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Summary

The ambitions set for environmental protection, offshore renewable energy and
sustainable food production are high and complex. In addition, due to geopolitical
situations, stronger emphasis has been set on self-reliance and (economic)
competitiveness, hence the Ocean Pact was developed. To tackle all these complexities,
the sea-basin approach has been brought up as a way forward to support countries in
strengthening the Ecosystem-Based Approach (EBA) in strategic planning at sea, moving
towards integrative, coherent and adaptive MSP at sea-basin scale.

EU funded projects play a key role in supporting countries in bridging the knowledge gap
on topics related to MSP and facilitating the sea basin approach. In many cases, limited
capacity, funding and/or time hinder collaboration and knowledge building and exchange;
EU projects provide essential support to maintain and promote continuous learning and
cooperation.

The two EU EMFAF projects, ‘NESBp" and ‘MEDIGREEN', jointly support three sea basins
regarding MSP; Greater North Sea, the Baltic Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. Hence,
through an interactive panel discussion Involving participants and panel expert speakers,
the projects divedinto the topics of ocean governance, ecosystem-based approach, multi-
use and cooperation with non-EU countries. This exchange provided to share best
practices and lessons learned across sea basins, while highlighting the role EU projects
can play in supporting a coherent sea basin approach.

It became evident that, although each sea basin faces specific challenges and has distinct
characteristics, there is a great potential for mutual learning through the exchange of
lessons learned and best practices, which can be adapted to each region’s unique context.
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Workshop reflections

Opening words

French Director-General of Maritime Affairs, Fisheries and Aquaculture, Eric Banel, addressed in
his opening words the need for a sea basin approach and why it matters. Ecosystems, marine
activities, and shared threats, like climate change; all are issues that cross borders. Hence, these
challenges require moving beyond fragmentated efforts towards a sea basin approach. However,
a sea basin approach is not without its challenges. Through Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) as
the primary tool, countries can better navigate these complexities and coordinate efforts
effectively at the sea basin level.

French DG Eric Banel opening the sea basin workshop, Photo by Liene Strazdina)

Panel discussion

High ambitions for environmental protection, offshore renewables, and sustainable food
production, combined with geopolitical pressures toward self-reliance and competitiveness,
have made the sea-basin approach the key vehicle for integrative, coherent, and adaptive MSP.
The Ocean Pact reflects this strategic shift. Through an interactive panel discussion, experts
representing each sea basin involved in the projects, came together to exchange perspectives on
the ecosystem-based approach (EBA), ocean governance, and cooperation with non-EU countries
within their respective regions.
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e Marjoleine Nascimento da Silva- Karper / Project manager NESBp project, Netherlands
Enterprise Agency (RVO) - Moderator

e Lodewijk Abspoel / Senior Advisor European Integrated Maritime Policy, Ministry for
Infrastructure and Water Management (NL) — North Sea / GNSBI representative

e Marina Markovic / Senior Programme Officer, Mediterranean Sea /-UNEP/MAP - PAP/RAC
representative

e Jan Schmidtbauer Crona / Senior analyst, The Swedish Agency for Marine and Water
Management — HELCOM —VVASAB MSP WG / Baltic Sea representative

\May EUROPEAN MARITIME DAY

Panel discussion on sea basin approaches for the Baltic Sea, North Sea and Mediterranean Sea, photo by Liene Strazdina)
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Baltic Sea

* HELCOM-VASAB MSP Working Group (est. 2010) underpins long standing Baltic cooperation;
the regional MSP roadmap predates the EU MSP Directive.

* HELCOM-VASAB MSP WG brings together both an environmental perspective (through
HELCOM) and a spatial planning perspective (through VASAB). This has created a unique
governance collaboration between countries in the region.

* Revised 2025 ecosystem-based approach guidelines introduce five pillars: ecosystem
integrity, environmental thresholds, social and economic considerations, coherent
governance, and data sharing.

* The revised version, adopted this year by HELCOM-VASAB, keeps much of the original
content but makes it more explicit.

* Baltic Sea Action Plan links MSP to three concrete EBA measures: implement EBA guidance;
map sensitive and high-value areas; steer activities away from sensitive zones.

* Key strength: jointly owned guidelines create shared accountability and represent a jointly
agreed regional approach, across all Baltic countries. It brings countries together around
common objectives and approaches.

* There has also been important work on cumulative impact assessments and related
methodologies through projects such as MSP-GREEN and other regional initiatives. These are
more technical and specific tools, but they are strengthened when combined with an
overarching governance framework.

* MSP is primarily a planning and coordination tool with strong links to marine protection,
rather than a direct mechanism for sectoral conflict management.

North Sea

* The Greater North Sea Basin initiative® was designed to bring together the two wider Norths
Seas OSPAR regions, that are connected ecologically and economically (encompassing the
North Seas Energy Cooperation area, and linking well to Baltic and Atlantic), even if they are
not always formally grouped together within one project framework.

* In this region, there are many shared activities and common challenges, including climate
objectives set in the Paris Agreement? and the need for stronger regional cooperation.

L https://maritime-forum.ec.europa.eu/theme/eu-sea-basin-strategies/greater-north-sea-basin-
initiative-gnsbi_en
Zhttps://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
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* A highly interconnected maritime sea basin, with many common challenges, including
climate change and objectives linked to the Paris Agreement and the need for stronger
regional cooperation.

* The North Sea basin is not a completely uniform area, with differences in ecosystems and
governance systems, therefore a need and understanding to look beyond borders and
consider broader ecological and geographical scales when applying maritime spatial planning
and ecosystem-based management.

* The shared vision already exists through the KMGBF3 (Living in harmony with nature), Paris
Agreement, and the UN SDGs related to the sea. The real challenge is defining pathways,
timelines, and spatial trade-offs.

* The real objective is to develop a cross-sectoral mindset — one that is encouraged by
legislation but ultimately driven by practical cooperation and shared responsibility.

* Forecasting scenarios (2040, 2050, 2070, 2100) should be developed and used from which
back-casting should take place. Covering shared goals and cover spatial, ecological, social,
and economic dimensions all together. Good scenarios should feed dialogue, not replace it.
The GNSBI digital twin is currently being further developed from the existing North Sea and
Baltic prototypes.

* Cross-sectoral governance, dialogue among planners, ministries, and sectors must happen
before broader stakeholder engagement.

* MSP here is primarily a tool for managing spatial squeeze and competing sectoral interests.

Mediterranean

* Most Mediterranean countries are not part of the European Union. Within this sea basin,
numerous cultures with different governance systems, political contexts, and priorities,
coexist. Only a limited number of countries - those belonging to the EU - currently have MSP
in place, although other countries such as Algeria and Tunisia are developing regulations
oriented to implement a maritime spatial planning-like system.

* 50 years of environmental cooperation through the Mediterranean Action Plan and the
Barcelona Convention set the scene advancing MSP at the sea-basin scale, although there
are other initiatives like those promoted by Union for the Mediterranean or those promoted
by the EU oriented to achieve a common sea basin approach.

3 https://www.cbd.int/gbf
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* Despite the differences, countries share the concern for the environment and on the need
to preserve the unique Mediterranean ecological values.

* Despite long-standing geopolitical challenges, countries have continuously achieved to sit
together and cooperate on protecting the Mediterranean marine environment by reaching
common agreements.

* Two-track approach: Mediterranean-MSP-Community of Practice (MED-MSP-CoP) (informal,
16 countries) and Barcelona Convention (more formal approach, where competent
authorities represent the contracting parties).

* The MED-MSP-CoP provides a platform for exchanging and sharing expert knowledge
following a bottom-up approach. This informal initiative, launched by DG MARE, CINEA and
supported by the WestMED initiative in 2023, is a dynamic and open community where
experts exchange experiences and knowledge on MSP-related issues.

* The Barcelona Convention MSP-working group provides political legitimacy with formal
country representation. This group, facilitated by PAP-RAC can also help non-EU countries
move forward with maritime spatial planning in the Mediterranean Region.

* A roadmap under the ICZM Protocol and regional MSP framework is being finalized for
adoption by all Contracting Parties, extending political commitment to non-EU countries.

* WestMED and Adriatic-lonian Strategy use MSP as a cross-cutting enabling tool for trust-
building and blue economy development.

Cross-Cutting Themes

Ecosystem Based Approach

e Can be the basis for countries to come together based on shared concerns.

® MSP can support the implementation of a more embedded ecosystem-based approach in
managing uses and activities at sea.

e Through the Paris Agreement and the Convention of Biological Diversity, there are already
sufficient visions and objectives; it is now time to turn this into scenarios and actions.

e The ecosystem-based approach is really about working more collectively and maintaining
a holistic view of the sea basin.

Ocean Governance
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* Current MSFD lets each country define the path to reach a Good Environmental Status (GES)
independently. This could lead to fragmentation and disagreements in shared sea regions.

* The Ocean Act would help if stating legislative intent clearly and avoid as much as possible
leaving key substance to delegated acts.

* EU-level coherence between environment, energy, maritime, and other policy areas is
essential, and must be mirrored at national level.

* The priority is clearer legislation, which is simpler to implement: making systems work better,
not adding administrative burden.

* Cross-sectoral governance dialogue is essential before moving into broader stakeholder
engagement.

* Collaborations and platforms within a sea basin should not operate alone, but should work
together to strengthen cooperation and move forward with the support of maritime spatial
planning.

* Moving towards a more sea basin approach will take time, also recognizing national
authorities and control. A more gradual approach could support moving towards a more sea
basin approach, by starting with knowledge exchange and sharing harmonized data,
conducting joint assessments, and creating informal dialogue platforms. These steps can
gradually build a more sea-basin-oriented perspective, both environmentally and in broader
governance terms, considering socio-economic realities as well. At the same time, we need
to make sure to move forward and speed up cooperation at sea basin level, since the
urgencies we are dealing with need our active attention and require cooperation

* |f we invest in ocean sustainability, national programmes should reinforce one another and
contribute to common goals.

Non-EU Cooperation and Knowledge Exchange

* MEDIGREEN project has several engaged non-EU countries. Algeria is actually a full partner
of the project, being Tunisia through the University of Sfax an associated partner.
Additionally, thanks to PAP-RAC, reaching Mediterranean countries outside the consortium
had been possible, such as Albania, Croatia and Turkey. Broadening non-EU participation
further is a priority for the next phase.
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Knowledge exchanges are cumulative: relationships and shared understanding built over
time are a long-term strategic asset.

The North Sea Basin Initiative has stronger links to sectors, and this is something the Baltic
Sea region could learn from. At the same time, the Baltic Sea has developed strong
experience in connecting MSP with marine protection and marine management. In the
Mediterranean cooperation needs to happen on a more sub-regional level, through targeted
exercises, cross-border projects and practical initiatives. Hence, there is clear mutual learning
potential between regions and sea basins.

Data is important but must be used carefully. The purpose of data and information should
be to understand broader patterns and how maritime activities interact. Obtaining
transferable and interoperable data should be a must to reach a real sea basin approach.

As countries follow different MSP approaches, ranging from highly strategic to a more
bottom-up approach, scenario building can provide a structured basis for dialogue, help
identify trade-offs, and support informed decisions. Ultimately, scenarios should help move
from shared principles to practical choices about how maritime space is used and managed.

Exchange of experiences and perspectives is needed to bring together practical knowledge
and valuable experiences from different contexts.

Dialogue is essential, since sea basins are connected, hence it requires awareness of what
others are doing and requires cooperation at every level.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

1. EU projects are critical in providing technical support, knowledge and commitment at
operational level. They could be used to enhance and promote exchanges within sea
basins and learn from each other.

2. Under the Ocean Act, funding should remain available for projects that support sea
basin cooperation by providing technical expertise and bringing stakeholders
together. Strengthening such cooperation should focus on obtaining strong results
and the possibility to create a platform for stakeholders to cooperate.

3. Sea basins should be supported by a more coherent and strategic long-term funding
program. Rather than relying on different calls and numerous standalone projects, a
more strategic approach based on interconnected projects in a structured pipeline
would be more effective. This approach should include identifying key knowledge
gaps for projects to address, ensuring that efforts are targeted and complementary.
In this way, both the knowledge generated and the networks established can be
maintained within a more stable framework, ultimately enhancing implementation.

4. Cooperation within sea basins could profit from cross-sea basin dialogue based on an
agenda setting for topics. Ecosystem based approach best practices and examples,
multi-use and cooperation with non-EU countries could be topics for the agenda to
be discussed between sea basins. Here, ad-hoc mechanisms or projects could be
designed to support this dialogue between sea basins.

5. Good environmental status benefits from a more coherent approach rather than each
country defining it by itself, since the ocean lacks political boundaries.

6. The Ocean Act gives us a unique opportunity to describe clearly what we want to
achieve, why it matters, and how it should help us.

7. Regional cooperation should be clearly embedded in the Ocean Act.

The development of this report was funded by the European Union. Views and opinions
expressed are however those of the authors only and do not necessarily reflect those of the
European Union or CINEA. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held
responsible for them. The NESBp and MEDIGREEN projects are supported by the European
Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund of the European Union.
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