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Introduction
In December 2008, after a long period of public consultation during which comments and proposals were submitted by several participants, the special governmental committee under the presidency of the minister of environment, land planning and public works that was formed in order to implement governmental environmental policy on zoning for the installation of renewable energy source power plants issued the Special Zoning Framework for Renewable Energy Source Projects by way of a joint ministerial decision.(1)
The framework, along with two other special zoning frameworks regarding the industrial and tourism sectors (both pending), is expected to implement the new environmental policy adopted by the government on the basis of the General Land Planning Framework of June 27 2008. The framework aims to encourage new investment in renewable energy by giving investors the certainty they need in order to make significant investments in the Greek renewable energy market.

The zoning framework establishes for the first time specific, clear and undisputed rules and criteria regarding the installation of renewable energy power plants in Greece. It is expected to replace the previous confusing procedures governing the Greek energy market and to put an end to the numerous annulment procedures that could arise in the course of the environmental licensing process.

The main provisions of the zoning framework are laid out below.

Wind Energy
As far as the installation of wind parks is concerned, mainland Greece is divided into three zones based on the wind capacity of each zone and the specific morphological characteristics of the land:

· wind priority areas, which are further divided into three categories including some of the municipalities of North Greece, especially Eastern Macedonia and Thrace; some of the regions of Central Greece, such as Sterea Ellada, West Greece and Thessaly; and some municipalities of Peloponnese. The total wind capacity of the wind priority areas is 6,379 megawatts (3,190 wind turbines); 

· wind suitability areas, which include the prefectures and municipalities not falling within the above category and characterized by the Regulatory Authority for Energy as energy efficient; and 

· incompatible areas - areas in which the installation of renewable energy source projects is strictly prohibited. Such incompatible areas are situated in the proximity of sensitive environmental zones such as: 

· archeological sites; 

· world cultural heritage areas; 

· areas of complete environmental protection; 

· the core of national forests; 

· priority eco-regions; 

· sandy beaches; 

· coastal zones; 

· designated aquatic parks; 

· shipping routes; 

· underwater parks; 

· special protected areas (eg, the Natura 2000 and Ramsar water areas); 

· old inhabited areas (eg, old cities, villages and communities); 

· surface quarrying and mining zones; and 

· other areas with special land status. 

For prefectures that fall within wind priority areas, the maximum allowed concentration of wind facilities - with respect to landscape, total density and maximum allowed visual disturbance - is 8%, or 1.05 wind turbines per 1,000 square metres. Such percentage may rise to up to 30% with the approval of the competent local or municipal council.

The limit is 5% per prefecture (or 0.66 wind turbines per 1,000 square metres) for those prefectures that fall within wind suitability areas. It can rise to up to 50% following a positive opinion by the municipal or local council. Special provisions apply to offshore wind parks and to the installation of wind parks on the islands and in Attica.

Special land-planning rules also apply to the environmental licensing process for auxiliary construction works related to project facilities.

Solar Energy
The special zoning framework provides for a similar segmentation of the Greek territory into three categories of land for the purposes of solar energy:

· high-priority land, which includes barren plots of land and zones of medium or low productivity, or spot areas that are invisible from highly visited spots, on condition that interconnection with the network is feasible. The installation of solar parks in such areas is subject to no restrictions; 

· areas located on islands, where the use and exploitation of solar energy is allowed mainly for small power plants - with the exception of Evia and Crete; and 

· incompatible areas, including areas of special use, areas of complete environmental protection, special protected areas such as Natura 2000, cores of national forests, forests and high-productivity agricultural land plots and archeological sites. Furthermore, according to the provisions of the special zoning framework, the closest permitted distance between solar park installations and incompatible areas needs to be defined during the environmental licensing process for such projects. 

Especially in the case of the installation of photovoltaic parks in frequently visited sites, special measures must be taken within the framework of the environmental licensing process to ensure that visual obstruction is avoided. According to the special zoning framework, similar criteria apply to hydroelectric and waste-to-energy (eg, biomass or biogas) projects. Such criteria must be met within the framework of the environmental licensing process for such projects.

According to the provisions of the special zoning framework, all regional zoning frameworks regarding renewable energy projects must comply with the general guidelines of the special zoning framework and may only supplement or further specify its provisions. A similar compliance obligation is imposed on all regulatory acts of land zoning expected to be issued, such as:

· statutory plans; 

· general and special territorial plans; 

· plans of spatial and settlement organization for open cities; 

· town-planning schemes; 

· national and regional territorial plans; and 

· plans of special land use. 

This procedure of administrative revision and adaptation of general administrative acts shall not be considered a prerequisite for the implementation of the special zoning framework - it is valid irrespective of the enactment of further acts. The regulatory acts mentioned above may not impose any restrictions on the installation of renewable energy power plants beyond those provided for by the special zoning framework. Any deviations from the provisions of the framework are subject to the prior approval of the general secretary of the minister of environment, land planning and public works, following a justified proposal by the competent prefecture and an opinion of the Land Planning Directorate. In the case of revision or amendment of the aforementioned acts, provisions which were not in compliance with the special zoning framework will need to be reworded accordingly.

The special zoning framework also includes transitional provisions, especially regarding (i) power plants that are already in operation, and (ii) projects which had already obtained some of the licences required for implementation before the enactment of the special zoning framework and which are therefore considered to be of a mature status. In particular, these transitional provisions provide for power plants that already operated lawfully at the time of issuance of the special zoning framework to remain valid until their expiration or the date of the ipso jure (ie, by operation of the law) extension of their validity period.

Installation licences for renewable energy source power plants that were issued before the date of issuance of the special zoning framework remain valid. Operation licences expected to be issued thereafter are additionally subject to the provisions of the legislation applicable before the enactment of the special zoning framework. Environmental term approvals issued before the date of issuance of the special zoning framework remain valid until their expiration. While the operation licence of a renewable energy source power plant is valid, or where its validity has been extended ipso jure, the respective approvals may be extended according to the provisions of the legislation applicable before the enactment of the special zoning framework. Power generation licences issued before the date of issuance of the new framework will be reassessed for their compliance with the terms and conditions of the special zoning framework in the course of the evaluation of the environmental impact assessment study required for the granting of environmental terms approval.

The special zoning framework has a validity period of 15 years. The provisions of the framework do not apply to renewable energy source power plants that are exempt from the obligation to obtain a power generation licence, an installation licence or an operation licence, or to renewable energy source power plants that are described as of low disturbance.

For further information on this topic please contact Sotirios Douklias at Kyriakides Georgopoulos & Daniolos Issaias by telephone (+30 210 8171 500) or by fax (+30 210 6856 6578) or by email (s.douklias@kgdi.gr).
Endnotes
(1) Decision 49828, Government Gazette B 2464/03.12.2008.
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