
SUMMARY
The sustainable management of 
Canada’s oceans requires balancing 
new marine uses while safeguarding 
traditional uses, all while ensuring 
environmental protection. Marine 
spatial planning is a tool that can help 
us plan our coastal and marine areas 
and support sustainable management 
decisions. Marine spatial planning 
(MSP) has been successfully applied in 
other countries and could help Canada 
address planning challenges in the 
marine environment. Considering the 
similarities between MSP and land 
use planning, Canada’s professional 
planners are well positioned to support 
the development of effective plans for 
our coastal and ocean spaces.

RÉSUMÉ 
La gestion durable des océans du 
Canada exige un équilibre entre 
l’utilisation des ressources, la 
conservation et l’adaptation aux 
effets du changement climatique. 
La planification de l’espace marin 
(PEM) est un outil pouvant nous 
aider à planifier nos espaces côtiers 
et marins et à appuyer les décisions 
de gestion qui en découlent. D’autres 
pays l’appliquent avec succès depuis 
des années et il pourrait aider le 
Canada à relever les défis qui se 
posent en matière de planification de 
nos espaces côtiers et marins. Les 
urbanistes professionnels du Canada 
sont bien placés pour jouer un rôle 
de premier plan dans l’application de 
la PEM.
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A planning tool to improve Canada’s ocean 
management and governance

MARINE SPATIAL PLANNING: 

INTRODUCTION 
Canada borders three oceans, has the world’s 
longest coastline, and has one of the largest 
exclusive economic zones at nearly 6,000,000 
km2. Many of Canada’s economies and cultures 
are inextricably tied to the sea. However, human 
activity is placing increasing pressure on our 
coastal and ocean spaces. The marine trans-
portation sector is growing to meet the needs of 
a global marketplace. Oil extraction is pushing 
further and deeper offshore. Fishing remains 
an important cultural and economic activity, 
but stocks are over-exploited. New uses of the 
ocean, such as marine renewable energy and off-
shore aquaculture, compete with traditional uses 
for space. Climate change is modifying species 
distributions and habitats, and eroding coastlines 
are encroaching upon homes and heritage sites. 
There is an urgent need to change our current 
piecemeal approach to marine management and 
oceans governance, and to adopt marine spatial 
planning from the federal to community levels. 
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WHAT IS MARINE SPATIAL PLANNING? 
Marine spatial planning (MSP) is the process 
of analyzing and allocating the spatial and 
temporal distribution of human activities 
in marine areas to achieve ecological, 
economic, and social objectives.1 MSP 
brings together coastal and ocean users – 
energy developers, fish harvesters, shipping 
companies, conservation groups, tourism 
operators, coastal residents, Indigenous 
communities, governments, scientists, 
and other stakeholders – to devise a plan 
to share coastal and ocean spaces and 
resources, while ensuring ecological 
integrity and a sustainable future. 

HOW DOES MSP COMPARE  
TO PLANNING ON LAND? 
The Canadian Institute of Planners defines 
planning as “the scientific, aesthetic, and 
orderly disposition of land, resources, 
facilities, and services, with a view to 
securing the physical, economic and social 
efficiency, health, and well-being of urban 
and rural communities.”2 Planning in 
the marine environment is equally about 
allocation of space to achieve social and 
economic objectives, while ensuring the 
health of coastal and ocean ecosystems. 
Whether on land or at sea, the fundamental 
approach to planning is the same. 

MSP borrows many of the principles and 
processes from the established practice of 
land use planning. It relies on spatial data, 
engages stakeholders, zones for certain uses, 
and can drive or be driven by public policy. Like 
land use planning, MSP results in a spatial 
allocation of uses that aims to minimize 
conflict, and results in a comprehensive plan 
to guide development decisions. 

MSP becomes arguably more challenging 
than land use planning when one considers 
the dynamic nature of the marine 
environment, the seasonal fluctuations 
found therein, and the multi-jurisdictional 
regulation of its resources. The ocean is three-
dimensional, from the seabed through the 
water column to the surface. Then, layer on 
wildlife migratory paths and breeding grounds, 
and fishing and tourism seasons. Add in the 
potential for interprovincial and international 
jurisdictional conflict around space and 
resources, and one is presented with quite a 
complex environment in which to plan. 

HOW IS MSP DIFFERENT  
FROM THE TRADITIONAL COASTAL  
AND OCEAN MANAGEMENT?
Most regulations support single-use 
management decisions at either the 
federal, provincial or municipal levels. Even 
if each government agency is striving for 

sustainable development, they often exist 
in silos, and overlapping uses may conflict 
despite best intentions. MSP provides the 
overarching plan that coordinates policy and 
aligns decision-makers across all levels. 
Furthermore, MSP is at its core a public 
participatory process. It seeks to engage 
stakeholders and the public from the onset, 
and to incorporate that feedback into the 
eventual plan, rather than consult interested 
parties only once the plan is developed. 

BENEFITS OF MARINE SPATIAL PLANNING 
– INTERNATIONAL SUCCESSES 
The UNESCO Intergovernmental 
Oceanographic Commission indicates that 
some 70 countries now have MSP initiatives 
in various stages from early planning to 
post-implementation evaluation.3 In a 
2015 study of the effectiveness of MSP, 
researchers reviewed 59 marine plans 
from around the world and interviewed 
over 50 MSP experts and practitioners. 
The results indicate that MSP efforts 
undertaken in the United States, United 
Kingdom, Belgium, Norway, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Australia lead the way in 
terms achieving economic, environmental, 
and social goals.4 

The experience in Belgium speaks 
to the economic benefit to be gained 
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from MSP. Prior to the development of 
a plan for the Belgian North Sea, local 
communities were opposed to proposed 
offshore wind development largely due 
to concerns regarding a negative visual 
impact. The opposition was so strong that 
permitting processes for proposed projects 
were derailed, and proponents expended 
additional millions in their attempts to 
acquire approval. However, following the 
creation of a plan that included zones for 
offshore wind far from the coast, projects 
have a more direct and less contentious 
path to approval. The Belgian offshore wind 
energy sector now generates approximately 
$230 million in annual gross revenues.5

In the US, the environmental protection 
provided through the Massachusetts Ocean 
Management Plan has also garnered 
accolades from the international MSP 
community. Over 70% of the plan area is 
designated as special, sensitive or unique, 
and includes habitat for endangered species, 

fish spawning grounds, and sensitive 
ecosystems (e.g., eelgrass communities). 
The plan does not permit infrastructure 
development in these areas.6

Australia’s Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Plan is recognized for proactive and 
meaningful engagement with Indigenous 
communities. Under the plan, Indigenous 
communities can outline their own visions for 
their traditional waters, including restricted 
use of their sacred sites. Indigenous 
businesses are contracted by the federal 
authority to conduct management activities, 
including research, monitoring, and 
compliance enforcement. The Indigenous 
participants reported that the plan was a 
significant step in reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.7

MSP IN CANADA 
Canada has a robust regulatory framework 
for managing coastal and ocean 
development, and the Oceans Act and the 

Oceans Strategy support MSP in principle. 
We have the foundation upon which to build 
a more integrated, holistic approach to 
marine management. While not yet broadly 
applied across the country, MSP initiatives 
have been carried out and are underway in 
select regions to support co-management of 
Canada’s coastal and marine resources. 

True co-governance exists where respon-
sibility and authority for governing coastal 
and marine areas and resources is equally 
shared between Crown and Indigenous 
governments. Indigenous governments on 
all coasts are leveraging MSP to inform 
management decisions based on both scien-
tific and local knowledge, and in accordance 
with traditional and cultural values. 

The Marine Plan Partnership (MaPP) for 
the North Pacific Coast in British Columbia 
is a partnership between Government of 
British Columbia and 17 First Nations. 
MaPP completed sub-regional marine 
plans in April 2015, and the overarching 
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regional action framework in May 2016, and 
implementation agreements were signed 
in August 2016. The MaPP plans provide 
recommendations for marine uses, activities, 
and protection, and inform decisions 
regarding the sustainable economic 
development and stewardship of British 
Columbia’s coastal marine environment.8

In 2017, the Government of Canada and 
the Nunatsiavut Government formed a 
partnership devising the Imappivut marine 
plan with the aim of fully implementing the 
Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement 
in the coastal and marine areas of 
Nunatsiavut.9 These are just two of several 
examples of how Indigenous governments 
are leading the way in applying MSP 
to ensure sustainable development of 
traditional waters, marine resources, and 
ways of life. 

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONS OF MSP
Despite international and regional 
successes, Canada has yet to broadly 
apply MSP. Yet significant opportunities 
exist for Canadian planners to assist in 
establishing MSPs for coastal and ocean 

areas. For instance, MSP could be used 
to effectively address the issue of North 
Atlantic Right Whale mortalities in the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence. It could also help reduce 
conflict between extractive activities and 
marine protected areas. 

An unprecedented North Atlantic Right 
Whale mortality event occurred in the Gulf 
in 2017, when 12 whale mortalities (3% of 
the resident population) were documented in 
little more than three months. Entanglement 
in fixed fishing gear and vessel strikes have 
been implicated in most of these mortalities. 
The recent mortalities, combined with 
the decline in reproductive output by 40% 
since 2010, threaten the very survival of the 
species.10 The Gulf is an active shipping area 
and some efforts have been made to reduce 
the potential for vessel collisions, including 
re-routing of shipping lanes and mandating 
reduced vessel speeds. However, there is an 
urgent need for implementation of additional 
measures for all sectors operating in the 
area. MSP is one tool that can be applied in 
the Gulf to help address this issue. Bringing 
together the shipping industry, vessel 
operators, governments, ecologists, and fish 

harvesters to collaborate on a marine plan 
for the Gulf could provide solutions for this 
distressing ecological issue while supporting 
continued economic activity. 

MSP can also be applied to help address 
the current conflict over extractive activities 
in marine protected areas. In 2016, the 
Government of Canada committed to 
protecting 10% of our coastal and marine 
areas by 2020. However, this target has 
solicited negative feedback from the fishing 
and energy sectors and conservation 
advocates alike. Those engaged in extractive 
activities fear economic losses if certain 
areas become closed to fishing or oil 
exploration. Environmental groups and 
marine ecologists question the effectiveness 
of designations that still allow for certain 
intrusive activities to occur. Through MSP, 
stakeholders can come together to create a 
plan that allocates defined, separate spaces 
for extraction and protection. 

The potential benefit of using MSP in this 
context is acknowledged by the National 
Advisory Panel on Marine Protected Area 
Standards. In their final report, the panel 
recommends that, “the federal government 

In 2016, the Government of Canada committed 
to protecting 10% of our coastal and marine 
areas by 2020. However, this target has solicited 
negative feedback from the fishing and energy 
sectors and conservation advocates alike. 
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consult with Canadians on potential 
approaches to marine spatial planning in 
each of Canada’s ocean regions.”11 While 
the panel’s Terms of Reference focused 
specifically on marine protected areas, this 
statement alludes to the benefits that could 
be realized from a broader MSP approach. 

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR CANADA’S 
PROFESSIONAL PLANNERS 
Land use planning has long been an 
established practice, whereas marine planning 
is just emerging. While MSP processes require 
the participation of stakeholders with specific 
marine knowledge, planners still have the 
technical, engagement, and policy expertise 
required to help deliver effective plans for our 
coastal and ocean spaces. Why are Canadian 
professional planners appropriately qualified to 
lead in this field?
i) Future-oriented and adaptive, we see 

our plans as living documents that 
provide a baseline for decision-making 
and evaluation, and know that the plan 
must be flexible with changing trends 
and demands. 

ii) As policy experts, we work within, 
develop, and amend policies, and 
understand the need for a balance 
between regulation and innovation. 

iii) We are accustomed to managing conflict. 
Planning is inherently a conflict-
management process, finding ways to 
allow different uses to co-exist through 
careful allocation of space. 

iv) Understanding the importance of 
public participation, we have long been 
advocates of citizen engagement and 
understand that incorporating input 
from our stakeholders not only results in 
better plans, but also garners buy-in for 
what we are trying to achieve.

CONCLUSION
In light of ever-increasing pressure on marine 
spaces and resources, applying MSP across 
Canada could be an effective way to inform 
policy and plans that support sustainable 
development. There are many challenges, 
including time, resources, political will, 
and intergovernmental and cross-sectoral 
integration. Nonetheless, the potential 
social, economic, and environmental benefits 
outweigh the challenges, driving the imperative 
to pursue an MSP approach, a process in 
which Canada’s planning professionals have 
the expertise to play a key role. ¢
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