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R E A L  E S T A T E  P R A C T I C E  

 

Forest Maps– The Latest Episode  

BY EL I SABE TH  ELEFTHE RI A DES,  EL IA  ICO NOMI DOU

 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The New Environmental Law is the latest 

episode in an ongoing, decades-long 

conflict between private and public 

interests over land (in general) and forest 

land in particular.  This tug-of-war has the 

hallmark of modern Greek State history, 

from its establishment in the 1820’s and 

its gradual growth through the accession 

of new lands on the one hand, and the 

new State’s incentivization of small 

property on the other, coupled with 

extraordinary public policy measures 

catering for extreme situations such as 

the immense refugee flux from Minor Asia 

and disastrous aftermaths of the civil war 

in the 1940’s, just to name some of the 

parameters determining public policies on 

public land in Greece. 

1. Forest maps’ environmental – too 

good to be true- success story 

Forest Maps are the national, official 

records of the boundaries of areas under 

the protective status of forest legislation, 

vested with legislative force. The recent 

legislative and ministerial framework 

causing a revision of Forest Maps is a 

strong indicator of their -almost too good 

to be true - success story.  

 

Greece is under an obligation under EU 

law to implement its national Forest 

Policy until the end of 2021 in the context 

of enhancement of preventive pre-fire 

planning & forest fire fighting, while 

ensuring the preservation of the 

biodiversity and compliance with climate 

change principle.  While in a rather 

mature process, however, the ongoing 

forest mapping process seems to be 

reversed by the recent legislative 

developments, namely law 4685/2020 on 

the Modernization of the Environmental 

legislation, incorporation of Directives 

2018/844 and 2019/692 of the European 

Parliament and the Council into Greek 

Legislation and other provisions” 

(hereinafter “New Environmental Law”-

published in Government Gazette n0 92-A-

07.05.2020) along with the Ministerial 

Decision of the Ministry of Energy and 

Environment (no 64663/2956/03.07.2020-

GG no2773-B-08.07.2020).  The New 

Environmental Law seems to retroactively 

lift all legal effects of validated (finalized) 

and/or posted (pre-finalization phase) of 

Forest Maps and to rendering the New 

Environmental Law rather controversial. 

The above, in the context of a non- linear 

forest mapping process, during which 

Greece has been struggling for years to 

complete the National Forest Mapping 

plan, requiring a number of regions to be 

set under forest cadastral mapping.  



 

3 
KG LAW FIRM REF. NUM.: 4.283.021 

If not completely reversed by virtue of the 

New Environmental Law, to date, 44.3% 

of the Forest Maps are in the course of 

validation (finalization) while the 

remaining 55% is in the course of 

publication (posting/ανάρτηση) following 

which they will be validated and finalized. 

 
2. Housing agglomerations within 

forests or forestland 

In terms of process, the determination of 

Forest Maps involves the delineation and 

recording of forests and forestlands that 

fall under the protective provisions of 

Greek Forest legislation (mainly Forest law 

998/1979, amended through law 

4280/2014 and recently by the New 

Environmental Law). As a rule1, there is a 

presumption of ownership of forest areas 

(including core of forests [in Greek “δάση 

και εθνικοί δρυμοί”], grassland [in Greek 

“χορτολιβαδικές εκτάσεις”] and forestry 

land [in Greek “δασικές εκτάσεις”]) in 

favor of the Greek State, unless third 

parties can lawfully substantiate 

ownership rights. 

The qualification of a land as (public) 

forest land (or grassland or forestry land) 

at the request of any interested party, 

whether private (request for issuance of a 

land characterization act2 by the forest 

office) or public (on the occasion of 

elaboration of Forest Maps) causes 

serious constraints as regards its use and 

its exploitability: any land mapped within 

                                                           
1 Islands are treated differently. 
2 Given the lack of validated forest maps, 
classification of a forest are is so far taking place 
upon request by an individual or legal entity, 
owning or possessing such land. Designation of the 
forest character of an area has the meaning of 
determining the nature of this land and does not 
rule on its ownership status (resolved by the 
National Cadastre). 

a forest zone, cannot be built or 

otherwise developed3. It is possible to 

object the act qualifying the land as public 

land, provided there is a legal interest in 

such objection4. The part of land for 

which an objection is submitted is 

excluded from the final Forest Maps 

posting and final classification of the land 

is postponed until there is a final ruling 

from the so-called “Objection 

Examination Technical Committee” (in 

Greek “Τεχνική Επιτροπή Εξέτασης 

Αντιρρήσεων”). 

Conversely, in the absence of a binding 

land characterization act and/or of a 

national forest mapping system (in the 

areas not already set under mapping 

cadastral survey) lands which may even 

have clear characteristics of forest land 

are in practice easy to be encroached by 

private parties. 

In order to address such anomaly, draft 

legislation introduced in 2016 classified 

illegally constructed areas (built within 

forest land which has not been officially 

characterized as such) as “housing 

agglomerations” [in Greek “Οικιστικές 

πυκνώσεις”] and described them as 

“existing illegal building blocks in forests 

& natural ecosystems.” Such draft law 

was not upheld by Parliament.  Moreover, 

the same areas were deliberately carved 

out from the scope of Forest Maps and 

exempted from posting/validation 

procedures.  

                                                           
3 Although forest maps do not directly affect, 
reflect or regulate ownership rights, private areas 
shown as of forest character may be claimed by the 
State as public forest area. 
4 If it is classified as ΔΔ, ΔΑ, ΑΔ, ΧΧ, ΣΑ, ΑΧ, ΠΔ, and 
ΠΧ. Objections may also be submitted not only 
against forest maps but against land 
characterization acts. 
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However, the Supreme Council of State 

through its decision 685/2019 (rendered 

in its plenary session) censured the 

exemption of these areas (where housing 

agglomerations are built) from forest 

mapping as being in breach with article 24 

of Greek Constitution (re protection of the 

environment5). 

                                                           
5 Article 24 of Greek Constitution 
1. The protection of the natural and cultural 
environment constitutes a duty of the State 
and a right of every person. The State is bound 
to adopt special preventive or repressive measures 
for the preservation of the environment in the 
context of the principle of sustainable development. 
Matters pertaining to the protection of forests and 
forest expanses in general shall be regulated by 
law. The compilation of a forest registry constitutes 
an obligation of the State. Alteration of the use of 
forests and forest expanses is prohibited, except 
where agricultural development or other uses 
imposed for the public interest prevail for the 
benefit of the national economy. 
2. The master plan of the country, and the 
arrangement, development, urbanization and 
expansion of towns and residential areas in general, 
shall be under the regulatory authority and the 
control of the State, in the aim of serving the 
functionality and the development of settlements 
and of securing the best possible living conditions. 
The relevant technical choices and considerations 
are conducted according to the rules of science. The 
compilation of a national cadaster constitutes an 
obligation of the State. 
3. For the purpose of designating an area as 
residential and of activating its urbanization, 
properties included therein must participate, 
without compensation from the respective 
agencies, in the disposal of land necessary for the 
construction of roads, squares and public utility 
areas in general, and contribute toward the 
expenses for the execution of the basic public urban 
works, as specified by law. 
4. The law may provide for the participation 
of property owners of an area designated as 
residential in the development and general 
accommodation of that area, on the basis of an 
approved town plan, in exchange for real estate or 
apartments of equal value in the parts of such areas 
that shall finally be designated as suitable for 
construction or in buildings of the same area. 
5. The provisions of the preceding paragraphs shall 
also be applicable in the rehabilitation of existing 
residential areas. Spaces remaining free after 
rehabilitation shall be allotted to the creation of 
common utility areas or shall be sold to cover 

 

In alignment with the decision (res 

judicata) of the Supreme Council, Article 

50 of the New Environmental Law aims to 

correct this anomaly; it would essentially 

depict and include these areas on the 

map, within two months starting from the 

date of publication of such law, giving the 

right to any third party to submit 

objections against such qualification. 

Fears mount that this would ultimately 

lead to even more illegal constructions or 

housing agglomerations within forest 

lands and the eventual settlement of not 

legally built “residential clusters” [in Greek 

“συγκεντρώσεις κατοικιών”]. 

3. Bringing administrative acts as 

evidence for declassification of forest 

lands – change of forest use 

 

The New Environmental Law legalizes the 

conversion of forest to (private) 

agricultural land; the tools used for such 

legalization are administrative acts issued 

before the posting of Forest Maps, 

allowing the change of forest use. The 

Environmental Law recognizes, amongst 

others, the following acts, as giving rights 

which may supersede the forest 

classification acts: (a) building permits 

issued until the promulgation of the Greek 

Constitution of 1975, (b) expropriation 

decisions for grazing or housing of 

farmers, (c) granting of ownership or use 

decisions from agricultural authorities, (d) 

decisions of the ministry of Agriculture for 

partitioning or transfer of ownership 

                                                                             
expenses incurred for the rehabilitation, as specified 
by law. 
6. Monuments and historic areas and elements shall 
be under the protection of the State. A law shall 
provide for measures restrictive of private 
ownership deemed necessary for protection 
thereof, as well as for the manner and the kind of 
compensation payable to owners. 
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rights, (e) re-allotment acts, (f) licenses of 

any kind issued in same context, (g) 

decisions of public authorities on the 

approval of industrial or touristic use of 

land, etc. 

Within thirty (30) days from the date of 

posting of an invitation addressed from 

relevant forest offices, as this deadline is 

further extended through ministerial 

decision, all interested parties may submit 

conclusive evidence, leading to the 

declassification of such area from Forest 

Maps.  

As a result, in practice, the new Law 

substantially abolishes both the status 

and the role of the Forest Maps as a 

means of final determination and 

protection of forests, since for the first 

time their revision will be allowed in order 

to include lands, which are no longer 

covered by forestry legislation. Forest 

Maps are critically weakened to the status 

of a simple forest imaging tool of poor 

legal significance. 

 

4. Correction of errors, injustices and 

omissions – outline of legislative 

framework 

Forest Maps may include various 

mistakes, omissions (as mentioned above) 

and injustices, which can be cured 

through the procedure of submitting 

applications for manifest errors6 (a similar 

procedure is set out for erroneous entries 

of property rights with the National 

Cadastre & Mapping Agency) or 

                                                           
6 Manifest error is an indisputable error of 
judgment in complete disregard of the facts of the 
case, the applicable rule or law and credible 
evidence. It scarcely leads to a revision of the case 
in substance. 

objections7. Objection examination 

technical committees are henceforth 

entitled to take a more thorough view at 

the facts of the case and may revise initial 

qualification act or mapping classification 

based on a photo interpretation and a 

technical report, accompanying the 

objection as evidence. This report will 

prove or support the allegations of the 

interested party concerning the nature of 

the region disputed, for example whether 

it is a forestland/grassland8 area or not. 

The new law entitles any interested party 

to submit either objections or manifest 

errors applications within a deadline of 

105 days starting from the date of posting 

of the Forest Maps. 

 

                                                           
7 Objections or manifest errors may be submitted 
by individuals in cooperation with forest legislation 
specialists, who will assist them to research, submit 
and support said objections, such as lawyers and 
forest experts. 
8 Grassland on islands may henceforth be 
disqualified, if evidence on their low inclination is 
provided by their owners, through manifest errors’ 
applications or objections filed by them.  
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C O N C L U S I O N S  

Six years after the voting of the 

controversial law 4280/2014 on Housing 

Development in Forests and Woodlands, 

and four years after an unsuccessful 

attempt to legalize existing illegal buildings 

in forests & natural ecosystems, Greece’s 

Ministry of Environment, Energy and 

Climate Change submitted to the 

parliament a new Bill titled 

“Modernization of the Environmental 

legislation, transposition of Directives 

2018/844 and 2019/692 of the European 

Parliament and the Council into Greek 

Legislation and other provisions”, 

embarking in a systematic effort to relax 

the previously protective for the forest but 

also very rigid -in terms of established 

private interests- forest legislation. Such 

bill was followed by a ministerial decision, 

specifying the details of its 

implementation.

 

The main advantage of the new legal 

framework on forests is that by allowing 

proof of change of use of forest land (from 

public to private), if such change is 

evidenced through administrative acts, it 

cures injustices of the past in relation to 

established situations with the approval or 

at least tolerance of the State.  

However, this new legislation has been 

very controversial and has –quite 

predictably- attracted the lively interest 

for environmental groups and for forest 

experts, who most likely will challenge 

such law and dispute ministerial decision, 

as a large part of areas set under 

objections or manifest errors, would no 

longer be classified as public forests. 
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