BLUE
CLUSTER

Input to the European Commission
European Ocean and Water Research & Innovation Strategy

For DG MARE and DG RTD — submission by Blue Cluster, for a Sustainable Blue Economy

Purpose: concise policy input for an ambitious, implementation-oriented R&l strategy for a sustainable,
competitive and secure blue economy.

Core message. Europe should use ocean R&l to move faster from research and pilots to deployment, scale
and market uptake. The strategy must connect marine and sea-basin planning, regulatory clarity,
demonstration and implementation zones, smart data, ports, public-private investment and innovation
clusters. It must make sustainability a source of competitiveness, not a constraint on competitiveness.

Executive recommendations

e Make implementation the test of success. Fund research, pilots, demonstrations and first commercial
roll-out as one pipeline. Avoid funding excellent pilots that cannot move to sea, permits, procurement,
finance or market uptake.

e Plan sea basins as strategic European assets. Use sea-basin-level planning to align energy, food, nature,
security, data, transport and ports. National MSPs should remain essential, but they need European
coordination and cross-border logic.

o Make multi-use the default model at sea for seas with limited space. Require Member States to assess
multi-use and innovative zonation first. Single-use should be justified. Mariparks and offshore hubs should
become flagship deployment environments — testbeds as well as commercial zones.

e Embed nature-positive design in all offshore development. Nature-Based Solutions and Nature-Inclusive
Design should become standard conditions in permits, tenders and funding. The objective should be net
positive impact where possible, not only impact reduction.

e Use ports as strategic innovation hubs. Ports are the main artery between offshore activities and the
inland waters and general economy. They should be funded as nodes for energy, logistics, data, circularity,
security, aquaculture supply chains and source-to-sea solutions.

o Recognise clusters as implementation partners. Innovation clusters connect companies, researchers
and public authorities. They reduce risk, build consortia, accelerate market uptake and translate EU
objectives into investable projects. Put attention to mechanisms like EIT Water, link research, innovation
and market uptake.

e Confirm blue food and blue biotechnology as a strategic priority. Europe should deploy sustainable
aquaculture, regenerative aquaculture, fisheries innovation, seaweed, marine biomass valorisation and
blue-bio SMEs within multi-use marine areas.

e Use OceanEye as an enabling layer. Ocean observation, interoperable monitoring and the European
Digital Twin Ocean should support better decisions, permitting, security, restoration, climate resilience and
investment. They should be linked to existing systems and avoid new isolated platforms.

e Integrate maritime security with nature-positive ocean management by supporting solutions that
simultaneously protect critical infrastructure, maritime activities and marine ecosystems. Prioritise cross-
border demonstrations of dual-use monitoring, resilient infrastructure and Nature-Based Solutions
involving security actors, environmental authorities, knowledge institutions and industry.
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Input structured around the five Blue Cluster strategic priorities

The following priorities follow the Blue Cluster strategic direction and translate itinto concrete R&l needs for the
European Ocean and Water Research & Innovation Strategy.

What the EU R&l strat hould
Blue Cluster priority Concrete R&l and deployment actions

. . European Ocean Data Hub; Digital Twin of the Ocean;
. A European ocean intelligence layer that . o
1. Digitisation and L. S . interoperable monitoring; Al-supported anomaly
X supports decisions, monitoring, security } ; ) )
automation detection; data-sharing rules for public and private

and investment.
actors; smart-port data nodes.

Offshore wind, floating solar, wave and tidal energy,
Faster deployment of renewable energy at X
2. Offshore energy value storage, hydrogen, smart interconnectors, cross-border

X sea, while keeping sustainability and ) . ) .
chain test zones, grid readiness and nature-inclusive energy

security by design. .
YRy g infrastructure.

R&I on sensor networks, autonomous monitoring,
3. Maritime infrastructure Security, robustness and redundancy cyber-resilience, physical protection, rapid recovery,
and security embedded from design to operation. dual-use port infrastructure and surveillance systems
linked to offshore hubs.

) . EU standards and financing models for NBS; coastal
. Nature-Based Solutions as mainstream . . L .
4. Sustainable coastal . . protection living labs; biodiversity and carbon
infrastructure for resilience and . . ; .
management and NBS K monitoring; certification; tender incentives; Nature-
restoration. . . . . "
Inclusive Design as a permit and funding condition.

Dedicated zones in MSPs, integrated permits, one-stop
shops, shared transport, safety, security, data,
buoyancy, monitoring and service models;
demonstration projects at high TRL levels.

Mariparks and offshore hubs as practical
5. Multi-use concepts scale-up environments for energy, food,
nature, data and security.

1. From research to deployment and market uptake

The strategy should close the gap between science, innovation and business. Europe has strong knowledge and
excellent pilots. The next step is scale. R&l must therefore include deployment conditions from the start:
permits, investment, insurance, procurement, infrastructure access and customers.

e Use clusters and KIC-type models. Clusters bring companies, researchers and public authorities
together. They create trusted partnerships, help SMEs enter consortia and translate research into
investable projects.

e Fund higher TRLs and first-of-a-kind deployment. Offshore conditions are harder than on land.
Entrepreneurs need test zones, demonstration funding, scale-up funding, streamlined access to offshore
testing infrastructure and clear procedures before private capital can follow.

e Create regulatory sandboxes at sea. Member States should designate innovation zones in MSPs where
stakeholder dialogue, permits and tender logic are clear before projects apply.
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2. Sea-basin planning and multi-use by default

The strategy should treat European sea basins as strategic assets. They are energy systems, food systems,
biodiversity corridors, security spaces, transport routes and data environments at the same time. Planning

must reflect that complexity.

Multi-use first. Energy, aquaculture, nature restoration, sensors, data systems and security functions
should be planned together wherever feasible. Single-use zoning should be the exception, not the default.
Mariparks and offshore hubs. A Maripark is not only a sustainable park. Itis a park that actively stimulates
sustainability, biodiversity, energy robustness and circular use of shared services.

Integrated governance. Europe should encourage Sustainable Blue Economy departments or one-stop-
shop authorities that can coordinate energy, food, environment, fisheries, security and innovation.
Cross-border consistency. National MSPs should be connected through sea-basin plans, with room for
local conditions but with common European objectives and interoperability.

Sustainability first.

3. Ports as strategic arteries and innovation hubs

Ports must be central in the new strategy. They are the connection between offshore innovation and the inland
economy. Without ports, offshore energy, aquaculture, circularity, data, security and logistics cannot scale.

Smart-port investment. Ports should be funded as strategic nodes for shore power, automation, digital
control, maritime logistics, sensor data, hydrogen, storage, circular economy and dual-use security
infrastructure.

Ports and Mariparks. Ports should be part of the governance and accessibility model of Mariparks. They
can host shared services, maintenance, monitoring, emergency response, data exchange and supply
chains.

Source-to-sea approach. Ports and business parks should be testbeds for integrated water, heat, energy,
resource and pollution-prevention solutions that connect inland water systems with coastal and marine
objectives.

4. Nature-positive blue economy

The blue economy is not in contradiction with nature. It must become a tool to restore marine life, reduce risk
and create resilience. R&l should measure positive effects, not only avoided damage.

Mandatory Nature-Inclusive Design. All new infrastructure at sea should include biodiversity-enhancing
design or measures, such as habitat structures, breeding and resting areas, connectivity stepping stones
and complex substrates.

Monetise Nature-Based Solutions. NBS reduce risk, avoid future losses and create co-benefits, but they
often lack cash flow. Europe needs standards, certification and financing models that allow NBS to be
valued in business cases.

Use large projects to finance restoration. Large offshore projects can mobilise more investment than
small nature projects. Public tenders should reward nature-positive design, redundancy and long-term
ecosystem value.

Ocean National Parks and awareness. Marine protected and ocean park models can help raise public
awareness, attract funding and connect users of the sea to restoration objectives.
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5. Security, robustness and strategic autonomy

Europe’s offshore infrastructure is critical infrastructure. Energy assets, data cables, ports, logistics hubs and
digital systems must be secure by design. More offshore activity can also improve security if it creates
presence, monitoring and situational awareness.

e Security by design. R&l should develop standards for cyber-resilience, physical protection, redundancy,
crisis recovery and interoperable surveillance.

e Smart surveillance. The strategy should support satellite data, autonomous monitoring, sensor networks,
Al-supported anomaly detection and data fusion for maritime security.

e Energy autonomy. Offshore renewables, storage, hydrogen and smart interconnectors should be planned
as a core part of European resilience and competitiveness.

6. Blue food, fisheries and marine biotechnology

Blue food should be added as a clear strategic priority. Europe should move from studying offshore blue-bio
production towards creating the regulatory, spatial and financial conditions needed for deployment; probably
via multi-use of installations first.

e Food security and import resilience. Offshore aquaculture can contribute to healthy food, reduced
dependence on imports and resilient coastal communities.

o Regenerative aquaculture. Restorative aquaculture can support biodiversity recovery, climate resilience
and ecosystem health. It can also create spillover benefits for fisheries.

o Fisheries innovation. R&I should support technologies and management approaches that protect long-
term fish stocks and coastal livelihoods.

e Blue biotechnology. Europe should invest in seaweed cultivation, marine biomass valorisation, novel
ingredients, biobased products and high-value marine compounds.

o Demonstrators, testbeds and living labs. Projects should bring together aquaculture, fisheries, blue
biotechnology and offshore infrastructure developers inside multi-use zones.

7. Source-to-sea, pollution prevention and systemic water innovation

The strategy should connect ocean and water R&l. Pollution, biodiversity loss, climate resilience and resource
use are linked from source to sea. R&l should therefore be organised around functionally connected
hydrological territories, shared outcomes and coordinated project portfolios.

o Pollution prevention first. Research should address pollution across products, value chains, rivers, ports
and seas. Halting pollution is a precondition for healthy food and marine restoration.

o Regenerative land-water-sea systems. Soil, rivers, ports, business parks, coasts and offshore systems
should be treated as connected resilience infrastructure.

e Shared observation and decision support. Europe needs modelling, monitoring and decision-support
tools that combine inland, coastal and offshore data and allow common assessment of ecosystem
impacts.

o Finance for implementation. Funding instruments should allow successful projects to move from
research to implementation and replication, not stop after proof-of-concept.
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8. Funding and governance conditions

The strategy should be ambitious and practical. It needs a coherent budget across Horizon Europe, EMFAF,
CEF, InvestEU, Euroclusters, and future competitiveness instruments.

It also needs simple access for SMEs and scale-ups. It also needs to be aligned with the revised MSP Directive.

e One pipeline. Use one deployment logic from research to market: R&l, demonstration, permits,
investment, procurement and replication.

e Clear tenders and permits. Set common requirements for multi-use, NID, monitoring, data-sharing,
security and long-term operation.

e Public-private investment. Use EU funding to reduce risk and mobilise private capital for offshore
deployment, ports and nature-positive infrastructure.

o Cluster-based implementation. Involve maritime and water clusters in program design, call brokerage,
consortium building, demonstration zones and replication roadmaps.

Closing statement

The European Ocean and Water R&l Strategy should not only define research priorities. It should be aligned with
how Europe will deploy solutions at scale — which will contribute to European competitiveness, butin a
sustainable way. The core shiftis clear: from fragmented pilots to coordinated implementation and industrial
scale-up; from single-use planning to multi-use sea basins; from impact reduction to nature-positive design;
from ports as gateways to ports as strategic innovation hubs; and from isolated projects to cluster-led public-
private ecosystems.

Blue Cluster calls on the European Commission, to make the strategy a practical engine for a sustainable,
secure and competitive blue economy.

Reference basis: This draft consolidates Blue Cluster input on the European Ocean Pact and European Ocean Act, panel input on R&I for
a prosperous and competitive blue economy.

Ocean Act alignment: strategic enablers for the R&lI strategy

The R&l strategy should be consistent with the Blue Cluster position on the European Ocean Act: legislation
must enable deployment, innovation and scale. It should not become a control instrument that slows the
sustainable blue economy. The same logic should guide EU R&I funding: every priority should include a
pathway to permitting, investment, infrastructure access and replication.

Ocean Act principle Translation into R&I strategy

Security, robustness and redundancy by design Make cyber-resilience, physical security, redundancy and rapid
recovery mandatory R&l dimensions for offshore infrastructure,
ports, logistics, cables and digital systems.

Innovation clusters as implementation partners Give clusters a clear role in programme design, brokerage,
demonstration zones, public-private partnerships, MSP updates
and replication roadmaps.

Sea-basin-level planning Use coordinated sea-basin plans to align energy, nature, food,
security, digitisation and transport. R&I projects should
contribute to those integrated plans.
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Innovation balanced with fisheries Support sustainable fisheries, but explicitly enable diversification:
aquaculture technology, offshore energy, monitoring systems,
marine biotechnology and multi-use services.

Nature-Based Solutions and Nature-Inclusive Design Make NBS and NID standard requirements in R&l calls, pilots,
permits and tenders for offshore infrastructure and coastal
protection.

Multi-use and Mariparks by default Fund Mariparks as flagship deployment environments with

integrated permits, shared services, smart monitoring, port links
and high-TRL demonstrations.

Faster permitting and investment frameworks Use one-stop-shop authorities, harmonised procedures, binding
timelines, investment support and simplified access to EU
funding for SMEs and scale-ups.

Autonomous systems Recognise autonomous and Al-driven offshore energy, monitoring
and logistics systems as strategic capabilities, with priority
access to testing, permitting and grid-connection procedures.

In practical terms, the R&l strategy should contribute to make the Ocean Act operational. It should fund the
technologies, governance models, standards, data systems and demonstration environments that allow Europe
to use sea basins as strategic drivers for autonomy, sustainability and competitiveness.
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