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[bookmark: _Toc157403397]Introduction

The Report on stakeholder’s engagement activity represents the second deliverable of the Activity 1.2 of the project “NEWS - NEW Strategic actors for New Scenarios in the governance of cross-border business cooperation” with project ID ITHR0400246, financed through Interreg programme Italy Croatia (Interreg VI-A Italy- Croatia) under Programme priority Integrated governance for stronger cooperation under Specific objective 5.1: Other actions to support a better cooperation governance. 

This report is the internal project document that represents the summaries of findings coming from stakeholder’s interviews, focus groups and online survey’s activities underlining the needs and perspectives toward the setting up of a new cross-border cooperation enabling governance model based on the contributions obtained through the previous stakeholder consultation processes involving SMEs, business support organizations and associations, government organisations and public authorities.

Those activities were done in line with the methodology described in Deliverable 1.2.1. 

Main findings and themes are outlined in the body of this document, whilst all the transcripts can be found in relevant Appendixes.

[bookmark: _Toc157403398]Summaries and findings of stakeholder’s Interviews from Innovation and Research subsector:

1. Interview with Neven Cukrov, conducted on 7.12.2023 at 2:53 pm.

Katarina Pavlović and Neven Cukrov discuss the main topics and trends in the blue economy sector, with a focus on marine living resources. 

Neven, from the Ruđer Bošković Institute, has over 23 years of experience in research and works mostly with environmental issues such as toxic metals, radionuclides, and microplastics.

He expresses concern about the release of copper from antifouling paint used in nautical tourism in Croatia, and its impact on the marine environment and living organisms. 

Neven highlights the importance of monitoring the sea with new technology and techniques, such as underwater drones and sensors. 

He also mentions his involvement in projects with Italian partners on the issue of marine pollution. They discuss the challenges of these projects and the need for more formal support and organization to make them more efficient.

Katarina summarizes the need for a business support organization to push these type of cross-border cooperation projects forward and create awareness and action on these issues. 

They conclude the conversation on a positive note, acknowledging the importance of formal support and organization of a cross-border cooperation structure and ecosystem for supporting development and implementation of the cooperation projects in the field of protection of marine living resources and human health.

Themes: 

Expertise:

· The interviewee, Neven Cukrov, has over 23 years of experience working with the Ruđer Bošković Institute, focusing on environmental issues related to marine living resources.

Concerns about Copper Pollution from Antifouling Paint:

· •Identification of a significant concern regarding copper pollution from antifouling paint, especially in the context of nautical tourism in Croatia and Italy.
· •Highlighting the release of copper into the sea and its impact on estuaries and the marine environment.

Microplastics as Vectors for Toxicants:

· Emphasis on the concern about microplastics serving as vectors for introducing toxicants into organisms, including humans.
· Recognition of the need to address the issue of microplastics and its potential impact on the marine ecosystem.

Advancements in Monitoring Techniques:

· Acknowledgment of new monitoring techniques, such as underwater drones and sensors, providing better opportunities to monitor the state of the sea.
· Recognition of the importance of satellite images and advancements in technology for efficient monitoring.

Participation in Projects with Italian Side:

· Neven Cukrov has participated in projects with the Italian side, collaborating on issues related to metal concentrations in the sea and other environmental research.

Successes and Informality of Collaborative Projects:

· Recognition of successful collaboration between partners in past projects.
· Acknowledgment of the need to formalize collaborations for more focused and structured outcomes.

Role of a Cross-Border Business Support Organization:

· Identification of the need for a more formalized structure, possibly in the form of a cross-border business support organization.
· Emphasis on the importance of making collaborations more formal to enhance effectiveness and sustainability of cooperation efforts.
· 
Importance of Relationships and Networking:

· Recognition that successful projects contribute to building good relationships between partners thus enabling long term cooperation.
· Acknowledgment that business cooperation relationships need to be more formalized for better and more sustainable results.


2. Interview with Mario Špadina, conducted on 8.12.2023 at 2.42 pm:

Mario Špadina, CEO of Croatian company Sea Cras d.o.o., specializes in monitoring marine environments using satellite technology. The company focuses on pollution detection, hazard prevention, and continuous marine health monitoring for clients in maritime transport, ports, tourism, and more. 

Špadina highlights the challenges and differences in goals and resources among stakeholders in the maritime industry. He also discusses the need for increased collaboration and cooperation, particularly between Italian and Croatian companies, to address issues within the blue economy and the maritime sector. He emphasizes need for raising awareness and literacy, as well as the importance of involving more stakeholders to enhance cross-border cooperation. 
Špadina emphasized the need for strictly segmented stakeholders and facilitators to help small and medium enterprises achieve their sustainability goals. 
He also expressed interest in participating in cross-border cooperation projects with Italian companies, identifying the lack of networking efforts and scepticism towards international collaboration as main obstacles.
He suggested the need for more players to participate and expand cross-border collaboration initiatives in the blue economy.

Themes: 

Satellite Monitoring for Marine Environment:

· Mario Špadina, the interviewee, introduced their company's role in satellite monitoring of the marine environment.
· They focus on pollution detection, prevention hazards, and continuous monitoring of marine health, catering to various sectors like maritime transport, ports, tourism, and more.

Connection between Maritime Transport and Tourism:

· Recognition of the connection between maritime transport and tourism, especially in the context of decarbonization efforts and sustainability in the blue economy.
· Mention of key drivers such as the Corporate Non-Financial Stability Reporting Initiative (CSRB) and the ERGs (Environment, Social, and Governance) guidelines.

Challenges Across Stakeholders in Blue Economy:

· Identification of a spectrum of stakeholders in the blue economy, ranging from large companies to small and micro-companies.
· Acknowledgment that despite shared goals, each stakeholder category faces different challenges and resource limitations.

Need for Facilitators and Matchmaking:

· Emphasis on the need for facilitators or intermediaries to assist smaller companies in developing new business plans and models.
· Highlighting the importance of matchmaking to connect technology providers with companies, fostering collaboration.

Interest in Cross-Border Collaboration:

· Confirmation of interest in participating in projects with Italian companies, with a project proposal awaiting results.
· Expression of openness to various levels of participation, depending on project proposals and mutual benefits.

Skepticism and Cultural/Political Challenges:

· Recognition of existing scepticism and cultural/political challenges in international collaboration.
· Emphasis on the need to raise awareness, improve literacy, and overcome historical barriers to collaboration.

Existence of Initiatives and the Need for More:

· Recognition of existing programs, initiatives, and NGOs supporting collaboration but a call for more participation and enlargement.
· Acknowledgment that more stakeholders are needed for intensified cross-border collaboration.

Importance of Awareness and Education:	

· Stress on the importance of awareness, literacy, and educational efforts to foster collaboration.
· Acknowledgment that stakeholders need to understand the business cycles, expectations, and forecasts of each other.



3. Interview with Mateo Ivanac from Innovamare conducted on 8.12. 2023 at 15.30

Mateo, an expert in the blue economy, discussed his experience and the main concerns in the sector, focusing on the need for traditional sectors to invest in sustainable technologies. He also highlighted the importance of cross-border collaboration between Croatia and Italy, along with the availability of funding to support small and medium companies and cross-border cooperation in implementing these technologies. 

Mateo also mentioned the challenges of knowledge and technology transfer between science and the private sector, advocating for more collaboration in this area. He emphasized the establishment of the Digital Innovation Hub INNOVAMARE as a strategic development, which brings together key institutions from both countries to drive innovation in the blue economy.

Mateo also discussed the significance of creating new legislation to raise awareness and promote collaboration among the private sector, public sector, and scientific community especially in the cross-border areas such as Croatia and Italy.

Themes:

Digital and Green Transformation in Blue Economy:

· Stakeholder, Mateo, emphasized their company's focus on making digital and green transformations in the blue economy, specifically towards the Adriatic Sea.
· The goal is to implement new technologies like robotics, sensors, IoT, and smart buoys in traditional sectors like agriculture, tourism, and shipbuilding.

Challenges in Adopting Sustainable Technologies:

· The main challenge highlighted was the resistance and willingness of traditional sectors, such as tourism, aquaculture, and shipbuilding, to adopt sustainable technologies.
· A need for a cultural change within companies and financial investments in new technologies were identified as hurdles.

Cross-Border Cooperation and Knowledge Transfer:

· Emphasis on the importance of cross-border cooperation between Croatia and Italy to facilitate technology transfer and know-how exchange.
· Identifying companies with expertise on both sides to promote collaboration and lower the cost of development and research.

Participation in Strategic Projects:
· Mention of active participation in the INNOVAMARE project, a strategic initiative aimed at establishing a cross-border innovation ecosystem between Croatia and Italy.
· Recognition of the positive outcomes of the project and the initiation of new projects focusing on different niches of blue technologies.

Challenges in Science-Private Sector Collaboration:

•	Identified a common challenge in both countries related to the collaboration between science and the private sector.
•	Highlighted the need to bridge the gap and facilitate collaboration to enable transfer of knowledge and technology from research into economy.

Establishment of a Digital Innovation Hub:

•	Introduction of the Digital Innovation Hub INNOVAMARE as a private entity founded by major institutions from Croatia and Italy.
· Acknowledgment of its strategic impact in fostering collaboration and innovation in the blue economy.

Legislation and Cooperation:

· Recognition of the existing body, Digital Innovation Hub INNOVAMARE, and its role in facilitating collaboration among sectors and territories.
· Discussion on the importance of developing legislation collaboratively to create a cohesive approach involving private sector, public sector, and science.
	



After reviewing the three interviews, here are the common themes that emerged:

Environmental Impact and Antifouling Paint:

All three interviews touched upon the environmental impact of antifouling paint, particularly the use of copper-based paint in nautical tourism. The release of copper into the sea and its consequences, such as affecting coastal areas and contributing to microplastic pollution, was a shared concern.

Microplastics as Vectors for Toxicants:

The concern about microplastics acting as vectors for introducing toxicants into living organisms, including potential risks to human health, was a recurring theme. The interviews highlighted the need for awareness and strategies to address the release and impact of toxicants associated with microplastics.

Technological Advances in Monitoring:

The interviews discussed the significance of technological advances, such as underwater drones and advanced sensors, in monitoring the state of the sea. There was a shared recognition of the potential benefits of collaboration between Croatia and Italy in adopting and implementing these technologies.

Challenges and Successes in Past Projects:

Reflections on challenges and successes in past collaborative projects, particularly those involving Croatian and Italian partners, were common across the interviews. The need to identify factors contributing to successful relationships and areas for improvement was discussed.

Formalizing Collaborative Relationships:

All interviews touched upon the idea of formalizing collaborative relationships. There was a shared recognition of the need for formal structures and organizations, such as a business support organization, to support collaborative projects in the blue and circular economy.

Enhancing Project Focus and Awareness:

The theme of enhancing project focus through formalized cooperation structures and increasing awareness among stakeholders was present in all interviews. There was a shared understanding that these initiatives could attract more active participation from both scientific and private sectors.

These common themes provide a foundation for further exploration and discussion in the focus groups. They encompass key concerns, opportunities, and collaborative strategies in the context of the blue economy and cross-border cooperation between Croatia and Italy.
Suggested questions for a Focus group:

To reconfirm the common themes and gather insights on improving cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the Blue economy, the focus group discussions can explore the following questions:

Technological Advances in Monitoring:

· How familiar are the participants with the latest technological advances, such as underwater drones and advanced sensors, in monitoring the marine environment?
· What barriers or challenges do you foresee in implementing these technologies in the collaboration between Italy and Croatia, and how can they be overcome?

Challenges and Successes in Past Projects:

· Based on your past experiences, what were the main challenges faced in collaborative projects, particularly those involving Croatian and Italian partners?
· Can you share examples of successful collaborative initiatives and identify key factors that contributed to their success?

Formalizing Collaborative Relationships:

· To what extent do participants believe that formalizing collaborative relationships, potentially through a business support organization, could enhance cross-border projects in the blue economy?
· What specific structures or mechanisms do participants think would be effective in formalizing and supporting cross-border collaborations?

Enhancing Project Focus and Awareness:

· How can awareness among stakeholders be increased regarding the environmental issues discussed and the potential benefits of cross-border collaboration?
· In your view, what strategies or initiatives could help enhance the focus and success of collaborative projects, ensuring they meet their objectives efficiently?

These questions aim to stimulate discussion, gather insights, and reconfirm the identified themes within the focus group setting. They provide a platform for stakeholders to share their perspectives, experiences, and recommendations for improving cross-border collaboration in the blue and circular economy between Italy and Croatia.




[bookmark: _Toc157403399]Findings of the Focus Group on Innovation and Research sub sector
Held in Šibenik on 12.12.2023

Key Themes:

1. Collaboration Necessity: Participants unanimously agree on the need for cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the blue economy sector. The collaboration is seen as essential for mutual benefits and growth.

2. Obstacles to Collaboration: Several challenges were discussed, including the need for better economic collaboration, understanding the market, and overcoming language barriers. Lack of facilitators and exit facilitators (catalysts) for business development were identified as obstacles.

3. Role of a New Body: The idea of establishing a new body or NGO to facilitate collaboration is well-received. This entity should be inter-sectoral, agile, and have a mix of private and governmental structures. Clear strategic goals and a focus on long-term planning were emphasized.

4. Stakeholder Involvement: The focus group identified five main roles or profiles for involvement in the new NGO: governmental representatives, private companies, technological partners, research entities, and investors. The importance of clearly defining the niche and strategic goals was highlighted.

5. Skills and Networking: SMEs are facing challenges in presenting themselves effectively for a successful cooperation, lacking certain skills needed for international collaboration. There is a need for matchmaking events, specialized gatherings, and networking opportunities organized by the new body to facilitate partnerships.

Opportunities:

1. Market Expansion: Collaboration is seen as an opportunity to expand markets, especially for smaller countries. The existing tradition and shared interests between Croatia and Italy are viewed as advantageous.

2. Research Collaboration: Scientific collaboration, leading to research papers and shared benefits, is considered valuable. Opportunities to leverage joint expertise in environmental research and protection were highlighted.

3. Financial Support and Networking: The potential for financial support, facilitated by the new body, and the importance of networking events were seen as opportunities to lower the cost of collaboration and increase the chances of successful partnerships.

4. Legal and Governance Innovation: The European Economic Interest Grouping (EIG) legal structure was proposed, allowing entities to have founders from both Croatia and Italy, thus adhering to European law. This legal form provides flexibility, as the headquarters can be in either country or move annually, overcoming legal challenges and ensuring adherence to European regulations.

These opportunities reflect the potential for streamlined legal processes and governance structures, fostering an environment conducive to effective cross-border collaboration in the blue economy sector.

Challenges:

1. Legal and Governance Challenges: Legal obstacles in cross-border collaboration were discussed, including issues related to governance structures and adherence to laws in both countries. The need for a clear legal entity that covers both countries was emphasized.

2. Skill Gaps: SMEs may lack the skills required for effective collaboration, especially in presenting themselves internationally. Bridging these skill gaps is crucial for successful partnerships.

3. Defining Clear Metrics: Defining clear metrics for success and the role of the new body in the ecosystem was considered a challenge. The need for clarity on the entity's niche and strategic goals is crucial.

4. Language Barriers: Language barriers, although considered less significant due to shared traditions, were acknowledged as a potential obstacle that needs attention.

In summary, the focus group highlighted the importance of collaboration, identified obstacles to overcome, and proposed the establishment of a new body to facilitate and support cross-border initiatives in the blue economy sector. The need for clear strategic goals, an inter-sectoral approach, and addressing legal and skill-related challenges were emphasized throughout the discussion.

[bookmark: _Toc157403400]Hypotheses identified from the stakeholder’s interviews and the focus group in Innovation and Research sub sector.

1. Hypothesis 1: Collaboration Need Perception

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The perception of the need for collaboration in the blue and circular economy sector between Italy and Croatia is consistent across different stakeholder groups.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): There are significant differences in the perception of collaboration needs among different stakeholder groups.

2. Hypothesis 2: Impact of Financial Support

· Null Hypothesis (H0): Financial support is not a significant factor in facilitating collaboration between Italian and Croatian stakeholders in the blue and circular economy sector.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Financial support significantly contributes to enhancing collaboration in the blue and circular economy sector.

3. Hypothesis 3: Effectiveness of Networking Events

· Null Hypothesis (H0): Networking events organized by the collaborative body have no significant impact on the success of cross-border partnerships.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Networking events positively influence the success of cross-border partnerships in the blue economy sector.

4. Hypothesis 4: Legal Structure Impact

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The legal structure, specifically the proposed European Economic Interest Grouping (EIG), does not significantly impact the ease of collaboration between Italian and Croatian entities.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The EIG legal structure contributes to the ease and effectiveness of cross-border collaboration in the blue economy sector.

5. Hypothesis 5: Skill Development Impact

· Null Hypothesis (H0): Skill development support does not significantly contribute to overcoming challenges faced by SMEs in presenting and promoting their products or services.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Skill development support positively influences SMEs in effectively presenting and promoting their offerings for cross-border collaboration.

6. Hypothesis 6: New Collaborative Entity Impact

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The creation of a new collaborative entity, with a defined inter-sectoral structure, does not significantly improve cross-border collaboration in the blue economy sector.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The new collaborative entity, with a well-defined structure and goals, significantly enhances cross-border collaboration in the blue economy sector.

7. Hypothesis 7: Inter-Sectoral Approach

· Null Hypothesis (H0): An inter-sectoral approach in the collaborative entity's structure does not have a significant impact on its effectiveness.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): An inter-sectoral approach in the collaborative entity's structure significantly contributes to its effectiveness in promoting cross-border collaboration.

8. Hypothesis 8: Financial Tools Availability

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The availability of financial tools within the collaborative entity does not significantly impact its ability to support SMEs in cross-border collaboration.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The presence of financial tools within the collaborative entity significantly improves its capacity to support SMEs in cross-border collaboration.

9. Hypothesis 9: Skill Development Initiatives

· Null Hypothesis (H0): Skill development initiatives offered by the collaborative entity do not significantly affect SMEs' abilities to present and promote their products or services.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Skill development initiatives provided by the collaborative entity positively influence SMEs in effectively presenting and promoting their offerings for cross-border collaboration.

These hypotheses focus specifically on the impact of the proposed new entity, its structure, and goals on cross-border collaboration in the blue economy sector between Italy and Croatia. They can help guide survey questions and analyses to assess the perceived effectiveness of the new collaborative entity in achieving its objectives.

10. Hypothesis 10: Positive Impact of Research Collaboration

· Null Hypothesis (H0): Research collaboration within or with the support of the proposed entity has no significant positive impact on fostering innovation in the blue and circular economy sector.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Research collaboration within or with the support of the proposed entity significantly contributes to fostering innovation in the blue and circular economy sector.

11. Hypothesis 11: Positive Influence of Technology Transfer Facilitation

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The proposed collaborative entity's facilitation of technology transfer may have a significant positive impact on the adoption of innovative technologies among SMEs.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Technology transfer facilitation by the collaborative entity may significantly influence the adoption of innovative technologies among SMEs in the blue economy.

12. Hypothesis 12: Positive Effect of Cross-Border Knowledge Exchange

· Null Hypothesis (H0): The collaborative entity's focus on cross-border knowledge exchange has no significant positive impact on improving knowledge-sharing practices among blue economy stakeholders.
· Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Cross-border knowledge exchange initiatives by the collaborative entity significantly enhance knowledge-sharing practices among blue economy stakeholders.

These positive hypotheses affirmatively state the potential positive impacts of the collaborative entity's activities on research collaboration, technology transfer, and cross-border knowledge exchange in the blue economy sector.

[bookmark: _Toc157403401]Summaries and findings of stakeholder’s Interviews from Marine Living Resources subsector:

Summaries of Interviews for Marine Living Resources subsector.

1. Interview with Carlo Costantini conducted on 20.12.2023 at 10.00 am

Carlo presented the Federazione Autonoma Balneari (Autonomous Seaside Federation), as the national technical office of CNA Balneari, which operates as an aggregating entity in the Abruzzo region, representing coastal businesses in local provinces. Its impact on the Blue Economy is evident through its aggregation with state-owned maritime concessionaires, addressing the various issues and problems related to bathing activities.

The federation conducts monitoring and advisory support for its members, focusing on the impacts of beach activities in terms of environmental sustainability, especially for marine resources. Initiatives include monitoring of marine protected areas, dune system management, promotion of electric motors, protection of marine species, beach cleaning by non-impacting means, coastal erosion management, and adoption of plastic free practices.

Obvious challenges include the need to balance construction activities and economic sustainability. For example, the use of non-impact equipment for beach cleaning may affect the opening of beach activities. Waste management, particularly cigarette butts, is an area of focus, with memoranda of understanding to mitigate their impact.

Finally, the Federation hopes that the Italian-Croatian collaboration can help compare and solve common problems of similar coastal stretches, leading to significant results for the Blue Economy. Issues such as coastal erosion are of particular relevance, with the need to balance human actions to preserve the marine ecosystem. It ended by saying that addressing shared challenges can lead to useful and efficient outcomes in terms of sustainability and effectiveness.

Themes:

1. Introduction and Role in Blue Economy:

· Carlo introduces himself and his role in the Federazione Autonoma Balneari, highlighting its connection to the Blue Economy.

2. Federation Activities:

· The Federazione Autonoma Balneari aggregates coastal businesses in the Abruzzo region, representing them and addressing various issues related to bathing activities.
· The federation conducts monitoring and advisory support, focusing on environmental sustainability, particularly for marine resources.

3. Environmental Initiatives and Challenges:

· Activities include monitoring marine protected areas, dune system management, promoting electric motors, protecting marine species, non-impacting beach cleaning, coastal erosion management, and adopting plastic-free practices.
· Challenges involve balancing construction time and economic sustainability, with specific examples like non-impact equipment affecting beach activity opening.
· Waste management, especially cigarette butts, is a significant focus, with memoranda of understanding to mitigate their impact.

4. Italian-Croatian Collaboration:

· The Federazione hopes that collaboration between Italy and Croatia can help address common problems of coastal stretches, with a focus on coastal erosion and balancing human actions to preserve the marine ecosystem.

5. Obstacles and Opportunities:

· Obvious issues in the Blue Economy include balancing work timing and economic sustainability, consumption of clean energy, and waste management.
· Opportunities involve the potential for Italian-Croatian collaboration to compare and solve shared coastal problems, leading to significant Blue Economy results.

6. Conclusion:

· Addressing shared challenges can lead to useful, efficient outcomes in terms of sustainability and effectiveness.

2. Interview with Lucio Boschi conducted on 19.12.2023 at 1.30 pm

Lucio Boschi, founder of Kulto, showed the vision of their vertical farm in Castilenti, Abruzzo, as a project that not only optimizes agricultural production through innovative technologies such as blockchain and artificial intelligence, but also actively engages in environmental and social sustainability. The startup uses renewable energy, which allows it, among other things, to reduce water consumption by 90 percent. Another significant aspect is the recovery of production waste for use in green building projects, creating a sustainable cycle that goes beyond mere agricultural production.

The company is also committed to creating a farm forest and restoring biodiversity, addressing environmental challenges associated with climate change and intensive agriculture. Lucio Boschi highlights the difficulty in convincing other entrepreneurs about the importance of long-term sustainability, but he believes that investing in sustainable business practices benefits not only the farm itself but also the surrounding community.
A distinctive feature of Kulto is its connection to the Blue and Circular Economy. The company is not only committed to land-based environmental sustainability but also recognizes the importance of preserving and improving the marine ecosystem. This is reflected in its support for the creation of an Adriatic Axis, an initiative that aims to link Pescara and Croatia to address environmental challenges and promote holistic management of marine resources. In the context of its sustainable agriculture business, Kulto shows a tangible commitment to the preservation of the marine environment, a central aspect of the Blue and Circular Economy. The startup recognizes the importance of maintaining a firm link between agricultural practices and the health of marine ecosystems.

The Kulto project supports the idea of an Adriatic axis, linking Pescara and Croatia. This is not only an economic initiative but also an integrated approach to addressing environmental challenges through cohesive communication in the Adriatic Sea. Joining this axis indicates Kulto's commitment to contribute to the well-being of the sea through sustainable management of marine resources.

Using advanced technologies and innovative farming practices, Kulto's vertical farm represents a form of production that aims to reduce environmental impact by avoiding excessive pollution that could spill into waterways and, ultimately, the marine environment. 

Kulto's approach is not only limited to a terrestrial view of sustainable agriculture, but also integrates an awareness of the interconnectedness between human activities and marine ecosystems. This commitment demonstrates a holistic and responsible perspective toward the environment, reflecting an awareness of the delicate balances that link terrestrial activities to ocean health.

Themes:
1. Kulto's Innovative Agricultural Practices:

· Discusses the use of vertical farming, blockchain, and artificial intelligence in Kulto's innovative startup, emphasizing sustainability and environmental benefits.

2. Circular Economy in Agriculture:

· Highlights Kulto's focus on circularity by reintegrating waste into green building materials, specifically in the hemp production process.

3. Environmental Impact Reduction: 

· Describes Kulto's efforts to reduce environmental impact, including a 90% reduction in water use, zero pesticide use, and the use of renewable energy sources.

4. Sustainable Land Use:

· Discusses Kulto's initiative to transform land into ecosystems, promoting biodiversity and sustainable land use in contrast to intensive agriculture.

5. Social Involvement and Corporate Forest: 

· Explores how Kulto engages with society through initiatives like creating corporate forests, involving people of all ages in managing these spaces.

6. Economic and Social Benefits of Sustainability:

· Emphasizes the economic and social benefits of sustainable business practices, demonstrating how sustainability can positively impact both the company and the surrounding community.

7. Challenges in Promoting Sustainable Practices:
 
· Identifies challenges in convincing entrepreneurs of the long-term benefits of circular sustainability and the importance of creating a supportive ecosystem.

8. Cross-Border and International Experiences:

· Shares past experiences of working abroad and the significance of cross-border initiatives, such as the Innovit project's exposure to the American market.

9. Adriatic Axis Initiative: 

· Expresses support for the creation of an Adriatic axis involving the Italian coast and Croatia, emphasizing the need for global communication and collaboration to address common issues in the region.

3. Interview with Linda D’Agostino conducted on 19.12.2023 at 1.30 pm

The interview with Linda revealed that the company Elica Srl, based in Pescara and operating nationwide in Croatia, Malta and Albania, is engaged in three key areas of the Blue Economy. The first concerns support for fishing enterprises through technological innovation, aiming for selective fishing with low environmental impact. 

The second asset involves collaboration with research centres and universities on marine monitoring and research projects. The third asset focuses on Oil and Gas, providing systems for oil spill monitoring and pipeline control.

She went on to address the main difficulties in achieving Blue Economy goals, saying that these include lack of responsible production culture, scarcity of economic resources, particularly for fish enterprises, and lack of policy to facilitate business-to-business cooperation.

The company promotes sustainability through educational marketing tools, seminars at industry associations, collaborations with universities and research centres, as well as advising on funding available from the European Union and the region through FEAMP calls. 
Elica is directly involved in the marine industry, training fishermen in the sustainable use of marine resources. It provides on-board training during fishing activities, promoting selective fishing and reducing environmental impact. The company uses unique tools that recognize fish biomass and identify target species.

In terms of cross-border cooperation and international projects, the company has already organized events in Croatia involving major fishing companies and is a strategic partner for business development in the sector in Croatia. The cooperation could foster the exchange of experience and growth of Croatian companies in the sustainable fishing sector.

Finally, the company suggests that cooperation between suppliers in the sector (technological tools, nets, equipment) could be a key lever in addressing environmental challenges, encouraging network projects between suppliers, with the possibility of extending such cooperation with Croatia as well.

Themes:

1. Company Overview and Blue Economy Involvement:

· Introduction of Elica Srl and its operations in Pescara, Croatia, Malta, and Albania.
· Three key areas of involvement in the Blue Economy: support for fishing enterprises, collaboration with research centres and universities, and involvement in Oil and Gas.

2. Challenges and Difficulties:

· Identified three main difficulties in achieving Blue Economy goals: lack of responsible production culture, scarcity of economic resources for fish enterprises, and lack of policies for business cooperation.

3. Promotion of Sustainability:

· Educational marketing tools, seminars, and collaborations with universities and research centres to promote sustainability.
· Advising on funding opportunities from the European Union and the region through FEAMP calls.

4. Direct Involvement in the Marine Industry:

· On-board training for fishermen in the sustainable use of marine resources.
· Use of unique tools for recognizing fish biomass and identifying target species.

5. Cross-Border Cooperation and International Projects:

· Previous events organized in Croatia involving major fishing companies.
· Strategic partnership for business development in the sustainable fishing sector in Croatia.

6. Cooperation Between Suppliers:

· Emphasis on the key lever of cooperation between suppliers in the sector (technological tools, nets, equipment) to address environmental challenges.
· Suggestion to encourage network projects between suppliers, with the possibility of extending cooperation to Croatia.

7. Importance of Italian-Croatian Entity:

· Recognition of the fundamental role of an Italian-Croatian entity for the development of companies, achievement of Blue Economy objectives, and fostering a proper partnership for growth and exchange of experiences.

8. Fish Farming and Sustainability:

· Recognition of Croatia's advanced position in fish farming.
· Potential for exchange of experiences and growth through cooperation in the fish farming sector while promoting sustainability.

9. Cooperation with Croatian Companies:

· Expression of interest in increasing agreements and partnerships with Croatian fishing production companies.

10. Call for Supplier Cooperation:

· Call for cooperation between suppliers in the sector, emphasizing the potential for network projects and expansion, including collaboration with Croatia.

After reviewing the three interviews, here are the common themes that emerged:

Blue Economy Overview:

· All interviews provide insights into the Blue and Circular Economy, showcasing a diverse range of activities and initiatives related to marine resources, sustainability, and technological innovation.

Company Involvement:

· Each interview highlights the involvement of the respective companies in the Blue Economy, addressing challenges and promoting sustainable practices.

Technological Innovation:

· Technological innovation is a recurring theme across interviews, with a focus on how companies use advanced tools and systems to support selective and sustainable fishing, monitor marine environments, and control oil spills.
Challenges in the Blue Economy:

· Common challenges include the lack of a responsible production culture, economic resource scarcity, and the need for policies facilitating cooperation among businesses to achieve Blue Economy goals.

Sustainability Promotion:

· All companies actively promote sustainability through various means, such as educational marketing tools, seminars, collaborations with research institutions, and advising on funding opportunities.

Direct Involvement in Marine Activities:

· Companies directly engage with marine activities, offering on-board training, promoting selective fishing, and working to reduce the environmental impact of fishing operations.

Cross-Border Cooperation:

· There is a shared interest in cross-border cooperation, particularly between Italy and Croatia. Companies have organized events in Croatia, emphasizing the potential for growth, exchange of experiences, and joint initiatives to foster sustainability in the Blue Economy.

Cooperation Between Suppliers:

· The idea of collaboration between suppliers in the sector is raised in multiple interviews, with a focus on creating network projects and extending cooperation to Croatia. This aligns with the collaborative spirit of the cross-border project.

Training and Education:

· Training and education are highlighted as essential components of achieving sustainability goals. On-board training for fishermen is a common practice among the companies interviewed.

Supporting Policies:

· There is a shared recognition of the importance of supportive policies to facilitate collaboration and sustainable practices in the Blue and Cirular Economy.

Potential Growth Through Collaboration:

· The interviews underscore the potential for growth through collaboration, both within the country and through cross-border initiatives. This growth is not only seen in economic terms but also in terms of environmental sustainability.

Focus on Croatia:

· Croatia is specifically mentioned as a strategic partner and a region with considerable potential for sustainable fishing and other Blue and Circular Economy activities.

In summary, the common themes across the interviews emphasize the importance of cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the Blue Economy. The interviews collectively convey a commitment to sustainability, technological innovation, and the shared goal of addressing challenges to promote a responsible and collaborative approach to marine resource management.

Suggested questions for a Focus group:

To reconfirm the common themes and gather insights on improving cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the Blue and circular economy, the focus group discussions can explore the following questions:

1. Interest and Need for Cross-Border Collaboration:

· To what extent do you currently engage in cross-border collaboration between Croatia and Italy in the Blue and Circular Economy sector? Are there specific areas where you see potential for increased collaboration?
· In your opinion, what are the key benefits of cross-border collaboration in the Blue and Circular Economy, and how could it positively impact businesses in both countries?

2. Necessity for a Cross-Border Entity:

· Have you encountered any challenges in the current informal collaborations between Croatia and Italy in the Blue and Circular Economy?
· From your perspective, do you see a need for a dedicated cross-border entity to facilitate and formalize collaboration in the Blue and Circular Economy between the two countries? Why or why not?

3. Challenges in Cross-Border Collaboration:

· What challenges do you currently face in cross-border collaboration, whether they are related to regulations, communication, or other factors?
· Can you share specific examples of past challenges or barriers you've experienced in working with counterparts from the other country in the Blue and Circular Economy sector?

4. Needs for Improved Collaboration:

· What resources or support do you believe would enhance cross-border collaboration between Croatia and Italy in the Blue and Circular Economy?
· Are there specific areas where you think a cross-border entity could play a crucial role in addressing the current gaps and challenges?
5. Common Challenges in Blue and Circular Economy and Sustainable Tourism:

· When considering the Blue and Circular Economy and sustainable tourism, what challenges do you think Croatia and Italy have in common?
· How might collaborative efforts between the two countries address shared challenges and contribute to sustainable development in both regions?

6. Knowledge Exchange and Capacity Building:

· How do you currently exchange knowledge and best practices with counterparts in the other country? Are there specific areas where knowledge exchange could be improved?
· In your opinion, what topics or areas of expertise would be most valuable for knowledge exchange between Croatian and Italian entities in the Blue and Circular Economy?

These questions are designed to progress from assessing interest and challenges to exploring the potential establishment of a cross-border entity and identifying areas for collaborative focus.

[bookmark: _Toc157403402]Summaries and findings of stakeholder’s Interviews from Coastal Tourism subsector:

Interview with Ivan Danolić, conducted on 18.12.2023 at 15.35

Ivan Danolić, the founder of the startup NoStress4u based in Croatia, specializes in software for tours and activities. His company provides full software for organizing businesses, connecting with different OTAs, managing day-to-day operations, and offering real-time reporting and analysis.

Ivan believes that Croatian coastal tourism can benefit from learning from Italy's experience in year-round tourism and proximity. He suggests that cross-border collaboration between small and medium enterprises in coastal tourism in Italy and Croatia would require matchmaking opportunities, access to local knowledge, and legal consultancy to navigate differences between the two markets. Ivan sees potential for collaboration to extend the tourism season in Croatia and improve market strategies across borders.

He emphasizes the need for an organization to facilitate knowledge exchange, introduce priority steps, and address legal obstacles in the collaboration process.

Themes:

1. Overview of NoStress4u Business:

· Ivan Danolić introduced NoStress4u, a Croatian startup specializing in software for tours and activities.
· The company has been in operation since 2016 and focuses on one-day tours and operators.

2. Challenges and Opportunities in Coastal Tourism:

· Identified challenges in the coastal tourism sector for both Italy and Croatia, emphasizing the need for collaboration.
· Highlighted the similarity in problems faced by agencies on both sides of the Adriatic coast.

3. Cross-Border Collaboration Opportunities:

· Emphasized the opportunity for Croatian SMEs to learn from Italy's experience in year-round tourism.
· Proposed collaboration to extend the tourism season and attract visitors by showcasing proximity and similarities to Italy.

4. Requirements for Cross-Border Collaboration:

· Expressed the need for a formal organization to facilitate cross-border collaboration.
· Identified the need for matchmaking opportunities to connect businesses from Croatia and Italy.
· Highlighted the importance of knowledge exchange and case studies to improve collaboration.

5. Legal Obstacles and Consultancy Needs:

· Recognized the legal challenges for Croatian small and medium enterprises in understanding and navigating the Italian market.
· Emphasized the necessity for legal advice and a SWOT analysis of the market to facilitate business operations.

6. Market Introduction and SWOT Analysis:

· Stressed the importance of introducing businesses to the market and conducting a legal SWOT analysis for each destination.

These themes provide a comprehensive overview of the challenges and opportunities in coastal tourism, the potential for cross-border collaboration, and the specific needs, including legal considerations, expressed by Ivan Danolić from NoStress4u.

Interview with Dejan Anić, conducted on 20.12.2023 at 12.28 pm

Dejan Anić, a partner at Red Adventures Croatia, discussed the challenges and opportunities in coastal tourism for cross-border collaboration with Italy. He highlighted the logistical challenges of connecting southern Croatia with Italy, but also the potential for creating joint programs that offer unique experiences to clients. He also emphasized the need for a cross-border organization to facilitate collaboration and reach potential partners in North America and Australia. 

Anić also mentioned some legal challenges with working cross-border but agreed that a clearer understanding and consultancy from a governing body would be beneficial. Lastly, he discussed the increasing demand for greener and more sustainable products in tourism, driven by client requirements.

Themes:

1. Introduction of the Company:

· Dejan Anić introduces Red Adventures Croatia, focusing on active and adventure tourism, including sea kayaking, cycling, hiking, etc.

2. Challenges and Opportunities in Coastal Tourism:

Challenges:

· Limited and unreliable connections with Italy, especially from Split.
· Logistic challenges, including ferry schedules and frequency.
· Difficulty finding reliable partners on the Italian side.

Opportunities:

· Similar history and culture in Croatia and Italy.
· Potential for connecting both countries in Mediterranean activity programs.
· Croatia offers unique experiences with islands for sea kayaking, sailing, etc.

3. Interest in Cross-Border Collaboration:

· Interest expressed in collaborating with Italy, especially in the northern part of Croatia (Istria).
· Suggestions for a cross-border body or organization to facilitate collaboration, provide matchmaking, and reach potential partners in North America and Australia.

4. Logistical Challenges:

· Difficulty in logistical connections, especially for programs in the southern part of Croatia.
· Need for more reliable and frequent connections between Croatia and Italy.

5. Legal and Legislative Challenges:

· Mention of past challenges related to Croatia not being part of the Schengen.
· Grey zones in legislation regarding working permits and legal entitlements for cross-border activities.
· Need for clarity in working cross-border without local partners.

6. Sustainable and Green Tourism:

· Growing awareness and requirements from clients in the field of active and adventure tourism.
· Clients from Western countries are more environmentally conscious, impacting the industry positively.
· Challenges and opportunities for greener and more sustainable products.

7. Clientele and Market Awareness:

· Clients' increasing awareness and demands for sustainable and eco-friendly tourism.
· Challenges and improvements in response to global environmental issues.

8. Overall Industry Trends:

· Positive changes in the industry with a focus on sustainability.
· Challenges in the global field, such as recycling.

9. Role of a Cross-Border Organization:

· Need for a cross-border body to facilitate connections, provide consultancy on legal matters, and reach potential partners in target markets.

10. Conclusion:

· Acknowledgment of the changing dynamics in the industry and the importance of adapting to meet client requirements.

Interview with Irena Ateljević conducted on 21.12.23 at 12.30 pm:

In the interview with Irena Ateljević, a coastal tourism expert, several key points were discussed. Irena, with a background in Human Geography and extensive experience in sustainable tourism, shared insights into her journey from New Zealand to Croatia and her various projects promoting sustainability.

She highlighted the challenges facing coastal areas in Croatia, including overbuilding, depopulation, and a lack of focus on local food production. Irena emphasized the importance of shifting from sustainability to regeneration, considering the urgency of addressing environmental issues.

The interview delved into the potential for cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the context of coastal tourism. Irena acknowledged that both countries face challenges like over-tourism and the need for regeneration, but Italy excels in the concept of slow food and a more sustainable lifestyle.

Irena stressed the significance of mindset in achieving sustainable tourism, emphasizing the need for a cultural shift and a deeper connection to local places. Regarding the proposed international body for cross-border cooperation, she expressed strong support. Irena believes such an entity could bridge perspectives, showcase best practices, and elevate local awareness by demonstrating successful examples from around the world.

In conclusion, Irena Ateljević's insights underscore the need for a paradigm shift in coastal tourism, emphasizing regeneration, a mindful approach, and the importance of cross-border collaboration facilitated by an international body.

Themes:

1. Sustainability vs. Regeneration:

· Irena emphasized the shift from sustainability to regeneration, considering it a more urgent and proactive approach to address environmental challenges.

2. Challenges in Coastal Areas:

· Overbuilding, depopulation, and the lack of local food sources were identified as significant challenges in coastal areas, particularly in Croatia.

3. Importance of Mindset:

· Irena stressed the critical role of mindset in achieving sustainable tourism, advocating for a cultural shift and a deeper connection to local places.

4. Cross-Border Collaboration:

· Discussion centred around the potential benefits of collaboration between Italy and Croatia in coastal tourism, with a focus on learning from Italy's success in slow food and sustainable lifestyle.

5. Need for International Body:

· Irena expressed strong support for the idea of an international body for cross-border cooperation. Such an entity was seen as a way to bridge perspectives, showcase best practices, and elevate local awareness through successful examples.

6. Multisectoral Nature of Tourism:

· Tourism was highlighted as a multisectoral phenomenon with the potential to impact various sectors, from linen and furniture to food production. The interview emphasized the need for a broader perspective on tourism.

7. Local Empowerment:

· Empowering local communities was discussed as a means of counteracting over-tourism and fostering a more meaningful lifestyle. This involves encouraging locals to appreciate and contribute to the sustainability of their own region.

8. Cultural Exchange in Tourism:

· The interview touched upon the original essence of tourism as a multicultural exchange fostering true human connections, emphasizing the importance of bringing back this element to the industry.

9. Regenerative Tourism Strategy:

· Irena shared her involvement in promoting regenerative tourism, especially in the coastal hinterland, and highlighted the importance of connecting rural and coastal areas for a more meaningful and sustainable blue economy.

10. Importance of Best Practices Sharing:

· The need for an international body to share knowledge, best practices, and methodologies for sustainable tourism was emphasized, particularly to enlighten local communities about the possibilities sustainable and regenerative tourism can have on coastal and hinterland areas, blue and circular economy as well as for cooperation opportunities on these topics.


After reviewing the three interviews, here are the common themes that emerged:

1. Challenges in Blue and Circular Economy:

· All interviews addressed challenges within the Blue and Circular Economy sector, such as overbuilding, over-tourism, and the need for sustainable practices to address environmental concerns.

2. Need for Mindset Shift:

· The necessity for a mindset shifts towards sustainability was a common theme. The interviewees stressed the importance of changing perspectives to achieve more meaningful and sustainable practices.

3. Cross-Border Collaboration:

· Cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia was highlighted as a potential solution to common challenges in the Blue and Circular Economy. The idea of an international body to facilitate this collaboration was discussed in all three interviews.

4. Importance of Local Empowerment:

· Empowering local communities emerged as a crucial aspect of sustainable development. Encouraging locals to take part in and benefit from the Blue and Circular Economy initiatives was a recurring theme.
5. Multisectoral Nature of Blue and Circular Economy:

· The interviews recognized the multisectoral nature of the Blue and Circular Economy, emphasizing the need for collaboration across various sectors, including tourism, agriculture, and technology.

6. Cultural Exchange and Sustainable Tourism:

· The importance of cultural exchange in tourism and the promotion of sustainable practices were common threads in the discussions. This included considerations for local culture, gastronomy, and lifestyle.

7. Learning from Best Practices:

· There was a consensus on the significance of learning from best practices, both within the region and internationally. Sharing successful examples and methodologies was seen as valuable for local communities.

8. Localized Tourism:

· The need to localize tourism, including promoting local sources of food and encouraging sustainable agricultural practices, emerged as a shared theme.

9. Challenges in Coastal Areas:

· Specific challenges related to coastal areas, such as depopulation, overbuilding, and the impact of tourism on local communities, were common themes across the interviews.

By identifying these common themes, it becomes apparent that there is a collective recognition of key issues and potential solutions within the Blue and Circular Economy sector, with a focus on cross-border collaboration and sustainable development.

Suggested questions for a Focus group:

To reconfirm the common themes and gather insights on improving cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia in the Blue economy, the focus group discussions in Coastal Tourism can explore the following questions:

1. Interest and Need Assessment:

· How interested are you in collaborating with coastal tourism stakeholders from the neighbouring country (Italy or Croatia)?
· Do you perceive a need for joint initiatives or partnerships in coastal tourism?

2. Potential for a Cross-Border Entity:

· In what ways do you believe a cross-border entity could enhance collaboration between coastal tourism stakeholders in Italy and Croatia?
· What challenges or benefits do you associate with the establishment of a cross-border entity for coastal tourism?

3. Current Challenges in Cross-Border Collaboration in Coastal Tourism:

· What are the main challenges you currently experience in collaborating with counterparts in the neighbouring country in the coastal tourism sector?
· Are there any regulatory or cultural barriers specific to coastal tourism that impede cross-border cooperation?

4. Improving Collaboration in Coastal Tourism:

· How can communication and cooperation be enhanced between coastal tourism stakeholders in Italy and Croatia?
· Are there successful models of cross-border collaboration in coastal tourism from other regions that could be applied to the Italy-Croatia context?

5. Needs for Effective Collaboration in Coastal Tourism:

· What resources do you believe are essential for successful cross-border collaboration in coastal tourism?
· How can coastal tourism stakeholders from both countries better support each other in achieving common goals?

6. Common Challenges in Coastal Tourism:

· Are there common challenges in coastal tourism that both countries face?
· How can collaborative efforts address shared challenges and benefit coastal tourism in both nations?

These focus group discussion topics aim to delve into the nuances of cross-border collaboration, assess the need for a dedicated entity, and explore ways to overcome challenges for a more integrated and sustainable Blue and Circular Economy approach.












[bookmark: _Toc157403403]Appendix a: Interviews with stakeholders from Innovation and Research

1. Interview transcript with Neven Cukrov conducted on 7.12.2023 at 2:53 pm:

Katarina Pavlović:
Hello, hello Neven. My name is Katarina and thank you very much for participating and for spending these 15 minutes in order to help us to discuss what are the main topics and the trends and the concerns in the blue economy sector. 

Neven Cukrov:
Okay, thanks. My name is Nevin Cukrov and I'm from Ruđer Bošković Institute.

Katarina Pavlović:
Can you please tell me how many years have you been working in this sector in the marine living resources? 

Neven Cukrov:
Okay, I worked at the institute for 23 years and mostly I deal with environmental issues, with toxic metal and toxic metal in living organisms, in water, in sediment, and also with radionuclides and last time with microplastics." So, yeah, I have a yearlong expertise, it's like more than 20 years. 

Katarina Pavlović:
So, according to yourself...What are the main issues in the sector that you are working that need to be addressed right now? What is the main area of concern of yours as a professional? 

Neven Cukrov:
Okay, for my area, now for this cooperation between us and Italy, because we have our sheets together, we have a common problem. With this part, with metal, now the biggest problem is copper from antifouling paint. And because nautical tourism is very strong in Croatia, we have the biggest charter in the world, and together with Italy, it's a huge number of...boats, and they mostly use this antifouling paint, copper-based, and they release copper around the sea. And we're already in some foreclosed space, and estuaries have problems with this issue. and later on, the bottom, and as a result, microplastic. My concern about microplastic, because microplastic may share as a vector to introduce toxicants in organisms. You know, around microplastic you have some orgAnić layer, which starts very soon.
Microplastic enter in the marine environment, and then toxic metal and other toxicants, some orgAnić pollutants and some radionuclides, just go on this surface and they stay. And even now we find that concentration of toxic metal in this layer may be...
pre-order of magnitude higher than is allowed in sea. And when organism, including human, eats this part of microplastic, in the body then these toxicants are released for plastic and enter in the blood and everywhere. And that is...
One of the problems with microplastic is that people maybe don't think enough about this. We all think that microplastic is just a small part of plastic, but this may serve as a vector to introduce toxicants in organisms, including human organisms.
Also, with all these new techniques, these underwater drones and new sensors, we have a much better opportunity to monitor the state of the sea, including satellite images of the earth. And this introduced these new techniques in a level of monitoring, be very important for boat hunting. Because sampling by drones, which you, which automatically go and take surface water samples, it's much easier and much less money you spend than comparing if you need to send boats with people.
So, I think that new possibilities in the regular work of research and monitoring is quite important for boat hunting.

Katarina Pavlović:
The current trend and concern that you actually are worried about is the microplastic. So, this release that can increase the proximity and you think that right now with all the new technology there is a huge opportunity as for Croatia, as for Italy to, let's say, to actively start monitoring and at smaller coasts to take the samples and to take care about the sea that we have in common. Do I get it right?

Neven Cukrov:
Yes. 

Katarina Pavlović:
Okay. Yes. And I wanted to ask you, with Italians, have you been participating in any project in this – were there any projects that you have been, let's say, involved with Italians on this matter?

Neven Cukrov:
Yes, I have been involved in a project with Italian side, with this regular island, one small, it was Nesva, it's covered still with garbage of small island communities. And I was also involved in this Dinamo Bale project, as a part of Ruža Bošković, and in some other...
project with Italian side. And also, because we are nearly, we have various research together about metals in Asiatic. And if you take this project, what is, how to say, because it's, I understand that this project should continue, and they are important both for our side and for Italian side.

Katarina Pavlović:
If you can summarize, what were the main challenges that need to be tackled in terms of maybe legislative, in terms of maybe, I don't know, support, what challenges have you come across, so that needs to be tackled in order to make these projects more, how to say, make them better, so make them more efficient.
Can you think about something that, I don't know, that can be done better, or something that was not good, but you maybe don't know how to solve it?"

Neven Cukrov:
Yeah, okay, the project was quite good and quite successful. And the main product is the good relationship between partners, and we, uh, a very good place. And now, we need this new part, uh, this part, make this place a little, uh, bigger, and then start, uh, to produce, uh, uh, new ideas, new research, because we have, uh, in, uh, in one, uh, place, we have, uh, researchers, we have the private companies, and, uh, now, uh, we, yeah, as it is, a lot of projects we need to be more focused. And, of course, we need to make more formal, because all this, our, uh, it was a very good relation, but it was unformal."

Katarina Pavlović:
So, if there was, let's say, a new body, like business support organization that will be responsible for, let's say, making these projects more efficient or making let's say, information about these projects more available, you are saying that this will help. So basically, you are missing kind of a business support organization that is actually formally responsible and pushes forward to this project."
This is actually what we are trying to do, by the way, this is the main goal of the project, in order to find some new forms, and you, just right now, and I'm very grateful to you because you are confirming that... that there is a need for that, this is actually what this project is about, so this is it." So basically, about this project, so the resources are there, the people are there, but it is just, let's say, to push more, like, to add more urgency, so that people kind of concentrate on that, and plus maybe create awareness so you can have, I don't know, more people joining or knowing about it. Would you agree with that? 

Neven Cukrov:
Yes, I totally agree. 

Katarina Pavlović:
Okay, okay. Then it's very good. Thank you very much, Neven. Actually, we made it pretty much at 11 minutes.

2. Interview transcript with Mario Špadina conducted on 8.12.2023 at 2.42 pm 

Katarina Pavlović:
Once again, thank you for your time for your willingness to take part in this interview. So, as I have mentioned before I would like to ask you as an expert regarding your views on Maritime living organisms and on blue economy on the trends and on the needs from your side what can be, what can be done better. So, to start with can you just introduce your position and how long have you been working in this sector, and what does your company do?


Mario Špadina:
First of all, thank you, Katarina. I am glad to be invited to do my take on the matter. So, my name is Mario Špadina and I am CEO of Sea Cras. We are a Croatian company that does satellites monitoring of marine environment, both for pollution detection and prevention hazards, as well as continuous marine health monitoring. And we make basically verticals to the traditional sectors of the global economy, where our clients are in maritime transport ports, port authorities, harbours, marinas, and then in tourism sector, hotel resorts, and so on. We monitor from destination level to micro location.

We have developed a technology such that we can cover basically from large areas to very small areas, which might seem trivial, but it's in fact a completely different story. So now, we've been in the business, the company is three years old, let's say in the last two years we've seen a lot in the business. So far, we work with national natural parks, port authorities, and so forth.

As I mentioned, now I would say that with the new legislations, which surpass both national level, directive that surpasses national level of the member states, they are now, I would say, in a blue economy view. One is connected to the maritime transport and decarbonization, basically, of maritime transport.

Which is also connected to the tourism, and then for the tourism, at least on the corporate level, there are CSRB, the Corporate Non-Financial Stability Reporting Initiative, and the ERGs, which I would say, along with the Fisheries Act, and the guidelines to restore or to protect 30% of the water bodies by 2030, are, I would say, the main drivers of the change in terms of political and strategic development. 

Mission Restore Ocean is also a nice, I would say, initiative that connects both researchers, academia, as well as the technology providers and the end-users. And I will do some political on a high level, but just yesterday we had a reorganized, co-organized panel discussion where we basically identified that it's not enough. I mean, the drivers of the change can be the political to direct, but you need stakeholders to conduct the change, to surpass the milestones.

In the value chain, of course, we have the range spectrum of large companies, mid-caps, smaller companies, all down to micro-companies. And all of those have, I would say, the same goals, decarbonization, sustainability of marine environment, long-term exploitation. So, the goals are the same, but milestones.

Those KPIs, I would say, the journey of each stakeholder is different. Large companies must obey directives, they must report their environmental footprint and what they will do to prevent and restore mid-caps as well, but, for example, small companies and micro-companies, they have different criteria and different problems. Large companies have luxury of having resources and that's the first thing.

So, they must conduct these things, but they have larger costs of surpassing, whereas the small companies and micro-entrepreneurs and micro-companies, they sometimes don't have the limited resources to invest into improvement of, let's say, sustainability practices and so on, even though they don't have that much strict regulations, they have less budget and resources to achieve.

I would say there is a spectrum of stakeholders, each one has the same goals, but slightly different resources at hand and slightly different milestones to achieve. And really, for me, there is now the biggest challenge is, I would say, strictly segmented those stakeholders across the structure. Okay, we cannot go into infrared, we cannot go into infrared.

Okay, because it will be practically unachievable, but certain categories must exist because in the end it will be easier to approach, for example, big, large companies such as the aquaculture company, for example, and it will be at the same time more easily to be approached to a small fisherman. So, because if we just have the same value proposition or same requirements for all, it will let go. Of course. We need to understand their businesses, their funding cycles, their expectations and their forecasts, okay? And there is a question, of course, of the, I would say, literacy and awareness and educational level also. So, we need to know who our target audience is and how we approach.

Katarina Pavlović:
 I wanted so if I understand it right, what you say is that there is a need, actually, in creating some other stakeholders because there is not enough, let's say, possibility to address the challenges that are, let's say, bothering and affecting everyone in this value chain. So especially as you said that the resources that small and medium companies, they do not actually, the aim is to help small and medium companies, both from Italian and Croatian side because we share the sea, and to, let's say, to make a research and try to come up with a new cross-border cooperation scheme. So, it's exactly what we're trying to do. So, what I wanted to ask you is, have you, I mean, have you ever participated in a project or something in Blue or Circular Economy with Italian side? And second one, if not, would you like to? Are you interested at all in cooperating with Italian side? Because like, as I said, we're close, we're sharing the sea and these issues as well. And if you have been participating, what was your, let's say, what, what, what, what, how, how, how did it go? What can be done better?

Mario Špadina 
Okay, so first, directly to the former one, I agree with you. So, when it comes to large companies, they have resources and they work with consultancy companies, and big four, provisional houses and so on. So, they have because they have resources, bigger SMEs as well.
Okay, but then when you go into smaller budgets, smaller companies, they need so-called facilitators. I told them the facilitators, okay, the companies who understand their needs, and they develop new business plans, new business models for them, present them as a first draft of the solution, explain what it is, what it means, and where to go further, because they don't care. But at the same time, small and medium enterprises, especially small and micro, they constitute the majority of companies.
Okay, and the local business is the best one for the country because, of course, what they make is what stays in their local environment, so, a local community. So, I agree with you, and basically this kind of, I would say, facilitators, either are the NGOs or the private companies, for me, I don't care, as long as they help, that's very good. And, of course, with matchmaking.
That's a very important aspect as well, you can have a technology provider, but it cannot come, and then you, so if the dialogue is established, if both sides agree, then that can come. And then, yes, so far, officially, we, with Italian companies, we applied for a project proposal together with, the network of Italian, either institution or companies, okay, we had not had dealings directly with certain company or institution, us alone, but as a part of the project applications, yes, so far that we are waiting still for the results, so, as such, strict definition would be no, we had not yet any commercial activities, Italian companies, but of course, it's a goal we shared, as you aforementioned, we shared the same resource, the Adriatic Sea. 
And yes, finally, the final question is, yes, we would be in for a participation on multitudes of levels, it depends on the project proposal, depends on the initiative and how we can fit, and find our benefits from there, and what we can offer as well as the partner." Yeah, thank you very much, actually.

Katarina Pavlović
That confirms the hypothesis that I initially had, that there is interest, there is a need in order to do that all. So, what, if you can think, what are the main issues when you, that are limiting you from already doing such projects in cooperation with the Italian side? If you can think about it. What is it that actually bothers you, that, you know, doesn't let you to do it?

Mario Špadina:
I mean, okay, ideologically it would be, of course, the lack of networking efforts. Okay, so of course there are facilitators out there. There are, by the way, also NGOs. Companies that do that, but at the same time there exists, I would say, a cultural and I would say slightly more political difficulty. Because each, every player on their field, every stakeholder on their own national level grounds, they are more open to collaboration within their own country.
Whereas less or more reserved towards the outsiders. So, there has always been, that's always the case, that's always the, that's the usual problem of the European Union. 
It's not just the collaboration between Italy and Croatia, but rather the same old story since the beginning of the European Union. So, I would say still it remains the largest, the largest scepticism towards the international collaboration still remains the larger issue to be overcome.
And basically, if I give the criticism an alternative to the solution of the problem, I cannot think of anything shorter, rather raising awareness and the literacy from the scratch. You cannot sometimes teach the old course and new tricks of the old one. 

Katarina Pavlović:
I understand. So, they here tried that basically there is no cross-cutting.
There is no cross-border body or a company, NGO or whatsoever, consisting of both from Italian and Croatian side, so this body actually is, let's say, responsible for this type of cooperation. Because the problem, as you say, is because they are separated. There is Italian and there is Croatian. So, if there was a specific body or specific form of cross-border collaboration, it will force Italian and Croatian side to cooperate and to, let's say, to enlarge this cooperation. Do I understand it right?

Mario Špadina:
 So, for the most part, there already do exist programs and initiatives and NGOs, but I would say it needs to enlarge. So that's the key word, to have more players participate. Because when you start to branch, you...
For example, the Inova-Mare project, they connect more research institutions with the technology providers in certain companies, okay? But then, for the small SMEs and so on, that's a different category, okay? It can all fall into the same pot, but sometimes it can be divided, okay? It depends. It depends on what is the target volume of collaboration.
If we really want to intensify cross-border or bilateral level collaboration, then we need more and more, okay? So, there is room for more. It is not a question, it is not exclusion. 

Katarina Pavlović:
We need more. I understand. Yeah. That's simply how it is. So, it needs to be enlarged. So, this is the main problem. So, I will stop the recording now.




3. Interview transcript with Mateo Ivanac conducted on 8.12.2023 at 15.30

Katarina Pavlović: 
Nice to meet you. Look, so we are having this short interview in order to find out and reconfirm the topics to be discussed later in the focus group. You are an expert in the blue economy, and that's why I asked you to participate in this interview. And my first question to you, if you can just briefly tell your experience in the blue economy.

Mateo Ivanac:
Well, we are working in the blue economy with orientation to make digital and green transformation of blue economy to be more sustainable towards the Adriatic Sea or seas in general, as we know that one of the traditional sectors of blue economy is shipbuilding.
And agriculture or tourism is having economic activities on the Adriatic Sea, and it has the impact on the Adriatic Sea. We need to understand how we can lower the impact with new digital and innovative technologies.
This is the main focus of our company, and we are working almost four years in gathering the technological companies who are dealing with new blue technologies like robotics, sensors, IoT, smart buoys and different kinds of blue technologies that can be implemented in traditional agriculture.

Katarina Pavlović:
And if you can tell me, perhaps, as you see it, what are the main concerns in the sector where you are working, generally, what would you highlight?

Mateo Ivanac:
The main issue is the willingness of traditional sectors as tourism and aquaculture and ship building to go into the direction to become more sustainable and implement these technologies. Their willingness is not so easy because they have to change their culture inside of the companies and make financial investments in these new technologies. But we see in the last couple of years that this culture is changing and it's going forward with a lot of investments from the companies in being more sustainable and getting these technologies implemented in their companies.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, as you know, this interview is a part of the NEWS project, and the NEWS project has its mission to improve cross-border collaboration between Croatia and Italy in the economy sector, and it is mainly focused on SMEs.

Mateo Ivanac:
Yeah, definitely. But, you know, we have so much available funding in different sources that can help these small and medium companies to make more investments. So, the grants from you funds different funding schemes that are supporting this kind of transformation.
And, of course, we have to take into consideration that the possibility of cooperation between different countries, as Croatia and Italy, as an example, can bring some know-how and technology transfer that can really lower the cost of this transformation. So, it's very important to find the companies from Italian side and from Croatian side who have the know-how or technology and to push them in more technology transfer and know-how transfer, because this is lowering the cost of developing and research on these technologies from both sides. So, this can be very beneficial for us.

Katarina Pavlović:
And have you been participating in any projects with Italy in this field of blue economy?

Mateo Ivanac:
Yes, yes, we are the leading partner of strategic project INNOVAMARE. It was a 6 million euros worth and it was the main core of the project was to establish innovation ecosystem between two countries, a cross-border innovation ecosystem that will enable a better and faster collaboration among companies for this technology exchange and we can say that we now in a new finding funding period from the results gathered in this strategic project we have got awarded by four new projects that are focusing on different niches of these of these technologies you know.

Katarina Pavlović:
And what can be, from your perspective, what can be improved and what were the issues maybe that you can name? Like what didn't go that much smoothly as you planned and what, if there is something, what would you like to be improved?

Mateo Ivanac:
Well, the main issue and the problem relevant to both countries is this cooperation between science and private sector. So, science in last seven years has gotten a lot of funding for their infrastructure and for their research etc. But the results show that there is so much spillover of the knowledge and the technology from the faculties to companies. And this is the same thing happening in Croatia as well as it is in Italy. So, if you have a lot of money invested in one sector and that sector is not making spillover to private sector, then there is a big problem. So, our push was really to make more connections and more collaboration. So that this money invested in scientific research sector is not wasted and on the other hand that we have something that could be beneficial for the companies that they don't have to invest again in some of the developments or research.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, do I understand it right that awareness, actually, it's, let's say, so from one side, from the research side, it's fine, it goes fine, but you actually miss the awareness or active participation from the private sector, from small and medium companies.

Mateo Ivanac:
No, no, no, no, it's from both sides, it's from both sides, you know. There is a, there is a, there is lack of interest from science to go to private sector and then the private sector thinks that the science cannot help them, and they don't go to there. So, so what we, what we, what we create is a facilitation system that defines missions or goals that they together want to achieve and through different methods work together on these missions and goals, you know, so let's say we want to, together, to develop a product or service or technology that will enable the agricultural farm to have a more productive feeding system that will have less impact on the environment.
Katarina Pavlović:
Like, part of the new project, as you know, is a creation of new legislation or maybe even a new body, a joint body between Croatia and Italy, which will be focused on cross-border cooperation in terms of blue economy. Do you think that this body, the existence of this body, will help, actually, to overcome this issue? Because it will be tackling exactly that you mentioned before.

Mateo Ivanac:
Well, I can say that this kind of body is already developed, and we have developed it through INNOVAMARE project, so it's called Digital Innovation Hub INNOVAMARE. It has been developed, it's a private entity that has been established by 14 institutions.
It has a really strategic impact because these institutions are one of the biggest institutions in marine technologies, blue economy. We are talking about, from Croatian side, is the Institute Rudolf Bošković, Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Computing, University in Dubrovnik, University in Rijeka. And from Italian side, you have a Chamber of Commerce of Veneto region, Development Agency from Pula region.
You have a National Oceanographic Institute from Trieste, so these are the biggest national institutions from Italy and Croatia who have founded the private entity called Digital Innovation Hub Innovomare.
 
Katarina Pavlović:
But as an output, as an output can be the new legislation or some, let's say, means that will actually enable, how to say, enable the push in this sector. So, will this be interesting or also in order to create awareness? Because, like, new legislation, when it comes on site, it can create more awareness.

Mateo Ivanac:
Yeah, yeah, I totally agree. You know, the first step is always raising the awareness. The second step is making the processes and models of cooperation. And the third step is to make it to everything more go, how to say, coherent and have some kind of a frame, legal frame, you go into developing legislation.
I think that we are at the moment in the step three, you know, the developing legislation. And it's very important then in developing legislation to have the cohesive approach, so that each of the sectors, private sector, public sector, and science are all together working on the legislation, because it will affect and each of them should implement.

Katarina Pavlović:
I understand. Thank you very much. Thank you. Thank you very much for your input. I will stop recording now.



[bookmark: _Toc157403404]Appendix b: Transcript of the Focus Group on 12.12.23

held on 12.12.2023 in Šibenik, Croatia, Innovation and Research subsector.

Katarina Pavlović:

Okay, so thank you for your time for participating in this focus group. The meeting is recorded and transcripted with the AI tool, just for the further analysis. So, by participating, you are giving your consent for that. I will very much try to be brief and to the point. 
Actually, NEWS Project is a project between Italy and Croatia, with an aim to make better and improve collaboration in the blue sector, in the blue economy, for small and medium companies. 
Last week, I have done interviews with some of you, and we have identified some themes to discuss in more detail in order to get the practical and really detailed offers, what can we do, because NEWS Project aims to really come with a new governance model, or with a new body, on how really to enhance this collaboration. 
So, first of all, my name is Katarina, and I am facilitating this focus group on behalf of Eupolis Group, and because I have first MA in Sociology, so that's why I'm an expert in focus group methodology. So, let's kick off and start just presenting all the participants. 
I will, let's say, call you up by name, because as this tool is recording, it needs to be some pauses, so we do not talk at the same time. 
So, we will start with Matija. He is only watching me. I'm sorry for that. Can you please introduce yourself, what your company does, and how long have you been working in the blue sector, in the blue economy?

Matija Bumbak

Hi, I am here actually representing two entities. One is SME Platforma 22. And the other one is Digital Innovation Hub, Agri-Food Croatia. And we as a company, we've been in the blue sector for now four years. At the moment, what we mostly do is we grow mussels, oysters and other shellfish. We farm them at sea. And we do a lot of development in innovation in the aquaculture industry. And us as Digital Innovation Hub, it's an NGO that is also based in digitalization of the food sector in Croatia. We are based in Šibenik.
We do a lot of this collaborative research projects with a lot of entities in Croatia but also all over Europe in, you know, doing innovative initiatives in food sector but mostly in aquaculture. So Horizon projects and different things like this.

Katarina Pavlović

Thank you. Neven, could you please introduce yourself, briefly? 

Neven Cukrov:

Ok, my name is Neven Cukrov, I'm from the Ruđer Bošković Institute, from the Division for Marine and Environmental Research. I'm working in Šibenik, I'm a lead here in the manifestation of the institute, which has 5 to 10 employees, depending on the situation.

Mario Špadina:

I'm the CEO of Startup Sea Cras. We do environmental monitoring and surveillance by utilization of high-resolution satellite imagery. We've been in the business of development for the past two and a half years, and in the beginning of the commercialization phase for the last six months or so, where we now work with national and regional parks, sports, sports authorities and also private companies, such as coastguards and marine assets. 

Katarina Pavlović:

Thank you. Mateo, can you please also introduce yourself? 

Mateo Ivanac:

Mateo Ivanac. I'm the CEO of the digital innovation company Innovamare. Our mission is to bring digital green transformation powered by marine technologies to the economy. The intention is to change the way how traditional sectors in the economy work with what technologies and to develop and make an ecosystem for development of marine technologies that can enable this digital green transformation. 

Katarina Pavlović:

Thank you. Stevica?

Stevica Kuharski:

I'm Stevica Kuharski, a partner at Fil Rouge Capital, a venture capital fund that manages 46 million euros. We invest in startups in pre-SEED, SEED and Series A stages. 

Katarina Pavlović:

Thank you. So now we know each other a little bit more so I will just get to the point and ask do you feel personally that there is a need in such kind of project in cross-border collaboration in blue economy between Italy and Croatia? Just please give me a sign who wants to say...something on that topic. Okay, so we will start from Stevica. 

Stevica Kuharski: 

Yes, collaboration is always needed and considering the time Croatia, I'm speaking from Croatian perspective, Croatia needs this kind of cooperation and partnerships in order to evolve the ecosystem, especially from a strategic and business perspective. 

Katarina Pavlović:
Thank you. Mateo? 

Mateo Ivanac:
I would fully agree, as we are now for the fifth year working with a lot of Italian partners. There is some know-how and different, I would say, connections and organizations that are in Italy more advanced in collaboration between scientists and the private sector, and we can definitely benefit from this know-how and collaboration with them to bring it to fruition.

Katarina Pavlović:
 Mario, what is your opinion about that? 

Mario Špadina:
All international collaborations from a business perspective are welcome. First and foremost because they open the channel for research exchange, human capital exchange, and it opens the market, especially for smaller countries and parts of the world.
The associated countries are not only understated, they really, I would say, simplify the procedure of market commercialization. In particular with Italy, I would say a continuation to Mr. Ivanac thought, it's even more important because we share a tradition, so even though there is a language barrier at hand, it is based on traditional requirements still much, much easier and it is a direction for the cooperation to expand. 

Neven Cukrov:

As Mario said, all international collaborations are needed, they are more than welcome. And moreover, with Italy, because Italy is our neighbour, big neighbour, and we have the joint seat, and in our part, which is civil service,

Matija Bumbak

Yeah, I completely agree with what everybody said and especially what Neven added. It's a must-have. I mean, we are very close neighbours, we have joint interests, joint resources and there's interesting ecosystems, companies, research institutions on both sides that need to be better connected too.

Katarina Pavlović:

OK, so as we now have a common understanding that we do need that, I have now a question. What exactly is the obstacle when you start having this collaboration, both if you ever had this collaboration, and if not, then what is now stopping you if we feel the need? Just practically, what exactly is that you need in order for this collaboration to enlarge? 


Mateo Ivanac:
OK, for collaboration, OK, we have a joint interest. Not only we have some joint financial support with industry problems, but also we have some to push our public institutions to have more economic collaboration with Italian institutions, because this economic diplomacy, especially with a neighbouring country like Italy, could be really beneficial, and we are still in a low level of this kind of cooperation, so I'm talking about them.

Katarina Pavlović:
Mario, what is your opinion, what is the obstacle, the main that you see for SMEs? 

Mario Špadina:

All the beforementioned, I agree completely, 100%. Now, from the perspective of SME, in terms of market entry to different domains, clearly there exist companies that solve problems from both sides of the equation.
As in any bilateral communication channel. But what is lacking is an exit facilitator, or what we would call in chemistry a catalyst, who simplifies the procedure of a client acquisition. 

Matija Bumbak

We've been doing it for a number of years, so we don't see that many obstacles. But I could see, from a perspective of somebody who just was starting or would like to do it, that this is what Mario was talking about, having facilitators, having somebody who knows the market, who knows the rules, who knows how things are done.
So, you know, Innovamare, DIH or similar institutions which have previous experience and have the network can help a lot. So, this is something that took us a long time to build this kind of knowledge and network also. So, this can be tricky.

Katarina Pavlović
So, basically, what I'm hearing is that it would be good to have more entities who provide some financial support, who consist both of Italian and Croatians, who can let SMEs contact them and to kind of guide them through this, as you say, what is the legislation about it, what are the financial instruments about it, who have experience and who have already have the understanding. 
So, this would help and you, let's say, if as an outcome of a project, we will come with a body that will have both, let's say, financial support and what I mentioned, will it be good? Will you see this as a good outcome and, let's say, good output, outcome of the project?

Mateo Ivanac:

Yes, absolutely, but it is not easy to make this kind of body because it must be inter-sectoral, it has to have an organization that is more inclined to work as a private entity, as a private sector entity
and from the other side it must be some governmental structure inside or some support by the bodies. And this is what we are trying to do, to have a mindset of a private entity to work with an organizational structure, to be fast, agile in making decisions, and on the other side have these governmental institutions to be part of this. But it's not easy, you know.
It needs a long time to make this kind of organization work. 

Katarina Pavlović:
Maybe you can give some practical insights according to anyone here, just what would be the ideal structure, what functions do you need for that? And yeah, Stevica, maybe you can elaborate on that, because you come from an international field and we're talking aboutinternational collaboration, so if we are now thinking about creating a new body, a new, let's say, NGO, both, or a mix of both, who will help with the collaboration between Italy and Croatia, whom would you include practically? What kind of people? 

Stevica Kuharski:
First of all, my opinion is that before anything, the end strategic goals need to be clear.
to everyone, and based on that, associated parties should be selected and included with that. And with the strategic goal for 7, 10 or even more years, 15 years, I would put 3 to 5 technical laws to be done every other year or so.
And based on those goals, include parties that help achieve those goals. Anything else would be making the whole purpose of the money. Who would be the driver of this? Who do you think should be the driver of this? Considering I'm coming from the investment world...
The market and the success of the companies that would, in any way, partner and work with that money. 

Katarina Pavlović:
Thank you. Also, I wanted to mention from the interviews, it was clearly coming out that you are missing the matchmaking, and you are missing, let's say, to get to know your possible partners in Italy. Is it so? Matija would you like to...

Matija Bumbak
It's not easy or hard, I don't know, but it's very useful if there are events for specific topics or, you know, industries where you can do it faster or you can dedicate time. As an entrepreneur, it's always hard to find time for stuff. But then if you have a specialized event where there's going to be 5, 10, 20 people that might be interesting for you, then maybe you can set aside.

Katarina Pavlović:
I understand. Thank you. So, would you agree that events, specialized events, let's say, organized by this body would be targeting stakeholders, as also we have been mentioning in the interviews, that we need to target the stakeholders that can potentially collaborate. It will help. So, we delegated to this NGO, let's say, they do these events, and it will kind of at least somehow reduce this obstacle by finding partners. What would you say?

Mario Špadina: 
There are no useless gatherings to eat and drink. We can go and drink whenever we want. We want to sit on a table and in 30 minutes explore every possibility at hand." But I would still, I think it's... So, I do agree that's one of the key activities of such entity, whatever it is, NGO or private company or whatever it is, agency. But I would like to just... to have like 5 to 10, 5 jobs or 5 leads, so at the end, you know, it's always that quantity of how much you are making, this much drinking and meetings, to at the end have to find out. Okay, sometimes it can happen you have one meeting, you don't make it. But you need to have that quantity of meetings to get to these... contracts or businesses. So, maybe to find a way how to lower the costs of this amount of meetings to be held, so the cost for the end company is lower to make those 5 contracts in 100 meetings, that would be really useful for the company. 

Katarina Pavlović:
How can you practically do that? I mean, is it about, like, right mapping of the stakeholders? Is it about, I don't know, possibility for SME come and address this body and say, look, I'm looking for this profile. And then you have a dedicated people. Also, we have formalization there, as you have mentioned in a positive way, so that someone is actually doing this for this SME, conducting this body, and then they're looking for someone to match with him. Do I understand it right?

Neven Cukrov: 
I'll also just say, because I'm on research side, okay, market is very nice, and market may decide, but it may not be just the market. Okay, for us, the product of good collaboration may be scientific paper, geoscientific paper, or some benefit for, like, collaboration between scientists and researchers. In Croatia and Italy, it's protection of fish stock, and now the fish stock grow rapidly in three years, and there is no market for this idea. You will say that market choose. First, the fishermen were really against it, but now they're all approved this idea, but it's not market. Maybe some, also, for this collaboration may bring some benefits for us."
For people in Italy, for people in Croatia, okay, maybe this is market, but... Yeah, at the end, it makes market for them, because there is no... 

Mateo Ivanac:
I'll give you an example. One company that was with us in Norway was pitching, and I know their pitch, I know their product, and their product is perfect. They do amazing stuff.
But when she first presented the company and the product, it was philosophical. It was really bad. It was really bad. And she does not have capabilities to sell her product. There is a lot of these showcases in different companies, where you have a great person who is living, who is owner of a small company, two to three people, who is making a great product, but she or he does not know how to present and go to abroad or somewhere the company and what she or he is doing, you know. And I came to her and I said, listen, I know what you are doing. Why don't you put this into the slide? Why don't you put something that you did concretely? Because the company was saying...
I didn't see the so broad perspective of what the company is doing and didn't show the showcases of already done work. And when the company showed cases, everybody was fascinated. Wow, you did it? It's fascinating what you did. So, a lot of times I see companies with the brains, on the study trips or somewhere, they don't know how to present their company. And it's not only from what I hear, it's not only the ability to sell, 

Katarina Pavlović:
So basically, SMEs are having some issues with the skills, and they need to be provided, let's say, the access of something. Mario, you want to say something? 

Mario Špadina: 
Yes, I want to apologize for being not specifically good in definition. My colleague Neven is completely right. When we talk about metrics and the system, I don't...We have a business-to-business networking scheme, which would have the facilitator or the company, the NGO, to connect only on business terms. But, of course, that is only one part of the story. Everything else, including research, technology transfer and so on, there exist different metrics and so on. But the key for that particular entity, whatever it is, is to define what it will be in the ecosystem. That already exists.
So now the entity needs to clearly define the niche, what it will be to define. Based on which, then their own KPIs naturally emerge. So, yes, thank you for the comment, that was well-placed.

Katarina Pavlović:
Governmental representatives and also plus real private companies and also technological partners, research entities. Will these five, let's say, roles or five Profiles be good to mix for this new NGO? Because this does not exist yet. Do I understand it right?

Mario Špadina:
My advice, from my side, would be to pick the niche which aims for the highest earnings. Whatever the earnings are, they want to achieve excellence in science, they want to achieve excellence in technology, or they want to achieve milestones in KPIs, in sales and revenue generated by the NGO. So, the entity really needs to position themselves well. Why we, as a company, would choose to work? To invest money, resources, whatever, and will we get out of it? And are we sure that this channel will get us there? 

Katarina Pavlović:
By the way, I wanted to ask you about legislation. Can you think, because you have been working, is there any particular law or any particular something legal that is stopping this collaboration? Will any kind of legislation help? Or this is... you do not see like legally any obstacles?

Mateo Ivanac:
When we were developing Digital Nation 101, the idea was that the founders are Italian and Croatian institutions in both in parallel. And we did not know how to make an organization that has a legal entity that covers both countries, laws of both countries. Did you know any of them?
Yes, you can. And then we took a lawyer, an Italian lawyer, who found us a model called Economic Interest Grouping, EIGs. So, European Economic Interest Grouping, where there needs to be at least founders from two countries in Europe. And it obeys the laws of European level. And a headquarter can be in one of these countries or in four or five countries, it doesn't matter. And you can move the headquarters each year.
And this is what the European Union made just for this kind of a... We wanted to investigate and we showed that Agra Group has EIG. There are five or six EIGs in Croatia. And there are big companies doing it. I don't know exactly why. And this was the idea how to make so...
It's an obstacle that we have the same level of governance. I understand that. And that's important. If you want to have this model for cooperation, it is very important that, you know... Now we have a problem. Now we have a problem. Why? Because all of the Italian partners, when we are talking as an entity, DiH and Innovamare is now an NGO, Croatian NGO. It's a Croatian NGO. And, you know, where is the talent?

Katarina Pavlović:
Mattia, do you want to add something on the point, or I will just wrap up?



Matija Bumbak:
No, no, just, I mean, we are all part of the EU, which is very good relations to all the legal problematic topics, because there's very few of them compared to when we were outside EU. But I'm sure for some specific niches and industries, there are still some obstacles. I'm not aware of any major ones.

Katarina Pavlović
So, then, I promised to be brief, so I will just summarize the findings. So, from what we hear, there is a need for this collaboration, there is interest in the collaboration between Croatia and Italy in the blue economy sector. There are some bodies already existing, but it's not enough, and, of course, a new body will also help, but this body should define very, very carefully the structure. It's goals, it should, let's say, it should be created in a way to consist of both from Italian and Croatian side to have really obligations to help SMEs in matchmaking, in defining the needs of the partners, in intersectoral approach, and also in the availability of the financial tools and help.
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Innovation and Research subsector.
Taken by Jan Laszowski.

· There is a need for cross-border collaborations, Italy and Croatia have existing projects and collaborations and those open opportunities for further collaboration and research in the future,

· Biggest problems:

· More financial support for SMEs,

· Push public institutions to collaborate with Italian institutions, the number of existing collaborations is too low,

· Lack of "middleman" that would facilitate, to avoid monopoly, to merge and connect solution providers with solution users,

· More providers of financial support, guides for SMEs,

· Such body needs to be intersectoral, from one side it needs to be a private sector entity, but also needs to be a part of public institutions, that can offer a number of services on their own,

· End strategic goals need to be clear to everyone, and only then can partners be chosen, include parties that can help achieve those goals,

· Matchmaking with Italian partners is made through events, but that requires time to be set aside for that specific purpose to maybe meet possible partners,

· Specialized events, with names available before hand, would be a good way to network and meet possible partners, those events would be organized by the entity that would work as facilitator,

· Finding a way to lower the cost of meeting different companies that could be a possible partner,

· Great product but bad presentation/ sales pitch, creates a picture of the product not being up to the level that it actually is, the ability to sell and present their company does not do their product and company justice, 

· Define what is the exact purpose of the entity that would function as a facilitator, pick the niche that gives the best results, 

· Problems with laws that allow an organisation to have founders from two countries.
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1. Interview transcript with Ivan Danolić NoStress4u, conducted on 18.12.2023 at 15.35

Katarina Pavlović:
So, hi Ivan, thank you once again for your time, we are making this interview for the Interreg news project. This project aims to help small and medium enterprises from Croatia and Italy to improve cross-border collaboration. So, could you please start by introducing yourself, saying what your company does, for how long have you been working in coastal tourism sector, sub-sector?

Ivan Danolić:
Hello, thank you very much for your call. So, yes, my name is Ivan Danolić. I'm coming from Croatia. I'm running the startup that was named NoStress4u. We are in this business since 2016. So, we passed a long period, let's say, for some startups until now.
First, a very optimistic and nice time pre-Corona, Corona and after Corona, we have, let's say, in this short time, three completely different opportunities around our, let's say, macro economy situation. So, regarding what we are actually doing, we are specializing in software for tours and activities.
And, again, when we talk about tours and activities, we are specialists for one-day tours and operators. What it will be, just to give you a few cases, so let's say we have a software for organizing a walking tour agency, boating, one-day tours, two-day tours, and, sorry, not two-day, half-day tours, and what we are doing.
And for them, we are giving for them full software. It means we are organizing how to present themselves through their websites and everything, how to organize their business, how to up-sell their business, connecting with different OTAs, specialists for tours and activities, like Viator, GetYourGuide, Civitadis, etc.to connect local hotels and working agencies in the same system, and after good sales, how to organize the day, so who is actually coming on which tour, which kind of nationality will be there, and the second challenge is how to do some kind of upsell, and again how will the same people come to the other tour or recommend some other local partner who is working with us, and on the end our software giving real-time reporting and analysis of all business, so it means you can have all information of your organization just in time, it means you will see directly who is working good, who is not working good, and on which part of your business you need to put a little bit effort to do a bit better.
 Ok, that is what we are working on, if you have any questions, if I didn't explain you well, also we have completely in-house our team, it means all these processes and all sales, pre-sale, help desk and development is in-house, all what we are organizing inside of our activity partners, with our in-houses people who are working for us full-time and with our team who are working with us, but just for us, they are not working for another project, but they are not part of our company.

Katarina Pavlović:
No, I completely understand what you are doing and it's very interesting. I wanted to ask you because you are in touch with, let's say, different and various small and medium enterprises in coastal tourism. So, from your perspective, what are the challenges or maybe the opportunities that would actually benefit from cross-border collaboration between small and medium enterprises?

Ivan Danolić:
So, if I need to compare it and if I need to see, we have a pretty similar market, Italian and Croatian and always when I talk with my partners, we said it is completely same type of the problem is coming from one side of Adriatic coast and other side of Adriatic coast. It means all agency on the coast, they are not working for us, they are not helping us.
So, it means all of us to have a better business, we need to find a way how to make our season longer, what to do in pre and post season, we need to find some way how to bring people out of the season here, a better position and we can learn from them because they have some destination like Rome who are working 24, 12 months, so they have a season all the time, but now what we can compare with in Croatia, we have Zagreb who is going in the same way and I hope in Zagreb we have opportunity to have tourism during the whole year."
What we can to do, I think, when we are going on the some, let's say, exhibition out of the Europe, when we are talking with our potential clients and our partners in US market, they said when we are coming in Europe, first destination is Italy. We are like Croatia, very close to Italy, so I think if you speak with some average guy from United States, he say maybe third or fourth time when we are coming in Europe, he will visit Croatia, Greece and other countries. So, first is Italy, second is France, and then UK and some other countries are coming on the, let's say, second or third way of coming in, visiting them in Europe. So I think we need to do on some kind of our internet arts, where we will come closer to the Italy.
And I think that collaboration with his visit to Italy, Croatia should be also, let's say, one of the must-see destinations. And for them it's even more interesting that internet art, because all of them would like to see in, what is, the most they can see in, let's say, the period when they come here.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, do I get it right? So, in your opinion, the opportunity is that Croatian small and medium enterprises in coastal tourism can benefit from the experience of Italy in all year-round tourism, because they do have such experience, and plus also we can benefit from the proximity of Italy, its image by kind of getting included in the visit when a tourist from, let's say, a long haul from US is visiting Europe. So, by kind of emphasizing this proximity and similarity to Italy, get tourists also in Croatia. Is it what you're saying?

Ivan Danolić:
Yes, exactly, exactly. And, of course, I think we, like Croatia, have a big opportunity because we were under the Roman Empire, and that can be, let's say, like an extra offer to come visit Croatia, and it shouldn't be just in the summertime. Also, in the wintertime, we have lots of things to do and to show to the people, specifically with excellent tours and activity programs, which are growing from year to year. With more original, local experiences, that is something that will be, let's say, an excellent way and one of huge opportunities how we can, in Croatia, extend our season, and also the reason why will someone come and visit Italy in the wintertime. So, when we are talking about summertime, of course, it's happening already, and it is here, but for all of us, it's very interesting how to extend our season in Croatia."


Katarina Pavlović:
And if you can think of, let's say, if you can think of cross-border collaboration in coastal tourism between Italy and Croatia, what practically would a small and medium enterprise, what practically would you need in order to start doing it? What are you missing right now?

Ivan Danolić:
So, first of all, I think we need someone who will be on the top, or let's say, some kind of organization, who will give to me some kind of the meeting and potential contacts, and to see who could be my partner in Italy.
It will be, let's say, the first cycle, then we need someone who will have a base of knowledge. It means we need to know from the low way what are our potential risks and how we can collaborate it, and then, of course, with some kind of the safety, and I think it will be a step by step, it should go in step by step, but very, very soon.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, you are saying that basically you are missing or you would like to have matchmaking opportunities coming from a, let's say, formal organization that will be in charge of that, in charge of this cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia, plus you would like to have an access to the, let's say, knowledge of the country, of the local knowledge, to identify the...

Ivan Danolić:
And also the benefits, so what do I mean? For example, it will be also very interesting if that organization could organize for each of us some kind of the trip, fun trip, to know and to introduce to Italy our benefits and the Italian could introduce their benefits.

Katarina Pavlović:
Okay. Yeah, you were talking about what this body potentially can organize some, let's say, knowledge exchange or a case study to, let's say, to showcase, that will also help you and help other SMEs to, let's say, improve collaboration and benefit from the collaboration with Italy, cross-border one.

Ivan Danolić:
I think it is very important, this is the first point where we should start. And then from the starting, I think after a few of our together open table, we will all of us find the priority steps by steps.
And I think it is a huge potential and huge interest from the other side. So, of course, then it will be very important for all of us, maybe together go, maybe to find some way how we should together go outside, so some go to market strategy. It will be, let's say, a second step and then we will see on the way all challenges and it will be, for sure, lots of different ways which way we can go.

Katarina Pavlović:
I just wanted to ask you the last thing. Can you think about any legal obstacle, any legal obstacle that maybe you can think of that now is not making this collaboration that effective or efficient?

Ivan Danolić:
So, I will say from the legal, because we are small and medium, I think each of us need to have some team on the disposition who will advise us and who will show to us difference between making business inside of the Italian market and Croatian market, because each of
how we are working, probably working Italian guys, but for sure are there some challenges and some, let's say, specifics on each market and that is, let's say, for Italian people for sure they don't have something like what is e-visitor. Probably in Italy they have also some very, very specific things and that are some basic, basic rules."
What we need is to have someone who will do some kind of the introducing of the market and to organize for us some kind of the SWOT, legal SWOT analysis of the market and making a business in each of the destinations.

Katarina Pavlović:
Okay, so thank you, Ivan. So, the last point that you said, it's that basically the obstacle will be not knowing exactly all the legal procedure and all the legal stuff of Italy and you would like that this body will also provide this consultancy, the legal consultancy, so you can have all the knowledge beforehand. Thank you very much for your time, Ivan.


2. Interview transcript with Dejan Anić conducted on 20.12 at 12.28 pm:


Katarina Pavlović:
Hi, Dejan, thank you very much for your time and for talking to me. So, I am interviewing you right now for the news project. It's a European project for cross-border collaboration in blue economy. And I'm interviewing you as an expert in coastal tourism. So just to start with, please introduce yourself and your company.

Dejan Anić:
Okay, so my name is Dejan Anić, I'm one of the partners in Red Adventures Croatia, it's one of the two agencies working in active and adventure tourism. We've been active since 12 years ago, mostly covering the activities of sea kayaking, cycling, hiking and other active and adventure programs in Croatia. We are based in Split.

Katarina Pavlović:
Okay. I wanted to ask you, what are the current maybe challenges and opportunities and trends that you see in coastal tourism in terms of cross-border collaboration?

Dejan Anić:
So, I would say that we have a big challenge here. First of all, Split being located in central Dalmatia doesn't have a decent connection with Italy at this point, I would say they are not frequent and probably reliable as they should be. So, being here in Split, obviously it's a very different situation comparing to Istria, which is geographically much closer to Italy, so things are much easier and smoother because you have opportunity to connect the provinces by road. Being here in Split, further down south in Croatia, things are very different because let's say that if you are doing this type of programs, we need to have more frequent and more reliable connections with Italy by boat. 
We are here, we are talking about most probably Jadrolinija being the only option at this point, connecting Croatian and Italian coastline in this southern area of the country. So, opportunities are obviously, I would say, pretty clear. We have two countries with relatively similar history and culture, but on the other hand they offer very different geographical and
geological experience to the client. 
So having a very similar history and culture, they can be connected in what we could call Mediterranean activity programs, blue programs. However, Croatia offers something that Italy, especially Italian eastern coastline, doesn't offer. It's the islands. So here we have great opportunities for sea kayaking, for sailing, for islands, skydiving programs that Italy doesn't. So, I think there is a potential and there is a very good opportunity to create a program that would connect two countries with very similar historical and cultural backgrounds, while offering different experience, natural experience, let's say, to the clients. Italy has a lot of potential.It has a lot of history, has a lot of beautiful landscapes, a lot of beautiful towns. However, transitioning into Croatia within the same program, you will get different experience with having more islands, having, let's say, cleaner sea, more of a nature, more of an untouched nature, compared to Eastern Italian coastline. That would be, I would say, the opportunity, and this is what I would consider a good potential for creating such programs and connecting these two coastlines. On the other hand, we have a big challenge, and for us, here in the southern part of the coastline, it would be, first of all, logistics. Doing logistical connection is a big challenge. I was just working recently on one of the potential programs for connecting Croatia and Italy, and we had a problem.
That we still didn't have the ferry schedule for the next years that we can rely on for incorporating such a transfer between Italy and Croatia. Secondly, it's reliability and also it's frequency of such connections. So even during the season, let's say, if we have three connections per week, that might not be sufficient to create such a transfer.
programs. What else? Also I would say connecting like the active members of active members on both coastline, connecting Italian agency with Croatian agencies to create such a programs would be interesting thing because us as a local DMC for active tourism, active and advanced.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, from what I hear is that there is interest in cross-border collaboration with Italy, but the issues that you kind of seen is that to find more reliable partners on the other side. Is that what you're saying?

Dejan Anić:
Yes, so we had this specific situation couple of weeks ago with one of our partners from United States. I think what when we are talking about the connection here and programs of this type, I would say the aiming market would be markets of United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand countries, actually continents of that type, because usually what clients do is they organize recreation program themselves and then they choose different vendor from the other side of the channel and they choose someone in Italy to do the program with them, for them. This is the type of clients that we are cooperating with, our direct clients, however if we are talking about something more serious and offer to bigger markets...

Katarina Pavlović:
Because the NEWS project, actually, it aims to improve this cross-border collaboration and to come with new governance models. And also, other respondents were mentioning that there is actually a need of, let's say, a body, a cross-border body or organization that kind of will act as a facilitator. What do you personally think?

Dejan Anić:
So, as mentioned earlier in the call, I think that there is much bigger potential in cooperation between Italy and Croatian coastline on the north side of Croatia, specifically Istria because of geographical proximity to Italy, so doing programs there that combine two countries makes much more sense in logistical and financial way.
Here on the south things are a little bit different just because of geographical distance and logistical challenges. So, I would say that from our side the interest would be in having this type of body to connect the vendors and actually, even more importantly, reach out the vendors that are selling this type of tours abroad, specifically on the markets that I mentioned before, like North America and Australia. So, at this point, rarely we have inquiries for such a program because, as I mentioned, we are a local DMC. We are contacted by companies or individuals abroad from those markets that are interested in doing specifically Croatia with us. I think if you have a body of this type, the biggest, actually, advantage for local vendors would be a connecting the vendors between Italy and Croatia and, more importantly, actually reaching out the potential partners out there that would sell these programs to the final users, the customers.

Katarina Pavlović:
So, there is a need of, let's say, go-to-market, like help, and also there is a need in matchmaking that you are identifying. Okay. And can you think about, let's say, some problems in legislation or some hurdles that you can identify, can think about? Do you think that there are any, like, challenges?

Dejan Anić:
So, the first and biggest challenge that was there in the past, I would say, is that Croatia was not part of the Schengen, now that being sorted out, things and issues are much less. If we are talking about collaboration of two or more companies, each company doing their part of the job from their side of the channel, I don't see any legislation issues there. For us, the biggest problem, while we were not in Schengen, was actually conducting this type of programs abroad, across the countries, with passing the border and everything. One thing that comes to my mind is if us as a Croatian entity does something in Italy, it would be a working permit or something like that, that I know that other companies are facing when they are coming to Croatia.
With their own guides, with their own gear, etc. Are they actually entitled to do so without local guides? This is kind of a grey zone, what I'm familiar with, but we personally didn't have those challenges, but I know that that's one of the challenges. It's actually working cross-border with, like, are you entitled and are you legally able to do so?
Without hiring a local partner company, like we personally do the programs in Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina from time to time, and we have that issue because we are not really, especially as those countries don't have laws being so clear about it as much, and there are corruption issues, etc. So, we are facing those challenges working cross-border.




Katarina Pavlović:
I understand that. So, the grey zone, it should be kind of cleared out, or maybe this body can provide some consultancy for this specific, let's say, for these specific questions. So, to make it clear and to make it easier and to provide the knowledge for both sides so they do not have any unexpected issue. Would you agree with that? Okay. So, one last thing I wanted to touch quickly.

Dejan Anić
Makes some make sense. First of all, as I mentioned, we are part of active and adventure tourism here specifically. Our clientele is very oriented towards this and I would say that awareness and requirements from the client's side, in that sense, are getting more and more out there, which is a great thing, both for us here.
Offering greener and more sustainable products, on the other hand, clients getting what they are looking for and making sure that their trace visit in the country is as less as possible. Absolutely, it's changing. I would say that we have our own challenges here in Croatia, and here in Split particularly, on a more global scale, out of our specific field.
It's recycling, etc. It's becoming more and more of a problem, but our clients coming from Western countries, being much more aware actually than the locals are, are putting the bar higher and higher, which is great for us here to learn and to improve our products, our offers, etc. So, I would absolutely agree that the greener tourism, sustainable tourism is finding its place here more coming from client requirements than from us personally here, I would say, talking about globally, not about us personally here. The great thing is that most of the companies in our field are actually coming.

Katarina Pavlović:
Thank you very much, Dejan for your time. So, I will stop the transcription.

3. Interview transcript with Irena Ateljević conducted on 21.12.2023. at 12.30 pm:


Katarina Pavlović:
Okay, so we are Eupolis group, we are leading the project, the NEWS project, it's a project for cross-border cooperation between Croatia and Italy in a sector of blue economy, and I'm interviewing you as an expert in coastal tourism sub-sector. So what NEWS project aims is to to help small and medium enterprises to improve cross-border collaboration with Italy by coming up with new governance models. So, I will start asking you some questions to get your practical insights on this matter. So, for a start, could you please introduce yourself and say what do you do, what does your company do.

Irena Ateljević:
Okay, so my name is Irena Ateljević. I have a PhD in Human Geography from the University of Auckland in New Zealand. I'm originally Croatian but migrated to New Zealand in my 20s and I lived in New Zealand for 12 years where I studied, I mean, Human Geography is the perspective, multidisciplinary perspective that uses a locality. It's a methodological point of entry through which then we explore the issues of society, culture, ecology, you know, all of these different aspects of life between people and places. So, this is how I also got in touch, if you like, with tourism at the time in 1990s as New Zealand was turning to tourism as one of its key economic sectors, and I have always, from that perspective, explored tourism as a catalyst through which I teased out all these broader issues of politics, society, economy, and culture. And then I, after 12 years being in New Zealand, I moved to the Netherlands where I was teaching on sustainable tourism and a master's program on sustainable tourism and marketing in a university, which is a top university for sustainability in Europe, and then I felt that being Croatian, I started a lot of projects in Croatia.
One of the first key projects on sustainability back in 2006, when sustainable tourism and sustainability was not part of the thinking or any political economic discourse at that time. I started this project funded by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs on socio-economic transformation of the islands and coastal development towards sustainability, and that's how I started to do more and more work in my original country of Croatia. I wanted to walk the talk. So, when I returned here, I first started my NGO in my original place, the island of Murter, where I made the vision to make Murter the first self-sustainable island in Croatia. But I was again too much ahead of my time and it was very difficult to get the understanding from the community, got an award with my project because I wanted to do the campus form as a sort of a prototype, as the campus for the University for Future, where we would teach sustainability on the ground, from the marine biology to plants and herbal sort of understanding, to sustainable tourism, where students and academics could come into the nature-based campus.
And my university, Bachman University, really wanted to collaborate and to have this kind of more practical master's in sustainability, and we got an award from the European Research Council for the project, but their community was simply not ready. So then I moved on to the next project, where I then started to promote from the farm to the table project in 2015, and set up my own sort of a hub for ecology, which was in the city of Šibenik, called SHE, and for four years I was promoting the organic vegetarian food, and taking only the food from the farmers straight to the to the table, and making the visibility and awareness of how important it is to localize our sources of food.
And from there, then I moved to the current project called Terra Mira, which is now also my company, where I bought 10,000 square meters, like one hectare of land, abandoned land, in the rural part of Dalmatia, 35 kilometers behind the city of Šibenik, predominantly Serbian village, which was devastated by the war, and now I, although I don't come from here, I decided to move in here and to work on regeneration of this village, regeneration of the land, and to promote regenerative tourism. So, I am definitely, I feel like I walk the talk.
Planted more than 200 trees on the land with my volunteers. We produce our own olive oil. But at the same time, I'm also promoting regenerative tourism. I'm also renting the stone house, which I renovated because when I moved into the property, everything was devastated and the stone house was total ruin. So, I restored that and now I promote."
I promote regenerative tourism also by renting this place in the summer, having a compost and having the guests who love the fact that this place supports the sustainability principles and the regeneration. And which is, I think, very important for our conversation today here where I have become more engaged with the notion of regeneration as opposed to sustainability as I claim and not me.
Not just myself, but all of the experts in this area where we see that sustainability is not enough anymore, it's a more slower way to die. We are trying to sustain things and the question is, we sustain what? A lot of resources that have been actually destroyed and regeneration really, it's an ontological kind of step forward where we are very clearly communicating. That we are moving forward by regenerating what we have already destroyed or are regenerating certain sectors and aspects and resources which feed into the tourism system, such as the local sources of food, so that would include, for example, abandoned land and so on.
Regenerative tourism, the first strategy of regenerative tourism of the city of Šibenik, so it's the first actually regenerative tourism strategy in Croatia, while we see quite a few towns and countries around the world more and more embracing this notion of regenerative tourism as to kind of really communicate that we have to move faster forward if we really want to.

Katarina Pavlović:
Yes, it justifies completely your expertise and why actually we are talking to you, actually it over justifies. So, I want to ask you, what is your opinion on how cross-border cooperation with Italy in the part where you are can benefit to the coastal tourism.

Irena Ateljević:
Yeah, I think, yeah, I mean when I speak about regenerative tourism in my area where I am at the in the hinterland where we still have a lot of rural land and the countryside, it's much easier to imagine the regeneration because this we all know that in the time of the second half of the 20th century with all of the boom and the tourism boom everyone kind of moved
towards tourism because it's easier money and abandoned the land, abandoned agriculture and so on and so this is what has happened to Croatia that people stopped being farmers and moved into much more easier source of livelihoods through mass tourism over tourism and so on and so when we talk about the coastal and island areas where the key challenge that I see is there are actually two key challenges:
First is the one that we are over building the coast with a very generic type of apartments and villas and houses that serve only as a form of tourism accommodation which then you know out of those free form three months peak summer months turn into ghost villages ghost towns not used now more and more with Croatia being part of European Union with
Europeans buying some of these properties as a form of the investment not necessarily to rent it but just to have as a second holiday home or to rent it we can see the local depopulation that's one thing.
The other one is about the lack of local sources of food and the whole now political priority of European Union in in the context of European Green Deal that we have these from the farm to the fork strategy of European Union where we have to reduce the carbon emissions and Europe wants to become the first continent in the world that is carbon neutral by 2050 and we really have to seriously think about more local, localizing tourism so that is the key challenge in Croatia because now tourism in Croatia is not localized at all. I mean everything what we do in Croatian tourism is mostly imported. It's really dramatic and actually quite alarming statistical evidence that Croatia imports 80% of its
food which I find it absolutely unacceptable given that we get almost 20 million tourists coming to Croatia which means and we all know tourism is form of invisible export and you have all these stories coming to your door and you are not selling them your food but you are importing it from the rest of Europe or rest of the world and not to say how much that really what that means really for sustainability and co2 emissions, global climate change and so on. So, when we think about the cross-border collaboration with Italy I think that Italy in terms of slow tourism, slow food production of local food is doing much better than Croatia and we can learn so much from much more from Italy. However Italy does have already and it had issues with overbuilt tourism in terms of their own coast and having all this kind of old-fashioned and hotels and buildings where they also created mass tourism destinations, especially in the beach coastal areas so that is quite challenging of course great challenge there terms of how do you now regenerate some of those as I call them dinosaur buildings and when you overbuilt your coast you have definitely destroyed the nature that is there but of course we now have a new technologies in urban regeneration and urban gardens and
restoring these you know how we can make these buildings more sustainable of course with those alternate sources of energy and so on so when I think about the cross-border collaboration between Italy and Croatia I think this is where we really need to look at how we can educate people in Croatia about the importance of slow food, the local gastronomy, appreciating our cultural and natural heritage, how we can make the agriculture permaculture regenerative agriculture is more efficient form of producing food and making agriculture more attractive to local people here because they are always now going with much easier way or I just build one yet more apartment
and 20 000 euros per year and I'm done I don't need to work very hard and you know on the land. But then at the same time we have a problem of extremely stressful lifestyle where people are just you know involved in the commercial side of tourism where everything has become pure economic transaction and people are not very happy about it you know with over tourism and this type of tourism we don't have a very meaningful lifestyle.
Where I see that with Italy we can learn a lot from them although that's again still more connected to the rural area. So, I think that the rural and the coastal has to get connected then that's the only way how we can regenerate the blue economy and to make it more meaningful to the coastal people.

Katarina Pavlović:
So let me just rephrase or summarize what I heard, so what you're saying is that basically we have challenges and Italy has the same challenges as over tourism, over building the coast, but what Italy knows better, it is a concept of low food, is actually doing better with the lifestyle, with the culture, with a more regenerative and sustainable way.

Irena Ateljević:
Exactly. Absolutely. And I really now you pointed very well it is the mindset. You know I teach here in Croatia a few universities and I can see how little we actually talk about the mindset. Everyone thinks that sustainability is all about reducing number of people on the beach and resolving the sewage system and waste management. No, it is really about the mindset.
We actually embrace the way of thinking that we want to do well for our locality, for our place. We need to be in love with our place. We need to think about what is the meaning of our lives. How would we want to live? Do we really want just to live chasing this kind of tourist quick money in Fremont and then living in the sort of ghosted towns and villages?
So it's a really mindset of the way how we approach tourism and what really makes tourism more sustainable, more enjoyable, more to take it actually tourism back to what originally it was, this kind of multicultural exchange of really of a true human connection.

Katarina Pavlović:
Yeah, a new international body or entity that would be in charge of exactly these tasks. Would you agree that it will help by having a formal body, intersectoral, intercultural and international, it will help to target these tasks better?

Irena Ateljević:
Absolutely, and I think having that kind of governing body that would bring these two perspectives together, then it would really enlighten local people by seeing, you know, best practice examples from others, because the problem in Croatia is always they think, oh, that's impossible and all that, but when you bring them to these possibilities and when they realize, okay, that does work, efficient methodologies, ways, technologies, ways of developing things then, and having a specifically designed international, intercultural, multisectoral body that would connect, you know, take tourism out of its very single, narrow-minded, sectoral point of view where they always think tourism as a separate industry. No, it's a multisectoral phenomenon into which you can feed, it's very obvious, from the linen to the furniture, to the food, to whatever you name it. There is no other more multisectoral, global phenomenon that has such a capacity of bringing so many different sectors together. So having that kind of body that would inform, and share the knowledge, and share the best practice examples, and share the ways how things can be done more easily.

Katarina Pavlović:
Thank you very much. Thank you, Irena. I will stop the transcription now.
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