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Introduction

This report is submitted pursuant to United Nations General Assembly resolution A/RES/79/204
entitled "Towards the sustainable development of the Caribbean Sea for present and future
generations”. In that resolution, the General Assembly reaffirmed the importance of sustainably
managing and conserving the Caribbean Sea and recognised its unique biodiversity and ecological
fragility. Consistent with previous General Assembly resolutions, including A/RES/63/214 and
A/RES/77/163, the Assembly further acknowledged the Caribbean Sea as a shared patrimony of
the peoples of the Greater Caribbean and underscored the need for stronger regional and
international cooperation to protect and sustainably use it within the broader framework of

sustainable development.

The Caribbean Sea remains central to the economic, social, cultural, and environmental well-
being of the Greater Caribbean Region. It supports biodiversity, fisheries, tourism, maritime
transport, climate regulation, and the livelihoods of millions, especially in Small Island Developing
States (SIDS), whose economies and societies depend heavily on marine and coastal resources.
At the same time, the Caribbean Sea faces growing pressures from climate change, marine
pollution, biodiversity loss, overexploitation of marine resources, fragmented governance, and
emerging transboundary challenges such as sargassum influxes. These interconnected challenges
underscore the urgency for stronger regional governance mechanisms that are equipped to
facilitate coordinated responses across multiple jurisdictions and sectors. This need for deepened
regional cooperation and collective action is echoed in the ACS Strategic Plan Greater Caribbean
2035: A Shared Horizon: From Our Common Sea Toward Sustainable Development and Well-
Being, which recognises the Caribbean Sea as the region’s “strongest bond” and the living heart
of its shared identity, as well as the Greater Caribbean’s “most vital common good - an ecological
treasure, an economic driver, and a unifying element for the region’s peoples, cultures, and
identities”. In this regard, the Plan underscores that the Caribbean Sea represents a shared space
whose preservation, sustainability and equitable use require cooperation, solidarity. Against this
backdrop, the report highlights the Caribbean Sea’s ecological, socio-economic, historical, and
cultural importance; examines the main challenges to its sustainability; and outlines progress
made by the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), the principal mechanism for consultation,
cooperation, and concerted action in the Greater Caribbean, particularly through its Caribbean
Sea Commission (CSC), in advancing its designation as a Special Area in the context of sustainable
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development. As recognised in its Strategic Plan, the ACS serves as a “unique bridge between the
island and continental nations and territories of the Greater Caribbean” bringing together the
culturally, politically, and geographically diverse countries and territories of the region, under a
shared regional framework. It is within this broad mandate that the ACS occupies a uniquely
pivotal role in advancing regional ocean governance and promoting collective responses to
transboundary marine and coastal challenges. By virtue of its regional mandate, convening power,
and specialised institutional mechanisms including the CSC, the ACS facilitates policy coherence,
scientific cooperation, technical coordination, and regional dialogue geared toward strengthening
the protection, conservation, and sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea. In this context,
the report further identifies strategic actions needed to strengthen regional cooperation,
integrated ocean governance, and the long-term protection and sustainable management of the
Caribbean Sea for present and future generations.

1. Importance of the Caribbean Sea

Ecological

The Caribbean Sea is central to the ecological integrity and sustainable development of the
Greater Caribbean. It is widely recognised as one of the world’s leading biodiversity hotspots,
defined by high levels of endemic species and severe habitat loss and vulnerability to extinction
(CARICOM Secretariat, 2018). The region contains approximately 11,000 plant species, 72% of
them endemic, as well as 100% of its 189 amphibian species, 95% of its 520 reptiles, 74% of its
69 mammal species, and 26% of its 564 bird species (IUCN BIOPAMA, 2024). This biodiversity
underpins essential ecosystem services, including provisioning services such as fisheries and
marine resources, regulating services such as climate regulation, coastal protection, and water
quality maintenance, and supporting services such as biodiversity maintenance and ecological
processes. Together, these services sustain environmental integrity and human well-being across
the Greater Caribbean Region. These exceptionally high levels of endemism also increase the
ecologically vulnerability of the region, as habitat degradation or species loss may culminate in
irreversible global biodiversity impacts.

The region’s biodiversity is organised through an interconnected system of coral reefs,
mangroves, seagrass beds, and open-ocean processes that function across coastal and marine

environments. These ecosystems are not isolated; they form a dynamic, transboundary system
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in which ecological processes, species movements, and material flows are continuously
exchanged. As the United Nations Environment Programme Caribbean Environment Programme
(UNEP-CEP) (2020) notes, Caribbean marine ecosystems “share marine species, provide
complementary ecosystem services, and support all the economies in the region.” This ecological
connectivity also enables the movement of nutrients, sediments, pollutants, and organisms across
national boundaries, linking coastal and offshore systems and reinforcing the need for regional,

ecosystem-based management.

The Caribbean Sea also plays an important role in global climate regulation. Oceans absorb
“approximately one third of anthropogenic emissions of carbon dioxide,” while coastal ecosystems
such as mangroves and seagrasses act as long-term carbon sinks (Walker, 2022). These blue
carbon ecosystems provide critical regulating services by sequestering and storing carbon over
long periods. Their conservation and restoration support the Paris Agreement by strengthening
natural carbon sinks and national mitigation efforts under Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs). Scientific assessments indicate that mangroves, seagrasses, and salt marshes can store
“up to 1,000 tonnes of carbon per hectare,” far more than most terrestrial ecosystems, while
mangroves can sequester approximately 6 to 8 tonnes of CO2 equivalent per hectare per year
(UNEP 2019; Blue Carbon Initiative, n.d.). Conserving and restoring these ecosystems therefore
directly support Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 13 (Climate Action) by enhancing carbon
sequestration and strengthening the capacity of Caribbean states to respond to climate change.

These ecosystems also provide critical protection against natural hazards. Coral reefs significantly
reduce wave energy and storm surge impacts, while mangroves help to limit coastal erosion and
flooding. Their protective role is clearly illustrated by evidence showing that coral reefs can
“reduce wave energy by an average of 97%,"” thereby substantially lowering the risks of coastal
erosion and flooding (Ferrario et al., 2014). This evidence supports the conclusion that marine
ecosystems contribute to “coastal protection” and “resilience to climate change” (World Bank,

2019), thereby reinforcing their importance for disaster risk reduction.

Ultimately, the ecological importance of the Caribbean Sea extends far beyond the Greater
Caribbean Region. Its interconnected marine and coastal ecosystems sustain biodiversity,
regulate the climate, strengthen disaster resilience, and support food security and livelihoods for
millions. Yet climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, and ecosystem degradation continue to
threaten these critical systems. Protecting the Caribbean Sea’s ecological integrity therefore
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requires stronger coordinated regional action, ecosystem-based management, and sustained
international support to preserve its environmental, social, and economic benefits for present and
future generations. In this context, the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), by virtue of its
regional convening role and Caribbean Sea Commission (CSC), provides a vital platform for
promoting coordinated regional ocean governance and coordinated responses to transboundary
challenges across the Greater Caribbean.

The ecological importance of the Caribbean Sea is grounded in a framework that prioritises its
role in sustaining marine life cycles, including migratory species. Ecosystems such as coral reefs,
mangroves, and seagrass beds serve as spawning, nursery, and feeding grounds, helping
maintain fish stocks and regional ecological productivity. These ecosystems provide essential
services for food security and livelihoods, contributing to SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) by supporting
stable food supplies and strengthening the resilience of coastal communities.

Their conservation and restoration are aligned with the Global Biodiversity Framework, especially
Target 8, which focuses on reducing the impacts of climate change and ocean acidification while
strengthening ecosystem resilience through nature-based solutions. They also align with the
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, which promotes ecosystem-based
approaches to reduce disaster risk. This highlights how the protection of Caribbean marine
ecosystems contributes not only to regional sustainability, but also to the implementation of

broader global environmental, climate, and disaster risk reduction commitments.

Socio-economic

/4

The Caribbean Sea is central to the region’s “economic prosperity and sustainable development
given the region’s high dependence on the wealth of resources generated by the oceans (World
Bank, 2019). A 2024 regional policy study estimated that coastal and marine tourism (‘blue
tourism”) in the Caribbean was valued at approximately US$47 billion, representing a major
component of the regional blue economy (CANARI, 2025). The importance of marine resources
to regional economies and their contribution to growth, employment, and external revenues,
further reinforces the importance of the Caribbean Sea to SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic
Growth).

However, this dependence also creates vulnerability. Declining fish stock can affect domestic
productivity, food security, export trade, and foreign currency earnings, undermining progress
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toward key Sustainable Development Goals, particularly those related to food security, economic
growth, and sustainable marine resource management (Monnereau & Oxenford, 2017). These
vulnerabilities are especially acute in SIDS, where limited economic diversification heightens
exposure to environmental shocks. Moreover, the ecological wealth of the Caribbean Sea has
helped make tourism a dominant economic sector. The region’s coral reefs, marine life, and
coastal landscapes have positioned it as a leading global destination. Tourism contributed as
much as 17.6% of regional GDP in 2024 (WTTC, 2025), up from 13% in 2003, while its share of
employment rose from 12% to 15.7% over the same period (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment,
n.d.; WTTC, 2025). This growth reinforces the central role of the Caribbean Sea in regional

economic development and employment.

Tourism plays a particularly prominent role in Caribbean economies. The region receives over “27
million visitors annually,” accounting for “6 percent of global tourism” despite representing less
than “1 percent of the global population” (World Bank, 2019). This reflects the region’s direct
dependence on marine and coastal ecosystems such as beaches, coral reefs, and coastal
landscapes. Tourism is @ major source of employment, sustaining “more than 2.75 million jobs”
across the Caribbean (World Bank, 2026). As a result, coastal zones host a high concentration of
populations, infrastructure, and economic assets —including hotels, ports, and urban

settlements— making marine and coastal ecosystems essential to economic stability.

Beyond tourism, the Caribbean Sea supports a broader blue economy! composed of
interconnected sectors such as fisheries, maritime transport, and ocean-based activities, which
collectively represent a major pillar of regional development and livelihoods (Patil et al., 2016).
According to an Inter-American Development Bank Invest (IDB Invest) report, the Caribbean Sea
accounts for approximately 14% to 27% of the global ocean economy and contributes around
18% of regional Gross Domestic Product (GDP), underscoring the region’s strong economic
reliance on marine and coastal resources. The report also notes that more than 70% of the
region’s population lives along the coast and depends on marine and coastal resources for income
and subsistence (IDB Invest, 2024). This highlights both the economic opportunities associated
with the blue economy and further reiterates the region’s strong dependence on marine and
coastal resources. However, the expansion of the blue economy also presents sustainability

L A blue economy is defined as a sustainable ocean economy in which economic activity is balanced with
the long-term capacity of ocean ecosystems to remain resilient.
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challenges, including resource overexploitation and environmental degradation, which may

undermine long-term economic resilience if not effectively managed.

Fisheries are a key component of the regional blue economy and are directly linked to food
security and livelihoods. Small-scale fisheries and aquaculture employ “almost 540,000 people”,
representing around “6% of the labour force” in CARICOM countries (CRFM, 2025). They also
contribute to export revenues and local consumption, making them pivotal to coastal economies
and food systems. Consequently, the productivity of marine ecosystems directly influences income
generation, food availability, and economic resilience. In many coastal communities, fishing
remains a primary source of income and protein supply, further reinforcing the link between
ecosystem health and socio-economic stability.

The Caribbean Sea also functions as a key space for trade and transport. “Shipping is a major
segment of the ocean economy in the Wider Caribbean Region” (Diez et al., 2019), making
maritime activities essential to economic connectivity across import-dependent economies. Cruise
tourism reinforces this role, as “the Caribbean Sea is one of the world’s busiest destinations for

the cruise ship industry” (Diez et al., 2019).

Finally, coastal ecosystems play a critical role in reducing the economic vulnerability of Caribbean
states by limiting the impacts of coastal erosion, storm surges, and extreme weather events on
infrastructure, tourism assets, fisheries, and coastal communities. In this context, ecosystem
degradation represents not only an environmental concern, but also a direct socio-economic and

developmental challenge for the region.
Historical

The Caribbean Sea has, for centuries, stood as a defining feature of the Greater Caribbean region,
shaping its economic trajectories, cultural exchanges, and environmental realities. Far more than
a geographic entity, it has functioned historically as a conduit of commerce, a reservoir of natural
wealth, and a foundation for human livelihoods. Its enduring significance lies not only in its
contributions to past development but also in the lessons it offers for advancing sustainable

development in the present and future.

From the earliest periods of colonial expansion to the modern globalised economy, the Caribbean
Sea has played a central role in maritime trade. It served as a strategic corridor linking the
Americas, Europe, and beyond, enabling the movement of goods, people, and capital. At the

6



ACS gAE(: <\> Original language: English

ASSOCIATION OF CARIBBEAN STATES CARIBCE AN SEA Last updated : 26" May, 2026

ASSGLATION DES ETATS DE LA CARAIBE
same time, the region’s development has long been shaped by structural constraints, including
small market size, exposure to external shocks, and dependence on marine-based sectors (OECD
& IDB, 2026). This history laid the foundation for contemporary economic systems in which

maritime trade and shipping remain essential (Singh, 2009).

Historically, coastal communities have depended on its rich ecosystems—coral reefs, seagrass
beds, and mangrove forests—for food security and livelihoods (Singh, 2009). However, the
historical utilisation of the Caribbean Sea has not been without consequence. For much of its
history, the Sea was governed by the principle of the “freedom of the seas,” under which its
resources were perceived as inexhaustible and open to unrestricted exploitation by many
populations (UN, 1982; World Bank, 2016; CAF, 2025). This paradigm facilitated intensive fishing,
unregulated maritime activity, and extensive coastal development. Over time, these practices led
to the degradation of critical ecosystems, declines in fish stocks, and increased vulnerability to

environmental shocks.

Historical experiences have yielded critical lessons and emphasise the unsustainability of past
approaches while reinforcing the need for integrated and sustainable management of the
Caribbean Sea. Chief among these is the recognition that marine resources are finite and that

their overexploitation undermines long-term economic stability (UN Statistics Division, 2019).

The historical importance of the Caribbean Sea is both profound and multifaceted. It has shaped
the economic foundations, social structures, and environmental realities of the Caribbean region
for centuries. Yet, it is precisely this history of intensive use that underscores the urgency of
adopting sustainable and integrated approaches to its management. By drawing on the lessons
of the past and embracing innovative frameworks such as the blue economy, Caribbean states
and the international community can ensure that the Caribbean Sea continues to serve as a

source of prosperity, resilience, and shared heritage for generations to come.
Cultural

The Caribbean Sea is far more than a geographic feature. It is the living foundation of a shared
civilisation, and its designation as a Special Area in the context of sustainable development would
affirm a truth long recognised by Caribbean people: that the health of the Sea is inseparable from
the vitality of Caribbean culture, identity, and community life. Despite centuries of colonial
fragmentation, the Sea endures as the symbolic and practical thread binding the region in cultural
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expression, livelihood, and worldview (Agard, 2021). As Professor John Agard observed, the Sea
and its coasts form the stage on which the cultural, spiritual, and recreational life of the region is
played out (Agard, 2021). Five hundred years of settlement by Europeans, Africans, Asians, and
peoples from across the Americas has produced a patchwork of states and territories, yet the Sea
remains the common element that gives the Caribbean its distinct and irreplaceable identity
(Agard, 2021). As such, the Caribbean Sea may be understood as a shared heritage and common
patrimony of the peoples of the region, requiring collective stewardship and coordinated regional

action.

This identity is both material and intangible. The Sea has long sustained livelihoods through
fishing, trade, and coastal economies (Singh, 2009). Occupations such as boat-building, fish
vending, and net-making are culturally rooted practices embedded in community life and support
the transfer of traditional skills across generations (FAO, 2000). Likewise, along the northern
coastline of Honduras, the Garifuna population has continued to preserve cultural practices linked
to their native Amerindian and West African roots, including artisanal fishing (Brondo & Bown
2011). The tradition of Carriacou boat building in Grenada, for example, dates to the nineteenth
century and has been nominated to UNESCQO's Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage.
Shared across Grenada, Saint Lucia and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, it spans artisanry,
handicraft, design, and music, reinforcing cultural continuity and regional identity (Bauer, 2023).
Coastal living also shapes language, storytelling, and cuisine, with dishes featuring fish, crab,
conch, and lobster reflecting centuries of marine dependence. Music rooted in the sea likewise
contributes to national identity and economic activity in Colombia, Cuba, the Dominican Republic,
Jamaica, and Venezuela (Bauer, 2023; Caamafo-Tomas, 2025; Andrade, 2021). As Derek
Walcott's poem 7he Sea is History suggests, the ocean is at once a route of trade, a site of

ancestral memory, and a spiritual link to the Caribbean’s African heritage (Walcott, 1979).

These cultural systems play a critical role in fostering social cohesion, strengthening community
resilience, and sustaining livelihoods across the region. Recognising the role that culture and
tradition play in shaping livelihoods leads to a broader understanding that culture is not a
subsidiary dimension of development, but a fundamental component of social continuity and a
key ingredient of meaningful and sustainable development (UNESCO, 2014).

Integral to Caribbean maritime culture is a rich body of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)
held by coastal and fishing communities. Small-scale fishers develop intimate and function-
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oriented knowledge of the marine ecosystems they depend upon, including fish behaviour and
habitats, spawning seasons, migration patterns, and coral reef health indicators (FAO, 2000; Stori
et al., 2019). This knowledge is intergenerational, collectively maintained, and embedded in
storytelling, cooperative decision-making, and cultural norms that discourage overexploitation
(Cropper Foundation, 2025). Such knowledge is reflected in a plethora of community-based, self-
regulating practices, including seasonal fish bans, avoidance of juvenile capture, use of low-
impact gear, and respect for no-take areas (FAO, 2000; Vasquez-Carrillo & Pelaez-Ossa, 2021;
Mahon & Wilson, 2003). TEK also emphasises protecting habitats, recognising the critical
importance of mangroves, seagrass beds, and coral reefs as nurseries for marine biodiversity
(Stori et al., 2019; UNEP, 2020). The Convention on Biological Diversity calls on States to respect,
preserve, and maintain the knowledge, innovations, and practices of indigenous and local

communities (CBD, 1992, Article 8(j), underscoring TEK's recognised status in international law.

The cultural practices of Caribbean people are directly dependent on the ecological health of the
Caribbean Sea. Many Caribbean festivals are closely tied to the sea, including the Qistins Fish
Festival in Barbados, the Gros Islet Friday Night Street Party in Saint Lucia, the Gouyave Fish
Festival in Grenada, the Punta Allen Lobster Festival in Quintana Roo, Mexico, the Armila Sea
Turtle Festival along Panama's indigenous Guna Yala coast, and the annual Yurumein celebrations
across the coastal Garifuna communities of Guatemala and Belize, which feature ritualistic ocean-
canoe arrivals to honor their ancestors' maritime exile and survival, all of which celebrate the
marine economy, conservation traditions, and ancestral maritime history and folklore (Leotaud et
al., 2024; Borraz et al., 2023; UNESCO, 2019, EBSCO, 2023). Fishing is simultaneously a livelihood
and a cultural practice, and its viability is intrinsically linked to the health of marine biodiversity.
In both insular and continental coastal territories of the Greater Caribbean, marine ecosystems
and coastal habitats underpin the region's fisheries and tourism, yet coastal habitats face

mounting pressures from coastal development, watershed runoff, and pollution.

When marine ecosystems decline, the cultural consequences are cascading: traditional systems
of food sharing, reciprocity, and mutual support erode, youth are pushed into migration, and
fisher people find themselves unable to rely on ecological knowledge passed down through
generations (FIAN International, 2025). Degraded marine environments mean fewer fish,
diminished festivals, and declining culturally embedded tourism. Protecting the Caribbean Sea is

therefore not merely an environmental imperative; it is an act of cultural preservation.
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Climate change represents the most acute threat to the ecological and cultural integrity of the
Caribbean Sea. UNESCO has identified climate change as one of the greatest threats to World
Heritage properties, placing at risk not only unique ecosystems but the lives of communities who
inhabit coastal and marine sites (UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). As marine resources
decline, traditional ecological knowledge becomes less applicable, community identities tied to
the sea weaken, and communities that are forced to relocate lose place-based cultural ties
(UNESCO, 2014, IPCC, 2014).

Sustainable development of the Caribbean Sea cannot be achieved without the meaningful
integration of cultural perspectives into marine policy and governance. The SAMOA Pathway
recognises culture as a driver and enabler of sustainable development for Small Island Developing
States (UN, 2014), and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) Code
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries calls for conservation and management decisions to take
into account traditional knowledge of resources and their habitats (McGoodwin, 2001).

Co-producing ocean plans with traditional knowledge holders enables governance to be tailored
to local contexts and empowers fishing communities in decision-making (Baron-Aguilar et al.,
2025). Cultural values must also be explicitly integrated into marine spatial planning, with
participatory mapping used to identify ecotourism opportunities and preserve natural and cultural
assets (Barianaki et al., 2024). Cultural industries, including fisheries, cuisine, festivals, craft, and

heritage tourism, must be embedded in blue economy strategies.

The designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable development
would constitute a landmark recognition of the Sea’s irreplaceable cultural, ecological, and
developmental significance. Such a designation would affirm that the Caribbean Sea shapes
artistic, spiritual, and recreational traditions; that cultural industries rooted in the Sea play a vital
role in sustainable development (Agard, 2021); and that protecting the Sea is tantamount to
protecting the identity, dignity, and future of Caribbean peoples. The ACS therefore calls upon
Member States, Associate Members, and the international community to embrace this designation
as an expression of the indivisibility of cultural and environmental sustainability in the Caribbean

region.

10
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2. Challenges Affecting the Caribbean Sea

Environmental

Climate change amplifies pressures on the Caribbean Sea, where ocean warming, acidification,
drought, and more intense hurricanes, exacerbate ecological stress across marine and coastal
systems. This accelerates ecosystem degradation, as “coral reef degradation from overfishing and
pollution... increases under the impacts of climate change, such as bleaching, disease,
acidification, and damage by stronger storms and hurricanes” (Diez et al., 2019). Reef monitoring
across 277 sites in the Eastern Caribbean indicates an average live coral cover of approximately
17% classified as poor, underscoring long-term ecological decline (CARICOM Secretariat, 2018).
This decline reduces fish habitats and coastal protection, leading to lower productivity of fisheries
and increased vulnerability of coastal communities to storm impacts, which in turn affects food

security, livelihoods, and infrastructure.

Despite the economic importance of tourism and coastal development in the Caribbean, these
activities, in tandem with urbanisation, further intensify environmental pressures. As the World
Bank notes, land-based activities such as agriculture, forestry, urbanisation, and mining
contribute to sedimentation and erosion, while pollution from marine litter, plastics, sewage, oil,
and chemicals damages fisheries and the marine environment on which tourism depends (Diez
et al., 2019). Concentrated populations and infrastructure along the coast increase waste
generation and wastewater discharge, especially where management systems are weak. As a
result, coastal urbanisation is a major driver of marine degradation, reducing water quality,

weakening ecosystem services, and affecting livelihoods and resilience.

Marine litter is one of the most visible and quantifiable burdens in the region. Evidence shows
that “as many as 200,000 pieces of plastic per square kilometer” have been recorded in parts of
the Caribbean, while coastal clean-ups report “an average of 2,014 litter items per kilometer,”
significantly above global averages (Diez et al., 2019). In addition, “an estimated 322,745 tons
of plastic go uncollected each year across selected Caribbean countries,” highlighting the scale of
land-based leakage into the marine environment (Diez et al., 2019). Such high levels of pollution
degrade marine ecosystems, reduce the quality of fisheries and tourism assets, and increase
management costs, thereby constraining sustainable development and reinforcing the need for

improved waste management and marine protection.
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Wastewater represents another major source of environmental stress. “On average, about 85
percent of wastewater in the Wider Caribbean Region goes untreated into the ocean”, with even
lower treatment rates in small island states (Diez et al., 2019). This contributes to declining water
quality and ecosystem degradation, while also posing public health risks through contamination
of coastal waters and seafood. Cruise activities add further pressure, as vessels generate sewage,
grey water, solid waste, and hazardous waste, compounding pollution loads in coastal areas (Diez
et al., 2019). Untreated wastewater and marine pollution threaten public health, marine
biodiversity, fisheries, and tourism-dependent economies across the Greater Caribbean. Exposure
to polluted coastal waters increases the risk of waterborne and gastrointestinal diseases and
reduces recreational water quality (WHO, 2019), while marine pollution further threatens
fisheries, tourism, and coastal livelihoods throughout the region (UNEP, 2021).

More broadly, pollution and resource-use strains are widespread. “Marine pollution is now
ubiquitous in Caribbean waters, and a serious threat to the Blue Economy,” and “eighty percent
of marine pollution results from direct or indirect discharge of solids and liquids from land-based
sources” (Diez et al., 2019). Additional stresses, including sediment inputs and oil pollution,
further affect coastal and marine ecosystems at scale (UNEP-CEP, n.d.). Together, these
cumulative stressors degrade water quality, biodiversity, and the ecosystem services on which

regional economies depend.

Sargassum influxes represent an additional ecological challenge that is simultaneously
environmental, economic, and social. For more than a decade, the Greater Caribbean has
experienced “an unprecedented proliferation of holopelagic Sargassum species” with “repeated
inundations of shorelines,” generating “significant social, economic and environmental impacts”
(GlobalHAB & GESAMP, 2024). Since 2011, these influxes have expanded beyond their historical
range, forming large-scale blooms and beaching events across the region (GlobalHAB & GESAMP,
2024).

Ecologically, the accumulation and degradation of sargassum in coastal areas alters nearshore
conditions. It produces “poor-quality water” when it decomposes in situ, affecting coastal water
quality and placing stress on shallow ecosystems such as seagrass beds and coral reefs
(GlobalHAB & GESAMP, 2024). These processes illustrate how large-scale biomass accumulation
can disrupt ecological balance at the coastal interface. This degradation of water quality reduces
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ecosystem productivity and resilience, affecting fisheries, coastal protection, and tourism, thereby

undermining sustainable development.
Socio-economic

The Greater Caribbean Region’s economies rely on a limited number of natural resource-based
sectors, which makes them more vulnerable to environmental and economic shocks. This
dependence places significant pressure on marine and coastal ecosystems, as development relies
heavily on ocean-based resources and coastal spaces. This vulnerability is further intensified by
the concentration of populations and economic activity along the coast, particularly in low-
elevation coastal zones exposed to environmental and climate-related hazards (OECD & IDB,
2024). Consequently, environmental degradation directly affects livelihoods, infrastructure, and

economic assets.

This dependence on marine resources also increases the region’s exposure to environmental and
economic shocks. Tourism, coastal development, overexploitation of marine resources, and
infrastructure expansion all place additional pressure on already vulnerable coastlines. When
marine ecosystems degrade, the sectors that depend on them, especially tourism, fisheries, and
coastal infrastructure, also suffer. Environmental quality declines, fishery yields fall as habitats
are damaged, and infrastructure becomes more exposed to erosion and storms. The result is
lower income, weaker employment, and greater food insecurity, all of which constrain sustainable

development across the region.

Climate-related hazards further intensify these socio-economic challenges. “Over the last
decades, the Caribbean has experienced more than 210 major hazards affecting 5.3 million people
and incurring a total loss of US$38.9 billion” (WFP & CARICOM, 2024). These repeated shocks
disrupt economic activity, damage infrastructure, and place sustained pressure on public finances.
In a survey conducted by the World Food Program on Caribbean Food Security and Livelihoods,
at the household level, climate change impacts are widespread, as “39 percent of respondents
reported that their household was affected by natural hazards in the 12 months prior to the

survey” (WFP & CARICOM, 2024), reflecting direct socio-economic stress.

These environmental stressors also affect regional food systems. Structural vulnerabilities,
including “over-dependence on extra-regional imports, financial downturn, global conflict, and

climate impacts” (WFP & CARICOM, 2024), increase exposure to external shocks. This is reflected
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in the fact that food insecurity affects “approximately 3 million people out of 7.1 million, or 43
percent of the population” in the English and Dutch-speaking Caribbean (WFP & CARICOM, 2024).

Overall, the concentration of populations and economic assets in coastal areas, combined with
environmental degradation and climate hazards, creates a reinforcing cycle of vulnerability. Socio-
economic activity and development pressures place further strain on marine and coastal
ecosystems, while the degradation of those ecosystems undermines livelihoods, economic
stability, and social resilience. These interconnected pressures translate directly into economic
instability, disrupted livelihoods, and heightened social risks, underscoring the importance of
sustainably managing the Caribbean Sea.

Governance

The Caribbean Sea is the ecological, economic, and cultural lifeblood of thirty-five nations and
territories. Spanning approximately 1,943,000 km?, this shared maritime space supports fisheries,
tourism, shipping, oil and gas extraction, and the biodiversity that underpins them all
(EcoPotential, n.d.). Yet despite its central importance, the Caribbean Sea faces accelerating
environmental threats and persistent governance failures that jeopardise its long-term
sustainability. The current governance architecture, fragmented, sector-specific, and under-
resourced, is not equipped to respond effectively. Urgent, coordinated reform, anchored in the
designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable development, is

therefore essential.

Overfishing and unsustainable use of marine resources compound the environmental pressures
facing the region and expose the failures of existing marine governance frameworks. Studies
identify fisheries overexploitation as a core driver of ecosystem degradation, disrupting food
systems, threatening livelihoods, and diminishing the fish stocks on which coastal communities
depend (Tang, 2025; FAO, 2013). The persistence of this overexploitation points to the inability
of current governance arrangements to regulate resource use effectively across a shared,
transboundary sea. Similarly, rapid coastal development continues to destroy critical nursery
habitats, including mangroves, seagrass beds, and coral reefs, leaving communities more exposed
to sea-level rise, flooding, and intensifying storm events (Baltranaite et al., 2025). This reflects a
broader governance failure: the absence of integrated, cross-sectoral oversight mechanisms
capable of reconciling development pressures with environmental protection obligations. The
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unchecked spread of invasive species such as lionfish further illustrates this gap, as effective
regional responses require coordinated monitoring and rapid-response systems that current
fragmented governance structures are ill-positioned to deliver.

The most debilitating structural issue in Caribbean marine governance is the fragmentation of its
legal and institutional frameworks. Approximately twenty-five regional organisations hold
mandates covering aspects of sustainable marine ecosystem use in the Greater Caribbean Region
(Mahon, 2018), and more than thirty regional and sub-regional bodies are involved in ocean
governance to some degree (Saavedra & Alleng, 2020). The result is a polycentric, multi-level
system in which bodies including CARICOM, the Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission
(WECAFC), and UNEP-CEP exercise overlapping mandates over the same living marine resources
(Mahon et al., 2013). This fragmentation creates policy conflict, duplication of efforts, weak
enforcement, and poor coordination across sectors and levels of governance (Fanning et al.,
2021).

Weak governance has been explicitly identified as the root cause of marine resource degradation
across the region (Mahon et al., 2013). Analysis of regional ocean governance projects between
2001 and 2021 found that 'institutional constraints' constituted the most frequently cited barrier
to success, accounting for 41% of all identified challenges (Fanning et al., 2021). Critically,
fragmentation compounds the scarcity of human and financial resources already confronting
Small Island Developing States (SIDS). As the Inter-American Development Bank observes, the
fragmentation of regional governance architecture “dilutes the already scarce human and financial
resources available” to SIDS, exacerbating a structural skills shortage in specialised sectors
including maritime transportation (Saavedra & Alleng, 2020). Existing science-policy interfaces
are similarly disconnected, hindering the evidence-based decision-making essential for adaptive

management (Fanning et al., 2021).

Climate change intensifies these structural vulnerabilities. SIDS must manage rapidly changing
marine ecosystems under conditions of limited adaptive capacity, while extreme weather events
can derail governance progress, damage marine infrastructure, and contract national GDP
simultaneously (Walker, 2023; Charles et al., 2016; MALF, 2020; Saavedra & Alleng, 2021). The
2018 study by Legorburu and Johnson describes Caribbean marine governance as characterised

by numerous uncoordinated regional initiatives and commissions, producing a 'duplication of
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efforts and overall institutional ineffectiveness' that SIDS, with their limited resources, are least
able to absorb (Legorburu & Johnson, 2018; Fanning et al., 2021).

The Greater Caribbean Region is also one of the world's major oil-producing areas, with Mexico,
Venezuela, Colombia, and Trinidad and Tobago collectively producing approximately 4,035,000
barrels of crude oil per day as of 2025 (OPEC, 2025). The economic incentives generated by oil
and gas extraction create strong pressure on governments to fast-track approvals and relax
environmental safeguards, a tension the OECD identifies as a fundamental trade-off between
short-term economic gains and long-term ocean sustainability (OECD, 2020).

Tourism, meanwhile, is dominated by large foreign-owned resorts and cruise lines that may
influence coastal zone planning while limiting local economic capture and reducing attention to
sustainability (Leotaud et al., 2024). UNEP has highlighted overlapping uses of marine and coastal
spaces as a defining governance challenge in the Greater Caribbean Region, underscoring the
urgent need for integrated coastal zone management and marine spatial planning to resolve

cross-sector conflicts (Diez et al., 2019).

The Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission (WECAFC) has repeatedly identified the need
to strengthen national monitoring, control, and surveillance capacity, yet this remains
underdeveloped across much of the region (FAO, 2020). In some Caribbean countries, up to 67%
of fisheries regulations are not informed by scientific monitoring, leaving many stocks data-poor
and policy decisions weakly grounded (Singh-Renton & Mclvor, 2015). Approximately 53% of
essential development indicators in Caribbean SIDS, including those related to maritime and water
management, remain unreported (Wojciechowska, 2024), and only 25% of SIDS provide

maritime or climate data at an advanced level (Choudhury et al., 2025).

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) present a particularly stark illustration of the compliance gap.
Although MPAs are designated to meet international targets, the capacity to ensure effective
management frequently lags behind due to financial and human resource deficits, producing what
researchers term 'paper parks': areas that exist in legal terms but are virtually non-existent in
their ability to protect natural resources (UNEP, 2025; Di Cintio et al., 2023).

A Caribbean Biodiversity Fund gap analysis further identifies unclear responsibilities, jurisdictional
overlaps, and coordination failures among local authorities as major impediments to effective MPA
governance (CBF, 2025). Despite being signatories to global conventions including the
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International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) and the
International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) , many Caribbean states lack the
domestic legal infrastructure to enforce them; 2026 audits under the International Maritime
Organization (IMO) Member State Audit Scheme have identified persistent enforcement gaps that
increase the risk of non-compliance and unsafe shipping operations (IMO, 2026).

External actors, including foreign fishing fleets, multinational tourism corporations, and
international energy companies, exert significant influence over Caribbean marine governance
outcomes, often to the detriment of local communities and ecosystems. Many Caribbean SIDS
lack the capacity to fully exploit or monitor their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) and
consequently rely on foreign fleets through access agreements whose benefits have frequently
not been fully realised, owing to asymmetries in negotiating power and monitoring capacity
(Campling et al., 2024). In offshore fisheries, demand from export markets shapes target species
and fishing intensity, contributing to the overexploitation of high-value species (Tang, 2025; FAO,
1023). While sectors such as fisheries and tourism have dedicated regional coordination bodies,
offshore oil and gas, marine scientific research, and port and shipping development lack

equivalent arrangements, creating uneven governance coverage (Hassanali, 2022).

The cumulative consequence of these external pressures is the intensification of the already
contested relationship between economic growth and environmental sustainability. Countries
need to incorporate the lessons learned from regional projects to avoid duplication of efforts and
improve the use of resources (Fanning et al., 2021). Transitioning to a sustainable Blue Economy
in the Caribbean requires a policy framework that treats the ocean as a unique development
space shaped by its ecology, and not merely a site of extractive competition (Saavedra & Alleng,
2020).

The governance challenges facing the Caribbean Sea are structural, cross-cutting, and urgent.
Fragmented legal and institutional frameworks, the competing economic interests of tourism,
fisheries, shipping, and energy extraction, the disproportionate vulnerabilities of SIDS, persistent
enforcement and monitoring deficits, and the outsized influence of external actors together
constitute a systemic governance crisis that no single state or sector can resolve in isolation. In
this regard, the ACS as a regional coordination mechanism offers a platform with the potential to
facilitate policy coherence, bolster coordination among both regional and international actors,
thereby promoting integrated approaches to the protection and sustainable management of the

17



ACS gAE(: C\D Original language: English

CARIBBEAN SEA . th
ASsesan e chngetn s Last updated : 26% May, 2026
ASSOCIATION DES ETATS DE LA CARAIBE

Caribbean Sea as a common patrimony of the region’s peoples. The designation of the Caribbean
Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable development therefore constitutes not only an
environmental target, but also an important governance framework for fostering a more

coordinated and integrated regional ocean governance.

3. Legal Framework

The Caribbean Sea is governed by an extensive body of international and regional legal
instruments addressing marine pollution, biodiversity protection, hazardous waste management,
fisheries governance and the sustainable use of areas beyond national jurisdiction. Despite this
breadth, the regime operates in a fragmented and sectoral manner and, with the exception of
one treaty, no one legal instrument addresses the objective of Sustainable Development Goal 14

to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and maritime resources.

This fragmentation leads to enforcement gaps in protecting the Caribbean Sea due to
implementation deficits, structural limitations in existing legal instruments, and deficiencies in

addressing cumulative and interacting environmental pressures.

Despite these challenges, as recognised by the Convention Establishing the Association of
Caribbean States, the Caribbean Sea is the common patrimony of the people of the Caribbean
(ACS, 1994). The ACS remains engaged to have the Caribbean Sea declared a Special Area in the
context of sustainable development in line with the endorsement of the UN General Assembly
(UN General Assembly, 2009) and recognises its potential to operate as a unifying element in the
development of the Greater Caribbean (ACS, 1994).

a. Existing Regional Maritime Frameworks
The Cartagena Convention

The Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider
Caribbean Region (“Cartagena Convention”), is a binding environmental instrument that governs
marine protection in the Wider Caribbean Region ("WCR") and has been signed or ratified by 27
States, all of which are Members or Associate Members of the ACS, which pledge to protect,
develop and manage their common waters individually and jointly (UN, 1983). WCR is defined in
the Cartagena Convention to mean “the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, and the adjacent
areas of the Atlantic Ocean, as well as the coasts of all states bordering these waters.” The WCR
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is an ecosystem so large that it hosts the largest number of geopolitical governance structures,
the most maritime boundaries and the largest number of Small Island Developing States (UN,
1983).

A key feature of the Cartagena Convention is its support by three protocols, namely, the Qil Spills
Protocol, the Land-Based Sources and Activities Protocol and the Protocol Concerning Specially
Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW), which supports the protection and preservation of fragile
ecosystems, endangered and endemic species, and ecologically significant habitats throughout
the WCR, as well as the establishment of Protected Areas (PAs).

While the use of PAs under the SPAW protocol encourages the development of cooperation
programmes, only countries can establish protected areas within their jurisdiction and submit
them for listing under the protocol. Notably, none of these protocols establishes a regional
monitoring mechanism. Instead, compliance is achieved through peer review, which is facilitated

by the Scientific and Technical Advisory Committee.
The Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism

The Agreement Establishing the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism is a binding regional
instrument that creates an institutional framework for the sustainable management and
development of fisheries and aquatic resources among Caribbean States (primarily CARICOM)
(CARICOM, 2002). It reflects States’ sovereign rights over marine resources while recognising
that many fish stocks are shared, straddling, or highly migratory, requiring coordinated regional
governance. Its objectives include promoting the sustainable use of marine resources,
strengthening cooperation among States, and providing technical and advisory support to national

fisheries authorities.

The Agreement does not designate the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area, nor does it establish a
process to designate special maritime areas of member countries. Rather, it creates a framework

for the sustainable use of fisheries and aquatic resources.
b. Existing International Maritime Frameworks

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea ("UNCLOS”)
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UNCLOS has been crucial in shaping a broad range of issues, including maritime zoning, resource
management, cooperation and research, and environmental protection within territorial and high
seas (UN, 1982).

Part XII of UNCLOS is dedicated to the protection and preservation of the marine environment.
It begins by affirming the obligation of states to safeguard the marine environment and
recognising their sovereign right to exploit natural resources (UN, 1982, arts. 192-193). It outlines
measures that States shall undertake to adopt in order to prevent, reduce, and control marine
pollution and the duty of States to enact national laws and regulations to implement these
effectively (UN, 1982, arts. 194, 207).

In the context of recognising the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable
development, there is only a single express reference of ‘special area’ in UNCLOS, namely in
relation to the adoption of coastal laws and regulations in Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) to
regulate pollution from ships (UN, 1982 art. 211). It could be argued that any such idea or
foundation for the development of such can be drawn and supported by the overarching
obligations imposed by Article 192, to protect and preserve the marine environment and Article
194 that mandates States individually, or jointly, to prevent, reduce, and control pollution of the

marine environment, inclusive of measures to protect rare or fragile ecosystems.

Broader support for developing the concept of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area within the
context of sustainable development can be found in Article 197 of UNCLOS. This provision
expressly mandates States to cooperate on a global or regional level, directly or through
international organisations, to formulate and elaborate “international rules, standards and
recommended practices and procedures consistent with the Convention, for the protection and

preservation of the marine environment, taking into account characteristic regional features”.

The Caribbean Sea is precisely a regional feature contemplated in Article 197: a semi-enclosed
sea surrounded by two or more States and connected to another ocean (UN, 1982 art. 122).
UNCLOS already encourages the cooperation of States bordering semi-enclosed seas to, among
other things, coordinate the management, conservation, exploration and exploitation of living
resources of the sea and the protection and preservation of marine life (UN, 1982 art. 123).

Despite the Caribbean Sea being semi-enclosed, its protection is more than a regional concern;

it requires sustained international cooperation. The interconnected nature of marine ecosystems,
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the transboundary effects of marine pollution, climate change and biodiversity loss, and the
importance of the Caribbean Sea to international trade and navigation underscore the need for
coordinated action within the framework of Article 197, which can be used to further develop the
idea of a Special Area within the context of sustainable development.

MARPOL Convention

Originally adopted in 1973, the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships
("MARPOL") is administered under the auspices of the International Maritime Organisation (IMO)
and overseen by the Marine Environment Protection Committee (MEPC) (IMO, 1973). Unlike
UNCLOS, MARPOL designates named seas as “Special Areas” for “technical reasons relating to
their oceanographical and ecological condition and to their sea traffic, the adoption of special
mandatory methods for the prevention of sea pollution is required” (IMO, 1973). These “Special
Areas” are provided for under MARPOL in six technical annexes, each addressing a specific

category of marine pollution.

Annex V regulates garbage from ships, prohibits the discharge of all types of garbage into the
sea unless explicitly permitted under the Annex and is the only annex within the MARPOL regime
that designates the WCR, a region which relies heavily on both cruise and cargo shipping for its
livelihood, as a “Special Area” (CARICOM Secretariat, 2017). The WCR under the regime is defined

and delimited to mean:

“...the GuIf of Mexico and Caribbean Sea proper including the bays and seas therein and
that portion of the Atlantic Ocean within the boundary constituted by the 30° N paralle/
from Florida eastward to 77°30” W meridian, thence a rhumb line to the intersection of
20° N parallel and 59° W meridian, thence a rhumb line to the intersection of 7°20° N
parallel and 50° W meridian, thence a rhumb line drawn south-westerly to the eastern

boundary of French Guiana.” (IMO, 2011, Regulation 1, para. 8).

MARPOL, like UNCLOS, leaves enforcement of the protection of these “Special Areas” to individual
jurisdictions. Under MARPOL, States of the WCR are left to develop their own sustainable national

and regional infrastructure and capabilities to manage waste as prescribed.

Agreement on Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National Jurisdiction
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The Agreement on Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National Jurisdiction (“BBNJ
Agreement”) entered into force on 17 January 2026 (UN, 2023). The general objective of the
Agreement is to ensure the conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity of
areas beyond national jurisdiction and addresses four main areas: marine genetic resources,
including the fair and equitable sharing of benefits; measures such as area-based management
tools, including marine protected areas; environmental impact assessments; and capacity-

building and the transfer of marine technology.

According to the BBNJ Agreement, an area-based management tool includes a marine protected
area, defined geographically, through which one or several sectors or activities are managed,
with the aim of achieving particular conservation and sustainable use objectives in accordance
with the Agreement (UN, 2023, art. 1).

Part III of the BBNJ Agreement is instructive on the objectives of area-based management tools;
how States or regional economic integration organisations that are parties to the Agreement can
submit proposals and the content of such proposals; and how such tools are established,
implemented and monitored (UN, 2023, arts. 17, 19, 22, 25-26).

Due to heavy maritime traffic, intense economic reliance on tourism and fisheries and vulnerability
to pollution, the designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area within the context of
sustainable development necessitates more than regional cooperation, for which the ACS, through
the Caribbean Sea Commission, is the leading international organisation. It requires a global

governance framework.

As a regional body representing States which have an interest in the sustainable development of
the Caribbean Sea, the ACS is uniquely positioned to provide technical expertise, facilitate regional
coherence in implementation, and support the development of area-based management tools in

a region characterised by fragmented maritime governance.
c. Legal Gaps Affecting the Protection of the Caribbean Sea
Absence of Ecosystem-based management

Despite a substantial international normative framework, the Caribbean Sea remains an
environmentally stressed marine ecosystem. The central problem is not a lack of legal
instruments, but the absence of a unified, binding, ecosystem-based management regime. The
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existing instruments contemplate the challenges the Caribbean Sea faces, yet they do not reflect

its needs as a single, interconnected marine ecosystem.

While obligations under UNCLOS require States to protect and preserve the marine environment,
they do not require the adoption of ecosystem-based management approaches. As such, there is
no current requirement for States to jointly assess or regulate environmental impacts across

sectors, nor to coordinate activities that affect shared ecosystems.

The BBNJ Treaty, which recently came into force, envisions the collective establishment of area-
based management tools, once submitted by parties to the treaty, which promote the
conservation and sustainable use of areas requiring protection; strengthening cooperation and
coordination; protecting and preserving biological diversity and supporting food security (UN,
2023, arts. 17, 19).

Enforcement Gaps

International instruments such as MARPOL, the Cartagena Convention, and the SPAW Protocol
rely on enforcement mechanisms supported by States’ willingness to enforce. There is no
independent policing mechanism within these frameworks. For instance, MARPOL depends on
enforcement mechanisms such as flag-State control, port-State control, and coastal-state
jurisdiction. However, these mechanisms have practical limitations, as flag-State control can be
ineffective, especially when ships register their vessels in foreign countries where they can benefit
from more lenient laws in relation to waste management (flags of convenience) and coastal
States, particularly Small Island Developing States (SIDS), which face challenges in relation to

limited technical and financial means to effectively implement and enforce the Convention.

Another tension faced is the lack of agreement on the sanctions regime for non-compliance within
international regime governance (Vaangal, 2022). Under the Cartagena and MARPOL
Conventions, the responsibility for imposing penalties is largely left to the contracting State, which

affects global enforceability and uniformity in the application of sanctions.
Institutional Fragmentation

Within the WCR, there is no shortage of institutional actors. Organisations such as the United
Nations Environment Programme’s Caribbean Environment Programme, CARICOM, the ACS, and
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) have developed
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mandates to protect the Caribbean Sea and instruments that recognise it as a common patrimony.
However, this has led to an overlap of mandates and no definitive authority to coordinate a unified
response and/or programme for the protection of the Caribbean Sea's marine environment, as
each organisation remains focused on implementing its respective mandate and convention. While
each institution plays a valuable role in marine environmental governance, there is often
duplication of efforts, despite the fact that greater impact can be achieved through coordination
among these institutions.

High Seas / EEZ Governance Disconnect

Another gap which exists is the disconnect between governance regimes applicable to national
jurisdiction and those governing areas beyond national jurisdiction. The Caribbean Sea is the
second-largest sea in the world and is characterised by numerous maritime zones, the majority
of which fall within the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of coastal States, with limited areas
constituting the high seas.

While the BBN] Treaty introduces mechanisms for the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction, its applicability within the Caribbean context is

limited due to the predominance of national jurisdiction.

This jurisdictional fragmentation results in inconsistencies in conservation standards and
undermines ecosystem connectivity. Activities within EEZs may negate conservation efforts

undertaken in adjacent high seas areas, and vice versa.
d. Legal Implications of Designation on Sovereignty

Recently, the international community has sought to further develop regulations for these areas
beyond national jurisdiction through the creation of the BBNJ Treaty. Recognising the principle of
the common heritage of humankind, the BBNJ Agreement seeks, through Area-Based
Management Tools, Environmental Impact Assessments, and Marine Protected Areas, to conserve

and maintain the ecosystems and biodiversity of the high seas.

However, any designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area must be reconciled with the
principles of sovereignty and sovereign rights enshrined in UNCLOS. Unlike oceans such as the
Pacific or Southern Ocean where large portions are considered areas beyond national jurisdiction,
most of the Caribbean Sea falls within the territorial seas or EEZs of Caribbean States, and as
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such, left to the respective States to exploit, conserve, manage and protect as it sees fit in the
spirit of sovereignty. As such, any development of the “Special Area in the context of sustainable
development” is subject to geopolitical divisions, ideological and economic differences on marine
environmental protection and dependent on the agreement and cession of sovereignty by the
States with access to the Caribbean Sea.

e. Special Area as a World Heritage Site

In recognising the current challenges in existing maritime governance frameworks, an alternative
mechanism can be considered to preserve the Caribbean Sea and, by extension, the environment.
The progressive use of the Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural
Heritage (World Heritage Convention) may be beneficial (UNESCO, 1972). The Convention is
relevant because it links the concepts of nature conservation and the preservation of cultural
properties, reflecting the close relationship between the Caribbean Sea, its ecosystems, history,
and the livelihoods it provides to the people of the region.

The definition of natural heritage in the World Heritage Convention is broad enough to encompass
the Caribbean Sea: a physiographical formation and natural feature that holds universal value
from aesthetic and scientific points of view and constitutes the habitat of threatened animal and
plant species (UNESCO, 1972, art. 2).

Existing practice under the World Heritage List demonstrates that maritime nominations are
feasible. Current listed maritime features include the Great Barrier Reef, Australia; the Belize
Barrier Reef Reserve System; the Malpelo Fauna and Flora Sanctuary, Colombia; and Cocos Island
National Park, Costa Rica. The inclusion of sites such as those in Australia and Belize as bodies of
water that comprise marine ecosystems and constitute aesthetic, cultural, and preservation

heritage sites signals a positive treatment of the Caribbean Sea.

The Caribbean Sea boasts a region that encompasses a vast and rich ecosystem of reefs and
other species that can be classed as aesthetic, cultural and natural heritage of the region as they

form part of the history, livelihoods and customs of the people.

For the Caribbean Sea to be meaningfully included on the World Heritage Site List, all nations
which claim territorial waters from the Caribbean Sea will need to submit this area to the World
Heritage Committee as forming part of the cultural and natural heritage, and such submission
must meet the Committee’s criteria (UNESCO, 1972, art. 11). Once on the World Heritage Listing,
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State Parties to the Convention will also have the duty to co-operate in the protection of the

Caribbean Sea.

Accordingly, it may be legally possible for Caribbean States to explore a coordinated nomination
strategy under the Convention. Such an approach could involve individual nominations by coastal
States or transboundary nominations submitted jointly by neighbouring States. Through its
mandate for consultation and cooperation, the ACS is well placed to facilitate preliminary dialogue,
scientific coordination and the development of a common regional approach.

It is recognised that the Convention applies principally to heritage situated within the territory of
States Parties, meaning that only maritime areas falling within national jurisdiction may be directly
nominated. As a result, large portions of the Caribbean Sea beyond territorial seas would remain
outside the scope of listing. However, this limitation does not preclude meaningful action. A
network of nationally designated and jointly coordinated marine World Heritage sites could still
provide substantial conservation value, elevate global awareness of the Caribbean Sea’s special

character, and advance regional cooperation in its protection.

The Designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable development
offers a catalytic framework for consolidating and coherently directing the political will,
institutional coordination, financial resources, and international recognition that this shared
maritime heritage demands. The Association of Caribbean States calls on the United Nations
General Assembly to affirm this designation and to commit the international community to the
integrated, ecosystem-based, and equitable governance that the Caribbean Sea and the thirty-

five nations that depend upon it urgently require.

4. ACS: Regional Cooperation and Governance

The Caribbean Sea is the shared lifeblood of the Greater Caribbean and a critical pillar of
regional food security, climate regulation, and the blue economy. Its ecosystems sustain
fisheries, protect coastlines, and underpin tourism-dependent economies, making it
indispensable not only to bordering States but also to the wider global community. Yet the
escalating pressures of climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution, the “triple planetary

crisis”, have brought this common patrimony to a critical juncture. Sea-level rise, coral
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bleaching, marine pollution, and coastal degradation now threaten both livelihoods and
ecosystems across the region.

In response, the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) has advanced a comprehensive and
forward-looking regional agenda. This agenda is reflected in the ACS Strategic Plan Greater
Caribbean 2035: A Shared Horizon: From Our Common Sea Toward Sustainable
Development and Well-Being and reinforced by high-level political commitments such as the
Declarations of Antigua (2023)? and Monteria (2025).3 Together, these frameworks articulate
a shared regional vision to secure international recognition of the Caribbean Sea as a Special
Area in the context of sustainable development. This designation is not merely symbolic; it
can help mobilise international finance, strengthen environmental protection obligations,
improve multi-level ocean governance, and support the sustainable management of shared

marine resources across the ACS’s 25 Member States and 10 Associate Members.

The ACS has operationalised this vision through robust institutional mechanisms, including
the Caribbean Sea Commission (CSC) and the Sargassum Sub-Commission (SSC). These
purpose-built governance platforms are designed to overcome the fragmentation,
jurisdictional complexity, and capacity constraints that have historically challenged effective
management of the Caribbean Sea. By fostering coordination, data-sharing, and collective
decision-making, they provide practical solutions to transboundary marine governance. In
parallel, the ACS has fostered strategic partnerships with regional and international actors,
including alignment with the Cartagena Convention, particularly its Protocol concerning
Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW Protocol) and its Protocol concerning Pollution

from Land-Based Sources and Activities (LBS Protocol).

2 The Declaration calls for increased access to climate finance, the strengthening of South-South
cooperation, and the development of tailored solutions that reflect the unique vulnerabilities of
Caribbean states. It also highlights the importance of equity in global climate governance, advocating
for greater recognition of the disproportionate impacts faced by the region.

% The Declaration calls for coordinated regional action within the framework of the designation of the
Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of Sustainable Development to strengthen the protection,
preservation, and sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea, underpinned by the need to address the
economic, social, and environmental impacts of climate change and other emerging threats such as
pollution from plastics and microplastics. Additionally, the Declaration underscored the need for the
coordinated management of sargassum and mangroves, as well as other crucial coastal and marine
ecosystems including reefs, seagrasses, coastal areas and aquifers.
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The Association of Caribbean States stands as the principal platform for consultation,
cooperation, and concerted action across the Greater Caribbean. Since its establishment, the
ACS has played a central role in promoting regional integration and collective responses to
shared challenges, particularly those related to the sustainable use and protection of the
Caribbean Sea. Its convening power enables diverse Member States, including Small Island
Developing States (SIDS), continental countries, and Associate Members, to articulate
common priorities and pursue coordinated strategies, thereby addressing the governance
gaps inherent in a semi-enclosed sea shared by multiple jurisdictions.

At the core of this leadership is the ACS Strategic Plan: Greater Caribbean 2035, which
provides an integrated and forward-looking framework for advancing sustainable
development across the region. Grounded in five interrelated strategic priorities—(1)
Preservation and Conservation of the Caribbean Sea, (2) Trade and External Economic
Relations, (3) Risk Reduction with a Climate Justice Approach, (4) Transport and
Connectivity, and (5) Sustainable Tourism, Culture, and Heritage—the Strategic Plan adopts
a multidimensional approach that integrates climate resilience, blue economy development,
disaster risk reduction, and environmental protection. It emphasises the interdependence of
ecological health and economic stability and promotes policies that strengthen both

environmental sustainability and socio-economic resilience.

The ACS’s leadership is further reinforced by the Declaration of Antigua (2023), which
underscores the urgency of addressing the triple planetary crisis through innovative and
collaborative means while strengthening South-South and triangular cooperation. A key
emerging initiative under this leadership framework is the development of the Korea-
Association of Caribbean States Joint Ocean Research Center (K-ACS JORC), developed in
collaboration with the Republic of Korea, the Republic of Colombia, and the ACS, and hosted
at INVEMAR in Santa Marta, Colombia. The Center will operate as a hub for marine science,
artificial intelligence, and blue economy capacity building. Through the Center, the ACS will
help address fragmented data systems, strengthen scientific decision-making, enhance
forecasting and monitoring capabilities, and further institutionalise cooperation among
Member States and Associate Members. This initiative exemplifies the ACS’s delivery of
South-South and triangular cooperation by connecting scientific institutions, governments,
and regional bodies to generate knowledge and build capacity across the Greater Caribbean.
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The Caribbean Sea Commission serves as the ACS's technical and scientific engine, linking
research, policy, and regional coordination. Established to promote the sustainable use and
conservation of the Caribbean Sea, the CSC functions not merely as a knowledge hub, but
as a key governance mechanism that supports the translation of scientific evidence into
coordinated regional policy responses. In doing so, the CSC is able to address one of the
region’s most persistent challenges: the fragmentation of marine governance across multiple

jurisdictions and institutions.

Since June 2024, the CSC has maintained an intensive schedule of engagement, including
meetings with its Chair and Executive Board, ordinary and extraordinary commission
meetings, consultations with ACS Members, engagement with external partners, participation
in events and webinars, representation at international events, and formal missions. In under
two years, this has amounted to 45 engagements, including the convening of the CSC’s 25th
Meeting. While significant in number, the importance of these engagements lies not in their
frequency alone, but rather in their contributions to the institutional continuity, sustained
political, and the strengthening of coordinated regional action for the protection and

sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea.

This work has advanced several priority areas. Meetings were held to, among other things,
advance the Designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the Context of Sustainable
Development, including the reactivation of the Legal Sub-Commission and the Scientific and
Technical Sub-Commission. The reactivation of these mechanisms will serve to reinforce the
institutional architecture required to bridge scientific assessment, legal analysis, and policy
coordination, thereby strengthening the region’s collective capacity to advocate for enhanced

international recognition and protection of the Caribbean Sea.

At the same time, the CSC has strategically cultivated and strengthened cooperation with
regional and international partners including AMEXCID, UNAM, INVEMAR, JICA, APC-
Colombia, KOICA, the Caribbean Biodiversity Fund and Conservation International. These
partnerships illustrate a deliberate and conscious effort by the ACS to facilitate the transition
from isolated national responses to a more integrated regional governance model that
combines technical expertise, scientific cooperation, financing opportunities, and capacity-
building support. Such collaboration is particularly crucial for SIDS, which often face
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significant financial and technical constraints in implementing marine conservation and

climate resilience initiatives independently.

The CSC also strengthened regional coordination on emerging and cross-cutting challenges
through continued collaboration with the Global Centre for Climate Mobility to carry out the
Greater Caribbean Climate Mobility Initiative, a flagship effort to address climate-forced
displacement and strengthen adaptive capacity in the Greater Caribbean. By virtue of this
partnership, the ACS has helped elevate climate mobility as a regional governance issue
requiring collective planning, policy coordination, and knowledge-sharing rather than
fragmented national responses. By facilitating dialogue among governments, regional
institutions, and technical partners, the ACS played a key role as an institutional partner,
supporting regional engagement and understanding of climate-induced displacement and the
broader implications linked to climate change in the Greater Caribbean. This further
demonstrates the CSC’'s added value as a regional convening platform, driving collective

regional responses n and sustainable development.

Taken together, these initiatives demonstrate the CSC's role not simply as a discussion forum,
but as a strategic operational regional mechanism that facilitates coordination, institutional
coherence, and collective actions across the Greater Caribbean. In this context, the
Commission continues to strengthen the region’s ability to respond to transboundary marine
and climate-related challenges through cooperative governance approaches rooted in

science, partnership, and regional solidarity.
a. Sandy Shorelines Project

Among the flagship initiatives of the CSC is the Sandy Shorelines Project, funded by KOICA.
This project, involving 9 participating countries, addresses one of the most visible and urgent
impacts of climate change: coastal erosion. By monitoring shoreline dynamics and assessing
vulnerability across participating states, the project provided essential scientific data to
inform evidence-based coastal protection strategies and infrastructure planning. Key outputs
of the project include an online monitoring platform, the first conference on Caribbean Beach
Identification, Protection, Restoration and Management (IPREM), and the finalisation of
beach rehabilitation guides that were sent to project focal points. Beyond its technical
contributions, this initiative strengthened regional cooperation on coastal resilience by
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creating shared methodologies, improving institutional coordination, and facilitating the
exchange of best practices among participating states.

The project also successfully demonstrated how regional cooperation mechanisms such as
the CSC, can contribute to the translation of scientific knowledge into concrete national policy
outcomes. In Cuba, scientific data, coastal erosion assessments, and methodological tools
developed under the Sandy Shorelines Project contributed directly to the implementation of
the national climate adaptation plan, “Tarea Vida”. Cuba further adopted the Project’s
conceptual and methodological framework to execute national-level projections for beach
evolution, thereby illustrating how regionally generated knowledge can support long-term
national adaptation planning and strengthen science-based policymaking.

Likewise, in Jamaica, the Project strengthened institutional and technical capacity for coastal
monitoring through the establishment of a video monitoring tower at Hellshire, alongside the
use of unmanned aerial systems to improve shoreline assessment and data collection. These
tools enhanced understanding of coastal dynamics and strengthened the country’s capacity
to assess shoreline response to extreme weather events, including Hurricane Beryl and
Hurricane Melissa. More importantly, the initiative also fostered coordination among national
institutions, while providing practical experiences with strong potential replication for other

nations within the Caribbean.

Furthermore, the interest expressed by participating countries, including Cuba and Jamaica,
in exploring a possible second phase of cooperation with ACS and KOICA, underscore the
Project’s long-term institutional value and demonstrates the importance of cooperation and
shared approaches to strengthening coastal resilience and climate adaptation across the

region.
b. Triangular Cooperation Project

Complementing these coastal initiatives, the Triangular Cooperation Project between Japan,
Colombia, and the Caribbean, currently under implementation, emphasises the critical role
of coral ecosystems as natural infrastructure for disaster risk reduction (DRR). By leveraging
Japan’s technical expertise in Okinawa and Colombia’s extensive experience in the Seaflower
region, this initiative facilitates the transfer of knowledge, technical capacity, and innovative
restoration practices to mitigate the impacts of hurricanes and coastal erosion. In doing so,
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the project deepens regional cooperation on ecosystem-based approaches to resilience-
building and strengthens the integration of nature-based solutions within coastal adaptation

strategies.

The project moves beyond conservation alone by highlighting the socio-economic benefits of
healthy reefs, which serve as essential storm-surge barriers that protect coastal
infrastructure while sustaining fisheries and tourism. Furthermore, by integrating Mexico’s
expertise in coral insurance and financial protection, the project establishes a replicable
model for regional resilience, demonstrating how restored marine biodiversity can directly

reduce the vulnerability of Caribbean communities to extreme climatic events.
c. Capacity building through South-South knowledge exchange

The CSC’s participation in the “Strengthening Knowledge on Blue Carbon and Coastal
Resilience” course held in 2025, represented a significant South-South cooperation
milestone. Developed in partnership with the Government of Colombia (APC and Ministry of
Foreign Affairs), Conservation International, and INVEMAR, ACS supported this initiative by
extending invitations to its Membership, with representatives from Barbados, Belize,
Honduras, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Dominican Republic, Mexico, Panama and St.
Kitts and Nevis attending the in-person workshop and field visit in Santa Marta. Participants
engaged with case studies on mangrove conservation and restoration, blue carbon policy
and finance, and coastal resilience, with the aim of developing national blue carbon strategies
tailored to their respective countries. The initiative strengthened regional cooperation by
enabling structured exchanges of scientific knowledge, policy experiences, and practical
approaches among participating countries facing shared coastal and climate-related

vulnerabilities.

This initiative exemplifies the CSC's capacity to bridge regional science, policy dialogue and
capacity-building by supporting the translation of technical knowledge into potential
actionable national commitments and coastal management actions. Through this initiative,
the CSC reinforced the value of South-South cooperation as a mechanism for strengthening
institutional capacities and promoting regionally informed approaches to climate resilience

within the region.
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Building on the momentum of the South-South cooperation course, the Caribbean Sea
Commission (CSC) is proposing the "Greater Caribbean Leadership for Climate-Smart
Coastlines" project. This initiative, developed in partnership with Conservation International,
seeks to transform regional technical knowledge into large-scale action through the
restoration of critical mangrove and seagrass ecosystems across Colombia, Costa Rica,
Guyana, Mexico, and Suriname. By integrating blue carbon science into national climate
frameworks, such as the nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and National
Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs), the project aims to ensure that capacity
building is translated into long-term ecological resilience and financial sustainability for the
region. Furthermore, the initiative would prioritise social equity by promoting sustainable
livelihoods for local communities and persons of African descent, positioning the Greater
Caribbean as a global reference point for climate-smart coastal management.

d. Sargassum Sub-Commission

Through its work, the CSC exemplifies the integration of science and governance, reinforcing

the ACS’s position as a leader in sustainable ocean management.

The proliferation of sargassum seaweed across the Caribbean Sea has emerged as a
significant regional crisis, with far-reaching environmental, economic, and social implications.
Massive influxes of sargassum disrupt marine ecosystems, degrade coastal habitats, and
impose substantial costs on tourism and fisheries, which are key pillars of the Caribbean Blue
Economy. Recognising the scale and urgency of this challenge, the ACS established the
Sargassum Sub-Commission (SSC) as a dedicated governance platform for coordinated

action of this transboundary issue.

Since its formal launch, the SSC has held its first and second meetings, as well as a
preparatory meeting to structure its operational framework. In those meetings, it appointed
its Chair and Vice-Chair and approved its Work Programme in alignment with the Regional
Strategic Action Plan on Sargassum. This foundation has since evolved into a proactive
implementation phase, using thematic working groups and the landmark UNEA-7 resolution
on sargassum, led by the Dominican Republic, to facilitate global dialogue and technical
knowledge-sharing. Supporting activities have included participation in an ECLAC expert
group meeting on coordinated regional solutions to sargassum influxes (July 2025), a
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regional survey on sargassum management (August 2025), and the third meeting of the EU-
Caribbean Global Sargassum Partnership (October 2025). The SSC also held collaborative
discussions with AMEXCID and JICA on sargassum valorisation approaches, including biochar

production, soil improvement, and carbon-credit models.

Within SSC, attention has been given to approaches aimed at improving the early
interception, monitoring, and sustainable management of sargassum influxes before they
reach coastal areas. These discussions complement efforts under the SSC Work Programme
which aims to strengthen regional forecasting systems, response protocols, and coordinated

mitigation strategies for sargassum management.

The SSC also seeks to promote sustainable valorisation pathways and circular economy
opportunities, including potential applications in bio-fertilisers, and other value-added
products. These efforts reflect the Sub-Commission’s broader objective of supporting
coordinated and sustainable regional responses to the environmental and socio-economic
impacts associated with sargassum influxes. In this regard, the ACS Strategic Plan also
acknowledges the importance of strengthening institutional coordination mechanisms to
address transboundary marine and coastal challenges, including sargassum influxes, while
identifying the continued strengthening of the Sargassum Sub-Commission as an important
“platform to align science, policy, and innovation in addressing the environmental, social,

and economic impacts of recurring sargassum influxes”.

Under the guidance of the SSC, the ACS is currently proposing a project to strengthen the
Greater Caribbean's institutional capacity to manage future sargassum influxes. This
proposed initiative, seeks to address the severe threat sargassum poses to marine
ecosystems, coastal economies, and public health, aims to enhance regional cooperation,
coordination, and technical capacity for monitoring, management, and sustainable use of the
algae. Designed to incorporate all 25 Member States and 10 Associate Members, supported
by the functions of the SSC, the project is organised into four main components: (1) a
regional mapping and baseline analysis of sargassum activities; (2) the creation of a unified
regional monitoring and early warning platform; (3) the implementation of a pilot project for
open-sea collection and harvesting; and (4) the development of a consolidated regional
perspective on valorisation opportunities and commercialisation pathways, including the
establishment of an ACS Sargassum Business Council. By leveraging existing frameworks like
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the Regional Action Plan on Sargassum, the overall goal is to transform the sargassum crisis
into an opportunity for economic growth and strengthened regional resilience.

Through these initiatives, the SSC demonstrates the role that regional governance platforms
can play in facilitating dialogue, knowledge-sharing, and coordination on complex
transboundary environmental challenges while creating new economic opportunities. Its
work further underscores the ACS'’s capacity to support coordinated and science-informed
approaches to emerging regional threats.

The effectiveness of the ACS is significantly enhanced through its strategic partnerships and
commitment to regional coordination. Central to this network is its alignment with the
Cartagena Convention and the Caribbean Environment Programme (UNEP-CEP). The SPAW
Protocol, of the Cartagena Convention, directly supports the ACS’s objectives by providing a
legal framework for the establishment of specially protected areas in the Caribbean Sea,
complementing efforts to advance its designation as a Special Area. The LBS Protocol
reinforces regional governance by addressing land-based sources of marine pollution that
threaten the same ecosystems the ACS seeks to protect. Together, these instruments provide
both the legal grounding and the technical standards needed to advance integrated

Caribbean Sea governance.

At the international level, the ACS actively collaborates with United Nations entities such as
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the
Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO (UNESCO-IOC), ensuring that
Caribbean priorities are effectively represented within global policy discussions while
facilitating access to technical expertise and financial resources. These collaborative
mechanisms play a crucial role in capacity building, particularly for SIDS, enabling Member
States and Associate Members to access technologies, data systems, and funding

opportunities that would otherwise be beyond their reach.

The ACS Secretariat, through the Directorate for Disaster Risk Reduction, Sustainable
Tourism, Caribbean Sea and the Environment (DDTCE), also contributed to public awareness
and environmental advocacy through the publication of articles and communications marking
key international observances such as International Day for Biological Diversity, World
Meteorological Day, Global Recycling Day, World Oceans Day, International Mother Earth
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Day, World Bee Day, and International Day for Biological Diversity on the ACS website. These
publications promoted awareness of environmental challenges affecting the Greater
Caribbean, including biodiversity loss, marine pollution, climate change, sargassum influxes,
and ecosystem degradation, while highlighting the importance of regional cooperation and
sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea. In this regard, the Directorate’s
communication and outreach efforts contributed to strengthening regional awareness,
promoting environmental advocacy, and further supporting the broader mandate of the
Caribbean Sea Commission (CSC) to advance the preservation and sustainable development

of the Caribbean Sea through advocacy, knowledge dissemination, and regional coordination.

The designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the Context of Sustainable
Development represents a critical step toward securing the long-term health and resilience
of this vital ecosystem. The Association of Caribbean States, through its comprehensive
institutional framework, science-based initiatives, and strategic partnerships, has
demonstrated that the region is both prepared and capable of assuming a leadership role in
this endeavour. Guided by the ACS Strategic Plan and reinforced by the Declarations of
Monteria and Antigua, and supported by governance platforms such as the CSC and SSC,
the region has articulated a clear and coherent, science-driven vision for the future.
Collectively, these efforts reflect the institutional capacity and coordination of the CSC as a
regional governance mechanism, while underscoring the importance of strengthened
international cooperation to address shared marine and coastal challenges. In light of these
efforts, the United Nations General Assembly is called upon to support the designation of the
Caribbean Sea as a Special Area. Such recognition would not only validate the region’s
leadership but also catalyse the international cooperation and resources necessary to

safeguard this shared heritage for generations to come.

5. Progress Toward Strengthening the Special Area Initiative

Since the previous submission in 2024, the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) has made
notable progress in advancing this initiative, particularly by strengthening regional political
commitment. This was exemplified by the adoption of the Declaration of Monteria on 30 May
2025 by its 25 Member States and 10 Associate Members, and reinforced by the Secretary-
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General’s sustained advocacy in multilateral fora spanning the United Nations system, regional
integration mechanisms, and global cooperation platforms, as detailed below.

Through this Declaration, the ACS and its Members reaffirmed their collective commitment to the
protection, sustainable management, and conservation of the Caribbean Sea. Furthermore, the
Declaration consolidates the Special Area initiative as a unifying regional framework to advance
sustainable development across the Greater Caribbean Region.

Complementing this, the Strategic Plan of the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) 2025-2035:
A Shared Horizon for Our Common Sea towards Sustainable Development and Well-being—the
first comprehensive strategic framework in the Association’s thirty-year history—emerged from
an intergovernmental, participatory, and methodologically rigorous process. It reflects the
priorities of ACS Members and their shared ambition, while setting out concrete objectives,
implementation strategies, and expected results in key areas for the region. In line with Outcome
1 of the Strategic Plan: Preservation and Conservation of the Caribbean Sea, the Plan provides a
framework for operationalising the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable
development by “promoting an integrated governance architecture, that aligns national, regional
and international legal provisions, enhances coordination, and strengthens shared but
differentiated accountability for balanced preservation, conservation, and sustainable use”. The
Strategic Plan further reinforces the role of the Caribbean Sea Commission in catalysing collective
regional action, facilitating policy dialogue, mobilising partnerships, and enabling collective
initiatives “that keep the Sea as a lasting source of resilience, sustainability, and identity for the

peoples of the Greater Caribbean”.

The Strategic Plan also recognises the Caribbean Sea not as a mere geographical concept or
dividing line, but instead as the living heart that unites, defines, and calls us to action. In this
regard, under Outcome 1, particularly Intervention 1.2: Preservation of Fragile Ecosystems and
Biodiversity, the Strategic Plan seeks to “foster regional cooperation and investment to restore
and reconnect critical ecosystems, safeguard biodiversity, and promote community-based
stewardship of ecosystems”, while supporting cross-border initiatives that position the Greater
Caribbean as a global model for integrated, people-centred ecosystem management. The Plan
also supports the transition toward a sustainable and inclusive blue economy through Intervention
1.3: Conservation and Sustainable Use of Marine Resources, which seeks to encourage

“innovation, resource-conscious governance, and responsible marine industries that align
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conservation objectives with economic diversification and resilient livelihoods”. As a result, the
Strategic Plan reiterates the role of the ACS and its Caribbean Sea Commission in advancing
integrated ocean governance, regional cooperation, and sustainable development across the
Greater Caribbean.

In addition, under Outcome 1, particularly Intervention 1.4: Pollution and Waste Management for
a Healthy Caribbean Sea, the Plan is geared toward catalysing the “development of a regional
framework for pollution prevention, circular waste management, and marine remediation —
working with Member States, Associate Members, regional institutions, and partners to promote
policy coherence and collective action toward measurable reductions in marine and land-based
pollution”. The Strategic Plan also emphasises the strengthening of “national and regional systems
for pollution control and waste reduction” as important components to contribute to “restoring
the integrity of the Caribbean Sea, ensuring all its peoples enjoy the benefits of a healthy,

productive, and pollution-free environment”.

These developments reflect a transition from political commitment toward implementation,
reinforcing the designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area as a framework for coordinated,

ecosystem-based, and development-oriented actions across the Greater Caribbean Region.

The Secretary-General H.E. Noemi Espinoza Madrid has complemented these institutional
advances through sustained advocacy for the Caribbean Sea across a broad range of international
platforms. Through these engagements, the Secretary-General has consistently positioned the
Special Area initiative within broader discussion on climate justice, ocean governance, sustainable
development, and South-South cooperation, while advancing the need for governance

approaches grounded in equity, sovereignty, and regional solidarity.

The Secretary-General has also advanced international recognition of the interconnected
relationship between the health of the Caribbean Sea and the livelihoods, security, and resilience
of the communities that depend upon it. Notably, advocacy efforts have illustrated the
implications of climate-induced displacement, the disproportionate vulnerabilities faced by
Caribbean coastal and marine communities, and the importance of ensuring that the region’s
multidimensional vulnerabilities are adequately represented within international financing and

development frameworks.

38



ACS gAE(: <\> Original language: English

CARIBBEAN SEA . th
ASsesan e chngetn s Last updated : 26% May, 2026
ASSOCIATION DES ETATS DE LA CARAIBE

The ACS further strengthened international advocacy for the Special Area initiative by positioning
regional priorities, including sargassum management, mangrove restoration, sustainable tourism,
maritime connectivity, and the blue economy within broader discussion on international
cooperation, sustainable investment, and regional development. These efforts also highlighted
the CSC as the key mechanism for promoting policy coherence, coordinated regional action, and
science-informed governance, while showcasing concrete initiatives such as the Sandy Shorelines
Project and the proposed Greater Caribbean Leadership for Climate-Smart Coastlines initiative as
examples of the operationalisation of the Special Area framework through practice resilience-

building measures.

Additionally, concrete steps have been taken to strengthen the scientific-technical and legal
foundation of the Caribbean Sea Commission through the reactivation of its Scientific and
Technical and Legal Sub-Commissions. These Sub-Commissions are expected to enhance the
provision of scientific, technical and legal guidance and support evidence-based decision-making
in advancing the designation of the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area in the context of sustainable
development. Their reactivation will also strengthen institutional support for the Special Area
initiative by reinforcing the integration of scientific and legal expertise, and regional policy
coordination within the work of the CSC. The work of these Sub-Commissions is expected to
contribute directly to the development of future outputs and reports, including subsequent
submissions to the United Nations General Assembly.

6. Strategic Actions for Strengthening Protection of the Caribbean
Sea

Building on the progress achieved and recognising the persistent challenges affecting the
Caribbean Sea, stronger, better-coordinated, and forward-looking action is needed. These actions
should deepen regional cooperation, support sustainable development, and ensure the long-term
protection and preservation of the Caribbean Sea as a key pillar of sustainable development in

the Greater Caribbean Region.

Strengthening regional governance and coordination remains essential to the sustainable
management of the Caribbean Sea. Efforts should therefore focus on reinforcing the role of the

Caribbean Sea Commission as a central platform for regional dialogue, policy alignment, and
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technical cooperation. As the Commission’s ongoing work demonstrates, stronger coordination
and better synergies are critical to avoiding duplication, increasing the impact of existing
initiatives, and responding more effectively to the needs of the Greater Caribbean.

Further emphasis should be placed on harmonising regional policies, standards, and frameworks
related to marine resource protection, sustainable development, and environmental management.
Strengthening collaboration mechanisms such as the CSC will continue to facilitate information-
sharing, capacity building, dialogue, joint planning, thereby reducing fragmentation across marine
governance initiatives, and facilitating more coordinated action to transboundary environmental
challenges. Together, these efforts will support stronger institutional frameworks that enable
coherent, strategic regional action to safeguard the Caribbean Sea.

The blue economy seeks to support “economic growth, social inclusion and preservation or
improvement of livelihoods while at the same time ensuring environmental sustainability,”
underscoring its value as a pathway to sustainable development (UN DESA, 2019). Advancing the
blue economy is therefore essential to the sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea. In line
with the political commitments expressed in the Declaration of Monteria, it is also key to

strengthening climate resilience and long-term economic well-being across the region.

Scaling up ecosystem-based approaches as nature-based solutions can strengthen the resilience
of the Caribbean Sea and its coastal communities. These approaches can address challenges at
local and national levels (Valero et al., 2021). Restoring and protecting mangroves, coral reefs,
and seagrass beds can reduce the impacts of extreme weather events, sea-level rise, and storm
surge while strengthening coastal protection (Valero et al., 2021). Despite these benefits, their

full potential has not yet been realised across the region.

Recognising the multiple benefits of nature-based solutions, regional initiatives supported by the
Association of Caribbean States, such as the Japan-Colombia Triangular Cooperation Project for
Coral Restoration and Disaster Risk Reduction, aim to strengthen climate resilience and disaster
risk reduction through the restoration of key marine ecosystems. Implemented in collaboration
with the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), the Presidential Agency for International
Cooperation of Colombia (APC-Colombia), and Colombia’s National Unit for Disaster Risk
Management, this project demonstrates the practical application of ecosystem-based approaches
to strengthening natural coastal defence systems and supporting community resilience. These
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efforts align with key global frameworks, including the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction 2015-2030, which recognises ecosystem-based approaches as effective measures for
reducing disaster risk; the Paris Agreement, through ecosystem-based adaptation; and the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, notably Targets 2 and 8 on ecosystem
restoration and climate resilience. At the regional level, these actions are further supported by
the Cartagena Convention and its SPAW Protocol, which underscore regional cooperation in the

protection of marine and coastal ecosystems.

Building on the experience of the Association of Caribbean States and its partners in advancing
ecosystem-based approaches through regional initiatives, expanding and effectively managing
marine and coastal protected areas, restoring degraded ecosystems, and integrating ecosystem-
based approaches into national and regional development planning should be prioritised.

Strengthening data, science and knowledge-sharing systems is critical to supporting informed
decision-making and effective management of the Caribbean Sea. The availability of reliable,
timely, and harmonised data remains a key challenge across the region, limiting the ability of
Member States and Associate Members to respond proactively to environmental and climate-

related risks.

In this regard, efforts should be directed toward enhancing regional data collection, monitoring,
and information-sharing systems, including the development of interoperable platforms and the
standardisation of methodologies across countries. Promoting stronger science-policy interfaces
and supporting collaborative research initiatives will be essential to ensure that scientific
knowledge is effectively translated into policy and practice. The Caribbean Sea Commission can
play a central role in facilitating these efforts by serving as a platform for regional coordination,

knowledge exchange, and the consolidation of data-driven approaches to marine governance.

Addressing marine pollution remains a critical priority for safeguarding the ecological integrity and
economic value of the Caribbean Sea. Increasing levels of marine debris, plastic pollution, and
emerging challenges such as sargassum influxes continue to place significant pressure on coastal

ecosystems, tourism, and fisheries.

In this context, efforts should be directed toward reducing land-based and marine sources of
pollution through improved waste management systems, strengthened regulatory frameworks,

and enhanced regional coordination. Promoting circular economy approaches will be key to
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minimising waste, encouraging sustainable production and consumption patterns, and creating
economic opportunities from resource recovery. The Caribbean Sea Commission can further
support these efforts by fostering regional alignment, facilitating dialogue among Member States
and Associate Members, and promoting coordinated responses to shared challenges.
Strengthening alignment with global processes, including ongoing negotiations toward an
international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, will further support coordinated action
at the regional and international levels.

Mobilising adequate and sustainable financing remains essential to advancing the protection and
sustainable management of the Caribbean Sea. Many Caribbean countries, particularly Small
Island Developing States (SIDS), face significant constraints in accessing financial resources to

implement climate and environmental initiatives.

Efforts should therefore focus on strengthening engagement with international financial
institutions, development banks, and climate funds, including the Green Climate Fund (GCF) and
the Global Environment Facility (GEF). Promoting innovative financing mechanisms, such as blue
bonds and blended finance approaches, will also be critical to unlocking investment in marine
conservation and sustainable ocean-based sectors. In this regard, the Caribbean Sea Commission
can serve as a convening mechanism to facilitate partnerships, mobilise resources, and support
the development of regional funding strategies aligned with Member States and Associate

Members priorities.

Enhancing capacity building and technical cooperation is fundamental to ensuring the effective
implementation of strategies aimed at protecting the Caribbean Sea. Many countries in the region
face capacity constraints in areas such as data management, marine governance, and climate

adaptation, which can limit the effectiveness of policy implementation.

In this regard, efforts should be directed toward strengthening institutional and technical
capacities through targeted training programmes, knowledge exchange, and the transfer of
technology. Promoting South-South and triangular cooperation will play a key role in facilitating
the sharing of best practices and lessons learned across the region and beyond. The Caribbean
Sea Commission provides a critical platform for advancing these efforts, supporting regional
collaboration, and strengthening the collective capacity of Member States and Associate Members
to address shared challenges.
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Collectively, these strategic actions underscore the importance of strengthening the role of the
Caribbean Sea Commission as a central coordinating mechanism to ensure coherent, integrated,
and effective regional responses for the protection and sustainable management of the Caribbean
Sea.

Conclusion

The Caribbean Sea is a shared ecological, economic, historical, social, and cultural space that
remains central to the sustainable development and well-being of the Greater Caribbean Region.
Its marine and coastal ecosystems support biodiversity, food security, livelihoods, tourism, trade,
climate regulation, and cultural identity, while serving as a critical foundation for regional
resilience and socio-economic stability for millions across the region. Yet growing pressures from
climate change, marine pollution, biodiversity loss, overexploitation of marine resources,
fragmented governance, and threats such as sargassum influxes continue to heighten

vulnerability and threaten the Sea’s long-term sustainability.

Beyond its ecological and economic importance, the Caribbean Sea embodies a shared natural,
cultural, and common patrimony for the diverse peoples and territories of the Greater Caribbean
Region. For centuries, the Caribbean Sea has shaped the region’s histories, cultural practices,
livelihoods, traditions and development pathways, while functioning as a unifying space that links
the geographically dispersed, culturally and linguistically diverse nations and territories of the
Greater Caribbean. Its rich ecosystems, vibrant coastal communities, enduring maritime
traditions, and cultural heritage are fundamentally interconnected, reinforcing the understanding
that the protection of the Caribbean Sea exceeds environmental conservation alone and is
intrinsically linked to the preservation of a shared regional identity, human well-being, and the
collective future of the Greater Caribbean. In this context, it would be remiss to frame
safeguarding the Caribbean Sea from merely an environmental and economic imperative, as it is
also a shared regional responsibility rooted in principles of cooperation, solidarity, and common
stewardship.

As this report shows, the Association of Caribbean States has made meaningful progress in
strengthening regional cooperation and advancing integrated approaches to the sustainable
management of the Caribbean Sea. Through initiatives led by the Caribbean Sea Commission and

the Sargassum Sub-Commission, and through partnerships with regional and international actors,
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the region has improved institutional coordination, supported science-based decision-making,
expanded South-South and triangular cooperation, and advanced ecosystem-based approaches
aligned with the Paris Agreement, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030,
the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, and the Sustainable Development Goals.

Despite this progress, sustained international support, stronger governance mechanisms,
enhanced financing, and continued collective action remain essential. The transboundary and
interconnected nature of the challenges affecting the Caribbean Sea further underscores the need
for coordinated regional and international responses grounded in cooperation, shared
responsibility, and long-term sustainability. In this context, designating the Caribbean Sea as a
Special Area in the context of sustainable development provides a critical framework for advancing
integrated ocean governance, strengthening regional resilience, mobilising international

cooperation, and safeguarding the Caribbean Sea for present and future generations.

Recommendations

The Association of Caribbean States therefore reiterates its call to the United Nations General
Assembly and the international community to support this initiative and to recognise the
Caribbean Sea not only as a strategic maritime space, but also as a common patrimony requiring

coordinated stewardship, sustainable management, and collective responsibility.

This report demonstrates that the legal challenge concerning the Caribbean Sea is not the
absence of normative frameworks, but the fragmented way in which existing international and
regional instruments address an interconnected marine ecosystem. While UNCLOS, MARPOL, the
Cartagena Convention, the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism, and the BBNJ Agreement
each provide important legal tools, none on its own offers a comprehensive governance
framework for the Caribbean Sea as a single ecological and development space. In this context,
the continued recognition by the United Nations General Assembly in resolution A/RES/61/197
that the Caribbean Sea is a Special Area in the context of sustainable development remains both
timely and legally well founded.

Having regard to the legal considerations outlined in this report, the following recommendations
are proposed for possible inclusion in a future resolution of the General Assembly:
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Reaffirms that the Caribbean Sea is an area of a unique biodiverse ecosystem that is a
semi-enclosed sea within the meaning of Articles 122 and 123 of UNCLOS, which requires
cooperation among bordering and non-bordering States in the management, conservation

and protection of its living resources and marine environment.

Recognises that Articles 192, 194 and 197 of UNCLOS provide an existing legal basis for
enhanced regional and international cooperation for the protection and preservation of
the marine environment of the Caribbean Sea, including through rules, standards and
recommended practices that take into account characteristic regional features, and which
can be used to develop the concept of a Special Area in the context of sustainable
development.

Recognises further the ACS, acting pursuant to the Convention Establishing the
Association of Caribbean States and noting the efforts of the Caribbean Sea Commission
and commitments by the Heads of State and Government of the ACS, as an appropriate
regional forum through which Member States and Associate Members may coordinate
concerning the Caribbean Sea as a Special Area within the context of sustainable

development.

Encourages States of the Greater Caribbean to examine, consistent with national
jurisdiction and sovereign rights, the expanded use of ecosystem-based management
tools, marine protected areas and protected area networks, including mechanisms
available under the Cartagena Convention, its SPAW Protocol and, where applicable, the
BBNJ Agreement.

Invites Member States, Associate Members and competent regional organisations to
consider supporting countries bordering the Caribbean Sea to prepare joint or independent
scientific and technical proposals for area-based management tools under the BBNJ]
Agreement in adjacent areas beyond national jurisdiction, with a view to strengthening

ecological connectivity between maritime zones.

Welcomes the exploration of the idea that the Caribbean Sea be inscribed on the World
Heritage List.

Calls upon interested Member States and Associate Members of the Greater Caribbean,
acting individually or jointly and in accordance with the Convention concerning the
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Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage and in collaboration with the ACS,
to explore the feasibility of nominating qualifying marine and coastal areas of the
Caribbean Sea for inscription on the World Heritage List, including serial or transboundary

nominations where appropriate.

e Encourages the ACS, consistent with the Convention Establishing the Association of
Caribbean States, to facilitate regional dialogue, technical cooperation and the exchange
of scientific information among Member States and Associate Members in support of any
such potential nhominations in accordance with the Convention concerning the Protection
of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage.

These recommendations enable the General Assembly to advance, through the ACS and other
competent institutions, a more coherent legal and policy framework for the sustainable

development of the Caribbean Sea.
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