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1. Introduction

Abstract

Insularity leads to situations of slow growth or decline; this is a common reality for 
many islands. Focusing on the situation of European islands, this paper examines how 
addressing the issue of insularity. In particular, sustainable development initiatives 
appear to be a useful tool for fostering inclusive growth. The analysis was conducted by 
observing the situation of islands within the European Union, including their position 
within the political-institutional agenda. This was followed by an exploration of the so-
called insular gap, efforts to measure it and responses implemented thus far. The study 
then highlights the strategic importance of sustainable and circular development 
initiatives implemented on islands, which can enhance their economic, social, and 
environmental well-being, mitigating the challenges they face.

This study explores potential avenues for the future development of islands within 
the context of the European Union. Islands develop in a unique and complex context, 
and, as Baldacchino (2007) argues, they may be viewed as pioneers of resilience and 
sustainability.

At present, approximately 600 million individuals reside on islands globally – about 10% 
of the world population, which account for roughly 3% of the Earth’s surface area. Of 
the 195 nations recognised globally, 43 are constituted entirely of insular territories 
or archipelagic formations1. Islands are “ideal ‘laboratories’ for studying and measuring 
sustainability”, (Spilanis, Kizos, Koulouri, Kondyli, Vakoufaris, & Gatsis, 2009). Indeed, 
their isolation makes them unique laboratories.

Being entirely surrounded by water, islands’ remoteness from the mainland creates 
specific characteristics and additional constraints that make them an interesting case 

1   Global islands database, v. http://www.globalislands.net/about/gid_functions.php

http://www.globalislands.net/about/gid_functions.php


Working Paper 25	 2

study, and a real challenge. According to Eurisles (2002) “living on an island means living 
on a territory constantly cut off by the sea, with limited possibilities in terms of space, 
natural or human resources, or the size of the market insularity”. This peculiar condition 
can be defined as “a permanent phenomenon of physical discontinuity”, (Deidda, 2016).

The three features that define insularity – smallness, remoteness and vulnerability 
(including susceptibility to seasonality and climatic disasters) – have important 
implications for economic growth, highlighting the challenges faced by islands. 
However, these constraints can also be seen as opportunities.

On the one hand, a large strand of literature has investigated insularity providing 
evidence of the negative impact of these geographical features, resulting in social and 
economic disadvantage, (Nunn, 2004; Baldacchino & Pleijel 2010; Spilanis et al. 2013). 
On the other hand, according to another body of literature (Mitropoulou & Spilanis, 
2020; Conkling 2007; Karampela, Papazoglou, Kizos, & Spilanis 2017), these challenges 
can be perceived as a source for future growth.

In this regard, Deidda (2016) observes that “taking advantage of islands’ geographic and 
cultural environment might be preferable than compensating for islands disadvantages”.

In this sense, examining the unique opportunities and challenges posed by insular 
environments in advancing global sustainability objectives is essential, and analysing 
the intersection of environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic well-
being is particularly vital for insular regions.

The significance of the political and economic aspects of the issue at hand is 
considerable, given the widespread global concern with respect to the establishment of 
a sustainable society. Consequently, there is an increasing demand for comprehensive 
analysis of this problem, and a substantial body of research has contributed to an 
enhanced comprehension of sustainability challenges in island settings.

According to Banos-González, Martínez-Fernández, and Ángel Esteve (2016), “this may 
be due to the large potential of islands as observatories of sustainability, where the close 
interaction between ecological aspects and socio-economic processes is explicitly 
acknowledged”.

A global vision that does not consider local interests makes such a vision ineffective. 
Moreover, according to Baldacchino and Kelman (2014), it is essential to consider the 



Working Paper 25	 3

uniqueness and local interests of islands. Indeed, a focus on long-term sustainable 
development that does not pay enough attention to policy pursuits with more 
immediate relevance creates an imbalance.

As stressed by Karampela et al. (2017), despite widespread agreement that ‘sustainable 
development’ is the desired goal of all policies and human societies, it is unclear how 
the general definitions can be translated into concrete and measurable policy goals.

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer a comprehensive 
set of guidelines that enable the transformation of the abstract idea of sustainable 
development into concrete policies and actions that create job opportunities, local 
development and environmental protection.

The aim of this study is to investigate the policy aspects of the issues at hand, and to 
examine how sustainable practices, consistent with the United Nations 2030 Agenda, 
can act as an effective means of overcoming the obstacles caused by insularity and 
fostering inclusive growth.

The present study was developed by conducting a review of the literature on these 
issues across several disciplines.

We put forward the following research questions (RQs):

•	 RQ1. What are the vulnerabilities observed by the islands in the EU?
•	 RQ2. What challenges do islands face, and what policies are being implemented 

to address them?
•	 RQ3. How can sustainable development initiatives be strategically harnessed 

to mitigate the challenges faced by insular communities and promote their 
economic, social, and environmental well-being?

To address our research questions, the analysis presented in this study comprises four 
main sections. Section 2 delineates the theoretical context, providing information on 
the geographical and statistical characteristics of islands within the EU. Section 3 
focuses on the specific challenges that islands encounter, followed by institutional and 
policy responses. Section 4 examines how European policy has addressed insularity and 
the emergence of balanced and sustainable territorial development. Finally, Section 5 
describes the European challenge of balancing economic growth and environmental 
sustainability by implementing sustainable and circular policies that consider islands 
as an opportunity for development.
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2. European Islands: an Overview

2.1. European and Italian Islands

It is crucial to examine the theme of islands from a multidisciplinary perspective to 
comprehend the limitations and challenges of the different possible approaches, and 
to investigate possible future developments.

In this section, we briefly review the main theoretical contributions and offer an 
overview of the features of the Italian and European islands, as well as the limitations 
encountered at the socioeconomic level.

The European islands are part of 13 Member States2 and comprise approximately 
2,400 inhabited islands, accounting for 4,6% of the European Union’s population and 
showing a population increase of 2% only from 2016 to 2020 (Haase, & Maier, 2021). 
Interestingly, only 5% of this population resides on the islands of Northern Europe 
and the Atlantic, while the remaining 95% is concentrated in the Mediterranean 
region, primarily in Italy, France, Spain and Greece – with the five largest islands 
being: Sicily, Sardinia, the Balearics, Crete and Corsica. It is important to note that 
“insular territories are regarded as individual units, while island groupings are referred 
to as archipelagos”.3

While Italy is often perceived as a peninsula situated in the centre of the Mediterranean 
Sea, it is actually the first European country in terms of island residents, with over 6.4 
million individuals – nearly 32% of the total population of European islands, which 
stands at 20.5 million).

2   Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, Spain and Sweden. Ireland, Malta and Cyprus (the last two are entirely islands).
3   Haase et al. (2021), op. cit. The archipelagos face an additional constraint, referred to as double 
insularity, which stems from their geographically fragmented nature.



Working Paper 25	 5

The Italian islands comprise Sicily and Sardinia, in addition to several smaller islands 
distributed across seven Italian regions4. In Sardinia, there are 1,5 million inhabitants, 
while Sicily has a total of 4.8 million, accounting for 2.7% and 8.2% of Italy’s resident 
population, respectively.5 Among Italy’s smaller islands, Ischia and Elba are the largest, 
whereas Capraia and Tremiti are smallest. In addition, there has been a decline in 
islands’ population, with a national trend of -1.3% over the past three years, which is 
more pronounced in larger islands such as Sardinia (-2.3%) and Sicily (-1.5%). Overall, 
the total population of all Italian islands, with the exception of Aeolian, Egadi, 
Pelagian, and Pontine islands, is declining. According to the latest ISTAT forecast on 
Italy’s demographic future,6 the resident population is expected to decrease by 4.9%, 
with a significant drop in Southern Italy, (12.2%), including Sicily (12.6%) and Sardinia 
(15.1%).

2.2. Definition and Features of Islands

According to Eurostat (2018), island regions are classified as NUTS III regions.7 Although 
they are recognised as island units, this distinction results in a significant number of 
islands being excluded from statistical analysis8.

Similarly, insular territories take their name from the ocean basins in which they are 
located, such as the Baltic Sea Islands, Northern Sea Islands, North Atlantic Islands, 
Mediterranean Islands, and Outermost Regions. In addition, the European Commission, 
in its Cohesion Policy (as outlined in Article 174 of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union), recognises various territories, including mountain regions and 

4   Sicily, Sardinia, Campania, Apulia, Tuscany, Lazio and Liguria.
5   ISTAT (2022). Censimento permanente della popolazione e delle abitazioni Sardegna e Sicilia 
2022. 
6   ISTAT (2023a). Previsioni della popolazione residente e delle famiglie. Il paese domani: 
una popolazione più piccola, più eterogenea e con più differenze: https://www.istat.it/it/
archivio/288443. (analysis for the period 2022-2042).
7   Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics. This classification is recognised at European 
level. The typology of NUTS3 island regions distinguishes five categories, depending on the size of 
the major island related to the NUTS 3 region: regions where the major island has fewer than 50,000 
inhabitants; regions where the major island has between 50,000 and 100,000 inhabitants; regions 
where the major island has between 100,000 and 250,000 inhabitants; regions corresponding to an 
island with 250,000 to 1 million inhabitants, or part of such an island; regions being part of an island 
with at least 1 million. According to this definition only 11 member states are island regions.
8   Haase et al. (2021), op.cit.

https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/288443
https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/288443
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sparsely populated areas, as experiencing developmental delays due to structural 
disadvantages. Among these are the island territories that are classified as less 
developed regions and differentiated from Outermost Regions, which are targeted by a 
specific EU policy (Article 349 TFEU). 

For a considerable period of time, an island was typically defined as a small landmass 
surrounded by water (Doumenge, 1987; Jedrusik, 2011).

Despite differences in terms of size, population, cultural and environmental heritage, 
islands are united by the concept of insularity, which consists of three features: 
smallness, involving the scarcity of natural resources, restricted size and access to 
markets, reduced competitiveness due to elevated production costs, constrained 
local demand for commodities and services, limited workforce and population and 
limited capacity to exploit economies of scale; remoteness, which involves physical 
detachment from the mainland and entails difficulties in communications, transport, 
accessibility and disconnection from energy grids and digital networks, as well as 
specialisation of production and dependence on imports; vulnerability, which is the 
potential susceptibility of a system to external shocks (Adrianto & Matsuda, 2004; 
Briguglio, 1995), such as  strong seasonality, cultural vulnerability and climatic disasters, 
and is linked to the natural and geographical features of islands as unique and fragile 
ecological and social systems. These factors are exacerbated by the potential impacts 
of climate change, leading to a specific culture different from continental ones (McCall, 
1994; Spilanis et al., 2013).

Briguglio (1995) observed that some economic disadvantages are also typical of small 
islands, and Spilanis, Kondili, and Gryllaki (2003) pointed out these problems and 
characteristics are more intense on smaller islands.

Despite these challenges, islands’ unique environment, valuable terrestrial and marine 
ecosystem, and rich cultural heritage make them attractive destinations for tourists, 
important fishing grounds, and strongly cohesive communities.

However, the literature fails to provide a definitive answer on how to address the limits 
to economic development under island conditions. The peculiarity of islands can be 
regarded as an asset or a permanent disadvantage. In this sense, researchers have 
explored this topic through the concepts of insularity and islandness, which offer two 
different points of view: insularity is used to describe measurable characteristics, 
while islandness refers to specific characteristics that were previously 
disadvantages, which have been transformed into potentialities.
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While a leading and large strand of literature investigated insularity, providing a 
negative analysis of islands’ geographical characteristics and focusing on the resulting 
disadvantages (Nunn 2004; Baldacchino & Pleijel, 2010; Spilanis et al., 2013), another 
part of the literature (i.e., Mitropoulou & Spilanis, 2020; Conkling, 2007; Karampela et 
al., 2017) posits that this challenge can be perceived as a source for future growth.9

In this regard, Deidda (2016) asserts that leveraging islands’ geographic and cultural 
environment may be preferable to compensating for their disadvantages. And, as 
Baldacchino (2004) suggests, it is more appropriate to use the term ‘islandness’, 
as insularity has inadvertently accumulated a semantic burden of separation and 
backwardness.

Islandness is “a construct of the mind, a singular way of looking at the world” (Conkling, 
2007). However, as described by Benoist (1986), “insularity is a notion that is always 
present in the social framework of populations living in an island setting”.

This unique identity, which is rooted in islands’ connection to water and creates “a 
shared sense of isolation”, includes distinct cultural assets (Hay, 2006; Royle & Brinklow, 
2018). Spilanis et al. (2013) observe the existence of a non-measurable “experiential 
identity” characterising each island; islands are “objects of the mind” and, therefore, 
perceived differently by each individual. Conkling (2007) suggests that islandness 
helps island communities reduce the abandonment of territories.

Mazzette (1992) explained that internal and external relationships follow a circular 
pattern on islands. Insularity has a positive value, in the closed circular movement 
of processes that occur within an island and among its inhabitants. Whilst the sea 
symbolises the exchange and communication through which an island exports and 
imports culture and goods, the circularity that ensues is disrupted when the external 
environment threatens its population with domination and invasion.

As for the definition of island and the concept of insularity, it is more meaningful to 
refer to the more holistic notion of insularity. This goes beyond simple geographic 
boundaries, encompassing sociological, economic, and biogeographical concepts, as 
emphasised by Spilanis, Kizos, Kondili, Koulouri and Vakoufaris, (2005).

As indicated in the above section, the unique characteristics of islands often result 

9   In the contemporary scientific landscape, the concept of insularity, which can be defined as 
the mode of existence for islands, has superseded islandness, as posited by Bonnemaison (1991).
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in geographical and socioeconomic isolation, which can exacerbate inequities and 
make them vulnerable.

In light of these circumstances, questions have been raised about the nature of the 
difficulties faced by islands. Factors such as economic size, distance from the mainland, 
historical factors, the economic and social infrastructural equipment (networks, 
connections, and essential services); in other words, the specific context of the 
territory becomes crucial for achieving economic and social development objectives. 

Generalisations about specific geographical characteristics and insularity do not 
adequately address the critical issues and limitations faced by island development.

The geographical condition is generally linked to a condition of disadvantage which 
places insularity as a question of asymmetric socio-economic development between 
territories (Carboni, 2022b).

To address the critical issues that affect the European and the Italian islands, it is 
essential to consider the demographic evolution, social, environmental and economic 
development, as well as the resulting challenges regarding business competitiveness, 
skills development and the inclusion of disadvantaged groups.10 Sustainable 
development must be considered as a cross-cutting issue in all of these areas.

In particular, island territories in the Mediterranean area (which include the 
Italian islands) are characterised by economic, cultural, and social heterogeneity. 
Nevertheless, they share a range of similar challenges and issues.

10   All information originates from Report BesT Sicily and Sardinia (utilizing data from 2022 and 2019 
for the smaller islands) in https://www.istat.it/it/files//2023/11/BesT_SICILIA.pdf  and https://
www.istat.it/it/files//2023/12/BesT_SARDEGNA.pdf.).

See also, Indagine conoscitiva sull’individuazione degli svantaggi derivanti dalla condizione 
d’insularità e sulle relative misure di contrasto, Audizione dell’Istituto Nazionale di Statistica, Dott.
ssa Sabrina Prati Direttrice della Direzione Centrale per l’analisi e la valorizzazione nell’ambito delle 
statistiche sociali e demografiche e per i fabbisogni informativi del Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e 
Resilienza Commissione parlamentare per il contrasto degli svantaggi derivanti dall’insularità,14 
dicembre 2023; Audizione dell’Ufficio parlamentare di bilancio nell’ambito dell’indagine conoscitiva 
sull’individuazione degli svantaggi derivanti dalla condizione d’insularità e sulle relative misure 
di contrasto. Intervento del Consigliere dell’Ufficio parlamentare di bilancio Valeria De Bonis 
Commissione parlamentare per il contrasto degli svantaggi derivanti dall’insularità, 1° febbraio 2024 
and Eurostat, Regional yearbook, 2023 edition.

https://www.istat.it/it/files//2023/11/BesT_SICILIA.pdf
https://www.istat.it/it/files//2023/12/BesT_SARDEGNA.pdf
https://www.istat.it/it/files//2023/12/BesT_SARDEGNA.pdf
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2.3. Understanding ‘Insularity’ 

In Europe, the insular issue has never broken into social consciousness.

Some countries seem more aware of their morphological characteristics and indeed 
dedicate more constitutional norms to the insular issue, (such as Spain and Portugal), 
(Bassu, 2022), (Iacometti, 2006). In Italy, the insular heritage, including the two largest 
islands in the Mediterranean (Sicily and Sardinia), has never had adequate political and 
cultural recognition. It is therefore no coincidence that, as correctly noted, even in our 
lexicon, Italy is represented as a ‘peninsula’, as a ‘boot’, almost as if it were a synecdoche 
of the entire country, where the islands do not appear. Moreover, this synecdoche does 
not even have a name, unlike what happens in Denmark – where the peninsula is called 
Jutland – or in Turkey – Anatolia –, (Deriu & Sanna, 2020).

In Italy, however, nearly 7 million people (about 12% of the total population) live on an 
island (maritime, fluvial, lagoon or lacustrine), i.e., on a territory equivalent to over 15% 
of the national one. It is therefore more a visual asymmetry than a synecdoche the 
one we have been developing for such a long time. Historically, the insular issue has 
been absorbed by the Southern request for State aids, so that even the old article 119 
of the Constitution (before the 2001 reform) assimilated the two, requiring the State to 
dedicate special contributions indistinctively.

This leads to conclude that insularity is a broad and complex phenomenon on which 
there is limited knowledge in Italy, as confirmed by the very few cultural, institutional 
contributions and scientific insights on the issue (Frosini, 2007). If analysed in their 
complexity, islands require a methodology and specific practical solutions for any 
theme addressed. This involves not simply addressing topics related to the maritime 
context, but also rethinking the internal condition of the islands – the cultural, 
economic and social aspects of insular life. These aspects become pressing in the 
many smaller islands that are part of the Italian and European archipelagos, where the 
insular dimension is twofold.

First and foremost, reference coordinates are lacking; a definition of “island” is missing 
in both Italian and European legislation. Therefore, we have to rely on statistics. In 
1994, the publication Portrait of the islands by Eurostat considered inhabited islands as 
those not connected to the mainland by a link, excluding those where there is a capital 
city of a state. For Eurostat, an island is any territory that: 1) has a minimum surface 
area of 1 km²; 2) is at least 1 km away from the mainland; 3) has at least 50 inhabitants; 
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4) does not have a fixed connection to the mainland; 5) does not host the capital of an 
EU member state11. Therefore, according to the Eurostat criteria, in Italy less than a 
hundred islands (the inhabited ones) would be considered as such. If the bridge over 
the Strait of Messina were built, Sicily would not be considered as an island anymore.

In 2008, the European Commission used a different criterion, based on the 
identification of regions whose entire population resides on an island.12 Lastly, the 
European Parliament has acknowledged that “there is a shortage of statistical data on 
the exact population of the islands in the European Union. In-depth understanding of the 
situation of islands would require data collected at a more granular geographical level.”13

Even the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) of 10 December 
1982 can only partially help. It refers to insularity assigning the following meaning to 
islands: “a naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, which is above water 
at high tide”, (Article 121 “Regime of islands”). The definition was functional to the 
purposes of the Treaty, namely to identify the rights and obligations of states in the 
use of seas, oceans, and their resources, but it cannot be automatically extended to 
other contexts. For this reason, the second paragraph of article 121 provides that the 
territorial sea, the contiguous zone, the exclusive economic zone and the continental 
shelf of an island are determined in accordance with the provisions of the Convention. 
The third paragraph of the same article establishes instead that rocks, which are not 
suitable for human settlement or do not have an autonomous economic life, do not have 
either an exclusive economic zone or a continental shelf (Fois, L’insularità nel diritto 
internazionale ed interno: orientamenti convergenti, 2007) (Hayashi, 2021). However, 
these are very broad and generic notions that have created extensive debate 
internationally, characterised by contrasting opinions and undefined practices. The 
Italian constitutional mandate would thus require revisiting the matter with much 
greater precision.

Even the EU law, as the EU has acceded to UNCLOS, has not contributed to reducing 
doubts about the definition of island. Indeed, there is no reliable definition of island 
in the European law. The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) only 
mentions that the European Union “develops and pursues its actions leading to the 

11   Eurostat, Methodological manual on territorial typologies, 2018.
12   Green paper on Territorial Cohesion (COM 2008 616 final).
13   Executive Summary “Islands of the European Union: State of play and future challenges”, PE 
652.239 - March 2021, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/652239/
IPOL_STU(2021)652239(SUM01)_EN.pdf .

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/652239/IPOL_STU(2021)652239(SUM01)_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/652239/IPOL_STU(2021)652239(SUM01)_EN.pdf
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strengthening of its economic, social and territorial cohesion” and that “insular regions” 
are territories “suffering from severe and permanent natural or demographic handicaps”, 
(Article 174 TFEU). A more favourable regime is provided for a few territories of Spain, 
Portugal, and France, (Article 349 TFEU), not all of which are insular. These are 
classified as “outermost regions,” thus referring only to the geographical remoteness 
from their respective motherlands. While in Italy insularity has been absorbed by the 
“Southern issue”, in Europe the same issue has been somewhat assimilated to the 
condition of outermost regions. 

Within this inconsistent legal framework, the European Parliament encourages the 
EU Commission to: i) provide a clear definition of the type of geographical, natural 
and demographic permanent handicaps that insular regions can suffer from, with 
reference to Article 174 of the TFEU; ii) explain how intends to implement the wording 
of Article 174 of the TFEU regarding the permanent handicaps of insular regions that 
hinder their natural development and prevent them from achieving economic, social and 
territorial cohesion (Resolution of 4 February 2016 on the special situation of islands 
(2015/3014(RSP)). More recently, the European Parliament has highlighted, among 
others, the importance of improving connections through maritime routes, access 
to ports, and air transport services; enhancing digital infrastructure; strengthening 
education provision; considering natural risks connected to climate change; creating 
an ‘islands’ sub-category, given their distinct characteristics, in connection with the 
application of the rules on regional State aid for the period 2021-2027, and the abolition 
of the ‘de minimis’ ceilings for European islands and outermost regions, above which 
the Commission’s authorisation is required (Resolution of the European Parliament of 
June 7, 2022, on the islands of the EU and cohesion policy: current situation and future 
challenges (2021/2079(INI)).

The European Committee of the Regions has also intervened on the issue, with the 
opinion Entrepreneurship on Islands: contributing towards territorial cohesion (2017/C 
306/10) and the Manifesto for European islands, approved by his interregional Group 
“insular regions” in order to implement Article 174 TFEU and make effective the rights 
of citizens living on islands.

All in all, the issue of insularity is central to the European institutional political agenda, 
but it is addressed solely through soft law. Thus, the acquis communautaire still 
resembles more of a ‘manifesto of good intentions’ than a range of effective policies 
with concrete outcomes, (Berlinguer, 2023).
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In Italy, insularity has been paid attention only when, in 2022, a new paragraph was 
added to Article 119 of the Constitution, according to which the Republic “recognises 
the peculiarities of the islands” and “promotes measures necessary to remove the 
disadvantages resulting from insularity.”14

We thus have now a provision, which attempts to compensate the gap resulting from 
insularity. It can be thought as an empty box that, on the one hand, must be filled 
with content and, on the other, harmonised with Article 174 TFEU. Here, the insular 
condition is among the key elements for reducing the gap in the economic and social 
development of less favoured regions. However, there is a need to identify many of the 
critical issues and problems affecting the islands – such as which insular “peculiarities” 
need to be recognised and what disadvantages derive from insularity –, and propose 
corresponding solutions.

2.4. Islands’ Autonomy and Self-Governance 

Islands can be considered as independent states or territorial entities that operate 
within a symmetrical decentralisation system. Alternatively, they may be granted 
enhanced autonomy and special administrative and fiscal powers. The status of an 
island is influenced by its position within the state paradigm, which affects the extent 
of individual rights enjoyed by its inhabitants, as highlighted by Bassu (2023).

The relationship between specialty and insularity is of biunivocal correspondence, 
as Frosini (2020) highlights. Indeed, the recognition of islands’ insular character is 
reaffirmed at a national level through the acknowledgement of their specialty.

Policies that incorporate rebalancing and equalisation measures to reduce 
disparities between islands and mainland regions are crucial for fostering equality 
and economic development. It is important to note that constitutional recognition of 
insularity requires substantive action to address the opportunity gap that arises from 

14   Article 119 of the Constitution acts as a benchmark for the constitutional validity of laws, 
highlighting island territories as peripheral regions and emphasizing the significance of insularity 
as a defining aspect of islanders’ identities. Before the amendments, article 119 established that 
“to provide for specific purposes, and particularly to enhance the South and the Islands, the State 
assigns by law special contributions to individual Regions” of Title V of the Constitution, in 2001, 
any direct reference to the Islands and the South had been removed.
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insular status, going beyond mere symbolic gestures.

The constitutional enhancement for island realities lacking specific guarantees 
was first introduced in Italy in 1947, making it the first European country to do so 
(Frosini, 2020). Initially, this measure was intended to provide economic support, but it 
was later abandoned, due to the belief that it was a welfare approach reliant on public 
subsidies. At the time, the European approach was to actively promote development. 
The new Article 119, as identified by Frosini (2022), is regarded as a “constitutional 
right to insularity”. However, most importantly, it is conceived as an application of the 
principle of equality, as outlined in Article 3, paragraph 1of the Constitution, which 
refers to substantial equality. The recognition of the “constitutional right to insularity” 
is crucial for interpreting and applying the new constitutional provision outlined in 
Article 119 of the Constitution (Frosini, 2022). In this sense, Demuro (2024) also states 
that the constitutional identity in Italy, among other things, is to guarantee difference 
in islands. The principle of insularity could become a parameter of constitutional 
legitimacy capable of assessing whether the objective that the legislator intends to 
pursue is suited to island conditions.

In this context, not only is there acknowledgement by the state, but also a 
commitment to eradicating obstacles impeding the full realisation of the principle 
of equality among territories.

The most pertinent instance is the Spanish case, involving the island communities of 
the Balearic and Canary Islands. This case involves a constitutional enhancement of 
the islands, where they are not only physically detached from the Iberian Peninsula, 
but also possess an island factor as a defining characteristic. Four articles in the 
constitution establish the “hecho insular”, or the island’s identity, as a legitimate factor. 
Portugal’s constitution has also included a provision for insular solidarity during its 
sixth revision, granting the Azores and Madeira the title of “Regiões Autonomas” and 
a representative legislature, along with extensive legislative, administrative, and 
financial autonomy.

Autonomy and self-government enable individuals to manage their territory without 
impediment, while simultaneously respecting the fundamental principles of national 
systems, including constitutional principles, unity, and indivisibility (Carboni, 2023).

This phenomenon occurs in certain Nordic territories, such as the Åland Islands, 
Faroe Islands, and Greenland – which fall under the governmental framework of 
Finland and Denmark, respectively, but have developed their own autonomous 
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governing systems over the years.

The Irish experience has consistently been linked to the concept of identity since its 
outset.

Greece’s Constitution, as revised in 2008, recognises the distinct economic, social, 
and environmental challenges faced by island and mountainous regions, and 
endeavours to promote their development, foster social harmony, and protect the 
general welfare.

Greece is notable for a phenomenon referred to as “double insularity,” which involves 
the administrative linkage between smaller and larger islands. This has resulted in a 
decentralisation of governance, with the establishment of “island municipalities.”15

15   For a more detailed discussion see: Fazi, A., (2008), La Corse et les régions insulaires de 
Méditerranée occidentale: l’impossible autonomie ? Ethnologie française 2008/3, (38), 437-447; 
Fazi, A. (2019), La specialità politico-giuridica della Corsica: tra passato, presente e futuro, in 
M. E. Ruggerini, V. Szőke, M. Deriu (ed.), Isole settentrionali, isole mediterranee. Letteratura e 
società, Milano, Prometheus, 2019, 393-419; Naglieri G., (2023), Federalismo fiscale differenziato 
e la solidarietà interterritoriale: una lettura dell’autonomia differenziata italiana con la lente del 
regionalismo asimmetrico spagnolo, Diritto Pubblico Europeo Rassegna online, Fascicolo 1/2023; 
Bassu C., (2022) Isole del Sud nell’Europa delle Regioni. Il principio di insularità negli ordinamenti di 
Italia, Spagna e Portogallo come «questione meridionale», in Rass. dir. pubb. eur., 1/2022; Arietti, 
(2022) Ripensare l’insularità nel sistema costituzionale italiano, tra suggerimenti scandinave e 
rinegoziazione dei rapporti centro-periferia, in DPCE Online, nov. 2022, 633-644; Frosini, T. E., 
(2007) Isole nel diritto pubblico comparato ed europeo, Giappichelli, Torino.
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3. Addressing Insularity: Current 
Challenges and Strategies for a 
Sustainable Future

3.1. The Socio-Economic Situation of the Mediterranean Islands

The employment landscape in European rural regions, sparsely populated areas, and 
peripheral territories is characterised by suboptimal labour force participation, with 
a notable scarcity of vocational opportunities. These disparities are particularly 
pronounced in Southern Europe, in countries such as Spain, Greece and Italy.

In Italy, for instance, regional disparities in employment rates are quite evident: the 
national employment rate for young people aged 15-29 years old is at 33.8%, while it 
is equal to 20.7% in Sicily and to 26.7% in Sardinia.

In the age range 20-64 years, the employment rate in Italy was higher than Sicily and 
Sardinia at 64.8%. Moreover, both regions fell significantly short of the European 
average, with Sicily at 46.2% and Sardinia at 58.6% (28 and 16 percentage points below 
the European average, respectively), making them among the least employable regions 
in the Union. Nonetheless, both regions fared similarly or better than the rest of the 
South of Italy.16

It is noteworthy that the share of employees working in the tourism sector is 
significantly higher than the national average in these regions. The national 
employment rate was 59.3%, while it was 50.5% for the smaller islands. 

16   It is worth underlining that EU employment rate was 74.6 % with the highest regional employment 
that was recorded in the Finnish archipelago of Åland 89.7%.



Working Paper 25	 16

Generally, these figures indicate poor economic performance in the labour markets 
of the two island regions. The employment rate in Sardinia was 54.9%, while it was only 
42.6% in Sicily, which is considerably distant from the national average (60.1%). The 
employment market in island regions typically exhibits higher unemployment rates 
and lower quality of employment, with a greater proportion of irregular workers than 
the national average.

Once the main characteristics of Italian islands’ labour markets have been defined, the 
data on businesses and entrepreneurship need to be addressed.17

In 2020 Sardinia’s economy contributed 2% to the nation’s value-added output. While 
this was below the national average, it surpassed the contributions of other Southern 
regions. The economy is dominated by the service sector (79.3%), with agriculture 
(6.2%) and industry (7.9%) playing relatively minor roles. 

Sicily’s economy generated value comparable to 5.1% of the national average. It 
displays a modest industrial vocation in the manufacturing sector, which accounts for 
8.5% of the regional output. Additionally, Sicily exhibits marked specialisation in the 
agricultural and services sectors, which together make up 77.6% of its economy. 

The majority of Mediterranean islands do not possess a well-developed industrial 
sector, mainly due to the lack of raw materials, high-production costs, and logistical 
issues in transport. Along with fishing, the strategic nature of the agri-food sector also 
plays a significant role in shaping their economies.

With respect to the national average values, the greatest gaps are observed due 
to the lack of financial resources (28% of companies declare the presence of this 
obstacle, compared to 23.7% of the total of Italian companies), the unfavourable 
socio-economic environment (21.2% in the South and 17.2% in Italy) and the lack of 
infrastructure (5.6% and 3.3% respectively). The latter is higher for companies from 
the two largest islands, Sardinia and Sicily (8.4% and 7.2 %). Moreover, the difficulty in 
hiring qualified personnel,18 unfavourable geographical location and the small size of 
companies also affect relationships with other companies (a problem that is mostly 

17   See also: ISTAT (2023), Censimento permanente delle imprese 2023: primi risultati in https://
www.istat.it/it/archivio/290644 (anno di riferimento 2022).
18   In general, low qualifications of workers in the Mediterranean island regions compared to 
the European Union average, in particular in terms of higher education and vocational training, 
a situation that favours school dropouts and early entry into the labour market of highly tertiary 
economies.

https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/290644
https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/290644
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found in Sardinia).

As regards to training, in Sardinia, 12.2 percent of individuals aged 25-64 participated 
in educational and training activities, which is slightly higher than the EU27 average 
of 11.9%. However, in Sicily, this figure is over a third lower than the Italian average, at 
6.3%, compared to 9.6%.

The productivity gap caused by the seasonal nature of the tourism industry creates 
a significant vulnerability, which is further worsened by the increasing frequency of 
adverse weather events. The impact of tourism on the islands is crucial, particularly 
considering that the share of tourist visiting between June and September is higher 
than the national average in both Sicily and Sardinia.

In this regard, it is worth noting that the national average for the share of tourist visits 
is 51.2%, while the figures for Sicily and Sardinia are 56.5% and 54.4%, respectively. 
Furthermore, the national average for the number of tourist visits per inhabitant 
is seven, whereas in Sicily it is 3.1 and in Sardinia it is 9.3. Finally, ISTAT notes that 
the seasonality of tourist flows is more pronounced in smaller islands than in the two 
largest islands and the national average.19

Although some progress has been made, female employment rates still lag behind male 
rates in the majority of EU regions.

In Italy, 55% of women aged 20-64 are employed, while in Southern Italy the figure is 
37.1%, with an employment gap of 74% in Italy compared to the European target of 
83.4%. Looking at the major Italian islands, in Sicily only one in three women in the 
20-64 age group is employed, whereas in Sardinia one in two is employed. 

In Sicily the gender employment gap measured 55.3% in 2022, which is 18.2% higher 
than the Italian data. Sardinia records a level of 74.1%, which is slightly better than the 
Italian national figure.20 If we consider the share of female entrepreneurs, in Sardinia 
the percentage stands at 31.1% of the total, while in Sicily, this share drops to 28.7%. In 
general, Sicilian entrepreneurs are younger than the national average. Nevertheless, 
Sicily records negative data among the eight Southern Italian regions: more than one 
quarter of all young people are neither in employment, nor in education or training, 

19   The enormous tourist influx concentrated in certain periods of the year creates the risk of 
overtourism.
20   ASVIS, (2023). I territori e gli obiettivi di sviluppo sostenibile. Rapporto 2023.
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with a high NEET rate (32,4% 13.4 percentage points higher than the national average). 
Moreover, the share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion stands at more than 
40%. In Sardinia, the percentage is 21.4%, which is slightly higher than the national 
average (19.0 percent), but 6.5 percentage points lower than the average of the South 
(27.9).

In terms of the share of NEET individuals, Sardinia and Sicily are placed at the bottom 
of the EU ranking, with values almost double the EU27 average. Similarly, their 
rankings for other indicators show values far worse than the EU27 average

While GDP remains a key metric for monitoring economic progress, it is increasingly 
important to assess progress with respect to the Environmental, Social, Governance 
(ESG) criteria as a means of implementing sustainable economic strategies, in light 
of the dependency on tourism and the high proportion of the tertiary sector in many 
island economies.

In order to harness the potential of the islands, it will be necessary to analyse territorial 
inequalities and outline the constraints and challenges that define the circumstances 
of EU islands. This will involve evaluating the effects of EU policies and the 2030 
Agenda on the state of insularity.

3.2. The Socio-economic Gap in the Development of Islands 

History and evolution of islands may help understanding the disadvantages resulting 
from insularity, by identifying the elements determining delays in development and 
distinguishing them from other factors.

LOW COMPETITIVENESS

The European Commission provides an overview of the competitiveness level of 
regions through the Regional Competitive Index (RCI), which “measures, with a rich 
set of indicators, the ability of a region to offer an attractive environment for firms and 
residents to live and work”. If we narrow the examination to the Mediterranean and its 
five largest islands, the current ranking sees Cyprus at the top (RCI 86.6), followed 
by Corsica (77.3), Sardinia (67.1), Crete (63.8), and Sicily (60.1). When including smaller 
islands like Malta, the Balearic Islands and the Aegean Islands, the picture changes 
slightly: Malta and the Balearic Islands rank at the top (Malta RCI 90, Balearic Islands 
86.4), while the Aegean Islands are at the bottom (57.4). These data already indicate 
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that dimension is not a key parameter for ensuring competitiveness; perhaps, the 
demographic data can be more decisive, since the most competitive islands are more 
densely populated (1,557 inhabitants/km² in Malta and 244 in the Balearic Islands). 
Other islands show more homogeneous data, with Sicily and Cyprus (188 and 131 
inhabitants/km²), Crete and Sardinia (77 and 67) and finally Corsica with 46 inhabitants/
km². The history of populations demonstrates that the development model affects 
demographic trends: since the early 1900s, the population of Cyprus has quintupled 
and that of the Balearic Islands has quadrupled, while the increase in Corsica and Sicily 
has been (relatively) modest 30-40%. Therefore, the increase in competitiveness of 
islands seems to be correlated with population growth.

Focusing on Italy, the two largest islands rank at the bottom of Italian regions, followed 
only by Calabria. Indeed, Sardinia has an RCI of 67.1, while Sicily 60.1, way below the 
Italian average (85). Comparing the two islands, the basic, efficiency, and innovation 
sub-indices are substantially similar for basic21 and innovation (respectively 82 for 
Sardinia and 85.4 for Sicily in the first case, and 64.3 and 65.3 in the second), while there 
is a greater gap in terms of efficiency: Sardinia being above Sicily by about 16 points 
(56.6 compared to 40.1 for Sicily). The efficiency sub-index (tertiary education, labour 
market, market size) reveals interesting data. Compared to regions not necessarily 
insular but considered by the European Commission as similar in terms of GDP (peer 
regions), 22 our two largest islands show very low levels: 56 for Sardinia, compared to an 
average of 71 for similar regions, and 40 for Sicily, compared to an average of 65 (similar 
regions). This suggests that GDP could change significantly, if the economic and 
labour markets and the related tertiary education factor were also to change. Within 
the basic sub-index, the one related to institutions is very low both in Sicily (45.8) and 
in Sardinia (49.6), with values well below those of similar regions for Sardinia (80 for 
similar regions) and more similar for Sicily (53.8 for similar regions). These data are 
particularly significant at the national level, as Sardinia and Sicily (ranked 15th and 16th) 
are at the bottom of the ranking (above Puglia, Basilicata, Campania and Calabria) and 
distant from the national average of 54.3. A careful analysis on the origins of such low 
data (referring to institutional factors) would allow the identification of the causes and 
the possible impact of the insular condition on them.

21   Basic pillars are institutions, macroeconomic stability, infrastructure, health, basic 
education.
22   The region’s performance is compared with that of a group of economic peers; peers are 
identified based on GDP”; v. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/work/rci_2022/
RCI_2_0_2022_edition_presentation.pdf.

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/work/rci_2022/RCI_2_0_2022_edition_presentation.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/work/rci_2022/RCI_2_0_2022_edition_presentation.pdf
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EDUCATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

Other indices confirm that – most of the time – the performances of the two Italian 
major islands are far from the best. In terms of education, insular Italy is the area with 
the lowest level, showing a value above the national average only in lower secondary 
education. In particular, Sardinia has an index of 54.8% while Sicily has 55.8%, 
compared to the national average of 47.8%. Regarding the number of people with 
a high school degree, Sardinia and Sicily are at 32%, a lower value than the national 
average of 37%. As for graduates, Sardinia is at 13% and Sicily at 11.6%, lower than the 
national average (15%). Both islands also have a high rate of illiteracy (1% compared 
to the national average of 0.4), as well as of literate individuals without qualifications 
(4.9% compared to the national average of 4).

Other data describe the major islands as “lagging” territories, but this does not 
come mainly from the geographical and morphological condition. This is the case of 
economic infrastructure represented by electrical and water distribution networks, 
which are of primary importance as they provide the basic inputs for production 
processes. In these cases, it has been noticed that the physical extent of the network 
is not indicative of the quality of energy or water supply, as the coverage is effectively 
widespread throughout the territory. In order to grasp the actual functioning of the 
infrastructure, it is necessary to measure the continuity of service and its intensity.23 
Interruptions in the supply are particularly frequent in the internal Apennine areas of 
central Italy, especially in the southern regions and in many of the insular ones: in the 
latter, the annual frequency of disconnections for low-voltage user is 14.3 (compared to 
5.1 in the central-northern regions). For water networks, the adequacy of infrastructure 
is captured by the extent of losses in the distribution networks of drinking water, which 
have important consequences on the regularity of the service. These phenomena are 
largely due to the presence of leaks in the pipelines or to old plants and occur in various 
areas of Italy. In the first case (electrical network), the losses in the distribution of 
energy may derive from the morphology of the territories (Apennines and islands). In 
the second case (water network), the data for Campania are close to those of Sicily and 
Sardinia, suggesting that the issue is not specific to an insular territory, but it rather 
originates from a poor management of existing infrastructure. Insularity may not be the 
factor determining some results, also for accessibility to a social infrastructure such 
as waste collection facilities. At the national level, the most disadvantaged areas are 
the islands (especially Sardinia), the Calabrian ones, and certain mountainous border 

23   Banca d’Italia, I divari infrastrutturali in Italia: una misurazione caso per caso, Occasional 
papers, n. 365, luglio 2021.
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areas. However, even within the insular areas, a significant difference can be observed: 
Sardinia has very low levels both for separate and non-separate waste collection (10.2 
and 9.2), whereas Sicily has a significantly higher level (25.8 for separate waste, and 
59.5 for non-separate waste). Insularity is therefore not homogeneous but produces 
different outcomes. Conversely, in the case of telecommunication infrastructures, the 
lower accessibility of some areas (e.g., mountainous ones) and of an entire island may 
be attributed to orographic or geographical factors. The fixed network infrastructure 
or fast broadband is quite developed and relatively homogeneous throughout the 
national territory. However, the situation is very different for mobile broadband with 
4G technology (up to 100 Mbps): the distribution of this technology appears to be rather 
uniform, except for the internal Apennine areas, where orographic factors are relevant, 
and for Sardinia.

ENERGY 

The above negative scenarios show an exception: Sardinia ranks first in the national 
ranking for the consumption of energy from renewable sources compared to the 
total consumed. In this case, the geographical condition has been a triggering factor 
in climbing the ranking. In fact, Sicily, an insular region but closer to the mainland, 
is not as proficient as Sardinia in this respect. The data for energy consumption 
from renewable sources are clear: Sardinia has an indicator of 29, way above Sicily 
(15.5) and the national average (20). This is the result of the need to use alternative 
sources; the insularity condition is the cause and the driving force to new forms of 
energy production and consumption. Regarding islands, the European Clean Energy 
Transition Agenda (CETA) highlights that “despite having access to renewable sources 
of energy, such as wind and wave energy, many of them depend on expensive fossil 
fuel imports for their energy supply.”24 The (often) small size has represented the ideal 
scenario for the implementation of new forms of energy sharing, with consequent 
advantages for residents (in terms of energy savings as well) and for the climate and 
the environment in general.

When implementing the European directive on the electricity market, the Italian 
legislator25 has considered the customer located on a non-interconnected smaller 

24   Clean Energy for all (COM 2016 860 final), Clean Energy Transition Agenda (CETA) and Clean 
energy for EU islands secretariat which is “the central platform for the clean energy transition of 
the more than 2,200 inhabited European islands”. V. https://clean-energy-islands.ec.europa.eu/.
25   Directive (EU) 2019/944 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 June 2019 on common 
rules for the internal market for electricity.

https://clean-energy-islands.ec.europa.eu/
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island as a vulnerable consumer.26 For this reason, these consumers are in a protected 
energy market and can benefit from specific price conditions supporting disadvantaged 
consumers. New forms of participation in the electricity market, such as renewable 
energy communities, may be ideal to protect the inhabitants of islands against energy 
insularity and poverty (Pappadà, 2023). Moreover, a fund has been recently established 
(with an endowment of 2 million euros for the year 2023) supporting companies with 
high electricity consumption located in island regions (Sicily and Sardinia)27. Energy 
vulnerability (and poverty) is often a consequence of insularity.

3.3. Tentative Analysis and Policy Responses

CAUSES OF THE INSULAR GAP

How does insularity effectively influence the data presented above? What 
disadvantage/delay really stems from the condition of islands?

In order to establish this causal relationship, it is necessary to separate what 
economists define as ‘first nature’ from ‘second nature’ factors. In the first case, we refer 
to objective elements that are given “regardless” of human intervention; this includes 
morphological and geographical data (territorial characteristics and distance from the 
mainland) that are immutable. The second nature refers instead to a level of analysis 
that focus on the consequences of human intervention and economic incentives, such 
as economies of scale or other spillover effects (Licio & Pinna, 2013). The difficulty is in 
determining the impact of an element of first nature on one of second nature.

Some studies have effectively found that “bad geography cannot be overcome, 
whereas the condition of isolation can” (Cocco, Deidda, Marchesi, & Pigliaru, 2019). 
Using econometric tools, these studies have confirmed that insularity must be 
distinguished from peripherality; both are situations that create disadvantages 
for territories, but the former has a greater weight than the latter (Cocco, Deidda, 
Marchesi, & Pigliaru, 2019).

26   Art. 11 para. 1 lett. d) d. lgs. n. 210/2021.
27   V. art. 24 para 5 d.l. n. 34/2023, Ministero delle Imprese e del Made in Italy decree, 08.11.2023, 
Inizio modulo
Fine modulo
Modalità di utilizzo delle risorse del Fondo per il sostegno alle imprese a forte consumo di energia 
elettrica localizzate nelle regioni insulari, Gazz. Uff. 22.12.2023, n. 298.
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Analyses must therefore tend towards a “surgical” approach to the effects of 
insularity, distinguishing them from those due to other factors on which intervention 
is possible. Only avoiding the mixing of the two levels (first and second nature) 
makes it possible to address and identify the cost of the disadvantages resulting 
from insular status.

SOME ATTEMPTS TO MEASURE THE COST OF INSULARITY IN ITALY

It is a recurring statement that insularity generates an economic (Cerina, 2015) and 
psychological cost for residents (Licciardello, 2023). The two major islands, even 
before the reintroduction of the principle of insularity in the Constitution (art. 119), 
conducted studies attempting to quantify, in monetary terms, the so-called ‘cost of 
insularity’.

The first study, conducted for Sardinia by the Bruno Leoni Institute (IBL) based on a 
previous work by Crenos, (Deidda, 2014), attempts to estimate the impact of insularity 
on GDP per capita, identifying a coefficient to measure the so-called “insularity tax”. 
The study assumes that GDP per capita is determined by a series of factors explaining 
the wealth of a territory (morphology, infrastructure, human capital, economy).28 Based 
on an econometric analysis, IBL quantifies the coefficient determining the loss of GDP 
due to insularity at -11.6. Multiplying this coefficient by the average distance between 
Cagliari-Rome and Sassari-Rome (approximately 495km) estimates the annual GDP 
per capita loss at 5,700 euros. Multiplied by the population (1,639,531), it quantifies the 
annual gross domestic product reduction at 9.5 billion euros.

For Sicily, Prometeia (an Italian research institute) multiplies the IBL coefficient by 
the average distance between Palermo-Reggio Calabria and Catania-Reggio Calabria, 
getting an annual loss of GDP per capita of 2,123 euros and an annual regional gross 
domestic product of 10.7 billion euros. However, Prometeia suggests a variation to 
the IBL model by including in the econometric specification 2 additional factors: the 
number of ports in the region and the share of graduates in the age group 30-34 years. 
After the inclusion of these two variables, the coefficient related to the distance from 
the continent decreases to -7.15, resulting in an annual loss of GDP per capita for Sicily 
of 1,308 euros and an annual regional GDP loss of 6.5 billion euros29.

28  These concerns: distance from the mainland, regional surface area, kilometres of highways 
relative to the region’s surface area, kilometres of railways relative to the region’s surface area, 
number of recognized and active airports, illiteracy rate, average active interest rate for banks in 
the region, savings (amount of deposits), export/import data, regional public expenditure.
29   Applying to Sardinia the coefficient calculated by Prometeia, there is an annual per capita GDP 
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Prometeia also conducted another analysis aimed at estimating the impact of insularity 
on transport costs; more precisely, the goal is to measure the increase in GDP following 
their reduction. The analysis is conducted in two steps: first, this study measures the 
average transport costs, finding that Sicily has an average cost 50% higher than the 
Italian average and 30% higher than the average in Southern Italy. Therefore, it is 
possible to simulate the effects of a reduction in transport costs in Sicily that aligns 
them with those of the benchmark area (Southern regions). This results in increased 
exports, household consumption, and GDP over 6 years, with GDP increasing by 6.8%. 
In essence, the positive effect of a reduction in prices in the “Transport and storage” 
sector determines an increase in regional GDP of 6.8%, equivalent to about 6 billion 
euros.

In short, Sardinia and Sicily quantify the cost of insularity at approximately 9.5 billion 
and 6 billion euros, respectively; this is the annual GDP loss quantified by the cited 
studies.

POSSIBLE REMEDIES AND SOLUTIONS

Given the insularity cost, what are the most suitable solutions to it?

A year after the reintroduction of the principle of insularity into the Constitution, the 
debate has gained renewed attention, but there are few attempts to deal with it.

The first intervention (in chronological order) was provided by the 2023 budget law (law 
n. 197/2022), which established a bicameral parliamentary commission to deal with the 
disadvantages resulting from insularity.30 This law created two funds: a) the national 
fund to counter the disadvantages resulting from insularity with an allocation of 2 
million euros for every year from 2023 to 2025,31 and b) the fund to ensure a complete 
and effective system of airplane connections to and from Sicily and Sardinia, with an 
allocation of 8 million euros for the year 202332 and 15 million euros starting from the 
year 2024. Specifically, the objective of the fund is to finance interventions for the 
mobility of residents in the two major islands.33 After one year, there is no trace of the 

loss of 3,539 euros and an annual regional GDP loss of 5.8 billion euros.
30   Art. 1, para 808-814 l. n. 197/2022.
31   Art. 1, para 806-808 l. n. 197/2022.
32   The fund has been refinanced to the amount of 8 million euros for the year 2023 by Article 7 
quater, paragraph 1, of Legislative Decree no. 132/2023. The initial forecast was for 5 million euros
33   Art. 1, para 494-495 l. n. 197/2022.
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ministerial decree, expected by February 2023, which should have established the 
methods and criteria for the use of the fund.34 By contrast, a constitutional legitimacy 
judgment was promoted by the Sardinia Region on the rules (art. 1 paragraph 494-496) 
that establish this fund (Betzu & Coinu, 2023).

More recently, a specific section of the Special Economic Zone (ZES – Unica per il 
Mezzogiorno, Law. n. 124/2023) strategic plan is dedicated “to investments and priority 
interventions, necessary to remove, in accordance with what is provided for in article 
119, sixth paragraph, of the Constitution, the disadvantages of insularity, in the Sicily 
and Sardinia regions”.35 This measure is rather theoretical as it aims at drafting a report 
on investments and priority interventions for the major islands, without identifying 
further operational or concrete aspects. There is a situation of inequality between 
national and European territories, and regulatory interventions have failed to identify 
adequate compensation measures for mitigating the disadvantages of insularity 
(Demuro, Coinu, & Pigliaru, 2020).

We may also question the utility of the funds and ask whether they represent the 
best response to the problem of the cost of insularity. Data on the implementation 
of the cohesion policy show poor performance since, among EU Member States, Italy 
ranks second in terms of allocated resources (over 64 million euros) but second to 
last in terms of the money spent, with a spending percentage of about 60% of the 
planned resources, compared to the European average of 80%. This highlights the 
need for a change of direction, especially given that spending of European Funds for 
the 2014-2020 period was supposed to end by 31.12.2023.36

Among the categories of Regions, significant delays in payments are observed in 
the less developed and, therefore, in all insular areas of Southern Italy. In particular, 
payments are over 17 percentage points lower than in the more developed regions. 
Individual performances are not equal: there is indeed a significant difference between 
the two major islands, with Sardinia recording 69.64% of payments compared to Sicily’s 
59.16%. The situation is similar in terms of the implementation of national resources 
for cohesion. With respect to the development and cohesion plans (PSCs) under the 
responsibility of the Regions, the distribution of unspent resources is concentrated 
in the southern regions (27.09% is the percentage of payments compared to what was 

34   Art. 1, para 496 l. n. 197/2022.
35   Art. 11, para 1 Legislative Decree 124/2023.
36   V. Ministro per gli Affari europei, audizione 15.03.2023, available at: https://www.fondazioneifel.
it/fondi-europei-e-coesione/item/download/5808_1508b860a943179025461328182fbcd9. 

https://www.fondazioneifel.it/fondi-europei-e-coesione/item/download/5808_1508b860a943179025461328182fbcd9
https://www.fondazioneifel.it/fondi-europei-e-coesione/item/download/5808_1508b860a943179025461328182fbcd9
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planned) with important differences between Sardinia (38.85%) and Sicily (19.57%).37

It follows that islands, in particular, do not only need resources, but also tools to 
employ and use them. The creation of technical assistance agencies for local island 
authorities could be useful to support them in implementing complex procedures. 
These agencies could also assist offices in participating in national or European 
projects where specific skills are required, often not available in the staff of smaller 
island administrative bodies38.

3.4. A SWOT Analysis of the Situation of Islands 

Generally, islands exhibit distinct geographic, economic, demographic, and social 
characteristics, which present unique challenges to the implementation of European 
policies. As previously highlighted, while addressing these challenges, it is crucial 
to pinpoint the drawbacks and affected sectors, calculate the costs of insularity, 
considering the specific traits of the islands, and devise suitable tools and interventions. 
Through exerting political pressure at both the national and supranational levels, it 
becomes feasible to attain a state of equal opportunities for islands.

The various difficulties confronting islands in the contemporary era are multifaceted 
and encompass social, economic, and environmental concerns. It is essential to 
address the problem of insularity with tailored solutions, which take into account 
economic profiles and the implementation of economic and social corrective 
measures. In this regard, economic growth and social inclusion are intrinsically linked, 
and these solutions are not perceived as a privilege, but rather as a necessity for the 
survival of the islands, (Haase et al. 2021).

Prior to examining these challenges, it is essential to reiterate the present 
circumstances of EU islands, which have been determined through a comprehensive 
SWOT analysis.39 Strengths are firstly described: the quality of life, the abundance 
of natural and cultural capital and a robust cultural identity, as potential sources 

37   La politica di coesione in Italia (n. 1, July 2023, servizio studi Camera dei Deputati), available at: 
http://documenti.camera.it/leg19/dossier/pdf/PP001BI.pdf. 
38   For example, Dafni, v. https://dafninetwork.gr/en/ or Otra, v. https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/
aree/Croazia/Isole-in-Croazia-Otra-agenzia-di-sviluppo-224174. 
39   Spilanis et al. (2013). The Development of the Islands – European Islands and Cohesion Policy 
(EUROISLANDS). ESPON 2013, op. cit.

http://documenti.camera.it/leg19/dossier/pdf/PP001BI.pdf
https://dafninetwork.gr/en/
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/aree/Croazia/Isole-in-Croazia-Otra-agenzia-di-sviluppo-224174
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/aree/Croazia/Isole-in-Croazia-Otra-agenzia-di-sviluppo-224174
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of wealth and job opportunities in the islands. The weaknesses include restricted 
accessibility, restricted provision of public interest services, restricted private 
services and networks, and the absence of economies of scale and effective market 
organisation. Secondly, there are several opportunities that must be considered, 
including: the growing demand for high-quality products and services that enhance 
the quality of life, as well as the need for safe and nutritious food items. Additionally, 
specific-interest tourism and residential services are also in high demand. However, 
there are also several threats that must be considered, such as the impact of climate 
change, the effects of globalisation, economic crises, and rising energy prices. Other 
factors that must be taken into account include water scarcity, soil degradation, and 
the extinction of fishing stocks.

The examination unveils that the difficulty at hand is complex and requires a 
multifaceted approach. Hence, it is essential to explore the diverse obstacles 
confronted by the European Union’s islands.

In the context of Europe, island regions often face challenges that hinder their 
development and limit their opportunities. These include a scarcity of resources, 
elevated transportation expenses, inadequate labour force, consumers, and 
infrastructure, all of which contribute to the competitiveness issue faced by 
islands’ economic systems. The restricted availability of resources and high land 
utilisation, which underpin economic growth in island regions, weaken the economic 
fabric, making it more susceptible to stagnation, unemployment, and diminished 
competitiveness.

The economic challenges encountered include: the need to align the utilisation of 
land resources with their limited availability; the importance of attracting investment 
in research, innovation, and digitisation; islands’ distance from significant markets 
and urban centres. This leads to higher production costs40 and diminishes the 
competitiveness of islands’ businesses, exacerbating islands’ reliance on the 
importation of essential goods and services, such as energy and fuel. As a result, 
living conditions and security are becoming increasingly uncertain on islands.41 

The absence of an entrepreneurial culture that emphasizes innovation and human 
capital is often apparent, which impedes the growth of the local economy. This value, 

40   Given the reliance on transportation for the delivery of goods and services to islands, it is 
unsurprising that the cost of living in island territories is elevated (European Parliament, 2016a).
41   Espon bridges (2019), Balanced Regional Development in areas with Geographic Specificities.
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which is both social and economic, can be attained through education and skills 
development.

The departure of younger individuals researching improved employment opportunities 
leads to the exacerbation of phenomena such as depopulation and ageing, which can 
prove to be highly detrimental, particularly in small island communities (Espon bridges, 
2019).

In an effort to narrow the competitive disadvantage, islands concentrate their 
resources on a specific industry. Nevertheless, this concentration results in a reliance 
on a single sector and seasonal employment opportunities, which in turn leads to a lack 
of financial resources and restricted economic growth.

Tourism has emerged as a vital factor contributing to economic growth, generating 
employment opportunities and improving living standards, as substantiated by 
the prosperity of the Spanish isles of Tenerife and Majorca, (Espon bridges, 2019). 
Nevertheless, numerous islands confront obstacles in broadening their economic 
bases, stemming from constrained labour markets, which in turn engender enduring 
hardships.

Infrastructure is a crucial element in territorial growth, as it facilitates the achievement 
of development objectives by impacting socio-economic activities, investment, 
factors of production, and the overall attractiveness of islands, innovation, and 
expansion (Palei, 2015). It comprises various components, including road transport 
infrastructure, telecommunications, and accessibility42 via land, air, and water (Espon 
bridges, 2019).

The provision of suitable, cost-effective, and environmentally friendly modes of 
transportation is one of the challenges associated with improving connectivity and 
accessibility.

Islands are heavily dependent on sea or air transport,43 as indicated in the report by 
Espon bridges (2019). However, their susceptibility to adverse weather conditions 

42   Mobility relates to the performances of transportation systems, whereas accessibility 
incorporates the interplay between transportation systems and land use patterns as an additional 
layer of examination. (Karampela et al. 2014).
43   The most efficient method for securing territorial contiguity with the mainland is by means of air 
travel. In contrast, sea transport is not viewed as a viable alternative, although it does play a crucial 
role in ensuring the territorial unity of smaller islands that lack airports (Benelli, 2023).
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may result in lower standards, which can cause problems with transportation costs, 
seasonality, and connectivity with the surrounding area. Insufficient connectivity 
has a detrimental impact on every economic activity, resource, service, and 
infrastructure, as it increases transportation costs (Carboni, 2022).

The relationship between the mainland and islanders is directly influenced by the 
frequency and accessibility of the connections, which, in turn, affects islanders’ quality 
of life of the and the number of individuals residing on islands (Haase et al. 2021). 

Nonetheless, connectivity is not only about physical infrastructure, but also about 
digital development. According to the ESPON bridges report (2019), while digital 
development has helped to mitigate distance-related challenges, in the case of islands, 
it has also created additional limitations on what the digital infrastructure can achieve.

Considering the importance of addressing the social challenges that affect the 
quality of life, it is essential to take into account factors such as depopulation and 
ageing, which are particularly relevant in many island communities. To enhance the 
quality of life for island residents, it is crucial to ensure they have access to the same 
level of essential public services as mainlanders, while also promoting social equity. 
This involves improving education, healthcare, social welfare, and communication 
services, as the availability of these services can influence community decisions.

Rising transportation expenses for equipment and infrastructure have a detrimental 
impact on the size and quality of these services, as previously discussed. In 
several island systems, such as those in the Mediterranean, refugee migration 
has compromised social equity standards. The influx of a substantial number 
of migrants, which at times surpasses the local population, leads to a scarcity of 
assistance (EESC, 2017). The correlation between economic and social challenges is 
also evident in hyperspecialisation. The constrained labour market, with a limited 
number of job prospects, the seasonal nature of employment, the lack of labour 
market diversification, and the insufficient level of lifelong learning and skills all 
contribute to high unemployment, particularly affecting the younger segments of the 
population, who are often compelled to leave in pursuit of better job opportunities.

Governance challenges are typically characterised by the need for effective 
coordination between different levels of governance in islands, and the need to 
reassess the categorisation of islands and the reliance on GDP as the sole measure 
of development, as highlighted by Haase et al. (2021). To address this, alternative 
indicators such as the Power Purchasing Standard, Social Progress Index, and 
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SDG performance could be employed.44 Furthermore, the scarcity of specialised 
operational programmes on the islands and the lack of sufficient statistical data 
block effective decision-making.

Many islands are perceived as possessing an abundance of both terrestrial and 
marine biodiversity, which is often reflected in their designation as protected 
areas. Nevertheless, natural capital management and conservation confront several 
obstacles, including the absence of information on ecosystems, insufficient data 
for ongoing monitoring, and insufficient resources, which are further exacerbated 
by the conflict between economic development – which is a top priority –, and the 
construction of infrastructure, transportation, tourism, and energy facilities – which 
have a significant influence on island biodiversity.

Islands are fragile and unique, but also limited and susceptible to external and 
human pressures, which presents an additional challenge. Generally speaking, 
islands are more prone to natural calamities or the consequences of climate change, 
such as drought, sea level rise, soil erosion, and marine pollution, as well as a variety 
of activities, particularly tourism, which can impact their natural and cultural 
environments.

Water, energy, and waste management pose considerable challenges for islands, 
particularly due to their limited capacity for waste management and insufficient 
water supplies, which often require the importation of water or desalination.45 
Moreover, as pointed out above, the existence of isolated, import-dependent 
energy networks or a reliance on fossil fuels tends to impede the implementation of 
environmentally sustainable solutions (Carbone, 2018).

Nevertheless, islands hold great potential to serve as testing grounds for novel ideas 
and concepts, such as marine renewable energy and aquaculture, as evidenced by 
Haase et al. (2021).

44   Haase et al., op. cit.
45   Desalination is a practice commonly employed in several island territories; however, it is 
frequently expensive and inefficient for providing the entire water supply (European Parliament, 
2015).
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3.5. Effective Policies for Islands 

Identifying and understanding the main challenges that islands face is crucial in order 
to ensure their survival. As the European Economic and Social Committee (2017) notes, 
addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach that promotes the 
balance between the economic, social, and environmental sustainability of European 
islands. This can be achieved by implementing the principles of green, quality, and 
inclusive islands46.

In order to overcome the constraints of European islands and transform them into 
smart, innovative, and sustainable economies, efforts must be grounded in sustainable 
growth, competitiveness, cohesion, and solidarity, as well as innovation and full 
employment. Sustainable development should be a cross-cutting issue in all of these 
efforts.

Furthermore, islands can serve as a laboratory environment for “inquiry and learning” 
that could attract young, innovative, and entrepreneurial individuals and activities 
(Espon bridges, 2019; Haase et al. 2021). This can provide a unique opportunity for 
islands to become more self-sufficient and resilient in the face of global challenges.

Efforts directed towards addressing economic issues should primarily focus on 
enhancing economic competitiveness, appeal, and diversity, while also granting 
increased flexibility with regards to the utilisation of state aid (EESC, 2023).

The entrepreneurial system necessitates initiatives that promote competitiveness,47 
as simply augmenting the workforce, capital, and infrastructure without innovative 
entrepreneurial endeavours cannot stimulate development, enhance living standards, 
or mitigate the adverse consequences of an ageing populace. A “new combination” of 
present resources is essential for generating novel value and fostering sustainable 
economic growth (Haga, 2015).

46   The European Economic and Social Committee (2017) emphasised the importance of inclusive 
islands in upholding the principles of Efficiency and Equity, which are essential for enhancing 
the competitiveness and social cohesion of all European islands. Efficiency ensures that every 
island can reach its full potential, while Equity guarantees that all citizens have equal access to 
opportunities and services, regardless of their geographical location.
47   For example, the Canary Islands have put in place ZECs (fiscal incentives that promote 
innovation and entrepreneurship) and the CIDE network (a network for business development and 
innovation) (ESPON, 2019), which have been instrumental in their growth.
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To attain this goal, it is essential to nurture a business environment that prioritises 
knowledge acquisition, promotes continuous professional development, develops 
educational programmes that target entrepreneurship and business growth, and 
attracts talented migrants (Espon Bridges 2019).

The European Parliament (2022) has acknowledged that agriculture and fisheries 
are crucial components, as island communities greatly depend on these sectors and 
necessitate financial aid to sustain existing employment opportunities and create 
new ones within the industry.

As the report of Espon bridges (2019) points out, EU policies designed to promote 
employment may achieve better results if they consider the territorial element. 

Undertaking significant investments in communication infrastructure and technology 
is essential for ensuring that public services are accessible and readily available to all 
residents of island territories. To establish European territorial continuity, it is vital to 
integrate the islands into the core Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) network 
by means of a multimodal corridor network.48

To achieve a more integrated Europe, it is crucial to concentrate on the advancement 
of airport and port road infrastructure, as well as eco-friendly transportation. This 
must include a focus on territorial integrity for all islands. Implementing public service 
contracts49 or social aid that provide preferential rates for maritime and air travel can 
guarantee a fair transition, while also bolstering the economic prosperity of European 
island communities,50 Basoli (2023).

48   In Italy, two primary islands exhibit contrasting attitudes towards continuity. Sicily, as part 
of the Scandinavian Mediterranean TEN-T Corridor and integrated into the European economic 
sphere, differs significantly from Sardinia, which remains marginalised and reliant on maritime 
and air transportation (Basoli, 2023).
49   Public service obligations (PSOs) are designed to ensure that a certain standard of transport 
services is provided, which is proportional to the specific territorial and population needs of an 
area, including fluctuations caused by tourist flows. This helps to guarantee acceptable levels of 
service to the citizens of the islands, thereby promoting development and reducing economic 
and social disparities (Espon bridges, 2019). This right is accessible to all citizens, regardless of 
their location, and is limited solely to specific, homogeneous groups of passengers traveling on a 
particular route. It is crucial to acknowledge that if the market cannot fulfil the affordable mobility 
requirements of island citizens or provide an equivalent level of accessibility as reaching locations 
in the State’s mainland areas through land transportation, the government must intervene to 
ensure equal and fair mobility opportunities for all citizens (Benelli, 2023).
50   In Spain, for instance, the tool of public service obligations has been extensively utilised, 
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The establishment of effective digital connectivity is undoubtedly a priority for 
islands; this includes the provision of high-quality broadband. For those living in 
remote locations, such as small islands, this is particularly crucial.51 By investing in 
efficient technology infrastructure that facilitates remote living and working, islands 
can create an attractive environment for skilled and independent workers to settle.

The tourism industry is a significant contributor to the economic growth of island 
regions, as it generates revenue and provides employment opportunities. As stated 
by the European Parliament (2022), it is essential to provide specific financial support 
for sustainable tourism initiatives to address seasonal tourism issues and to fund 
innovative pilot projects that promote greener and digital solutions that align with the 
objectives of the European Green Deal.

Tourism serves as a growth engine, as suggested by some literature (Armstrong & 
Read, 1998; Licio & Pinna, 2013). Additionally, isolation can present opportunities for 
specialised tourism development, leading to economic growth.

Developing sustainable tourism practices52 can help alleviate environmental pressures 
and combat the exploitation of natural resources. Consequently, interventions aimed at 
supporting and incentivising tourism should consider their impact on the environment 
and resources, as emphasised by Carbone (2018).

In order for policies to prove effective, they must be cohesive, collaborative, and 
well-coordinated across all tiers of governance, with the ultimate objective of 
mitigating any detrimental effects arising from tourism density and demographic 

especially in island contexts and, particularly, to attain territorial cohesion between the various 
islands of the Canary and Balearic Islands. To guarantee the right to mobility of the inhabitants 
of the Canary Islands and the Balearics, which is recognised as freedom of movement across 
the national territory by Article 19 of the Constitution, the system of social aid is employed, via 
a discount mechanism of 75% on the fares of airlines connecting the islands with other Spanish 
airports located on the mainland. As for France, territorial continuity with Corsica has been 
secured through the imposition of public service obligations and by providing social aid.
51   According to Legambiente and CNR’s (2022) Report, ENERGIA, ACQUA, MOBILITÀ, ECONOMIA 
CIRCOLARE, TURISMO SOSTENIBILE. Le sfide per le isole minori e le buone pratiche dal mondo, the 
Next Generation EU program has allocated 45 million euros to connect the minor islands of Sicily, 
Sardinia, Tuscany, Lazio, and Campania to ultrawideband networks.
52   Sustainable tourism may be defined as “a form of tourism that considers the economic, 
social, and environmental consequences of its present and future impact, and aims to satisfy the 
requirements of tourists, the industry, the environment, and local communities” (UNEP & WTO, 
2005).
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pressures53. This encompasses tackling the burden on infrastructure and preserving 
the sustainability of environmental resources (Espon bridges, 2019).

Per the findings of Espon bridges’ report from 2019, sustainable tourism ought to 
be regarded as a continuous process that is effortlessly incorporated into other 
development initiatives and closely engages with various sectoral processes, rather 
than a predetermined goal to be accomplished54.

The eighth report on economic, social, and territorial cohesion55 highlights an increase 
in disparities and underscores the distance from achieving substantial equality among 
European citizens, particularly between those residing on islands and those living 
on the European continent. In this context, it is crucial to perceive social challenges 
not only as threats, but also as sources of economic and social prospects (Sabato, 
Vanhercke, & Verschraegen 2015).

The well-being of islands is closely linked to the economic context: the scarcity of 
local entrepreneurship and employment opportunities in high-quality jobs and skills 
creates difficulties in attracting and retaining talent (Espon bridges, 2019).

The European Parliament (2022) highlighted the significance of enhancing the 
participation of women and youth in the labour market to address demographic 
challenges and the threat of depopulation, while simultaneously promoting a more 
equitable work-life balance.

Again, the report authored by Espon bridges emphasizes the significance of ensuring 
accessibility to services and connectivity, enhancing infrastructure and transportation, 

53   The PNRR plan introduces the notion of “seasonalisation”, which entails expanding the tourist 
season beyond its conventional summer-only span to encompass the spring and autumn months 
as well. This approach aims to distribute tourists more uniformly throughout the year, for example, 
by incorporating soft tourism or fishing tourism proposals. By doing so, several outcomes can be 
realized, such as an increase in the overall number of tourist visits, a decrease in pressure on 
the island during peak periods, an extension of local economic and commercial activities, and 
the integration of tourism with traditional pursuits like fishing, v. The Sustainable Islands Report, 
published by Legambiente and CNR in 2021, 2022, 2023 and 2024, also highlights these priorities.
54   The Balearic Islands are a prime example of sustainable tourism, as they implemented the 
Sustainable Tourism Tax in 2016 through the “Law on circularity and sustainability in tourism”. 
This tax funds the regional strategic plan. Furthermore, some smaller Italian islands, such as the 
Egadi, Aeolian, and Pantelleria islands, are also adopting sustainable strategies on a smaller scale.
55   European Commission, (2021a). Cohesion in Europe towards 2050, Eighth report on economic, 
social and territorial cohesion.
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adopting digital transformation, fostering active ageing, and guaranteeing equal 
opportunities and conditions for individuals with disabilities in regions referred to as 
“islands of equal opportunity”.

The European Parliament (2022) emphasised the necessity for a European Island 
Action Plan to tackle the matter of migration, while taking into account the difficulties 
faced in asylum and migration and promoting cooperative and respectful resolutions 
at the European level that prioritise the welfare and dignity of individuals. 

According to Barca (2009), a novel blend of both social and territorial priorities is 
essential. To accomplish this, the social agenda must be permeated with a territorial 
viewpoint, while the territorial agenda must be embellished with a social aspect. 
The ultimate objective is to create a territorial approach to social inclusion that 
encompasses both of these transitions. 

The Territorial Agenda 2030, published in 2020, emphasises the importance of 
collaborative political solutions with a strong regional focus and coordinated strategies 
that acknowledge and leverage the unique characteristics of different locations. 
This approach is crucial in achieving a balance between inclusivity, sustainability, 
competitiveness, and resilience through integrated, participatory, and innovative 
territorial development. In light of this, it is essential that governance solutions are not 
standardised; instead, governance should be exercised in a manner that is sensitive to 
the local context. This requires involving “local actors” in the decision-making process. 
Decentralisation of government functions and systems is therefore more appropriate 
for addressing local needs than centralised initiatives imposed from distant areas.56

Over the past few years, concerns about the environment have become increasingly 
important in the context of the European Green Deal, which aims to establish a zero-
carbon economy and a robust Europe. This move towards a more environmentally 
friendly, low-carbon future is a key component of the journey towards a sustainable 
and durable Europe.

The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC, 2023) emphasises the unique 
heritage of islands, despite their lack of resources. Preserving and restoring islands’ 

56  Croatia offers an outstanding case in point. In 2017, it instituted an Islands Department 
within the Ministry of Regional Development and EU Funds, thereby consolidating all sectors 
concerned with the islands. This department now functions as the primary channel for addressing 
development concerns in the islands or for suggesting innovative development concepts (Espon 
bridges 2019).
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fragile ecosystems and biodiversity, as well as protecting scarce natural resources, 
are of paramount importance. Furthermore, it is vital to provide assistance for a fair 
transition towards a climate-neutral future.

According to the Espon bridges report of 2019, it is imperative for islands to prioritise 
the conservation of natural habitats over economic pursuits when terrestrial resources 
are in short supply. This objective can be accomplished by implementing macro-
regional strategies, which have been demonstrated to be more effective than those 
at the EU or national level. To promote sustainable management of natural resources 
and circular economy, the development of industries such as marine renewable 
energy, aquaculture, and blue biotechnology is essential, particularly in light of waste 
management (Haase et al. 2021).

The generation of renewable energy is widely acknowledged as an essential means 
of attaining energy security and fostering inclusive growth, whilst promoting a shift 
towards a more environmentally friendly energy system. However, energy provision 
in island regions can hinder development, requiring a reliable, sustainable, and cost-
effective energy supply to foster sustainable growth.

In particular, disconnected islands that are not connected to the European energy grid 
face challenges of limited resources and high costs, as well as increased vulnerability 
due to their reliance on fossil fuels57. The ultimate aim is for all islands to become 
completely self-sufficient in terms of water and energy, in line with the principles 
of the Green Deal (Espon bridges, 2019). The disadvantage of insularity requires the 
development of innovative solutions, with islands serving as platforms for piloting 
pioneering projects (Smart Islands declaration).

Climate change, a multifaceted challenge, impacts all sectors of the economy and 

57   The report of Espon bridges 2019 points out that numerous European islands, particularly 
those in the Aegean Sea, are not connected to the continental electricity grid, which necessitates 
them to rely on their own resources for electricity production. This becomes particularly crucial 
during the summer season when tourists heighten the overall demand for electricity. The Greek 
island of Halki serves as a model for sustainable and autonomous energy production, as it 
operates a photovoltaic power plant and is not connected to the mainland grid. In 2017, 14 Member 
States and the European Commission adopted the Clean Energy for EU strategy to encourage 
energy independence in islands, acknowledging that customised solutions are essential for each 
individual island. According to a recent study conducted by Battistelli et al. (2023a), the majority 
of Italy’s smaller islands encounter a common problem: 18 out of the 26 islands are not connected 
to the national grid, and the general state of environmental management on these islands is 
inadequate.
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plays a crucial role in the pursuit of sustainable development. This complex issue 
further exacerbates an already intricate landscape. In order to address the increased 
vulnerability of islands to climate change, specific measures must be taken, as 
emphasised by the European Parliament in 2022, when it called for the enhancement 
of the EU Solidarity Fund to adapt to new threats such as rising sea levels, ocean 
warming and acidification, and desertification. However, to date, more resources have 
been allocated to mitigation rather than adaptation, as noted by the Conference of 
Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR) in 2017, who pointed out that adaptation can be 
perceived as costly and challenging preventive measures.

Climate models provide an indication of the direction of change, but they are uncertain 
in terms of scope and impact. Therefore, it is essential to share knowledge, establish 
effective multilevel governance to avoid overlaps, and disseminate the results on 
national platforms by utilising transnational approaches and macro-regional strategies 
(CPMR, 2017)

The topic at hand is of great importance, as it pertains to the creation of special 
policies aimed at addressing the pressing issues of insularity, to transform this 
specificity into a valuable resource. This involves removing barriers that impede 
the enjoyment of rights and equal opportunities and promoting meaningful equality 
for those in a position of disadvantage. As previously discussed, islands possess 
enhanced autonomy, but lack legislative power. Thus, it is crucial to provide 
constitutional recognition to these territories, acknowledging that their diversity 
necessitates specific provisions to safeguard their unique nature. The challenge lies 
not in securing resources and rescue interventions, but rather in adopting innovative, 
systemic, and sustainable approaches to tackle the associated costs and difficulties.
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4. Insularity and the European Union: A 
Call for a Comprehensive Island Agenda

4.1. The Issue of Insularity in the EU Agenda 

In accordance with previous statements, the European Union was established 
without a specific directive addressing the subject of islands,58 despite the fact 
that insularity was a fundamental and distinctive geographical characteristic that had 
become increasingly complex and varied over time59.

It is worth noting at the outset that policies arise from a policy debate that primarily 
focuses on the challenges facing the islands. In Europe, these problems were initially 
not taken seriously: in 1957, the Treaty of Rome made an indirect mention of the issue 
of islands, and in 1986, the Single European Act facilitated the harmonious growth of the 
Communities while decreasing territorial disparities, including reference to island areas.

In 1973, the accession of Ireland and Great Britain marked a significant turning 
point (Frosini, 2020). In accordance with the stipulations of the Maastricht Treaty 
signed in 1992, the European Union’s member countries have committed to offering 
developmental assistance to their peripheral and disadvantaged regions.

58   The probable reason for this choice was the presence of island territories for France and 
Italy alone. However, with the accession of other member states, the number of islands grew 
and consolidated. In 1973, Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom, two island states, and new 
island territories such as Greenland, the Faroe Islands, the Isle of Bornholm, the Isle of Man, the 
Isle of Wight, the Channel Archipelago, Shetland, Orkney, and the Hebrides joined the EU. In 1981, 
with Greece’s accession, the number of islands increased significantly, and with the inclusion of 
Spain and Portugal in 1986, the presence of islands in the Mediterranean, with the Balearic Islands, 
and in the Atlantic, with the Canary Islands, the Azores, and Madeira, was further strengthened. 
Finally, in 1995, the accession of Finland and Sweden resulted in the inclusion of the Åland 
archipelago and the island of Gotland.
59   As Torres (2019) points out heterogeneity is expressed in terms of “population (there are islands 
such as the Balearic Islands that exceed one million while there are islands that do not exceed 50 
inhabitants), area, degree of political autonomy, and standard of living. In addition, there are island 
regions that accumulate a double or triple handicap: island, mountainous area, and low population 
density”.
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The Treaty of Amsterdam (1997), with Article 158 and Declaration on Island Regions, 
annexed to the Treaty, was the first to address this issue by emphasising the need 
to develop appropriate and specific policies that could compensate for the lower 
accessibility of islands and consider insularity as a mere disadvantage.60 With the 
establishment of the EU Cohesion Policy, insularity was transformed into an advantage 
and potential territorial development if appropriate policies are implemented.61

Articles 174 and 349 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
acknowledge islands as distinct territories with unique geographical features and 
provide a solid legal basis for implementing special measures in the outermost 
regions (Haase et al., 2021)62.

The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC, 2017) emphasized the need for 
the European Union to acknowledge the distinctiveness of the challenges that islands 
confront. To this end, it is essential that both the EU and national governments take 
proactive steps to harness the full potential of EU islands.

The Lisbon Treaty of 200963 marked a significant milestone by acknowledging the 
unique challenges faced by island regions and the persistent structural disadvantage 
associated with insularity in the context of the European Cohesion Policy. By seeking 
to address regional disparities, this policy is a fundamental aspect of European 
integration, and includes targeted investments to mitigate such imbalances64.

60   Article 299 addresses the French Overseas Territories specifically and provides special 
support measures owing to their unique vulnerability.
61   Article 107, clause 2 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) deems aid 
intended to foster economic growth in areas characterized by an abnormally low standard of living 
or significant underemployment to be compatible with the internal market.
62   It is crucial to acknowledge that the outermost regions ought to be regarded as a unique 
category and, consequently, warrant a separate approach within the framework of the European 
Structural and Investment Funds. As previously elucidated in the preceding chapter, in the 
context of Cohesion Policy, islands are typically lumped together with mountainous regions and 
sparsely populated areas, rather than receiving specifically tailored provisions. Typically, they are 
classified as “less developed” regions.
63   Article 158 of the TEC, as amended by the Treaty of Amsterdam and the Declaration on Islands, 
recognizes the difficulties encountered by islands and emphasizes the need for appropriate 
measures to address them. Nevertheless, it has been criticized for being a policy that primarily 
benefits the most disadvantaged islands, rather than extending to all island territories.
64   The European Union has implemented specific policies to address the challenges faced 
by islands classified as peripheral under Article 349 of the TFEU. Despite the diversity of these 
islands, policies have been developed and implemented successfully in areas such as agriculture, 
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As previously emphasised, island territories exhibit a specific range of economic, 
administrative, and cultural features, while simultaneously grappling with 
comparable obstacles and difficulties.

The concept of insularity, characterised by a peculiar geographic status, has been 
widely researched in light of political, social, economic, and cultural factors. Research 
suggests that insularity is not a standalone issue, but rather intertwined with other 
challenges. Studies have emphasised how the permanent geographic features 
associated with insularity can hamper the economic and social development of island 
territories. Despite these specific challenges and permanent natural disadvantages, 
this does not mean that islands are disadvantaged territories that require social policy 
to survive. Instead, it supports the notion that islands need a strategic approach to 
capitalise on these characteristics in European and global contexts.

The European Union thus recognises the multitude of challenges that derive from 
insularity; yet, there is a scarcity of acknowledgement of these issues in the EU’s 
policy framework. Indeed, a large range of coordinated and targeted sector-specific 
policies are required at the European level65. It is essential to highlight that the EU 
lacks a cohesive strategy for the non-outermost islands of the Union, which adversely 
impacts their economic development.

Despite the growing recognition of the unique insularity-related challenges faced by 
island territories, it is crucial to acknowledge that no specialised tools have been 
created to tackle these issues thus far. Consequently, these challenges continue to 
persist, resulting in adverse effects on the economic and social development of these 
regions.

cohesion, and competition. In addition, specific rules have been established for areas like state 
aid, operating aid, and investment. However, the Union has not established a separate policy for 
other islands that are closer to the mainland, despite the reference to island regions in Article 174 
TFEU on territorial Cohesion Policy. Furthermore, there is a separate administrative unit within 
the Directorate General of Regional Policy that focuses solely on the outermost regions, unlike 
island regions.
65   The European Economic and Social Committee (2009) noted the need to adopt a holistic 
approach involving not only regional and Cohesion Policy “but also, more particularly, the 
following areas: transportation; energy and water; education and labour; research, technological 
development and innovation; competitiveness; industrial policy; environment; and agriculture and 
fisheries”.
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The European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions, the European Economic 
and Social Committee, and the Conference of Peripheral Regions (CPMR)66 have 
consistently advocated for greater recognition of the issue of insularity in the 
European legal system. These bodies have called for the European Union to 
demonstrate a greater readiness to address the unique challenges faced by island 
territories, with the ultimate aim of achieving effective territorial cohesion within 
the Union and showcasing the potential for island territories to contribute to 
sustainable development within the Union. 67 In contrast, the Commission has been 
more cautious, drawing attention to the socioeconomic diversity of the various island 
territories, which has informed the development of specific measures, including the 
absence of a general island policy (Torrens, 2022).

A number of islands have put forward proposals with the intention of achieving 
effective acknowledgement of Insularity within the EU Cohesion Policy, with the 
ultimate goal of securing suitable measures.68

66   Founded in 1980, the CPMR is an association of 160 regions from 25 member and non-member 
states of the Union, with the aim of defending the interests of Europe’s peripheral maritime 
regions. There are other international organizations representing the interests of European 
islands: the Seas, Rivers, Islands and Coastal Areas Intergroup (SEArica) within the European 
Parliament and the European Federation of Small Islands (ESIN) (Haase et al., 2021).
67   See European Parliament Resolution 2016 (2015/3014(RSP)); Opinions of the European 
Committee of the Regions May 2017 (2017/C 306/10), (2019/C 86/09); 2019 Manifesto of European 
Islands, (2020/C 440/19); (2022/C 498/08), (2022/C 2959/22); European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC) Opinions on the topic of insularity. These include: (2008/1214), (2012/813), 
(2014/5752), and the exploratory opinion  “Islands in the EU: from structural handicap to inclusive 
territory” (2016/5508)60; the positions of the Conference of Peripheral and Maritime Regions 
(CPMR): the “Gotland Declaration”, at the 41st Annual General Assembly on May 12, 2022 the 
“Manifesto for the European Islands,” approved in Palermo on October 19, 2019, at the 47th Assembly 
of the Conference; CPMR Islands Commission “Declaration Palma - Archipelago Europe: an agenda 
for the EU islands”, meeting for its 42nd Annual General Assembly on February 22, 2023 in Palma 
de Mallorca. Also crucial are the various studies on island status; in particular, it is worth noting 
the contribution of ESPON (2013), op. cit.
68  Consultation between the representative assemblies of Sardinia and Corsica (Corsican-
Sardinian Consultation) in the July 4, 2017 resolution on “Recognition of the condition of insularity” 
in implementation of Article 174 TFEU; On February 6, 2019, the Government of the Balearic 
Islands, the Autonomous Region of Sardinia, Corsica, and the Sicilian Region signed a joint 
document, which called for the concrete implementation of the third paragraph of Article 174 
TFEU and the guarantee of equal opportunities and right to mobility for their citizens. On Oct. 
8, 2019, the presidents of Corsica, Sardinia, the Balearic Islands and Gozzo approved an insular 
declaration in Brussels aimed at claiming insularity in the European Union by referring to the new 
concept of “Mediterranean insularity”.
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Carta (2015) points out that “The distinctiveness of the island situation, closely 
connected to territorial cohesion policies, has been the subject of a gradual yet 
intermittent awareness marked by recurring “ups and downs” on the part of both the 
Community and the Union, which have, over the years, regulated, and continue to do so, 
the issue itself, in an attempt to bridge the gap and foster the harmonious development 
of the Union as a whole, as explicitly stated in the current Article 174 TFEU”.69

The valorisation of island territories can be achieved by addressing islands’ 
unique challenges, which stem from their disconnection from the mainland and 
their distinct, enduring conditions. These characteristics can be observed not only 
between groups of islands, but also between individual islands within the same group, 
thus necessitating customised approaches.

It is evident that EU islands cannot be classified as a homogenous category due to 
their varying sizes, populations, and degrees of economic growth. Despite these 
differences, they share a number of common problems (Espon Bridges 2019; Deriu 
et al. 2020).

According to Deidda (2016), islands possess a dual character, exhibiting both a threat 
and an opportunity, thus making them a compelling subject for policy interventions as 
well as a fascinating case study.

69   Originally, the Treaty of Rome made no mention of Cohesion Policy, but it did establish the 
European Social Fund for a common regional policy. The idea of structural aid for disadvantaged 
areas emerged in the 1970s, leading to the creation of the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) in 1975, which primarily financed infrastructure projects in underdeveloped regions of the 
Community. The European Guidance and Guarantee Fund (Feoga) and the European Social Fund 
(ESF) were established in 1962 and 1958, respectively. The Single European Act introduced the 
goal of economic and social cohesion, but it was the Maastricht Treaty in 1993 that established 
the cohesion fund, making it an institutionalised objective. The 2004 Treaty that adopted a 
Constitution for Europe further solidified economic, social, and territorial cohesion as an objective 
of the Union. However, the concept of territorial cohesion remains ambiguous and poorly defined 
in practical application. The community territory should be an “An indivisible, yet distinct, spatial 
and economic reality where differences should be both emphasized and surmounted” (Carta, 2015).
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4.2. EU Sustainable Development Tools and their Application to 
Islands 

The primary investment policy of the European Union, referred to as Cohesion Policy, 
was established in response to the escalating economic and social disparities that 
emerged as a result of the enlargements and the liberalisation of trade in goods 
and services, which culminated in the establishment of the single market.70 From 
its inception, this policy has concentrated on GDP71 per inhabitant as a means of 
allocating funds, rather than other indicators that reflect social, economic, and 
territorial realities, such as the drawbacks connected with insularity. 

During the period spanning 2000 to 2006, the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the European Agricultural Guidance and 
Guarantee Fund (EAGGF), and the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG) 
were employed as financial instruments to facilitate the economic and social Cohesion 
Policy. This was designed to respond to three primary objectives: the foremost aim was 
to promote the development and structural adjustment of regions which were lagging 
behind, specifically those with a per capita GDP of less than 75% of the European 
average. The second objective was to support the socioeconomic transformation of 
areas experiencing structural difficulties. The third objective was to provide support 
to regions excluded from Objective 1, modernise education, training, and employment 
systems. For each of these objectives, operational programs were established, which 
were subsequently divided into national operational programmes (NOPs) and regional 
operational programmes (ROPs) with specific goals outlined therein.

70   Cohesion Policy is designed to promote the harmonious development of the EU by reducing 
economic disparities between regions. It achieves this by allocating resources to less developed 
areas, with the aim of narrowing the income gap between these regions and more prosperous 
ones. This policy is underpinned by the principle of solidarity among member states.
71   The European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions, and the European Economic and 
Social Committee have consistently emphasised the necessity of considering alternative statistical 
indicators that can reflect the economic and social vulnerability resulting from permanent natural 
disadvantages (Eu Parliament, 2016). They have acknowledged that GDP per capita is not sufficient 
in capturing the various factors that hinder the development of islands (Regions Committee, 2017). 
However, despite repeated calls, there appears to be a lack of serious contemplation within DG 
REGIO regarding the adoption of alternative indicators for the allocation methodology. Furthermore, 
this proposal may encounter resistance from several member states (Deriu & Sanna, 2020).
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The Cohesion Policy, which was put into effect between 2007 and 2013, introduced a 
new iteration of the Structural Funds72 adopting a more strategic approach. 

This involved allocating ERDF funds to address the unique challenges faced by 
specific regions, such as islands, mountainous areas, border regions, and sparsely 
populated regions. The allocation of these funds was aimed at promoting the 
sustainable development of these regions, which are often hindered by their 
geographical location. Additionally, a new legal entity called EGTC73 was established 
to encourage territorial, cross-border, transnational, or interregional cooperation, 

72   Council Decision of October 6, 2006, on Community Strategic Guidelines on Cohesion, which 
established the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) with Regulation (EC) No. 1080/2006 
of the European Parliament and of the Council of July 5, 2006 on the European Regional 
Development Fund; European Social Fund (ESF) by Regulation (EC) No. 1081/2006 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of July 5, 2006 on the European Social Fund; Cohesion Fund (CF) 
by Council Regulation (EC) No. 1084/2006 of July 11, 2006, which established a Cohesion Fund, 
Council Regulation (EC) No. 1083/2006 of July 11, 2006, laying down general provisions on the 
European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and the Cohesion Fund, and the 
European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) By Regulation 1082/2006 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of July 5, 2006 amended in 2013 by Regulation 1302/2013 of 
December 17, 2013. The effectiveness of these funds is not contingent upon the encouragement of 
fresh expenditure, but rather on the elimination of impediments or the creation of new prospects 
that bolster development. The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European 
Social Fund (ESF), and the Cohesion Fund are the financial resources for interventions during 
the 2021-2027 programming period. Contrarily to the past, these funds finance interventions, 
with the ERDF promoting public and private investment to mitigate regional disparities, the ESF 
supporting initiatives to adapt workers and businesses to economic changes, and the Cohesion 
Fund contributing to interventions in the environment and trans-European transport networks 
sectors in nations with a gross national income below 90 percent of the EU average. The Lisbon 
Strategy, introduced in 2000, aimed to transform Europe into the most competitive knowledge 
economy in the world by 2010, concentrating on sustainable economic growth, job creation, 
and social cohesion. However, when it became evident that many of the objectives would not be 
accomplished on schedule, they were revised.
73   The establishment of a legal entity with its own autonomy, capable of managing European 
funds independently of the participating entities, has overcome the difficulties caused by the 
differing national laws and procedures of member states and their regional and local authorities 
in carrying out and managing cooperative activities. The European Economic Interest Grouping 
(EEIG) and the European Cooperative Society (SCE) were created by Council Regulation No. 
2137/85 of July 25, 1985, and Council Regulation (EC) No. 1435/2003 of July 22, 2003, respectively, 
during the 2000-2006 Cohesion Policy; however, they failed to promote cooperation efficiently. 
In contrast, the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) has proven to be a practical 
means of managing and accessing funds under the Cohesion Policy, going beyond the existing 
system for the allocation of funds, which is based solely on gross domestic product, to alleviate 
the problems arising from the condition of isolation.
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as well as multilevel governance74, both of which are essential for addressing the 
problems caused by insularity.

Although the European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) provides a 
more structured approach to effectively utilise European funds, their success in 
achieving this objective for all island territories has been hindered by provisions and 
regulations which limit funding for territories that are more than 150 km apart when 
engaged in cross-border cooperation initiatives75. This criterion is still maintained 
by the Interreg programme.76 Recently, the European Parliament (2022) has 
called for a re-evaluation of the 150 km distance criterion, as it currently excludes 
certain Mediterranean islands from receiving funding from the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF), solely based on their geographical location.77

The Cohesion Policy was established with the aim of providing funding in three key 
areas: growth, competitiveness, and employment. The primary objectives of this policy 
were to bring regions with a GDP per capita below the EU average to converge, promote 
competitiveness and employment in regions not initially covered by the funding, and 
encourage European territorial cooperation to address specific issues.

Throughout the 2014-2020 programming period, special provisions have been in 
place to allow for thematic concentration, which has made it difficult to address 
common challenges faced by islands. Furthermore, co-financing rates78 and 
sometimes additional allocations have been adjusted to achieve policy objectives 
(Haase et al. 2021).

Various instruments and funding have been implemented to improve the economy, 
energy, and transportation in the island regions. However, these measures have not 
provided a comprehensive and general response to the challenges and drawbacks 

74   Please refer to the Committee of the Regions’, White Paper on multilevel governance, which 
was published in the Official Journal of the European Union on September 4, 2009 (OJ C 211).
75   Regulation 1083/2006 of July 11, 2006, cit.
76   Regulation 2021/1059 of the European Parliament and of the Council, dated June 24, 2021.
77   The Committee of the Regions also spoke on the subject in its Opinion of July 4, 2018, and in 
2020, Opinion, October 14, 2020.
78   The distribution of co-financing for the new programming has been modified to raise national 
rates, thus lowering the EU’s share. This takes into account the particular circumstances of ultra-
peripheral and sparsely populated regions across three funds: the Regional Development Fund, 
European Social Fund Plus, and Cohesion Fund, in accordance with the levels of the 2007-2013 
period.
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faced by island territories. As a result, the compensatory measures designed to 
address the disadvantages experienced by the islands have either not been adopted 
or have been inadequately and incompletely implemented (Carta, 2015).

Haase et al. (2021) emphasise the importance of Member States promoting the 
development of island territories through national legislation and the implementation 
of the National Island Strategy. This involves defining special provisions for islands 
in partnership agreements with the European Union79, and allocating dedicated 
Operational Programmes or special points for projects located on islands. Moreover, 
the establishment of local partnerships is crucial. Although these instruments are 
intended to support island territories, they have not always been entirely dedicated 
to their needs.

The Cohesion Policy for the period 2021-202780 appears to follow a similar approach 
to previous periods, but there is a noticeable absence of specific policies for 
island regions, which are generally treated as equivalent to continental regions. All 
European regions will continue to benefit from Cohesion Policy funds according to 
the usual division into three categories: more developed regions, transition regions, 
and less developed regions.81 Despite the mention of outermost regions and the 
need to address the unique challenges they face, island regions as a whole remain 
underrepresented in cohesion policies and the allocation of funds. While the new 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and Cohesion Fund (CF),82 regulations 
acknowledge the importance of reducing disparities and promoting recovery in 

79   Between 2014 and 2020, the collaborative agreements of only seven member states, Denmark, 
Greece, Spain, Croatia, France, Malta, and Portugal, comprised distinct sections that delved into 
the difficulties experienced by island territories (Haase et al. 2021).
80  Regulation OJ L 4331, introduced on December 22, 2020, establishes a unified set of regulations 
to govern eight EU funds, namely the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), which is 
utilized for investing in the social and economic development of all EU regions and cities; the 
European Structural and Investment Funds (CF), which is utilized for investing in the environment 
and transport in less prosperous EU countries; the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), which is 
utilized for investing in people, ensuring the skills needed to meet the challenges and changes 
in the labour market, supporting employment, and creating a just and socially inclusive society; 
the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF); the Asylum, Migration, and Integration Fund 
(AMIF); the Internal Security Fund (ISF) and the Border and Visa Management Facility (BMVI); and 
the Just Transition Fund (JTF), which is utilized to support regions most affected by the transition 
to climate neutrality, in collaboration with member states. (Camera dei Deputati, 2019).
81   In Italy, the underdeveloped regions extend beyond Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria, and 
Sicily to encompass Sardinia and Molise, which were previously classified as transitional regions.
82   Regulation 2021/1058 of the European Parliament and of the Council of June 24, 2021.
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low-income and low-growth regions, they do not specifically address the needs of 
island regions. Instead, new criteria such as youth unemployment, low educational 
attainment, climate change, and the reception and integration of migrants are taken 
into account, in addition to per capita income.

The partnership agreement between Italy and the European Union prioritises 
redirecting resources towards initiatives that support the European Green Deal 
and Pillars of Social Rights, while also adhering to the UN 2030 Agenda and national 
strategy for sustainable development. The strategic objectives for the 2021-2027 
planning period include: creating a more intelligent Europe, promoting a greener 
Europe, fostering a more interconnected Europe, advancing a more socially inclusive 
Europe83, and enhancing Europe’s connection with its citizens84.

The aim of European territorial cooperation is maintained in the new EU Cohesion 
Policy for the period 2021-2027, particularly through the extension of the Interreg 
programme.

The Interreg programme was introduced in the 1990s as a component of the Cohesion 
Policy85 and is organised around three different forms of cooperation: cross-
border (Interreg A), cooperation between regions that share a land or sea border 
to encourage coordinated and cohesive development; transnational (Interreg B), 
cooperation between significant transnational regions and their surrounding sea 
basins; and interregional (Interreg C), cooperation between regions to enhance the 
effectiveness of Cohesion Policy. The objective is to lessen disparities and account 
for territorial specificities by focusing on four main priorities: fostering intelligent and 
sustainable growth, energy efficiency, and low-carbon strategies; safeguarding and 
marketing natural and cultural resources; and improving transnational governance in 

83   The programmes listed below are designed to achieve the objectives of the gender and 
equality strategy, with a specific focus on promoting women’s entrepreneurship: the European 
Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the Cohesion Fund, the European 
Citizens’ Initiative on Citizens, Equality, Rights, and Values, Creative Europe, the European 
Maritime Union and Fisheries Fund, Horizon Europe, and Invest EU.
84   The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) has altered its investment strategy for 
the forthcoming programming period, focusing primarily on the first two thematic objectives: a 
smarter Europe and a greener Europe. This approach is in line with the thematic concentration 
rule, which was already in effect during the 2014-2020 programming cycle, (Camera dei Deputati, 
2019).
85  To date, there have been six Interreg programming periods: Interreg I (1990-1993), Interreg II 
(1994-1999), Interreg III (2000-2006), Interreg IV (2007-2013), Interreg V (2014-2020), and the most 
recent, Interreg VI (2021-2027).
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Mediterranean countries. Nonetheless, the programme does not specifically tackle 
the challenges faced by islands and lacks direct funding measures for addressing the 
disadvantages and expenses associated with insularity.

Island regions often compensate for the absence of dedicated policies by 
participating in global networks on islands86 and employing cooperation87 and 
partnerships to develop specific strategies addressing the challenges of insularity. 
Over time, various tools have been utilised, including the Just Transition Fund, the 

86   For example: Greening the Islands, v. https://greeningtheislands.org/about/;  Sustainable 
Islands Platform (SIsP) : https://sustainableislands.iadb.org/programs/climate-smart-islands; 
Local2030 Island Network v. https://www.islands2030.org/ (Haase et al. 2021). In addition, The 
Clean Energy For EU Islands Network: , v. https://clean-energy-islands.ec.europa.eu/.
87  European Territorial Cooperation facilitates collaboration among various national, regional, 
and local actors in areas such as the economy, innovation, environment, accessibility, and 
sustainable urban development. It is focused on three areas of cooperation, including cross-
border collaboration between territories sharing maritime borders, transnational cooperation 
between large geographic areas, and interregional cooperation. Three macro-regional strategies 
exist in Europe, including the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region, the EU Strategy for the 
Danube Region, the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region, and the EU Strategy for the 
Alpine Region (EUSBSR, EUSDR, EUSAIR, and EUSALP). In the new programming, the high added 
value of contributions in areas such as the low-carbon economy, sustainable urban development, 
and regional cooperation is emphasized. For instance, the Nordic Islands of Entrepreneurship 
project, launched by the Nordic Council of Ministers in 2015, maps the state of entrepreneurship 
education on seven Nordic islands. The Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 
2016-2025, adopted at COP19 in Paris in 2016, addresses the sustainability of the Mediterranean and 
the growth of mass tourism. Tenerife serves as a virtuous example for island waste management, 
while the Canary Islands aim to reduce the land area degraded by uncontrolled waste dumping. 
The Bluemed initiative promotes the blue economy, social welfare, and sustainable growth in the 
marine and maritime sectors, v. https://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/. 

https://greeningtheislands.org/about/
https://sustainableislands.iadb.org/programs/climate-smart-islands
https://www.islands2030.org/
https://clean-energy-islands.ec.europa.eu/
https://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
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Horizon 202088 programmes, Interreg89, macroregional watershed strategies90, and 
the Maritime Spatial Planning Framework91.

The Just Transition Fund (JTF)92 was initially launched during the 2021-2027 cycle 
as a novel component of the Green Deal at the European level. Its primary objective 

88   Horizon 2020 has provided financial support for research and innovation initiatives, which 
has been beneficial for islands in developing innovative solutions to their unique challenges, 
particularly in the energy sector, although the programme does not have explicit provisions for 
these territories.
89   The Interreg NEXT MED islands programme, which encompasses 15 countries across 
the Mediterranean, has expanded its territorial and financial scope in the new 2021-2027 
programming period. The programme aims to promote smart, sustainable, and equitable 
development throughout the Mediterranean basin by fostering cooperation and multilevel 
governance that is balanced, durable, and far-reaching. Furthermore, the Interreg NEXT MED 
programme seeks to promote equal opportunities in education. V https://www.interregnextmed.
eu/. The ADAPT project, which is funded by the European Regional Development Fund and 
falls under the Central Baltic Interreg programme, has also contributed to improving public 
transportation by implementing a faster and more environmentally friendly ferry system in the 
Åland and Stockholm archipelagos. This has resulted in reduced travel time for both people and 
goods. V. Assuring Depth of fairways for Archipelago Public Transportation | Central Baltic Project 
Database The Bluesislands project and Interreg Northern Periphery and Arctic are two initiatives 
that aim to address the impact of tourism on waste generation in Mediterranean islands and 
promote collaboration among local and regional authorities and operators from Nordic countries, 
respectively. The former project brings together eight major and 55 minor Mediterranean islands 
to tackle seasonal variations in waste generated due to tourism. V. https://projects2014-2020.
interregeurope.eu/intherwaste/news/news-article/2907/creating-synergies-focus-on-the-
blueislands-project/. On the other hand, the latter initiative enables collaboration among local 
and regional authorities and operators from Nordic countries, such as Iceland, the Faroe Islands, 
and Greenland, as well as the Highlands and Scottish islands. V. https://interreg.eu/programme/
northern-periphery-and-arctic/. While interregional cooperation and initiatives can be the result 
of top-down efforts, such as the Blueislands project, bottom-up efforts, such as the Smart 
Islands Initiative, can also play a significant role in promoting collaboration. The Smart Islands 
Initiative helps to convey the needs of European islands at the European level and enables the 
identification of transferable lessons for different areas facing similar challenges and needs 
(Smart islands, 2018).
90  Haase et al. (2021) identified the essential requirements for a macroregional strategy to 
prove effective: the backing of neighbouring countries on the strategy’s scope and execution, 
the existence of a transnational agreement that outlines the strategy’s extent and themes, and 
adherence to the “principle of three NOs,” which stipulates that no new funding, administrative 
facilities, or regulations should be introduced.
91    Refer to the example of Motorways of the Sea, which are critical in improving access to 
European markets for islands.
92   Established by Regulation (EU) 2021/1056 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
June 24, 2021.

https://www.interregnextmed.eu/
https://www.interregnextmed.eu/
https://database.centralbaltic.eu/project/31
https://database.centralbaltic.eu/project/31
https://projects2014-2020.interregeurope.eu/intherwaste/news/news-article/2907/creating-synergies-focus-on-the-blueislands-project/
https://projects2014-2020.interregeurope.eu/intherwaste/news/news-article/2907/creating-synergies-focus-on-the-blueislands-project/
https://projects2014-2020.interregeurope.eu/intherwaste/news/news-article/2907/creating-synergies-focus-on-the-blueislands-project/
https://interreg.eu/programme/northern-periphery-and-arctic/
https://interreg.eu/programme/northern-periphery-and-arctic/
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is to facilitate the transformation of regions that mainly depend on fossil fuels and 
industries with high emission rates, including outermost regions and islands.93 The 
JTF aims to support the transition to a climate-neutral economy through initiatives 
such as energy efficiency and the use of renewable energy sources. The European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and Cohesion Fund are the primary investment 
instruments utilised to achieve this goal. The JTF is specifically designed to provide 
assistance to those who are most affected by the transition to climate neutrality. It 
is more targeted in terms of both geographic location and thematic focus than other 
Cohesion Policy funds.94

The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) seeks to promote the growth of 
initiatives related to the Blue Economy95 by fostering ethical fishing practices ensuring 

93   The primary objective of the EU Green Deal is to establish a long-term strategy that facilitates 
the accelerated transition towards renewable energy sources across all the islands in the 
European Union, while simultaneously fostering the development of the circular economy and 
safeguarding biodiversity.
94   The Just Transition Fund (JTF) has been established to address the adverse social, economic, 
environmental, demographic, and health consequences of climate change. All member states 
are eligible to receive JTF funding; however, only the regions within each state that are most 
affected are eligible. This includes territories that are reliant on mining or the production of coal, 
lignite, peat, and oil shale, which are expected to decline, leading to job losses and other negative 
impacts. Additionally, territories dependent on carbon-intensive industries such as steel, 
cement, or chemicals are also eligible, as they must undergo radical transformation, resulting in 
changes in skills and job profiles, among other impacts. The JTF’s two primary objectives are to 
diversify local economies and to retrain and upgrade the skills of workers and job seekers. The 
JTF will primarily focus on supporting small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and start-
ups in affected areas, fostering the growth of new businesses and making the economy more 
resilient to future shocks. A significant portion of the funding will also be allocated to research 
and innovation activities of SMEs, as well as support for skills and job search. Many JTF regions 
aim to transition into alternative energy hubs. Another promising area for JTF investment is the 
circular economy. In order to access the fund, member states must submit Territorial Plans for a 
Just Transition (TJTP) to the European Commission, outlining the appropriate intervention logic. 
One of the two territories chosen in Italy is Sulcis Iglesiente in South-Western Sardinia.
95   Regulation (EU) No. 508/2014 of the European Parliament and Council, which came into 
force on May 15, 2014, superseded Regulation (CE) No. 2328/2003 of the Council, Regulation (CE) 
No. 861/2006, Regulation (CE) No. 1198/2006, and Regulation (CE) No. 791/2007. This regulatory 
framework, also known as the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund, is designed to provide 
islands with the opportunity to serve as Blue Economy laboratories by utilizing innovative solutions 
and technologies such as hydrogen development in ports and transportation. For example, the 
AspBAN initiative, which is part of the Atlantic Smart Ports Blue Acceleration network, focuses 
on the operation of Atlantic ports in the EU and promotes the modernization and connectivity of 
insular port infrastructure.
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the preservation of marine ecosystems and their diverse array of species.

The European Union’s Blue Economy Report for 2023 enhances the pivotal function 
of the blue economy in furnishing employment prospects within Member States 
that exhibit island or archipelago characteristics, including Denmark, Croatia, Malta, 
Greece, Cyprus, and Portugal. This sector is particularly vital for small islands and 
coastal communities.

Healthy marine and coastal ecosystems are essential for sustainable development, and 
it is widely recognised that the Blue Economy encompasses various sectors, such as 
biological and non-living marine resources, marine renewable energy, port activities, 
shipbuilding and repair, maritime transport, and coastal tourism96. 

The recently introduced programming period underscores the significance of 
coordinating funds, including the combination of the Regional Development Fund and 
the European Social Fund Plus. This integration might involve policies for cohesion and 
the Erasmus+ programme, as well as the Life programme. It is essential to recognise 
that these synergies can result in better programme outcomes.

Having recognised the importance of islands in the European Union, it is crucial to 
acknowledge the existence of various policies considering their unique features. One 
such policy is the LIFE programme, which co-finances environmental projects while 
simultaneously addressing island-related concerns, such as waste management. 
Furthermore, the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF)97 plays a key role in 
mitigating the impact of adverse events on the development of territories, including 
islands and outermost regions. Although the EUSF is not part of the Cohesion Policy, it 
is an essential tool for providing support to these territories. Additionally, the REACT-

96   According to the EU Blue Economy Report 2023, biotechnology, specifically algae, is one of 
the most dynamic subsectors of the blue economy. France, Spain, and Portugal have the highest 
number of production facilities among the EU member states. It is crucial to utilise offshore 
renewable energy to support the energy transition of small islands. Examples of such projects 
include Gaia in the Canary Islands, which features an offshore desalination plant powered by wave 
energy, and MUSICA in Chios, Greece, which combines wind, solar photovoltaic, and wave energy 
to power aquaculture and desalination activities. Other projects include Phares, which integrates 
tidal, solar photovoltaic, and offshore wind energy in Ouessant, France, and X1 Wind off the coast 
of the Canary Islands.
97   In recent years, this fund has been utilised to tackle a variety of natural disasters, including 
hurricanes, cyclones, droughts, and fires, as well as earthquakes, floods, landslides, and adverse 
weather conditions in several islands, such as Cyprus, Madeira, Crete, Lesbos, and Kos, as per 
Torres (2022).
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EU98 regulation encourages Member States to use REACT-EU funds to support people 
in islands and outermost regions, integrating development policies and cohesion 
policies.99

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is a vital component of the European Union 
(EU), alongside regional policy. The European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (FEAGA) 
provides specialised treatment for the Azores, Madeira, the Canary Islands, the 
smaller Aegean islands,100 and the French overseas departments101. Furthermore, the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (FEASR) 102 offers tailored treatment 
for forest properties and technological investments in these regions. The new CAP 
programming for 2023-2027 has been specifically designed to address the climate 
emergency, with clear environmental and climate objectives. However, there is a 
notable absence of specialised treatment for all islands.

98   The European Union’s Cohesion Policy encompasses the “Next Generation EU” (NGEU) 
program, which serves as the EU’s primary response to the adverse economic consequences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) is the primary tool for 
implementing NGEU, requiring member states to develop national recovery and resilience 
plans that specify investments and reforms for the 2021-2023 period. React-EU is regulated by 
the European Parliament and Council Regulation (EU) 2020/2021 of December 23, 2020, which 
amends Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 to offer additional resources and implementation modalities 
to provide assistance in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and its social consequences, 
aiming to prepare a green, digital, and resilient economic recovery (React-EU). Conceived with 
a shorter-term perspective (2021-2022) to help member states in the early stages of relaunching 
their economies, React-EU differs from the RRF, which has a duration of six years, from 2021 to 
2026. However, it is crucial to note that an issue arises from these new funds: resources must be 
accompanied by tools and skills to spend them concretely. Therefore, it is useful to ask whether 
and how European funds can generally solve the problems of insularity. (Sciortino, 2022).
99   Reducing disparities is a fundamental principle of the Plan that must be upheld universally 
across all Missions and cannot be subject to negotiation. Implementing the infrastructural 
aspect of the Plan will promote greater citizen engagement, independence, and equality, thereby 
eliminating financial and social barriers that hinder equality. However, in Italy, there is a risk that 
the territorial allocation constraint of 40% of resources to the Mezzogiorno may not be met due 
to the inability of the territories to effectively utilize these resources, which may result in the 
allocation of resources to those who are better equipped to manage them.
100   The European Parliament and Council Regulation 229/2013, dated March 17, 2013, which 
repealed Council Regulation (CE) No. 1405/2006.
101   The Regulation 228/2013 of the European Parliament and the Council, dated March 13, 2013, 
pertains to the outermost regions of the European Union.
102   The European Parliament and Council Regulation 1305/2013, which was published on 
December 17, 2013, classified the FEASR as a SIE fund for the period 2014-2020. However, the 
approach has changed for the period 2021-2027, and the FEASR has now been separated from the 
Cohesion Policy funds and the FEAMP.
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The provisions regulating state aid are applicable to islands in a variety of ways. 
The European Union is dedicated to maintaining fair competition within its internal 
market. However, Article 107(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
grants the European Commission the right to allow businesses to receive financial aid 
from public authorities with the intention of fostering economic growth in specific 
regions. These aids help to promote economic, social, and territorial unity among 
EU Member States and the European Union as a whole by supporting investments 
and employment, and encouraging the diversification of economic activity in less 
developed regions. Furthermore, Article 108, paragraph 4 of the TFUE empowers the 
European Commission to approve public authorities granting financial aid or subsidies 
to companies that do not exceed the established “de minimis” threshold.

Islands were integrated into the regional aid perspective for the years 2007-2013103, but 
with a narrow perspective of their insular status. This is because certain requirements 
excluded some islands from receiving regional aid benefits. Even during the period 
2014-2020104 and the subsequent period of 2022-2027105, islands may still be eligible for 
regional aid, although with the same exclusions.

In the year 2022, the European Pact106 provided additional support for businesses that 
adopt eco-friendly practices. However, it contains no specific reference to islands. 
This financial assistance serves as a protective measure for the challenges and 
modifications that occur during the green transition process.

The third dimension of territorial cohesion, alongside economic and social dimensions, 
should foster a sense of closeness and equality for all citizens of the Union. According 
to Carta (2015), it is unacceptable to view insularity as synonymous with isolation.

Today, the concept of territorial continuity is not merely a local matter, but it is 
acknowledged as encompassing the rights of mobility between islands and the 
freedom of movement for all citizens, including both residents and non-residents. 
Additionally, it is vital to establish a dependable and efficient means of connection with 

103   European Commission, The guidelines for national aid to regions for the period 2007-2013, 
March 4, 2006.
104   European Commission, (2020), Communication regarding the extension and modifications 
of the DAR 2014-2020, July 8, 2020.
105   European Commission (2021), Communication from the Commission. Guidelines on state aid 
for regions, April 29, 2021.
106   European Commission, (2019), The European Green Deal Communication, COM (2019) 640 
final, dated 11 December 2019.
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these territories, ensuring a transportation system that does not discriminate against 
individuals living in disadvantaged areas due to the unique topography.

The economic growth has been hindered by their disadvantageous geographical 
position, which has put them at risk of being marginalised territorially in two ways. 
To begin with, the quality of the services rendered is a matter of doubt, and secondly, 
the transportation expenses are significantly higher than in the rest of the continent. 
These factors have required the provision of substantial subsidies from the Union to 
transport companies operating in remote and sparsely inhabited regions, to ensure 
the survival of unprofitable yet essential transport connections for the residents of 
these underprivileged areas. State assistance directed towards users and public 
service obligations for transport companies have helped to provide indispensable 
services, while simultaneously grappling with the delicate balance between equality 
and competition.

Aid schemes are established to allocate subsidies to specific groups of travellers, as 
outlined in Article 107, paragraph 2 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFUE). If the services provided cater to disadvantaged regions, such as 
insular territories, the aid may extend to the entire population of the affected island. 
Article 106 stipulates that public service obligations may be imposed for the specific 
mission entrusted to a public service that provides an economic public interest, as in 
the case of transport.

According to Armao (2020), state intervention is indispensable in industries that 
the market cannot adequately regulate. In the transport sector, the interventionist 
philosophy has undergone significant transformation due to the imposition of 
burdens, and the state possesses the authority to restrict access to the industry for 
a single carrier selected through a community tender process. Furthermore, the state 
can offer financial compensation to the carrier to cover the deficit in management, 
but it must not be deemed as an illegal form of state aid intended to cover the general 
operating losses of the company.

The importance of the European Union’s regulation of maritime and aerial connectivity, 
as well as the need to rely on public service obligations in these sectors, is of utmost 
significance for European islands. This requirement emerged in 1992 as a result of the 
liberalisation of these sectors at the community level107.

107   The state-controlled model is vulnerable to crisis when free markets exist. Historically, this 
model has been responsible for providing transport services to unprofitable routes, and it has 
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In accordance with the Regulation of 1992,108 maritime cabotage services are exempt 
from any restrictions within the Union, which permits shipowners to offer such 
services between ports in any Member State. Nevertheless, there are exceptions to 
this principle; for instance, those that allow Member States to impose public service 
charges and enter into public service contracts to ensure suitable transportation to, 
from, and within islands, to safeguard certain under-served maritime connections.

The regulations set forth in Regulation No. 2408 of 1992 empowered Member States 
to designate specific air routes for the purpose of imposing public service fees. It is 
essential that a Member State informs the Commission of its intention to implement 
such charges, which must adhere to European regulations and maintain the financial 
and economic balance of the air service.

In 2008109, countries were offered the opportunity to make commitments to provide 
public service obligations (OSPs) for air routes that were deemed essential for the 
economic and social progress of a specific region. This allowed airlines with licenses 
from a Member State of the Union to operate air services without any limitations or 
constraints on intra-community routes and to determine their own prices, while 
ensuring a specific number of flights at a predetermined frequency. However, a state 
may choose to restrict these freedoms by imposing an OSP.

In April 2014,110 the Commission adopted the “Guidelines on State aid to airports and 
airlines”.

Armao (2020) highlighted that in Portugal, the number of places offered on routes with 
service charges accounted for roughly 40% of the domestic market, while in Ireland, 
the share of OSP in domestic traffic was approximately 70%. In contrast, France had 
a value of around 10%, and in other countries, including Italy, which has the highest 
number of island citizens in Europe, the significance of OSP in domestic traffic was 
negligible. Notably, Italy was the European country that invested the least in public 
service charges.

been sustained only through economic support from the state or a public territorial entity.
108   Regulation (CEE) No. 3577 of 1992.
109   Regulation (EC) No. 1008/2008 of the European Parliament and the Council, dated 4 
September 2008.
110   Regulation (EU) No. 651/2014 of the European Union.



Working Paper 25	 56

4.3. The Way Forward for Insular Sustainable Development

Merely refereeing the principle of insularity is insufficient to address the 
aforementioned challenges and achieve sustainable development. Instead, effective 
actions are necessary. Despite this, European institutions, especially the European 
Commission, have been reluctant to acknowledge the unique natural challenges 
faced by islands. Nevertheless, the concept of insularity has gained increased 
recognition in European constitutional, legal, and economic discussions. However, 
at its core, the issue of insularity is relatively minor when compared to the major 
issues that will determine the future of the Union.

In accordance with the European Island Manifesto of 2019, it is crucial to devise 
strategies reconsidering islands’ unique requirements and demands through a 
multidisciplinary and inclusive approach.

However, several European studies suggest that the availability of resources is not 
always a sufficient condition for the success of growth policies. Therefore, it is prudent 
for the EU to refer to its insular territories and implement differentiated measures that 
take into account their inclusion within the Union’s political agenda. In order to address 
the specific needs of insular areas, state aid and cohesion policies should focus on 
developing an integrated framework that incorporates provisions adopted by the 
Union across sectors such as transport, energy and water, education and employment, 
research, technological development and innovation, industrial policy, environment, 
agriculture and fisheries (CoR, 2023).

As observed by the European Economic and Social Committee, (2023) “in order to 
address structural and geographical constraints and specific needs that hinder these 
regions’ development, a tailored approach, which would boost territorial solidarity, is 
needed so that no region is left behind”.

The ninth report on cohesion in 2024 emphasises that regional development 
programmes have traditionally been a vital aspect of Cohesion Policy. However, the 
Just Transition Fund illustrates how support can be specifically adapted to address 
the unique development requirements of territories, aiming to tackle the obstacles 
posed by the climate transition. Moreover, intelligent specialisation strategies have 
demonstrated potential in boosting regional innovation ecosystems by leveraging local 
assets and resources, engaging a network of regional stakeholders, and bridging the 
innovation gap.
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The promotion of tailored solutions can be enhanced by collaboration, which 
is becoming increasingly vital for territorial growth. This can be achieved by 
implementing the principles of subsidiarity and multi-level governance between 
island and mainland systems, as well as adopting macro-regional strategies 
targeted at islands. The establishment of new macro-regions through initiatives 
such as the GECT could result in a change in the funding allocation system based 
on gross domestic product. The formation of new partnerships could be facilitated 
through the sharing of knowledge and best practices, thanks to the establishment of 
European knowledge-sharing platforms that would enhance the effectiveness of the 
Cohesion Policy and simplify its implementation (Epson bridges, 2019).

The European Parliament (2022) and the European Economic and Social Committee 
(2023) emphasize the significance of having precise and up-to-date information on the 
specific conditions of the various islands within the Union. This is essential to carry out 
in-depth analyses and identify applicable measures to address them.

It is imperative to establish a data monitoring institute for disadvantaged territories 
by conducting an in-depth examination of the existing research on the challenges 
and expenses of insularity in European islands, and by conducting multidisciplinary 
analyses of the demographic, geographic, economic, social, and environmental 
characteristics of insular territories.

By the year 2027, the programming of cohesion policies has already been established, 
and it will be essential to identify additional tools or effective implementation methods 
for the principle of insularity.

The system centred on competition and the free market remains preeminent, and the 
SIEG, social state aids, and OSP continue to be regarded as a mere exception to this 
prevailing system.

To acknowledge the unique characteristics of islands within the European legal 
system, it is crucial to make specific exemptions to the prohibition on state aid. This 
can be accomplished by extending the scope of Article 107(3) of the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union (TFUE) to cover insular regions and removing the 
GDP, unemployment rate, and population criteria. Additionally, the de minimis rule 
for small and medium-sized enterprises in insular areas should be abolished, and the 
requirement for a maximum distance of 150 km to facilitate cooperation eliminated. 
Moreover, the provision of connectivity and public service obligations should be 
enhanced.
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The ninth report on regional cohesion emphasises the significance of allocating 
investments in strategic industries and sectors to unleash the potential of every 
region. It underscores that strengthening small and medium-sized enterprises in 
Europe should concentrate on cultivating agile and competitive businesses, rather 
than solely providing financial incentives. The optimal approach is to improve the local 
entrepreneurial environment.111

The primary cause of the high expenses and limited accessibility experienced by 
insular territories is their territorial discontinuity, which significantly impedes the 
development of their economic framework. Therefore, it is essential to establish a 
trans-European transportation network and provide transportation-related assistance 
to overcome these challenges.

The European Parliament (2022) advocates for modifying the EU Solidarity Fund to 
address challenges such as climate change and natural disasters. Additionally, the 
European Social Fund Plus (FSE+) and the European Regional Development Fund 
(FESR) should offer employment prospects in areas dealing with depopulation. It 
is recommended that Horizon 2020 and Interreg establish targeted programmes 
for maritime transport and urban mobility, promoting sustainable transport and 
the blue economy. This would involve supporting sustainable tourism and fishing to 
enhance job opportunities, while also acknowledging the entire set of islands in the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, as has already been done for ultra-
peripheral regions and some Aegean islands. Nonetheless, it is crucial to emphasize 
that simplistic solutions would only serve to replace critical issues and exacerbate 
economic and social disparities.

According to Carboni (2022b), the Resolution of the PE (2022) appears to have adopted 
an erroneous approach, as it is directed towards the Commission and does not diverge 
from the established Resolution of 2016. Given the impracticality of integrating Article 
349, it would be judicious to resort to the Council, which has previously taken the lead 
in managing the most significant European document on insularity, the Declaration 
on Insular Regions, attached to the Amsterdam Treaty. This was ratified by the 
Intergovernmental Conference and endorsed by the Council. In line with the Declaration 
on the Peripheral Regions of the Community, appended to the Maastricht Treaty of 
1992, it would be fitting to reconsider this course of action to achieve comparable 

111   In accordance with the revised guidelines, investments in significant corporations are now 
only authorized if the projects involve small and medium-sized enterprises for the purpose of 
conducting research and promoting innovation. However, from 2014 to 2020, the FESR provided 
support for productive investments, regardless of the size of the companies involved.
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outcomes to those achieved by the ultra-peripheral regions (Carboni, 2022b).

The CDR (2023) report emphasizes that “unlike the Amsterdam Treaty and macro-
regional strategies, the Island and Rural Pacts must have new legislation, new funds, 
and new political approaches specific to these sectors, and it calls for a special tax/
State aid status to be included in the Pact for the islands”.

The adoption of these measures by European institutions, particularly the Commission 
and the Council, has been almost negligible. These institutions have not shown any 
inclination to take binding actions that consider the insularity aspect in certain 
regions. This recognition does not align with the allocation of specific funding lines 
that are reserved exclusively for insular regions, and not merely because they are areas 
of developmental inadequacy, disadvantage, or in the process of transition (Carta, 
2015).

The commitment of the European Union to insularity is hindered by the lack of 
comprehensive, practical measures designed to address the issue. The degree of 
success achieved in fostering cohesion is largely determined by the initiatives taken 
by Member States. It is crucial to acknowledge the insular context and establish a 
robust economic and fiscal system, which involves implementing fair principles of 
solidarity and insularity that are both equitable and just.

It is essential to acknowledge the contributions of both island regions and European 
countries.112 As Carta (2015) pointed out, European island regions have not been 
proactive in safeguarding their identities and circumstances. To address this issue, 
they should take action at multiple levels, engaging both national and European 
institutions.

A vital factor in this context is political determination,113 as any significant adjustments 

112   Kindly note that, in Italy, the discourse surrounding policies of cohesion has, on occasion, 
concentrated more on the actual financial capacity of structural funds rather than their influence 
on the economic growth of the regions where they are being executed (Senato, 2018).
113   Italy has implemented the SNAI strategy to provide space for minor islands. Launched in the 
2014-2020 programming period, the SNAI National Strategy for Internal Areas aims to ensure all 
citizens have access to essential rights and to promote economic development while improving 
territorial maintenance. In reality, the strategy was created to address the demographic decline 
affecting much of the country, particularly the mountainous regions. In the new programming, the 
72 initial internal areas are joined by a 73rd area, known as the “Special Project for Minor Islands,” 
which comprises 35 municipalities from minor Italian islands that share depopulation and a lack 
of citizenship services with the internal areas. The National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) 



Working Paper 25	 60

made within the states would have significant implications at the European level, 
potentially leading to the modification of the Treaty or the realisation of ideas such as 
exclusive island collaboration.

The ninth report on cohesion states that the 2021-2027 framework has enhanced 
partnerships and engagement of regional and local actors, civil society, and social 
partners. Nevertheless, additional efforts are still deemed necessary.114

In 2017, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) expressed the view 
that isolated economies require increased adaptability in implementing policies such 
as the unified market, competition policy, transport policy, rural development policy, 
and fisheries policy. Additionally, the committee emphasized the importance of 
implementing measures to reduce resource utilisation, including water, land, energy, 
and waste recycling, among both businesses and the local population. By focusing on 
the “circular economy,” European islands can safeguard their economies from the risks 
associated with scarce resources and shifts in raw material costs.

Developing systematic approaches is of paramount importance, and it is imperative to 
support the implementation of comprehensive and transparent European strategies 
that are rooted in advanced knowledge, innovation, and human resources. It is 
essential to involve a diverse range of stakeholders, including civil society, economic 
actors from both the public and private sectors, and social partners. These strategies 
must align with the 2030 United Nations Agenda and its Sustainable Development 
Goals, as emphasized by the European Economic and Social Committee in 2019.

also allocates a specific component to these areas, particularly the 19 non-connected ones. The 
aim is to make small islands self-sufficient and environmentally friendly by enhancing existing 
connections and tackling the issue of overtourism. This involves promoting the revitalisation 
of tourism and cultural activities in smaller islands. Following the reintegration of the principle 
of insularity into the Constitution, a bicameral parliamentary committee was established to 
address the challenges of insularity. This committee established two funds: a national fund and 
a fund to ensure a comprehensive and efficient air link system to and from Sicily and Sardinia. 
Furthermore, the Unique Economic Zone for the South (Decree-Law n. 124/2023) has designated 
a specific section of the zone’s strategic plan to focus on “investments and priority interventions 
necessary to remove, as per Article 119, sixth paragraph of the Constitution, the disadvantages of 
insularity in the regions of Sicily and Sardinia.” However, the biggest challenge in Italy is that larger 
insular regions continue to be associated with those of the Mezzogiorno.
114   A notable example of the Croatian islands is the implementation of diverse energy transition 
initiatives, which highlights the “quadruple helix model,” a collaborative approach among the four 
main stakeholders: public authorities, entrepreneurs, educational institutions, and community 
members. The initiatives emphasize the significance of collaboration in achieving energy 
transition goals.
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The ninth cohesion report emphasises the exacerbation of regional disparities, 
particularly in island regions, due to climate change, which represents a threat to 
conventional industries, such as agriculture, tourism, manufacturing, and even energy 
production, especially in areas with scarce water resources. A fair and equitable 
transition towards a greener and digital economy is thus necessary to provide 
opportunities for all. The rapid advancement of technology requires workers to 
continuously acquire new and additional skills.

In light of this, the primary challenge for islands is to achieve balanced and sustainable 
territorial development by enhancing their economic competitiveness and growth 
potential while preserving natural resources and maintaining social cohesion. The 
appropriate course of action is to adhere to the key principles of the European New 
Bauhaus, which includes promoting sustainable, aesthetic, and inclusive projects.115

The manner in which islands are perceived ought to be changed. The objective is to 
attain economic efficiency, social cohesion, and ecological balance by implementing 
policies that consider islands as an opportunity for development, rather than just 
addressing their isolated difficulties.

115  In specific regions, like the Cycladic islands in Greece, initiatives like the CYCLADES 
ISLANDS INTERCONNECTION have been put into action. This project, funded by the European 
Regional Development Fund via the “Competitiveness and Entrepreneurship” Operational 
Programme, aimed to provide advanced submarine cables to the islands. V. https://ec.europa.
eu/regional_policy/projects/projects-database/connecting-greece-s-cyclades-islands-to-the-
mainland-s-power-grid_en. Another initiative, INNONETS, was funded by the European Regional 
Development Fund under the Interreg V-A Greece-Italy Programme 2014-2020. This initiative was 
designed to promote transfrontier agri-food innovation and entrepreneurial creativity, with the 
aim of increasing competitiveness in all economic sectors in Greece and Italy, particularly in the 
Ionian Islands of Greece and the Puglia region of southern Italy. V. https://interreginnonets.eu/
it/project.  The STEP initiative, funded by the European Regional Development Fund under the 
Interreg V-A Poland-Denmark (including the island of Bornholm), -Germany-Lithuania-Sweden 
(South Baltic) programme, aimed to protect fragile ecosystems in the Baltic Sea by managing 
wastewater properly, with cleaner sludge serving as a renewable energy source. V. https://www.
step-interreg.eu/. Finally, the NONAGON project, funded by the European Regional Development 
Fund Proconvergencia programme, developed a scientific and technological park in the Azores. 
This initiative helped local innovative entrepreneurs to start up and created nearly 200 jobs in 
these remote Portuguese islands. V. Nonagon - Parque de Ciência e Tecnologia de São Miguel.

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/projects-database/connecting-greece-s-cyclades-islands-to-the-mainland-s-power-grid_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/projects-database/connecting-greece-s-cyclades-islands-to-the-mainland-s-power-grid_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/projects/projects-database/connecting-greece-s-cyclades-islands-to-the-mainland-s-power-grid_en
https://interreginnonets.eu/it/project
https://interreginnonets.eu/it/project
https://www.step-interreg.eu/
https://www.step-interreg.eu/
https://nonagon.pt/
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5. Sustainable Development in European 
Islands

5.1. An Overview of Sustainable Development 

The approach of European policy towards the issue of island sustainability has 
been fragmented and incremental. Considering the distinctive circumstances that 
island territories confront, addressing these challenges is of paramount importance. 
However, insular regions frequently encounter difficulties in participating in the EU’s 
sustainable development schemes or in formulating a governance framework that 
adequately addresses the underlying issues and conforms to European objectives.

In the past decade, the challenge of balancing economic growth and environmental 
sustainability has been a prevailing issue for European islands (Haase et al. 2021).

Previous sections have emphasised the fact that islands, despite their considerable 
diversity, often face similar challenges, limitations, and opportunities that require 
specific and local research to identify potential solutions.

Insularity frequently leads to social and territorial divisions, which can result 
in exclusionary outcomes and related expenses. To address this, it is essential 
to adopt a comprehensive perspective that encompasses not only geographic 
boundaries, but also environmental, sociological, and economic factors. This 
holistic approach is especially vital when considering sustainable development, which 
is a universal objective for contemporary societies. Although economic development 
is a significant aspect of sustainable development, it is not the sole focus. Instead, 
sustainable development aims to balance social and economic advancements with 
environmental conservation through sustainable management practices.
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The idea of sustainable development presents a solution to the limitations of isolation 
by promoting extensive economic, social, and inclusive growth in island communities.

According to Spilanis et al. (2009), islands have the potential to serve as “laboratories” 
for examining and quantifying sustainability due to their unique characteristics. 
Furthermore, Karampela et al. (2017) suggest that all aspects of islands can be seen 
as a strategic opportunity for sustainable development or a chance to reinterpret and 
contextualise it.

Sustainable development, which encompasses the three key areas of the environment, 
society, and economy, permits each system to function perpetually without being 
subjected to deterioration resulting from the exhaustion or overburdening of vital 
resources. This results in social prosperity and economic competitiveness, fostering a 
robust foundation for future development while safeguarding the unique environment 
of the islands for both current and future generations. Additionally, it diminishes 
conflicts among the present and future users of the islands.

The growing interest in sustainability may be attributed to the Brundtland Report, which 
was published in 1987 and provided the first definition of sustainable development. 
This definition posits that development should meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 
1987). 116 The Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro117 in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol 
signed in 1997 also contributed to this interest by setting the first global attempts to 
regulate and stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere through the 
establishment of binding emissions targets to limit negative environmental impacts 

116   The Brundtland Report’s definition of sustainable development posits it as a dynamic 
process, rather than a state of equilibrium. It entails the harmonization of resource exploitation, 
investment direction, technological advancements, and institutional modifications to fulfil both 
present and future needs.
117   The notion can be traced back to the Declaration of Rio de Janeiro on the Environment and 
Development, which was ratified in 1992. This declaration provided a plan of action for sustainable 
development in the 21st century, with the main objective of achieving a high-quality environment 
and a robust economy for all people worldwide. Sustainable development can be described as the 
advancement of living standards without exceeding the ecosystem’s capacity to support it. The 
ecosystem’s capacity refers to the maximum number of plant or animal individuals that can be 
sustained by the environment over an extended period without diminishing its productivity. For 
a more comprehensive understanding, one may refer to Boulding, K. (1966). The Economics of 
the Next Space Ship. Resources for the Future; and Pearce, D.W. and Turner, R.K. (1990). Natural 
Resource and Environmental Economics.
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(UN, 1993; UN, 1998). The adoption of the 2030 Agenda by the United Nations118 and its 
SDGs further confirm the global commitment to addressing the transition towards a 
more sustainable development path in terms of social, economic, and environmental 
outcomes, with five main pillars: people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership.

The Treaty of Amsterdam, which was adopted by the European Union in 1997, 
established a sustainability model comprising three interrelated pillars: the 
environmental, economic, and social pillars. These operate simultaneously to 
attain a harmonious equilibrium between economic development, social equity, and 
environmental conservation. The model acknowledges the significance of natural 
resources, economic advancement, and social institutions that foster social cohesion 
and peace in realising sustainability.

The UN 2030 Agenda encompasses 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs or 
Goals) and 169 targets, committing the global community to eradicating poverty 
and achieving sustainable development by 2030, leaving no one behind. Due to the 
intricate and interconnected nature of the SDGs, interventions that integrate various 
thematic areas and consider their economic, social, and environmental dimensions 
simultaneously, with implications for multiple objectives and targets, are essential.

The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are intended to facilitate 
the transformation of the concept of sustainable development into practical policies 
and activities. According to Caprani (2016), the SDGs were formulated with inclusive 
economic growth as their primary objective, and they are widely regarded as a 
“transformative next era of human development.”

The EU’s Cohesion Policy holds substantial significance for the majority of the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals, with sustainable development being comprehensively 
integrated into all aspects of policy implementation. The EU has committed to 
implementing the 2030 Agenda and the integrated Sustainable Development Goals 
that are incorporated in the EU’s political and strategic framework, (Council of 
European Union 2017, 2019; European Commission 2019c).

118   The adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals by the United Nations General Assembly 
on September 25, 2015, has provided the most definitive description of sustainability, highlighting 
its multifaceted nature. The framework encompasses environmental, economic, social, and 
institutional dimensions, which are all interconnected. The SDGs serve as a global call to action 
to eradicate poverty, safeguard the environment, and guarantee that all individuals can lead lives 
of dignity and equality. As a blueprint for a better and more sustainable future, the 17 SDGs are 
designed to be universally applicable.
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The European Union has consistently demonstrated its dedication to environmental 
sustainability through the implementation of various initiatives. The EU 
Decarbonisation Roadmap 2050 was introduced in 2011, and the EU Green Deal 
was launched in 2020, both of which set ambitious targets for reducing emissions, 
promoting renewable energy sources, improving energy efficiency, and fostering 
sustainable economic growth (European Commission, 2019b). In 2022, the EU further 
demonstrated its commitment to renewable energy by adopting RePowerEU as part 
of its recovery plan, which aims to accelerate the deployment of renewable energy 
projects across Europe (European Commission, 2022).

The transition towards a circular economy is a critical component of the European 
Green Deal, which seeks to enhance the environmental sustainability and economic 
competitiveness of Europe. This approach can help reduce the pressure on natural 
resources and promote sustainable growth and job creation. Moreover, it is a 
prerequisite for achieving the EU’s objective of net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
by 2050 and mitigating the decline in biodiversity. Hence, to address the climate 
and ecological crisis, it is essential that the economy shifts towards a decarbonised, 
circular, and regenerative green economy.119

5.2. Sustainable Development and the Circular Economy in the 
Islands 

Achieving sustainable development in island regions necessitates adopting a 
multidisciplinary approach to development that promotes the concurrent growth of 
various activities. This approach should also involve the implementation of circular 
production processes inspired by circular economy principles, and the development 
of circular processes triggered by green and socially responsible public investments. 
These can help reduce dependence on the mainland, pollution, and inefficiencies in 
areas such as energy, water, waste, and transportation.

119   The circular economy must be differentiated from the green economy, as circular business 
models incorporate social, environmental, and economic factors. Unlike the circular economy, 
which primarily focuses on material management and waste reduction as an economic model, 
sustainability is a more comprehensive and all-encompassing concept. On the other hand, the 
linear economy and the green economy rely on the unlimited availability of natural resources and 
the planet’s regenerative capacity. In contrast, the circular economy, exemplified by the Cradle-
to-Cradle model, is a closed system that is required to prevent its collapse and substitute the free 
market economy with a relationship between the state and market.
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For several years, research conducted by Legambiente and the Italian National 
Research Council (CNR) has highlighted the significance of these sectors in Italy’s 
minor islands. The circular economy aims to reduce the utilisation of natural resources, 
decrease carbon emissions, and streamline costs, regardless of their nature. This 
approach also creates entrepreneurial opportunities and promotes sustainable 
economic growth.120

The objective of sustainable systems in island territories is to effectively manage 
energy, circular economy, water, and mobility, with a focus on providing clean 
energy and water, waste management, and zero-emission mobility. To attain these 
objectives, the following targets must be reached: a fully renewable energy model, 
the complete closure of the material cycle, and the implementation of an effective 
and virtuous water resource management system (Battistelli et al., 2024).

Circular economic models have proven to be highly effective in achieving a green 
transition, as evidenced by islands, which address their distinct territorial challenges. 
By managing natural resources, economic and social ecosystems, and the local 
constraints and opportunities associated with the insular dimension, islands provide 
an ideal location for testing and implementing new circular approaches.

According to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2015), a circular economy is 
“characterised as an economy that is restorative and regenerative”. This alternative 
economic model contrasts with the conventional linear model. In line with Mitchell and 
Morgan (2015), a circular economy is a substitute for traditional linear economies that 
aims to retain resources for as long as feasible and derive maximum value from them 
during their utilisation. Eventually, the objective is to recuperate and reutilise products 
and materials.121

120   The 2023 report has presented a sustainability index for islands, considering various 
factors, such as soil consumption, waste, water, energy, protected areas, mobility, and building 
regulations. To ensure a successful ecological transition, the Sustainable Islands Observatory 
must pursue seven objectives in these territories, including coordinating governance between 
islands and ministries, aiming for zero soil consumption, promoting a sustainable model of waste 
management, making the water network more efficient, and aiming for sustainable mobility 
with zero emissions by 2050. The 2024 report highlights a median sustainability performance 
index of 46%, with a focus on waste management and an increase of 3% compared to 2019. The 
document emphasizes the need for a single coordination on the management of PNRR funds and 
the implementation of policies for adapting to climate change.
121   The traditional approach to economics, often referred to as the Brown Economy, typically 
follows a linear pattern. This production system adheres to the “take-make-use-dispose” pattern, 
in which the environmental impact of products is largely determined during their design phase. 
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The notion of a circular economy has been deemed the most suitable path towards 
sustainable development for islands,122 as stated by the European Economic and Social 
Committee (2017), which regards the “circular economy” as a top priority for European 
islands. Adopting a circular economy model for European islands could safeguard 
their economies from the risks associated with the procurement of resources and the 
volatile prices of raw materials.

The transition towards a circular economy involves substantial changes to production 
and consumption systems that extend beyond resource efficiency and waste 
recycling. It requires a comprehensive circular economy that encompasses not only 
the waste sector, but also domains such as energy, transport, water, and tourism, 
all under a unified vision. While islands are more susceptible to the consequences of 
human impact and must make substantial efforts to establish resilience systems, they 
also possess the advantage of serving as natural laboratories for initiating innovative 
ventures.

The circular economy is envisioned as an evolution and, at times, a superseding of the 
green economy within the blue economy. The future viability of European islands is 
contingent upon the EU Green Deal and the Blue Economy. This entails economic, 
social, and environmental aspects, which are consistent with the three pillars of the 
SDGs. For instance, SDG 14 pertains to “conserving and sustainably using the oceans, 
seas, and marine resources for sustainable development.” Generally, the Blue Economy 
refers to economic activities that depend on the sea, with a specific focus on the 
sustainability of the maritime environment and its long-term growth. Blue Thinking, 
or a Blue mindset, serves as the driving force behind the Blue Economy, emphasising 
sustainability as the catalyst for businesses’ economic transformations. It involves 
incorporating existing and emerging technologies to recycle natural resources, 
reduce waste, increase efficiency, and enhance control and competitiveness through 

This linear approach not only leads to increased consumption of natural resources, resulting in 
excessive exploitation and negative externalities during extraction and processing, but it also 
contributes to the persistent generation of waste, with significant ramifications for our planet. 
To counteract this trend and fulfil the EU’s climate objectives, it is imperative to accelerate 
the transition towards circular production systems. A circular economy is regenerative, 
representing a growth model that revaluates the usage of resources, with the goal of eradicating 
waste and prolonging the lifespan of products, equipment, and infrastructure. This requires 
the implementation of new business models and a more decisive shift from ownership-based 
solutions to service-based solutions.
122   As per the sixth report on the circular economy (2024), Italy continues to hold the highest 
ranking among the five key European countries (France, Germany, Spain, and Poland) evaluated 
for their circularity performance, achieving a score of 45 points.
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digitalization.123

The Blue Economy, which encompasses the realms of transportation and maritime 
pursuits, coastal tourism, marine and coastal energy, seabed mining, aquaculture, 
and marine biotechnology, serves as a critical catalyst for economic expansion and 
sustainability within the EU outermost regions, as elucidated by the Blue Economy 
Report (2024). This report emphasises the importance of desalination124 and blue 
biotechnology, including algae production and processing.125 The Blue Economy’s 
impact on GDP and employment in island or archipelagic nations, such as Croatia, 
Denmark, Cyprus, Malta, Greece, and Portugal, is noteworthy.

The Blue economy, with its vast potential, has come to the fore in European islands in 
recent times. The unique challenge faced by these islands is to balance the demands 
of agriculture, tourism, renewable energy, and nature conservation (Spalding, 2016).

There are numerous opportunities that arise for European islands when EU-funded 
projects focus on sustainable tourism, energy transition, and eco-friendly resource 
utilisation, including the implementation of green energy and circular economy 
practices.

5.3. Sustainable Development and Tourism 

In island regions, tourism has the potential to generate economic advantages whilst 
simultaneously engendering adverse social and environmental ramifications. The 
unique geographical attributes, biodiversity, and cultural characteristics of islands 

123   The goal of the green economy is to address climate change and its impact on the planet 
by utilizing resources and innovations. In contrast, the blue economy focuses on redirecting 
investments from emissions reduction and environmental protection to the efficient use 
of natural resources, the integration of future technologies for natural resource reuse, and 
the minimization of waste while increasing productivity with lower investments and more 
employment. This approach seeks to reduce costs by mimicking nature’s efficient use of energy 
and materials. The green economy necessitates increased investment from entrepreneurs and 
higher costs for consumers, while preserving the environment. The blue economy views waste as 
a resource and looks to solutions inspired by natural ecosystem design.
124  The MUSICA project proposes the integration of wind energy, solar photovoltaic, and wave 
energy for the purposes of supplying electricity to aquaculture and desalination facilities situated 
on the Greek island of Chios. V. https://musica-project.eu/.
125   The countries that have the largest number of production facilities are France, Spain, and 
Portugal.

https://musica-project.eu/
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serve as significant catalysts for tourism in numerous destinations. Nevertheless, 
these insular environments constitute delicate ecosystems susceptible to the adverse 
effects of intensive human activity. The repercussions of such anthropogenic pressures 
manifest in various forms, including environmental contamination, accumulation of 
waste, and unsustainable exploitation of natural resources. According to Carboni and 
Pungetti (2018), “such negative impacts could be minimised through management 
based on knowledge, sustainability, application of technology and stakeholder 
participation”. Sustainability in island tourism is thus of paramount importance.

With the high season and coastal areas being particularly affected, it is imperative to 
shift towards a circular and sustainable development model. Public green investments 
promoting social responsibility can help achieve this. While tourism is often seen as a 
driver of local development, sustainable tourism that considers all three dimensions 
– social, economic, and environmental – is crucial for positive outcomes. Therefore, 
there is a need for comprehensive planning and the implementation of tourism 
policies that prioritise sustainability to support development processes.

The issue of overtourism and its impact on islands is a pressing concern, given 
that tourism, like all human activities, is acknowledged to be a driving force behind 
territorial change. In order to define the limits or development thresholds beyond 
which a destination’s balance is altered, the concept of tourism carrying capacity has 
been established as a useful paradigm (Cifuentes,1992; Cifuentes, Mesquita, Méndez 
et al., 1999). It is widely accepted that sustainability policies aimed at maintaining 
equilibrium between the needs of tourists and the local population are the only viable 
solution to this problem.

The detrimental effects of mass tourism on resources and economies are substantial, 
whilst sustainable tourism practices foster competitiveness and contribute to the 
prosperity of local communities. The concept of carrying capacity was devised to 
understand the greatest environmental impact that can be tolerated prior to it having 
an adverse effect on the environment’s ability to recover from alteration.126

Historically, academic investigations have predominantly focused on the analysis 
of destinations’ physical and economic carrying capacities. It is only in recent 
scholarly discourse that the concept of social carrying capacity has begun to 

126   The World Tourism Organization (1999) defines the carrying capacity of a tourist destination 
as the maximum number of individuals who can concurrently visit a specific site without causing 
detrimental effects to its environmental, physical, economic, and sociocultural aspects, whilst 
simultaneously maintaining the quality of experience for visitors.
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receive commensurate attention and scrutiny. When tourism generates substantial 
economic spillover effects, it is recognised as an economic activity that facilitates 
local development. Considered a multifaceted sector encompassing diverse areas, an 
assessment of the resulting financial costs and benefits is conducted (Dwyer, Forsyth 
& Spurr, 2004). The concept of physical carrying capacity pertains to tourism’s impact 
on the natural and built environment. It denotes the threshold at which a destination’s 
environmental and cultural assets become irreparably damaged or can only be 
restored at prohibitively high costs. Conversely, social carrying capacity relates to the 
modifications imposed on the local community and its social structures, particularly 
affecting the residents’ quality of life (Bimonte & Punzo, 2005).

Despite its potential, the concept of insular carrying capacity as a tool for achieving 
effective sustainable development remains insufficiently investigated. This is 
attributable to the diverse interpretations that arise when considering the notion of 
insularity, (Mota, Franco & Santos, 2021; Butler, 2019).

To safeguard the sustainability of tourism, it is essential to adopt a multidimensional 
approach that considers the environmental, social, and economic consequences of 
tourism simultaneously. By evaluating all three dimensions collectively, it becomes 
feasible to identify the critical aspects of each region, which can delineate the 
boundaries of acceptable tourism that promote concord among all the parties involved.

New strategies for the management of tourism are necessary to reduce costs and 
create additional benefits. In this regard, the circular economy is a model that can 
aid in making tourism more sustainable127. The circular economy aims to enhance 
the efficient utilisation of resources and to protect and enhance the cultural, natural, 
historical, and intangible legacies of destinations.

Assessing the carrying capacity of the island is a vital step in implementing territorial 
planning for islands, and can aid in the preservation of their ecology and economic 
growth. Promoting sustainable tourism will play a significant role in ensuring the long-
term sustainability of islands.

127   The BLUEISLANDS initiative, which emphasised circular economy principles and 
sustainability, exemplifies this approach. Its primary objective was to address the challenges 
posed by seasonal variations in waste production on islands, which are predominantly attributed 
to tourism.
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5.4. Sustainable Development and the Energy Transition 

Considering the extensive variety of renewable energy sources available on 
the islands, such as solar, wind, marine, and geothermal energy, utilising these 
resources can lead to substantial socio-economic benefits for the EU islands. The 
transition towards a more sustainable energy supply by implementing advanced 
technologies is a critical factor driving sustainable and robust economic development, 
as well as nurturing the growth of local skills and employment prospects within island 
communities.

Implementing renewable energy sources is vital for reducing the carbon footprint of any 
economy, regardless of its size. Small island communities are actively addressing the 
issue of decarbonisation by utilising their distinctive qualities to serve as live testing 
grounds for innovative energy systems in Europe. By doing so, they have the potential 
to become pioneers in the global transition towards clean energy, not only in Europe.

Studies show that islands possess the potential to achieve sustainable energy self-
sufficiency128. European islands, in particular, can benefit from the implementation 
of renewable energy sources. In addition to reducing their carbon emissions, the 
renewable energy industry presents prospects for economic growth and job creation, 
not only in the energy sector, but also in sectors like tourism (Skjølsvold, Ryghaug & 
Throndsen, 2020).

The modern-day islands can serve as a demonstration of the advantages of 
decarbonisation, showcasing how it promotes strong and self-sufficient energy 
systems (Kuang, Zhang , Zhou , Li , Cao, Li , et al., 2016). This can be achieved by reducing 
dependence on imported fossil fuels, protecting the environment, and establishing 
energy independence. Additionally, islands can illustrate how the energy transition can 
drive economic growth through the creation of regional employment opportunities, 
innovative entrepreneurial ventures, and community autonomy (Ioannidis, Chalvatzis, 
Li, Notton & Stephanides, 2019).

As indicated by the Commission in 2016, islands are ideal locations for testing 

128   Samsø, a Danish island, has been a renewable energy hub since 1997. It has become a popular 
tourist destination due to its sustainable efforts to become self-sufficient. El Hierro, an island 
in the Canaries, has been powered solely by renewable energy since 2014, thanks to wind and 
hydroelectric installations. The Aeolian Islands have also implemented more sustainable forms of 
urban transport, including low-emission vehicles. Kythnos, as part of the Smart Island project, is 
the first island to serve as a testing ground for advanced intelligent energy technologies.
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pioneering initiatives and leading the way for Europe’s path towards a smart, eco-
friendly, and inclusive future.

They furthermore play a key role in the transition towards clean energy by embracing 
innovative technologies and creative solutions that can serve as a global model. 
However, the process of energy transition is complex and fraught with obstacles.

Over the years, various policy initiatives have been proposed to encourage sustainable 
social and economic growth in islands, while minimising environmental impact. 
These measures highlight the importance of integrated coastal zone management 
and responsible use of energy, water, and renewable resources, in order to mitigate 
the negative effects of high vulnerability and limited adaptability of small island 
ecosystems. The Clean Energy for EU Islands Initiative129 launched by the European 
Commission marks a significant milestone in the establishment of a new energy 
model for islands130. This initiative has led to the creation of the first 30 renewable 
islands, which are small-sized territories committed to achieving energy 
independence using renewable energy sources (REEs) by the end of the decade. The 
“30 renewable islands by 2030” objective aims to attain energy self-sufficiency in the 
shortest time possible.131

129   The initiative, which commenced in 2017 as part of the “Clean Energy for All Europeans” 
package, offers a long-term framework to facilitate the sustainable and cost-effective generation 
of energy on islands. The successful completion of the pilot phase (2018-2020) has allowed the 
secretariat to continue its crucial work in promoting the EU’s climate goals. The secretariat 
operates based on a central methodology that is founded on the concepts of “explore,” “create,” and 
“act,” and provides tailored solutions to all EU islands, based on their phase of energy transition.
130   Musotto’s assertion in 2007 (European Parliament, 2007) emphasised the need to tackle 
various challenges faced by European islands and underlined the considerable renewable energy 
potential that these islands possess. Furthermore, it highlighted the necessity of cultivating 
sustainable energy initiatives within these communities. In 2012, the Eurelectric report illustrated 
the potential for European islands to serve as demonstration sites for advanced sustainable 
energy technologies that support the continent’s transition towards a low-carbon economy. 
The Eurelectric II report, released in 2017 and titled “Towards Energy Transition in European 
Islands,” underscores the role of islands in Europe’s energy transition. This report advocates for 
the implementation of a European framework that offers tailored solutions to satisfy the energy 
requirements of islands, utilises their potential as testing grounds for innovative technologies, 
and empowers island communities to play a pivotal role in their local energy transition. 
131   In the next three years, the European Union will extend large support to the chosen territories 
in order to facilitate their shift towards renewable energy sources. A tailored plan will be devised 
for each of the thirty islands, taking into account their current situation, unique factors, potential, 
opportunities, challenges, and priorities, aiming for 100% renewable energy in electricity and 
heat, as well as in transportation. This bespoke strategy will encompass initiatives across eight 
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The potential for islands to transform into intelligent territories and to initiate a 
paradigm of low-carbon, sustainable, and inclusive development is a result of several 
years of collaboration between European islands under the Island Partnership 
Initiative132. At the operational level, the Island Partnership has created an environment 
that facilitates collaboration between islands on local sustainable energy planning and 
the execution of sustainable energy projects, leading to the implementation of two 
European-scale projects, ISLEPACT133 and SMILEGOV.134

The Smart Islands initiative135 presents a fresh perspective on the management of 
natural resources and infrastructure for islands, advocating for a comprehensive 
approach to unlock their potential and enhance the quality of life for island communities. 
This approach has the potential to transform European islands into intelligent 
territories that contribute to the EU’s success in various policy areas, including climate 
change mitigation, circular economy, innovation, sustainable transport and mobility, 
blue growth, and digital agenda (Smart island initiative).

key areas: energy efficiency, renewable electricity generation, flexibility services, transportation, 
industrial operations, temperature control and heating, connections, and business models.
132   The Pact of Mayors offers potential for local economic development, thereby facilitating the 
creation of fresh employment prospects and nurturing the expansion of the Green Economy in 
their respective regions. Moreover, the Pact’s primary goal is to aid municipal governments in 
spearheading the implementation of pertinent policies. By becoming a part of the Pact of Mayors, 
cities are bound to present their Energy Sustainability Action Plan (ISEAP), which outlines the 
policies and measures they will enforce to realize the set targets. V. https://eu-mayors.ec.europa.
eu/it/home?etrans=it. 
133   The Directorate-General for Energy has invited island partnerships to propose a binding 
agreement for island development, aiming to motivate participating island authorities to achieve 
a 20% reduction in CO2 emissions by 2020 through the development of insular sustainable energy 
action plans (iSEAPs). V. https://www.islepact.eu/. 
134   In 2013, a coalition of 13 European entities collaborated in a multi-tiered governance 
framework to cultivate sustainable energy initiatives. The culmination of their efforts was the 
formulation of the Intelligent Islands Strategy. This strategy underscores the significance of 
alliances between various stakeholders to guarantee the execution of comprehensive solutions 
that optimise existing synergies between energy, waste, water, transport, and ICT, and facilitate 
sustainable economic development on islands. V. https://europeansmallislands.com/smilegov/. 
135   A “Smart Island” is characterised by its commitment to fostering sustainable local 
development, ensuring a high quality of life for its residents, and safeguarding the environment. 
Furthermore, it utilises advanced technologies in its energy and transportation sectors. Moreover, 
this type of island adopts pioneering governance techniques and novel funding mechanisms that 
encourage greater engagement and creativity. V. https://www.smartislandsinitiative.eu/en/
index.php. 

https://eu-mayors.ec.europa.eu/it/home?etrans=it
https://eu-mayors.ec.europa.eu/it/home?etrans=it
https://www.islepact.eu/
https://europeansmallislands.com/smilegov/
https://www.smartislandsinitiative.eu/en/index.php
https://www.smartislandsinitiative.eu/en/index.php
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The supply of energy is a pressing challenge for islands owing to their limited size and 
self-sufficient energy systems. These regions typically rely on the importation of fossil 
fuels for functions including electricity production, transportation, and heating. The 
utilisation of fossil fuels not only results in substantial CO2 emissions but also incurs 
a substantial cost. This situation amplifies the financial burden experienced by the 
inhabitants of these islands (Ioannidis et al. 2019).

Developing sustainable local growth in fragile contexts necessitates innovating by 
maturing a transdisciplinary vision, addressing the problem not only from a legal and 
economic perspective, but also from a social, ecological, and cultural one (Salustri & 
Appolloni, 2021). The aim is to guide political actions with an overall approach to make 
the EU islands laboratories for energy transitions. However, unclear regulations, 
inadequate funding, and limited network capacity impede the implementation of 
projects. The political and technological inertia, compounded by the ongoing economic 
crisis in Europe, continue to impede the islands from realising their full potential to 
host innovative and sustainable projects. To overcome this challenge, it is essential 
that the islands establish a baseline to better comprehend their capabilities and 
prioritise their objectives, while simultaneously monitoring and evaluating their 
outcomes. By doing so, the islands will be able to develop sustainably and safeguard 
their ecosystems.
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