
MARINE SPATIAL PLANNING AND MARINE PROTECTED AREA 

PLANNING ARE NOT THE SAME AND BOTH ARE KEY FOR 

SUSTAINABILITY IN A CHANGING OCEAN

MSP and MPA planning are two 

different processes used worldwide to 

support ocean sustainability
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Both must used synergistically 

and further integrated especially under 

a changing climate

M SP  A ND  M P A P L AN NI NG  AR E  TW O DI ST INCT  A RE A -

B A S ED  MA NA G EM EN T P RO CE S S ES  U SED  WO R L D WI D E T O

SU P P O RT  S UST A I NAB L E O C EA N U SE A ND  C ON SE R VAT IO N.  

WH IL E  T HE Y S HAR E  S IM I L AR IT IE S ,  TH EY  T AR G E T D IF FE RE NT

G O AL S A ND  OB JE C T IVE S ,  A ND  US E D IFF ER E NT  M ET H OD O L O G IES ,  

T O OL S ,  AN D P R AC T I T I ON ER  S K IL L S ET S.  ST IL L ,  T HE Y  AR E E AS IL Y 

CO NFL ATE D  IN  M UL TI P L E C O N TE XT S

R EC O G N IS I NG  B O T H AS  SE RV IN G  DI FFE R EN T G O AL S  AND  

R ES UL T I NG  IN  D IFF ER EN T  OU T C OM E S I S  A  P R ER E QU IS IT E  T O  

LE V E RAG ING  S Y NE RG IE S  B E T WEE N M S P  A ND  M P A  P L A N NI NG .  

T HE  T WO  AR E N OT  IN T ER C H ANG E AB L E  ( NO R  C OM P E T ING )  

AP P R O AC HE S.  M SP  IS  NO T  INT E ND ED  T O  SUB ST IT UT E  M P A 

P L AN NI NG .  B OT H  P R OC E SSE S AR E  FU ND AM EN T AL  AN D 

MUT UALL Y  S Y NE RGI S TIC  AN D S HO UL D WO R K  IN  P AR AL L E L    —

AN D B E FU R T HE R IN TE GR ATE D — T O  SUP P O R T  OC E AN  

SU ST A I NAB I L IT Y  UN D ER  D RA M AT IC  AN D R AP I D C H ANG E

W H A T  I S  M A R I N E  S P A T I A L  P L A N N I N G ?  

MSP is a multi-sectoral and multi-objective public process. It involves analysing and allocating the 

spatial and temporal distribution of human activities in marine areas to achieve ecological, economic, 
and social objectives. MSP seeks to integrate all existing and emergent human uses, minimising 

conflicts and fostering compatibility among them, as well as between such uses and the environment. 

MSP involves creating a shared vision for the future across many divergent viewpoints and 
aspirations, from multiple stakeholders and sectors. 

E H L E R  A N D  D O U V E R E  2 0 0 9 ,  U N E S C O  G U I D E

A N D  M P A  P L A N N I N G ?  

MPA planning is a management process focused explicitly on biodiversity protection and meeting 

conservation goals. MPAs are clearly defined geographical spaces that are recognised, dedicated 
and managed through legal or other effective means to achieve the long-term conservation of nature 

with associated ecosystem services and cultural values. There is a ‘continuum’ of MPAs allowing 

differing degrees of human use, from ‘fully protected’ to ‘multiple-use’. Various types of MPAs all aim 
to limit uses that are destructive or incompatible with nature protection. 

D A Y  E T  A L .  2 0 1 9 ,  I U C N  G U I D E L I N E S

K E Y  D I F F E R E N C E S  B E T W E E N  B O T H

The figure below highlights a number of aspects that both bring together and set apart MSP and 

MPA planning: the use of zonation, temporal and spatial scales, stakeholder involvement, the use of 
a “systems” view, and the integration of climate change considerations.

F R A Z Ã O  S A N T O S  E T  A L .  2 0 2 5 ,  N P J  O C E A N  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y  

A  C O N F L A T I O N  E X A M P L E  

F R O M  T H E  P O L E S

A recent analysis of perceptions on the status and challenges of MSP development in the Arctic and Southern 

oceans, led by the University of Lisbon, involved 172 polar experts, largely from academia (natural and social 
sciences) and government sectors, from over 30 countries. 

Results showed an overall low level of familiarity with the concept of MSP amongst polar experts in both the Arctic 
and the Antarctic regions and indicated that MSP and MPA planning were easily conflated, especially in the 

Southern Ocean. As an example, while many respondents stated they were aware of MSP initiatives, many experts 
cited examples that corresponded to MPAs planned by the Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine 

Living Resources (CCAMLR)—e.g., the Ross Sea MPA, the Weddell Sea MPA, or the South Georgia and South 

Sandwich Islands MPA—and not integrated, cross-sectoral MSP. 

This suggests that the MSP community has further work to do to articulate how MSP differs from MPA planning, 
and what benefits MSP can deliver. The Southern Ocean has been identified as the ideal place to trial climate-

smart MSP, which could serve as an important model, especially in areas beyond national jurisdiction; yet it 
remains the only sea basin worldwide without true MSP. 
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S P E C I A L  C O L L E C T I O N :  O P E N  F O R  S U B M I S S I O N S

The broader scope of MSP offers opportunities to expand MPA planning, by considering pressures 

beyond boundaries of protection, ensuring conservation interests have a seat at the table, mediating 
conflicts. Incorporating MPA planning into MSP can ensure a central emphasis on ocean health, 

boosting biodiversity protection, and contributing to global sustainability commitments as from the Global 

Biodiversity Framework, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, or the High Seas Treaty 
(i.e., BBNJ Agreement). Climate-smart MSP can advance MPA planning through multiple pathways 

from supporting MPA site identification to setting the stage for dynamic MPA's, informing MPA redesign 
and adaptation, promoting ecosystem recovery and restoration, examining trade-offs between use and 

conservation, strategically allocating ocean uses, and anticipating and adapting to potential futures. 

These              . 
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L E V E R A G I N G  S Y N E R G I E S :  H O W  C L I M AT E - S M A R T  M S P  

C A N  S U P P O R T  C L I M AT E - S M A R T  M PA  P L A N N I N G

include: 1. highlighting areas where new MPAs (and networks of MPAs) need to be established to meet 

a variety of conservation objectives under a changing ocean, 2. setting the stage for dynamic MPAs as 
part of dynamic ocean planning and management, 3. furthering our understanding of social-ecological 

systems to help redesign or adapt existing MPAs to be more effective, 4. promoting both natural 
(passive) recovery as well as restoration of ecosystem functioning and ocean health, 5. allowing 

examination of trade-offs between use and conservation, and the sustainability of use over time, in light 

of climate change, 6. strategically allocating a full range of uses in such a way that conflicts are 
minimised and both human well-being and a sustainable blue economy are enhanced, and 7. helping 

local communities, the public, and decision-makers to anticipate — and adapt to — potential futures.
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