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Over the last decades, economic activ-
ities based on coastal and marine eco-
systems have been on the rise in the 
Mediterranean region. The Blue Economy 
serves as a crucial driver for economic 
growth and job creation but can also play 
a vital role in ensuring food security and 
facilitating the transition towards a re-
source-efficient, low-carbon, circular, and 
sustainable economy in alignment with 
the United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda 
and its Goal 14. 

The report “A Sustainable Blue Economy 
for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Op-
portunities, and Policy Assessment” 
offers a comprehensive analysis of the 
current state of the Blue Economy in the 
Mediterranean, along with policy recom-
mendations to address existing gaps and 
capitalise on available opportunities. The 
report includes quantitative analysis 
based on the latest data, assessing the 
socioeconomic impact of activities in vari-
ous Blue Economy sectors within the re-
gion. These sectors encompass coastal 
and maritime tourism, marine renewable 
energies, fisheries and aquaculture, mar-
ine transport and ports, among others. 
Additionally, it identifies several national 
and international Blue Economy strat-
egies, practices, and examples that can 
be replicated in the Mediterranean region 
to promote a sustainable Blue Economy. 
Drawing from an analysis of the current 
challenges and prospects in advancing a 
sustainable Blue Economy, this report 
provides policy recommendations to 
steer the sector towards a future that 
prioritises environmental and social sus-
tainability and resilience.  

Status and Challenges of 
the Mediterranean Blue Economy 

While there is no internationally accepted 
definition, the concept of the Blue Econ-
omy is associated with economic activ-

ities that depend on the sea, with a focus 
on the sustainability of the maritime en-
vironment and its long-term development. 
The Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
serves as a pivotal driver of economic de-
velopment, with an estimated value of 
USD 5.6 trillion and an annual economic 
value of USD 450 billion in 2017. While 
transport, fisheries and tourism account 
for the largest share of the market, no-
table developments are rapidly unfolding 
within the energy sector and aquaculture.  

However, this remarkable economic po-
tential faces a significant threat derived 
from climate change. The Mediterranean 
region is warming 20% faster than the 
rest of the world and has been labelled 
as a climate ‘hotspot’. Challenges faced 
by the region include ocean warming and 
acidification, extreme weather events, sea 
level rise, and loss of biodiversity. Al-
though climate change affects every 
Mediterranean country, it does so differ-
ently. The capacity and resources to ad-
dress the impacts of environmental and 
socioeconomic shocks in the Blue Econ-
omy sectors also vary from one country 
to another. Consequently, sub-regional 
differences exist in the Mediterranean 
Basin regarding countries’ capacities to 
deal with climate change consequences. 
While efforts are being made through in-
tergovernmental frameworks, sub-re-
gional initiatives and knowledge 
exchange platforms, enhancing the resil-
ience and sustainability of the Blue Econ-
omy requires greater cooperation and 
tailor-made solutions. 

Opportunities and Policy 
Recommendations 

Addressing these challenges and ensur-
ing the resilience of the Mediterranean 
Blue Economy necessitates a concerted 
effort. The following ten policy recom-
mendations offer a strategic framework 
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for enhancing a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy in the region: 

1. Define a Sustainable Blue Econ-
omy: Develop a universally ac-
cepted definition of the sustainable 
Blue Economy that includes core 
principles and shared guidelines for 
implementation, providing a com-
mon foundation for development ef-
forts. 

2. Address Skills and Labour Gaps: 
Design and implement mechanisms 
to align educational offerings with 
the evolving needs of Blue Econ-
omy sectors; encourage upskilling 
programmes while simultaneously 
promoting collaboration between 
education institutions and industry 
stakeholders. 

3. Foster Knowledge Production: In-
vest in knowledge platforms, data 
analytics, and research capabilities 
to facilitate informed policy deci-
sions, and establish mechanisms for 
identifying and tracking key indica-
tors of marine resource health and 
Blue Economy sustainability. 

4. Remove Gender Barriers: Address 
gender disparities within the Blue 
Economy through gender-sensitive 
policies that prioritise skills devel-
opment, leadership training, access 
to technology, and financial support 
for grassroots women’s organisa-
tions. 

5. Update National Strategies: En-
courage Mediterranean countries to 
align their national sustainable de-
velopment strategies with Blue 
Economy principles and develop 
comprehensive strategies that en-
compass key sectors and promote 
economic and environmental sus-
tainability.  

6. Enhance Intergovernmental Co-
operation: Foster dialogue, coor-
dination and strategic partnerships 
among Mediterranean countries to 
enhance cooperation while encour-
aging public-private collaboration to 
foster investments in innovative sol-
utions. 

7. Strengthen Regional Collaboration: 
Promote regional projects and regu-
latory frameworks, with a particular 
focus on the Southern Mediterranean 
region, where the Blue Economy has 
significant growth potential. 

8. Implement Adaptation Policies: 
Invest in infrastructure and adapta-
tion measures to enhance resilience 
against climate change-related im-
pacts. These should include early 
warning systems, disaster insur-
ance, and the protection of natural 
ecosystems. 

9. Promote Private Sector Aware-
ness and Capacity-Building: Es-
tablish common standards that 
prioritise the sustainable use of 
marine resources over short-term 
profit, thereby increasing aware-
ness and encouraging responsible 
business practices aligned with 
Blue Economy principles. 

10. Eliminate Financial Gaps: Re-
duce the existing financial divide be-
tween Northern and Southern 
Mediterranean countries through in-
novative financial mechanisms, such 
as the BlueInvestInitiative, while 
also encouraging the mobilisation of 
private capital through blue bonds.  

Despite the considerable challenges and 
gaps, significant opportunities exist to en-
hance a sustainable Blue Economy in the 
Mediterranean. Post-pandemic recovery 
plans offer a unique chance to prioritise 



19A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways

sustainability, benefiting from increased 
digitalisation, growing citizens’ awareness, 
and innovation in emerging sectors. These 
opportunities, combined with the imple-

mentation of the recommended policies, 
can unlock the full potential of a sustain-
able Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 



Introduction
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This report, commissioned by the Euro-
pean Commission (EC) (DG Near) to the 
EuroMeSCo network, and developed by 
eco-union under the supervision of the 
European Institute of the Mediterranean 
(IEMed), aims to assess the status and 
potential of the sustainable Blue Economy 
in the Mediterranean region, including an 
analysis of socioeconomic benefits and im-
pacts in relevant Blue Economy activities. 

To do so, the first chapter reviews the dif-
ferent Blue Economy approaches pro-
moted by researchers and policy-makers, 
as there is currently no one single definition 
of this concept, and several institutional 
frameworks co-exist and sometimes com-
pete in various (geo)political arenas.  

The second chapter is a general overview 
of the state of the Blue Economy in the 
Mediterranean, with an analysis on how 
the “sustainable” Blue Economy is being 
promoted and implemented in a selection 
of Mediterranean countries. The different 
shortcomings and opportunities of the 
Blue Economy approach in the Mediterra-
nean region are also discussed. 

The third chapter details the quantitative 
and qualitative socioeconomic bene-

fits and impacts of the different Blue 
Economy sectors in the Mediterranean 
region, identifying relevant initiatives de-
veloped at regional or sub-regional level, 
when data is available (which is rarely 
the case in non-EU countries). 

The fourth chapter highlights the re-
gional specificities, governance and 
cooperation mechanisms in place in 
the Mediterranean region that could 
support or hinder the development of a 
sustainable Blue Economy. 

The fifth and final chapter highlights the 
main policy challenges and recom-
mendations to promote a more sustain-
able Blue Economy in the 
Mediterranean region that contributes to 
socioeconomic well-being while pro-
tecting natural resources. 

It should be noted that this report is 
based mainly on secondary sources, 
grey and academic literature, and in par-
ticular from the annual State of Blue 
Economy reports released by the EC 
and the Blue Economy roadmap from 
the Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM) that provide much of the data and 
information used in this report. 

https://blue-economy-observatory.ec.europa.eu/publications_en
https://blue-economy-observatory.ec.europa.eu/publications_en
https://blue-economy-observatory.ec.europa.eu/publications_en
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/resources/library/
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The 2030 Sustainable Development 
Agenda1 shows how human societies de-
pend heavily on healthy ecosystems and 
their resources to sustain themselves, as 
nature is the essential source of energy, 
food, water, raw material and clean air. In 
recent years, different concepts which in-
terlink economic and natural resources 
have become common in order to ad-
dress the environmental challenges and 
to develop a sustainable socioeconomic 
transition. In particular Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal (SDG) 14 aims to “Con-
serve and sustainably use the oceans, 
seas, and marine resources for sustain-
able development.’’2  

 

Source: UN Agenda 2030 

 

The emergence 
of the Blue Economy 

Since seas and oceans have always been 
present in the economic activities of civil-
isations (through commerce, resources, 
transportation, etc.), different terms have 
been used to describe ocean economic 
activities. The term Blue Economy, or sus-
tainable ocean-based economy,3 has 
gained major interest in nations inter-
nationally. It was first conceived at the 
2012 Rio+20 United Nations Confer-

ence on Sustainable Development, 
when it was seen as the ocean branch of 
the Green Economy. Later on, at the 
2017 UN Conference to Support the 
Implementation of SDG 14, a first set of 
voluntary commitments related to the 
Ocean or Blue Economy were made, in-
cluding the sectors of sustainable fisher-
ies, aquaculture, tourism, transport, 
renewable energy and marine biotechnol-
ogy.4 This growing interest focuses on 
traditional ocean-based economic sec-
tors (fisheries, shipping, tourism, etc.) as 
well as new and innovative sectors (mar-
ine biotechnology, renewable marine 
energies, blue carbon sequestration), 
with an approach of diminishing carbon 
emissions and environmental impacts of 
these sectors. The Blue Economy has 
been promoted quickly both at a policy-
making level as well as in the business 
and private sector. Nonetheless, there is 
still no internationally accepted definition 
for these concepts and diverging ap-
proaches have emerged in recent years. 

Different conceptual 
approaches  

The terminology to refer to the economic 
activities in coastal and marine eco-
systems has been used in different ways 
and meanings. While in some cases the 
terms aim to describe the whole of 
ocean-based economic activities, 
whether (environmentally or socially) sus-
tainable or not, in other cases the protec-
tion of the marine ecosystems and its 
conservation is the main priority to 
achieve a sustainable development. Gen-
eral concerns about the Blue Economy 
usually rely on the generalised focus on 
economic growth as its main priority over 
social equity and environmental sustain-

1  https://sdgs.un.org
2  https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14 
3  UNDESA. (2021). Promotion and Strengthening of Sustainable Ocean-based Economies. 
4  UNDESA. (2017). Preliminary analysis of voluntary commitments. High-Level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2978BEconcept.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2978BEconcept.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=3280#:~:text=The%20high%2Dlevel%20United%20Nations,Day%2C%20to%20support%20the%20implementation
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=3280#:~:text=The%20high%2Dlevel%20United%20Nations,Day%2C%20to%20support%20the%20implementation
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=3280#:~:text=The%20high%2Dlevel%20United%20Nations,Day%2C%20to%20support%20the%20implementation
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14


Policy Report

A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways24

ability. Thus, an internationally accepted 
definition, principles and guidelines are 
important to lay a common path for the 
development of truly sustainable Blue 
Economy activities.  

Conceptual overview 

In accordance with the United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs (UNDESA),5 several recent re-
ports have shown that the concept of 
the Blue Economy intends to advance 
in the compatibility between ocean 
health and economic development. 
Some of the most used terms in this 
field are the Marine Economy, Blue 
Economy, Ocean Economy, Blue 
Growth, Circular Economy and Green 
Economy.  

This bibliometric analysis of the Marine 
Economy, Blue Economy, Blue Growth 
and Ocean Economy terms shows the 
common elements but also the differ-
ences between the different ap-

proaches. However, this assessment re-
mains mainly academic and is not based 
on the institutional frameworks and cur-
rent policies promoted by the field 
stakeholders.  

5 UNDESA. (2021). Promotion and Strengthening of Sustainable Ocean-based Economies. 

 Source: Martínez-Vázquez, R.M., Milán-García, J. & de Pablo Valenciano, J. (2021)

Figure 2. Comparative analysis between Marine Economy, Blue Economy, Blue Growth 
and Ocean Economy
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Marine Economy 

The Marine Economy was the concept first 
used in 1979,6 making reference to those 
economic activities that derive from the 
sea. More recently, according to the US 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin-
istration,7 the marine economy includes 
those activities that take place in maritime 
areas; use essential inputs from maritime 
areas; produce goods and services for 
maritime areas or occur because of prox-
imity to coasts. In this case, the sectors 
that are included as part of the maritime 
economy are the following: tourism and 
recreation; fisheries; maritime transporta-
tion; power generation; research and edu-
cation; national defence and public 
administration; shipbuilding; professional 
and business services; offshore oil and 
gas; and dredging, restoration and con-
struction. 

It should be noted that the sustainability 
approach is mostly related to type of risk 
and to marine integrated policies. Various 
difficulties exist when trying to quantify 
maritime economics, as there are different 
definitions and various statistical represen-
tations of the maritime sectors.  

Ocean Economy 

The Organisation for Economic Devel-
opment and Cooperation (OECD) has 
given a definition to the concept of Ocean 
Economy “as the sum of the economic ac-
tivities of ocean-based industries, together 
with the assets, goods and services pro-
vided by marine ecosystems.’’8 According 
to the OECD, the Ocean Economy in-
cludes a range of ocean-based industries, 

which can be subdivided into established 
and emerging industries. The established 
industries include capture fisheries, sea-
food processing, shipping, ports, shipbuild-
ing and repair, marine manufacturing and 
construction, maritime and coastal tourism, 
marine business services, marine R&D and 
education, dredging and finally offshore oil 
and gas (shallow water). The emerging in-
dustry is composed of marine aquaculture, 
deep and ultra-deep water oil and gas, off-
shore wind energy, ocean renewable 
energy, marine and seabed mining, mari-
time safety and surveillance, marine bio-
technology, high-tech marine products and 
services, and others.  

The Ocean Economy promoted by the 
OECD integrates both (environmentally) 
sustainable (renewable energy) and unsus-
tainable (offshore oil and gas) economic 
activities. It is a source of confusion that 
can lead to misinterpretation of the con-
cept of (sustainable) Blue Economy. Other 
authors have therefore considered the con-
cept of Ocean Economy as “the activities 
related to our economic exploitation of the 
maritime environment’’,9 which differenti-
ates from the term Blue Economy since 
“the economic use of maritime resources 
and the sea often precludes a focus on a 
sustainable maritime environment.” 

Green Economy 

The Green Economy is defined by the 
United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) as “one that results in improved 
human well-being and social equity, while 
significantly reducing environmental risks 
and ecological scarcities. In its simplest 
expression, a Green Economy can be 

6  Martínez-Vázquez, R.M., Milán-García, J. & de Pablo Valenciano, J. (2021).
7  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. (2020). Story map: Our dynamic marine economy. 
8  OECD. (2016). The Ocean Economy in 2030. OECD Publishing.
9  Potgieter, T. (2018). Oceans economy, blue economy, and security: notes on the South African potential 
and developments. Journal of Indian Ocean Region, 14(1): 49–70. 

https://www.unep.org/pt-br/node/23750
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considered as one that is low in carbon, re-
source efficient and socially inclusive.”10 
Here the concept of Green Economy also 
integrates the (sustainable) ocean-based 
(blue) economic activities. Indeed, the 
UNEP offers secretariat functions to a 
range of multilateral environmental agree-
ments (MEAs), regional conventions and 
seas conventions and action plans.11   

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) such 
the Green Economy Coalition have oper-
ationalised the concept of Green Economy 
from the perspective of the local commu-
nities, benchmarking how different national 
economies are enhancing the transition to-
wards greener and fairer economies. As an 
example, the Green Economy Tracker re-
views 21 policies across six different 
themes of more than 40 countries, includ-
ing ocean-based (blue) economic activities. 

Circular Economy 

The Circular Economy consists of an econ-
omic model which aims to achieve the elim-
ination of waste and an efficient use of 
resources in economies. More specifically, 
the Circular Economy is defined by the 
Ellen McArthur Foundation as a “systems 
solution framework that tackles global 
challenges like climate change, biodiver-
sity loss, waste, and pollution’’12 and by the 
European Union (EU) as a “model of pro-
duction and consumption, which involves 
sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing, refur-
bishing and recycling existing materials 
and products as long as possible.’’13  

Recently several initiatives applying the 
benefits of the Circular Economy in the 

Blue Economy sectors have been 
launched. For example, the Blue Circular 
Economy project, funded by the North-
ern Periphery and Arctic Programme, 
helps small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) offering products and ser-
vices, within fishing gear recycling 
solutions, to attain market reach. In the 
Mediterranean region, a recent report14 
describes the state of play in the devel-
opment of the Circular Economy in se-
lected sectors of the Blue Economy. 

Blue Economy 

The term Blue Economy appears to be the 
most recently used.15 Although different in-
terpretations of the term have been recog-
nised, the concept of Blue Economy 
mostly tends to refer to economic activities 
that depend on the sea, with a focus on the 
sustainability of the maritime environment 
and its long-term development. Nonethe-
less, various conflicts emerge from the de-
velopment of Blue Economy activities 
since resources used are limited. More-
over, while some studies and authors pro-
mote growth and development, which 
could be associated with the term Blue 
Growth, others support the protection of 
ocean resources and the decoupling of 
economic activities from resource exploita-
tion (blue degrowth).  

In addition, some other controversies rely 
on the selection of sectors that are part of 
the Blue Economy, since in some cases in-
dustries which have a high carbon intensity 
or high level of resource exploitation are 
considered as part of the Blue Economy 
activities. The term Blue Economy has not 

10  Green economy. (n.d.). UNEP-UN Environment Programme. 
11  https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme 
12  Circular economy introduction. (n.d.). Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 
13  Circular economy: definition, importance and benefits. (2015). News of the European Parliament. 
14  https://switchmed.eu/news/circular-blue-economy-report/ 
15  Martínez-Vázquez, R.M., Milán-García, J. & de Pablo Valenciano, J. (2021).

https://www.greeneconomycoalition.org/
https://greeneconomytracker.org/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/573899/EPRS_BRI%282016%29573899_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/573899/EPRS_BRI%282016%29573899_EN.pdf
https://bluecirculareconomy.eu/
https://bluecirculareconomy.eu/
https://bluecirculareconomy.eu/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme
https://switchmed.eu/news/circular-blue-economy-report/
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yet been majorly adopted by all stake-
holders and actors in society and it still 
presents several challenges at environ-
mental, social and economic levels. Circu-
lar Economy activities can be further 
integrated into Blue Economy sectors, and 
synergies among sectors are very relevant 
for its development.  

Blue Growth 

Blue Growth is understood as an economic 
strategy16 that looks for the sustainable 
growth of marine and maritime economic 
sectors. It highlights the potential of seas 
and oceans for innovation and economic 
development and in its centre relies on an 
effective management of ocean resources. 
Nonetheless, the lack of agreed goals for 
the strategy of Blue Growth has led to dis-
crepancies. While some authors defend the 
maximisation of economic growth coming 
from aquatic and marine resources, others 
aim to maximise inclusive economic growth, 
assessing aspects other than the economic 
ones.17 It has been pointed out that the Blue 
Economy and Circular Economy are its main 
pillars, while the concept of Blue Growth 
finds its roots in that of “green growth” back 
in the Rio+20 Conference in 2012, when 
there was a realisation that a new concept 
was needed to emphasise the economic 
and social importance of ocean and inland 
waters.18 

Blue Degrowth 

In contrast to Blue Growth, some cur-
rents defend the need to reach a bal-

anced integration between oceans and 
society and to find alternative options to 
Blue Growth, which has been the most 
dominant one. In this regard, Blue De-
growth, which draws from the “degrowth” 
movement that appeared during the 
1970s, criticises growth imperative strat-
egies in relation to the seas and oceans, 
highlighting its injustices and negative 
consequences and calling for a mini-
mised and fairly distributed resource use 
from the sea. Moreover, it aims to pro-
pose a framework that enhances local 
community participation in the manage-
ment of marine areas instead of exploi-
tation, extraction and production guided 
by capitalist policies.19 The nine prin-
ciples proposed for Economic De-
growth are the following:20 end 
exploitation; direct democracy; localised 
production; sharing and reclaiming the 
commons; a focus on relationships; 
economic surplus applied to collective 
meaning; care; diversity; de-commodifi-
cation of land and seas. Other ideas 
that are part of the degrowth movement 
are overcoming the primacy of devel-
opment based on economic growth.  

Blue Doughnut  

Doughnut economics is a concept that 
proposes to transform the economy to 
meet the needs of all people within the 
means of the living planet. It aims to 
change the objective from limitless econ-
omic gross domestic product (GDP) and 
growth and it recognises the interdepen-
dency of the economy with society and 

16  European Commission. (n.d.). Smart Specialisation Platform: Blue Growth. 
17  Martínez-Vázquez, R.M., Milán-García, J. & de Pablo Valenciano, J. (2021).
18  A.M. Eikeset et al. (2018). What is blue growth? The semantics of “Sustainable Development” of marine 
environments.
19  Ertör, I., Hadjimichael, M. (2020). Blue degrowth and the politics of the sea: rethinking the Blue 
Economy. Sustain Sci, 15: 1–10.
20  Kallis G, March H. (2015). Imaginaries of hope: the utopianism of degrowth. Ann Assoc Am Geogr 
105(2): 360–368. 

https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/


Policy Report

A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways28

nature. It calls for regenerative and more 
distributed economies. The Doughnut 
concept includes two concentric rings, the 
social and the environment, which together 
offer a space which is safe and just socially 
and ecologically. More specifically, the con-
cept of Blue Doughnut currently developed 
by the non-government organization 
(NGO) Seas At Risk consists of an alter-
native framework for the Blue Economy, 
since it is based on reversing social in-
equalities while not overstepping planetary 
boundaries.21 

 

 

Institutional approaches 
and frameworks 

Although there is no universally accepted 
definition of the term Blue Economy, the 
internationally most used ones22 en-
compass all the coastal and marine ac-

tivities with a triple perspective that en-
sures protection of the ocean’s eco-
systems, social well-being and 
economic prosperity. The interests in 
developing new sectors based on 
ocean activities are focused both on the 
traditional ones such as maritime tour-
ism, shipping or fisheries and in devel-
oping new ones like renewable marine 
energies, marine biotechnology or blue 
carbon sequestration. 

United Nations 

According to the Intergovernmental 
Oceanographic Commission (IOC/ 
UNESCO), the Blue Economy is “a lens 
by which to view and develop policy 
agendas that simultaneously enhance 
ocean health and economic growth, in 
a manner consistent with principles of 
social equity and inclusion.’’23 It points 
out as well that a sustainable Ocean 
Economy “emerges when economic ac-
tivity is in balance with the long-term 
capacity of ocean ecosystems to sup-
port ecosystems and remain resilient 
and healthy.’’ Therefore, the Blue Econ-
omy consists of the sustainable devel-
opment of maritime activities, by 
ensuring environmental sustainability of 
oceans and seas while promoting social 
inclusion, economic growth and the im-
provement of livelihoods. An important 
aspect is the decoupling of socioecon-
omic advancement from environmental 
degradation.24 To do so, Ecosystem-
Based Management (EBM) approaches 
are key to achieve ecological, social and 
economic objectives. 

Additionally, the United Nations Depart-
ment of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 

21 Doughnut Economics Action Lab. (n.d.). Turning the ideas of Doughnut Economics into action.
22  Blue Economy Definitions (n.d.). United Nations.
23  Sustainable Blue Economy. (2020). Intergovernmental Oceanic Commission, UNESCO. 
24  Blue Economy. (n.d.). Intergovernmental Oceanic Commission, UNESCO. 

Source: Doughnut Economics Action Lab. (n.d.). 
About Doughnut Economics.

Figure 3. The Doughnut of social and 
planetary boundaries

https://seas-at-risk.org/events/beyond-growth-conference-the-blue-doughnut-a-framework-for-a-well-being-ocean-economy-beyond-growth/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
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DESA)25 understands the Blue Economy 
as ”the range of economic sectors and re-
lated policies that together determine 
whether the use of oceanic resources is 
sustainable.’’ Moreover, the UN highlights 
that the Blue Economy should “promote 
economic growth, social inclusion, and the 
preservation or improvement of livelihoods 
while at the same time ensuring environ-
mental sustainability of the oceans and 
coastal areas.”26 

The United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) defined the Blue Econ-
omy as “the sustainable use of ocean 
resources for economic growth, jobs, and 
social and financial inclusion, with a focus 
on the preservation as well as restoration 
of the health of ocean ecosystems.’’ It also 
points out that the concept of “Blue Econ-
omy emphasizes equity and takes into ac-
count the health of the ocean, as it strives 
to balance three dimensions of sustainable 
development: economic, social and envi-
ronmental.’’27 The UNDP interpretation of 
the Blue Economy promotes sustainable 
growth, in a manner that minimises the 
degradation of the environment and a sus-
tainable use of resources. It notes that the 
Blue Economy moves from the business as 
usual models to a sustainable development 
framework, where ocean health is key.  

The UN Environment Programme 
(UNEP) points out that sectors that are 
interlinked with the marine and coastal 
environment, defined as “the blue world’’, 
must transition into a Green Economy, as 
seas and oceans are a key part of the glo-

bal transition towards a low carbon, re-
source-efficient Green Economy.28  

 

 

The Nairobi Statement on Advancing the 
Global Sustainable Blue Economy29 
(Sustainable Blue Economy Conference, 
Kenya, UNECA, 2018) contributed to a 
common understanding of the concept. It 
notes that the concept of sustainable 
Blue Economy “predicates on the con-
ceptual pillars of productivity, inclusivity 
and sustainability of water-based and 
water-related resources.’’ Moreover, it 
calls on the mobilisation of financial re-
sources, capacity-building and technol-
ogy deployment; a governance that 
promotes sustainability (social, economic 
and environmental) and research and 
education programmes. It also promotes 
economic activities consistent with the 
long-term capacity of marine and water 
ecosystems; data and science to inform 

25  UNDESA. (2021). Promotion and Strengthening of Sustainable Ocean-based Economies. 
26  UNDESA News. (2019). Diving into the Blue Economy. 
27  UNDP. (2023). Action Brief: An Ocean of Opportunities - How the Blue Economy Can Transform 
Sustainable Development in Small Islands Developing States. 
28  UNEP, FAO, IMO, UNDP, IUCN, WorldFish Center, GRID-Arendal. (2012). Green Economy in a Blue 
World. 
29   Sustainable Blue Economy Conference, UNECA. (2018). The Nairobi Statement of Intent on 
Advancing the Global Sustainable Blue Economy. 

Source: UNDP. (2023). Action Brief: An Ocean of 
Opportunities. 

Figure 4. The principles of the Blue Econ-
omy

https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20blue%20economy%20concept%20seeks,integral%20to%20the%202030%20Agenda
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/publications/Green_Economy_Blue_Full.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf
https://archive.uneca.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-documents/SROs/EA/HIGH-LEVEL-SUSTAINABLE-BLUE-ECONOMY-CONFERENCE-2018/nairobi-statement-of-intent-advancing-global-sustainable-blue-economy.pdf


In Small Island Developing States 
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the UN Department of Social Affairs 
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policy-making and decisions; stakeholder 
collaboration for the conservation of re-
sources; corporate responsibility; value of 
market and non-market goods and ser-
vices of the Blue Economy; finance for 
Blue Economy activities; Blue Economy 
SMEs support; and creating markets for 
innovative industries.  

World Bank 

According to the World Bank, the Blue 
Economy30 is the “sustainable use of 
ocean resources for economic growth, 
improved livelihoods and jobs while 
preserving the health of the ocean eco-
system.’’ The World Bank has a specific 

multi-donor global trust fund named 
PROBLUE, which supports the sus-
tainable development of marine and 
coastal spaces and resources around 
the world. The World Bank Blue Econ-
omy Development Framework (BEDF)31 
consists of a set of tools and technical 
assistance for the definition of national 
roadmaps towards a sustainable and 
diversified Blue Economy. The main el-
ements that constitute the framework 
are the development of data and analy-
sis systems for better policy-making; 
the strengthening of policies, institu-
tions and fiscality; and, finally, the pro-
motion of targeted and sustainable 
investment.  

30 World Bank. (n.d.). MENA Blue Programme.  
31 PROBLUE, World Bank, European Commission. (2021). The Blue Economy Development Framework.  
32 World Bank, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. (2017). The Potential of the 
Blue Economy: Increasing Long-term Benefits of the Sustainable Use of Marine Resources for Small 
Island Developing States and Coastal Least Developed Countries.

Source: PROBLUE, World Bank, European Commission. (2021). The Blue Economy Development 
Framework. 

Figure 5. The Blue Economy Development Framework
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“seeks to promote economic growth, 
social inclusion, and the preservation or 
improvement of livelihoods while at the 
same time ensuring environmental sus-
tainability of the oceans and coastal 
areas. At its core it refers to the decoup-
ling of socioeconomic development 
through oceans-related sectors and ac-
tivities from environmental and eco-
systems degradation.’’ Nonetheless, the 
mentioned definition of the Blue Economy 
includes a range of sectors, from living re-
sources of the oceans to non-living and 
non-renewable resources such as extrac-
tive industries like offshore oil and gas, 
seabed mining and dredging. 

According to the World Bank, the follow-
ing sectors and activities are part of 
the Blue Economy: 
 
1. Harvesting and trade of marine liv-
ing resources: 

• Seafood harvesting (fisheries, second-
ary fisheries and related activities, 
trade of seafood products, trade of 
non-edible seafood products, aqua-
culture) 

• Use of marine living resources for 
pharmaceutical products and chemi-
cal applications (marine biotechnol-
ogy and bioprospecting) 

 
2. Extraction and use of marine non-
living resources (non-renewable): 

• Extraction of minerals (seabed mining) 
• Extraction of non-renewable energy 

sources (oil and gas) 
• Freshwater generation (desalination) 

 
3. Use of renewable non-exhaustible 
natural forces (wind, wave, and tidal 
energy)  

• Generation of off-shore renewable 
energy 

 

4. Commerce and trade in and around 
the oceans: 

• Transport and trade (shipping and 
shipbuilding, maritime transport, 
ports and related services) 

• Coastal development (national plan-
ning ministries and departments, pri-
vate sector) 

• Tourism and recreation (national tour-
ism authorities, private sector, other 
relevant sectors) 

 
5. Indirect contribution to economic 
activities and environments: 

• Carbon sequestration (blue carbon)  
• Coastal protection (habitat protec-

tion, restoration) 
• Waste disposal for land-based in-

dustry (assimilation of nutrients, solid 
waste) 

• Existence of biodiversity (protection 
of species and habitats) 

 
Principles for a sustainable 
Blue Economy (WWF) 

The World Wide Fund for Nature 
(WWF) has promoted the principles 
for a sustainable Blue Economy33 to 
provide common understanding 
guidelines about what characterises a 
sustainable Blue Economy. It is de-
fined as “a marine-based economy 
that provides social and economic 
benefits for current and future gener-
ations; restores, protects and main-
tains the diversity, productivity, 
resilience, core functions, and intrin-
sic value of marine ecosystems; and 
is based on clean technologies, re-
newable energy, and circular material 
flows.” The definition also highlights 
the fact that long-term prosperity can 
only be achieved through a Circular 
Economy. 
 

33  World Wide Fund for Nature. (2015). Principles for a Sustainable Blue Economy.  
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Box 1: The principles for the Blue Economy:  

a- Governance principles for a sustainable Blue Economy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b-Development of a sustainable Blue Economy

Inclusive 
 
Well-informed, precautionary and 
adaptive 
 
 
Accountable and transparent 
 
 
Holistic, cross-sectoral and long 
term 
 
 
 
Innovative and proactive 

Active participation of stakeholders.  
 
Decisions based on scientifically sound information 
and precautionary approach when knowledge and 
information are missing to avoid harmful effects.  
 
Responsibility for impacts of own activities and 
transparency to other stakeholders.  
 
Decisions based on assessment and accounting of 
social, environmental and economic costs and 
benefits across borders and with a long-term per-
spective.  
 
Innovate with effective and efficient ways of achiev-
ing long-term sustainability.  

Set clear, measurable, and internally consistent 
goals and targets for a Sustainable Blue 
Economy.   
 
 
Assess and communicate their performance on 
these goals and targets.  
 
Create a level economic and legislative playing 
field that provides adequate incentives and rules.  
 
Plan, manage and effectively govern the use of 
marine space and resources, applying inclusive 
methods and the ecosystem approach 
 
Develop and apply standards, guidelines and best 
practices that support a sustainable Blue 
Economy. 
 
Recognise that the maritime and land-based 
economies are interlinked and that many of the 
threats facing marine environments originate on 
land. 
 
Actively cooperate, sharing information, 
knowledge, best practices, lessons learned, 
perspectives, and ideas 
 

Integrated and coherent goals and 
targets so that planning, 
management and activities have a 
clear direction. 
 
Regular monitoring and 
communication.  
 
Economic instruments and national 
and international laws. 
 
Uses should be forward-looking, 
precautionary, adaptive and 
integrated.  
 
Application of global sustainability 
standards, guidelines and best 
practices. 
 
Address impacts to marine 
ecosystems.  
 
 
 
Participation of actors in 
implementation processes.  
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European Commission 

The EC published a communication34 in 
2021 that aim to transition from “Blue 
Growth’’ towards a “sustainable Blue 
Economy”. It recognises the importance 
of the Blue Economy in the EU due to 
its large variety of activities in all the 
economic sectors related to coasts, 
seas and oceans, both in the marine en-
vironment and on land. The communica-
tion also emphasises the value of 
European oceans and seas in restoring 
nature and achieving climate neutrality, 

and it proposes a marine set of policies 
and strategies for the next decade. This 
new approach “encompasses all indus-
tries and sectors related to oceans, 
seas and coasts, whether they are 
based in the marine environment (e.g., 
shipping, fisheries, energy generation) 
or on land (e.g., ports, shipyards, land-
based aquaculture and algae produc-
tion, coastal tourism).’’35 The EC 
remarks that a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy is essential to achieve the objec-
tives of the European Green Deal and a 
green recovery.   

Source: European Commission. (2021). Sustainability criteria for the Blue Economy36. 

Figure 6. Sectors of the Blue Economy in the European Union 

34 European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy in 
the EU. 
35 European Commission. (2021). Sustainable Blue Economy: Questions and Answers.   
36 https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/893c5ae2-a63a-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 

The EC also launched the EU Mission 
“Restore our Ocean and Waters” to pro-
tect and restore the health of oceans and 
ecosystems by supporting regional action 
and cooperation through area-based 
“lighthouses” sea or river basins. It rec-

ognises that the approach must be ex-
tended beyond the EU borders and 
green and blue policies need to be con-
nected and tackled jointly with the mari-
time stakeholders and other EU 
institutions. 

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/publication/communication-new-approach-sustainable-blue-economy-eu-transforming-eus-blue-economy_en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/893c5ae2-a63a-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters_en
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Union for the Mediterranean 

The UfM defines37 the Blue Economy as 
“the set of human activities depending 
on the sea and/or underpinned by 
land-sea interactions in the context of 
sustainable development, and notably 
including industrial and service sectors 
such as aquaculture, fisheries, blue 
biotechnologies, coastal and maritime 
tourism, shipping, ship-building/repair, 
ports, ocean energy and marine renew-
able energy, including offshore wind, 

which are among the main traditional 
and emerging economic maritime sec-
tors in the Mediterranean Sea basin.” 
The concept of the Blue Economy ac-
knowledges that its activities depend 
on the status of ecological systems and 
the underlying risks of Blue Economy 
activities to degrade these ecosystems. 
The UfM is also promoting the Quin-
tuple helix38 to involve all stakeholders 
(academia, business, government, civil 
society) in the future of the Blue Econ-
omy. 

Source: UfM. (2021). Towards a sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean

37 Union for the Mediterranean. (2015). Ministerial Conference on Blue Economy. 
38 UfM. (2019). UfM Seminar on blue skills, careers, jobs. 

The UfM also launched the Mediterra-
nean Blue Economy Stakeholder Plat-
form as a regional platform for knowledge 
sharing that seeks to improve maritime 
governance and develop a Blue Economy 
in the Mediterranean. It also aims to pro-
vide a framework for policies and to en-
hance cooperation and capacity-building 
across sectors at a regional, sub-regional 
and national level.39 

United Nations Economic 
Commission for Africa 
(UNECA) 

The United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Africa (UNECA) considers that 
the Blue Economy in the African context 
covers various water bodies (under-
ground water, oceans, seas, coasts, 
lakes, rivers) and includes the conser-

 

39  Mediterranean Blue Economy Stakeholders Platform – Union for the Mediterranean. (n.d.). Blue 
Economy. 

Figure 7. Sectors of the Blue Economy in the European Union 
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vation of aquatic ecosystems and a var-
iety of activities. This Blue Economy ap-
proach40 provides a framework that 
promotes synergies across sectors and 
levels of intervention (local, national, sub-

regional, regional, international, etc.). It 
has an ecosystem-based approach 
where environmental, social and econ-
omic sustainability are integrated into all 
Blue Economy sectors.  

Source: United Nations. Economic Commission for Africa (2016). Africa’s Blue Economy: a policy 
handbook. 

40 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2016). Africa’s Blue Economy: a policy handbook. 

In order to ensure that environmental con-
siderations are included in Blue Economy 
governance and planification, Strategic 
Environment Assessments (SEAs) and 
Environmental Impact Assessments 
(EIAs) should be undertaken at policy 
and activity levels. Moreover, cooperation 
to develop blue carbon natural infrastruc-
ture and effectively manage Marine Pro-
tected Areas (MPAs) should be 
enhanced as well as legislation and pol-
icies for green and blue technologies. 
Other tools and frameworks that can be 
further incorporated are Natural Capital 
Accounting (NCA) systems and struc-

tures for the revision of National Adapta-
tion Programmes of Action (NAPAs). 

African Union 

In order to guide the development of an 
inclusive and sustainable Blue Economy 
and to effectively deliver economic 
growth and wealth to the continent, the 
African Union defined in 2019 the African 
Blue Economy Strategy (ABES),41 in line 
with the framework established in the 
2018 Nairobi Sustainable Blue Economy 
Conference. According to this strategy, 
the African Blue Economy, estimated at 

41  Failler, P., Ndende, M., Karani, P., Gilau, A. M., Hamukuaya, H., & Diop, S. (2020). Africa Blue Economy 
Strategy – Blue Governance Framework. The African Union Inter-African Bureau for Animal Resources. 

Figure 8. Tools, concepts and pillars of the Blue Economy 
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USD 296 billion and 49 million jobs, must 
follow three principles and focus on five 
critical vectors: 

Principles of the African Blue Economy 
Strategy: 
• Circular Economy 

• Environmental and social sustainabil-
ity 

• Empowerment and inclusive decision-
making 

 
Vectors of the African Blue Economy 
Strategy: 
• Fisheries, aquaculture and eco-
systems conservation 

• Shipping, transportation and trade 

• Sustainable energy, extractive min-
erals, gas, innovative industries 

• Environmental sustainability, climate 
change and coastal infrastructure 

• Governance, institutions and social 
actions 

 
The ABES sets objectives and concrete 
intervention actions to tackle some of 
the most pressing challenges in the Af-
rican Blue Economy, both strategic 
(blue governance, poverty eradication, 
food security and climate change) and 
technical (accurate assessment of the 
potential of the Blue Economy, data col-
lection, better coordination in Marine 
Spatial Planning, developing an inte-
grated approach to marine ecosystems 

with diverse indicators, and integrated 
maritime surveillance for safety and se-
curity). 

Other approaches 

Some authors emphasise the fact that 
what really characterises the Blue Econ-
omy is that it embraces economic, so-
cial and environmental areas,42 in 
accordance with the three pillars of the 
SDGs. A sustainable Blue Economy 
should then incorporate these three 
main aspects:  

Social equity (human rights, gender 
equality, economic equity, etc.) 

Environmental sustainability (biodiver-
sity, water quality, habitat, resources, etc.)  

Economic viability (infrastructure, in-
vestment risk, national stability, etc.) 

For Small and Island Developing States 
(SIDS), “an equitable and sustainable 
blue economy”43 has to be adapted to 
local culture to ensure social equity and 
appropriate opportunities. However, 
tensions arise between different inter-
ested actors since there are various ap-
proaches to how sustainable 
development should be framed. Re-
gions have different capacities to 
achieve a sustainable Blue Economy, 
which depend not only on natural re-
sources but also on other socioecon-
omic and political factors, ranging from 
the level of infrastructure to national se-
curity and stability. 

Other concepts have arisen, such as the 
New Blue Economy, which differentiates 

42  Andrew D. L. Steven, Mathew A. Vanderklift & Narnia Bohler-Muller. (2019). A new narrative for the Blue 
Economy and Blue Carbon. Journal of the Indian Ocean Region, 15:2: 123–128. 
43  Cisneros-Montemayor, A.M., Moreno-Báez, M., Reygondeau, G. (2021). Enabling conditions for an 
equitable and sustainable blue economy. Nature, 591: 396–401. 
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from the traditional since it is based on 
the collection, analysis and dissemination 
of oceans and coastal data for address-

ing societal challenges and developing 
an integrated approach for the Blue 
Economy. 44 

44 Integrated Ocean Observing System. (n.d.). New Blue Economy. 



The Blue Economy  
in the Mediterranean 
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The Mediterranean territory covers 46,000 
km of coastline and an area of 2.5 million 
km2. It represents only 1.5% of the planet’s 
surface but it contains very rich eco-
systems and biodiversity. The Mediterra-
nean Sea is the linkage point between 
Asia, North Africa and Europe, with a popu-
lation of 150 million on its coasts.45 
Throughout history, it has been a key 
source of economic development of coas-
tal regions and communities. One third of 
the Mediterranean population lives in the 
coastal area and more than 70% in cities.46 
This shows just how relevant urban and 
economic development is in coastal areas 
in the Mediterranean. Countries and re-
gions are interconnected through com-
merce, investment, information, flows of 
people and marine and environmental re-
sources such as rivers. 

Climate change 
and the Blue Economy 

The Mediterranean region is very vulner-

able to climate change and is considered 
a climate ‘hotspot’ in the world. Accord-
ing to the Mediterranean Experts on Cli-
mate and Environmental Change 
(MedECC), the region is expected to re-
main as one of the most affected by cli-
mate change in the world, highly affected 
by the hydrological cycle and precipita-
tion.47 The region is warming 20% faster 
than the rest of the world, with annual 
temperatures now 1.54°C above pre-in-
dustrial levels, which is 0.4 °C higher than 
the global average. With current policies, 
temperatures are expected to increase up 
to 2.2°C by 2040. 

The graph below shows how land tem-
peratures are projected to change in re-
lation to the reference period of 
1980-1999. Warming will likely be in the 
range of 0.9 to 1.5°C (RCP2.6, for a low 
greenhouse gas emissions trajectory) or 
3.7 to 5.6°C (RCP8.5, for a high green-
house gas emissions trajectory) during 
the 21st century.48 

Source: MedECC. (2020). Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin. First 
Mediterranean Assessment Report. 

Figure 9. Graph: Mean annual temperatures anomalies in Mediterranean land 

45 Union for the Mediterranean. (2016). Key players’ perspective on climate change in the Mediterranean.   
46 UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean.  
47 MedECC. (2020). Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin. First Mediterranean 
Assessment Report. 
48 In climate modelling, RCPs or Representative Concentration Pathways are greenhouse gas atmospheric 
concentration trajectories conceived by the IPCC to describe different climate futures depending on the 
volume of emissions in the years to come. There are seven different pathways: RCP1.9, RCP2.6, RCP3.4, 
RCP4.5, RCP6, RCP7, RCP8.5.
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Impacts of climate change in 
the Mediterranean 

In their last assessment report,49 the In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) foresees serious impacts 
in the Mediterranean region due to cli-
mate change: sea level rise, seawater 
acidification, increase in frequency of ex-
treme events like drought, floods and 
heat waves, reduced precipitation or loss 
of biodiversity. Coastal zones in low-lying 
areas, which currently host 42 million 
people in the region, will face disaster 
risks such as flooding, erosion and the 
salinisation of river deltas and aquifers 
that sustain food security and livelihoods. 

Vulnerability of the Blue 
Economy to Climate Change 

The UNEP cites eight major threats for 
the Mediterranean environment: climate 
change, population densities in coastal 
areas, atmospheric pollution, lack of 
water supply and wastewater treatment, 
waste and its management, fisheries 
practices, fossil fuels, chemical and 
pharmaceutical products.50 The Mediter-
ranean Blue Economy is therefore highly 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change because its main economic sec-
tors are highly interconnected with cli-
mate risks. Ocean warming and 
acidification will impact marine eco-
systems and fisheries, with greater im-
pacts in the Western Mediterranean Sea 
basin. As for the maritime transport and 

trade industry, this sector will have to 
deal with risks from storm surges and 
sea level rise that may disrupt port oper-
ations. Coastal and marine tourism is 
also highly dependent on the quality of 
coastal and marine ecosystems to at-
tract visitors. The tourism industry will 
also suffer greatly from climatic discom-
fort and water scarcity, particularly dur-
ing summer, and sea level rise will 
contribute to beach erosion and coastal 
degradation. This will translate into econ-
omic losses to the tourism sector from 
cancellations.51  

Overview of the 
Mediterranean economy 

The Mediterranean economic context 
presents a high dependency on imports, 
substantially from which fossil fuels and 
cereals, and its economies are inter-
dependent. While industry and agricul-
ture are still important economic sectors, 
many countries have switched to ser-
vices during the last decades, especially 
in the EU, accounting in some cases for 
around half of the GDP. For example, in 
EU Mediterranean countries the share of 
agriculture in GDP in 2017 was be-
tween 1 and 3.5%, decreasing.52 Medi-
terranean economies are also highly 
dependent on high-carbon emission in-
dustries, and the amount of informal em-
ployment is still significant.53 Moreover, 
the percentage of government debt over 
GDP has arisen during the last decade in 
most Mediterranean countries. 

49  IPCC (2022). Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working 
Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
50  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 
51  Union for the Mediterranean (2018). Climate change impact on the tourism sector in the southern 
Mediterranean.
52  UNEP/Mediterranean Action Plan and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development 
in the Mediterranean.
53  According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), informal employment is above 15% in all 
Mediterranean countries, (except Croatia, Cyprus, France and Malta); 60% in Albania, Egypt, Morocco, 
Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia; and 80% in Morocco.
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Southern Mediterranean Countries 
(SMCs) show a minor resilience to both 
internal and external shocks due to their 
less-diversified economic structures, 
budget deficits and a generalised trade 
deficit. GDP growth rates, as is shown in 

the following image, are higher in SMCs 
than in the Northern Mediterranean 
Countries (NMCs), but there is still a gap 
between them since EU countries’ GDP 
constitutes 60% of the Mediterranean re-
gion. 

Source: UNEP/Mediterranean Action Plan and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development 
in the Mediterranean.

Figure 10. Gross domestic product in the Mediterranean

Economic value of the 
Mediterranean Blue 
Economy 

Nowadays, economic activities related to 
the sea are still very relevant and many op-
portunities arise for their further devel-
opment in a sustainable manner. There are 
two main concepts to show the economic 
value of the Mediterranean sea: the Gross 
Marine Product (GMP), understood as 
“the annual economic output of all sectors 
related to the sea, without including ship-
ping and oil-related industries’’, and the 
shared wealth fund, which is “the total pro-

ductive biodiversity and ecosystem assets 
of the ocean, such as coastlines, fisheries 
and seagrass.’’54  

The Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
has an estimated value of USD 5.6 trillion 
and created an annual economic value of 
USD 450 billion55 in 2017, which repre-
sents around 20% of the world’s annual 
GMP. The major part comes from tourism 
(92%), since Mediterranean countries re-
ceive 30% of the world’s international tour-
ists.56 As for the estimated shared wealth 
fund, the economic assets of the Mediter-
ranean ascend up to USD 5.6 trillion,57 
from which productive coastlines make 

54  WWF Mediterranean Marine Initiative. (2017). Reviving the Economy of the Mediterranean Sea: 
Actions for a Sustainable Future. 
55  WWF Mediterranean Marine Initiative. (2017). Reviving the Economy of the Mediterranean Sea: 
Actions for a Sustainable Future. 
56  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu. (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean.
57  UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 
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up the 83%, and seagrass 13%. When 
comparing its GDP to regional GDPs, 
ocean-related activities are the 5th lar-

gest economy in the Mediterranean 
Basin after France, Italy, Spain and Tur-
key. 

Source: Randone. et al. (2017). Reviving the Economy of the Mediterranean Sea: Actions for a Sustainable 
Future. WWF

Figure 11. Economic value from the Mediterranean Sea

The Blue Economy is an important driver 
of growth and jobs in the region, as well 
as an important sector to ensure food se-
curity and the transition towards a re-
source-efficient, low-carbon, circular and 
sustainable economy in line with the 
United Nations 2030 development 
agenda and its Goal 14. 

Additionally, the Mediterranean Strategy 
for Sustainable Development (2016-
2025)58 includes the Blue Economy as a 
key means to achieve development. Tra-
ditional sectors in the Blue Economy in-
clude fisheries, aquaculture, coastal 
tourism, transport, shipping, ports, etc. 
But new emerging sectors are gaining 

more relevance, such as blue biotechnol-
ogy, ocean energy and ship recycling. 

Non-market valuation of 
the Mediterranean Sea 

Apart from the economic value and po-
tential of marine activities, the Mediterra-
nean Sea holds a huge value from its 
ecosystem services, its diversity and its 
intangible benefits.59 For example, 
oceans produce 50% of global oxygen 
and absorb 30% of CO2 emissions; and 
marine biodiversity is crucial for Blue 
Economy activities such as tourism, bio-
technology and fisheries. A comprehen-
sive accounting of the value of the ocean 

58  UNEP/MAP. (2016). Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016-2025. 
59  WWF Mediterranean Marine Initiative. (2017). Reviving the Economy of the Mediterranean Sea: 
Actions for a Sustainable Future.
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is essential to policy-making regarding 
the Blue Economy, although these types 
of non-market assessments are not found 
in the marketplace. These non-market valu-
ations are linked to recreational benefits of 
ocean and coastal environments, or the en-
vironmental services they supply. Still, it is 
possible to make estimates of non-market 
values through economic assessments. 

Examples of national 
Blue Economy strategies  

Several national Blue Economy strategies 
in the Mediterranean have been identified 
as good practices from different sub-re-
gions in the Mediterranean, which can con-
tribute to shared knowledge and future 
collaboration initiatives in the Mediterra-
nean. 

Algeria 

The marine and maritime economy in Alge-
ria employs nearly 300,000 people directly, 
and activities and services related to the 
sea and coastal areas account for roughly 
20% of the country’s GDP. Moreover, 7 
million Algerians have a direct or indirect 
link with the sea for their livelihood.60 With 
the support of the Assistance Mechanism 
of the WestMED initiative, Algeria has de-
veloped a Blue Economy strategy for the 
next 10 years. The Algeria National Strat-
egy for the Blue Economy identifies the 
needs and priority actions to be imple-
mented to achieve the development of a 
sustainable Marine Economy. It also in-
cludes cross-border dimensions of the 
Blue Economy. 

France 

France has the 2nd largest maritime area 
in the world, with 11 million square kilo-

metres of marine space. The French Min-
istry for an Ecological and Solidary Tran-
sition published in 2017 a “National 
Strategy for the Sea and Coast” to pro-
vide a policy framework for marine and 
maritime issues built upon the works and 
research from academia, economic as-
sociations and territorial actors. This na-
tional strategy sets long-term objectives 
to promote the ecological transition for 
the sea and coastline and the devel-
opment of a sustainable Blue Economy, 
and identifies a variety of priority actions. 
And in 2018, France and India signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to 
develop a joint roadmap to enhance co-
operation on the Blue Economy and 
ocean governance, which was adopted in 
2022. 

Israel 

Due to its geography, Israel is highly de-
pendent on the maritime space: most of 
its critical infrastructures are located 
there, 99% of goods are transported on 
it, and over 75% of Israel’s drinking water 
comes from desalination plants in the 
sea.61 The country adopted a Blue Econ-
omy strategy in 2018, in cooperation with 
the EU. In 2022, the Israeli National 
Center of Blue Economy was estab-
lished in the Haifa municipality, which had 
been declared Israel’s capital of Blue 
Economy and Blue Tech innovation. It is 
dedicated to technological innovation ap-
plied to maritime space, bringing together 
research institutes, industry, ports, envi-
ronmental and community bodies to cre-
ate partnerships and develop initiatives. 
There are other research centres cur-
rently working on various topics of the 
Blue Economy, like the Haifa research 
centre for maritime policy and strategy, 
founded in 2016 to develop knowledge 

60  Ministry of Fisheries and Fish production of Algeria (2021).
61  YNet News. (2023). Sea to home: Israel’s desalination plants addressing water scarcity

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/eismea/newsletter-archives/21473
https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/eismea/newsletter-archives/21473
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2020-11/17094_National-Strategy-for-the-Sea-and-Coastal_EN_fev2017.pdf
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2020-11/17094_National-Strategy-for-the-Sea-and-Coastal_EN_fev2017.pdf
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2020-11/17094_National-Strategy-for-the-Sea-and-Coastal_EN_fev2017.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/india/news/article/india-france-road-map-on-the-blue-economy-and-ocean-governance-20-feb-2022
https://www.blueconomy-il.com/about/
https://www.blueconomy-il.com/about/
https://www.blueconomy-il.com/about/
https://israelmaritime.org/?p=828
https://israelmaritime.org/?p=828
https://israelmaritime.org/?p=828
https://www.ynetnews.com/environment/article/s15buvmjs
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in maritime strategy, and the Israeli Na-
tional Resource Efficiency Center, cre-
ated by the Israeli government to assist 
factories become more efficient in terms 
of resource use and environmental im-
pact. 

Italy 

In Italy, the Blue Economy employs al-
most 900,000 people (3.5% of the 
country’s employment rate) and gener-
ates an added value of 46.7 billion euros 
(3% of the country’s economy). The 
country does not have a national Blue 
Economy strategy per se, although it has 
appropriated 400 million euros to restore 
and protect the seabed and marine 
habitats, as a part of the EU-funded na-
tional recovery and resilience plan (RRP). 
This plan aims to stop the degradation of 
marine ecosystems and recover at least 
20% of the seabed and marine habitats 
by 2026, in order to bolster the sustain-
ability of Blue Economy sectors such as 
fishing, tourism, food, etc. In another 
component of the RRP, the Italian Na-
tional Strategy for Circular Economy, the 
Blue Economy is identified as an area to 
intervene. And the country’s National 
Strategy for Aquaculture for the 2014-
2020 period also included aspects of en-
vironmental sustainability. Finally, the Blue 
Italian Growth (BIG) cluster groups re-
search and industry actors of the Blue 
Economy. Italy has also won the leader-
ship of Climate neutral and productive 
Sustainable Blue Economy Partnership 
(SBEP) established under Horizon Eu-
rope, the EU research and innovation pro-
gramme. The initiative – which has 73 
million euros and 23 million euros of ad-
ditional funding from the EC – is coor-
dinated by the Ministry of University and 
Research (MUR). 

Morocco 

The potential of Morocco to develop its 
Blue Economy is great. Morocco’s Blue 
Economy contributes nearly 2% of the 
country’s GDP, and sectors such as 
aquaculture, seaweed farming, and re-
newable marine energy are still emerg-
ing. The country is mainly focusing on 
preserving the fishing sector with an 
emphasis on technological innovation 
and sustainability. The Moroccan Ha-
lieutic Strategy, which dates back to 
2009, develops a strategy for maritime 
fishing based on sustainability and com-
petitiveness. In addition, the country’s 
Blue Economy Programme is supported 
by the World Bank with a $350 million 
loan. 

Portugal 

The Blue Economy in Portugal represents 
5.1% of the country’s GDP and 4.1% of 
employment. The sea also has a weight 
of 5.4% of total Gross Value Added 
(GVA)62. Portugal adopted the “National 
Ocean Strategy 2013-2020” for the de-
velopment of ocean and coastal areas 
and to promote the competitiveness of 
the maritime economy and the implemen-
tation of sectoral and cross-sectoral pro-
jects, as well as the existing national 
strategic plans or those in preparation. 
The European Investment Fund (EIF) 
and the Portuguese development institu-
tion, Instituição Financeira de Desenvol-
vimento (IFD) launched Portugal Blue, a 
€50 million equity partnership to support 
Portuguese companies active in the area 
of the Blue Economy. The initiative seeks 
to foster the Portuguese Blue Economy 
ecosystem by providing funding to start-
ups, SMEs, and midcaps at every stage 
of development. 

62  Econews. (2022). ‘Blue economy’ represents 5.1% of GDP, 4.1% of employment
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Tunisia 

The Blue Economy in Tunisia63 represents 
about 12% of the country’s GDP, with 7.6 
million people living in its coastal areas 
(66% of the population), so the country 
has plenty of margin for economic growth 
and jobs creation. Tunisia launched in 
2022, with support from the World Bank, 
its first report on the status of the Blue 
Economy: “The Blue Economy in Tunisia: 
an opportunity for integrated and sus-
tainable development of the sea and 
coastal areas”, which recommends 
guidelines for the development of a broad 
national strategy on this matter. The re-
port suggests the establishment of insti-
tutional governance; the promotion of 
resources and financing mechanisms; 
support for job creation, poverty allevi-
ation, the inclusion of vulnerable groups, 
and gender mainstreaming; development 
of knowledge of marine and coastal capi-
tal; and strengthening of resilience to cli-
mate change. The World Bank is also 
financing the PROBLUE Trust Fund with 
a Blue Economy programme for Tunisia. 
On the other hand, as part of the 
WestMED Blue Economy Initiative, the 
country is implementing a Blue Economy 
strategy that builds upon traditional sec-
tors but also promotes new emerging in-
dustries. 

Financing the Blue 
Economy 

The transition of Blue Economy sectors 
will require a large quantity of both public 
and private investments. Funding options 
for sustainable Blue Economy initiatives 
are mostly offered by governments, Inter-
national Organisations (IOGs), Multilat-
eral Development Banks (MDBs) and 
(European) structural funds. Funding op-

tions consist mainly of grants or conces-
sional lending instruments. 

EU financial mechanisms 

The 2021 UfM Ministerial declaration on 
Blue Economy highlights the EU funding 
instruments such as Horizon Europe 
(2021-2027), the European Regional De-
velopment Fund (ERDF), the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), the 
European Neighbourhood Instrument 
(ENI) and the Connecting Europe Facility 
(CEF) programme. Moreover, the UfM en-
courages member countries to use future 
European Structural and Investment 
Funds (ESIF) and the Instrument for Pre-
Accession (IPA) and Interreg pro-
grammes. In the EU, Mediterranean 
member states also have access to the 
large EU Next Generation funds that are 
financing green and digital investments 
until 2026 for a post-COVID sustainable 
recovery.  

European Cohesion and Cooperation 
Programmes provide funds for projects 
to make the Mediterranean region 
smarter and greener and improve the 
governance between its stakeholders. As 
an example, the EU Interreg funds Euro-
MED programme covers 69 regions of 
14 countries from the northern shore of 
the Mediterranean: 10 EU member states 
and 4 countries from the Instrument for 
Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA). It pro-
vides funding for projects and initiatives 
related to climate action in line with the 
objectives set by the EC. Its four main 
missions are:  

- Strengthening an innovative sustainable 
economy, 

- Protecting, restoring and valuing the 
natural environment and heritage, 

63  CPMR Intermediterranean Commission and MedWaves, the UNEP/MAP Regional Activity Centre for 
SCP. (2022). A Circular Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Current practices and opportunities. 

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099155101182322674/pdf/P17059606ec41606a0982b0ff5cabb6bc3e.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/problue
https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/eismea/newsletter-archives/25780
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-ministerial-conference-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-ministerial-conference-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-ministerial-conference-blue-economy/
https://next-generation-eu.europa.eu/index_en
https://interreg.eu/
https://interreg.eu/
https://interreg.eu/
https://interreg-euro-med.eu/en/
https://interreg-euro-med.eu/en/


Policy Report

A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways46

- Promoting green living areas, 
- Enhancing sustainable tourism. 

 
Other relevant cooperation and cohesion 
funds available in the Mediterranean re-
gion are the Interreg IPA Adrion and the 
Interreg NEXT Programmes.  
 
Multilateral Development 
Banks 

MDBs are actively supporting the Blue 
Economy in the Mediterranean countries:  

- European Investment Bank: the EIB 
supports sustainability-oriented invest-
ments in Blue Economy projects. It 
has developed and endorsed the Sus-
tainable Blue Economy Finance Prin-
ciples to finance ocean-based 
activities in the Mediterranean coun-
tries. 

- World Bank: it has launched the multi-
donor trust fund PROBLUE to support 
healthy marine and coastal ecosystems 
in emerging and developing countries, 
including the Middle East and North Af-
rica (MENA) region.  

- African Development Bank: it pro-
vides funding to develop climate resil-
ient ocean based activities and 
infrastructures such as ports, fisheries 
and water-based facilities in North Af-
rican countries. 

- European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development: the EBRD invest-
ment in Blue Economy sectors in 
MENA countries amounts to €6.7 bil-
lion in operations such as ship building, 
ports, solid waste management and 
tourism, through Sustainable Blue 
Economy Finance Principles.  

Sustainable Blue Economy 
Finance Principles 

UNEP’s Sustainable Blue Economy Fi-
nance Principles are a global guiding 
framework to finance a sustainable Blue 
Economy. They were launched in 2018 
and set out ocean-specific standards to 
allow green investments in ocean-based 
sectors. The principles were developed 
and endorsed by the EC, WWF, the 
World Resources Institute and the EIB, 
and are now hosted by UNEP as part of 
the Sustainable Blue Economy Finance 
Initiative.  

Blue Bonds  

Blue finance has strong potential to close 
the financing gap and support a thriving 
sustainable Blue Economy; specifically, 
blue bonds are emerging as an innovative 
instrument with increased interest from 
investors, financial institutions, and is-
suers globally. They are defined as debt 
instruments that finance the protection of 
critical clean water resources, as well as 
marine and ocean-based projects with 
positive environmental and social bene-
fits.64 Since 2020, the International Fi-
nance Corporation (IFC) from the World 
Bank has provided more than $1 billion 
dollars in blue loans and bonds to private 
sector financial institutions and corpor-
ates, for example to boost recycling and 
reduce marine plastic pollution in Africa 
and Asia.65 However, the lack of universal 
frameworks as well as a robust pipeline 
of bankable investments are critical bar-
riers to achieving a sustainable Blue 
Economy.66 Recently, UNEP Financial In-
itiative, the International Capital Markets 

64  https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/10/29/sovereign-blue-bond-issuance-frequently-
asked-questions 
65  https://www.ifc.org/en/what-we-do/sector-expertise/financial-institutions/climate-finance/blue-finance 
66  Bosmans P, de Mariz F. (2023). The Blue Bond Market: A Catalyst for Ocean and Water Financing. 
Journal of Risk and Financial Management. 16(3): 184. https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm16030184 
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Association (ICMA), the IFC, the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) and the United 
Nations Global Compact (UNGC) have 
partnered to develop a global practi-
tioner’s guide for bonds to finance the 
sustainable Blue Economy67.  

Gaps and opportunities 

Funding opportunities for Blue Economy 
projects in the Mediterranean are abun-
dant. Nonetheless, there are some bar-
riers to achieve its potential. In the first 
place, many of those funding options are 
still competitive and have a target more 
focused on the northern region of the 
Mediterranean.68 In this way, countries in 
the southern region of the Mediterranean 
have more difficulties to access the avail-
able funding options and encounter vari-
ous limitations. Both financial access and 
greater support in terms of capacity-build-
ing to southern stakeholders is crucial to 
achieve a balanced transition to a sustain-
able Blue Economy in the Mediterranean. 
In the second place, there is still a lack of 
awareness about the investment opportun-
ities in the Blue Economy as well as a lack 
of dialogue and stakeholder’s recognition.  

Some additional actions proposed have 
been by the UfM to achieve a more bal-
anced and effective financing in the Medi-
terranean:69 Firstly, training on project 
management and conceptualisation should 
be enhanced. With the basis support of 
current examples of Blue Economy pro-
jects in the Mediterranean some areas 
noted to tackle would be budget prepara-
tion, consortium building, and the logical 
framework approach. Moreover, innovative 

financial solutions are key. An example is 
blue bonds, as they offer an opportunity to 
mobilise private sector capital towards the 
Blue Economy. Thirdly, to continue the col-
laboration on investments between differ-
ent stakeholders. For instance, the 
collaboration among international banks 
through the Sustainable Blue Economy Fi-
nance Principles has proved to be effec-
tive. Finally, to replicate good case 
practices such as the BlueInvest initiative 
from the EC and the EIF, which has proved 
to be successful. It contributes to financial 
access to SMEs and start-ups in the field 
of Blue Economy.  

Policy options 

There are a large number of funding 
sources to finance Blue Economy pro-
jects and initiatives in the Mediterra-
nean, among which the EU funds to 
support the development of a sustain-
able Blue Economy are relevant. Syn-
ergies between public and private funds 
for the Blue Economy development still 
could be further strengthened in order 
to align strategies and actions. Indica-
tors of success of investments should 
not only be economic but include envi-
ronmental and social criteria for 
measurement, as the objective is to sup-
port through investment a low-carbon 
and resilient economy.70 Investors 
should incorporate into their strategies 
the sustainable finance principles and 
targets to promote a sustainable devel-
opment of maritime sectors. Public and 
private investors should increase the 
levels of dialogue and coordination to 
ensure effectiveness.  

67  https://www.unepfi.org/themes/ecosystems/unep-fi-joins-international-coalition-to-develop-guidance-
on-blue-bonds/ 
68   UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 
69  Idem.
70  Plan Bleu. (2020). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: case studies, lessons and perspectives. 
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Blue jobs and skills 

The development of the Blue Economy 
requires a variety of competences, from 
digital and technical to environmental and 
entrepreneurial skills. Moreover, socio-
economic, marine-spatial planning, social 
media, language and cross-sectoral multi-
disciplinary skills will also be relevant. 71 
Some of the challenges ahead for the 
Blue Economy labour market are the lack 
of awareness of blue jobs and careers, a 
mismatch between graduates (and their 
qualifications) and job offers, a lack of co-
ordination skills and the so-called “brain 
drain”. Vocational education and train-
ing72 are crucial for employability and to 
respond to the needs of Blue Economy 
sectors. Training adapted to the needs of 
employers can be useful to address sec-
toral changes and fast technological ad-
vances. Upskill and reskill workers can 
also be beneficial to increase job oppor-
tunities and contribute to the reduction of 
inequalities. Initiatives such as the Medi-
terranean Blue Economy Platform of the 
UfM can be a useful means to exchange 
information, tools and projects across 
Blue Economy projects. 

The Blue Economy job market is already 
presenting a rise in job opportunities in 
several sectors. For instance, 30% of off-
shore renewable energy companies have 
complained about shortages in existing 
skills for new job positions, and it is ex-
pected that job vacancies in this sector 
in particular could triple by 2030 in the 
EU.73 There is therefore a need to match 

the educational provision with the needs 
of the labour market of the maritime sec-
tor. For instance, the Blue Skills initiative74 
launched by the UfM, promotes jobs and 
careers in the maritime sector that aims 
to offer training to allow upskilling of 
workers and long-term education in order 
to adapt to new jobs in the maritime sec-
tor. According to the European Marine 
Board75 professionals working in the mar-
ine sector and its related education pro-
grammes are highly specialised. 

Gender gap 

Many of the Blue Economy sectors 
present huge gaps between women’s 
and men’s jobs, and more gender-sen-
sitive strategies and policies need to be 
implemented in line with Goal 5 of the 
2030 Agenda, “Achieve gender equality 
and empower all women and girls”. In 
the tourism sector, 58% of people em-
ployed are women, but they tend to be 
the lowest paid and skilled, and are 
underrepresented in management posi-
tions.76 In the renewable energy sector, 
an industry expected to rapidly grow in 
the coming years, women face more dif-
ficulties than men to access jobs. In 
fisheries and aquaculture, women have 
an important role in marketing and pro-
cessing both in industrial and small-
scale fisheries, but upskilling is needed 
in terms of transitioning into sustainable 
practices. And in maritime safety, mari-
time transport and ports, there is still a 
large gender gap in what are still con-
sidered male-dominated sectors, but 

71  UfM. (2019). Seminar on Blue Skills, Careers and Jobs.  
72  European Commission. (n.d.). Vocational education and training initiatives. 
73  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU. 
74  UfM. (n.d.). BlueSkills: Blue Jobs and Responsible Growth in the Mediterranean. 
75  European Marine Board. (2018). Training the 21st Century Marine Professionals. 
76  Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
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there has been some improvement in 
fields like maritime research. 

The UfM identifies policies that address 
the gender gap by focusing on skills and 
leadership training, participation, access 
to technology, gender-sensitive legal and 

macroeconomic policies, and financial 
and operational support of grassroots 
women’s organisations.77 Actions to ad-
dress this gap are ongoing at EU level, 
like the project “WINBLUE” to empower 
women and mainstream gender equality 
in the Blue Economy.

77 Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 

https://winblue-project.eu/


The Mediterranean 
Blue Economy by sectors  



51A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways

During the last decades, economic activ-
ities across Blue Economy sectors have 
risen in the Mediterranean region. The 
sectors of transport, fisheries and tourism 
account for the largest share of the mar-
ket, but the energy sector and aquacul-
ture are also experiencing fast 
developments. The main employers of the 
Blue Economy are coastal and maritime 
tourism and fisheries, and a number of job 
opportunities are located in transport or 
port activities. Moreover, there is a large 
potential for employment and career cre-
ation in the sectors of blue biotechnology 
and marine renewable energies. Fur-
thermore, predictions point out that the 
sectors of offshore wind energy, marine 
aquaculture, fish processing and ship-
building repair and dismantling will experi-

ence significant growth in the following 
decades.78 

Sector overview 

The EU considers as established sectors 
of the Blue Economy the following:79 mar-
ine living and non-living resources, marine 
renewable energy, port activities, shipbuild-
ing and repair, maritime transport and 
coastal tourism. Moreover, there are 
emerging and innovative sectors that are 
gaining importance in the EU such as: 
ocean energy, floating solar energy, off-
shore hydrogen generation, blue bioecon-
omy and biotechnology, desalination, 
maritime defence, security and surveil-
lance, and research and infrastructure 
(submarine cables, robotics). 

78 Plan Bleu. (2021). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: Case studies, lessons and perspectives 
79 European Commission, (2022). The EU Blue Economy Report. 

Box 2: Established Blue Economy sectors in the EU  

Source: European Commission (2022). The EU Blue Economy Report. 
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However, marine non-living resources like oil 
and gas have not been included in this study 
because oil and gas are today one of the 
main sources of C02-equivalent emissions 
and environmental pollution (PMs, NOx, 
SOx, etc.) and therefore cannot be con-
sidered sustainable.80 Instead, the selection 
of the Blue Economy sectors has been 
done in accordance with the UfM’s posi-
tion,81 which includes these sectors of par-
ticular interest for a sustainable Blue 
Economy development in the Mediterra-
nean: coastal and maritime tourism; marine 
renewable energies; fisheries and aquacul-
ture; marine transports and ports; marine 
safety; research and innovation; and pollu-
tion and marine litter. The following sub-
chapters present an overview of the current 
status of each sector, quantifying their econ-
omic output and impact in the number of 
jobs, and a brief consideration of the poten-
tial for sustainability (except for the marine 
research and marine safety sectors). 

Coastal and maritime 
tourism 

Coastal and maritime tourism in the Medi-
terranean is a key economic activity for 
coastal countries. This sector plays a sig-
nificant role, either directly or indirectly, in 
boosting the region’s economic growth 
by contributing 11.3% to GDP and em-
ploying 11.5% in the Mediterranean re-
gion.82 Notably, the northern and western 
coastal regions of the Mediterranean re-
ceive the highest number of international 
tourist arrivals. Within this region, five 
countries, namely France, Spain, Italy, 
Turkey and Greece, account for more 
than 82% of total arrivals. Despite its sig-
nificant contribution to the GDP of Medi-
terranean countries, the COVID-19 
pandemic has underscored the sector’s 
high volatility and sensitivity to external 
factors.  

Source: Eco-union (2021). The future of Mediterranean tourism in a (post) COVID world.

Figure 12. International tourist arrivals in the Mediterranean by regions, in millions 
(1995-2019)

GDP contribution 

In the Mediterranean region, tourism is 
one of the most relevant economic sec-

tors. Concretely, it contributes to 11.3% 
of the total GDP, taking into account di-
rect and indirect impacts. Moreover, it 
also contributes 11.5% of employment, 

80 See the IPCC Climate Change 2022, European Commission Taxonomy or the International Energy 
Agency Net Zero report.  

81 Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean region.  

82 UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 
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11.5% of exports and 6.4% of capital in-
vestment in the Mediterranean region.83 
Numbers show its great contribution to 
economic development as it constitutes 
11.5% of total employment (direct and in-
direct), 6.4% of capital investments and 
11.5% of exports.84  

Nonetheless, the contribution of tourism 
varies significantly among Mediterranean 
areas, as the northwest region receives the 
64% of international tourist arrivals (ITAs), 
the southeast 17% and the northeast and 
southwest 5%. The inequality in tourism 
flows affects directly to the economic per-
formance of the countries. The cruise in-
dustry has an important economic role in 
the Mediterranean and it is the second lar-
gest market after the Caribbean. In addi-
tion, recreational boating has a value chain 
that is expected to employ 280,000 
people in Europe.  

Employment 

Tourism in the Mediterranean greatly con-
tributes to employment. It is remarkable 
that tourism is the largest sector employing 
migrant workers, part-time workers and 
women (women account for 58% of the 
workforce in the sector). Nonetheless, 
women are underrepresented in leadership 
positions in the sector and have a major 
representation in lower paid jobs in the 
tourism sector. Moreover, 13% of workers 
in a tourism-related activity are under 25.85  

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic 
greatly affected the touristic sector and its 
employment rates, leaving from 100 to 120 
million jobs at risk globally. The transition to 
a more sustainable tourism in the following 

years will offer the opportunity of jobs in 
sustainable production and consumption, 
as well as in resource management and 
environmental protection. New employ-
ment in the marine renewable energy sec-
tor may also require new training of the 
actual labour force.   

Sustainability  

Coastal tourism plays a significant role in 
driving GDP growth, but its downsides 
should not be underestimated. The current 
mass tourism models often bring negative 
consequences for local communities and 
natural ecosystems, resulting in environ-
mental and social externalities. However, 
there are opportunities for positive change 
by shifting the sector toward sustainable 
practices. 

In this regard, sustainable tourism 
models have the potential to create em-
ployment opportunities in local commu-
nities while simultaneously promoting 
the preservation of natural areas and 
cultural heritage.86 Notably, after the 
COVID-19 pandemic, sustainable and 
nature-based tourism models have been 
growing. As a result, consumers are be-
coming increasingly willing to favour 
sustainable tourism choices, showing a 
growing interest in ecotourism in marine 
and coastal ecosystems. This shift in 
consumer preferences also has the po-
tential to redirect financial resources 
and funding towards sustainability initi-
atives within the tourism industry.87 To 
assess progress, tourism developments 
should be measured with sustainability 
indicators and an innovative range of 
tourism should aim to reduce the sea-

83  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 
84  Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean region. 
85  Union for the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean region. 
86  Plan Bleu and eco-union (2022). State of Play of Mediterranean tourism
87  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=3280
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sonality and the gap between tourism in 
coastal areas and in inland territories.88 

Cooperation initiatives 

Several initiatives and frameworks have 
been identified89 that promote the collab-
oration of Mediterranean countries in coas-
tal tourism. The analysis of the cooperation 
initiatives at different geographical levels 
shows that regional structures cover all 
Mediterranean countries, although they 
could be more developed to make current 
frameworks more effective. Differently, sub-
regional initiatives are more dispersed 
across the region and not so well-balanced, 
as most sub-regional frameworks are con-
centrated in the northwest of the Mediter-
ranean.  

Regional level: 

- ASCAME-UNWTO commitment to 
promote the development of sustain-
able tourism in the Mediterranean, sup-
port job creation, social business 
initiatives, facilitate and enhance the 
flow of investment and increase invest-
ment attractiveness of the Euro-Medi-
terranean region. 

- The Mediterranean Tourism Forum 
(MediTour), a gathering of chambers of 
commerce, public and private institu-
tions, international organisations, train-
ing centres and tourism professionals 
every two years to promote tourism in 
the Mediterranean region. 

 
Sub-regional level: 
 

- The Athens Declaration for a Sustain-
able Tourism (2017) from the  INTER-
REG MED Sustainable Tourism 

Community to address tourism press-
ures in the Mediterranean region. 

- MEET Network: a network of Mediter-
ranean protected areas developing 
high-quality ecotourism experiences 
that benefit conservation and local 
communities. 

- Petra Declaration on Investing in Tour-
ism for an Inclusive Future (2016) by 
tourism stakeholders to build an inclus-
ive and sustainable tourism sector. 

- A European Strategy for more Growth 
and Jobs in Coastal and Maritime Tour-
ism (2014) from the EC to enhance the 
sector’s sustainability and competitive-
ness.. 

- BLUEMED initiative endorsed by the 
EU and member countries of the UfM 
to advance a shared vision for a more 
healthy, productive, resilient, better 
known and valued Mediterranean Sea. 

- EU Communication on Sustainable 
Blue Economy published in 2021 by 
the EC to help achieve the European 
Green Deal’s objectives by contribu-
ting to climate change mitigation. 

 
Others Transnational projects:  

TouriSME (North Med); MEDPEARLS 
(Regional); CROSSDEV (Regional); CO-
EVOLVE (North Med); WINTER MED 
(North Med); SIROCCO (North Med); 
HERIT-DATA (North Med); BEST MED 
(North Med); SMART MED (North Med).  

 

Marine renewable 
energies 

Several types of marine renewable 
energies are being developed in the 

88  Plan Bleu. (2020). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: case studies, lessons and perspectives. Paper 
no. 19. 
89  UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 

https://www.ascame.org/institutional-relati/world-tourism-organisation/
https://www.ascame.org/institutional-relati/world-tourism-organisation/
https://www.ascame.org/institutional-relati/world-tourism-organisation/
https://www.ascame.org/institutional-relati/world-tourism-organisation/
https://www.ascame.org/meditour-forum/
https://www.ascame.org/meditour-forum/
https://www.ascame.org/meditour-forum/
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Sites/Sustainable_Tourism/horizontal_project/Athens_Declaration_MED_Sustainable_Tourism_2017_FINAL.pdf
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Sites/Sustainable_Tourism/horizontal_project/Athens_Declaration_MED_Sustainable_Tourism_2017_FINAL.pdf
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/
https://sustainable-tourism.interreg-med.eu/
https://www.meetnetwork.org/
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/unwtodeclarations.2016.25.03
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/unwtodeclarations.2016.25.03
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/a-european-strategy-for-more
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/a-european-strategy-for-more
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/a-european-strategy-for-more
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/a-european-strategy-for-more
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/ocean/blue-economy/sustainable-blue-economy_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/ocean/blue-economy/sustainable-blue-economy_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/ocean/blue-economy/sustainable-blue-economy_en
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Mediterranean region such as offshore 
wind energy, wave energy converters, tidal 
stream technologies, ocean thermal energy 
conversion and floating solar. In compari-
son to other sea basins in Europe, the en-
vironmental, physical and climate factors 
that affect the Mediterranean Sea, such as 
having less wind, deeper sea floors, current 
and tide, are factors that hinder the devel-
opment of marine renewable energies.90 
However, offshore wind has a huge poten-
tial, and it is predicted that it could increase 
energy production up to 12 GW in 20230 
and to 40 GW in 2050 in EU Mediterra-
nean countries.91 

A sustainable energy ocean mix should in-
clude bottom-fixed offshore wind, floating 
wind, thermal, wave and tidal energy.92 The 
EU strategy on offshore renewable energy 
proposes actions to sustain the sector’s 
development and to multiply its capacity in 
the long term. In order to achieve a suc-
cessful energy transition in the Mediterra-
nean Basin, cooperation and the 
development of an enhanced regional 
energy market are important to achieve 
major cost-effectiveness in climate change 
mitigation.93 

GDP contribution 

Marine energy contributes to the EU’s 
GDP with €36.1 billion and to its GAV 
with €1.1 billion. Moreover, having major 
energy independence is key for countries 
today. All the reports consulted give fig-
ures related to EU countries, but not non-
EU countries. 

Employment 

The sector currently employs 4,624 
people94 and it holds the potential to cre-
ate 400,000 jobs by 2050 in different 
technological sectors and markets. More-
over, the development of marine renew-
able energies can also contribute to job 
creation in other economic sectors such 
as construction, marine transport, engin-
eering, manufacturing activities, etc. The 
renewable energy sector is attractive to 
young workers and job opportunities may 
fit the skills of the youth who are aware of 
sustainability and who have digital and 
technological knowledge. Nevertheless, 
gender equality in the sector has still not 
been reached as it is still majorly domi-
nated by men.  

Sustainability  

Marine renewable energy represents an 
unprecedented opportunity to enhance 
the decarbonisation of the energy sector. 
Among these, offshore wind energy is 
commonly regarded as a highly reliable 
means of advancing renewable energy 
generation and a decarbonised energy 
supply. It offers the capacity for local 
electricity generation while decreasing 
maritime transportation’s need for of oil 
or gas, thus mitigating spill risks. Fur-
thermore, given the present circum-
stances of rising energy costs, limitations 
in supply, and reliance on foreign nations 
for conventional energy supplies, offshore 
wind energy is emerging as a strategic re-
newable energy source to enhance resil-

90  Plan Bleu. (2022). Towards a sustainable development of marine renewable energy in the 
Mediterranean
91   Plan Bleu. (2021). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: Case studies, lessons and perspectives. 
92  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU: Transforming the EU’s Blue Economy for a Sustainable Future. 
93  MedECC. (2020). Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin – Current Situation 
and Risks for the Future. First Mediterranean Assessment Report. 
94  Union for the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 

https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/renewable-energy/offshore-renewable-energy_en#:~:text=EU%20strategy%20on%20offshore%20renewable%20energy,-To%20ensure%20that&text=The%20strategy%20sets%20targets%20for,GW%2C%20respectively%2C%20by%202050.
https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/renewable-energy/offshore-renewable-energy_en#:~:text=EU%20strategy%20on%20offshore%20renewable%20energy,-To%20ensure%20that&text=The%20strategy%20sets%20targets%20for,GW%2C%20respectively%2C%20by%202050.
https://planbleu.org/en/publications/towards-a-sustainable-development-of-marine-renewable-energy-in-the-mediterranean/
https://planbleu.org/en/publications/towards-a-sustainable-development-of-marine-renewable-energy-in-the-mediterranean/
https://planbleu.org/en/publications/towards-a-sustainable-development-of-marine-renewable-energy-in-the-mediterranean/
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ience.95 In light of this, offshore wind 
energy has been considered as pivotal in 
increasing European energy security and 
aiding in the achievement of the 2030 
and 2050 climate neutrality objectives.  

The Mediterranean region is meant to 
make a substantial contribution, targeting 
over 76 GW by 2050.96 Nevertheless, 
this expansion requires careful planning 
and management due to the Mediterra-
nean Basin’s status as a biodiversity hot-
spot facing significant threats. In the case 
of offshore wind energy, environmental 
impacts and marine spatial planning are 
still poorly addressed during the planning 
process.97 Hence, assessing the environ-
mental impacts of new marine renewable 
energy projects and their impact on the 
ecosystem is essential and should be in-
tegrated into strategic planning pro-
cesses. These plans should adopt an 
ecosystem-based approach to ensure the 
preservation of a healthy ocean, resilient 
marine ecosystems, and sustainable mar-
ine resources and services. Existing initi-
atives include the Offshore Coalition for 
Energy and Nature (OCEaN), a forum 
that aims at deploying offshore wind 
energy infrastructure while ensuring the 
protection of marine ecosystems.  

Cooperation initiatives 

The UfM analysis98 shows that the marine 
renewable energies sector is not still con-
solidated in the region, and the number 
of initiatives in this sector is much lower 
than in others. Nonetheless, in recent 
years, an increase in initiatives can be no-

ticed. Regional frameworks cover the dif-
ferent regions in the Mediterranean well, 
but it is remarkable that some mechan-
isms overlap each other. The sub-regional 
coverage could be better balanced, as 
the EU countries hold the major number 
of projects and regional frameworks on 
marine renewable energies. However, 
most initiatives in EU countries are na-
tional. Finally, the UfM points out that the 
main focus of current transnational pro-
jects is capacity building in the northern 
region of the Mediterranean (east and 
west). It is relevant to highlight that no 
transnational projects on marine renew-
able energies have been identified in the 
southern region of the Mediterranean. 
Moreover, platform and capitalisation pro-
jects are less extended in any area of the 
Mediterranean Basin.  

Regional level:  

- UfM Ministerial Declarations on En-
vironment and Climate Change (Oc-
tober 2021) and Energy (June 
2021): underlying commitment to de-
carbonising the energy sector and to 
fight against climate change. 

- UfM Renewable Energy and Energy 
Efficiency Platform: it aims at pro-
moting the deployment of renew-
ables and energy efficiency to 
support mitigation and adaptation to 
climate change in the Mediterranean 
region. 

- UfM Regional Electricity Market 
Platform: it aims at the integration of 
energy systems and energy markets 
to achieve a secure, affordable and 

95  Galparsoro, I. et al. (2022). Reviewing the ecological impacts of offshore wind farms. npj Ocean 
Sustain 1,1. 
96  Offshore Coalition for Energy and Nature (OCEaN). (2022). Offshore Coalition for Energy and Nature 
(OCEaN) to be expanded to the Mediterranean.
97  Galparsoro, I. et al. (2022). Reviewing the ecological impacts of offshore wind farms. npj Ocean 
Sustain 1,1. 
98  UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 

https://offshore-coalition.eu/
https://offshore-coalition.eu/
https://offshore-coalition.eu/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/UfM-ministerial-declaration-ENV-CA_final-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/UfM-ministerial-declaration-ENV-CA_final-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/UfM-ministerial-declaration-ENV-CA_final-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/3rd-UfM-Ministerial-Declaration-on-Energy-14-June-2021-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/3rd-UfM-Ministerial-Declaration-on-Energy-14-June-2021-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/3rd-UfM-Ministerial-Declaration-on-Energy-14-June-2021-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-reee-platform/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-reee-platform/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-reee-platform/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-rem-platform/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-rem-platform/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-rem-platform/
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sustainable electricity supply in the 
Mediterranean region. 

- Mediterranean Association of Na-
tional Energy Management 
Agencies (MEDENER): it brings to-
gether agencies in the Mediterranean 
region in charge of energy efficiency 
and the promotion of renewable 
energy sources. 

- Mediterranean Energy Regulators 
platform (MedReg): it brings to-
gether 27 energy regulators from 22 
Mediterranean countries to facilitate 
and develop regulatory approaches 
and practices for energy market inte-
gration. 

- Mediterranean Energy Observatory 
(OME): it brings together leading 
Mediterranean energy companies in 
a platform for energy dialogue, coop-
eration and best practices ex-
changes.  

 
Sub-regional: Marine Renewable Energy 
frameworks have only been found at an 
EU level.  

- European Union’s Communication 
on Sustainable Blue Economy 
(2021)  

- EC Offshore Renewable Energy 
Strategy (2020) 

Sub-regional: Renewable Energy frame-
works 

- Regional Centre for Renewable 
Energy and Energy Efficiency 
(RCREEE): intergovernmental or-
ganiSation that aims to increase re-
newable energy and energy 
efficiency practices across pan-Arab 
countries. 

- Central and South Eastern Europe 
energy connectivity (CESEC): high-

level working group to accelerate the 
integration of central eastern and 
south eastern European gas and 
electricity markets. 

 
Trans-national projects:  

MAESTRALE (North Med); PELAGOS 
(North Med); BLUE DEAL (North Med).  

Fisheries and  
aquaculture 

Seafood continues to be a central part of 
the Mediterranean economy, as it is a 
source of food, employment and income. 
As population rises in coastal zones, the 
demand for seafood products continues to 
rise too. In comparison to other economic 
sectors in the region, fisheries and aqua-
culture appear to have a lower economic 
output but they are relevant in terms of 
food safety and employment opportunities.  

Landings from capture fisheries in the 
Mediterranean have diminished since the 
1990s, and in 2020 there was a significant 
decrease attributed to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The landings in the region for the 
2018-2020 period, on average, amount to 
1,189,200 tonnes. In contrast, aquaculture 
production in the Mediterranean has in-
creased during the last decades. It rose 
from 509,678 tonnes in 1996 to 882,111 
tonnes in 2019.99 The production in the re-
gion is further expected to rise up to 
4,600,000 tonnes in the next decade.100 
The countries that produce a major number 
of aquaculture products are Egypt, Turkey, 
Greece, Italy and Spain.  

GDP contribution 

In 2020, the Mediterranean region gener-
ated a total fisheries revenue of USD 2.7 

99  IEMed. (2021). Aquaculture in the Mediterranean. IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook 2021.
100  FAO (2018). Strategy for the sustainable development of Mediterranean and Black Sea aquaculture. 
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https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/infrastructure/high-level-groups/central-and-south-eastern-europe-energ
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billion,101 while the aquaculture industry 
yielded USD 3.4 billion in 2019.102 Non-
etheless, only seven Mediterranean coun-
tries are net exporters of seafood 
products (Morocco, Turkey, Tunisia, Croa-
tia, Malta, Albania, Greece), while the re-
maining countries in the region face a 
seafood supply deficit and import sea-
food products.103 The latter is relevant for 
both local and regional consumption, as 
well as international commercialisation.  

Employment 

Fisheries and aquaculture are estimated 
to provide one million jobs, both direct 
and indirect, in the Mediterranean Sea 
Basin, with a fleet of about 100,000 fish-
ing vessels and more than 30,000 fish 
farms.104 However, the workforce is aging 
and only 17% of the workers are under 
25 years old. Opportunities in the fishing 
sector from digitalisation provide new op-
portunities in the fields of data collection 
and analysis, monitoring through artificial 
intelligence (AI) systems and marine re-
sources management.  

Sustainability  

The future of marine food systems in the 
European region of the Mediterranean is 
expected to rely on responsible fishing, 
sustainable aquaculture and the further 
development of algae-based food pro-
duction as a sustainable alternative.105 
The sector of fisheries is experiencing 

some environmental risks and challenges 
such as the degradation of marine habi-
tats, overfishing, industrial pollution, the 
introduction of non-indigenous species 
and the effects of climate change and ris-
ing temperatures. Over the last 50 years, 
fishing methods have become more in-
dustrialised and overfishing threatens 
around 80%106 of fish stocks in the re-
gion. Reducing unwanted fish catches 
though more selective techniques is im-
perative in this regard. Recreational fish-
ing is a very common activity in the 
Mediterranean although its real impact on 
diversity is not yet known specifically.  

In terms of aquaculture activities and their 
environmental consequences in coastal 
areas, there is a growing interest in de-
veloping offshore aquaculture to mitigate 
these challenges. When managed sus-
tainably, aquaculture has the potential to 
serve as a low-impact source of food. For 
instance, practices like low-trophic, multi-
trophic, and organic aquaculture can con-
tribute to a more environmentally 
sustainable industry. 

To enhance the sustainability of the fisher-
ies and aquaculture sectors, the EU’s 
“Farm to Fork Strategy” launched in 2020 
by the EC sets an ambitious 10-year road-
map transition to sustainable food sys-
tems.107 This includes seafood, with 
specific actions and initiatives (like the Blue 
Farming strategy for aquaculture) covering 
every step of the food chain: from produc-

101  FAO. (2022). The State of Mediterranean and Black Sea Fisheries 2022.
102  IEMed. (2021). Aquaculture in the Mediterranean.
103  FAO. (2022). The State of Mediterranean and Black Sea Fisheries 2022.
104  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu. (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean.
105  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU: Transforming the EU’s Blue Economy for a Sustainable Future. 
106  General FIsheries Commission for the Mediterranean. (2017). Scientific Advisory Committee on 
FIsheries (SAC) - 19th session. 
107  European Commission. (2020). Farm to Fork strategy. Accessed; 6 September 2023, 
<https://food.ec.europa.eu/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en>

https://www.fao.org/gfcm/meetings/info/ar/c/472638/
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/blue-farming-new-strategic-vision-sustainable-aquaculture-now-available-all-eu-languages-2022-02-04_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/blue-farming-new-strategic-vision-sustainable-aquaculture-now-available-all-eu-languages-2022-02-04_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/blue-farming-new-strategic-vision-sustainable-aquaculture-now-available-all-eu-languages-2022-02-04_en
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tion and distribution to consumption, food 
loss and waste prevention. 

Technology and digitalisation will be two 
key components to achieve greater effi-
ciency and reduce risks in the sector. For 
example, digital tools such as monitoring 
and automatic catch reporting systems, 
AI and ecosystem modelling can serve as 
a means to collect data and optimise con-
trol and fishing operations.108  

Circularity opportunities 

Fisheries and aquaculture present sus-
tainability challenges in the production 
chain, since they highly rely on plastic ma-
terials along the seafood products value 
chain (gear, equipment, fish crates, pack-
aging, etc.). Other environmental impacts 
are related to discharge, waste, transpor-
tation, by-catch, etc. In this way, several 
circularity opportunities arise both in the 
seafood production and transformation 
sectors. Marine aquaculture has the po-
tential to be a more sustainable activity 
for seafood production, and several inno-
vative technologies such as aquaponics, 
integrated multi-trophic aquaculture 
(IMTA), recirculating aquaculture systems 
(RAS) or Biofloc are being developed 
with a circular approach.109 Moreover, cir-
cular systems could contribute to a major 
sustainability through an eco-design of 
engines and gear (i.e., using non-mixed 
materials), upcycling or recycling (bio-
products from seafood waste, fishmeal 
for aquaculture, biogas production from 
fish waste), mutualising equipment or 
boats, or repairing and reusing discarded 
materials (i.e., regenerated nylon from 
fishing nets or seafood boxes).  

Cooperation initiatives 

The UfM110 pointed out that regulations and 
policies that emerge from the General 
Fisheries Commission for the Mediterra-
nean (GFCM) structure are regional frame-
works that cover the different areas in the 
Mediterranean well. Nevertheless, at a sub-
regional level, the EU is leading most of the 
strategies and initiatives towards sustain-
ability in fisheries and aquaculture. Most of 
the sub-regional projects cover the south-
west countries and the EU countries.  

Exceptionally, some sub-regional basin in-
itiatives such as the EUSAIR or WestMED 
initiatives include specific strategies and ac-
tion plans on fisheries and aquaculture. 
Transnational projects that are collaborative 
platforms involve a large number of coun-
tries, but other transnational countries are 
more concentrated in specific regions and 
less well distributed. Finally, capitalisation 
projects appear to be mostly happening in 
the northern part of the Mediterranean and 
the number of capacity-building and R&I 
projects is low in the southeast of the Medi-
terranean, in comparison with other areas.  

International 

- UN Fish Stocks Agreement 
(UNFSA): sets out principles for the 
conservation and management of fish 
stocks and establishes that manage-
ment must be based on the pre-
cautionary approach and the best 
available scientific information. 

- Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries (FAO): sets out inter-
national standards for responsible 
practices with a view to ensuring the 

108  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU: Transforming the EU’s Blue Economy for a Sustainable Future.
109  Plan Bleu. (2022). A Circular Blue Economy in the Mediterranean. 
110  UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 
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effective conservation, management 
and development of living aquatic re-
sources, with due respect for the eco-
system and biodiversity. 

 
Regional 

The General Fisheries Commission for the 
Mediterranean (GFCM) was established 
within the framework of the FAO and is cru-
cial in the governance of fisheries and 
aquaculture in the Mediterranean. Some of 
its key regulations and strategies at a re-
gional level are the following: 

- Regional Plan of Action for Small-
Scale Fisheries in the Mediterranean 
(FAO): political commitment setting 
out a ten-year roadmap towards the 
long-term environmental, economic 
and social sustainability of the sector. 

- The IUU Plan of Action (FAO): to take 
effective measures globally, regionally 
and nationally to combat illegal, unre-
ported and unregulated fishing. 

- Strategy for the Sustainable Devel-
opment of Aquaculture: communica-
tion from the EC on sustainable 
aquaculture. 

- MedFish4Ever Ministerial Declaration 
(2017): a common declaration on the 
future of Mediterranean fisheries for a 
ten year strategy to ensure sustainability 
of resources, based on best scientific 
advice and taking into consideration so-
cial-economic aspects. 

- SFS-MED Platform: multi-stakeholder 
initiative aimed at promoting collab-
orative actions for the sustainable 
transformation of food systems in the 
Mediterranean. 

 
Sub-regional 

- The Common Fisheries Policy 
(CFP): set of rules for sustainably 

managing European fishing fleets 
and conserving fish stocks. 

- EU Guidelines for a sustainable and 
competitive aquaculture: strategy by 
the EC to further development of 
aquaculture in a way that contributes 
to the European Green Deal. 

- EU4Algae stakeholder platform: 
space for collaboration among Euro-
pean algae stakeholders as a single 
information hub on algae funding 
calls, projects, business-related in-
formation, intelligence and best prac-
tices. 

- WestMed Technical Group on Sus-
tainable Aquaculture (AquaWest): 
technical group to support the adop-
tion of innovative, eco-compatible 
sustainable aquaculture practices in 
the Western Mediterranean. 

- OECD Committee For Fisheries 
(COFI): to provide timely, evidence-
based policy analysis of pressing glo-
bal issues in fisheries, aquaculture 
and sustainable fisheries manage-
ment 

. 
Transnational projects 

LabMAF (Regional); FISH MED NET 
(Regional); Med ByCatch I and II (Re-
gional); BLUEFasma (North Med); MED-
AID (Regional); MEDFISIS (Regional).  

Marine transport 
and ports 

The Mediterranean Sea has been for cen-
turies key for marine commercial routes, 
mostly the Suez Canal, the Strait of Gi-
braltar and Bosphorus and Dardanelles 
Straits. It represents 27% of global mari-
time commercial traffic and 30% of mar-
ine oil traffic,111 and it is essential for trade 
flows along the Mediterranean. Some of 
the critical environmental impacts of the 

111  Plan Bleu. (2021). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: Case studies, lessons and perspectives. 
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sector are CO2 emissions, air and water 
pollution, maritime spills and chemical 
pollution, noise and impacts on marine 
biodiversity.112 Consequently, the green 
transition of maritime transport is crucial 
and needs to address a wide range of key 
points, from reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions to diminishing its impact on 
marine ecosystems. 

Ports in the Mediterranean are productive 
spaces interconnected through rail and 
roads, and often constitute complex sys-
tems of activity. In total, there are around 
600 ports in the Mediterranean, from which 
the most relevant ones are the ports of Pi-
raeus (Greece), Valencia, Barcelona, Al-
geciras (Spain), Genoa (Italy) and the 
Tangier Med port (Morocco). The level of 
transport infrastructure that connects ports 
with other areas in the region varies be-
tween regions, as some of them have a 
higher level of rail and road infrastructures.  

It is expected that the regionalisation of 
supply chains in the Mediterranean will in-
crease,113 which will benefit the commer-
cial trade among northern and southern 
Mediterranean nations. Moreover, the fu-
ture of ports relies on digitalisation to 
serve as hubs for clean energy, Circular 
Economy and waste management, logis-
tics, industrial clusters and for communi-
cation through submarine cables. The 
potential of smart digital solutions and 
systems to achieve a greater level of op-
timisation of operations is also remark-
able.  

GDP contribution 
 
Ports in the different regions of the Medi-
terranean are crucial for the economic de-
velopment of its regions. Representing 
just 3.5% of world water, the Mediterra-
nean represents 27% of global maritime 
commercial traffic.114 

The port of Barcelona, one of the largest 
in the Mediterranean, accounts for 7.1% 
of the GVA in the Catalonia region and 
the port of Genoa-Savona’s contribution 
to the Italian economy is almost 10 billion 
euros.115 Other major ports in the Medi-
terranean region with a great GDP con-
tribution are the port of Tanger-Med in 
Tunisia (the biggest in Africa, total volume 
of goods processed in 2020 amounted 
to 80,972,906),116 the port of Haifa in Is-
rael (vital to the country’s GDP, it handles 
around 50% of all of Israel’s cargo) and 
the Mersin International Port in Turkey (its 
contribution to the national GDP has his-
torically been around 1.8%).117 

Employment 

As noted, during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the maritime transport and ports 
activities fluctuated as it is sensitive to ex-
ternal crises and shocks. In this regard, 
employment in the sector can be more 
volatile and unstable than in other Blue 
Economy sectors, and the sector is cur-
rently facing labour shortages. Still, 
around 1.5 million workers are directly 
employed in European ports, and the 

112  Seas At Risk. (2023). The State of Shipping & Oceans Report
113  Giovannetti, G. and Vivoli, A. (2021). Mediterranean Sea and the Covid pandemic: A turning point for 
globalisation? Logistics and Global Value Chains.
114  Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
115  Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
116  Tanger-Med. (2020). Annual Report 2020. 
117  Plan Bleu. (2022). A circular Blue Economy in the Mediterranean. 
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same number are employed indirectly 
across the EU maritime member states. 
Ports hold the potential to employ people 
in a diverse range of areas and future 
skills related to digital and green transi-
tion will be needed. For instance, the port 
of Barcelona, Spain, contributes to 6.3% 
of employment in Catalonia;118 the port of 
Genoa, Italy, is estimated to employ 
122,000 people119 and the expansion of 
the Mersin International Port, Turkey, is ex-
pected to create 500 new direct jobs.120 

Sustainability  

In the pursuit of increasing the sustain-
ability of the transport sector, the Euro-
pean Green Deal aims to reduce 90% of 
greenhouse emissions from all transport 
modes. The decarbonisation of maritime 
transport, apart from contributing to a re-
duction of greenhouse gases, will also re-
duce water pollution and underwater 
noise. For instance the EC has released 
the Fuel EU Initiative for the use of low-
carbon fuels in maritime transport and EU 
ministers unanimously adopted a com-
mon position.121 The aim is to reduce 
greenhouse emissions coming from mari-
time transport by promoting energy effi-
ciency, a greater demand of green fuels, 
avoiding distortions in the internal market 
and in the operations of marine traffic.  

Additionally, the International Maritime 
Organisation (IMO) recently adopted the 
Mediterranean Sea Emission Control 
Area for Sulphur Oxides and Particulate 
Matter (Med SOx ECA),122 which is ex-

pected to become effective in May 2025. 
The UNEP/Mediterranean Action Plan 
(MAP) served as a forum for the multilat-
eral negotiations on the Med SOx ECA. 
When it comes into effect, all ships oper-
ating in the Mediterranean will have to 
comply with limited quantities of sulphur 
content in fuel oil. The Med SOx ECA is 
expected to have great benefits on 
people and nature in the Mediterranean, 
since lower levels of pollutants in marine 
areas and ecosystems will serve to pre-
vent major levels of acidification.  

Circularity opportunities 

A major circularity in ports could be en-
hanced through the creation of close cir-
cuits and synergies between actors in 
order to reuse and recycle materials, 
energy, ships, waste and fuel. As con-
verging points for waste and industrial ac-
tivities, ports function as pivotal logistical 
hubs for the movement of waste ma-
terials, contributing significantly to envi-
ronmental challenges such as oil spills, 
air, noise, and light pollution, among 
others. While there is a general consen-
sus that ports should be equipped with 
waste management facilities, the key to 
mitigating their environmental footprint 
primarily lies in embracing a Circular 
Economy approach.  

Ports can adopt various strategies to en-
hance the Circular Economy . Firstly, they 
can promote circularity in their assets and 
equipment, by optimising and extending 
the lifespan of various port resources 

118  Union for the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
119  Union for the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
120  Anadolu Ajansı (2021). Mersin International Port handles lion’s share of Turkey’s rising export volume
121  European Union Council. (2022). Proposal for a regulation of the use of renewable and low-carbon 
fuels in maritime transport. 
122  https://www.unep.org/unepmap/news/press-release/mediterranean-historic-milestone-MedSOxECA 
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through maintenance and smart use. 
Moreover, ports can transform materials 
that would typically be considered waste 
into valuable resources by implementing 
innovative approaches like recycling, up-
cycling and cascading. Lastly, ports can 
play a vital role in promoting circular prac-
tices across various industries by acting 
as intermediaries, connecting the supply 
and demand for specific materials within 
a circular ecosystem.123 This not only 
benefits the port itself but also con-
tributes to greater sustainability in 
multiple sectors. 

Cooperation initiatives 

The UfM has identified a series of coop-
eration initiatives124 at a regional and sub-
regional level in the Mediterranean, as 
well as a series of transnational projects. 
It was found that regional initiatives in the 
field of maritime transport and ports are 
extended across several regions, but sub-
regional activities are mostly concen-
trated on the Western Mediterranean. 
R&D projects are mostly located in 
NMCs as well as in Israel. Project capi-
talisation125 has some limitations, with the 
exception of the EU and Albania. Finally, 
most collaborative projects include the 
northern countries, but Lebanon and 
Egypt are present as well.  

At a regional level:  

- Regional Transport Action Plan for 
the Mediterranean (RTAP) 2021-
2027: guidelines adopted by UfM 
transport ministers for the promotion 
of the multimodal Trans-Mediterra-
nean Transport. 

- CPMR-IMC Working Group on 
Transport and Integrated Maritime 
Policy: the Intermediterranean Com-
mission (IMC) of the Conference of 
Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR) 
to support Mediterranean regional 
authorities’ efforts to improve the im-
plementation of the EU and Mediter-
ranean agreements. 

- MED SOx ECA: the Mediterranean 
Sea Emission Control Area for Sul-
phur Oxides and Particulate Matter 
(Med SOx ECA) aims to limit air pol-
lution from ships. 

- UfM Working Group on Transport: 
it lays the groundwork at technical 
level for the UfM Ministerial Confer-
ence on Transport. 

- Regional Marine Pollution Emerg-
ency Response Centre for the Medi-
terranean Sea (REMPEC): it assists 
the Mediterranean coastal states in 
the prevention and response to mar-
ine pollution from ships. 

- MEDports Association: a platform of 
collaboration and exchange between 
the Mediterranean ports on common 
issues and also promoting inter-
national visibility of the Mediterranean 
maritime region. 

 
At a sub-regional level, most initiatives 
are applied at EU level or in the Western 
region of the Mediterranean.  
 

- Motorways of the Sea: it aims to in-
troduce new intermodal maritime-
based logistics chains in Europe to 
improve transport organisation in a 
sustainable manner. 

- Trans-European Transport Network 
(TEN-T): for the development of co-

123  Plan Bleu. (2022). A circular Blue Economy in the Mediterranean. 
124  Union for the Mediterranean. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 
2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy. 
125  Capitalisation: Innovative process which aims to enable the uptake of the results of a series of different 
projects/programmes/initiatives by identifying successful and efficient practices, ensuring their promotion, 
dissemination, replication and mainstreaming in public policies.
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herent, efficient, multimodal, and 
high-quality transport infrastructure 
across the EU. 

- European Maritime Safety Agency 
(EMSA): European agency that aims 
to reduce the risk of maritime acci-
dents, tackle maritime pollution and 
coordinate search and rescue at sea. 

- EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Io-
nian Region (EUSAIR): to foster so-
cial, economic and territorial 
cohesion to reduce disparities in the 
Adriatic-Ionian macro-region through 
cooperation 

- Centre for Transportation Studies for 
the Western Mediterranean 
(CETMO): for the improvement of 
transport and logistics and socio-
economic development. 

- WestMED Technical Group on 
Green Shipping: to support a 
greener and fully sustainable mari-
time transport in the Mediterranean. 

 

Many transnational projects on marine 
transport and ports are implemented in dif-
ferent geographical region: EuroMed 
Transport Logistics Project – LogisMed TA 
(South-West Med); EuroMed TSP - Eu-
roMed Transport Support Project (South 
Med); EuroMed Transport Maritime Project 
(SAFEMED IV) (South Med); LOCA-
TIONS - Low Carbon Transport in Cruise 
Destination Cities (North Med); DataPorts 
- New smart platform for European ports 
(Regional); SAFEMED IV.  

Marine safety 

Maritime safety and security are the basis 
for human security, a correct functioning of 
economic activities and freedom of naviga-
tion. The negative impact of some Blue 
Economy industries such as pollution and 
accidents, waste dumping and resource 

exploitation can have a detrimental effect 
on the environmental security in the Medi-
terranean. All those environmental risks 
and threats affect the security and safety 
of the Mediterranean region. Coastguard 
coordination, exchange of information and 
satellite data are crucial to ensure safety 
and to support safe economic and social 
activities and transportation. In this regard, 
the EC has developed the common in-
formation sharing environment (CISE)126 
for the maritime domain, which aims to en-
able the exchange of information automati-
cally and in a secure way within maritime 
surveillance systems. 

The Mediterranean Basin faces several 
threats related to socioeconomic and en-
vironmental sources. Marine safety is di-
rectly related with the negative impact of 
some Blue Economy industries, such as 
pollution, resource exploitation, loss of 
biodiversity, and so on. All those environ-
mental risks and threats affect the security 
and safety of the Mediterranean region. 
Coordination in terms of security in the 
Mediterranean Sea is crucial to support a 
safe development of economic and social 
activities and movements.  

GDP contribution and 
employment 

Job opportunities emerge for various dis-
ciplines and in sectors and businesses 
working in security and cyber-security, 
monitoring, innovative technologies and 
environmental protection. Moreover, 
multidisciplinarity will be key for new pro-
cesses and programmes. However, no 
figures were available at this stage. 

Cooperation initiatives 

The UfM has identified several cooper-
ation initiatives in the Mediterranean in 

126  European Commission. (n.d.). Common information sharing environment (CISE). 
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the sector of marine security.127 The UfM 
has concluded that there are many re-
gional frameworks on marine security that 
have a broad coverage of the different 
areas. However, in sub-regional areas 
many cooperation initiatives in this matter 
are missing, as most of them are located 
in the EU. Transnational projects have a 
broader distribution, and they are often 
bilateral cooperation structures. Finally, 
project capitalisation could be further de-
veloped since it has not been prioritised.  

Regional: 

- Conventions of the International Mari-
time Organisation): related to mari-
time safety and security. 

- Mediterranean Coast Guard Func-
tions Forum (MedCGFF): it brings 
together representatives of organisa-
tions and institutions which engage 
in coast guard activities in the Medi-
terranean. 

- Regional Marine Pollution Emerg-
ency Response Centre for the Medi-
terranean Sea (REMPEC): it assists 
the Mediterranean coastal states in 
the prevention of and response to 
marine pollution from ships. 

 
Sub-regional:  

- SAMEMED Initiative by the Euro-
pean Maritime Safety Agency 
(EMSA): to develop Euro-Mediterra-
nean co-operation in the field of mari-
time safety and security and 
prevention of pollution from ships. 

- European Fisheries Control Agency 
(EFCA): to promote the highest com-
mon standards for control, inspection 
and surveillance under the Common 
Fisheries Policy. 

- European Border and Coast Guard 

Agency (Frontex): it supports EU 
member states and Schengen-as-
sociated countries in the manage-
ment of the EU’s external borders 
and the fight against cross-border 
crime. 

- Common Information Sharing En-
vironment (CISE): an EU initiative 
providing a decentralised framework 
for information exchange across sec-
tors and borders. It involves more 
than 300 EU and national authorities 
with responsibilities in maritime sur-
veillance. 

- Copernicus Maritime Surveillance 
(CMS): to support the fisheries con-
trol activities, maritime safety and se-
curity, law enforcement, customs 
activities, marine environment moni-
toring (pollution) and other oper-
ations linked to anti-piracy and 
defence. 

 
Transnational projects:  

SAFEMED IV (Regional); West-
MOPoCO (West Med); MED OSMoSIS 
(North Med); CALYPSO SOUTH (Cross-
border) 

Marine research 
and innovation 

Research and scientific evidence across 
the Mediterranean Basin is key for the de-
velopment of a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy. Many different initiatives exist such 
as the Blue Med Initiative, launched by 
the EC in 2014. Moreover, in 2018, the 
Mediterranean countries agreed on a 
Strategic Research and Innovation 
Agenda (SRIA) for the Mediterranean 
and an implementation plan was written 
in 2020. Some other relevant initiatives 
are the Mediterranean Blue Economy 

127  Union for the Mediterranean. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 
2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy. 
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Stakeholders Platform, the Joint Program-
ming Initiative Healthy and Productive Seas 
and Oceans (JPI Oceans), the Copernicus 
Marine Service, the European Marine Ob-
servation and Data Network (EMODnet), 
the role of Maritime Clusters, UNIMED 
(Mediterranean Universities Union) and 
SEMED, among others.  

Innovative technologies such as big data, 
advanced sensors and modelling, AI and 
autonomous systems will take the lead in 
the transformation towards a more sus-
tainable Blue Economy. Research and in-
novation can contribute to reaching major 
levels of circularity and sustainability in 
traditional sectors and are key in inno-
vative ones. High-quality data collection 
in oceans is the basis for an integrated 
Blue Economy transformation and for in-
formed decisions of the various relevant 
stakeholders. In this regard, the digitalisa-
tion and usability of ocean data are key 
for its transformation into useful informa-
tion for analysis and to make decisions.  

In Europe, an example of sharing marine 
data is the European Marine Observa-
tion and Data Network (EMODnet),128 
which consists of a network of organisa-
tions that process marine data according 
to international standards and make it ac-
cessible. Moreover, satellite data is pro-
vided by the Copernicus marine service 
and the Destination Earth (DestinE) initi-
ative consists of monitoring and predict-
ing the interactions between human 
activities and natural phenomena. As in-
vestment in research and innovation is 
crucial for reaching sustainability objec-
tives in the Blue Economy, the EU offers 
various R&I funding opportunities under 
Horizon Europe and Restore our Ocean 
and Water Mission for sustainable Blue 
Economy projects and processes.  

GDP contribution 
and employment 

Innovative areas and research hold the 
potential to create new jobs and career-
paths in the Mediterranean Blue Econ-
omy, such as blue biotechnologies, 
low-carbon technology innovation, and 
broader research and innovation in sus-
tainable Blue Economy practices. Al-
though there are no figures available at a 
regional level to quantify the economic 
output of marine research as a whole, 
there are estimates for specific fields of 
research like bioprospecting, which is the 
search for genes, molecules and organ-
isms from the marine environment with a 
potential value for society (medicine, 
food, cosmetics, etc.). This sector, only in 
the EU, accounted for EUR 1 billion in 
2017.129 

Cooperation initiatives 

At a regional level, the main initiatives are:  

- BLUEMED initiative: adopted by all 
members of the UfM and enhances 
joint actions on research and innova-
tion.  

- BlueMed Strategic Research and 
Innovation Agenda (SRIA): it details 
challenges in the Mediterranean and 
proposes a series of activities for ca-
pacity-building and training to 
tackle knowledge gaps.  

- Mediterranean Blue Economy 
Stakeholder Platform (MED 
BESP): a regional networking plat-
form for sharing knowledge and 
supporting the development of the 
Blue Economy. 

- Regional Platform in Research and 
Innovation of the UfM: to make rec-
ommendations for the joint imple-

128  European Commission. (n.d.). European Marine Observation and Data Network (EMODnet). 
129  UfM. (2018). Blue Economy in the Mediterranean.

https://emodnet.ec.europa.eu/en/about_emodnet
https://emodnet.ec.europa.eu/en/about_emodnet
https://emodnet.ec.europa.eu/en/about_emodnet
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/destination-earth
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/destination-earth
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters_en
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/strategic-research-and-innovation-agenda/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/strategic-research-and-innovation-agenda/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/strategic-research-and-innovation-agenda/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/#:~:text=MedBESP%20is%20a%20regional%20networking,maritime%20affairs%20in%20the%20Mediterranean.
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/#:~:text=MedBESP%20is%20a%20regional%20networking,maritime%20affairs%20in%20the%20Mediterranean.
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/#:~:text=MedBESP%20is%20a%20regional%20networking,maritime%20affairs%20in%20the%20Mediterranean.
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/#:~:text=MedBESP%20is%20a%20regional%20networking,maritime%20affairs%20in%20the%20Mediterranean.
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/#:~:text=MedBESP%20is%20a%20regional%20networking,maritime%20affairs%20in%20the%20Mediterranean.
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-regional-platform-on-research-and-innovation/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-regional-platform-on-research-and-innovation/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-regional-platform-on-research-and-innovation/
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mentation of research priorities 
while addressing issues concern-
ing science, technology and inno-
vation. 

- Copernicus Marine Service: it pro-
vides free and open marine data 
and services to enable marine pol-
icy implementation, support Blue 
Growth and scientific innovation. 

- PRIMA (Partnership for Research 
and Innovation in the Mediterra-
nean Area): an EU programme for 
research and innovation solutions 
in the Mediterranean region. 

- UNIMED (Mediterranean Univer-
sities Union): it carries out projects 
in different fields, ranging from gov-
ernance issues at the university 
level to integration of refugees, as 
well as sustainable development, 
digitalisation, employability and in-
tercultural dialogue. 

- EMUNI (Euro-Mediterranean Uni-
versity): a regional hub for higher 
education and research. 

 
The BLUEMED initiative and its Stra-
tegic Research and Innovation Agenda 
have permitted the constitution of re-
gional frameworks following a common 
strategy with the representation and 
participation of all Mediterranean re-
gions. Although there are a large 
number of marine observatories (coastal 
and biodiversity data), socioeconomic 
observatories are still missing in the 
same amount. For instance, some mar-
ine observatories are the Copernicus 
Marine Service, the European Marine 
Observation and Data network and ob-
servatories from MedPan. 130 

Pollution and 
marine litter 

Marine litter is human-made, land or sea-
borne, solid items that because of a lack 
of proper waste management end up in 
the coasts and seas. The Mediterranean 
Basin is highly affected by this problem 
in the environment, with an estimated 730 
tonnes of plastic131 entering the Mediter-
ranean Sea every day; and from total 
floating marine litter, between 70 to 90% 
are plastics and microplastics.132 Some 
of the main pollutants of the Mediterra-
nean Sea are pesticides, hydrocarbons, 
marine litter, nutrients, heavy metals and 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs). 
New mechanisms should be further de-
signed to make sure that the Barcelona 
Convention and its Protocols are imple-
mented and to reinforce national obliga-
tions. In addition, pollution monitoring 
programmes should be established at 
every national level.133 

GDP contribution 
and employment 

A sustainable transition in the Mediterra-
nean cannot be achieved without the ac-
tion of both public and private actors, 
which will result in the creation of new 
jobs in the next decades in relation to the 
Circular Economy and waste manage-
ment. Some concrete examples of these 
new work areas are sustainable packag-
ing design, management of the product 
life cycle, green investment, and so on. 
Circular jobs will be created both in direct 
processes related to sustainable busi-

130  Union for the Mediterranean. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 
2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy. 
131  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean.
132  Union For the Mediterranean. (2021). Towards a Sustainable Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
region. 
133  Plan Bleu. (2020). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: case studies, lessons and perspectives. 

https://marine.copernicus.eu/
https://prima-med.org/
https://prima-med.org/
https://prima-med.org/
https://prima-med.org/
https://www.uni-med.net/
https://www.uni-med.net/
https://emuni.si/
https://emuni.si/
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ness models, products and processes, 
but indirect jobs will also appear in edu-
cation and governmental spaces.134 How-
ever, no figures were available at this 
stage. 

Addressing marine litter through recyc-
ling presents an opportunity for devel-
oping Circular Economy practices. 
Notable initiatives include the MarGnet 
project, which converts marine litter into 
marine fuel, and Sea2see, which trans-
forms recycled marine litter into optical 
frames and sunglasses. If these initiatives 
expand, they have the potential to foster 
upcycling and eco-design approaches, 
contributing to the development of a zero-
waste economy.135 

Sustainability  

The ecological problem posed by marine 
litter is evident, compromising the marine 
environment and biodiversity, but it also 
has an impact on economic sectors like 
tourism, fisheries and aquaculture. Sus-
tainable seas are litter-free seas, with pol-
icies aiming at the prevention of waste 
ending up on shores and oceans, and the 
reduction of existing litter both coastal 
and at sea. SDG 14 “Life below water“ 
tackles marine pollution and litter with tar-
get number 14.1 for the prevention and 
reduction, by 2025, of marine pollution 
“from land-based activities, including mar-
ine debris and nutrient pollution.” And 
SDG 12 revolves around the adoption of 
circular practices in the economy to 
achieve a production and consumption 
system that prevents or reduces waste. 

Pollution prevention requires social 
awareness but also effective coordination 
at all levels of government, with effective 
accountability to ensure that waste dis-
posal in the sea is sanctioned. And be-
cause marine litter is not affected by 
national borders, regional cooperation is 
the only guarantee that the problem is 
mitigated through cross-border actions 
against marine litter. Other policy path-
ways that can bring about sustainability 
in this sector are better litter data collec-
tion and enhanced knowledge on leak-
ages. 

Cooperation initiatives 

Regional structures and collaboration 
projects on pollution and marine litter are 
spread in different Mediterranean areas, 
while sub-regional frameworks and initi-
atives are mostly located in the northern 
area of the Mediterranean.136 A lack of ca-
pacity-building and R&I has been ident-
ified, with the exception of some northern 
or southern countries. Moreover, the pro-
ject capitalisation is mostly located in the 
north and collaborative projects appear 
to be slightly more distributed across the 
region.  

Regional initiatives:  

- UfM Ministerial Declaration on En-
vironment and Climate Change: see 
“Marine renewable energies” chapter. 

- Convention for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment and the Coas-
tal Region of the Mediterranean to 
protect the marine environment and 

134  CPMR Intermediterranean Commission and MedWaves. (2022). A Circular Blue Economy for the 
Mediterranean: Current practices and opportunities. Interreg MED Blue Growth Community project and 
SwitchMed Programme.
135  CPMR Intermediterranean Commission and MedWaves. (2022). A Circular Blue Economy for the 
Mediterranean: Current practices and opportunities. Interreg MED Blue Growth Community project and 
SwitchMed Programme.
136  Union for the Mediterranean. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 
2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy. 

https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/UfM-ministerial-declaration-ENV-CA_final-1.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/UfM-ministerial-declaration-ENV-CA_final-1.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/convention-for-the-p...f-the-mediterranean#:~:text=The%20Convention%20for%20the%20Protection,Mediterranean%20Sea%2C%20held%20in%20Barcelona.
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/convention-for-the-p...f-the-mediterranean#:~:text=The%20Convention%20for%20the%20Protection,Mediterranean%20Sea%2C%20held%20in%20Barcelona.
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/convention-for-the-p...f-the-mediterranean#:~:text=The%20Convention%20for%20the%20Protection,Mediterranean%20Sea%2C%20held%20in%20Barcelona.
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/convention-for-the-p...f-the-mediterranean#:~:text=The%20Convention%20for%20the%20Protection,Mediterranean%20Sea%2C%20held%20in%20Barcelona.
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the coastal region of the Mediterra-
nean Sea. 

- Regional Marine Pollution Emergency 
Response Centre for the Mediterra-
nean Sea (REMPEC): it assists the 
Mediterranean coastal states in the 
prevention of and response to marine 
pollution from ships. 

- Mediterranean Node on Marine Litter: 
a Mediterranean network to tackle 
marine litter. 

- BLUEMED initiative: Endorsed by all 
the countries of the EU and member 
countries of the UfM, it aims to ad-
vance a shared vision for a more 
healthy, productive, resilient, better 
known and valued Mediterranean Sea. 

 
Sub-regional initiatives:  

- Strategy for Plastics in a Circular 
Economy: communication from the 
EC. 

- EU Marine Strategy Framework Direc-
tive: European directive to protect the 
marine ecosystem and biodiversity 
upon which our health and marine-re-
lated economic and social activities 
depend. 

- EU Directive on the reduction of the 

impact of certain plastic products on 
the environment: European directive to 
tackle plastic pollution. 

- EU Single-Use Plastics Directive: 
European directive to prevent and re-
duce the impact of certain plastic 
products on the environment, in par-
ticular the marine environment, and on 
human health. 

- EU4Ocean Coalition: it contributes to 
awareness of and engagement in the 
sustainable management of ocean and 
seas. 

- Mediterranean Sea Basin Lighthouse: 
to support the rolling out of a “light-
house” within the Mediterranean Sea 
Basin and provide services ensuring 
the development and deployment of 
innovative solutions addressing the ob-
jectives of the Mission Ocean. 

 
Transnational projects:  

Plastic Busters MPAs (North Med); COM-
MON (Regional); Plastic Busters CAP 
(Regional); Marine Litter MED II (South 
Med); ACT4LITTER (North Med); Water 
and Environment Support (WES) in the 
ENI Southern Neighbourhood Region 
(South Med).

https://www.rempec.org/en
https://www.rempec.org/en
https://www.rempec.org/en
https://www.rempec.org/en
https://www.gpmarinelitter.org/mediterranean-node
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/circular-economy/plastics-strategy.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/circular-economy/plastics-strategy.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/circular-economy/plastics-strategy.pdf
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/research-area/environment/oceans-and-seas/eu-marine-strategy-framework-directive_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/research-area/environment/oceans-and-seas/eu-marine-strategy-framework-directive_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/plastics/single-use-plastics_en#:~:text=bottles%20from%202030-,Objectives,environment%2C%20and%20on%20human%20health.
https://maritime-forum.ec.europa.eu/en/frontpage/1482
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/fundings/mediterranean-sea-basin-lighthouse-coordination-activities
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Although the Mediterranean region 
shares common challenges related to the 
climate and environmental crisis, the ca-
pacity to address the impacts of environ-
mental and socioeconomic shocks widely 
differ from one country to another. The 
Mediterranean countries suffer similar cli-
mate events provoking wildfires, droughts 
and flooding, coastal erosion, high urban-
isation, and touristic pressure. Moreover, 
Mediterranean economies still largely de-
pend on intensive carbon-based indus-
tries and on unsustainable material 
consumption. Nonetheless, there are still 
big differences between sub-regions in 
levels of human development, demog-
raphy and environmental protection.137 
Consequently, resilience and adaptive ca-
pacities towards climate change differ 
between sub-regions. The aim of this 
chapter is to discuss some of the sub-re-
gional differences in the Mediterranean 
Basin in order to assess the specific chal-
lenges that sub-regions face and their ca-
pacities in terms of the implementation of 
a sustainable Blue Economy.  

Regional challenges 

In this chapter the cluster of countries is 
the one used commonly by the EU and the 
UfM to group Mediterranean countries 
based on coherent socioeconomic char-
acteristics (see annex for more details). 

Northern Mediterranean 
Countries (NMCs) 

In the EU, about one third of all citizens 
live within 50 km of the coast, which ac-
counts for 200 million citizens in the EU 

living in coastal regions or islands.138 The 
Blue Economy is an important segment 
of the European economy and it employs 
approximately 4.5 million people in sec-
tors that are related to oceans, seas and 
coasts.139 Apart from the traditional Blue 
Economy sectors (transport and ports, 
fishing, shipping, energy, etc.), other in-
novative Blue Economy sectors are 
emerging and growing, such as biotech-
nology, renewable ocean energies and 
desalination.  

The EU countries have national adapta-
tion strategies or plans for climate 
change and a wide range of funding op-
portunities and instruments exist to sup-
port its transition. In addition, the EU has 
ambitious environmental objectives 
(European Green Deal), which are to re-
duce greenhouse gas emission by at 
least 55% of 1990 levels by 2030 and to 
become climate neutral by 2050. Demo-
graphic dynamics in the Northern Medi-
terranean are constituted by an aging 
population, a low fertility rate, and a 
smaller share of active population than in 
other sub-regions. NMCs have 67%140 of 
renewable water resources in the Medi-
terranean Basin.  

NMCs are advancing towards renewable 
energies by diversifying their energy mix 
in a gradual manner towards renewable 
energies. Moreover, they are also trying 
to improve energy efficiency. Additionally, 
most MPAs are located in the Northern 
Mediterranean. Only few of them can be 
found in the Southern Mediterranean, 
such as in Lebanon, Morocco, Algeria 
and Tunisia.141 

137  UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu. (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 
138  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU. 
139  Idem.
140   UMAP and Plan Bleu. (2020). State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. 
141  MEDPAN. Cartography of Marine Protected Areas in the Mediterranean: https://medpan.org/en/annuaires/carte
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Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 
Countries (SEMCs) 

Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 
Countries (SEMCs) face major vulner-
abilities towards climate change and their 
adaptation capacities are lower than in 
Northern countries. Thus, the Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) and 
Intended Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions (INDT) include mitigation and adap-
tation actions in SEMCs.142 

The lack of economic diversification and 
the trade and budget deficits shows 
major difficulties in achieving economic 
product competitiveness. Nevertheless, 
GDP growth rates are higher in SEMCs 
than in NMCs.  

SEMCs demographics’ are characterised 
by a higher population growth than in the 
Northern ones, and a major share of 
young and active population. When con-
sidering the Human Development Index, 
there are still existing gaps in terms of 
gender discrimination and access to la-
bour markets, youth unemployment and 
education. Although improvements have 
been made, the Human Development 
Index of SEMCs is still minor compared 
to the NMCs.  

The current high density rates of popu-
lation in coastal areas combined with en-
vironmental risks provoke major 
challenges in SEMCs as the adaptive 
and monitoring capacities are still lower 
than in NMCs. The unbalanced distribu-
tion of renewable water resources in the 

Mediterranean, 180 million143 people 
from SEMCs suffer from water scarcity 
(<1,000 m3 capita-1 yr-1). Most of the 
SEMCs still need major support to 
achieve gradual and successful energy 
transitions towards renewable energies. 
In this regard, major levels of funding, ca-
pacity-building and technology transfer 
are needed.  

Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA)144 

Many countries of the MENA region have 
coastlines in the Mediterranean Sea. Dur-
ing the last decades, effects of climate 
change have been perceived in the re-
gion with extremely high temperatures, 
extreme phenomena (droughts, floods 
and big storms), coastal erosion, water 
scarcity, food insecurity, land degradation 
and desertification. The climate risks are 
a threat multiplier in the region and lead 
to greater inequalities. Moreover, the im-
pact of climate change in the region (for 
example, water, food and resource short-
ages, the impact on local means of sub-
sistence, unsustainable use of resources) 
may aggravate issues of human insecur-
ity, poverty, hunger, public health, insta-
bility, conflict and climate migration.145 
Some of the sectors of the region most 
sensitive to climate change are agricul-
ture, water, energy, tourism and infra-
structure. 

The region still has a strong dependency 
on fossil fuels (oil and gas trade), al-
though it holds the potential to develop a 
strong renewable energy industry. For in-

142  Idem.
143  MedECC. (2020). Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin – Current 
Situation and Risks for the Future. First Mediterranean Assessment Report. 
144  In accordance with the World Bank geographical division, the MENA region includes the countries of 
Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Arab Republic of Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, West Bank 
and Gaza, Republic of Yemen. 
145  World Bank. (2020). Middle East and North Africa Climate Roadmap.  
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stance, solar and wind energy could cre-
ate sustainable jobs in the development 
and management of installations of re-
newable energy. Furthermore, the region 
has the potential to adapt and mitigate cli-
mate change through sustainable mobil-
ity, more resilient and less pollutant food 
and agriculture systems, and carbon se-
questration through green and forest 
areas. Most of the NDC contributions of 
MENA countries include different scen-
arios depending on external funding. In 
addition, the adaptation measures deter-
mined in the NDCs of MENA countries in 
many cases depend on external econ-
omic support of other countries.146 

Responses to climate change in the 
MENA region require international coop-
eration and proper funding for adaptive 
measures. Blue Economy could be key to 
increase resilience in coastal areas. It 
could contribute to adapting coastal 
economies by developing more resilient 
Blue Economy sectors, increasing marine 
conservation, adapting coastal cities, and 
gathering data to measure sea level rise 
and coastal erosion. 

Cooperation and 
governance mechanisms 

Maritime and coastal activities of the 
Mediterranean countries have trans-
boundary impacts, for which cooperation 
between countries is crucial. The govern-
ance of Blue Economy activities in the 
Mediterranean is characterised by a di-
verse amount of governance structures 
and institutional frameworks, which are 
shaped into associations, international or-
ganisations and networks. This institu-
tional ecosystem can be divided into 

different levels: international, regional and 
sub-regional.147 These structures vary 
from networks and associations of vari-
ous types to international organisations 
with a focus on the Mediterranean. The 
approaches of the different organisations 
differ as well, since some of them have a 
more global and holistic approach while 
others are focused on specific sectors.  

During the last few decades, international 
cooperation and integration frameworks 
in the Mediterranean have presented a 
range of challenges. In the first place, 
political cooperation has been mostly 
based on ministerial conferences and 
parliamentary meetings, organised by 
IOGs such as the UfM or the Parliamen-
tary Assembly of the Mediterranean, or bi-
laterally by Mediterranean countries such 
as for the Summit of the Two shores 
(France, 2019) or the Forum mondial de 
la mer (Tunisia, annual).  

Moreover, cooperation has been strongly 
focused on security and migration chal-
lenges, overlooking other opportunities 
for collaboration. In the field of economy, 
several trade agreements have been 
signed and in some cases tariffs have 
been pulled apart from current free trade 
agreements. Nonetheless, there are still 
strong barriers to trade in the region, 
such as subsidies. It is remarkable that 
Euro-Mediterranean regional integration 
has not been consolidated yet.148 

Sea basins governance 
Among the many necessary areas for 
cross-border cooperation between Medi-
terranean countries, maritime spatial plan-
ning (MSP) is crucial to reach common 

146  UNFCCC. National Adaptation Plans
147  Union for the Mediterranean. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 
2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy. 
148  IEMed. (2022). 2022 Mediterranean Yearbook. 

https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/civil-society/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019-62888/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/civil-society/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019-62888/
https://forumdelamerbizerte.com/?lang=en
https://forumdelamerbizerte.com/?lang=en
https://forumdelamerbizerte.com/?lang=en
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
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strategies to balance economic and envi-
ronmental needs. According to the Euro-
pean Spatial Planning Platform,149 the 
Mediterranean Basin can be divided into 
the Western and Eastern Sea Basins of 
the Mediterranean.  

Western Mediterranean Sea 
Basin 

The Western Mediterranean Sea Basin 
includes the Mediterranean coasts of 
Spain, France and Malta, as well as the 
portion of Italian coastlines along the Tyr-
rhenian Sea and Strait of Sicily. They 
share the sea basin with Morocco and Al-
geria.150 This region has a consolidated 
touristic activity, as well as a productive 
sector of goods transport, fisheries and 
aquaculture. The main environmental 
pressures in this region are overfishing, 
biodiversity loss, waste, as well as air and 
water pollution from the industrial sector. 
Western Mediterranean Sea Basin coun-
tries have cooperated in terms of marine 
spatial planning through projects such as 
Supporting Maritime Spatial Planning in 
the Western Mediterranean Region (SIM-
WESTMED) or Areas Marinas Protegi-
das del Mediterráneo (AMPAMED) or 
through the working group (IMP-MED). 

Eastern Mediterranean Sea 
Basin 

EU countries such as Italy, Slovenia, Croa-
tia, Greece and Cyprus and non-EU coun-
tries like Albania, Montenegro, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina (with coasts on the 
Adriatic Sea), Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Is-
rael, Gaza Strip, Egypt, Libya (with coasts 
on the Aegean and/or Levantine Seas) are 
part of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea 
Basin. They share common challenges 
such as the exploitation risks of submarine 

gas and oil resources, overfishing, safety at 
sea, marine litter and environmental con-
servation, among others. Those countries 
are cooperating on Marine spatial planning 
through the EU Strategy for the Adriatic 
and Ionian Region (EUSAIR), Cross 
Border Cooperation for Marine Spatial De-
velopment (THAL-CHOR I and THAL 
CHOR II), ADRIPLAN or the Supporting 
Maritime Spatial Planning in the Eastern 
Mediterranean project (SUPREME).  

Regional 
intergovernmental 
frameworks  

Different international frameworks and 
multilateral organisations are working on 
issues that are related to the devel-
opment of a sustainable Blue Economy in 
the Mediterranean Basin.  

Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM) 

The UfM is an intergovernmental Euro-
Mediterranean organisation that brings to-
gether 16 SEMCs and the 27 countries 
from the EU with the aim of promoting and 
enhancing dialogue and cooperation in the 
Euro-Mediterranean region. The UfM 
launched after its first ministerial meeting 
on the Blue Economy in Brussels (2015). 
The 2nd UfM Ministerial Declaration on 
Blue Economy published in 2021 sets the 
establishment of a Blue Economy Working 
Group; a Mediterranean Blue Economy 
Stakeholder Platform; the initiative for the 
sustainable development of the Blue Econ-
omy in the western Mediterranean’ 
(WestMED); the BLUEMED initiative; and 
a technical assistance facility to support re-
gional policy dialogue on Integrated Mari-
time Policy.  

149  European Marine Spatial Planning Platform. (n.d.). European Sea Basins.
150  European Marine Spatial Planning Platform. (n.d.). European Sea Basins.

https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/sea-basins/west-mediterranean
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/sea-basins/west-mediterranean
https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-working-group-on-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-working-group-on-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/platform/ufm-working-group-on-blue-economy/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
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In regards to governance strategies in the 
Mediterranean, the 2021 UfM Ministerial 
Declaration on the Blue Economy high-
lights the need to reinforce dialogue, co-
ordination, partnerships among UfM 
members and other stakeholders. From 
the existing initiatives, it recognises as 
examples the WestMED and the EU-
SAIR as great cooperation initiatives for 
the Blue Economy. When it comes to in-
novation, skills, careers and employment, 
the BLUEMED initiative for blue jobs and 
growth is presented as a successful 
practice. Other initiatives to be continued 
are the Startup Europe Mediterranean 
(SEMED) initiative, the Copernicus mar-
ine service, Blue Economy clusters and 
the Mediterranean Blue Economy Stake-
holder Platform. For the sustainability of 
maritime transport and ports, ministers 
outlined the establishment of the 
WestMED Technical Group on Sustain-
able Transport and Green shipping and 
called for a greater level of investments 
towards carbon-neutrality and participa-
tion in joint projects.  

According to the OECD,151 since the 
start of the Barcelona Process, the inte-
gration among the Mediterranean coun-
tries has progressed but stays below its 
potential in terms of capacities and re-
sources. The collaboration in terms of 
trade has advanced, mostly in intermedi-
ate and final products. Nevertheless, 
there are some challenges including non-
tariff barriers, a variety of trade agree-
ments, the lack of services, trade 
regulation and inadequate transport infra-
structure, amongst others. Regarding fi-
nancial integration in the 
Euro-Mediterranean region, some of the 
sub-regions still face lower levels of finan-
cial investment. Regarding infrastructure 
connectivity, the Southern and Eastern 

regions of the Mediterranean have not 
achieved major levels of integration.  

UNEP-MAP  

The MAP of the Barcelona Convention 
system works with the Contracting 
Parties towards the goal of achieving sus-
tainable development. MAP was created 
in 1975 to become the institutional frame-
work for cooperation in marine and envi-
ronmental matters with the convention of 
the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea 
against Pollution. In order to include new 
concepts of the Rio Conference of 1992, 
Contracting Parties adopted the Conven-
tion for the Protection of the Marine En-
vironment and the Coastal Region of the 
Mediterranean (Barcelona Convention) in 
1995. 

Within the Barcelona Convention, the 
Mediterranean Commission on Sustain-
able Development (MCSD) is formed by 
40 members: 22 represent the Contract-
ing Parties and the 18 others are consti-
tuted by rotating representatives from a 
wider community. The MCDS contributed 
to the formulation and implementation of 
the Mediterranean Strategy for Sustain-
able Development (MSSD) 2016-2025 
currently under revision. The objective 
number 5 of the strategy is Transition to-
wards a green and blue economy and 
emphasis on a model based in on the Cir-
cular Economy and the decoupling of 
prosperity and the use of marine re-
sources. Moreover, the objective number 
7 consists of Improving governance in 
support of sustainable development and 
it is structured in five main pillars:  

- Enhance international dialogue and 
cooperation 

- Promote stakeholder engagement to 

151  OECD. (2021). Regional Integration in the Union for the Mediterranean: Progress Report, OECD 
Publishing.

https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/news-ministerial-meeting-blue-economy-2021/
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/what-we-do/mediterranean-strategy-sustainable-development-mssd
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/what-we-do/mediterranean-strategy-sustainable-development-mssd
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/what-we-do/mediterranean-strategy-sustainable-development-mssd
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secure inclusive processes and integ-
rity in decision-making 

- Promote implementation and com-
pliance with environmental obligations 
and agreements; policy coherence 
based on inter-ministerial coordination 

- Promote education and research 
- Enhance regional capabilities for in-
formation management 

 
The Medium-term strategy 2022-2027 of 
UNEP/MAP has developed 4 thematic 
programmes, some of them directly related 
to the Blue Economy:  

- Towards a Pollution and Litter Free 
Mediterranean Sea and Coast Em-
bracing Circular Economy  

- Towards Healthy Mediterranean Eco-
systems and Enhanced Biodiversity  

- Towards a Climate Resilient Mediter-
ranean 

- Towards the Sustainable Use of Coas-
tal and Marine Resources including 
Circular and Blue Economy 

 

Sub-regional initiatives in 
the Mediterranean 

Sub-regional organisations and frame-
works are very important to facilitate syn-
ergies and enhance coordination, 
exchange of good practices and knowl-
edge transfer. There are a large number of 
sub-regional institutions and frameworks 
with the objective of promoting sustainable 
development in the Mediterranean, 
amongst which we find structures that 
allow countries from different sub-basins in 
the Mediterranean to cooperate.  

The 5+5 Dialogue 

The 5+5 dialogue, established in 1990, is 

an intergovernmental cooperation initiat-
ive that includes five countries from the 
northern shore (Malta, Italy, France, 
Spain, Portugal) and 5 from the south-
ern shore (Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, and Libya). Through the “Com-
mitments for a new ambition in the 
Mediterranean”, signed in 2019 at the 
“Summit of the Two Shores, Mediterra-
nean Forum’’, the countries concreted 
their ambitions into projects and pro-
vided a collective response to shared 
challenges in the Mediterranean. A key 
component of the 5+5 Dialogue are the 
series of Ministerial Conferences of Min-
isters of Foreign Affairs. The forum has 
expanded its themes of work towards 
renewable energies, transport, environ-
ment, tourism, water issues, and the 
Blue Economy.  

Arab Maghreb Union 

The Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) is a co-
operation initiative based on the Marra-
kesh Treaty of 1989, among the 
countries that make up the Maghreb re-
gion: Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Mo-
rocco and Tunisia. These countries are 
also the southern members of the 5+5 
dialogue. Its main objectives are to en-
hance cooperation, support the devel-
opment of common policy and its 
coordination, common economic devel-
opment and political stability in the 
areas.  

EU strategy for the Adriatic 
and Ionian region (EUSAIR)152 

The EU developed the EU strategy for 
the Adriatic and Ionian region (EUSAIR) 
that involves five Western Balkan coun-
tries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Ser-

152  Communication from the European Commission on the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region, 
COM(2014)357

https://www.unep.org/unepmap/what-we-do
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-1_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-1_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-1_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-1_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-1_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-2_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-2_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-2_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-3_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-3_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-4_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-4_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-4_eng.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38371/UNEPMAP_MTS_2022-2027_05-4_eng.pdf
https://medthink5plus5.org/en/the-dialogue-55/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/civil-society/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019-62888/article/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/civil-society/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019-62888/article/summit-of-the-two-shores-mediterranean-forum-23-and-24-june-2019
https://maghrebarabe.org/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/
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bia) and four EU countries (Croatia, 
Greece, Italy, Slovenia). Some of the ob-
jectives of the initiative are developing a 
Blue Growth and sustainable tourism, 
connectivity and environmental quality.  

Western Mediterranean 
(WestMED) initiative153  

The WestMED initiative was initiated in 
2017 by five EU member states 
(France, Italy, Portugal, Spain and 
Malta), and five southern partner coun-
tries (Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Mo-
rocco and Tunisia). Their main goals are 
to increase marine safety and security, 
promote sustainable jobs and growth 
related to the Blue Economy and pre-
serve the Mediterranean biodiversity 
and ecosystems.154 Its Sea Basin Strat-
egies Assistance Mechanism offers 
technical assistance to the Atlantic 
Ocean, Black Sea, and the Western 
Mediterranean.  

The last assessment of the WestMED 
initiative155 (see annex) shows that the 
initiative has been a useful intergovern-
mental platform to support the devel-
opment of a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the Mediterranean. The main ident-
ified strengths of the initiative are dia-
logue and soft diplomacy; cooperation 
and partnerships; project support; 
knowledge sharing; technical working 
groups and alliances and broader Medi-
terranean cooperation. However, vari-
ous aspects of the initiative could be 
further improved such as the platform’s 
visibility and applying more adequate in-
dicators to measure advancements and 
progress. 

Other initiatives, 
programmes and 
partnerships 

MED 2050 

This Med2050 project, coordinated by 
Plan Bleu, has the objective to co-create 
realistic transition paths and action plans 
towards sustainable development in the 
Mediterranean. It addresses the long-
term issues on climate change as well as 
ecosystems, economy and social poss-
ible ruptures and their consequences. It 
aims to define a roadmap based on a 
prospective data analysis, comparing and 
sharing different visions for the Mediter-
ranean of 2050, designing future scen-
arios and co-developing transition paths.  

Blue Med Initiative 

The Blue Med Initiative was jointly devel-
oped by Cyprus, Croatia, France, 
Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Slovenia, 
and Spain and facilitated with the support 
of the EC in 2014. It was afterwards 
adopted by the UfM. It consists of a politi-
cal initiative that aims to promote Euro-
Mediterranean relations and advance in 
reaching a common vision for the Medi-
terranean Sea and increasing its resil-
ience while promoting social well-being 
and economic development. 

Bologna Charter 

The Bologna Charter is the European 
Regions Charter for coastal protection 
and for the promotion of a network of a 
European Interregional Observatory for 

153  Communication from the European Commission on WestMED, COM(2017)183.  
154  UfM. (April, 2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 
155  European Commission. (2023). Report of the European Commission on the implementation of the 
Western Mediterranean initiative. 

https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/the-eu-sea-basin-strategies-for-the-western-mediterranean-atlantic-and-black-sea-have-joined-forces/https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/the-eu-sea-basin-strategies-for-the-western-mediterranean-atlantic-and-black-sea-have-joined-forces/
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https://med2050.org/en/med-2050-project
https://med2050.org/fr
https://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/bluemed-platforms/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/
http://www.bolognacharter.eu/
http://www.bolognacharter.eu/
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the defence of Mediterranean coasts. Its 
objective is to strengthen the role of 
coastal administrations in the areas of 
coastal protection, integrated manage-
ment of coastal and marine systems and 
adaptation to climate change. 28 admin-
istration or territorial bodies have al-
ready joined the Bologna Charter. 

Blue Mediterranean 
Partnership 

The EBRD, the EIB and the UfM launched 
the Blue Mediterranean Partnership at the 
COP27 climate change conference in 
Sharm el-Sheikh. It intends to support the 
development of a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy in the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood 
countries in the Mediterranean and to 
mobilise finance to support policy reforms 
and Blue Economy projects, firstly in Egypt, 
Jordan and Morocco.  

SwitchMed initiative  

The SwitchMed initiative is an EU funded 
programme to achieve a Circular Econ-
omy in the Southern Mediterranean 
through a transition in production and 
consumption. SwitchMed initiative pro-
vides Circular and Blue Economy tools 
and services for the private sector and fa-
cilitates exchange of information and pol-
icy development.  

EU Interreg EURO-MED 
Programme 

The Governance Axis of the Interreg 
EURO-MED Programme funded by 
the EU consists of a platform of gov-
ernance that aims to strengthen multi-
lateral coordination to respond to 
common challenges in the Mediterra-
nean. The Euro-Med approach to gov-
ernance as a dialogue-based 
governance approach could be rep-
licated to support a better governance 
of the Mediterranean.   

ARLEM (Euro-Mediterranean 
Regional and Local 
Assembly) 

This initiative, started in 2010, was pro-
moted by the European Committee of the 
Regions. It consists of an Assembly of 
local and regional representatives from 
the EU and its partners in the Mediterra-
nean for political dialogue and inter-
regional cooperation.  

Conference of Peripheral 
Maritime Regions 

The Mediterranean Commission of the 
Conference of Peripheral Maritime Re-
gions (CPMR) is formed by sub-national 
levels of nine EU countries and others, 
which are Albania, Cyprus, France, 
Greece, Italy, Malta, Morocco, Spain and 
Tunisia. This commission is focused on 
Euro-Mediterranean dialogue and coop-
eration between territories.  

Knowledge exchange 
platforms 

The main Blue Economy platforms in the 
Mediterranean are key for the devel-
opment of a collaborative approach of 
the Blue Economy in the Mediterranean.  

Blue Economy Stakeholder 
Platform 

The Blue Economy Stakeholder Plat-
form (MedBESP) is an initiative of the 
UfM that consists of a regional network-
ing platform for knowledge and experi-
ence sharing in the development of the 
Blue Economy at regional and national 
level.  

European Maritime Spatial 
Planning Platform  

The European Maritime Spatial Planning 
Platform is the technical support mech-

https://www.eib.org/en/press/all/2022-467-ebrd-the-eib-and-the-ufm-with-the-political-support-from-the-european-commission-to-set-up-a-new-blue-mediterranean-partnership
https://switchmed.eu/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/project/euro-med-governance-2021-2027/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/project/euro-med-governance-2021-2027/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/project/euro-med-governance-2021-2027/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/project/euro-med-governance-2021-2027/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/project/euro-med-governance-2021-2027/
https://cpmr-intermed.org/
https://cpmr-intermed.org/
https://cpmr-intermed.org/
https://cpmr-intermed.org/
https://cpmr-intermed.org/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/about/blue-economy/
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/about/blue-economy/
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/
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anism provided by the EC for the imple-
mentation of MSP in EU countries, with 
a specific section for Mediterranean EU 
countries.   

Key learnings 

The Mediterranean Basin has several 
governance structures and frameworks 
that are contributing to some specific as-
pects of the Blue Economy at different 
geographical and sectoral levels. How-
ever, achieving cross-sectoral and inter-
organisational coordination is important 
to maximise the potential of the existing 
initiatives that are sometimes diverging or 
competing. Hence, searching for greater 
synergies and complementarities among 
the current organisations operating in the 
Mediterranean is essential for the devel-
opment of the sustainable Blue Economy.  

Sub-regional cooperation is highly devel-
oped in the West and Adriatic and Ionian 
Regions, but not in the Eastern regions of 
the Mediterranean.156 There is still much 
room for the development of sub-regional 
mechanisms of Blue Economy cooper-
ation in the Eastern area of the Mediter-
ranean Sea. For instance, both the 
WestMED and EUSAIR include strat-
egies cooperation frameworks that allow 
the collaboration of both regional and na-
tional authorities in the field of the Blue 
Economy. In contrast, common Blue 
Economy governance structures in the 

Eastern Mediterranean are still missing, 
which obstructs the transnational coor-
dination of Blue Economy stakeholders. 

The identification of replicable practices 
and successful examples of cooperation 
in the Mediterranean can be valuable to 
develop more effective systems. In this re-
gard, the UfM157 identified WestMED and 
EUSAIR initiatives as successful 
examples of coordination towards the 
achievement of a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy. Some key elements identified in 
these initiatives are the establishment of 
Technical Groups dedicated to specific 
areas of work and their geographical 
scope, which allows them to focus on a 
specific part of the Mediterranean and to 
better coordinate the joint work. UfM min-
isters also recognised the value of the 
Euro-Mediterranean Regional and Local 
Assembly (ARLEM ), the Conference of 
Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR) 
Mediterranean Commission and the net-
work of Mediterranean local governments 
(MEDCITIES) to foster the engagement of 
local authorities in the development of the 
Blue Economy. UNEP/MAP is also a rel-
evant institutional framework to discuss the 
environmental issues related to the protec-
tion of the Mediterranean Sea and coastal 
areas, and develop a common regional ap-
proach towards the Blue Economy devel-
opment through the Mediterranean 
Strategy for Sustainable Development 
(MSSD). 

156 UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 
157 UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 

https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/sea-basins/west-mediterranean
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This chapter resumes the main policy 
challenges identified during the previous 
analysis that need to be addressed in 
order to effectively foster a sustainable 
Blue Economy in the Mediterranean re-
gion. It also reviews the opportunities that 
arise from implementing greater sustain-
ability in the Blue Economy sectors. 

Challenges 

Common definitions and 
shared understanding 

Currently there are various terminologies 
to refer to the economic activities in coas-
tal and marine ecosystems that are not 
consistent and coherent. Traditionally, the 
Blue Economy has relied on the focus of 
economic growth as its main driver, over 
social equity and environmental sustain-
ability. The lack of consensus on a clear 
definition of sustainable Blue Economy in 
policies and academia causes problems 
of implementation as the term can be 
(and is) understood differently by the dif-
ferent actors or countries. An inter-
nationally accepted definition of what 
constitutes the (sustainable) Blue Econ-
omy is needed to set a common path for 
the development of sustainable Blue 
Economy activities in the Mediterranean. 
Still, the problem is not only semantic, but 
requires identifying the “core” principles 
of the Blue Economy and shared com-
mon guidelines for implementation. 
Thematic regional and sub-regional dia-
logues, driven by existing political, envi-
ronmental or economic fora (UfM, 5+5, 
WestMed, MCSD, etc.), would help set 
a common path towards sustainable Blue 
Economy activities and agreed perform-
ance indicators. 

Skills and labour gaps 

Many sectors in the Blue Economy have 
difficulties finding adequately qualified 
and skilled professionals, which hampers 

their growth, and are also facing the so-
called “brain drain”. It is crucial to match 
education provision and labour market 
needs, promote upskilling and reskilling 
schemes (specially in SMEs), improve 
communication and cooperation between 
education and industry; foster the attract-
iveness and awareness of career oppor-
tunities in the Blue Economy, and improve 
the ocean literacy culture. Hence, the 
public budget dedicated to “Blue voca-
tional training” should be increased ad-
equately, with the support and 
involvement of (private and public) Blue 
Economy actors (shipping companies, 
ports, local or regional authorities, etc.) 
that have the financial capacity and la-
bour needs to co-design and co-finance 
those blue training programmes. 

Knowledge production and 
monitoring schemes 

The lack of knowledge and monitoring 
tools on the use of marine resources 
hinders the development of a sustainable 
Blue Economy, creates uncertainties and 
deters public or private investment. For 
instance, marine living resources are 
often poorly monitored in countries that 
lack research capacity, and therefore are 
not valued properly. Knowledge plat-
forms, data and predictive analytics are 
therefore basic tools to design the ad-
equate policies and strategic planning 
and to identify the best indicators to de-
velop the maritime sectors. Countries 
need to collect, integrate and maintain 
data to monitor the biophysical character-
istics of their coastal ecosystems and 
correctly assess the value of their marine 
resources, but also be aware of synergies 
and trade-offs between Blue Economy 
sectors. They should also develop and in-
tegrate sustainability indicators to inform 
stakeholders on externalities and ensure 
efficient and environmentally-friendly Blue 
Economy activities. Marine and coastal 
spatial planning, digital mapping and sur-
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veillance schemes are useful tools to de-
velop a sustainable Blue Economy. En-
hanced cooperation, joint research 
projects and knowledge sharing can also 
alleviate the knowledge gap between 
countries. 

Gender barriers 

The Blue Economy in the Mediterranean 
presents big opportunity gaps between 
women and men. Women tend to be the 
lowest paid and skilled, are underrepre-
sented in management positions and 
usually face more difficulties than men to 
access jobs. Several sectors of the Blue 
Economy are still considered male-domi-
nated sectors, and gender is strongly in-
fluenced by national cultural frameworks. 
In addition, data on the distribution and 
roles of women across the Blue Economy 
is limited and not sufficiently docu-
mented. Still, there are growing gender-
sensitive strategies and initiatives in place 
to tackle the gender gap, like the EU pro-
jects WINBLUE and WINBIG on women 
and the Blue Economy. And the UfM 
identifies policies that address this gap 
by focusing on skills and leadership train-
ing, participation, access to technology, 
gender-sensitive legal and macroecon-
omic policies, and financial and oper-
ational support of grassroots women’s 
organisations. 

National strategies 
and policy coherence 

Many Mediterranean countries have na-
tional strategies for sustainable devel-
opment, but in some countries these 
strategies are incomplete or outdated and 
they lack clear objectives, indicators to 
measure progress, appropriate budget for 
implementation, and are not widely com-

municated to all citizens.158 At a national 
level, limited policy integration (e.g., tourism 
and environmental policies) and insufficient 
collaboration among actors can lead to 
conflicting policies and strategies. In this 
regard, the development and implementa-
tion of national Blue Economy strategies 
aligned with the core principle of a sustain-
able Blue Economy are key to devise clear 
roadmaps against unambiguous perform-
ance indicators. There are already national 
Blue Economy strategies that may provide 
lessons learnt and could be replicated in 
other countries. 

Governance improvement  

Regional dialogue is key to enhancing the 
Blue Economy as it strengthens the de-
sign and implementation of public pol-
icies, provides enabling regulatory 
frameworks, allows the exchange of suc-
cessful strategies and best practices, and 
ensures a vision based on common ob-
jectives, beneficial to all the parties in-
volved. Also, joint international Blue 
Economy projects allow capacity devel-
opment and the necessary involvement of 
the private sector and coastal commu-
nities across the region. But during the 
last decades, international cooperation 
and integration frameworks in the Medi-
terranean have been mostly based on 
political cycles, so there is still a need to 
reinforce dialogue, coordination and stra-
tegic partnerships between Mediterra-
nean countries as well as enabling 
public-private collaboration schemes, in-
vestment and innovation. Certainly, the 
lack of stable governance structures 
hinders the adoption of a sustainable 
Blue Economy. Emerging sectors also 
bring new actors to the table, which 
poses a challenge in terms of readapting 
existing governance mechanisms.  

158  Fosse J, Petrick K. et al. (2016). Towards a Green Economy in the Mediterranean. eco-union, MIO-
ECSDE, GEC.
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Regional cooperation 

Current regional cooperation schemes 
are not dynamic and coherent enough to 
keep the pace of innovation in the Blue 
Economy sectors. There is a lack of trans-
national projects and specific regulatory 
frameworks on Blue Economy sectors, 
especially in the southern region of the 
Mediterranean, which could be fostered 
more strongly by the UfM. For example, 
sub-regional tourism cooperation initiat-
ives are mostly concentrated in the north-
west of the Mediterranean. The marine 
renewable energies sector is not suffi-
ciently consolidated across the region, 
while the EU holds the majority of pro-
jects and regional frameworks in this sec-
tor. As for aquaculture activities, there is 
a need to build a governance framework 
in the southern shore of the Mediterra-
nean to trigger and make the most of the 
transfer of innovative techniques applied 
in the north, especially for off-shore aqua-
culture.159 

Climate change adaptation 
and resilience 

The Mediterranean Blue Economy is very 
vulnerable to climate change, so the re-
gion needs to implement policies to ad-
dress current and expected impacts like 
weather extremes, natural disasters and 
sea-level rise, among others. Adaptation 
policies for sea and coastal areas are well 
covered in literature, ranging from build-
ing and strengthening infrastructure that 
better withstands extreme weather con-
ditions, early-warning systems, insurance 
mechanisms or protection for natural eco-
systems. For this adaptation to be suc-
cessful, it needs to be multi-stakeholder 
(with engagement of the public and pri-
vate sectors, civil society and other rel-
evant stakeholders) and multi-level 

(international, national, sub-national and 
local), and gain consensus on the plan-
ning approach and the measures to im-
plement.  

It also needs an effective production and 
transfer of knowledge because adaptive 
measures may well be implemented 
across various regions and sectors ac-
cording to a cost-benefits analysis. Adap-
tation action should be country-driven 
through national adaptation plans as a re-
sult of a participatory, gender-responsive 
and transparent process, considering vul-
nerable groups, communities and eco-
systems, and based on best available 
science and also traditional knowledge 
(indigenous and local practices). This is 
key to ensure the sustainability and future 
of the Blue Economy, and SEMCs will 
need support to adequately adapt to the 
impact of climate change, which can 
come through funding, capacity-building, 
cooperation and technology transfer. 

Awareness and 
capacity-building 

SMEs, industry and private investors 
often prioritise short-term gains and, 
therefore, an overexploitation of marine 
resources, over long-term sustainability. 
They do not always see clearly the bene-
fits of a sustainable Blue Economy. Public 
policy and legally-binding mechanisms 
have created the framework for an orderly 
development of a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy, but it is important as well to estab-
lish common standards to motivate 
businesses to adopt blue investment prin-
ciples. Even though there is a favourable 
trend towards sustainability, more aware-
ness and understanding of sustainable 
practices is needed to overcome limited 
access to information tailored to their 
sector and context. If stakeholders do not 

159  FAO (2022). The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2022.
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understand which solutions can be 
adopted and how to implement them, they 
will be reluctant to shift towards sustain-
ability and this could hinder the transition. 
For example, further collaboration between 
industry and academia can facilitate the 
application of innovative techniques in pro-
ductive processes. 

Financial gaps 

Countries in the southern region face more 
difficulties in terms of access, capacity and 
awareness than their northern neighbours, 
where the funding tends to concentrate.160 
For this reason, international climate and 
water finance represents a substantial op-
portunity for fostering the development of 
a sustainable Blue Economy in the Medi-
terranean region. In the year 2019, inter-
national climate finance commitments 
amounted to 9.1 billion, equivalent to 11% 
of global financial flow. Of this total, bilat-
eral finance accounted for 37%, while 
multilateral climate funds only made a 2% 
contribution.161 While climate commit-
ments offer a great opportunity for enhanc-
ing a blue sustainable economy, it must be 
complemented by the private sector. Cur-
rently, the private sector’s involvement re-
mains limited, and deficiencies in 
monitoring mechanisms hinder govern-
ments from making informed decisions 
when financing climate projects.162 There-
fore, it is imperative to boost regional co-
operation while also encouraging the use 
of new economic instruments to leverage 
environmental protection. Some examples 
of innovative financial tools are the BlueIn-
vest initiative from the EC and the EIF, 
which has directed funding to southern 

countries, and the mobilisation of private 
capital through blue bonds. Financial insti-
tutions should explore new funding mech-
anisms and pilot actions to assess their 
feasibility and determine which are better 
suited for the region.  

Green (and blue) fiscal policy  

It is evident that fiscal policies have signifi-
cant potential for levelling the playing field 
between linear and circular business 
models by pricing in environmental exter-
nalities. The existing linear economy model 
does not include negative social and envi-
ronmental externalities in cost-benefit 
analysis, implying that damaging products 
remain price competitive. Hence, green 
and blue fiscal policy represents a key in-
strument in complementing regulatory ef-
forts by bridging the difference between 
standard pricing and the actual cost of 
products, thereby stimulating greater de-
mand and supply for sustainable, circular 
solutions.163 One measure that has already 
been experimented with in some European 
countries, and could be further expanded, 
is the adoption of life-cycle costing. In ad-
dition to purchase price and operating 
costs, life-cycle costing takes into account 
true pricing related to environmental exter-
nalities, provided they can be monetised 
and monitored, as well as costs associated 
with end-of-life disposal.164 

Additionally, to bridge financial gaps 
among (and within) Mediterranean coun-
tries and promote effective functioning 
markets for a sustainable Blue Economy, it 
is imperative to establish robust economic 
and coherent fiscal incentives. Fiscal pol-

160  UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy.
161  UfM. (n.d.). Climate Finance. 
162  UfM. (2018). Climate Finance flows in the SEMed region in 2018.
163  World Bank. (2022). Squaring the circle: Policies from Europe’s Circular Economy Transition. 
164  World Bank. (2022). Squaring the circle: Policies from Europe’s Circular Economy Transition. 

https://maritime-forum.ec.europa.eu/en/frontpage/1451
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icies have to complement policy cohesion 
efforts, creating a business and market en-
vironment conducive to a sustainable Blue 
Economy. Green (and blue) fiscal reforms 
can realign economic incentives away from 
traditional linear models and towards cir-
cular principles.165 In the transition to a blue 
circular economy, initial steps should in-
volve fiscal reforms that leverage existing 
tax expenditure measures, such as tax 
benefits, exemptions, deductions, and 
allowances within major taxes like VAT and 
corporate tax. These measures have been 
predominantly used for non-environmental 
purposes, but there is an opportunity to re-
purpose them to support circular activities 
and greener business models.166 This 
transformation entails strengthening taxes 
on raw materials and on waste manage-
ment, encouraging the substitution of raw 
materials with secondary and recycled 
products, which are often more expensive. 
Furthermore, a reconsideration of Value 
Added Tax (VAT) reductions could be 
undertaken to prioritise greener business 
models over linear ones. This adjustment 
would involve lowering taxes on reused 
and recycled materials, aligning fiscal pol-
icies with sustainability objectives. These 
measures should be complemented with 
the elimination of fossil fuel subsidies, both 
direct and indirect, which, despite growing 
efforts, are still prevalent in the region.167 

Opportunities 

Digitalisation and 
Circular Economy 

In many ocean sectors, digitalisation is 
taking place at a rapid pace, especially 
since COVID-19, which will demand new 

technical and soft skills to manage digital 
initiatives and changes (e.g., consumers 
are expected to be more demanding with 
sustainability in tourism choices, includ-
ing ecotourism in marine and coastal eco-
systems). There is more willingness today 
to invest in emerging digital technologies 
and innovative solutions, for which the ac-
quisition of specific skills is essential. 
Technology and digitalisation will enable 
circular economy practices so as to 
achieve greater efficiency and reduce 
risks in many sectors. For example, digital 
tools such as monitoring, ecosystem 
modelling and predictive analytics can 
serve as a means to optimise fishing op-
erations. Moreover, the concept of a cir-
cular economy is gaining attention from 
both the public and the private sectors, 
like in the case of eco-design of products, 
reparation and reuse of materials (for fish-
ing nets) and the creation of value from 
waste (bioproducts from seafood waste, 
biogas production from fish waste, etc.). 

COVID-19 Recovery plans 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the 
sensitivity of many sectors, which raised 
concerns about the need for more resil-
ient economies to external factors, like 
overdependence from third countries, cli-
mate change impacts and the ecological 
crisis. The national recovery plans post 
COVID-19 have promoted the integration 
of environmental and social sustainability 
across sectors, with large amounts of 
subsidies and loans granted to support 
sustainable economic development, and 
the general perception is that there is a 
necessity to incorporate environmental 
sustainability and climate action in the re-

165  World Bank. (2022). Squaring the circle: Policies from Europe’s Circular Economy Transition. 
166  Vence, X.; López Pérez, S.J.L. (2021). Taxation for a Circular Economy: New Instruments, Reforms, and 
Architectural Changes in the Fiscal System. Sustainability 13, no. 8. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13084581 
167  World Bank. (2022). Green Fiscal Reforms: Part two of Strengthening Inclusion and Facilitating the 
Green Transition. 

https://doughnuteconomics.org/
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covery strategies of business models. 
With government investment in recovery 
from the pandemic, there are unpreced-
ented opportunities and conditions for 
change in terms of funding availability, ad-
vantageous legal frameworks and facili-
tating policies for sustainability.168 

New governance mechanisms 

Effective governance is essential to pro-
mote a sustainable Blue Economy, with 
adequate inclusion and empowerment of 
Blue Economy stakeholders to create 
ownership and, through the allocation of 
resources and funding, increase their 
commitment and engagement to sustain-
ability. Stronger public-private cooper-
ation will encourage investments, and 
innovations facilitated by the digital and 
ecological transition. Multi-stakeholders 
and multi-level collaborations will also 
help to address governance gaps and ex-
pand the role of local communities and 
civil society actors through citizen en-
gagement and participatory democracy. 
Moreover, there are growing efforts to link 
academia and industry so that innova-
tions are applied in a pre or fully industrial 
environment: companies benefit from 
forefront academic innovations, while re-
searchers have access to funding oppor-
tunities. For example, Blue Economy 
clusters are an opportunity to establish 
mechanisms of dialogue and cooperation 
within the private sector (and with the 
public actors) to promote a sustainable 
Blue Economy. 

Blue job creation 

Nowadays, the main employers of the 
Blue Economy in the Mediterranean are 
tourism and fisheries, but job opportun-

ities are also rising in sectors like blue 
biotechnology, green transport and port 
activities, fish processing, marine aqua-
culture, desalination and offshore renew-
able energy and hydrogen generation, 
and research and infrastructure (submar-
ine cables, robotics). There is great po-
tential for employment in these sectors, 
which will experience significant growth 
in the following decades across the Medi-
terranean, and governments, universities 
and the private sector should put in place 
policies to adequately harness this career 
creation, such as financial incentives, in-
novative educational plans, and reskilling 
and upskilling mechanisms. 

Climate and ecological 
transition 

The road to net zero emissions has a po-
tential to bring about many opportunities 
across sectors in the Blue Economy. 
Adaptation and transformation towards 
sustainable patterns will make maritime 
sectors more resilient, will create new 
jobs and help protect natural eco-
systems. Sectors like maintenance activ-
ities and construction works in ports can 
be decarbonised by using renewable 
energy, off-grid storage to power tools 
and switching from diesel-powered ma-
chinery to electrified options. Sustainable 
tourism has the capacity to stimulate new 
high quality economic opportunities, cre-
ate jobs and support the local commu-
nities that rely on the tourism industry, 
restore natural environment and promote 
the conservation of cultural heritages.169 
Marine aquaculture and fisheries, if man-
aged in a sustainable way, have the po-
tential to contribute to food security in the 
region while being a low-impact source 
of proteins. 

168  eco-union (2021). Towards a Green and inclusive Recovery.
169  Balestracci, G., Sciacca, A. (2023). Towards Sustainable Blue Tourism: Trends, Challenges and 
Policy Pathways. Blue Tourism Initiative.
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Shift in market demand 

Consumers are increasingly worried 
about the sustainability of the products 
that they purchase.170 This is a crucial in-
centive for the industry to adopt sustain-
able practices and change their 
business models. A greater number of 
investors are looking for opportunities 
that support positive social and environ-
mental impacts. The shift in market de-
mand is a powerful tool to promote 
sustainable practices, but businesses 
face high costs when they seek to im-
plement these (e.g., installing renewable 
energy sources or upgrading facilities to 
be more environmentally friendly).171 
They usually lack resources for such in-
vestments and/or qualified personnel, 
so it is important that public agencies 
help them identify opportunities for sus-
tainable and innovative financing in 
order to bring about change and miti-
gate transition costs. 

Solidarity and Social 
Economy 

The integration of the principles of the 
Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) in 
the Blue Economy sectors offers an 
emerging framework for the Sustainable 
Blue Economy.172 Usually working for 
and with local communities, the SSE 
aims to transform the society by inte-
grating social and environmental criteria 
into its values, organisation and activ-
ities.173 Often counter-cyclical in nature, 
it prevails as an alternative for tackling 
the economic, ecological, technological 
and demographic changes that threaten 
to reduce opportunities for decent 

work174. At the conjunction of Social and 
Blue Economy, the Blue Solidarity Econ-
omy (BSE) pursues a comprehensive, 
intelligent, and sustainable use of mar-
ine and coastal resources through the 
principles of the SSE. The BSE can 
thus become the backbone for a sus-
tainable, social, solidarity, inclusive and 
ecological Blue Economy in the Medi-
terranean in a variety of sectors (fisher-
ies, tourism, transport, etc). 

Conclusions 

It becomes evident that the path to 
achieving a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the Mediterranean region is marked 
by a dual landscape of challenges and 
opportunities. Challenges encompass 
the urgent need for a shared definition 
of a sustainable Blue Economy, ad-
dressing skills gaps and labour short-
ages, and the imperative to enhance 
knowledge and monitoring capabilities 
to inform decision-making. Simulta-
neously, tackling gender disparities, en-
suring coherent national policies, 
strengthening governance structures, 
and promoting regional cooperation 
must be central priorities on policy 
agendas. 

Within these challenges lie significant 
opportunities too. The integration of the 
principles of the circular economy and 
the Social and Blue Economy into the 
Blue Economy, coupled with the on-
going digital revolution, holds great po-
tential to enhance the sustainability of 
blue economic activities. Similarly, the 
post-COVID-19 recovery plans and new 
governance mechanisms can potentially 

170  The Economist (2021). An Eco-wakening: Measuring global awareness, engagement and action for nature
171  Rashed, Shah (2020). The role of private sector in the implementation of sustainable development goals
172  Eco-union (2020). Blue Solidarity Economy in Catalonia, Europe and the Mediterranean.
173  United Nations (2014). Social and Solidarity Economy and the Challenge of Sustainable Development
174   Borzaga, C., Salvatori, G., & Bodini, R (2019). Social and Solidarity Economy and the Future of Work

https://seas-at-risk.org/events/beyond-growth-conference-the-blue-doughnut-a-framework-for-a-well-being-ocean-economy-beyond-growth/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340672586_The_role_of_private_sector_in_the_implementation_of_sustainable_development_goals
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374788
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/2014248-DESA-Oceans_Sustainable_final-WEB.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/blue-economy.html
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embed sustainability in Mediterranean 
countries’ economic strategies, foster-
ing innovation and job creation as a re-
sult. Finally, a pivotal role in this process 
is also played by the growing aware-
ness of ecological risks due to climate 
change and the shifting market prefer-
ences towards sustainable production 
processes among consumers.  

In conclusion, the outlined challenges 
and opportunities underscore the vital im-
portance of coordinated efforts and col-
laboration among governments, private 
sector entities, and civil society. Con-
sequently, a multi-level and multi-stake-
holder approach is imperative to unlock 
the full potential of a sustainable Blue 
Economy in the Mediterranean region.  
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• Blue Solidarity Economy: https://www.ecounion.eu/portfolio/economia-blava-
solidaria-ebs/ 

• World Bank Problue: https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/problue 

• ICZM platform: https://iczmplatform.org/ 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13084581
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13084581
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13084581
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/dd039c18cba523a1d7f09a61e64a42fa-0080012022/original/EURER7-GFR-web-version.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/dd039c18cba523a1d7f09a61e64a42fa-0080012022/original/EURER7-GFR-web-version.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/mena-blue-program/overview
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/6f868d4a875db3ef23ef1dc747fcf2ca-0280012022/original/MENA-Roadmap-Final-01-20.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/05/23/world-bank-support-for-the-development-of-morocco-s-blue-economy
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/05/23/world-bank-support-for-the-development-of-morocco-s-blue-economy
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/05/23/world-bank-support-for-the-development-of-morocco-s-blue-economy
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eca/publication/squaring-circle-europe-circular-economy-transition
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eca/publication/squaring-circle-europe-circular-economy-transition
http://hdl.handle.net/10986/26843
http://hdl.handle.net/10986/26843
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/reviving_mediterranean_sea_economy_full_rep_lowres.pdf
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/reviving_mediterranean_sea_economy_full_rep_lowres.pdf
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/reviving_mediterranean_sea_economy_full_rep_lowres.pdf
https://greeneconomytracker.org/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/blue-community-resources/
http://www.bluemed-initiative.eu/blue-community-resources/
https://oceanhealthindex.org
https://www.uneca.org/blue-economy
https://www.prog-ocean.org/marine-regions-forum/
https://www.ecounion.eu/portfolio/economia-blava-solidaria-ebs/
https://www.ecounion.eu/portfolio/economia-blava-solidaria-ebs/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/problue
https://iczmplatform.org/
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• UNEP/MAP: https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/barcelona-conven-
tion-and-protocols 

• State of Environment & Development: https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-
of-environment-and-development-in-mediterranean 

• MedECC: https://www.medecc.org/ 

https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/barcelona-convention-and-protocols
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/barcelona-convention-and-protocols
https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/
https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/
https://www.medecc.org/
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Blue economy financing mechanisms175 
• UN Environment Programme Finance Initiative (UNEP-FI): Sustainable Blue 

Economy Finance Initiative 

• INTERREG EURO MED programme 2021-27: strong focus on the Circular 
Economy, enhancing biodiversity and reducing pollution. 

• The Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument 
(NDICI): EU financing instrument aimed to support such renewed regional part-
nership, amongst other funds. 

• European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) 

• The Joint Programming Initiative Healthy and Productive Seas and Oceans (JPI 
Oceans) 

• Horizon Europe,352 

• The SwitchMed359 initiative  

• The new LIFE Programme 

• The Switchers Fund 

• UfM´s smaller grants 

• Traditional funding streams (such as grants and loans)  

• Innovative financial instruments (blue bonds, equity, guarantees, etc.). 

• The World Bank Group (WBG): PROBLUE 

• Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) 

• The EU BlueInvest 

• The European Investment Fund (EIF) 

• Global Environment Facility (GEF) 

• R20 Regions for Climate Action (Sub-national Climate Fund Initiative) 

 

Others 

• Environmental Fund for Mediterranean Marine Protected Areas (MedFund) 

• Women in the Blue Economy (European Commission) 

• Black Sea Cross Border Cooperation 

• Blue Sustainable Ocean Strategy 

• BLUEBIO COFUND 

175  https://medblueconomyplatform.org/funding-blue-economy/ 

https://www.undp.org/publications/action-brief-ocean-opportunities-how-blue-economy-can-transform-sustainable-development-small-islands-developing-states


Policy Report

A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways100

• BlueCrowdMED 

• BlueInvest 

• BLUEMED Call for Start up Actions 

• Civil Society Facility South 

• COSME: Europe’s programme for small and medium-sized enterprises 

• Creative Europe 

• Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund 

• Cross Border Cooperation within the European Neighbourhood Instrument - 
Mediterranean Sea Basin Programme 2014-2020 

• EASME - Executive Agency for SMEs 

• Erasmus + programme 

• European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations 

• European Commission Blue Economy Window 2020 

• European Commission - Annual work programme for grants and procurement 

• European Investment Bank (EIB) and European Investment Fund (EIF) 

• European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) 

• Fonds Français pour l’Environnement Mondial (FFEM) 

• Galatea Blue Growth Accelerator 

• Global Environment Facility - Small Grants Programme (GEF SGP) 

• Horizon 2020 

• Horizon Europe - Cluster 6 

• Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA) 

• Interreg Adriatic-Ionian, Interreg Balkian Mediterranean, Interreg Greece-Italy, 
Interreg IPA CBC Greece-Albania, Interreg Italy-Croatia, Interreg Italy-Malta, 
Interreg Marittimo- IT FR-Maritime, Interreg Mediterranean, Interreg SUDOE 

• LIFE Programme 

• Mava Foundation 

• MedFund 

• MedPAN 

• Prince Albert II Monaco Foundation 

• Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency - SIDA 

• The SwitchersFund 



101A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways

• United Nations’ Sustainable Blue Finance Initiative 

• World Wide Fund For Nature 

 

Relevant Blue Economy initiatives 

• Networks and communities 

• Blue Growth Community 

• Blue Med Community Portal 

• Interreg Med - The Biodiversity Protection Knowledge Platform  

• MED Sustainable Tourism Community 

• PANORAMED Governance Platform 

• UN Mediterranean knowledge platform - INFO RAC 

 

MED CITIES 

Network of local governments with the objective of representing the voice of citizens 
by their local authorities. Its main four fields of activity are the following: development 
and implementation of projects, building expertise through knowledge exchange, 
multilateral cooperation between municipalities and political participation in regional 
and international processes.  

 

Maritime clusters 

• Bulgaria: Marine Cluster Bulgaria 

• Croatia: Intermodal Transport Cluster 

• Italy: Distretto della pesca COSVAP, Maritime Technology Cluster, Italian Mari-
time Cluster, Blue Italian Growth, Assoittica Italia 

• France: Pôles Mer Provence Alpes- Côtes d’Azur (PACA, Sud), Pôles ‘Mer Bre-
tagne’ (ouest) 

• Malta: Malta Marittima 

• Morocco: Agadir Haliopole, Cluster industriel pour les services environnemen-
taux (CISE), L’Association Professionnelle des Agents Maritimes 

• Romania: Union of Romanian Inland Ports 

• Spain: Spanish Maritime Cluster 
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• The Netherlands: Rotterdam Cluster 

• Tunisia: Le cluster des biotechnologies adossé au Pôle de Sidi Thabet, Le pôle 
de compétitivité Monastir- El, Fejja (la Manouba) 

• European: European Cluster Collaboration Platform, European Network of Mari-
time Clusters 

 

Other strategies, initiatives and plans 

• Union for the Mediterranean Roadmap for Action 

• European Strategy for Plastics in Blue Economy 

• Bioeconomy strategy  

• CPMR Inter-Mediterranean Commission 

• European Seas and Oceans 2020 and beyond 

• Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016-2025 

• Motorways of the Sea 

• Regional Climate Change Adaptation Framework for the Mediterranean Marine 
and Coastal Areas 

• Regional Plan for the Marine Litter Management in the Mediterranean 

• Regional Transport Action Plan for the Mediterranean Region 2014-2020 

• UN Environment/MAP Regional Action Plan for Sustainable Consumption and 
Production 

 

Mediterranean Basin policies 

• Union for the Mediterranean Ministerial Conference on Blue Economy 

• 2012 Limassol Declaration 

• Common Fisheries Policy 

• Blue Book - An integrated Maritime Policy for the European Union 

• Declaration of the European Ministers responsible for the Integrated Maritime 
Policy on Blue Growth 

• European Maritime Transport Policy 

• Global Approach to Migration and Mobility 

• Integrated Maritime Policy 

• Valletta Declaration on Strengthening Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation through 
Research and Innovation 
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Regional political divisions 

Although there are various regional divisions in the Mediterranean, when assessing the 
challenges and opportunities of sustainable development and a sustainable Blue Econ-
omy in the Mediterranean, regional divisions are mostly constituted by NMCs and 
SEMCs. The use of ‘Southern Neighbourhood’ by the EU allows priorities to be differ-
entiated, objectives and funding for ‘eastern’ and ‘southern’ regions, as part of the Neigh-
bourhood Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). 176  

 

United Nations 

The Mediterranean Basin encompasses three different continents: the southern regions 
of Europe, southwest Asia in the East and the Maghreb region in the north of Africa. In 
total, 21 countries today have coastlines reaching the Mediterranean Sea: Albania, Al-
geria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Le-
banon, Libya, Malta, Monaco, Montenegro, Morocco, Slovenia, Spain, Syria, Tunisia, and 
Turkey.  

 

According to the United Nations division in geographic regions,177 countries in the 
Mediterranean Basin are part of these five regions:  

• Northern Africa: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia and Western 
Sahara.  

• Western Asia: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cyprus, Georgia, Iraq, Israel, Jor-
dan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, State of Palestine, Syrian 
Arab Republic, Türkiye, United Arab Emirates and Yemen.  

• Eastern Europe: Belarus, Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary, Poland, Republic of Mol-
dova, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovakia, Ukraine.  

• Southern Europe: Albania, Andorra, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Gibral-
tar, Greece, Holy See, Italy, Malta, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Portugal, 
San Marino, Serbia, Slovenia, Spain.  

• Western Europe: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Liechtenstein, Luxem-
bourg, Monaco, Netherlands, Switzerland.  

Moreover, the UN Economic and Social Council established a series of economic 
commissions to promote regional development. The five regional commissions are 
the following, and divide the Mediterranean countries into three different commissions, 
the ECA, the ECE and the ESCWA: 

176  IEMed. (2021). The Externalisation of EU policies in the Renewed Partnership with the Southern 
Neighbourhood: The potential Impact of the New Mediterranean Agenda. Mediterranean Yearbook. 
177  UNSTATS. (n.d). Countries or areas / geographical regions.

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/
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• ECA: Economic Commission for Africa. 

• ECE: Economic Commission for Europe. 

• ESCWA: Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia. 

• ECLAC: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. 

• ESCAP: Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 

 

European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR)  

According to the EU European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations 
(DG NEAR), the regional division of countries across the Mediterranean and others 
external to the EU is the following: 

• Eastern Partnership: The objective is to strengthen political and economic re-
lations between the European Union, its member states and six Eastern Euro-
pean and South Caucasus ‘partner countries’: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine.  

• Southern Neighbourhood: EU cooperation with the Southern Neighbourhood 
is included in the framework of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), 
which is an initiative to reinforce prosperity, security and stability. The Southern 
Neighbourhood includes ten partner countries: Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia. 

• Western Balkans and Türkiye: This cooperation initiative includes the partner 
countries of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Serbia and Türkiye.  

 

Union for the Mediterranean  

The Union for the Mediterranean sets in the “Roadmap to set the path towards the 
implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial declaration on sustainable economy’’178 
the following division of the Mediterranean:  

• North-West Mediterranean: France, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Spain 

• North-East Mediterranean: Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, 
Greece, Montenegro, Slovenia, Türkiye 

• South-West Mediterranean: Algeria, Mauritania, Morocco, Tunisia 

• South-East Mediterranean: Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Palestine 

 

178   UfM. (2023). Roadmap to set the path towards the implementation of the 2021 UfM ministerial 
declaration on sustainable economy. 

http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/eca
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/eca
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/ece
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/ece
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/escwa
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/escwa
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/eclac
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/eclac
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/escap
http://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/escap
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/armenia_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/azerbaijan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/belarus_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/georgia_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/moldova_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/ukraine_en
http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/algeria_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/egypt_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/israel_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/jordan_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/lebanon_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/libya_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/morocco_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/palestine_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/syria_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/tunisia_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/turkiye_en
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Review of the WestMED initiative 

Some of the key elements of the strengths of the WestMED initiative are detailed 
below:  

1. Dialogue and soft diplomacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Cooperation and partnerships 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
3. Project support 

 

 

  

 

Actions taken 
 
Support Assistance Mechanism. 
 
 
Framework of soft diplomacy. 
 
Network of local stakeholders from participat-
ing countries. 
 
Stakeholder hackathons and conferences. 
 
 
Technical groups and maritime clusters. 

Outcomes 
 
Relevant to support the needs of member 
countries. 
 
Facilitates the dialogue among members. 
 
It has an active involvement in political dia-
logue. 
 
It allows the exchange of ideas and con-
tacts among participating countries.  
 
Enables the dialogue across countries and 
their maritime stakeholders. 

Actions taken 
 
Roadmap for liaising activities between Inter-
reg Euro-MED (2021-27) and the WestMED 
initiative. 
 
Signing of an MoU with ASCAME in 2021 by 
the Assistance Mechanism. 
 
 
Establishment of specific means of collabora-
tion with Interreg. 
 
2021-2027 regulatory framework for Cohe-
sion Funds. 
 
Future objectives: major coordination with 
Horizon Europe, the EU Sustainable Blue 
Economy Partnership and the EU Mission ‘Re-
store our Oceans and Waters’.

Outcomes 
 
 
 
 
 
Establishment a vigorous collaboration 
framework and to support knowledge 
transfer between public and private actors.  
 
 
 
 
It details some specific provisions on the in-
tegration of sea-basin strategies.  
 

Actions taken 
 
70 projects with a total worth of EUR 92 mil-
lion have been supported by the initiatives and 
its central hubs. 
 
WestMED project awards of 2021. 
 
 

Outcomes 
 
 
 
 
 
It was an opportunity to spot new innovative 
and replicable projects (BLUESKILLS pro-
ject won).  
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4. Knowledge sharing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Technical groups and alliances 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Broader Mediterranean cooperation 

 

 

 

 

This call awarded projects related to the re-
covery of coastal and maritime tourism.  
 

EMFAF call for flagship projects on Blue 
Economy. 

Actions taken 
 
Forum for knowledge sharing. 
 
 
Support of the Assistance Mechanism in Al-
geria’s Blue Economy strategy. 
 
 
 
Inspiration for other countries. 

Outcomes 
 
Opportunity to share best practices and ef-
fective methods for policy shaping. 
 
It was the first country to have a Blue Econ-
omy strategy with an identification of needs, 
activities, priorities and cross-border ac-
tions. 
 
Case of Tunisia. 
 

Actions taken 
 
Technical group on green shipping 
(2020) 
 
 
 
 
Technical group on sustainable aqua-
culture Aquawest (2021) 
 
 
 
 
Network of maritime clusters (2021) 
 

Outcomes 
 
- Assess emerging technologies and innovative 

models 
- Create a network of maritime ports as energy com-

munities 
- Help boost the adaptation of commercial vessels. 
 
- Promote knowledge sharing 
- Facilitate policy development 
- Encourage stakeholder cooperation 
- Identify funding 
- Maintain an information-sharing platform 
 
- Encourage discussion and the exchange of knowl-

edge and practices among clusters 
- Boost the development of Southern Mediterranean 

maritime clusters through closer south-south coop-
eration -North-south capacity building to help up-
grade cluster management skills between the 
northern and southern Mediterranean 

- Attract investment – particularly private investments 
for innovative SMEs

Actions taken 
 
Project collaboration between EU and non-EU countries 
that are not part of the WestMED initiative. 
 
EMFAF flagship call: in 2022 it opened to all UfM countries. 
 
BlueMed Initiative.  
 

Outcomes 
 
 
 
 
Larger participation and cooper-
ation. 
 
EU and non-EU countries, includ-
ing WestMED countries. 
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Despite the positive outcomes of the initiative, there are also various areas that could 
be improved. The analysis of weaknesses can allow the design of solutions and key 
aspects to take into account when developing similar initiatives.   

1. Raising awareness and enhancing visibility 

 

 

 

 

2. Refining performance metrics and indicators 

 

 

 

 

3. Reconfiguring and streamlining priorities 

 

 

 

 

Mediterranean governance and regional policies 

The governance and development of future cooperation mechanisms on marine and 
maritime areas in the Mediterranean rely highly on international organisations and insti-
tutions such as the UN, the World Bank, the OECD, the UN Environment, the UfM, the 
EU and the UN Environment/MAP.179 Some of the main challenges of environmental 

179  Plan Bleu (2020). Blue economy in the Mediterranean: case studies, lessons and perspectives. Plan 
Bleu Paper n°19

2022 EC publication of a guidance document on synergies 
between Horizon Europe and the European Regional De-
velopment Fund programmes. 
 
Future actions: WestMED will cooperate with the Blue-
MissionMed (under the Mission Restore our Oceans and 
waters by 2030. 

Problem                           
 
Outdated communication 
strategy. 
 

Proposed solution 
 
Use the WestMED logo as a 
brand and improvement of the 
communication strategy, in col-
laboration with EU delegations 
in non-EU countries. 

Proposed solution 
 
Major visibility, attraction of in-
vestment, partnerships, major 
support from governments and 
stakeholders in projects. 

Problem                           
 
Too broad targets and ma-
jorly quantitative targets.   
 

Proposed solution 
 
Adopt alternative performance 
metrics for performance moni-
toring. Include qualitative and 
quantitative indicators, easy to 
monitor, integration of new prio-
rities. 

Proposed solution 
 
Improvement of the accuracy 
and measurement of success.

Problem 
   
International and regional 
frameworks as well as 
priorities on sustainable 
Blue Economy policies in 
the Mediterranean change 
rapidly.                              
 

Proposed solution 
 
Aligning the priorities with new 
regional and international prio-
rities. For instance, building on 
the second UfM Ministerial Dec-
laration on sustainable Blue 
Economy

Proposed solution 
 
Orientation of the initiative’s 
priorities towards new regional 
and international policies
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governance in the Mediterranean are the fragmentation of responsibility, an unco-
ordinated planning and implementation of actions and a lack of financial resources 
at a public level, mostly locally. 180 

For a sustainable transition in the Mediterranean, a transformation of economic models 
and policies is needed. The effectiveness of policies that respond to climate change 
depends on the use of mechanisms of both mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change impacts, sustained on scientific evidence. Moreover, culturally adapted pol-
icies in the Mediterranean are key and they need to take into account its impacts on 
equity, social justice, inclusion and redistribution.181 Policies to tackle environmental 
challenges are strongly interconnected between each other. In this way, they must be 
developed in an integrated manner, taking into account its repercussions in other sec-
tors and possible synergies. For instance, the Water-Energy and Food Nexus allows 
one to gain a more integrated perspective for the development and implementation 
of policies. Moreover, the Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) con-
sists of a process. Policies that aim to achieve a sustainable development in the Medi-
terranean must also include the development of economic instruments that promote 
behavioural changes.  

International governance of the Blue Economy requires the signing, ratification and 
implementation of international relevant agreements at a global and regional level. 
Moreover, the legislation, regulations and current policies in place requires an effective 
implementation at the different levels. Decision-making processes in the Mediterra-
nean must ensure transparency, inclusiveness and accountability. Moreover, both deci-
sion-making and legal frameworks have to be based on scientific data and information. 
In order to achieve that, mechanisms of science-policy interfaces can be effective. 
Environmental challenges should be tackled with political and economic regulatory 
frameworks and instruments and the Blue Economy should be further incorporated 
into territorial strategies and policies.  

International frameworks for the Blue Economy 
- United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
- Paris Agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change  
  (UNFCCC) 
- UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)  
- 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
- Addis Ababa Action Agenda (Third International Conference on Financing for  
  Sustainable Development, 2015) 
- International Ocean Governance Agenda adopted in 2016  

 

Barcelona Convention 
The Convention for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea Against Pollution was 

180  UNEP/MAP (2016). Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016-2025. Valbonne. 
Plan Bleu, Regional Activity Centre.
181  MedECC. (2020). Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin – Current 
Situation and Risks for the Future. First Mediterranean Assessment Report. 



109A Sustainable Blue Economy for the Mediterranean: Challenges, Opportunities and Policy Pathways

adopted in February 1976 and entered into force in 1978, under the umbrella of the 
United Nations Environmental Programme-Mediterranean Action Programme (UNEP-
MAP), which is one of the key governance systems for environmental issues in the 
Mediterranean. It was the first multilateral cooperation initiative in the Mediterranean 
for the protection of the marine environment. It was amended in 1995 and renamed 
the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region 
of the Mediterranean. The Convention182 and its seven protocols are the main legally 
binding Multilateral Environmental Agreement in the Mediterranean region. The 22 
Contracting Parties to the Barcelona Convention are: Albania, Algeria, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Lebanon, Libya, 
Malta, Monaco, Montenegro, Morocco, Slovenia, Spain, Syrian Arab Republic, Tuni-
sia, Türkiye, and the European Union.  

Some relevant protocols in the scope of the Blue Economy in the Mediterranean are 
the following:  

• Dumping Protocol: This protocol entered into force in 1978 with the objective 
of preventing and eliminating pollution caused by dumping of wastes or other 
substances. It prohibits the dumping of certain types of matter and substances 
(i.e., mercury, several toxic compounds, crude oil, cadmium, etc.), and contains 
the obligation to develop specific guidelines to evaluate wastes and other 
matter.  

• Prevention and emergency protocol: It entered into force in 1978 and aims to 
provide a framework of cooperation to respond to oil and hazardous noxious 
substances (HNS) pollution incidents. It requires contingency plans in ports, 
platforms and ships.  

• Land-Based Sources Protocol: The protocol entered into force in 1983 and 
its objective is to prevent and eliminate pollution coming from land sources to 
the Mediterranean Sea. It stipulates the adoption of standards and measures to 
reduce and eliminate targeted substances.  

• Specially Protected Areas and Biological Diversity Protocol: The protocol, 
which entered into force in 1986 aims to promote the conservation of biological 
diversity and endangered species in the Mediterranean through the establish-
ment of Specially Protected Areas (SPAs) and Specially Protected Areas of 
Mediterranean Importance (SPAMIs).  

• Offshore Protocol: Entered into force in 2011 and addresses offshore oil and 
gas activities in the Mediterranean. It aims to reduce pollution in all of its phases 
and to respond effectively to pollution incidents from those activities.  

• Hazardous Wastes Protocol: The protocol entered into force in 2008 and its 
objective is to establish preventive measures to minimise the effects of hazard-
ous wastes to protect human health and the marine environment.  

• Integrated Coastal Zone Management Protocol: It was adopted in 2008 and 
entered into force in 2011 and it consists of a legal framework for an integrated 
and coordinated coastal zone management. For instance, some measures in-
cluded in the protocol are the protection of coastal ecosystems, a sustainable 

182  United Nations Environment Programme. (2019). Convention for the Protection of the Marine 
Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean and Its Protocols. 

https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/albania
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/algeria
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/croatia
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/cyprus
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/egypt
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/france
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/greece
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/israel
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/italy
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/lebanon
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/libya
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/malta
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/MONACO
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/montenegro
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/morocco
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/slovenia
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/spain
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/syria
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/tunisia
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/tunisia
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/turkey
https://www.unep.org/unepmap/who-we-are/contracting-parties/european-union
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use of coastal zones and the adaptation of marine economies to fragile eco-
systems.  

Ecosystem Approach (EcAp) 
The Ecosystem Approach is an important principle for the development of policies and 
its implementation, in the framework of the Barcelona convention. The objective of im-
plementing the Ecosystem Approach is to achieve a Good Environmental Status (GES) 
in countries.  
 
Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development (MSSD) 2016-2025 
Integrated policy framework, which brings the Sustainable Development Goals Agenda 
of 2030 to pathways in regional, sub-regional, national and local levels in the Mediterra-
nean. It aims as well to stimulate regional cooperation.  
 
Regional Action Plan on Consumption and Production in the Mediterranean (2017) 
Its objective is to complement the Strategy for Sustainable Development with a focus 
on fisheries and tourism.  
 
Regional Action Plan for Marine Litter prevention:  
This action plan proposes a set of measures towards circular economy as well as various 
actions to tackle plastic pollution in marine environments. Some of the actions mentioned 
include: standards on product labelling, increasing recyclability of products, and clear 
targets to diminish the use of non recyclable, reusable and compostable items made of 
plastic, among others.  
 
Sub-regional cooperation mechanisms 

European Union 
The EU is a strong market economy which undoubtedly has a big external environmental 
impact beyond its territory and has contributed to the global pollution and effects of cli-
mate change. Nonetheless, the EU has set various targets and it is committed to achieve 
the decarbonisation of its economy (55% of emissions reduction by 2030) and to 
achieve climate neutrality by the year 2050. Its main climate policy framework is the EU 
Green Deal, accompanied with the implementation strategy fit for 55. The EU frames its 
green transition as an economic opportunity for growth. 

As business value chains go beyond frontiers, the EU recognises the need to promote 
sustainable business practices, environmental action and the EU’s expertise beyond EU 
borders. It has therefore committed183 to support non-EU countries in their transition to 
more diversified, fair and sustainable blue economies, to participate in multilateral initiat-
ives and to provide funding opportunities.  

EU Mediterranean cooperation mechanisms 
A Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood - A New Agenda for the 
Mediterranean was approved in 2021 to address common challenges and enhance 

183  European Commission. (2021). Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy 
in the EU: Transforming the EU’s Blue Economy for a Sustainable Future. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/19/a-new-agenda-for-the-mediterranean-the-council-approves-conclusions-on-a-renewed-partnership-with-the-southern-neighbourhood/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/19/a-new-agenda-for-the-mediterranean-the-council-approves-conclusions-on-a-renewed-partnership-with-the-southern-neighbourhood/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/19/a-new-agenda-for-the-mediterranean-the-council-approves-conclusions-on-a-renewed-partnership-with-the-southern-neighbourhood/
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EU-Mediterranean relations. The green transition has a relevant role and it identifies 
five main areas for the green transition: climate action and green growth; energy tran-
sition and security; resource efficiency; protection of diversity and pollution reduction; 
and sustainable food systems. The budget to achieve those objectives comes from 
the Neighbourhood, Development, and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) 
- Global Europe. Nevertheless, according to experts, the agenda does not sufficiently 
address some of the social realities in the Mediterranean, such as income inequality, 
regional economic cooperation, trade discrimination and demographic challenges.184 

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP): The new framework of ENP includes and 
prioritises climate action in both politics and finance, and presents the opportunity to 
cooperate in strategic climate action priorities. In climate diplomacy, EU delegations 
will have a very important role for advocacy. In 2015, a reviewed ENP was pres-
ented.185 

Sustainable Blue Economy Partnership (SBEP): European partnership under the EC’s 
Research & Innovation Framework Programme Horizon Europe to align national pro-
grammes as well as promote investments in research and innovation.  

EU policy frameworks  
- Strategic EU Frameworks 
- Europe 2020: A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 
- Integrated Maritime Policy 
- Ocean Governance 
- 7th° Environmental Action Programme 
- Circular Economy Package 
- European Green Deal 
- Farm to Fork strategy 

 
Communication on a new approach for a sustainable Blue Economy in the EU: 
Transforming the EU’s Blue Economy for a Sustainable Future (2021): This com-
munication sets an agenda for the transition of the sector from “Blue Growth” to a 
sustainable Blue Economy.  

EU International Ocean Governance: 
• Setting the course for a sustainable blue planet, Joint Communication on the 

EU’s International Ocean Governance agenda (2022)186 

• Joint Communication on International Ocean Governance from 2016. 

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM): 
This measure is part of the fit for 55 EU strategies and it consists on making carbon-
intensive products pay an extra taxation. Some of the affected industries by this mech-
anism are electricity, fertilisers, iron, steel, aluminium and cement.  

184  European Parliament. (2022). Renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood. 
185  European Commission - DG NEAR. (n.d.). Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). 
186  European Commission. (2022). Setting the course for a sustainable blue planet - Joint 
Communication on the EU’s International Ocean Governance agenda.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:EN:PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy/ocean-governance_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013D1386
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/publications/setting-course-sustainable-blue-planet-joint-communication-eus-international-ocean-governance-agenda_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/publications/setting-course-sustainable-blue-planet-joint-communication-eus-international-ocean-governance-agenda_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/publications/setting-course-sustainable-blue-planet-joint-communication-eus-international-ocean-governance-agenda_en
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EU Green Taxonomy Regulation: 
The EU Green Taxonomy Regulation, as a tool for the implementation of the Green 
Deal, consists of a classification using labels of sustainable economic activities and 
investments. The aim is to increase investments in decarbonised economic activities. 
 
Mission: Restore our Ocean and Waters 
This new strategy under the programme Horizon Europe aims to protect oceans and 
seas through research and innovation. EU missions will focus on concrete challenges 
and offer solutions through the combination of research and innovation and new gov-
ernance and citizen engagement forms. The lighthouse mission supports cooperation 
through area-based “Lighthouses” in major sea or river basins, which will act as hubs 
for the development of new solutions.  One of its support structures that has been 
established is the Mediterranean Basin Lighthouse.  
 
Circular economy in Blue Economy framework and policies 
According to a recent study,187 moving towards a Circular Economy would benefit 
the EU, not only from an environmental perspective but also with a GDP increase of 
almost 0.5% in 2030 and a boost of employment. It is estimated that employment in 
the waste management sector could be 660,000 jobs.  
 
New Circular Economy Action Plan (2020): Adopted by the EC, this plan aims to 
set a path towards the transition to a circular economy and to support the implemen-
tation of the European Green Deal. It builds on the 2015 Circular Economy Package 
and Action Plan.  
 
EU Strategy for Plastics in the Circular Economy: It has the objective to reduce 
single-use plastic and the impact of plastic in the ecosystems, as well as innovate in 
the production and recycling of plastics.  
 
Single-Use Plastics Directive (SUP): It focuses on the 10 single-use plastics which 
are more utilised and found in European beaches and aims to innovate with new sol-
utions and alternatives. It includes the Extended Producer Responsibility, aimed to 
start in December 2024. 
 
Strategic guidelines for a more sustainable and competitive EU aquaculture for 
the period 2021 to 2030: Guide for the development of the aquaculture sector in a 
competitive, resilient and sustainable way. It promotes organic aquaculture.   
 
EC package of legislative and non-legislative measures for the life cycle of prod-
ucts 
 
Sectoral EU policies 

- Common Fisheries Policy 
- Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development of EU aquaculture 
- A European Strategy for more Growth and Jobs in Coastal and Maritime Tourism 

187  Cambridge Econometrics, Trinomics, and ICF. (2018). Impacts of circular economy policies on the 
labour market. 

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters_en
https://www.europarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Eu-plastics-strategy-brochure.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:bab1f9a7-b30b-11eb-8aca-01aa75ed71a1.0022.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:bab1f9a7-b30b-11eb-8aca-01aa75ed71a1.0022.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:bab1f9a7-b30b-11eb-8aca-01aa75ed71a1.0022.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/standards-tools-and-labels/products-labelling-rules-and-requirements/sustainable-products_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/standards-tools-and-labels/products-labelling-rules-and-requirements/sustainable-products_en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2013/EN/1-2013-229-EN-F1-1.Pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/sites/maritimeaffairs/files/docs/body/com_2014_86_en.pdf
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- An EU Strategy on adaptation to climate change 
- Energy-related policies, Transport-related policies 
- Innovating for Sustainable Growth: A Bioeconomy for Europe.  

 
Directives and regulatory acts  

- Marine Strategy Framework Directive 
- Water Framework Directive 
- Maritime Spatial Planning Directive 
- Habitats & Birds Directives, Floods Directive 
- Renewable Energy Directive 
- Safety Oil & Gas Directive 
 

Governance in specific fields of action 
• MedWet: Mediterranean Wetlands aims to preserve the conservation of Mediter-

ranean Wetlands and their sustainable use. It brings together the Mediterranean 
countries which are parties to the Convention on Wetlands.  

• MedPAN: Its objective is to develop a network of marine protected areas in order 
to avoid biodiversity damage and loss and ensure a correct management of those 
areas.  

• PIM Initiative: Non-governmental organization with an international scope that 
aims to promote the preservation and maintenance of Mediterranean insular areas. 

• The IUCN Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation: Environmental organisation 
that works on biodiversity conservation and in the promotion of sustainable liveli-
hoods, with an observatory status at the United National General Assembly. 

Sustainable Blue Economy Finance Principles 

UNEP’s Sustainable Blue Economy Finance Principles are a global guiding framework 
to finance a sustainable Blue Economy. They were launched in 2018 and set out ocean-
specific standards to allow green investments in ocean-based sectors. The principles 
were developed by the EC, WWF, the World Resources Institute and the EIB, and are 
hosted by UNEP as part of the Sustainable Blue Economy Finance Initiative. 
 
The 14 principles for a sustainable Blue Economy are the following: 
 
1. Protective: investments should take all possible measures to restore, protect or 

maintain the diversity, productivity, resilience, core functions, value and the overall 
health of marine ecosystems, as well as the livelihoods and communities depend-
ent upon them. 

2. Compliant: investments should be compliant with international, regional, national 
legal and other relevant frameworks which underpin sustainable development and 
ocean health. 

3. Risk-aware: investment decisions should be based on long-term assessments 
that account for economic, social and environmental values, quantified risks and 
systemic impacts, and adapt these decisions to new knowledge available. 

4. Systematic: investment decisions should take into account systemic and cumu-
lative impacts across value chains. 

http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2013/EN/1-2013-216-EN-F1-1.Pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-strategy-and-energy-union/2030-energy-strategy
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/2018_maritime_transport_strategy_en
http://ec.europa.eu/research/bioeconomy/index.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/eu-coast-and-marine-policy/marine-strategy-framework-directive/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/index_en.html
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy/maritime_spatial_planning_en
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/flood_risk/
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/renewable-energy/renewable-energy-directive
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/oil-gas-and-coal/offshore-oil-and-gas-safety
https://www.unepfi.org/blue-finance/#:~:text=A%20sustainable%20blue%20economy%20provides,energy%20and%20circular%20material%20flows.
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5. Inclusive: investments should include, support and enhance local livelihoods, and 
engage effectively with relevant stakeholders, identifying, responding to and miti-
gating any issues arising from affected parties. 

6. Cooperative: investors should cooperate with other financial institutions and rel-
evant stakeholders to promote and implement these principles through sharing 
of knowledge about the ocean, best practices, lessons learned, etc. 

7. Transparent: investment decisions should be transparent and information (positive 
and negative) should be available. 

8. Purposeful: investments should contribute directly to the achievement of SDG 
14 “Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development”, and other SDG related. 

9. Impactful: investments should go beyond the “Do no harm” principle to provide 
social, environmental and economic benefits for both current and future gener-
ations. 

10. Precautionary: investments should assess environmental and social risks and 
impacts, even when scientific data is not available. 

11. Diversified: investments should reach a wider range of sustainable development 
projects, for example in traditional and non-traditional sectors, and in small and 
large-scale projects. 

12. Solution-driven: investments should be directed to innovative commercial sol-
utions to maritime issues that have a positive impact on marine ecosystems and 
ocean-dependent livelihoods. 

13. Partnering: investors should partner with public, private and non-government 
sector entities to accelerate progress towards a sustainable Blue Economy, in-
cluding in the establishment and implementation of coastal and maritime spatial 
planning approaches. 

14. Science-led: investors should develop knowledge and data on the potential 
risks and impacts associated with their investments, and share scientific informa-
tion and data on the marine environment that could lead to sustainable finance 
opportunities in the Blue Economy. 
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