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Island studies
Lack of comparable 
indicators and data 
heterogeneit y ha s 
given island studies an 
unfair disadvantage 
over urban studies 
and inevitably result-
ing in the adoption 
of an interdisciplinary 

approach, e.g. anthropological and cul-
tural perspectives using ethnographic 
fieldwork methods. The themes of rich 
and diverse island studies range from 
the island space and effect (Leimgruber, 
2013), island communities’ character-
istics shaped by spatial distinctiveness 
and boundedness (Biagini and Hoyle, 
1999), spatial factors in island and coastal 
urbanisation (Pons and Rullan, 2013) 
and many others. Studies also cover the 
regions of Europe, Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East as well as their island cit-
ies and sovereign island states. This has, 
undoubtedly, provided island studies 
with much needed global coverage and as 
one would hope, a deserved recognition 
within the regional development studies 
sphere.

European Islands
The European Small Islands Federation 
(ESIN) estimated the number of islands 
in Europe to be 2,140 and shared 
between EU member states: Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Holland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Malta, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, 
Sweden and the UK. Of those, 284 
islands are situated in the Mediterranean 

region while the Atlantic region has 246 
and the Baltic Sea has 1,589 populated 
islands. The ESIN Islands Matrix frame-
work (Figure 1) provides a useful guide 
to island classification:

Within the matrix, the geographical 
dimension considers the remoteness of 
the islands, e.g., remote overseas islands 
under sovereignty of the state (Gibraltar 
in Spain), remote islands in high (open) 
seas (Shetland Islands in Scotland), and 
coastal (Suomennlinna in Finland) and 
bridged islands close to the hinterland 
(Krk in Croatia). The political dimen-
sion considers the degree of island 
autonomy, e.g. remote islands with no 
jurisdiction, islands belonging to the 
local municipality and remote islands 
as regions and country and under state 
jurisdiction. The matrix suggests a strong 
correlation between remoteness and 
jurisdiction, e.g. the greater the distance 
is, the greater is island autonomy and, 
thus, giving the island responsibility for 
its own development. However, as out of 
the total 2,140, 1,490 islands are remote 
or coastal with no jurisdiction of their 
own, this poses the problem of level of 
government subsidies and investment 
into island economies. With more atten-
tion paid to coastal and urban areas, the 
economic potential of remote and rural 
islands, especially small ones, remains 
untapped and many islands remain 
underdeveloped. Likewise, the percep-
tions of remoteness by the different levels 
of government, as the matrix illustrates, 
limits inward investment f lows to islands 
and their communities. Not all is lost and 
over the last few years, a lack of islands’ 
voices has attracted the attention of the 

European Parliament and helped create 
organisations like ESIN and other global 
island networks. This important change 
in the perceptions of the role of islands 
in the economy provides an opportunity 
for diverse research in islands (ESPON, 
2013), as seen in Table 1.

Table 1 outlines a wide range of 
potential research in, e.g. investment 
into innovative technologies for small 
and medium sized companies and public 
services, green energy that would reduce 
transport costs and promote repopulation 
as well as the potential for developing a 
green economy. 

Regional outlook
Rural island archipelagos signif icantly 
contr ibute to regional economies 
through rural and heritage tourism as 
well as the provision of diverse ecosystem 
services, e.g. ferry services, fishing, aqua-
culture and agriculture. Yet, regional 
trends such as ongoing depopulation, 
ageing population, lack of educational 
opportunities and limited job opportu-
nities for island populations affects the 
revenue stream from island tourism that 
depends on island accessibility by ferry. 
While efforts are made to take advantage 
of new economic activities, many island-
ers fear the loss of the local way of life 
and cultural identity. 

Within the North Sea region, e.g. 
the case of Scottish remote and rural 
Shetland and Orkney islands illustrate 
the impact of depopulation on island 
development, e.g., Fetlar and how island 
communities try to deal with their 
vulnerability and reverse the negative 
impact of depopulation (Grydehoj, 
2008). Within the Baltic Sea region, the 
Åland island archipelago with its 6,500 
islands of which 55 are inhabited by 
28,000 people, faces a worrying overreli-
ance on financial assistance and transport 
subsides for the islands (Baldacchino and 
Pleijel, 2010). In the Mediterranean Sea 
region, the Croatian less-developed small 
islands suffer from poor infrastructure, 
poor frequency, accessibility, and unaf-
fordable ferry prices to smaller islands 
which has had a detrimental impact on 
the island communities’ sustainability. 
Regardless of being northern and richer 
or southern and poorer, all regions suffer 

Figure 1: Islands Matrix

Source: ESIN (N. D)
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PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE RURAL ISLAND ARCHIPELAGOS

Zrinka Mendas, Freelance researcher, Regional Studies Association and Association for Development 
of Croatian Islands
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from the adverse impact of unavoidable 
financial resource scarcity and centralisa-
tion, e.g. depopulation, social exclusion, 
lack of trade inf lows and outf lows, entre-
preneurship and lack of employment 
opportunities for the younger generation.

Development
Islands signif icantly contr ibute to 
regional economies through tourism 
and various maritime activities but, at the 
same time, these elements can represent 
a growing threat to sustainable island 
development, including sea pollution and 
overfishing. This prompts a rethinking 
in island development at different levels.

There is an urgent need for chang-
ing attitudes to the potential of these 
rural areas. The current spatial plan-
ning model of urban-rural governance 
focuses on metropolitan development 
and this has resulted in a lack of infra-
structure  investment in the islands and 
neglects the specific social and environ-
mental aspects of island development. 
Unsustainable ferry services and routes, 
coupled with poor frequency, accessibil-
ity and affordability to smaller islands, 
has had a detrimental impact on island  
communities’ sustainability and affects 
the revenue stream from tourism as well 
as limiting opportunities for the local 
population. Rethinking the current 
transport model of island connectedness 
is, thus, necessary.

A bottom-up ecosystem approach 
to sea governance, developed by Baltic 
States, demonstrates how this can con-
tribute to balancing the needs of the 
island communities with preserving the 
island’s natural ecosystem and European 
regional seas. To make this approach 
work for small islands, one needs to 

change the island communities’ percep-
tions about finding alternative sustainable 
ways of managing their local ecosystems, 
e.g. waste, water supply and recycling 
management.

Island development requires a sig-
nif icant investment and this represents 
an opportunity for exploring the poten-
tial of European Rural Development 
Planning in supporting the sustain-
able development of these remote island 
communities and smal l businesses. 
Governments are currently developing 
their telecommunication strategies for 
investment through subsidies for rural 
regions, e.g. broadband connectedness 
on islands, with Scotland, Denmark and 
Finland leading the examples.

It is also evident from current activi-
ties within the European Parliament, that 
there is a great  potential  to  support  and  
develop  much  needed cross-border  and  
cross-regional  cooperation  with  other 
European coastal and island regions. 
Regardless of distance, island commu-
nities are able to survive by developing 
different kinds of job specialisation suited 
to local needs. Networking and alliances 
with other island communities is a way 
forward to sharing this knowledge and 
practices.

Conclusions
Better connectedness of isolated islands, 
better island access, affordable ferry 
transport and inward investment into 
communication and green technologies; 
remain key concerns for the European 
Commission. If the distance between 
remote and rural islands and the hin-
terland is too great, so is transport cost 
and this calls for a different approach to 
promoting the growth in rural regions as 

well as a paradigm shift in understand-
ing the relationship between distance, 
transportation costs, and growth in rural 
regions. Strong signs of resilience in 
remote islands and communities presents 
the opportunity for political actors, local 
SMEs and island communities to work 
together to ensure long-term sustainable 
development, including balancing their 
social, economic and environmental 
needs. In this way, islands studies have 
a chance to contribute to the evidence-
based policy context and reserve a place 
within the regional studies context.

Strengths

Opportunities

and tourism

Weaknesses

their low coverage in small islands

employment and educational opportunities

technologies

Threats

transfers

products and services with low added value 
(low skilled labour)

Table 1: SWOT analysis of European Islands
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This volume of 
� � � � � � �

 celebrates the launch of the Regional 
Studies Association – Latin America Division last year. In this issue, 
current regional problems faced by countries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean are discussed, focusing on barriers to regional 
integration within and between countries. The articles, edited by 
Pedro Amaral, present experiences of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
Ecuador and Mexico, in addition to a summary of the challenges to 
regional integration of the region as a whole.

Latin America and the Caribbean as a region is better-integrated 
and less unequal than it was 20 years ago. However, given its 
strong reliance on commodities’ exports, the recent economic 

compromise further development in the region. As the articles 
in this issue seek to demonstrate, the path to resilience and 
development is based on increased integration, social justice and 
environmental sustainability.

In our � � � � 	 
 �
, Paul Benneworth and Willem-Jan Velderman 

examine citizen engagement in smart city-region strategy 
development using the case study of waste water injection into 

In the 
� � � � �  � � � � 
 � �

 section, the region of Apulia, Italy is used to 

objective of reducing regional disparities and that of investments 
in research and innovation to enhance growth. Chiara Pancotti, 
Emanuela Sirtori and Silvia Vignetti discuss the extent to which 
this “Innovation Paradox” can be addressed by adopting the “smart 
specialisation” approach to regional development.


