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This first Policy Brief summarises the findings of the first
two Mobilisation & Mutual Learning (MML) Workshops,
which focused on Inland Waterway Transport (IWT) and
Short Sea Shipping (SSS). Developed under the MarLEN
(Maritime Low Emission Network) project, a Coordination
and Support Action funded by the Horizon Europe
programme (Cluster 5: Climate, Energy and Mobility), this
brief is the first in a phased series of policy outputs. It

, \M a rLEN presents initial stakeholder inputs and evidence and will
be followed by a second policy brief, to be published in
December 2027, drawing on the third and fourth MML
Workshops. A final policy brief, to be delivered by June
2029 at the end of the project, will integrate the full set
of stakeholder inputs from the fifth and sixth MML
Workshops and provide the final set of integrated and
coherent policy recommendations for governmental and
regulatory bodies, funding agencies, and innovators. In
this way, the series aims to support policy dialogue and
contribute to the decarbonisation of the waterborne
sector and the transition towards a more sustainable,
zero-emission maritime system.
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INTRODUCTION

The transition to zero-emission waterborne transport is essential to achieving the European Union's
climate neutrality objective by 2050, as set out in the European Green Deal’. As a key pillar of the
global transport system, waterborne transport is expected to play a decisive role in supporting the
transition towards a zero-emission economy. Meeting the intermediate target of reducing absolute
emissions by at least 55% by 2030 requires immediate and coordinated action across the sector?.
The urgency of this challenge is reinforced by the industry's structural characteristics: with vessels
operating for an average lifespan of more than two decades? decisions taken today will shape
environmental performance for many years to come. Delays in adopting zero-emission technologies
risk creating long-term lock-in effects that could significantly hinder future sustainability efforts.

In response, the Zero Emission Waterborne Transport (ZEWT) Partnership, established through
cooperation between the European Commission and the Waterborne Technology Platform,
developed its Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA). The SRIA provides a strategic
framework for identifying the Research, Development and Innovation (RD&I) priorities needed to
develop and demonstrate zero-emission solutions across all main ship types and services by 2030.
The scale of investment committed to this transition reflects its strategic importance, with the
European Commission contributing EUR 530 million and industry stakeholders committing more
than EUR 3 billion over the 2021-2030 period*.

Despite these substantial investments, diversification continues to characterize the European
maritime innovation landscape, limiting coordination among research initiatives and reducing the
overall effectiveness of public and private investments. While several countries have developed
advanced maritime strategies and dedicated funding mechanisms, alignment across national and
regional initiatives often remains limited. This fragmentation may lead to duplication of efforts,
inefficient allocation of resources, and slower development and deployment of innovative solutions.

Moreover, the transition to zero-emission waterborne transport extends far beyond technological
improvements to vessels alone. Achieving this objective requires systemic changes across the entire
waterborne ecosystem, including port infrastructure, alternative fuel supply chains, ship design,
equipment manufacturing, and logistics systems. Such complexity underscores the importance of
evidence-based policy approaches capable of strengthening coherence between national strategies
and broader European objectives.

Addressing this coordination challenge is the rationale behind the MarLEN (Maritime Low Emission
Network) project. Established as a Coordination and Support Action under Horizon Europe, MarLEN
seeks to bridge the gap between national initiatives and European strategic priorities. By bringing
together 13 European ministries and funding organisations, the project contributes to strengthening
coordination among national programmes, improving alignment with European priorities, and
supporting evidence-based policymaking for the transition towards a zero-emission waterborne
sector.

! European Commission. European Climate Law. Climate Action, retrieved 15 June 2026

2 Ibid.

3 UNCTAD, Review of Maritime Transport 2023: Towards a Green and Just Transition, United Nations, 2023, p. 68

* Waterborne Technology Platform, Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda for the Partnership on Zero-Emission
Waterborne Transport, June 2021.
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PROJECT OBJECTIVES AND FUTURE LEGACY

The MarLEN (Maritime Low Emission Network) project ims to strengthen the European Research Area
in waterborne research by fostering better coordination among national and regional maritime
programmes, in line with the strategic objectives of the Zero Emission Waterborne Transport (ZEWT)
Partnership. Beyond improving the efficiency and impact of research and innovation activities,
MarLEN addresses the fragmentation of maritime research efforts by supporting a more integrated
and self-sustaining network of national maritime hubs and contact points. Sustainability is central to
this long-term vision, which seeks to ensure that the cooperation mechanisms developed during the
project continue to deliver value after its end.

To support this long-term vision and secure a lasting legacy, MarLEN focuses on four strategic areas:

+ Transnational Joint Calls: a recurring mechanism for transnational funding is being
established through a cycle of joint calls, with at least four calls planned during the project
lifetime. Beyond the project period, this mechanism is expected to continue on an annual
basis, progressively expanding participation to additional countries within three years after
completion.

+ Knowledge Exchange, Capacity Building and Synergies: knowledge exchange and capacity
building are promoted through two complementary channels: targeted networking and
brokerage events that connect international partners and maritime clusters, and Mobilisation
and Mutual Learning (MML) Workshops, which provide a co-creation platform for
stakeholders. Together, these activities foster collaboration and generate practical insights,
helping ensure that recommendations and project outputs remain aligned with the
technological, financial, and regulatory realities of the waterborne transport sector.

* Waterborne Database: a comprehensive mapping of national maritime funding structures
and research priorities is being developed as a strategic intelligence tool. By increasing
transparency and identifying potential synergies, the database will support more efficient
resource allocation and help reduce duplication of efforts across the European Research Area.

* MarLEN Masterplan: the MarLEN Masterplan will constitute one of the project's main legacy
outputs. It will provide a strategic roadmap for future governance arrangements, funding
models, and long-term activities, supporting the continuity of the network as a coordination
platform beyond June 2029.

At the core of MarLEN lies a participatory approach based on a bottom-up methodology that
incorporates the perspectives of industry, research, and public-sector stakeholders. This helps ensure
that project outputs and recommendations are grounded in practical needs rather than driven solely
by institutional priorities.

Furthermore, MarLEN adopts an open engagement model designed to foster synergies with a broad
range of maritime initiatives and stakeholders, including those not directly involved in European-
funded projects. By encouraging inclusiveness and broad participation, the project supports a
transition towards zero-emission waterborne transport that remains aligned with wider societal
expectations regarding sustainability, safety, and public value.
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PROJECT METHODOLOGIES

To support knowledge exchange, capacity building, and collaboration across the waterborne
ecosystem, MarLEN has established an engagement framework based on 12 dedicated events,
organized into two complementary streams of six activities each. Together, these initiatives promote
transnational cooperation, facilitate the exchange of knowledge and experience, and ensure that
project outputs are informed by practical evidence from across the sector.

* Networking and Brokerage events: a series of six events, including pitching sessions and
matchmaking activities, designed to strengthen international partnerships and support the
uptake and replication of innovative solutions. To maximize visibility and reflect the diversity
of Europe’s waterborne innovation ecosystems, these events are organized in collaboration
with external actors such as the NCP network GREENET, the Blue Tech Cluster Alliance,
EUREKA, maritime clusters, and flagship projects. By connecting stakeholders from different
countries and initiatives, they facilitate the creation of new international consortia and
promote the exchange of knowledge generated through the project’s mapping of funding
structures and research priorities.

* Mobilisation and Mutual Learning (MML) Workshops: A second series of six collaborative
workshops supports a bottom-up co-creation process aligned with the implementation
pathways of the Zero Emission Waterborne Transport (ZEWT) Partnership. Each workshop
focuses on a specific segment of the waterborne sector (Inland Waterway Transport, Short
Sea Shipping, Ferries, Cruise, Intercontinental Shipping, and Offshore Transport) and is
structured around three main components:

1. an introductory session presenting MarLEN and the ZEWT strategic objectives;

2. a best-practice session exploring existing experiences and successful approaches within
the sector;

3. aco-creation session bringing together industry representatives, researchers, and public
authorities to identify challenges, opportunities, and potential solutions.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Synthesizing the outcomes of the first two MML Workshops on Inland Waterway Transport (IWT) and
Short Sea Shipping (SSS), the following analysis offers a stakeholder-driven perspective on the
transition of waterborne transport to a zero-emission mode of transport. By capturing the collective
intelligence of the waterborne value chain across four strategic dimensions (Political/Regulatory,
Economic/Financial, Social/Skills, and Technological/Infrastructural) this brief provides the evidence
base for targeted policy action. These insights underpin the recommendations that follow, ensuring
that they reflect the operational realities and systemic challenges of the transition towards zero-
emission waterborne transport.
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Inland Waterway Transport | 1st MML Workshop
Overview

+ Date: 12 March 2026

* Format: Online

* Number of Participants: 48

« Countries Represented: Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway,
Romania, Spain, Turkey, United Kingdom;

« Stakeholder Groups Represented: Civil Society, Green Technology Innovator, Industry
Professional, Policymaker / Public Authority, Research and Academia, Other;

Main Findings by dimensions

Political / Regulatory

* Greater alignment is needed between national Inland Waterway Transport (IWT) strategies
and the SRIA, in order to avoid fragmentation and ensure coherence with European
sustainability objectives.

+ Existing regulatory gaps continue to hinder the development of a coherent governance
framework capable of supporting the transition towards zero-emission waterborne transport
across Europe.

Economic / Financial

* The combined investments—EUR 530 million committed by the European Commission and
over EUR 3 billion invested by the private sector—demonstrate the sector's substantial
financial engagement. Coordinated action between public and private stakeholders is
nonetheless crucial to maximise leverage, prevent overlapping initiatives, and address
fragmentation.

* Funding mechanisms need to be simplified and made more accessible, particularly for small
and medium-sized actors, to enable broader participation in the green transition.

Social / Skills

» The shortage of technical skills remains a significant constraint for the deployment, operation,
and maintenance of zero-emission technologies.

« Targeted education, training, and reskilling initiatives are needed to prepare the workforce
for the technical and operational requirements of the transition.

Technological / Infrastructural

» Considering that inland waterway vessels typically have an average service life of around 35—
40 years, retrofitting existing fleets through innovative design, materials and technologies
remains a central priority.

* Inland ports need to evolve into decarbonisation platforms capable of supporting the
broader transition of the waterborne transport ecosystem.
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+ Digital solutions, including Al-based applications, offer significant opportunities to improve
energy management, optimise operations, and increase overall efficiency.

* The adoption of onboard renewable energy systems and energy-efficiency measures remains
essential to reducing fuel consumption and emissions.

Short Sea Shipping | 2nd MML Workshop

Overview

* Date: 11 June 2026

* Format: Online

*  Number of Participants: 39

» Countries Represented: Greece, Ireland, Italy, Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Romania,
Turkey, United Kingdom;

« Stakeholder Groups Represented: Research and Academia, Consulting Company, Digital
Container Shipping Association — DCSA, Engineering Organization, Policymaker / Public
Authority, Information Technology; Marine Industry Professional;

Main Findings by dimensions
Political / Regulatory

* A comprehensive end-to-end lifecycle analysis is needed to assess the benefits and costs of
transitioning to full electrification, including power generation, transmission and distribution
infrastructure, battery production and replacement, and the overall environmental impact
compared with conventional fuel systems.

» Stronger alignment and coordination of EU and national funding is needed, including the
effective use of ETS Maritime funds.

Economic / Financial

* The lack of dedicated funding tools for end users continues to hinder the integration and
adoption of EETs for decarbonisation.

* "Transition support” mechanisms should be further explored, drawing on the early use of
renewable energy feed-in tariffs and later CFD auctions, which helped mobilise private-sector
investment in renewable energy projects while maintaining a level playing field in energy
markets.

Social / Skills

» Societal acceptance of possible cost increases for goods transported by sea should be actively
supported, including through targeted communication and social media, with relevance
across sectors.
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Technological / Infrastructural

* The deployment of EETs needs to be better aligned with relevant port infrastructure
developments.

* EET implementation remains challenging, particularly in relation to retrofitting existing
vessels, and is often perceived as unattractive from a cost-benefit perspective, making
compliance targets difficult to achieve.

* The promotion of specific EETs under FuelEU may limit the uptake of the broader spectrum
of available solutions, as current compliance mechanisms do not directly reflect their actual
benefits and emissions reduction potential.
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INFORMATION

January 2025 — June 2029 (54 months)

EU contribution: 1 542 689,42 €

https://marlen-network.eu/
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