
Comprising nine beautiful volcanic is-
lands each brimming with their own 
unique character and charm, the At-
lantic archipelago of the Azores op-

erates with political autonomy, having its own 
policies and government distinct from that of 
Portugal around 1,000 miles to the east.

Around double that distance to the west is 
the US, a military power that long ago identi-
fied the Azores’ strategic location as a real asset 
for its foreign logistics operations. Terceira Is-
land has hosted the 65th Air Base Wing for sev-
eral decades, serving as a transatlantic highway 
for US military aircraft heading to Europe and 
the Middle East, as well as allied nations.

An increasingly popular tourist destination 
as word spreads of its year-round temperate cli-
mate and virgin terrain that boasts eye-catching 
flora and fauna, the islands’ flight connectivity 
is also improving steadily with travelers benefit-
ting from a wider range of routes.

Frequent international flights operate to and 
from the largest island of São Miguel, with do-
mestic transportation services providing fast 
and efficient links to the other eight islands of 
Santa Maria, Terceira, Graciosa, São Jorge, Pico, 
Faial, Flores and Corvo.

In addition to tourism, the region is striv-
ing to diversify its economy and has introduced 
some radical measures in recent years to attract 
international investors and businesses, includ-
ing large cuts to tax rates on personal and fam-
ily income, as well as lower corporate and sales 
taxes than those found in mainland Portugal.

Home to around a quarter of a million peo-
ple, the islands continue to punch above their 
weight on a national and regional level. Local 
officials are striving to balance the Azores’ natu-
ral assets with a sustainability drive that focuses 
on new technologies. Earlier this year, the At-
lantic Spaceport Consortium (ASC) successful-
ly launched an atmospheric rocket from Santa 
Maria to a wave of industry applause.

“Our aim is to foster an economy centered 
on transactions, wealth creation and tradable 
goods, encompassing both services and tangi-
ble products,” explains José Manuel Bolieiro, 
Regional President of the Autonomous region 
of the Azores, who is now in his second term. 
“We may lack the robust industrial production 
capacity, but possess an economy capable of 
generating tradable goods, notably in the agri-
food and maritime-food sectors.

“We also offer many services as a tourist des-
tination, with our innovative economic growth 
strategy supported by reduced tax burdens for 
private investors across all sectors by using 
their own resources. This approach emphasizes 
the region’s endogenous capacity. That was my 
strategic bet.”

By acquiring vital and valuable know-how 
through joint ventures, investment funds and 

venture capital, the pro-business administra-
tion hopes to push the economy’s development 
speed up several notches over the next few 
years. “Even in the midst of digital transforma-
tion, it’s possible to generate wealth across all 
sectors, albeit in more intangible forms,” Bolie-
iro adds. “The digital era enables us to be glob-
ally connected despite our island location.”

According to the senior official, another 
key area of focus has been the development of 
a mobility strategy as each island features “its 
own micro-economy characterized by signif-
icant demographic and economic disparities”.

“It became crucial to facilitate inter-island 
mobility by reducing the burden of excessive 
costs on families,” he says. “To address this, I in-
troduced the ‘Azores Tariff ’: a fixed price of €60 
for round-trip travel between any two islands.”

This special tariff for island hoppers is prov-
ing very popular with local families and work-
ers, but is not limited to just them. Tourists can 
now travel between any island of origin and 
destination for one clear, guaranteed price.

Huge potential just waiting to be tapped
Considering the archipelago’s unusual 
landmass and geographical position, the region 
may appear small and isolated. However, 
when viewed within the context of spatial and 
maritime fields, the region has the potential 
to become a global benchmark for research, 
modernization and technological innovation.

“This is especially true in areas that remain 
largely unexplored today, notably in the field of 
the blue economy,” Bolieiro adds. “This involves 
understanding the depths of the ocean, its rich 
biodiversity and biomass, as well as the poten-

tial mineral resources it holds. Such endeavors 
align with the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) outlined by the United Nations.

“In this way, we are establishing reference 
points for future human, plant and animal life, 
with the Azores serving as a laboratory for the 
future. Significant investments can be attract-
ed to the region, particularly in scientific re-
search, technological innovation, strategies for 
environmental sustainability, preservation of 
biological diversity and the exploration of un-
tapped resources.”

While the regional government aims to 
maximize the potential of each of its islands 
through economic diversification, officials have 
pledged this will not come at the expense of its 
natural resources. Indeed, the legal framework 
for the implementation of Marine Protected 
Areas (MPA) recently received final approval.

“Above all, the Azores should serve as a true 
laboratory for scientific, research and techno-
logical experiments,” states Bolieiro. This ap-
proach will enable us to maintain our global 
competitiveness. The Azores should no longer 
remain invisible regarding their potential for 
the global future. Instead, they should become 
a point of reference for all who are willing to 
leverage our geostrategic value and intellectual, 
political and economic significance.”

With the regional government de-
termined to protect the Azores’ 
many natural wonders and cul-
tural treasures from the dangers of 

overtourism — a plight that has impacted other 
popular island destinations like Iceland in the past 
decade — work to achieve a string of sustainabili-
ty targets is progressing well.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, officials recognize 
that they currently lack the financial, scientif-
ic and technological resources to fully explore 
the Azores’ expansive waters due to their ocean’s 
vastness and complexity. However, with the help 
of foreign partners and investors, authorities are 
confident that the archipelago can play an increas-
ingly important role in the growing blue economy, 
as well as in related areas such as renewables and 
associated carbon-reduction initiatives.

“The sea, being a carbon sink, plays a pivotal 
role in addressing climate change,” states Bolieiro. 
“We possess an asset that could contribute sig-
nificantly to global sustainability, even in a future 
market for carbon credits. This ensures fairness 
in sustaining human, plant and animal life on a 
planetary scale.

“To this end, I’m working towards establish-

ing a consortium strategy for research in the blue 
economy field. Our significance is now glob-
al, given the size of our sea, which rivals that of 
many nations. To illustrate, our waters rank as the 
world’s 20th largest territorial sea and exclusive 
economic zone, and the 5th largest in Europe. 
We’re no longer discussing nine remote and im-
poverished islands; rather, we’re addressing an 
immense reservoir of untapped wealth with the 
potential to benefit humanity.”

Energy transition now well underway
The senior government official is adamant that 
modern technological configurations align 
well with the generational sensitivity towards 
sustainability and energy transition. Here, the 
Azores can address the need to cool engines and 
data centers, he states confidently.

“Given our abundance of water resources, in-
cluding saltwater and freshwater, alongside access 
to geothermal energy, we’re in a privileged posi-
tion,” Bolieiro says. “We can significantly reduce 
energy expenses for cooling and latency treatment 
by utilizing renewable, non-polluting and inex-
haustible energy sources.

“Our geothermal energy, while emitting some 

carbon as a natural process, can be harnessed for 
intervention in this area. Additionally, we have 
other renewable energy sources such as wind, wa-
ter and photovoltaic (solar).

“Although photovoltaics are more technolog-
ically advanced, wave energy is also a possibility. 
In addition, when establishing a data center, by 
combining tethering and emissions control for la-
tency management we benefit from redundancies 
in energy supply.”

Optimizing energy sector opportunities
While the Azores’ impressive topography is a key 
factor behind its appeal as tourist destination with 
a difference, it is often an unwelcome obstacle in 
the planning and construction of vital services 
infrastructure and networks. One such example is 
in power generation and supply, with none of the 
nine islands able to pool electricity demand and 
generation as they are all self-sufficient.

Undersea cable connections are the preferred 
solution of power transmission for islands, but the 
Azores’ challenging geographical location, power-
ful ocean currents and sheer depth of its waters 
are regarded as especially challenging. Indeed, at-
tempts in previous decades to connect the islands’ 
power grids failed to bear fruit, though new tech-
nologies have brought fresh hope and local energy 
and government bosses are working hard to find 
innovative yet practical solutions.

“We operate nine independent systems as all 
the islands are electrically isolated; we can’t inter-
connect them by cables because there is currently 
no technology available at a convenient price,” ex-
plains Paulo André, President of Electricidade dos 
Açores (EDA). 

Majority-owned by the regional government, 
the power operator is at the forefront of efforts 
to boost electricity capacity and transmission. 
The firm is also likely to benefit from a chunk of 
the €132 million renewable energy investments 
planned for the islands over the next three years, 
with the company expecting to invest around 
€400 million over the same period.

“The main investments in renewables are the 
storage facilities on every island and the increase 
of geothermal power stations,” André adds. “We 
have two big projects in São Miguel, one of which 
will double capacity of one geothermal power sta-
tion, as well as a lot of wind projects.

“EDA is also investing in solar energy and al-
ready has stations on two islands, as well as var-
ious solar solutions planned for others. We will 
invest in the electrical grids to maintain stability 
and resilience.

“Many American firms are trying to invest in 
renewables in the Azores as we are a good test bed 
because we can achieve bigger results with smaller 
investments. Some are involved in private projects 
in solar and storage on five islands. Historically, 
we have a strong relationship with US suppliers of 
equipment solutions.”

Establishing a clear path for sustainable development

Portugal’s autonomous region of the Azores is a stunning volcanic archipelago that is 
protecting its natural resources while offering tourists a vacation with a difference

Tourism, agriculture, fisheries and renewables 
are leading the archipelago’s economic growth 
strategy and path to net-zero

With its rugged coastlines and many dormant volcanoes, the Azores is a natural paradise and adventure tourism success story

Along with incredible scenery, the Azores boasts eye-catching architectural designs

Although appearing isolated, the Azores is actually blessed with superb connectivity

PAULO ANDRÉ 
PRESIDENT, ELECTRICIDADE DOS AÇORES

“Many American firms are 
trying to invest in renewables 

in the Azores as we are  
a good test bed.”

Mid-Atlantic masterpiece is Europe’s very first port of call
AZORES

José Manuel Bolieiro
President of Azores
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International tourism dynamics have shifted 
significantly over the past decade, particu-
larly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic that made many people reassess what they 

truly desire from a vacation.
At the same time, an increasing focus on sus-

tainability among global travelers has pushed 
untouched destinations like the Azores up the 
popularity ladder. This was reflected in the US 
becoming the leading source of foreign tourists 
for the archipelago in 2023 — taking over from 
previous holder Germany. Last year, the Azores’ 
tourism sector broke all records by registering 
around 3.8 million overnight stays and 1.2 mil-
lion guests, figures that were the highest since the 
start of the current millennium.

“This shift makes perfect sense, given the 
substantial Azorean diaspora scattered across 
key US regions like Boston, New England and 
California,” states Luís Capdeville Botelho, 
Chairman of Visit Azores. “What is fascinating 
is the growing interest among American visitors 
in many experiences. From the thrill of big game 
fishing to the tranquility of diving, the allure of 
hiking amid breathtaking landscapes, the rich-
ness of our culture and gastronomy and the ex-
quisite wines, there’s something for every taste.

“Our strategic location, just four and a half 
hours from Boston with convenient year-round 
flights operated by SATA and Azores Airlines, 
has undoubtedly played a pivotal role in this 
evolution. The introduction of United Airlines’ 
daily flights in recent years means New York is 
connected with us, a key route that is helping to 
drive the influx of American visitors.

“With these advancements, we foresee a no-
table increase in American tourists discovering 
the beauty of the Azores. This influx will enrich 
our tourism offerings and foster stronger cultur-
al connections between our regions.”

Sustainability drive shifts up a gear
The Azores punches well above its weight when 
it comes to sustainability, as evidenced by the 
fact Portugal has a dozen areas classified by 
UNESCO as Biosphere Reserves, of which a 
third are found in the archipelago.

Combining the conservation of biological 
and cultural diversity with economic and social 
development in order to maintain the fine bal-
ance between people and nature, such areas are 
often likened to living laboratories.

The protection of landscapes, ecosystems and 
species, as well as their development in a sustain-
able manner at social, economic, cultural and 
ecological level are the overwhelming priorities. 
At present, four of the Azores’ nine islands and 
their surrounding waters are classified as Bio-
sphere Reserves.

“In the western group, Corvo Island is sought 
after by a great diversity of migratory birds and 
has many flora endemism, plus the stunning 
landscape of the neighboring Flores Island, 
where the water element is striking with water-
falls and streams,” adds the tourism head.

“In the central group, this network also in-
cludes the Graciosa Island, which has a number 
of islets with important seabird colonies and 
São Jorge Island, which has been designated as a 
Biosphere Reserve of Fajãs de São Jorge because 
of its more than 70 fajãs that originated in land-
slides or lava that extended into the sea.”

Such is the region’s commitment to sustain-
ability that strict policies have been developed 
to cover issues such as energy, noise, air quali-
ty, waste, water, spatial and landscape planning, 
environmental education and awareness actions, 
heritage and Azorean culture.

Azores Destination Management Organiza-
tion (DMO) acts as a facilitator of sustainable 
development, mobilizing public and private en-
tities, as well as non-governmental associations 
to collaborate towards a more sustainable future. 
Its work is aligned with the 17 SDGs. Currently, 
more than 150 entities have subscribed to the ar-
ea’s Sustainability Charter and an impressive 625 
commitments for a more sustainable archipelago 
have been officially pledged.

Local officials have pursued successful sus-
tainability strategies involving the protection of 
terrain, a firm commitment to renewables — 
leading to a steep fall in carbon emissions — and 
related policies that have boosted recycling rates 
and waste management recovery levels.

Given its importance to the regional econo-
my, the tourism sector has been a key participant 
in many of these initiatives, with lots of residents 
and car hire firms switching to modern automo-
biles powered by batteries, rather than relying on 
older vehicles that utilize traditional fossil fuels 
like gas and diesel.

Wildlife and adventure on all islands
Such sterling efforts chime with a focus on 
ecotourism and adventure tourism that uses  
— but does not harm or impact — many of 
the Azores’ natural features, both onshore and 
offshore. The government’s commitment to 
safeguard 30% of its maritime area has opened 
up a lot of potential for diving enthusiasts. They 
can now experience the beauty of its waters while 
acknowledging that officials are working towards 
sustainability and conservation.

“Whale watching, facilitated by numerous 
reputable tour companies, is a standout expe-
rience in the Azores,” Botelho adds. “Many of 
these operators are transitioning towards trans-
formational tourism, aiming to impact visitors’ 
lives profoundly. This approach goes beyond 
sustainability, seeking to inspire guests to make 
meaningful changes upon returning home.”

Further evidence of how much progress 
has been made along the sustainability path-

way emerged when the Quality Coast Platinum 
award was assigned to the region. The platinum 
grade represents the highest-level award of glob-
al recognition for the quality and management 
of a destination — particularly for shore, beach 
management and bathing water quality — based 
on the criteria defined by the Green Destination 
Award and Certification Program.

The region’s commitment to preserving nat-
ural resources, enhancing local culture and pro-
moting eco-friendly practices has transformed 
its tourism landscape into an aspirational one.

Themed routes showcase rich culture
Positioned as a tourist destination of excellence, 
accessible all year round and across all islands, 
the Azores is diversifying its tourism offering 
and highlighting the area’s cultural richness 
and landscapes through the development of 
designated itineraries for visitors.

Popular routes include those focused on 
whaling, volcanoes, wines and cheese, while an 
industrial route and maritime expansion route 
are due to be launched in the not too distant fu-
ture. Such is the success of this innovative tour-
ism initiative that it recently won recognition 
from the Association of Hotels, Restaurants and 
Similar Services of Portugal (AHRESP).

“It’s a great source of pride for all of us 
Azoreans to receive this national distinction,” 
stated Berta Cabral, Secretary for Tourism, Mo-
bility and Infrastructure, upon hearing news of 
yet another award. “All these routes showcase the 
best resources we have across our territory. We 
simply have outstanding conditions to mitigate 
seasonality and attract visitors to every corner of 
our islands.”

Switching her attention to the Azores’ wide 
array of outdoor activities and exciting adven-
tures for visitors who like to embrace the best of 
its terrain and waters, the senior official is quick 

to highlight its rich tapestry of resources.
“We have fabulous seas and waves, trails, 

lagoons and volcanoes, including the highest 
mountain in Portugal. This enables top-tier ex-
periences in hiking, canyoning, whale watching, 
mountain biking, sea kayaking, birdwatching, 
scuba diving, snorkeling, coasteering and many 
other activities. These are complemented by 
more exotic offerings such as our volcanic hot 
springs, rich history and diverse cuisine based 
on fresh local produce.

“The Azores is very accessible, with direct 
flights from the US and Europe,” she underlines. 
“This growing connectivity creates more oppor-
tunities for Americans to visit and explore. Many 
factors attract and motivate American travelers: 
we are a very safe, tranquil region with a high 
quality of life for visitors.

“As the westernmost point of Europe, we are 
a paradise for adventure and relaxation, offer-
ing the perfect escape from the pressure of big 
cities. Prepare for adventure as no two days are 
the same here. There are always things to do and 
to discover. The true essence and beauty of the 
Azores are found where you least expect it.”

The Azores’ geostrategic position has long 
been recognized by leaders of western countries, 
with the islands serving as an advanced frontier 
for the US military and its allies for more than 70 
years. In tandem with initiatives to boost tour-
ist arrival numbers even higher, opportunities 
in the medium- to long-term are seen in related 
sectors like the blue economy, carbon credits and 
modern communication technology for transat-
lantic data transmission.

However, for now, the region is committed 
to building upon its outstanding reputation as a 
welcoming destination that offers visitors of all 
ages experiences of lifetime in a subtropical cli-
mate in the heart of the Atlantic Ocean.

The post-pandemic trend of many travelers 
seeking solitude and outdoor activities while on 
vacation helps explain why several leading inter-
national airlines have launched routes to the is-
lands over the past three years. Lufthansa, Swiss 
Air and Iberia inaugurated flights in 2021, before 
British Airways, United Airlines, Transavia and 
others, debuted routes in 2022.

“The goal is to continue fostering growth year 
after year,” confirms Botelho. “The travel indus-
try has changed a lot due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which has resulted in a shift in traveler 
preferences and behaviors. Airlines have adapted 
their strategies to take advantage of these chang-
es by repositioning the Azores as a destination 
that caters to this new trend.

“Through collaborative efforts with airlines, 
we are crafting solutions to prolong operational 
periods, facilitating year-round accessibility to 
our archipelago. We are partnering to improve 
the visitor experience and support our commu-
nities’ economic growth. This will ensure that the 
Azores remains an attractive destination for ad-
venturers and nature-lovers all year round.”

Clear skies ahead as flight arrivals soar
Last year’s upward trajectory in international 
visitor numbers has gathered further 
momentum so far this year, with local carrier 
SATA Group recently reporting a 44% year-
on-year jump in summer seat sales for flights 
leaving the American cities of New York, Boston 
and Oakland. The operator’s Azores Airlines also 
enjoyed the distinction of being named Europe’s 
Leading Airline to North America 2024 in the 
World Travel Awards (WTA).

“We have achieved a great deal, but we are 
still aiming to improve,” pledges Botelho. “Our 
next goal is to attract more tourists to all nine of 
our islands by diversifying our offerings. São Mi-
guel is the primary gateway, handling over 90% 
of international air traffic. Our challenge is to 
ensure this influx is evenly distributed, guaran-
teeing all islands economic sustainability.

“Addressing the issue of overcrowding at 
popular tourist spots is another priority for the 
government. Despite perceptions of mass tour-
ism, the reality is quite different. To counteract 
this, we are implementing measures to promote 
a more balanced distribution of visitors within 
each island, thereby preserving the authenticity 
of the Azorean experience while alleviating pres-
sure on key attractions.

“We aim to propel the Azores’ tourism indus-
try to new heights, improving our ability to con-
nect with travelers worldwide and provide un-
forgettable experiences that showcase the beauty 
and uniqueness of our archipelago.”

Adventure islands are US tourist magnet
Travelers from the US now lead the way when 
it comes to visiting the stunning archipelago as 
word of its natural and cultural riches spreads 
and connectivity improves year after year

At the famous Caneiro dos Meros dive site, all eyes are on the dusky groupers Ponta Delgada Marina offers hundreds of berths for yachters and other seafarers

As well as amazing seafood, the Azores offers a wide range of international cuisine

Visitors to Sete Cidades may do a double take at its iconic twin lake and nice views

The beautiful Salto do Cabrito waterfall is one of São Miguel’s most popular places

BERTA CABRAL
SECRETARY FOR TOURISM,  

MOBILITY AND INFRASTRUCTURE

“Many factors attract and 
motivate American travelers: 
we are a very safe, tranquil 
region with a high quality  

of life for visitors.”

LUÍS CAPDEVILLE BOTELHO 
CHAIRMAN, VISIT AZORES

“Through collaborative 
efforts with airlines, we 
are crafting solutions 
to prolong operational 

periods, facilitating year-
round accessibility to our 

archipelago.”

Five years ago, the Azores’ absolute com-
mitment to preserve its rich, varied cul-
ture and marine ecosystems, along with 
its drive to become a sustainable desti-

nation for vacations, business and lifestyle saw 
it crowned the world’s first certified archipelago 
under the prestigious EarthCheck Sustainable 
Destination (EDS) program.

In addition to praising the efforts of the gov-
ernment, tourism chiefs and communities, the 
judging panel highlighted several key initiatives 
behind their decision. These included the har-
vesting of rainwater and using renewable energy 
such as geothermal, solar, wind and hydroelec-
tric to help minimize energy consumption. The 
goal is to reach 80% share of renewables by 2030.

EDS judges underlined that the fundamental 
commitment to sustainability and destination 
management was especially significant at a time 
when many destinations in Europe have ac-
knowledged the need to manage overtourism. In 
late October, the Azores was awarded gold level 
status by the organization.

“This certification represents not only resil-
ience, but also an attitude of commitment to-
wards the future,” says Cabral. “To manage our 
tourism sustainability efforts, we created the 
DMO Azores. One of the pioneering projects we 
implemented is the Azores Sustainability Char-
ter that helps entities pursue the 2030 SDGs.

“In infrastructure, we are promoting circular 
economy principles through various projects 
aimed at different objectives. Our investments 
focus on adapting to, and increasing resilience 
against, climate change effects. We will invest €25 
million to acquire two electric ships for passen-
ger transport between the islands of Pico, Faial 
and São Jorge.”

Sustainability plan shapes tourism ideas
The regional government’s Strategic Marketing 
for Azores Tourism Plan (PEMTA 2030), pivots 
on residents being at the heart of the islands’ 
tourism development strategy, Cabral adds.

“This principle is crucial for determining 
the Azores’ capacity to welcome tourists and 
ensure the sustainability of our economy, social 
system, and environment. The Azores’ unique 
characteristic of being fragmented into nine 
islands presents an advantage, allowing us to 
disperse tourist flows across different areas and 
create diverse experiences; we offer nine destina-
tions in one trip.

“We aim to make tourism a benchmark for 
sustainability across other economic sectors. 
It sets the example, showcasing the benefits of 
sustainable development. This effort involves 
the entire society across all of the islands. For 
instance, we have established ‘Green Teams’ on 
each island, comprising representatives from the 
local population.”

Enjoying a unique geographical position, 
the Azores is just a few hours by air from North 
America and only two hours by plane from most 
of Europe. The archipelago offers visitors many 
timeless and captivating experiences, attracting 

adventurers who are drawn to natural beauty 
and those chasing a vacation with a difference 
that is well off the beaten track.

Experience the adventures of a lifetime
The Azores’ stunning, rugged landscapes form 
the stage and backdrop for a growing number of 
adventure activities that align with the regional 
administration’s ecotourism principles. Hiking 
appeals to a broad audience and cycling is 
equally popular, particularly among visitors with 
decent purchasing power.

Having scooped the Best Adventure Destina-
tion in Europe title for three years running, the 
Azores went one better earlier this year when 
the region was deservedly named the Best Ad-
venture Destination in the World at the coveted 
WTA — known as the “Oscars” of the interna-
tional tourism industry.

The archipelago was applauded for its rich 
variety of wonderful trails and immersive ac-
tivities that include the exploration of caves and 
dormant volcanoes, as well as whale watching. 
“The Azores, by receiving this global distinc-
tion, assert themselves as an international icon 
on the tourist scene, offering a unique combina-
tion of activities and the emotion provided by 
their stunning landscapes,” commented Botelho, 
whose tourism authority has also received plenty 

of plaudits for its work in promoting the Azores 
on the competitive international tourism stage.

The region’s exclusivity is also reflected in the 
distinctive blend of tourist accommodations, 
nearly two thirds of which comprise local and 
rural options, while traditional hotels make up 
the balance. This unusual composition ensures 
the islands’ accommodations offer a far more 
authentic and memorable experience than that 
provided by major hotel chains and brands.

“This fosters a deeper connection with the 
destination and contributes to equitable wealth 
distribution,” Botelho adds. “Successfully nav-
igating these challenges is very important for 
achieving our shared goals and ensuring sustain-
able tourism growth in the Azores.”

Visitors welcome every day of the year
Central to the regional government’s tourism 
strategy is a dual focus on fostering year-round 
visitation and ensuring social and economic 
sustainability. Officials are also working 
with international airlines in Europe and the 
Americas to extend operational seasons and 
reduce summer tourism seasonality.

By strategically positioning the Azores as a 
must-see destination, the local administration 
attracted the attention of major airlines, result-
ing in a notable uptick in visitor numbers. This 
increase in arrivals translated into improved in-
ternational recognition and the aforementioned 
prestigious awards in a field full of challengers.

“Our journey towards sustainability has not 
gone unnoticed. Recognized by internation-
al bodies and acclaimed for our commitment 
to preserving our natural heritage, the Azores 
has become synonymous with adventure and 
eco-conscious travel,” Botelho explains. “As trav-
el evolves, purpose-driven tourism will become 
increasingly prevalent. The Azores is well-posi-
tioned to cater to this trend, offering immersive 
experiences that showcase our natural beauty 
and empower visitors to impact the world.

“Sailing charters provide another sustainable 
option, offering week-long experiences that fos-
ter deep connections between guests and service 
providers,” the tourism expert notes. “This per-
sonal interaction often leads to long-lasting re-
lationships, with guests returning to repeat the 
experience and recommending it to others.”

Showcasing sustainable tourism
Whether trekking volcanic lands, whale watching 
or indulging its fine cuisine, visitors have a full 
gamut of sustainable tourism experiences  
to choose from across the unspoiled Azores

BERTA CABRAL
SECRETARY FOR TOURISM, MOBILITY  

AND INFRASTRUCTURE

“We aim to make tourism a 
benchmark for sustainability 

across other economic 
sectors.”

Berta Cabral
Secretary for Tourism,  
Mobility and Infrastructure

The Moinho do Frade windmill stands atop black volcanic stone among vineyardsBoasting breathtaking views, the Azores’ hiking trails are ideal for adventurers

28 species of whales  
and dolphins spotted

634 miles of stunning 
coastline lapped by 
welcoming waters

365 days a year in which 
tourists can find adventure

35 high-season and 
12 low-season weekly  

flights to the US

515 miles of hiking trails for 
walkers of varying ability

 

9 islands that travelers can 
explore from land and sea 

throughout the year

452 endemic species make 
the island a wildlife haven

 

4 hot springs sites where 
visitors can unwind and relax 

in mineral, thermal waters

4 adventure tourism awards 
received in recent years

2 UNESCO World Heritage 
sites/islands underline its 
natural beauty and history

THE AZOREAN TOURISM SECTOR IN NUMBERS

AZORES, SUSTAINABLE BY NATURE
A sparkling emerald in the mid-Atlantic, the Azores archipelago beckons with a captivating blend of volcanic landscapes and cultural charm.  

Experience the essence of Portugal amidst stunning scenery, from steaming geothermal pools to lush craters teeming with life.  Explore 
charming villages painted in vibrant hues, or hike dramatic volcanic peaks for breathtaking panoramas.  Immerse yourself in the rich 

Azorean traditions, savor delectable seafood and local delicacies, and let the islands’ beauty and unique character capture your heart.

www.visitazores.com
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4   AZORES SPECIAL

After years of hard work, the recent 
approval of ground-breaking legisla-
tion designating 30% of the Azores’ 
waters as a marine protected area 

network made international headlines and de-
lighted marine conservations and environmen-
tal organizations across Europe and the world.

This October’s historic decision safeguards 
almost a third of the sea surrounding the ar-
chipelago, covering 110,000 square miles. Half 
of the network is fully protected, meaning no 
extraction of natural resources can occur, with 
the other half highly protected. The creation of 
the marine sanctuary marks a significant step in 
global marine conservation and set a powerful 
precedent for negotiations at the recent 2024 
UN Biodiversity Conference (CBDCOP16).

“The Azores has long been known for its 
unique ocean nature and with this decision, we 
are driving the way forward to a productive, vi-
brant ocean,” stated a proud Bolierio after the 
regional assembly approved the plans. “The sea 
is an integral part of our collective identity, be-
ing vital socially, culturally and economically. 
We are committed to protecting and recovering 
our ocean to support a healthy blue economy.

“Our decision through a science-based and 
participatory process leading to the protection 
of 30% of our seas serves as an example that 
other regions must now follow to ensure the 
future health of the planet.”

Officially known as the Marine Protected 
Areas Network (RAMPA), the historic decision 
creates a sanctuary for nature, such as sharks, 
fish, whales, deep-sea corals and unique hydro-
thermal vent ecosystems, resulting in a healthy 
ocean, which the blue economy and Azorean 
communities depend upon, he added.

“This [approval] is a role of leadership, 
power and responsibility in reiterating the 
global prestige of the autonomous region’s de-
cision-making capacity for its most important 
asset. We comprise water rather than terrain, 
but have influence in the maritime area and 
decision-making process with Europe and the 
world.”

Aiding marine life for future generations
As well as the new Azores Marine Park 
establishing the region as a world leader in 
ocean conservation, it also hits the UN and EU 
targets set for 2030. In addition, with almost a 
million square kilometres of exclusive economic 
zone adjacent to the archipelago, the Azores is 
making a significant contribution to Portugal’s 
bid to meet its international environmental 
targets for this decade and beyond.

The regional government will promote the 
restructuring of the sector, ensuring the sus-
tainability of economic activities. In addition, 
officials have pledged to ensure guaranteed fair 
compensation for shipowners and fishers, and 

promised to consolidate the commitment to 
sustainable practices across the sector.

“The Azores are taking the lead in decid-
ing what is ours and our future, without being 
subject to the arbitrary decisions of others,” 
emphasized Bolieiro. His administration has 
the “sensitivity and strategy” to implement a 
decision that “brings prestige to the Azores and 
autonomy”, he noted, as it will protect “the sea, 
biodiversity and the quality of human, animal 
and plant life”.

Dream to become a reality by 2030
The decree for the designation of RAMPA 
aims to ensure it arrives by 2030. It also covers 
its effective implementation and oversight by 
stipulating all plans and programs, including 
the revision of coastal marine protected areas, 
must be published by 2027.

In addition, the legislation provides an 
adaptive approach that allows new scientific ev-
idence to be incorporated into each revision cy-
cle in a move that aims to optimize their man-
agement and degree of success. Spearheaded by 
the regional government, with the support of 
valuable partners such as the University of the 
Azores and the Blue Azores program, the pro-
cess of creating the new marine park was based 
on the best available scientific knowledge and 
saw a high level of participation from stake-
holders and civil society.

Over the course of more than five years, 
scientists, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), public bodies and associations from 
the fishing and maritime-tourism sectors came 
together in a process of co-creation that sought 
solutions that managed to balance the conser-
vation of marine ecosystems with the impact on 
economic activities.

According to Blue Azores — a pioneering 
partnership between the regional government, 
marine conservation experts and other local 
entities — marine protected areas are wide-
ly recognized as the most effective tool in the 
global effort to reverse biodiversity loss and 
build ocean resilience against climate change.

“The Azores leadership is inspiring, giv-
en that less than 3% of the world’s oceans are 
fully or highly protected,” Blue Azores said. 
“The Azores’ decision comes at a crucial time 
as nations worldwide work to implement the 
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Frame-
work, in which 196 countries agreed that pro-

tecting 30% of the world’s lands and oceans by 
2030 (30x30 target) is critical to the planet’s fu-
ture health. The legislation leads the way for the 
EU’s Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and advanc-
es global ocean protection goals.”

Using resources as a living laboratory
In addition to its outstanding commitment to 
environmental conservation and sustainability, 
the Azores is seeking to understand how its 
water column — all the different features found 
in seawater at different depths — impacts 
biodiversity. It is regarded as a vital function for 
researching and investigating climate change, 
ocean warming and noise pollution. The Azores 
could be a laboratory for such studies.

“The water column helps us monitor activi-
ties like bomb testing or the launching of atomic 
missiles, which can affect the seabed,” Bolieiro 
explains. “Given our central location in oceanic 
connections, we can gain insights into atomic 
submarine experiments and nuclear media.

“It involves experimenting with underwater 
vibrations at significant depths, which can be 
recorded with appropriate sensors. We could 
establish a global monitoring system to detect 
and regulate nuclear experiments conducted 
underwater or on land. Additionally, it would 

enable us to observe and understand the behav-
iors of cetaceans at greater depths.

“We can utilize scientific knowledge to un-
derstand and track changes in the sounds pro-
duced by various marine mammals such as 
whales and dolphins,” the region’s leader notes. 
“This enables us to grasp the impacts of factors 
like ocean warming, pollution from ships, sur-
face noise, vibrations, and human activities on 
marine life. Such understanding is essential for 
effective conservation efforts.”

Given the Azores’ geographical location, sig-
nificant business and investment openings have 
been identified in the niche, but lucrative, space 
economy. Establishing a spaceport or space 
technology center in Santa Maria necessitates 
the ASC, Portugal and its counterparts have the 
capability for a competitive space strategy.

“Interestingly, broadcasting suborbital and 
orbital launches, which involve minimal inter-
ference with aeronautical movements, are con-
ducted in Santa Maria since it operates more 
like a free zone in that sense,” Bolierio reveals.

“Also, the issue of orbital debris is increas-
ing. So, there’s a necessity for a future business 
strategy to address waste removal and bring it 
back to Earth. Our advantage lies in the envi-
ronmental sustainability of space operations.”

While lacking in size, the Farol Ponta do Arnel lighthouse has plenty of personality

New Marine Park is 
ocean conservation 
global benchmark
The Azores Marine Park proudly positions the 
islands as a world leader in marine protection, 
achieving UN and EU targets set for 2030

JOSÉ MANUEL BOLIEIRO
PRESIDENT OF AZORES

“We are more sea than land, 
and have more influence  

in the maritime dimension.”

According to the latest official data, 
the Azores currently generates about 
40% of its annual electricity supply 
from renewables, with around two-

thirds of that share sourced from geothermal 
energy and the balance provided by high-tech 
wind farms and hydroelectric stations.

While significant, the local administration 
is eager to reduce the islands’ reliance on fossil 
fuels for the majority of its energy appetite. The 
archipelago is certainly not on its own when it 
comes to valuable help and financial support 
in achieving its energy goals. About 20% of the 
Azores’ energy consumption goes into build-
ings and around 40% is used for transportation, 
notes the Clean Energy for EU Islands Secretar-
iat — a European Commission initiative aimed 
at catalyzing the clean energy transition on is-
lands scattered across the EU.

“The biggest challenge at the moment is the 
one that the Azores has always faced: how to 
make a small, isolated and archipelagic region 
prosperous and sustainable when the econo-
mies of scale which render most of the main-
land solutions feasible are often not available?,” 
states the EU entity, which was established in 
2018 to aid over 2,200 inhabited islands in gen-
erating sustainable, cost-effective energy.

“The Clean Energy for EU Islands Secretar-
iat will support the Azores in its efforts to push 
forward on its clean energy transition and eco-
nomic development, all while preserving the 
region’s long-held tradition of protecting their 
natural environment,” it adds.

Key objectives include reducing energy costs 
and boosting renewables production; con-
structing energy storage facilities and demand 
response systems using new technologies; en-
hancing energy security, reducing dependence 
on imports; improving air quality, lowering 
greenhouse gas emissions and minimizing en-
vironmental impact; generating jobs and busi-
ness openings for economic self-sufficiency.

Leading the charge in regional renewables 
capacity expansion and investment is the ded-
icated arm of power provider EDA: EDA Ren-
ováveis. The firm has promised to reach carbon 
neutrality by 2050 and invest in various renew-
able energy sources such as geothermal, wind 
and solar. “When we have more renewables, we 
start to have a lot more distributed production 
on the grids, and we need to have more resilient 
grids,” explains Paulo André, President of EDA.

“We have a lot of projects on wind technol-
ogy because some of our wind parks are more 
than 20 years old and we need to substitute the 
equipment for new ones. We have investments 
foreseen for Santa Maria, Flores, São Jorge, Ter-
ceira and Faial.

“Our main difficulty in increasing the re-
newables on the grid is that during the night 
when we have a low consumption period that 
can represent a 40% difference versus the day. 
If we can increase the consumption on the grid 
during the night, we can increase the share of 
renewables. It’s also a good opportunity for us 
to increase our share in renewables and to lower 
our costs in fuel consumption.”

Since the start of the current decade, EDA 
has spent substantial sums on increasing and 
revitalizing renewables supply and infrastruc-
ture, respectively. Several projects focused on 
geothermal energy have been carried out, while 
tenders and contracts for wind technologies 
have also been inked as part of the region’s de-

carbonization drive of the electricity sector.
One such success story was the recent 

award of a tender for the expansion of the old 
Pico Vermelho geothermal power plant on São 
Miguel. Described as a “decisive milestone on 
the path towards the energy transition in the 
Azores”, the works will significantly increase 
the production of electricity from renewables.

“This project will reinforce our island re-
gion’s leadership in the production of clean 
energy,” commented André. “Representing a 
technical breakthrough, this project is also an 
essential step towards ensuring a greener, safer 
and more independent energy future for future 
generations. This is a moment that demon-
strates that the region is at the forefront of the 
fight against climate change.”

Major investment in wind farms grows
In addition to the many geothermal and solar 
energy projects, plenty of wind farm initiatives 
are also taking places on the nine islands, one of 
which took a large step forward this year with 
the delivery of several wind turbines to Corvo.

Representing a significant step towards en-
ergy independence and a commitment to green 
energy on one of the most remote points in 
western Europe — it took a month just to ship 
parts from the mainland — the project will 
improve electricity supply for several hundred 
permanent inhabitants and scores of tourists.

“The implementation of this wind infra-
structure will reinforce the resilience of the 
island’s electricity system, reducing the risk of 

blackouts and providing greater stability and 
energy security for all citizens,” noted the wind 
technology supplier, Norvento Enerxía.

“This breakthrough not only marks a mile-
stone in Corvo’s history, but also provides an in-
spiring example of how communities can adapt 
and thrive in harmony with the environment, 
fostering a more sustainable and prosperous fu-
ture for generations to come.”

Digitization and disruptive technologies are 
now being used in numerous industries for pre-
dictions of demand, load factors and resource 
allocation and their importance is growing. In 
addition to heavy investment in generation and 
distributions, EDA is embracing change at end 
user level through the regional roll-out of smart 
meters that is set to increase the amount and 
frequency of data gathering, meaning mobile 
solutions will come to the fore.

“With smart meters, we will start to have 
data from all our consumers with a 15-minute 
timestamp. That is a lot of data to acquire and 
to treat,” André admits. “Our main concern is  
ensuring we prepare our systems to acquire all 
this data and for us to be ready to treat the data 
in advance.

“Nowadays, electricity production and dis-
tribution is not conducted in the same way it 
was in the past. We need to deal with a lot of 
information on all the electrical grids and we 
need to make decisions based on that informa-
tion. We need to have the data available and 
treated in order for us to deliver good decisions 
and solutions every single day.”

Energizing economic 
growth via renewables
Improving energy security through investment 
in renewable energy infrastructure underlines 
the Azores’ commitment to sustainability, with 
power provider EDA spearheading efforts

The Azores is accelerating the use of clean energy via big investment in renewables

PAULO ANDRÉ
PRESIDENT, ELECTRICIDADE DOS AÇORES

“The expansion of the Pico 
Vermelho geothermal power 

plant demonstrates the region 
is at the forefront of the fight 

against climate change.”

The quality and array of the Azores’ marine resources are among the world’s finest
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