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1 Structure plan (Richtplan)

Thermal storage generally does not
require an entry in the structure plan.
However, it should be proactively
included in the structure planning and
(municipal) energy planning so that land
use and environmental impacts can be
clarified at an early stage.

Pt. 5.4.1 (neu)

Fur die Warmeversorgung sind — unter BerlUcksichtigung der
Wirtschaftlichkeit sowie der Versorgungs- und Betriebssicher-
heit — die bestehenden Warmequellen auszuschopfen sowie
Warmenetze zu verdichten. Zudem sind Anlagen zur saisona-
len Warmespeicherung vorzusehen. Dazu sind in kommunalen

Planned content: Canton of Zurich structure plan, as per
the edition up to 31 October 2024
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The cantons define spatial development in the structure plan and coordinate spatially significant activities (Art. 8 para. 1 let. a and b RPG). Projects with significant spatial and environmental impacts require their own basis in the structure plan (Art. 8 para. 2 RPG).
Although the seasonal storage facilities are of considerable importance for the entire energy system, the impacts of individual projects will generally only be of local significance. The construction of thermal storage facilities therefore does not necessarily require an entry in the structure plan. 
Nevertheless, it can be advantageous. This is because a structure plan entry manifests the public interest in the thermal storage facility and at the corresponding location, which is binding on other authorities (Art. 9 para. 1 RPG).



At the level of land-use planning, thermal
storage facilities may be built

(1) above ground if they follow the
corresponding zone purpose,

(2) if they have a specific land-use
planning,

(3) or if they are regulated as an
underground ancillary use or overlying
use.
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The rule of the Spatial Planning Act states: Buildings must correspond to the purpose of the usage zone or an exceptional licence must be obtained (Art. 22 ff. RPG). 
Three variants are essentially conceivable for thermal storage: 
(1) A thermal storage facility, namely in the form of a borehole field or an underground container storage facility, which serves to optimise the heat supply to the zone, e.g. a residential area, is in line with the zone's purpose.
Without a purpose link, there are two options: 
(2) If there is no functional link with above-ground use, the storage facility requires either a specific planning basis or – if it is a small storage facility – an exceptional licence.
(3) If above-ground use is possible above the storage facility, the applicable zone of use may provide for underground storage use as an ancillary use or overlying use. 
� 



Thermal storage facilities may, if
necessary, be constructed outside the
building zone.
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Parliament has recognised the importance of energy facilities and thermal networks in the latest revision of the Spatial Planning Act. Firstly, it has exempted energy facilities from the objective of stabilising soil sealing. Secondly, buildings and facilities for thermal networks that contribute to the reduction of the consumption of non-renewable energies should be permitted outside the building zones if necessary.
In the implementing decree, however, the Federal Council only considered ‘heat lines’. However, the wording of the law is sufficiently specific for us to believe that storage facilities also fall under the regulation. 
These may therefore be constructed outside the building zone, although a comprehensive balancing of interests is required.



4 National interest

Thermal storage facilities are generally
considered to be of national interest.

Art. 12 Nationales Interesse an der Nutzung erneuerbarer Energien
1 Die Nutzung erneuerbarer Energien und ihr Ausbau sind von nationalem Interesse.

2 Einzelne Anlagen zur Nutzung erneuerbarer Energien, namentlich Speicher- und
Laufwasserkraftwerke, Pumpspeicherkraftwerke, Solaranlagen und Windkraftanla-
gen sowie Elektrolyseure und Methanisierungsanlagen, sind ab einer bestimmten
Grosse und Bedeutung von nationalem Interesse, das insbesondere demjenigen nach
Artikel 6 Absatz 2 des Bundesgesetzes vom 1. Juli 196612 iiber den Natur- und Hei-
matschutz (NHG) entspricht.!3

Energiegesetz vom 30.9.16, Stand 1.1.26
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For the consideration of interests, especially with regard to protected sites, it is of central importance whether a facility is of national interest. 
Since thermal storage contributes to the expansion of renewable energies, it can be considered of national interest according to Art. 12 of the Energy Act. 
However, the Federal Council has not yet determined the size and significance from which individual thermal storage facilities are considered of national interest. 
The Federal Council can therefore recognise such plants as being of national interest on a case-by-case basis. In doing so, it takes into account, above all, whether the storage facility makes a significant contribution to achieving the expansion benchmarks. It is important to note that not every storage facility makes a significant contribution on its own, but that thermal storage facilities must be considered an essential component of thermal networks.



Thermal storage facilities, including
geothermal borehole and aquifer storage,
are constructed in the subsurface in the
area of private property, not in the public
subsurface.

Die  Besitzanspriche des  Unfergrunds sind
sehr unferschiedlich:

Jonas, in Abegg/Dorig, Wie der Untergrund vom
Recht erfasst wird, EspaceSuisse 1/2019

Zh School of
6 AW Management and Law


Presenter-Notizen
Präsentationsnotizen
The ‘public subsurface’ refers to the area of the subsurface below the property line. This area belongs to the respective canton. 
However, anyone who wants to build a thermal storage tank on a property generally does so within the scope of the ownership position, i.e. on their own land. This also applies to storage tanks that extend underground, because ownership extends vertically into the ground as far as the interest of the ownership extends. 
Consequently, the authorities may not demand a concession or fees for its use. 
However, water that extends beyond the property boundaries does not belong to the property. 



Currently, thermal storage facilities are
not recorded as a separate category that
Is required to carry out an environmental
Impact assessment. It is unclear whether
they are subject to this requirement.

> UVP-Handbuch

Rchuing der Axadwr fer O Creal wrTrapac bba npriteny
it A3h dbx ) IS awd A MdEe | OFFT
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An environmental impact assessment must be carried out for each plant if it could have a significant impact on the surrounding area. 
The question of whether an environmental impact assessment is to be carried out is of great importance: the assessment and, even more so, the measures that may be defined to protect the environment, require a considerable amount of work, reduce the profitability of the storage facility and may reduce its effectiveness. In addition, the obligation to carry out an assessment regularly means that a land-use plan must be drawn up. 
The Federal Council has conclusively defined which types of facility are subject to the review in Appendix 2 of the EIAO.
However, thermal storage tanks are not listed there.
It is important that legal certainty is established as quickly as possible. Until then, the owners of larger storage tanks should expect to have to carry out an environmental impact assessment.



7 Underground water protection

The three-degree limit for temperature
changes in groundwater protects
ecological cycles and water quality.
However, it has not been sufficiently
scientifically investigated and may be set
too low for less problematic areas of the
subsoil. Nevertheless, it currently applies
as a requirement in the Water Protection
Ordinance, including for thermal storage,
and limits its scope of application.
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The Water Protection Ordinance, Appendix 2, states: The temperature of the groundwater may not be changed by more than 3°C compared to its natural state as a result of heat input or extraction. 
The regulation is not based on scientific principles and is too rigid.
Nevertheless, as a valid federal law, the rule must be observed – by the cantons as well.
The rule should be revised quickly – which is apparently currently being done by the federal authorities.



More details on this topic will be available in February:

Abegg/Hirstein/Zoller-Eckenstein, Thermische Speicher braucht es -
aber wohin damit?, in: Hubert Stockli (Hrsg.), Schweizerische
Baurechtstagung 2025.
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