
The North Sea in Belgium
High time to live up 
to the opportunities



1. A race for free space
About one tenth of the Belgian territory, i.e. 3457 km², can 
be found at sea. The Belgian part of the North Sea plays an 
important role in national economic prosperity since the 
turnover in the marine/maritime sector amounts to nearly 
15 billion EUR1. The North Sea is also valued for its natu-
ral beauty and welcomes over 20 million day trippers per 
year2.

However, fast technological progress, changing social pri-
orities and new economic opportunities continue to put 
pressure on the space available. Free space continues to 
shrink and this calls for a future-oriented and pro-active 
North Sea policy from our government tailored to the adja-
cent densely populated coastal areas, the Western Scheldt, 
and the surrounding marine areas of the neighbouring 
countries. 

Throughout the world, integrated marine spatial planning 
is acknowledged as being a concrete way to bring about a 
visionary policy. This position paper shows why even Bel-
gium is in urgent need hereof and which steps can give the 
initial impetus.

Integrated marine spatial planning  is a public process 
which analyses and organises the spatial and temporal 
distribution of human activities at sea in order to comply 
with the economic, ecological and social objectives stated 
in policy decisions.

2. Action is needed, now! 
Marine spatial planning is considered to be one of the cor-
nerstones of the European Integrated Marine Policy3. Con-
trary to our neighbouring countries and the other member 
states, Belgium does not focus on marine spatial planning. 
As a consequence, many opportunities have been lost. 

Integrated marine spatial planning is a concrete way to 
aim at the postulated economic, social and ecological 
 objectives laid down for the Belgian part of the North Sea. 
It furthermore entails some unique opportunities: 

1. Creating a long-term vision results in core users (ports, 
extraction, tourism, renewable energy) which are fully 
contributing to a competitive economy without endange-
ring natural resources.

2. A spatial and temporal harmony and a reflection of all 
users result in a transparent assessment of the different 
needs in an open, cross-sector way while respecting the 
strength of the ecosystem.

3. It offers an efficient framework to integrate ample sci-
entific and other available information in the policy and 
decision-making processes. 

4. An integrated planning which clearly defines a number 
of functions brings about an increase of legal certainty, 
clarity and transparency, which in turn saves the gover-
nment, the investors and the operators money. 

5. Since it focuses on gaps and opportunities, it is a way 
to harmonize the different competent bodies and their 
legislative, licensing and concession procedures.

6. An integrated marine spatial planning results: in solving 
uncertainties in the short term which sectors, stakehol-
ders and local authorities are confronted with today and 
in creating a more attractive investment climate for na-
tional and international investors.

7. By providing a monitoring and evaluation system, the 
policy can be used in a flexible way and it can be fine-
tuned if necessary. 

8. This process enables to harmonize the use of the space 
available and to manage it across the borders. In other 
words, it avoids conflicting policy options in cross-border 
territories and brings about synergy.

9. An integrated marine spatial planning supports an eco-
system-oriented management approach. It results in 
promoting sustainable sea management, common good 
protection and a growth in several marine sectors.
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3. The restrictions of
 the 2005 North Sea Master Plan 
In 2005, Belgium was among the first countries in Europe 
to set up a spatial planning for the North Sea and to imple-
ment it. The ‘North Sea Master Plan’ threw a light on the 
zones for wind energy and the delimited areas for sand ex-
traction and the areas for the Habitats and Birds Directives4.

However, the Master Plan is:

1. A static plan: It does not include a procedure to adjust 
itself to the changing environment or to respond to the 
future social, ecological or economic challenges5. Just 
think of the new opportunities in tidal power or biomass 
at sea, blue biotechnology, coastal defences, recreation 
and areas for scientific research.

2. No guaranteed protection of natural values: The mea-
sures which are part of Natura 2000 only offer little ef-
fective protection of the natural values. This gives rise to 
important challenges to aim at the formally postulated 
natural objectives.

3. Not tailored to the neighbouring countries: The Belgian 
part of the North Sea is an integrated part of the regio-
nal North Sea which requires that activities or new de-
velopments are looked at in a broader perspective. The 
Netherlands, the UK and France all started to develop an 
integrated marine spatial planning on the basis of their 
priorities6.

4. Not future-oriented: The current plan is not or only little 
future-oriented. The ‘North Sea Master Plan’ does not offer 
a sufficient basis to prevent that spatial delimitations and the 
assessment between user functions and purposes is done 
on an individual and ad hoc basis. 

This approach is not very functional and it entails a cost 
increase in the long term since it lacks vision, uniform pro-
cedures and a centralized licensing policy. It also gives rise 
to a growing concern about the conservation of the unique 
qualities of the marine environment7. Such a situation also 
involves an increase of the investment risks, extra planning 
costs, and a loss of economic profitability for the industry. 

Approving a number of user zones is not an outcome as 
such in the spatial planning process. An area with a wide 
variety of functions requires continuous refinements and 
adjustments, and policy vigilance.

An integrated marine spatial planning aims at making the 
most of the opportunities at hand, at including new per-
spectives within economic sectors and at establishing pri-
orities on the basis of scientific insights8. 

4. A step-by-step 
 approach towards an integrated 

marine spatial planning
Throughout the world, integrated marine spatial planning 
is growing. In Belgium, several interest groups stress that 
an integrated marine spatial planning is needed for the fu-
ture management of the North Sea9.

The way how this should be done is open to discussion. 
UNESCO identifies 10 steps to set up an integrated marine 
spatial planning which, when implemented, would enable 
us to answer the most crucial questions on the current si-
tuation, the future situation and the way towards the latter10.

Four preparatory questions are crucial before starting the 
implementation of an integrated marine spatial planning pro-
cess (cf. illustration).

Given the available knowledge and the pioneering work of 
the past few years, an integrated marine spatial planning for 
the Belgian part of the North Sea requires little more than a 
reinterpretation and an update of the existing information and 
its organisation in a planning process that enables a concrete 
implementation.

Setting up an integrated vision is not just determining for 
the current legislature, it also determines the future of the 
North Sea. That way, Belgium can once again be among the 
leaders when it comes to marine management and serve as 
an example for the concrete implementation of the Integrated 
Marine Policy11and the European framework directive on Ma-
rine Strategy12. 
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Illustration 1 
A diagram of the preparatory steps for the implementation of an integrated marine spatial planning

Defining a policy framework

Defining a vision of the future
A widely supported vision of the future is the basis for an integrated marine planning processD. 
The dynamics of the planning environment, the marine space in all its dimensions, and of the 
social questions and choices must be included in this vision and rephrased in the cyclical planning 
process.

Organisation of the planning process
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Organizing structural stakehol-
der participation

Stakeholder participation is a key element 
in defining an effective integrated marine 
planning processB. The stakeholders are 
preferably involved in the different steps 
of the spatial planning process, e.g. via a 
structural advisory boardC.

Formal agreement

There must be a formal agreement 
between the different authorities 
involved to work on marine spatial 
planning. 

Legislative framework

Defining a legislative framework 
provides the required legal certainty 
so the planning, once drawn up and 
implemented, is also feasible and 
enforceable.

Appointing
the person in charge

The person in charge needs to have 
the approval of the social, ecologi-
cal and economic parties involved in 
order to ensure a positive outcomeA.


