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ABSTRACT 

Marine spatial planning (MPS), being a public process for analysing and planning the spatial and temporal 
distribution of human activities in sea areas to achieve economic, environmental and social objectives, is a mean 
for a rational and scientifically-based use of sea space. Its main purpose is to identify and manage spatial uses 
and conflicts in maritime areas and to provide a framework for arbitrating between competing human activities 
and managing their impact on the marine environment. MPS enables the recognition that the oceans are no 
longer free for all commons, but rather a space where human interests, responsibilities and ecosystems interact. 
There is no MSP in Croatia, or spatial planning with regard to the Adriatic Sea, but only a fragmented sectorial 
legislation. The paper identifies MPS as an important legal tool for the effective governance of marine areas. Any 
MSP should be developed in a transparent manner and should advocate public interest.  Also, coherence 
between terrestrial and MSP should be achieved. Conducted properly, MSP should optimize the use of the sea, 
reduce the cost of information, regulation, planning and decision-making, it represents strategic planning, 
facilitates conflict resolution and sustainable resource use, helps to ensure that developing marine sectors are 
allocated space to develop, supports environmental economy, improves stakeholder involvement, and develops 
common approaches to the acquisition and dissemination of information. The authors are proposing that MSP in 
Eastern Adriatic should in particular take account of new land-based developmental hazards such as new 
construction and creation of impermeable surfaces.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A significant part of population lives by the 
coast and depends on the sea in its 
activities. Ever more intense use of the 
sea, in combination of climate changes, 
place additional pressure on the marine 
environment. The list of hazards associated 
with the sea ranges from unsustainable 
fisheries, sea- and land-based marine 
pollution, eutrophication, noise pollution 

from maritime transport and port activities, 
drilling and underwater acoustic devices, 
invasive species, climate change impacts, 
ocean acidification, sand extraction, oil 
exploration, to land use, coastal 
development with sprawl of artificial areas 
and adverse impacts from tourism.  
The knowledge necessary for pursuing the 
multiple challenges and the powers are 
distributed between numerous public and 
private entities at diverse administrative 
levels, from global level to small coastal 
communities.   Owing to such inseparable 
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interdependence, the best method of 
dealing with maritime affairs is the integral 
approach to maritime governance. 
This paper evaluates the instrument of 
marine spatial planning (MSP), provides 
the comparison between land spatial 
planning and MSP, presents the review of 
relevant sources of law, and in focusing on 
special character of the Eastern Adriatic 
region lists the challenges in MSP 
development. 

2. THE INSTRUMENT OF MSP  

It should be noted that there is no 
universally accepted definition of MSP or 
what a marine spatial plan should consist 
of [1]. 
Spatial planning refers to the methods used 
largely by the public sector to influence the 
future distribution of activities in space. It is 
undertaken with the aim of creating a more 
rational territorial organisation of land 
(space) uses and the linkages between 
them, to balance demands for development 
with the need to protect the environment, 
and to achieve social economic objectives. 
Spatial planning embraces measures to 
coordinate the spatial impacts of other 
sector policies, to achieve a more even 
distribution of economic development 
between regions that would otherwise be 
created by market forces, and to regulate 
the conversion of land and property uses. 
However the existence of maritime spatial 
plans alone does not guarantee that sea 
areas are used sustainably [2]. 
MSP operates within three dimensions, 
addressing activities (a) on the sea bed; (b) 
in the water column; and (c) on the surface. 
This allows the same space to be used for 
different purposes. Time should also be 
taken into account as a fourth dimension, 
as the compatibility of uses and the 
“management need” of a particular 
maritime region might vary over time [3].  
MSP is also innovative in the sense that it 
enables the recognition that the oceans are 
no longer being a free for all commons, but 
rather a space where human interests and 
responsibilities (established and emerging) 
and ecosystems interact [4]. 

3. COMPARISON BETWEEN LAND 
SPATIAL PLANNING AND MSP  

Coastal zones are the “hinge” between 
maritime and terrestrial development. 
Drainage areas or land-based impacts from 
activities such as agriculture and urban 
growth are relevant in the context of MSP 
[3]. 

Since its inception in the 1960s, the 
concept and the approach to spatial 
planning on land has undergone some 
significant transformations. The first 
transformation was its development from 
a project- or permit-based approach to a 
more comprehensive approach to 
resource use planning based on distinct 
areas.  The activity of spatial planning 
has also undergone a transformation, 
developing from a pure means of 
physically organising space to an 
increasingly communicative activity which 
needs to rely on co-operation between 
different scales of decision-making, 
sectors and stakeholders.  More recently, 
spatial planning is also being linked to the 
concept of coastal governance, where 
the focus is as much on the process of 
planning as on its actual output [1]. 
Present planning in marine environment is 
much similar with land planning of the 
sixties. Much can be learned from the 
existing systems of land use planning, but 
at planning it is also necessary to take 
account of the differences. First, marine 
area is tri-dimensional and dynamic in its 
character, so that each site will have 
multiple uses, simultaneously or during 
various periods or seasons, as opposed to 
the constancy of use at land. Also, 
although there are some private ownership 
rights in coastal zone, the sea is generally 
a public and not private resource [5]. 
Furthermore, physical and ecological 
conditions vary significantly in marine 
systems, and that requires    flexibility in 
the use of space [6]. 
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4. SOURCES OF LAW REGARDING 
MSP 

A review of basic sources of law related to 
MSP is provided hereinbelow. 
The United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 1982 [7] 
provides legal basis to allocate activities 
and duty to protect the marine environment 
without the expressly referring to the MSP. 
There are a number of marine areas in 
which coastal states can exercise 
jurisdiction regarding the MSP such as 
internal waters, territorial seas, archipelagic 
waters, contiguous zones, continental 
shelf’s, exclusive economic zones and 
fishery zones. 
The Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) 1992 [8] stipulates a commitment to 
introduce environmental impact 
assessments procedures for proposed 
activities that may have adverse effects on 
biological diversity, including public 
participation. 
United Nations Conference on 
Environment & Development, Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, 3 to 14 June 1992 [9] in 
its Chapter 17 sets out framework program 
of action for achieving protection and 
sustainable development of the marine 
environment and its resources. The 
program areas include, among others, 
marine environmental protection and 
integrated management and sustainable 
development of coastal areas. 
Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 
1992 on the conservation of natural 
habitats and of wild fauna and flora, as 
amended [10] is requiring Member States 
to select, designate and protect sites that 
support certain natural habitats and 
species of plants or animals as Special 
Areas of Conservation (SACs). 
The European Union Recommendation 
on Integrated Coastal Zone (ICMZ) 2002 
[11] although not making a reference to 
MSP, provides a basis for doing so, in 
particular as a part of requirements of 
Member States to develop national ICZM 
strategies. 
The European Union Marine Thematic 
Strategy (Marine Strategy) 2005 [12] 

introduces the principle of ecosystem 
based MSP and provides supportive 
framework for national initiatives toward 
spatial planning designed for achieving a 
good status of the marine environment. 
The European Union green Paper 
Towards a Future Marine Policy for The 
Union: A European Vision for the 
Oceans and Seas (Maritime Policy) 2006 
[13]  provides the basis for maritime policy 
including MSP as a key aspect to 
managing a growing and increasingly 
competing maritime economy, while at the 
same time safeguarding biodiversity. 
Directive 2009/147/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 30 
November 2009 on the conservation of 
wild birds [14] is providing a framework for 
the identification and classification of 
Special Protection Areas (SPAs) for rare, 
vulnerable and regulatory occurring 
migratory species.  
The EU Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive [15] pursues the ecosystem-
based approach in the sense that the 
adoption of decisions can no more be 
based on sectorial approach only, but must 
reflect major transboundary marine 
ecosystems that should be preserved in 
order to maintain the basic resource for all 
maritime activities.  
Governance based on ecosystems 
constitutes an integrated approach and 
differs from approaches to date which are 
usually focused on particular species, 
sectors, activities or problems, and 
considers cumulative effect of various 
sectors [5]. Ecosystem services among 
others include  provisioning services (food, 
raw materials, fresh water, medicinal 
resources), regulating services (local 
climate and air quality, carbon 
sequestration and storage, moderation of 
extreme events, waste-water treatment, 
erosion prevention and maintenance of soil 
fertility, pollination, biological control), 
habitat or supporting services  (habitats for 
species, maintenance of genetic diversity, 
soil formation, photosynthesis, primary 
production, nutrient recycling, i.e. services 
needed to maintain other services), and 
cultural services (recreation and mental 
and physical health, tourism, aesthetic 
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values, spiritual, religious values and the 
sense of place). 
Human dimension of MSP can be 
simplified in most cases to listing and 
mapping activities (e.g. oil and gas, 
fisheries, shipping). These are of course 
vital to document, but they are complex 
processes across a variety of scales, 
parallel to biophysical processes. 
Ecosystem-based approaches have 
transformed both the way we view 
biophysical processes and, by association, 
the way we also now manage the 
biophysical environment by understanding 
processes, connections, space and scales. 
In the same way, human dimensions need 
to be examined through a similar 
understanding of processes (e.g. 
community and territory), connections (e.g. 
within and across communities, 
economies), space (e.g. territories, cultural 
perceptions) and scales (e.g. local, 
regional, national scales of society) [16]. 
Explanatory text of the Proposal of 
Directive of the European Parliament 
and of the Council establishing a 
framework for maritime spatial planning 
and integrated coastal management [17] 
states that maritime spatial planning is 
commonly understood as a public process 
for analysing and planning the spatial and 
temporal distribution of human activities in 
sea areas to achieve economic, 
environmental and social objectives.  The 
main purpose of maritime spatial planning 
is to identify and manage spatial uses and 
conflicts in maritime areas. In order to 
achieve that purpose, Member States need 
at least to ensure that the planning process 
or processes result in a comprehensive 
map identifying the different uses of 
maritime space, taking into consideration 
long term changes due to climate change. 
The aim of the action is for Member States 
to establish a process or processes that 
cover the full cycle of problem 
identification, information collection, 
planning, decision-making, management, 
monitoring of implementation, and 
stakeholder participation. 
The most important feature of proposed 
new directive is the requirement for 
countries and groups of countries to 

prepare maritime spatial plans and 
integrated coastal management strategies. 
Five years after the adoption of the 
directive, the Commission will compile a 
follow-up report based on progress reports 
submitted by the Member States. Also, one 
of the most important improvements is the 
creation of geospatial data. Most of the 
information currently compiled by Members 
States about their coastal regions is socio-
economic in nature and does not contain 
location data that would help pinpoint 
precisely where certain environmental 
changes are happening [6]. 

5. SPECIAL CHARACTER OF 
EASTERN ADRIATIC REGION 

Croatia is located on the eastern side of the 
Adriatic Sea, bordering Slovenia in the 
north, Italy in the west and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Montenegro in the south.  
Croatia has a very long coastline with many 
inlets and islands. Croatia established an 
Ecological and Fishery Protection Zone 
(EFPZ), but this zone only applies to non-
EU Member States. Croatia has an 
extensive spatial planning system, but an 
ICZM strategy has not yet been developed. 
There is no specific Maritime Spatial 
Planning regulation in Croatia, nor any 
spatial planning or coastal law which can 
also be applied to the sea. Interest in 
ICZM/MSP principles is emerging from 
specific sectors (e.g. mariculture and 
maritime transport) [18]. 
In Croatia, sectorial legislation is 
predominant. Important laws in this respect 
include the Maritime Code, the Maritime 
Demesne and Marine Ports Act which 
defines maritime demesne and marine 
ports, management thereof and the 
requirements for granting the concessions, 
the Marine Fisheries Act, the 
Environmental Protection Act and the 
Nature Protection Act which regulated the 
establishment of MPAs. The 300 m marine 
belt, which is protected under the Act on 
Physical Planning and Construction and 
the Regulation on Development and 
Protection of the Protected Coastal Area, 
could be considered an exception. This 
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protected coastal area represents an area 
of special interest for Croatia [18, 19].  
Physical planning documents in Croatia are 
as a rule filled with good and technically 
correct objectives, but that is evidently not 
sufficient, as Croatia is in a situation similar 
to other transition states endowed with 
precious coastal resources. Croatia 
requires the physical planning system that 
is based on the principles of sustainable 
development, as well as implementable, 
clear and precise (as quantified as 
possible) building regulations and control 
measures [20]. Simplified application of the 
Environmental impact assessment is being 
implemented in Croatia for years, but such 
an instrument was never coherently 
included in the physical planning system 
[21]. 
As regards specific features of the Adriatic 
Sea, its northern part lies at the continental 
shelf of 30 m average depth collects 1/3 of 
the total continental freshwater of the 
Mediterranean and 80% of all pollution in 
the Adriatic [22]. The shelf dense water 
formation in the area affects circulation and 
thus oxygen supply in the Eastern 
Mediterranean [23]. Western side is 
characterized by sandy coasts interrupted 
by lagunas, while eastern coast is karstic 
with numerous channels, small islands, 
submerged cliffs and abrupt depth 
variations. Dinaric karst, the greatest 
continuous karst area in Europe, 
encompasses north and eastern parts of 
the Adriatic, and half of Adriatic Sea bed. 
Thus there is pronounced biodiversity of 
habitats and benthic fauna located over a 
small area [22]. Direct exploitation (marine 
transport, offshore platforms, submarine 
cables, hydrocarbon exploration, fishing, 
fish farming, military drills, scientific 
research, tourism) as well as indirect 
exploitation (discharge of municipal and 
industrial wastewater, runoff drainage) 
make this part of the Adriatic an interesting 
example of an ever increasing economic 
importance of the sea, but also of one of 
the most imperilled ecosystems globally 
due to pollution and excessive exploitation 
of its natural resources [24].  
Croatia is close to the European average of 
4.9% increase in impervious areas in the 

2006-2009 periods [6], which is substantial 
given the complex Eastern Adriatic karstic 
area with numerous rivers and karstic 
springs and insufficient knowledge of 
numerous submarine springs discharged in 
the area. Urbanism in particular has direct 
impact on the area of impervious surfaces, 
pollution and intensity of storm runoff, and 
pollution of the sea, meaning that land-
based activities have particular relevance 
for MSP [25]. 
The rise in its geostrategic significance will 
lead to increased maritime transport. The 
indispensable declaring of the Adriatic as 
particularly sensitive sea area would also 
require appropriate management while 
harmonized vision  at international strategic 
level together with Italy, Slovenia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and Montenegro could be 
elaborated within an integrated 
transboundary marine spatial plan. 
The most recent spatial plan of one of the 
administrative units in the area, the Littoral-
Mountain County [26] for instance, has 
done very little with regard to MSP, save 
for standard aspects such as berths, 
submarine cables and pipelines, ports, 
etc.). Comprehensive plan would require 
the availability of much more data, 
especially the knowledge of situation 
concerning marine ecosystems, and it is 
especially in Quarner area of the North 
Adriatic which constitutes marine part of 
said county that exceptionally little 
investigation has been done to date. 

6. THE CHALLENGES IN MSP 
DEVELOPMENT 

In many ways MSP is similar to integrated 
coastal zone management. For example, 
both are integrated, strategic, and 
participatory – and both aim to maximize 
compatibilities among human activities and 
reduce conflicts both among human uses 
and between human uses and nature. 
When coastal zone management was first 
conceived over 40 years ago, one definition 
of the coastal zone was the area of land 
affected by the sea and the area of the sea 
affected by the land. That definition was 
interpreted to cover the coastal plain to the 
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edge of the continental shelf. However, the 
boundaries of coastal zone management 
have been limited in most countries to a 
narrow strip of coastline within a kilometre 
or two from the shoreline. Only rarely have 
the inland boundaries of coastal 
management included coastal watersheds 
or catchment areas. Even more rarely does 
coastal management extend into the 
territorial sea and beyond to the exclusive 
economic zone [8]. There are however few 
examples of how MSP has been applied in 
coastal waters which include bays, 
estuaries and near shore marine waters 
[27]. 
Furthermore, international and ecological 
perspectives are insufficient although 
oceans and the seas are physically 
connected to each other. 
Ecosystem-based management is place-
based and needs a more spatial and 
temporal approach.  As no single, readily 
applicable best practice of marine spatial 
management exists there is a need for 
better-defined tools, procedures, and 
guidelines that support the implementation 
of ecosystem-based NSP [28]. Not all steps 
will apply to all regions, and a „one-size-
fits-all„ approach is counterproductive [29]. 
Also, in the longer term there is nothing to 
guarantee that MSP will be able to fulfil its 
potential as a tool for ecosystem 
stewardship, but it is important that it 
continues to build on the idea that humans 
and nature as an integral whole within 
which a healthy planet is the premise for 
economic and social development [4]. 
It should also be noted that some see MSP 
as a way to gain influence and power 
through the reservation of space and 
exclusion of certain activities, possibly 
demoting economically less gainful sea 
uses, such as marine protected areas [6]. 
Therefore the management of ocean 
spaces outside the protected area 
becomes increasingly more important [30] 
The value of MSP is not just in the 
development of the product but also in the 
process. Done well, the planning process 
can help to clarify management objectives, 
examine trade-offs among them, involve 
stakeholders and reduce conflicts among 
users. The process does not end with the 

plan, especially since many plans have 
specified dates for re-evaluation [29]. On 
the other hand, real outcomes, not the 
process, should be the goals of MSP [31]. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Any MSP should be developed in a 
transparent manner and should advocate 
public interest.  Also, coherence between 
terrestrial and MSP should be achieved. 
Conducted properly, MSP should optimize 
the use of the sea, reduce the cost of 
information, regulation, planning and 
decision-making, it represents strategic 
planning, facilitates conflict resolution and 
sustainable resource use, helps to ensure 
that developing marine sectors are 
allocated space to develop, supports 
environmental economy, improves 
stakeholder involvement, and develops 
common approaches to the acquisition and 
dissemination of information. 
Owing to the value of its marine natural 
resources and coastal karst, Croatia should 
in authors’ opinion institutionalize and 
foster the MSP integrated with quality 
environmental impact assessment and 
active participation of local communities. 
MSP in transboundary in character, so it is 
necessary for the states to set up the 
central coordination body that will act as a 
support in elaborating and implementing 
the integrated marine spatial plans at 
various levels. In the paper, the authors 
advocate that coordination body be 
independent with respect to the sectors in 
its role that is technical in character, and be 
subject to control of a democratically 
elected body or public authority, with clear 
rules for representation in such a 
coordination body, thus ensuring that 
relevant interests at land and the sea are 
considered.  
The authors are proposing that MSP in 
Eastern Adriatic should in particular take 
account of new land-based developmental 
hazards such as construction and creation 
of impermeable surfaces. 
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