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of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) opinion considered as essential

	The Commission welcomes the Committee’s opinion on the Island Dimension in European Cohesion, Competitiveness and Sustainable Development Policies. In light of the Commission’s political guidelines for 2024–2029[footnoteRef:1], the mission letter[footnoteRef:2] of Executive Vice-President Fitto, as well as the commitment made during the 2025 cohesion policy mid-term review to launch consultations on the development of an EU strategy for islands, the Commission is in the process of preparing this strategy. The EU strategy for islands will include, among other elements, actions and recommendations at both EU and national levels to enhance the coordination, complementarity, and targeting of policies and funding instruments for islands. [1:  	Political Guidelines 2024-2029.]  [2:  	The Mission Letter of EVP Fitto.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk225350213]The Commission takes note of the EESC’s references to the vulnerability of islands and to the need for climate adaptation and sustainable water management to enhance resilience and prevent water scarcity. The Water Resilience Strategy[footnoteRef:3] addresses these challenges by aiming to restore and protect the water cycle for sustainable water supply. It prioritises nature-based solutions for water retention to replenish groundwater and enhance adaptation to droughts and floods, while also tackling pollution of aquatic ecosystems and drinking water sources. To address water scarcity, the strategy promotes reduced demand, improved efficiency, and water reuse, with many actions already planned or under implementation. [3:  	COM(2025) 280 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0280 - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

On point 1.9, the Commission recognises the importance of monitoring implementation of policies. Within the European Ocean Pact[footnoteRef:4], an ʻEU Ocean Pact Dashboard’ will be established to contribute to a regular State of the Ocean Pact Report, ensuring effective monitoring of progress towards the Pact's objectives and fostering coordination within the Commission, with Member States, and other stakeholders. The Dashboard and Report, which will address content related to islands, coastal communities and Outermost Regions (as one of the six priorities of the Pact), will provide a framework to evaluate their effectiveness and influence on policy development. The first Report and the Dashboard are scheduled for publication at the end of 2026, in addition to the Ocean Act, with key Commission services and relevant stakeholders involved in their development to ensure a cohesive and effective result. [4:  	COM(2025) 281 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0281 - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

On point 2.3, the Commission takes note of the Committee’s concerns relating to the effects of insularity on islands’ structural disadvantages and the call for greater flexibility in the deployment of State aid. The State aid framework[footnoteRef:5] is applicable to all Member States and their territories, including islands. To foster the economic development of islands, Member States can designate these territories as assisted areas, either where the living standards are abnormally low or where there is serious underemployment[footnoteRef:6] or where Member States intend to facilitate further economic development[footnoteRef:7]. Member States can then grant regional aid under the General Block Exemption Regulation (GBER)[footnoteRef:8] or Regional Aid Guidelines (RAG)[footnoteRef:9] to those assisted areas. Additionally, the Commission highlights that the State aid framework already includes some tailor-made provisions for islands or outermost regions. The GBER permits specific support for ‘remote regions’ – Malta, Cyprus, and islands belonging to Member States and outermost regions – to improve their connectivity (social aid for transport for residents of remote regions; investment aid for small airports). Additionally, rules for agricultural aid provide specific support for the outermost regions and the smaller Aegean islands. [5:  	Such as the General Block Exemption Regulation, Regional Aid Guidelines, de minimis Regulations, Agriculture Block Exemption Regulation, agriculture, forestry and rural development Guidelines, Fisheries Block Exemption Regulation, Guidelines for State aid in the fishery and aquaculture sector or other guidelines concerning different policy objectives.]  [6:  	Article 107(3)(a) of the Treaty on the Functioning the European Union (TFEU).]  [7:  	Article 107(3)(c) of the TFEU.]  [8:  	Commission Regulation (EU) No 651/2014 of 17 June 2014 declaring certain categories of aid compatible with the internal market in application of Articles 107 and 108 of the Treaty (http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2014/651/oj).]  [9:  	Communication from the Commission Guidelines on regional State aid 2021/C 153/01; C/2021/2594 (EUR-Lex - 52021XC0429(01) - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

On point 2.4, the Commission takes note of the EESC’s acknowledgement that affordable housing contributes to economic, social, and territorial cohesion. The European Affordable Housing Plan[footnoteRef:10] recognises the importance of addressing territorial disparities and promoting balanced development, including in rural and peripheral areas. The Commission believes that strengthening regional social economy ecosystems can stimulate job creation and foster community initiatives that help regions thrive. Cohesion policy funds have continuously supported housing, transport, and other services to improve the quality of life and attractiveness of the areas concerned. Additionally, the mid-term review of the cohesion policy[footnoteRef:11] published in 2025 allowed Member States to allocate additional funding for affordable housing. Rural development support under the Common Agriculture Policy contributes to enhancing the quality of life and promoting economic activity in islands’ rural areas, notably under the LEADER approach. [10:  	COM(2025) 1025 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC1025 - EN - EUR-Lex).]  [11:  	COM(2025) 163 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0163 - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

On point 2.5, the Commission's ‘Clean energy for EU islands’ initiative[footnoteRef:12] accelerates decarbonisation of islands’ energy systems and facilitates exchange of best practices. Furthermore, the EU's trans-European transport network policy[footnoteRef:13] incorporates the new concept of a European Maritime Space to strengthen the integration of islands into the European Single Market and advance territorial cohesion. [12:  	https://clean-energy-islands.ec.europa.eu/.]  [13:  	Regulation (EU) 2024/1679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 on Union guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network, amending Regulations (EU) 2021/1153 and (EU) No 913/2010 and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1315/2013, OJ L, 2024/1679, 28.6.2024 ( http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1679/oj).] 

The Commission supports Member States though EU Solidarity schemes, such as relocation of asylum seekers to other Member States and dedicated financial support, helping them address issues related to migration. Through contingency plans for migration management required under the Asylum and Migration Management framework Member States ensure better preparedness to manage migration flows.
While these policies and legal frameworks primarily address migration at national level, the implementation of the relevant provisions, such as screening, border procedures, reception and integration, is operationalised in regions and islands of Member States, including, inter alia, the Greek islands, the Canary Islands, the Balearic Islands and Sicily. Additionally, the Commission provides operational support to Member States though EU Agencies (the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), the European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (Europol), the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA) on migration management and security on the ground, including trainings.
To support Member States in addressing security challenges and drug trafficking in maritime and coastal areas, the Commission has implemented several measures to support islands. These include the Action Plan against Drug Trafficking[footnoteRef:14], initiatives under the European Ports Alliance Public-Private Partnership[footnoteRef:15], law enforcement and judicial actions against organised drug-related crimes through the EMPACT instrument[footnoteRef:16], and efforts by the international Maritime Analysis and Operations Centre for Narcotics (MAOC-N). [14:  	COM(2025) 744 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0744 - EN - EUR-Lex).]  [15:  	European Ports Alliance to fight drug trafficking and organised crime  - Migration and Home Affairs.]  [16:  	EMPACT fighting crime together - Migration and Home Affairs.] 

On point 3.1, considering their territorial specificities, the EU Strategy for Islands will support authorities in planning and implementing policies tailored to the distinct geographical, economic and social conditions of island territories, thereby fostering resilience, promoting sustainable development, strengthening social cohesion, and enhancing quality of life. It will also support the design of national and regional partnership plans in the next programming period.
On point 3.3, the Commission welcomes the EESC's recognition of the importance of land-sea interaction in Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP). Within the framework of the European Ocean Pact adopted in June 2025[footnoteRef:17], the Commission will propose an Ocean Act, building on a revision of the MSP Directive[footnoteRef:18]. It will encompass land-sea interaction, together with the other key areas of maritime spatial planning: ecosystem-based approach, transboundary cooperation, public and stakeholder participation, and use of best available data. [17:  	(COM(2025) 281 final).]  [18:  	Directive 2014/89/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 July 2014 establishing a framework for maritime spatial planning (http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2014/89/oj).] 

Based on the European Ocean Pact, the Commission is also developing an EU Coastal Communities Strategy[footnoteRef:19] to enhance support for all kind of coastal areas, aiming to address their structural challenges while unlocking their development potential. It aims to strengthen economic competitiveness, boost resilience to climate change, and ensure socially cohesive and vibrant communities. [19:  	Call for Evidence | EU Coastal Communities Strategy | Atlantic Strategy.] 

On point 4.5, EU islands have always benefitted from cohesion policy in line with the provisions of Article 174 TFEU, which underlines the need to pay ʻparticular attention’ to territories beset by serious or permanent geographic or demographic disadvantages, including islands. In the 2021–2027 period, at least EUR 19.3 billion is allocated from cohesion policy, including the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund (CF), the Just Transition Fund (JTF), and the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+)) to investments supporting islands. This funding aims to support all aspects of island and coastal development, notably competitiveness, green transition, improved connectivity, housing, sustainable tourism and inclusive growth.
In accordance with the political commitment to address the unique economic and social challenges faced by islands, the Commission, through the forthcoming EU strategy for islands, aims to further bolster island development. The strategy seeks to foster a more cohesive approach to EU sectoral policies and initiatives, supporting the design and implementation of national plans or strategies for islands, particularly by smaller authorities. To support the preparation of the strategy, the Commission has launched on 4 March 2026 a public call for evidence, open to institutions, organisations and citizens, with particular encouragement for contributions from stakeholders based in island territories.
On point 7.4, programming and implementation of the EU policies under shared management are based on the partnership principle. For instance, regarding cohesion policy programmes, Article 8 of the Common Provisions Regulation[footnoteRef:20] requires Member States to organise comprehensive and inclusive multi-level governance arrangements. This entails the involvement of regional and local authorities, economic and social partners, and relevant civil society organisations throughout the preparation, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of programmes. Such stakeholder participation enhances the quality, ownership, and effectiveness of interventions, ensuring that actions are better tailored to specific territorial needs of islands. [20:  	Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the Cohesion Fund, the Just Transition Fund and the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund and financial rules for those and for the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, the Internal Security Fund and the Instrument for Financial Support for Border Management and Visa Policy (http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1060/oj).] 




