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INTRODUCTION
This handbook has been produced by the Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership on Marine Spatial
Planning. It offers guidance on developing a higher education introductory module on
marine / maritime spatial planning (MSP) as part of a wider accredited programme. This
could be a programme focusing on spatial planning, marine science or management,
geography, or any other relevant discipline. The handbook is intended to support the
development of an undergraduate or masters’ level module, with adjustments being made
as appropriate.
The handbook may be used to support the development of modules internationally. It may
be of particular benefit in the context of the rollout of MSP in the European Union, with
implementation of the ‘Maritime Spatial Planning Directive’ and associated national MSP
systems, growing cooperation in Europe’s regional seas and attention now turning to the
EU’s outermost regions in the world’s oceans.
The approach taken here is that the module should provide an introduction to both the
principles of MSP, with reference to the arguments that have been made in its favour, and
the ways in which it is being put into practice, with reference to the international uptake of
MSP. It should therefore introduce students to key scientific literature and to examples of
MSP implementation. However, the module should not simply be providing knowledge, but
also enable students to think critically about MSP and to begin to develop skills to engage
with MSP professionally.
A foundation module of this kind does not assume prior knowledge of MSP; it is introductory
in nature, and therefore wide-ranging in its scope. This will limit the extent to which
individual topic areas can be entered into in detail. However, it is likely to be supported by
related programme modules and opportunities for students to develop more specialist
understanding of certain aspects of MSP, including through project work and individual
research.
The content offered in this handbook has been developed by the Erasmus+ Strategic
Partnership in MSP based on their international experience of MSP education and research.
Further material is available via the partnership’s MSP Arena1. We hope that it will benefit
both teachers and students by facilitating greater exchange of materials and ideas for the
progressive delivery of MSP education.
Local adaptation
This handbook is not intended to be prescriptive in terms of precise module aims, learning
outcomes, content, assessment, etc. Modules will need to be developed in line with local
conditions and needs. This will in itself lead to additional benefits as module leaders work
with local MSP authorities and stakeholders in developing course materials and input.

1

www.msp-education.eu
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Different degrees of emphasis will need to be placed on the elements described below, and
adaptations made, depending on such things as:
• Regional and national and context: there may be a focus on the regional initiatives
and national legal and planning frameworks and MSP examples that are most
relevant;
• Existing knowledge of the student body: some aspects may be omitted, or covered in
greater detail, depending on the disciplinary backgrounds of the student body, or
supplementary sessions may be held for the benefit of students who are lacking in
some knowledge areas;
• The host institution’s requirements for a module of this kind.
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1. TOPIC AREAS
It is suggested that a foundation module on MSP should provide an introduction to the
following topic areas, covering both core knowledge and skills development.2
Knowledge
1. History of MSP, including its scientific origins and arguments, and its international
and national-level policy development and uptake
2. Spatial planning, with reference to terrestrial planning, integrated coastal zone
management (ICZM) and planning theory, especially as they relate to MSP
development
3. Marine science, including introductory knowledge of marine and coastal ecosystems,
with reference to the ecosystem approach
4. Marine interests, including awareness of the key maritime industries and activities
and marine environmental concerns, and the stakeholder groups that represent
them
5. Maritime governance, especially jurisdictional boundaries and major conventions
insofar as they provide a framework for MSP
6. MSP processes, including an introduction to the methods typically being used in
producing marine spatial plans
7. MSP practice, based on examples of marine spatial plans from different contexts,
demonstrating the diversity of practice
Skills
1. Critical thinking, including the ability to question and discuss arguments and practices
about MSP
2. Research skills, such as the ability to access and analyse relevant sources of
information about MSP
3. Planning skills, including the ability to practice some aspect of MSP at an introductory
level, such as data management, stakeholder engagement, creating a vision or
developing options, mapping skills, using geo data services
4. Presentation and communication skills, such as the ability to present an aspect or
example of MSP in some detail
5. Individual and group study skills, including the ability to perform individual academic
tasks and work as a member of a group

2

Gissi, E. & Suarez de Vivero, J. L. (2016) Exploring marine spatial planning education: challenges in
structuring transdisciplinarity, Marine Policy, 74, 43-57
Glegg, G. (2014) Training for marine planners: Present and future needs, Marine Policy, 43, 13-20
Langholz, J. & Abeles, A. (2014) Rethinking postgraduate education for marine conservation, Marine Policy, 43,
372–375
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2. AIMS & LEARNING OUTCOMES
Module Aims
An overall module aim may be set, such as this:
•

To enable students to develop a theoretical, practical and critical understanding of
the notion of MSP and the wider scientific and governance frameworks within which
is being implemented, and to begin to develop practical MSP skills

More specific aims, or objectives, may be set, such as these.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To explore the scientific background and theory of MSP
To explore the historical development and policy uptake of MSP
To understand the legal and wider planning frameworks within which MSP is being
implemented
To understand the functioning of marine ecosystems affected by MSP
To understand the range of actors and interests involved in MSP processes
To study the approaches being taken to MSP in different geographical contexts
To study the methods being used in MSP practice
To critically discuss the arguments being made in favour of MSP
To develop core skills necessary for practicing MSP
To appreciate and use the information and data sources available to support MSP

Learning Outcomes
Learning outcomes may focus on specific areas of teaching and learning, such as the
following.
Knowledge and understanding
•
•
•
•
•
•

Knowledge of the scientific background and theoretical arguments being advanced in
favour of MSP
Knowledge of the policy uptake and international implementation of MSP
Understanding of the broader legal and planning frameworks within which MSP is
being implemented in different contexts
Knowledge of key processes in marine ecosystems
knowledge on key drivers and dominant problems in MSP
Understanding of the range of actors and interests involved in MSP processes,
including planners, policy-makers, maritime and coastal stakeholders and
communities
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•

Understanding of the range of approaches being adopted in MSP processes and
methods being used in practice

Intellectual qualities
• Ability to access and evaluate MSP academic literature and practice documents
• Ability to critically discuss academic and practitioner perspectives on MSP
• Ability to place MSP within broader scientific and governance frameworks
• Ability to follow current developments in MSP theory and practice
• Ability to assess impacts of MSP on marine systems and maritime activities
Skills
•
•
•
•

Sourcing and organisation of material and arguments relating to MSP theory and
practice
Oral and written presentation of information and critical argument relating to MSP
theory and practice
Individual methods skills in a selected area of MSP practice, such as application of
GIS, stakeholder engagement or scenarios-building
Working as an effective group member in the context of MSP study
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3. TEACHING CONTENT
It is suggested that the module content is structured around the knowledge topic areas
(section 2). This also relates to the knowledge and understanding learning outcomes
(section 3). Points such as those indicated below could usefully be covered.
1. History of MSP
An account of the rise of MSP as a management tool, to give students an appreciation of
its aims and rapid uptake.
• The early development of MSP, especially in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park
• The planning arguments that have subsequently been put forward in favour of MSP,
especially relating to managing marine resources more effectively
• The scientific support that has been given to these arguments, such as the need to
reverse damage to the marine environment
• The international policy support that has been given to MSP from inter-governmental
bodies, including UNESCO-IOC and the European Union, regional sea organisations
and international NGOs
• The development of national-level policy support and implementation in certain
countries, showing its historical spread, especially since 2000
2. Spatial planning and management
An introduction to spatial planning as it has been practised on land, in order to help
students (especially from non-planning backgrounds) to understand the principles that
are now being adopted for the sea, covering issues.
• The legal and administrative frameworks that support spatial planning systems
• Typical spatial planning methods, including spatial allocations, policy guidance,
development support
• The diversity of spatial planning systems around the world
• Coastal planning and management initiatives, such as Integrated Coastal
Management
• A more detailed example of a terrestrial planning system and its main provisions
3. Marine science
An introduction to some aspects of marine science, to help students (especially from
non-marine science backgrounds) to understand the natural characteristics of the
planning environment.
• Oceanography, including vertical stratification, currents, tides and waves, chemical
composition
• Marine ecology, including benthic and pelagic communities, mobile and migratory
species
• Sea basin and transboundary scales of marine processes
• Methods of understanding and limits of scientific understanding
• Anthropogenic impacts on marine systems, such as eutrophication, pollution, seabed
destruction and the effects of climate change
• Environmental sensitivity and effects of climate-change on the oceans
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4. Marine interests
An overview of the key interests and activities, to give students an appreciation of the
range of issues that MSP seeks to take into account.
• Traditional maritime industries, including fishing, commercial shipping and oil and
gas extraction
• New and growing activities, including aquaculture, offshore and marine renewables
and leisure activities
• Environmental interests, including marine protected areas and concern for wider
ecological issues such as marine pollution and invasive species
• Social and cultural issues, such as socio-economic dimensions of coastal communities
and maritime industries and cultural perceptions of the coast and sea
• Data sources for individual activities and interests
• Examples of the range of issues covered in marine spatial plans
5. Maritime governance
An introduction to the wider governance framework for MSP, to help students
understand the capacity of MSP to regulate marine activities.
• Jurisdictional boundaries as established through the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea and the associated national rights and responsibilities
• International and regional organisations that govern activities such as shipping,
fishing and energy production
• The role of regional sea organisations and, in Europe, relevant EU legislation
• Examples of national arrangements for sectoral licencing of activities such as port
development and renewable energy infrastructure
6. MSP processes
An overview of the processes that are being established to implement MSP in different
national contexts, to give students an understanding of the diversity of approach being
taken.
• The legal provisions and administrative structures being set up to enable MSP to be
implemented in particular contexts
• The definition of boundaries and areas for marine spatial plans
• The responsibilities and overall procedures for producing a marine spatial plan
• Headline principles for MSP, such as the ecosystem approach, evidence-based
planning, stakeholder engagement
• The steps that make up a planning cycle for producing a marine spatial plan
• Examples of more detailed methods used in MSP, such as data collection, objectivesetting, making spatial allocations
7. MSP practice
More detailed examples of MSP practice, taken from different countries, to help
students see how the various dimensions covered above shape the development of
marine spatial plans and lead to different outputs. The following aspects could be
covered.
• Geographical and socio-economic context
• Legal basis and administrative responsibility
11

MSP Higher Education Foundation Module

•
•
•
•
•
•

Key planning issues
Use of spatial data
Stakeholder engagement and public communication
Spatial solutions
Cross-border and land-sea integration
Implementation and follow-up

5. DELIVERY
It is suggested that in order to address the topic areas, particularly those relating to skills
(section 2), and to meet the learning outcomes (section 3), a variety of methods of delivery
should be used. This will also address the needs of students with a range of learning styles
and help them all to benefit from the module.
Possible methods of delivery are as follows.
1. Lectures
A series of lectures, or other forms of presentation, are likely to be necessary to cover the
topic areas adequately. These will be most beneficial if spread throughout the module
delivery, though with an emphasis on ‘front-loading’, as they will be particularly useful for
imparting factual information and introducing critical concepts that can then be taken up in
other forms of delivery, such as seminars and group work. It is recommended that at least
one lecture should be given by an MSP or maritime sector practitioner, to provide a more
applied perspective on some aspect of the topics being covered in the lectures as a whole.
Time should be given for questions and discussion at the end of each lecture as much as
possible. Recommended reading should also be linked to each lecture. This method of
delivery is best linked to individual essays and / or a written exam as a means of assessment
(section 6).
2. Seminars
In order to develop critical thinking skills and achieve the intellectual quality learning
outcomes, there should be some form of group discussion of topics raised in the lectures,
possibly supported by directed reading. For example, students, particularly at Masters level,
could be expected to prepare for seminars by reading a given text, such as one relating to
the history of MSP. The seminar should then focus on a critical discussion of the text, and
open up the opportunity to present diverging views. Students could be assessed on their
degree of participation in the seminar. Alternatively, they could take it in turns, to lead the
seminar, being assessed on their ability to do so.
3. Group work
Some of the topic area skills and learning objectives relating to intellectual quality and skills
would be best addressed through group activities. For example, research and planning skills
could be acquired through a group project exercise, where students investigate a particular
MSP process and the methods used. This would also provide knowledge of MSP processes
and practices in a particular context. There is also the scope within group work to focus on
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particular aspects of MSP practice, such as developing methods of data collection or
objectives-setting. This method of delivery could be linked to group report and oral
presentation methods of assessment.
4. Fieldtrip
If possible, a fieldtrip should be organised as part of the module; this could be a short or
longer trip, as practical. A fieldtrip could be organised to a local coastal area to study some
of the key issues relating to MSP in the area, or to an organisation concerned with MSP, to
get further practitioner insights. Group activities could be linked to a fieldtrip; for example,
students could be given the task of considering the potential issues relevant to the area, or
carrying out a short assessment of the coastal and marine features and activities.
5. MSP Challenge
MSP Challenge is a suite of board games and digital games suitable for use in higher
education and professional training within the domain of MSP. The board game gives an
introduction to an MSP process, and is very adaptable to different learning contexts and
levels. The game uses a 2.8 x 1.6 m plywood board printed with the map of a fictional sea
basin. Computer-supported and fully digital versions are also available, as well as versions
adapted to real-life sea basins. These are being developed by NHTV Breda University. For
more information, visit www.mspchallenge.info.
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6. ASSESSMENT
Assessment of student learning should be closely linked to the learning outcomes and
delivery methods. They may include the following.
Individual Tasks
Examination
Knowledge and critical understanding of the topic areas may be best tested through an
unseen examination. Questions may be set on a selection of the key knowledge areas,
though with an expectation of the ability to discuss issues and present and defend different
points of view. Questions should be based around material presented in lectures and
directed reading. This also tests student ability to recall material and develop and present
answers to questions quickly.
Essay
Alternatively, individual knowledge and understanding may be tested through essay writing.
Essay titles should be linked to material presented in lectures and directed reading, but also
require more in-depth research on the part of the students and greater reflection and more
developed argument than examination answers. Essay answers may also be required to give
practical examples related to the topic, testing student ability to research MSP practice.
Oral and visual presentation
Knowledge and understanding about particular aspects of MSP may be tested through oral
and visual presentation, which also tests professional skills of being able to communicate
effectively and at an appropriate level. This could be linked to individual research about a
particular MSP process, or developing an MSP-related skill through project work. Visual
presentation could include images (slides, video etc) to accompany an oral presentation, or a
stand-alone poster.
Seminar leadership
Students could be tasked with organising a group seminar, based upon discussion of a key
text taken from MSP literature or practice. The student responsible for the seminar may be
required to provide discussion material to the rest of the group in advance, and then be
assessed on both the material provided and their leadership of group discussion. This
method of assessment is more likely to be appropriate at Masters rather than
undergraduate level.

Group Tasks
Report
Students may work in groups on a particular task and then prepare a joint report. This could
be, for example, to research best practice on a particular aspect of MSP or to evaluate a
given MSP process. It is suggested that students be given individual responsibilities within
their group, so that they are working as a team with different roles, but that they are
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assessed on their overall effort and share the same mark. Assessment should consider not
only the content of the report, but also evidence of their ability to work together effectively,
such as through an appended record of group meetings. As with all assessed group work, it
is important that students are given the opportunity to carry out peer review, and that
individual marks are adjusted if necessary in the light of this review.
Oral and visual presentation
Similarly, a group task may be to present the results of group work orally and/or visually.
This would further test the ability of the group to work together in presenting their findings
effectively and persuasively. This may be connected to the preparation of a group report.
As in the individual variant of this task, visual presentation could include images (slides,
video etc) to accompany an oral presentation, or a stand-alone poster. Again, individual
tasks could be defined within this overall group task.
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7. EVALUATION
Module evaluation should be carried out as an integral part of module delivery and review.
This will depend partly on the review structures for the institution in question. Evaluation
include the following elements.
Informal student feedback
It is important that students have the opportunity to provide feedback on the module as it
progresses. This is likely to be through informal means, such as discussion during the
teaching sessions, email, tutorials etc. It may be possible to adjust the programme slightly in
the light of this, such as by giving more emphasis to aspects where students have a weaker
background, such as in spatial planning or marine science.
Formal student feedback
There should be a formal mechanism at or near the end of the module for students to give
feedback on the module as a whole, on such things as lecture content and delivery, teaching
methods, relevance of the module to their programmes of study, methods of assessment
and feedback on assignments. This could be via a hand-out or an online form. It should be
completed anonymously. This will inform the roll-out of the module the following year. It
may highlight, for example, the value of having external practitioners contributing to the
module.
Reflection during module delivery
Regardless of student feedback, the module team should consider whether the module is
progressing as expected, and make adjustments as necessary. For example, it may be
necessary to provide more background information to help students complete assignments
successfully, such as on the process of producing a marine spatial plan, so that they can
explore whether this has been done adequately in a particular case.
Module review
All of the above should inform a full review of the module once it has been completed
(including assessment). This will allow the module to be revised and improved for the
following year. Questions such as the following might be asked.
1. What were the strengths and weaknesses of the module?
2. Did the module provide a sufficient introduction to MSP and cover the module aims
adequately?
3. Was there sufficiently wide input from academic and practitioner perspectives?
4. Was the module relevant to the students’ programme and future professional needs?
5. Did students have the opportunity to develop adequately certain MSP skills?
6. Were the teaching and assessment methods sufficiently wide to appeal to different
student learning styles?
7. Were the assignments appropriate and sufficiently geared towards achieving the
learning outcomes?
8. Was the level of student performance acceptable for this student cohort?
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9. What needs to be done to address negative student feedback and any shortcomings in
the module?
Institutional review
The host institution will have its own processes for further internal and external review of
the module and student performance. The steps above can be fed into this, such as via a
review form and overview of module content and assessment by an external examiner.
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Resource hub of the Erasmus+ Strategic Partnership on MSP
www.msp-education.eu
Open Channels
Knowledge hub for marine planning and management
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MSP Higher Education Foundation Module

https://www.openchannels.org
European MSP Platform
Essential EU resources for implementing MSP
www.msp-platform.eu
MSP Research Network
Community of MSP researchers
http://www.msprn.net
UNESCO-IOC
Information on the international development of MSP
http://msp.ioc-unesco.org
European Commission (DG Mare)
Information on the roll-out of MSP in the European Union
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy/maritime_spatial_planning_en
ABPmer
Series of papers on the implementation of MSP from a UK consultancy
http://www.abpmer.net/downloads/default.asp?location=ABPmer&request=Marine_Spatial
_Planning&keepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&height=550&width=960
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