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Abstract 
 
The research aims to assess spatial planning contribution to addressing the 

larger multi-national-scale urban problems and challenges in practice. The 

research started by defining spatial planning and discussing its important in 

the general planning context. It then introduced the case study of the Baltic 

Sea Region Spatial Plan 2030, giving a brief background about the region and 

its planning challenges, the different spatial planning objectives, and the 

spatial planning tools/instruments for its implementation. Following that, the 

research assessed and analysed the performance of the Baltic Sea Region 

Spatial Plan 2030 in achieving its strategic objectives; namely maritime 

preservation and sustainability management, internal co-operation and urban 

networking, and external and internal accessibility, for the period from 2000 

to 2015/2017. The research used different indicators including GDP growth, 

FDI index, and pollutant emissions, to assess the performance. The research 

found that while multi-national spatial planning has many benefits in 

achieving large scale planning objectives, it could easily collapse or 

underperform in some cases such as a large multinational crisis if not 

refined/developed quickly to withstand these changes. 
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1 Introduction And Literature Review 
 

 The term “Spatial Planning” is not a new term in the field of urban and city 

planning. Spatial Planning was found as a replacement for the more 

traditional method of the Land Use Master Planning system. Spatial planning 

was first used in Europe during the period between early 1980s and late 1970s 

[1, 2]. Faludi and Waterhout argue that, just like the traditional Land Use 

master plan, spatial planning was initially considered as a territorial 

management solution in the region. The latter, however, was more successful 

in managing larger renewal and urban/landscape development projects 

compared to the former due to being more dynamic. By the early 21st 

century, the spatial planning system spread worldwide and started to resurge 

in the European planning context. 

 Spatial Planning is now considered the norm in many developed countries 

like the UK, Australia, and the USA, as well as many of the rapidly 

developing countries including Singapore and China [3, 4]. Many consider 

spatial planning as the future of planning and coordination of large areas 

especially with the rising complexity of urban development challenges and 

problems. Spatial planning system is defined as “the problem of coordination 

or integration of the spatial dimension of sectoral policies through a 

territorially based strategy” [5]. However, other researchers argue that 

sometimes spatial planning is more of setback than a step forward. Abdoh 

argues that since spatial planning relies on good understanding of the urban 

area and good speculation of the future, it is not an easy task. Additionally, 

spatial planning requires high level of maintenance in order to be successful 

in practice, which could increase the cost and decrease the effectiveness of 

planning overall. It is, therefore, unclear how effective spatial planning is in 

practice, especially when trying to tackle major urban problems in cities 

within a larger regional context [6-10]. 

 Hence, this research explores and assesses spatial planning contribution to 

addressing the larger multi-national-scale urban problems and challenges in 

practice in the regional context through the case study of the Baltic Sea 

Region (BSR) Spatial Plan 2030. The research starts by briefly exploring the 

literature and describing the characteristics of the BSR and the major urban 

issues facing that region to understand the bases on which the spatial plan was 

laid. Secondly, the research introduces the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 and 

examine its main objectives, spatial planning instruments, and the extents of 

delivery to better understand how spatial planning work on paper. Thirdly, the 

research uses a set of factors and indicators to assess the level of 

success/failure of the different planning initiatives within the spatial plan to 

analyse/discuss the results. Finally, the research summarizes the findings in 

the conclusion pointing out the key issues and recommendations. This 

research is therefore one step forward to not only understand how spatial 

planning work in practice, but also try to pinpoint some of the good and bad  
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practices when it comes to spatial planning. 

 

1.1  Background Information on BSR 
 

 The Baltic Sea is a brackish Mediterranean Sea in Northern Europe. It is 

surrounded by Europe mainland, the Danish islands and the Scandinavian 

Peninsula. The Baltic Sea Region, so-called BSR, comprises of the Baltic Sea 

itself as well as eleven surrounding countries, namely: Sweden, Russia, 

Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Finland, Germany, Denmark, and Estonia. Of these 

eleven countries, eight are part of the European Union. The rest three 

countries are parts of Asia. The total area of the BSR’s land area is around 2.4 

million km
2
, about half of that of the European Union including all twenty-

seven members [11, 12]. With a total of approximately 104 million people 

living in the BSR by 2012, the average population density is about 45 people 

per km
2
 which is almost one thirds of the population density of the European 

Union overall. Additionally, there are also other differences such as 

population densities mapping, climate, topography and land use. Generally, 

the topography of BSR ranges from deciduous forests and agricultural lands 

in the south, to boreal forests and tundra in the north. Overall, BSR is 

considered an urbanized region with over sixty percent of the total population 

living in urban areas consisting of around 1050 cities and regions, while only 

twenty five percent live in rural areas. The largest cities by population are 

Berlin and Saint Petersburg with more than four million inhabitants each [12]. 

BSR is contains few of the most extraordinary areas in terms of natural 

variety and beauty worldwide, additionally, it is considered an extremely 

important transportation route to both BSR and European countries [13, 14]. 

 

1.2  Key Planning Challenges Facing BSR 
 

  The Due to the special characteristics of the BSR and its complex planning 

structure, there are a number of challenges facing the planning of this region: 

A- Dangerous conflict between environmental and marine life protection 

policies and efforts on one hand, and on the other hand trade and 

development activities and policies in the region. This resulted in many 

trade and development activities by one of the BSR member countries to 

badly influence or at least conflict with other BSR members’ 

environmental and marine life protection policies. [15]. 

B- Uneven distribution of development efforts across the BSR’s member 

cities and area. This derived from a number of factors, the most important 

of which is the vital differences between BSR’s members development 

policies and regulations [11]. 
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C- Uneven investments opportunities. Russia, being the largest country 

among the BSR members, has a major role in the investment distribution 

within the BSR. The Russian pipelines and transport system to harbours 

and ports in specific regions of the Baltic Sea, specifically the north west 

of the BSR, caused higher concentration of major investment 

opportunities in these  

areas especially around harbours and seaports leading to uneven 

employability and development amongst the BSR [11]. 

D- Uneven growth amongst the different sectors. Despite BSR’s intra-

industry trade indexes showing relatively coherent growth across different 

sectors, most of the development/investments of some of BSR countries 

such as Russia are in the gas, oil, and oil-based production industry. This 

coupled with the relatively higher investment capacities of Russia and 

similar BSR countries, caused these countries to have a predominance role 

in shifting the inter-industry distribution of investments and opportunities 

towards specific industries rather than others [12]. 

 

2 The BSR Spatial Plan 
 

The special characteristics of the BSR and issues/challenges pushed 

towards developing a spatial plan to organize/control the development of the 

region. See Figure 1. CSPDCBS was founded after the BSR members’ 

ministerial level conference held in Karlskrona, Sweden, in August 1992. 

CSPDCBS prepared the first of a series of spatial planning reports (VASAB), 

to discuss some of the important planning challenges in the BSR. Another 

conference was held in December 1992. This second conference resulted in 

joint-efforts to produce the final spatial planning report, published in 1995. 

Additionally, the second conference also resulted in the appointment of the 

Committee on Spatial Development of the Baltic Sea Region (CSD/BSR) 

with Sweden as a common interim secretariat to support the CSD/BSR. More 

conferences followed, mostly held in Germany, with the sole purpose of 

developing the spatial plan and managing its vision and implementation plans. 

The final revision of the BSR Spatial Plan was published in 2010, which 

included a full description of the spatial plan and implementation 

tools/instruments [12].  
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Figure 1 Investment And Development Opportunities By Agency/Organisation 

The VASAB divided the planning efforts into four levels, an urban plan at 

the municipality/city, state, federal, and the EU level..  The latter was 

prepared by the European Observation Network for Territorial Development 

and Cohesion (ESPON), and out of the scope of the VASAB plan, yet the 

VASAB plan must abide by it. See Figure 2. The local urban plan and the 

state spatial plan were in-place to give BSR governments and local authorities 

some flexibility especially when selecting/implementing the most suitable 

spatial planning tools/instruments to achieve the required objectives in a 

manner that does not conflict with the difference in characteristics, policies 

and regulations between these different cities and/or countries [2, 11, 12].  
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Figure 2  The Bsr Spatial Plan Structure 

 

2.1  BSR’s Spatial Planning Objectives 
 

  It is important to discuss the different spatial planning objectives and 

spatial planning tools/instruments of the BSR Spatial Plan to understand. The 

plan objectives are [15]: 

A- Shore’s Sustainability Management: This strategic objective includes 

many sub-objectives such as marine life protection, promoting non-

invasive use of sea resources, and indorsing non-destructive sea trade. 

B- Promoting Internal Co-operation and Urban Networking: This 

objective contains sub-objectives such as overcoming sectarian and 

political boundaries within the region especially when considering the 

differences between the Western and Eastern parts of the BSR that could 

only be achieved with better urban networking and promoting intra-

clustered development. 

C- Improving External and Internal Accessibility: this objective includes 

two sub-objectives; promoting internal accessibility between the West 

and East areas of the BSR, and promoting external accessibility between 

the BSR itself with the rest of the world especially borderlands countries 

in Asia and Europe. 

2.2   BSR’s Spatial Planning Tools/Instruments 
 

   As with any spatial plan, BSR’s spatial plan utilized a number of spatial 

planning tools/instruments that takes into consideration the nature of the  
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challenges facing the region. Harmonic and integrated approach is crucial to 

address the different stakeholders’ aims and the overall spatial plan vision. 

According to the UN report [3, 14], these tools/instruments are: 

A- Spatial Strategies: spatial strategies main objective is the provision of an 

outline of potential future patterns directing spatial planning and 

development. Moreover, they help add value to the planning processes via 

coordinating territorial impacts of policies within the different sectors. 

B- Policy Statements: unambiguous regional and national policy statements 

are key for the effectiveness of integrating spatial planning actions/tasks 

at different governmental and non-governmental organizations and 

agencies. Policy statements states some of the important spatial policies 

goals in a matter that they are understood by every organization despite its 

size and type. 

C- Planning Tools: in order to enable fair and effective management of the 

spatial plan, there is a set of a planning tools to be used by each individual 

country within the region. These tools allow for some flexibility that 

result in a better integration of the spatial plan within regions of different 

challenges, culture and background. 

D- Legal Framework: The planning laws and regulations is another 

important spatial planning instrument. The legal framework is considered 

an important spatial planning instrument in the BSR Spatial Plan for the 

following reasons: 

i. It gave some flexibility in controlling/issuing planning laws to local 

authorities; this was cemented further by giving the community 

itself some control over these laws and regulation as they are 

considered an important stakeholder, thus promoting a bottom-up 

planning approach. 

ii. By simplifying the planning laws and making them less rigid and 

more flexible, the new planning laws could aid a lot when 

addressing the fast-changing challenges and issues in the region by 

decreases the steps required. Moreover, investors will find it easier 

to enter new markets and sectors with BSR due to the simpler less-

restricting planning laws. 

iii. It aids shifting the planning focus from the traditional territorial 

physical land-use approach to the more dynamic spatial planning 

approach within the state itself and between cities. 

iv. It helps sustainable development through implementing unified 

intra-regional environmental assessment initiatives to aid 

strategically facing the different climate change challenges on a 

larger regional level. 

E- Decision Making and Governance: by using an open democratic system 

that includes NGOs, planning agencies, residents and other stakeholders’ 

involvement mechanisms, it is possible to promote the governance and 

decision-making processes making them more reliable. 
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In addition to the spatial planning instruments mentioned above which were 

used by the BSR spatial plan, there are other instruments that are used by 

spatial plans worldwide. However, these additional instruments will not be 

discussed in this research due to being irrelevant or already included. Such 

instruments are; economic instruments, evidence and monitoring, 

environmental assessment, land-use regulation, spatial framework plans, 

development management and enforcement, supervision and probity. 

  

3 Analysing The Performance Of The BSR’s Spatial Plan 
 

The BSR Spatial Plan 2030 is a future vision of the BSR in 2030 and a 

framework for its implementation. Therefore, it could be argued that it is not 

possible to fully capture and analyse the performance of the spatial plan until 

sometime has passed after the year 2030. However, since the spatial plan is 

already in place and the implementation is on-going, there should be some 

tangible changes and/or improvements present. The progress of these changes 

could be analysed through the statistical data available, and a speculation of 

the spatial plan performance could be drawn from that. 

 

3.1 Shore’s Sustainability Management 
 

This category includes many sub-objectives such as marine life protection, 

promoting non-invasive use of sea resources, and indorsing non-destructive 

sea trade.  To achieve these sub-objectives, the spatial plan used different 

drivers and planning tools/instruments. In the Action Plan, Agenda 20 

arranged for a semi-annual BSR conference with stockholders relevant to 

BSR’s Maritime and Shore’s Sustainability to support BSR governance, 

discuss and improve the Baltic Sea Maritime spatial plan, discuss its 

performance, and make necessary adjustments and refinements. Action 

Agenda 21 prepared and implemented projects to regulate non-invasive use of 

BSR resources, and tackle areas of severe use conflict such as the Gulf of 

Riga, Southern Gulf of Bothnia, Norra Kvarken, and other areas. Agenda 22 

of the Action Plan organized for a joint capacity building for maritime spatial 

planning, thereby exchanging experiences and providing education to increase 

competence in the field of Maritime Management and Shoe’s Sustainability in 

the BSR. During the early stages of implementation of the BSR Spatial Plan, 

there were major improvements in waste management. By 2010, there was a 

reduction of almost 80% in BOD5
1
, 30% in total nitrogen, and 70% in total 

phosphorus [16]. Following 2010, there was a relatively more of a subtle 

decrease in pollution/emissions overall except for SOx and PM2.5 emissions 

which decreased dramatically between 2014 and 2015. The decrease in 

pollution/emissions was accompanied with steady increase in transportation  
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work from around 800 billion ton*km in 2006 to almost one trillion ton*km 

by the end of 2017. See Figure 3. Despite the steady increase in transport 

work in the Baltic Sea, there was a subtle decrease in pollutants. This is a very 

good indicator of the success of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 with that regard 

[17]. It is important to mention here that the rapid decrease in SOx and PM2.5 

emissions between 2014 and 2015 could be an outlier due to changing the 

methods of data collection used, thus it was ignored. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Emissions and Transport Work Of Baltic Sea Shipping 2006-2017 

 

3.2  Promoting Internal Co-Operation and Urban Networking 
 

  In order to achieve this strategic objective and its sub-objectives; namely 

overcoming sectarian and political boundaries within the region, achieving 

better urban networking, promoting intra-clustered development, 

decentralizing investments/development activities, and achieve better rural-

urban cooperation, the BSR Action Plan included a number of important 

agendas. Agenda 1 described a BSR co-operation strategy’s development and 

implementation plan for the whole region including metropolitan areas as well 

as other relevant urban actors such as marketing agencies, national/regional 

authorities, investment agencies, and business support organizations. Agenda 

2 implemented transitional networking actions to link BSR’s eastern and 

western development and research potentials, thereby promoting innovation 

potential in the region. Agenda 3 maps the non-metropolitan areas’ territorial 

clustering potential especially in Belarus and North West Russia, to facilitate 

technology and knowledge transfer to these areas. Agenda 4 included 

measures for investment plans harmonization of areas like Saint Petersburg 

with the macro-economic integration needs. Agenda 5 promotes the use of a 

stakeholder approach to enhance small to medium cities and towns’ potential  
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As international centres of specialized services and innovation especially 

those affected by metropolitan areas’ attractiveness for investments. Agenda 6 

plans for launching cross-border cooperation initiatives between areas of high 

investment and areas with high integration potential in BSR. Agendas 7 and 8 

set out a joint cross-border and transitional networking initiatives to combine 

the development of metropolitan areas with the rural areas surrounding them 

on one hand, and on the other hand facilitate foreign investments directly into 

small to medium sized cities around metropolitan areas. Agenda 9 organizes a 

pan-Baltic conference to discuss the impact of labour market across different 

sectors and counteract any urban-rural polarization that affects social 

cohesion in the BSR. 

 

 
Figure 4 GDP Per Capita Of BSR Countries 1995-2015 

 

 A relatively good indicator of the success of the spatial plan in achieving 

this strategic objective specifically achieving even distribution of 

development amongst BSR countries is Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per 

capita. Figures 4 shows that GDP per capita of BSR countries became 

relatively closer in 2010-2014 than it was in 1995-2000. The GDP differences 

between eastern and western BSR countries became less severe which could 

be considered as a result of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 implementation. 

Likewise, the differences in unemployment rates, shown in Figure 5, became 

less severe from 2001 to 2007. However, the World Financial Crisis caused a 

dip in GDP growth and a rise in unemployment rates in 2008 [18]. The 

differences in the capacities of BSR countries to overcome the world financial 

crisis impact resulted in the influenced the speed at which it returned to its 

original GDP growth and unemployment rates. As for the rural-urban 

cooperation, it is out of the scope of this research, thus it will not be 

discussed, nor its data analysed. 
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Figure  5  Unemployment Rates In BSR Countries 1997-2016 

 

  Overall, it is possible to see the continuous progress in achieving internal 

cooperation in BSR after the implementation of BSR Spatial Plan 2030. Like 

what we found in the previous strategic objective, the majority of the progress 

in achieving this strategic objective happened during the early stages of the 

spatial plan implementation. However, it seems that the spatial plan did help 

BSR countries economic recovery following the 2008 world financial crisis, 

which will be clearer in the next section. 

 

3.3  Improving External and Internal Accessibility 
 

 This strategic objective includes two sub-objectives; promoting internal 

accessibility within the BSR, and promoting external accessibility between 

the BSR and the rest of the world especially borderlands countries in Asia and 

Europe. The BSR Spatial Action Plan includes a number of agendas to 

achieve this strategic objective. Agenda 10 addresses the cross-border deficits 

in primary and secondary transportation network within BSR to promote 

trans-border labour market. Agenda 11 followed the European Union 

Transport Policy Revision by considering a number of road and rail linking 

projects within BSR and between BSR and surrounding countries in Europe 

and Asia. Agendas 12 and 13 develop a BSR territorial cohesion through via 

suggesting airborne links, and tackle air transport issues and prevailing 

airborne shortcomings. Agenda 14 develops the Motorway of the Sea to 

enhance cross-border scale integration between BSR, Central Asia, and the 

Europe Union. Agenda 15 develops and implements an intelligent sea 

transport corridors system in BSR using electronically monitored traffic 

routes to resolve issues  
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derived from high traffic volumes in sensitive areas in the Baltic Sea. 

 The first indicator of BSR international accessibility is the annual exports 

growth. Figure 6 illustrates the Annual Exports Growth between 2009 and 

2015 in BSR compared to the European Union and the World as a percentage 

of change from the previous year. It is clear from the figure that there was a 

decrease in annual exports growth in 2009 for BSR as with the EU and the 

world. This could be attributed to the 2008 Financial Crisis. A steady increase 

(recovery) in the annual exports’ growth happened in 2010 and 2011, 

followed by minor fluctuation in the years 2012, 2013 and 2014 [19]. By 

2015, there was another dip in the annual exports’ growth for BSR, EU and 

the world. In all cases it is possible to possible to notice that BSR’s annual 

exports growth is closely related to EU and world annual exports growth 

which is understandable. However, whenever there is a dip in the annual 

exports’ growth, BSR annual exports growth seems to suffer more compared 

to the world or EU annual exports growth average. This could indicate that 

the BSR’s exports links is more fragile and easily influenced by exports 

limiting factors. 

 

 
Figure 6. Annual Exports Growth 2009-2015      Source: [20] 

 

   Another indicator is the Foreign Direct Investments (FDI)2. As illustrated 

in Figure 7, there was a dramatic increase in the BSR overall FDI prior to the 

2008 worldwide financial crisis (from 2001 to 2008) which could indicate the 

success of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 in promoting external and internal 

accessibility for investment. The total FDI in BSR increased from 64,171 

million US dollars in 2001 to more than double, i.e. 146,730 million US 

dollars, by then end of 2008. Just like the previous indicator, BSR total FDI 

dipped in 2009 and recovered during the years 2010 and 2011. However, the 

total FDI of BSR continued to fluctuate between 2012 and 2016. Like in the 

annual exports’  
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growth, this indicates that while BSR Spatial Plan 2030 was successful during 

its first years of implementation, it struggled following the 2008 World 

Financial Crisis, which indicates the fragility of the economy and the 

spreading of mistrust that followed the World Financial Crisis in 2008. 

 

 
Figure 7. Foreign Direct Investments Flows To BSR And Its Share Worldwide 

2001-2016 In Billions Of US$ And Percent      Source: [21] 

 

  Overall, it could be concluded that the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 was 

successful to some extent in improving BSR external and internal 

accessibility especially in early stages of its implementation. Yet, the overall 

performance of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 fluctuated in that context 

following the impact of the World Financial Crisis in 2008. 

 

4 Conclusions 
 

  This research aims to assess spatial planning contribution to addressing the 

larger multi-national-scale urban problems and challenges in practice. The 

research started by defining spatial planning and discussing its important in 

the general planning context. It then introduced the case study of the BSR 

Spatial Plan 2030, giving a brief background about the region and its planning 

challenges, the different spatial planning objectives, and the spatial planning 

tools/instruments for its implementation. The research then assessed and 

analysed the performance of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030 in achieving its 

strategic objectives; namely maritime preservation and sustainability 

management, internal co-operation and urban networking, and external and 

internal accessibility, for the period from 2000 to 2015/2017. The research 

used different indicators including GDP growth, FDI index, and pollutant 

emissions, to assess the performance. 
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   Based on the analysis, it possible to conclude that despite the many 

advantages of multi-national spatial planning, it is a challenging and lengthy 

process that requires continuous improvements, refinements, and support to 

reach its goals. In the case of the BSR Spatial Plan 2030, the spatial plan had 

major positive impact with regard to its three strategic objectives especially 

during the early stages of its implementation. However, the spatial plan 

struggled upon the first major impact it faced, i.e. the 2008 worldwide 

financial crisis and the results that followed. The spatial plan represented, to 

some extent, a safety net that aided some of BSR members to go back on 

track, however weaker countries needed much more time to be back on track 

as well. While the spatial plan did keep having good performance in the long 

run for some of its objectives such as maritime preservation, its performance 

kept fluctuating for the other objectives. The latter case could change as more 

years pass especially that international economy and trust require much more 

time to recover from such a catastrophic crisis. 

In summary, multi-national spatial planning while beneficial, tend to 

underperform during large-scale crisis especially due to fragility of 

connections/links and lack of trust between the different parties and 

stakeholders. This however requires further investigation which could be the 

subject of another research especially that multi-national spatial plans could 

have different results when applied to different regions or even the same 

region in a different time scale or period. 
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