
A

Mobilising

the
Marine  
act
Implementing 
Marine Spatial 
Planning in the UK: 
lessons learned from 
international  
case studies

Prepared by Dawn Sellers, 
WWF-UK, in conjunction with 
the Marine Conservation Society, 
RSPB and The Wildlife Trusts

 

Summary

WWF-UK

Panda House, Weyside Park
Godalming, Surrey GU7 1XR
t: +44 (0)1483 426444
f: +44 (0)1483 426409

The mission of WWF is to stop the degradation of the planet’s 
natural environment and to build a future in which humans live 
in harmony with nature, by:
· conserving the world’s biological diversity
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for comprehensive marine 
legislation to protect our 
seas and create a new 
MSP regime in UK waters. 
We now look forward to 
its implementation. But it’s 
important that we ensure it is effectively 
implemented, to safeguard UK marine 
wildlife, habitats and resources for future 
generations to come. The UK minister 
for marine and natural environment, Huw 
Irranca-Davies, stated that “the UK is a 
world leader in many aspects of marine 
management and protection”.3 We very 
much hope that with full implementation  
of the Marine and Coastal Access Act  
that will be the case.
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This briefing summarises the key findings and discussions  
in the report Mobilising the Marine Act. The full report aims to  
provide guidance on the implementation of the UK Marine and 
Coastal Access Act 2009, in particular with respect to marine 
planning. It builds on an earlier report by Malcolm MacGarvin 
(2000)¹ and uses case studies to illustrate how other countries 
are developing marine governance structures and policy, focusing 
on marine spatial planning (MSP). It highlights examples of good 
practice and lessons learned that are of relevance to the UK.  
The report also covers one of the many tools to be used within  
an MSP framework – marine protected areas (MPAs) – which  
in many countries have been developed further.

We investigated five international 
examples of marine governance, in 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 
California and Belgium. The experience 
from these case studies provides a 
learning curve which we in the UK can 
use to develop robust, stakeholder-
endorsed planning. This will help to avoid 
unnecessary obstacles and delays in 
establishing our own MSP regime. 

The UK Marine and Coastal Access 
Act 2009 is a welcome and key milestone 
towards achieving “clean, healthy, safe, 
productive and biologically diverse 
oceans and seas”.2 Environmental 
NGOs have campaigned for 10 years 

Background and information 

the UK Marine and coastal access act 2009  
is a welcome and key milestone towards  
achieving “clean, healthy, safe, productive and  
biologically diverse oceans and seas”.

The Marine (Scotland) Bill was 
introduced into the Scottish parliament 
in April 2009. It is expected to become 
statute in early 2010. The Northern 
Ireland executive plans to introduce 
a Marine Bill to the Northern Ireland 
assembly by 2011.

m o b i l i s i n g  t h e  m A r i n e  A c t

bird sanctuary  
on the Farne islands, 
northumberland, england.
 

miscellaneous fish on display at rock nore  
Fisheries, an msc certified fish seller in hastings, 
east sussex, england.
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aUStraLia
A lack of integration of environmental 
issues into a fragmentary marine policy 
structure, added to the need to update the 
current policy and law to take into account 
the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea and exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) law, led to the development 
of Australia’s Oceans Policy (AOP). The 
aim of AOP was to provide national 
coordination and consistency for marine 
planning and management, while allowing 
for regional diversity. A central feature of 
AOP is the introduction of regional marine 
plans (RMPs) to implement multiple-use, 
ecosystem-based management. The RMP 
process has provided an impetus to the 

canaDa
Canada’s Oceans Act was introduced 
in 1997 and aims to create an 
integrated approach to Canada’s ocean 
management. Canada’s Oceans Strategy 
(COS) was launched in July 2002, with 
the objectives of understanding and 
protecting the marine environment. 
Canada’s Oceans Action Plan (2005-07) 
was developed as a tool to implement 
COS. The Eastern Scotian Shelf 
integrated management (ESSIM) initiative 
is one approach the Department for 
Fisheries & Oceans (DFO) has adopted 
to put integrated oceans management 
into practice. The Eastern Scotian Shelf 
ocean management plan is a five-year 
strategic plan (2006-11) for the integrated 
management of all policies, programmes, 
sectoral plans, measures and activities 
in or affecting the Eastern Scotian Shelf 
large ocean management area. Although 
Canada was one of the first countries  
to develop a policy for the management 
of its marine environment, in reality the 
process of implementation of the Oceans 
Act and MSP has been extremely slow. 
Evidence suggests that there is still  
a lack of an overarching strategy for the 
overall implementation, and the process 
seems to be piecemeal and ad hoc.  
There are concerns that there has 
been little or no change in practices 
on the water. A clear shortfall with the 
ESSIM plan is that it does not include 
‘spatial’ planning elements, such as 
maps identifying marine uses, activity 
designations or MPAs. The fact that there 
is no legislative requirement for spatial 
planning in Canada makes the process 
of integrated management very slow and, 
as yet, there is not an approach for the 
management of all Canadian waters.

neW ZeaLanD
Despite New Zealand’s intention in 
2000 to introduce a national oceans 
policy, new legislation remains in 
development and the approach to 
managing marine resources and planning 
remains piecemeal. The intention of 
the policy is to ensure integrated and 
consistent management of the ocean 
within New Zealand’s jurisdiction. New 
Zealand’s Resource Management Act 
(RMA) 1991 is the primary legislative 
tool for the management of the marine 
environment, including the terrestrial 
environment and the territorial seas 
(12nm). Implementation of MPAs in the 
territorial seas (TS) is reasonably well 
developed, with 7.6% protected and highly 
protected MPAs designated, which are 
supported by the local community and 
have generated economic benefits for 
them. With respect to MSP, however, New 
Zealand’s approach for the waters of its 
EEZ lags behind recent developments 
in Europe and in the UK. There is 
currently a fragmented approach to the 
management of marine activities, with 
gaps in regulation and no commitment 
to MSP beyond 12nm. This has resulted 
in an inconsistency in the application of 
regulation in the marine environment. 

caLiFOrnia
In the USA there is no overarching legal 
framework for ocean management, but 
there is now a process to develop a 
more integrated approach. Currently the 
system is complex, with the environmental 
impact of different activities managed by 
different regulations, and a number of 
agencies are involved. The US Coastal 
Zone Management Act 1972 was adopted 
to meet the challenge of continued growth 
in the coastal zone. Subsequently the 
California Coastal Act was adopted in 
1976 with the aim to protect, conserve, 
restore and enhance environmental and 
human-based resources of the California 
coast and ocean for environmentally 
sustainable use by current and future 
generations. The Marine Life Protection 
Act was passed in 1999, which directs 
the state to re-evaluate and redesign 
California’s system of MPAs to increase 
coherence and effectiveness in protecting 
marine life and habitats, ecosystems 
and natural heritage. There has been 
some success in establishing a number 
of MPAs, including highly protected 
sites. But seemingly, despite extensive 
stakeholder engagement in the process,  
a component of the stakeholders has 
been disenfranchised by the outcome. 
Some stakeholders claimed they have  
lost historical fishing grounds and that 
their livelihoods are threatened. There  
has been little progress in the 
development of marine planning in 
Californian waters; however, integrated 
coastal zone management appears to be 
working, but this is restricted to 3nm. 

BeLGiUM
The North Sea is one of the most 
heavily exploited marine areas in the 
world, and the Belgian part of the North 
Sea lies in the centre of commercial 
activities. Historically, there was a top-
down approach to ocean management 
in Belgium, with a lack of common 
understanding between stakeholders. 
Furthermore, a lack of political will and 
consistency within government, and a lack 
of continuity, poor communication and 
poor stakeholder involvement (particularly 
on MPAs) hindered progress. Belgium’s 
Marine Protection Act was introduced 
in 1999, and brought about the ‘master 
plan’ that aims to serve as an overarching 
framework for a multi-use planning system 
covering the entire TS and EEZ. Belgium 
is among the first countries to actually 
start developing an operational, multiple-
use planning system covering its TS and 
EEZ. In the early days, discontinuity within 
the government department caused 
setbacks. And more recently, political 
momentum appears to have stalled, 
limiting further progress. A bottom-up 
approach with direct contact among 
actors brought some success in the 
process of developing MSP. In addition, 
scientifically-based MPAs have been 
designated with stakeholder involvement 
and acceptance. Strict marine reserves 
have been designated, where all activities 
are forbidden. MPA ‘user agreements’ 
are, however, voluntary and depend on 
stakeholder ownership – and therefore 
have the potential to unravel.

In the last five years, development of MSP, particularly in Europe, has grown. 

Historically Australia and Canada have generally been considered international 

leaders in the field of marine governance. However, progress in these countries 

over the last 10 years has been slow, and the level of attention focusing on  

MSP varies. Each country discussed in this report has approached integrated 

ocean management in its own unique way. This report illustrates how other 

countries are continuing to address spatial planning in the marine environment, 

highlights examples of good practice and identifies important lessons learned 

with particular relevance to the UK. We urge the UK government to take on 

board these lessons as it implements its own Marine and Coastal Access Act. 

development of commonwealth MPAs, 
feeding into the national representative 
system of MPAs. At first glance it appears 
that Australia is progressing well on its 
approach to oceans governance and 
marine planning, but further analysis 
shows that it has both stalled on delivery 
and suffered some setbacks to achieving 
effective implementation. The state 
government is not required to implement 
national oceans policy within state waters 
(i.e. 3nm), nor RMPs, which is surprising 
given that the inshore area generally can 
be considered a busy multi-use area. 
Over the last 10 years, progress made 
in Australia on the delivery of MSP has 
been quite disappointing, while progress 
in designating MPAs has been better. 
With regards to MPA network aims and 
principles, however, it is recognised that 
there are some limitations that need  
to be addressed, not least that the 
network is not achieving its conservation 
goals and that economic considerations 
are taking priority. 

the north Sea is one of  
the most heavily exploited 
marine areas in the world 
and the Belgian part of the 
north Sea lies in the centre 
of commercial activities.

the famous twelve 
Apostles rock formation 
on the great ocean road, 
Victoria, Australia.

container port on the  
north sea, Antwerp, belgium.
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OVerVieW OF the LeSSOnS Learnt 

Despite disappointing progress in  
other parts of the world, there is still  
much that can be learned from a range  
of experiences. The key lessons emerging 
from the case studies are no great 
surprise, but serve to enforce a number  
of important points. The following  
lessons are repeated across the range  
of case studies. 
 
Lessons relevant to  
infrastructure for the delivery  
of MSP
A key lesson that emerges from the  
case studies relating to the infrastructure 
for delivery of MSP is the need for 
political will and strong political 
leadership. Additionally, there is a need 
for ongoing momentum in moving from 
the development stage to the delivery. 
An example of where this has not been 
the case is in Canada, where progress 
has been particularly slow in the last 
10 years due to lack of political will 
and momentum. A cross-government 
approach is also needed, particularly 
for delivering MSP. This has not been 
the case in Australia, where the state 
government is not required to implement 
national oceans policy or regional 
marine plans within state waters – and 
this represents a major gap. Adequate 
funding and resources for development, 
implementation and evaluation is also very 
important. Goals and objectives need to 
be clear, and communicated well, with a 
clear action plan and timetable to deliver 
them. This is important, otherwise it can 
lead to problems, as in Canada where the 
implementation of the oceans policy has 
stalled. Stakeholders need to be engaged 
and involved at the earliest opportunity 
to demonstrate an open and transparent 
process. This would avoid the problems 
that occurred in the early stages of ocean 
management in Belgium, where there  
was a lack of common understanding 
among stakeholders. 

Key lessons that emerged from 
the case studies relating to the 
implementation of MSP include the 
need for a comprehensive and cross-

sectoral approach, with a clear regulatory 
framework. A whole-waters approach 
is also needed, which can be tackled 
and prioritised in stages. To prevent 
accusations of unfairness, and ensure that 
all interests are treated evenly, no areas 
should be omitted. An adaptive approach 
taken on a region-by-region basis, like 
Australia’s regional marine plans, has the 
benefit of learning by experience. 
 
Specific lessons for the 
development of a network  
of MPAs
A number of key lessons emerged 
from the case studies relating to the 
development of a network of MPAs, 
including the need for the site selection  
to be based on science and the 
recognition that the MPA can result in 
economic as well as the biodiversity 
benefits. There needs to be recognition  
of the value of highly protected sites within 
a network, and this should be reflected 
in practice. The New Zealand case study 
highlights that highly protected MPAs 
can provide measureable ecological 
benefits within a few years. We advise 
that accountability should lie with the 
government as it is responsible for 
delivering the range of MPA-related 
commitments, and consensus among 
stakeholders is ideal. The process should 
include and take into account stakeholder 
consultation/involvement. In California, 
despite stakeholder engagement in 
the process of MPA site selection, a 
component of the stakeholders has been 
disenfranchised and claim they have lost 
historical fishing grounds. Consequently, 
it appears that the type and process of 
stakeholder engagement is important. 

Lessons with regards to  
managing expectations
There is a need to manage the 
expectations of stakeholders in both the 
MSP and MPA processes. Currently,  
there appears to be some confusion 
in England – through the regional 
projects, the stakeholders will propose 
the MCZs that will be adopted. In fact, 
the government will reserve the right to 
designate the sites it feels are necessary 
to complete the ecologically coherent 
network of MCZs, while taking into 
account the thinking of the stakeholder 
projects and any consensus gained. 
Managing stakeholder expectations 
therefore will be fundamental to the 
success of any initiative, be it developing 
marine spatial plans or a network 
of MPAs. The lessons that relate to 
managing stakeholder expectations 
include the need for clear goals, with 
objectives that are communicated well 
and involve the stakeholders at the  
earliest opportunity. There needs to be  
an understanding among stakeholders  
of their role in the process and the 
limitations of their involvement. This  
would prevent the problems, for example, 
that occurred in Belgium. The processes 
should be open and transparent. 

Clarity on who has ultimate 
responsibility for selecting and  
designating MPA or marine plans is 
important, and a clear understanding 
by stakeholders of their role is also key: 
working collectively where possible 
to reach consensus has the benefit of 
building a sense of ownership.

marine spatial planning  
in the UK will help identify 
areas for marine renewables, 
such as windfarms.
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langoustine on display  
at a farmers market.
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OVerVieW OF the 
recOMMenDatiOnS  
anD OUtPUtS 

In the past decade, considerable 
commitment has been made politically  
to the development of oceans governance 
and MSP. Ten years ago Australia and 
Canada were leading the way in delivery 
of MSP, including networks of MPAs. 
Since 2000, however, their progress has 
been disappointing. There have also been 
interesting developments in New Zealand 
and California from which we can learn. 
At this stage, the UK and Europe were 
clearly lagging behind. In the last decade, 
however, the UK and Europe have 
made significant progress, particularly 
with respect to political commitment, 
through, for example, the marine strategy 
framework directive and the development 
of the UK’s Marine and Coastal Access 
Act, with new experience on the ground  
in the Belgian part of the North Sea and  
in the Irish Sea (although the Irish Sea  
pilot is a demonstration project only). 

The evaluation, conclusions and 
lessons from each case study included 
in this report lead to a number of 
recommendations of relevance to the 
UK’s future delivery of MSP. Broadly, the 
recommendations include: 

• delivering ecosystem-based MSP
•  ensuring ecologically sustainable 

development
•  ensuring clear accountability
•  developing open and transparent 

processes
•  delivering effective and frequent 

communication
•  facilitating early stakeholder 

engagement
•  providing ongoing political leadership 
•  providing adequate funding and 

resources. 

These recommendations can be  
applied to the components of the 
new system of marine management 
and protection as envisaged through 
implementation of the Marine and  
Coastal Access Act.  

recOMMenDatiOnS FOr  
the DeLiVery OF Marine 
ManaGeMent anD  
PLanninG in the UK
 
Marine governance
•  There is a need for national coordination 

and consistency regarding planning  
and management in the marine 
environment, which also allows for 
regional diversity. A marine policy 
statement should be UK-wide and 
signed by all devolved administrations.

•  The Marine Management Organisation 
(MMO) should be established as a 
whole government body, to provide 
advice on operational aspects of 
national marine policy and the central 
programme of regional marine 
planning.

•  The MMO should coordinate cross-
jurisdictional issues, promote the 
conservation and sustainable use 
of nature resources and collaborate 
on national approaches to the 
development of a single marine policy 
statement for the UK.  

Marine policy statement
•  A marine policy statement must have 

clear goals, objectives, processes  
and timelines. 

•  The marine policy statement must be 
comprehensive, and needs to include 
sufficient detail to be meaningful. It 
should be clear about processes and 
timescales, thus providing clarity and 
setting expectations for stakeholders. 

Marine Management  
Organisation (MMO)
•  A strong MMO with a clear remit  

to deliver sustainable development 
and clear duties will be crucial to  
the success of the UK Marine and  
Coastal Access Act. 

•  Consideration should be given to  
the value of establishing regional 
steering committees as a key 
institutional arrangement for the 
development and implementation of 
regional marine spatial plans, along  
with advisory groups.

•  Adequate long-term financing is 
essential for the MMO to carry out  

the full range of its functions. 
Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) 

•  Marine planning must be carefully 
integrated with land-use planning and 
coastal zone management.

•  There needs to be a coordinated and 
consistent approach to marine planning 
between UK administrations. 

•  MSP should be applied to the  
whole UK maritime area, prioritising 
‘busy’ inshore areas. 

•  When developing MSP in the UK, 
stakeholders need to be involved  
from the earliest stages. 

•  There is a need for robust leadership 
and realistic and clear expectations in 
the stakeholder engagement process. 
Transparency in the process of MSP  
is essential. 

•  MSP should ideally be determined 
according to marine ecosystems,  
not administrative boundaries of 
marine planning bodies.

•  A strategic environmental assessment 
must be undertaken for each plan.

•  Each marine plan must aim to deliver 
ecologically sustainable use. 

the UK government and devolved  
administrations need to ensure that 
adequate funding is secured for  
development, implementation,  
evaluation and enforcement.

•  The UK government and devolved 
administrations need to ensure 
that adequate funding is secured 
for development, implementation, 
evaluation and enforcement.

•  A clear and realistic timetable for the 
development and implementation  
of marine spatial planning across  
all UK waters is necessary. 

•  There is the need for a strong  
strategy and for comprehensive 
guidance clarifying processes, 
expectations and delivery.

•  Effective and regular evaluation 
is needed, leading to an adaptive 
approach to marine plans as they 
are sequentially developed and 
implemented. 

Freshly caught seafood 
on display in oban.

strangford lough at  
low tide. county Down 
northern ireland UK.
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recOMMenDatiOnS  
FOr an ecOLOGicaLLy  
cOherent netWOrK  
OF MPaS in the UK

•   MPAs must be based on the best 
available science, and networks based 
on the principles of comprehensiveness, 
adequacy and representativeness. 

•  Early development of the network 
concept and its application across 
UK waters is essential. This requires 
a strong strategy and comprehensive 
guidance to clarify processes, 
expectations and delivery. 

•  A bioregional approach should be 
used to develop the MPA network, 
irrespective of political boundaries. 
Where political boundaries overlap, 
it is important that there are bilateral/
multilateral agreements. 

•  The value of highly protected MPAs 
must be recognised, and such 
MPAs should be included as a core 
component in the development of  
MPA networks.

•  Throughout the process of identifying 
and designating MPAs, the role and 
remit of stakeholders should be  
clearly established. 

•  Financial security is essential for the 
design and implementation of an 
ecologically coherent network of MPAs.

•  If/where the socio-economic effects 
of the designation of an MPA are 
taken into account, consideration 
should only occur for MPAs that 
are not being designated for rare or 
threatened wildlife, there are alternative 
sites of equal ecological value and 
to do so would not compromise 
the ability to achieve an ecologically 
coherent network of MPAs. (It 
should be noted that the ability 
to take into account socio-economic 
considerations is not a requirement 
but a discretionary power for MPAs 
designated under the UK Marine  
and Coastal Access Act.)

•  Stakeholder and political processes 
should promote the economic benefits 
of MPAs, including highly protected 
MPAs, where possible. 

•  Regular monitoring and review of the 
MPA network is essential to ensure  
that conservation aims and objectives 
are being achieved. 

recOMMenDatiOnS FOr the UK 
WOrKinG in the eU

•   With the development of the Marine  
and Coastal Access Act the UK has  
one of the most advanced frameworks  
in Europe for MSP, licensing and 
delivering an ecologically coherent 
network of MPAs. The government 
should provide leadership for the 
development of similar systems 
across Europe, for example in the 
implementation of the EU Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive and  
the achievement of good  
environmental status. 

the hard work is just beginning,  
and we cannot afford to ignore the lessons  
that can be drawn from the experience  
in other parts of the world.

The full report can be downloaded from:
WWF-UK: wwf.org.uk/marineact 
The Wildlife Trust: www.wildlifetrusts.org
RSPB: www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/policy/marine/legislation/planningsystem.asp
Marine Conservation Society: www.mcsuk.org 

The report and summary briefing was made possible thanks to kind funding  
from the Esmee Fairburn Foundation and Tubney Foundation.
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Alison Champion, WWF-UK
Daniel Beaver, WWF-Australia 
Gilly Llewellyn, WWF-Australia
Harvey Tyler Walters and Matt Frost, Marine Biological Association
Jennifer Smith, WWF-Canada
Joan Edwards, The Wildlife Trusts
Marijn Rabaut, Ghent University, Biology Department
Melissa Moore, Marine Conservation Society 
Sabine Christiansen, marine consultant 
Sharon Thompson, RSPB
Sian Prior, marine science 
and policy consultant
Stephan Lutter, WWF-GermanyIn the 10 years since MacGarvin (2000) 

the UK and Europe have made significant 
progress, while other countries which 
were previously seen to be world leaders 
in the field of marine governance have 
struggled with the realities of developing 
MSP. A key lesson that can be noted 
from the case studies in this report is that 
it is critical to retain political momentum 
and commitment to keep MSP moving 
forward. In many cases MPAs have been 
developed much further than MSP. In 
the UK, while commitment is strong, the 
implementation and delivery of the Marine 
and Coastal Access Act is fundamental 
to eventual success. The hard work is just 
beginning, and we cannot afford to ignore 
the lessons that can be drawn from the 
experience in other parts of the world.
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Fishermen at work off hastings, east sussex.

A coastline in  
Dorset, england


