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Planning for survival: 

How can an archipelago island nation like Maldives benefit from spatial planning? 

Abdulla Afeef 

ABSTRACT 

Spatial planning can be defined as the approaches used by the public sector authorities to influence the distribution of 
resources and activities in spaces of various types and scale. Today, spatial planning is practiced and being adopted by 
many countries. However, lack of a formal and comprehensive spatial planning system in the country is leading present 
pace of development in Maldives unsustainable. The purpose of this study is to propose relevant changes to the 
Maldives planning system in order to deal with the problems and threats identified for the short, medium, long run and 
assure a sustainable future. This study integrated an exploratory approach by exploring different existing literature 
related to the study area and developed a case study on Maldives. Interviews were also conducted with relevant 
stakeholders to get further in-depth of spatial planning application in Maldives. The overall results show that there is 
significant lack of academic research on spatial planning to cover the context of small island nations. Additionally, 
spatial planning can play a major role in the development of Maldives. Finally, a spatial planning system formulated for 
Maldives should be tailor-made to the context of Maldives and benchmarked to well-recognized spatial planning 
systems and practices to accommodate the singularities and specificities of the country. 
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1. Introduction 

Maldives being a Small Island Developing State (SIDS) pose its own challenges for its future survival and faces a 

number of challenges and constraints in their pursuit of sustainable development due to its environmental fragility and 

economic vulnerability. Considering today‟s reality of the world and the threats ahead, non-action is not an option for a 

country like Maldives. Meantime, the archipelago island nation is faced with a planning dilemma; how to provide its 

citizens with the basic needs stipulated by the Constitutional Law (articles 17 and 23) of the state in an efficient and 

equitable manner? Hence, future survival and sustainable development needs to be the core in the planning works in 

the country.  

Different approaches to spatial planning are being used across the nations. Nevertheless, compared to most of the 

European countries and developed nations in the world, there is less literature on spatial planning to cover the reality of 

developing small archipelago island nations like Maldives. Mabin (2001) points out that urban research and publication 

remains overwhelmingly concentrated in places which decreasingly represent the urban world of the twenty-first 

century.  

Due to the fact that, widely known spatial planning systems are made for a different reality than for many of the 

developing countries and island nations, like Maldives, it poses a huge knowledge gap and challenges in the application 

of those spatial systems. With this reality, a more profound approach to study how spatial planning can be introduced 

and implemented in an archipelago island nation needs its utmost priority considering the future survival of the nation. 

Maldives is strongly in need of a spatial planning framework appropriate to the singular nature of the island nation 

considering its own specificities, resources and constraints. 

The main goal of this study is to propose relevant changes in the form of recommendations to the Maldives planning 

system in order to deal with the problems and threats identified for the short, medium, and long run to assure a 

sustainable future. The paper is structured as follows. The first section provides a brief introduction about the problem 

of study and methodology opted in conducting the study. Second section provides a literature review with an overview 

of the concept of spatial planning, main schools of spatial planning in Europe, traditional spatial planning and its 

evolution over time and analysis of application of spatial planning in the context of developing countries and islands and 

archipelago nations. Third section presents the case study of Maldives followed by the fourth section presenting the 

discussions and analysis of the interviews conducted. Finally, the paper concludes by giving recommendations to be 

considered in the spatial planning system in Maldives. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Concept of spatial planning 

To define the concept of spatial planning, a single definition cannot cover the broad area included under spatial 

planning as it is very much dependent on many factors such as environment and geographic, historic, cultural, legal, 

governance, and socio-economic aspects of a place. Spatial planning is defined as the approaches used by the public 
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sector authorities to influence the distribution of resources and activities in spaces of various types and scale.  

Additionally, spatial planning refers to the coordination of practices and policies affecting spatial organization inside a 

territory, including urban and rural planning, regional planning, environmental planning and sectorial planning. Planning 

is seen as a governance activity occurring in a complex and dynamic institutional environment, shaped by wider 

economic, social and environmental forces that structure, but do not determine, specific interactions (Healey 2003). 

Healey (2006) further argues the policies and practices of the planning system are deeply inter-linked with other fields 

of economic, social and environmental policy, and with a „politics of place‟. Hence, spatial planning can be regarded as 

the core for civilized territories.  

2.2 Spatial planning in Europe 

European spatial planning systems are known to be the most matured and well-applied planning systems in the world. 

Furthermore, these planning systems are also provided with a diverse background of different spatial planning practices 

across Europe. Most of the European Union (EU) countries produced their first planning legislation in the beginning of 

the 20th century (EU compendium, 1997). These legislative frameworks came in to existence to response to increasing 

development pressure and the consequent problems that arose from dense and disorganized development. EU 

countries exhibit considerable formal integration of social, economic, environmental and infrastructure planning within 

their spatial planning system.  

The EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and Policies identified spatial planning systems practiced in 

countries like United Kingdom (UK), Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and Denmark as the main schools of spatial 

planning practiced in the continent. Spatial planning systems practiced in these countries differ among themselves as 

those systems were developed to different realities. Many authors including Healey (2003) and Forester (1999) have 

confirmed the influence of various factors on shaping the planning system of a country. These factors may include the 

politics of the place and international politics (Sager 1994; Friedmann 1987), the social set up, economic and 

environmental influence (Healey 2006), the inherent cultural traits of the people (Nurse 2002; Young 2008), and the 

institutional and governance culture among others (Nedovic and Vujosevic 2004). 

Spatial planning systems in these five countries cover the whole territorial area of the individual countries and are 

uniform throughout except for UK. UK being a unitary state including four countries: England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, the planning system is uniform across the whole UK in most ways but with few variations. Again, 

except for UK planning system, remaining four countries have constitutional rights based on Spatial Planning Acts to 

guide the planning in those countries. Common for all, planning systems are decentralized to accommodate different 

level of planning while in general national level planning sets up guidelines for planning in the lower levels, emphasis on 

sectorial planning and supervise and control the planning process in the country. No country adopts a national spatial 

plan. In the regional level, formulates and implements the prescribed guiding principles of spatial planning focused for 

regions while only Netherlands, Denmark and Belgium develops regional plans.  In all five countries, it is the local level 

where municipal councils are responsible for comprehensive municipal planning, detailed local planning and permits for 

construction and changes in land use in rural zones. Various levels of detailing and number of plans are made in this 

level which varies among the five countries.   

2.3 Traditional approach of spatial planning – master plans (comprehensive planning) 

After the Second World War, in many parts of the world, master planning became the dominant form of spatial planning. 

According to Watson (2008, p.19), master plans are “spatial or physical plans which depict on a map the state and form 

of an urban area at a future point in time when the plan is realized”. In general, master planning, often known as 

comprehensive planning was viewed as a technical activity, developing plans showing the projected density and 

intensity of various land uses and their spatial distribution. Master planning is the process, by which projected 

requirements for a territory are spatially distributed within differentiated zones for residential, commercial, industrial and 

recreational or institutional uses. The intention of such plans is to secure the planned and efficient use of land 

consistent with long-term policy objectives and provide a lead within which public and private capital should be directed. 

Further, master planning centered on the production of plans on paper, with little attention to implementation (Njoh, 

2008). The plan thus became an end in itself. It was not linked to sectorial departments or to budgets and the 

institutional organization and negotiations necessary to make it operable was seen as outside of its scope. 

Master planning was also often separate from development control and did not necessarily impact on these activities. 

Frequently planning was in a department which was not in a position to effect change after the plan was in place 

(Clarke, 1992; Devas, 1993). In addition, both funds and institutional capacity to give effect to the plans were lacking 

(Clarke, 1992). Planning was largely a technocratic process, with little attention to social diversity and little interest in 

public participation. 
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2.4 New approaches to spatial planning 

New forms of planning are encapsulated in the Global Planner's Network document on „Reinventing Planning‟, which 

defines principles for planning (Farmer et al, 2006). These include; a focus on sustainability, integration between 

sectors and with budgets, participatory planning, bringing in a wide range of stakeholders, understanding markets and 

producing credible plans which are backed by public investment where appropriate, recognition of the reality of informal 

settlements and slums, development of contextually appropriate, affordable, strategic and effective forms of planning 

and land use management and pro-poor and inclusive planning, recognizing diversity.  

Due to the wide range of critiques towards master planning and new forms of planning in use, spatial planning has 

shifted from focusing purely on land use towards an emphasis on the spatial integration of sectors and policies in most 

European countries. Strategic spatial planning has become significant over the past decade as a way of shaping urban 

growth.  These practices, in contrast to master planning, there is a strong emphasis on inclusive stakeholder 

participation processes, and planning focuses only on key strategic elements (Healey, 2006; Watson, 2008). 

Nevertheless, new forms of master planning focused on urban design have emerged since the 1980s in the context of 

large property led urban regeneration initiatives in the United Kingdom. Critics argue that these approaches are also in 

appropriate due to their static nature and their marginalization of social questions (Giddings & Hopwood, 2006). 

In the context of sustainable development and sustainability, planning and management is considered to be one of the 

most important instruments to be implemented in a territory. There are high demands and expectations on spatial 

planning to support the society with physical structure and organization of spatial territory to make it possible for people 

to act and live in a more sustainable way. The concept of sustainable developments is often included in all official 

planning documents and is to have cohesion at the general visionary level.  

2.5 Spatial planning in developing countries 

In developing country contexts, strategic structure planning, drawing from an action planning base, has been used by 

UN- Habitat in post conflict situations (UN-Habitat, 2009). Integrated Urban Infrastructure Development Planning 

(IUIDP) attempted to provide an alternative form of planning, linking infrastructure development to planning (Singh 

&Steinberg, 1996). IUIDP involved the development of a city level strategic plan, linking infrastructure development and 

budgets, and included abroad Physical and Environmental Development Plan (PEDP). Similar initiatives have occurred 

in Tanzania, with its Strategic Urban Development Plan. 

South African planning in the post-apartheid era, for example, tended to emphasize strategic spatial planning focused 

on macro-level urban restructuring. From 2000, spatial frameworks were required as an element of statutory Integrated 

Development Plans (IDPs): strategic plans intended to guide the work of municipalities. Several municipalities are using 

precinct and local spatial plans or frameworks guiding the development of their territory.  Indonesia sets out to be a 

good example to exhibit how changes in governance can affect the planning process in a country.  Since 2001, the 

structure of government has shifted from a centralized into a highly decentralized structure. Most of the administration 

affairs, including the spatial planning, have been transferred from the central government to the provincial and local 

government(s) enabling autonomous decision making in development and planning process. Spatial planning system in 

China differs from other countries in terms of government system and rapidly changing economic. Spatial planning 

system in mainland China is gradually formed from scratch, and gradually formed by the territorial planning, main 

functional area planning, land use planning, and city planning, etc., which dominated by different branch of 

governments. Because of the advantages to ensure the professional depth, each government sector makes and 

implements its specific planning under professional expertise.  

Spatial planning in developing countries should emphasis on a number of factors, both internal and external and needs 

to be tailor-made to the singularities, specificities and needs of those countries. An integrated approach to spatial 

planning covering socio-economic aspects, politics and governance, environment and sustainability issues along with 

public participation needs to be incorporated in the planning process for most developing countries.   

2.6 Spatial planning - Small island states & Archipelagos 

Numerous challenges and constraints are faced by island nations in their pursuit of sustainable development due to 

their ecological fragility and economic vulnerability. Small island environments are known to be particularly sensitive to 

external change and have been shown to experience major climate change impacts (IPCC 2001). Their geographical 

isolation, small size of the economy and dependence on a narrow range of products often leads them to be highly 

dependent on international trade and therefore are vulnerable to external shocks (Ghina 2005). Being highly dependent 

on coastal areas, many adaptation measures involving relocation of resources and activities are not feasible due to 

limited land availability (Santos et al. 2004). Ecologically, most of island nations are coastal entities with small and 
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dispersed land areas. Urbanization is plentiful in these areas, where most are surrounded by vulnerable environment, 

exposed to the influence of climate change and extreme weather events. Small islands are more vulnerable to sea-level 

rise, coastal erosion, and landward seawater intrusion (Suarez de Vivero 1995).  

With these many significant challenges and planning issues confronting small islands and, despite many efforts, the 

capacities available to respond to them comprehensively are limited. Therefore, the development of approaches that 

are capable of mediating tensions and grasping opportunities should be the central goal of policy making and planning 

in pursuit of equitable sustainable development in these small island sates. Spatial planning in these island states 

should aim at organizing the physical territory, with vertical integration from national to local levels, horizontal integration 

among sectors, integration of the three E‟s (economic, environmental and equity), and the integration of citizens and 

stakeholders‟ views and concerns (Eggenberger and Partidario 2000; Albrechts 2006; Cullingworth and Nadin 2006).  

3. Case Study – Maldives 

3.1 Introduction 

The Maldives, officially known as the Republic of Maldives, is a South Asian country located in the North-central Indian 

Ocean. The Maldives‟ archipelago consists of chains of 26 natural atolls that vary in shape and size. Maldives is one of 

the world's most geographically dispersed countries, as well as one of the smallest by both land area and population, 

with around 427,756 inhabitants. Male‟ is the capital and most populated city, common to be known as the "Greater 

Male‟" for its central location and availability of all services and commerce. 

According to (MFT, 2014), population of Maldives is 344,023 inhabitants. The population has increased over the last 

century, with the population growing from 72,237 in 1911 to 344,023 in 2014. This significant increase in population is 

due to improvements in medical services and control in infectious diseases such as cholera and improvements in living 

conditions that happened after the late 1970s. The spatial distribution of population in Maldives reflects a typical small 

island developing state, where a single island-the capital city, having a disproportionately larger concentration of people 

as a result of migration of people from outer islands for better living standards and services. Similar to several other 

small island developing states, economy of Maldives is constrained by the absence of mineral and natural resources, 

limited scope for the expansion in the agricultural sector, limited land and human resources. Today Maldives economy 

is based on few sectors like tourism, fisheries, shipping and agriculture. 

3.2 Diagnosis of Maldives 

To understand the current status quo of Maldives, a country diagnosis is performed in the form of a SWOT analysis. As 

practiced by many organizations, SWOT Analysis is a useful and a very handy strategic planning technique for 

understanding the Strengths and Weaknesses of its own. It also identifies potential opportunities that are possible to 

explore and threats to the future of the organization. Carrying out a SWOT analysis is important to understand pros and 

cons of Maldives considering both its influencing internal and external factors/forces. Hence, in this work, Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats of Maldives were identified by referring to reports on different subjects 

published by local and international authorities (see Table 1). 

Table (1): Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of Maldives 

Strengths: 
• Situated in a strategic geographic location: located 

in the maritime trade route from the Indo Chinese 
Far East to the Middle East and Africa. 

• Pristine and singular environment with rich marine 
resources which benefits all the major industries. 

• Population following a positive trend with majority 
in the active population. 

• Low poverty incidence. 
• Highest literacy rate in South Asia. 
• Young and dynamic workforce. 
• The annual gross domestic product (GDP) 

increasing and relatively high GDP per capita.  
• Tourism and Fishing are the major two sectors 

contributing to GDP and employment. 
• International arbitration in dispute settlement that 

can attract foreign investors. 
 

Weaknesses: 
• Geographically dispersed small coral islands.  
• Sixth smallest sovereign state in terms of land area. 
• Scarce land and natural resources. 
• High cost of providing and maintaining infrastructure 

and services for a dispersed population.  
• Seasonal flooding and coastal erosion. 
• 80% of the land area is less than 1m above mean 

sea level. 
• Little resilience and high exposure to natural 

disasters. 
• Spatial imbalance of population density. 
• Poor connectivity between islands. 
• Lack of energy and food security. 
• No proper waste management in most of the 

islands. 
• Drug abuse and high crime rate. 
• Increased income inequality.  
• Heavy import dependency. 
• Over-reliance on tourism. 
• High public debt and narrow fiscal space. 
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• Political instability. 
• Young Democracy in crisis. 
• Deterioration in the rule of law  
• High corruption index. 

Opportunities: 
• In a strategic location to develop international 

economic, trade and logistic 
hubs/ports/airports. 

• Creation of Special economic zones to attract 
foreign investors 

• Global trend for renewable energy 
• Global initiatives to improve democracy 

Increase number of ocean liners voyaging in 
the Indian Ocean  

Threats: 
• Subjected to Global Warming and sea level rise 

and vulnerable to environmental impacts 
• Strategic location; subject to interest of specific 

nations like India and China 
• High dependency on foreign aid 
• Vulnerable to changes and fluctuations in the 

global markets 
• High and unsustainable debt 
• Political instability and conflicts 

 

3.3 Spatial planning in Maldives 

Formal spatial planning is very new in the country and the planning practices carried out are very much different of what 

has been elaborated in the literature review. At different times, population consolidation in terms of population 

resettlement efforts were undertaken to overcome the spatial imbalance in the Maldives. Shaig (2008) categorized 

these resettlements in the country as induced resettlements, planned resettlements and formal spatial planning 

activities. Key spatial planning events in Maldives are represented in the timeline in Figure (1). 

4. Analysis and discussion 

The interviews conducted were divided into three parts; A, B and C. Part A inquired about the main survival 

problems/challenges faced by the Maldives while Part B validated the SWOT analysis developed in this work.  Finally, 

Part C, focused on the main area of research where the respondents were asked to identify the potential roles of spatial 

planning and how it could be adopted in the country to tackle the problems faced by the Maldives.  

A total of 24 people were interviewed categorized under four main groups; government authorities, people in the 

academia, built environment professionals and urban developers and local and non-governmental organizations.   

4. 1 Part A 

According to respondents, 41 different survival problems/challenges were identified and classified under four main 

categories. 13 were identified as Environmental and Geographic, 14 identified as Social and Cultural, 9 identified as 

Politics and Governance and 5 identified as Economic problems/challenges.  

Out of 41 problems, seven most crucial problems/challenges were identified (refer to Table 2). For the purposes of 

analysis if, 20 percent of respondents had agreed on a specific challenge/problem, it is considered as crucial for the 

future survival of Maldives. Majority of crucial problems/challenges identified reflects the vulnerable and unique 

environmental setup of the Maldives. According to Table (2) it is clear to see that there is consensus among the groups 

for the first two problems.  

Table (2): The most crucial problems/challenges according to interviewees 

Top Problems/Challenges 
Number of respondents per group Total 

number of 
respondents Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

Climate change, sea-level rise and global 
warming 6/7 4/5 5/6 6/6 21 

Seasonal flooding 6/7 4/5 4/6 4/6 18 

Food security 3/7 4/5 1/6 3/6 11 

Shortage of access to safe drinking water and 
water security 3/7 2/5 3/6 2/6 10 

Coastal land erosion  4/7 1/5 1/6 3/6 9 

Lack of proper waste management system 1/7 4/5 1/6 3/6 9 

Lack of an efficient transportation system(s)  0/7 1/5 3/6 1/6 5 

According to respondents, the majority of these problems need action(s) to be undertaken within a short-term of less 

than 10 years.  
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Figure (1): Timeline of key events of spatial planning in Maldives
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4.2 Part B 

Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats identified in this study were agreed by most of the respondents. 

However, there were few differences of opinions regarding the SWOT performed. Figure (2), represents additional 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats suggested by the respondents that may help in better understanding 

the micro and macro environment factors that may influence the planning process in the country. 

 

Strengths: 

 Dispersion of islands avoid conflicts 

 Unique identity with an authentic language and 
script 

 One religion and one ethnic group  

Weakness: 

 Legal issues for land and property transfer (Land 
regulations too tight; Foreigners cannot own land) 

 No policy to protect built reserve and heritage 

Opportunities: 

 Global trend for development of Eco-tourism and 
local tourism 

 Global awareness for the need of proper sewerage, 
sanitation and drinking water 

Threats: 

 Global conflicts 

 Conflicts between India and China 

 Religious extremism 

Figure (2): Additional strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats suggested by the respondents 

SWOT(s) identified in this study along with additional SWOT(s) suggested by respondents, certainly could play a vital 

role in addressing and tackling the survival problems/challenges and should be considered during the spatial planning 

process in the country.  

4.3 Part C 

Without a doubt, all respondents agreed that a spatial planning system is indeed very important and could play a key 

role in the future survival and sustainable development of Maldives.  According to respondents, a National Spatial 

Planning Policy Framework and National Development Strategies can be formulated where all sectors can integrate, 

coordinate and coexist to attain sustainable development. Along with good governance and a proper spatial planning 

system in place can guide the nation development works in a more preplanned and systematize manner rather than ad-

hoc development. However, some respondents expressed the concern that it is foremost important to decide, if the 

spatial planning system should address whether, a population consolidation strategy verses a connected dispersed 

population is better suited for the country before the spatial planning regime to follow. 

All respondents underlined the importance of a Nationwide Spatial Planning Plan, as they believed the current ad-

hoc/need base development in the country to be unsustainable. Varied opinions regarding the planned period of such a 

national plan was seen among the respondents. Respondents also agreed that lack of a spatial planning legal 

framework and policies like fiscal decentralization, population consolidation, etc., hinders the process of adopting such 

a spatial planning system in the country. According to respondents, spatial planning plan should also tie socio-

economic strategic plan of the country to eliminate the spatial imbalance in the country.  

 

With regard to population and development consolidation, majority of respondents believed it is the best option to 

overcome the spatial imbalance for a country like Maldives. 21 respondents believed that Maldives should opt for a 

decentralized system of governance in order to fully benefit from spatial planning and 23 respondents agreed that 

besides national level spatial planning, regional and local level planning is extremely important for a country like 

Maldives, especially to avoid top-bottom decision making. Except for 2 respondents, all agreed that informal planning 

solutions should be allowed and practiced in the country. 

There were main two views regarding the criteria to define a “region” for regional development among the respondents. 

Maldives being a geographically dispersed island nation, 33 percent of respondents agreed that geographical setup of 

islands/atolls and technical efficiency to connect the region by transport system(s) as the criteria to define a region for 

regional development. 6 respondents, 25 percent believed that the criteria to define a region are not as simple as it 

appears and expressed that this criterion should be a combination of many factors. These factors to signify a number of 

attributes such as geographically interrelated zones with cultural relationships and economic activities, proximity, 

population, size of islands, number of islands, functions, services and based on technical efficiency in connectivity.  

All the respondents agreed that real estate development and privatization of this sector could improve and bring faster 

urban development in the country if incorporated with spatial planning process. It is also agreed that it helps in the 

population consolidation program and development of regions in the country.  
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According to respondents, current situation of Maldives is a good example of how political instability in a country could 

affect long term planning.  Respondents believed that governments always use development policies to gain short-term 

political support rather long-term sustainable development. Policies, tools and measures are needed to deal with 

impacts on long-term planning due to political unrest and needs to be addressed in a National Spatial Planning 

Framework formulated for Maldives.   

4.4 Overall conclusion 

The majority of the problems identified by the respondents as future challenges/problems in Maldives are very much 

related to the geographical setup of Maldives islands and its vulnerable environment. Maldives has its own strengths 

and opportunities that could be utilized to overcome some problems at hand by adopting a spatial planning system in 

the country. All respondents are fully supportive with this approach to bring sustainable development to country. 

However, as agreed by the respondents, there are critical concerns that should be addressed prior, if spatial planning is 

to benefit a country of singular nature like Maldives.  

5. Recommendations for spatial planning implementation in Maldives 

Maldives being a small island developing state is facing many problems, challenges and constraints in pursuing 

sustainable development due to its ecological fragility and economic vulnerability. Spatial planning can play a vital role 

in the country to overcome these problems, challenges and constraints. Since, formal spatial planning is very new and 

as the country lacks a formal and comprehensive planning system, Maldives is strongly in need of a framework of 

spatial planning systems and tools that are appropriate to the singular nature of the island nation considering its own 

specificities, resources and constraints. 

 

Main background 

With reference to the literature review, country‟s diagnosis performed and interviews conducted, below mentioned are 

the key conclusions made regarding the spatial planning background in Maldives. Despite the fact that there is a hostile 

environment to implement a planning system in Maldives, adopting a formal spatial planning system in the country is 

very much desirable and possible with inputs and collaboration from all levels including the government, public and 

local associations.  

 Scarce information available in literature review to cover spatial planning in small island nations. 

 Spatial planning can play a major role to address the key survival problems/challenges, strengths, weaknesses, 

threats and opportunities in the country as identified in this study. 

 Spatial planning system formulated for Maldives should follow a tailor-made approach taking into account the 

context of Maldives and benchmarked to other known spatial planning systems and practices. 

 Spatial planning system in Maldives should be a combined approach of strategic and operational planning. 

 A significant number of important challenges/constraints were identified such as; lack of specialized institution 

setup for spatial planning in the country, lack of legal framework and policies for spatial planning, lack of political 

will for spatial planning and lack of expertise in the field of spatial planning, especially in the island level, which 

can hinder the adaptation of spatial planning system in the country. 

5.1 Recommendations 

The findings of the study give an analysis of the current spatial planning scenario in Maldives. Given below are the key 

recommendations that could be used when adopting a formal spatial planning system in Maldives. 

Spatial planning system 

A three level spatial planning system covering National, Regional and Local level should be used in Maldives. Despite 

all the differences between the reality in Maldives and the Netherlands, the Dutch planning system can be a good 

benchmark for the spatial planning system in Maldives, as the spatial planning framework in Netherlands addresses key 

aspects such as integration of key sectors, fragile and vulnerable environment and long term strategies to deal with 

sustainable development. Spatial planning should be flexible, pro-active and performance-oriented and needs to 

address to key survival problems/challenges in the country. A complete description of the principle roles and obligations 

of the respective bodies and instruments at the three levels needs to be set out in a Spatial Planning Act. The planning 

system in country should be based on key principles such as; decentralization responsibility, public participation, 

universal public access to plans and data, veto, dialogue and cooperation, sectorial planning and monitoring and 

reporting. 
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National level planning 

National level planning should be limited essentially to the development of guiding principles and principles of spatial 

planning. It should be composed of sectorial laws, regulations and orders, circulars and planning policy guidance. More 

importantly, a nationwide spatial plan should be the key instrument to guide planning in the country. At the same time, it 

should be the legal basis for regional spatial planning and superordinate specifications for sectorial planning. Planning 

should emphasis on how public investments should be utilized from the point of view of regional and national structural 

policy. Government should at national level drive planning strategically while leaving local government at regional levels 

to plan for their territory. Instruments to be used in the national planning level should include; Spatial Planning Act, 

National Planning Reports, National Planning Directives, Regional Planning Directives, Vetoes and Orders, overview of 

national interests in regional and local level planning and information and guidance. 

National Spatial Planning framework 

A plan-led system is needed in Maldives. A National Spatial Planning Framework (NSPF) needs to be formulated. This 

framework needs to be legitimate by a Spatial Planning Act. This Act should be guiding platform to formulate the 

national spatial planning framework. It is important that during the formulation of this Act, all key stakeholders are 

involved in the process.  A National Spatial Planning Framework should consist of;  

 Policy guidelines for different levels of planning (national, regional and local) and different sectorial areas (e.g.: 

major infrastructure, transport, energy, housing, tourism); 

 National Spatial Development Perspective with special emphasis on sustainability, (e.g.: development of 

strategies and programs; for selection of safe Islands and reducing number of inhabited islands);  

 Regional development perspectives: defining regions for development, selection of regional economic and service 

centers and zoning plans; 

 General structure and the framework for local planning; 

 Responsibilities and mandates for authorities in each level of planning 

National Spatial plan  

A nationwide spatial plan formulated for a period of 20 years with interim goals and objectives is needed in Maldives. 

Interim evaluations are need by every five-year. All development works in the country should align with this plan. All 

political manifestos should support and compliment the National Spatial Plan. Spatial Planning Act to clear define how 

amendments and review can be brought to this plan.  

Regional level planning 

The planning done in this level should be strategic planning, which comprehensively describes the desired future spatial 

development for each administrative region in the country. Regional planning should be concerned with the detailed 

elaboration, sectorial integration, and implementation of the goals of national spatial planning and mediates between 

national spatial planning and local urban land-use planning. Regional planning must align with national level planning 

and should ensure cohesion with other national strategies. At this level planning guidelines and strategic visions should 

be set for the local level. At the Regional level, the key planning instruments should be the Regional Plans, Regional 

Planning Guidance and Strategic Planning Guidance. The regional development plans should consider these main 

areas of concern; nature and the environment, business, employment, education and training, health and culture when 

formulating such spatial plans. These regional plans should be developed for a period of 10 years.  

Local level planning 

The local councils at the island should be responsible for comprehensive island planning, detailed local planning and 

permits for construction and changes in land use in their territory. Land use plans and development plans should be the 

local planning policy instrument to be used. The development plan may comprise a number of different documents 

depending on progress in preparing plans. These plans include, structure plans, zoning plans and project plans. 

Along with formal top-bottom planning at the local level, informal planning, bottom-up approach of planning should be 

adopted in the planning system. However, it is extremely important to have the right balance between these two 

approaches to planning. Through informal planning approaches, local associations and communities could contribute to 

establish a practice of community-led planning in the local islands, in moderation and mediation to find a consensus in 

different local problems, to get public participation and grassroots views in planning, to make public aware of 

environment threats, and to make locals aware of sustainable development and its importance.  
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Governance and Planning 

Decentralization in the country should be implemented and strengthened to allow for an effective spatial planning 

system in all three levels of governance. Vertical and horizontal integration and coordination between and within all 

level of government is vital in adopting contemporary spatial planning. Integrated planning under a unified planning 

system is needed as a pre-condition for effective multi-level policy integration.  

There should be transparency in decision-making and corrupt practices should not be permitted. Legitimize public 

participation during the planning process should be implemented to make planning authorities accountable and 

responsible and to ensure all decisions are made for the benefit of the community. Along with a good governance 

system, institutional restructuring is necessary to establish a tradition of integrated planning. Independent institutional 

bodies, concerning ministry and a regulatory body for planning works are needed in the country. Meantime, it is 

important to review conflicting laws, regulations and mandates of different ministries and departments. Fiscal 

decentralization is also vital for the country in adopting a three tier planning system in the country.  

Politicians should be made aware of the benefits of spatial planning and to have the political will to implement spatial 

planning in the country. The policy makers should promote hybridizing or synthesis, rather than copying or adoption, in 

transferring policy ideas in developing needed legal framework and policies. 

Digitalize the planning system 

Spatial data and all other relevant country data and statistics need to be accessible in a spatial panning data base by 

experts and public. Central digital portal for publishing and compiling plan proposals and adopted plans needs to be 

implemented. Digitalizing the planning systems could enhance the knowledge sharing among the local communities to 

tackle common problems faced by them. 

5.2 Final conclusions and future research developments 

Spatial planning can play a vital role in addressing the survival problems/challenges and development hurdles in a 

country like Maldives. However, a comprehensive diagnosis of the country is needed to formulate a spatial planning 

system to be adopted in the country. While there is a vast literature about the most known spatial planning systems, 

there is a significant scarcity of literature to cover spatial planning in the context of small island nations. This poses 

relevant challenges in the application of those spatial systems in the country. Hence, a tailor-made approach needs to 

be adopted to formulate a spatial planning system in the country. With a number of key challenges, there is a hostile 

environment to implement a planning system in Maldives but adopting a formal spatial planning system in the country is 

very much desirable and possible with input and collaboration from all which could ensure more sustainable 

development in the country. 

The main findings of the study are: an analysis of the current spatial planning scenario in Maldives, the identification of 

the main challenges to adopt a (in)formal and comprehensive spatial planning system in the country; and 

recommendations for implementation of spatial planning in Maldives for its survival. Nonetheless, there are still some 

areas regarding the adaptation of spatial planning system in Maldives that can be looked into to conduct future research 

where further improvement could be made. The following recommendations could be considered and used as reference 

for future study purposes. 

1. To study in detail how sectorial planning can be integrated in the spatial planning framework of the country. 

2. To perform comparative analysis (including similar case studies to Maldives) to study spatial planning in 

developed and developing countries to learn the experience of developing countries. 

3. To study in detail, the effect of governance practices that could contribute to successful implementation of spatial 

planning in Maldives 

4. To study in detail whether population and development consolidation is the best option for a country like Maldives 

to overcome spatial imbalance in the country. 

5. To study the role(s) that could be played by informal planning practices that could lead to successful planning in 

the country.   

The main limitations for the current study are; lack of literature to cover spatial planning in small island(s) and 

archipelago nations, lack of published and accessible information regarding spatial planning in Maldives and difficulty in 

reaching the locals from islands to conduct interviews to collect primary data. 
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