
 
 
 

 

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the EU Commission. Neither the European Union nor the EU 

Commission can be held responsible for them. 

 

REPORT 
Meeting: NSAC MSP Webinar  
Parties: NSAC members, DG MARE, stakeholders 
Date: 1 July 2025 
Location: MS Teams 
Chair: Alexandra Phillipe, NSAC EWG Chair 
Rapporteur: NSAC Secretariat 

 

Contents 
 

1 Welcome and introduction [Alexandra Philippe, Chair of the NSAC Ecosystem Working 
Group] ............................................................................................................................... 1 
2 10 years of EU MSP Directive [Céline Frank, European Commission] ............................ 2 
3 GNSBI [Jana Caulier, Belgian Ministry and Jérôme Chladek, German Ministry] ............. 4 
4 North Sea Programme [Titia Kalker, Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water 
management] .................................................................................................................... 8 
5 Ecosystem-based review of MSP in the German context [Dr Cormac Walsh, Carl von 
Ossietzky University of Oldenburg] .................................................................................... 9 
6 MarinePlan: ecosystem-based MSP toolbox [Annaïk Van Gerven, Institute of Natural 
Sciences Belgium] ........................................................................................................... 12 
7 NSAC Advice on Mapping of important fishing grounds [Solène Prevalet, Chair of NSAC 
Mapping FG].................................................................................................................... 13 
8 Closing ......................................................................................................................... 17 
9 Participants ................................................................................................................... 18 

 

 
1 Welcome and introduction [Alexandra Philippe, Chair of the NSAC Ecosystem 
Working Group] 
 
Alexandra Philippe, Chair of the NSAC Ecosystem Working Group (EWG), welcomed 
participants to the meeting. 
 
As a background, she highlighted that the 2023 NSAC workshop on Maritime Spatial Planning 
(MSP) led to formal advice on improving stakeholder involvement. She emphasized that 
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stakeholder engagement is crucial in the North Sea due to its heavily used and contested 
maritime space. With the EU’s recent Ocean Pact and upcoming revisions to key directives 
(Maritime Spatial Planning Directive (MSP) and Marine Strategy framework Directive 
(MSFD)), she stressed that platforms like the NSAC must play an active role in shaping future 
ocean governance. 
 

2 10 years of EU MSP Directive [Céline Frank, European Commission] 
 
Céline Frank (DG MARE) delivered a presentation marking the ten-year anniversary of the 
MSP Directive. She highlighted the evolving nature of stakeholder engagement in MSP 
projects. While the early stages were primarily led by academics, fisheries organizations have 
now become actively involved, and national authorities are increasingly taking the lead in 
implementation. 

20 out of 22 coastal Member States have adopted national maritime spatial plans to date, 
bringing the Directive close to full implementation. Significant EU funding—including from the 
European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) and Horizon Europe—has 
been invested in building a stakeholder community around maritime planning at the sea basin 
level.  

Prior to the Directive’s adoption, a Member State Expert Group on MSP was established in 
2012. This group has continued to meet at least twice a year to facilitate implementation 
discussions and share best practices. Following the adoption of the Directive, Member States 
were given two years to transpose it into national law, with a deadline to adopt their plans by 
2021.  

The European Commission published its first implementation report in 2022, with the next due 
in 2026. A formal evaluation of the Directive is also being initiated to prepare for its revision 
by 2027, as part of the Ocean Act proposed under the Ocean Pact. 

The MSP Directive has been recognised as a valuable tool by both Member States and sectors 
operating at sea. However, gaps have been identified. While current plans allocate sufficient 
space for offshore energy targets, the 30% target for protected areas has not yet been 
reached. Revisions of national plans are underway to align with new priorities such as the 
Green Deal and Nature Restoration Law. 

A “Blue Forum” of sea users has been created at the EU level to support cross-sectoral 
dialogue, complementing existing national and regional platforms. Member State-led 
initiatives, such as the Greater North Sea Basin Initiative, are further strengthening regional 
cooperation. 

Examples of maritime spatial plans—such as Belgium’s—illustrate the increasing overlaps 
between uses, underscoring the importance of cooperation. Guidance on coexistence and 
multi-use is being provided by the Commission, including a compendium of real-world 
examples.  
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The Ocean Pact, adopted in June 2024, aims to integrate various ocean-related policies under 
a common strategic framework. It calls for strengthened ocean governance and sets the stage 
for the adoption of a European Ocean Act in 2027, with the revised MSP Directive as a 
cornerstone. An Ocean Board of stakeholders will be established, alongside a Pact Dashboard 
using the EU Ocean Observatory to monitor progress. 

Six priorities have been outlined in the Pact: restoring ocean health, fostering a sustainable 
blue economy, supporting coastal communities, advancing ocean research and observation, 
enhancing maritime security, and strengthening EU ocean diplomacy. Complementary to this, 
a Water Resilience Strategy was also adopted, promoting a source-to-sea approach and wider 
use of nature-based solutions. 

Upcoming actions include the second MSP implementation report, the revision of the MSP 
Directive, alignment with the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (also under revision), the 
development of the Digital Twin of the Ocean by 2030, and a new Vision 2040 for fisheries 
and aquaculture under the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). 

EWG Chair thanked Frank and opened the floor for questions. 

Jan Kappel (EAA) queried whether recreational fisheries will be included in MSP plans. 

Frank noted a general willingness to include recreational fisheries in MSP, but emphasized 
that data remains limited. It is ultimately the prerogative of each Member State to decide 
whether or how this sector is incorporated into their national plans, and so far, it is not a 
common practice. However, she expressed openness to engagement, stating that if advice or 
input is provided by the angling community, the Commission would be happy to receive it and 
explore ways to integrate it into the planning approach. 

Juan Ronco Zapatero (independent observer) asked whether the Ocean Pact will be 
followed by a legally binding Ocean Act, and if so, whether it will take the form of a directive. 
He expressed concern that this could potentially complicate matters in relation to the existing 
MSP framework and questioned how integration with other related priorities (such as 
ecosystem) and issues will be managed. 

Frank responded that The Ocean Act is expected to extend beyond the revision of the MSP 
Directive and take the form of either a directive or regulation. Existing legal frameworks will be 
reviewed to determine if additional measures are required. Ocean Observation has been 
identified as a likely area for inclusion due to current gaps. The Act will build on the MSP 
Directive, with integration of sectors remaining the guiding principle. Only areas not already 
covered by existing legislation will be addressed under the new Act. 

Manuela Zajk (Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Food Security and Nature) asked 
for clarification on the nature of the Ocean Act, and sought to better understand the status of 
the Ocean Pact, pointing out that it is not legally binding and that the process of developing it 
has not been as inclusive as the term “pact” would imply, and asked what exactly the Ocean 
Pact entails and how it fits into the broader legislative framework. 
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Frank explained that the Ocean Pact was developed with the new Commission and was 
preceded by a public consultation. Although it is not a legally binding instrument, significant 
actions with binding and non-binding targets have already begun and are under its framework.. 
The main goal of the Ocean Pact is to ensure greater coherence across these targets and 
policies. Frank likened it to the European Green Deal, which offered a coherent, unified 
approach to addressing climate change—this Pact aims to do the same for ocean governance. 

EWG Chair noted that the Ocean Pact’s legally binding annex suggests that the forthcoming 
Ocean Act may turn currently non-binding targets—like those in the Biodiversity Strategy or 
Marine Action Plan—into binding commitments. With the MSFD also being revised to 
potentially include binding thresholds, this raises concerns about coherence. The key question 
is how the Commission will align the Ocean Act, revised MSFD, and Maritime Spatial Planning, 
which is seen more as a tool than a regulatory framework. 

Frank noted that the plan is to strengthen both the MSP Directive and the MSFD, building on 
what has worked so far. MSP has proven to be a useful tool for planning and identifying future 
priorities. With the experience gained, there is now a better understanding of the importance 
of integrating the ecosystem-based approach and MSFD thresholds into spatial planning. 

A key focus is ensuring coherence between the directives—both in terms of scientific 
knowledge and practical implementation. It’s being discussed how to effectively reflect 
cumulative impacts and align planning with existing environmental targets. Ultimately, the goal 
is to create a more centralized and consistent framework where all relevant MSFD targets are 
integrated into MSP, avoiding fragmented or conflicting spatial objectives.  

Kenn Skau Fischer (NSAC Chair) asked how the Advisory Councils (ACs) will be involved 
in the ongoing work on Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) and the related implementation 
dialogue.  

Frank confirmed that the ACs will continue to be invited and emphasized appreciation for their 
input, which provides valuable reflections to the process. Regarding the implementing 
dialogue, she explained that while fisheries representatives were invited, it was not possible 
to include all ACs due to limitations on the number of participants. The outcomes of the 
meeting will be made public. She added that an Ocean Board will soon be established, 
bringing together representatives from different sectors, and it will serve as a platform for 
ongoing dialogue. 

 
3 GNSBI [Jana Caulier, Belgian Ministry and Jérôme Chladek, German Ministry] 
 

Jana Caulier (GNSBI) provided an update on the Greater North Sea Basin Initiative (GNSBI). 
GNSBI is a regional cooperation platform that brings together nine countries bordering the 
Greater North Sea. Its goal is to foster cross-border and cross-sector collaboration to improve 
coordination of marine space and address the increasing competition for maritime resources. 
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Countries participating in the GNSBI work together across energy, nature protection, fisheries, 
and MSP. Given the intense and growing use of the North Sea, the initiative serves as a forum 
to discuss how best to balance competing interests and plan more effectively. 

The GNSBI operates through a set of thematic working tracks, each focused on a specific 
issue: 

• Fisheries 

• Multiple Use of Space 

• Knowledge Sharing and Data 

• Cumulative Impact Assessments 

• Nature Restoration and Conservation 

Strategic and operational matters are addressed through the Steering Group, composed of 
country coordinators and working track co-leads. One current topic under discussion is the 
need for an early MSP dialogue—exploring how countries can better align planning processes 
despite differing national rules and timelines. 

While the European Commission is not a formal member of the GNSBI, it acts as a strategic 
partner and provides active support. Representatives regularly participate in Steering Group 
meetings, and the Commission also funds an assistance mechanism that will help the initiative 
advance to the next phase, including organizing stakeholder events and developing tools.  

Overall, a key strength of the GNSBI lies in its cross-sectoral approach. Unlike other regional 
organisations that focus on a single domain—such as NSEC for energy or OSPAR for the 
environment—the GNSBI is unique in fostering dialogue across sectors, integrating 
perspectives from energy, environment, fisheries, and maritime planning. The GNSBI’s 
structure encourages collaboration not only within each working track but also across tracks, 
with continuous exchange and learning between different thematic areas. 

Equally important is the process itself: ministries and agencies from different countries 
engaging directly, learning from one another, and developing a shared understanding of 
complex, overlapping issues.  

The GNSBI has initiated the development of its stakeholder engagement strategy. Input for 
the initial draft was collected during a technical session in Hamburg and the European 
Maritime Day (EMD) in Cork, where stakeholders contributed valuable insights. This feedback 
was used to create a first draft, which will be reviewed by the GNSBI Steering Group in 
September. At that meeting, members will also consider options for deeper stakeholder 
consultation, potentially through a webinar. 

The draft strategy aims to ensure inclusive, transparent, and effective engagement, and is 
structured around several key components. Stakeholders have been grouped into four main 
categories based on their function, influence, and capacity: 
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o Key Players: Central actors involved in shaping GNSBI work and governance 
(e.g., OSPAR, NSEC) 

o Regional Enablers: Stakeholders offering strategic or political input 

o Implementation Partners: Technical contributors essential to implementation 
and coordination 

o Contextual Stakeholders: A broader community kept informed and 
occasionally consulted 

The strategy outlines several levels of stakeholder engagement, from basic information 
sharing to strategic partnerships. These levels reflect differences in formality, frequency of 
communication, and involvement in decision-making. Each level is cumulative and builds on 
the previous. 

Each working track within GNSBI will conduct its own stakeholder analysis and manage 
engagement based on specific needs. For instance, the Fisheries working track will maintain 
regular dialogue with NSAC, adapting its approach as necessary while ensuring coordination 
and transparency across the initiative. 

Starting next year, GNSBI intends to host annual stakeholder events to foster dialogue and 
gather feedback on key topics. To prevent fatigue, the strategy emphasizes targeted, well-
coordinated engagement, clarity on expectations, two-way communication, and efficient use 
of existing networks and processes. 

A dedicated GNSBI website is under development, where relevant documents, updates, and 
the terms of reference—including the stakeholder strategy—will be published to ensure clarity 
and accessibility for all stakeholders. 

One of the valuable pieces of advice from the NSAC was the recommendation to ensure a 
participatory drafting process for the strategy. GNSBI incorporated this by gathering input early 
and now plans to organize a follow-up webinar to present and discuss the strategy with 
stakeholders more extensively.  

Talevska asked where the NSAC fits within the stakeholder categories and whether the 
NSAC can influence its classification. 

Caulier explained that determining stakeholder categories involves a combination of factors, 
including the needs of the ministries, the capacity of the stakeholders, and their willingness 
to contribute. The exact placement of NSAC within the stakeholder categories is still under 
discussion, and it remains important to continue engaging with stakeholders on this matter. 

Pauline Stephan (CNPMEM) asked how power imbalances among stakeholders will be 
addressed. 

Caulier responded that power imbalances among stakeholders have not yet been discussed 
in detail. Addressing this issue should be an important consideration moving forward.  
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Jerome Chladek (GNSBI) provided an update on the Work Track focused on the long-term 
perspective of fisheries.  

One of the key areas of work presented was the ongoing study on spatial overlap between 
fisheries, offshore wind farms, and marine protected areas. The study, initially launched as a 
one-off effort, revealed the need for regular updates, due to the fast-paced evolution of MSP 
and sectoral developments. A follow-up proposal has been submitted to the GNSBI steering 
group to explore how such assessments could be institutionalised and regularly conducted in 
the future. However, the study faced challenges, particularly with data-sharing obstacles 
spotlighting the need for improved internal data governance. 

Currently, the full analysis is underway, with results expected in autumn 2025. Once 
completed, the study will be made publicly available. Targeted stakeholder consultations—
starting with NSAC—will be held to gather interpretation, identify gaps, and receive 
suggestions for future iterations. 

Additionally, GNSBI is considering hosting a multi-stakeholder conference to discuss the study 
results collectively with representatives from fisheries, environment, energy, and planning 
sectors. The outcome of this broader exchange will be summarised in a conclusions 
document, which will reflect stakeholder insights and help inform both MSP and future study 
cycles. 

The GNSBI fisheries working track also noted that NSAC’s recent advice on data sharing and 
MSP was particularly helpful with one point still requiring clarification namely NSAC’s 
reference to the reform control regulation hindering data sharing. The GNSBI would welcome 
further elaboration on this issue. 

Zapatero reported that during a recent five-day working group at ICES, scientists worked on 
developing a strategy to mitigate the impacts of offshore wind energy development on fisheries 
surveys in the North Sea. A key concern raised was the lack of advance information on 
offshore developments, significantly disrupting research efforts and data continuity. He also 
emphasized the need for a dedicated GNSBI website or public platform where all stakeholders 
could access information, ask questions, or contribute input. 

Caulier confirmed that starting in 2026, it will become easier for stakeholders to engage, with 
the introduction of newsletters and a website featuring contact information. Additionally, each 
country has designated coordinators to facilitate communication. 

Regarding concerns raised about the impact of offshore wind development on scientific 
fisheries surveys, Chladek acknowledged that while the issue hasn’t yet been fully discussed 
within the fisheries work track, it is recognized at the national level. He added that if this 
challenge remains unaddressed, it could significantly compromise scientific data collection, 
increase uncertainty in stock assessments, and potentially lead to unfounded fisheries 
restrictions. They urged NSAC to help raise awareness across ministries and stakeholders. 

Falke de Sager asked which data is currently being used to monitor fisheries and how this 
information will support the planning of future initiatives. She emphasized the need for regular 
regulatory updates to effectively track fisheries and their changes over time. Additionally, she 
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highlighted the importance of ensuring that these frameworks are future-proof, so that fishing 
routes can adapt in response to climate change. 

Chladek explained that the current study uses logbook and VMS data from a five-year period 
(2018–2023) to map fishing activity. These data are overlaid with publicly available plans for 
offshore wind development and MPAs to identify areas of potential spatial conflict or economic 
impact for fisheries. 

The data, shared in aggregated form through a new process, allows for a more informative yet 
less sensitive analysis than before. The result will offer a snapshot of how existing plans up to 
2030 could affect recent fishing activity. 

However, he emphasized that this approach is not future-proof, as plans evolve quickly (e.g. 
Sweden recently cancelled many wind farm developments) and new MPAs are still being 
proposed. The aim is to institutionalize a regular, science-based process for updating this 
analysis, so that planning reflects the most current realities.  

David Connor, former MSFD advisor at DG ENV, noted ICES analysis for DG Environment 
that mapped the economic and spatial distribution of fishing in the North Sea. The study 
showed that 90% of the value comes from core fishing areas, while 60% of the area generates 
only 10% of the return—highlighting potential for improved spatial management to support 
seabed protection. He emphasized the relevance of these findings for aligning fisheries with 
environmental and climate goals, urging greater use of this evidence in marine planning and 
coordination. 

Chladek confirmed that the GNSBI Fisheries Working Track is aware of the ICES study and 
maintains regular contact with ICES. He noted that GNSBI's approach builds on this by 
applying a new data-sharing method that reduces sensitivity while improving detail. The work 
also lays the foundation for a future institutionalised monitoring process, supporting stronger 
evidence for marine spatial planning and fisheries management. 

 
4 North Sea Programme [Titia Kalker, Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water 
management] 
 
Titia Kalker from the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management presented the 
partial revision of the Netherlands’ Marine Spatial Plan, known as the North Sea Programme. 
The update was driven by the need to expand offshore wind energy capacity to meet 2040 
national targets. With existing zones insufficient, new areas were designated—most notably 
area 6/7, which could accommodate around 19 GW of wind energy. Conversely, the 
Lagerlande zone was removed due to its fisheries value and safety concerns related to mining 
and shipping. 
 
Within area 6/7, a central “open zone” of 1,520–1,620 km² will remain free from wind farm 
development to support Nephrops (langoustine) fishing, ecosystem connectivity, bird 
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migration, and shipping needs. The plan follows a phased approach, beginning with Phase 1, 
while Phase 2 will depend on further studies and consultation. 
 
Planning was guided by fisheries data, environmental assessments, and strategic evaluations, 
but it also prioritised stakeholder engagement. The Ministry collaborated with the fisheries 
sector through plenary and bilateral discussions within the North Sea Consultation Group. This 
ensured operational and socio-economic perspectives were integrated into planning. 
 
Fisheries engagement has matured over time. While early efforts in 2007 lacked active input, 
by 2023 the relationship had significantly improved, with fishers helping to shape spatial 
planning variants. This revision exemplifies an integrated planning approach that balances 
energy development with environmental and sectoral interests. It also highlights the 
importance of combining data with local knowledge and transparent dialogue in shaping the 
North Sea’s future. 
 
Kappel raised a question about the varying regulations on fishing access within wind farm 
areas across different countries—highlighting that some allow commercial and recreational 
fishing, while others prohibit it entirely. He also sought clarification on the use of the term 
“security” in a presentation slide, specifically in relation to its implications for fisheries. 
 
Kalker clarified that “security” in the context of wind farms encompasses several concerns: 
the safety of fishers near turbines, the risk of damaging underwater infrastructure like cables, 
and broader maritime safety, including visibility for vessels. With rising geopolitical tensions, 
protecting critical offshore infrastructure from potential threats like sabotage is also a growing 
priority in marine spatial planning. She added that shipping safety is a key issue, as vessel 
captains often struggle to see fishing boats operating within wind farms. Kalker emphasized 
the need for feasibility studies to assess whether (recreational) fishing can be safely permitted 
in these areas. 
 
Marc Eskelund (FSK-PO) asked whether any insurance company is willing to cover potential 
damages caused by bottom-contact fishing gear. 
 
Kalker noted that, to her knowledge, no insurance company has agreed to provide such 
coverage yet, but the matter is still under study.  
 
 
5 Ecosystem-based review of MSP in the German context [Dr Cormac Walsh, Carl von 
Ossietzky University of Oldenburg] 
 
Cormac Walsh presented a study examining the integration of an ecosystem-based approach 
within Germany’s 2021 MSP for the North Sea.  

The research aimed to identify the main constraints and enabling factors for implementing the 
ecosystem-based approach in MSP, focusing on the North Sea—a region under increasing 
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pressure from traditional activities like shipping, fisheries, and defense, as well as expanding 
offshore wind development. These pressures are further compounded by acute, high-impact 
events such as oil spills and disease outbreaks, which are often overlooked in MSP processes 
despite their significant ecological consequences. 
 
MSP operates on both regulatory and strategic levels, coordinating maritime activities while 
potentially offering a platform for long-term, integrated decision-making. A key challenge lies 
in reconciling these roles within an ecosystem-based framework. While international 
definitions of ecosystem approach vary, the EU provides a clearer interpretation through the 
alignment of the MSP Directive with the MSFD, positioning ecosystem approach as a 
mechanism to ensure cumulative human activities stay within ecological limits, preserve 
ecosystem resilience, and safeguard marine services for future generations. 
 
Germany’s 2021 North Sea Plan serves as a case study, reflecting the country’s technical, 
rule-based planning culture. The Federal Maritime and Hydrographic Agency (BSH), 
responsible for MSP, prioritises navigation and coordination rather than ecological planning. 
While the plan formally references ecosystem principles and environmental goals like Good 
Environmental Status (GES), in practice, it falls short. Environmental assessments focus 
mainly on offshore wind and neglect cumulative or indirect impacts from other sectors. 
Activities like shipping and fisheries are treated as fixed background conditions, and the 
baseline analysis is weak—relying on a “no-plan” scenario that still assumes major offshore 
expansion, making it difficult to evaluate alternatives meaningfully. 
 
Although earlier drafts of the plan explored strategic scenarios—prioritising traditional use, 
wind development, or ecosystem protection—the final report concluded that all scenarios had 
similar environmental outcomes. This finding stemmed from static assumptions: continued 
growth of traditional sectors and inevitable offshore wind expansion.  
 
The study finds a fundamental misalignment between EU policy and the German MSP 
framework. While EU directives present MSP as a strategic tool for achieving environmental 
sustainability and integrating EBA, the German approach remains procedural, using MSP to 
coordinate activities rather than minimise impacts. Marine protected areas are treated as 
exceptions rather than core planning elements, and scenario analysis is superficial. 
 
The issue is not a lack of ecological data or political support, but rather a narrow understanding 
of MSP as a technical tool for implementing existing decisions. This view is reinforced by 
institutional arrangements and the absence of formal safeguards to ensure meaningful 
application of ecosystem approach. 
 
The upcoming revisions of the MSP and MSFD directives in 2027 may introduce stronger 
alignment between ecological and economic goals. In Germany, there is growing interest in 
creating a marine landscape plan under the Federal Agency for Nature Conservation and 
involving independent planners in the next MSP cycle. New initiatives such as ecosystem 
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sensitivity mapping also offer promise for more precautionary and ecologically grounded 
planning. 
 
EWG Chair thanked Walsh and opened the floor for questions. 
 
Juan Ronco Zapatero highlighted the German case as particularly relevant, referencing a 
NABU-organized panel and a Bundestag debate on MSP, noting that MSP in Germany has 
become overly technocratic, lacking sufficient political debate, especially on environmental 
priorities and ecosystem-based approaches. He asked whether MSP should be re-politicized 
and if greater parliamentary involvement could strengthen environmental considerations in the 
process. 
 
Walsh agreed with the need to re-politicize MSP. He added that while parliamentary debate 
on MSP is crucial, it's equally important to develop meaningful alternatives and future 
scenarios that reflect varying volumes and intensities of human activity at sea.  
 
EWG Chair noted that MSP is already political in the sense that it reflects political intentions 
and binding targets. She emphasized the importance of considering the link between the MSP 
and MSFD directives when discussing the political nature of planning. Upcoming 
developments—such as the Ocean Act and the revision of the MSP Directive—will likely bring 
increased political engagement, both at the EU Parliament and national levels. 
 
Talevska expressed caution about the call to re-politicize MSP, noting that making MSP more 
political could subject it to fluctuating political climates. In her view ensuring meaningful 
stakeholder engagement from the outset is more relevant. She emphasized the need for a 
stable system that consistently upholds ecosystem-based principles over time. 
 
Walsh emphasized that the main challenge is achieving a balanced approach to MSP. For 
MSP to serve as true policy-making rather than just policy implementation, it needs to operate 
at a higher strategic level within government, involving strong cross-sectoral coordination and 
visibility. While parliamentary debate alone may not drive transformative change and carries 
risks, Walsh highlighted the importance of viewing MSP as part of a broader democratic 
process that requires strategic oversight and political accountability. 
 
EWG Chair noted that ideally, a system combining direct democracy with strong stakeholder 
involvement would be optimal. In practice, however, the key is to strike a balanced approach 
where political decision-making and stakeholder engagement complement each other 
effectively. 
 
David Connor observed that MSP often focuses on balancing commercial and spatial 
interests, with less attention given to achieving GES and applying an ecosystem-based 
approach. He also highlighted limited fisheries sector engagement in planning and asked 
whether this view is shared by other North Sea countries. 
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Walsh explained that MSP implementation varies widely across the North Sea region and 
Europe. For example, Ireland has a framework but no formal maritime spatial plan, limiting its 
ability to conduct thorough environmental assessments or support Good Environmental Status 
(GES). Overall, MSP practices are diverse, and no clear best practice has emerged that 
effectively balances ambitious MSP goals with real environmental improvements. This 
remains a major challenge for EU member states, which are expected to reconcile these 
objectives independently. He shared the SWAN report for interested parties.  
 
6 MarinePlan: ecosystem-based MSP toolbox [Annaïk Van Gerven, Institute of Natural 
Sciences Belgium] 
 
Annaïk van Gerven (Institute of Natural Sciences in Belgium) presented a Horizon 2020 
project, coordinated by Thünen Institute, which aims to advance MSP across several EU Baltic 
and North Sea countries. The project focuses on developing ecosystem-based MSP 
approaches and proposing new tools and methods to help achieve biodiversity targets—
specifically, protecting 30% of marine areas by 2030, including 10% under strict protection. 
 
A central focus has been the Southern North Sea (SNS) planning area, encompassing the 
Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, and parts of the UK. Due to intense industrial activity, spatial 
planning here is particularly complex. The team developed a systematic conservation planning 
tool using PrioritizeR—an R package that analyzes spatial data to identify optimal marine 
protected areas (MPAs) by balancing ecological priorities with minimizing impacts on human 
activities such as fishing. 
 
Three scenarios were explored: 

1. A national perspective, allocating MPAs within each country’s boundaries. 
2. A cross-border (or “essence”) perspective, ignoring national borders and reallocating 

MPAs based solely on ecological data. 
3. A coastal restoration scenario emphasizing connectivity critical for habitat recovery, 

such as oyster beds. 
 

These scenarios revealed significant differences in outcomes, illustrating how planning 
perspectives shape management decisions. 
 
Ecological assessments relied on EFSA criteria, integrating species vulnerability and habitat 
importance, while fishing effort served as a cost layer. Modeling connectivity proved 
challenging but was essential for restoration-focused planning. 
 
Additionally, the project introduced an MSP assessment tool developed by AZTI to evaluate 
ecosystem-based marine fisheries planning. This structured questionnaire scores various 
MSP stages and topics, highlighting strengths—like environmental consideration—and 
weaknesses, particularly in restoration and monitoring efforts. 
 

https://swanireland.ie/2022/05/mistakes-of-poor-planning-on-land-risk-being-repeated-at-sea-with-irelands-first-marine-plan-swan-commissioned-report-finds/
https://aztidata.es/EB-MSP
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The project also delivered comprehensive policy recommendations addressing challenges 
such as reconciling conservation and energy development goals, fragmentation of governance 
across countries and agencies, conflicting sectoral priorities, inconsistent stakeholder 
engagement, and shortcomings in monitoring and adaptive management. 
 
Ultimately, the work seeks to promote more integrated, ecological, and strategic MSP by 
acknowledging governance complexities and the need for enhanced coordination and 
transparency. The project’s reports, publications, and tools will soon be available to support 
future MSP initiatives. Link to the study summary and survey is accessible here. 
 
Kappel inquired how climate change is considered in the analysis, noting that the discussion 
referenced breeding and fishing areas based on data from 1998 and asked how conditions 
have changed since then. For example, in the Baltic Sea, some breeding areas have 
disappeared due to oxygen depletion.  
 
Van Gerven noted that the Western Baltic Sea is one of the key study sites, with research 
there placing a strong emphasis on climate change. Spawning data from 1998 was used in 
the initial analysis due to the lack of consistent, comprehensive data covering the entire 
planning area for that criterion. They opted to use this older, uniform dataset rather than 
combine disparate data sources, which would have introduced significant bias. 
 
The team plans to develop hypothetical scenarios during the summer that incorporate climate 
projection layers. These scenarios will consider factors such as changes in water temperature 
and species responses, and will explore different future management strategies under varying 
climate conditions.  
 
Stephan wondered whether the team had considered inverting the layers—treating MPAs as 
the cost layer and fishing effort as the feature to optimize. This reversal in perspective could 
offer interesting insights into how the outcomes might change. 
 
Van Gerven noted that it could be possible, but the allocation of MPAs depends heavily on 
the specific set of layers used, and using multiple layers simultaneously as cost layers is 
challenging. While it is possible to combine several layers into an index, this often results in 
significant loss of information.  
 
 
7 NSAC Advice on Mapping of important fishing grounds [Solène Prevalet, Chair of 
NSAC Mapping FG] 
 
Solène Prevalet emphasized that the North Sea, one of the world’s largest and most 
intensively used marine areas, must support diverse sectors—including fisheries, renewable 
energy, and conservation—while ensuring equitable governance. Within this context, the 
focus group’s advice aims to ensure that fisheries are fairly represented amid growing spatial 
competition. 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/36bf6e17c69c4ad4bb9d9d442c8d4262
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Mapping emerged as a critical tool not only for identifying traditional fishing areas but also for 
supporting balanced decision-making, analyzing displacement impacts, and anticipating the 
effects of new marine activities. Accurate, up-to-date maps support food sovereignty and 
economic resilience by securing a meaningful role for fisheries in spatial planning. They also 
reflect the social, cultural, and ecological importance of fishing activities beyond simple 
economic metrics. 
 
Several challenges hinder fisheries representation in MSP. These include 
underrepresentation of fishing grounds, late or limited involvement of fishers in decision-
making, fragmented and inconsistent mapping efforts, and challenges in balancing data 
transparency with confidentiality—particularly for small-scale fishers. A further constraint is 
reliance on outdated data, which weakens fishers’ ability to defend their interests against 
expanding sectors like offshore wind. 
 
The group’s first recommendation is to actively and inclusively engage fishers throughout the 
MSP process. Their real-time, place-based knowledge—on species movement, seasonal 
patterns, and operational constraints—enriches data interpretation and fosters trust. 
Participatory mapping projects like DTU Aqua and VisTools illustrate the success of this 
approach.  
 
A second recommendation involves adopting a multi-data approach: integrating AIS, VMS, 
logbooks, and fisher knowledge, and including social and cultural indicators. Data consistency 
across regions and technologies—such as advanced radar and satellite imagery—is essential. 
Mapping tools should also incorporate dynamic variables like climate change and evolving 
fishing grounds. 
 
Data sharing must be secure, cross-border, and government-facilitated, ensuring fishers retain 
control over their contributions. Digital platforms like the Greater North Sea Fishing Initiative 
provide trusted spaces for cooperation. Transparent data agreements, with incentives like 
sustainability certifications or fuel efficiency benefits, can motivate participation. 
 
Prevalet advocated for balanced data governance—combining constructive incentives with 
regulatory oversight—and proposed a centralized data center to protect sensitive information 
while promoting cooperation. To improve accessibility, maps must be user-friendly and include 
metadata, disclaimers, and tutorials to avoid misinterpretation. Platforms like GeoFish and AC 
Fish Map offer strong examples of accessible, integrated spatial data systems. 
 
The group also highlighted the urgent need to assess displacement impacts, especially on 
small-scale fishers, as offshore wind and other marine sectors expand. Compensation 
schemes should be based on historical income and impact evaluations, ensuring fair and 
sustainable transitions. 
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In conclusion, Prevalet called for a dynamic, centralized, and inclusive mapping approach that 
reflects the full economic, cultural, and environmental value of fisheries. Achieving this 
requires legal frameworks, operational tools, and long-term cooperation among fishers, 
scientists, authorities, and NGOs. The NSAC recommendations offer a practical roadmap for 
aligning EU policy objectives with fair, sustainable marine governance. 
 
Marc Eskelund noted that data from small-scale fisheries is often dismissed by authorities 
and offshore wind developers if it doesn't come from AIS or VMS systems. He questioned 
whether any efforts have been made to build trust, validate, or authenticate small-scale 
fisheries data, since this is typically their main form of input. 
 
Prevalet recognized this as a significant challenge. For instance, vessels under 15 meters are 
not required to carry AIS, and those under 12 meters often do not have to use VMS, depending 
on national regulations. Consequently, there are gaps in available data for small-scale 
fisheries. To address this issue, the French government has developed an initiative called 
Valpena. This program conducts interviews and surveys on a European scale to gather data 
from fisheries lacking VMS or AIS coverage. The collected information is aggregated into grid 
cells and utilized by fisheries representatives to support mapping projects. 
 
David Connor noted that previous ICES analysis on spatial fishing activities and economic 
returns was limited by the resolution of fishing data. Providing more precise information on 
fishing distribution and its impact on the seabed will be crucial going forward. He also 
highlighted an interesting finding from the ICES analysis regarding the relationship between 
core fishing grounds—those with the highest economic value—and different MSFD habitat 
types. Further research should explore this relationship further, as understanding why certain 
areas are more productive—despite similar seabed types—could greatly enhance seabed 
protection and fisheries management. 
 
Prevalet responded that there remains significant research to be conducted, especially 
regarding the inclusion of temporal variability. ICES has already made considerable progress 
in this area, and it will  be interesting to see this ecosystem variability being incorporated into 
their work. 
 
Walsh noted that the following Guidelines on Cetacean-Sensitive MSP from ASCOBANS may 
also be relevant: https://www.ascobans.org/en/document/maritime-spatial-planning. 
 
Kappel emphasized the need to balance protecting sensitive fisheries data with maintaining 
public and industry trust. They noted that much fishing activity is already visible through vessel 
tracking technologies, making excessive secrecy less justifiable today than in the past. Kappel 
suggested that North European countries should clearly define what information genuinely 
requires confidentiality, while increasing overall transparency. 
 
Prevalet clarified that the concern is not about maintaining secrecy but about achieving a 
balanced approach. Building trust with fishers is essential, particularly as many initiatives are 

https://www.ascobans.org/en/document/maritime-spatial-planning
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fisher-led and offer direct benefits to them. These projects encourage partnerships and data-
sharing agreements with authorities, fostering long-term collaboration.  
 
Zajk asked if there are any existing cross-border Memorandums of Understanding that serve 
as good examples for fisheries data sharing. 
 
Prevalet noted that many large-scale projects have already established such agreements. For 
instance, they highlighted the Sea Data Cloud initiative as a good example, which includes 
different levels of authorization to foster trust among stakeholders. 
 
Ronco Zapatero asked whether the fisheries community would be willing to support the 
creation of designated fishing reserve areas in exchange for greater security and recognition 
of fishing rights.  
 
Prevalet explained that establishing fixed reserve areas for fisheries is difficult due to climate 
change and shifting fish stocks, which require fishers to adapt and move beyond traditional 
grounds.  
 
Falke De Sager clarified that fishers’ reluctance to share data is less about secrecy and more 
about distrust and perceived polarization. Many fishers feel unfairly blamed for environmental 
issues and worry that increased monitoring could be used against them. Building trust is key—
tools like VisTools work well because fishers voluntarily share data with neutral research 
bodies, not regulators. However, some fishers still protect certain areas due to commercial 
sensitivity. De Sager also voiced concerns about designating reserved fishing areas, noting 
that such concentration could harm specific grounds and reduce flexibility.  
 
Prevalet agreed that designating specific fishing areas is complex, particularly because 
fisheries target different species, making fixed zones difficult to manage. She added that while 
maps are publicly accessible, the general public often lacks the expertise to interpret them 
correctly. To address this, she recommended including clear explanations, tutorials, and 
expert commentary to ensure that data is accurately understood and not misused. 
 
Fischer emphasized that designating zones specifically for fishing can help ensure fishers are 
involved early in the MSP process. Setting aside areas for fisheries doesn’t imply exclusion 
elsewhere, but rather guarantees that fishing interests are seriously considered before other 
developments take place. Fischer cited Sweden as a positive example, where certain fishing 
areas are safeguarded not only for economic reasons but also as part of national food security 
strategies. He endorsed the idea of identifying and protecting critical fishing zones, especially 
near urban centres where active fleets operate. 
 
In response to earlier concerns raised about transparency and data sharing, Fischer cautioned 
that such questions—if framed negatively—might unintentionally erode trust in the planning 
process. Instead, they called for a more constructive, solutions-oriented dialogue that fosters 
mutual understanding and reinforces confidence among stakeholders. 

https://www.seadatanet.org/About-us/SeaDataCloud
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Kappel clarified that his point was meant as a broader reflection on the role of transparency 
in fisheries management. If confidentiality is used in a one-sided way to protect the fishing 
industry, it may lead to reduced transparency and ultimately erode trust among stakeholders 
and the public. 
 
De Sager added that many fishing vessels operate across national and even third-country 
waters, which adds an extra layer of complexity to the discussion.  
 
8 Closing 
 
EWG Chair concluded the meeting by reflecting on the key points discussed and outlining 
next steps.  

The discussion highlighted several important themes: 

• A clearer understanding emerged of how the European Commission is structuring its 
work, particularly regarding the 2026 evaluation of the MSP Directive, which will be 
part of a broader Ocean Act package. 

• Stakeholder engagement was a recurring concern, with emphasis on the growing 
issue of stakeholder fatigue due to the increasing number of initiatives and 
overlapping policy processes. 

• The link between offshore energy expansion and geopolitical instability—especially 
Europe’s energy dependency—was noted as a driver behind recent political 
priorities. 

• The need for an ecosystem-based and integrated approach was stressed, along with 
the importance of real-time data and flexibility, rather than static planning models. 

• Data sensitivity and the limits of transparency without adequate interpretation were 
also discussed, pointing to the need for better communication around complex 
datasets. 

• The absence of climate change in many of the current MSP discussions was seen as 
a major gap that should be addressed. 

• The importance of shaping a clear and inclusive narrative that communicates both 
the benefits of MSP and the impacts of the status quo was underlined as essential for 
building trust. 

Looking ahead, the NSAC Ecosystem Working Group will continue to monitor the MSP 
Directive review process and refine its input along the way, ensuring relevance and quality. 
Finally, the relationship between MSP and marine Nature-based Solutions remains an open 
question, one that may be revisited in future working group sessions. 
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