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Outermost regions of the EU 
SUMMARY 
The European Union's outermost regions qualify for special treatment owing to structural 
difficulties – such as remoteness, difficult topography and economic dependence on a few 
products – that can severely hamper their development. Specific support mechanisms exist under 
cohesion, agricultural and fisheries policies, with the Commission outlining measures aimed at 
assisting outermost regions in communications published in 2004, 2008, and 2012. Nevertheless, 
with the outermost regions continuing to face numerous challenges in areas such as mobility, 
unemployment and climate change, discussions were launched on the formulation of a new 
strategy, which was published in October 2017. Offering a new approach to supporting the 
outermost regions' development by optimising their assets, exploiting new opportunities for 
growth and jobs, and focusing more on their specific circumstances and needs, the 2017 
communication outlines a series of concrete and coordinated actions, calling for stronger 
partnership between outermost regions, Member States and the EU.  

In May 2018, the Commission put forward a broad package of proposals for the 2021-2027 period, 
providing the legislative framework needed to guide the strategy beyond 2020, taking account of 
the specific needs of outermost regions in a total of 21 proposals. Following political agreement 
between the European Parliament and Council, this new framework includes a number of new 
benefits for outermost regions, such as the right to use EU funds for investments in airport 
infrastructure, and extends many special measures from the 2014-2020 period. 

Published in March 2020, the European Commission report on implementation of the 
recommendations of the 2017 communication considers that concrete results have been delivered 
and that the process is going in the right direction. Yet with development continuing to lag behind 
in the outermost regions, it is clear that challenges persist, a situation that has been compounded 
by the heavy impact of the coronavirus pandemic in the outermost regions. This has led to calls for 
a new strategy, with European Commissioner Elisa Ferreira recently announcing plans to present a 
new communication in 2022. In light of the serious structural challenges facing these regions, 
however, it remains to be seen whether a future strategy and the special measures put forward for 
the post-2020 period will together be sufficient to close the inequalities gap with the rest of the EU.  
This is a revised and updated version of a briefing from May 2020. 
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Introduction 
Nine EU regions are currently classified as outermost regions, owing to their remoteness from the 
European continent: five French overseas departments (French Guiana, Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
Mayotte and Réunion), one French overseas community (Saint-Martin), two Portuguese 
autonomous regions (Madeira and the Azores), and one Spanish autonomous community (the 
Canary Islands). With regional gross domestic product (GDP) substantially below the EU average in 
all outermost regions, they are clearly in a fragile economic situation, yet this figure alone does not 
reflect the full breadth of challenges they face. 

Figure 1 – Location of the outermost regions 

 
Source: EPRS. 

Table 1 – Outermost regions ranked by GDP per head (PPS) and RCI score 

NUTS 2 
outermost 

region 

GDP per 
head (PPS) 

% of EU 
average 

GDP per 
head (PPS) 

ranking (out 
of 268) 

Regional 
Competitiveness 

Index 2019 

RCI 2019 
ranking (out 

of 268) 

Difference in 
ranking 

(number of 
places) 

Azores 68 206 11.1 252 -46 

Canary Islands 75 181 26.84 229 -48 

Guadeloupe 72 195 28.54 225 -30 

French Guiana 53 243 5.64 265 -22 

Madeira 73 189 22.55 236 -47 

Martinique 77 180 37.68 204 -24 

Mayotte 33 266 5.84 264 +2 

Réunion 69 203 32.93 217 -14 

PPS: purchasing power standard  
Data source: Regional Competitiveness Index, 2019; (no data available for Saint-Martin). 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/work/rci2019_scorecards.pdf


Outermost regions of the EU 

3 

The Commission's 2019 Regional Competitiveness Index (RCI), which ranks EU regions on the basis 
of 50 indicators in such areas as infrastructure, health and innovation, reveals that the outermost 
regions rank significantly lower than their position based on GDP alone, with low scores in areas 
such as labour market efficiency and infrastructure suggesting serious structural problems. Not only 
is there a clear gap between their position based on GDP and their RCI ranking, this gap has actually 
widened since the 2016 index in all but two outermost regions. With GDP per head that continues 
to be well below the EU average, it is clear that these regions face multiple difficulties. To help offset 
these challenges, the EU provides for a number of measures to support their development. 

Legal background and available support 
The outermost regions are an integral part of the EU and, in accordance with Article 355 of the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (as amended under Article 355(6)), are fully 
governed by the provisions of the Treaties. These regions have a unique status under the Treaties that 
distinguishes them from EU overseas countries and territories (OCTs), which are not part of the single 
market, and regions with permanent natural or demographic handicaps (see below). Their 
remoteness, insularity, small size, difficult topography and climate, and economic dependence on a 
few products, all of which severely restrict their development, mean that outermost regions qualify for 
special treatment under Article 349 TFEU. This article provides for specific measures in areas such as 
customs and trade policies, agriculture and fisheries policies or access to structural funds, to help 
support their development and limit the impact of their structural challenges. 
The scope of application of Article 349 was significantly clarified in December 2015 following a 
European Court of Justice decision, which ruled that the Council had the power, under Article 349, 
to adopt specific measures laying down the conditions of application to outermost regions not only 
for the provisions of the Treaties, i.e. primary legislation, but also in respect of the provisions of 
secondary legislation, affirming Council's right to adopt measures such as regulations on the basis 
of Article 349. By confirming Article 349 as the legal basis for secondary legislation for the outermost 
regions, the Court's decision opened the way for more specific measures for these regions. 

Outermost regions and the cohesion policy framework 
The Common Provisions Regulation (CPR, Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013), which introduces a 
common set of rules for all five European structural and investment funds and outlines 11 thematic 
objectives that are aligned with the five headline targets of the Europe 2020 strategy, states that the 
outermost regions should benefit from specific measures and from additional funding to offset their 
structural social and economic situation together with the handicaps resulting from the factors 
referred to in Article 349 TFEU. Annex VII of the CPR, meanwhile, provides for an additional special 
allocation, corresponding to an aid intensity of €30 per inhabitant per year, to be allocated, among 
others, to the outermost NUTS level 2 regions. In addition, while Article 120(3)(b) establishes a co-
financing rate of 85 % for the outermost regions for the 2014-2020 period, the co-financing rate 
from the funds to a priority axis may be modulated in respect of the outermost regions referred to 
in Article 349 TFEU. 
Under the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) Regulation (Regulation (EU) No 
1301/2013), the scope of support from the ERDF can be extended to include the financing of 
operating aid, to offset the additional costs resulting from the economic and social situation of the 
outermost regions. While the regulation establishes the percentage of ERDF resources that must be 
allocated to thematic objectives one to four depending on the category of region in question, 
Article 12 stipulates that these provisions shall not apply to the specific additional allocation for the 
outermost regions, stating that this allocation may be used to offset the additional costs incurred in 
supporting any of the 11 thematic objectives. It may also be used to finance freight transport 
services and start-up aid for transport services and operations linked to storage constraints, the 
excessive size and maintenance of production tools and the lack of human capital in the local 
market, and to finance operating aid covering public service obligations in the outermost regions. 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/work/rci2019_scorecards.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12008E355
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012E349
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A62014CJ0132
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1301
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In terms of funding, €6.6 billion has been allocated to the outermost regions under the ERDF and ESF for 
the 2014-2020 period across a total of 14 operational programmes: eight regional operational 
programmes (one for each region except for the joint regional programme for Guadeloupe and Saint-
Martin), and six European territorial cooperation programmes covering cooperation across such areas as 
the Caribbean region, the Indian Ocean area, or between Mayotte and its neighbouring islands of 
Comoros and Madagascar. This total amount also includes the special allocation for outermost regions, 
which amounts to €484.1 million for the Canaries, €443.3 million for France's outermost regions and 
€115.7 million for the Azores Islands and Madeira. With regard to European territorial cooperation (ETC), 
it is also worth emphasising that, in accordance with the ETC Regulation, regions in outermost regions 
along maritime borders separated by more than 150 km may be included as cross-border areas in order 
to facilitate cross-border cooperation for outermost regions. Under the ETC Regulation, the sum of 
€50 million from the allocation for interregional cooperation has also been specifically set aside for 
cooperation involving outermost regions. 

Agriculture and fisheries  
In view of the difficult agricultural conditions and to boost their self-sufficiency in terms of food 
supply, the outermost regions are also supported by a number of specific measures under the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) that can foster their development. The 
EAFRD Regulation (Regulation (EU) 1305/2013) provides that a maximum EAFRD contribution rate 
of 85 % shall apply to rural development programmes in the outermost regions, rising to 90 % for 
specific measures, while for investments in physical assets in outermost regions, EAFRD funding may 
provide up to 75 % of the eligible investment. 
The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) also includes specific measures for the outermost 
regions, with the EMFF Regulation (Regulation (EU) 508/2014) providing that state aid may be authorised 
in the outermost regions for sectors producing, processing and marketing fishery and aquaculture 
products, stipulating that operations located in the outermost regions may benefit from an increase of 
35 % in specific aid intensity. In addition, Article 70 provides for EMFF support for the compensation of 
additional costs incurred by operators in the fishing, farming, processing and marketing of certain fishery 
and aquaculture products from the outermost regions, referred to as the 'Fisheries POSEI'. Similarly, 
outermost regions also receive support under the programme of options specifically relating to 
remoteness and insularity (POSEI), which is financed by the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund. The 
POSEI, which replaces the first pillar of the common agricultural policy (direct payments) in the 
outermost regions, comprises measures that aim to ensure specific supply arrangements and provide 
support for local production, with the scheme providing annual allocations amounting to 
€278.41 million for the French outermost regions, €268.42 million for the Canary Islands and 
€106.21 million for the Azores and Madeira. A report published by the Commission on 
15 December 2016 considers that the programme's overall performance from 2006 to 2014 was positive, 
particularly in terms of its ability to address the agricultural challenges facing the outermost regions, and 
that it plays a critical role in maintaining traditional and 'diversification' of production in these regions. In 
total, it is estimated that the EU has allocated some €13.8 billion to the outermost regions during the 
2014-2020 period under the European structural and investment funds and POSEI.  

Challenges facing the outermost regions  
Their remote location and isolation has a considerable impact on many aspects of life in Europe's 
outermost regions, with their unique geographical situation generating significant additional costs 
in many areas. Mobility is clearly a key challenge; in view of their remote location, the outermost 
regions are highly dependent on transport links. As highlighted by the European Committee of the 
Regions (CoR) in its 2014 opinion on mobility in geographically and demographically challenged 
regions, airports can be vital to the survival of the outermost regions and for allowing them to 
connect, both with their respective countries and with the rest of the EU. However, problems such 
as increased costs, the scale of funding needed to ensure service provision, depopulation, and 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_14_1054
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/outermost-regions/#1
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/atlas/programmes/2014-2020/france/2014tc16rftn008
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/atlas/programmes/2014-2020/france/2014tc16rftn009
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/atlas/programmes/2014-2020/france/2014tc16rfcb051
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index.cfm/en/information/publications/brochures-factsheets/2014/cohesion-policy-and-spain
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index.cfm/en/information/publications/brochures-factsheets/2014/cohesion-policy-and-france
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index.cfm/en/information/publications/brochures-factsheets/2014/cohesion-policy-and-portugal
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1299
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1305
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32014R0508
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/market-measures/outermost-regions-and-small-aegean-islands/posei_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2016%3A797%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/outermost-regions/#5
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52014IR1691
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fluctuating consumer demand for public transport services, can all have a negative impact on public 
transport in the outermost regions, which can stifle economic growth. 

Unemployment is a perennial problem. In 2008, Parliament emphasised the urgent need to combat 
unemployment, poverty and unequal income distribution in the outermost areas. Progress appears 
to be slow here, however, with Parliament's 2014 resolution noting that the outermost regions have 
some of the highest unemployment rates in the EU, including particularly high levels among young 
people. Clearly, this problem also has wider ramifications for society, with the Conference of 
Presidents of the Outermost Regions, a body that brings together the presidents of the executive 
bodies of the nine outermost regions, expressing concern that the structural and serious nature of 
their unemployment is having a lasting impact on the social cohesion of these regions. 
Compared with other EU regions, conditions for carrying out activities in areas such as agriculture 
or fisheries are more challenging on account of a number of factors specific to the outermost 
regions, with the small size of farm holdings and the limited market both having a major impact on 
farming. Parliament's 2014 resolution noted that this already difficult situation was compounded by 
the challenges of diversification and competitiveness, as well as by new challenges, including 
globalisation, market liberalisation, food safety and sustainable development. Furthermore, in 
spite of the existence of specific support schemes in the outermost regions, Parliament also noted 
that the POSEI to help farmers in outermost regions suffers from chronic underfunding. Challenges 
also remain in the fisheries sector, with Parliament's April 2017 resolution on the management of 
the fishing fleets in the outermost regions drawing attention to problems, such as the difficulties 
that local fishermen face with accessing credit or insurance for their vessels, or the high level of 
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing taking place in the outermost regions' exclusive 
economic zones.  

The outermost regions' close proximity to less prosperous third countries means that they also face 
substantial migratory pressures in this connection, this is particularly the case for the Canary 
Islands and French Guiana. Together with a population growth rate that is often much higher than 
the EU average, this has led to significant economic and social tensions in certain places. Energy is 
another obstacle. Parliament has highlighted the challenges posed by isolated energy systems, 
noting that fossil fuel dependency is aggravated by distance and geographical isolation. It has also 
argued that the outermost regions' remoteness has been exacerbated in recent years by the digital 
divide between them and mainland Europe, resulting from delays in setting up and modernising 
ICT infrastructure, hampering their development and competitiveness. Finally, environmental issues 
are also a particularly pressing problem, with Parliament's 2012 resolution highlighting the effects 
of climate change in the outermost regions, especially rising sea levels, and the CoR also 
recognising the importance of this issue in its 2008 opinion on the strategy for outermost regions. 

Outermost regions in the post-2020 legislative framework 
In total, the European Commission has put forward some 21 proposals for EU programmes that take 
account of the specific needs of outermost regions for the post-2020 period, encompassing a wide 
range of policy areas such as cohesion policy, maritime and fisheries policy, the common agricultural 

Vulnerability and impact assessment of the EU's outermost regions 

Noting that the pace of change in areas such as agriculture, trade and tourism risks undermining the outermost regions' 
climate resilience by contributing to the destruction of biodiversity unique in Europe, the Commission's February 2021 
vulnerability and impact assessment of the EU's outermost regions recommends establishing 'safeguards' against non-
adaptation in respect of all EU actions, which could include fitness checks of EU policies. In particular, it notes that the 
2017 strategy has a potentially vital role to play in implementing these safeguards and recommends that the EU equip it 
with specific resources, to enable a greater focus on climate change, the protection of biodiversity, the introduction of a 
circular economy and the boosting of renewable energy, as recommended in the Commission's 2020 implementation 
report. The impact assessment considers that this may require a review of the strategic pillars of the strategy to account 
for social and environmental priorities such as health and biodiversity, which are identified as highly sensitive sectors in 
all outermost regions. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P6-TA-2008-0210
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2014-0133+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/20cprup_fr.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2014-0133+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0195
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2014-0133_EN.pdf?redirect
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2012-125
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:172:0007:0011:EN:PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/outermost-regions/#3
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/fb35ab82-7658-11eb-9ac9-01aa75ed71a1/language-en?WT.mc_id=Searchresult&WT.ria_c=41957&WT.ria_f=5702&WT.ria_ev=search
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/rup_2017/com_rup_partner_en.pdf
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policy and transport policy. Political agreement has now been reached on many of the files in 
question, with the adoption of the relevant regulations expected in the coming months. 

In the area of cohesion policy, Parliament and Council have agreed to maintain the specific 
additional allocation for the outermost regions, with a total of €1.92 billion to be allocated for this 
purpose to the nine outermost regions under the ERDF, up from the €1.447 billion originally 
proposed by the Commission. This followed an increase in the additional special allocation from €30 
to €40 per inhabitant per year, as well as the application of the maximum co-financing rate for EU 
projects in the outermost regions, which will remain at 85 %, an increase on the 70 % set out in the 
Commission's proposal. Outermost regions will be able to use the specific allocation for any of the 
objectives outlined under the ERDF Regulation, including investments in airport infrastructure, 
which will no longer be possible in other EU regions, with the ERDF Regulation also including a 
derogation to ensure that the ERDF may support productive investment in enterprises in the 
outermost regions, irrespective of their size. On European territorial cooperation, the new regulation 
includes a strand focusing specifically on the outermost regions, to promote their integration in 
their wider regions, with the outermost regions slated to receive a total of €271 million in funding 
under ETC programmes. It will also be possible to combine these resources with funding received 
under the Neighbourhood and International Cooperation Instrument. In addition, the regulation on 
the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) will earmark a total of €473 million as a specific additional 
allocation for the outermost regions in light of the permanent constraints they face, which also 
represents an increase on the amount originally proposed. 

On the common agricultural policy, the agreement reached between the European Parliament 
and the Council ensures the continuation of the POSEI scheme during the years 2021 and 2022, 
providing €627 million in financial support a year, with direct payments to farmers in the outermost 
regions remaining higher than those paid to farmers in other EU regions. Rural development 
projects in the outermost regions will be eligible for the maximum co-financing rate of 80 %, up 
from the proposed 70 %, with rural development funding in these regions focusing primarily on 
biodiversity in agriculture and the economic development of rural areas. In addition, the LIFE 
environment and climate action programme will also take account of the needs of these regions in 
its calls for proposals, which will support small projects to protect biodiversity and ecosystems. 

When it comes to maritime and fisheries policy, Parliament and Council have agreed that a total 
of €315 million will be allocated to strengthen the fisheries sector in the outermost regions and 
maintain the current 100 % compensation scheme for the additional costs of operating in these 
regions, with this funding focusing on the objective of promoting a level-playing field for fishery 
and aquaculture products from the outermost regions. This support for additional costs in 
outermost regions will be limited to 60 % of their total budget or to a maximum of 70 %, where 
justified in the individual outermost region's action plan. The plan must set out, inter alia, a strategy 
for the sustainable exploitation of fisheries and the development of sustainable blue economy 
sectors and details of compensation for additional costs.  

In the field of transport, the Connecting Europe Facility identifies a number of transport projects in 
the outermost regions, including the construction of maritime ports and urban roads, with such 
projects eligible for the higher co-financing rate of 70 %, up from the 50 % rate proposed by the 

European Green Deal  
A new growth strategy for the EU, the European Green Deal aims to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society with a 
modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy, setting a headline target of zero greenhouse gas emissions by 
2050. It pays special attention to the role of outermost regions in this process, taking account of their vulnerability to climate 
change and natural disasters and drawing on their strengths in the areas of biodiversity and renewable energy. One of the main 
building blocks of the European Green Deal, the circular economy action plan will seek to tailor circular economy solutions to 
the outermost regions in view of their dependence on resource imports, high waste generation fuelled by tourism, and waste 
exports. Under the Just Transition Fund, meanwhile, Member States are required to focus on supporting outermost regions 
in their territorial just transition plans and to set aside specific amounts from their national allocations 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6674-2021-ADD-1/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6168-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/new_circular_economy_action_plan.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020PC0022
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Commission, while in terms of infrastructure the rollout of digital innovation hubs in the outermost 
regions is expected to promote their participation in the digital single market.  

When it comes to education, the Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps programmes will take 
account of the specific situation of outermost regions and strive to increase their involvement in 
programmes, particularly when it comes to cooperation with neighbouring third countries.  

In the area of research policy, meanwhile, it will be possible for the outermost regions to be fully 
eligible as coordinators under the Widening Participation and Spreading Excellence strand under 
Horizon Europe, to help them realise their potential by focusing on their unique assets. What is more, 
a number of themes under the Horizon Europe programme are directly relevant for the outermost 
regions, including climate change, biodiversity, renewable energy and the blue economy.  

On migration, meanwhile, the proposed Asylum and Migration Fund and Internal Security Fund will 
provide the outermost regions with support to assist them with managing migration in a 
sustainable manner and to help them handle possible situations of pressure.  

Commission communications on the outermost regions 
2012 communication 
Building on the 2004 Commission communication, which outlined a strategy for the outermost 
regions based on the three axes of improving accessibility, improving competitiveness, and 
promoting regional integration in neighbouring regions, and the 2008 communication, which 
focused on capitalising on the unique assets of the outermost regions, the Commission's June 2012 
communication 'The outermost regions of the European Union: towards a partnership for smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth' outlined a plan to help the outermost regions become more self-
reliant, economically stronger and capable of creating sustainable jobs by tapping into their own 
assets. The strategy set out in the 2012 communication is based on five axes: improving access to 
the single market; increasing competitiveness; strengthening regional integration within the 

Outermost regions and coronavirus 
As an integral part of the Union, the outermost regions can benefit from the exceptional measures put forward by the EU 
to support its regions in responding to the crisis. This includes support under the first package of 13 March 2020, which 
revised EU State aid rules and established the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative to provide liquidity for small 
businesses and the health care sector, through measures such as removing this year's obligation to request the refunding 
of unspent pre-financing under several European structural and investment funds (ESI funds), as well as under the second 
package of 2 April, which features a proposal introducing additional flexibility in the use of ESI funds. This will allow 100 % 
financing from the EU budget between 1 July 2020 and 30 June 2021 for programmes addressing the impact of the 
pandemic, as well as additional transfer possibilities between the ERDF, ESF, and Cohesion Fund, including between 
different categories of regions, making it possible to redistribute ESI funds directly to the outermost regions. 

In the area of fisheries, a key sector for many outermost regions, the EU has amended its rules on the EMFF and on the 
common organisation of markets in fishery and aquaculture products. This will allow support for measures to compensate 
the economic losses resulting from the coronavirus outbreak for operators in the fishing, farming, processing and 
marketing of certain fishery and aquaculture products from the outermost regions, in particular those resulting from the 
deterioration in the price of fish or increased storage costs. 

Designed to provide assistance to foster crisis repair in the context of the pandemic, the REACT-EU package adopted on 
23 December 2020 mobilises resources of €47.5 billion for those regions hardest hit by the crisis. For the outermost 
regions, REACT-EU provides for the creation of a specific additional allocation of €30 per inhabitant, which will be 
distributed per region and Member State in a manner proportional to the population of these regions and added on top 
of the allocation received by every outermost region through the distribution of the national budget. In addition, the 
Regulation on the Recovery and Resilience Facility, which will make available a total of €672.5 billion in loans and grants 
to support the recovery process in the Member States and strengthen their resilience, states that efforts to reduce 
disparities should in particular benefit islands and outermost regions and establishes four intervention fields dealing 
specifically with the outermost regions covering areas such as specific action to compensate additional costs due market 
size factors or support to offset additional costs due to climate conditions. 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/rup2012/rup_com2012287_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_496
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_459
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1586347367951&uri=CELEX:52020PC0142
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32020R2221
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/241/oj
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outermost regions' geographic zones; reinforcing the social dimension of outermost regions; and 
mainstreaming climate change action into all relevant policies; implemented by a series of measures 
and proposals for the future, with an internal and an external dimension. The communication 
emphasises the importance of cohesion policy for delivering Europe 2020 and outlines proposals 
for traditional sectors such as agriculture, fisheries and tourism, and emerging sectors, including 
research and sustainable energy.  

2017 communication  
Recognising the clear need to improve efforts to allow the outermost regions to take full advantage 
of the benefits of EU membership and drawing on the contributions of the various stakeholders, the 
Commission's October 2017 communication 'A stronger and renewed strategic partnership with the 
EU's outermost regions' put forward a new approach for supporting the development of the 
outermost regions that involves capitalising on their assets and exploiting the opportunities 
available for growth and job creation. Based on a stronger partnership between these regions, the 
Member States and the EU institutions, this approach put a greater focus on the specificities and 
needs of these regions and set out concrete actions to be taken by the EU, Member States and the 
outermost regions, outlined in more detail in an annex to the communication.  

The strategy is structured around four pillars. The first, 'new governance based on a strong 
partnership' seeks to ensure that the Commission takes greater account of the needs of outermost 
regions, and establish EU policies more suited to their situation by adapting EU policies to the unique 
circumstances of these regions, identifying measures such as setting up an ad hoc platform to 
exchange views on the interests and concerns of outermost regions. The 'building on the outermost 
regions' unique assets' pillar draws attention to the regions' strengths, areas where they have 
comparative advantages, and traditional activities, which should be better exploited to create jobs 
and business opportunities. It covers areas such as the blue economy, setting out a commitment to 
consider specific measures for outermost regions under new EU programmes for the sustainable 
development of fisheries, agriculture and rural development, with planned measures including 
maintaining specific provisions for the outermost regions in the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development, while energy-related measures include a commitment to mainstream the good 'clean 
energy' practices developed by outermost regions. 

The 'enabling growth and job creation' pillar sets out plans to strengthen efforts to promote 
Erasmus+ – including Erasmus Pro, designed to encourage mobility for apprentices – and the 
European Solidarity Corps among young people. The Commission also commits to considering the 
special needs of business in the outermost regions in new schemes helping small and medium-sized 
enterprises improve their competitiveness on the international markets. Given the importance of 
digital accessibility, the Commission plans to encourage the exchange of best practices and 
information on broadband rollout via the EU network of broadband competence offices. The final 
pillar lists measures to 'scale up outermost regions' cooperation with their neighbourhood and 
beyond' building on existing initiatives to promote regional cooperation, strengthening the links 
between outermost regions and their neighbouring countries, and, more specifically, encouraging joint 
programming and planning of projects, with the Commission committing to consider focusing new EU 
investments on priority and larger scale projects in the outermost regions geographical area. 

Assessing implementation of the 2017 communication  
Published in March 2020, the Commission report on the implementation of the 2017 
communication on a stronger and renewed strategic partnership with the EU's outermost regions 
considers that the process of implementing the communication's commitments is on the right track, 
emphasising that it has triggered concrete positive results for the outermost regions. The report 
notes that the Commission has delivered on its commitments by creating specific opportunities for 
the outermost regions in a broad range of programmes, adjusting EU policies, legislation and tools 
to their needs and providing tailored support. Based on progress made to date, the Commission 
considers that there is still a need to focus and speed up efforts at all levels of government on the 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/rup_2017/com_rup_partner_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/rup_2017/com_rup_partner_annex_en.pdf
https://europa.eu/youth/solidarity_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/rup_2020/report_rup_implem_partner_2020_en.pdf
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key issues of climate change, biodiversity, circular economy and renewable energy, stressing that 
investment in these areas is vital for achieving sustainable growth. Highlighting that action should 
be taken to further develop the blue economy, enhance connectivity and to invest in skills to 
encourage job creation and enterprise across sectors, it concludes, however, that there is still a long 
way to go to close the inequalities gap between the outermost regions and the European continent. 

The February 2020 declaration of the Conference of Presidents of the Outermost Regions highlights 
areas where further action is required in general, thereby providing an idea of those sectors where the 
2017 communication has yet to fully deliver. In the area of the blue economy, it emphasises the need 
for the EU to provide the outermost regions with better financial support for action taken to develop 
their maritime resources and to deliver ambitious investments to fully capitalise on this potential. On 
State aid, it argues that EU rules should evolve to take account of the purely local impact of State 
aid granted to businesses in the outermost regions while, when it comes to the EU's external policy, 
it stresses the need to protect the interests of outermost regions and calls for their involvement at 
the earliest possible stage in negotiations on international agreements. On the issue of migration, 
it emphasises that EU and Member State support is needed to compensate for the large increase in 
budgetary expenditure in these regions relating to the flow of migrants.  

Moving beyond the current strategy – Voices in the debate 
Recent months have seen renewed focus on the outermost regions, with the impact of the 
coronavirus crisis helping to throw the situation of these outlying areas of the EU into even sharper 
relief and prepare the ground for a wider debate on how best to address the challenges they face. 
A number of key stakeholders have made an active contribution to this process, with the Portuguese 
Presidency of the EU also helping to put this issue clearly on the EU's political agenda through its 
commitment to pay attention to the specificities of outermost regions across all EU policies, 
particularly cohesion policy, and work together with the Conference of Presidents of the Outermost 
Regions on the EU strategy for the outermost regions.  

European Parliament  
Published on 29 April 2021, the draft report of Parliament's Committee on Regional Development, 
'Towards a stronger partnership with the EU outermost regions' (rapporteur: Stéphane 
Bijoux/Renew/France) welcomes the efforts made in both the outermost regions and the EU 
institutions to put the 2017 strategic partnership into practice. Stressing the many advances 
obtained under the new 2021-2027 MFF, the draft report welcomes the additional measures taken 
for the outermost regions as part of the Next Generation EU recovery plan, noting the importance 
of maintaining the arrangements for them based on Article 349 TFEU, reconciling the twin 
imperatives of protecting local production and tackling the high cost of living. In particular, the draft 
report advocates an 'outermost regions reflex' within the EU institutions, and a cross-cutting 
approach in all EU public policies, calling also on the Council to set up a specific outermost regions 
committee, modelled on the Special Committee on Agriculture. In addition, the draft report calls on 
the Commission to frame a new strategy for the outermost regions based on respect for their 
specific characteristics, consolidation of achievements and optimisation of existing arrangements, 
innovation and an appreciation of them as 'territories offering solutions'. It urges the Commission 
and the Member States to invest in these regions and make the fight against poverty and 
unemployment priorities of European solidarity, while investing in future projects that focus on 
innovation and reskilling, noting that young populations are a major asset in these regions. 

The document also outlines areas where action is needed to support development. On agricultural 
and fisheries policy, it calls for the specific measures under the CAP through the POSEI scheme and 
within the EMFF to be strengthened to achieve the objective of food autonomy and to support 
green and blue growth. On climate and energy, it reaffirms the objective of achieving energy 
autonomy and calls for strong support to help the outermost regions promote a new sustainable 
economic model with structural initiatives for developing the circular economy. On competition 
policy, the draft report calls for the creation of a specific status for businesses in the outermost 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/declaration_rup_presidents_2020_fr.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/REGI-PR-689837_EN.pdf
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regions, to increase their competitiveness. On connectivity, meanwhile, it considers that the CO2 
quota trading scheme for air and sea transport should make derogations for the outermost regions 
and stresses the need to ensure digital connectivity as a tool for economic development. Lastly, on 
migration, it stresses that the outermost regions are strongly affected by migration flows from their 
neighbourhood and calls for the new pact on asylum and migration to take this into account. 

European Committee of the Regions 
While appreciating the Commission's commitment to working in partnership with the outermost 
regions, the CoR's December 2020 opinion on the implementation of the renewed strategic 
partnership with the outermost regions regrets that the Commission's 2020 interim report did not 
remedy the omission of a number of measures in policies essential to their development, such as 
cohesion policy or the EU's social pillar. In this context, the Committee recognises the need to adapt 
the strategy in view of the serious consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic, which have had a 
greater impact on these regions. Highlighting the importance of applying the tailor-made approach 
proposed by the Commission in its 2017 communication, the Committee notes that social issues 
have always been at the heart of the challenges facing the outermost regions, exacerbated by the 
devastating effects of the current crisis on their labour markets. All this underlines the need to place 
growth and employment at the heart of any strategy for these regions. According to the CoR, the 
outermost regions need a new approach that includes a stronger social dimension and the 
identification of specific measure to address the current situation. The Committee also welcomes 
the Commission's express commitment to pay particular attention to the outermost regions under 
the European Green Deal, taking into account their vulnerability to climate change and natural 
disasters, as well as their unique assets, such as biodiversity and renewable energy sources.  
In particular, the CoR emphasises the need to consider the unique situation of the outermost regions 
across a range of different policy areas. It calls on the Commission to ensure that its measures on the 
circular economy take into account the specific nature of the outermost regions while, on climate 
change, the CoR argues that any measures in the field of carbon emissions reduction should seek a 
fair balance between the need to safeguard the environment and the needs of the general public in 
terms of accessibility and maintaining the economy. Looking at the issue of integration in the 
single market, it calls for the remoteness, geographical isolation and territorial dispersion of the 
outermost regions to be taken into account in the design, adoption and implementation of policies 
to reduce the physical and digital accessibility gap with the EU market. When it comes to migration, 
meanwhile, it emphasises that the outermost regions are on the front line as points of entry for 
irregular immigrants from their immediate neighbourhood and warns of the major impact that the 
management of migratory flows is having on all of their public policies.  

Conference of Presidents of the Outermost Regions 
Noting that inter-institutional negotiations have brought a number of positive outcomes for the 
outermost regions, the November 2020 joint declaration of the Conference of Presidents of the 
Outermost Regions identified a number of areas requiring further action. In particular, it called on 
the Commission to authorise the rollout of State aid mechanisms to support the full relaunch of 

Outermost Regions Forum 2020 

Hosted by Commissioner for Cohesion and Reforms Elisa Ferreira on 14-16 October 2020, the virtual Outermost Regions 
Forum 2020 brought together the presidents of the outermost regions, representatives of the EU institutions and 
experts to discuss the key issues facing the outermost regions. With discussions organised across four discussion panels 
– promoting the circular economy, the blue economy, boosting recovery in the outermost regions, and climate 
strategies and protecting diversity – the event covered issues such as marine litter, the limitation of waste generation, 
promotion of economic diversification, investment in research and innovation for new solutions, the development of 
future skills, and the role of digitisation in reducing energy demand, providing an interesting snapshot of current 
challenges. 

https://cor.europa.eu/EN/our-work/Pages/OpinionTimeline.aspx?opId=CDR-3319-2020
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/declaration_rup_presidents_nov2020_fr.pdf
https://icfnext.swoogo.com/RUP2020
https://icfnext.swoogo.com/RUP2020
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flight connections with the outermost regions and to consider the specificities of the outermost 
regions, with a view to striking a fair balance between environmental goals and the high social costs 
of applying future CO2 measures, stressing also the need to introduce a permanent exemption in 
this respect for all flights to and from the outermost regions. It called for more support for 
investments in the energy and climate transition in these regions and highlighted the urgent need 
to boost the tourism sector and the critical situation facing the cultural and events sectors, which 
require targeted measures. Looking to the future, it urged the Commission to strengthen the 
strategy's social dimension and to take account of the impact of the current health crisis, calling also 
for a renewed strategy for the outermost regions at a time when they are in great need of solidarity.  
The Conference of Presidents' joint declaration issued at its meeting on 3 May 2021 welcomed the 
commitment of the Portuguese Presidency to work more closely with it on the Commission's 2017 
strategy for the outermost regions, yet emphasised that it remained extremely concerned by the 
strategy. Noting that a number of key topics had yet to be covered or developed in detail, it urged 
the Council to invite the Commission to prepare a new strategy for the outermost regions, to take 
full account of the new situation arising from the pandemic and the key issues for these regions. It 
also called for the POSEI budget to be maintained beyond 2022 and for concrete results regarding 
the rollout of operating measures for the renewal of the fishing fleet. Emphasising the importance 
of ensuring coherence between EU funds and the Recovery and Resilience Facility to deliver 
economic and social recovery in the outermost regions, it highlighted the lack of flexibility when it 
comes to the implementation of these funds. 

European Commission 
Speaking at the 3 May 2021 meeting of the Conference of Presidents, Commissioner for Cohesion 
and Reforms Elisa Ferreira announced that the Commission would present a communication on a 
new strategic approach for the outermost regions in 2022. Highlighting the need to lay foundations 
for long-term sustainable growth, Ferreira argued that the renewed strategy should establish a plan 
to reinvent the local economies of the outermost regions, modernising and diversifying them in line 
with the new EU priorities. In particular, she emphasised that the green and digital revolution 
offered fantastic opportunities for the outermost regions that the EU should take advantage of, 
noting these regions' incredible natural potential in terms of the blue economy, renewable energy, 
sustainable agriculture and eco-tourism, and as unique places for space infrastructure.  
Council of the EU 
Sensitive to the needs and specificities of the outermost regions, the Portuguese Presidency 
arranged a discussion on the role of outermost regions as laboratories for the future at the informal 
meeting of the General Affairs Council on 17 May 2021. The meeting identified the challenges and 
potential that these regions offer the EU as a whole and the lessons that can be learned to prepare 
for the future of the EU in areas such as the climate and digital transitions, with Ms Ferreira stressing 
the potential strategic role for the outermost regions in areas that will be crucial to the EU's future 
in the coming decade, such as sustainable tourism, space, renewable energy and teleworking. 

Towards a new strategy for the outermost regions 
The pandemic, which has had a significantly greater impact in the outermost regions than elsewhere 
in the EU, has arguably acted as a catalyst for change, leading to calls for a new strategy for the 
outermost regions, with the European Committee of the Regions recognising the need to adapt this 
strategy in the light of the pandemic's consequences and the Conference of Presidents calling for a 
new strategy to take full account of the impact of the health crisis. While it is too early to speculate as 
to the shape of a future strategy for the outermost regions, there would seem to be some agreement 
among stakeholders regarding some of the priorities it should address. Social issues, in particular, 
emerge as a key area of concern, with the Conference of Presidents urging the Commission to 
strengthen the social dimension of the strategy and the CoR also calling for a new approach that includes 
a stronger social dimension, noting that social issues have always been at the heart of the challenges 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/themes/outermost-regions/pdf/declaration_rup_presidents_mai2021_fr.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/ferreira/announcements/meeting-presidents-outermost-regions-webinar-speech-3-may-2021_en
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facing these reasons. Building on this idea, the CoR considers further that growth and employment 
should be placed at the heart of the strategy. The vulnerability and impact assessment also identifies this 
theme, recommending a review of the strategy's strategic pillars to take account of social priorities such 
as health, also highlighting environmental priorities such as biodiversity. 
A second topic to emerge is the idea of building on the assets of the outermost regions with a view to 
taking advantage of the unique opportunities they provide. While the REGI committee's draft report calls 
for a new strategy based, inter alia, on respect for the outer regions' specific characteristics, 
innovation and an appreciation of these regions as 'territories offering solutions', the Commissioner 
for Cohesion and Reforms, Elisa Ferreira, has specifically identified the green and digital revolution 
as presenting key opportunities for the outermost regions, noting their incredible natural potential 
in terms of the blue economy, renewable energy, sustainable agriculture and eco-tourism, an idea 
reinforced by the recent discussion on the 'laboratories of the future' at Council. 

Outlook 
With the Commission having delivered on many of its commitments under the 2017 communication, 
implementing actions under all four pillars of the new strategy, its 2020 implementation report 
concludes that there has been good progress. However, it would be a mistake to equate progress in the 
implementation of this strategy with progress in terms of the development of the outermost regions 
themselves. Indeed, the Commission would also appear to be cautious about drawing such conclusions, 
noting in its implementation report that there is still a long way to go to close the inequalities gap 
between the outermost regions and the European continent. What is more, this sobering assessment is 
also backed up by the results of the 2019 Regional Competitiveness Index (RCI), which show that 
outermost regions continue to lag behind.  
The Member States and the EU institutions are committed to closing this inequalities gap, with the 
political agreements on the post-2020 legislative framework ensuring the continuation of previous 
measures for the outermost regions, such as the specific additional allocation or the POSEI scheme, 
and also introducing a number of new benefits, such as the right to use EU funds for investments in 
airport infrastructure. Challenges clearly remain, however, leading to calls for a fresh strategy for the 
outermost regions. The announcement by Commissioner Elisa Ferreira represents a positive 
development but it remains to be seen whether the new strategy and the special measures put forward 
for the period post 2020 will together be sufficient to close the inequalities gap with the rest of the EU. 
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