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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; especially in the 
developing countries in their development efforts. 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 planning dilemma in the context of small island 
nations. Additionally, spatial planning can play a major role to address the key survival 
problems/challenges, strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities in Maldives as identified 
in this study. 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. 

Key words: Spatial planning, Maldives, Sustainable development, Development challenges 
 

RESUMO 

O ordenamento do território pode ser definido como um conjunto de abordagens usadas pelas 
autoridades do setor público para organizar e influenciar a distribuição de recursos e atividades 
em vários tipos de territórios e escalas. Hoje, o ordenamento do território é praticado e adotado 
por muitos países; especialmente no desenvolvimento dos seus esforços de desenvolvimento. 
No entanto, a falta de um sistema formal e abrangente de ordenamento do território no país 
está a levar a que o atual ritmo de desenvolvimento seja insustentável nas Maldivas. O objetivo 
deste estudo é propor mudanças relevantes no sistema de planeamento das Maldivas, a fim de 
lidar com os problemas e ameaças identificadas a curto, médio e longo prazos e assegurar um 
futuro sustentável. Este estudo inclui uma abordagem exploratória, tentando integrar a literatura 
existente relacionada com a área de estudo e centra-se no estudo-de-caso sobre as Maldivas. 
Entrevistas foram também realizadas com alguns representantes das partes mais relevantes da 
sociedade para aprofundar a aplicação do esquema de ordenamento do território nas Maldivas. 
Os resultados gerais mostram que há uma falta significativa de pesquisa académica sobre 
ordenamento do território para cobrir o dilema do planeamento no contexto das pequenas 
nações insulares. Reconhece-se, além disso, que o planeamento do território pode 
desempenhar um papel importante para abordar os principais problemas / desafios de 
sobrevivência, pontos fortes, fraquezas, ameaças e oportunidades nas Maldivas, conforme 
identificado neste estudo. Finalmente, são dados alguns contributos para a formulação de um 
sistema de planeamento territorial para as Maldivas, o qual deve ser feito sob medida para 
aquele contexto e referenciado a sistemas e práticas de planeamento territorial bem 
reconhecidos para acomodar as singularidades e especificidades do país. 

Palavras-chave: Ordenamento do território, Maldivas, desenvolvimento sustentável, desafios 
de desenvolvimento  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

1.1 GENERAL 

The Maldives is among the most vulnerable countries to predicted climate change and its future fate. 
Considering today’s reality of the world and the threats ahead, non-action is not an option for a country 
like Maldives. Several scientific and technical assessments undertaken in the country since 1987 have 
reiterated the need for long-term adaptation to climate change. 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)1 of the state in an efficient and equitable manner? 
Considering the spatially distributed population and high per capita cost of socio-economic 
development resulted from the lower economies of scale in delivering services and transport 
challenges makes it nearly impossible task for the state.  

Societies have always faced and will face risks and shocks. These shocks and risks can be natural, 
and resulting from human actions.  Sustainable societies are those that have devised mechanisms to 
help reduce or mitigate risk and cope with the effects of shock. In the recent history, 2004 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami has shocked the entire population of Maldives. It has directly affected over 65% of the 
population of the country. As of today, the country is still lagging behind in its efforts to recover from 
the destruction resulted from this natural disaster and it has hindered the development of the country. 
This shocking phenomenon along with day-to-day risks such as land erosion, seasonal occurrence 
such as flooding and long-term threats such as sea level rising with impacts of global warming has 
opened for discussions and efforts to develop resilient island communities in the country. Scarcity of 
resources, higher dependency on international communities for basic needs and unstable socio-
economic and political status in the country needs proper prior planning to deal with any such shocks 
that could jeopardize the progress of the country. In the context of Maldives, disaster management has 
to go in parallel with a proper spatial planning system in the country. Furthermore, such a planning 
system should ensure socially, economically and environmentally sustainable communities for the 
generations to come. 

From the time the report from the United Nations (UN) World Commission on Environment and 
Development (the Brundtland Commission) was published in 1987, the concept of sustainable 
development has become an important part of the vocabulary of politicians, administrators and 
planners. Terms such as sustainability and sustainable development have become key words to pop 
up in today’s policymaking platforms in planning our world for tomorrow. In this sense, planning and 
spatial planning has also taken the same position of significance in the same debate in ensuring the 
future survival of the societies and countries. 

Chapter 2 of The Brundtland Commission’s report is devoted to describe and discuss the concept of 
sustainable development. According to this report (Brundtland Commission, 1987), the Commission 
here makes it clear that a sustainable development is first and foremost about ensuring that everybody 
- both in poor and rich countries, and today as well as in future generations - can have their basic 
                                                            
1 Constitution of Republic of Maldives 2008, Chapter II, Article (17) stipulates that everyone is entitled to the rights 
and freedoms without discrimination of any kind, including “… race, national origin, color, sex, age, mental or 
physical disability, political or other opinion, property, birth or other status, or native island”. In the same chapter, 
Article (23) specifies citizens’ right for “ … adequate and nutritious food and clean water, clothing and housing, 
good standards of health care, healthy and ecologically balanced environment, equal access to means of 
communication, transportation facilities, and the natural resources of the country and establishment of a sewage 
system and electricity system of a reasonably adequate standard on every inhabited island”.  It also insists on the 
State to achieve the progressive realization of these rights by reasonable measures within its ability and 
resources. 
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needs met. This must be obtained without jeopardizing the natural systems on which life on earth is 
dependent. Furthermore, the decision processes leading to such a result must be democratic and 
legitimate. 

In a much-generalized sense, sustainable development is understood as meeting current needs 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. In the same manner, 
the concept of sustainability associates a number of key principles including the precautionary 
principles, futurity and the minimization of resource consumption. Sustainability has been defined as 
“development pattern that 1) satisfies the requirement for equity, social justice, and human rights; 2) 
meets basic human needs; 3) allows social and ethnic self-determination; 4) promotes environmental 
awareness and integrity and 5) promotes awareness of inter-linkages between various living beings 
across both space and time” (Ooi 2009, p. 187). It is clearly understood that in order to achieve 
sustainable development, certainly the concept of sustainability is never to be left out of the 
discussion. Planning and management is one important instrument for implementing sustainable 
development. There are high demands and expectations on spatial planning to support the society 
with physical structures to make it possible for people to act and live in a more sustainable way. 

According to the literature review, spatial planning is understood across countries and continents in 
many different ways. Briefly, it 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.  
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, national spatial planning and planning on a more global level among the countries.  

Different authors in explaining the concept of spatial planning use numerous definitions. According to 
the definition adopted by the European Union (EU), as found in the EU Compendium of Spatial 
Systems and Policies, Spatial Planning is “… Public policy and actions intended to influence the 
distribution of activities in space and the linkages between them. It will operate at EU, national and 
local levels and embraces land use planning and regional policy”. (CEC 1997, p.156). European 
Spatial Planning is not a concept of land use regulation, rather it is about formulating strategy. A 
strategy “can develop coherence to policies, thereby making them transparent and easy to explain” 
(Faludi & Waterhout 2002). 

In light with these definitions, a broad spectrum of fields to be included in the spatial planning is 
opened, making this approach to be applied in a very multidisciplinary context. Additionally, spatial 
planning not only brings an effect on a single country but also have a significant impact to a much 
larger geographical territory beyond the limits of one nation. Spatial planning not only influences how 
the territory is being organized but also influences all aspects of life within a territory. Ranging from 
day to day life activities to more strategic level of activities that can impact the development of a nation 
is directed within the scope of spatial planning. It can determine the future of a territory making into 
account different dimensions of developmental and survival strategies. 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.  

With its influence and importance, spatial planning is being practiced globally. Different approaches 
are being used across the nations, depending on the nature of context of the territory, problem at 
hand, sensitivity to its own survival and future goals to be achieved. Starting from policy aims to more 
operational tactics aimed for interim survival are included in spatial planning to cover local, regional, 
national and global levels for a more sustainable world. Furthermore, long term strategies for a better 
tomorrow are integrated within this scope of spatial planning. 
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In the speech to close the Cohesion Forum "Lessons of the past, pathways to the future", in Brussels, 
European Commissioner, Monika Wulf-Mathies, Brussels, in 30th April 1997, stated, “Everyone wants 
sustainable development. harnessing all our efforts in an integrated way (and) based on better spatial 
planning of economic and social activities…”. “Spatial planning provides an important mean by which 
the objectives of sustainable development can be achieved…” (European Spatial Development 
Perspective Complete Draft, 1998, p.8). Hence, spatial planning systems have a central role to play in 
promoting sustainability and sustainable development through regulating land use, protecting and 
enhancing environments and integrating sectorial policies and other developmental strategies.   

Since the 1990s, it is being argued that the directions and practices of spatial planning throughout 
Europe are changing. Albrechts, Healey, and Kunzmann (2003) have accounted for those changes to 
the constant pressure that a series of economic, socio-cultural and political driving forces have been 
exerting upon the spatial planning systems. Hence, according to Albrechts, Healey, and Kunzmann 
(2003), these forces could be regarded as the key motives behind the strategic turn of spatial planning 
in Europe. Hence, spatial planning can be seen as a tool for managing change towards sustainable 
development (Tewdwr-Jones 2004). Allmendinger (2004, p.4), notes, “it is important therefore to 
examine ‘the rich context in which planning operates’” in order to diagnose the ability of the planning 
system to respond to the challenges faced by the modern world towards achieving a better future. 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) pose their own challenges for their future survival. SIDS faces 
number of challenges and constraints in their pursuit of sustainable development due to their 
environmental fragility and economic vulnerability. Most of SIDS are coastal entities with small and 
dispersed land areas. Often, there is rapid urban development in these islands, while most of these 
urban areas are vulnerable to climate change and exposed to natural threats such as extreme weather 
events and disasters. Hence, there is a growing need to address the climate challenge affecting 
human settlements in these singularities. Management of limited natural resources and continued 
economic and social developments in these fragile settings requires managing the urbanization 
process unique to each country to create resilient communities. 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 2003). At 
present, many SIDS face falling levels of development collaboration, gaps in technical expertise, 
financial and institutional obstacles and challenges attaining development while uncertain of their fate 
of future survival.  

Although spatial planning is becoming a universal practice, it needs to address these singular and 
unique realities in a specific framework that is yet to be explored. The same observation can be 
applied to spatial planning in most developing countries, where spatial planning is in its initial stage of 
implementation. For countries, like Maldives, spatial planning is a very new approach in defining the 
future and tackling day-to-day survival. Some countries are using concepts of spatial planning without 
much emphasis on the singularity nature of those nations. Due to the fact that, widely known spatial 
planning systems are made for a different reality than for many of the developing countries, especially 
for an archipelago island nation like Maldives, it poses a huge knowledge gap and challenges in the 
application of those spatial systems in the country to achieve interim survival and defining long term 
sustainability.  
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1.2 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

As mentioned before, with the wide array of application of spatial planning, different types of spatial 
planning systems have been practiced and are still being tested among different nations. The form of 
planning systems largely diverges and co-evolves with societies, cultures and their governance 
systems. Distinctiveness of the planning systems depends upon by different actors, different planning 
perspectives and specific institutional framework adapted from country to country. However, invaluable 
in-depth research has been passed out to study their potentials and drawbacks in these varied 
approaches used over the continents.   

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. The 
lack of academic research on spatial planning to cover the implementation gap of the traditional 
approach of spatial planning in the context of small island(s) nations having their own singularities is 
significant. However, significant literature does exist on related topics such as sustainability, 
vulnerability and climate change which are relevant issues to address spatial planning (Douglas 2006; 
Briguglio 1995; Ghina 2005; Nurse and Moore 2007). In fact, these sectorial studies are vital for the 
spatial planning system in these nations. 

With this reality, a more profound approach to study how spatial planning to be introduced and 
implemented in an archipelago island nation, as Maldives needs its utmost priority considering the 
future survival of the nation and its people. One of the key objectives of spatial planning for 
sustainability is primarily to counter the adverse effects of urban developments by means of systematic 
and organized land use planning activities. Sustainability planning process has an all-inclusive outlook 
which calls for an integration of the goals of the three E´s (Economic, Environmental and Equity 
concerns) into an organized coherent system for a long-term objective formulation and plan 
implementation. Hence, a tailor made approach to bridge the knowledge gap in adapting world 
renewed spatial planning systems in the country is crucial to benefit from these spatial systems. 
Spatial analysis is often used as a central tool for communication of detection of hazard risks and 
strategies for adaptation to climate change. The small land area of the islands of the Maldives, 
combined with high population density, makes the communities of these islands vulnerable to natural 
disaster events such as flooding, land erosion, and tsunami. Land management decisions require 
different levels of adaptation of territory and society to the effects of climate change, at the same time 
changes in human behavior and consumption patterns are also needed. There are some aspects of 
spatial planning with a special importance in the adaptation to climate change (Carlsen 2012). Ad-hoc 
land development in Maldives, especially in a context where land is a scarce resource, geographically 
dispersed over 1100 small islands subject to environmental vulnerability needs a more strategic long 
term and medium term spatial planning to serve its citizens in a more equitable manner.  

Planning can be regarded as a governance activity occurring in a complex and dynamic institutional 
environment which is shaped by wider economic, social and environmental forces that structure, but 
do not determine, specific interactions. Furthermore, the policies and practices of the planning system 
are deeply interlinked with other fields of economic, social and environmental policy, and with a high 
dependency on the political situation and condition of the place. At current, lack of a formal and 
comprehensive spatial planning system composed of a proper institutional organization framework in 
the country leads present pace of development in Maldives unsustainable. Furthermore, ineffective 
collaboration within the institutional framework in the different levels of governance is restraining the 
pace of progress of this tiny nation. With limited natural resources and higher dependency on foreign 
aid, economic and political instability and the country being projected to major climate change impacts, 
puts a lot of pressure on the state to find immediate survival during the interim period while the nation 
strives its way forward to achieving its long term sustainable goals. Dispersion of population to over 
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200 inhabited islands across the country creating urban sprawls, further reduces the opportunities in 
providing basic services and infrastructures among all citizens in an equitable manner. 

The key question is if the nation is in need to consider just for today’s survival while sacrificing 
planning for a long-term sustainable goals and solutions. Or to attempt to find a balance in achieving 
goals in immediate survival and in the long run.  

Along with spatial and land use planning is the answer to “the problem of coordination or integration of 
the spatial dimension of sectorial policies through a territorially-based strategy” (Cullingworth and 
Nadin, 2006, p.91). But spatial planning is also the result of the application to the territory of a wide-
ranging set of values of a specific society in a specific moment in time, as many authors have shown, 
both from a positive perspective (Alexander et al.,2012; Friedmann, 2011; Davidoff, 1965; Harper and 
Stein, 2006) and from a more critical viewpoint (Fainstein, 2010; Yiftachel,1998). 

Hence, Maldives is strongly in need of a framework of appropriate spatial planning systems and tools 
that are appropriate to the singular nature of the island nation considering its own specificities, 
resources and constraints. The core challenge is to find how a nation like Maldives can take the 
maximum benefit from spatial planning in order to achieve sustainable development for the 
generations to come. It is extremely important to highlight that sustainable planning for a better 
tomorrow implies to deal with very short, short, medium, long and very long term problems and 
challenges ahead of this nation. In addition, it is also of greatest importance to understand the effects 
that could be brought to the country by adopting different levels of spatial planning, local, regional and 
national level.  

 
 
1.3 GOALS AND OBJECTIVES OF STUDY 

The main goal 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. 

The objectives of the study are as follows: 

1. To study well-acknowledged spatial planning systems and those systems with lower 
complexity practiced in countries that are similar to Maldives.   

2. To identify potential barriers/challenges to adapt a spatial planning system in Maldives. 

3. To determine ways to adapt spatial planning systems in use to the singular nature of 
Maldives 

4. Suggest the key areas (problematic) that should be the focus to formulate guidelines for a 
spatial planning system in Maldives and the main planning tools to deal with. 
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1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 

This study will: 

1. Give an in-depth analysis of the main spatial planning systems and identify in each, which are 
the best practices that could be transposed to Maldives. 

2. Discuss the case study of Maldives in the context of adapting spatial planning in the country 
for short, medium and long term survival. 

3. Propose guidelines to the Maldives spatial planning system as a combined approach of 
strategic and operational planning for today’s and tomorrow’s survival for archipelago island 
nations. 
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1.5 SCHEMATIC REPRESENTATION OF THE STUDY PROBLEM 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Schematic representation of the dissertation study problem 
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1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The adopted research methodology integrates exploratory and comprehensive approaches since it 
aims to study the problem of “Planning for Survival of Today and Tomorrow”. In this sense, both 
primary and secondary data sources were used in different stages of the dissertation. 

In order to establish a solid theoretical framework about spatial planning, the literature review 
addressed the following topics: the concept of spatial planning; main European spatial planning 
systems; traditional spatial planning approaches and main trends of evolution; and finally, spatial 
planning systems practiced in developing countries and small island states. These secondary sources 
of data were acquired from published articles, journals, thesis, reports and related studies on spatial 
planning and on the developed case study. 

A case study about the Maldives was developed in order to elaborate about its singularity and 
specificities and to understand how spatial planning can be adapted in the country. A SWOT analyses 
was developed in order to understand the current status quo of Maldives. Carrying out a SWOT 
analysis is important to identify pros and cons of Maldives considering both its influencing internal and 
external factors/forces. 

After the SWOT analyses, interviews were conducted with relevant stakeholders to get further in depth 
into the spatial planning application in Maldives. Interviews were designed according to the information 
gained from the literature review and developed case study to gather information such as the practical 
experience and knowledge of the experts in the field of study of planning in the country. 

Analysis of the collected information from the interviews was comprehensively discussed and detailed 
with aid of graphical representation likes bar charts, pie chart and tables. Results and key conclusions 
derived from the analysis were highlighted. 

Finally, overall findings of the study were made and recommendations to formulate an all-inclusive 
spatial planning system to implement formal spatial planning in Maldives were suggested. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter focuses on the previous researches carried out by different authors in the field of spatial 
planning. Different literatures were referred in order to define the theoretical and empirical framework 
needed to understand the research topic of this study: how can spatial planning be useful for survival 
in a country like Maldives. Figure 2.1, illustrates the general scheme adopted in the literature review.    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.1: General scheme of literature review 

At first, it was important to understand the concept of spatial planning. In defining 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, socio-economic aspects of a place, Hence, many definitions were referred to understand 
the concept of spatial planning. Secondly, main European spatial planning systems were studied, as 
there are known to be the most matured and well-applied planning systems. Furthermore, these 
planning systems also provided a diverse background of different spatial planning practices across 
Europe. Afterwards, new trends in spatial planning were explored as new aspects such as 
sustainability, scarcity, survival, and globalization are being considered in the spatial planning process 
to tackle the development challenges in the changing world.  

Since, the European spatial planning systems are developed for very different realities from small 
island states and most of the developing nations, spatial planning systems practiced in the developing 
countries and small island states were finally studied to get an insight on how spatial planning can be 
adopted in a country like Maldives. However, it is important to stress that there is very limited literature 
to cover the application of spatial planning in small island sates and third world nations with singular 
natures and specificities unique to them. 
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Traditional Approach & 
Evolution in spatial 
planning systems 

Spatial planning in Developing 
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2.2 DEFINITION OF SPATIAL PLANNING 

As mentioned before different definitions are being used by authors to define spatial planning. Spatial 
planning can be referred as the approaches used by the public sector authorities to influence the 
distribution of resources and activities in spaces of various types and scale. In a simpler manner, 
spatial planning can be defined as the coordination of practices and policies affecting spatial 
organization inside a territory. Spatial planning is referred as a multidisciplinary approach as it 
integrates different sectorial planning within its framework and includes a range planning levels within 
its scope.  

Spatial planning is understood to be about setting frameworks and principles in order to guide the 
location of development and physical infrastructure. It consists of a set of governance practices for 
developing and implementing strategies, plans, policies and projects, and for regulating the location, 
timing and form of development. 

One of the earliest definition to spatial planning can be adopted from the European Regional/Spatial 
Planning Charter (often referred as the “Torremolinos Charter”), adopted in 1983 by the European 
Conference of Ministers responsible for Regional Planning (CEMAT, 1983). It states; 

“Regional/spatial planning gives geographical expression to the economic, social, cultural and 
ecological policies of society. It is at the same time a scientific discipline, an administrative technique 
and a policy developed as an interdisciplinary and comprehensive approach directed towards a 
balanced regional development and the physical organization of space according to an overall 
strategy.”  

Considering sustainable development in the context of spatial planning, according to authors, 
(Eggenberger and Partidario 2000; Albrechts 2006; Cullingworth and Nadin 2006) spatial planning 
aims 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. It aims to balance demands for 
development with the need to protect the environment and to achieve social and economic 
development objectives (European Commission 1997).  

European Union (EU) Compendium states there are many terms which are used to describe particular 
combinations of activities in the Member States that are closely related to the idea of spatial planning. 
It is understood that spatial planning when used in the ‘EU sense’ does not mean precisely 
Amenagement du Territoire (France), Town and Country Planning (UK), Raumordnung (Germany), 
Ruimtelijke ordening (Netherlands), or any of a number of other terms used by Member States and 
regions to describe the particular arrangements for managing spatial development which is applied in 
their territories. However, the Compendium seeks to define more precisely the meaning of the terms 
used in each country, rather than to suggest that they are the same. Each term represents a meaning 
specific to Member state where they are used, and are not directly transferable from one situation to 
another. 

In a common ground, EU compendium defines spatial planning as to methods used largely by public 
sector to influence the future distribution of activities in space. It is undertaken with the aims of creating 
a more rational territorial organization of land uses and linkages between them, to balance demands 
for development with the need to protect the environment, and to achieve social and economic 
objectives. In this regard, according to this Compendium, when referring to spatial planning systems, it 
is including various institutional arrangements for expressing spatial planning objectives and the 
mechanisms employed for realizing them. 
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In another interpretation, spatial planning is also an activity that may be approached and undertaken in 
characteristically different forms in different places (Healey, 1997, p.9). JÖrgenson (1998) takes the 
lead from the EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and Policies (CEC, 1997) in defining 
spatial planning as the methods used largely by the public sector to influence the future distribution of 
activities in space. This wide definition indicates that Town and Country Planning is an important and 
central element of spatial planning, although remains as one element of a wider, principally 
governmental, activity. 

In the introduction of Europe 2000, Bruce Millan, then commissioner responsible for regional policy, 
said that ‘planning in isolation is no longer possible’ (CEC 1991). This was considered one of the 
earliest and important statements made to acknowledge the role of spatial planning in the level of 
whole European region. This indeed will promote social and economic cohesion and greater 
competiveness within the European community.  Hence, the European Union has undertaken many 
actions and has invested a lot with important spatial planning implications for relevant regional, 
national and local authorities. As a result, it has increased the effective cooperation among the 
member states. 

Despite of this clear agreement among all member states, there is still considerable diversity in the 
way the planning is conducted and the policies that are perused. It is also observed that differences 
are common to see among different regions within the same country which adds further complexity. 
Few comparative studies are undertaken to understand the different instruments and policies of spatial 
planning, however it is not comprehensive or complete.  

In the third informal meeting of Ministers of Regional Policy and Planning at Hague in November 1991, 
agreed to the preparation of a Compendium of Planning Systems and Policies. This Compendium is 
intended to provide an authoritative and comparable reference on spatial planning systems and 
policies throughout European Union.  

 
2.3 SPATIAL PLANNING IN EUROPE 

2.3.1 The Emergence of Spatial Planning 

Though, it is evident to see a significant diversity in the discussion of general characteristics of 
European Union planning systems and policies and their similarities and differences, emergence of 
land use planning systems across Europe has some common roots. 

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. Early legislation on planning was closely linked to housing and health 
reform, where the physical improvement of cities and towns was undertaken to improve the social and 
economic conditions of the citizens.  

During the post war era, scope of planning expanded considerably. More comprehensive planning, 
seeking to integrate and coordinate public sector investment become a common trend in Europe. 
During the 1960s and 1970s planning procedures took a turning point where these procedures began 
to incorporate more opportunities for public participation. This major change was indeed a precedent 
to incorporate the needs of business and private sector investors, and the concerns of the 
environmental protection pressure groups, which played a significant role in planning process. Hence, 
spatial planning became more challenging to manage these often competing interests, whilst 
contributing to the prosperity of the community. 
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Nevertheless, with some degree of consistency in recognition of the need for spatial planning, a 
complex mixture of factors has resulted in different arrangements within the Member States and 
regions. Historical and cultural conditions, geographical and land use patterns, the constitutional, 
administrative and legal framework, levels of urban and economic development and political and 
ideological aspirations are accounted as key factors which directed to these differences. The particular 
forms of planning that resulted from such complex forces are deep seated, indeed they define the 
concept of spatial planning for each Member State and are regarded as traditions of spatial planning. 

Arrangements for spatial planning has deep inter-linkages to sociocultural and even linguistic aspects 
of the society in which they operate, EU compendium highlights seven broad and interrelated factors 
to identify the essential characteristics of a planning system.  They are: 

• the scope of the system; 
• the extent and type of planning at national and regional levels; 
• the locus of power; 
• the relative roles of public and private sectors; 
• the nature of the system of law; 
• constitutional provisions and administrative traditions; 
• the maturity or completeness of the system; 
• the distance between expresses objectives and outcomes. 

It is important to take note that a number of member states in the European Union exhibit considerable 
formal integration of social, economic, environmental and infrastructure planning within what can be 
described as the spatial planning system. In addition, integration of these key aspects also varied in 
the different levels in which they are incorporated within the planning system. Countries like Austria, 
France, Germany, Finland and the Netherlands are more focused to integrate the linkages more in the 
strategic level while countries like Ireland, Portugal and United Kingdom are establishing further 
linkages within a more integrated planning system. 
 

2.3.2 Main Spatial Planning Families in Europe 

The EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and Policies identified spatial planning systems 
practiced in countries like United Kingdom, 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). 

Planning in United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom (UK) is a unitary State including four countries: England, Wales, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland.  UK has a mature and rigorous system of town and country planning and the spatial 
planning system used in the country is considered to be as one to be most adopted and referred in the 
other countries due to its flexibility in the application of spatial planning process. No country of the UK 
has a clearly codified constitution and elements of the constitution are given in many laws, cases and 
customary practices.  Hence, there are no constitutional rights or duties in relation to spatial planning; 
only those that are defined by laws.  
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In UK, the central government departments supervise and control the planning system and publish all 
required guidelines in national and regional level. Local authorities are assigned with the task to 
regulate development and formulate local policy instruments. It is also important to stress that there 
are a large number of government-sponsored agencies, which are responsible to undertake a wide 
range of land protection and implementation functions.  

According to EU Compendium of spatial planning systems and policies - United Kingdom, the planning 
system in the UK is mainly characterized as a system of: 

• comprehensive regulation of land use and development, (the main exception being in 
agriculture and forestry), but largely separated from controls on building, pollution and 
transport; 

• discretion and flexibility in decision making where national and regional guidance and local 
policy instruments are the primary considerations but not legally binding; 

• no national or regional land use plans, but general guidance for regions; 
• decisions made by politicians on the recommendation of professional officers, and relatively 

little involvement of the courts, 
• few automatic rights or duties and locally negotiated agreements for recouping betterments; 
• established separate planning profession with strong influence over the education of planners; 
• a policy emphasis on urban containment. 

One of the unique overriding characteristic of the UK town and country planning system compared to 
many other countries is the discretion that is allowed to decision-makers to consider any relevant 
matters when making decisions on proposals coming forward for consideration. Hence, flexibility is 
given to the planners to make key decisions at local and central levels. In this regard, public 
consultation is a central component of making plans and regulations in the UK system.  

The system of town and country planning in UK is considered to be uniform across the whole country 
in most ways but it is evident to see variations between England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales.  

In UK, a number of different institutions are actively involved in the spatial planning process as 
represented in figure 2.2. The National government acts at the highest level, where responsibilities for 
spatial planning are divided between different government departments and their executive agencies 
and other non-departmental public bodies sponsored by government. The central government mostly 
plays the role of supervisor in the implementation of the planning system but with wide range of 
reserved powers to intervene if necessary. Different governmental departments are regional and have 
different roles in the spatial planning process. 

Government agencies are assigned to play an important role in in the formulation or amendments of 
the town and country planning policy framework or the regulation of development. While the local 
government organizations are assigned with ranging tasks, which differs from the regions in UK. 

It is important to take note that in UK, three levels of Policy instruments are used in the spatial 
planning process. There is no national spatial plan in UK. The National level is composed of laws, 
regulations and orders, circulars and planning policy guidance. The same goes for the Regional level, 
where there are no regional plans in the country. But at this level, there are two important planning 
instruments known as the Regional planning guidance in England and Metropolitan areas: Strategic 
planning guidance. The development plan is the local planning policy instrument throughout the UK. 
This is the primary source of policy when decisions are made on development proposals. The 
development plan may comprise a number of different documents depending on progress in preparing 
plans. These plans include, structure plans, local plans, unitary development plans, waste plans and 
mineral plans.  
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Figure 2.2: The organization of government for spatial planning in UK 
Source: Adopted from EU compendium, 2000a 

 

Planning in Germany 

As in most European countries, after the Second World War, spatial planning and state spatial 
planning were materially and formally revised and integrated into the national planning system. In the 
1954 expertise of the Federal Constitutional Court, the competence of the Federation for spatial 
planning was recognized and the Federal Spatial Planning Act (Raumordnungsgesetz – ROG) was 
adopted on April 8th, 1965. Legal basis for state spatial planning in Germany is established within the 
framework of this act. 

Spatial planning in Germany, unlike in some other European countries, is not confined to land use 
planning, regulating exclusively the use of a certain piece of ground. It is rather a function to 
coordinate all spatially relevant interests, functions, programs and projects. The guiding principle of 
German spatial planning is to establish equity and equivalent living conditions by promoting an 
economically, ecologically and socially sustainable distribution of functions within the German territory.  

Spatial planning in Germany is decentralized to accommodate the federal structure of the state with 
the three levels of federal, state, and local government. The distribution of competences and functions 
between the three levels of government produces a system with legally, organizationally, and 
substantively differentiated planning levels (Pahl-Weber and Henckel, 2008).  Though the different 
levels of government are legally, organizationally, and substantively defined and clearly differentiated, 
the planning system is constituted by the mutual feedback principle as well as by complex 
requirements of notification, participation, coordination and compliance as represented in figure 2.3. 
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Figure 2.3: Mutual feedback principle 

Source: Pahl-Weber and Henckel, 2008 

Although, the Federation disposes of no legally effective planning tools with the exception of a spatial 
structure plan for the German Exclusive Economic Zones, it can exercise considerable influence at all 
territorial levels through its legislative powers in spatial, urban, and sectoral planning, through 
economic, financial, and transport policy tools, and in the exercise of joint responsibilities (Pahl-Weber 
and Henckel, 2008). According to the Spatial Planning Act, the task of federal spatial planning is to 
emphasis on sectoral planning and how public investments should be utilized from the point of view of 
regional and national structural policy. Furthermore, at this level, it lays down material guidelines and 
guiding principles, which provide a binding, comprehensive and superordinate model for lower-level 
planning tiers, sectoral planning, and public measures affecting spatial development.  

State spatial planning gives concrete form at the state level to the federal principles of spatial planning. 
The state level structural policies play a vital role in supporting and promoting spatial development in 
Germany and in reinforcing infrastructural measures. According to Federal Spatial Planning Act, the 
states are obliged to engage in state spatial planning by adopting state spatial planning acts 
implementing the prescribed guiding principles and principles of spatial planning focused for each 
state. Planning in the state level is a two-phase process. State spatial planning addresses spatial 
development in the state as a whole while regional planning is concerned with subdivisions of a state. 
The competent planning authorities prepare state-wide and regional spatial structure plans setting out 
the principles of spatial planning to be taken into account in all spatially significant planning and 
measures, and spatial planning objectives to be observed (Pahl-Weber and Henckel, 2008).   

State planning officials coordinate local development goals with superordinate planning goals by 
accepting suggestions from local authorities through a system of mixed top-down/bottom-up planning. 
This ensures that urban land-use planning does not frustrate the development aims of state spatial 
planning but supports them, thus avoiding investment mistakes. 

Regional planning is concerned with the detailed elaboration, sectorial integration, and implementation 
of the goals of state spatial planning and mediates between state spatial planning and local urban 
land-use planning. Regional planning must conform with federal and state spatial planning. 

Central planning competences in Germany, though, lie with municipalities. Different from other two 
levels, at the local level, final planning goals are developed in compliance with both federal and state 
spatial planning specifications. In this level, local authorities are responsible to regulate the use of land 
for building and other purposes. Local land-use planning is subdivided into preparatory and binding 
land-use planning. The preparatory land-use plan (Flächenutzungsplan – FNP) outlines land use for 
the entire territory of the municipality. It outlines the use to which land is to be put to meet the 
foreseeable needs of the community in keeping with the spatial planning and development goals of the 
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municipality The binding land-use plan (Bebauungsplan – B-Plan) determines binding uses for 
sections of the municipal territory.  

The main tools available to the planning system are statutory plans and programs and the legally 
permitted means of safeguarding and implementing them at all levels. In addition to statutory planning 
tools, supplementary, informal planning is possible – which is not, however, binding, or at best 
unilaterally binding on the planner. 

Planning in Belgium 
 
According to EU Compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and Policies-Belgium, the planning system 
in Belgium is based on the 1962 Spatial Organization and Town Planning Act that covers the whole 
Belgium territory. The planning system in Belgium delegate responsibilities to carryout spatial planning 
in the three regional governments and 589 local municipalities. This system is based on the principle 
of framework control, signifying that the plans at lower levels should not contradict planning decisions 
at higher levels. As there is no federal supervision on how the Regions deal with their spatial planning, 
it resulted in emergence of different planning systems in Region, with different policies and priorities. 

The planning system intended to define plans for nation, planning region, sub-region and 
municipalities covering the economic, social and esthetic aspects and safe guarding the nation´s 
landscape. This aim is pursued by a number of efforts such as designing plans, granting building 
permits and parceling permits, formulating regional and municipal building and parceling regulations 
and also by imposing civil and penal sanctions for violations.  

Spatial organization in Belgium is defined in bestemmingsplannen, known as so-called destination 
plans. Destination plans are land-use plans, which can cover a region, a sub-region, a municipality or 
a part of municipality. At different levels, the respective governments formulate these land use plans. 
At lower levels, municipal and sub-municipal, plans need to be approved by the regional government. 
These land use plans are used to determine the allowed uses. In general, there are six broad types of 
categories of uses; residential, industrial, services, rural, recreational and special zones, apart from the 
broad transport provisions, are defined in these land use plans. These broad zones are further 
subdivided into sub-zones thus increasing the detail of the plan.  

In Belgium, both governments and citizens are obliged to follow the destination plans. Typically, a 
destination plan comprises graphic and written prescriptions both having the same regulating and 
binding values. Due to these two characters in a destination, citizens are certain regarding their real 
estate in the territory defined in the destination plan. However, the downside of such a destination plan 
is the lack of flexibility as the plans made on such a plan rely on choices made in the past, which may 
become irrelevant or unwanted after some time. Validity of destination plans is not fixed for a certain 
time frame; hence its review is not an automated process.  The amendment of the non-adjusted 
elements of a destination plan can only be possible only if there is a majority in society, as expressed 
in a majority in a council or government, wanting to initiate a plan-reviewing process.  

During 1980s, several attempts were made in the country to find more flexible forms of planning, which 
resulted in structuurplan/plan de structure (structure plans). Structure plans express the spatial vision 
for certain area; region, province, municipality, neighborhood, over a certain period of time. Structure 
planning is characterized as an integrated, continuous, cyclic, participation-oriented and action 
oriented planning.  

In Belgium, public participation is ensured legally in the planning process at all plan levels. Before any 
plan is adopted, it is submitted for public inspection. However, citizens can only express their opinions 
and suggestions once after the first draft of the plan is formulated. Public participation is not adopted 
during the initial design of plans. This process of public consultation is regarded as being adequate for 
the legitimacy of the political decisions made.  
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Planning in Denmark 

Denmark is known to have a simple and clear spatial planning system that is strongly decentralized 
and based on three different levels of government as represented in figure 2.4. The rules on national 
planning were introduced in 1974 and strengthened substantially by the 2007 local government reform. 
The Planning Act in the country assigns responsibility for spatial planning to the Minister for the 
Environment, regional councils and municipal councils. The Act ensures that the overall planning 
synthesizes the interests of society with respect to land use and contributes to protecting the country’s 
nature and environment, so that sustainable development of society with respect for people’s living 
conditions and for the conservation of wildlife and vegetation is secured (DME, 2007). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: The organization of government for spatial planning in Denmark 
Source: MLIT, 2012 

Overall, the planning system in the country is based on basic principles of decentralized responsibility, 
public participation, universal public access to plans and data, veto, dialogue and cooperation and 
sectorial planning. 

In the national level, state sets overall guidelines for planning. National planning shapes a vision for 
the development of the whole country that reflects national political objectives. The regional planning 
authorities and municipalities are required to consider this framework in regional and municipal 
planning. National planning visions are expressed through reports, binding instructions, guidelines and 
intervention in municipal planning for themes and projects of international, national or regional interest, 
such as: 

• Special rules in the Planning Act 
• National planning reports 
• National planning directives for Greater Copenhagen 
• Other national planning directives 
• Vetoes and orders 
• Overview of national interests in municipal planning 
• Information and guidance 

The regional councils prepare regional spatial development plans presenting strategic visions of the 
development of each region. Regional spatial development plans are developed in a collaborative 
effort between the municipal councils, businesses, the regional council and the other actors in each 
region. 
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Regional planning concretizes the national objectives for regional development and rural development. 
The planning done in this level is strategic planning, not a zoning plan, which comprehensively 
describes a desired future spatial development for each administrative region’s cities and towns, rural 
districts and small-town (peripheral) regions. The regional development plans consider five main areas 
of concern; nature and the environment, business, employment, education and training and culture 
when formulating such spatial plans. In Denmark, these regional plans are developed for a period of 
12 years. It is a common practice that a map is devised to illustrate the general content of the spatial 
development plan for a region.  The regional councils are also entitled to make proposals for municipal 
and local planning in the concerning administrative region. Municipal plans must be in accordance with 
the regional spatial development plan. The regional spatial development plan should ensure cohesion 
with other strategies in the country. 
 
The municipal councils are responsible for comprehensive municipal planning, detailed local planning 
and permits for construction and changes in land use in rural zones.  In the municipal level, two distinct 
plans are produced; the municipal plans and the local plans. The municipal plan sets the overall 
targets and guidelines for the individual municipality's development for a period of 12 years. It is the 
municipal plans that create the necessary links between the regional plan and the provisions of local 
plans on land use and settlement in individual districts. The key themes included in these municipal 
plans include the design of urban areas; the location of housing, workplaces, shops and public 
institutions such as schools, child-care centers and homes for elderly people; transport; and green 
spaces. The municipal council uses the municipal plan to establish policies for the development of 
towns and cities and for development of individual districts.  
 
Local development plans are the foundation of the Danish spatial planning system. This is where the 
political strategy and objectives of the municipal plans are made tangible. Local plans establish the 
necessary rules on how land may be developed and used. These plans ensure to accommodate 
varied interests in the planning process. Hence, local plans in Denmark are flexible. It regulates 
numerous factors related to use, the size and location of buildings, roads and paths and the 
architectural features of an area. A local plan gives property owners the right to develop and use 
property in accordance with the local plan. 
 

Planning in Netherlands 

The planning system in the Netherlands is defined by the Spatial Planning Act from 1965 (Wet op de 
Ruimtelijke Ordening, WRO). This Spatial Planning Act is integrated to sectorial areas such as 
housing, employment, environment, etc., aimed at simplification of procedures to speed up decision 
making process in order to ensure consistency with spatial plans and projects.  

The Dutch planning system is known to be comprehensive as it comprises three tier planning at local, 
provincial (regional) and national levels. Netherlands being a decentralized state, guarantees 
constitutional autonomy among territorial government bodies, as a result, each level of administration 
is free to conduct a policy of its own and to lay down its own regulations. At the same time, the 
Netherlands is also a unitary state and regulations exist to prevent a lower ranking body taking actions, 
which are contradictory to the policies of a higher tier of authority. Hence, all spatial polices set in the 
country do not conflict with another particular policy or set of regulations instituted by a higher 
authority. Particular duties are designated to each level of administration in regards to the spatial 
development of the country. In, generally one system of plans is followed at three different levels. A 
complete description of the principle roles and obligations of the respective bodies and instruments at 
the three levels are set out in the Spatial Planning Act. In addition, the Act also established 
the Rijksplanologische Dienst (National Spatial Planning Agency), which has, and continues to play, a 
central role in the process of formulating guidelines at the national level. 
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A very important aspect of the political structure affecting spatial planning in the Netherlands involves 
the coordinative effort between the three levels of government. Spatial planning in the country also 
emphasizes the role fulfilled by non- governmental actors in the decision making process. 

In Netherlands, the spatial developments they expect, as well as how these developments will be 
directed or implemented in the country are prescribed in the form of spatial visions of the government, 
provinces and municipalities. Spatial visions are policy papers that have replaced the key planning 
decisions (of the government), the regional plans (of the provinces) and the structure plans (of the 
municipalities). Figure 2.5 represents the framework of spatial visions in the country. 

 
Figure 2.5: The organization of Spatial Visions in Netherlands 

Source: Source: MLIT, 2015 

The manner in which spatial planning is perceived and organized in the Netherlands by the national 
government infers (rather conspicuously) that policies effect Dutch society in a wide variety of ways. 
Clearly, national policies evaluate and alter the housing situation of the country (space for living), the 
economic affairs of the country (space for business), transportation routes and public works (space for 
infrastructure and flood protection), agricultural organization (space for farming), habitat conservation 
(space for nature), recreation (space for recreational activities) among many other facets of Dutch 
society.  

The authorities in the province (regional) level with regard to spatial planning play two distinct roles. 
They act as an intermediary between the national government and the municipalities to create regional 
plans of development. On the one hand, provincial representatives play a key role in the coordination 
of spatial planning in the country by leading a consultation process, involving both members of the 
national government and the municipalities, to ensure that both levels are communicating their motives 
to one another. In Dutch planning system, the provinces are viewed as being integral to the consensus 
model, as they communicate any possible inconsistencies to the two other levels of administration. 
The provinces are also responsible to research and create regional plans (largely concerning 
infrastructure and public works projects) that incorporate the adopted policies of both the municipalities 
and the central government. These plans, too, act in an intermediary fashion in that they are directly 
influenced by municipal actions and subsequently influence national directives.  

At the local level, spatial visions are called structuurplan and are indicative (Faludi, 2010). In making 
this type of plan, municipalities are guided by the provincial so-called streekplan (regional plans), but 
the structuurplan is not subject to provincial approval. Against this, the bestemmingsplan is subject to 
provincial approval. In giving or withholding its approval, the province refers to its streekplan. However, 
streekplan, is too indicative so the province is not duty-bound to follow it to the letter. So the 
municipality and the provincial authorities can deliberate about the bestemmingsplan and how it 
relates to the streekplan. Provinces are not subject to any form of government control while making 
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streekplan. However, the government has reserve powers to ensure that in case of conflict national 
concerns prevail.  

It is at the municipal level where the only legally binding policies are made. At the local level, 
development plans known as bestemmingsplan are produced. These plans are direct reference for 
building permits and third parties interested in how future development will affect them. This plan is 
detailed, covers relatively small areas (in particular those due to be developed in the short- and 
medium term) and binding in that building permits must conform to them. The fact that 
the bestemmingsplan is legally binding means that nothing can be developed which is not in 
accordance with this plan. The primary responsibility of the municipalities is to assure that 
development proceeds in accordance with regional and national directives. 

 
2.4 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. From the late 1970s, however a wide ranging critique of master planning 
developed. 

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. 

Though, master plans were the beginning of spatial planning in many parts of the world, several critics 
have argued that master plans were static and rigid. They emerged in part as a method of long-term 
planning for infrastructure, services and public investment in the relatively slow growing cities of 
developed countries (Clarke, 1992), but proved to be inappropriate in the context of rapid urbanization 
and change in developing countries. In countries where data sources were poor, they took years to 
produce and were soon out of date. Even in developed countries, unexpected changes in the economy 
and in the size and type of households in the 1970s undermined this type of planning (Healey, 1997) 

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. As Njoh (2008: 
20) argues: 

‘… master or comprehensive planning makes a number of assumptions of which the following are 
noteworthy. The first is that there is a ‘one best way’ for addressing any given planning problem and 
that trained planners-the experts-are capable of finding this ‘best way.’ The second is that the planning 
context can be controlled with modern scientific knowledge and technology. The third is that there is a 
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common identifiable public interest. Finally, there is the belief that planning of the top-down variety-that 
is, centralized planning is capable of effectuating socio-economic change.’ 

In the developing master plans, too much power was accorded to the plan. Meanwhile, the social, 
political and economic dynamics shaping the city and driving change were typically neglected, as were 
the many actors and interests involved, and the probability of conflicting interests.  

The master plan was also difficult to enforce due to its inability to manage informal growth and the lack 
of capacity to implement regulations. Estimates of future urban growth were typically low, and soon 
outstripped by actual growth, exacerbating these problems (Devas, 1993). 

Other criticisms were that plans attempted to be ‘too comprehensive, covering all possible aspects, 
like a mini national development plan, rather than focusing on key issues (Ahmed,1989: 8, & 
Devas,1993: 72). Nevertheless, land use and physical planning remained the central concern, with 
little attention to environmental, economic and social dimensions (Devas, 1993, & McNeil, 1983). 

Since the late 90´s four major trends emerged causing significant implications for the organization and 
implementation of spatial planning systems among EU member states (EU compendium 1997). These 
trends are understood as following headings: 

• central-local government relations; two distinct trends in the allocation of power and 
responsibility between the tiers of authorities. One trend concerns the allocation of power and 
responsibility for strategic planning to central and regional government while the second trend 
concerns the responsibility for detailed decision-making and the changing roles of local and 
municipal level of administration. 

• flexibility and certainty in decision making; enabling those responsible for spatial planning 
decisions to respond more quickly to the implications of changing economic, social and other 
circumstances. 

• government structure; government structure in relation to spatial panning going through 
change, particularly in the response to the recognition of the importance of strategic and 
transnational issues.  

• the impact of the EU on planning systems; EU has influenced the organization of spatial 
planning systems and policies which the planning systems pursue. 

Globalization also has brought a significant impact on traditional approach of spatial planning.  In brief, 
the globalization process is connecting what happens on the global area to the local society, an 
interaction where both parts are linked and depended on one another. The process of globalization 
covering various aspects of economics, politics, culture and environment has a significant effect both 
the substantive issues covered in spatial policies and also the processes by which priorities and 
decisions are made. Hence, the rigid approach to master planning, needs restructuring to shift to a 
more flexible, all-inclusive and strategic approach to accommodate the global partners and their 
needs, particularly in the state level planning.  National level planning and its roles are undergoing a 
process of restructuring in which there are shifts of roles both upwards to global or sub-global regional 
level or downwards (Giddens, 2000). 

 
2.5 NEW APPROACHES TO SPATIAL PLANNING 

Traditional spatial planning focuses on the position, intensity, form, quantity, and coordination of land 
development in different spaces. However, the problems and challenges being faced by local areas 
cannot be addressed fully under the old knowledge structure and mentality.  In response to the 
critiques to the traditional master planning (comprehensive planning), new approaches to planning 
have emerged.  
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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, 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 

With the 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). 

 
2.5.1 Spatial Planning and Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development is one of the most popular neologisms of the last twenty years. Many 
authors instinctively agree with its intuitive meaning, or invent their own definition and strongly defend 
it, thus achieving the same result 2. 

Nevertheless, the prevailing framework definition is the one introduced by the famed Brundtland 
report: sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. According to this report, this 
must be obtained without jeopardizing the natural systems on which life on earth is dependent. 
Furthermore, the decision processes leading to such a result must be democratic and legitimate. 

Meeting vital needs is thus a key element of a sustainable development. But the notion of needs is in 
itself a diffuse and problematic concept. The most affluent groups of society are often models and 
trendsetters, creating ideals and desires that broad parts of the population strive to fulfill. However, it is 
not this type of needs that are to be satisfied in a sustainable development. The Brundtland 
Commission mentions food, water, clothes, shelter, work, energy and hygiene as examples of what is 
termed ‘basic needs’, and continues with the following (1987, p. 44): 

Living standards that go beyond the basic minimum are sustainable only if consumption standards 
everywhere have regard for long term sustainability. Yet many of us live beyond the world’s ecological 
means, for instance in our patterns of energy use. 
 
Meeting basic needs for everybody within the constraints set by the earth’s ecological carrying 
capacity has two important implications. Firstly, in order to secure the possibilities for future 
generations to meet their needs, present-day humans must limit their encroachments on the natural 

                                                            
2 A MIT scholar (Staley, 2006, p. 102) counted no less than 57 such definitions of “sustainable development”. 
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environment and consumption of non-renewable natural resources. Secondly, increased material 
consumption in developing countries, which can be necessary in order to meet the basic needs of the 
poor, must be accompanied by reduced material consumption levels in the industrial countries if the 
environmental load on the planet as a whole is to be kept within sustainable limits (Haavelmo & 
Hansen, 1991). 

Despite the remarkable and officially endorsed compromise to reconcile the developmental and 
environmental paradigms and the social and ecological agendas, sustainability has been de facto 
reduced to concern and action for environmental protection.  Sustainability had all the potential for a 
virtuous combination of all the factors that inspired the very essence of urban (and regional) planning: 
a healthy environment for all; a wise and intelligent use of space to promote wellbeing and local 
development; a harmonious integration between the natural and the built environment. Virtually no 
major policy document dealing with development planning since the early 1990s, in Europe, Canada 
and Oceania at least, neglected to put sustainable development at the very top of the agenda. 

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.  

Over the years, there have been growing awareness and international agreements at United Nations 
and regional level for the protection of the environment, especially to reduce the footprint on the 
natural reserve and resources which are at risk. Furthermore, the predictions of climate change require 
activities to decrease environmental burden and at the same time adapt the physical environment to 
the effects of climate change. The concern for defending society form environmental and climate 
issues were first defended in the 1970 – 1980’s mainly by environmental NGOs. Today these issues 
have entered into the official agendas and have taken its position in main regulations and rules.  

As a result, the concept of sustainable developments is often included in all official planning 
documents and is to have cohesion at the general visionary level. In the detailed planning level, when 
the visions are made concretized, it is a huge challenge to achieve consensus between actors with a 
manifold of sector interests and values affecting the society.  Hence, to plan for more sustainability is a 
complex issue. The processes can either be seen as a systematic process based on environmental 
scientific knowledge or, a communicative process between actors and stakeholders involved in the 
planning. 

2.5.2 Reinvention of Master Planning 

In recent years, there has been a revival of interest in urban planning in developing countries among 
some international development agencies, organizations and countries (Farmer et al., 2006; UN-
Habitat, 2009). This revival is centered both on the roles planning could play in promoting sustainable 
urbanization, and on new approaches to planning that go beyond the critiques of old style master 
planning. Adjusting the classic process of planning so that through a clearer operational and strategic 
component integration, planning can bring greater capacity to adjust to the new situation.  

The broad outlines of current thinking are expressed in the Global Planner's Network documentation 
‘Reinventing Planning’ (Farmer et al.,2006), which sees planning as promoting integrated, inclusive 
and participatory development, in contrast to past technocratic and narrowly physical planning 
approaches. It is believed that flexibility can be well achieved by keeping the importance of land use 
planning and, more generally, spatial planning as a key instrument to regulate the demand for 
resources in the territory. New approaches to spatial planning have also been emerging for some time 
(Healey, Khakee, Motte, & Needham, 1997), and there have been initiatives to develop more 
appropriate approaches for developing countries (Clarke,1992; Singh & Steinberg,1996). Traditional 
master planning nevertheless continues in several contexts (UN-Habitat,2009), and in some cases 
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there is a reversion to older forms of planning which have been criticized in the past (Berrisford, 2009; 
Mattingly & Winarso, 2000). Further, new forms of planning sometimes exist alongside traditional 
forms of planning (UN-Habitat, 2009). 

 
2.6 SPATIAL PLANNING IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

Urbanization has become a major trend all around the world in search of quality living. In the coming 
decades, the world’s rapid urbanization will be one of the greatest challenges to ensuring human 
welfare and a viable global environment (Redman and Jones 2005). The world population is increasing 
day by day, and nearly three-quarters of these inhabitants will be residents in the developing world. 
Issues and challenges with regard to spatial planning in developing countries vary enormously. 
According Frederiksen (2015), demographic change including ageing populations, poverty and 
inequity, lack of food security, water and energy shortages, water, air and noise pollution, loss of 
natural habitats and cultural heritage, climate change, pressure on existing infrastructure, rapid 
urbanization (in some places depopulation), traffic congestion and inadequate supply of housing, are 
key challenges faced by these developing states. 

Planners focus on understanding these issues and opportunities in such countries and formulating 
appropriate interventions, and on achieving social justice and redistribution of development benefits. In 
this regard, there has been a significant renewed interest in spatial planning in developing countries to 
tackle and overcome the development challenges faced by those countries. In most of developing 
countries, new approaches to planning such as strategic long-term planning have been opted over the 
traditional planning. Planning is considered in a much broader perspective, which sees planning as 
promoting integrated, inclusive and participatory development. However, it is also common to see 
traditional planning being best suited for some 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. 

Traditional approaches to spatial planning and development control in many developing countries are 
based on assumptions, interests and methods inherited or imported from Europe or North America. 
The most obvious of these is master planning, by which projected requirements 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 private capital should be 
directed.  

Unfortunately, the implementation of such plans within developing countries was originally intended to 
isolate activities and social groups and benefit the colonial communities. Their implementation since 
independence has often remained strongly influenced by this colonial legacy and has operated to the 
clear benefit of the social and political elite and the disadvantage of incoming migrants and the 
indigenous urban poor who are unable to conform to official norms and standards. 

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.  
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The boundary between governance and planning can be imprecise; changes in governance directly 
alter planning relationships whilst changes to the planning system lead to new patterns of governance 
in most Asian and African countries. In this sense, developing countries are subjected many changes 
in their planning system due to political instability and changes in governance. The current situation of 
socio-economic disparity recognizes a crisis of urban government in most developing countries. Kötter 
(2004, p. 4) argues that: “The experiences show that the possibilities of traditional forms of centralized 
governance with top down strategies are restricted because of the extension, highly dynamic and 
highly complex interactions within the megacities and also with their surroundings. In the case of 
spatial planning, decentralization and innovative planning processes with intensive participation are 
necessary”.  

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. 

Over the last 10 years, Sri Lanka has developed a cross-jurisdictional, cross-agency system for 
collective urban policy-making. The Sri Lankan Urbanization Framework has built partnerships among 
local authorities, provincial courts, national institutions and private stakeholder groups at local level, 
and among urban development agencies at provincial level. 

Even so, Ghana’s Spatial Planning System for many years has been criticized as weak and ineffective 
in delivering its objectives (Yeboah 2002; Owusu 2008). In a bid to invigorate and modernize planning 
system in the country, Ghana in 2007, introduced a new three-tier spatial planning model that would 
allow for spatial planning at the national, regional and local levels of administration. Over the years, the 
inception of the new Spatial Planning System has culminated in the formulation of several spatial 
planning instruments at different spatial scales, including a National Spatial Development Framework. 
In addition, a Regional Spatial Development Framework for the oil region in the Western part of the 
country; a Sub-Regional Spatial Development Framework for the second largest city, Kumasi and its 
surrounding districts as well as many Structure Plans and Local Plans at the city and neighborhood 
scales were developed to guide the territorial development.  

It is evident that spatial planning in developing countries should emphasis on a number of factors, both 
internal and external.  An integrated approach to spatial planning covering socio-economic aspects 
along with governance, environment and sustainability issues is needed to be incorporated in the 
planning process efficiently. It is extremely important to highlight those spatial planning systems to be 
used in third world nations cannot be directly transposed from other spatial planning systems. On the 
contrary, these systems need to be tailor-made to the singularities, specificities and needs of such 
countries. Furthermore, those systems should incorporate public participation at all levels of planning 
and should be flexible in its application along with guiding policies and legal frameworks. More 
importantly, experience and knowledge from other spatial planning systems practiced in the world 
should be referred and used in such a system.   
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2.7 SPATIAL PLANNING - SMALL ISLAND STATES & ARCHIPELAGOS 

Islands are amongst the most fascinating places in the world with great diversity of geographical and 
institutional characteristics. They also share many real global challenges regarding the future fate of 
such islands. As Hay says (2006, p. 31), “Islands are places – special places, paradigmatic places, 
topographies of meaning in which the qualities that construct place are dramatically distilled”. As over 
65 million people are inhabitants of small island states, these islands have an important place and 
significance in the world’s social, environmental and economic future.   

Despite, the simple definition of an island “as a sub-continental land area surrounded by water” 
(Glassner, 1990, p. 47), each island is unique, immensely diverse and of distinctive nature. According 
to Beller, small islands are defined as a land area less than 10 000 km2 and a population under 500 
000 inhabitants (Beller et al. 2004). However, it is common to see islands much smaller in size and 
population. Islands are found across the surface of the earth; spreading across the Atlantic, Pacific 
and Indian oceans and the Caribbean, Mediterranean and South China seas, in every possible climatic 
and environmental condition and in every conceivable socio-economic position. While the individual 
distinction and uniqueness of each island is immense, this is also matched by the great many 
characteristics that islands also have in common. While acknowledging their diversity, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Third Assessment Report (TAR) (Parry et al. 
2007) also noted that small island states share many similarities (e.g. physical size, proneness to 
natural disasters and extreme climatic events, extreme openness of their economies, low adaptive 
capacity) that increase their vulnerability and reduce their resilience to climate variability and change. 
Meantime, archipelagos are known to be as group of islands or island chain with all the distinct 
characteristics of its composed islands. 

Demographically, islands are often characterized by small populations with limited skill pools; high 
population densities and demands upon resources; disequilibrium as a result of ‘commodity booms’ in 
sectors like minerals, timber, sugar, migrant labour and tourism; narrow economic bases and 
dependence on larger countries for goods, markets and investment (Bass and Dalal-Clayton, 1995). 
As Nurse and Sem (2001, p. 864) observed, “Most of the population, settlements, and economic 
activities are concentrated in areas where competition for space is acute and where fragile 
ecosystems, aquatic and terrestrial, coexist” and this competition for land, together with pressures 
from waste and pollution present major difficulties. 

The economic characteristics of small islands are similar to those of small states, where physical and 
environmental vulnerability are matched by economic vulnerability but also potential resilience 
(Brigulio, 1995). There are frequently strong interdependences between economic activity and natural 
environment (Commonwealth Foundation, 2004, p. 6). 

Small island states pose their own challenges for their future survival. Numerous challenges and 
constraints are faced by these 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). Therefore, changing land use poses a growing threat to resident wellbeing (Calado et al. 
2010). Ecologically, most of island nations are coastal entities with small and 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).  
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Hence, there is a growing need to address the climate challenge impacting human settlements in 
these singularities. Management of limited natural resources and continued economic and social 
developments in these fragile settings requires managing the urbanization processes unique to each 
country to create resilient communities. However, most studies performed to date mainly address 
coastal issues faced by mainland countries and there is a lack of specific research on small islands. 
Concerning spatial planning, in dealing development challenges, mainland countries have different 
problems and different solutions compared to small islands, where physical boundaries are more 
deterministic. Considering expected changes, adjustments have to be made to address the effects of 
climate change and environmental risks in the context of small island nations. Understanding the 
importance of spatial planning and energy consumption management for island residents is imperative 
to protect natural systems and to ensure the wellbeing of people living there. Additionally, their 
remoteness, isolation, and small size generally result in closed social, economic, and environmental 
systems (Calado et al. 2007). This is why the cultural and economic structures of small islands require 
different management considerations to mainland territories. Only when equipped with appropriate 
scientific knowledge and an understanding of island social structure can effective measures for coastal 
hazard mitigation be established and implemented (Calado et al. 2010). 

At present, many of these small island nations and archipelagos are faced with falling levels of 
development cooperation, gaps in technical expertise, financial and institutional obstacles and 
challenges attaining development while uncertain of their fate of future survival. (Chapman 2011), 
have identified a number of critical planning issues faced by island states as follows;   

• Environmental protection  
• Coastal zone management  
• Marine spatial planning  
• Climate change impacts  
• Land-use pressures / conflicts  
• Urban development  
• Urban containment  
• Heritage conservation  
• Transport / traffic (internal)  
• Economic development  
• Water resource management  
• Waste management  
• Disaster planning  

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 aims 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). It aims to 
balance demands for development with the need to protect the environment and to achieve social and 
economic development objectives (European Commission 1997).  

Bass and Dalal-Clayton (1995) recognised that sustainable development strategies for small islands 
critically depend upon “sorting out which ... are local island issues and which deserve attention at the 
wider inter-region/island scale” (Bass and Dalal-Clayton 1995, p. 8) and that developing systems for 
analysing and monitoring present conditions and changes; engaging public participation in decision-
making; equipping institutions to undertake multiple and integrative functions and reducing the 
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isolation of island professionals are key steps. As Champman concluded, there are a number of 
“benefits which regional neighbours can realise from collaborative spatial planning” (Champman, 
2011). 

Spatial planning been adopted in these island nations, the broad planning process needs to address 
the singularities and unique realities of these islands and archipelagos in its spatial planning 
framework. Therefore, spatial planning can be considered as an instrument to achieve sustainable 
development and future survival in countries composed of islands that are subjected to threats as a 
result of human actions and natural phenomena. In this sense, it is extremely important for proper land 
use management and monitoring process to be used in cooperated in the spatial planning systems 
used in the context of islands and archipelagos.  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

3.1 GENERAL 

This chapter presents the methods, steps and procedures that were followed in conducting this study 
in order to achieve its objectives. Hence, every measure taken is to be as appropriate and relevant to 
the related topic of study.  

Planning and identifying the methodology is a crucial and necessary stage before any research can 
commence. It will help the implementation process of the research to be in an organized sequence. It 
will also reduce the chances of missing out any important parts in the study. 

To perform this study, an exploratory approach was adopted. In carrying out this work, the research 
process was divided into five main stages as seen in figure 3.1.  

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Main stages in the research process 

  

Stage 1: Early Stage Research 
Preliminary review of literature and determining the problem, objectives and scope of 
research 

Stage 2: Data Collection 
Literature review, comparative analysis and interviews 
 

Stage 3: Case Study 
Diagnosis of the chosen case study 

Stage 4: Analysis of Collected Data 
Interpret collected data from the literature review, comparative analysis and interviews. 
 

Stage 5: Conclusion  
Systematization of the key findings from the study 
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3.2 EARLY STAGE RESEARCH 

In the early stage of this research, preliminary review of literature through sources such as books, 
articles, journals through internet and published or printed material was carried out. The purpose was 
to get an early understanding of the research topic in order to: (i) decide the field of research and 
identify its scope; (ii) clearly define the research problem; (iii) define the objectives to be achieved; (iv) 
establish the research methodology; and prepare a research plan. Figure 3.2 systematizes the 
adopted research plan.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Research plan 

Phase 3: Literature Review & Comparative 
Analysis 
 
Literature review is made with references through 
several sources such as books, journals, articles 
and internet websites to get further knowledge and 
understanding about the research to be carried 
out. Similar cases studies are referred to develop 
relations with the chosen case study. 

Phase 4: Development of case study 
 
Present Maldives with its key characteristics and 
explain the current situation with regard to spatial 
planning. Additionally, present the developmental 
challenges faced by the country. In-depth 
diagnosis is to be carried out to learn more about 
the country and about how spatial planning can 
be adopted for the interim and future survival of 
the country.   

Phase 5: Data collection by interviews 
 
Perform interviews with experts in the field from 
Maldives regarding the study area. 
 

Phase 6: Analysis of collected data 
 
Data analysis involves the interpretation and 
synthesis of the collected data and information 
to draw conclusions relative to the attainment of 
the research objectives. Information collected 
from the interviews, literature review and 
comparative analysis regarding the study area 
are systematised to draw main findings and 
conclusions to answer the study question 

Phase 7: Final Proposal 
 
Comment, conclude and recommend based 
on analysis, findings and study results. 

Phase 1: Study Problem 
 
Spatial planning is at its early stages of trial in 
most the archipelago island nations especially in 
the Maldives. Hence, it is important to study the 
field spatial planning in order to find how spatial 
planning can be used for the benefit of nations 
like Maldives. 

Phase 2: Study Objectives and Scope 
 

Setting up the study objectives and scope will 
focus the study to achieve its desired targets. 
Without a proper objective and scope, the 
study may go out of track and would waste 
valuable time and effort on irrelevantly. 
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3.3 DATA COLLECTION  

This is the part where necessary data was collected from primary and secondary sources. Data 
needed for this study was collected via two approaches; by interviewing experts in the field from 
Maldives and from literature review & comparative analysis. 

Primary data is the raw data collected to get the information more accurate and detail about the 
research. This data is used for analyse, summary and to put together suggestions with regard to the 
study. In this research, to get the required primary data, structured interviews were carried out. 

3.3.1 Literature Review and Comparative Analysis 

Comparative Analysis was the main method applied in this study to get secondary data. Important and 
resourceful information was obtained to gain insight of the study. In addition, to draw the main 
conclusions regarding the study these references were used. Carrying out the literature review helped 
to understand the area of research and gain more information in the research field.  

Similar case studies to the chosen case study were referred to develop key connections and draw 
similarities between them. Indeed, this ensured harmony between the results of this study with the 
main body of knowledge in the field of study. 

3.3.2 Interviews 

Interviews were designed to gather information which is not available from literature review such as 
the practical experience and knowledge of the experts in the field of study; especially in the case of 
chosen case study. 

This is the part where necessary data was collected from primary sources. Data needed for this study 
was collected by conducting interviews with different stakeholders in the field. This data was used to 
analyse, summarize, validate and to put together suggestions/recommendations with regard to the 
findings from the developed case study.  

The questions in the interview were designed according to the information gained from the literature 
review and developed case study. The structure of interview was 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 as per the respondents.  A diagnosis of the chosen case study was 
performed in the form of a SWOT analysis in chapter 4 of this research. Finally, Part C focused in the 
main area of research where the respondents were asked to identify the roles of spatial planning to 
tackle the problems faced by the Maldives and how it could be adopted in the country for a better 
tomorrow.  

Below are some of the key questions asked in the interviews. (Refer to Annex 1 for all the interview 
questions). 

1) What are the main survival problems/challenges (for example; sea level rising, seasonal 
flooding, food security, etc.) faced by Maldives? 

2) Validate these main strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats identified from the SWOT 
analysis by saying ‘Agree’ or ‘Disagree’? 

3) What can/should be the role of a spatial planning system in the country to overcome the above 
mentioned problems? 

4) What policies/measures and tools could be used to plan for better sustainable tomorrow? 
5) Is current ad-hoc/need base development sustainable?  
6) Is centralized or decentralized governance system better for a country like Maldives? 
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7) Is population consolidation best option for a country like Maldives? How could it be adopted to 
get the maximum benefit? 

8) How could real estate development and privatization of this sector help in the urban 
development of the country? 

Objectives of the interviews  

1. To identify short, medium and long-term survival problems/challenges faced by the country; 
2. To validate the SWOT analysis performed in the case study; 
3. To identify the roles of spatial planning and how it could be adopted in the country to tackle the 

problems faced by the country (tools and measures to be used). 

Interviewees  

Selection of respondents was focused into seven categories as listed below. Research target was to 
get minimum of three respondents from each category.  

i. Central Government 
ii. Local Government 
iii. Academia 
iv. Built Environment Professionals 
v. Urban Developers; Both public and private 
vi. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
vii. Local Associations 

 
3.4 DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis involved the interpretation and synthesis of the collected data and information to draw 
conclusions relative to the attainment of the research objectives. Statistics which range from simple to 
complex were carefully examined and pulled together to obtain a comprehensive, in depth 
understanding to the question studied. 

 

3.5 PRESENTATION OF DATA 

Collected and analyzed data are presented in term of policy guidelines, schematic diagrams, tables 
and bar charts which are effective means to present analyzed data for easy understanding and 
interpretation of the intended users of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
CASE STUDY OF MALDIVES 

This chapter gives a background to the Maldives by introducing the geographical, physical, social, 
economic and built environment of the Maldives. It further elaborates a diagnosis of the country in the 
form of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats (SWOT) analysis, discusses the past and 
current situation of spatial planning process in the country and the major challenges and obstacles to 
implement a spatial planning system. 

 
4.1 ABOUT MALDIVES 

4.1.1 Overview of Maldives 

The Maldives, officially known as the Republic of Maldives, is a South Asian country located in the 
North-central Indian Ocean (refer to figure 4.1). This island nation is famous for its natural beauty, 
peaceful tranquility of nature's blessing and as a major holiday destination for people from all corners 
of the world. The splendid white sandy beaches, massive crystal clear lagoons with different depths 
and infinite shades of blue and turquoise, dazzling under water coral gardens with different sea 
creatures are among key attractions for the visitors of this country. Likewise, to how the 14th century 
Moroccan traveler described Maldives as "one of the wonders of the world", today Maldives is 
considered as paradise on earth by most people.  It is recognized to be the best for sun lovers, beach 
wanderers, scuba divers and those who seek peace in its simplest form. This peaceful and relaxing 
country has only been a holiday destination for 40 years. However, the country has been well known 
by the sea voyagers for many years due to its strategic location in the major sea-lanes of the Indian 
Ocean. 

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.  

 
Figure 4.1: Location of Republic of Maldives in the Indian Ocean 

Source: Britannica, 2018 
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4.1.2 History of Maldives 

Archaeological findings reveal that Maldives islands were inhabited dating back to as early as 1500 
BCE (Before Common Era) and the first settlers to arrive around 500 BCE. According to an old legend 
from a southern atoll of Maldives, these islands have been populated for well over 2500 years 
(Mohamed, 2005). The archipelago was inhabited as early as the 5th century BCE by Buddhist 
peoples, probably from Sri Lanka and southern India (Britannica, 2018). Being located in a strategic 
location, Maldives came contact with Arabs travelers, hence paved its path to adopt Islam as the 
official religion of the country replacing Buddhism of its ancestors. In 1153, last Buddhist king of 
Maldives converted to Islam (World Atlas, 2017). Since the country’s conversion to Islam, its history 
can be traced through a number of dynasties, ruled by 93 Sultans and Sultanas. 

Maldives has been an independent state throughout its known history, except for few occasions. 
Portuguese occupation in the 16th century lasted for 15 years. The Portuguese forcibly established 
themselves in Male’ from 1558 until their expulsion in 1573 (Britannica, 2018). In the 17th century the 
islands were a sultanate under the protection of the Dutch rulers of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and, after the 
British took possession of Ceylon in 1796, the islands became a British protectorate, a status 
formalized in 1887 (Britannica, 2018). During this time, the Sultan remained head of state. There was 
no British Governor or representative and Britain did not interfere in the country’s internal affairs, 
confining its interest to foreign affairs and defense. The Maldivian sultanate became elective after 
1932. 

The country briefly became a republic in 1953–54 for the first in its history, but was again a sultanate 
at the time it terminated the arrangement with British in 1965. From 1959 to 1962, a local secessionist 
movement in southern atolls challenged the government of Maldives and ties were cut with the 
government; an independent state, United Suvadive Republic was formed, with Abdulla Afif Didi as 
president (World Atlas, 2017). The president of this movement, Abdulla Afif Didi fled to the then British 
colony of Seychelles, where he was granted political asylum. 

Following a public referendum in April 1968, the sultanate was abolished and the Maldives was 
declared a republic for the second time. Ibrahim Nasir, who had been the Prime Minister since 1954, 
then became President of the country. 

Second president of the second republic, Mr. Maumoon Abdul Gayyoom ruled the country for 30 years 
since 1978. In the early 1990s, President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom devolved some presidential 
powers and introduced other reforms as represented in the timeline in sub section 4.3.5 of this 
chapter. In the first years of the 21st century, Gayoom’s government embarked on a long-term plan to 
modernize and democratize the Maldives, particularly its economy and political system. A multiparty 
political system was created. A new constitution was ratified allowing first multi-party presidential 
elections (World Atlas, 2017). In 2008, a new constitution was adopted that established greater 
governmental checks and balances, strengthened the powers of the legislature and judiciary, and 
allowed women to run for president. The country’s first multi-party presidential election was held in 
October 2008 (Britannica, 2018). The former political prisoner Mohamed Nasheed was the first 
democratically elected president in the country. 

Since the independence in 1965, this island nation has been characterized by stability, growth and 
gradual adjustment to a modern economy. The only interruption to this steady progress was an 
attempted coup in late 1988, involving an attempted invasion by a group of Tamils led by few 
Maldivians. 

As a young democracy, Mr. Nasheed’s administration was hampered, however, by continuing loyalty 
to Gayoom among members of the legislature and judiciary. After weeks of protests by citizens against 
the government, Nasheed resigned in early February 2012 and was replaced by his vice president, 
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Mohamed Waheed Hassan. Nasheed claimed his resignation had been forced by the police and 
military. In November 2013, current President Abdulla Yameen, half-brother of former President 
Gayoom, won the presidential election run-off. 

 
4.1.3 Physical and Geography of Maldives 

The Maldives’ archipelago consists of chains of 26 natural atolls that vary in shape and size. Double 
chain of atolls in the central region, tapering off towards the north and south to single atolls can be 
seen on the Map in the figure 4.2. The Maldives Islands are a series of coral atolls built up from the 
crowns of a submerged ancient volcanic mountain range. All the islands are low-lying, none rising to 
more than 1.8 meters above sea level (Britannica, 2018).  

Consisting of 1192 tropical coral islands, Maldives stretches 900 kilometers from latitude 7º 6' 35" N 
crossing the Equator to 00º 42' 24 " S and 72º 33' 19" E to 73º 46' 13" E longitude. For administrative 
purposes, the Maldivian government organized these atolls into twenty divisions. Out of the 1192 
islands, only 187 are inhabited. This country is the sixth smallest sovereign state in the world in terms 
of land area with an estimated 235 square kilometers of land. The width of the chain of these islands 
varies from 80 to 130 kilometers. Maritime area of the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of the Maldives 
amounts to 859, 000 square kilometers of which about 99% is water.  

The islands’ surfaces are flat, carrying neither dunes, hills nor rocks. All islands are fully surrounded by 
beaches that gently slope into the shallow lagoon on the one side, and are fringed by palm trees on 
the other. The atolls and islands vary in shape from circular and oval to elliptical; the surface land area 
in most cases is between 0.5 to 1 square kilometer. 

The Maldives has a warm and humid tropical climate, with plenty of sunshine (on average receives 8 
hours of sunshine per day) and temperatures around 30°C throughout the year. Maldives enjoys a dry 
and a wet season. The weather is dominated by two monsoon periods: the southwest monsoon from 
May to November, and the northeast monsoon from December to March. 
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Figure 4.2: Map of the Maldives 

Source: MFT, 2017 
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4.1.4 Socio-Economic Status  

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 cholera and improvements in living conditions that happened after the late 
1970s. The population growth rate was at 1.65 percent per annum representing a positive trend and 
the overall fertility rate was 2.46 per women in 2014. 

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. Male’ as seen in figure 
4.3, Maldives capital, is one of the cities in South Asia with highest population density at 53,700 people 
per square kilometer versus only 1,900 people per square kilometer in outer Atolls (World Bank Group, 
2015). Variations of population within islands are evidently seen from the bar chart in figure 4.4. Only 
45 islands from all inhabited have a population between 1,000 to 2,000 inhabitants while the majority 
of islands have less than 1,000 inhabitants.  

 

Figure 4.3: Aerial view of capital city Male’ 
Source: Google Images, 2018 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Bar chart representing the distribution of population among islands 

Source: MFT, 2017 
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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. Tourism is the single largest industry in the Maldives, accounting 
19.6% of GDP and more than 60% of the Maldives' foreign exchange.  

Fishing is the second leading sector in the Maldives. This sector employs about 20% of the labor force 
and contributes 10% of GDP. It is also the main livelihood of the people living in the islands. 
Agriculture and its associated products play a minor role in the economy, constrained by the limited 
availability of cultivable land and shortage of domestic labor. Almost all the staple foods are imported 
to the country. 

According to (MFT, 2014), unemployment rate in the country is at 5.2 percent, however, today majority 
of youth find it difficult in getting a job. In 2014, gross domestic product (GDP) per capita stood at 
$4,521 (in constant 2003 prices), up more than 60 percent over the previous decade and a half (MFT, 
2015). 
 

4.2 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. A SWOT 
analysis determines what assists an organization in accomplishing its objectives and the hurdles to 
overcome or minimize to achieve desired results. Both, Strengths and Weakness are internal attributes 
and resources of an organization, where the first supports a successful outcome whereas the later 
work against a successful outcome. In contrary, both Opportunities and Threats are external factors 
that the entity can capitalize on or use to its advantage or that could jeopardize the entity's success. 

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. Identified Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 
Threats are categorized under subgroups as stated in the following sections. 

For this SWOT analysis, sources of information used are from under mentioned institutions and 
authors; 

1) The President’s Office of Maldives (2013) 
2) Ministry of Environment, Energy and Water (2007) 
3) Ministry of Planning and National Development (2005) 
4) United Nations Development Program (UNDP, 2007) 
5) Asian Development Bank (ADB, 2015) 
6) European Commission (2007) 
7) Alain Bertaud, (a consultant who worked at Maldives Housing and Urban Development in 

2002) 
8) United Nations HABITAT (2015) 
9) World Bank Group (2015) 
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4.2.1 Strengths 
Environment and 
Geography 

• Situated in a strategic geographic location; located in the maritime 
trade route from the Indo Chinese Far East to the Middle East and 
Africa 

• Is a double-chain of coral atolls made up of 2041 distinct coral reefs 
forming 25 natural atolls. 

• Some islands have natural mangroves and are associated with small 
wetland areas. 

• Pristine environment and rich & diverse marine resources 
• Has a tropical climate and the weather is driven by two monsoons 

which benefits the main economic sectors of the country. 
• Among World’s Leading Dive Destination and Indian Ocean’s Leading 

Destination according to the World Travel Awards 2006. 
Social and Cultural • Population following a positive trend with majority in the active 

population.  
• Income levels have been increasing. 
• Low poverty incidence. 
• Highest literacy rate in South Asia. 
• Young and dynamic workforce. 
• Good track record on most Millennium Development Goals. 
• Infectious diseases such as malaria and vaccine preventable diseases 

such as polio, neonatal tetanus, whooping cough and diphtheria have 
been successfully eliminated. 

Economic • The annual gross domestic product (GDP) increasing and relatively 
high gross domestic product per capita.  

• Robust macroeconomic growth and stability. 
• Tourism and Fishing are the major two sectors contributing to GDP 

and employment. 
• Tourism industry immune from the necessity of scale agglomeration. 

Dispersion in smaller islands adds to the originality of the tourism 
product offered and to the Maldives image as a niche market. 

• The Agriculture sector holds considerable importance to the island 
communities in terms of food supply and employment opportunities. 

• Maldives is its steady accumulation of a wealth of techniques in aqua, 
marine science, technology, human skills and expertise. 

Politics and 
Governance 

• International arbitration in dispute settlement. 

Sources 1. The President’s Office 
2. Ministry of Environment, Energy and Water  
3. Ministry of Planning and National Development  
4. UNDP 
5. ADB 
7.   Alain Bertaud 
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4.2.2 Weakness 
Environment and 
Geography 

• Made up geographically dispersed small coral islands. 
• Maldives is the sixth smallest sovereign state in terms of land with an 

estimated 235 square kilometers of land divided over 1190 islands. 
• 90% of islands with area greater than 50ha are currently in use. 
• Scarce land and the natural resources of the Maldives are extremely 

fragile and vulnerable to a number of domestic and external threats. 
• The hydrogeology of the country is that of typical coral islands and 

freshwater is a very scarce resource. 
• Vegetation limited to terrestrial flora and fauna; typical of small 

islands.  
• Soil is generally made up of medium-sized calcium carbonate sand 

grains formed from the weathering of the calcareous coral formations. 
• 80% of the land areas are less than 1m above mean sea level. The 

predicted estimated sea level rise from 0.09 m to 0.88 m in the period 
of 1990 to 2100, combined with increased extreme weather 
occurrences, makes the Maldives one of the most vulnerable 
countries in the world. 

• During the bleaching event of 1998, an estimated 98% of shallow 
water corals died in Maldives. 

• Tourism in the Maldives is closely related to diving and as such the 
vulnerability of coral reefs to climate change. 

• Environmental degradation from the pursuit of economic development. 
• High cost of providing and maintaining infrastructure and services for 

a highly dispersed population.  
• Wide regional disparities persist in the country’s development and 

providing basic needs. 
• Over the last 6 years more than 90 islands (45% of all islands) have 

been flooded at least once and 37 islands have been flooded regularly 
or at least once a year. 

• 97% of inhabited islands reported coastal erosion in 2004, of which 
64% reported severe coastal erosion. 

• 44% of the settlement footprints of all islands are within 100m of 
coastline which translates to 47% of all housing structures and 42% of 
the population being within 100 of coastline. 

• All infrastructures on an island are at the low elevation of 1.5m above 
mean sea level. 

• Costs of frequent natural disasters are high. 
Social and Cultural • Spatial imbalance of population density among the atolls and the 

islands.  
• The spatial dispersion of population makes the distribution of social 

services expensive if not impossible in the least populated islands. 
• The population geography in Maldives is strongly polarized.  
• Poor connectivity between outer islands and centers of economic 

activity constitutes a critical constraint to the inclusiveness of growth. 
• Heavy import dependency, limited food storage, ad hoc distribution, 

and limited agriculture pose severe food security risk to the 
population. 

• Vector borne diseases such as dengue and scrub typhus have 
emerged as major communicable diseases of public health concern. 

• No proper waste management in most of the islands. (using non 
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environmental friendly techniques such as burning without proper 
mechanisms). 

• Drug abuse and high crime rate. The majority of drug users are young 
people in the 15-24 age cohort (UNODC, 2013). 

Economic • Diseconomies of scale in dispersed islands (majority of inhabitant 
islands having less than 1000 inhabitants).  

• Increased income inequality between Male’ and the atolls and 
between men and women. One of the highest Gini coefficients (38.6 in 
2010) in South Asia for income inequity. 

• Lack of economic diversification. 
• Limited sources of revenue. 
• Public expenditure has increased over past five years. 
• Maldives’ limited domestic market and narrow economy imply that 

economic activities are driven mainly by the tourism and fisheries 
sectors, specifically tuna products. 

• Over-reliance on tourism 
• The sustainability of fisheries is jeopardized by inadequate fisheries 

management and overfishing. 
• Fishing industry is experiencing a declining trend, with both catch and 

employment falling. 
• Tuna fishery of Maldives is part of the wider Indian Ocean tuna 

fisheries, climate induced changes and fishery overexploitation 
occurring elsewhere may have local repercussions. 

• Agricultural sector is constrained by the limited availability of 
cultivatable land and the abundance of cheap imports of vegetables 
and fruits. 

• All staple foodstuffs, basic necessities and items have to be imported. 
• As of 2016 Maldives had a negative trade balance of $5.13B in net 

imports 
• Maldives has an extremely high dependency on imported petroleum. 

The 2012 fuel imports bill of US$488 million amounted to 22 percent 
of annual GDP 
International market access and trade openness remains limited and 
is exacerbated by remoteness. 

Politics and 
Governance 

• Political instability. 
• Young Democracy in crisis. 
• Lack of key legislations. 
• Weak institutions and lack of coordination among them. 
• Large and unsustainable size of the government. 
• Heavily subsidized social services. 
• High corruption index. 
• Deterioration in the rule of law and regulatory quality. 

Sources 1. The President’s Office 
2. Ministry of Environment, Energy and Water (2007) 
3. Ministry of Planning and National Development (2005) 
4. UNDP 
5. ADB 
6. European Commission 
7. Alain Bertaud 
8. UN HABITAT  
9. World Bank Group   
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4.2.3 Opportunities 
Environment and 
Geography 

• In a strategic location to develop international economic, trade and 
logistic hubs/ports/airports. 

Social and Cultural • Communities can be linked with investments in agricultural activities. 
• Investments in Education, Housing and Health sector can improve the 

quality of life. . 
Economic • Creation of Special economic zones. 

• Potential for renewable energy. 
• Value-Added Fisheries. 
• Development of Transportation and Shipping Industry. 
• World’s top luxury tourist destination. 
• Development of the services sector by linking more closely with 

tourism. 
• Introduction of Medical tourism. This can be linked to the tourism 

industry. 
• Develop Maldives as an attractive destination for passenger liners. 
• Develop Maldives as an international destination for watersports and 

nautical sports.  
Politics and 
Governance 

• Improvement of democracy in the country. 
• Improvement of fiscal system. 

Sources 1. The President’s Office 
2. ADB 
3. UN HABITAT 

 
 
4.2.4 Threats 
Environment and 
Geography 

• 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 

Social and Cultural • Increase number of foreign expatriate workers 
Economic • Heavily dependent on foreign aid and donors 

• Vulnerable to changes and fluctuations in the global markets 
Politics and 
Governance 

• Political instability 
• High and unsustainable debt 

Sources 1. ADB 
2. UNDP 
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4.2.5 Summary of SWOT Analysis 

Given the singular nature and the specificities of Maldives, the country itself hosts a number of internal 
and external factors that influence its development, especially how the country is spatially developed. 
Scarcity of resources, higher dependency on international donors for basic needs, unstable socio-
economic and political status in the country demand for proper prior planning to deal with the current 
and future developmental hurdles. In this manner, strengths weakness, threats and opportunities of 
the country need to be addressed in planning to achieve sustainable development. Below is the 
summary of the SWOT analysis based on the literature review presented in the previous section, 
categorized under four main areas; Environment & Geography, Social & Cultural, Economic and 
Political & Governance.  

 

 

  

STRENGTHS 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

WEAKNESS 

ENVIRONMENT AND GEOGRAPHY 

• 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 

 

• 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 
• Coastal erosion 
• 80% of the land area is 

less than 1m above 
mean sea level  

• Little resilience and high 
exposure to natural 
disasters 

• Costs of frequent natural 
disasters are high.  

• In a strategic location to develop 
international economic, trade and 
logistic hubs/ports/airports. 

• Subjected to 
Global Warming 
and Sea level rise 
and vulnerable to 
environmental 
impacts 
 
 

• Strategic location; 
subject to interest 
of specific nations 
like China and 
India 
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STRENGTHS 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

WEAKNESSES 

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 

• Low poverty incidence 
• Highest literacy rate in South Asia 
• Young and dynamic workforce. 

• Spatial imbalance of population density 
among the atolls and the islands.  

• The population geography in Maldives is 
strongly polarized.  

• The spatial dispersion of population makes 
the distribution of social services expensive if 
not impossible in the least populated islands. 

• Poor connectivity between outer islands and 
centers of economic activity constitutes a 
critical constraint to the inclusiveness of 
growth 

• Lack of energy and food security 
• No proper waste management in most of the 

islands 
• Drug abuse and high crime rate 

• Introduction of foreign customs and cultures 
• Increase number of foreign expatriate workers 

• Communities can be linked with 
investments in agricultural activities. 

• Investments in third world countries in 
education, housing and health sector to 
improve the quality of life 

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

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

WEAKNESSES 

ECONOMIC 

• The annual gross domestic product (GDP) 
increasing and relatively high GDP per 
capita.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Robust macroeconomic growth and stability. 
• Tourism and Fishing are the major two 

sectors contributing to GDP and 
employment 

• Maldives is its steady accumulation of a 
wealth of techniques in aqua, marine 
science, technology, human skills and 
expertise. 

• Diseconomies of scale in most islands 
• Increased income inequality  
• Narrow economic base and openness of the 

Maldivian economy 
• Small domestic markets and heavy dependence 

on a few external and remote markets 
• High costs for energy, infrastructure, 

transportation, communication, and servicing 
• Long distances from export markets and import 

resources 
• The sustainability of fisheries is jeopardized by 

inadequate fisheries management and 
overfishing. 

• Heavy import dependency 
• Over-reliance on tourism 

• Creation of Special economic zones to attract 
foreign investors 

 
• Global trend for renewable energy 
• Investments made in value-added fisheries and 

aqua/marine culture  
• International investments in transportation and 

shipping sector 
• Global trend and support for ecosystem-based 

adaptation 
• Increase number of ocean liners voyaging in the 

Indian Ocean  
• Trend for Medical tourism in the South Asia and 

Asia region. 

• High dependency on foreign aid 
• Vulnerable to changes and fluctuations in the 

global markets 
• High and unsustainable debt 
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STRENGTHS 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

WEAKNESSES 

POLITICS AND GOVERNANCE  

• High public debt and narrow fiscal space 
• Weak institutions and lack coordination among 

them 
• Weak legal framework for development. 
• Heavily subsidized social services 
• Political instability 
• Young Democracy in crisis 
• Deterioration in the rule of law and regulatory 

quality 
• High corruption index 

• Global trend and awareness to 
improve democracy in countries 

• Political instability and conflicts 

• International arbitration in dispute 
settlement that can attract foreign 
investors. 

• High and unsustainable debt 
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4.3 SPATIAL PLANNING IN MALDIVES 

In this section, a brief highlight of past and present spatial planning in the Maldives is presented. It is 
important to note that 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. Spatial planning practiced in 
the country is very specific to the creation of regions of economic development by population 
consolidation through induced resettlement of people from smaller islands to bigger focal islands.  

It is also important to highlight that there are very limited data resources available in the public domain 
regarding spatial planning in Maldives. Hence, a lot effort was required to attain these limited data 
resources. Yet, some of the key data was not reachable to be used in this study.  

 
4.3.1 Settlement and its evolution in the Maldives 

It is believed that the most important factor that contributed to the settlement of people in the Maldives 
is its geographical location. From the very beginning of settlement, people preferred some islands to 
others to live in. Both environmental and social factors were accounted to influence this decision. 
Environmental factors such as the availability of fresh water, geographic location of the island and 
social factors such as the difficulty for pirates to get access to the island were key considerations. The 
earlier settlers liked to live on islands where there was fresh ground water, certain type of vegetation, 
did not have natural harbor (and hence pirates were not able to access the island easily) and islands 
that were located close to major fishing grounds which could be reached by their sail dhonies3.  

This being the case of early settlement in the country, people have chosen many islands across the 
country as their home. However, in the past three decades, technological advancement and other 
resources have facilitated greater physical development in the country. Islands with different 
characteristics are chosen for settlement. The development of explosives and excavation technology 
has facilitated changing the natural contours of the sea floor, as large areas on shallow lagoons have 
been excavated. Large areas of reef can be converted into lands by reclamation as shown in figure 
4.5, and hence adding new islands to this chain of archipelagos.  

Other than the 198 islands used for dwelling, selective islands are now used for the purpose of tourist 
resorts, agricultural lands and key economic activities.  

 
Figure 4.5: Aerial view of a land reclaimed island in a lagoon near capital Male’. 

Source: Google Images, 2018 

                                                            
3 Dhonies are boats like structures build from locally available timber used for transportation and for fishing.  
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4.3.2 Overall view of past spatial planning in Maldives 

Population of the Maldives is distributed from north to south; hence, developmental works were carried 
out randomly in different islands according to needs of particular islands. Ad-hoc developments to 
provide basic public services and infrastructures were based on particular needs of specific island 
communities.  In addition, often, specific regions were focused without any prior spatial planning 
considering the whole country.  

The capital Male’ had been a central point for all key developmental activities for ages. All commerce, 
trading and important services and facilities were developed in the Male’ region, today known as 
Greater Male’ Region, which includes three islands; Male’, Hulhumale and Viligili. 

Spatial planning in the Maldives was not formalized until the 1980s. But, you can find that even in the 
charts of Malé from the early 1920s, (HCP Bell, 1940) the city was a planned city with ward squares, 
communal baths, a peripheral wall with gates and forts, and a hierarchy of roads – all the main roads 
leading to the Sultan’s palace. Figure 4.6 presents a detailed map of Male’ from 1920 and figure 4.7 
presents the junction between two main streets of Male’ from 1963. 

 
Figure 4.6: Detailed Map of Capital Male’ from 1920 

Source: Mapsland, 2018 

 
Figure 4.7: Junction between Chandhanee Magu and Lily Magu from 1963 

Source: Vonadhona Raajje, 2018 

Some form of spatial planning was carried out by the first President of Maldives, Mohamed Amin Didi 
during his 8 months of rule in 1953 when all inhabited islands were required to have a major road 
running the length of the island and another across the island. Figure 4.8 shows the major road; 
Majeedhee Magu, running the length of capital Male’. In Male’ the walls of the houses on Majeedhee 
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Magu (one of the main streets in Male’ running east to west of the island) were all built low, around 1.2 
metres, and of similar shapes either side of Radhdhebai Magu (another key street in Male’). These 
reflect that, some form of planning regulations and spatial planning practices were in act from early as 
1953. 

 
Figure 4.8: Aerial view of Male’ from early 1963 showing Majeedhee Magu 

Source: Maldives Insider, 2018 

During the 30 years of the rule of former president, Mr. Gayyoom, the country was divided into 
administrative 20 atolls and special importance was given to Atoll capital islands in establishing basic 
services such as schools and infrastructure. Hence, this resulted in unequal distribution of such 
services and facilities among the citizens especially the people living in the most remote islands. Lack 
of proper transport systems within the atoll, further escalated the situation of inequity among the 
communities. Some infrastructures and public services were established for particular regions. In this 
manner, regional airports, regional hospitals, regional schools and ports were developed to cater to the 
population. Anyhow, neither any particular studies nor long term planning were carried out in 
identifying islands to host these services and infrastructure until 1980s.  

The spatial planning practices carried out in Maldives 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 substantial diseconomies of scales created in 
islands due to spatial dispersion of population and less people in islands to provide basic services and 
infrastructure in an efficient manner.  

As highlighted by Shaig (2008), the series of events of resettlements in the country can be categorized 
under main three headings. Namely; 

• Induced Resettlements 
• Planned Resettlements 
• Formal Spatial Planning Activities. 
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INDUCED RESETTLEMENTS  

In the past, there have been several occasions in the history of Maldives where communities have 
been relocated from one island to another either due to natural hazards or hardships (Shaig 2008). 
The main reasons for these past relocations as identified by Maniku (1990) based on his studies were; 

1. Natural disasters – mainly storm events 
2. Epidemics 
3. Severe erosion 
4. Deep disagreements within communities 
5. Belief in fanditha or black magic 
6. Harassment by foreign forces 

According to Maniku, eighty-seven major relocations, of which some islands were re-inhabited at a 
later time in history.  

A significant portion of these relocations was directly connected with consequence of natural disasters 
or persistent natural hazards. Heavy storms, strong winds, heavy rains and high seas, caused 
extensive damage to poorly constructed houses, crops and the vegetation systems in islands forcing 
the communities of such islands to relocate to other islands. Similarly, some small islands faced with 
severe land erosion have relocated to safer islands. Relocation due to disaster continues to be the 
dominant rationale in the 2000s. Most recent, 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami forced permanent relocation 
of seven islands and temporary relocation of two islands. 

Relocation also happened due to social setup and beliefs within the communities as identified by 
Maniku. Epidemics and fanditha or black magic have been a major reason behind some relocations of 
specific populations. Occasionally, locals in these islands attribute unexplainable occurrences within a 
community such as sickness, death or poor agricultural productivity, to acts of black magic from other 
islands or individuals. In such circumstances, people of such islands have often opted to abandon 
those islands and relocate in different places (Shaig 2008). 

In all of these past relocations, it is evident to see the willingness of the people of those small 
communities to relocate in order to get a better life. In addition, it reflects the dominance of natural 
events forcing relocation of people. Hence, this dominance of natural occurrences highlights the 
importance of developing hazard resilience communities as a basic service in the country.   
 
PLANNED RESETTLEMENTS 

Over the years, several attempts of planned relocations across the country were undertaken due to 
religious and administrative reasons. This accounts for not having the minimum population required for 
the congregational prayers and the inability to provide basic services to due to remoteness of island 
and small population. The most prominent of these attempts was in 1968, when 18 islands were 
depopulated by law (Maniku 1990). According to law of the state during 1968, all islands with 
population fewer than 50 healthy males above six years of age (the minimum number required to 
perform the Friday congregational prayer) were depopulated and resettled in nearby inhabited islands. 
This indicates that the law itself cited religious grounds for relocation back then. It also emphasizes the 
rationale of public services not been delivered in such small communities.  

In 1975, the above mentioned law was retracted; hence the resettlement program ceased. As a result, 
fourteen out of eighteen communities chose to return to their original islands. This may be an 
explanation for the small populations still seen today in some islands in the country.   
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Since then, prior to 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, five major attempts of relocation were undertaken in 
the country. These relocations were due to severe erosion and wetland flooding and due to economic 
difficulties. After the tsunami, planned relocation has gained momentum in the efforts to overcome the 
destruction caused by the tsunami and in developing resilient safer island communities. Since then, 12 
relocation projects have either been undertaken or are being undertaken.  
 
FORMAL SPATIAL PLANNING ACTIVITIES 

From the 1980s onwards, succeeding governments of Maldives have adopted various measures to 
solve the apparent imbalance in spatial development in the country (all of these efforts are represented 
in the timeline in sub section 4.3.5 of this chapter). For the very first time, an official department known 
as Office for Physical Planning was established in the President’s Office in the early 1980s to tackle 
the planning dilemma in the country resulted from the unprecedented economic growth and the large 
population migration from outer islands to capital. The rationale behind this formal spatial planning was 
to alleviate the problem of congestion in Male’ and the disparity of services provided within the atolls. 
Within this framework, different attempts and approaches, at different scales, were undertaken.  

Selected island development initiatives 

At the beginning, 68 islands were proposed for concentrated development. The proposed number of 
islands was eventually reduced to eight “Focal Development Centers” in the First National 
Development Plan (MPE, 1985). Islands chosen were mainly Atoll Capitals and larger islands in size. 
The rationale behind the strategy was that concentrated development in these centers would attract 
population to these areas hence reducing the need to migrating to Male’. And also to create alternative 
economic centers with optimum economies of scale that could maximize the returns from public 
investments. 

As this strategy failed to achieve its objectives, in 1987, this strategy was initially supplemented and 
then replaced by the “Selected Island Policy”. The new policy acknowledged the dominance of “Male’ 
region’ as the key economic center of the country, and advocated developing two selected islands 
close to Male’ (MPND, 2001). In addition, seven outer islands from the atolls were identified as 
regional growth centers. These selected new islands had the characteristics of having large unused 
land. The new policy lasted for 13 years and significant investments were made in the selected 
islands.  

Twenty years of selected island development approach did not serve its purpose of controlling 
migration to Male’ and little progress was seen by the development in outer islands in terms of 
attracting new people. Hence, the failures gave way to the regional development approach and 
population and development consolidation approach. 
 

Regional development  

A regional development approach to redress the spatial imbalance in Maldives was adopted during the 
year 2000 (MPND, 2007). The rationale behind was to concentrate development activities and 
investments to stimulate growth within those regions. For the purpose of regional development, 
regions are defined as group of atolls (refer to figure 4.9). This approach aimed to compensate to the 
approach of development in individual selected islands, but as the later, did not pull out the desired 
effects as individual growth centers did not attract enough people to compensate for the public 
investments in those islands. The regional development approach was directed to bring more 
interaction within the region to stimulate economic growth. Moreover, the investments in a region 
would have larger coverage, in terms of population, compared to individual growth centers (Shaig 
2008).    
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In 1998, the government of Maldives proposed a settlement restructuring strategy, known as the 
“Population and Development Consolidation” (PDC) strategy encouraging voluntary internal migration. 

The main concept was to overcome the hurdles faced by the government in providing basic services 
and development among its citizens. The strategy focused on to concentrate development and 
population into selected large settlements, through various policy measures. The overall objective of 
the policy was to maximize the use of public infrastructure (through infrastructure sharing), to save 
costs on the provision of education and health services, and to gain economies of scale while reducing 
also social and economic vulnerabilities. 

The first Regional Development Projects were undertaken between 2000 and 2005 covering the 
northern and southern most atolls. These developments also included key elements from the past 
selected island development program, such as development of growth centers. With this strategy, in 
2002, government of Maldives initiated a program of providing incentives for voluntary migration to 
larger islands – called regional development centers. For this purpose, the country is divided into five 
regions, namely, Northern Region, North Central Region, Central Region, South Central Region and 
Southern Region as shown in figure 4.9. 
 

 
Figure 4.9: Division of atolls into Regions 

Source: MPND (2001) - Sixth National Development Plan 2001 - 2005 
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Following the Indian Ocean Tsunami, the population and development consolidation program was 
revisited and the program was redeveloped as the “Safer Island Development Program” (SIDP). The 
recent tsunami disaster has illustrated clearly that the strategy of consolidating the population is in 
itself not sufficient to create the framework for sustainable development. It has become clear that not 
all islands are ecologically safe, and that it is critical to integrate safety considerations in planning the 
development of low lying islands (MPND, 2006). The idea of the Safe Islands concept was to extend 
the population consolidation approach to incorporate the aspect of extreme vulnerability, and develop 
measures to mitigate ecological disasters. The rationale was to enable the communities to sustain 
social and economic development in times of emergencies and disasters, by providing ecologically 
safe zones.  

Regional development and decentralization  

With the transition to a democracy in 2008 and introduction of multi-party presidential election system, 
the election manifestos put less emphasis on population and development consolidation, and rather 
prioritized transportation and connectivity among islands instead.  

After the first multi-party election in the country, the government back then introduced the 
Regionalization and Decentralization Program. This program envisioned to increase local participation 
in decision-making through social, political and economic empowerment at the local island level 
(President’s Office, 2009). Regionalization and decentralization program was focused on guaranteed 
accessibility of services to all, realization of human rights and the principles of good governance at the 
local level. Under this program, the twenty atolls in the Maldives were grouped together into seven 
administrative provinces as shown in table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Division of atolls into Provinces 
Source: (President’s Office, 2009). “Aneh Dhivehiraajje” - The Strategic Action Plan 2009 - 2013 

 

One administrative center and commercial centers in all provinces were to be developed in order to 
provide social and economic opportunities that would create a competitive environment through 
regionalization. In addition, de-concentration of functions of line ministries to the provinces through the 
program was one of its main objectives that could increase the development in both regional and local 
level.  
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4.3.3 Overall assessment of past efforts of spatial planning in Maldives 

Though formal planning began in the country in the 1980s, looking back at the efforts undertaken in 
the past in tackling the spatial dilemma in the country, it is quite obvious that the results are not as 
expected. Spatial imbalance within the atolls is still very evident while the inner migration of people to 
Capital Male’ is still at large.  

Some reasons that accounts for this failure may include; 

• Lack of national spatial policy guiding the state, regional and local level spatial development.  
• Failure to deliver the same quality of services in the islands as compared to Male’. 
• Discrepancies in the price of goods and services provided between Male’ and other islands.  
• Incapacity for attract enough people to the growth centers and regions to generate the 

required economies of scale. Hence, did not compensate for the public investments in those 
areas. 

•  “Imprisonment of locals” in the islands due to lack of efficient nationwide transport system 
hindered the progress of the growth centers. 

• Negative mindset of the locals towards leaving their native islands. 
• New settlers are not welcomed and accepted by the host island community. 
• Conflicts between the locals of the host island and new settlers. 
• Inconsistencies and gaps in the Maldives’ legislation further delayed the spatial development. 

For instance, the Maldives Parliament passed the Decentralization Act in April 2010, to 
formalize the roles and responsibilities of Atoll and Island Councils and required that they 
would be democratically elected; and established Local Government Authority to which the 
councils would be accountable. However, although mandated to provide basic municipal 
services island councils did not control the assets of the Atolls and Islands, which was under 
the control of the utility corporations that were established in 2009 or central government. In 
addition, the Land Act which limited Atoll and island councils’ discretion on land use, thereby 
affected their capacity to implement their development plans. 

• The governments after 2009 abandoned the National Development Plans in favor of the 
development paradigm outlined in its election Manifesto. Governments were often driven by a 
need to show quick results in order to generate political capital rather than long term planning. 

• Lack of clear long-term national strategic framework and frequent changes of government 
structures and institutional mandates affected sustainable development in the country.  

However, it is also important to highlight that some relocation and resettlement projects within the 
islands were successful in developing growth centers within the atolls.  
 

4.3.4 Current spatial planning initiatives  

It is important to note that National Development Plans (NDPs) were discontinued since the 7th NDP 
which was published in 2007. From then, regional and country level, development plans are more 
focused in the political manifesto of the ruling party. The incoming government abandoned the ongoing 
National Development Plan in favor of the development paradigm outlined in its election Manifesto 
(Chiwara 2014). 

These National Development Plans were the key strategic plans that guided the development of the 
Maldives over a selected period, most common 5 year terms. These plans established priority 
development areas, set goals and targets that guided decision-making and investment over the 
specified period of the plan. Long-term developmental goals and perspectives in sectorial master 
plans, strategic plans of Government offices, as well as Atoll and Island Development Plans were 
considered when these plans were formulated. 
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In most cases, land use planning is done at individual island level. The island councils prepare island 
level plans specifying key infrastructures and services in the community and defining residential, 
commercial and industrial zones in the island. Island councils are obliged according to Decentralization 
Act, 2010 to formulate Land Use Plans. These plans are in the form of Master Plans and Zonal Plans. 
Law Number 7/2010 (Decentralization Act) created the Local Governance Authority (LGA) and Atoll 
and Island Councils. The local councils have mandate to prepare development plans for their local 
communities and secure funding through the central government and through other sources. (Chiwara 
2014). Informal public participation is rare to be seen in this process of making land use plans.  

The current government gives special importance to the development of the island of Hulhumale’, 
which is a part of the selective island development program as represented in the timeline in sub 
section 4.3.5 of this chapter. Hulhumale’ is considered as a ward of capital city Male’. At current, the 
second phase of development of Hulhumale has started. In addition, it is highest priority of the 
government to development the administrative capital Male’ along with Viligili, Hulhule and Gulhifalhu 
which is to be known as the greater Male’ Region (refer to figure 4.10). The Government launched the 
construction of a bridge (refer to figure 4.11) between Male’ and the island of Hulhule (this island is 
linked to Hulhumale by a road). The ultimate goal of this ambitious policy could be to relocate possibly 
100,000 people in Hulhumale (refer to figure 4.12 representing Hulhumale’ Phase 1 Residential Area). 
This would mean that about two-thirds of the total population of Maldives could eventually be relocated 
on a few islands (including Villingili) in the administrative island of Male’ (May, 2016).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.10: Composition of Greater Male’ Region 
Source: Google Maps, 2018 

 

 
Figure 4.11: Construction of bridge between Male’ and Hulhumale 

Source: Maldives Times, 2018 
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Figure 4.12: Aerial view of Hulhumale’ Phase 1 Residential Area 

Source: Maldives Independent, 2015 
 
In addition, the government has established a list of growth centers across the country to undertake 
some key development projects. These projects include the legacy projects of iHAVAN – Integrated 
Development Project proposed in the North Thiladhunmathi atoll (as represented in figure 4.13) and 
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) to be established within the atolls.  
 

 
Figure 4.13: Conceptual representation of iHAVAN project 

Source: Invest Maldives, 2018 
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4.3.5 Timeline of key events of spatial planning in Maldives 
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4.4 SCENARIOS 

Planning is generally based on the preparation of decisions and future actions which require 
visualizing the future in the planning process.  Planning should not only account for the current, 
but the upcoming problems as well.  Hence, scenario development could be very important to 
identify the upcoming future of Maldives to be considered in the spatial planning process. Four 
scenarios were developed for Maldives as represented in the quadrant chart seen in figure 4.14.  

The quadrant chart has two axes. The horizontal axis characterizes the country’s interaction 
with the rest of the world and it is represented by two dimensions: global (globally connected) 
and local (globally isolated), while the vertical axis characterizes the political regime in the 
country represented by two dimensions: collective (concerned with the interest of all people) 
and individual (individual interests are given more priority).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.14: Scenarios 

For a country like Maldives, Scenario 2 is the ideal situation where Maldives has to be globally 
connected to outside world for the country’s survival and should also consider all of its citizens 
in its developmental efforts. Hence, it would be important to consider key aspects of Scenario 2 
in the spatial planning framework that is to be adopted in the country.  
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• Sustainable development as key development 

strategy 
• Common development goals 
• Improved world 
• Globalization and international trade 
• Globally connected societies and  economic 

liberalization 
• High economic growth and fair trade 
• Takes proactive approach to deal with problems 
• Takes strong steps to reduce poverty and inequity 
• Public and international  investments to provide 

services 
• Governance with public participation and strong 

control  over influencing companies and 
organizations 
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  Scenario 3: 
• Unsustainable development due to self-

interest of individuals 
• Individualized development goals 
• Underdeveloped societies 
• Globally isolated  
• Fragmented and regionalized societies  
• No economic liberalization and economic 

monopolization  by individuals /groups 
• Low economic growth and less trade 

opportunities 
• Takes reactive approach to deal with 

problems 
• Increased level of poverty and inequity 
• Paying little attention to public goods and 

assets 
• Governance lacks public participation 
• Local institutions and  very few individuals 

control over  everything 

   Scenario 4:  
• Globally common development goals but highly 

influenced by self-interests of individuals/groups 
• Selective groups in the society and individuals 

are improved   
• Globalization limited to self-driven opportunities 

and goals 
• Selectively connected world and  economic 

liberalization limited to certain countries and 
groups/organizations 

• Economic growth expected but hindered by 
limited connection to outside world 

• Mixed approach to deal with problems 
• Public and international  investments to provide 

services dependent upon interests and benefits 
of individuals or selective groups of the 
community 

• Governance without public participation and few 
individuals having strong control over everything 

  Scenario 1: 
• Common development goals within the 

country but globally disconnected  
• Country  as a whole improved but  lagging 

behind compared to global development 
• No economic liberalization but  have selective 

trade partners and organization 
• Limited economic growth  
• Mixed approach to deal with problems 
• Public investments to provide services  
• Governance with public participation  
• Locally having control over virtually all 

aspects, self-sufficient and public interest is 
considered 
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CHAPTER 5 
ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 GENERAL 

This chapter focuses on analyzing the results gathered from the respondents through the 
conducted interviews. For the interviews, respondents were selected based on the categories 
showed on table 5.1.  

As mentioned in chapter 3, the interviews were divided into three parts; A, B and C (refer to 
Annex 1 for the interview questions). Part A inquired about the main survival 
problems/challenges faced by the Maldives while Part B validated the SWOT analysis 
developed in this dissertation.  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. Table 5.1 represents number of respondents for each 
identified category which is grouped under 4 main groups. 

Table 5.1: Classification of Respondents 
Group Category Number of Respondents Group Total 

1 
Central Government 4 

7 
Local Government 3 

2 Academia 5 5 

3 
Built Environment Professionals 3 

6 
Urban Developers: Both public and private 3 

4 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 3 

6 
Local Associations 3 

  
Total 24 

 

Out of 24 people interviewed, four were female respondents. All the respondents at current 
reside in Maldives, however only 3 of them live in other islands other than Male’. Bar chart in 
figure 5.1 represents the age group of the respondents who were interviewed.  

 
Figure 5.1: Classification of Respondents by age groups 
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As represented in figure 5.1, the majority of respondents are below 40 years, hence very well 
reflects one of the strengths of Maldives (a young and energetic workforce) as identified in the 
SWOT analysis.   

Based on the different views expressed by the respondents, the data collected is converted into 
more meaningful, useful and informative formats that are in the form of tables and charts.  
 

5.2 ANALYSIS OF PART A 

In this section, interviewees were asked to identify key survival problems/challenges faced by 
Maldives and to classify the problems/challenges according to timeframe they want measurable 
action(s) to be undertaken to tackle those problems and challenges. Respondents categorized 
survival problems/challenges into three categories, namely; short, medium and long term. 

According to respondents, 41 different survival problems/challenges (refer to Annex 2) were 
identified and classified under four main categories as it was done for the SWOT analysis which 
is represented in table 5.2.  

Table 5.2: Categorization of identified problems/challenges 
Category Number of Problems/Challenges 

Environmental and Geographic  13 

Social and Cultural  14 

Economic 5 

Politics and Governance 9 

Total 41 

The 41 problems/challenges identified were then weighed according to number of respondents 
recognizing those issues as a major problem or challenge. For the purposes of analysis of 
suggested challenges/problems if, 20 percent of respondents had agreed on a specific 
challenge/problem, it is considered as crucial for the future survival of Maldives. Therefore, the 
identified seven most crucial problems/challenges are represented in the table 5.3. Pie chart in 
figure 5.2 shows the share of percentage for those seven crucial problems/challenges as per 
the respondents’ view. 

Table 5.3: 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 efficient connection between 
islands (transportation system) 0/7 1/5 3/6 1/6 5 
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According to table 5.3 it is clear to see that there is consensus among the groups for the first 
two problems. For the purposes of this analysis if, 50 percent or more of respondents in each 
group had agreed on a specific challenge/problem, it is considered to have a common consent 
among them. Hence, for the remaining problems/challenges, it is concluded that there is not a 
common reflection regarding the problems/challenges among respondents of the 4 main 
groups.  

 
Figure 5.2: Percentage shares for the identified seven most crucial problems/challenges 

According the Pie Chart in figure 5.2, the majority of crucial problems/challenges identified fall 
under the category of Environment and Geography which very well reflects the vulnerable and 
unique environmental setup of the Maldives.  

The respondents also classified the problems/challenges according to timeframe they want 
action(s) to be undertaken. Figure 5.3 represents the action timeframe proposed by the 
respondents for the identified most crucial problems/challenges.  According to respondents, the 
majority of these problems need action(s) to be undertaken within a short-term of less than 10 
years. Regarding the action timeframes proposed, it is not possible to see a clear consensual 
agreement among the major groups of respondents. 

 
Figure 5.3: Suggested Timeframe of actions required for the identified seven most crucial 

problems/challenges 
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Beside these seven crucial problems/challenges, table 5.4 states some other 
problems/challenges suggested by the respondents that might be critical in addressing the 
current spatial dilemma in the country. 

Table 5.4: Problems/challenges that might be critical in addressing the spatial dilemma in the 
country 

Problems/Challenges Number of 
respondents to Agree 

Congestion and lack of access to quality breathing spaces and amenity 3 

High energy costs and lack of energy security 2 

Lack of Medical supplies and health services 2 
Decentralization not fully implemented and prevalence of Top-Bottom decision 
making 2 

Housing problem 1 

Loss of local and healthy life style as people has to leave their native islands. 1 
Poorly formulated Mega projects which have significant 
environmental/social/economic/financial impacts 1 
Unrestricted, unregulated foreign investments in  mega projects whose terms 
are unclear and may have implications on the country’s control over its limited 
resources and even sovereignty and worsen the debt crisis 1 
Increasing lack of transparency and accountability 1 
Discontinuation and devolution of existing planning/regulatory systems without 
alternative mechanisms in place 1 
Legislature such as Special Economic Zones (SEZ) passed overnight by a 
corrupt parliament with no little oversight or understanding over impacts  1 

 
5.3 ANALYSIS OF PART B 

In this part of the interview, the respondents validated the summarized SWOT analysis (refer to 
Annex 1, Section B) prepared in chapter 4 of this study. In addition, respondents also identified 
five most relevant/crucial strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities and suggested 
additional strengths, weaknesses threats and opportunities of Maldives. 

Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats identified were agreed by most of the 
respondents. However, there were some differences of opinions regarding the SWOT 
performed (refer to table 5.5). It is important to highlight that in some cases respondents did not 
justified clearly their disagreement or their different perception of the reality. 

Table 5.5: Different of opinions regarding the performed SWOT analysis 
 
 # Description 

Number of 
respondents to 

disagree 
Remarks made by 

respondents 

St
re

ng
th

s 

1 Young and dynamic workforce 4/24 Youth Employment is 
decreasing 

2 Tourism and Fishing are the major  two 
sectors contributing to GDP and 
employment 

3/24 Other sectors like 
construction, shipping and 
agriculture are improving in 
the country 

3 Population following a positive trend  
with majority  in the active population 

3/24  

4 Low poverty incidence 2/24  
5 The annual gross domestic product  

increasing and relatively high GDP per 
capita  

2/24  
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W
ea

kn
es

s 
1 Made up of small coral islands and 

geographically dispersed.  
5/24 Population dispersion avoids 

mass conflicts and 
confrontations. 
This is a strength to tourism 
sector and its current model. 

2 Narrow economic base and openness 
of the Maldivian economy 

3/24 There are lot of small and 
medium entrepreneurs 
growing in the country 

3 Scarce land and the natural resources  2/24  
4 Costs of frequent natural disasters are 

high.  
2/24  

5 Lack of food security 1/24  
6 Lack of energy security 1/24 Energy is provided to all 

citizens 
7 80% of land area is less than 1m 

above mean sea level. 
1/24 From a tourism perspective, 

this is considered to be a 
strength. 

8 Over-reliance on tourism 1/24  
9 Long distances from export markets 

and import resources 
1/24  

O
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s 1 Improvement of democracy  2/24  
2 Ecosystem-based adaptation 1/24  
3 Creation of special economic zones 1/24  

Th
re

at
s 

1 Introduction of foreign customs and 
cultures 

7/24  

2 Increase number of foreign expatriate 
workers 

5/24 Poor management because of 
lack of policies. 
These workers are required 
for our economic service 
industries 

3 Vulnerable to changes and fluctuations 
in the global markets 

1/24  

4 Strategic location; subjected to interest 
of specific nations 

1/24   

5 High dependency on foreign aid 1/24   

Respondents also identified the five most crucial strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats 
from the SWOT performed for this study as indicated in table 5.6.  
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Table 5.6: Five most crucial strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats according to 
respondents 

Strengths Weakness Opportunities Threats 

Pristine and singular 
environment with  
rich marine 
resources 

The spatial dispersion of 
population makes the 
distribution of social services 
expensive if not impossible in 
the least populated islands. 

In a strategic location 
to develop an 
international economic, 
trade and logistic hubs 
and ports/airports 

Subjected to 
global warming 
and sea level rise 
and vulnerable to 
environmental 
impacts 

Situated in a 
strategic geographic 
location which 
benefits the main 
economic sectors.  

Weak legal framework for 
development 

Potential for renewable 
energy (solar and tidal 
energy) 

High dependency 
on foreign aid 

Highest literacy rate 
in South Asia 

Poor connectivity between 
outer islands and centers of 
economic activity constitutes a 
critical constraint to the 
inclusiveness of growth 

Value-Added Fisheries 

Vulnerable to 
changes and 
fluctuations in the 
global markets 

Tourism and Fishing 
are the major  two 
sectors contributing 
to GDP and 
employment 

Scarcity of land and of other 
significant natural resources 
(fresh water, good quality soil, 
vegetation and timber) 

Development of 
Transportation and 
Shipping Sector 

Political instability 

The annual gross 
domestic product 
(GDP)  increasing 
and relatively high 
GDP per capita  

Political instability 

Attraction of foreign 
investments due to 
creation of Special 
Economic Zones  

High and 
unsustainable 
debt 

Identified five most crucial strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) according 
to respondents are not in any specific order.   

Figure 5.7, represents additional strengths, weakness, 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. 

Table 5.7: Additional strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats suggested by the 
respondents. 

Strengths: 
• Dispersion of islands avoid conflicts 
• Unique identity with an authentic 

language and script 
• One religion and one ethnic group High 

market penetration for small, medium 
start-ups 

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 
• Maldives used by international criminals 

as a transited hub 
• Religious extremism 

SWOT(s) suggested by the respondents in table 5.7 reflect both internal and external factors of 
the country which could affect the development of the country. In addition, these SWOT(s) are 
very important suggestions and provides extra knowledge to the diagnosis of Maldives carried 
out in chapter 4.   
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SWOT(s) identified in the chapter 4 along with additional SWOT(s) suggested by respondents, 
certainly could play a vital role in addressing and tackling the survival problems/challenges in 
the country. Also, these SWOT(s) should be considered during the spatial planning process in 
the country. If properly addressed in the planning process, both strengths and opportunities 
could contribute to overcome the weakness and threats identified. Yet, it is also crucial to keep 
in mind that opportunities and threats are external forces such as occurrences and trends that 
are outside of the country and beyond its control. Therefore, it will be extremely important to 
understand the global events and trends when dealing with such external factors. If Maldives is 
to take the advantage of its strengths and the opportunities, it is essential that a formal spatial 
planning system is adopted in the country along with proper legal frameworks and supporting 
policies.    

 
5.4 ANALYSIS OF PART C 

In this section, the respondents identified the role(s) of spatial planning and how it could be 
adopted in the country to tackle the problems faced by the Maldives. Furthermore, respondents 
also highlighted some key challenges that may hinder the process of adopting a spatial planning 
system in the country. (Refer to Annex 1, section C for the questions asked in this part).  

With no doubt, all respondents agreed that a spatial planning system is indeed very important 
and can play a key role in the future survival and sustainable development of Maldives.  As 
expressed by the respondents, a spatial planning system is crucial to overcome challenges and 
survival problems faced by the country, to manage the country’s limited resources and vital in 
establishing and implementing its strategic visions in a cohesive manner. Through a spatial 
planning system, a National Planning Policy Framework and National Development Strategies 
can be formulated where all sectors can integrate, coordinate and coexist to attain sustainable 
development. Such policies and strategies need to consider the broader aspects related to the 
whole country and communities in both regional and local level to guide development of spatial 
plans in all levels.  

Along with good governance and a proper spatial planning system in place, respondents 
highlighted the need for other policies, measures and tools that could be used to plan for a 
better sustainable tomorrow as represented in table 5.8. 

Table 5.8: Suggested polices, measures and tools needed for sustainable tomorrow 

Po
lic

ie
s 

Inter-sectorial  Needs sectorial policies (such as green policies focused on 
sustainability) and inter-sectorial coordination. 

Public participation Policies for participatory planning, bottom-up policy making where 
more consideration is given to include all relevant stakeholders. 

Local Empowerment 
Policies to empower local communities and authorities to 
participate in their local development endeavors and in the control 
of the resources available at local level. 

Fiscal decentralization Policies to repatriation of a percentage of benefits that central 
government earns from a region back to the region. 

Population consolidation 
Consolidation Policies, in a manner to support large knowledge 
and economic centers, where cluster formations are encouraged – 
to create larger economic mass. 

Sustainability Long-term sustainable strategies with focused goals. It should not 
change with any change in government. 

Revision of plans 
Legal framework to ensure future governments stick to the 
development plans and revise when necessary based on actual 
data. 

Housing and basic needs Policies to develop affordable housing with needed infrastructure 
and services. 
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M
ea

su
re

s/
to

ol
s 

Socio-economic  
& environment 

Development policies must strive to tie social benefits, ecological 
preservation with economic benefit. 
Environmental policies need to be strengthened and these policies 
need to be free from political influence. 
Upholding laws made to protect environment.  
Strengthen institutions like Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) and to be free from political influence.  
Tax exemptions and support for sustainable economic activities. 
Trickle down economic policies must be controlled, as the benefits 
are seen to be only held at the top level. 
Development of ‘localism’ ideologies in the local tourism sector – 
at local island level which may encourage sensitive development 
to local culture and environment. 
Diversifying economy to promote agriculture and aqua-culture. 

Regulatory mechanisms Spatial Planning and Development Regulatory body needed with 
proper monitoring and control mechanisms. 

Decentralization Decentralization needs to be strengthened to improve and develop 
regions and local islands.  

Renewable energy Usage of renewable energy system such as solar, power, wind 
power. 

Planning Develop plans based on solid data from the whole country. 

Political influence Minimize political influence in the decisions made towards 
development and sustainability. 

These polices, measures and tools suggested by the respondents could be vital to the 
successful adaptation of a spatial planning system in the Maldives. 
 

5.4.1 Nationwide Spatial Planning 

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. 
Respondents further agreed that, National Spatial development plan(s) should be devised, 
taking into account the SWOTs identified, in consultation with the major political parties and 
communities, based on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Respondents also 
stressed the importance and necessity for participatory planning to get the grassroots 
involvement in the whole planning process, especially during the initial stages and final 
decision-making process. 

It is highlighted that, National Spatial development plan(s) should be used as a core input when 
formulating policies to tackle the identified problems where proactive measures can be 
executed. This plan must set overarching objectives, inputs and outcomes for the country. 
Political manifestos to support and compliment with the Nationwide Spatial development plan(s) 
and the spatial planning process to integrate sectorial planning are key aspects agreed by all 
respondents to be included in the spatial planning system of the country. Yet, there were 
differences in opinions for the planned period/duration for which such a national spatial plan 
should be developed in Maldives (refer to pie chart figure 5.4).  
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Figure 5.4: National Spatial Plan Planning periods as suggested by the respondents 

As seen from the figure 5.4, 6 respondents (25% of the respondents) believe that a national 
spatial plan could be formulated for a period of 20 years. While, 17% respondents also believed 
that the planned period for a national spatial plan should be 10 years. According to these 
respondents, most of the key survival problems and challenges in the country need to be 
tackled in short term, hence planning for 10 years could be practicable. Another 17% believed 
the same period should be 5 years as they believed that planning should align with the political 
term of a government which is also 5 years. Considering the problems and challenges faced by 
the country and formal spatial planning been new in the country without any legal support, 20 
years can be said relevant if the short, medium and long-term problems of the country are 
addressed in such a plan.  

Table 5.9 denotes contents suggested by the respondents to be included in a national spatial 
plan to be devised for Maldives.  

Table 5.9: Contents to be included in a national spatial planning plan as per the respondents 
Contents of a National spatial planning plan 

Land use types and zoning 

Protected zones 
Special zones, such as economic or knowledge centers for growth and means to ‘pipeline’ to other 
centers 
Physical infrastructure development plans – broad movement networks, harbors/ports, etc. 
Distinguished different controls at different levels: central, regional and local controls over land and 
development 
Development of regions/provinces  

Sectorial development plans linked to spatial planning 

Socio-economic development plans 

Adaptation to renewable energy 

Green projects in urban areas 

Conservation and protection of natural environment and creating a sustainable economy 

Emergency preparedness and disaster planning 

Mixed communities principles and coexist mechanisms 

Taking into consideration the dispersed populations in the country and being Maldives a unitary 
state, contents suggested in table 5.9 are very important to be included in a national spatial 
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plan. As evident from the suggestions above, it is clear that socio-economic and environmental 
aspects along with sustainability are important when formulating a spatial planning system in a 
country like Maldives. 

Respondents also agreed that the 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. It is believed that, with proper legal frameworks and 
guidelines to back spatial planning, regional and local level developments in the country could 
be improved to overcome the development gap among the islands bringing equity among 
islands through access to essential needs, services and resources.  

Having a proper legal framework and policies for spatial planning, may not necessarily provide 
for itself real effectiveness. On-going training of the technical and political decision makers 
involved in the planning process is critical, as it is to produce periodically technical guidelines of 
good practices that cannot be achieved from a set of legal rules. 

According to respondents, spatial planning plan should also tie socio-economic strategic plan of 
the country to eliminate the problems faced due to dispersion of population as well as isolation 
and remoteness of islands.  

As expressed by the respondents, a spatial planning system in practice can guide the nation 
development works in a more systematize manner. Development works can be allocated by 
preplanned analyses rather than ad-hoc and free from influences. 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. 

5.4.2 Population consolidation and decentralization policies 

With regarding to the population consolidation, the majority of respondents (14 respondents) 
believed it is the best option to overcome the spatial imbalance for a country like Maldives with 
geographically dispersed population, where the majority of inhabited islands have less than 
1000 inhabitants. However, 5 respondents believed it should be considered as one of the key 
goals but not the best to generate feasible economies of scale in the islands that could 
compensate for the public investments in the country.  These 5 respondents further agreed that, 
local island life concept should not be compromised for the purpose of development and people 
should have the options to relocate themselves to any island of their choosing and get settled. 
Some (3 respondents) also believed that creating economic hubs in 4 or 5 regions spread out in 
Maldives with clusters of influence islands with larger populations and small islands along with 
hierarchy of services creating the spillover effect can be an option to deal with problem of 
spatial imbalance. It is agreed that prior planning is needed and public participation is necessary 
at the initial level to make informed decisions so that population consolidation can bring the 
desired outcomes unlike past efforts. Furthermore, it is stressed by the respondents that public 
awareness and having a well-informed solid plan for population consolidation with proper 
compensation mechanisms and incentives can be the key ingredients to successfully 
implementation. On the contrary, 2 respondents believed that population consolidation is not 
going to settle the problem of spatial imbalance in the country as reflected from the past efforts 
for consolidation in the country.  

21 respondents believed that Maldives should opt for a decentralized system of governance in 
order to fully benefit from spatial planning. Decentralization indeed allows development works to 
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be carried more independently in both regional and local levels without depending on the central 
government to make all decisions.  In theory, the main idea behind decentralization is to share 
the responsibility and decision-making power across various levels in an organization. 
Delegation describes the decentralization of executive authority to semi-autonomous agencies 
with a territorially defined remit and special tasks (Rondinelli and Cheema 1983; Smith 2002). 

As decentralization delegates power to authorities in different levels to make decisions, 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. However, yet again, differences in opinions were stressed on how much 
power to be given to the regional and local authorities in this process of spatial planning. It was 
suggested that such a governance system should be formulated with a proper legal framework 
stipulating the roles of regional and local authorities in the spatial planning process. Since, 
Maldives is a unitary state, majority of the respondents mentioned that, there should be 
planning guidelines set and formulated by the central government to guide regional and local 
planning so that all planning and developments works in the country are aligned with the 
nationwide spatial planning plan(s) and development plan(s).    

The respondents when questioned about the criteria to define a “region” for regional 
development, expressed different opinions as represented in the bar chart in figure 5.5. 

 
Figure 5.5: Criteria to define a “region” according to respondents 

Maldives being a geographically dispersed island nation, 33 percent of respondents as 
represented in figure 5.5, 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. 
Meanwhile, 3 respondents believed that the criteria should be based on group of islands as 
identified before for the Regionalization and Decentralization program as seen in table 4.1 and 
another 3 respondents believed each atoll should be considered as a region. Remaining 16 
percent of respondents equally split their opinions into two criteria; based on historical grouping 
of islands and base population to define a region. 
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It is evident that there is a common understanding among the respondents regarding the role of 
a region in overcoming common problems faced by them. According to respondents, regional 
association and coordination is essential to streamline in addressing common issues and 
should lead in tackling those common problems without having to depend on central 
government. With proper governance system and monitoring and control mechanisms, regions 
can adopt integrated land use with shared resources and knowledge and funds being utilized 
within the region for their benefit. Regions can set their socio-economic goals and work towards 
them in a more collaborative manner. As regional leaders have a closer connection to the local 
communities and are more aware of their problems, it is suggested the need to have a proper 
system(s) to collect their views, concerns and recommendations and have them reflected on 
national and regional level policies. It is also believed that regions as a whole can work to 
improve the quality of life with equal opportunities and services to the people within the region 
facilitated with a proper transport system. However, respondents also stated that fiscal 
decentralization is crucial for regional development. With proper fiscal decentralization, regions 
would have resources and could explore new opportunities to address regional issues. Regional 
authorities can thus, come together to solve regional level issues. 

5.4.3 Informal Planning 

Except for 2 respondents, all agreed that informal planning solutions should be allowed in a 
country like Maldives. In general, informal planning can be referred as attempts by citizens to 
adapt space according to their needs outside the formal planning system.  Therefore, informal 
planning can be broadly understood as planning that builds on everyday interactions and 
personal networks, and that is conducted by institutional agents, such as community groups, 
sports clubs, local associations and so forth, without a formal mandate to plan. However, even if 
the informal planners lack the formal mandate to plan, their activities intend to lead to certain 
outcomes that, as stated by Kušar (2010, 159). Informal planning practices may involve 
fundraisers, infrastructure maintenance and improvement, running of municipal libraries, sports 
facilities and many more. As, informal planning solutions enables operational level decision 
making and tactical urbanization solutions for things not addressed by the national level that 
occurs in local level, informal planning solutions can play a vital role in tackling such things 
within the local communities. However, yet again it is agreed by the respondents that proper 
guidelines should be formulated to incorporate informal planning in the spatial planning process 
of the country.  

5.4.4 The role of real estate sector in spatial planning and urban development 

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 regional areas of the country. As suggested, the government must encourage the private 
sector to develop housing in different regions by providing incentives like tax exemption on 
imported goods for construction. If coupled with economic, health and educational opportunities 
in regional centers, the real estate market would naturally develop in these regional centers. It is 
stressed that government should support and back the privatization of this sector with proper 
policies. With effective legal framework to support real estate development, with quality and 
price control mechanisms it could allow everyone to get access to affordable housing. It is 
further agreed that privatization of real estate development can bring quality for housing needs 
with less investments from the government. The main ideology regarding the privatization of 
real estate sector among the respondents is that government should be more focused on social 
housing and while the private sector to focus for development of medium to high-end housing 
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along with commercial developments. It is also expressed the importance of legal protection for 
developers, financiers and end users to get the maximum benefit from real estate development 
and privatization of the sector. 

5.4.5 Planning and political turmoil  

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. Successive governments care about their own political agenda and 
do not follow planning and development projects of previous governments, as a result public 
funds are being wasted. Political interest is often involved in the development and planning 
process and approvals of projects are done without considering the environmental, economic 
and social impacts of those projects. Table 5.10 describes some of the effects of political 
instability to long term planning in Maldives as identified by the respondents. 

Table 5.9: Impacts on long-term planning due to political unrest in the country 
Impacts on long-term planning due to political instability in Maldives 

Plans/regulations changed for short term political gains to benefit an individual or political party. 
Disruption of established standards and existing systems resulting in chaos and mistrust and 
encouraging people to break regulations 
Increased corruption in planning practices 

Land acquisition through corrupt mechanisms 

Sudden changes in policy leads to difficulties in long term planning 

Impacts Foreign Investment and decreases confidence for foreign investors 

No plans going towards public benefit rather towards political gain of one person or political part 
Results in zero-sum games. Thus, increased polarization of zero-sum game politics creates further 
instability. 
Frequent changes to the planning process, plans and priorities affect economic and social activities 

Plans and projects not fully implemented 

Changes in plans have a ripple effect on other development plans 

Taking the country to unsustainable debts and conflicts 
Maldives is heavily reliant on donor and loan funds which are very much hindered by uncertainties 
caused by politics. 
Development of infrastructures are used to challenge one another and show off, rather than planned to 
get votes without consideration of future consequences 
Resources and time been wasted 

Policies, tools and measures are needed to deal with impacts on long-term planning due to 
political unrest (as represented in table 5.10) needs to be addressed in a National Spatial 
Planning Framework formulated for Maldives.    
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5.4.6 Key challenges to adopt a spatial planning system in Maldives 

Table 5.11 tabulates the main challenges to adopt a spatial planning system in Maldives as 
suggested by the respondents. 

Table 5.10: Key challenges to adopt spatial planning in Maldives according to respondents 
Key Challenges for adopting a Spatial Planning system in Maldives 

No specialized institution setup for spatial planning 

Lack of an independent regulatory body for monitoring and development control 

Lack of legal framework and policies for spatial planning 

Lack of political will for spatial planning 

Policy makers not aware of spatial planning and its importance 

Political instability 

Weak institutions and lack of coordination and collaboration between institutions 

High level of corruption 

Political influence in decision making 

Conflicting laws and mandates among the ministries/agencies/institutions 

Lack of political will to decentralize political power and to implement Decentralization Act 

Local government authorities do not have financial independence to make decisions 

Lack of Empowerment and autonomy 

Lack of expertise especially in the island level 

Political assignees preferred over professionals 

Lack of a central depository where all laws and regulations could be referred to by users. 

Lack of country wide Geographic Information System (GIS) and spatial data 

Lack of public participation 
Lack of capacity (including human resources, information and budget) 

Indeed, the acknowledged 20 challenges identified by the respondents will be very helpful in 
formulating guidelines to adopt and implement a spatial planning system in the country. 

In general, it can be said that there is good understanding and common viewpoint regarding the 
questions of Part C of the interview among the respondents of the 4 main groups. However, 
differences in opinions were seen among the 4 groups regarding; defining the planned period of 
a nationwide spatial plan, the criteria to define regions for regional development and if 
population consolidation is the best option for the country to over the spatial problems in 
Maldives.  

5.5 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. As discussed before, being a small island developing state, 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.  
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CHAPTER 6 
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. Furthermore, these problems, challenges and limitations are raising the question 
of its future survival. How can an archipelago island nation like Maldives with its singular nature 
and specificities subjected to climate change survive in the long-run? As mentioned earlier, non-
action is not an option for Maldives. As, spatial planning is a process that integrates the three 
pillars of sustainable development - economic, environmental and social - to create 
opportunities to harness the growth of cities for positive socio-economic development, spatial 
planning can play a vital role in the country to overcome these problems, challenges and 
constraints while it pursues development. 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. 

The purpose of this chapter is to summarize and to conclude the main findings of this study. 
The findings are based on the objectives of this study as highlighted in Chapter 1. 
 

6.1 MAIN BACKGROUND 

With reference to the literature review, the country’s diagnosis performed in chapter four and the 
interviews conducted, the key conclusions regarding the spatial planning background in 
Maldives are mentioned below. 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. It’s not only when everything is in its right place that 
spatial planning is useful!!! 

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

• In most developing countries spatial planning was/is being directly adopted from other 
spatial planning systems in the world without giving much emphasis to their singular 
nature and specificities. 

• 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 fallow a tailor-made approach 
taking into account the context of Maldives and benchmark 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 (refer to table 
6.1) which can hinder the adaptation of spatial planning system in the country. 
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Table 6.1: Key challenges to adopt a spatial planning system in Maldives 
Key Challenges for adopting a Spatial Planning system in Maldives 

No specialized institution setup for spatial planning in the country 
Lack of an independent regulatory body for monitoring and development control 
Lack of legal framework and policies for spatial planning 
Lack of political will for spatial planning 
Policy makers not aware of spatial planning and its importance 
Political instability 
Weak institutions and lack of coordination and collaboration between institutions 
High level of corruption 
Political influence in decision making 
Conflicting laws and mandates among the ministries/agencies/institutions 
Lack of empowerment and autonomy in local level of governance  
Local government authorities do not have financial independence to make decisions 
Lack of expertise in the field of spatial planning, especially in the island level 

 

6.2 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. 

6.2.1 Spatial planning system 

A three level spatial planning system covering National, Regional and Local level should be 
used in Maldives. Both National and Regional planning should be strategic planning. While 
central planning competences should, lie within the local level. 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. In addition, 
Netherlands being a decentralized state, guarantees constitutional autonomy in decision making 
throughout the planning process. At the same time, Netherlands also being a unitary state, the 
planning system in the country is composed of regulations to prevent a lower ranking body 
taking actions, which are contradictory to the policies of a higher tier of authority. Hence, these 
features could be key aspects to formulate the spatial planning system in Maldives.  

Spatial planning should be flexible, pro-active and performance-oriented and needs to address 
to key survival problems/challenges and sectorial planning giving guidance to the planning 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 sectorial planning and how public investments should be utilized 
from the point of view of regional and national structural policy. Furthermore, at this level, it 
should describe material guidelines and guiding principles, which provide a binding, 
comprehensive and superordinate model for lower-level planning tiers, sectorial planning, and 
public measures affecting spatial development. The main rational and aim of superintending the 
spatial structure of the national territory is to establish equity and equivalent living conditions in 
all parts of the country. 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; 

• 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 
• 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 development visions and strategies should be formulated to address the key survival 
problems/challenges and spatial problems in the country. Furthermore, a formal spatial planning 
system should be formulated. Therefore, it would be extremely important to address the 
following at the National Spatial Planning Framework. 
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• Strategies to deal with spatial imbalance in the country and small-inhabited islands with 
less population? Minimum threshold of population should be determined. 

• How could development and population consolidation and resettlement could be 
successfully implemented? 

• Criteria to define safe islands for population resettlement and consolidation. 
• Delegation of authorities, responsibilities, and defining the mandates and guidelines for 

different level of spatial planning.  
• Key strategies to address the main survival problems in the short, medium and long 

term. Identifying what can be done in the national, regional and local level.   
• Measures to deal with impacts on long-term planning due to political turmoil in the 

country.  
• How to integrate sectorial planning and which sectors (transportation, tourism, fisheries, 

health, education, environment, housing and employment), to be included within the 
spatial planning framework? 

• Other policies and legal frameworks to be considered in the spatial planning framework 
 

National Spatial plan  

A nationwide spatial plan is needed in Maldives to promote an economically, ecologically and 
socially sustainable distribution of functions within the country. This should be formulated for a 
period of 20 years with interim goals and objectives. Interim evaluations are need by every five-
year term. 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. This plan should cover 
these areas as suggested in table 5.8 in chapter 5. 

Regional level planning 

The planning done in this level is 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. Outline Planning Schemes should provide the framework for local 
authorities to plan, shape and control the use of land within their area. These schemes should 
translate the national strategy into the local level. Regional spatial development plans should be 
developed in a collaborative effort between the local councils, businesses, the regional council 
and the other actors in each region. 

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. The Regional Development plans should aim to achieve a better balance of social, 
economic and physical development between atolls by focusing on promoting key areas in each 
region and invest the necessary social and physical infrastructure to cater for that region. Strong 
regional economic linkages combined with a developed transport network will boost the growth 
of the regions. 
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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. 

Local planning should be implemented and promoted through “Action Plans known as Outline 
Planning Briefs”. Set out planning guidance on a range of key land uses including residential, 
commercial, services, industrial, hotel and integrated resort development. Local plans to have 
the following purposes: 

• to describe the intended use of land in an area of the authority 
• to provide an objective basis for the consideration of planning applications within the 

authority area. 
• to set out urban indexes to the areas to be developed 
• to perform as development control and monitoring tools 

 
Informal planning practices can be seen as a response to the limitations of the formal planning 
system with its procedural, conceptual, and content-related limitations. Hence, along with formal 
top-bottom planning at the local level, informal planning, bottom-up approach of planning can 
play a vital role in addressing some of the main survival problems/challenges and to overcome 
some development challenges in the country. 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 and issues 
• to convince the politicians regarding actual needs and demands of locals 
• to formalize local initiatives in order to gain legitimacy in negotiations with local 

governments 
• to generate the needed power base for making decisions about plans  
• to acquire local tacit knowledge which constitutes a resource that can be used for more 

context-sensitive planning and develop local community plans 
• to arrange public facilities and develop social and physical infrastructures to solve 

everyday problems such as water shortage, power shortage, sports and recreation 
facilities within the islands 

• to utilize physical resources such as abundant and vacant buildings for community 
benefit such as to host community schools, work places, businesses etc. 

• to establish public support for the local plans by participating local communities, 
especially key figures, people with networks and key initiators 

• to take over facilities that are no longer funded by local governments 
• to initiate members with strong informal networks who are able to generate substantial 

resource bases (like funding, external knowledge, legitimacy, or acknowledgement) to 
the realization of successful community initiatives 

• to get public participation and grassroots views in planning through information-tools 
such as public discussion, public and non-public meeting or target group participation, 
workshops, information in newspapers and planning and design competitions 
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• to make public aware of environment threats, especially long-term threats like global 
warming and seal level rise which are not foreknown by most locals 

• to prepare for disasters and taking proactive measures in the local level 
• to make public aware on certain policies like decentralization and development and 

population consolidation 
• to support “go green” initiatives such as making local islands more bicycle friendly 

islands (banning motorized vehicles using fossil fuel)  
• to establish waste management systems and 3R (reduce, reuse and recycle) initiatives 

(some local communities in Maldives have already established their own waste 
management systems4) 

• to define and maintain protected zones, buffer zones and green belts in the local islands 
• to make locals aware of sustainable development and its importance  
• to organize public fund raisers; like working days and special events to generate 

revenue for local needs 
• to initiate island community led businesses such as local tourism, thatch weaving, 

agriculture and marine culture providing job opportunities to locals and generating 
revenues to local councils  

• to contribute resource and knowledge sharing and utilization within and among local 
communities to create a platform to analyze and study different issues and problems  

• to coordinate operation of ferry systems within a region to bridge locals to different 
services within the region 

• to allocate and promote use of green space and community spaces for social 
inclusiveness  

• to coordinate and run Community Social Responsibility (CSR) programs and projects in 
collaboration with resorts and other main business in the area 

• to initiate pressure and lobby groups in making local authorities responsible and 
accountable 

 

6.2.2 Governance and Planning 

Decentralization in the country should be implemented and strengthened to allow for an 
effective spatial planning system in the 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. Regulations and policies are needed to be made particularly in 
relation to decentralization and democratization atmospheres. Effective integration across policy 
domains and between spatial scales is indispensable and to be implementation at all levels.  
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. It requires legally binding mechanisms 
to institutionalize and enforce a culture of strategic alliance among local governments in 
                                                            
4 Alif Alif Atoll Ukulhas island has developed their own waste management system and uses natural waste 
to make compost for plants. (For more information refer to http://littlebirdjournal.com/trash-talk-a-visit-to-
ukulhas-to-learn-about-a-rubbish-revolution/) 
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crosscutting matters. Independent institutional bodies, concerning ministry and a regulatory 
body for planning works are needed in the country. It is essential to development control and 
monitoring mechanisms within the planning process in all levels. 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.  Policy makers should also consider more stable forces, which are 
the informal-cultural values, in order to develop a more robust planning system. 

As discussed before and suggested by the interviewees in chapter 5, for effective spatial 
planning in the country, these key guiding policies are needed, as mentioned below;  

• Fiscal decentralization: According Decentralization Act 2010 local councils are 
mandated to provide basic municipal services. However, island councils do not control 
the assets of the Atolls and Islands and do not have any autonomy in using their 
financial resources and to generate finance for themselves.  As a result, development 
works within the atolls and islands are heavy depended upon the financial decisions 
and support from the state. Therefore, fiscal decentralization is required to repatriation of 
a percentage of benefits that central government earns from a region back to the region. In 
addition, local councils should be able to generate revenue of its own from different 
means such as local taxes and fees.  

• Population consolidation:  To overcome the spatial imbalance in the country, relocation 
and resettlement of small populations needs to legalized and guided through a 
population consolidation policy.  Furthermore, consolidation policies, in a manner to support 
large knowledge and economic centers, where cluster formations are encouraged – to create 
larger economic mass are needed for the growth of development regions in the country. Such a 
policy should include support systems such as compensations and incentives to attract 
people to these regions   

• Privatization of real estate: Privatization of this sector could improve and bring faster 
urban development in the country and could support the population consolidation 
program and development of regional areas of the country. As of today, central 
government is spending a lot to provide social housing, privatization of real estate 
sector could allow central government to allocate its resources to other key areas. 
Hence, it is vital that legal protection for developers, financiers and end users through a 
legal policy framework to get the maximum benefit from real estate development and 
privatization of this sector in the urban development of country. 

• Disaster readiness  
• Management for conservation, excavation and research into Maldivian heritage, culture 

and related areas 
 
Furthermore, spatial data and all other relevant country data and statistics need to be 
accessible in a spatial panning data base by experts and public for effective planning in the 
country. Central digital portal for publishing and compiling plan proposals and adopted plans 
needs to be implemented. Information technology should drive spatial planning with the use of 
Geographical Information System (GIS), remote sensing satellite for acquiring, storing and 
managing information, and geospatial planning models accessible to planners. Digitalizing the 
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planning systems could enhance the knowledge sharing among the local communities to tackle 
common problems faced by them. 

 
5.3 FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DEVELOPMENTS 

Spatial planning with its broad spectrum of application 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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Annex 1: Interview Questions 
Research title: Planning for survival: how can an archipelago island nation like Maldives benefit 
from spatial planning? 

Interview Structure: This interview consists of 4 main parts; Part A, B, C and D. 

Part A: Inquires about the main survival problems/challenges faced by the Maldives 

1) What are the main survival problems/challenges (eg: sea level rising, seasonal flooding, 
food security, etc.) faced by Maldives? 

2) Categorize those challenges/problems that require actions to be taken in; 
i. Short term (≤10years) 
ii. Medium term (10 to 30 years) 
iii. Long term (>30 years)  

 
# Survival problems/challenges 

(Categorize the challenges/problems by ticking the right 
column) 

Short term  
(≤10years) 

Medium term  
(10 to 30 years) 

Long term  
(>30 years) 

1     
2     
3     
4     
5     
6     

 

Part B: Validate the SWOT analysis according to the respondent’s view 

1) Validate these main strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats identified from the 
SWOT analysis by saying ‘Agree’ or ‘Disagree”? 

2) Ranking/prioritization:-  Please identify which are the 5 most relevant/crucial strengths, 
weakness, threats and opportunities 
 

Strengths Agree or Disagree Rank 

Situated in a strategic geographic location.      

Pristine and singular environment with  rich marine resources     
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     

 
Weaknesses Agree or Disagree Rank 

Made up of small coral islands and geographically dispersed.      
Scarce land and the natural resources      

80% of the land area is less than 1m above mean sea level.     

Little resilience and high exposure to natural disasters     
Costs of frequent natural disasters are high.      
The spatial dispersion of population makes the distribution of 
social services expensive if not impossible in the least 
populated islands.     
Poor connectivity between outer islands and centers of 
economic activity constitutes a critical constraint to the     
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inclusiveness of growth 

Lack of energy security     
Lack of food security     
Drug abuse and high crime rate     
Lower economy of scales in most islands      
Increased income inequality      
Narrow economic base and openness of the Maldivian 
economy     
Narrow resource base limiting the benefits of economies of 
scale     
Small domestic markets and heavy dependence on  a few 
external and remote markets     
High costs for energy, infrastructure, transportation,  
communication, and servicing     

Long distances from export markets and import resources     
Over-reliance on tourism     
Heavy import dependency     

High public debt and narrow fiscal space     

Weak institutions and lack of coordination among them     
Weak legal framework for development     
Political instability     
Young Democracy in crisis     
High corruption index     

Deterioration in the rule of law and regulatory quality     
 
Opportunities Agree or Disagree Rank 
In a strategic location to develop an international economic, 
trade and logistic hubs and ports/airports     
Creation of Special Economic Zones      
Potential for renewable energy     
Value-Added Fisheries     
Aquaculture and Fisheries     

Local Tourism   

Development of Transportation and Shipping Sector     

Improvement of democracy in the country     
Ecosystem-based adaptation     

 
Threats Agree or Disagree Rank 
Subjected to global warming and sea level rise and 
vulnerable to environmental impacts     

Strategic location; subjected to interest of specific nations     
Increase number of foreign expatriate workers     

Introduction of foreign customs and cultures     

High dependency on foreign aid     

Vulnerable to changes and fluctuations in the global markets     
Political instability     
High and unsustainable debt     

 
3) Please specify any other strengths, weakness, threats and opportunities of the 

Maldives? 
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Part C: Respondents are asked to identify the roles of spatial planning and how it could be 
adopted in the country to tackle the problems faced by the Maldives.  

1) What can/should be the role of a spatial planning system in the country to overcome the 
above mentioned problems? 

2) What policies/measures and tools could be used to plan for better sustainable 
tomorrow? 

3) Is current ad-hoc/need base development sustainable?  
4) Is it essential for Maldives, a national spatial planning plan? If so, 

i) What type of nature and contents should be developed?  
ii) What should be the planned period of such a plan? 

5) Should political manifestos support and compliment with the nationwide spatial 
development plan?  

6) How does the political instability in the country affect the long term planning of the 
country? 

7) Besides the national level, what are the other levels of spatial planning that could be 
opted? (regional or local) 

8) How to define “a region” for development? Criteria to define a region; size of islands, 
thresholds, number of islands/atolls, connection by functions etc? 

9) What should be the role of regions in overcoming common problems faced by them? 
10) What should be the role of local organizations/communities in overcoming common 

problems faced by them? 
11) What is the role of governance in adopting a spatial planning system in the country? 
12) Is centralized or decentralized governance system better for a country like Maldives? 
13) Is the current legal framework good enough to overcome the challenges for spatial 

planning? 
14) Are there any conflicts among the laws of the country that could affect the process of 

adopting a spatial planning system in the country? If yes, what are the main conflicting 
laws?  

15) What are institutional challenges faced in the spatial planning and developmental 
process of the country? 

16) How to integrate sectorial planning in the spatial planning framework? 
17) How could spatial planning overcome the discontinuity among the islands? 
18) Role of public participation in making different levels of plans? 
19) What are the main reasons for the failure of past efforts to mitigate the problem of 

spatial imbalance (especially the migration of population from outer islands to Male’) in 
the country? 

20) Is population consolidation best option for a country like Maldives? How could it be 
adopted to get the maximum benefit? 

21) How could real estate development and privatization of this sector help in the urban 
development of the country? 

22) What is the role of informal planning solutions in the development of Maldives? 
 

Part D: Please identify the category to which the respondent belong to from the under 
mentioned list;  

viii. Central Government 
ix. Local Government 
x. Academia 
xi. Urban Developers; Both public and private 
xii. Built Environment Professionals 
xiii. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
xiv. Local Associations 
xv. Others; (please specify)……………………. 
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Annex 2: Survival Problems/Challenges suggested by the respondents  
 

Category # Problems/Challenges 
Number of  
respondents to Agree 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l &
 G

eo
gr

ap
hi

c 
 

1 
Climate change, sea-level rise and 
global warming 21 

2 Seasonal flooding 18 
3 Coastal land erosion  9 
4 Geographic dispersion of population 4 
5 Low laying country 3 

6 

Ground water quality degradation -  
saltwater intrusion and unhygienic 
sewerage disposal 3 

7 Limited natural resources 2 
8 Natural resource depletion 1 
9 Chemical pollution of ground  1 

10 
Removal of sand from beaches and 
sand banks 1 

11 Scarce land 1 
12 Scarce natural resources 1 
13 Natural (Disasters / Tsunami) 2 

So
ci

al
 

14 Food security 11 

15 
Shortage of access to safe drinking 
water and water security 10 

16 
Lack of proper waste management 
system 9 

17 
Lack of efficient connection between 
islands (transportation system) 5 

18 
Congestion and lack of access to quality 
breathing spaces and amenity 3 

19 
Medical supplies and health services 
(Not enough stock and doctors) 2 

20 Drug Abuse 1 

21 
Gentrification – housing affordability 
issues in and around cities 1 

22 
High divorce rate and single parent 
families 1 

23 People not aware of environment risks 1 
24 Housing problem 1 
25 Traffic congestion in Male' 1 
26 Mental illness 1 

27 
Loss of local and healthy life style as 
people has to leave their native islands. 1 

28 Narrow economic base 4 
29 Energy Cost and energy security 2 
30 Low/under-valued income 1 
31 Inconsistency in fisheries 1 
32 No upper and lower price limits 1 
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Po
lit

ic
s 

& 
G

ov
er

na
nc

e 

33 Decentralization not fully implement 1 
34 Internal political conflict  1 
35 Top-b0ttom decision making 1 

36 

Poorly formulated Mega projects which 
have significant 
environmental/social/economic/financial 
impacts 1 

37 

Unrestricted, unregulated foreign 
investments in  mega projects whose 
terms are unclear and may have 
implications on the country’s control 
over its limited resources and even 
sovereignty and worsen the debt crisis 1 

38 
Increasing lack of transparency and 
accountability 1 

39 

Discontinuation and devolution of 
existing planning/regulatory systems 
without alternative mechanisms in place 1 

40 

Legislature such as SEZ passed 
overnight with by a corrupt parliament 
with no little oversight or understanding 
over impacts  1 

41 No free and fair opportunities for all 1 
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