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Abstract: The paper focuses on the Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) and the importance of incorporating 
participatory democracy and inclusivity, from a region-wise perspective. Traditionally MSP is a top-down 
central government process. Most responsibilities, competencies and jurisdiction lie at the national level, with 
limited input from local or regional stakeholders. However, the growing complexity of marine activities and 
the need for sustainable management of marine environment re-quires more inclusive and collaborative 
approaches. Drawing on the REGINA-MSP project, the paper explores how regional stakeholders can be more 
effectively engaged in MSP processes. The project, co-funded by the EU/EMFF, aims to consolidate MSP in the 
member states, through the strengthening of the role of regions and regional stakeholders. It does so, by 
applying a 3-step methodology, using tools like stakeholder database and ranking, interest-influence matrices 
and questionnaires. The paper emphasizes that achieving inclusivity in MSP at the regional level is highly 
associated with involving all relevant stakeholders. The paper identifies seven categories of regional 
stakeholders. Among them fishers are the ones having the lowest level of engagement and degree of 
representativeness in the MSP process, despite being among the most traditional marine users, and by 
association the more experienced holders of citizen science. Regarding regions and regional authorities (NUTS 
2), they may also be considered as “outsiders” in the -nationally driven- MSP process, although this can be 
reversed, using regional and cross-regional Communities of Practice. 

Keywords: Maritime spatial planning; inclusive spatial planning; participatory democracy and 
planning; MSP stakeholders; regions; REGINA-MSP 

 

1. Introduction 

Maritime spatial planning (MSP) is about implementing spatial planning to a special category 
of space, namely the sea. Since the mid 2000’s, there has been a growing attention to the need for 
extending the geographical scope of spatial planning from the land to the sea [1–5]. This shift is driven 
by international bodies and organizations (e.g. UN, 2021; MEA, 2005), responding to the global 
research that highlights the serious threats marine ecosystems face from blue growth trends. 
According to the EU Directive on MSP (Directive 2014/89/EU), MSP is “a process by which the relevant 
Member State’s authorities analyze and organize human activities in marine areas to achieve ecological, 
economic and social objectives”[6]. As a process, MSP is mainly a national and a central government 
affair in most countries worldwide [7–9]. In other words, MSP is mainly practiced through a top-
down governance approach, meaning that is directed by the state. In this spatial planning tradition, 
the state acts on behalf of the society for the general public good [10,11]. 

Lately however, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of MSP to address 
specific case needs and consider local specificities and stakeholder and by association to incorporate 
a bottom-up approach [12–14]. The interest in exploring a bottom-up approach is understandable, 
given that this alternative has long been introduced in land-based spatial planning, calling for plans 
that are not solely based on data analysis, but also on collaborative participation that encourages 
meaningful citizen participation in the planning process [11,15]. This (bottom-up) approach also 
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provides an opportunity not only for the involvement of poorly heard stakeholders to express their 
views and concerns but also for policymakers and implementers to work closely and in a 
collaborative way with the beneficiaries [16,17]. In MSP addressing this bottom-up approach - which 
promotes knowledge sharing and exchange of information and experience - is very critical. This is 
particularly important given the limited geospatial data available compared to the land and the 
increasing “user-user” conflicts and “user-environment” conflicts taking place in this special type of 
space of a highly transboundary nature [14,18].   

Using a bottom-up approach in the spatial planning process also helps to advance participatory 
democracy. According to the Council of Europe [19] participatory democracy in spatial planning 
emphasizes the active involvement of individuals and communities in shaping decisions that directly 
affect their living environments and the space they interact with. Unlike representative democracy, 
where elected officials make decisions on behalf of the people, participatory democracy seeks to 
involve citizens in the development and implementation of policies [20]. By fostering shared 
ownership of decisions, the aim of participatory democracy is to minimize conflicts and ensure that 
the general common interest prevails over individual priorities [21,22]. Participation is especially 
important in promoting cohesive spatial development that addresses cultural diversity and 
sustainability. Moreover, participatory democracy in spatial planning calls for access to information 
and collective learning. All participants must be well informed and equally able to engage in decision 
making, which strengthens their ability to contribute meaningfully [23,24]. 

Participatory democracy calls for active public engagement and participation that can take 
various forms. According to the Handbook on Territorial Democracy and Public Participation in 
Spatial Planning, public participation can involve constructive collaboration with planners and 
authorities enriching the planning process but may also include negative reactions against proposed 
plans. The effectiveness of participation is evaluated differently by each participant, based on their 
initial objectives. Ideally, public participation should balance effectiveness and democracy, ensuring 
outcomes that satisfy as many stakeholders as possible. To achieve consensus among competing 
interest groups, planning authorities must develop new strategies and techniques [20,23]. 

In specific, the use of new technologies and deliberative techniques allows for a more inclusive 
and reflective process, ensuring that diverse perspectives are considered [21,22]. In this democratic 
framework, planners act as facilitators, ensuring fairness and transparency. By integrating public 
involvement throughout the entire planning process, from conception to implementation and 
evaluation, participatory democracy not only improves the quality of decision making but also 
reinforces the legitimacy and sustainability of spatial policies [25]. 

Furthermore, participatory democracy is directly linked to the concept of inclusivity, a relatively 
new concept in spatial planning (e.g. [26–28]). In spatial terms inclusivity refers to the right of citizens 
to equally enjoy and have access to all urban amenities, primarily in close proximity to their place of 
residence [17,29,30]. However, through the lenses of participatory democracy - inclusivity can also 
relate to governance and the level of stakeholder participation and involvement in the planning 
process [31,32]. Indeed, the European Charter on Participatory Democracy [24], highlights the need 
for inclusive, transparent processes where all voices are heard, allowing people to express their 
concerns and needs.  Nevertheless, even though there are many tools (e.g. workshops, 
questionnaires, interviews etc.) to collect stakeholders’ views during the planning process, and some 
methodologies on how to achieve advanced participatory democracy and stakeholder engagement 
have been developed (e.g. [33,34]), one in the context of MSP yet been researched.  

Considering the anairebove, this paper addresses the issues of participatory democracy and 
inclusivity in maritime spatial planning (MSP). While these elements have been studied more 
systematically in terrestrial planning [20,24,29,35,36], particularly at the local scale such as urban 
planning, this paper shifts the focus from the national to the regional level. In doing so, it challenges 
the hitherto top-down approach that most countries worldwide have conceived and implement MSP 
[8,9]. 

The paper presents part of the outcomes of the EU co-funded REGINA-MSP project, which 
explored ways to boost the role of regions and regional stakeholders and to strengthen their voice in 
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nationally driven and top-down MSP processes. The outcomes presented here explicitly focus on 
regional MSP stakeholders. Following a project-wise methodology (presented in section 2), section 3 
defines the spectrum of relevant MSP stakeholders at the regional level, and critically discusses issues 
regarding their interest and power in the MSP process. Going one step further, section 3 also places 
emphasis on the “weak” regional MSP stakeholders. It identifies these stakeholders and critically 
discusses their weaknesses. The aim of the paper is to contribute to the debate on MSP and how this 
relatively new process can keep up the pace with terrestrial spatial planning, in terms of participatory 
democracy and inclusiveness, especially at the regional scale.  

2. About the REGINA – MSP Project – Objective and Tasks Related to Regional Stakeholders  

REGINA-MSP (“Regions to boost National Maritime Spatial Planning”) is a two-year project 
(November 2022 to October 2024) co-funded by the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF). 
Its goal is to enhance the role of the Regions (level 2 in the NUTS classification), along with local 
authorities and stakeholders in all processes related to national maritime spatial planning (MSP) 
implementation. Eight (8) study regions were used in the project (Figure 1), deriving from five (5) EU 
countries (France, Spain, Italy, Greece and Ireland). 

 
Figure 1. REGINA-MSP case study regions and partners. 

The consortium of the project included 8 main partners and 2 associated ones, namely: Centre 
d’études et d’expertise sur les risques, l’environement, la mobilité et l‘aménagment (CEREMA, FR), 
Service hydrographique et oceanographique de la marine (SHOM, FR), Agencia Estatal/ Consejo 
superior de investigaciones cientificas (CSIC, ES), University College Cork (UCC, IR), Consorzio per 
il coordinamento delle ricerche inerenti al Sistema lagunare di Venezia (CORILA, IT) with two 
affiliates partners (Consiglio nationale delle ricerche -CNR- and Uninersita IUAV di Venezia), 
Panteion University of Social and Political Sciences (PUSPS, GR) and the Aristotle University of 
Thessaloniki (AUTH). 

Having as key objective to boost the role of regions in nationally driven MSP, the REGINA-MSP 
project also placed emphasis on stakeholders’ participation at the regional level. Among the many 
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tasks of the project, two were specifically dedicated to thoroughly addressing the engagement of local 
and regional stakeholders in MSP. The first task focused on  mobilizing stakeholders at the 
(sub)regional level, with a series of local workshops organized in each of the participating Regions. 
The second task employed the concept of Communities of Practice (CoP)1, as a means to build and 
advance transnational and cross-regional cooperation among regions and regional stakeholders. For 
the implementation of the second task (that AUTH was the leader partner), three successive and 
interlinked international workshops were conducted (in Greece, Spain and France) (Figure 1). The 
target audience of these workshops included mainly representatives from coastal regional and local 
authorities participating in the REGINA-MSP project (and beyond). Additionally, where possible, 
efforts were made to include less heard and poorly represented stakeholders in the MSP debates.  

The structure and topics of each workshop followed an interlinked and sequential process, with 
each session and then each workshop, building upon the findings and discussions of the preceding 
one. This continuous approach ensured a coherent progression of ideas, allowing for deeper 
exploration of the research themes over time, while the tools utilized throughout the international 
workshops were carefully distributed across the sessions.  

3. Methodology 

The main objective of the abovementioned REGINA-MSP task was to enhance local and regional 
stakeholders’ engagement in MSP and, by extension, boost the role of regions in national MSP 
processes. To achieve this, the AUTh team introduced methods, tools, and processes for the 
identification of the regional stakeholders that are relevant to MSP, with a particular focus on those 
that are often less heard/underrepresented. Including less-heard stakeholders in MSP processes is 
vital to ensure their concerns are considered in the planning and management of sea and coastal 
zones. These tools were implemented before and during the three international workshops presented 
in the previous section (Figure 2).  

 
 

1  A Community of Practice (CoP), as defined by Andringa and Reyn [37], “is a meeting place where 

professionals share analyses, inform and advise each other and develop new practices […]. A CoP goes further than 

communities of interest and informal networks because it has a collective task.”  

Moreover, “A CoP may emerge ‘bottom-up’ from a problem perceived by marine stakeholders or experts, or more 

‘top-down’ as a conscious attempt to create new linkages between disconnected actors. It may also emerge from a 

mix of both…” (Morf et al., 2023).  

In the context of MSP, CoPs can be used as a means of improving knowledge sharing among authorities and 

specialists to strengthen the integration of the opinions and concerns of stakeholders.  

18-20 October 2023 
Thessaloniki, Central 
Macedonia Greece) 

“The need for a cross-regional CoP in MSP” 

Aim: Addressing the intricate nature of multi-level governance and the 
need for increased participatory democracy in MSP as well as the value 
for the regions in joining a CoP that will help boost their role in national 
MSP. 

6-8 February 2024  
Vigo, Galicia (Spain) 

“Simulation of a cross-regional MSP CoP” 

Aim: Focusing on the simulation of a CoP among Regions providing them 
with tools to determine the necessary elements required for the 
establishment of a CoP alongside the opportunity to further understand 
its inner workings through a specific topic. 

19-21 March 2024 
Nantes, Pays de la Loire 

(France) 

“Drafting a roadmap for a cross-regional CoP” 

Aim: Formulating a roadmap for an inclusive, cross-regional and 
structured CoP that would assist in overcoming obstacles related to the 
participation of regional and local stakeholders. 
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Figure 2. The structure and topics of the three (3) REGINA-MSP international workshops dedicated 
to the emergence of a cross-regional MSP Community of Practice. 

 
Figure 3. Steps and tools used for stakeholder identification in REGINA-MSP. 

As a preliminary step, the project focused on identifying key regional stakeholder groups 
essential for inclusive MSP discussions and consultations. This step was also interlinked with another 
Task of the REGINA-MSP project, which aimed at mobilizing and engaging regional stakeholders in 
local MSP workshops. The stakeholders were organized into broad categories based on their roles 
and relevance to the MSP process, ensuring a comprehensive representation across sectors and 
interests (see Figure 5). After this categorization, two additional steps completed the methodology 
used throughout the international workshops:  

STEP 1: Stakeholder analysis: This analysis consisted of i. the creation of regional stakeholder 
databases, ii. the ranking of regional stakeholders according to their engagement and representation 
during the planning process, and iii. the mapping of stakeholders with the use of a power and interest 
matrix. 

STEP 2: Identification and engagement of poorly heard stakeholders: Building on the results 
from the previous matrix, this step focused on the regional stakeholders with lower power. These 
stakeholders were identified and further examined through a questionnaire distributed to workshop 
participants, asking them to reflect on the type of weaknesses and the reasons for the limited 
representation of these groups in MSP processes. 

A total of three tools were utilized during the workshops and throughout the two 
abovementioned steps.  

TOOL 1 – Stakeholder database and ranking: A Stakeholder Database was used first. It refers 
to a document containing all stakeholder information across the different pre-established categories 
[38]. Here, it consisted of an organized collection of information about authorities, groups, and 
organizations involved in or affected by MSP created by each participating region. The tracking of 
stakeholders' interests, influence, and contact details in the database can aid in promoting effective 
communication, engagement, and management while supporting inclusive and informed decision-
making [38]. Building on the stakeholder database created by the partners from each participating 
region, participants were also asked to perform an initial stakeholder classification [39]. In essence, 
MSP regional stakeholders were ranked on a scale from 1 to 3 according to their degree of 
representation and level of engagement in MSP. 

TOOL 2 - Interest-influence matrix: The second tool used was for stakeholder mapping. This 
strategic framework assesses stakeholders based on their power to influence a process and their level 
of interest in its outcomes [40]. A map template was provided, and the participants categorized the 
stakeholders identified via previous tools. Four categories emerge (a) stakeholders with high power 
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and high interest, they are likely to be decision-makers and have the biggest impact; (b) stakeholders 
with high power and low interest; while they may not be interested in the outcome, they possess 
power or authority, so it is important to maintain their satisfaction, (c) stakeholders with low power 
and high interest, they may lack power but hold a strong interest and can often be very helpful, and 
(d) stakeholders with low power and low interest: they exhibit limited interest but keeping them 
informed enhances transparency [38,40,41]. The “weak” stakeholders are part of the two latter 
categories (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Interest-influence matrix template as used in the cross-regional workshops. 

TOOL 3 - Questionnaire: As a third tool, questionnaires were used to be filled out in groups 
[42]. The questionnaire included both close-ended and open-ended questions along with a colour 
rating section. The objective was to explore further the challenges and barriers faced by the least 
heard regional stakeholders, following their identification, and to gain deeper insights into the factors 
limiting their engagement in MSP processes.  

Based on the abovementioned, section 3 presents the outputs of the methodology applied in the 
project and the international workshops. It focuses on identifying who should participate in the MSP 
debates and participatory processes, highlighting the “weak” stakeholders and how to can keep them 
engaged and informed about MSP in their local seas. 

4. Results - Lessons Learned from the REGINA-MSP Project – Stakes at the Regional Level 

4.1. Who Should Participate in MSP – Focus on the Regional Stakeholders 

According to the Directive 2014/89/EU for establishing a framework for Maritime Spatial 
Planning, “the management of marine areas is complex and involves different levels of authorities, 
economic operators and other stakeholders. In order to promote sustainable development in an 
effective manner, it is essential that stakeholders, authorities and the public be consulted at an 
appropriate stage in the preparation of maritime spatial plans […]” [6]. A key challenge in this issue 
is that for many years, the research on inclusiveness in MSP was focused on identifying suitable 
participants, rather than understanding how they could be integrated into a successful participatory 
process and how their engagement could enhance the process [35]. Moreover, stakeholder theory is 
a combination of diverse perspectives derived from various interpretations and applications in fields 
such as business ethics and corporate social responsibility, strategic management, corporate 
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governance, and finance [39]. Recently, it has become increasingly prevalent in the field of 
environmental governance and, particularly in maritime spatial planning [43].  

Pomeroy and Rivera-Guieb [44] defined stakeholders in marine spatial planning as “individuals, 
groups or organizations of people who are interested, involved or affected (positively or negatively) by marine 
and coastal resources use and management”. In the same study, a broad range of stakeholders involved 
in MSP were identified and categorized into four distinct groups. The first group consists of resource 
users, like fishers, community-based fisher groups, oil and gas exploiters [44,45]. The second group 
encompasses government stakeholders across multiple levels, including international, national, 
regional, and local authorities [44,45]. The third and fourth groups include other stakeholders and 
change agents. The category of other stakeholders includes civil society members, equipment 
builders, community members, boat owners/builders, fish traders, businesspeople, or community-
based groups [44,45]. Finally, change agents such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
academic and research institutions, development agencies, or even donors also play a significant role. 
These actors are seen as catalysts for change, serving as intermediaries between communities and 
external institutions, including governments, the general public, and businesses [44]. 

Following a similar approach, Twomey and O’Mahony [43] formed three general categories of 
stakeholders in MSP and marine governance. These include government decision-makers at various 
levels (such as ministries, state agencies, municipalities, and local government), commercial or 
industry stakeholders representing key marine sectors operating in the area and civil-society 
stakeholders consisting of the research community, citizen and community-based organisations, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), and conservation groups. 

One challenge in fostering active participation in MSP is the public nature of the marine 
environment, which accommodates a wide range of uses and thus leads to a large number of potential 
stakeholders, each with a vested interest in the outcomes of the planning process [46]. Large groups 
that are often included are commercial and recreational fishing, aquaculture, shipping, marine 
protected areas (MPAs), and energy production [46]. For this reason, part of the stakeholder analysis 
is to identify all the key stakeholders with interest in the planning and management of the maritime 
environment and weight them as primary, secondary, or tertiary stakeholders according to their stake 
in the area or its resources [46,47]. Pomeroy and Rivera-Guieb [44] introduced a series of criteria to 
distinguish between different types of stakeholders that included their existing rights to marine and 
coastal resources, the continuity of relationship to the resource (e.g, comparing resident fishers with 
migratory fishers), the degree of economic and social reliance on the resources, the compatibility of 
the interests and activities of the stakeholders as well as the present or potential impact of the 
activities of the stakeholders on the resource base. While the involvement of diverse stakeholders is 
crucial for effective MSP, challenges such as conflicting interests and governance fragmentation can 
complicate the planning process. Effective stakeholders participation may also severely get 
undermined in the case of insular communities and areas of management [14]. 

Building on these foundational approaches, the REGINA-MSP international workshops focused 
on defining categories and organizing regional stakeholders with the participation of the regional 
authorities of each case study. After comprehensive stakeholder analysis and mapping, seven 
overarching categories were established, ensuring consistency at the top level across all case studies, 
along with specific subcategories (Figure 5): 
1. Public Sector referring to (a) central government operating at a national level, (b) central 

government operating at a reginal level, and (c) local governments (regional authorities and 
municipalities). 

2. Research and Educational institutions operating at a regional level including (a) Research 
Institutions, (b) Universities, and (c) Technology and Innovation Centers. 

3. Local Port Authorities. 
4. Private sector and Professionals such as (a) Associations/Federations, and (b) 

Companies/professionals of the maritime sector. 
5. Non-governmental organizations and societies, environmental associations, and foundations. 
6. Informal groups of citizens. 
7. The general Public. 
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Figure 5. Stakeholder Groups for regional MSP, REGINA-MSP findings. 

The workshops emphasized the importance of mapping and analyzing communities was 
highlighted. These steps are crucial for MSP, as they involve reevaluating traditional categories of 
exclusion and hard-to-reach groups while considering the interactions of all community groups with 
MSP-related initiatives. In addition, mapping stakeholders provides an opportunity to identify the 
most relevant community members, providing key insights to shape the MSP priorities in the regions. 

4.2. Identifying the “Weak” Regional Stakeholders 

Active involvement is essential in MSP to create support from the community, promote justice, 
incorporate local knowledge, foster a sense of ownership, ensure transparency and trust, as well as 
develop connections, enhance skills, and increase understanding of environmental concerns [48,49]. 
The degree of stakeholder participation and public engagement may vary in MSP, regarding the task 
at hand, ranging from providing information and conducting standard consultation processes with 
opportunities for feedback, to direct involvement in decision-making and implementation [50]. Thus, 
it is crucial to timely answer questions of why, who, how, and when to include stakeholders in MSP 
to enhance the process [51]. When designing participation processes, it is essential to carefully 
consider both the equity of representation and the equity of impact [52]. 

However, in any participation process, there are inherent power dynamics and imbalances that 
can be reinforced if they are not taken into account, perpetuating existing group dynamics and 
marginalization [51,52]. Bonnevie et al. [51] argue that MSP has received criticism for its tendency to 
legitimize undemocratic goals set by powerful, politically favoured groups instead of involving 
stakeholders in actual decision-making. Since social aspects are often overlooked in favour of 
economic values and power with less attention to certain ecological considerations [49], stakeholders 
like small-scale fisheries, local communities, indigenous groups and environmental organizations are 
often identified as weak stakeholders in MSP.  

In the context of REGINA-MSP, according to the projects Grant Agreement, weak stakeholders 
are considered those “who are not organised strongly at a national and European levels and thus, 
who do not benefit from experience sharing and are poorly heard in MSP debate and consultation”. 
During the three international workshops, an in-depth stakeholder analysis was performed for each 
case study (Figure 6). From those findings, the marine sectors of aquaculture, maritime tourism, 
maritime transport, and fishing were considered important fields for stakeholder participation in 
MSP. The working groups observed that the involvement and representation of different stakeholder 
groups in the MSP process are significantly influenced by their operational scale or liability area, 
whether national, regional, or local. Moreover, the willingness of stakeholders to participate in MSP 
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affairs is greatly influenced by the legal form and profile of the stakeholder (i.e., regional/local 
government, associations, NGOs). 

 

Figure 6. Questionnaire on the challenges/barriers of weak stakeholders. 

One factor that became apparent during the workshops, is that MSP tends to be nationally 
driven, thus limiting discussions at the regional level. Three categories of stakeholders were found to 
be less heard in regional marine spatial planning, with aquaculture/fisheries associations, 
municipalities, and the general public frequently cited as as local examples:  
1. Fishermen are among the sea users who face high pressure and experience substantial losses 

due to the growing competition for maritime space from an increasing number of marine 
activities. Despite their long-standing role as traditional marine users, fishers are often 
underrepresented in MSP processes, with limited involvement and representation. 

2. The general public seems to be among the less heard groups in MSP. However, it was widely 
acknowledged that local communities and citizens could offer valuable resources for gaining a 
deeper understanding of the local marine areas through citizen science, and their expectations 
and needs can be incorporated into maritime spatial plans. 

3. Regional authorities in many countries experience limited or modest participation in MSP, 
although there are some exceptions where robust MSP consultations occur, mainly in countries 
with autonomous regions in terms of administrative power. Consequently, there is a keen 
interest among regional and local governments in enhancing their engagement in national MSP 
and participating in the decision-making concerning their local seas.  
Based on the results of the REGINA-MSP international workshops, the challenges and obstacles 

faced by the least heard and underrepresented stakeholders seem to revolve around three specific 
issues. The first pertains to the channels of communication and access to information. These 
stakeholders face further challenges due to the limited access to relevant information and language 
barriers, which exacerbate their difficulties in participating effectively. Additionally, navigating 
complex bureaucratic processes and understanding technical details often prove overwhelming for 
many, further impeding their involvement in MSP processes. 

The second issue relates to the capacity of stakeholders, as many, especially the “weak” ones, 
lack MSP expertise and ocean literacy. The third issue concerns resource availability. Many 
stakeholders often lack the financial and human resources necessary to participate in MSP, further 
hindered by limited access to essential technology and tools. To facilitate the effective engagement of 
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underrepresented stakeholders in MSP, addressing these three key factors is crucial to ensure 
meaningful participation in all stages of the MSP process.  

5. Discussion and Conclusions 

The REGINA-MSP is an EU co-funded project that focused on the regional perspective of MSP. 
Maritime spatial planning is mainly a national and a central government affair in most countries 
worldwide. Therefore, exploring a region-wise approach in MSP was original and significant. By 
having this focus, the project questioned the top-down governance and planning approach of MSP 
and worked towards a bottom-up direction. Besides, having a bottom-up approach in MSP promotes 
advanced participatory democracy and of inclusiveness in terms of stakeholders’ participation. 

Adopting a region-specific approach in MSP is rather critical for another reason. The vast surface 
area covered by a country’s territorial waters or - even worst – that the Exclusive Economic Zone 
covers, makes national level maritime plans too broad. This means that it can only provide guidelines 
of a very strategic nature. This lack of specificity creates uncertainty on how to implement these 
guidelines when it comes to a specific and localized area, that planning requires regulatory details. 
This project adopted a regional perspective that also builds upon the growing need for a multi-scalar 
approach in MSP. In fact, what is argued is that going at the regional and even local scale in MSP, 
automatically means that plans will include measures and guidelines of a more regulatory nature. By 
extension they will have a strong impact on coastal communities thus necessitating their involvement 
at some, or all phases of the MSP process.  

Involving regions and local communities is of great importance and has long been practiced in 
the terrestrial spatial planning processes. In the sea, however, the groups of coastal communities and 
stakeholders significantly differ from the ones in land-based spatial planning. Local and regional 
stakeholders affected by MSP, derive solely from insular and coastal communities. More or less, they 
fall into the same key stakeholder categories as in terrestrial spatial planning. However, they have 
never engaged collectively in participatory processes that directly affect their daily lives and 
communities. Moreover, some of them (e.g. fishers, aquaculture farmers etc.) were usually excluded 
from land-based planning participatory procedures, for being non-relevant stakeholders. 

Identifying and engaging all relevant stakeholders affected by MSP is a new task for all coastal 
communities and regions. However, another important task is to reach and engage the weak regional 
MSP stakeholders. This is especially important given that fishers (that were identified by the research 
presented in this manuscript) constitute the most traditional users of the marine space, and the 
greatest experts in citizen science related to the sea matters. Their knowledge is rather critical, given 
the fact that the sea is a type of space where important data is still missing [53]. On the other hand, 
as regards regional and local authorities (the other weak stakeholder identified) they can play the 
intermediate between central government decision making centers and local communities. This is 
why it is rather critical to advance their MSP knowledge base and to make them even more involved 
in marine governance and MSP participatory procedures.  

Having as an objective to advance participatory democracy and inclusiveness in MSP at the 
regional level, the REGINA-MSP project also explored the concept of Communities of Practice (CoP). 
As a concept (and a tool) is rarely practiced, therefore existing experience is minimum. However, 
Communities of Practice can prove beneficial at the regional level in boosting the role of regions in 
MSP. These CoPs can either be cross-regional at the national level (i.e. among regions within the same 
country, sharing the same sea and being part of the same maritime spatial plan). They can also be 
cross-regional at the international level (i.e. among regions across different countries that either share 
a common international border or not). Promoting international and cross-border cooperation among 
regions is rather essential, and CoPs can probably serve this objective.   

Finally, with the use of tools like stakeholder mapping, workshops and the creation of CoPs, the 
project demonstrated the protentional for regions to take a more active role in shaping the future of 
marine environments. By addressing communication barriers, building capacity and ensuring access 
to resources, MSP processes can evolve into more democratic frameworks, empowering regions and 
communities to contribute meaningfully to marine spatial planning and policy development.  
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