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THE MSP CHALLENGE

Role-playing is a time-honored 
proven method of strengthening 
understanding of each other’s 
work and insights. Before you 
realize it, you’re suddenly an 
advocate for clean energy, 
artisanal fisheries or you’re 
suddenly employed as a marine 
spatial planner.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Participating in the 
MSP Challenge 
is an exercise in 
dealing with un-
certainties. De-
cision-making 
for sustaining 
ocean health 
and a sustaina-
ble blue econ-
omy requires 

orientation to the short and longer 
term, to specific areas within a wid-
er connected picture, and taking 
into account changes in condition 
of the marine ecosystem and new 
functionalities. The uncertainties in 
ecosystem marine/maritime plan-
ning (MSP) make decision-making 
so fascinating but also complicated. 
Dealing with uncertainty, there is 
never enough one can learn! 

An important function of the MSP 
Challenge is also to eliminate mis-
understandings. Maritime (spatial) 
planning requires razor-sharp com-
munication and is pre-eminently 
about multidisciplinary work. It is 
never easy to look both ways, at 
one’s own field of expertise and at 
that of another, especially when it 
comes to the sea. 

The value of role-playing
Role-playing is a time-honored 
proven method of strengthening 

understanding of each other’s work 
and insights. Before you realize it, 
you’re suddenly an advocate for 
clean energy, artisanal fisheries 
or you’re suddenly employed as 
a marine spatial planner. Through 
role-playing, participants learn to 
step into each other’s shoes, to play 
with perspectives.

Popular in universities, the MSP 
Challenge is a valuable addition 
to existing educational programs. 
When it comes to the sea, continued 
learning is a lifelong challenge.

The serious game is also actively 
used during meetings with policy 
makers, interest groups and local 
communities., In this way we are 
strengthening the awareness of 
ecosystem-based maritime spatial 
planning. This is truly a profession 
in which many disciplines come 
together. Being recognized as an 
effective training and engagement 
by IOC-UNESCO and DG MARE for 
their MSP global effort feels like a 
“crown on our work”.

Two hours or whole days!
Participants can keep it short and 
play for, say, two hours. It is also pos-
sible to dress it up in such a way, 
with presentations and debate in 
between, that everyone is busy for 
three days. As a part of an in-depth 

training course on MSP global for 
instance. The latter also happens 
from time to time.  Whether it’s long 
or short, making the MSP theory real 
is what it’s all about. 

Take, for example, the role of the 
maritime spatial planner. It is pos-
sible to read on paper what such 
a planner must or must not do. But 
those who experience the emotion 
of being fooled from time to time - in 
the game - understand much better 
what the planner role represents, 
and what it takes to make it work.. 
Each stakeholder gives their own in-
terpretation to the available marine 
and terrestrial space. In a short time 
they make their own plans, which 
sometimes go against each other. 
A shipping lane or certain types of 
fishing is not always compatible with 
proposals for renewable energy or 
nature. As a planner, you just have to 
try to reconcile all this. In such a way 
that stakeholders and politician can 
agree. Such a contradiction and the 
political-societal realm puts pressure 
on the kettle and makes the MSP 
Challenge exciting! 

Lodewijk Abspoel 
Linda van Veen
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G A M E 
D E V E L O P M E N T
The first times I came into contact 
with the MSP Challenge and played 
them myself, I noticed how excep-
tionally effective it was. But also that 
it still lacked something. For example, 
there was little to be found about 
tropical situations, we – the MSPglob-
al team at IOC-UNESCO - decided 
therefore to adapt the available 
material somewhat. 
 Inspired by IOC-UNESCO guid-
ance on MSP, which highlights the 
relevance of a pre-planning phase to 
desing the MSP process, Wwe also 
realized that ‘vision comes before 
action’. You can just start playing 
the game, but it is better to first ask 
participants to think about their 
short- and long-term wishes and de-
mands. We applied this and it proved 
effective. 
 It pays to build in a whole program 
next to the game. Think for example 
of a training in good negotiation, that 
fits perfectly with it. It really is a seri-
ous game in development, also be-
cause more and more languages are 
added. We play the MSP Challenge 
now with policy professionals - who 
by the way are asked not to choose 
their own (day-to-day) specialization 
- but also with other stakeholders. 
Serious gaming is really important 
and I am curious to see what the 
game will look like in a while. In the 
next future we will organize meetings 
with all kinds of players to exchange 
experiences, that’s how we build a 
global community on Marine Spatial 
Planning too.
 
Michele Quesada da Silva Marine 
Spatial Planning Consultant
Intergovernmental Oceanographic 
Commission, UNESCO 

It pays to build in 
a whole program 
next to the game. 
Think for example 
of a training in good 
negotiation, that fits 
perfectly with it.
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G E N E R I C 
T R A I N I N G  O R 
C U S T O M I Z AT I O N 
F O R  D E C I S I O N 
S U P P O R T
When it comes to a type of game 
like this, there are mainly two fla-
vors. Design a generic variant that 
is relatively easy to play in many 
places. This is what was chosen in 
the MSP Challenge board edition, 
with a fictional though probable sea 
and three equally fictional countries. 

Of course, it is also possible to 
choose a more customized and 
real data driven solution, which 
can act as a more-or-less decision 
support tool. The team around Prof. 
Igor Mayer from Breda University of 
Applied Science/Tilburg University 
develops such with the MSP Chal-

lenge simulation platform. With this 
it is even possible to make realistic 
policy scenarios, and calculate the 
effects of maritime spatial plans on 
ecology, shipping and energy.
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P L AY  T H E  G A M E

 With special attention to:
 

 »  The weight of the suitcase is 
23 kilos

 » Don’t forget the water bottle

 »  In the meantime, feel free 
to take the opportunity to 
explore, interact and ask 
questions.

 »  See if you manage to get 
everyone in a (very) good 
mood after five minutes

Meet Linda van Veen and Lodewijk
Abspoel for a moment. They are car-
rying an easily manageable game 
suitcase, just light enough to cross 
any border at an airport. The suitcase 
contains all the attributes needed to 
play the MSP Challenge.
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See if you manage 
to get everyone in 

a (very) good mood 
after five minute

THE GAME BOX
» Click here to watch the instructional video on https://on.unesco.org/msp-game

https://on.unesco.org/msp-game
https://on.unesco.org/msp-game
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C U R R E N T 
D E V E L O P M E N T S
Increasingly advanced
We are still learning. The first ver-
sion was from 2016, the reality of 
2022 is really different. In the very 
first versions we used, the main 
focus was on MSP and short sea 
shipping, and the tension/relation-
ship with uses like offshore wind, 
oil&gas, nature and fisheries. We 
now have three times as many 
variables and tokens, think of 
recreation, the underwater nature 
and more economic and social 
features, the game is getting 
closer to reality. Also the fishing 
role has been expanded, with 
various types.  The international 
sustainable development goals 
for 2030 have been given a more 
prominent role in the MSPglobal 
edition, as goes for the interac-
tions between land and sea.

Ten languages
Meanwhile, this serious game is 
available in no less than ten lan-
guages, including Chinese, Portu-
guese and Mi’kmaw! In addition, 
thanks to many enthusiastic part-
ners who have become friends of 
the MSP Challenge, the material 
has been made suitable for all 
types of regions in the world. Ice 
floes, floating fishing villages, 
mangroves, sea turtles and cucum-
bers and unfortunately found all 
over the world: junk in the sea 
(marine litter of you prefer). 
The moderator will have to choose 
which from these tokens have pri-
ority in the training, with the learn-
ing goal in mind (content, process, 
which place on the globe/ocean-
ographic area). Especially with 
complex topics, it is important that 

We now have three
times as many

variables and tokens,
think of recreation,

the underwater
nature and more

economic and social
features, the game
is getting closer to

reality.
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a large number of players commu-
nicate around their own language, 
this will benefit the nuance. In 
practice, much debate takes place 
in a language that many people 
speak, such as English and Span-
ish. This is unavoidable in interna-
tional debate. 

Now that the game is played in so 
many languages and in so many 
places, more and more cultural 
differences become visible. In dif-
ferent countries and does fishing, 
economy or recreation sometimes 
play a totally different role? There 
is much to learn about this in the 
years to come!

Build in voltage
The trick for the moderator is to 
build in enough complexity, make 
it engaging and meaningful. The 
country-by-country objectives 
and the overarching sea basin 
aim already provide for such. We 
are becoming increasingly adept 
at providing ‘creative tension’. 
Think of an IMO shipping route 
for container and bulk ships that 
passes through an important area 
for whaling, for example. Or a 
wreck on the bottom that is yet to 
be discovered (to be covered by 
a question mark token). Building 
such challenges into the session 
makes for robust conversations. 
And helps to further boost partici-
pants’ ocean literacy.

The trick for the 
moderator is to 
build in enough 

complexity, make 
it engaging and 

meaningful.
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A C T I O N  S H O T S !

‘Just nice, 
old school. 
Working with a 
board. It’s fun 
for a change.’

‘When you have 
a coastline of 
really hundreds 
of kilometres, 
this is quite a 
feat in a couple 
of hours,’ he 
said.
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‘Just nice, 
old school. 
Working with a 
board. It’s fun 
for a change.’

‘I really enjoyed that 
collaboration, there 

are so many ideas to 
exchange. In our team 

we quickly made a 
process agreement, 

you pay particular 
attention to this and 

you to that. If you don’t 
do that, it becomes a 
lot to do all at once.’
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P R E P P I N G  T H E 
M S P  C H A L L E N G E 
B O A R D  F O R  U S E

One by one, the materials are taken 
from the suitcase. It soon becomes 
clear that this serious game revolves 
around a fictitious sea and three coun-
tries working (together). The task is 
maritime planning and through a few 
examples it becomes somewhat clear 
what is involved. Also explained are 
the materials which will be used. There 
are quite a few, but at the same time 
it is easy to oversee! It is clear from 
the outset that you must start your 
preparations for setting up the board 
challenge on time. 

 With special attention to:
 

 »   Allow a minimum of one hour 
for setting up the board, and 
make sure to have a break 
before engaging with your 
participants.

 »  There are separate country 
folders, and a set of materials 
for the moderators specifi-
cally

 »  Don’t write names on the 
badges with the roles (so they 
can be used again)
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Allow a minimum of 
one hour for setting 

up the board, and 
make sure to have 

a break before 
engaging with your 

participants.

SETTING UP THE GAME
» Watch the instructional video on https://on.unesco.org/set-up

https://on.unesco.org/set-up
https://on.unesco.org/set-up
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R E S P O N S E S  F R O M 
PA R T I C I PA N T S

INTRODUCTION THROUGH 
MARINE ANIMALS

‘The personal introduction was 
enjoyable. Each participant was 
asked which sea creature they 
identify with. This team building 
is important, but it was at the ex-
pense of the introduction. But yes, 
once you’re underway you soon 
understand what the intention is. I 
am a salmon, by the way’.

Asking which sea creature is your 
favourite is a proven concept. 
During the session it is possible 
to have them come back. In the 
case of this salmon, for example, 
it might be about where you can 
aqua-farm salmon and where 
better not to (where wild salmon 
migrate in a river). Or it could be 
about the food that the farmed 
salmon are given, the antibiotics, 
the sea lice and how that lice can 
be controlled with the help of 
seaweed. And is it also possible to 
work with other marine animals; 
sea turtles that mistake plastic 
bags for jellyfish, you name it!

SETTING 
LIMITS

‘I find one thing especially diffi-
cult, you can literally pin features 
to a map, but yes, the fish swim 
everywhere. How am I supposed 
to solve that?’

We all know it, a fish doesn’t 
adhere to boundaries very well. 
Think of the salmon or trout that 
visit rivers far inland. Fortunately, 
there is an increasing focus on 
sea and land interaction as well. 
Think also about logistic, food or 
economic chains between sea and 
land. Maritime planning is about 
much more than just allocating 
space.

We all know it, a fish 
doesn’t adhere to 

boundaries very well
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The learning question here 
is to what extent the theory 

approaches the practice. What is 
the real story about planning in 

action, how refined is  the 
decision-making prac- 

tice in various countries.
FROM ABSTRACT 
TO CONCRETE

‘We realize through the game that 
we actually talk and think about 
the sea far too little. It is far away 
and yet somewhat abstract, this 
maritime planning’. 

Refinement is a constant in the 
game. Daily reality demands in-
sight into growing complexity and 
ambitions. The RICA Sea is liter-
ally and figuratively a ‘tough’, but 
level playing field. The learning 
question here is to what extent 
the theory approaches the prac-
tice. What is the real story about 
planning in action, how refined 
is the decision-making practice 
in various countries. And, how do 
you translate that reality to what 
is going on in the room? Leaving 
that next step in learning aside, 
the planning, protection and 
development of the RICA Sea is 
not just about planning for one 
of the three countries, but also 
about international coordination. 
Coordination between planners, 
but also between the interested 
stakeholders. After all, they can 
also unite, or have interests in the 
entire sea area.

MONEY 
MATTERS

‘Shouldn’t money play a bigger 
role in the game?‘

Point of discussion was the intro-
duction of money into the game. 
Do we or don’t we? We are not 
doing it so far. The emphasis is 
still on balancing functions and 
making a plan that is life-saving 
for sea, planet and people. Is the 
economic not in it, then? Yes, 
because of course, the financial 
component is vital in practice. 
The creators see that the money 
component translates at sea into 
time, scarcity and depth. Sailing 
takes time, research vessels are 
scarce and working underwater 
is 100 times more expensive than 
on land. So with the real-life logic 
that comes first as a basic rule in 
the serious game, there is plenty 
of economic realism.

TWO COMMENTS 
FROM PARTICIPANTS:

What is it like to participate in the 
MSP Challenge? Was it educa-
tional, how did the game go? 
Two participants talk about their 
experiences: 

 » vimeo.com/723397837  

https://vimeo.com/723397837 
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P E R F E CT LY  S U I T E D 
FO R  E D U CAT I O N

As a teacher of maritime spatial 
planning, I adapted to it quickly. 
I already started to included 
the board game in the teaching 
curriculum in Oldenburg in 2016. 
And is very popular among the 
students. And with me as well. 
We use it not only in our regular 
programs, but also during summer 
school. Thanks to the board game, 
students see the complexity and 
iterrelations in the marine space 
and start thinking and discussiing 
this topic.

What I encourage is thinking 
about the multifunctional use 
of space. Think of multi-use, by 
combining wind farms with other 
activites for example. Of course, 
that idea has not been put into 
practice everywhere, but the 
game helps to promote such an 
approach. 

During the covid period, of 
course, we couldn’t work with the 
board game, but we continued 
playing online. I now use both 
variants in my lectures. The online 
game also works very well, has 
a more realistic feel to it, so the 
players are just a little more 
serious. The fun online is also no 
less.

I also see that the game is getting 
more and more elaborate, in set-
up and materials. There is nothing 
wrong with that, but as far as I 
am concerned it should remain 
easy to play and hands-on. A ten 
minute explanation and then get 
to work! Sometimes we do it woth 
a bit more preparation, in my 
lecture series for example. I really 
like active teaching, and being as 

innovative as possible! 
As a researcher I even research 
the game and its effeciency, we 
have several publications on that.  

Malena Ripken

Researcher and lecturer on 
Maritime Spatial Planning 
University of Oldenburg, Germany

What I  
encourage 
is thinking 
about the 

multifunc-
tional use 
of space. 
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P E R F E CT LY  S U I T E D 
FO R  E D U CAT I O N
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P L AY  T H E  G A M E

 With special attention to:
 

 »  The IOC-UNESCO MSP global 
training material (a step-by-
step guidance for the MSP 
Challenge exercise)

 »  Please study the rules of the 
game

 »  Look at the additional infor-
mation about the sea and the 
individual countries

The players make the game (they are 
actors in their own theatre), the mod-
erator provides an enthusiastic start. 
This instructional video describes the 
role of the moderator, along with all 
the tools used to keep the game going 
and alive. Notable is the globe, which 
is thrown to participants for a question 
or comment.
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Notable is the globe, 
which is thrown 

to participants 
for a question or 

comment.

MATERIALS FOR PLAYERS AND MODERATORS
» Watch the instructional video on https://on.unesco.org/materials

https://on.unesco.org/materials
https://on.unesco.org/materials
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39
MSP and ocean governance basics  

MSP applies integrated
management strategies that

take into account land-sea 
interactions in the context of an

ecosystem-based approach.

MSP integrates adaptation
and mitigation measures to build 
the resilience of marine ecosys -
tems, and reduce exposure and
vulnerability to climate change.

MSP aims to establish a Blue 
Economy that sustainably uses 

marine resources and ecosystems 
through a circular economy

and certified production.

The integration of coastal
management and MSP promotes
a sustainable and climate-resilient
transformation of coastal cities that 
guarantees citizens a safe access to the 
sea and its cultural and natural wealth.

MSP contributes to managing 
access to markets and resources 
in a way that benefits all actors, 

and increases their economic pros-
perity, particularly in SIDS and LDCs.     

MSP encourages the develop-
ment and diversification of mari-
time industries and infrastructure
as well as the transfer of marine 
technology to boost innovation.

MSP processes, associated
with Sustainable Blue Economy 

strategies, facilitate oppor-
tunities for employment and 
growth based on ecological, 

economic and social objectives.

MSP promotes scientific re-
search, technology and coopera-
tion for the development of renew-
able energy at sea while preserving 
marine and coastal ecosystems.

Synergies between inte-
grated coastal management and 
MSP improve access to safe water 
and better sanitation, and reduce 

pollution caused by solid waste, 
wastewater and marine litter.

MSP creates opportunities
through science, technology
and innovation to improve
gender equality in ocean-related
activities and decision-making.

Education provides skills
and tools to enhance capacity

and participation in marine eco- 
nomic activities, planning, science 

and technology and, raise aware-
ness about conservation needs.

MSP encourages the use of ma-
rine resources for health research
and development, and includes 
early warning, risk reduction and 
management of health risks.

MSP facilitates the sustain-
able management of fisheries

and aquaculture, and builds on
new research and technology

to improve food security.

MSP contributes to the sustain-
able development of maritime 
sectors with direct economic 
benefits for coastal communities, 
particularly SIDS and LDCs.

MSP enhances regional part-
nerships at transboundary level

for the achievement of the SDGs 
through cooperation in science, 

technology and capacity building.

MSP is a multi-level decision-
making process whose successful 
outcome depends on and 
strengthens participatory, trans -
parent and effective governance.

Figure 2.10 
Relationship between MSP and the SDGs 

Source: IOC-UNESCO, 2020.
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S U S T A I N A B L E 
D E V E L O P M E N T 
G O A L S  A N D  T H E 
M S P - C H A L L E N G E

We talk a lot about it, the 17 UN 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

Goals that play a central role in eco-
system based maritime spatial plan-
ning and hence should be addressed 
in any session you organize with the 
MSP Challenge. 

But what were they again, and how 
does SDG 14 Life Below Water relates 
to the other Goals? 

«    Take a look at this nice overview 
from the new flagship MSPglobal 
International Guide on Marine/ 
Maritime Spatial Planning.
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P L AY I N G  T H E 
S E R I O U S  G A M E

We are almost ready to start. Partic-
ipants are assigned or choose their 
roles and the rules of the pointers for 
success are explained. In addition, 
the substantive statement is clarified 
(each of our three countries Bayland, 
Peninsuland and Island have a motto/
slogan). After some time, the game 
captain can pause the game-play for 
a while, asks how it is going and, if re-
quested, gives additional useful tips.

 With special attention to:
 

 »   The connections between 
activities at sea and land, 
ecosystem values and pres-
ervation targets, the way in 
which planners of the coun-
tries organize their MSP pro-
cess, plus the liberties certain 
stakeholders have under the 
UN Convention on the Law 
of the Sea and other policies, 
transboundary aspects includ-
ing consultation.

 »  Start with a warm up – e.g. 
by asking the participants to 
introduce themselves and tell 
which marine species they 
like and/or identify them-
selves with the most. 

 »  Explain what is on the RICA 
Sea board to start with, so the 
participants familiarize them-
selves with the materials and 
scenario options (e.g. a plan 
proposal indicated with white 
tokens and coloured symbols, 
or implemented plans/activi-
ties with the coloured side up 
and the symbol in white).
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After some time, the 
game captain can 
pause the game-

play for a while, asks 
how it is going and, 
if requested, gives 

additional useful tips.

GETTING HANDS-ON
» Watch the instructional video on https://on.unesco.org/hands-on

https://on.unesco.org/hands-on
https://on.unesco.org/hands-on
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C O L O F O N

The instructional videos in this 
magazine were shot on recorded 
June 2, 2022 in Breda, Nether-
lands – as part of the Marine and 
Urban Development Conference 
organized by students from BUaS. 
The photographs were taken 
during the same meeting. Dur-
ing the meeting there were also 
interviews with participants. In 
addition, interviews took place 
with Lodewijk Abspoel, Linda van 
Veen, Igor Mayer, Harald War-
melink, Xander Keijser, Michele 

Quesada da Silva, Malena Ripken 
and Rhona Fairgrieve.  The text 
is by Eelco Koolhaas (Ministry of 
Stories) and Lodewijk Abspoel 
(Ministry of IenW)

The design was done by Machiel 
Pleijsier, the films were made by 
Jasper Masthoff. 

A Ministry of Stories production, 
commissioned by the Netherlands 
Ministry of Infrastructure and Wa-
ter management.
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