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Abstract 

This thesis looks into the existing gap between global challenges and goals, and their 

proper implementation on the local level. This is taken from the perspective of local actors 

engaging in the blue economy, while considering the process of European integration. 

The blue economy is a sector that provides a series of challenges and opportunities, with 

high potential for development in the coming years, especially in Europe. As our oceans 

become a more prevalent topic and area of concern all over across the European 

landscape, it is important to consider and understand how to achieve the sustainable 

development goals and what are the opportunities in the EU for enabling the blue 

economy sector. The analysis proposed looks at how the existing gap between the 

global/regional and local levels is influenced by the existence of European funding 

mechanisms. To do so, the research considers the case study of Portugal and the 

engagement of Portuguese local actors with funding opportunities, conducting interviews 

to gain insights into their experiences and perceptions. Supported by the theoretical 

perspectives of Institutional Liberalism and Multi-level Governance, the thesis discusses 

whether these European mechanisms can be efficient at tackling the existing gap, and if 

they are able play a significant role in stimulating the blue economy. The findings of this 

research suggest that the EU funding mechanisms play a crucial in enabling the blue 

economy, providing local actors with means to conduct their projects, while they support 

to develop an important sector for the EU and assist in achieving global landmarks. 

 

Keywords: Blue Economy; Sustainable Development Goals; Institutional Liberalism; 

Multi-level Governance; European Integration; Funding Mechanisms; Local Actors; 

Portugal 
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1. Introduction 

“Our failure to care for the ocean will have ripple effects across the entire 2030 

Agenda.” 

This sentence was expressed by António Guterres, the secretary-general of the United 

Nations (UN), at the 2022 UN Ocean Conference in Lisbon, which took place from June 

5th to June 9th.1 Throughout these five days there were various sessions, discussions, 

workshops, and side events aimed at addressing ocean-related challenges and advancing 

the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14.  

Different stakeholders from around the globe (government representatives, civil society 

organizations, businessman, academics, research institutions) gathered to discuss issues 

related to ocean conservation and its sustainable use. The goal was to raise awareness 

about the role of oceans in our times; strengthening partnerships; sharing knowledge and 

experiences; mobilizing action to implement SDG 14; and review progress made so far. 

A wide range of topics were covered along these days, including mitigating the impacts 

of climate change; protecting and preserving marine biodiversity, and promoting the 

development of the blue economy. Some of the key takeaways from this event include 

the Lisbon Declaration, reaffirming the commitment of participating countries to 

implement SDG 14 and take urgent action to address challenges regarding the oceans.2 

This conference provided a crucial platform for global dialogue and action on ocean 

conservation and sustainable use, by bringing together different actors to address the 

complex challenges facing the world's oceans.  

However, several challenges still prevail, such as the existing gap between global ideals 

and concrete actions/ policies at the national and local levels. As such, in order to have a 

deeper and proper understanding of this matter, and understand how we can go beyond 

these hurdles, we ought to investigate the role that international institutions have in this 

matter, as well as framing how we can (and should) consider political participation and 

civil society in a global perspective, as it is the topic of this thesis. 

 
1 - United Nations, “UN Secretary-General’s Opening Remarks to United Nations Ocean Conference [as 

Delivered],” 27 June, 2022, www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-06-27/un-secretary-generals-

opening-remarks-united-nations-ocean-conference-delivered  
2 - RARE Conservation, “4 Takeaways from the UN Ocean Conference,” 11 July, 2022, 

https://rare.org/story/4-takeaways-from-the-un-ocean-conference/  

http://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-06-27/un-secretary-generals-opening-remarks-united-nations-ocean-conference-delivered
http://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-06-27/un-secretary-generals-opening-remarks-united-nations-ocean-conference-delivered
https://rare.org/story/4-takeaways-from-the-un-ocean-conference/
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1.1 Oceans, the United Nations and European Integration 

Oceans cover over 70% of the Earth's surface and play a vital role for our wellbeing, as 

they help regulate the planet's climate, support its biodiversity, and are responsible for 

providing essential ecosystem services. However, over the years a set of human activities, 

including the likes of overfishing, pollution, and habitat destruction, have led to 

significant degradation of marine environments worldwide.3 The importance of oceans 

can’t be overstated, and ongoing efforts on the global landscape are needed to ensure their 

health and vitality for future generations, as they are transversal to every human being. 

Recognizing the urgent need to address such challenges and others, the UN launched the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015, comprising a total of 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals to guide every nation on planet in order to tackle existing challenges 

on a global scale.4 This Agenda works as a blueprint for global action towards a more 

sustainable and equitable future, in order to ensure a just way of living for generations to 

come, by providing a comprehensive framework for global action in key policy areas to 

tackle challenges that affect each nation.5 It is a universal agenda established with the 

intention of leaving no one behind, built upon collaborative partnerships among different 

stakeholders such as governments, civil society, the private sector, academia.6 These 

partnerships are essential for mobilizing resources, sharing knowledge, and implementing 

sustainable development initiatives at the local, national, and global levels. 

Protecting and preserving our oceans is essential for the sustainability of life on Earth and 

achieving the United Nations' SDG by 2030. Regarding not just oceans, but also seas and 

other marine resources as well, we have SDG 14, which targets cover a wide range of 

issues, including marine pollution, sustainable fisheries management, conservation of 

marine ecosystems, and enhancing scientific knowledge and research capacity related to 

 
3 - Pascal Lamy et al., “International ocean governance in need of EU leadership,” Europe Jacques Delors 

Think Tank, 26 June, 2022, p.4 https://www.europejacquesdelors.eu/publications/international-ocean-

governance-in-need-of-eu-leadership  
4 - Li Xiaoxi, “Green Civilization Human Consensus on Global Collaboration for Sustainable 

Development,” (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2020) p. 17 https://doi-org.zorac.aub.aau.dk/10.1007/978-

981-15-7812-0 
5 - Ibid., p. 18. 
6 - Ibid., p. 18. 

https://www.europejacquesdelors.eu/publications/international-ocean-governance-in-need-of-eu-leadership
https://www.europejacquesdelors.eu/publications/international-ocean-governance-in-need-of-eu-leadership
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oceans. SDG 14, titled "Life Below Water," is dedicated to conserving and sustainably 

using the oceans, seas, and marine resources.7  

SDG 14 comprises ten targets8 that address various aspects of ocean sustainability, 

including marine pollution, overfishing, marine conservation, and sustainable fisheries. 

This SDG is also related to other SDGs, as an effective sustainable management of marine 

resources under SDG 14 can contribute to boost economic growth, generate employment, 

as well as developing the needed infrastructure for achieving its set target, thus aligning 

with goals related to inclusive and sustainable economic growth (SDG 8) and resilient 

infrastructure and innovation (SDG 9). This is just one example, as a study from 2017 has 

found a linkage between SDG 14 and SDGs 1, 2, 3, 8, 9, 12, 13, 15 and 16.9 

In line with this, the United Nations has declared the years 2021 to 2030 as the UN Decade 

of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development, proclaimed by the UN General Assembly 

in December 2017.10 This complements SDG 14 by providing a framework for enhancing 

scientific research and cooperation to support ocean sustainability, a pivotal initiative 

aimed at harnessing the power of ocean science, aiming to enhance international 

cooperation in ocean research and promote the use of science-based solutions.11  Through 

increased collaboration among scientists, policymakers, and stakeholders, it seeks to 

address pressing issues by relying on the active participation and commitment of all 

involved parties, from government authorities to all kinds of members from the civil 

society. Much like the 2030 Agenda, the UN Decade of Ocean Science follows a set of 

10 challenges to address current tasks, some examples being: address marine pollution; 

restore ecosystems and biodiversity; develop a sustainable and equitable ocean economy; 

ensure capacity building; changing our relationship with the ocean.12 

 
7 - David Le Blanc, et al., “Mapping the Linkages between Oceans and Other Sustainable Development 

Goals: A Preliminary Exploration,” UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) Working 

Papers, no.149 (New York: United Nations, 2017), p. 2 https://doi.org/10.18356/a39cdf00-en  
8 - Some of these targets include preventing and significantly reducing marine pollution of all kinds (target 

14.1); sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems (target 14.2); conserve coastal and 

marine areas (target 14.5); increase scientific knowledge, develop research capacity, and transfer marine 

technology (target.14.a); to mention a few. 
9 - David Le Blanc, et al., “Mapping the Linkages between Oceans and Other Sustainable Development 

Goals: A Preliminary Exploration,” p. 26.  
10 - Vladimir Ryabinin et al., “The UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development,” Frontiers 

in Marine Science, vol.6, no.470, (2019), p. 3 https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2019.00470  
11 - Ibid., p. 3. 
12 - Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission, “The United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for 

Sustainable Development (2021-2030): Implementation Plan,” UNESCO Digital Library (2021), pp. 22-

23 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000377082  

https://doi.org/10.18356/a39cdf00-en
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2019.00470
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000377082
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The European Union (EU) is no exception, has it has recognized the need for coordinated 

action to protect and sustainably manage the oceans, as these issues are complex and 

require every state to do its part. Over the years, the EU's commitment to ocean 

sustainability has been reflected in its alignment with the targets and indicators of SDG 

14, implemented into different policy areas within the Union. One example is the 

European Green Deal13, a comprehensive roadmap for the EU to achieve climate 

neutrality by 2050, aiming to transform its economy into a sustainable one, reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions while fostering economic growth. The emphasis on 

sustainability is not only on land, but also in the oceans, as the EU has incorporated in its 

approach to this issue various concerns related to the blue economy, such as preserving 

and restoring ecosystems and biodiversity.14 

Several countries and regions around the globe have embraced the principles behind the 

idea of the blue economy and have made continuous efforts to implement innovative 

strategies to harness the potential of marine resources, while having in mind the need for 

it done sustainably. A very well-known example is the case of the Seychelles, a cluster of 

islands off East Africa, that have been responsible for implementing pioneering measures 

to promote sustainable fisheries management, including the establishment of marine 

protected areas and the adoption of ecosystem-based approaches to resource allocation.15 

In the context of the EU, a series of countries with large coastal areas, have been actively 

driving forward the establishment and reinforcement of the blue economy sector, by 

incorporating it in its national development strategy.16 

As different Member States act across the EU to develop the blue economy, we can see 

how this goes in line with the process of European integration. This is a process which 

has evolved over the years, where Member States within the institution come together to 

cooperate in various political, economic, social, and cultural aspects.17 It involves the 

 
13 - Constanze Fetting, “The European Green Deal,” ESDN Report (Vienna: ESDN Office, 2020), p. 5 

https://www.esdn.eu/fileadmin/ESDN_Reports/ESDN_Report_2_2020.pdf  
14 - Ibid., p. 15 
15 -  Dominique Benzaken, “Good governance for sustainable blue economy in small islands: Lessons 

learned from the Seychelles experience,” Frontiers in Political Science, vol. 4 (2022) p. 3 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.1040318  
16 - Miguel Marques, “The EU blue economy in the world,” Public Policy Portuguese Journal, vol. 6, no.1 

(Évora: Universidade de Évora, UMPP, 2021) pp. 64-68 ISSN 2183-8992 
17 - Augusto Lopez-Claros, Arthur L. Dahl and Maja Groff, “Global Governance and the Emergence of 

Global Institutions for the 21st Century,” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), pp. 71-16 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108569293  

https://www.esdn.eu/fileadmin/ESDN_Reports/ESDN_Report_2_2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.1040318
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108569293
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gradual harmonization of policies, laws, and institutions among Member States of the EU, 

sometimes including other European countries. European integration involves a series of 

financing mechanisms that support its objectives and initiatives, established with the goal 

of promoting economic convergence, regional development, social cohesion, and the 

implementation of common policies across the different Member States in the EU. These 

mechanisms have shown over the years how they have been used to guide Member States’ 

actions in order to follow up with the EU’s objective, rather than resorting to 

rulemaking.18 One example is the European Investment Bank, which then is related to the 

EU funding mechanisms, channels through which the EU allocates funds to projects, 

programs, regions, or Member States.19  

1.2 Understanding the idea of the blue economy  

To go further on, there must be an idea of what is referred to when we talk about the idea 

of the “blue economy”. For this purpose, this introduction segment will delve into the 

different interpretations of this concept and establish a definition.  

This is a concept that has gained increasing attention in recent years as a framework for 

sustainable development, thanks to the acknowledgement of the crucial role that oceans 

play in the fight against issues such as climate change.20 We are also able to find 

definitions of the term by looking into the topic of international development, as 

sustainable ocean transition has become a prevalent topic.21 

The United Nations first introduced this term at a conference in Rio in 2012, while 

underlining the importance of implementing a sustainable management process, based on 

the argument that marine ecosystems are more productive when they are in healthy 

conditions.22 The UN specifies the blue economy to relate to a set of sustainable and 

 
18 - Bruno de Witte, “Integration through Funding,” in The Financial Constitution of European Integration 

Follow the Money? ed. Ruth Weber (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023) p. 227 

https://doi.org/10.5040/9781509969944.ch-011  
19 - Vasilis Margaras, Balázs Széchy and EPRS, “Guide to EU Funding: 2023 edition”, European parliament 

(2023) p. 10 https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2861/392040  
20 - Lucky Wuwung, et al., “Global blue economy governance – A methodological approach to investigating 

blue economy implementation,” Front. Mar. Sci., vol.9 (2022) p. 1 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2022.1043881 
21 - Tanya Brodie Rudolph, et al., “A transition to sustainable ocean governance,” Nature Communications, 

vol.11, no.3600 (2020) p. 2 https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-17410-2  
22 - United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, “Blue Economy Concept Paper,” United 

Nations (2012)  https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2978BEconcept.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.5040/9781509969944.ch-011
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2861/392040
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2022.1043881
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-17410-2
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2978BEconcept.pdf
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socially equitable economic activities that relate not just to oceans, but to seas and coastal 

areas as well, stressing the need for global cooperation across borders and sectors, as these 

are common domains for different states. Ever since then the UN has been pushing 

forward to raise awareness and action to stimulate the blue economy.  

Furthermore, the World Bank, one of the world's largest sources of funding on a global 

scale, defines the blue economy to be the sustainable use of ocean resources for economic 

growth, improved livelihoods, and jobs while preserving the health of ocean ecosystem, 

incapsulating activities such as renewable energies, fisheries, maritime transport, tourism, 

climate change and waste management.23 The World Bank sees the blue economy as being 

an effective driver for achieving the different Sustainable Development Goals, at the same 

time that it is seen as a promising sector of activity, one that can be responsible for creating 

jobs, driving economic growth, and generating income.24 In line with the 2030 Agenda, 

it is proposed by the World Bank that different stakeholders across society take action and 

invest in key fields such as capacity building, as well as research and innovation, in order 

to enable the potential of this sector.25  

A report published by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) entitled “The Ocean Economy in 2030” explores the growth prospects of the 

blue economy, phrased as ocean economy, talking about its possibility to stimulate job 

creation and address global challenges. It defines the blue economy to be an aggregate of 

all industries with a direct or indirect connection to the ocean, such as marine energy, 

ports, shipping, coastal protection, and seafood production, with the possibility to 

outperform global economic growth by 2030.26 The sector encompasses both established 

ocean-based industries, such as capture fisheries and shipping, as well as emerging 

industries such as marine aquaculture.27 In the studies carried out by the OECD, the 

various situations envisaged point to a doubling of the overall GVA of the economy of 

 
23 - World Bank, “What is the Blue Economy?”, Infographic, World Bank, 2017 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/infographic/2017/06/06/blue-economy  
24 - World Bank and United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “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,” (Washington DC: World Bank, 2017) p.6 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/cee24b6c-2e2f-5579-b1a4-

457011419425/content 
25 - Ibid., p.9  
26 - OECD, “The Ocean Economy in 2030,” (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2016) pp. 17-18 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264251724-en  
27 - Ibid., p. 23 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/infographic/2017/06/06/blue-economy
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/cee24b6c-2e2f-5579-b1a4-457011419425/content
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/cee24b6c-2e2f-5579-b1a4-457011419425/content
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264251724-en
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the sea by 2030, providing a positive outlook for the future of the sector.28 It is stated that 

this growth will be supported by developments in global population, the economy, 

climate, environment, technology, ocean regulation and management29, suggesting the 

need to establish an international agenda for co-operation on this subject.30 

Going back to the EU, every year the European Commission, more specifically, the 

Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, publishes the Annual Report on 

the EU Blue Economy. In the 2018 edition the blue economy is defined as being “all 

economic activities related to oceans, seas and coasts […] It covers a wide range of 

interlinked established and emerging sectors”.31  This report explains the scope and length 

of the blue economic system withinside the EU in that specific year, establishing a point 

of reference to assist policymakers and stakeholders in the quest for sustainable 

management improvement when it comes to oceans, seas and coastal resources.32  

When considering the different definitions, it is possible to identify a set characteristic 

activities and sectors that are part of the blue economy, with their own economic and 

environmental implications. Fisheries and aquaculture are one of traditional sectors of the 

blue economy, as they play a central role in providing food security, livelihoods, and 

economic opportunities for countless people worldwide. There are also emerging sectors 

like blue renewable energies that interact with the marine environment (offshore wind, 

wave energy, tidal energy), holding a huge potential as a clean and sustainable alternative 

to fossil fuels, being a key point for the energy transition process.  

Having in mind the “economy” aspect, more specifically, the socioeconomic aspect, one 

of the key arguments in favour of developing the blue economy is its potential to deliver 

substantial socioeconomic benefits to coastal communities and society at large. Some of 

the positive aspects that are pointed out is that it encapsulates a set of activities that can 

generate employment, create economic opportunities, and alleviate poverty. Therefore, 

the blue economy encapsulates both economic development and social equity.33 

 
28 - OECD, “The Ocean Economy in 2030,” p. 18 
29 - Ibid., p. 25 
30 - Ibid., p. 34 
31 - European Commission, Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries and Joint Research 

Centre, “The 2018 annual economic report on EU blue economy,” Publications Office of the European 

Union (2018) p. 5 https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2771/305342  
32 - Ibid., p. 6 
33 - Lucky Wuwung, et al., “Global blue economy governance – A methodological approach to investigating 

blue economy implementation,” p. 1 

https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2771/305342
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Lastly, considering the “blue” aspect, the environmental aspect of the “blue economy” 

must also be considered. Considering the existing threats faced, economic growth cannot 

be achieved if the cost is to pose a hazard our environment, in this case, to ocean health 

and biodiversity. To establish the blue economy means to also have in mind the state of 

our planet and enable economic activities that interact with the marine domain and help 

preserve its state.34 Inadequate governance and regulatory frameworks, along with limited 

enforcement capacity, undermine the benefits that states can take from enabling the blue 

economy. So, there is notion that a proper “blue economy” is one that is established with 

having in mind the environmental aspect, aware of the challenges we face and what it 

means for our future on planet earth. This suggests that there is a need to balance the 

economic aspect together with the sustainable aspect, a perspective that can be taken by 

incorporating the values behind the Sustainable Development Goals.35    

At its core, the idea of the blue economy encompasses all different kinds of economic 

activities utilize or impact the marine environment and its resources, being it directly or 

indirectly. Examples of this include traditional sectors such as fisheries and aquaculture, 

as well as new emerging industries such as renewable energy, biotechnology, and coastal 

tourism. A key aspect that needs to be considered is the emphasis on the pillar of 

sustainability in governance, recognizing the limited nature of these resources and the 

importance of preserving ocean health for current and future generations. To engage with 

the blue economy means to incorporate aspects of the economic, environmental and social 

fields, to establish a balanced and equitable approach to development. 

Considering this, there five key takeaways to consider. The blue economy is: 1) the 

intersection of the different economic activities that interact with the marine domain (seas, 

oceans, coastal areas); 2) an important area that all states need to consider in our times, 

as the marine domain keeps being affected by human activity; 3) an opportunity for both 

developed and developing countries, making use of knowledge sharing and technological 

innovations; 4) a line of action that has socioeconomic benefits, especially for when 

talking about coastal areas and their communities; 5) a transformative approach to 

sustainable development, enabling a chance to build a better future.  

 
34 - Lucky Wuwung, et al., “Global blue economy governance – A methodological approach to investigating 

blue economy implementation,” p. 1 
35 - Dominique Benzaken, “Good governance for sustainable blue economy in small islands: Lessons 

learned from the Seychelles experience,” p. 2 
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1.3 Building the blue economy – bringing global ambitions to 

local action 

Considering the information stated, it’s clear that the blue economy has gained significant 

traction in discussions on the global scale as a sustainable approach to harnessing ocean 

resources for economic growth while ensuring environmental sustainability and social 

equity, being called the “next great frontier”36. However, taking action to building the 

blue economy, or even further developing it, is not something can be done strictly from a 

top bottom approach. While the idea of the blue economy has emerged over the years on 

the global scale as a focal point of concern and discussion for policymakers, scholars, and 

practitioners alike, reflecting a growing recognition of the economic, environmental, and 

social significance of marine and coastal ecosystems, its existence continues to face 

challenges on the global scale. As there are ambitions goals set on the global scale, their 

implementation must be considered from the scope of local action. 

The translation of overarching aspirations into concrete actions at the grassroots level 

presents formidable challenges. Despite the intentions of states on the global scale, there 

are many hurdles that governance across different levels is met with when considering 

taking proper action, which can be pinpointed. These issues can be referred to as “gaps”, 

disparities between the different levels of governance that actors are met with.37  

There is the “information gap”, also regarded as “knowledge gap”, which refers to the 

lack of adequate sharing, availability, or reliability of information when designing, 

implementing, and delivering policy.38 For instance, national governments may lack 

access to accurate data held by local actors, and vice-versa, leading to suboptimal 

decision-making at the respective levels of governance. In regard to local action, we ought 

to consider that the actors involved might be met with a lack of awareness and 

engagement regarding global landmarks. The existence of insufficient understanding of 

global issues and their relevance to local communities undermines support and 

participation in international initiatives, thus making it harder to reach the goals set, 

 
36 - OECD, “The Ocean Economy in 2030,” p. 13 
37 - Claire Charbit and Maria Varinia Michalun, “Mind the Gaps: Managing Mutual Dependence in 

Relations among Levels of Government," OECD Working Papers on Public Governance, no. 14 (Paris: 

OECD Publishing, 2009), p.8 https://doi.org/10.1787/221253707200  
38 - Ibid., p. 20 

https://doi.org/10.1787/221253707200
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perhaps even making it impossible. The lack of awareness and engagement can stem from 

the existence, rather, inexistence of information properly communicated, lack of national 

government compliance with global and ambitions goals, as well as the existence cultural 

barriers. These are factors that responsible for hindering an effective outreach and 

engagement efforts, limiting the mobilization of local actors.  

Another gap is the “capacity gap”, referring to the disparities in the resources, expertise, 

or institutional capabilities that may exist in the levels of governance.39 This means that 

there may situations where the lack of capacity negatively affects the possibility of 

addressing important manners. 

There is the example of the “fiscal gap”, which derives from the existence of a gap 

between the revenues and required expenditures of sub-national governments results in 

financial dependence by the sub-national level on the central level.40 Moreover, there is 

also the existence of a “funding gap”, that emerges from unstable or insufficient revenues 

at the subnational level, directly affecting the capabilities of local actors in conducting 

their actions.41 

Another example of a gap in governance across different levels is the “administrative 

gap”, which happens when there exist differences in administrative structures, 

procedures, or regulatory frameworks across different levels of government.42 This leads 

to the occurrence of inefficiencies, inconsistencies, or barriers to cooperation in systems 

where there are different levels of governance.  

Furthermore, it is possible to be met with a “policy gap”, when there is incoherence 

between sub-national policy needs and national level policy initiatives.43 Considering that 

there exists a governance structure with a vast number of rules, stakeholders and 

institutions involved, the existence of divergent interests complicates coordination and 

decision-making processes, and as such, fragmentation and overlapping mandates among 

 
39 - Claire Charbit and Maria Varinia Michalun, “Mind the Gaps: Managing Mutual Dependence in 

Relations among Levels of Government,", p. 20 
40 - Ibid., p. 22 
41 - Andrew Beer, “The governance of place-based policies now and in the future?,” Background paper for 

the OECD-EC High-Level Expert Workshop Series on “Place-Based Policies for the Future” Workshop 5, 

15 September (2023) p. 16 https://www.oecd.org/regional/place-based-policies-for-the-future.htm 
42 - Claire Charbit and Maria Varinia Michalun, “Mind the Gaps: Managing Mutual Dependence in 

Relations among Levels of Government," p. 22 
43 - Ibid., p. 23 

https://www.oecd.org/regional/place-based-policies-for-the-future.htm
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governing entities hinder effective governance and resource allocation. This rationale is 

also related to the existence of an “objective gap”44, as competing priorities may direct 

national and subnational actors in taken directions regarding the decision-making process. 

There may be also a sense of political resistance involved. What is meant by this is that 

actors may prioritize short-term interests over long-term global objectives, leading to 

resistance or non-compliance. This sort of political resistance might be driven from 

concerns regarding sovereignty, legitimacy, and accountability, fuelling opposition to 

externally driven initiatives, impeding collaboration and, naturally, their implementation. 

If we are to take a look at the blue economy, more precisely, how to turn global ambitions 

set for the blue economy into actual local action, we can possibly identify the issues 

pointed out, as well as other more specific to this set of activities. For instance, coastal 

communities may lack the suitable technical expertise and infrastructure necessary to 

harness the potential of the blue economy sustainably, as well as the lack of personnel 

with the right knowledge and qualifications to stimulate it. Furthermore, since it is an 

emerging sector, a lack of proper support from governmental institutions is something 

that can be make it harder to implement a proper blue economy. Therefore, we can see 

how the “capacity gap” manifests, as an example. 

1.4 Problem Formulation 

Considering the growing traction that the blue economy has gained in international 

discourse, this thesis analyses the translation of global/regional ambitions for the blue 

economy into actions with a local scope. The aforementioned funding mechanism are set 

up to be essential tools for advancing European integration, fostering cooperation among 

Member States. Therefore, since these tools operate on different levels, considerations 

can be made as to their contribution to the overall goal of building a more prosperous, 

cohesive, and resilient European Union.  

In order to do so, this thesis takes a look at role of funding mechanisms in the European 

Union. As the focus is on understanding the local scope, there’s a need to consider and 

choose a specific local case. Hence, a case study approach is taken, by considering the 

example of Portugal, a Member State of the EU. This approach allows to analyse the 

 
44 - Andrew Beer, “The governance of place-based policies now and in the future?,” p. 16 
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national implementation strategy within the EU, providing insights for understanding the 

complex landscape of EU governance. 

The reasoning for considering both the global and regional (macro), as well as the national 

and local (micro) levels is that combining both brings a comprehensive understanding to 

the dynamics and complexities involved in international affairs. Considering the goals set 

on the international scale, it is important to understand how companies, for example, can 

integrate SDG’s targets and indicators in their business practices45, and whether this type 

of actors are able ensure their business practice and positive impact at the same time.46 

Building on the challenges highlighted in the previous section, we ought to consider how 

these are addressed in the local context. The structure of analysis starts by considering the 

global context of the matter, as well as the different institutions and rules at play, then 

diving into state behaviour and action(s) from non-state actors. It then goes back to the 

regional level in order to look at the European funding mechanism once again, discussing 

their role in governance. This is done to understand how funding mechanism impact the 

local context, considering that they are also regional mechanisms. As sustainability needs 

to be achieved across the EU landscape, the discussing over the different sustainable 

projects in the blue economy provides insights into the economic pillar of sustainability. 

By considering the growing importance of the blue economy, EU’s role and commitment 

to global agendas, the existing mechanisms to do so, and the actions of its Member States, 

the study present in this thesis will attempt to answer the following research question:  

 

How do EU funding mechanisms enable the blue economy? 

  

 
45 - Katrin Muff, Agnieszka Kapałka, Thomas Dyllick, “The Gap Frame - Translating the SDGs into relevant 

national grand challenges for strategic business opportunities,” The International Journal of Management 

Education, vol.15 (2017) p. 380 
46 - Frederik Dahlmann, et al., “Corporate actors, the UN Sustainable Development Goals and Earth System 

Governance: A research agenda”, The Anthropocene Review, vol.6, no.1-2 (2019) p. 169 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Research question and aim of the thesis 

Having in mind the research question settled at the end of the introduction segment, it is 

one of the aims of this study to dissect the intricacies behind the process of establishing a 

blue economy sector that meets the goals established within global governance, and that 

allows to tackle the existing challenges. 

The research present in this thesis seeks to contribute to the relationship between the 

different EU funding mechanisms and the process of European integration, explaining 

how these tools enhance cohesion and cooperation across the EU. To do so, the research 

provides an understanding of the opportunities for the blue economy within the European 

Union, as well as in the example provided by the case study. 

By elucidating the complexities inherent in aligning global ambitions with local realities, 

and understanding the importance of the EU funding mechanism, this research seeks to 

explain how these mechanisms are responsible for enabling the blue economy in the 

context of European integration.  

As such, in the context of the problem formulation, the research seeks to uncover how the 

funding mechanisms support local action; how funding mechanisms grant local actors 

means to conduct their actions; how funding mechanisms stimulate the blue economy 

sector; and how funding mechanisms support the blue economy in the different Member 

States. 

2.2 Thesis structure overview 

The following chapter is the Theory Chapter. This chapter serves the purpose of going 

over key theoretical characteristics of each theory that is going to be used in support of 

the analysis conducted, laying out the groundwork for the theoretical analysis.  

The chapter will form the basis to understand how these particular theories can be applied 

to the research of this thesis, going over key topics and concepts of each theoretical 

perspective, and explaining how each theory will be used as a means to conduct the 

theoretical analysis. Additionally, being built on the prior literature research, the theory 
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chapter provides context to understand how the research problem is approached, by going 

into details about the analytical tools which will be used for the theoretical application. 

Then proceeds the Additional Background Chapter, split into three segments. The first 

segment goes over key points of the EU’s blue economy framework, while the second 

segment goes over details of the blue economy framework of the Member State used as 

a case study (Portugal). The third segment provides an understanding as how both 

frameworks interconnect. This fourth chapter is written with the purpose of proving the 

reader with additional context, expanding on the introduction, in order to have a clear and 

comprehensive understanding of the data that will be analysed in the chapters to come. 

Chapters number 5 and 6 are dedicated to the analysis segment. The reason behind 

splitting them is that chapter 5 focuses on providing a discourse analysis of the empirical 

data taken from the fieldwork conducted, which will be vital to proceed with the analysis 

process. Chapter 6 then complements the data analysis in chapter 5 by switching to the 

theoretical analysis. 

What then follows is the Conclusion chapter, which summarizes the study findings and 

addresses the research question/aim of the thesis directly. At the end is the Reference 

chapter, with a list of the various sources used and cited in the making of this piece of 

work. All URL were visited last on the day 30th May, 2024.  

2.3 Case Study – Why consider Portugal? 

Background research on Portugal and its engagement with the blue economy has led to 

understand that there is a cluster of opportunities for developing the blue economy, as 

well as researching about this specific topic within the country.  

Portugal is a country with a long history of maritime activities, from the Portuguese 

Discoveries to its maritime culture and the economic weight that sea-related activities 

have today. Portugal is home to a strategic point in the Atlantic, and is home to large 

coastal areas, rich in biodiversity. The country has the 5th biggest Exclusive Economic 

Zone (EEZ) in Europe the 20th biggest in the world47, despite the countries apparent small 

 
47 - Rube Eiras, “Portugal on the road towards a profitable sustainable blue economy,” The Economist 

Impact, April 2, 2024 https://impact.economist.com/ocean/sustainable-ocean-economy/portugal-on-the-

road-towards-a-profitable-sustainable-blue-economy  

https://impact.economist.com/ocean/sustainable-ocean-economy/portugal-on-the-road-towards-a-profitable-sustainable-blue-economy
https://impact.economist.com/ocean/sustainable-ocean-economy/portugal-on-the-road-towards-a-profitable-sustainable-blue-economy
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size. In the 2023 edition of the BlueInvest Report, an annual report published by the 

European Commission about the blue economy, Portugal is identified as the sixth most 

attractive EU market for blue investment, showing the potential that the country holds in 

this sector.48  

Having in mind this rationale is the reasoning for considering Portugal as a case study to 

research about the blue economy in the EU. The reasoning for going with a single case 

study approach is that it provides a way to uncover key patterns of similarity and 

differences between empirical cases, then explaining them by means of theory 

application.49 In this case, the case study approach provides a way to understand the state 

of blue economy in a Member State within the EU, as well as to grasp the role that funding 

mechanisms have by considering local actors in Portugal. 

2.4 Choice of Data 

This research employs both primary and secondary data sources. For the primary data 

sources, various semi-structured interviews were conducted, a type of interview that 

involves asking a predetermined number of open-ended questions in a relatively set order, 

while ensuring flexibility for asking follow-up questions.50 This approach was taken in 

order to gather reliable data while and having the opportunity to come up with follow-up 

inquires over the insights shared. The purpose of deciding to conduct interviews is that 

they provide contextual understanding to the case study and help uncover unanticipated 

insights, allowing for an in-depth exploration of the topic. The process behind picking 

which entities to interview was to establish contact with entities that have been engaging 

with the blue economy in Portugal, with the aim of gaining insight into experiences, 

opinions, attitudes and values51 in regard to working in the blue economy sector and with 

the different funding opportunities. The primary data sources are analysed by undergoing 

 
48 - Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, “BlueInvest Investor Report: An Ocean of 

Opportunities,” European Commission, March 9 (2023) p. 28 https://oceans-and-

fisheries.ec.europa.eu/document/download/89b43a99-68e3-411c-9cab-6b656392e4c2_en 
49 - Esther Seha and Ferdinand Müller-Rommel, “Case Study Analysis,” in Handbook of research methods 

and applications in political science ed. Hand Keman and Jaap Woldendorp (United Kingdom: Edward 

Elgar Publishing, 2016), p. 420 https://doi.org/10.4337/9781784710828.00037  
50 - Jennifer Rowley, "Conducting research interviews,” Management Research Review vol.35, no.3/4 

(2012) p. 262 https://doi.org/10.1108/01409171211210154  
51 - Ibid., p. 261 

https://doi.org/10.4337/9781784710828.00037
https://doi.org/10.1108/01409171211210154
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a discourse analysis, identifying key patterns across the insights shared in the 

interviews.52  

The term “entities” is applied as not all are considered to be companies, however, all of 

them are owned by individuals or groups, and, therefore, not state entities. The list of 

which entities to contact was done through background research, prioritized on the nature 

of their activities and projects, as well as considering if they had interacted with both 

national (Portuguese) and European funding and opportunities.  

A total of 10 entities who have been engaging with the blue economy in the past decade 

were interviewed for gathering data to conduct this research. In order to conduct the data 

analysis and ensure anonymity, labels will be used in order to address each type of entity. 

Out of the 10 entities, 3 engage in the aquaculture sector (A, aquaculture entities); 2 

engage in coastal tourism sector (B, coastal tourism entities); 2 engage in the fishery 

sector (C, fishery entities); 2 engage in the blue renewable energy sector (D, blue 

renewable energy entities); and 1 engages in the internationalization projects inserted in 

the Portuguese blue economy (E, internationalization entity). Considering that citations 

will be employed to examine the insights provided, numbers will also be used together 

with these labels for activities where more than one entity was interviewed. For example, 

A1, A2 and A3 refer to the 3 entities working in the aquaculture sector; B1 and B2 refer 

to the coastal tourism entities; C1 and C2 refer to the fishery entities; D1 and D2 blue 

renewable energy entities. 

The interviews covered the six following topics: 1) working with national and European 

mechanisms; 2) core values for the blue economy and its success; 3) perception of key 

global targets regarding oceans and sustainability; 4) role of local actors in the global 

landscape; 5) engagement with other stakeholders; 6) challenges and opportunities for the 

blue economy in Portugal and in the EU. 

Respecting the privacy and confidentiality of the data provided by participants was of 

paramount importance throughout this study, all being assured that the data collected 

would be treated with the utmost confidentiality and used solely for the purpose of this 

 
52 - Benedicte Maria Tveter Kivle and Gry Espedal, “Identifying Values Through Discourse Analysis,” in 

Researching Values Methodological Approaches for Understanding Values Work in Organisations and 

Leadership ed. Gry Espedal, Beate Jelstad Løvaas, Stephen Sirris and Arild Wæraas  (Cham, Switzerland, 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), p. 174 https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-90769-3_10 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-90769-3_10
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research. Prior to the interviews, participants were informed about the objectives of this 

study, the nature of their involvement, and the intended use of the data collected. To 

ensure anonymity, identifying information such as company names and specific details 

that could potentially reveal their identity is omitted. Furthermore, measures were 

implemented to secure the storage and transmission of data, adhering to data management 

and protection practices according to General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).53 All 

electronic data were stored on password-protected devices and encrypted to prevent 

unauthorized access. Physical copies of any documents were kept in a secure location.  

For the secondary data sources, data was acquired from books, reports and other relevant 

materials. In order to gather secondary data sources, some of the strategies used were 

based on keyword search, as well as database and official website searches. Data sources 

were selected based on their credibility and relevance to the research topic. These 

secondary data sources are analysed based on a process of document analysis, examining 

the data covered in these documents and acquiring valuable insights for research.54 

Based on the research strategy and the choice of data, the research will be relying on 

qualitative data and the approach of qualitative analysis is done in accordance with the 

method of deductive content analysis. Qualitative analysis is a method used in various 

disciplines that aims to gather and interpret non-numerical data such as documents and 

observations.55 It involves examining the characteristics, properties, and qualities of a 

subject to gain insights, rather than relying only on numerical measurements or statistical 

analysis. Deductive content analysis is a qualitative research method used to analyse data 

by applying pre-existing theories or frameworks to the analysis process.56 Deductive 

content analysis starts with a predefined set of categories or concepts derived from 

existing theories or prior research. Qualitative analysis is used to interpret the documents 

used based on their content, and deductive content analysis is used make use of the 

 
53 - EU Regulation, “EU 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the 

protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of 

such data, and repealing Directive 95/46/EC (General Data Protection Regulation),” https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj  
54 - Glenn A. Bowen, “Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method,” Qualitative Research 

Journal, vol.9, no.2 (2009) pp. 27-28 https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027  
55 - Selen A. Ercan and David Marsh, “Qualitative methods in political science,” in Handbook of research 

methods and applications in political science ed. Hand Keman and Jaap Woldendorp (United Kingdom: 
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016), p. 309 https://doi.org/10.4337/9781784710828.00030 
56 - Helvi Kyngäs and Pirjo Kaakinen. “Deductive Content Analysis,” in The Application of Content 

Analysis in Nursing Science Research ed. Helvi Kyngäs, Kristina Mikkonen, Maria Kääriäinen (Cham, 

Switzerland: Springer, 2019), pp. 26-30 https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-30199-6_3 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj
https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781784710828.00030
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predefined notions established in the introduction segment, as well as based on the theory 

application which will be explained in chapter 3. By undergoing with this method of 

analysis, the goal is to interpret and understand the meaning behind the social phenomena 

at hand.  

2.5 Choice of Theory 

The choice of theory is based on a prior literature research, done in accordance with the 

type of data/analysis which handled, as well as the nature of the research at hand. Within 

the field of IR, it is important to consider a theoretical framework that allows to approach 

the complexities inherent to the international system. Additionally, as this thesis delves in 

the subfield of EU Studies and European integration, this is something that was 

considered when choosing the theoretical lenses that will be employed. Given the 

multifaceted nature of this integration process, a deliberate and methodical approach is 

essential in theory selection. Therefore, the theories adopted herein are Institutional 

Liberalism and Multi-level Governance. This approach was meticulously tailored as both 

theories complement each other, having in mind the IR angle provided by Institutional 

Liberalism, and the dynamic approach of Multi-level Governance, which is explained in 

chapter 3. Engaging with both theories effectively address the complexities inherent to 

the process of European integration. 

The choice of theory is underpinned by the choice of theories that allow to approach the 

action of local actors within the topic of IR, as well as having in consideration the 

compatibility and relevance to topic of European integration. By engaging with these two 

theories, this research endeavours to contribute meaningfully to the existing body of 

knowledge in the field of study of European integration. These theoretical perspectives, 

together with data analysis conducted via discourse analysis, and by indulging in a case 

study approach, provide a way for connecting theoretical insights and applying them to 

concrete situations in order to approach the problem formulation. 

2.6 Study Limitations 

One evident limitation of the study at hand is that given that the qualitative research has 

a relatively small sample size regarding local actors in Portugal, this may reduce the 

applicability of the conclusion and fall under a possible generalizability.  
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There is also another limitation regarding the scope of the research, more specifically, 

regarding the scope of the actors contacted for interviews. There is a clear focus on the 

local context, but a lack of contact with non-local actors working directly with European 

financial mechanism, given the time constrains of the research period.    

As the analysis relies on a single case study, there are some limitations that must be 

addressed, that are common when it comes to research using case studies.57 Generally 

theoretical knowledge is considered to be more valuable than practical knowledge, as 

practical knowledge that comes from case studies is context-dependent; second, there is 

the concern if generalizations that come from a case study can actually provide scientific 

knowledge; third, case studies are considered to be more useful for generating hypotheses, 

whereas other methods are more favourable for testing hypotheses and building 

theoretical perspectives; fourth, there is the concern that a case study can contain a bias 

towards verification; and finally, it can be difficult to summarize some specific case 

studies.  

However, one must not forget that “the case study is a necessary and sufficient method 

for certain important research tasks in the social sciences, and it is a method that holds up 

well when compared to other methods in the gamut of social science research 

methodology”.58 Having this in mind, the analysis process tries to make the best out of 

the data gathered for studying this case study to avoid falling under these limitations. 

  

 
57 - Bent Flyvbjerg, “Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research,”, Qualitative Inquiry, vol. 12, 

no. 2 (2006) p. 219-245 https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363 
58 - Ibid., p. 241 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
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3. Theory Chapter 

3.1 Institutional Liberalism 

Also known as liberal internationalism or liberal institutional theory, this is a perspective 

that emphasizes the role of international institutions in promoting shared values among 

states such as cooperation and peace.59 Considering the rapidly evolving global 

landscape, understanding the role and impact of international institutions is crucial.60  

This a strand of liberalism within IR that draws from liberalism principles such 

cooperation, interdependence, and the rule of law in international relations.61 Theorists 

argue that international institutions, also known as international organizations, play a vital 

role in shaping and governing interactions among states.62 They do so by providing actors 

on the international scale with a framework for them to interact, negotiate, and resolve 

conflicts peacefully. This is done through a set of rules which governs state action in 

particular areas, often called “regimes”.63 Some examples of key authors that have made 

contributions to this theory are Robert Keohane, Joseph Nye and Andrew Moravcsik. 

Liberal institutionalism places a positive emphasis on the role that institutions have in 

mitigating the effects of anarchy, enhancing the prospects for cooperation among the 

different actors involved.64 This theory argues that international institutions serve as a 

mechanism for states to overcome their self-interests which may be conflicting with 

others, providing a common ground for them to work together towards common goals, 

suggesting that high levels of institutionalization can help overcome the hurdles that come 

from anarchy.65 Institutions facilitate cooperation by: providing actors involved with 

more information; reducing transaction costs; strengthening the credibility of the 

 
59 - Tana Johnson and Andrew Heiss, “Liberal Institutionalism,” in International Organization and Global 

Governance, ed. Thomas G. Weiss, Rorden Wilkinson (London and New York: Routledge, 2023), p. 120 

https://10.4324/9781003266365-12  
60 - Lisa L. Martin and Beth A. Simmons, “Theories and Empirical Studies of International Institutions”, 

International Organization, vol.52, no.4, (1998) p. 729 https://doi.org/10.1162/002081898550734  
61 - Tana Johnson and Andrew Heiss, “Liberal Institutionalism,” p. 121 
62 - Robert Jackson, Jørgen Møller and Georg Sørensen, “Introduction to International Relations Theories 

and Approaches” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 114 ISBN: 9780198862208 
63 - Ibid., p. 114 
64 - Ibid., p. 115 
65 - Ibid., p. 116 

https://10.0.16.228/9781003266365-12
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commitments established; creating focal points for coordination; and by facilitating the 

operation of reciprocity.66 

Andrew Moravcsik has made contributions to the study of liberal institutionalism and 

European integration, primarily through his theory of "liberal intergovernmentalism."67 

The author notes that state preferences are the key drivers of integration, arguing that 

integration occurs when Member States perceive it to be in their national interest, arguing 

that European integration is primarily the result of negotiations among Member States in 

intergovernmental forums, through a concept that he calls “interstate bargaining”68  

These involve trade-offs and compromises as states seek to advance their own interests 

while accommodating the preferences of others, reaching agreements and further 

cementing integration progresses in specific policy areas. It is noted that supranational 

institutions, such as the European Parliament play important roles, but ultimately, 

decisions are made through bargaining among Member States.  

Moreover, Moravcsik emphasizes the importance of domestic politics and democratic 

accountability in shaping state preferences and constraining integration. Leaders must 

navigate domestic political constraints and justify their actions to domestic audiences, 

which influences their negotiating positions at the European level.69 This recognition of 

the interplay between domestic and European politics adds another layer of complexity 

to Moravcsik's theory and stresses the significance of understanding the domestic context 

in analysing European integration. When talking about European integration, it is 

important to consider the existing framework that allows the different actors to interact 

with norms, rules and institutions on the supranational level, in order to find a way to 

address their concerns and achieve their goals. Not only that, but it’s also important to 

consider how actors engage in the decision-making process.  

As such, liberal institutionalism will be applied to conduct the analysis on the role of 

funding mechanisms and the opportunities they present for the different actors involved. 

This theoretical perspective will provide the analysis with means needed to explain how 

 
66 - Robert O. Keohane and Lisa L. Martin, “The Promise of Institutionalist Theory,” International Security, 

vol.20, no.1, (1998) p. 42 https://doi.org/10.1162/002081898550734  
67 - Andrew Moravcsik, “Preferences and Power in the European Community: A Liberal 

Intergovernmentalist Approach,” Journal of common market studies, vol.31, no.4 (1993) p. 474 
68 - Ibid., p. 480  
69 - Ibid., p. 481 

https://doi.org/10.1162/002081898550734


26 

 

actors can work together to address common challenges and promote the development of 

the blue economy through these mechanisms. Theory application will seek out to 

understand how the existing funding mechanisms are responsible for promoting cohesion, 

convergence, and economic development among the different Member States. 

When resorting to this lens, the theoretical insights provided and the analysis process will 

establish an understanding of between institutions and the actors at play in the EU system, 

considering the state level (Portugal) and the local level. The purpose is to understand 

how, in light of Institutional Liberalism, are institutions able to shape decision-making 

and policy outcomes within the EU in the lower levels of action. If these tools have a role 

in European integration, it is essential to understand how this is done so, by 

comprehending how they can be responsible for establishing a relation between the 

institutional level and the local level. By doing so, the analysis process explains how EU 

funding mechanisms are forms of integration and institutionalism. 

3.2 Multi-level Governance 

Multi-level governance (MLG) is an approach to the study of European integration that 

emerged around the late 1980s, early 1990s.70 This theoretical perspective argues that 

policy making and integration within the EU is much more complex to be analysed just 

by relining on static integration theories.  

Multi-level governance theory is a conceptual framework used to understand the complex 

interactions and decision-making processes that occur across multiple levels of 

government, as well as involving non-governmental actors, in a decentralized political 

system.71 The term MLG denotes a diverse set of arrangements, characterized by a 

simultaneous display of systems of coordination and negotiation, among different pieces 

that are connected through the same framework. In the existing framework, there exist 

complex relations built on negotiation and coordination, where it can be identified three 

territorial and jurisdictional levels: supranational, national, and subnational.72  

 
70 - Simona Piattoni, “Multi‐level Governance: a Historical and Conceptual Analysis,” European 

Integration, vol.31, no.2 (2009) p. 165 
71 - Ibid., p. 165 
72 - Ibid., p. 172 
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Key writers such as Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks describe MLG as “the dispersion of 

authority within and beyond national states”.73 They make the argument that, over the 

past fifty years, national authority and sovereignty has moved away from national 

governments inside Europe, not just to the supranational stage with the EU and further 

European integration, but additionally to subnational stages as is the case for regional 

assemblies and local authorities.74  

One key concept within Multi-level Governance theory is decentralization, defined to be 

“the shift of authority towards regional or local government and away from central 

government”.75 Multi-level governance recognizes that governance processes involve 

various levels of government, including local, regional, national, and supranational 

entities, as well as non-state actors such as NGOs, businesses, and civil society 

organizations. As the decision making is not centralized and is distributed across these 

levels, interconnection also plays a role, showing how decisions made at one level can 

have implications for other levels, leading to complex interactions and policy outcomes. 

The EU serves as a prime example of multi-level governance in practice, as it is an 

international organization that operates through a complex system of institutions within 

its framework, each addressing different levels of governance. Given the complexity of a 

multi-level system, effective coordination and cooperation mechanisms are essential in 

order to address challenging situations. This may involve formal institutions, such as 

intergovernmental bodies and forums, as well as informal networks and partnerships. 

Decision-making in the EU involves different processes of negotiation and collaboration 

among representatives in these institutions, as well as national governments, regional 

authorities, and other relevant stakeholders. In the context of European integration, multi-

level governance facilitates the harmonization of policies and regulations across Member 

States while accommodating diverse national interests and preferences, done through 

mechanisms such as the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). These act as 

funding tools to pursue the EU’s goals, and their scope corresponds to the different levels 

of action within the Union, from the supranational level to the local level of action. 

 
73 - Liesbet Hooghe, Gary Marks, and Arjan H. Schakel, “Multilevel Governance” in Comparative Politics, 

ed. Daniele Caramani (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), p.197 
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75 - Ibid., p. 197 

https://doi.org/10.1093/hepl/9780198820604.003.0011
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Andrew Beer makes a case for considering the applicability of multi-level governance to 

the local level, by discussing the insights that this theoretical perspective offers when 

considering place-based policies.76 Place-based policies refer to a tactical approach to 

policy-making that focuses on explicit geographic areas and/or communities.77 These are 

policies that aim to address the unique needs and opportunities of a particular place, taking 

into account different factors such as local conditions, resources, and challenges.78  

The author identifies key aspects of place-based policies such as the focus on one, or a 

specified unit, of places; the input of multiple parties; a concern for the welfare or 

wellbeing of these places and their residents; acknowledgement of the connection that 

communities have to these places; the potential to achieve a set of outcomes; and, the 

need to think solutions in the long term to effectively tackle challenges.79 He then goes 

on to consider multi-level governance as a frame of analysis, as it brings insights into the 

implementation, impacts and potential80 of these kind of policies. 

Considering the local aspect that place-based policies have and its relation to multi-level 

governance, this theoretical perspective will be considered in order to reflect how 

different local actors involved with the blue economy in Portugal engage with their 

activities, and how they are able to consolidate their actions with the intended global 

goals. Additionally, considering multi-level governance will provide a way to further 

understand the dynamics that both national and European funding opportunities are able 

to project onto local actors and their engagement in the blue economy. In essence, this 

theoretical lens will be applied to the existing interactions and interdependencies, by 

examining the different opportunities at play in Portugal and in the EU. This theory 

application will provide valuable insights into the complex governance arrangements and 

institutional interactions shaping the blue economy and its development, by considering 

the role of funding mechanisms have in the local context. 

 
76 - Andrew Beer, “The governance of place-based policies now and in the future?,” Background paper for 

the OECD-EC High-Level Expert Workshop Series on “Place-Based Policies for the Future” Workshop 5, 

p. 6  
77 - Anthony J. Venables and Gilles Duranton, "Place-Based Policies: principles and developing country 

applications," in Handbook of Regional Science ed. Manfred M. Fischer and Peter Nijkamp (Berlin: 

Springer, 2021), p. 1010 https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-60723-7_142 
78 - Philip McCann and Andrés Rodríguez-Pose, "Why and When Development Policy Should Be Place-

Based", in OECD Regional Outlook 2011: Building Resilient Regions for Stronger Economies, (Paris: 

OECD Publishing, 2011), p. 210 https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264120983-16-en 
79 - Andrew Beer, “The governance of place-based policies now and in the future?,”p. 11 
80 - Ibid., p. 38 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-60723-7_142
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264120983-16-en
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4. Additional Background 

4.1 The EU’s Blue Economy Framework 

The EU’s Blue Economy Framework originates from the EU’s different policy initiatives 

aimed at promoting sustainable development, economic growth, and job creation within 

the blue economy. To understand this framework there is a need to elaborate on the role 

of important structures such as the Multiannual Financial Frameworks (MFF), the 

European Structural and Investment Funds (ESFI), and the EEA Grants, among others. 

Starting with the EU’s Integrated Maritime Policy (IMP), this was established in 2007 

with the aim to ensure sustainable development of Europe's maritime activities while 

addressing challenges such as environmental protection, maritime security, economic 

growth, and social cohesion.81 It is a comprehensive framework designed to promote a 

coordinated approach to maritime issues across various policy areas within the European 

Union, including: blue growth and blue economy; marine data and knowledge; maritime 

spatial planning; integrated maritime surveillance; and sea basin strategies.82 The Blue 

growth strategy was adopted by the Commission in 201283, with the aim of promoting 

sustainable growth and job creation in the maritime economy sectors, including 

aquaculture, coastal tourism, marine biotechnology, ocean energy and seabed mining. 

The Multiannual Financial Frameworks (MFF) are long-term budget frameworks, 

covering a period of seven years, serving as tools for planning and implementing EU 

policies in different areas.84 The current MFF covers the period of 2021-2027, with a 

budget of  1,074.3 billion euro and seven key areas: single market, innovation and digital; 

cohesion, resilience and values; natural resources and the environment; migration and 

border control; security and defense; neighbourhood and the world; and European public 

 
81 - Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic 

and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, “An Integrated Maritime Policy for the European 

Union,” COM (2007) 575 final https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52007DC0575  
82 - Fátima Castro Moreira and Bárbara Magalhães Bravo, “EU Integrated Maritime Policy and Multilevel 

Governance”, Juridical Tribune, vol.9, no.3 (2022) p.1 http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4132643  
83 - Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic 

and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, “Blue Growth opportunities for marine and 

maritime sustainable growth,” COM (2012) 0494 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012DC0494  
84 - European Union, “Treaty on the functioning of the European Union (Consolidated Version)”, Official 

Journal of the European Communities, Article 312 http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_312/oj  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52007DC0575
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52007DC0575
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4132643
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012DC0494
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012DC0494
http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_312/oj
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administration.85 It goes together with Next Generation EU (NGEU), a set grants and 

loans that act as a recovery package towards the challenges derived from the Covid-19 

pandemic. It’s within this existing budget that money can be allocated to specific areas to 

support the blue economy. 

There are several EU financial instruments that contemplate the application and 

implementation of the SDGs, namely through the European Structural Investment Funds, 

which are a fundamental part of the EU's investment policies and aim to achieve the 

equitable development of the various regions of the EU.86 According to the European 

Commission, the ESFI encompasses many objectives: research and innovation; digital 

technologies; supporting the low-carbon economy; sustainable management of natural 

resources; small businesses smart, sustainable and inclusive growth; employment, etc.87 

In this regard we have the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF), 

which covers the period 2021-2027. This Fund strives to achieve the targets behind 

European Green Deal and SDG 14, providing support for developing innovative projects 

ensuring that aquatic and maritime resources are used sustainably.88 Examples include 

projects that envision the economic and social vitality of coastal communities, or 

innovation in the sustainable blue economy. To apply for this funding, candidates must 

contact the national authority in charge of managing the operational programme in their 

respective country, to see if their project is eligible What follows is the application 

procedures, so that the managing authority can check the eligibility of the project and if 

it meets the relevant selection criteria and investment priorities. 

The European Economic Area Financial Mechanism, also known as EEA Grants, are 

another example of financial instruments, which are based on the Agreement on the 

European Economic Area signed between the EU, Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Norway. 

These grants are financial contributions from the three states mentioned, which allow 

 
85 - Council of the European Union, “Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-2027 Adopted,” European 

Council, Council of the European Union, December 17, 2020 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/17/multiannual-financial-framework-

for-2021-2027-adopted/  
86 - European Union, “Treaty on the functioning of the European Union (Consolidated Version),” Official 

Journal of the European Communities, Article 178 http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_178/oj 
87 - European Commission, “European Cohesion Policy supports the employment of millions of people, 

improves energy efficiency, and protects citizens from natural climate disasters,” European Commission, 

January 15, 2024 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_24_163  
88 - European Commission, Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries and European 

Investment Bank, “Fi-compass study on the use of EMFF financial instruments: Final Report,” Publications 

Office (2021) p. 37 https://doi.org/10.2867/306196  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/17/multiannual-financial-framework-for-2021-2027-adopted/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/17/multiannual-financial-framework-for-2021-2027-adopted/
http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_178/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_24_163
https://doi.org/10.2867/306196
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them to participate in the EU's internal market by giving support to projects in various 

areas such as the ones covered by the topic of the blue economy.89  The funds are allocated 

through various programmes and initiatives, with an emphasis on promoting sustainable 

development, innovation, and long-term growth in the beneficiary countries, building, 

and strengthening relationships. The process starts with an open call for funding, which 

possible beneficiaries can apply to by presenting their applications. After a period of 

evaluation, then follows the execution of the project. In Portugal the ongoing programme 

with the highest funding is the Blue Growth programme, which involves funding for 

business development, innovation and SMEs; research funding; and funding for 

education, scholarships, ocean literacy and youth entrepreneurship.90  

There are other key aspects of the framework that must be considered. One that must not 

be overlooked is the European Investment Bank (EIB), as its financial support and 

investment expertise is important for enabling the blue economy. Described as “the 

lending arm of the European Union”, it is a structure responsible for stimulating the EU’s 

economic landscape, as it raises funds on capital markets, which are then lent at 

favourable rates to projects that align with the EU’s goals and priorities.91 Its activities 

have an impact infrastructure development, environmental sustainability, innovation, and 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) support, which are key factors that help drive 

the blue economy, as was touched upon in the introduction segment. 

Cohesion is often mentioned along this segment, which can be achieved through the EU’s 

Cohesion Fund, a financial mechanism that serves the purpose of supporting Member 

States with a lower Gross National Income (GNI) per capita compared to the EU 

average.92 It was established with the goal of reducing the existing disparities between 

the different EU Members, enhancing countries capabilities in areas such as infrastructure 

and transportation, important components for the blue economy. Based predefined 

criteria, countries can be entitled to financial support from the Cohesion Fund, and if so, 

financial resources are allocated to them. Although this fund does not benefit SMEs 

 
89 - EEA Grants, “Legal Framework,” (n.d) https://eeagrants.org/about-us/legal-framework  
90 - EEA Grants, “Blue Growth Programme,” (n.d) https://www.eeagrants.gov.pt/en/programmes/blue-

growth/  
91 - European Investment Bank, “Who we are,” (n.d) https://www.eib.org/en/about/index  
92 - EU Regulation, “EU 2021/1058 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 On the 

European Regional Development Fund and on the Cohesion Fund,” Official Journal of the EU, 

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1058/oj  

https://eeagrants.org/about-us/legal-framework
https://www.eeagrants.gov.pt/en/programmes/blue-growth/
https://www.eeagrants.gov.pt/en/programmes/blue-growth/
https://www.eib.org/en/about/index
http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1058/oj
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directly, they are still able to indirectly benefit from it based on the opportunities provided 

by the specific national governments. 

The EU’s Cohesion Fund operates together with other funding mechanisms to maximize 

its results, as is the case of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). The ERDF 

is an instrument responsible for promoting economic and social cohesion across the 

different regions that make up the EU.93 It aims to reduce existing disparities between 

different regions across the Union, prioritizing key areas such as sustainable development, 

job creation, innovation, competitiveness, and territorial integration. Financial assistance 

is provided with allocations based on prosperity of each region and its development needs, 

being used in co-finance projects alongside national, regional, and local authorities. To 

do so, Member States and regions are required to develop Operational Programs outlining 

their development priorities and how they plan to use ERDF funding to address them, 

always having in mind that these must aligned with EU objectives and regulations.94 

According to the EU Blue Economy Observatory, which monitors and analyses economic 

activities related to oceans, seas, and coasts, research and innovation are two key aspects 

for driving the blue economy forward.95 Here is important to address Horizon Europe, 

which follows Horizon 2020. Just like its predecessor, Horizon Europe is the EU’s 

research and innovation funding programme, which covers the period of 2021 to 2027.96 

It is designed to act as a driving force economic growth and job creation, with the intended 

goal of addressing important societal challenges through the promotion of innovation and 

research collaborations across Europe and beyond. In regard to the blue economy, it is 

possible to highlight projects related to topics such as marine research and technology 

development for sustainable ocean resource management, and initiatives aimed at 

fighting off marine pollution and climate change impacts on coastal regions. Applicants 

can engage with such projects by submitting proposals to the open calls, being approved 

and entering grant agreements to settle important details together with the EU agencies.  

 
93 - EU Regulation, “EU 2021/1058 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 On 

the European Regional Development Fund and on the Cohesion Fund,” Official Journal of the EU, 

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1058/oj  
94 - Ibid 
95 - EU Blue Economy Observatory, “Research and Innovation,” European Commission (n.d.) https://blue-

economy-observatory.ec.europa.eu/eu-blue-economy-sectors/research-and-innovation_en  
96 - European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, “Horizon Europe, budget – 

Horizon Europe – the most ambitious EU research & innovation programme ever,” Publications Office of 

the European Union (2021) p. 1 https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2777/202859  

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1058/oj
https://blue-economy-observatory.ec.europa.eu/eu-blue-economy-sectors/research-and-innovation_en
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One example is the Sustainable Blue Economy Partnership, a Horizon Europe co-funded 

partnership that is made of 60 partner institutions from across 26 countries, together with 

the European Commission. This partnership offers funding opportunities for research and 

innovation proposals, in order to build a blue economy that is climate-neutral, sustainable, 

productive and competitive.97 The aim of this initiative is to restore the ocean’s health, 

resilience and services to people by enabling economic activity. 

When talking about funding the InvestEU programme must also be mentioned, with is a 

long-term funding opportunity for leveraging substantial private and public funds, in 

order to mobilize action towards important EU policy goals.98 Inside this programme 

there is the BlueInvest initiative, an instrument for the Blue Economy, established through 

funding from the EMFA, EIF, EIB and additional InvestEU resources. This instrument 

provides support to research, development, demonstration, upscaling, commercialization 

and scaling of clean technologies or environmental sustainability solutions that engage 

with the blue economy and that are able to contribute to the Green deal’s objectives.99 

This initiative was launched in 2019 by the European Commission, with the intended goal 

of accelerating new ocean-based technologies and solutions to expand on innovation and 

investment opportunities in the sustainable blue economy. Receiving funding from the 

EMFAF, Members of this initiative on the institutional level work closely with start-ups, 

SMEs, scale-ups, investors and stakeholders to support investment and access to finance; 

provide a market path; guide investors in their investment strategies; and foster a 

community and investment ecosystem.100 This can be seen the BlueInvest Report, a yearly 

report that works as a guide for investors, with the goal mobilizing private capital to 

enable the blue economy and fight climate change.101 

  

 
97 - Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, “The European Commission joins forces with 23 

countries through the Sustainable Blue Economy Partnership for the launch of the first co-funded call”, 

European Commission, February 13, 2023 https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-

and-innovation-news/european-commission-joins-forces-23-countries-through-sustainable-blue-

economy-partnership-launch-2023-02-13_en  
98 - European Investment Bank, “InvestEU,” (n.d) https://www.eib.org/en/products/mandates-

partnerships/investeu/index  
99 - European Commission, “About BlueInvest,” (n.d) https://maritime-

forum.ec.europa.eu/theme/investments/blueinvest_en  
100 - Ibid. 
101 - Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, “BlueInvest Investor Report: An Ocean of 

Opportunities,” European Commission, March 9, 2023. https://oceans-and-

fisheries.ec.europa.eu/document/download/89b43a99-68e3-411c-9cab-6b656392e4c2_en 

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/european-commission-joins-forces-23-countries-through-sustainable-blue-economy-partnership-launch-2023-02-13_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/european-commission-joins-forces-23-countries-through-sustainable-blue-economy-partnership-launch-2023-02-13_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/european-commission-joins-forces-23-countries-through-sustainable-blue-economy-partnership-launch-2023-02-13_en
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4.2 Portugal’s Blue Economy Framework 

In line with the changing international landscape, following global initiatives such as the 

UN's 2030 Agenda or the European Green Deal, and aware of the central point that oceans 

have in our times, the Portuguese state decided to update its National Strategy for the Sea 

(originally named Estratégia Nacional para o Mar, ENM), whose current period covers 

the years 2021 to 2030. The vision behind ENM is to promote “a healthy ocean to boost 

sustainable blue development, the well-being of the Portuguese people and affirming 

Portugal as a leader in ocean governance, supported by scientific knowledge”.102  

This strategy contains 10 strategic objectives for the decade: tackle climate change and 

pollution and protect and restore ecosystems; promoting employment and a circular and 

sustainable blue economy; decarbonizing the economy and promoting renewable energies 

and energy autonomy; focus on ensuring sustainability and food safety; facilitating access 

to drinking water; promoting health and well-being; stimulate scientific knowledge, 

technological development and blue innovation; increasing education, training, culture 

and ocean literacy; encouraging reindustrialization, productive capacity and digitalizing 

the Ocean; and ensuring security, sovereignty, co-operation and governance.103 

It is also noted in the ENM that the targets set will be achieved “through an effective and 

efficient articulation in the application of the European Structural and Investment Funds, 

in shared management with the national funds, such as the Blue Fund and the 

Environmental Fund, the European Economic Area Financial Mechanism (EEA Grants) 

and other public and private public and private investors in Portugal with interests in the 

sea area”, as well as “partnerships in projects supported by EU external co-operation 

funding mechanisms, as well as the development banks to which Portugal belongs to”.104 

Portugal’s Recovery and Resilience Plan (originally named Plano de Recuperação e 

Resiliência, PRR), which is integrated as part NGEU, encompasses action in three key 

dimensions: resilience; climate transition and the digital transition.105 Inside the Climate 

 
102 - República de Portugal, “Estratégia Nacional para o Mar 2021-30,” Direção Geral da Política do Mar 

(2021) p. 21 https://www.dgpm.mm.gov.pt/enm-21-30  
103 - Ibid., p. 23 
104 - República de Portugal, “Estratégia Nacional para o Mar 2021-30,” Direção Geral da Política do Mar 

(2021) p. 21, p.92 
105 - República de Portugal, “Plano de Recuperação e Resiliência,” Ministério do Planeamento (2021) p. 35 

https://www.portugal2020.pt/wp-content/uploads/planoderecuperacaoeresiliencia_consultapublica.pdf  
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Transitional dimension, there are specific investments target for the Ocean, with a clear 

Reforming Plan for the Infrastructure Ecosystem supporting the Blue Economy, that aims 

to build a competitive and sustainable blue economy. Companies can apply for funding 

through the PRR for their projects. Applications are made based on calls for tenders, 

available to public and private entities, to which potential beneficiaries must meet the 

established criteria and submit the necessary documentation. 

The Portuguese Blue Fund (originally named, “Fundo Azul”) was established on 9th 

March of 2016, and is linked to other existing national funds at the time with objectives 

and sources of funding related to activities in the field of the sea, envisioning a more 

efficient reallocation of existing financial resources for the development of the blue 

economy. The aim of the Blue Fund is to contribute to the management of all these funds, 

thus maximizing their use.106 The Blue Fund appears as a development program for the 

sea and for the national economy, since the blue economy has a lot of potential for growth 

and can, if the right strategies are adopted, play an even more important role in the 

national and European economy.  

The Blue Fund is established with the aim of “contribute to the development of the 

maritime economy, promote scientific and technological research in this field, encourage 

the protection and monitoring of the marine environment and increase maritime 

safety"107, as these are the four pillars of the fund. 

Focusing on the aspect of developing the maritime economy, the fund intends to promote 

the development of the economy in already existing activities connected to the sea, as 

well as new emerging activities that are less developed. This is done so by supporting the 

creation of technological start-ups with the aim of achieving a new maritime economy: 

more diversified in activities and more profitable. Within this line of action, the fund also 

seeks to support economic activities linked to the sea, focusing on training, access to 

finance, research, development and innovation of SMEs. There is also the intention to 

promote food safety, particularly in school context, as well as to promote the use of 

 
106 - Ministério do Mar, “Decreto-Lei n.º 16/2016”, Diário da República n.º 48/2016, Série I, 9 de março, 

2016, p. 770 https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/decreto-lei/16-2016-73807563 
107 - Ibid., p. 770 

https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/decreto-lei/16-2016-73807563
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renewable energies.108 Applications to the Blue Fund are done through an open call 

system, with calls specifically oriented towards on the four pillars of the fund.  

One of the funds it interacts with is the Portuguese Carbon Fund (PCF), established in 

2006. It’s responsible for supporting the transition to a resilient and competitive economic 

paradigm, characterized by carbon neutrality, financing initiatives that help fulfil 

Portugal’s commitments to combat climate change.109 The scope of the fund is extended 

to include support for international cooperation projects in the area of climate change and 

projects aimed at accounting for greenhouse gas emissions.110 Other goals include ensure 

the sustainability of water services, the prevention and repair of environmental damages, 

transition to a circular economy, among others. As this is part of the Portuguese Blue 

Fund, this means that candidates can beneficiate from the PCF directly and indirectly, as 

long as they are approved by both. 

The Environmental Fund mentioned in the ENM came into force in the year of 2017, with 

the intend goal of providing opportunities to finance environmental policies and projects 

related to sustainable development in the country. More specifically, this Funds aims to 

support actions that can contribute to back Portugal’s commitment to environmental 

sustainability through the protection of natural resources, the promotion of biodiversity, 

the fight against climate change, and the transition to a low-carbon economy.111 As it has 

been discussed, a key factor of the blue economy is the transformative approach to 

sustainable development, and in the past there have been several opportunities within this 

Fund for companies engaging with the blue economy, addressing matters such as 

sustainable use of marine resources and the conservation of marine ecosystems 

Furthermore, we can look at funding opportunities that combine investment at the 

national level with funding from the EU’s Blue Economy Framework. One case is 

Portugal Blue, which is mentioned in the ENM. Launched in October of 2020, this 

programme is the result of a partnership between the European Investment Fund (EIF) 

 
108 - Direção Geral da Política do Mar, “Tipologias” (n.d) https://www.dgpm.mm.gov.pt/fundo-azul-

tipologias  
109 - Ministério do Ambiente, “Decreto-Lei n.º 42-A/2016”, Diário da República n.º 155/2016, 1º 

Suplemento, Série I, 12 de agosto, 2016, p. 4 https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/decreto-lei/42-a-2016-

75150234  
110 - Ibid, p.4  
111 - Ministério do Ambiente e da Energia, “Fundo Ambiental,” (n.d.) https://www.fundoambiental.pt/quem-

somos/quem-somos/fundo-ambiental.aspx   
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and the Portuguese Government, through the structures of Blue Fund, and Banco 

Português de Fomento (BPF), a national promotional bank responsible for supporting 

Portugal’s economic and social development through innovative and competitive 

solutions.112 The Program Portugal Blue aims to mobilize over €85 million of private, 

public, and European capital to foster the ecosystem of the Portuguese blue economy, 

providing venture capital and growth opportunities for different kinds of companies.113 

Recently in March 2023, the Growth Blue I fund was signed in Portugal, under the new 

InvestEU Blue Economy instrument focusing on southern Europe, more specifically, in 

Portugal and Spain.114 With a total fund of €28 million from both national public resources 

through Fundo Azul, and European Investment Fund (EIF) resources supported by 

InvestEU Blue Economy instrument. The aim of the fund is to support the growth and 

internationalization of mature blue economy companies, with an emphasis on values such 

as sustainability and climate action, by investing in SMEs and small Mid Caps.115 The 

fund is targeting a total size of €50m, with more funding from Portugal Blue, InvestEU, 

and private commitments from strategic investors, aiming to invest in 8 to 12 companies. 

  

 
112 - Banco Português de Fomento, “Portugal Blue,” (n.d.) https://www.bpfomento.pt/pt/catalogo/portugal-

blue/  
113 - Idid. 
114 - Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, “InvestEU: €28 million for the first Blue 

Economy instrument in Portugal,” European Commission, 27 March, 2023 https://oceans-and-

fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/investeu-eu28-million-first-blue-economy-instrument-portugal-2023-03-

27_en  
115 - Ibid. 
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4.3 The interconnection between the two frameworks 

The previous sections of this chapter provided an examination of the EU's blue economy 

framework, alongside Portugal's tailored approach, revealing a multifaceted landscape of 

policies, strategies, and initiatives with the goal of enabling sustainable ocean governance 

and economic development. It is then important to understand how they intersect. 

The intersection between the EU's legal framework for the blue economy and Portugal's 

legal framework is characterized by a symbiotic relationship, where EU directives serve 

as a guiding framework while allowing for national adaptation to local contexts and 

priorities. Portugal's alignment with EU policies facilitates coherence and consistency in 

maritime governance, enabling the country to benefit from shared resources, best 

practices, and collaborative initiatives within the EU framework. 

The EU’s MFF draws funding from the Member States' contributions, based factors such 

as the size of the Member State's economy and its gross national income (GNI). Other 

sources of revenue value-added tax (VAT), as well as various fines and fees.116 This 

budget is then distributed across the different aspects of the framework. Bellow this 

structure there is also the national institutions funding opportunities, which Member 

States are free to establish and encourage to align with the EU’s goals and policies. 

The interconnection of both frameworks embodies a dynamic interplay of harmonization, 

adaptation, and collaboration. Furthermore, the intersection of funding from the EU, with 

funding received by national opportunities, facilitates the transformation of EU support 

into the country's Blue Economy initiatives at the local level. By leveraging EU funding, 

aligning it with national priorities, and strengthening institutional capacities, Portugal 

enhances its ability to promote sustainable economic growth, innovation, and 

environmental protection, with different opportunities for local actors. 

What now follows is the analysis part of this thesis, divided in chapters 5 and 6. The 

funding mechanisms from both frameworks that are considered are properly identified in 

the beginning of chapter 5, when undergoing the data analysis on the experience of the 

participants interviewed with national and European funding opportunities. 

 
116 - European Union, “Treaty on the functioning of the European Union (Consolidated Version)”, Official 

Journal of the European Communities, Article 312 http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_312/oj 

http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_312/oj
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5. Data Analysis 

This chapter goes over details and information gathered from the interviews with the 

participating entities engaging in Portugal with the blue economy, to then proceed with 

the theoretical analysis in chapter 6. The chapter is split into different segments, from 5.1 

to 5.6, to approach each topic separately, considering the topics as laid out in segment 2.4 

of the Methodology chapter.  

Segment 5.7 goes over valuable insights taken from the empirical data analysed in the 

previous sections of the chapter, important for the theoretical analysis. This section also 

introduces the principle of subsidiarity, which will also be part of chapter 6’s analysis. 

To recapitulate on what is stated in section 2.4, over this analysis segment, to identify 

arguments made, while ensuring anonymity, labels will be applied. They are as follows: 

A1, A2 and A3 for aquacultures entities; B1 and B2 for coastal tourism entities; C1 and 

C2 for fishery entities; D1 and D2 for blue renewable energy entities; and E for the entity 

involved in the internationalization of Portuguese projects within the blue economy. 

5.1 Working with national and European mechanisms 

All participating entities interviewed were asked to name examples of funding 

mechanisms that they had work with in that and/or are currently working with. In case of 

national (Portuguese) funds, they listed examples of the Blue Fund and the Recovery and 

Resilience Plan (PRR). As for the European mechanisms, they expressed they are 

currently involved in projects through Horizon Europe (formerly through Horizon 2020), 

EEA Grants and NGEU. Furthermore, they expressed about their experience in applying 

to these funding opportunities, the steps before receiving the funding support, and then 

went over to what are exactly their activities, supported by these funding opportunities. 

National funding opportunities 

The experience was described as “leaving much to be desired”.117 At first, entities were 

eager to engage with national funding opportunities, as they recognized that “Portugal 

holds a lot of potential in this sector, hence there must be many opportunities”.118 

 
117 - Citing entity A1 
118 - Citing entity A1 
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However, the situation turned out to be different, as the national funding opportunities 

were described as being “too few and not having high funding opportunities”119, as it was 

expected from them when starting to apply for these opportunities. 

When going over the steps involving the application procedure, participants identified the 

first step to be “researching available programs that can support”120 their respective 

activities. After that, what follows is a process of reviewing the criteria for the different 

programmes, in order to “ensure eligibility”121 and “develop a detailed project 

proposal”122. After the application and evolution process, entities would receive a 

notification of the decision, and if successful, implement the project “as proposed or by 

adhering to reporting requirements”123. During the project implementation process there 

is also a process of “monitoring and reporting to ensure” that the requirements are met. 

The process of application was described as rather complicated, mentioning some 

common problems such as “lack of information, high level bureaucracy, and uncertainty 

of the procedures needed to follow”124. Throughout the process of steps before receiving 

the financial support there was not much to point out, as they often see it as a process of 

finalizing the last details, so “the project goes in hand with the goals and rules to follow 

of the respective fund”.125 The assistance period is somewhat split: some participants 

described it as “going well”126 with what was expected, while others mentioned that they 

lacked “appropriate support in important moments”.127 No entities mentioned problems 

they faced with meeting the criteria in missed project open calls, but some mentioned that 

they “have yet to receive all the money”128 from the projects they were granted funding. 

European funding opportunities 

In engaging with European funding opportunities the participant’s expectations were, for 

the large majority, met “very pleasantly”129, as they found a vast list of funding 
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opportunities from which their respective entity could benefit from. The procedures of 

engaging with European funding opportunities were described in a similar fashion to what 

was said about working with national funding opportunities, albeit with some significant 

differences. When applying to funding programmes, participants shared that they had to 

“understand the specific eligibility criteria and priorities”130 and write a “comprehensive 

project proposal aligned with EU objectives”131, if they wished to have any “significant 

chances in being approved”.132 The evaluation procedures were described as being more 

“rigorous, as they often involved international experts on the field”.133  

The process of application was described as being “easier to go through”134 than when 

dealing with applications for national opportunities, thanks to the “amount of information 

available”135 although they still found some issues with the “amount of bureaucracy that 

needed to be handled”.136 The process of implementation was also described as being met 

with “high administrative tasks such as elaboration of progress reports”137, as well as 

having to “follow EU procedures rigorously”.138 Before receiving (and during) the 

financial support, they expressed they always had the opportunity to connect with experts 

in areas covered by the projects they applied to, highlighting this as one of the key aspects 

for “the success of the projects”139 that they have been/are able to get. 

5.2 Core Values for the Blue Economy 

Along with their experience in engaging with funding opportunities, the participants were 

keen to share what they thought to be key values for the blue economy, and why they 

deem them as such. The five key values that were typically mentioned across the different 

interviews were: sustainability, adaptability, innovation, inclusivity and awareness. The 

perception of this values as core aspects for the blue economy was described to have been 

built based on the “interaction with different partners in the activity sector”140 as well as 
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based on the experience that participants had “on the international level with funding and 

networking opportunities.”141 

Sustainability 

The aspect of sustainability was always the first one to be mentioned, as it was deemed 

the paramount core value to ensure the success of the blue economy. The explanation 

would revolve around the notion that only through sustainable practices and responsible 

actions can stakeholders involved in this sector “ensure that the potential from ocean’s 

can be harnessed”.142 Sustainability is considered to be the “heart of the blue economy”143 

as it ensures environmental preservation, promotes global responsibility, and ensures 

resilience. Here it would be mentioned that a “proper blue economy”144 needs to be one 

that is “a circular economy”145, one that “minimizes waste and tries to make the most out 

of the available resources, helping to regenerate the damaged natural systems”.146 The 

sustainability value is seen as cornerstone for “ensuring environmental integrity, global 

responsibility, and resilience”.147 

Adaptability 

Regularly tied to the former value, adaptability was often referred, due to the dynamic 

nature of the blue economy and the number of different activities it encapsulates, as well 

as the fact that this is still considered to be an emerging sector. It was mentioned that 

stakeholders must be “able to adapt to the changing environmental conditions, market 

dynamics, new technological advancements, and the evolving political framework”.148 

This is also important to note considering that the blue economy encapsulates both 

“traditional and emerging activities”.149 And it’s also a sector that “is shaped by internal 

and external forces, given the global dimensions of oceans”150. As such, integrating 

adaptability into the strategic planning and decision-making processes becomes 

“imperative to unlock the full potential of the sector”151, allowing for the different 
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stakeholders to effectively harness the diverse opportunities offered by the blue economy 

while “addressing its inherent complexities and uncertainties”152. 

Innovation 

It was very commonly noted that, for enabling the blue economy, the success hinges on 

the aspect of innovation, as it drives efficiency, increases productivity, and is responsible 

for finding new solutions to empower the blue economy. Thanks to “the power of research 

and product development”153, innovation is considered as fundamental, as it stimulates 

other values such as sustainability, as well as stimulating economic competitiveness. At 

its core, the innovation aspect of the blue is responsible for fostering efficiency by 

“streamlining processes, introducing novel technologies, and optimizing resource 

utilization”.154  Furthermore, innovation was deemed to be indispensable in propelling 

the blue economy forward as it “continuously uncovers new solutions to tackle prevalent 

challenges that the sector faces”.155  

Inclusivity 

Some participants were keen on pointing this as an important value. To further 

understand, it’s worth reminding that all companies interviewed are located on the 

coastline of Portugal, where they engage with their activities. The reasoning for pointing 

out inclusivity is that they deem that “the success of the blue economy should be 

beneficial to the different stakeholders involved, including coastal communities and 

small-scale fisheries”.156 It’s essential to ensure “proper socioeconomic development”157, 

as it empowers communities and guarantees equitable access to opportunities. The 

emphasis put on this value within the discourse surrounding the blue economy reflects 

how the participants have a broader recognition of pathways towards development that 

are economically viable and that, at the same time, are also “socially just and 

environmentally sustainable”.158 By considering this value in enabling the blue economy, 
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there is an opportunity to “cultivate a more equitable and resilient sector”159 that is 

beneficial for all stakeholders. 

Awareness 

Finally, interviewees often touched about the aspect of awareness, due the understanding 

that only by the means of public awareness and proper sharing of information can these 

entities “take the most out of engagement from the engagement with different 

stakeholders”.160 Other arguments for the importance of awareness and its relation to the 

success of the blue economy is that it “promotes education and capacity building”, as well 

as “promoting informed decision-making”.161 Beyond serving as a conduit for 

information dissemination, awareness initiatives catalyse “educational enrichment, foster 

capacity building, and empower stakeholders to make informed decisions”.162 

Recognizing awareness as essential for success and engaging in “activities that involve 

communities and builds consciousness towards these activities”163 is a potential driver to 

develop the sector forward. 

5.3 Perception of key global targets regarding oceans and 

sustainability 

Given their understanding of core values for the blue economy, there was also concern in 

knowing if there was any understanding of global targets regarding oceans and 

sustainability. Representatives from the different entities would generally start by saying 

that addressing global landmarks regarding oceans represents an “integral part”164 to their 

company's mission and operations within the blue economy. They would mention that 

their understanding was multifaceted, encompassing knowledge of the “various 

international agreements and norms”165, as well the “various initiatives and opportunities 

on the international and regional scale”166 for enabling the blue economy. This perception 

was also deemed to be indispensable, considering that being aware of global targets 
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“raises chances of getting a project approved, considering the demand of funding 

opportunities”.167 

The 2030 Agenda and the European Green Deal were mentioned as the “key frameworks 

to drive our company’s mission within stimulating the blue economy”168, as they both 

provide “key targets and action scenarios”.169 When pointing out the 2030 Agenda, they 

mention that, although they recognize the importance of SDG 14 for the blue economy, 

and how closely it is connected to their activities, they made sure to guarantee that through 

their actions that they are “able to contribute to achieving other goals”170 such as SDG 8 

(Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 13 (Climate Action), as they wish to have 

an “active role on the sustainable development of our planet across all domains, while 

focusing on the oceans”.171 

When explaining how this understanding was built, and how it is ensured throughout all 

the staff working, participants provided some examples of practices they took. The first 

step normally involved conducting a comprehensive research and analysis of the “latest 

developments, trends, and challenges”172 found in practices of the blue economy across 

the globe. This is seen as a continuous process, in order to guarantee that they are up to 

date with the latest “cutting edge technologies and sustainable practices”.173 

Another step involves their participation in international forums and initiatives, as for 

example, conferences, which is deemed as an opportunity to get in touch with “all kinds 

of experts from around the world”174, providing insights on “key ideas and examples of 

good practices.”175 Some examples included the 2022 UN Ocean Conference mentioned 

in the introduction segment; the European Blue Forum, “a stakeholder group for 

discussing challenges and priorities regarding the blue economy, financed by the 

(European) Commission”176; the Sustainable Blue Economy Investment Forum, which 

aims at “mobilizing actors and scaling up different tools to promote a sustainable blue 
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economy”.177 These participations were describing as “very enlightening”178, as it gives 

local actors the opportunity to “exchange perspectives and practices employed with 

counterparts from around the world”179, while, at the same time, it is also a place where 

they can amplify their voices and “raise awareness about concerning issues”180 within the 

local communities which they are part of. 

The projects that companies were/are involved on a European level are also mentioned as 

a way to expand their understanding, as they get the chance to learn from experts on the 

field and “expand their branch of connections”.181  

This perception of important worldwide targets is ensured inside the company by the 

means of capacity building training, through workshops and training courses. These are 

deemed as important to guarantee the “implementation of projects/activities that go hand 

in hand”182 with these global targets, but also because they allow to build a sense of 

“responsibility and purpose”183 among the different staff members. They said that they 

often resort to their network in order to provide the company staff with “expert’s 

education through knowledge-sharing”.184 

5.4 Role of local actors in the global landscape 

Having addressed their perceptions of global targets in the context of the blue economy, 

participants were inquired as to how they perceive themselves considering the global 

landscape, what is the role that local actors such as themselves can have. This topic was 

introduced in the interviews by once again explaining the problematic of the thesis to the 

interviewees. They first pointed out that “there is only much that we can do, as we are not 

as big as, say for example, a government institution”185. However, the large majority of 

entities don’t think so little of themselves as this may seem to note.  
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Certainly, although they are not considered to be “big actors”186 when looking at the 

global landscape, they see that their role as local actors within the context of the blue 

economy is “important and multi-layered”.187 As the activities of the blue economy, are 

“inherently linked to local communities and their livelihoods”188, local actors are 

responsible for playing a crucial role in “shaping the trajectory and outcomes of blue 

economy initiatives on the field of action”.189 They then provided some arguments to 

support their opinion. 

One of the main arguments presented was that these local actors often have intricate 

knowledge of their marine environments, as it is “acquired through generations of 

interaction with coastal zones”190, being beneficial for “a first knowledge basis”, as well 

as for “awakening interest in maritime activities”.191 This intricate knowledge, along with 

scientific approaches and sustainable management strategies, provides a way to 

“efficiently make use of our human resources”192, as some local communities often 

depend on marine activities such as fishing for “food and livelihoods”.193 

Another argument often made was that engaging with these kinds of activities brings 

economic empowerment and social development, as they are responsible for “generating 

income, creating employment, and improve standards of living”.194 Thus, “at the same 

time that locals strive to have better conditions, they are also giving back to the world by 

engaging in this sector”.195 

There is also a sense of “connection to the terrain”.196As the local actors are more 

“accustomed to experiencing the hardships and difficulties”197 that exist, and as they share 

a “sort of connection to the place where they stand”198 it's only natural that I want to do 

something different to improve their circumstances. It’s of their interest to “become 
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resilient, more knowledgeable, and more active”199 in their relation to the ocean, thus 

showing how eager it can be for locals to engage with the blue economy. 

The interviewees perceive that, as local actors, their role “is not merely passive recipients 

of blue economy initiatives, funding support, and as workers engaging with funded 

projects”200 but rather that their inherent situation can make them provide “special 

characteristics and insights”201 to bring the needed change to enable the blue economy, 

although they understand that “it is not something we can do by ourselves”.202 

5.5 Engagement with other stakeholders 

Having understood participants see themselves and their respective entities in the global 

landscape, it was also important to address how they perceive their engagement with other 

stakeholders. Participants considered that working with other stakeholders involved in 

the blue economy is crucial to “maximize the possible results that activities can have”203, 

as ensuring the “sustainability of what surrounds us can be achieved only through building 

healthy connections, teamwork, and joint goal orientation”.204 Several types of 

stakeholders were mentioned, stressing the fact that each one, with their different nature, 

plays a distinct and important in the “scheme of blue governance”.205 

Collaborative efforts with stakeholders on the national level 

On the national level, government bodies, local authorities, research institutions, as well 

as local coastal communities and with local NGOs would be brought up. The engagement 

with government bodies, such as regulatory agencies, ministries, and institutions is 

described as being “fundamental, as it allows us to have a clear mind as to the intended 

goals on the national scale for the sector that we are part of”206, as well as to have a proper 

perception of the opportunities that are in place for them.  
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The same goes for engagement with policymakers that engage in the local context, as it 

allows them to approach a type of “political power that is closer”207 to them and be “more 

involved in actions that can more easily have a proper impact”208 in their respective areas. 

The engagement with research institutions, which is done through the contact with 

scientists and academics working on the topic of the blue economy, was deemed to be 

“enlightening as to what is being done”209, providing them with important knowledge 

such as “the best practices in the industry, the new technological advancements 

discovered, the state of the blue economy and its opportunities, etc”.210 Furthermore, they 

consider to be important to engage with the locals and with NGOs. They appreciate the 

insights that they provide “on the actual situation of the local context”211 and find it 

helpful to help steer their actions “for a greater impact on our community”.212 

The reasoning behind keeping good relations with stakeholders on the national level is 

that it helps develop the sector, by involving everyone in the decision-making process, to 

“build concrete goals for the road ahead, and building cooperation for future 

initiatives”.213 The success of the blue economy is the success of everyone involved, and 

as such, “including all kinds of actors in the national context”214 is responsible for 

producing “more results and enhancing the positive outcomes of the blue economy for 

everyone”.215 

Collaborative efforts with stakeholders on the European level 

On the European level, interviewees mentioned that engage with the different institutional 

aspects of the EU’s blue economy framework, as well as with industry association, 

business networks, research institutions, and NGOs on the international scale. The 

reasonings found here were often the same that were mentioned when talking about 

national stakeholders, with some other points being worth address. 
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It was often brought up in the interviews that the funding mechanisms are perceived as 

“the key piece of the puzzle”216, as it presents an opportunity to have “larger amounts of 

capital to spend and invest on the big and important projects”217, which entities would 

never be able to do if they only relied on their “own money or money from the national 

funding opportunities”.218 Therefore, the funding mechanisms are seen as pivotal 

components within the broader landscape of local development, playing a critical role in 

enabling the execution of significant projects that would otherwise remain unfulfilled due 

to the “constraints associated with the availability of capital resources”.219  

These mechanisms empower local actors, giving them access to extended pools of capital 

beyond the boundaries of their “own financial reservoirs”220 or those “made available 

through national funding opportunities”.221 This way, they are able to establish “more 

ambitious goals”222 and “set course for project implementations that can have more socio-

economic benefits to the communities”223 that they are part of. This means that the 

funding mechanisms have an effective role in tackling the resource constraints that often 

“inhibit the translation of developmental aspirations”224, especially if we consider “the 

different realities across Europe”.225 

Through their capacity to mobilize capital on a scale proportionate with the ambitions of 

local development agendas, these mechanisms are able to “amplify the transformative 

potential of grassroots initiatives”226, as they also enable “a more inclusive and 

responsible trajectory of development within the view”227 of the respective local 

communities.  

Furthermore, these funding mechanisms, and the participation in international projects 

that comes with it, allows them to interact with specialized entities from other countries, 

learn from them, and create contact networks for future initiatives, which can be expanded 
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even further, thus “connecting local actors engaging in the blue economy from all corners 

of the EU”.228 Engaging with peers from other Member States that work in the blue 

economy sector seems to be an opportunity to “expand our branch of connections, as well 

as a chance to find business areas and ideas we never considered to be worthy to invest 

in”229, providing an opportunity to approach shared ideas and common challenges.  

 5.6 Challenges and opportunities for the blue economy in 

Portugal and in the EU 

At the end of the interviews, participants were asked to share their insights on the 

challenges and opportunities that the blue economy faces in Portugal and in the EU. 

Interviewees think there is a set of challenges that concern both the EU and Portugal, 

some in different ways, which are as follows: environmental challenges; political 

challenges on the national and European level; socioeconomic challenges. 

Environmental challenges 

There was a concern over a plethora of issues such as climate change impacts; coastal 

development that leads to habitat loss; marine pollution: and unsustainable practices such 

as overfishing. It was mentioned that “these issues must not be overlooked”230, because 

no matter how much effort they put into their actions as local actors “to mitigate them, 

the situation is much bigger and worse for them to deal with these problems alone”.231 

Having an understanding of these problems and tacking action is deemed as “essential to 

ensure the sustainability aspect that is inseparable from the blue economy”.232 For that, 

there is a need to “launch awareness campaigns, strengthen civil engagement, and build 

a bigger sense of responsibility”.233  

Additionally, the governance of marine areas beyond national jurisdiction poses a unique 

challenge, as it requires international cooperation and coordination in order to establish 

“effective governance mechanisms for these areas”234, including the implementation of 
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marine protected areas and the regulation of activities that “can have dire consequences 

for the natural habitats”235 such as deep-sea mining. 

Political challenges on the national level 

When sharing their concerns about this issue on the national level, the situation was 

considering “political alignment”236, as it was often mentioned that “sometimes it’s not 

the clear that it exists an alignment with what is intended on a European level”237, which 

can be prejudicial to accomplish the EU’s targets. Furthermore, and this was mentioned 

especially because Portugal was going through a government transition, it is a challenge 

for local actors engaging with the blue economy if “this emerging sector of activity is not 

considered to be a priority”238, as it is a sector of activity that still requires further support. 

Additionally, it was mentioned that, while there has been support in the past from the 

government structures, through the different funding opportunities and projects, 

participants often would describe it as being “lacklustre and below expectations”.239 

Political challenges on the European level 

On the EU level this challenge is more concerned with the “political coordination”240 

aspect. It was expressed that if there is an intention to go forward with the blue economy 

on the regional level, then it should be made as a “common commitment across different 

Member States, where all parties agree on similar values, practices and are transparent 

with each other, as this helps perfect the way in which the EU can respond”.241 It was 

expressed that “harmonizing regulations and policies across EU Member States is crucial 

to ensure the success of the blue economy”242, and that, despite the divergences between 

national governments across the EU, there is a “need for us to understand that we can’t 

be sitting on two boats”243, in other words, interviewees think that a clearer decision about 

the future of the blue economy in the EU must be considered by all Member States 

involved. 
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When talking about this set of political issues on the regional level it was also commonly 

expressed that, when engaging with the EU’s framework and the EU funding 

mechanisms, entities sometimes found it hard to “navigate through the complex 

regulatory frameworks”244, sometimes even failing to understand how the national and 

EU are intertwined. However, this was often deemed to happen more because the of the 

“lack of information that we get from the national side, as we are unsure about a couple 

things from time to time”.245 

Socioeconomic challenges 

While participants recognize that the sector activities of the blue economy are responsible 

for significant contribution to the national and/or EU, driving economic growth forward 

and creating jobs, they are aware that it also comes with socioeconomic challenges such 

as inequality, displacement, and vulnerability to external shocks. For example, coastal 

communities, “which are often characterized to have workers with traditional roots”246, 

that are reliant on fishing and tourism “in order to make a living”247, may face economic 

hardships due to environmental degradation, competition from industrial fishing fleets, 

or fluctuations in tourist demand. In order to address these issues it is required to target 

interventions to “support the resilience and adaptation of vulnerable communities, 

including investments in alternative livelihoods and social safety nets”.248 

Moreover, the transition to a more sustainable blue economy may entail upfront costs and 

adjustments for businesses and workers, “particularly in sectors with high environmental 

footprints or reliance on fossil fuels”.249 Supporting the transition through “incentives, 

capacity-building, and retraining programs”250 is essential to ensure a just and inclusive 

transition for all stakeholders. 

Regarding the EU funding mechanisms, besides the positive points already regarded in 

this section, there was a minor criticism that can pose a challenge to the role of this 

financial tools. It was often brought upon, although the criteria and eligibility of the 

different project opportunities ensures that “quality projects can be achieved and that 
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important money falls in the right hands”251, this also means that “it is becoming harder 

and harder for smaller entities”252 to reach this funding opportunities. While the criteria 

and eligibility requirements are designed to ensure the allocation of resources to quality 

projects, they inadvertently create barriers for smaller actors.  

Furthermore, the bureaucratic procedures involved in applying for EU funds can be a 

“dreadful experience”253, as expressed by some of the participating entities. While these 

were entities that have been engaging with EU funds for many years, they also assume 

that “applications is something that requires significant administrative capacity and 

expertise”254, which not all actors engaging with the blue economy have, especially “if 

they are starting to establish themselves in the sector”.255 This process involves “extensive 

documentation requirements, prolonged evaluation procedures, and rigid compliance 

standards”256 which can “discourage potential applicants”257, especially those with 

limited institutional capacity. 

A concern regarding national funding opportunities that are “co-funded by capital from 

the EU” was expressed about the “transparency and accountability”258 aspect. Although 

this is not something expected to “always be the case”259 there were some apprehensions 

regarding the “apparent opacity surrounding the allocation and utilization of these 

funds”260, raising questions about favouritism, corruption, and the undue influence of 

powerful stakeholders. Sometimes there is a “lack of clear guidelines on project selection 

criteria”261, as well as the absence of “mechanisms that allow for public scrutiny”262, 

which shows the suspicions that concerns the participants interviewed. However, it is 

worthy to note that this concern was expressed regarding national opportunities only, as 

participants have shown a higher level of trust in the transparency ensured by EU 

opportunities.  
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Another concerned expressed is that the EU “holds different socioeconomic realities”263, 

and if other states are to join the EU, this would mean that “Portugal might have less 

options for funding coming from the EU, and that means that”264 there is a need to 

“strengthen the national opportunities that we have at our disposal”265. 

Despite this, participants were able to identify some opportunities for Portugal and the 

EU, shining a brighter light, which are as follows: funding assistance; policy innovation 

and support; capacity building; building network connections across the EU and 

enhancing convergence of the different member-states in the EU. 

Funding assistance as an opportunity 

The existence of international structures within the EU that include the funding 

mechanisms are responsible for providing financial assistance. These are deemed as an 

opportunity for driving the blue economy forward as they are able to make significant 

contributions to the overall governance framework for the blue economy, by “facilitating 

cooperation, coordination, and integration of policies and actions”266 at the regional and 

international levels. By engaging with these structures and engaging actively in the 

opportunities provided, “these mechanisms and projects allow us to have a role to play, 

as well as for the local communities”.267 As these structures are common and at the 

disposal of all Member States, and the respective local actors. their role is deemed as 

being crucial, as the existence of common opportunities represents a way “for the blue 

economy to strive across all Member States”.268 

Policy innovation and support as an opportunity 

This is deemed to be very important as the “success of the blue economy”269 relies on 

actors actions and their engagement with the innovative approaches, in order to “address 

current and emerging challenges, ensure that actors across the EU can capitalize on new 

opportunities, and drive forward sustainable growth and competitiveness”270. The 

dynamic and interconnected nature of the blue economy shows a need for policy 
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innovation, to keep pace with evolving trends and developments. Furthermore, additional 

research, and building innovative methods to tackle existing barriers, can help “unlock 

the potential of the blue economy”271 and strengthen the EU's position on the global scale 

as a “regional actor with enough influence in shaping the governance of the blue economy 

at the international level”.272 By considering innovative approaches “to implement 

concrete actions”273, entities operating in the blue economy can “contribute to sustainable 

development goals, ensure environmental protection, and expand economic prosperity 

across European waters”.274 

A particular opportunity held in regard to Portugal, commonly brought up, is that it “is a 

country with an extensive coastline and maritime heritage, which holds an immense 

potential for our engagement with the blue economy”275. Interviewees consider that 

Portugal is a country that has a big potential in specific areas of the blue economy such 

as coastal tourism and aquaculture, but there needs to be “a proper approach to this 

activity sector from the government authorities, which hasn’t been clear over the past 

years”.276 

Capacity building as an opportunity 

The idea of capacity building involves a series of “multifaceted approaches aimed at 

enhancing the abilities of individuals, institutions, and communities”277 with tools and 

means necessary to address problems related to their activity sector, or to the place where 

they stand. This was deemed as being an important point to address, as it “ensures the 

pursuit of a sustainable and prosperous blue economy”278, especially when considering 

the engagement of the different stakeholders involved. The EU funding mechanisms play 

a role in enabling capacity building for the actors involved, as they have access to “contact 

with experts on the field, knowledge of the latest innovations, and contact with important 

information”279 to ensure the “quality of projects and that the objectives are well met”.280 
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Cross-border collaboration and enhancing convergence as an opportunity 

As it was also touched upon, the process of European integration presents an opportunity 

for cross-border collaboration on “different levels of action, being it with national 

governments, or with local actors”.281 In the particular case of local actors, “the networks 

built on the international scale, which often start from the engagement in European funded 

projects”282 helps to build connections to future projects. This way, private entities are 

able to ensure that they are able to take action in order to achieve benefits “for economic 

development, social inclusion, and environmental sustainability”283 in their country and 

across the borders of the EU. This is important as it is “enables economic convergence 

across the different EU landscape”284, as not all member states “benefit from the same 

socioeconomic status”.285 

While there is an alertness to the challenges posed to the blue economy, there is a 

perception that there are solutions for these issues, “some which are already here, others 

that we hopefully will have to wait only a few more years”.286 The participants outlook 

can be considered to be relatively positive, although they don’t disregard the fact that “our 

time on planet earth is ticking”287, and that, as such, there needs to further action to 

achieve our goals, one that “doesn’t depend on just us locals”.288 For this, there is a need 

for “a collective response to these challenges, that capitalizes on the opportunities we 

have and that pushes Portugal, Member States and the EU forward”.289  

5.7 Funding Mechanisms and the Principle of Subsidiarity  

Participants in the interviews have shown that they are well aware of the different 

dimensions behind the concept of the blue economy: it is the intersection of the different 

marine economic activities; it is an important sector in our current times; it is an 

opportunity for developed and developing countries; it has socioeconomic benefits; and 

it is a transformative approach that ought to value the sustainability aspect. They also 

 
281 - Citing entity E 
282 - Citing entity D1 
283 - Citing entity D2 
284 - Citing entity A2 
285 - Citing entity A3 
286 - Citing entity D1 
287 - Citing entity A3 
288 - Citing entity C1 
289 - Citing entity E 



58 

 

understand the different goals and targets regarding oceans and sustainability, given that 

it’s important for their engagement with funding opportunities. 

Participants reflected on the important role that funding mechanisms play in the context 

of local action, drawing points as to what their role is. At the same time, theses 

mechanisms also enhance key aspects of the blue economy, as the support given to 

innovation through targeted programmes such as Horizon Europe. Additionally, EU 

funding mechanisms play a role in building the capacity of local actors to effectively 

approach their activities the blue economy, by the means of knowledge-sharing initiatives 

and technical assistance provided. These mechanisms are responsible for facilitating 

market access and networking opportunities for local actors within the blue economy, 

supporting their participation in trade fairs, business matchmaking events, and 

international conferences. The empirical data collected suggests that the EU funding 

mechanisms provide a way for local actors to engage in the governance of the blue 

economy in the EU, despite their smaller size when compared to national government. 

This is assured through a specific aspect, which is the principle of subsidiarity. 

The principle of subsidiarity is a fundamental concept in the study of political and social 

philosophy, particularly within the context of governance and decision-making.290 This 

principle suggests that matters should be handled by the smallest, lowest, or least 

centralized competent authority, rather than to be handled by the higher authority.291 There 

are exceptions, as cases where lower authority is unable to effectively address the issue. 

In short, the idea behind the principle of subsidiarity is the emphasizes on decentralization 

and local autonomy, advocating that decisions in the context of governance should be 

made at the most immediate level of organization or government possible. This way, the 

principle is responsible for promoting a bottom-up approach to governance, where local 

communities or organizations have the power to manage their own affairs and only defer 

to higher levels of authority when necessary.292 Subsidiarity emphasizes the importance 
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of respecting the autonomy and decision-making authority on the different levels of 

governance, which is includes Member States, regions, and local authorities. 

Subsidiarity is often associated with other notions such as federalism and localism and is 

considered to be a key principle in building systems of governance that respect individual 

autonomy, encourage efficiency, and foster civic engagement and responsibility.293 It's 

been embraced in various forms across different political and social contexts around the 

world, such as the European Union. The principle of subsidiarity is a foundational concept 

within the EU, as it is enshrined in the Treaty on European Union (TEU) and the Treaty 

on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), the two treaties forming the 

constitutional basis of the EU.294  

According to article 5, section 3 of the Treaty on European Union: "Under the principle 

of subsidiarity, in areas which do not fall within its exclusive competence, the Union shall 

act only if and insofar as the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently 

achieved by the Member States, either at central level or at regional and local level, but 

can rather, by reason of the scale or effects of the proposed action, be better achieved at 

Union level."295 This means that the EU should only take direct action if the goals 

intended cannot be appropriately achieved by Member States individually, or as it is the 

case for this thesis, by actors engaging in the lower local levels of action.  

When looking into how it this acts in practice, the principle of subsidiarity is invoked 

during the legislative process of the EU to ensure that decisions are made at the most 

appropriate level of governance, whether it be at the EU level, subregional level, national 

level, or local level, based on the principle of proximity  and effectiveness, as well as 

based on the nature of the challenge and the means needed to tackle it. It can be argued 

that it serves as a check against unnecessary centralization of power within the EU 

institutions, being responsible for promoting a more balanced distribution of authority 

and good governance practices. 

Thanks to the opportunities provided by EU funding opportunities, local actors have the 

capability to “set course for project implementations that can have more socio-economic 
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benefits to the communities”296, which align with EU priorities and goals, as an important 

part of the application process involves building a “comprehensive project proposal 

aligned with EU objectives”297 This allows for a better approach that has greater 

flexibility and adaptability, as these actors possess an intricate knowledge which is 

“acquired through generations of interaction”298 with place where they stand. In essence, 

this presents the EU funding mechanisms as a means to apply the principle of subsidiarity 

principle. By engaging with funding opportunities on the EU level, local actors are able 

to set up “more ambitious goals”299 for their projects, having the capacity to implement 

sustainable practices within the blue economy that adapt to the local and its challenges. 

This enables an approach to ensure that the local context follows with the goals that the 

EU wishes to accomplish, such as the European Green Deal and the SDGs. 
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6. Theoretical Analysis  

The Theoretical Analysis chapter is structured in three sections. Sections 6.1 and 6.2 that 

correspond, respectively, to the theoretical analysis of Institutional Liberalism and Multi-

level Governance. Section 6.3 combines both perspectives and provides a discussion on 

their intersection, hence the name “Multi-level institutionalism”. 

6.1 Institutional Liberalism perspective 

Institutional Liberalism stresses the importance of institutions and the role they play in 

shaping politics, as well as the role of the frameworks and policy instruments available, 

such as the EU funding mechanisms. Through existence of these mechanisms, the EU 

establishes guidelines, criteria, and incentives that promote desired actions, such as the 

execution of sustainable projects within the blue economy sector. The empirical data 

accessed has shown how EU funding mechanisms serve as triggers for cooperation and 

coordination, as they funding, resources, and opportunities for local authors to flourish. 

In the context of the local scope and the blue economy, the funding mechanisms are 

responsible for enhancing cooperation, as these mechanisms encourage engagement with 

other stakeholders. At the national level, it provides a “clear mind as to the intended goals 

on the national scale for the sector”300, and by enhancing local actors perspective on the 

“actual situation of the local context”.301 At the European level, the existing EU 

mechanisms provide local actors means to be a “the key piece of the puzzle”302, giving 

them the opportunity “inhibit the translation of developmental aspirations”303 from the 

EU to their scope of action. This is further enhanced by engaging with other stakeholders 

on European level, which enables to connect “local actors engaging in the blue economy 

from all corners of the EU”304, enabling the blue economy in the EU through the 

aspirations of the different local actors. Hence why cross-border collaboration is seen as 

an opportunity “for economic development, social inclusion, and environmental 

sustainability”.305 Furthermore, this avoids possible prospects of anarchy, going against 

 
300 - Citing entity A1 
301 - Citing entity C1 
302 - Citing entity E 
303 - Citing entity E 
304 - Citing entity D2 
305 - Citing entity D2 



62 

 

the criticism of realism towards institutional liberalism.306 This does not mean that 

anarchy doesn’t exist, but rather that actors choose to build relations based on cooperation 

through the opportunities presented by institutions, which they deem to be beneficial. 

As for the coordination aspect, institutional liberalism underscores the importance of 

inclusive multilateral governance structures that accommodate for the diverse interests 

and perspectives of the different actors involved in the governance process.307 

Considering the empirical data accessed, this involves the participation of Member States, 

regional authorities, and stakeholders in the construction, implementation, and evaluation 

of blue economy policies and initiatives through funding opportunities. Hence why the 

“political coordination”308 and “political alignment”309 were addressed as challenges for 

the blue economy on the national and EU level, as “harmonizing regulations and policies 

across EU Member States is crucial to ensure the success of the blue economy”.310 

Moreover, institutional liberalism highlights the role of rule-based systems as being 

responsible for providing stability, predictability, and accountability in governance.311 

The existence of international institutions, which are sustained by common laws, is 

responsible for building a space where the different actors can interact and engage on 

equal footing, stimulating cooperation between each other.312 In the case of EU funding 

mechanisms, as mentioned, this involves establishing clear criteria, application 

procedures, and performance indicators for the allocation and utilization of funds. From 

the perspective of local actors, the existence of these institutions facilitates “cooperation, 

coordination, and integration of policies and actions”313, thus giving local actors “a role 

to play, as well as for the local communities”.314 Thus, the EU funding mechanisms are 
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able to provide local actors with means to take action in governance, being more than just 

“merely passive recipients”315 of funding. 

Seeing how there’s an intersection between the EU’s blue economy framework and 

Portugal’s perspective on the sector, there is state preference in engaging with the blue 

economy, and to compromise with EU institutions.316 As a Member State within the EU, 

Portugal creates its own approach to the blue economy, while also giving local actors the 

ability to choose if they wish to engage with national or EU funding opportunities, or 

both. This means that the existing EU framework, and the structures that come with it, as 

is the EU funding mechanisms, are responsible for shaping governing interactions.317 By 

aligning with the EU’s outlook on the blue economy, Portugal ensures that subnational 

actors involved in the blue economy have a range of opportunities at their disposal.318 

Furthermore, the insights provided by participants in the interviews over the idea of 

shared values that ought to be consensual across the different Member relates to the idea 

that engagement in international institutions is supported by shared values.319 There is a 

notion that the existence of shared values, which ought to be responsible for molding 

actor’s behaviours. The existence of a universal set of values helps to stimulate action and 

strengthen the aspect of coordination.320 These values themselves are built through the 

participants engagement “on the international level with funding and networking 

opportunities”321, showing how the opportunities provided by EU funding opportunities 

establish a common ground where the actors involved, national or local, can share their 

experiences and establish common values to enhance aspects such as cooperation. When 

sharing their concerns over the future of the blue economy, participants pointed out the 

existing international structures as being an opportunity in place for enabling the blue 

economy across Member States, when stressing that to approach issues there is a need for 

“a collective response to these challenges, that capitalizes”322 on the strengths of the EU. 
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6.2 Multi-level Governance Perspective 

Multi-level Governance (MLG) emphasizes the dispersion of authority and the decision-

making process across multiple levels of government, and the role interconnectedness 

and interdependence among these levels, stressing the importance of collaboration and 

coordination among them. The empirical data accessed showed that there exists a set of 

valuable interactions among the different levels of governance in the EU, by considering 

local actors’ engagement with the EU funding mechanisms. 

As discussed in section 5.7, the principle of subsidiarity enables a multi-level governance 

approach within the European Union, and the implications of this principle within the EU 

funding mechanisms is that it decentralizes decision-making authority, at the same time 

that it empowers local actors to address specific needs and challenges. In accordance with 

MLG, this means that there is a certain level of dispersion of authority within the EU and 

the respective Member State323, while it is ensured coordination with the higher levels of 

governance, in order to achieve the desired results.  

The decentralization aspect promotes a sense of responsiveness, by dictating that 

decisions should be made at the lowest and most appropriate level of governance.324 It is 

possible to consider the role that the EU funding mechanisms in the different levels.325 At 

the supranational, the EU establishes these mechanisms based on a set of “specific 

eligibility criteria and priorities”326 based on its overarching policy objectives, which 

applicants must meet if they wish to have “significant chances in being approved” for 

funding. At the national level, national governments play the role of transposing EU 

directives and regulations into their respective domestic law, aligning national policies 

and strategies with supranational objectives and acting as intermediaries.327 Finally, at the 

subnational, regional and local actors are the frontline for EU policy implementation, 

leveraging funding opportunities together with their “special characteristics and 

insights”328, allowing to pursue the EU’s goals starting in the local context. 
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It is important to consider that there is a vertical dimension to this subject, but also a 

horizontal dimension329, an important aspect of Multi-level Governance. By looking at 

the horizontal dimension, it is wise to point out there is a certain reliance on the 

involvement of subnational entities.330 The pursuit to enable the blue economy requires 

an active engagement with the different subnational entities, as these actors often provide 

valuable insights into the local dynamics and the state of the ecosystems.331 Hence why 

it was noted that “including all kinds of actors in the national context”332 is an important 

factor when considering “ enhancing the positive outcomes of the blue economy for 

everyone”333 involved in the national context. Now looking at the vertical dimension, we 

can note that, considering the subject of this thesis, that the EU funding mechanisms act 

as tools amplifying “the transformative potential of grassroots initiatives”334, evidencing 

how the interaction between the EU level and the local level can be done without 

necessarily relying on the national level as an intermediate. Furthermore, at the national 

level, fiscal transfers and redistribution, which can involve money coming from the EU, 

also strengthens local actors’ actions, showing how the local, national and EU level are 

interconnected.335  

Regarding the diversification of levels, both supra-national and sub-national levels have 

become more relevant336, thanks to the decentralization within states, as well as the 

increasing transnational cooperation between them, being two dimensions of the same 

transformation happening at the same time. The decentralization within states is visible, 

as entities are free to apply to EU funding if they wish so, which turns out to be crucial, 

as they have access “larger amounts of capital to spend and invest”337, enabling bigger 

projects which they couldn’t sustain just based on their “own money or money from the 

national funding opportunities”.338  
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The increasing transnational cooperation can be considered from the perspective of local 

actors, by considering the cross-border collaboration aspect of the funding mechanisms. 

This aspect was introduced in the interviews with participating entities as an opportunity 

for the blue economy, as “the networks built on the international scale, which often start 

from the engagement in European funded projects”339 allow to build relations for future 

projects. Furthermore, the knowledge exchange and technical expertise enhances the 

capabilities of local actors having implications in assisting in tackling issues considered 

to be important by the EU. This way, the decentralized funding support system empowers 

local actors by providing them with the means to manage their own finances effectively, 

tailoring their actions according to the unique characteristics of their place and respective 

communities, the resources that they have at their disposal, and the challenges they face.  

This localized enhanced funding management facilitated by these mechanisms allows for 

a more adaptive approach to situations where problem-solving is required.340 Local 

actors, granted with the authority to allocate resources as they see fit, can swiftly adapt to 

the changing circumstances and emergent needs within their communities. Thus, these 

funding mechanisms enable a bottom-up approach to tackling existing challenges. Here 

is where the place-based policies come into play, as they are intimately intertwined with 

this theoretical perspective. This approach acknowledges the importance of the local 

context in policy design and implementation, as it is a helpful tool to difficult challenges 

when having in mind the specific geographic focus and impact of decision-making.341  

The multi-level governance aspect of the funding mechanism allows to tackle the 

different gaps identified in section 1.3 of the Introduction. For example, the “funding gap” 

is addressed by empowering local actors with pools of funding much larger than their 

“own financial reservoirs”342 or the from the ones that they could get from national 

opportunities. Another example is addressing the “capacity gap” as providing funding 

beneficiaries with “contact with experts on the field, knowledge of the latest innovations, 

and contact with important information”343 ensures that they have enhanced resources at 

their disposal to conduct project implementation. 
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6.3 Multi-level Institutionalism 

The empirical data accessed and theoretical has shown that funding mechanisms play a 

pivotal role in supporting local action by providing resources to communities, 

organizations, and initiatives at the grassroots level.  These mechanisms serve as enablers 

for local actors by providing them with the additional means necessary to initiate and 

sustain their actions, through a funding top-bottom approach, and through an action 

bottom-up approach. EU Funding mechanisms also play a critical role in supporting the 

blue economy across Member States, by providing targeted support to projects and 

initiatives aimed at the blue economy within national and regional contexts. 

However, it is important to consider how the EU funding mechanisms considered are 

responsible for enabling. And this can be done by considering their background. These 

mechanisms are built on the approaches regarded by the EU as important to address the 

environmental challenges of our time, as the European Green Deal and the Sustainable 

Development Goals, as is the case of SDG 14. The EU funding mechanisms then act as 

example of institutionalism, as they represent the intricate interplay between institutions, 

policies, and economic outcomes, acting as tools that allow to pursue the EU’s goals. 

Through the funding mechanisms, the EU establishes funding opportunities and 

programmes that incorporate the targets of important global landmarks such as the 

Agenda 2030 of the United Nations, in the form of “specific eligibility criteria and 

priorities”344 based on the EU’s goals and policies. 

Once created, interested individuals can apply, by going through the different procedures 

and adhering to the conditions of the different projects. The word “individuals” is 

important to consider, as the funding opportunities allow for interested candidates to 

apply by themselves, instead of having to obligatory rely on an existing consortium. 

Furthermore, for the most part, this application does not require any coordination with 

the national government, meaning that there is a proper decentralized application system.  

When provided with the approved funding, beneficiaries have a set of resources at their 

disposal to adopt policies based on their local context, considering the diverse realities 

and priorities of their communities. At this level, a complementary approach to funding 

streams between the EU funding opportunities, as well as national funding and private 

 
344 - Citing entity C2 
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investment; and encourages a bottom-up approach that enhances the legitimacy and 

acceptance of EU-funded projects, while stimulating civic engagement. 

These funding tools are also an example of integration, as they foster cross-border 

collaboration “different levels of action”345, promote “economic convergence”346, and 

embody shared values, built from the “interaction with different partners in the activity 

sector”.347 This shows how funding mechanisms align with the idea of institutional 

liberalism, emphasizing the role of institutions and rules in supporting action across the 

EU and its actors, and by being means to further advance European integration.  

Hence, in light of the theoretical perspectives considered, and by looking at the empirical 

data accessed, it is possible to stay to say that the EU funding mechanisms enable the blue 

economy by: 1) having important global targets such as the SDGs and the European Green 

Deal incorporated in their respective programmes; 2) enabling a structure of application 

that allows for local actors engaging with the blue economy sector to have an opportunity 

to apply for opportunities that enhance their capabilities; 3) fostering engagement with 

stakeholders on the different levels of governance, creating a sense of common 

responsibility for all and enhancing the potential of this sector through cross-border 

interactions made with local actors from the different corners of the EU. The EU funding 

mechanisms enable the blue economy by providing means to target important landmarks 

like the SDGs through local actions, which then can have implications at the 

regional/global level. Therefore, it promotes a bottom-up approach to global ambitions. 

  

 
345 - Citing entity E 
346 - Citing entity A2 
347 - Citing entity B1 
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7. Conclusion  

The culmination of this research endeavour on the nexus between EU funding 

mechanisms and the potential of the blue economy underscores several pivotal findings. 

Through a multifaceted exploration encapsulating institutional liberalism and multi-level 

governance theoretical frameworks, and by handling the empirical data gathered through 

fieldwork, this study has elucidated the intricate dynamics underpinning the facilitation 

of a sustainable blue economy sector within the EU thanks to existing mechanisms. 

The case study approach taken provided the analysis with rich insights into what are the 

perceptions and experiences of local actors engaging in the blue economy sector in 

Portugal. The testimonies taken from participants underscore a prevailing sentiment of 

optimism regarding the instrumental role played by EU funding. When considering the 

research question, How do EU funding mechanisms enable the blue economy, the 

research conducted has explained that EU funding mechanisms play an important role. 

The funding mechanisms are responsible for finance assistance; innovation support; 

capacity building; building network connections across the EU and enhancing 

convergence of the different Member States in the EU. The EU funding mechanisms 

enable the blue economy by providing local actors with means to conduct their actions, 

reinforcing their capacities and give them opportunities who engage further in their 

activity sector. This is done by catalysing innovation, fostering collaboration, and 

enhancing the resilience of blue economy and its activities. 

The EU funding mechanism enable the blue economy, by incorporating global landmarks, 

as is the example SDG 14, in the targets of their funding programmes. Interested entities 

can apply for funding in order to enhance their capabilities, following the execution of 

the programmes designed to meet global ambitions. Their actions then have implications 

on the local level, being in the front of implementing these goals, and on the 

regional/global level, through the interaction with stakeholders across borders. 

The implications of this research extend beyond the field of academia, resonating 

profoundly within policy circles tasked with shaping the future trajectory of EU financial 

policies and blue economy strategies. The positive insights gleaned from local actors 

underscore the necessity for a continued investment in blue economy initiatives, coupled 



70 

 

with a collaborative effort that is responsible for streamlining funding mechanisms and 

enhancing their accessibility for diverse stakeholders. Another contribution of this 

research lies in its analysis of the relationship between EU funding mechanisms and the 

blue economy, through the lenses of Institutional Liberalism and Multi-level Governance. 

The theory of Institutional Liberalism argues that the existence of international 

institutions, that rest on common laws, regulations and values, are responsible for 

promoting cooperation and economic development. The possibilities provided by the EU 

funding mechanisms, through projects and grants, built on common rules for each 

Member States, and built based on important global targets and ambitions for the blue 

economy, allow to promote economic activities aligned with sustainable blue practices. 

Similarly, from the perspective of Multi-level Governance, it is argued that there exists a 

distribution of authority and decision-making across multiple levels of governance, and 

that the existence of this decentralized structure allows for tailored approaches to the 

different levels. Local actors, such as the entities interviewed, are able to have access to 

EU funding through the different funding mechanisms. This allows them to participate in 

the governance action and have an opportunity to contribute to the EU’s goals. 

Based on the findings of the research conducted, and the interconnection of both theories 

provided in the theoretical analysis, the research supports the hypothesis that the EU 

financial mechanism play an important role in supporting local action, considering the 

particular case of Portugal. This is also highlighted by considering the existence of the 

principle of subsidiarity as part of the EU’s legal framework, albeit that its effectiveness 

within European Union governance scheme can be subject to debate and interpretation. 

On one hand, it can be argued that subsidiarity serves as an important safeguard against 

over-centralization of power within the EU. By promoting decision-making at the most 

appropriate level of governance, subsidiarity can help ensure that policies are better 

tailored to the specific needs and circumstances of Member States, regions, and local 

communities. This principle is also responsible for fostering a sense of ownership and 

accountability among the different levels, encouraging greater participation. On the other 

hand, it can be argued that the application of subsidiarity within the EU is not always 

clear-cut, with instances where decisions may still be made at the EU level, even when it 

could be more efficient to address at lower levels of action.  
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Additionally, there may be challenges in determining when and how subsidiarity should 

be invoked. Overall, this principle is an integral part of the EU's institutional framework 

and governance structure, and its effectiveness depends on various factors such as the 

political dynamics within the EU institutions, the disposition of Member States to engage 

in subsidiarity-based decision-making, and the clarity of rules for its application. 

By analysing the different discourses present in the interviews conducted, and by applying 

the theoretical perspectives of institutional liberalism and multi-level governance, the 

case study approach has shown how local actors see themselves in the greater global 

landscape, how they understand what their role is and how their actions can help meet 

global targets. The findings of this study underscore the importance of fostering synergies 

between regional, national, and supranational actors to maximize the impact of the 

different funding, ensuring the development of the blue economy sector. 

This research provides valuable insights for the role of EU (and also national) funding 

mechanisms in the local level and in the context of the blue economy and can be expanded 

to further investigation approaches and topics. One interesting approach would be to do 

a comparative case study to answer the research question, which could possibly provide 

valuable insights into further matters such as: how the EU is able to manage different 

Member States frameworks within its own blue economy framework? Another approach 

would be to consider other type of participants such as government authorities, switching 

the focus from the local context to the national context, and understanding how the 

national authorities balance between the EU’s framework and accessing local needs.  

Moreover, this study can trigger a discussion to further comprehend how the EU funding 

mechanisms can be enhanced, what can be done to make sure that they are able to achieve 

the desired goals from the perspective of the EU. One more additional topic of research 

would be to delve further into specific sides of the EU’s funding mechanisms, such as, 

for example, the effectiveness of grant-based versus loan-based instruments, or the role 

that public-private partnerships have in enabling the blue economy. 

This research has proven the importance of considering the local context when 

approaching global landmarks. It has also shown how tools such as the EU funding 

mechanisms enable the blue economy sector, giving local actors engaging in this sector 

the possibility to play an important role in tackling the existing challenges of our times. 
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