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Introduction 

We all are convinced that the measures taken 
to safeguard our geological heritage are not 
sufficient. The aim is clear: sustainable use of 
the geosphere and durable protection of its 
geotopes. There are several ways to reach this 
aim. An efficient one goes through physical 
planning (also called: town and country 
planning). 

But first some words to the term geotope: 
Geotopes are the spatial expression of relict 

and active geo(eco)systems and therefore 
integral components of our today's landscape 
(Stftrm, 1992). In a wider sense, the whole 
geospheric body of the landscape can be 
considered as a geotope. In a stricter sense, 
geotopes are those parts of the geospheric 
landscape body, which hold a key for the 
understanding of its evolution and functions. 
Geotopes in that stricter sense can be defined 
as follows: 

Geotopes s.str. are distinct parts of the 
geosphere which document the earth's history, 
the evolution of life, climate or landscape in a 
clear and impressive way or give a good insight 
into ongoing processes of landscape formation. 

For example, the most famous mountain of 
Switzerland, the Matterhorn can be considered 
or defined as a geotope. What makes that 
geotope? Is it the unique shape of that 
mountain? Is it its location at the edge of the 
African continental plate?, or the contact zone 
to the European plate with its outcrops of high 
grade metamorphized remnants of ocean bottom 
intrusions?, or the ongoing processes of 
glaciation and extreme weathering and their 

visible traces? - What makes the geotope, is 
the whole geospheric complex, the whole 
landscape body. 

Geotopes embrace a high scientific, 
educational, ecological or even touristic 
potential. Once destroyed, they are lost forever. 
Therefore Geotopes have to be protected against 
all influences, which could damage or destroy 
their substance, structure, form or natural 
development. 

Why geoconservation should be 
integrated in physical planning? 

The main task of physical planning is to ensure 
the sustainable use of the geographic space, 
including the geosphere. Physical planning is a 
process, a regulated struggle of interests. The 
result of this process are approved town and 
country plans. Their strategic content depends 
on expert input, coordination and political 
debate. Plan components, having passed through 
the planning procedures, cover public interests 
as well as political intentions. Town and country 
plans set the guidelines for future development. 
They are basic tools to coordinate tasks and 
activities having an influence on the spacial 
development (Stiirm, 1991). Town and country 
plans can deal e. g. with the development of 
settlements, the allocation of infrastructure, the 
protection and management of natural 
resources, nature and landscape conservation. 
Once approved, these plans have a strong 
influence on subsequent planning applications 
and thus are able either to restrict or to promote 
future activities. 
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Why do we use this considerable 
influence potential 
of physical planning so little? 

In contrast to geoscientists, bioscientists have 
discovered the vehicle of physical planning years 
ago and use it very successfully. Nowadays 
biological and bioecological aspects play an 
important role within physical planning, quite 
in contrast to the geological, geomorphological 
and geoecological aspects. Plans without arran
gements or strategies in favour of threatened 
species and their biotopes are inconceivable. 

In fact: geological nature and landscape 
conservation is scarcely integrated into physical 
planning. A study, carried out in 1993 by English 
Nature (Wright, 1994), based on an analysis of 
several English County Structure Plans 
(Regional Plans) and a series of interviews 
conducted with planners, confirmed these 
findings. The study came to the following 
conclusion: 

• Planners should play a vital role in sa
feguarding our heritage of geological features 
and landforms. 

• Planners do not regard "earth science 
conservation" as a high profile environmental 
subject, such as wildlife or landscape 
conservation. 

• There is generally a low level awareness 
and understanding of "earth science conser
vation" amongst planners and planning 
authorities. 

• Planners are confused by and missunder
stand the term "earth science conservation" 
(term mainly used by British conservationists). 
This confusion adds to their neglect of the 
subject. They would prefer a term which 
incorporates geology and land features instead. 

The term geotope meets this requirement 
excellently! 

During 1994 the Geotope Protection 
Committee of the Swiss Academy of Natural 
Sciences asked all cantonal (provincial) 
authorities of Switzerland, who are responsible 
for nature- and landscape conservation and 
physical planning, about the state of geological 
nature and landscape conservation in their 
canton. This investigation came to comparable 
conclusions as the above mentioned study of 
English Nature. The discovered weak-points and 
related measures which should improve the 
situation within the Swiss context, are shown in 
a strategy report (Strasser et al., 1995). 

The main obstacles are caused by 
communication problems: 
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On the one side are the geoscientists (geo
logists, geomorphologists, palaeontologists, 
mineralogists, pedologists etc.), all of them with 
big geoscientific knowledge, but in general with 
little experience in physical planning. On the 
other hand, the planners, planning authorities, 
politicians, and decision makers; they usually 
have little geoscientific knowledge, but 
experience in physical planning. For them every 
new aspect makes planning even more 
complicated than it already seems to be. 

What shall we do? 

The Geotope Concept (Sttirm, 1994), presented 
in the International Conference on Geological 
and Landscape Conservation, which took place 
in 1993 at Malvern in Great Britain, shall serve 
as a guideline: 

First of all, we have to find a key to bring 
geoscientific aspects into the field of physical 
planning and to make them manageable within 
that process. According to the Geotope Concept, 
the term geotope can serve as such a key. It is 
able to focus the varied geoscientific interests 
and to link them with the intensions of nature 
and landscape conservation and management. 
Like the expression biotope, the term geotope 
stimulates public awareness, thus fulfilling an 
important catalytic function within the planning 
process. 

Once entered in the field of physical planning, 
in order to achieve the necessary protection of 
geotopes and the sustainable use of the 
geosphere, we ought to pursue a two-track 
strategy: The first track leads to the fixation of 
distinctly delimited geotope protection areas, in 
town and country plans. Extension and 
sensitivity of designated geotopes can have an 
influence on the delimitation of other interest 
spheres and plan categories, like for example 
areas or zones for building construction and vice 
versa. Described geotopes are starting points for 
coordination, against which geotope protection 
areas are products of coordination and planning. 
As components of approved plans, geotope 
protection areas reflect both scientific and public 
interests. 

The question arises, what happens in the space 
between fixed geotope protection areas? How 
can geotopes within geotope protection areas 
be preserved from negative effects caused by 
impacts into their surroundings? How can 
sensitive and valuable features and fabrics of the 
geospheric landscape body (including not yet 
established geotopes) outside geotope protection 
areas be maintained in good condition? It would 



neither be appropriate nor possible to apply 
safeguarding regulations or management 
prescriptions with the same stringency over the 
whole landscape. Therefore we have to pursue 
also a second track: 

The second track is a project orientated 
approach. It leads to a geotope and geosphere 
focused impact assessment. Such an impact 
assessment could be carried out within the frame 
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