for new investors, new inhabitants. We can summarize the 

                                                 

2 Makro-Incoma Index: online: [http://www.makro.cz/index.php?page_id=203&s=118], cited 8.7.2008. 
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reasons as follows: Municipal tax revenues are dependent on the number of their 
residents (Act No. 243/2000 Coll.), therefore they seek for as many new residents as 
possible. Municipal budgets may rise also by the sale of municipal land for development. 
Developable land is manyfold more expensive than agricultural land, therefore the 
change of agricultural land to developable land and its subsequent sale is very profitable. 
Some smaller municipalities hope for an increase of demand for e.g. education facilities 
thanks to new inhabitants. Some municipalities even subsidize development by providing 
transport and other infrastructure, such as water and sewer pipes or electricity to 
developable areas. This effort, to attract as many new inhabitants as possible by many 
municipalities, leads to competition among them for newcomers and to significant 
sprawl. 
 
From the experience of small municipalities located near core cities, a majority of new 
inhabitants considers living in the village only for being close to their city and does not 
integrate into local life, nothing but being in the nature. Also due to these new inhabitants 
of rural settlements, the lifestyle diversity of rural and urban population vanishes. These 
newcomers do not usually accept the traditional lifestyle of rural population and 
acknowledge the typical urban habits. In general, they use their new home for “passing 
the night” only and practise all their activities (job, education for their children, shopping 
etc.). in the city or its suburbs, whereas traditional villagers used to practise local 
activities including farming. Newcomers do not usually contribute to local life. 
Traditional living and suburban living located in the immediate neighbourhood are two 
different worlds. It looks like that these traditional rural inhabitants slowly overtake the 
lifestyle of newcomers and the differences are blured. 
 
Some Czech theorists in urban planning point at the problem of increasing sprawl and 
warn against this trend. They seek to educate officials and practitioners in urban planning 
not to define so many developable areas in local urban plans. In spite of that, large 
developable areas arise. This way is apparently not effective in decreasing the land take 
speed. 
 

Policy instruments towards suburban retail centres and 
hypermarkets – case studies  
In many European countries, the character of retail network is influenced by specific 
public policy. Most of these different policies seek to prevent the abandonment of city 
centres and the decrease of car dependence. We will summarize different public policy 
approaches of chosen European countries here. 
 
Norwegen: In 1999, the moratorium of the new large retail development outside city 
centres was passed due to the starting problems of retail network located in city centres. 
This moratorium should have been in force until new planning policy would enable to 
prevent undesirable development (up to 5 years in force). Nowadays, municipalities have 
to obtain the permission for new retail centre development from the regional government. 
The policy has many exceptions however, e.g. retail centres development in 
enumaratively cited 31 cities does not need any permission from regional government 
(PI, 2007). 
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Burgunland, Austria : Any new supermarkets and retail centres development in 
Burgunland has to be approved by the regional parliament. The intentions to built large 
retail centres (larger than 4000 m2) have to be substantiated by the additional studies of 
their regional impacts. Also the maximum size of supermarkets selling foodstuf or other 
goods of daily use is regulated according to the number of inhabitants in the city where 
the shop should be located. The minimum amount of the parking places for bicycles is 
regulated as well (Ibid.).      
 
Bern, Switzerland: The development of retail centres is banned if small shops with the 
same goods would disappear as a consequence and handicapped immobile residents 
would lose well accessible shopping opportunities. If a retail centre needs an additional 
road network due to possible congestions, its investor bears all costs connected with new 
road network development (Ibid.). 
 
Great Britain : Great Britain´s retail network is unlike other European countries –  it  
rather resembles US large retail centres. We will not deal as much with the retail 
network’s character as with its location within a city. Great Britain has directed its retail 
network construction into city centres since 1996 due to the starting breakdown of city 
centres and their revitalization support. The regulation that forced new commercial areas 
to be built inside the city limits (so called Planning Policy Guidance 6) was consequently 
revised in 2005 (Planning Policy Statement 6 – PPS6). It is obligatory for municipal 
authorities. Following additional regulation targets are specified in PPS6 (ODPM, 2005): 

� To provide the accessibility of shopping opportunities and recreational activities 
by public transport and thereby to reduce car dependence, 

� To provide transport affordability for poor and handicapped inhabitants, 
� To support sustainable development by the reduction of land take and by the 

multifunctional character of development (commercial areas together with 
housing), 

� To improve the design of emerging buildings in contrast with low-cost buildings 
usually built in outskirts. 

 

Policy instruments for suburban land take prevention 
Suburban living with a consequence of a serious level of land take is a contemporary 
problem that the governments of many different regions try to solve. In some regions, e.g. 
in the regions of the US and Italy, tradable development rights are used for the prevention 
of excessive housing development. The Italian case is described e.g. in (Micelli, 2002), 
the US case e.g. in (Johnston et Madison, 1997).  
 
In some countries, the use of tradable development rights is proposed by theorists or 
politicians. On the basis of the system proposed for Baden-Württemberg (Radermacher et 
al., 2004), the application of tradable development rights to Switzerland was discussed in 
(Süess et Gmünder, 2005). Tradable development rights were theoretically tested 
particularly for the canton Aargau in Switzerland in (Zollinger, 2005). A different policy 
of the tradable development rights which addresses also the decrease of lobbying 
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opportunities in land use was described in (Vejchodská, 2006) dealing with the case of 
the Czech Republic.  
 
The US model of tradable development rights is different from tradable development 
rights systems which could be used in Europe. The US law recognises an automatic right 
of landowners to develop their land. As a consequence, authorities have the liability for 
compensations of landowners when they want to ban development in particular areas. 
The ban of development is considered as a “taking” (Renard, 1999). In European 
countries conversely, landowners have no automatic right for land development. They 
have to get the allowance for development, e.g. by the defining of developable areas in 
the land use plan. In the following text, we will describe the possible use of tradable 
development rights in Europe based on the model proposed for Baden-Württemberg by 
(Radermacher et al., 2004). This model is founded on the European approach to 
landowners’ rights.  
 
Tradable rights represent a right to develop a certain area in m2. Tradable development 
rights policy enables to set up a long-term goal of a decrease of the speed of the current 
land consumption rate by distributing only a certain amount of development rights 
periodically. The policy may be based on trading with rights among municipalities. 
Tradable rights may be grandfathered to municipalities at the beginning of each trading 
period, e.g. according to the number of their inhabitants, as it was proposed for Baden-
Württemberg (Radermacher et al., 2004). In the system of tradable development rights, 
any municipality can define as much new developable land as tradable development 
rights in its ownership allow. Municipalities may use the grandfathered rights for 
development within their area, or they may trade development rights with other 
municipalities. Trades would occur among municipalities according to their development 
plans and priorities. Tradable rights would be grandfathered periodically, e.g. for a 5 year 
every time. (Implicitly it is supposed here, that land use plans would be modified every 
5 years). A monitoring system would be set up, which would control the planning 
behaviour and the municipal trading (Ibid.). Development rights trading shows the next 
figure.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Trading with grandfathered development rights by a chosen municipality 

own use of 
development rights sale of remaining 

development rights 

development 
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The disadvantages of this system may be summarized as follows. An outflow of 
companies from a solitary standing region which would apply this policy could occur due 
to higher land prices. Therefore it is advisable to put this policy into force in a broader 
area. Also, this approach does not enable to decrease rent-seeking opportunities of 
landowners and investors. Municipalities would trade the rights among each other with a 
high impact on land prices. Due to possible higher land prices, landowners are interested 
in defining their land as developable and they may lobby by municipality for it. Money 
for the purchase of development rights goes from the public budget (municipal budgets) 
and local politicians have no responsibility for a wrong decision. Therefore, they may 
decide according to the partial interests of individuals, e.g. chosen landowners. Still, this 
policy enables an effective control over the total area of land being newly developed 
which is its primary aim.  
 

Conclusion 
We have discussed different policies which prevent urban sprawl and city centre 
abandonment. We have seen that such policies exist. Concerning tradable development 
rights, they are overlooked by politicians until now. Policies preventing the creation of 
the suburban commercial centres are widely used in western European countries, less in 
the new EU member states including the Czech Republic. A broader discussion about the 
potential undesirable consequences of sprawl and a discussion about possible political 
approach preventing them looks to be necessary. 
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