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GROWING DIVERSITY IN MARITIME SPATIAL PLANNING 

Maritime / marine spatial planning (MSP) has largely been conceptualised by 
marine science and management communities, drawing on notions of 
rationalistic resource management. This emphasises, for example, the efficient 
use of marine space for maritime activities, based on scientific knowledge and 
the demands of environmental protection1. However, links are now being made 
to more socially- and policy- oriented spatial planning concepts, which 
emphasise the need to achieve policy priorities as determined by wider 
governance frameworks, reflecting a range of maritime interests2. 

This reflects the much more established practice of spatial planning in terrestrial 
contexts, where planning has long been recognised as a politically and socially-
driven process, by which economic development goals can be facilitated3. This is 
especially the case as MSP is being implemented not just through scientific and 
pilot projects, but at official levels. As statutory systems of MSP are now being 
put in place, it is being invested with wider political purposes, as coastal nations 
seek, for example, to benefit economically from their marine resources4. 
Moreover, in some contexts, MSP is being formally connected with terrestrial 
planning frameworks. As a consequence, MSP is beginning to reflect the 
diversity of terrestrial planning systems and practices as seen in different 
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jurisdictions5. This in turn reflects the jurisdictional variety of political, legal and 
administrative systems into which planning systems are integrated6. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PLANNING IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

One nation where the influence of the wider governance and planning context on 
the shape of MSP is particularly evident is the United Kingdom. The UK’s 
terrestrial spatial planning has long been recognised as having distinct aspects 
compared to many other planning systems around the world7. These 
characteristics are now becoming apparent in the UK’s approach to MSP, setting 
it apart, in certain respects, from other forms of MSP. 

The British planning system is generally characterised as ‘discretionary’, in that 
plans do not prescribe the exact details of development, but set out preferred 
terms through policy statements and spatial options8. Development proposals 
will be considered with reference to plans, but also by taking other ‘material 
considerations’ into account9. Planners thus have the discretion to take into 
account issues that may not have been apparent when drawing up the plan, and 
actual development may deviate considerably from a plan’s provisions10. 

This is in contrast to other planning systems which are generally characterised as 
being more ‘regulatory’ in nature, with plans setting out conditions of 
development in much more spatially prescriptive terms ; various zoning 
instruments may be used, for example, in which classes and forms of 
development as stated in the plan must be adhered to in given areas11. This has 
arguably led to different physical outcomes for urban areas, such as more organic 
and ad hoc patterns of development in the UK, compared to the more evenly-
structured forms which tend to be found in some other European nations. 

THE STATUTORY FRAMEWORK FOR MSP IN THE UK 

The UK has actively developed policy on MSP (referred to simply as ‘marine 
planning’ in the UK) since 200012. 
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