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Introduction 

An ecosystem-based approach (EBA) is a vital part of maritime spatial planning. Application of 
this approach in MSP makes it a powerful instrument to achieve balance between the 
development of human activities at sea and healthy functioning of the marine ecosystem. 
Application of the ecosystem-based approach is stipulated by the EU MSP directive and 
recommended in a large number of international policy agreements. 

The eMSP-project EBA learning strand included compilation of good examples of the application 
of EBA in national MSP. At the same time project partners were invited to describe difficulties 
related to EBA application they encountered in the national planning process. Synthesis of this 
information became a starting point of this gap analysis. Further, documents and agreements 
related to the EBA application existing in the Baltic and North Sea areas were analyzed to identify 
whether they properly address respective global, regional and EU policies and regulations. At the 
next step, the most comprehensive guiding document - the Guideline for the implementation of 
ecosystem-based approach in Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) in the Baltic Sea area (adopted in 
2016) – was thoroughly investigated to identify its relevance to the modern knowledge base and 
policy landscape. 

Two topics were considered separately in the gap analysis as they constitute the basis of the EBA 
in MSP. The first one is themes which are to be addressed when applying the EBA in maritime 
spatial planning. Another topic is existing guidance related to knowledge and data sufficient to 
develop ecosystem-based maritime spatial plan. These two themes together identify the 
thematical scope of national MSP process applying the EBA.  

The European Green Deal, approved in 2020, was not considered in the past MSP cycle which in 
most countries had already been accomplished by that time. So, EBA related provisions of this 
key European policy document were in general not integrated in the previous national MSP 
cycles. This policy, including climate change as its intrinsic part, was considered in a separate 
section of this gap analysis.   

Two additional documents were considered in addition to the above-mentioned policy 
framework. One of them is recommendations on the EBA application by the Pan Baltic Scope 
project published in 2018. The project developed recommendations to fill in gaps in the EBA 
related guiding documents. In this gap analysis their relevance to the current state of EBA 
framework was assessed. The other document used for the identification of gaps is the 
assessments of the application of EBA in MSP in the North and Baltic seas published by WWF. 
The document utilized a set of indicators to assess the application of the EBA. Indicators which 
scored zero points were of the highest interest for the gap analysis. 
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Finally, the document includes an evaluation of usefulness of various international documents 
for strengthening of the EBA framework. This evaluation is based on a survey carried out in the 
community of practice for the EBA in MSP consisting of about 50 representatives of public 
authorities, scientific organizations, non-governmental organizations and business community.  

Major challenges in the application of EBA in MSP. 

Eight major challenges in the application of ecosystem-based approach during the first round of 
national MSPs have been formulated summarizing information obtained for the EBA overview. 
Participants of the 4th meeting of CoP on EBA in MSP were invited to prioritize these challenges 
selecting one from the proposed list: 

• Insufficiency of information (data) related to various ecosystem components, 

• Lack of evidence base of the role of MSP in the support of GES (in terms of EU Marine 

Strategy Framework Directive, MSFD), 

• Absence of harmonized international methodological framework to assess the impact of 

MSP, 

• Insufficient cross-sectorial knowledge base for identification and optimization of co-

use/multi-use of areas, 

• Interaction between sea and land in MSP solutions at national and local scale, 

• Limited integration and implementation of MPAs and OECMs, 

• Lack of data/info on cumulative effects of all human uses, and an agreed sea basin 

framework for calculations, 

• Difficulties to communicate scientific evidence base with broad stakeholders’ community. 

Altogether 21 responses were received. Insufficiency of information about ecosystem 
components was the most frequently selected challenge. Lack of evidence base for the support 
of GES and absence of harmonized methodologies were selected four and three times 
respectively. Other challenges were considered of less significance and communication 
difficulties have not been mentioned at all. The result of ranking is illustrated by fig.1. 

 

Fig.1. Prioritization of challenges in the application of EBA in MSP (A-absolute number of votes, 
B – percentage). 
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Some participants pointed out that one challenge could be hardly selected since a combination 
of several above-listed problems impeded application of EBA in the planning process. An 
additional challenge proposed by participants was lack of data/info on cumulative effects of all 
human uses, and an agreed sea basin framework for calculations.  

Four specific climate change related challenges encountered when considering the role of MSP 
in tackling climate change related issues were highlighted by project partners from both the 
North and Baltic Sea. They are: 

• Understanding changes in the marine environment caused by climate change,  

• Understanding of environmental pressures and their changes due to climate changes, 

• Development of MSP solutions/practices to increase climate change resilience, 

• Keeping up with the accelerated implementation of renewable energy targets. 

 

Comparison of the North and Baltic Sea regional EBA 

frameworks. 

A majority of countries in the North and Baltic Sea regions are the EU member states, which in 
general identifies a commonality of the framework for the application of EBA in MSP. These 
countries are also contracting parties to the OSPAR and Helsinki Conventions respectively, which 
provide common ground for understanding of the ecosystem-based approach and to large extent 
goals which are supposed to be achieved in the marine spatial planning process.  

However, the regional policy landscapes in these two regions have certain differences resulting 
from specificity of regional intergovernmental institutions. Primarily, this difference is caused by 
the establishing in the Baltic Sea region of a regional coordination platform jointly run by the 
Helsinki Commission (HELCOM) and the Vision and Strategies Around the Baltic Sea (VASAB). The 
goal of this platform called HELCOM-VASAB MSP Working Group is to ensure cooperation among 
the Baltic Sea Region countries for coherent regional Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) processes 
in the Baltic Sea. Table 1 below illustrates commonalities and differences in the North Sea and 
Baltic Sea regional frameworks for the application of ecosystem-based approach in MSP. 
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Table 1. Commonalities and differences in regional EBA frameworks for the North and Baltic Seas. 

North Sea Baltic Sea 

Commonalities 

CBD Definitions of the ecosystem-based approach 

The Malawi principles 

EU Policies (for the EU member states in NS and BS) and EU Guideline for EBA in MSP 

OSPAR Convention and Helsinki Convention 

Joint HELCOM and OSPAR definition of ecosystem-based approach (2003) 

Differences 

The North-East Atlantic Environment 
Strategy (NEAES) 2030 does not address 
MSP as a tool contributing to GES of the 
North Sea.  

The HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) 
2030 in the segment dedicated to cross-
cutting issues specifically considers MSP as a 
tool contributing the effort to achieve GES. 

- Baltic Sea broad-scale MSP principles (2010) 

- The Regional Maritime Spatial Planning 
Roadmap 2030 

- Guideline for the implementation of 
ecosystem-based approach in Maritime 
Spatial Planning (MSP) in the Baltic Sea area 
(2016) 

 Guidelines on transboundary consultations, 
public participation and co-operation 

- Policy area Spatial Planning of the EU Strategy 
for the Baltic Sea Region 
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Gaps in the existing Baltic Sea EBA framework. 

Regional Baltic Sea policy framework for the application of ecosystem-based approach in marine 
spatial planning in addition to global and the EU documents includes several regional policy and 
guiding documents (see previous section). General guidance on how to apply EBA in MSP is given 
in Guideline for the implementation of ecosystem-based approach in Maritime Spatial Planning 
(MSP) in the Baltic Sea area jointly adopted by HELCOM and VASAB in 2016. At that time the 
Guideline was the document synthesizing all valid policy documents related to the issue. 
However, as global and regional policy scape has been developed in the last 8 years, the 
document demonstrates gaps and requires revision. An analysis of gaps is given in table 2. 

Table 2. Gaps in the Guideline for the implementation of ecosystem-based approach in Maritime 
Spatial Planning (MSP) in the Baltic Sea area. 

Addressed policies Gaps 

Global framework No 

Joint HELCOM and OSPAR definition of 
ecosystem-based approach (2003) 

No 

Helsinki Convention  No 

Joint HELCOM–VASAB MSP Principles No 

Marine Strategy Framework Directive No 

HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan  Revision required, since new BSAP 2030 was 
adopted in 2021 

EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region Revision required, since new Action plan was 
adopted in 2021 

 
Regional MSP Roadmap 2030 

 
Water Framework Directive 

 
Birds and Habitats Directives 

 
SEA Directive 
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Biodiversity strategy for 2030 -EU GD 

 Proposal for a Nature Restoration Law – EU 
GD 

 European Climate Law – EU GD 
 

Common Fisheries Policy 

 

Key elements of ecosystem-based approach in MSP: 

Guideline for the implementation of ecosystem-based approach in Maritime Spatial Planning 
identifies many elements of ecosystem-based approach in MSP originating from different sources 
and thus, belonging to different categories from basic theoretical principles to specific practical 
tools. Among such elements the Guideline mentions best available knowledge and practice, 
precaution, alternative development, identification of ecosystem services, mitigation and 
adaptation.  

All these elements are of high relevance for the application of ecosystem-based approach in MSP, 
however, experience from the previous MSP cycles and compiled good MSP practices allow to 
systematically reconsider and regroup these elements for better coverage of the whole spectrum 
of aspects which ought to be accounted in ecosystem-based marine spatial planning. Proposed 
key EBA elements are: 

• Inclusion of nature: nature conservation and cumulative impact within ecosystem 
carrying capacity. 

• Ocean governance: aligning strategic policy goals with ecological objectives and targets. 

• Social and economic considerations: utilization of ecosystem services and incorporating 
relevant human activities. 

• Comprehensiveness and coherence: cross-border and cross-sectoral consideration. 

• Adaptive management: forward looking approach and adaptation to emerging 
challenges. 

These five elements are to be based on fundamental principles of ecosystem-based approach 
and MSP principles considering such cross-cutting issues as climate change. 
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MSP knowledge and data 

Both the Malawi principles of the ecosystem-based approach and the joint HELCOM–VASAB MSP 
Principles for the Baltic Sea region identify the best available knowledge and practice as a vital 
basis for ecosystem-based MSP. It is recognized by the Guideline for the implementation of 
ecosystem-based approach in Maritime Spatial Planning. However, the document does not go 
further than declaration of these basic principles and giving an example derived from the 
assessment of the Baltic Sea environmental state.  

Analysis of good practices of EBA application in MSP demonstrates a broad range of knowledge 
and data required for adequate planning the use of sea area. In general, required knowledge 
might be aggregated in three basic groups: state the environment and its components, human 
activities and environmental pressures caused by these activities. This approach is prominently 
demonstrated by the recently accomplished HELCOM HOLAS3 assessment with one significant 
remark. The assessment illustrates a snapshot of the state of the Baltic Sea marine environment, 
human activities and pressures for a certain period of time. It does not include a comprehensive 
projection for at least a decade. Nevertheless, the recommendations based on the HOLAS3 
experience including methodological approach for cumulative impact assessment would be a 
valuable contribution to the international framework for EBA in MSP.  

The best available knowledge is invariably based on the best available data. The data also serves 
for cross-border communication helping to ensure coherence of spatial planning cross borders 
throughout the entire sea basin. Significant progress has been achieved in standardization of MSP 
related data in the Baltic Sea region, which is reflected in respective documents prepared by 
HELCOM-VASAB MSP DATA Expert Group (e.g. HELCOM-VASAB Guidelines on transboundary MSP 
output data structure) and experience of utilizing HELCOM Basemaps portal as a regional MSP 
data hub. Good practices presented by eMSP project partners for the overview could be utilized 
as recommendations to improve MSP knowledge base and strengthen the ecosystem-based 
approach. Specific recommendations will be produced by study cases which are being developed 
in the same project. Following sources of information can be utilized to fill the identified gaps in: 

• An indicative list of knowledge areas to be addressed. Recommendations based on 

knowledge compiled for (HOLAS III). Study case MSP for GES, MSP and MPAs 

• Address recent developments of MSP data (results MSP DATA ECG and other). 

• Provide recommendations on reference list of EBA data (eMSP LS on DATA).  

• Exemplify good practices of obtaining scientific knowledge from national MSP processes 

(EBA overview). 
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EU Green Deal and ecosystem-based approach in MSP. 

The European Green Deal, approved in 2020, is a set of policy initiatives by the European 
Commission to improve the well-being and health of citizens and future generations. The Green 
Deal involves several environmental policies addressing climate change, pollution, biodiversity 
and ecosystem health and restoration. Since the policy has been recently developed it has not 
been reflected in the international framework for EBA in MSP.  

It has already been mentioned that three policies of the EU Green Deal are of high relevance for 
marine spatial planning and ought to be reflected in respective international framework. They 
are the Biodiversity strategy for 2030, the Proposal for a Nature Restoration Law and the 
European Climate Law. The latter requires specific consideration in the light of the ongoing 
discussion on the role of MSP in increasing climate change resilience. 

Particularly, addressing climate change requires to pay specific attention to adaptive 
management as one of the elements of EBA in MSP. Adaptive management, with regard to 
climate, is to make the MSP process capable to adapt to changing climate parameters; to consider 
changes of environmental pressures and ecosystem responses caused by climate change. At the 
same time, uncertainty of knowledge based on the environmental changes caused by climate 
change manyfold increases the importance of the precautionary principle as one of the basic 
principles of EBA in MSP. 

The role of MSP in increasing climate change resilience 

The role of MSP in joint effort to increase climate change resilience is one of the cornerstone 
questions of eMSP project. The overview of good practices of EBA application in MSP revealed 
four major ways how MSP is capable to address climate change:  

• Mapping and considering in spatial planning areas vulnerable to climate change including 

climate refuge areas and restoration. 

• Managing coastal areas to minimize damage caused by extreme weather effects, 

including flood protection and conservation of coastal ecosystems.  

• Identifying areas for renewable energy considering environmental pressures caused by 

related human activities; 

• Preservation and restoration of biotopes rendering ecosystem services related to carbon 

storage. 
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Figure 2. Identification of major role of MSP in increasing climate change resilience MSP (A-
absolute number of responses, B-percentage). 
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Participants of the 4th meeting of CoP on EBA in MSP were invited to express their views on the 
priority role of MSP in climate change choosing three out of four roles or making their own 
proposal choosing “other” option. 48 answers to questions were received and one additional 
proposal was made. One of the participants pointed out that MSP should consider carbon capture 
storage in marine areas, and not just looking at blue carbon sequestration in terms of seagrasses, 
algae, and mud bottoms. Results of prioritization are shown in figure 2. In general, the study 
demonstrates that all four identified tasks are of high relevance for marine spatial planning 
process. 

PanBalticScope project recommendations for EBA in MSP.  

The Pan Baltic Scope project identified a number of areas needing further attention in order to 
strengthen EBA in MSP. These were highlighted in the project recommendations and addressed 
to specific target groups (see table 3). 

Table 3. Relevance of PanBalticScope project recommendations on strengthening EBA in MSP for 
current gap analysis.  

 EBA-recommendation from Pan 
Baltic Scope 

Target groups Still a GAP in 2023? 

1 Develop tools and mechanisms for 
enhancing cooperation between 
different national administrative 
levels in marine planning and marine 
management to implement the 
ecosystem-based approach. 

Planning authorities, 
Local and regional 
authorities, Sector 
authorities, Sector 
representatives, NGOs 

Yes. Vertical national 
cooperation linking planning 
at different levels may be 
developed.  

2 Integrate the ecosystem-based 
approach into sectoral planning 
initiatives to facilitate its 
implementation in MSP 

Planning authorities, 
Local authorities, 
Sector authorities, 
Sector 
representatives, NGO 

Yes.  
EBA in MSP may be 
strengthened through the 
integration of EBA in the 
sectoral planning taking place 
before or parallel to MSP. 

3 Link MSP closer to the 
implementation of the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive at 
national, transnational and HELCOM 
levels. Develop spatially related 
Good Environmental Status 
objectives that can be supported by 

Planning authorities, 
Policy makers, Sector 
authorities, HELCOM-
VASAB MSP Working 
Group, Researchers 

Yes.  
Spatializing MSFD-targets for 
GES is still a potential  
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MSP and used in Strategic 
Environmental Assessments. 

4 Integrate cumulative impact 
assessment as a key component of 
the Strategic Environmental 
Assessment of maritime spatial 
plans. 

Planning authorities, 
Sector authorities, 
Researchers 

Yes. 
There is a need to harmonize 
application of cumulative 
assessments as part of SEA. 

5 Develop a common understanding of 
the precautionary principle as part of 
adaptive management, as a part of 
handling uncertainties in planning in 
a similar way. 

HELCOM, National 
governments, 
Planning authorities, 
Licensing authorities 
 

Yes. 
Active management of 
uncertainty including 
adaptive management and 
clear application of the 
precautionary principle still 
needs attention to strengthen 
EBA. 

6 Evaluate cumulative impacts on 
green infrastructure, including 
foreseen future alterations of key 
habitats as a result of climate 
change. 

Planning authorities 
 

Yes.  
 

7 Apply the green infrastructure 
concept in the MSP process to 
support implementation of the 
ecosystem-based approach, in steps 
such as stocktaking, development of 
spatial solutions and Strategic 
Environmental Assessment. This 
would increase relational 
understanding on marine ecosystem 
functioning and connectivity, as well 
as its contribution to societal 
benefits. The information on marine 
green infrastructure should be 
considered to guide away the 
potentially harmful developments 
from ecologically valuable or 
sensitive areas. 

Planning authorities 
 
 
 

Yes. 
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8 Use the most recent version of 
essential fish habitat maps, produced 
in Pan Baltic Scope, available at 
HELCOM. 

Planning authorities 
 

Yes 

9 Further develop Essential Fish 
Habitats maps, by including more 
species and assessing changes under 
climate change, to support adaptive 
MSP. 

Fishery agencies, 
Researchers, HELCOM 
 

Yes 

1
0 

Produce up to date pan-Baltic maps 
on key components of the ecosystem 
– birds, mammals, fish, benthos – 
using the same approach applied in 
mapping Essential Fish Habitats in 
the Pan Baltic Scope project. 

Environmental 
authorities, 
Researchers, HELCOM 

Yes 

1
1 

Develop further the marine green 
infrastructure concept and mapping 
methods to increase the knowledge 
on functioning of marine ecosystem 
and relational understanding of 
socio-ecological systems. This should 
include the connectivity analysis as 
part of the ecological value mapping 
as well as more elaborated approach 
to ecosystem service mapping. 

Researchers, 
HELCOM, HELCOM-
VASAB MSP Working 
Group 
 

Yes 

1
2 

Further develop pan-Baltic green 
infrastructure mapping approach to 
support cross-border coordination of 
planning solutions, in respect to 
ecological values, thereby improving 
the connectivity of the functionally 
interrelated parts of the ecosystems. 

HELCOM, Researchers 
 

Yes 

 

In addition to the above mentioned gaps the Pan Baltic Scope project included  a specific 
evaluation  of the current HELCOM-VASAB EBA Guideline by the University of Gothenburg. The 
results were presented in a synthesis report (http://www.panbalticscope.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/PBS-Synthesis-Report.pdf) based on a review of scientific literature, 

http://www.panbalticscope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/PBS-Synthesis-Report.pdf
http://www.panbalticscope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/PBS-Synthesis-Report.pdf
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selected reports and pertinent guidance documents. The Guideline was assessed in the light of 
these sources. It was found to be fairly well aligned with the Malawi Principles for the Ecosystem 
Approach endorsed by the parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity. It was however 
noted that since both documents and in particular the Guideline are short on substance, limited 
guidance for the actual application of an ecosystem approach is achieved. The assessment of the 
Guideline in relation to the scientific literature on the ecosystem approach revealed significant 
room for improvement. This includes potential amendments aimed at dealing with uncertainty 
and precaution in a more systematic fashion, ensuring that public participation processes enable 
genuine two-way communication and avoid capture by particularly resourceful or articulated 
interests, as well as increasing transparency concerning trade-offs among users and interest. 
These are gaps in the international EBA-policy framework which eMSP should address. 

What can be concluded from “zero” (WWF) assessment.  

An analysis has been carried out to see which WWF EBA-evaluation indicators have received the 
most zeros in the assessments for the North and Baltic seas. A high amount of zero values are 
considered to indicate that there is a gap in the implementation of the respective indicators. 

Highest number of zeros for the North Sea countries were on the indicators “Areas for nature 
restoration included” and “Temporal and spatial uncertainties in the era of climate change 
addressed” both with five zeros out of six total. The assessment for the Baltic Sea countries also 
gathered most zeros (nine of nine in total) for “Areas for nature restoration included”. The results 
are clear in showing that both restoration and climate change are gaps in EBA-implementation. 
Further results for the Baltic and North Sea assessment respectively are shown in tables 4 A and 
B. 
Table 4. WWF’s EBA evaluation indicators which scored zero points (A-Baltic Sea and B-Norht 
Sea). 

WWF 
indicator 
nr. 

WWF indicator name Number of 
zeros in Baltic 
Sea 
assessment (9 
max) 

8 Areas for nature restoration included. 9 

19 Aligns with EU policies for reduction of noise pollution 6 

6.C Are there measures to connect and manage MPAs in a coherent 
network within the planning area, across countries and in 
regional sea basins? 

5 

 Blue Carbon ecosystems protected 5 
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13 Industry employment and income generation forecasted 4 

29 Adaptive management framework applied 4 

32 Tools for monitoring progress and aligning with key policies 
included 

4 

3 When data is missing/ insufficient, Precautionary Principle 
applied 

3 

6a Are MPA management provisions included as priorities in the 
maritime spatial plan? 

3 

12 Sustainable blue economy objectives and finance principles 
defined  

3 

18 Aligns with EU policies for seafloor and habitat protection 3 

1 Strategic environmental assessments (SEA) conducted  2 

2 Consideration for Ecologically sensitive areas 2 

5 Land-sea interactions identified and analysed  2 

7 Essential marine habitats connected via blue corridors/green 
infrastructure 

2 

31 Essential marine habitats connected via blue corridors/green 
infrastructure 

2 

A. 

WWF 
indicator 
nr. 

WWF indicator name Number of 
zeros in North 
Sea 
Assessment (6 
max) 

8 Areas for nature restoration included  5 

17 Temporal and spatial uncertainties in the era of climate change 
addressed 

5 

5 Land-sea interactions identified and analysed 4 

7 Essential marine habitats connected via blue corridors/ green 
infrastructure 

4 

10 Marine ecosystem services assessed and included 4 

13 Industry employment and income generation forecasted 4 

3 When data is missing/insufficient, Precautionary Principle 
applied 

3 

9 Blue Carbon ecosystems protected 3 

11 Risk in conflicts among users addressed  3 

14 Sea use by fisheries assessed and included  3 
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31 Sustainable multipurpose use through time and space included 3 

2 Consideration for ecologically sensitive areas 2 

B. 

Which documents are the most useful for strengthening the 

international EBA framework. 

Identification of documents which are, from stakeholders’ point of view, useful to strengthen the 
application of ecosystem-based approach in MSP was one of the tasks of this gap analysis. Four 
documents which eMSP project can contribute to were considered as tools for strengthening the 
international EBA framework. Though, there is clear understanding that these documents or 
tools cannot be developed and approved in the project’s lifetime, this assessment helps to tailor 
deliverables of the Learning Strand on Ecosystem-based approach in MSP to support the 
development of prioritized documents. 

Participants of the CoP were invited to prioritize documents/tools which can be used to 
strengthen the EBA framework choosing among the proposed options: 

• an overview of good practices 

• a comprehensive EBA Guideline 

• political commitments (e.g. HELCOM Recommendations)  

• targeted policy messages 

• other 

An alternative “other” option was included in the survey. Those who selected this option were 
invited to describe an alternative document/tool. 

39 responses prioritizing of the proposed tool were received. The survey demonstrated that a 
comprehensive EBA guideline was considered as the most efficient tool supporting the 
application of EBA in MSP. An overview of good practices was equally valued as international 
policy commitments. Targeted policy messages were considered as the least efficient tool. As an 
alternative tool, an agreed methodology to assess and implement EBA and concrete instruments 
to facilitate the application of EBA for stakeholders/policymakers were proposed. The results of 
prioritization are summarized in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Prioritization of tools to strengthen the application of EBA in MSP. 
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Know more about the eMSP NBSR project Learning Strand and the 
Community of Practice on Ecosystem-Based Approach in MSP here. 

 

 

 

Thank you for reading! This document is a result of a joint work 
of the eMSP NBSR project partners and invited contributors.  

 

It is the very last page of the document, but not the end of the 
eMSP NBSR project - the whole scope of project results is coming 
gradually and to be complete in the beginning of 2024. 
Meanwhile, real-time progress and more information on all 
activities and events can be found at www.emspproject.eu/ 

https://www.emspproject.eu/project-activities/community-of-practice/ecosystem-based-approach/
http://www.emspproject.eu/

