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1 INTRODUCTION

The EU’s Maritime Spatial Planning Directive (2014/89/EU) calls on Member States to
apply “an ecosystem-based approach” (EBA) in their planning. At international leve],
UNESCO has called for the use of EBA in maritime spatial plans®.

How to integrate EBA into MSP?

This guidance aims to support the work of planners, experts and stakeholders in EU Mem-
ber States. It presents a practical, stepwise approach for incorporating an ecosystem-
based approach (EBA) in maritime spatial plans (MSPs). It is aimed at officials preparing
the plans, experts supporting theirwork, as well as stakeholders involved in the prepara-
tion and implementation of maritime spatial plans. Within the overall method presented
here, this guidance also includes a practical method to monitor and evaluate EBA in mari-
time spatial planning.

To prepare this guidance, we carried out an extensive literature review?, interviewed MSP
practitioners across the EU and incorporated lessons learned fromfive case studies 3 carried
out in different regional seas, addressing specific methodological challenges relevant to the
integration of EBA in MSP.

What you will find in this practical guidance

e The guidance presents an introduction to ecosystem-based concepts, principles and
approaches (section 2).

e The guidance describes how work under the EU regulatory framework - including the
Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) - provides resources for EBA in MSP
(section 3).

e It presents a set of key actions to integrate EBA in the main steps of the MSP process
(section 4).

e It describes potential tools that can be applied as part of operationalizing EBA in MSP
(section 4 and Annex I).

e It provides an approach to monitor, evaluate and review progress in integrating EBA in
MSP (section 5).

e Throughout, the guidance provides illustrations from MSP case studies, conducted in
Member States (and beyond), as well as references for users to further explore when
integrating EBA into MSP.

What you will not find in this practical guidance
While this guidance outlines how to proceed toward integrating EBA into MSP, with poten-

tial issues to consider and key analytical tools that could be applied, it is not a technical
manual for using these tools.

! This guidance refers to maritime spatial planning, the term used in the EU Directive. At UN level and in other
contexts, marine spatial planning is often used. In this document, these two terms are considered the same.

2 Strosser, P., et al, Study on Integrating an Eco -system-based Approach into Maritime Spatial Planning: What
are the lessons from current practice in applying Ecosystem-Based Approaches in Maritime Spatial Planning?
Results from the literature review, August 2021 (prepared for the European Commission — European Climate,
Infrastructure and Environment Executive Agency, CINEA), available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-
detail/-/publication/be6c1830-2d63-11ec-bd8e-0laa75ed7 1al/language-en

3 ACTeon, Baltic Environmental Forum, Fresh Thoughts, GRID-Arendal and Wageningen Research, Study on inte-
grating an ecosystem-based approach into maritime spatial planning: Project case-study reports, August 2021
(prepared for the European Commission — the European Climate, Infrastructure and Environment Exe cutive
Agency, CINEA), available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication -detail/-/publication/707ddfe7-353c-11ec
bd8e-01laa75ed71al/lanquage-en/format-PDF/source-238648827



https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/be6c1830-2d63-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/be6c1830-2d63-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/707ddfe7-353c-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-238648827
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/707ddfe7-353c-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-238648827
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We moreover recognise that this document cannot be a definitive cookbook providing a
fixed set of rules. There is no one-size-fits-all solution for integrating EBA into MSP - which
is a context-specific process that can be adapted as environmental, socio-economic or
institutional settings change. The MSP process, and any EBA that may be applied, will
depend on the governance context in each Member State, on the data and analytical ca-
pacity available, and on the resources available at national and regional sea level. One
thing we've learned from talking to practitioners and experts is that in each country, both
MSP itself as well as activities for EBA in MSP, will start with existing national approaches
for implementing EU legislation, carrying out environmental monitoring and bringing to-
getherinstitutions, researchers and stakeholders.

Further work and future developments

We've reviewed existing guidance documents for MSP and EBA. Those documents can also
provide insights for your work on EBA and MSP - and they may provide insights on key
areas that this guidance doesn’t coverin depth. The box below provides a list of a few key
existing guidance documents.

Examples of key guidance documents on EBA and MSP

IOC-UNESCO, Marine spatial planning: A Step-by-Step Approach toward Ecosystem-based Man-
agement, 2009, and IOC-UNESCO/European Commission, MSPglobal International Guide on Ma-
rine/Maritime Spatial Planning, 20214

Pan Baltic Scope, EBA in MSP - a SEA inclusive handbook, 2019°

UN Environment/MAP, Conceptual Framework for Marine Spatial Planning in the Mediterranean,
20186

WWF, Guidance paper: Ecosystem based Maritime Spatial Planning in Europe and how to assess
it, 20217

The information in the following sections may provide a starting point for your work on
EBA, or it might complement the knowledge you already have. Whichever the case, we
encourage you to use this practical guidance and to contribute to the ongoing development
of EBA and its integration into MSP. Rememberthat work on the integration of EBA in MSP
is constantly evolving in the EU and around the world, in particularas EU Member States
implement the MSP Directive as well as other parts of the EU regulatory framework. What
is presented in this practical guidance will need to be regularly updated and complemented
by these practical experiencesin Europe and beyond. Key MSP actors - such as the Euro-
pean Commission, EU Member States, UNESCO-IOC, regional sea commissions and NGOs
- may wish to review this and other guidance documents in the medium-term, perhaps in
five years or so, drawing on these experiences and in preparation for the revision of mar-
itime spatial plans in Europe.

* Both these documents are available at: httos://www.mspglobal2030.org/resources/key-msp -references/

5 Available at: http://www.panbalticscope.eu/wp -content/uploads/2019/12/EBAINMSP_FINAL-1.pdf

% Available at:
http://paprac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings/MSP%20Conceptual%20Framework%20EN.pdfhttp://pa-
prac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings /MSP %2 0Conce ptual%20Framework%2 0EN. pdf

7 Available at:

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_eb maritime_spatial planning guidance pa-

per_march 2021.pdf

In addition, BirdLife International has published a short position paper on EBA in MSP - see: https://www.bird-
life.org/sites/default/files/how to apply the ecosystem-based approach in_marine spatial planning.pdf



https://www.mspglobal2030.org/resources/key-msp-references/
http://www.panbalticscope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/EBAinMSP_FINAL-1.pdf
http://paprac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings/MSP%20Conceptual%20Framework%20EN.pdfhttp:/paprac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings/MSP%20Conceptual%20Framework%20EN.pdf
http://paprac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings/MSP%20Conceptual%20Framework%20EN.pdfhttp:/paprac.org/storage/app/media/Meetings/MSP%20Conceptual%20Framework%20EN.pdf
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_eb_maritime_spatial_planning_guidance_paper_march_2021.pdf
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_eb_maritime_spatial_planning_guidance_paper_march_2021.pdf
https://www.birdlife.org/sites/default/files/how_to_apply_the_ecosystem-based_approach_in_marine_spatial_planning.pdf
https://www.birdlife.org/sites/default/files/how_to_apply_the_ecosystem-based_approach_in_marine_spatial_planning.pdf
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2 APPLYING EBA IN MSP: WHAT IS IT ABOUT?

This section provides an overview of the ecosystem-based approach and of maritime spatial
planning. The section first highlights the importance of EBA for MSP, then presents a way
of understanding EBA in terms of three main elements, and it closes by discussing the
benefits of integrating EBA in MSP.

The section provides a basis for Section 3, which describes how different parts of the EU
regulatory framework can play a key role in integrating EBA into MSP, and for also Section
4, which shows how EBA can be addressed in each step of the MSP cycle. Section 5 then
discusses how the integration of EBA in MSP can be monitored, evaluated and reviewed.

2.1 Why is an ecosystem-based approach important for MSP?

Around the world, citizens, stakeholders and governments are becoming more aware of
the many values of oceans and seas. Science provides new insights into the wealth of
biodiversity in our seas, and citizens around the world are realising that we live on a blue
planet. Policy makers and entrepreneurs are looking to develop new, sustainable opportu-
nities in the blue economy from renewable energy to advanced aquaculture. As a result,
however, the world’s oceans and seas are becoming ever more crowded with economic
activities — and this is the case especially in the EU’s regional seas. Moreover, in the EU
and globally, increasing the areas established for biodiversity protection is also recognised
as a growing need. Maritime spatial planning is a policy response that can allocate space
for current and future human activities as well as for nature and biodiversity, reconciling
and making trade-offs among competing goals. Around the world, countries from Australia
to Indonesia to Belize have developed maritime spatial plans — and since 2014 this is a
requirement forthe EU’s maritime Member States.

2.1.1 The EU s MSP Directive

In Europe, some of our regional seas are as crowded as our land territory, and MSP re-
sponds to the pressing need to manage maritime space. Member States suchas Belgium
and Germany were among the pioneers in establishing plans for their maritime areas. The
European Union established a common approach by adopting Directive 2014 /89/EU es-
tablishing a framework for maritime spatial planning?, the so-called MSP Directive.
In its provisions, the Directive seeks, among others, to:

reduce conflicts between sectors and create synergies between activities;

encourage investment - by creating predictability, transparency and clearer rules in
the management and sharing of marine space;

protect marine ecosystems; and

increase cross-border cooperation among EU countries.

Member States should establish maritime spatial plans by March 2021 and implement them
thereafter. Under the Directive, EBA, together with sustainability, is a core part of MSP
(see the box below).

8 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014L0089&from=EN
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The MSP Directive calls for an ecosystem-based approach
The Directive’s Preamble states that:

(14) In order to promote the sustainable growth of maritime economies, the sustainable develop-
ment of marine areas and the sustainable use of marine resources, maritime spatial planning
should apply an ecosystem-based approach as referred to in Article 1(3) of Directive
2008/56/EC° with the aim of ensuring that the collective pressure of all activities is kept
within levels compatible with the achievementofgood environmental status and that the
capacity of marine ecosystems to respond to human-induced changes is not compromised, while
contributing to the sustainable use of marine goods and services by present and future genera-
tions... (emphasis added)

Article 5 on the Objectives of maritime spatial planning specifies that:

1. When establishing and implementing maritime spatial planning, Member States shall consider
economic, social and environmental aspects to support sustainable development and growth in
the maritime sector, applying an ecosystem-based approach, and to promote the coexistence
of relevant activities and uses. (emphasis added)

The ecosystem-based approach is, in the words of the Secretariat for the Convention on
Biological Diversity, “a strategy for the integrated management of land, water and living
resources that promotes conservation and sustainable use in an equitable way”°. EBA is
thus closely linked both to safeguarding the conservation and protection of ecosystems
and to ensuring the sustainability of economic activities. The MSP Directive, in addition to
calling for an ecosystem-based approach, highlights the importance of sustainability (see
the box below).

Sustainability is a core objective of the MSP Directive
Article 1 of the Directive states that:

This Directive establishes a framework for maritime spatial planning aimed at promoting the sus-
tainable growth of maritime economies, the sustainable development of marine areas and
the sustainable use of marine resources. (emphasis added)

2.1.2 A clarification: the process and the plan

MSP is intended to achieve sustainable maritime economies while preserving the proper
functioning of the marine ecosystems. The integration of EBA should contribute to this. It
is important to recognise that EBA is relevant both for a maritime spatial plan that is put
in place and the process of developing that plan. This guidance distinguishes between the
MSP process, on the one hand, and the outcome of the process on the other: the outcome
is the plan which is adopted and then implemented. When considering the plan itself, a key
question is whether is contributes to societal goals - including those for ecosystems and
sustainability. When considering the MSP process, a key question is the extent to which
EBA has been integrated in each of its stages, including implementation of the plan.

° NB. The Marine Strategy Framework Directive
10 https://www.cbd.int/ecosystem/
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2.2 The main elements of an Ecosystem-based Approach

The Malawi Principles, developed in 1998 under the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), provided perhaps the first international presentation of the ecosystem-based ap-
proach. A range of policy and academic documents have since developed the definitions of
EBA and closely related concepts such as ecosystem-based management (EBM). These
many definitions, though broadly similar, have varied in their emphasis. As a result, a
universal implementation framework is not available. This guidance draws on a recent re-
view of reports and documents on EBA, including the Malawi Principles, to identify 15 main
principles for EBA in MSP!!, (Annex II provides an overview of the Malawi Principles and
the basis for the approach presented here.) To facilitate the understanding of EBA and its
practical application, these 15 principles have been organised into three broad themes
representing the main aspects of EBA specifically relevant for MSP:

(1) capturing the functioning and dynamics of marine ecosystems,

(2) accounting for relevant human activities and socio-economic considerations in-
cluding their interconnections with marine ecosystems, and

(3) organising the MSP process with regard to governance and management.

The box below indicates how the EBA principles fit under the three themes and the figure
on the next page presents an overview of the three themes. The sub-sections that follow
provide further descriptionforeach theme.

The principles of EBA can be organised into three broad themes*

Capturing the integrity, functioning and dynamics of marine ecosystems

e Consider the ecological integrity and biodiversity of marine ecosystems;
Consider ecosystem connections and define distinct boundaries;
Account for the dynamic nature of ecosystems;
Particularly relevant for the environmental aspect of sustainability;
Consider appropriate spatial and temporal scales;

Incorporating human activities and their potential ecosystem effects along with their
socio-economic considerations
e Make explicit human activities, their pressures and ecosystem services delivered as
part of an entire Socio-Ecological System (SES);
e Take account of the cumulative impacts of human activities;
e Givepriority to sustainability as priority policy objective accounting for ecological as well
as socio-economic goals and how society chooses to balance them;
e Consider appropriate spatial and temporal scales;

Organising the MSP process with regard to governance and management

e Make best use of up-to-date scientific knowledge;
Mobilise interdisciplinary science to address the different components of the SES;
Acknowledge uncertainty in assessments and decisions;
Support integrated management accounting for all sectors and issues;
Support adaptive management of marine ecosystems to address unexpected (climate,
socio-economic) changes, including by setting long-term management objectives;
Apply the precautionary principle for issues where uncertainty is significant;
e Develop appropriate monitoring for capturing the functioning and dynamics of the SES;
e Mobilise stakeholders and support management at the lowest appropriate level.

* Note that some principles fit under more than one theme. Please see Annex II for an overview
of the 15 principles.

1 This is taken from Long R.D., et al, Key principles of marine ecosystem-based management, Marine Policy, Vol.
57, July 2015, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2015.01.013
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Figure 1: The EPA principles: overview of the three broad themes
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ecosystems; spatial and temporal scales
that reflect the functioning

and dynamics of ecosystems

INTEGRATING AN ECOSYSTEM-BASED
APPROACH IN MARITIME SPATIAL
PLANNING

2.2.1 Capturing the integrity, functioning and dynamics of marine ecosystems
Ecosystems are at the core of EBA. Key aspects such as ecosystem health, integrity, di-
versity and functioning need to be addressed. Moreover, the EU has a set of policy goals
for ecosystem protection, restoration and management (see Section 3). The degree to
which specific ecosystemissues are incorporated in MSP is determined also by the outcome
of the stakeholder process and the available knowledge. In each cycle of the MSP process,
these need to be balanced but may initiate the further development of the knowledge base
where clear gaps are identified. This should then allow the MSP process to become increas-
ingly ecosystem-based as a deeper EBA is applied.

The following indications can guide the application of EBA in the MSP process with regards
to capturing the integrity, functioning and dynamics of marine ecosystems::

¢ The level of detail. The MSFD, for example, distinguishes between ecosystem com-
ponents (e.g. fish or seabirds), major species groups (e.g. cetaceans and seals) or
specific species list (e.g. IUCN red list). The representation of the ecosystem can be
improved by including more (and different) aspects of the ecosystem in greater detail.
But this comes with increasing demands on the monitoring programmes and data avail-
ability. If the knowledge base is not suited for this, it will only obfuscate the process
and result in huge uncertainties likely to hamper informed decision-making.

o Ecosystem interactions. The various ecosystem components are connected through
foodwebs and other relationships. Including these allows the consideration of knock-on
effects fromecosystem components known to be affected on other ecosystem compo-
nents that are unlikely to be directly affected. Again, this puts considerable demands
on the knowledge basis (e.g. foodweb interactions) and provides an additional layer of
complexity.

¢ Ecosystem boundaries and spatio-temporal scale. The chosen ecosystembound-
aries need to be large enough to adequately cover the spatial distributions of the main
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ecosystemcomponents (and/or the main anthropogenic pressures, see Section 2.2.2),
but not so large that the effects of decisions in the MSP process are lost in the com-
plexity and natural dynamics of the ecosystem. The spatial scale should be adequate
to represent the distribution of the ecosystem components. In practice, this is mainly
determined by habitats or sessile species, as mobile species often operate at large
spatial scales. The temporal scale needs to be appropriate to capture the dynamics of
the relevant components (i.e. natural but also as the consequence of the planned hu-
man activities) and drives the design of the monitoring programmes. The time horizon
chosen for the assessments should cover a long-enough period to capture any likely
ecosystemimpacts.

¢ Exogenous drivers. Climate changeis likely to affect the ecosystems and their func-
tioning and may cause the ecosystem dynamics to exceed historic levels of both its
abiotic and biotic components. One concrete consequence is the increase of the water
temperature contributing to shifts in the species distributions relevant for the spatial
planning of conservation areas (such as marine protected areas, MPAs), or pattems of
exploitation, such as fisheries.

2.2.2 Incorporating human activities and their socio-economic considerations

MSP is about managing human activities, and the integration of EBA requires an explicit
consideration of their potential ecosystem effects and social-economic consequences. This
determines which activities should be included but may also require more detail on how
they may impact the ecosystem as well as the socio-economic drivers determining their
allocation and operations. In addition, MSP should consider the socio-economic benefits
that different activities derive from marine ecosystems. Ultimately, applying EBA in MSP
requires that the socio-economic drivers and their goals need to be balanced with environ-
mental goals set for the ecosystem.

The integration of EBA in the MSP process for the theme of human activities should consider
the following elements:

o Selectionof activities and theirinformation requirements. Sectoral activities be-

ing planned as part of the MSP processes need to be considered. The demand for the
products they deliver largely determines the preferred locations and spatial extent of
these activities. Integration of EBA may apply to the maritime (i.e. sectoral) spatial
planning at the basis of MSP but may also involve a wider selection of sectors and their
activities fromthe perspective of the marine (i.e. ecosystemfocus) spatial planning in
terms of e.g. cumulative effects, to the activities of very different sectors not taking
place within the MSP area but potentially impacting the same ecosystemand its com-
ponents.
One example is that the effects of mortality of seabirds from collisions caused by off-
shore wind farms may add to the effects of reduced chick survival in the coastal zone
or even on land (due to contaminants or tourism). A further example illustrates that
additional information may be required because specific activities cause additional pres-
sures (e.g. noise or pollution) impacting the environment beyond “only” those required
for production: bottom trawl fisheries not only cause mortality of the commercial fish
species but also other non-target sensitive fish species, such as sharks and rays, and
possibly marine mammals or seabirds. In addition, there is damage to the seafloor from
abrasion as well as relatively minor pressures such as noise contaminants or litter which
may contribute tothe cumulative impacts on certain vulnerable species. Thus, with the
decision to include a specific sector comes the decision which pressures to include as
these determine the potential environmental impacts.

¢ Capturing the benefits that services provided by marine ecosystems deliver.
Marine ecosystems provide a wide range of ecosystem services that benefit different
activities, sectors and citizens from the local to the global scale. Understanding the
importance of these benefits, how these might be impacted as a result of the spatial
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development of sectoral activities and how protection of (parts of) the ecosystemcan
optimise their delivery are key to integrating EBA in MSP.

Balancing socio-economic and environmental goals. The goal of sustainable lev-
els of exploitation requires the explicit consideration of trade-offs between environmen-
tal, social and economic goals. This starts in the designing step when all relevant policy
objectives, as well as priorities for a representative set of stakeholders (e.g. sectoral
representatives, environmental NGOs, representatives of local communities) are con-
sidered. In the subsequent steps, this is translated into requirements for the knowledge
base, transdisciplinary or (at least) interdisciplinary science as well as an integrated
assessment framework that addresses all societal goals and all dimensions of sustain-
ability.

Accounting for exogenous societal drivers. Macro-economic developments, cli-
mate change or changes in cultural attitudes may alter economic sectors’ development
priorities as well as the value society puts on specific ecosystem services or on the
conservation of (aspects of) biodiversity. It is thus necessary to identify these drivers
and assess theirimportance, including in how they can impact the balance between the
different societal goals relevant to MSP.

2.2.3 Organising the MSP process with regard to governance and management
Accounting for EBA in MSP has many implications in terms of governance and manage-
ment. Key elements include the following:

Stakeholders representing different sectors (e.g. benefiting from marine resources)
and ecological interests (e.g. environmental NGOs) as well as science and policy are
mobilised across the stages of the MSP process. Integrating views from all sectors,
bringing stakeholdersin the process fromthe onset and mobilising stakeholders at the
lowest appropriate management scale (e.g. at thescale of individual spatial units con-
sidered in maritime spatial plans) are principles that are seen as key to effective stake-
holder involvement;

Dedicated mechanisms are put in place at the science-policy interface to make best
use of up-to-date scientific interdisciplinary knowledge including for (1) characterising
uncertainty in technical, ecological and socio-economic assessments carried out to sup-
port MSP decisions, and (2) applying the precautionary principle whenever duly justi-
fied/necessary;

Sound environmental monitoring (in terms of ecological aspects covered, spatial cov-
erage, number of monitoring locations, frequency of monitoring) will capture changes
in marine ecosystems and how these might be affected by MSP decisions. It is im-
portant also to monitor other components of the socio-ecological system (e.g. changes
in socio-economic activities and of anthropic pressures) so as to anticipate likely
changes in anthropic pressures and take timely actions to protect marine ecosystens;
Adequate attention is given to the main actors and dynamics of the social-ecological
system considered, taking account of uncertainty when decisions on the sharing and
management of marine spaceare made: (1) putting in place mechanisms that build on
monitoring results and on updated knowledge for anticipating future and unexpected
(climate and socio-economic/global) changes; (2) adapting planning and manage-
ment according to monitoring results; and (3) applying dedicated methods and tools
that give priority to adaptive management and resilient development pathways.
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2.3 How does EBA fit into the MSP cycle?

The IOC-UNESCO 2009 guidance?? highlights a central characteristic of maritime spatial
planning: "MSP does not lead to a one-time plan. It is a continuing, iterative process that
learns and adapts over time...”. While that publication sets out a ten-step cycle for MSP,
this guidance uses a simpler, five-stage cycle developed for a Baltic Sea project and based
on the experience of EU Member States in that regional sea!3. Thesefive stagesare:

1. Defining: setting the frame for the MSP, organising the MSP process and iden-
tifying its priority objectives and principles (societal goals)

2. Developing: building the knowledge b