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Abstract

We set out to examine the importance of the Atlantic outermost in 

the context of the European Union, focusing on the role it plays as an 

outermost frontier of the European project, and, even more specifically, 

the Portuguese Autonomous Regions - the Azores and Madeira.
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There are places where we feel the “weight of history” profoundly.1 

One such place is certainly the Atlantic islands. These are like the sacred 

thresholds of the time when, for a brief moment, we can quite easily be 

transported to the dimension of a past with a special meaning.

As Pedro Faria e Castro considers “coastal islands have had a special 

place in the security of continents throughout history, particularly for Eu-

1 This text was published in a first version in the Scientific Journal Debater a Europa, 
n.12, 2015, to whom I thank the authorization of its republication.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-1336-9_14
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rope. Chasle de la Touche said in the 19th century, referring to the relative 

importance of Belle-Île in the French region of Brittany, that that island 

was too far from the Brittany coast to help in its defence, but it was a poten-

tial stronghold from which to attack it, should it be taken by an enemy.”2

These islands, scattered around the world, are one of the pillars 

of European expansion and in many cases they are still the ultimate 

geostrategic redoubts of the old maritime powers. The islands that still 

belong to European States - and there are many of them, spread around 

the Atlantic, Indian and Pacific oceans - are proof of the political value 

such States ascribe to them in a postcolonial world. Furthermore, they 

are essential pieces in European participation in the various aspects of 

the current process of globalisation. 

Natural frontiers between the maritime horizon and the hinterland of 

European territory, legacies of the former colonial empires, the islands 

are strategic territories for the European Union (EU). They lend more 

meaning to the etymology of the word ‘Europe’, which takes us to Homer, 

for instance: “europé - what you see beyond.” In fact they offer the chance 

of being the eyes and arms of the “Mother”3 (Europe) which open up 

like a bridge between the old continent and the rest of the world. They 

are therefore important economic centres. It can be said that in maritime 

terms they continue to play an important part, worldwide. 

They serve as instruments of power projection because they are 

important points of advance support and provide a means to control 

certain routes and seas. If these islands are not particularly significant in 

terms of gross surface area as pieces of European States, the same can-

not be said of their geopolitical significance. And this importance varies 

according to their location, more or less distant from mainland coasts. 

2 CASTRO, Pedro Faria e – Perspectivar uma nova realidade política insular como 
resposta a uma melhor integração europeia. In VIEIRA, Alberto - As Ilhas e a Europa, a 
Europa das Ilhas. Região Autónoma da Madeira: CEHA, 2011. ISBN 978-972-8263-73-7.

3 europé is the epithet used by Homer to designate the father and lord of the gods.
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While nationalism is reborn in the current crisis, apparently as a secure 

value, the ongoing process of globalisation favours the emergence of re-

gions, which loom large as instruments for recreating the old nations, as well 

as a brand new European Union. As Avelino de Freitas Menezes observes, 

in this case “it shows the usefulness of Portugal’s islands, whose insularity 

coexists with universality, which provides Europe with an enhanced Atlan-

tic projection, regarded by everyone as essential when the time approaches 

for the rule of the sea, the greatest treasure for the future of humanity.”

The EU islands cover a total surface area of 109 423 km2 (3.4% of 

the EU) on which live 14 million people (3.43% of the EU).4 Both their 

geography and their demography make them specific territories of the 

European Union. As everyone knows, many of them are undisputable 

tourist attractions, while their specific conditions (away from mainland 

Europe, peripheral character, insularity, smaller market, etc.) keep them 

reliant on mainland territories, in many ways.

Island economies are weak because of the shortage of usable land, 

strong dependence on transport and communications infrastructure, li-

mited natural resources and lack of skilled manpower. Their small-scale 

economies and reliance on a limited number of key sectors, demogra-

phic pressure and unemployment make them particularly vulnerable to 

internal and external economic crises. 

Some of these islands benefit from a status explicitly recognised in 

Articles 349 and 355 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU) - the Outermost Regions (ORs). There are currently nine 

outermost regions:

•  five French overseas departments - Martinique (in the Caribbean), 

Mayotte, Guadalupe, Réunion (Indian Ocean) and French Guiana 

(enclave in the Amazon forest); 

4 Cf. Las Políticas Estructurales y los Territorios de Europa: Islas y Zonas Costeras, 
Folleto 2001, Unión Europea, Politica Regional.
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•  one French overseas collectivity - Saint Martin (in the Caribbean); 

•  two Portuguese autonomous regions - Madeira and Azores (Atlantic 

Ocean);

•  one Spanish autonomous community - Canary Islands (Atlantic 

Ocean).

To make things clearer, it should be mentioned that until the end 

of 2011 the French overseas collectivity of Saint Barthélemy was also 

an outermost region of the European Union. However, thanks to its 

remoteness from metropolitan France, the specific legal status, the clo-

se economic ties with partners from the Americas and Barthélemy, it 

became one of the overseas countries and territories (OCTs) of the EU. 

This change came into force on 1 January 2012.

The OCTs consist of 26 countries and territories (including, until the 

end of 2013, Mayotte) - mostly small islands - outside of mainland Europe 

that have constitutional ties with one of the following Member States: 

Denmark, France, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom.

Article 355 of the Lisbon Treaty provides that the Council of Europe 

can change the status of the OCTs of France, Denmark and the Nether-

lands to an outermost region without requiring a treaty amendment.

As mentioned earlier, the situation of the ORs within the EU is complex 

and involves a number of specific features that complicate their develop-

ment and their catching up with other regions in the Union. The ORs thus 

received and continue to receive special treatment within the EU to encou-

rage the economic and social cohesion of the EU regions. Given the recog-

nition of the existence and maybe the possible worsening of socioeconomic 

imbalances in these regions, the EU has undertaken a number of compen-

satory measures specifically designed to mitigate such imbalances and to 

take advantage of the exceptional geographical situation of the regions. 

The measures can be grouped in two categories:5 special economic and 

5 TAMAMES, Ramón - La Unión Europea. Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1999, pp. 491-492. 
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tax measures imposed indirectly, separate from the rest of the Union, and 

specific procurement schemes with price subsidy mechanisms for certain 

consumer goods. Most of these measures are included in programmes of 

options specific to remoteness and insularity, generally known as POSEI 

(the French overseas departments - POSEIDOM, in 1989; the Canary Islands 

- POSEICAN, in 1991, and the Azores and Madeira - POSEIMA, in 1991). 

But it does not reduce the importance of the ORs to their demographic 

weight, the number of tourists visiting them or their agriculture. They also 

have merit and are rich because of their extraordinary cultural legacy, 

the diversity of their geographical setting and for the strategic role that 

have in protecting the sea routes of Europe and defending its external 

borders. In terms of globalisation, the European Union is the only conti-

nental region that can claim a presence in the heart of the Indian Ocean, 

the Caribbean and South America, precisely because of the ORs, whose 

good relations with neighbouring countries can benefit the EU and the 

development of its influence in these regions of the planet.oher and lord 

of the gods. r employees.objects set, which will be there is a sea of oppor-

tunities to explore, on a jourenyhad Indeed, these regions are real bridges 

between the EU and Africa, MERCOSUL (agreement signed by Argentina, 

Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay on 26 March 1991), and the United States.

In other words, the ORs represent a European presence in their 

geographical environment, lend it a global dimension and amount to 

its outpost. And they are “spearheads of Europe” for cultivating trade 

relations with their relevant neighbours as well as excellent places to 

establish certain high-tech activities, such as the European Space Agency, 

in Guiana and the Astrophysics Institute in the Canaries. It is thanks to the 

outermost regions that the European Union is the world’s top maritime 

territory with an economic area of 25 million km2, of vital importance 

because of the enormous resources and potential it contains.6

6 Among the many relevant works on the topic, for a better clarification of the ge-
neral ideas of the process of European construction see: LASCHI, Guiliana - L’ Unione 
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In terms of the sea, the ORs represent more than half the exclusive 

economic zone (EEZ) of the EU, with a potential reserve of marine resour-

ces amounting to nearly 15 million km2. This is equivalent to a marine 

laboratory of unique depth that can be exploited by the EU in areas such 

as food security, combating climate change, energy and biotechnology. 

In terms of tourism, too, it is an exceptional asset thanks to its natural 

and cultural environment. In terms of tourism, too, it is an exceptional 

asset thanks to its natural and cultural environment. The ORs harbour a 

diversity of species and unique ecosystems that are extremely important 

for the biodiversity of the planet. Together with the overseas countries 

and territories, these regions have more endemic animal and plant 

species than the whole of mainland Europe, including over 20% of the 

world’s coral reefs and lagoons. Their biodiversity represents potential in 

the areas of health, biomedicine and biopharmacy, cosmetics and many 

other sectors, including ecological building materials and timber. Some 

of the regions are suitable for developing sources of renewable energy, 

from biofuels to wind and solar power, and geothermal and photovoltaic 

energy. In terms of human capital, the ORs can provide workers who are 

better educated and more skilled, plus public services and skills that are 

more advanced than those of their neighbours, enabling them

to supply services and expertise in sectors of high added value.

That is to say, the ORs are a European territorial presence in strategic 

parts of the globe possessed of exceptional geographical and geological 

features that make them first-rate laboratories for research and innova-

Europea-Storia, istituzioni, politiche, Rome: Carocci, 2001, especially pp. 92-94; LANDUYT, 
Ariane (coord.) - L’Europe: fédération ou nations. Paris: SEDES, 1999. LANDUYT, Ariane 
(coord.) - Idee d’Europa e integrazione europea. Bologna: Il Mulino, 2004. RIBEIRO, 
Maria Manuela Tavares - A Ideia de Europa, uma perspectiva histórica. Coimbra, Quarteto 
Editora, 2003. RIBEIRO, Maria Manuela Tavares - “A Europa dos Intelectuais nos alvores 
do século XX”. Estudos do Século XX, no. 2, CEIS20, Europa-Utopia–Europa-Realidade, 
coord. by Maria Manuela Tavares Ribeiro, Coimbra, Quarteto Editora, 2002, pp. 111-133; 
RIBEIRO, Maria Manuela Tavares - “Os Intelectuais e a Ideia de Europa”. In Portugal e a 
Construção europeia, coord. by Maria Manuela Tavares Ribeiro, António Moreira Barbosa 
de Melo and Manuel Carlos Lopes Porto, Coimbra, Livraria Almedina, 2002, pp. 31-39.
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tion in sectors of the future, such as: biodiversity and land and marine 

ecosystems, pharmacology, renewable energy and space sciences.

We can therefore emphasise that the specifics of these territories 

should be translated into an approach that values the potential for in-

tegration into the Community area. But their own characteristics must 

be seen as assets of the European Union in multiple domains and, as 

such, recognised and accepted by Member States. Basically, it amounts 

to acknowledging the wealth of diversity and pinpointing the irreplacea-

ble contribution that these regions make because of the characteristics 

paradoxically linked to difficulties.

In this context, Community strategy to develop these regions must 

be boosted in an endeavour to create synergies and coherence between 

various Community policies that affect the ORs. A strategy that above all 

enhances their originality and exploits their unique situation.

Clearly, neither Europe nor America can do for us what only we can 

[and should] do: create wealth, spread it harmoniously, maintain freedom 

and independence. We should not forget, as Machiavelli observed, one 

thing gives rise to another and time governs them...7

Ending on an optimistic note, I quote Alberto João Jardim: the most 

remote territories of the Union lend it a universal dimension and should 

make a crucial contribution to the global affirmation of the European 

model of society and its values. It is in the interest of the Union itself to 

achieve this active frontier by developing the unique potential that exists 

in it. Let it be so.

7 Machiavelli - O Príncipe. trans. Helena Ramos. Mem Martins: Europa América, D.L., 
1991.
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