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Abstract 

Marine governance in European seas is at a crossroad. There is strong political desire to move towards eco-
system based marine management through integration of different EU policies or directives (e.g. the 
Integrated Maritime Policy, the Common Fisheries Policy, Marine Strategy Framework Directive and the 
Habitats and Bird Directives) to protect the environment, while at the same time marine governance is 
expected to facilitate growth and employment in support of the blue economy. At the level of the regional 
sea, the governance landscape is very complex. On the one hand the implementation of marine policies and 
management has to deal with different institutional rules that exists between the European, Regional, 
International and Member State level (institutional ambiguity), and on the other stakeholder participation is a 
dilemma because various sectors are unequally prepared to participate in the policy process related to 
marine management.  

In this paper, we examine the present governance structures in the four European seas (Baltic, Black, and 
Mediterranean Seas and North East Atlantic Ocean). We argue that the implementation of EBMM at the 
regional sea level is characterized by a highly fragmented European governance system where there is lack 
of coordination between relevant DGs within the European Commission, between EU, International 
organisations, Regional Sea Conventions and the Member States and between sectoral governance 
arrangements that should provide sectoral management measures that support EBMM. The paper develops 
suggestions for a nested governance system in which institutions, policies, laws and sectors are nested into 
a tiered, internally consistent and mutually re-enforcing planning and decision-making system. Developing 
institutional interaction and soft modes of governance between the EU, the Regional Sea Conventions, 
Member States and the governance arrangements of the different marine sectors will be crucial in evolving 
towards such a nested governance system for EBMM. Moreover, there is no one size fits all approach in 
implementing EBMM, which means that for each European Sea a context-dependent nested governance 
system should be developed. 

Keywords: MSFD; regional cooperation; fragmented governance; nested governance; soft modes of 
governance 

 

1. Introduction  

The implementation of the ecosystem-based approach to marine management (EBMM) in European regional 
seas is high on the policy and political agendas of the EU. The EBMM concept is gradually accepted as a 
leading principle in several policies, such as the Integrated Maritime Policy (IMP), Marine Spatial Planning 
(MSP) and Integrated Coastal Management (ICM), the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) and the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD). Instead of the traditional focus of marine management on sectoral 
policies [1], EBMM requires a move from a “use perspective” to a regional “system perspective” [2]. This can 
for EBMM be translated to a nested governance system in which EU level institutions sets clear principles 
and long-term objectives, e.g. Good Environmental Status for European Seas or fish stocks should be 
exploited at MSY level. Stakeholder involvement is in the form of consultation: e.g. through RACs or the 
MSFD working groups, although all decisions are taken by EU institutions.  

According to UNEP this process of regionalization of EBMM needs to rely on the practice of cross-sectoral 
and decentralized governance that works to nest policies, laws and institutions into a tiered, internally 



consistent and mutually re-enforcing planning and decision making system [3]. At the regional level 
implementation plans and guidelines tailored to regional conditions and implementation are elaborated 
between regional member states, stakeholders and users. In addition, the individual sectoral governance 
arrangements should translate both the principles and long-term objectives (e.g. MSFD, Habitat and Bird 
Directive (HBD)) and integrate these in the regional level implementation for their specific sector. Yet, these 
governance arrangements should also support result-based management to make implementation plans into 
realities and users/industry more accountable. A nested governance arrangement is the result, where 
stakeholder involvement takes different forms at different levels and where stakeholder (user) powers 
increases going down the nested system. Following the subsidiarity principles, stakeholder power increases 
as decisions are moving from principles to operational management plans and implementation thereof. 

The implementation of EBMM at the level of the regional seas is faced with several dilemmas. EBMM needs 
to be implemented in a complicated EU policy seascape, that on the one hand is driven by environmental 
and nature conservation objectives (MSFD, HBD and Water Framework Directive), while on the other hand 
faces high political expectations to exploit the potentials from the Blue Economy expressed by the Marine 
and Maritime Agenda for growth and jobs “the Limassol Declaration” (2012). In addition, the European 
Commission (2009) points to the need for integration of maritime governance and encourages EU 
institutions, Member States and coastal regions to establish effective structures for cross-sectoral 
collaboration and consultation with stakeholders [4]. It has not specified any governing structure to ensure 
cooperation and coordination at the regional sea nor has the width and depth of stakeholder participation in 
the decision-making been clarified. The institutional arrangements at the level of the regional seas to support 
the implementation of EBMM are presently underdeveloped and coordination and collaboration to a high 
degree based on a mixture of forms of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ modes of governance [5]. In the absence of accepted 
rules and norms in the overlapping zones of the institutional settings of the EU, the Regional Sea 
Conventions (RSC), Member States (MS) and bordering states, actors have the opportunity to negotiate and 
change the rules of the game and to develop new governance arrangements [6,7].  

The central argument of this paper is that instead of the nesting of policies, laws and institutions, the 
implementation of EBMM at the regional sea level is confronted with a highly fragmented European 
governance system. We will illustrate this through examining the present governance structure in the four 
European seas (Baltic, Black, and Mediterranean Seas and North East Atlantic Ocean). This fragmentation 
manifests itself at different levels of governance and in the dynamics of maritime activities and related sector 
policies. At the EU level, there is a lack of coordination between relevant DGs within the Commission. The 
RSC, assigned as regional platforms for coordination in the MSFD, have their own history and role and have 
to adapt to their expected coordinating role in the MSFD and EBMM process. In general there is only very 
limited coordination within and between existing sectoral governance arrangements at different levels which 
will play a role in adopting and implementing sectoral measures that support the objective of EBMM.  

Before analysing the current fragmented European governance system in section 3, we will first discuss the 
methodology on which this paper is based. Section 4 will discuss the notion of polycentric governance, which 
allows us to envision a nested governance system for EBMM. This will be followed by the analysis of the 
current fragmented governance system in the Baltic, Black, and Mediterranean Seas and the North East 
Atlantic Ocean in section 5. We will draw some conclusions in section 6.  

 

2. Methodology  

This paper is based on data collected during a sequence of different research activities building upon one 
and another. This research was done under the FP7 project Options for Delivering Ecosystem-based Marine 
Management (ODEMM). The following methodological process was used in the research:  

1) A literature review; 
2) Key informant interviews (30+) covering 8 EU countries; 
3) Internet survey in 12 languages, with the aim to understand stakeholder’s view of current marine 

governance structures in four European regional seas (Baltic, Black, and Mediterranean Seas and 



the North‐East Atlantic Ocean). The survey was emailed to 650 stakeholders in 18 EU countries and 
5 non-EU countries obtaining a respond rate of 37%; 

4) Focus group meetings with stakeholders on governance structures to facilitate MSFD and EBMM in 
each of the four European regional seas and one with stakeholders working on central/EU level 
issues in Brussels; 

5) Road show meetings with policy-makers and stakeholders covering each of the four European 
regional seas disseminating our ideas for governance reforms and institutional coordination proving 
a last round of feedback. 

Based on the literature review, and key informant interviews [2,6,8,9], six major drivers influencing regional 
collaboration and coordination were identified: institutional ambiguity (scale, complexity); stakeholder 
involvement (devolution, involvement, unequal footing); decision-making structures, economic efficiency 
(transaction costs, resources); MS willingness to cooperate and MS capacity to cooperate. 

Based on these six drivers: five micro-scenarios or hypothesis for how to organise future governance 
arrangements for EBMM were elaborated (for details see [10]). In the survey the importance of the drivers 
were tested and contrasted with the scenarios. The software SurveyXact was used to conduct the survey, 
which was analysed using the SPSS statistical software (for survey results see [11]).  

Based on the survey results, four governance models were developed to cover all potential future 
governance settings in any European regional sea. These models were based upon two key building blocks: 
participation, i.e. are stakeholders involved in the decisions and decision-making power, i.e. are decisions 
binding or non-binding (see [12]). The governance models were developed to be equally “attractive” and 
foreseeable to stakeholders. 

During the focus group meetings, each attended by 9-12 stakeholders (coverings the various sectors and 
administrations), the four models were used to exemplify and explore the implication of changing direction of 
existing governance structures to improve regional/sub-regional collaboration. This strategy was chosen to 
keep the discussions focussed on the one hand and on the other hand allowing stakeholders to add other 
aspects of importance in the process for creating appropriate governance structures to support EBMM 
implementation. In all the regional focus group meetings alternative model(s) were suggested often in the 
form of a combination of the presented models while adding some additional perspectives.  

The regional road show meetings turned out to be a very fruitful way to test our ideas for reforming the 
present governance structures and ensure institutional coordination at the regional scale in support of 
EBMM. Providing us with thoroughly and inspiring feedbacks.  

In sum, the feedback obtained from this step-wise consultation process clearly demonstrated that it might be 
very difficult to agree on an overarching model suggesting the need to strengthen the interaction between 
existing institutions by creating platforms providing for nested coordination across sector policies. The inputs 
from this extensive consultation process were valuable and have influenced the drafting of this policy brief. 

 

3. Portraying the fragmented European governance systems  

The implementation of EBMM takes place in a fragmented European governance system (see fig 1, adapted 
from [13]), in which there is no single authority responsible for problems at the level of the regional seas, 
while the various sectoral maritime activities have different dynamics [7]. Figure 1 connects the institutional 
setting of the EU (as laid down in the Treaties) and the regional levels through the Regional Sea Conventions 
(top part of the figure), with existing sectoral governance arrangements such as those for shipping, fishing, 
oil and gas production, offshore wind park development and coastal tourism (lower part of the figure). The 
figure clearly indicates a very fragmented seascape manifesting itself in several ways, i.e. at the EU level, at 
the regional level, between EU, RSC and sectors and between sectors. EBMM in such a fragmented 
governance structure calls for coordination as well as showing the challenges in ensuring coordination.  



 

Figure 1. Governance System for EBMM in European Seas  

 

The top part of figure 1 represents the whole suite of EU policies that together form the EBMM approach of 
the EU. The Integrated Maritime Policy is the overarching policy which aims to maximise sustainable use of 
the oceans and seas while enabling growth of the maritime economy and coastal regions. The MSFD is the 
environmental pillar of the IMP. In addition, the Birds and Habitats Directives and the future directive on 
Marine Spatial Planning and Integrated Coastal Zone Management should offer a set of tools for 
implementing EBMM (i.e. MPAs, MSP and ICZM plans respectively). Next to that the CFP should support a 
move to ecosystem-based management by formulating objectives and tools for Ecosystem-based Fisheries 
Management [14].  

As EBMM is about regulating human activities, the suite of EU EBMM policies aims for the development of 
measures that ensure the sustainable use of the oceans. These interventions focus on different sectors (see 
figure 1). As the figure suggests, a considerable amount of information about both the ecosystem and the 
socio-economic systems are needed to base management decision upon. This is why for example the MSFD 
starts with an initial assessment of the current environmental status of national marine waters and the 
environmental impact and socio-economic analysis of human activities and why the Integrated Maritime 
Policy includes a focus on marine data and knowledge. In addition, monitoring of (lack of) improvement can 
be a starting point for the evaluation and reform of certain policies and interventions. 

A second characteristic of the fragmented governance system facilitating the implementation of EBMM at the 
regional sea level is that maritime activities and sectors are regulated in different, independent governance 
arrangements. Even the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), which is under exclusive competence of the EU, 
still has its own governance arrangement [13,15]. The decisions about setting fish TACs and quotas, 
multiannual plans and technical measures are a science-based process, where DG MARE gets independent 
scientific advice from the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea. The Scientific, Technical and 
Economic Committee for Fisheries, an internal advisory body, validates (and to some extent adds to) and 
forwards scientific advice to DG MARE [15]. With the 2002 reform of the CFP, Regional Advisory Councils 



(RACs) were introduced in order to increase the involvement of the fishing industry and other stakeholders, 
such as eNGOs, consumer groups and national authorities [16,17,18]. Nevertheless, Member States remain 
responsible for implementation and enforcement of the CFP. Most MSs have some type of national 
consultative structures for stakeholder consultation, both in relation to national implementation and MS 
positions in the Council of Ministers. 

The International Maritime Organization (IMO), a UN organization in operation since 1958, governs shipping. 
The main conventions of the IMO are the 1973 International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from 
Ships (modified by the Protocol of 1978 and generally known as the MARPOL Convention), the 1974 
International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), and the International Convention on 
Standards of Training, Certification and Watch keeping for Seafarers (STCW). Next to these a whole set of 
other conventions have been adopted relating to maritime safety and security, marine pollution and liability 
and compensation. The institutional structure of IMO consists of an Assembly, the Council and 5 main 
committees and several sub-committees that prepare the adoption of the IMO Conventions. The IMO allows 
observer seats for a wide variety of stakeholders, including ship-owners, ports and eNGOs in the main and 
sub-committees. 

Depending on the regional sea, offshore oil and gas production is regulated by different governance 
arrangements. In the Black and Mediterranean Seas, the role of the Regional Sea Convention is limited, 
making the regulation of offshore oil and gas production mainly a national matter. This is different in the 
North Sea where individual countries advance offshore production through their national mining laws, but in 
addition to that developed extensive international collaboration to regulate the environmental aspects through 
the OSPAR Convention (previously the Paris Convention) [19, 20]. The OSPAR Convention has produced a 
set of decisions, recommendations and agreements on oil and chemical pollution by offshore platforms. In 
the institutional set-up of the OSPAR Convention, the Offshore Industry Committee is the Committee that 
prepares the decisions, recommendations and agreements, subsequently adopted by the OSPAR 
Commission. The most active observers in the Offshore Industry Committee are the International Association 
of Oil and Gas Producers and the European Oilfield Speciality Chemicals Association; the eNGOs are only 
irregularly present [19]. In addition to OSPAR, industry environmental management is important in this 
industry [21], which has also allowed co-management to develop between the industry and national 
government in the UK, Norway and the Netherlands [19,20]. 

Next to these either internationally, or EU associated governance arrangements, national governance 
arrangements are important in developments that take place within a country’s territorial waters or its 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), such as developments related to offshore wind farm and the coastal 
tourism sector. Offshore wind farm development tends to fall under national jurisdictions whereas 
developments related to coastal tourism can fall under more local governance arrangements. This distance 
from the EU as the institution setting the umbrella framework suggests that these sectors, which fall under 
national and sub-national arrangements can end up being the missing link in a potential nested governance 
system. 

The coastal tourism sector does not tend to be very well organised as it is very diverse and can include 
activities such as hotels/resorts, marinas, golf courses to eco-tourism areas including nature reserves. This 
within-sector variety, and the fact that expectations of the different sub-groups regarding potential 
developments differ, can often create clashes between these sub-groups. Depending on which 
department(s) is in charge of making the final decision (at sub-national or national level), conflicts for or 
against developments can end up becoming a political power struggle. Tourism is often in conflict with other 
sectors operating in the coastal zone e.g. when wind-farms are visible from the coast for example, coastal 
communities and the local tourism sector feel that this has an adverse social or economic impact [22]. 

Offshore wind farm developments receive widespread political and institutional support at EU and national 
levels because of the EU aim to produce 20% of its energy from renewable sources by 2020. Legislation for 
ensuring the minimisation of the environmental impact from the developments stems from EU policies such 
as the EIA (85/337/EEC) and the Habitats and Bird Directives. Fulfilment of the requirements of these 
Directives is only one step of the licensing procedures, which is in turn depended upon national legislation 
and differs between countries. Plans that follow top-down planning procedures that do not take into 



consideration the views of local groups are received with hostility and lead to conflicts caused by the visual 
impacts accompanying the large wind farms structures [22,23].   

 

4. Nested governance systems  

The implementation of EBMM requires the development of governance structures and coordination 
mechanism on the level of the regional seas. This process of regionalisation of governance arrangements 
requires the nesting of individual sectoral governance arrangements. This nested governance system has to 
deal with the existing multi-level governance arrangements that have emerged and evolved over the last 
decades to govern activities such as shipping and fisheries or that focus on marine environmental protection 
more generally. By developing institutional linkages with these governance arrangements it could be possible 
to ensure a common discourse, policy objectives and decision-making and implementation of sectoral 
measures supporting EBMM objectives at the regional sea level.  

Inspired by debates on common pool resources [24,25], multi-level governance [26,27] (Hooghe and Marks 
2001; 2003), human geography [28] and marine governance (e.g. [29,30]), we develop in this paper a nested 
(polycentric) marine governance system, which is a “polycentric” substitute for more familiar forms of 
sovereign authority, operating within a limited subject-matter sphere and at a spatial scale whose boundaries 
are defined by the nature and scale of the problem to be addressed’’ [31]. In other words, a new spatial 
grammar of marine governance needs to evolve in which there is both space for processes of rescaling the 
state (and other decision making institutions) to the ecosystem level and for network forms of governing to 
emerge [28].  

The term polycentric refers to multiple centres of decision-making, which are formally independent of each 
other, but function in a coherent manner and with consistent and predictable patterns of interacting 
behaviour. Fanning et al. use the term policy cycles to point to these independent centres of decision making 
which have to become vertically (i.e. across jurisdictional levels) and horizontally (across policy domains) 
linked for effective marine governance [30]. Each policy cycle is characterised by its social and political 
context, purpose, the jurisdictional level, capacity for implementation and the complexity of the natural 
resource system [30]. Arts et al prefer to use governance arrangements and point to the dimensions of actor 
and coalitions, resources and power relations, discourses and rules of the game to characterize different 
types of policy arrangements [32]. To these dimensions, Van Leeuwen [19] adds the dimensions of steering 
and compliance mechanisms to include a variety of steering modes in governance.  

The vertical and horizontal linking of independent governance arrangements is discussed by an emerging 
body of literature on institutional interplay or interaction in reaction to the dense web of international 
environmental policies and institutions that have emerged since the 1970s. Drawing on this literature we 
discuss in more detail how and why independent governance arrangements become linked through EBMM. 
Applying the term institutional interaction, which is defined as the influence of one institution on the 
development and effectiveness of another (adapted from Gehring and Oberthür, [33]). Within the institutional 
web there might be overlap due to shared substantive problems (in biogeophysical or socioeconomic terms) 
or because of political linkages through deliberate actions of actors [34]. The resulting interaction between 
institutions can range from highly iterated interaction, when two institutions affect each other to a similar 
extent, to unidirectional interaction, where one institution affects the other but not vice versa [35]. Institutional 
interaction can have positive effects when it leads to synergies, or negative effects when it leads to disruption 
between the institutions [33,34]. 

Institutional interaction can emerge unintentionally, but can also be the result of strategic action of actors 
when they seek to forge issue linkages in pursuing their individual or collective goals. This is also known as 
interplay management where “deliberate efforts by any relevant actor or group of actors, in whatever form or 
forum to address and improve institutional interaction and its effects” are taken [36]. Causal mechanisms that 
can be used to create institutional interaction are transfer of knowledge, discourses and ideas, shared or 
competing commitments, shared or competing expected changes in behaviour and shared or competing 
objectives of impact on society and the environment [37]. 



EBMM fosters institutional interaction because it creates a shared discourse facilitating the development of 
shared commitments, shared expected changes in behaviour and shared objectives of impact on society and 
the environment while making the existing conflicts between commitments and objectives visible. In other 
words, the nested governance system needed to implement EBMM should create interaction between EU 
and sectoral governance arrangements, ensuring synergy in achieving sustainable use of the marine 
environment. EBMM should be to focus on building an effective nested governance structure serving as an 
umbrella body facilitating interplay between relevant (sectoral) policy domains contributing and supporting 
EBMM implementation and approach across different maritime activities in a particular region.  

4.1. Soft modes of governance in nested systems 

A key characteristic of decision making in fragmented and nested governance system for EBMM is that 
decision making is decentralised, creating a non-hierarchical network of decisions. A nested system could 
also be conventional top-down if interaction is predominantly to control from upper to lower levels, but it is 
more likely that EBMM is based on a network structure where the linkages facilitate self-organization, 
because of the numerous levels in geographic and jurisdictional scales [30]. Similarly, Gruby and Basurto 
argue that a nested system where decision-making is centralized is less likely to succeed in supporting 
sustainability and resilience of the resources it governs [29]. They argue that decentralised decision-making 
in “nested polycentric systems is advantageous because, through the involvement of resource users, local 
knowledge can inform the design of diverse, context-specific rules, while larger organizations (including but 
not limited to governments) can enhance local capacity to deal with non-contributors or local tyrants, share 
and invest in information, and coordinate cross-boundary problems, for example [25,29]”. 

The nested governance approach we put forward in this paper refers to the layer of constitutional rules and 
principles that define the organisation of the system, i.e. the links between EU, regional and sectoral 
governance arrangements in EBMM. These governance arrangements in turn define the collective-choice 
rules for issues within their domain and under their competence. They can also set forward operational rules 
for daily management of the area, issue or sector they are responsible for.  

To create constitutional rules and principles within the nested governance system for EBMM, soft modes of 
governance are of vital importance. During the last decade, soft modes of governance have been applied as 
a mechanism to contribute to good governance in the EU. Soft modes of Governance will according to 
Diedrichs introduce innovative modes of decision-making, such as Open Method of Coordination (OMC) [38]; 
based on soft law in terms of voluntary agreements and peer pressure, which does not lead to binding law-
making procedure and to a larger degree involve public and private actors and institutions in the policy-
making process. The aim is to develop “unofficial” common guidelines to set specific targets and adopting 
measures; establish indicators and benchmarks (quantitative or qualitative) as a mean of comparing best 
practice; and conducting implementation monitoring – including so-called ‘naming and shaming’ - and peer 
review, all underpinned by voluntarism [5,39]. By maintaining a devolved and unofficial approach to 
establishing guidelines it can raise the level of expertise and standards of performance without having to 
alter the formal regulatory framework (which often carries with it financial, political and administrative 
burdens). 

Soft governance in the marine domain, more specific OMC like arrangements in the nested governance 
system at the regional sea levels can prove to be a useful tool for steering policy implementation, because 
the non-binding nature leaves room for innovative practices, the capacity for policy learning, deliberation as 
well as policy coordination [5,40]. 

It is evident from figure 1 that EBMM cannot rely solely on an embroiling umbrella institution covering all 
aspects related to EBMM. But as mentioned above serve an important role as umbrella body facilitating 
interplay between and ensure coordination and collaboration between several semi-autonomous governance 
systems within various policy domains. Allowing soft modes of Governance to be applied through networks 
(consisting of public and private actors) making a direct contribution to fulfil good governance principles, such 
as openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and coherence [41]. Networks are important to 
establish mutual understanding among actors creating common values and move decision-making beyond 
self-interested intergovernmental bargaining [42]. Networks can be the glue that holds the different 



institutional structures together applying soft modes of governance. The non-legal binding nature of this 
approach might likely foster transparency and improves the quality of the decision-making processes. 
Allowing decisions to be made in accordance to the principle of subsidiarity and make it possible to benefit 
from institutional coexistence. Overcoming the challenges associated with the implementation of EBMM will 
likely require the creation of new alliances or networks through marine OMC arrangements to facilitate this 
process and enhance the capacity for policy learning.  

 

5. Governance situation in four European regional seas  

In this section, we discuss the fragmented governance situation and the challenges to realise institutional 
interaction and linkages for each of the four European regional seas (Baltic, Black, Mediterranean Seas and 
the North East Atlantic Ocean). Since EBMM is space-directed and operating at ecosystem level, we provide 
some empirical background information to address some of the core policy issues associated with 
fragmentation.  This section will show how fragmentation differs between the four European regional seas 
and that in some cases some form of institutional interaction already takes place.  

5.1. The Baltic Sea 

The Baltic Sea is a semi-enclosed and highly developed and industrialised catchment area. The pressure on 
the Baltic Sea ecosystem comes from agriculture, coastal infrastructure, fishing, shipping, tourism and 
recreation [43]. Furthermore, the Baltic Sea has always received large inputs of nutrients and hazardous 
substances from the atmosphere and rivers outflows causing high accumulative impacts on the ecosystem 
[44]. 

In relation to figure 1, the Helsinki Convention and its coordinating body (HELCOM) through the Group for the 
implementation of the ecosystem approach (HELCOM GEAR) is forming the upper governance structure. 
HELCOM has adopted an Ecosystem Approach in 2003 and the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) to implement 
this Ecosystem Approach as well as the MSFD [45]. HELCOM GEAR initiates actions to implement the 
BSAP for its Parties. The GEAR group directs HELCOM’s efforts to achieve GES for the Baltic Sea relying on 
strong regional coordination and the use of scientific knowledge as the basis for protection and sustainable 
use of the Baltic Sea. Stakeholder involvement is warranted through observership of interest groups within 
the Helsinki Convention. Yet, another way in which stakeholders make their voice heard is through the Baltic 
Environmental Forum (BEF), which is composed of the main eNGOs and acts as an environmental agency 
engaging stakeholders to present their views in relation to maritime and marine strategies.  

HELCOM plays a role in generating institutional interaction between its own institutional structure, which is 
geared towards coordinating EBMM in the Baltic Sea, and the sectoral governance arrangements that are 
relevant for achieving EBMM objectives. Depending on both the exact role of HELCOM in regulating relevant 
sectors and the level of institutional interaction with sectoral decision-making institutions, synergy between 
the objectives of EBMM in the Baltic Sea and developing sector specific measures to contribute to these 
objectives are created. For example, while the CFP is leading in governing fisheries in the Baltic Sea [46], 
the HELCOM FISH/ENV Forum is established to improve communication and cooperation between the 
fisheries and environmental administrations of the HELCOM Contracting Parties and with the International 
Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) and NGOs related to fisheries and environmental/nature 
conservation as well as with the Baltic Sea Regional Advisory Council (BSRAC). Nevertheless, collaboration 
between HELCOM and BSRAC is not well developed and stakeholder involvement has largely been from 
science and partly eNGOs, but seldom from industrial sectors such as fisheries [11,47]. For example, also 
BALTFISH, which is composed of the national fisheries administrations, are interacting with the fisheries 
stakeholders (BSRAC), but this has merely turned out to be more than weak consultation and has not 
developed into a partnership.  

Similarly, some institutional interaction seems to exist between HELCOM and the IMO, even though IMO 
remains the main regulatory body for shipping [48]. The Maritime Group of HELCOM not only aims to ensure 
that adopted regulations are observed and enforced effectively and uniformly, but also initiate actions to limit 
sea-based pollution while ensuring safe navigation within the Baltic Sea. This group uses soft modes of 



governance in doing so as it develops scientific expert groups, organizes symposia and guidelines and 
recommendations. However, it is a question whether HELCOM’s Maritime Group influences IMO decision 
making in such a way that the effects of shipping in the Baltic Sea meets the level aimed for by the BSAP. 

Next to some examples of existing (or potential) institutional interaction, there are also some noticeable (or 
potential) gaps in the interaction and coordination between HELCOM and other marine and sectoral 
institutions [49]. The Baltic Sea Region Energy Cooperation (BASREC) was initiated by the Baltic Sea 
countries and the European Commission in 1998 among others aiming to promote sustainable growth and 
pursuing energy efficiency and renewable energy measures. However, it is unclear how and to what degree 
BASREC is collaborating or interacting with the other governance structures within the marine domain. 
Similarly, the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) composed of all the bordering counties as well as the 
European Commission, Iceland and Norway is an overall political forum for regional inter-governmental 
cooperation. However, in terms of the marine environment and thus EBMM the collaboration and 
coordination is taking place under the auspice of HELCOM and no known institutional interaction takes place 
on these issues with the CBSS. 

5.2. The Black Sea 

The Black Sea is an enclosed sea with a complex ecosystem. It is one of the most environmentally 
threatened regional seas, and vulnerable from successive over-exploitation of fish stocks, oil pollution, land 
based human activity and invasive species [50]. Agriculture, coastal infrastructure, fishing, shipping, tourism 
and recreation, and waste water treatment have been identified as the sectors exerting highest pressures to 
the Baltic Sea ecosystem [43]. Diversification from mainly fishing activities has been taking place towards 
coastal tourism, whereas the oil and gas sector has been and still is an important activity in the Black Sea 
[2]. With a new oil and gas pipeline and nuclear projects being underway, the energy sector appears to be 
expanding [51]. 

The Bucharest Convention on the protection of the Black Sea against pollution signed in 1992 and the 
adoption of the Strategic Action Plan for the Environmental Protection and Rehabilitation of the Black Sea 
(BS SAP) in 2009 are the first signs for the creation of institutional structures for the implementation of 
EBMM. The Black Sea Commission (BSC) of the Bucharest Convention is the coordinating institution for 
EBMM (and the MSFD) in the Black Sea and forms the upper governance structure (figure 1). The 
effectiveness of the BSC is facilitated by the small area of the Black Sea. In terms of ecosystem sub-
divisions for example, no further sub-divisions are suggested within the MSFD, meaning that the regional 
convention can operate at a level closer to the marine ecosystem boundaries established under the MSFD. 
However, the fact that only 1/3 of the bordering countries are EU Member States, makes agreeing and 
transposing EU EBMM legislation into binding regional measures challenging. The BS SAP identified four 
priorities that are both relevant and important in the context of an EBMM approach: eutrophication/nutrient 
enrichment; changes in marine living resources; chemical pollution (including oil); and biodiversity/habitat 
changes, including alien species introduction. The BS SAP also prepared a Transboundary Diagnostic 
Analysis with the hotspots, and legal and institutional analyses relevant to those priorities.  

The seven Advisory Groups (AG) / Activity Centres in the seven strategic sectors of the BS SAP that already 
exist under the BSC can form the lower governance structures particularly those that relate to specific 
sectors in order to involve them in the process (figure 1). Specifically, there are AGs on the Environmental 
Safety Aspects of Shipping, Control of Pollution from Land Based Sources, on the Development of Common 
Methodologies for Integrated Coastal Zone Management, and on the Environmental Aspects of the 
Management of Fisheries and other Marine Living Resources. Regional cooperation and collaboration in 
relation to EBMM and MSFD primarily is inter-governmental and the AGs include experts from focal points 
from all Black Sea states. The AGs are encouraged to include relevant NGOs and public participation but in 
reality, possibilities for stakeholder participation seem to be limited.  Similar to Mediterranean countries, 
Black Sea countries have limited tradition in consulting stakeholders. This was evident in the responses of 
the survey by Hendriksen et.al [11] where despite sector and e-NGOs stakeholders have at least some 
capacity to participate in the MSFD process, actual consultation and influence in decision-making is none to 
limited.  



These AGs provide some potential for institutional interaction to create synergy between the EBMM 
objectives of the BS SAP and the necessary measures for different sectors to achieve these EBMM 
objectives. However, the level of institutional interaction and the potential of synergy depend on the actual 
influence of these AGs on decision making institutions relevant for these sectors such as the IMO, CFP or 
national authorities regulating tourism and land-based sectors in the Black Sea. For example, similar to the 
Maritime Group of HELCOM in the Baltic Sea, the AG on the Environmental Safety Aspects of Shipping 
seems to focus mostly on supporting the implementation of IMO regulations, rather than influencing IMO 
regulations to allow for realization of EBMM objectives in the Black Sea in relation to shipping activities. It 
therefore remains the question to what extent the potential of institutional interaction is achieved in practice 
at this moment in time.  

Additionally, the experience on the implementation of the EU’s WFD suggests that cooperation is possible, 
with the International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR) (in which Black Sea 
coastal states are part of and the BSC has an observer status) which prepared a common analysis of the 
basis and developed a shared river basin management plan. In this respect it needs to relate to “land-based” 
institutions. There is no particular group dealing directly with MSFD even though an ad hoc Working Group 
on the WFD has been established for the implementation of the BS SAP which could be extended to include 
the MSFD as there are links between the WFD and the MSFD, and there is already exchange of data on 
WFD indicators relevant to the MSFD.  

5.3. The Mediterranean Sea 

The Mediterranean Sea, despite its relatively small area (more than three times smaller the size of the 
NEAO), has many ecological specificities which is why the UNEP/MAP and the MSFD Directive suggest that 
MS implement the Directive by references to four subdivisions: the Western Mediterranean Sea, the Adriatic 
Sea, the Ionian and the Central Mediterranean Sea, and the Aegean-Levantine Sea. There are a number of 
sectors that exert a high pressure in the Mediterranean Sea, namely aggregates, agriculture, aquaculture, 
coastal Infrastructure, fishing, navigational dredging, non-renewable energy (oil & gas), shipping, tourism and 
recreation and waste water treatment [43]. The shipping sector is of particular importance in the 
Mediterranean with maritime traffic accounting for 15% of global shipping activity [52]. Coastal tourism is also 
an important economic sector and even though there is no renewable energy sector, there is an increasing 
focus on the oil and gas sector (natural gas in particular) in the Eastern Mediterranean.   

The regional institution that is the focal point of EBMM (and the MSFD) in the Mediterranean is the 1976 
Barcelona Convention for Protection against Pollution in the Mediterranean Sea. The Convention sets the 
legal framework for the Mediterranean Action Plan (MAP) which aims to protect the environment and to 
foster sustainable development in the Mediterranean Sea and has been signed by all the 21 bordering states 
of the Mediterranean Sea and the EU under the auspices of United National Environment Program (UNEP). 
In relation to figure 1, the Barcelona Convention can form the upper governance structure, as it has adopted 
the ecosystem approach (ECAP) in 2008 which brings “MAP’s many sectoral analyses and management 
measures into a single integrated framework” [53].  

The institutional set-up of MAP is simple giving authority to two organs: the Meetings of the Contracting 
Parties and the Secretariat [54]. In addition to that, there are six MAP Regional Activity Centres (MAPRACs) 
based in six Mediterranean cities, each offering expertise in specific fields of action to facilitate the operation 
of MAP. Some of these focus on specific sectors, i.e. the MAPRACs on land-based pollution, maritime traffic, 
and coastal management. The relevance of the MAPRACs with the different indicators of the MSFD 
suggests that the MAPRACs could form the lower governance structures in figure 1, albeit a greater 
stakeholder involvement of the sectors and NGOs would be required and desired at the level of the regional 
sea. In this light, it should be noted that one of the MAPRACs (on information and communication) aims to 
allow easily accessible information and knowledge on MAP themes to both policy-makers and citizens. 
Moreover, institutional interaction between these MAPRACs and sectoral decision making procedures and 
institutions at other levels is necessary to ensure synergy between the EBMM approach of the Barcelona 
Convention and sectoral specific measures to achieve EBMM. Similar as in the Baltic and Black Seas, 
opportunities for that seem to exist, but the actual level of institutional interaction with sectoral governance 
arrangements is unknown. 



One sector falling outside the scope of the Barcelona Convention is fisheries. In the Mediterranean Sea, two 
regional fisheries institutions are relevant, i.e. the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean 
(GFCM) (the management body regarding all exploited living resources except tuna and tuna-like species) 
and the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT). No evidence exists about 
institutional interaction between the Barcelona Convention and these institutions, creating a clear gap in the 
nested governance system for EBMM in the Mediterranean Sea. 

5.4. The North East Atlantic Ocean 

NEAO is the biggest regional sea in Europe, which is why the MSFD defines four sub-regions in the NEAO: 
the Atlantic Ocean, the Bay of Biscay and the Iberian Coast, the Celtic Seas and the Greater North Sea [55]. 
Of these, the Greater North Sea is one of the busiest sea worldwide [56], while future increase of activities is 
highly likely for the Arctic Waters [57]. The following sectors were identified for exerting widespread 
pressures to marine ecological characteristics in the NEAO: agriculture, aquaculture, coastal infrastructure, 
fishing, military, non-renewable energy (oil & gas), research, shipping and telecommunication [43]. The oil 
and gas sector has been extremely important, as this politically powerful sector is economically important for 
both employment and revenue for the MS [2], while the renewable energy sector is gaining importance in the 
NEAO region, especially wind and wave.  

The regional institution that plays a central role in coordinating EBMM (and the MSFD) in the NEAO is the 
OSPAR Commission of the OSPAR Convention, the legal instrument guiding international cooperation on the 
protection of the marine environment in the North-East Atlantic. Parties of the OSPAR Convention adopted a 
North-East Atlantic Environmental Strategy in 2010 in which the MSFD is specifically mentioned and the 
ecosystem approach is highlighted as the overarching concept and basis for OSPAR’s work [58]. Institutional 
ambiguity is low taking into consideration the consistency between the aims of OSPAR’s Environmental 
Strategy and the MSFD, however progress on becoming more than a forum for information exchange is 
limited [6]. In addition, stakeholder involvement within the OSPAR Convention for the MSFD is limited as only 
some eNGOs attend the meetings of the Intersessional Correspondence Group for the Implementation of the 
MSFD, although compared to the other regional seas, the perception of the level of stakeholder participation 
in MSFD implementation are higher for NEAO [11]. 

Going beyond the MFSD towards a broader EBMM approach for the NEAO, the OSPAR Convention is 
relevant for its focus on marine biodiversity protection (among others in the form of MPAs), eutrophication 
through nutrient inputs from agriculture, hazardous substances emitted by a variety of land-based industries, 
discharges from offshore petroleum industry, dumping and discharges of radioactive substances from 
nuclear activities and monitoring of environmental quality in the NEAO. Institutional interaction between the 
coordinating body for the MSFD and EBMM in the NEAO on the one hand and the main environmental 
issues and sectors affecting the good environmental status of the NEAO on the other hand thus seems to be 
safeguarded. Moreover, stakeholder involvement of targeted sectors within OSPAR is possible through the 
issue specific committees of OSPAR. 

Yet, it depends on the exact role of the OSPAR Convention in the sector specific governance arrangements, 
to what extent this institutional interaction contributes to synergy between the objectives of EBMM in the 
NEAO and developing sector specific measures to contribute to these objectives. For example, the OSPAR 
Convention plays a central role in the governance arrangement regulating offshore oil and gas production in 
the NEAO [19,20] allowing for synergy between measures for this sector and achieving EBMM objectives. In 
the case of agriculture, OSPAR’s role is more limited, because the sector is regulated under the Common 
Agricultural Policy of the EU. In the past, institutional interaction did exist between OSPAR and directives of 
the EU dealing with combating eutrophication through urban waste water and nutrient emissions from 
agriculture, although it should be noted that it were actually the North Sea Ministerial Conferences that 
spurred this institutional interaction [59]. The North Sea Ministerial Conferences, organized between 1984 
and 2006, acted as a soft mode of governance in the marine management of the North Sea.  

There are a number of other regional institutions operating in the North-East Atlantic that are relevant in the 
nested governance system for EBMM. These institutions focus on fisheries, i.e. the North Sea Regional 
Advisory Council (NSRAC) under the CFP and the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC). The 



Strategies under the OSPAR Convention do mention the intention to collaborate and exchange information 
with fisheries management authority, although it is not specified which ones [58]. Yet, to our knowledge, no 
illustrative cases of institutional interaction exist between the OSPAR and the NSRAC. Some institutional 
interaction already exists between the OSPAR Convention and the NEAFC. While overlap in membership 
and geographical focus already existed, it was not until the overlap in objectives to establish marine 
protected areas that a case of synergetic interaction developed [60].  

The institutional interaction with the NEAFC is a new development of OSPAR. When adopting the OSPAR 
Convention in 1992, the parties to the OSPAR Convention deliberately emphasized working on issues not 
addressed by other institutions [61]. That also explains why limited institutional interaction was sought with 
the IMO so far, because OSPAR Parties subscribed to the IMO being the appropriate forum to adopt 
decisions that impact shipping operations [19,61]. The Environment Strategy opens up the possibilities for 
future institutional interaction with the IMO by referring to the relevance of ratification, implementation and 
enforcement of IMO instruments [58]. The need for institutional interaction with institutional bodies for sectors 
such as fisheries and shipping, which are relevant to achieving EBMM objectives, is therefore recognized 
within the OSPAR Convention, but is still in its infancy. 

 

6. Conclusion  

The aim of this paper is to provide an overview of the current fragmented European governance system that 
implements EBMM and the associated EU policies and directives (e.g. IMP, MSFD and HBD) across the four 
European Seas. Our main concern is that the present governance structures (European, regional, 
international or national) cannot fully deal with the foreseen challenges of EBMM implementation, in 
particular that of ensuring coordination and collaboration in a multi-governance setting with a dynamic policy 
environment and various stakeholder groups and interests (national authorities, economic sectors and 
NGOs). The FP7 ODEMM project allowed us to follow the implementation efforts of the EU and Regional 
Sea Conventions over the past 4 years and to engage with stakeholders in discussions about the institutional 
setting that should facilitate coordination at the regional sea level.  

Clearly EBMM calls for regionalisation of the governance system to match the (sub) eco-system. In this 
process, institutional ambiguity should be eliminated where possible and regionalisation, in the sense of 
developing institutional interactions in a nested governance system at the level of the regional sea, should 
occur knowing that (in an EU context) such approach lacks legal support from EU treaties. The reformed 
CFP might show a way forward for regionalisation in European marine governance drawing on soft modes of 
governance. We emphasized the importance to understand the nested governance system, having RSC or 
alike institutions (see [12] for different alternatives) to serve as a coordination body encouraging institutional 
interactions to avoid duplication of activities and benefit from institutional coexistence while applying OMC 
like arrangements for marine policies.  

The analysis of the governance situation in the four regional seas shows similarities across seas and sectors 
in the lack of synergetic institutional interaction between the coordinating top part of figure 1 and the relevant 
sectoral governance arrangements in the lower part of the figure. An important conclusion is that governance 
structures need to be context dependent (as they to some degree already are) and should avoid a “one size 
fits all” approach, which tries to create an embroiling umbrella without taking sectoral and regional, national 
and sub national policy dynamics into account. Because the implementation of EBMM takes place in a policy 
environment of nested institutions, the way forward is to mobilise and allow specific forms of institutional 
networking and interaction for each of the regional seas to secure collaboration and policy coordination. 
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