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Anna Larissa Oliveira a, Camila Pegorelli e, Fien De Raedemaecker f, Francisco Rafael Barboza g,  
Inne Withouck f, Javier García-Sanabria e,h, Jacek Zaucha i, Margarita Stancheva j,  
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A B S T R A C T

Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) has emerged as a central governance tool to balance ecological, social, and 
economic uses of marine space, while Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) remain essential for biodiversity conser
vation and ecosystem resilience. Effective integration of MPAs into MSP can enhance conservation outcomes and 
reduce conflicts with human activities, yet the degree of integration across the European Union (EU) remains 
highly uneven. This study examines how MPAs are embedded within national MSP frameworks in 20 EU Member 
States, aiming to classify, compare, and explain differences in integration levels. A typology of four integration 
levels is introduced, ranging from MPAs as primary drivers of MSP to their treatment as passive spatial layers. 
The methodology combines the development and application of a set of questions directed at MSP experts with 
the use of a decision tree and allocation criteria designed to assess responses and classify countries according to 
their level of MPA–MSP integration. Results reveal substantial disparities across EU Member States. Belgium, 
Germany, Latvia, Slovenia, Sweden and the Netherlands showed the strongest degree of integration, with con
servation objectives embedded in MSP provisions and influencing cross-sectoral planning decisions. In contrast, 
most countries incorporated MPAs mainly through environmental assessment instruments or treated them as 
existing spatial layers, environmental constraints, or separate legal instruments. Key barriers include fragmented 
governance structures, limited translation of environmental assessments into binding spatial decisions, weak 
links between MSP and MPAs management, uneven monitoring and enforcement capacity, and limited mecha
nisms for stakeholder coordination. Advancing MPA–MSP integration requires stronger legal frameworks, 
adaptive management strategies, ecological connectivity, and inclusive governance processes. By providing a 
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systematic comparison and highlighting best practices, this study provides recommendations to foster more 
cohesive, resilient, and biodiversity-informed marine governance.

1. Introduction

Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) has emerged as a strategic tool to 
promote the sustainable use of marine resources while balancing 
ecological, social, and economic objectives [1,2]. Within this context, 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are a cornerstone for biodiversity con
servation, ecosystem resilience, and the long-term sustainability of 
marine ecosystems [3,4]. A more effective approach to marine protec
tion involves maximizing the benefits of MPAs while minimizing the 
trade-offs with human activities at sea by integrating MPA planning into 
broader MSP and ocean zoning strategies [5,6]. However, the practical 
integration of MPAs into MSP remains inconsistent and often frag
mented across countries and regions, reflecting a wide diversity of 
institutional pathways and governance models. To assess the integration 
level in each country, instead of using a set of vague approaches we build 
up a scale of integration levels.

In Europe, MSP was formally institutionalized through Directive 
2014/89/EU, which established a framework for promoting the sus
tainable growth of maritime economies, the sustainable development of 
marine areas, and the sustainable use of marine resources. The Directive 
requires Member States to organize human activities at sea through 
coordinated planning processes while applying an ecosystem-based 
approach and considering land–sea interactions and cross-border 
cooperation [7]. MSP in the European Union therefore seeks to bal
ance multiple maritime sectors, including fisheries, aquaculture, mari
time transport, offshore energy, tourism, and environmental protection.

Although the Directive encourages the consideration of environ
mental protection, it does not explicitly mandate the integration of 
MPAs or conservation targets within MSP frameworks. Moreover, the 
designation of MPAs was already an established process prior to the 
adoption of the Directive [8,9]. As a result, MSP and MPA systems are 
developed in parallel, under distinct legal and institutional frameworks, 
leading to varying degrees of coordination and coherence [10,11].

Earlier empirical analyses of MSP implementation in Europe high
lighted this tension between conservation and maritime development 
objectives. Jones et al., [12] showed that several MSP processes were 
driven primarily by strategic sectoral objectives, particularly energy 
development and broader blue growth priorities, rather than by con
servation or Good Environmental Status as the central organising prin
ciple. In this sense, some MSP processes were described as closer to 
“strategic sectoral planning” than to fully ecosystem-based spatial 
planning, with conservation and MPAs often accommodated within 
planning rather than acting as the main driver of spatial governance.

Since then, however, the European policy context has evolved sub
stantially. The European Green Deal, the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 
2030, the 2021 Communication on a Sustainable Blue Economy, and the 
European Ocean Pact have progressively reframed the role of MSP from 
a tool mainly associated with coordinating maritime growth towards a 
strategic instrument for supporting ecosystem-based governance, ma
rine protection, restoration, climate resilience and sustainable blue 
economy objectives [13–16]. This changing policy context makes it 
increasingly important to assess not only whether MPAs are recognised 
in MSP, but also how they influence planning objectives, spatial de
cisions, governance mechanisms and implementation processes.

The degree of integration between MSP and MPAs can vary consid
erably across jurisdictions. In some cases, conservation objectives 
strongly shape spatial planning processes and maritime governance, 
reflecting approaches in which biodiversity protection acts as a primary 
driver of planning. A well-known example is Australia, where the 
establishment of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park triggered the 
development of a comprehensive MSP regime aimed at conserving 

biodiversity while regulating competing maritime uses [17,18]. In other 
cases, MPAs exert more limited influence on broader maritime planning 
decisions. Conservation objectives are accommodated within planning 
processes but remain subordinate to other maritime priorities, as 
observed in some early MSP initiatives in the United States [2,19,20]
and, to some extent, in Portugal [21]. Between these two ends of the 
spectrum, a wide range of institutional arrangements and governance 
approaches can be found, reflecting different ways of incorporating 
conservation objectives into MSP.

Despite the growing implementation of MSP across Europe, 
comparative assessments of how MPAs are integrated into national MSP 
frameworks remain limited [6,22]. This gap is increasingly relevant in 
the current European policy context, in which MSP is expected to 
contribute not only to the coordination of maritime uses, but also to 
biodiversity conservation, ecosystem-based management, climate resil
ience and the sustainable blue economy. Recent work has also framed 
the alignment between MSP, MPAs and other conservation approaches 
as a necessary step towards more integrated marine governance [22]. 
This is consistent with calls for ecosystem-based MSP to move beyond 
general principles and translate EBA into specific planning actions [23]. 
Understanding different degrees of integration between MPAs and MSP 
is therefore critical for assessing whether, and to what extent, conser
vation objectives are prioritized, embedded, procedurally integrated, or 
only marginally incorporated across marine governance frameworks.

For the purposes of this study, although the definition of MPA is the 
one from the International Union for Nature Conservation (IUCN), they 
also stress their role as a specific spatial type of conservation measures 
within a broader set of conservation objectives, tools, and other spatial 
management measures that may be incorporated into MSP. Thus, 
although the empirical focus of this paper is on MPAs, the analysis also 
considers how their broader conservation objectives and related man
agement measures shape, support, or constrain MPAs integration within 
MSP frameworks.

In this context, the main objective of this study is to explore the 
degree of integration of MPAs within national MSP frameworks in the 
EU Member States, while acknowledging that MPAs form part of a 
broader set of conservation objectives and management measures. 
Specifically, the study aims to: (a) empirically assess whether, and to 
what extent, MPAs are prioritized, embedded, procedurally integrated, 
or only marginally incorporated in MSP processes across the EU; (b) 
identify structural gaps and systemic barriers hindering the integration 
of MPAs and related conservation objectives within MSP; and (c) sum
marize recommendations to foster a more cohesive and sustainable 
approach to integrate MPAs and conservation objectives into MSP.

2. Methodology

2.1. Understanding the relationship between conservation and MSP 
processes

This work was developed within the scope of the MSP4BIO project 
(www.msp4bio.eu), which brings together experts in MSP and conser
vation from across Europe, with contributions from the five European 
sea basins.

Since the specific topic of MPAs integration into MSP remains rela
tively underexplored in the scientific literature, an exploratory literature 
review on MSP assessment was conducted mainly by combining existing 
guidelines and policy documents addressing the integration of conser
vation efforts within MSP processes. The selection of documents was 
based on their relevance to MSP governance, biodiversity integration, 
ecosystem-based management, and MPA planning. Key references 
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included WWF [24], WWF European Policy Office [25–27], Ehler [28], 
UNESCO-IOC/European Commission [29], BirdLife International [30], 
and EC-CINEA et al. [31]. A complete list of consulted documents is 
provided in (see 7).

Based on the literature review, a critical discussion with the expertise 
of the MSP4BIO partners, a set of guiding questions was developed to 
examine the relationship between MPAs and MSP across EU countries 
(see 7). The questions addressed the following themes: 

• policy and legal frameworks;
• MPA network design and ecological coherence;
• spatial analysis and mapping;
• stakeholder engagement and consultation;
• ecosystem-based management;
• adaptive management and monitoring;
• capacity building and knowledge sharing;
• evaluation and review processes; and
• SEA.

The guiding questions were applied through consultations with two 
local experts per country whenever possible, typically including mem
bers of MSP planning teams and/or representatives of competent MSP 
authorities. This interaction was of particular interest both to contex
tualize and analyse the plan according to the guiding question but also to 
validate how conservation objectives and MPAs are considered within 
national MSP processes. The analysis covered 20 of the 22 coastal EU 
countries (Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Netherlands, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden), representing 
the Baltic Sea, Black Sea, Mediterranean Sea, North Atlantic, and North 
Sea basins. Croatia and Greece were excluded due to the early stage of 
MSP development in these countries. For countries with maritime ju
risdictions across multiple basins, results were considered for all basins.

2.2. Classification based on levels of integration

Given the wide disparity in approaches to the incorporation of con
servation within MSP, this paper introduces and applies typologies of 
integration levels aimed at capturing the diversity of relationships be
tween MPAs, conservation measures and MSP across EU Member States. 
These typologies resulted from a critical pre-screening of the interviews 
with agents and planners involved in each MSP.

Conceptually, these typologies reflect different degrees of integration 
between conservation and MSP, ranging from approaches associated 
with “strong sustainability” — in which conservation objectives act as 
the central organizing principle of maritime governance — to “softer 
sustainability” approaches, in which conservation is incorporated as one 
sectoral interest among multiple competing maritime uses [12]. 
Although the typology focuses on MPAs, the classification also considers 
broader conservation objectives and management measures incorpo
rated into MSP frameworks. The proposed typologies result in four levels 
of integration: 

1. Conservation as the driver for MSP – where conservation serves as 
the primary motivation for initiating and structuring MSP processes. 
This level is associated with stronger sustainability approaches [12], 
in which ecological protection constitutes a non-substitutable con
dition for maritime governance. Globally, the most emblematic 
example is Australia, where the establishment of the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park strongly shaped the development of MSP and 
marine zoning frameworks [17,18,32].

2. MPAs fully integrated into MSP across sectors – where conser
vation is embedded across broader MSP processes and influences 
multiple sectors and governance mechanisms. This level reflects 
ecosystem-based and integrative governance approaches aligned 
with Ecosystem-Based Approach (EBA) principles, in which 

conservation objectives are incorporated alongside economic and 
social priorities through cross-sectoral coordination, ecological 
considerations, and conflict-management mechanisms [1,29]. In 
these cases, MPAs are not treated as isolated conservation in
struments, but as components of broader socio-ecological planning 
systems.

3. MPAs integrated through SEA or other environmental assess
ment instruments – where SEA, ecosystem-based assessments, or 
other environmental assessment instruments function as the primary 
mechanisms for incorporating conservation objectives into MSP. 
This includes approaches based on habitat mapping, ecological 
connectivity analyses, vulnerability assessments, conservation pri
ority zones, or long-term environmental planning instruments. In 
these cases, conservation is integrated procedurally into MSP pro
cesses, although it may not necessarily act as the central organizing 
principle of maritime governance [29,33].

4. MPAs as a layer or sector within MSP – where MPAs are primarily 
considered as existing spatial constraints or designated areas to be 
accounted for within MSP, rather than as elements actively shaping 
broader planning priorities, sectoral coordination, or conservation- 
oriented governance objectives. This level reflects weaker or softer 
sustainability approaches [12], in which conservation objectives are 
accommodated within planning processes but have limited influence 
on broader spatial governance and decision-making [2,19,20].

2.3. Data analysis

Interview responses constituted the basis for the classification of 
countries into the four proposed MPA-MSP integration categories. Re
sponses were compiled in Word documents to facilitate further analysis. 
Data extraction and organization were supported by artificial intelli
gence tools, specifically OpenAI’s GPT-5.5 model [34]. All AI-assisted 
outputs were reviewed, interpreted, and validated by the research 
team. All extracted information was subsequently reviewed and vali
dated by three members of the research team who had been directly 
involved in the development of the guiding questions and the MSP 
screening framework, ensuring consistency and accuracy in data inter
pretation and classification.

The data analysis followed a structured process: i) each country was 
assessed individually using the expert-completed country guidelines 
(see 7), the decision tree (Fig. 1), and the allocation criteria presented in 
Table 1; ii) when a country exhibited characteristics associated with 
more than one integration level, classification was based on the domi
nant relationship between MPAs and MSP identified in the guidelines; 
iii) when the guidelines did not provide clear evidence that the alloca
tion criteria for a higher level were met, the country was placed in the 
lower level; iv) a sea-basin analysis was conducted to identify regional 
patterns and common characteristics that could be associated with 
shared governance frameworks, regional sea conventions, and trans
boundary cooperation mechanisms; and v) countries were grouped ac
cording to their level of integration, and the responses were assessed 
together to identify recurring gaps, weaknesses, and implementation 
barriers influencing the integration of MPAs into MSP.

3. Overview of MPA-MSP nexus

The extent of integration between MPAs and MSP differs consider
ably across EU Member States, ranging from systems where MPAs are 
institutionally embedded within MSP to cases where MPAs are mainly 
considered as existing spatial layers or environmental constraints. No EU 
Member State assessed in this study was classified as Level 1, as none of 
the analysed MSP systems were primarily initiated or structured around 
conservation as the central driver. Consequently, Level 1 is not further 
analysed.
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3.1. Level 2 – MPAs fully integrated into MSP

Six countries — Belgium, Germany, Latvia, Slovenia, Sweden and the 
Netherlands — were classified as Level 2 (Table 2). In these cases, 
conservation objectives are not only recognized in MSP, but are 
embedded in planning provisions, legal frameworks or spatial priorities. 
While the designation and management of MPAs may still remain under 
environmental authorities, MPAs or conservation objectives are suffi
ciently incorporated into MSP governance to shape cross-sectoral plan
ning outcomes, including zoning, restrictions, priority areas, ecological 

corridors, future conservation areas, and/or monitoring arrangements.
In Belgium, MPAs and conservation objectives are formally inte

grated into MSP through legally binding Royal Decrees, which specify 
the location, ecological features and applicable regulatory restrictions of 
protected areas [35]. Natura 2000 sites (Habitats Directive e Birds 
Directive; [36,37]), bottom integrity zones and proposed marine re
serves are incorporated directly into the MSP framework and influence 
zoning, licensing and sectoral activities. Integration is further supported 
by SEA, which provides mitigation and monitoring guidance, and by 
formal coordination mechanisms such as the MSP Advisory Commission, 

Fig. 1. Decision tree used to classify countries according to the degree of integration between marine protected areas and maritime spatial planning. Note: The 
existence of consultation, participation, or environmental review procedures alone is not sufficient to demonstrate Level 2 integration. Evidence should show that 
conservation authorities and conservation objectives actively shape MSP governance, spatial decisions, or cross-sectoral management outcomes.
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where environmental authorities, sectoral agencies, stakeholders and 
civil society participate in spatial planning decisions. Even though MPA 
management remains under environmental authorities, conservation 
objectives are embedded in broader maritime governance and influence 
cross-sectoral planning and regulatory decisions.

Germany demonstrates a high degree of integration, with conser
vation objectives systematically embedded in MSP objectives, planning 
provisions and spatial allocations. The German MSP follows the 
HELCOM-VASAB Guidelines [38] for the EBA and is supported by SEA, 
but integration goes beyond environmental assessment [39,40]. MPAs 
are incorporated as priority areas for nature conservation, where 
incompatible uses may be excluded or restricted. Conservation objec
tives also influence Natura 2000 coherence measures, migration corri
dors and conflict management among competing maritime uses. The 
plan integrates multiple sectors, including shipping, offshore wind, ca
bles, raw material extraction, fisheries, aquaculture, defence, recreation 
and environmental protection, while applying ecosystem-based and 
precautionary principles. The conservation authorities remain institu
tionally separate, while conservation objectives are operationally inte
grated into spatial allocation decisions.

In Latvia, MSP is legally binding and must be considered by national 
authorities in the licensing of future sea uses and public infrastructure 
development. Environment and nature protection are established as 
horizontal priorities, while MPAs are recognised as areas of priority 
interest. The plan was subject to SEA and applied an ecosystem-based 
approach, integrating ecological, social and economic considerations 
through stakeholder participation and transboundary cooperation. Lat
via’s MSP not only recognises existing MPAs, but also designates nature 

Table 1 
Allocation criteria used to classify countries according to MPAs and conservation 
objectives integration into MSP.

Level 1 – Conservation as the Driver Level 2 – MPAs Fully Integrated into 
MSP

Allocation criteria 1.1. Conservation is 
the primary objective of MSP. 1.2. 
MPAs or conservation objectives 
structure the planning process. 1.3. 
Sectoral uses are organized around 
conservation priorities. 1.4. 
Conservation has legal or strategic 
precedence in spatial decisions.

Allocation criteria 2.1. Conservation is 
embedded in MSP objectives, legal 
frameworks, or planning provisions. 
2.2. MPAs or conservation objectives 
influence planning decisions across 
sectors. 2.3. Future conservation areas, 
ecological corridors, priority areas, or 
restrictions are incorporated into MSP. 
2.4. Institutional coordination links 
MSP and conservation authorities. 2.5. 
Stakeholder engagement, EBM, 
monitoring, or adaptive review support 
cross-sectoral integration.

Level 3 – MPAs Integrated through SEA 
or other environmental assessment 
instruments

Level 4 – MPAs as a Layer or Sector 
within MSP

Allocation criteria 3.1. Conservation 
enters MSP mainly through technical 
or environmental mechanisms. 3.2. 
SEA, or similar tools support 
integration. 3.3. Ecological mapping, 
biodiversity priority areas, 
connectivity, or ecological coherence 
are considered. 3.4. Conservation 
influences decisions through 
environmental assessment 
requirements.

Allocation criteria 4.1. MPAs or 
conservation objectives are mainly 
included as existing protected areas, 
map layers, or environmental 
constraints. 4.2. Ecological coherence, 
connectivity, or MPA network design 
are absent or weak. 4.3. Conservation 
has no or limited influence on planning 
decisions.

Table 2 
Level 2 countries assessment of allocation criteria according to the decision tree. The analysis of the decision tree, supported by the allocation criteria, resulted in 
the following assessment. indicates that the criterion was met; indicates partial or weak evidence; and indicates that the criterion was not met.

Criteria

1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4 4.1 4.2 4.3

Belgium

Germany

Latvia

Slovenia

Sweden

Netherlands
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value investigation areas in the EEZ to identify potential protected 
biotopes and species. These areas guide future MPA designation and 
restrict potentially harmful activities, such as offshore wind develop
ment, where conservation priorities may be affected. Through these 
mechanisms, conservation objectives influence spatial planning, 
licensing and future conservation allocation.

In Slovenia, existing marine and coastal protected areas, Natura 
2000 sites, ecologically important areas and blue corridors are incor
porated into MSP. The plan was subject to SEA and was developed with 
public consultation. The Nature Conservation Act [41] and related by
laws provide the legal basis for biodiversity protection, while the Insti
tute of the Republic of Slovenia for Nature Conservation plays an 
important role by providing guidelines, permits, expert opinions and 
proposals for new protected areas. Slovenia’s MSP sets mandatory 
management measures that regulate activities of other sectors within 
protected areas and identifies potential new MPAs. Although the formal 
designation of protected areas remains a separate process, the MSP 
provides a legally binding, cross-sectorally coordinated basis for future 
conservation planning.

Sweden also exemplifies robust institutional and legal integration. 
The Swedish Maritime Spatial Planning Ordinance and Environmental 
Code provide the legal basis for MSP, supporting the sustainable use of 
marine resources while preserving and restoring ecosystems in line with 
the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) [42]. Existing 
MPAs are represented in MSP as areas designated for nature, including 

national interest areas for nature conservation. Potential new MPAs are 
identified as areas requiring particular consideration due to high nature 
values. The Swedish system also benefits from institutional coordination 
among national and regional authorities, including the Swedish Agency 
for Marine and Water Management and county administrative boards. 
Conservation objectives, MPAs and ecologically significant areas are 
therefore embedded in the MSP framework and influence spatial pri
orities, rather than being treated only as background layers.

In the Netherlands, MSP is implemented through the North Sea 
Programme 2022–2027, which coordinates marine uses in relation to 
ecological objectives, environmental limits and the achievement of 
Good Environmental Status [42]. Around 30% of the Dutch North Sea is 
designated as MPAs under Natura 2000, the Birds and Habitats Di
rectives and the MSFD. The programme includes actions to strengthen 
protection, including restrictions on destructive bottom trawling in part 
of the Dutch North Sea, and incorporates newly established MPAs into 
the planning framework. The programme applies ecosystem-based and 
precautionary approaches through environmental assessment, MSFD 
objectives and indicators, and nature-inclusive development across 
sectors. Structured governance arrangements, such as the North Sea 
Agreement and North Sea Consultation, support coordination among 
government, industry, fisheries, nature organisations and scientific 
experts.

Table 3 
Level 3 countries assessment of allocation criteria according to the decision tree. The analysis of the decision tree, supported by the allocation criteria, resulted in 
the following assessment. indicates that the criterion was met; indicates partial or weak evidence; and indicates that the criterion was not met.

Criteria

1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4 4.1 4.2 4.3

Bulgaria

Estonia

Finland

France

Ireland

Malta

Poland

Spain
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3.2. Level 3 – MPAs integrated through SEA or other environmental 
assessment instruments

Eight countries — Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, France, Ireland, Malta, 
Poland and Spain — were classified as Level 3 (Table 3). In these cases, 
conservation objectives enter MSP primarily through SEA, environ
mental assessment, ecological analysis, biodiversity priority areas, 
connectivity considerations, MSFD-related processes or other environ
mental planning tools. MPAs are recognised and may inform planning 
decisions, but they are not fully integrated into MSP governance across 
sectors. In several cases, MPA designation and management remain 
under separate legal or administrative frameworks.

In Bulgaria, conservation objectives are incorporated into MSP 
mainly through environmental legislation, the MSFD, the Water 
Framework Directive [43] and EIA/SEA procedures. Existing MPAs, 
including Natura 2000 sites and nationally designated protected areas, 
are included as spatial layers and environmental considerations. How
ever, the MSP is non-legally binding and does not have the mandate to 
designate or expand MPAs; this remains the responsibility of the Min
istry of Environment and Water through separate legal and institutional 
processes. As a result, the relationship between MSP and MPAs is pri
marily mediated through environmental assessment and regulatory re
quirements rather than through shared governance arrangements.

In Estonia, conservation objectives are incorporated into MSP pri
marily through SEA, Natura 2000 assessments, cumulative impact 
modelling, and the application of precautionary and avoidance princi
ples. The plan recognises existing MPAs and incorporates environmental 
directives such as the Habitats and Birds Directives. Stakeholder 
participation involving public authorities, sectoral representatives, sci
entists, NGOs and coastal communities further supports the integration 
of environmental considerations into planning decisions. However, the 
designation of new protected areas remains a separate legal procedure 
under the Nature Conservation Act. Although MSP and MPA processes 
are structurally similar, they remain institutionally distinct. Conse
quently, the relationship between MSP and MPAs is mainly articulated 
through environmental assessment and ecological evidence, rather than 
through fully integrated MPA governance.

Finland’s MSP is regionally based, expert-driven and coordinated by 
coastal Regional Councils under the guidance of the Ministry of the 
Environment. It promotes an ecosystem-based approach and uses 
ecological evidence from the Finnish Inventory Programme for Under
water Marine Diversity and the Ecologically Significant Underwater 
Marine Areas (EMMAs; [44]). These tools highlight biodiversity values 
and ecological corridors relevant to MSP. However, the MSP is 
non-binding and does not designate MPAs or conservation measures. 
Formal establishment and management of MPAs occur through separate 
legal processes under national environmental laws. Coordination be
tween MSP and conservation occurs through data sharing, stakeholder 
participation and policy alignment, but not through institutionalised 
joint governance or direct cross-sectoral decision-making.

In France, conservation objectives are incorporated into MSP mainly 
through the integration of MSFD objectives within the Document 
Stratégique de Façade (DSF) and through mandatory SEA for each 
maritime basin. Environmental assessments, ecological analyses, 
biodiversity objectives, monitoring programmes and periodic revisions 
inform planning decisions and help identify priority areas for enhanced 
protection, including potential zones for stricter conservation measures. 
The DSF process involves public authorities, environmental institutions, 
sectoral stakeholders, experts and the public, and integrates environ
mental, social and economic objectives across sectors. However, the 
legal designation, management and governance of MPAs remain largely 
embedded in separate conservation frameworks and institutions. Thus, 
conservation strongly informs MSP through strategic environmental 
planning, but MPA governance is not fully integrated into MSP as a 
cross-sectoral mechanism.

Ireland’s National Marine Planning Framework integrates sectoral 

policies and incorporates environmental considerations through SEA. 
Biodiversity protection, ecosystem-based management, cumulative 
impact assessment and monitoring support conservation integration 
within MSP. However, Ireland lacked a clear national legal definition of 
MPAs at the time of the framework, which limits the coherence, repre
sentativeness and connectivity of its protected area network. Marine 
conservation is governed through multiple instruments, including the 
Habitats and Birds Directives and the OSPAR Convention, but the 
absence of a comprehensive national MPA framework results in a frag
mented system. Conservation is therefore incorporated through SEA and 
environmental policy mechanisms, while MPA designation and gover
nance remain outside the MSP framework.

In Malta, conservation is integrated into MSP mainly through the 
Strategic Plan for Environment and Development (SPED), SEA and 
MSFD implementation. The SPED includes policy objectives aimed at 
safeguarding Special Areas of Conservation, Special Protection Areas 
and MPAs. It also considers ecological coherence and ecological corri
dors, helping to ensure that future development does not undermine 
ecosystem connectivity. However, MPA designation remains under a 
separate regulatory framework. Conservation objectives influence 
planning and permitting through environmental assessment, spatial 
analysis, monitoring and policy integration, rather than through direct 
MPA governance.

In Poland, existing MPAs are incorporated into the marine spatial 
plan, and areas of high ecological value may be assigned a priority 
function for nature conservation, including areas not yet formally 
designated as MPAs. The plan also relies on ecological assessments, 
environmental data and SEA as the dominant integration mechanisms to 
support biodiversity protection and ecological connectivity. However, 
MPAs are primarily established through Natura 2000 and other con
servation instruments under the responsibility of environmental au
thorities, while conservation plans and MSP remain administratively 
and procedurally separate.

Spain’s MSP explicitly identifies Conservation Priority Zones, which 
include legally established MPAs, and High Potential Areas for Biodi
versity Conservation, which include areas under scientific investigation 
as potential future MPAs. This allows MSP to recognise both existing 
conservation commitments and areas under consideration for protec
tion. Conservation objectives therefore inform planning through SEA, 
biodiversity criteria, environmental monitoring and future conservation 
measures. However, the establishment and management of MPAs 
remain under separate legal and administrative procedures, and 
ecological coherence assessments are largely addressed through biodi
versity authorities rather than MSP itself.

3.3. Level 4 – MPAs as a layer or sector within MSP

Six countries — Cyprus, Denmark, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal and 
Romania — were classified as Level 4 (Table 4). In these cases, MPAs or 
conservation objectives are mainly included in MSP as existing protected 
areas, spatial layers or environmental constraints. Ecological coherence, 
connectivity or MPA network design are absent, weak or addressed 
outside MSP. Conservation has limited influence on zoning, licensing, 
sectoral allocation or management measures, and MPA governance re
mains largely separate from MSP.

In Cyprus, the MSP includes existing and proposed Natura 2000 
areas, 14 proposed MPAs, artificial reefs and Fisheries Restricted Areas. 
However, the designation and management of MPAs remain under 
environmental institutions outside the MSP process. Any future Natura 
2000 marine areas designated by the competent authority may be 
treated as part of the MSP until the next revision, when they can be 
formally incorporated. Protected areas are recognised and mapped, but 
there is limited evidence that MPAs shape broader MSP governance, 
sectoral allocation or ecological network design.

In Denmark, there has been dialogue between the MSP team and the 
Ministry of Environment, and the Ministry participates in the MSP 
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working group. However, the legal framework does not provide clear 
mechanisms for integrating MPAs into MSP. The Ministry of Environ
ment remains responsible for the MPA process, while MSP mainly serves 
as a platform for discussion and negotiation. Input on MPAs selection 
criteria, boundaries and management objectives was not systematically 
sought through the MSP process, and ecological processes and MPA 
network design were not explicitly addressed within MSP. Although SEA 
and ecosystem-based elements are present, participation and cumulative 
impact assessment remain limited.

In Italy, MSP legal and policy frameworks do not explicitly support 
the establishment or management of MPAs. Existing MPAs and Natura 
2000 areas are recognised and included in planning maps, and areas of 
ecological importance such as Ecologically or Biologically Significant 
Marine Areas (EBSAs), Important Marine Areas and seamounts are 
considered when zoning marine areas. However, MSP has no mandate to 
identify new MPAs, and the competent MSP ministry does not have re
sponsibility for MPA designation or management. Ecological coherence 
and socio-economic dimensions of MPAs are weakly addressed. Thus, 
MPAs are acknowledged as spatial layers and environmental constraints, 
but their governance remains weakly integrated into MSP.

Lithuania’s MSP is embedded in the legally binding National Master 
Plan, and MPAs are incorporated as spatial layers reflecting their 
ecological and legal significance. SEA was conducted during MSP 
development, supporting compliance with EU environmental directives, 
including the MSFD and the Habitats and Birds Directives. However, 
despite the formal recognition of MPAs, their role within MSP remains 
primarily sectoral. There is limited evidence of cross-sectoral coordi
nation, ecological coherence or strategic influence of MPAs over broader 
planning decisions. Conservation is therefore recognised within MSP but 
remains only partially integrated, with MPAs treated mainly as mapped 
sectors rather than planning drivers.

In Portugal, MSP and MPA-related authorities are located within the 
same broader administrative structure, which allows some 

consideration of conservation during planning. However, MSP and MPA 
systems remain governed by distinct legal and institutional frameworks, 
with separate objectives, instruments and implementation re
sponsibilities. MPAs are incorporated into MSP mainly as spatial con
straints and are treated as one sector or layer within the plan. Although 
some specific conflicts have been addressed through sectoral meetings 
and case-by-case agreements, there is no systematic mechanism for joint 
decision-making, ecological coherence assessment or integrated 
MPA–MSP governance. As such, conservation has limited influence on 
broader MSP decisions and remains weakly integrated into spatial 
governance.

Romania’s MSP recognises the MPA network as an important 
element of marine ecosystem protection and includes it in maps and 
descriptive sections. The plan also acknowledges the need for ecological 
corridors to improve connectivity and recognises conflict zones between 
conservation objectives and maritime uses. However, MSP does not 
allocate exclusive space for MPAs, does not introduce new regulations or 
restrictions for maritime uses, and does not identify the space required 
for new or expanded protected areas. MPA designation and expansion 
remain under separate legal instruments, while monitoring and evalu
ation of MPA–MSP integration remain weak.

4. Integration by Sea Basin

Although all EU Member States assessed in this study operate under a 
common European policy framework, including the MSP Directive, 
MSFD, Habitats and Birds Directives, and SEA Directive, the level of 
integration between MPAs and MSP varies considerably across coun
tries. This suggests that EU directives provide a shared baseline for 
conservation integration, but do not fully explain differences in national 
implementation. One possible factor contributing to these differences is 
the role of regional sea frameworks and cooperation mechanisms, such 
as HELCOM–VASAB in the Baltic Sea, OSPAR in the North-East Atlantic 

Table 4 
Level 4 countries assessment of allocation criteria according to the decision tree. The analysis of the decision tree, supported by the allocation criteria, resulted in 
the following assessment. indicates that the criterion was met; indicates partial or weak evidence; and indicates that the criterion was not met.

Criteria

1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4 4.1 4.2 4.3

Cyprus

Denmark

Italy

Lithuania

Portugal

Romania
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and North Sea, the Barcelona Convention in the Mediterranean, and the 
Bucharest Convention in the Black Sea (Table 5). These frameworks may 
differ in their degree of maturity, institutional strength, technical 
guidance, transboundary coordination and influence on ecological 
coherence, which may help explain broader regional tendencies in 
MPA–MSP integration.

The Baltic Sea exhibits some of the most advanced examples of 
MSP–MPA integration in Europe, largely due to the long-standing 
cooperation fostered by the HELCOM-VASAB framework. Shared 
ecosystem-based planning principles, extensive ecological data, trans
boundary coordination mechanisms, and a strong emphasis on ecolog
ical coherence have created a favourable regional context for embedding 
conservation objectives into MSP, with Latvia, Sweden, and Germany 
achieving Level 2 integration. However, national implementation still 
matters, as Estonia, Finland, and Poland remain at Level 3 due to reli
ance on SEA/environmental assessment and more separate MPA 
governance. Cross-border cooperation is relatively advanced, but 
stronger policy harmonization is needed to address inefficiencies.

The Black Sea remains one of the least integrated sea basins in terms 
of MSP–MPA coordination. Although regional cooperation initiatives 
have advanced dialogue and knowledge exchange, they have not yet 
translated into strong institutional integration between marine conser
vation and MSP. Bulgaria has reached Level 3 integration by incorpo
rating conservation objectives through environmental assessment 
processes, ecosystem-based considerations, and ecological recommen
dations within MSP, while Romania remains at Level 4. Across the basin, 
persistent challenges include limited ecological connectivity between 
protected areas, weak adaptive management mechanisms, and under
developed monitoring and evaluation frameworks, highlighting the 
need for stronger governance coordination and policy harmonisation.

The Mediterranean Sea displays a heterogeneous picture of 
MPA–MSP integration. This region features a prominent ecosystem- 
based approach, with adaptive management and cross-sectoral inte
gration playing key roles. Regional policy frameworks and conservation 
commitments provide a common foundation for integrating biodiversity 
considerations into maritime planning. However, the extent to which 
these elements influence spatial planning decisions varies considerably 
among countries. Furthermore, the uneven incorporation of spatial 
ecological assessments and ecological connectivity considerations into 

MSP processes, particularly for identifying suitable locations for MPAs, 
hinders the development of ecologically coherent MPA networks at both 
national and regional scales. Therefore, despite important advances in 
ecosystem-based planning, stronger institutional integration and greater 
attention to ecological coherence are still needed to achieve more 
effective MPA–MSP integration across the Mediterranean.

The North-East Atlantic basin has made considerable progress in 
integrating MPAs into MSP, supported by OSPAR and EU environmental 
frameworks that promote ecological coherence, biodiversity objectives, 
environmental assessment, and monitoring. France, Ireland and Spain 
demonstrate relative advanced integration, while Portugal benefits from 
well-established legal frameworks. Nevertheless, the region continues to 
face difficulties in achieving ecological coherence, particularly due to 
incomplete assessments and sectoral tensions—especially between 
traditional maritime industries, such as fisheries, and emerging sectors 
like offshore renewable energy.

The North Sea demonstrates relatively advanced MPA–MSP inte
gration, with Belgium, Germany, and Netherlands at Level 2. This is 
supported by well-established planning frameworks, strong environ
mental assessment practices, and increasing efforts to balance offshore 
renewable energy development with marine conservation objectives. 
However, significant differences remain across the basin, as reflected by 
Denmark’s lower level of integration, highlighting that favourable 
regional conditions do not automatically translate into strong national 
implementation, which may hinder the effective conservation of shared 
marine ecosystems.

5. Major gaps and weaknesses across integration levels

The heterogeneity of MPA–MSP integration in the EU, shown in the 
previous sections, is also reflected in the type of gaps and weaknesses 
identified in the country guidelines (Table 6). This section summarises 
the main gaps by integration level, following the analytical themes used 
in the screening: policy and legal frameworks; MPA network design and 
ecological coherence; spatial analysis and mapping; stakeholder 
engagement and consultation; ecosystem-based management; adaptive 
management and monitoring; capacity building and knowledge sharing; 
evaluation and review processes; and SEA.

5.1. Level 2 – MPAs fully integrated into MSP across sectors

Despite achieving a high degree of integration between MPAs and 
MSP, countries at Level 2 still present implementation challenges that 
may affect the operational effectiveness of this alignment. In these 
countries, the main gaps were not related to the absence of conservation 
objectives in MSP, but to the implementation and operationalisation of 
already existing integration mechanisms. Weaknesses related to regu
latory authority, monitoring, enforcement, adaptive review and coor
dination between MSP and MPA authorities were identified.

A recurring gap concerns the fact that MPA designation and man
agement may remain under environmental authorities, even where MSP 
incorporates conservation objectives into planning provisions. This re
quires continued coordination between maritime planning and conser
vation institutions. In some cases, the regulatory strength of MPAs also 
varies according to designation type, meaning that not all protected 
areas have the same capacity to influence conflicting maritime uses. The 
guidelines also indicate that ecological coherence, cumulative impact 
assessment and adaptive monitoring are not always fully operational
ised in plan implementation or review.

5.2. Level 3 – MPAs integrated through SEA or other environmental 
assessment instruments

Regarding the countries at Level 3, although they have taken 
important steps toward integrating MPAs into MSP through SEA or 
related mechanisms, several persistent challenges continue to hinder full 

Table 5 
Regional Sea Basins and Relevant Cooperation Frameworks.

Sea basin Relevant regional instruments / 
cooperation frameworks

Integration levels 
and Countries 
assessed

Baltic Sea HELCOM–VASAB MSP cooperation 
[45]; Baltic Sea Action Plan [46]; 
regional work on ecosystem-based 
MSP, ecological coherence and 
transboundary coordination [47].

Level 2: Latvia, 
Sweden, Germany 
Level 3: Estonia, 
Finland, Poland

Black Sea Bucharest Convention [48]; Black Sea 
regional cooperation mechanisms; 
emerging regional MSP cooperation 
[49].

Level 3: Bulgaria 
Level 4: Romania

Mediterranean 
Sea

Barcelona Convention; Protocol 
concerning Specially Protected Areas 
and Biological Diversity in the 
Mediterranean; UNEP/MAP; EcAp 
process; regional biodiversity 
strategies [50,51].

Level 2: Slovenia 
Level 3: Spain, Malta 
Level 4: Cyprus, Italy

North-East 
Atlantic

OSPAR Convention [52]; 
transboundary cooperation; 
basin-level work on ecological 
coherence and marine protection [53].

Level 3: France, 
Ireland, Spain 
Level 4: Portugal

North Sea OSPAR Convention [52]; North Sea 
cooperation processes [54,55]; 
coordination around offshore 
renewable energy and nature 
protection [56].

Level 2: Belgium, 
Germany, 
Netherlands 
Level 4: Denmark
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alignment. The main gaps identified in the guidelines were linked to the 
limited translation of these technical or environmental mechanisms into 
binding spatial decisions, institutional coordination and MPA 
governance.

Conservation objectives informed planning decisions, but MPA 
governance often remained under separate legal or administrative 
frameworks. This was observed in cases where conservation plans, 
protected area designation, ecological coherence assessments or man
agement measures were developed outside the MSP process. As a result, 
SEA and ecological assessments strengthened the evidence base for MSP, 
but did not necessarily ensure that conservation objectives directly 
shaped zoning, licensing, compatibility rules or MPA management.

The guidelines also pointed to gaps in monitoring, evaluation and 
review. In several cases, monitoring was linked to environmental im
pacts, SEA requirements or sectoral developments, rather than directly 
to the effectiveness of MPA–MSP integration. Connectivity, resilience 
and climate adaptation were identified as broader implementation is
sues. In some Level 3 countries, these aspects were explicitly recognised 
in strategic or environmental frameworks, but their practical influence 
on MSP decisions and MPA management remained uneven.

5.3. Level 4 – MPAs as a layer or sector within MSP

In Level 4 countries, the main gaps were more structural. The 
guidelines showed limited evidence that MPAs shaped broader spatial 
priorities, sectoral allocation, licensing, zoning or management mea
sures. The most frequent gaps concerned weak legal and institutional 
links between MSP and MPA frameworks, resulting in misaligned ob
jectives and uncoordinated conservation efforts. Many MSP documents 
remain non-binding or lack the legal authority to influence the desig
nation or adjustment of MPAs, severely limiting their functional impact. 
Ecological coherence, connectivity and MPA network design were often 
absent, weak or addressed outside MSP. Spatial analysis and mapping 
were commonly used to represent existing MPAs, but less often to guide 
future MPA network development or conservation-oriented spatial 
decisions.

Stakeholder engagement and consultation also tended to be limited 
or case-specific with, with limited mechanisms to foster collaboration 
between maritime spatial planners and environmental authorities. 
Although SEA or environmental assessment existed in some Level 4 
countries, the guidelines suggest that these instruments were not 
strongly connected to MPA network design, adaptive management, 
stakeholder coordination or binding MSP decisions. Connectivity, 
resilience and climate adaptation are therefore not treated here as 
distinctive Level 4 characteristics. Rather, Level 4 cases generally 
showed weaker mechanisms for addressing these broader challenges 
through MSP because conservation remained mostly recognised or 
mapped, with limited influence on spatial governance.

6. Discussion

The integration of MPAs into MSP varies considerably across EU 
Member States. While some countries have MSP frameworks that embed 
conservation objectives into spatial planning and cross-sectoral deci
sion-making, others operate through parallel systems in which conser
vation and MSP remains but weakly coordinated. This variability 
reflects the complexity of marine governance in Europe, where common 
EU directives coexist with diverse national legal frameworks, institu
tional arrangements and planning cultures.

The typology applied in this study helps clarify these differences by 
distinguishing between three observed forms of integration: MPAs fully 
integrated into MSP across sectors, MPAs integrated mainly through SEA 
or other environmental assessment instruments, and MPAs treated pri
marily as layers or sectors within MSP. No EU country assessed in this 
study was classified as Level 1, where conservation acts as the primary 
driver and organising principle of MSP. This absence may reflect the 
original orientation of the EU MSP Directive (2014/89/EU), which was 
designed primarily to organise maritime activities and support blue 
growth, while environmental protection was incorporated as one 
objective among several rather than as the central basis for spatial 
governance [12,57].

Countries classified at Level 2 — Belgium, Germany, Latvia, 
Slovenia, Sweden and the Netherlands — represent the strongest cases of 
MPA–MSP integration identified in this study. In these countries, con
servation objectives are not only recognised in MSP, but are embedded 
in legal frameworks, planning provisions, priority areas, restrictions, 
ecological corridors, future conservation areas or institutional coordi
nation mechanisms. These cases suggest that stronger integration 

Table 6 
Main gaps and weaknesses in MPA–MSP integration identified from the country 
guidelines.

Integration 
level

Guideline theme Main gap or weakness identified

Level 2 Policy and legal 
frameworks

Conservation objectives are 
embedded in MSP, but MPA 
designation and management may 
remain under separate 
environmental authorities.

MPA network design and 
ecological coherence

Priority areas, corridors or future 
conservation areas may be 
included, but ecological coherence 
still requires stronger 
operationalisation and follow-up.

Adaptive management, 
monitoring, evaluation and 
review

Monitoring and adaptive review 
exist or are planned, but links 
between MSP implementation and 
MPA effectiveness remain 
incomplete.

Level 3 Policy and legal 
frameworks

MSP and MPA responsibilities often 
remain institutionally separate, 
even where conservation objectives 
are recognised.

SEA SEA and environmental assessment 
are central integration mechanisms, 
but do not automatically ensure 
governance integration.

Spatial analysis and 
mapping

Ecological mapping and 
biodiversity priority areas inform 
MSP, but do not always translate 
into binding spatial provisions.

MPA network design and 
ecological coherence

Ecological coherence, connectivity 
or future MPAs may be considered, 
but often through environmental 
strategies rather than direct MSP 
authority.

Level 4 Policy and legal 
frameworks

MSP and MPA frameworks are 
weakly connected, and MSP often 
lacks authority to designate, expand 
or manage MPAs.

Spatial analysis and 
mapping

MPAs are mainly included as 
existing protected areas, map layers 
or spatial constraints.

MPA network design and 
ecological coherence

Connectivity, ecological coherence 
and MPA network design are 
absent, weak or addressed outside 
MSP.

Stakeholder engagement 
and consultation

Stakeholder engagement 
specifically focused on MPA–MSP 
integration is limited or case- 
specific.

Adaptive management, 
monitoring, evaluation and 
review

Monitoring, evaluation and 
adaptive review of MPA–MSP 
integration are weak, fragmented or 
project-based.

Cross- 
cutting

Connectivity, resilience, 
climate adaptation and 
cumulative pressures

These issues appeared across levels 
rather than as distinctive features of 
one level. Their treatment varied 
according to how strongly MSP 
provisions, environmental 
assessments, monitoring and MPA 
governance were connected.
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depends on the ability of MSP to move beyond mapping existing MPAs 
and to translate conservation objectives into spatial decisions, sectoral 
compatibility rules and cross-sectoral governance arrangements. The 
Level 2 cases also show that full legal unification between MSP and MPA 
systems is not necessarily required for advanced integration. In several 
countries, MPA designation and management remain under environ
mental authorities, but conservation objectives still influence MSP de
cisions through formal coordination, legally binding spatial provisions, 
priority areas or restrictions on incompatible uses.

Regional sea-basin cooperation appears to support, but not deter
mine, these stronger integration patterns. Long-standing collaboration 
in the Baltic Sea through the HELCOM-VASAB MSP Working Group has 
likely contributed to more coherent planning principles, transboundary 
dialogue and exchange of experience among countries [58,59]. The 
North Sea also provides examples of relatively advanced integration, 
particularly in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands, where conser
vation objectives are reflected in binding planning provisions, priority 
areas, restrictions and cross-sectoral governance mechanisms. However, 
Denmark shows that regional cooperation alone is not sufficient to 
ensure higher integration. National legal mandates, institutional ar
rangements and the capacity to translate conservation objectives into 
MSP decisions remain decisive.

At the same time, Level 2 does not mean that integration is complete 
or without vulnerabilities. These countries still face implementation 
challenges related to monitoring, enforcement, adaptive review, 
ecological coherence and the operational connection between MSP 
implementation and MPA management. Also, in some cases, the regu
latory strength of protected areas varies by designation type. Therefore, 
the main challenge for Level 2 countries is not the formal inclusion of 
conservation in MSP, but the consolidation of mechanisms that ensure 
conservation objectives remain effective during implementation, revi
sion and enforcement.

Countries classified at Level 3 — Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Ireland, Malta, Poland and Spain — represent an intermediate form of 
MPA–MSP integration. In these cases, conservation objectives inform 
MSP decisions and may help avoid or mitigate conflicts with protected 
areas. However, integration remains primarily technical and procedural, 
with coordination between MSP and conservation occurring mainly 
through data sharing, stakeholder participation and policy alignment 
rather than through institutionalised joint governance or direct cross- 
sectoral decision-making. Although environmental assessment in
struments can strengthen the ecological evidence base for MSP, they do 
not automatically ensure that MPAs directly shape zoning, licensing, 
sectoral allocation or management measures. This finding aligns with 
recent work on ecosystem-based MSP, which shows that MSP processes 
continue to exhibit a gap between the conceptual adoption of EBA 
principles and their operational implementation. In particular, chal
lenges related to governance structures, stakeholder engagement, data 
availability, ecosystem process knowledge, future scenarios, climate 
change and monitoring continue to constrain implementation [23].

Countries classified at Level 4 — Cyprus, Denmark, Italy, Lithuania, 
Portugal and Romania — represent the weakest form of MPA–MSP 
integration identified in this study. In these countries, MPAs tend to be 
acknowledged rather than actively integrated into planning and gover
nance arrangements. For example, Portugal addresses marine conser
vation, ecological connectivity and protected areas only to a limited 
extent, while Denmark’s legal framework does not clearly define how 
MPAs should be incorporated into MSP. Similarly, Italy, Lithuania and 
Romania recognise existing MPAs and Natura 2000 sites within planning 
processes, but MSP plays only a limited role in shaping conservation 
measures, protected area management or network development. These 
findings suggest that the main barrier to stronger MPA–MSP integration 
is not the absence of environmental legislation, protected area frame
works or environmental assessment procedures, which are present in 
most countries, but rather the extent to which these instruments are 
translated into MSP provisions, institutional coordination, spatial 

decisions and implementation mechanisms. The Level 4 cases therefore 
represent a form of passive recognition of conservation objectives, 
contrasting with the more advanced technical and procedural, and ul
timately cross-sectoral governance, forms of integration observed at 
higher levels of the typology.

This gradient suggests that recent European policy developments 
have not yet been evenly translated into national MSP practice. Impor
tantly, the absence of Level 1 cases does not indicate the absence of 
conservation concerns in European MSP. Rather, it points to a gap be
tween the emerging policy ambition to place ecosystem-based conser
vation more centrally within MSP and the still uneven translation of this 
ambition into national planning authority, spatial decisions and imple
mentation mechanisms. Although EU policy increasingly links MSP with 
ocean health, biodiversity protection, restoration, climate resilience and 
sustainable blue economy objectives [14,16], the assessed national MSP 
frameworks still tend to position conservation as an embedded, proce
dural or spatially recognised objective, rather than as the primary driver 
of maritime spatial governance [31].

This distinction also resonates with broader assessments of MSP 
implementation in Europe. WWF’s assessment of Mediterranean MSP, 
for example, evaluates MSP through the inclusion of nature, socio- 
economic considerations, good ocean governance and the comprehen
siveness of the planning process. Its findings show that the presence of 
SEA or marine protection measures does not necessarily guarantee that 
nature protection, restoration, cumulative impact assessment or adap
tive monitoring are fully operationalised within MSP [60]. This supports 
the interpretation that MPA–MSP integration should be assessed not 
only by whether MPAs are included in plans, but by whether conser
vation objectives influence the spatial allocation of uses, governance 
structures and implementation mechanisms.

Across all levels, several challenges remain recurrent. These include 
institutional fragmentation, uneven stakeholder coordination, limited 
monitoring and enforcement capacity, insufficient links between 
ecological assessment and binding spatial provisions, and difficulties in 
operationalising ecological coherence. Although connectivity, climate 
adaptation and resilience may be explicitly recognised in some Level 3 
strategic frameworks, partially operationalised in some Level 2 systems, 
or weakly addressed in Level 4 cases, they should be understood as cross- 
cutting challenges rather than characteristics of a single level. What 
varies across the typology is not whether these challenges exist, but the 
degree to which MSP provides mechanisms to respond to them through 
spatial governance, monitoring, adaptive review and MPA management.

From a policy perspective, the findings suggest that strengthening 
MPA–MSP integration requires different priorities depending on the 
integration level. For Level 4 countries, the priority is to move beyond 
recognition and mapping by creating clearer legal and institutional 
mechanisms linking MSP with MPA designation, ecological coherence 
and conservation-oriented spatial decisions. For Level 3 countries, the 
key challenge is to connect SEA and environmental assessment outputs 
more directly to binding MSP provisions, licensing, zoning and MPA 
governance. For Level 2 countries, the focus should be on improving 
implementation, adaptive monitoring, enforcement and the operational 
links between MSP revision and MPA effectiveness.

The upcoming revision cycles of national MSPs may therefore pro
vide an important opportunity to strengthen MPA–MSP integration. 
Rather than treating MPAs only as pre-existing constraints, future MSP 
processes could use conservation objectives more proactively to guide 
spatial priorities, identify ecological corridors, anticipate future pro
tected areas and improve compatibility between maritime uses and 
biodiversity protection. Such progress would require not only stronger 
legal and institutional arrangements, but also better ecological data, 
inclusive stakeholder processes and adaptive mechanisms capable of 
responding to cumulative pressures and climate-related change [6,22, 
23,29]. These are essential if MSP is to support more coherent, 
ecosystem-based and biodiversity-informed marine governance in 
Europe.
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7. Conclusion

The analysis of MPA integration into MSP across EU Member States 
reveals substantial disparities in legal, institutional and operational 
approaches. While a small group of countries reached advanced inte
gration, most still operate through systems where conservation is 
incorporated mainly through environmental assessment mechanisms or 
treated as an existing spatial layer or constraint. This heterogeneity 
highlights the need for tailored strategies that reflect national legal ca
pacities, institutional arrangements and ecological priorities.

For countries at Level 4, where MPAs are mainly treated as spatial 
layers or environmental constraints, foundational changes are needed to 
establish clearer legal and institutional links between MSP and MPA 
designation, ecological coherence and conservation-oriented spatial 
decisions. For countries at Level 3, advancing integration requires 
bridging institutional gaps and linking SEA, ecological assessments and 
biodiversity strategies more directly to binding MSP provisions, zoning, 
licensing and MPA governance. Even in Level 2 countries, where con
servation objectives are more clearly embedded in MSP, further progress 
depends on strengthening implementation, adaptive monitoring, 
enforcement and the operational links between MSP revision and MPA 
effectiveness.

Across all levels, integration efforts should be reinforced by ecolog
ical coherence, climate resilience, robust monitoring frameworks and 
inclusive governance processes. The findings show that MPA–MSP 
integration is not only a technical or regulatory challenge, but also a 
governance challenge. Conservation objectives need to be translated 
into planning authority, cross-sectoral decision-making and imple
mentation mechanisms.

Ultimately, successful integration of MPAs into MSP requires moving 
beyond the recognition of protected areas in plans towards a more 
functional role for conservation in maritime spatial governance. By 
learning from advanced cases while addressing persistent structural 
gaps, EU Member States can move towards more coherent, ecosystem- 
based and biodiversity-informed MSP.

It is important to note that the findings reflect the views and expe
riences of the interviewees, which may not fully capture the complexity 
of each national context. Future research should deepen this analysis by 
including additional perspectives and exploring the long-term outcomes 
of MPA–MSP integration in practice.
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