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Remote islands: 
present 
opportunities
Dr Zrinka Mendas

Rural and remote island communities face a number of particular 

challenges due to their location, size and other characteristics. It 

is essential to fully explore the potential of RDPs to support the 

sustainable development of these remote island communities 

and businesses. Changing attitudes to the potential of these rural 

areas is key.

D
espite their relative isolation, rural and remote 

islands significantly contribute to regional 

economies through tourism and various maritime 

activities. At the same time, these elements can represent 

a growing threat to sustainable island development, 

including through sea pollution and overfishing.

Whilst efforts are made to take advantage of new 

economic activities, many islanders fear the loss of the 

local way of life and cultural identity. The issue of island 

development with or without tourism remains a much-

neglected area of regional rural planning.

LACK OF ESSENTIAL INFRASTRUCTURE

A study I conducted of the socio-economic impact 

of ferry provision in the Zadar island archipelago off 

Croatia1 found that the poor frequency, accessibility 

and affordability of ferry services to smaller islands 

has had a detrimental impact on island communities’ 

sustainability. It affects the revenue stream from tourism 

as well as limiting opportunities for the local population.

A lack of basic visitor infrastructure, such as quality 

accommodation, cafes and food shops also impede 

the development of local and touristic activities. 

Environmental concerns are o%en inadequately 

addressed due to poor facilities and procedures for 

waste management and poor attitudes to environmental 

management.

According to the European Small Islands Federation 

(ESIN), one of the main challenges is the perception 

of remoteness by the different levels of government 

that limits the inward investment flows into these 

communities. This prompts us to ask what the socio-

economic impact could be of investment through the 

RDPs in the provision of essential infrastructure for 

remote and rural islands.

CURRENT STRATEGIES FOR THE ZADAR ISLAND 

ARCHIPELAGO

The current strategy of spatial integration for the Zadar 

island archipelago aims to integrate a defined stretch 

of island and coastal communities with the Croatian 

mainland coastal centre of Zadar. Such integration 

involves an emphasis on improved 

accessibility to the services of the 

larger mainland centre – particularly 

for health care and certain social 

and education services – including 

the development of short-hop air 

connections.

However, a study2 has found that 

this strategy may not actually be in 

the interest of the islands’ long-term 

sustainable development. The current 

spatial planning model of urban-

rural governance focuses on metropolitan development, 

resulting in a lack of infrastructure investment in the 
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Political actors 

must align with 

the needs of island 

communities to 

provide the support 

necessary for 

sustainable long-

term development.
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islands. It neglects the specific social and environmental 

aspects of the islands’ development.

The study also uncovered an urgent need to change the 

island communities’ perceptions about finding alternative 

sustainable ways of managing their local ecosystems.

RESILIENCE

Despite the many challenges, the spirit of solidarity or 

‘communal friendship’ that is typically present among 

the islanders is crucial3. Island communities o%en engage 

in communal entrepreneurial and cultural activities to 

sustain their local economies. Regardless of distance, 

communities are able to survive by developing different 

kinds of job specialisation suited to local needs.

Elsewhere in Europe, the case of Suomenlinna, in 

Finland, shows the potential for a bottom-up ecosystem 

approach4 to island governance. This can contribute to 

balancing the needs of the island communities with 

preserving the island’s natural ecosystem and European 

regional seas.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite their remoteness, there are strong signs 

of resilience in remote island locations5. However, 

communities and political actors need to work together 

closely to ensure the long-term sustainable development 

of remote islands, balancing multiple social, economic 

and environmental needs.

Investment inflows into the island communities are 

essential. Better connectedness6 of isolated islands 

remains one of the key concerns, including access by 

means of affordable ferry transport and investment into 

communication and green technologies.

The European Commission’s ecosystem approach to 

creating sustainable societies shows a way forward. 

This can contribute both to greater government 

commitment to sustainable island development and to 

island communities’ greater involvement in decision-

making processes.

Effective use of EAFRD funding based on full stakeholder 

involvement can play a major role in ensuring the kind 

of strategic investment and ecosystem approach that 

are needed to make a positive difference. There is also 

great potential to support and develop much needed 

cross-border and cross-regional cooperation with other 

European coastal and island regions.
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Remote islands such as Silba off Croatia face issues in terms of their connectedness – 
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