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Summary

Climate change, oceans, biodiversity and disaster risk reduction (DRR)

influence the resilience, vulnerability and development pathways of

society and the economy in Small Island Developing States (SIDS).

Opportunities exist, however, to rebalance the relationship between SIDS’

populations and their natural environments, and between SIDS and the

rest of the world.

SIDS are at the frontline of atriple planetary
crisis - climate change, pollutionand
biodiversity loss - that threatens livelihoods,
economies and cultural continuity (IPCC,
2023; UNEP,2024).

Alongside this vulnerability, SIDS are also
custodians of vast ocean spaces, and can
therefore be viewed as Large Ocean States
too (Saddington, 2023). With Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) that, collectively,
coveraround 30% of the world’s oceans,

this area averages 28 times SIDS’ combined
landmass and encompasses precious marine
ecosystems(Chan, 2018).

Inthis sense, SIDS are stewards of avital
global public good. Theirocean spaces
formacrucialline of defence against the
accelerating climate and biodiversity
crises - aresponsibility thatisrarely fully
acknowledged oradequately supported.
Recognising this custodianship could
opennew narratives around sovereignty,
stewardship and shared responsibility.

P


https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.unep.org/resources/annual-report-2023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2023.103682
https://doi.org/10.1163/19426720-02404005

5.1 Keydebates

SIDS face converging pressures. Rising
sealevels, intensifying climate hazards,
ecosystemdegradation, pollution, water
scarcity and displacement collectively erode
SIDS’resilience and adaptive capacity. They
threaten the ecosystems that underpinfood
security and cultural heritage.

Crucially, many of these pressures are
generated externally. They are driven by
global emissions, transboundary pollution
and biodiversity loss that are beyond

the control of SIDS. While domestic
development choices and governance
gaps canexacerbate these pressures, the
primary sources of environmentalharm
thatimpact SIDS often originate outside
theirborders.

These ecological pressures are frequently
framed as SIDS’ sustainable development
challenges, yet protecting andrestoring
island-nation coastaland marine ecosystems
isessential forresilience globally.

The primary sources of environmental
harm thatimpact SIDS often originate
outside their borders.

Pacific SIDS are experiencingrising sea
levels andintensifying cyclones that erode
coastlines,damageinfrastructure,increase
water scarcity and displace communities.
These impacts are deeply cultural too,
threatening sacredsites, ancestral burial
grounds and traditional knowledge systems
(Tsegaye Gatisoetal.,2025). Coralreef
degradationand species decline undermine
food security and weaken ecosystem-based
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The Maldives. Photo: Ishan @seefromthesky/Unsplash.

protections, while marine pollutionadds
cascading health and economicrisks (Najeeb
etal.,,2025).

Caribbean SIDS are similarly vulnerable.
Strongerhurricanes andrising seas
devastate coastalinfrastructure and
tourism-dependent economies. Cultural
heritage and community resilience are
jeopardised as climate impactsintersect with
socioeconomic fragilities, amplifying risks to
food systems and livelihoods (IPCC,2023).

Andinthe Atlantic, Indian Oceanand South
ChinaSea(AlS)region, statessuchasthe
Seychelles, Mauritius, the Maldives and
Comoros suffer coral bleaching, coastal
erosion andrising seas thatthreaten densely
populated coastlines. These states manage
vast marine territoriesrichin biodiversity,

yet theyface the challenge of balancing
economic resilience withecosystem
protection(Najeebetal.,2025).


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-025-03972-x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2025.1518701
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2025.1518701
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2025.1518701
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The Antigua and Barbuda AgendaforSIDS
(ABAS)(UN-OHRLLS,2024)recognises

the urgency of the triple planetary crisis.
ltunderscoresthe needfortargeted and
scaled-upresponses - bothwithin SIDS

and fromthe international community - to
address the most acute vulnerabilities.
However, the ways inwhichthese challenges
andrisksin SIDS should be addressed are
not settled. Ongoing debates are shaped by
competing priorities, governance gaps and
powerasymmetries withinand beyond SIDS,
oftenreflectingtensions between survival
imperatives and globaleconomic interests.
5.1.1 Climateaction

Climate change debates concerning SIDS
oftenreflectamismatch between global
andlocal priorities. International policy
debatespursuethel.5°Ctargetsetoutin
the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015). But
SIDS - which collectively contribute less
than 1% of global emissions and only 0.5%

of historic CO2emissions - emphasise
adaptation concerns, consistently framing
this as an existential issue due to their
extreme vulnerability to sea-levelrise,
cyclones, droughts and ocean acidification
(Global CenteronAdaptation, 2025). SIDS
donotconsiderthereto be atrade-off
betweenthe two, instead stressing the need
foradaptationto also be prioritised and
adequately financedin aglobal systemwhere
mitigation dominates.

The financial burden of climate adaptation
forSIDSis escalating. The United Nations
Environment Programme’s (UNEP, 2025)
Adaptation gap report 2025 estimates that
developing countries willneed more than
US$310 billion annually by 2035 for adaptation,

yet actualinternational adaptationfinance
stood atjust US$26 billionin 2023, having
declinedfromthe previousyear.

Climate change debates concerning
SIDS often reflect a mismatch between
global and local priorities.

For SIDS specifically, adaptation needs
amount toroughly US$12 billion peryear. They
receive only 0.2% of global climate finance
foradaptation, however, despite facing
some of the highest per capitaeconomic
losses from climate-related disasters
globally (Saghirand Jorge, 2025; Climate
Policy Initiative, 2025). Thiswidening finance
gap highlights the growing costs SIDS must
absorb annually as climate impactsintensify,
anditreinforcestheircall foradaptationto be
treated as anurgent global priority.

Equity and capacity constraints also
dominate climate change debates
concerning SIDS (OECD, 2023). Despite
theirnegligible contributionto global
emissions, SIDS beardisproportionate
impacts. Rightly so, they have been
preoccupied with seeking supportand
compensation.

Tothisend, SIDS have been consistent moral
leadersininternational climate diplomacy.
The Loss and Damage Fund created at the
Conference of the Parties (COP28)inthe
United Arab Emiratesin 2023 was a milestone,
with SIDS playing akey leadershiprole. In
principle, thereisanagreement that SIDS

will have preferential access to this Fund, in
line withtheirspecial case (UN News, 2025;
UNFCCC,2023).


https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
https://gca.org/reports/sta25/
http://www.unep.org/resources/adaptation-gap-report-2025
https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/small-costs-for-large-gains-climate-resilience-in-small-island-developing-states/
http://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/publication/state-and-trends-of-climate-adaptation-finance-in-small-island-developing-states/
http://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/publication/state-and-trends-of-climate-adaptation-finance-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://doi.org/10.1787/888c870a-en
https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/07/1165475
https://unfccc.int/documents/632319

Inanotherimportant milestone, the 2025
International Court of Justice (ICJ) Advisory
Opiniononstateresponsibility for climate
change clarified that states must exercise
duediligence, align emissions with the

Paris Agreement and protect the marine
environment (I1CJ,2025). This shifted climate
actionfrommoral appeal tolegal obligation,
and SIDS played a similarly critical leadership
roleinsecuring thislandmarkruling for
climatejustice.

5.1.2 Oceangovernance

Oceangovernance debates spanwide-
rangingissues - fromthe stewardship

of fisheries, to tackling marine pollution,

the preservation of coastaland marine
ecosystemsand, morerecently, deep-
seamining (DSM). Key challengesinclude
powerasymmetries between countries, the

Filming Climate Blueprint, Barbados, 2025.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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trade-offs betweeneconomic development
imperatives versus environmental concerns,
andtherightto exercise sovereignty.

SIDS have led many areas of ocean
governance. Forexample, the Seychelles
emerged as an early champion of marine
spatial planning (MSP) among SIDS, using
innovative ‘blue finance’ mechanisms such

as debt-for-nature swaps and blue bonds

to fund marine protection. Islands have also
pushed foran ambitious global Plastics Treaty
with production caps.

Otherareas are challengingand more divisive
though. Forexample, some Caribbean
countries are struggling to balance marine
tourism and fisheries with conservationunder
the Cartagena Conventionand the Specially
Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) Protocol
(UNEP-CEP, n.d.). Thisincludesin Belize’'s



https://www.icj-cij.org/case/187
https://www.unep.org/cep/who-we-are/cartagena-convention
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Hol ChanMarine Reserve, where contested
coastaldevelopment - suchas dredgingand
proposed over-the-water construction at
CayoRosario -and asharp park-feeincrease
have triggered pushback fromtouroperators,
guides and conservationgroups(SanPedro
Sun, 2024; Greater Belize Media, 2025). This
shows how some states are finding it difficult
touphold SPAW’s obligations to protect
fragile ecosystems andregulate harmful
activities, while also sustaining their tourism-
based economies (SPAWRAC, n.d.)

lllegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU)
fishingis another challenge formany SIDS.
Withup to oneinfive fish caught globally
estimated to come fromIUU activity,
harmful subsidies and regulatory gaps
disproportionately affectisland-nation
economies(Yuand Liu,2024). Although
instruments such asthe Port State Measures
Agreement and Asia-Pacific Cooperation’s
(APEC)roadmap onlUU fishing are
advancing, complianceisunevenamong
SIDS andlarger states, leaving the ocean
environment vulnerable despite formal
commitments (FAO, 2025).

There are also divisions over DSM. Some
Pacific SIDS have raised significant concerns,
citing ecologicaluncertainty and cultural
values. Several have declared moratoria
(Cooper, 2025; Kasanawaqgaetal.,2023).

DSM governanceisincreasingly fragmented,
unfolding ontwo contradictory tracks. First,
thereis the multilateral process underthe
United Nations Convention onthe Law of

the Sea(UNCLOS)led by the International
Seabed Authority (ISA). And thenthereis

the United States-led trackvia the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA)underthe Deep Seabed Hard Mineral
Resources Act (DSHMRA). Here, permits

have been streamlined, prompting concerns
aboutregulatoryloopholes andunilateralism
(Kasanawaqgaetal.,2025;NOAA, 2026; White
House, 2025).

This dualtrackraises the risk of regulatory
arbitrage that sidelines many SIDS’
precautionary positions. Thisisillustrated
by Nauru’s 2021 ‘two-yearrule’ trigger,
which has pressured the ISAto consider
exploitation applications evenasrulesremain
unsettled. Meanwhile, the US-led approach
could potentially fast-track activities
outside UNCLOS processes. Together, such
movesrisk narrowing the space forSIDS to
securerobust environmental safeguards
and benefit-sharing at the multilateral table
(Singh,2022; White House, 2025; NOAA,
2026).

5.1.3 Climateandenvironmental
pressures,impactsandjustice

Coastaland marine ecosystems across SIDS
have declined profoundly overtime and are
stillexposed to significant pressures. For
instance, Pacific atoll nations are witnessing
significant shoreline erosion, coupled with
saltwater contamination of vital freshwater
lenses (Duvat etal.,2021). Across the
Caribbean, recurrent marine heatwaves
have triggered mass coral bleaching

events, devastatingreefs that are central

to fisheries, tourism and coastal protection
(Cetina-Heredia and Allende-Arandia, 2023).
Meanwhile, mangrove forests are being
cleared, particularly indensely populated
deltas and urbanising coastlines, despite
being critical buffers against storms.

The climate crisisis also manifestinginmore
prolonged and severe droughts. These are
drying agriculturallands and threatening
water securityin nations such as Barbados,


http://www.sanpedrosun.com/community-and-society/2024/05/14/hol-chan-prepares-for-reef-fest-2024/
http://www.sanpedrosun.com/community-and-society/2024/05/14/hol-chan-prepares-for-reef-fest-2024/
https://www.greaterbelize.com/coalition-demands-action-accountability-over-threats-to-hol-chan-marine-reserve/
https://www.car-spaw-rac.org/?The-SPAW-Protocol-1370
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44312-024-00023-4
https://www.fao.org/newsroom/detail/fao-releases-the-most-detailed-global-assessment-of-marine-fish-stocks-to-date/en
https://www.abc.net.au/pacific/programs/pacificbeat/new-caledonia-deep-sea-mining-ban/105267020
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003341536-8
https://doi.org/10.26021/16127
http://www.noaa.gov/news-release/noaa-accelerates-permitting-timeline-for-deep-seabed-mining-applications
http://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/unleashing-americas-offshore-critical-minerals-and-resources/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/unleashing-americas-offshore-critical-minerals-and-resources/
https://brill.com/view/journals/estu/37/3/article-p375_1.xml
http://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/unleashing-americas-offshore-critical-minerals-and-resources/
http://www.noaa.gov/news-release/noaa-accelerates-permitting-timeline-for-deep-seabed-mining-applications
http://www.noaa.gov/news-release/noaa-accelerates-permitting-timeline-for-deep-seabed-mining-applications
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.700
https://doi.org/10.1029/2023JC020147

Grenada, Kiribatiand Tuvalu, where declining
reservoirlevels have triggeredrationingin
some communities (UNDRR, 2021).

Conversely, extremerainfall events have
causedfloods andlandslides, such as

the 2023 disastersinFiji, Vanuatuand the
Solomonlslands that destroyed homes,
roads and crops (Humanitarian Action,
2023). And storm systems have intensified
too. Hurricane Beryl (2024) and Cyclone
Lola(2024)reachedunprecedentedearly-
seasonstrengthinthe Caribbean and Pacific,
respectively. They causedlosses equivalent
to asignificant proportion of national gross
domestic product (GDP)and erasedyears of
developmental progressinhours.

Thisis precisely what makes SIDS a ‘special
case’: they are uniquely exposed to shocks
that can erase years of gains, and thus they

need special treatmentin global governance.

Vanuatu's Climate Minister Ralph
Regenvanu speaking outside
ICJ. Photo: Heute.at/JOHN
THYS/AFP/picturedesk.com.

~OURTS "HAV
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SIDS haveinitiated numerous domestic
mitigationand adaptationmeasuresin
response to these ecological pressures. For
example, across the Pacific, community-
based managementisbeingadvanced at
scaleinFiji, Palauandthe Solomonlslands
through networks of Locally Managed Marine
Areas(LMMAs), empoweringvillages to set
fishingrules, restore mangroves and monitor
reef health.

More and more SIDS are committing
tonet-zeroby 2050 andraising100%
renewable-energy targets, with steady
progress ondomestic mitigation. Across
the Pacific, installed renewable capacity
has expanded sharply overthe pastdecade
as states cuttheirreliance onimported
fuels and strengthen theirenergy security
(WEF,2024).Barbadosisaleaderinthe
Caribbean, with one of the world’s highest
per capitaadoptionrates of solar-water

‘Lf-

7



https://www.undrr.org/publication/gar-special-report-drought-2021
https://humanitarianaction.info/document/global-humanitarian-overview-2023/article/pacific-islands
https://humanitarianaction.info/document/global-humanitarian-overview-2023/article/pacific-islands
https://www.weforum.org/publications/net-zero-industry-tracker-2024/
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heaters and complementary energy-
efficiency measures, including building
codereformstoreduce coolingdemand
(Government of Barbados, 2025). Despite
thismomentum though, the roll-out of
utility-scale renewables faces structural
barriers, including highlogistics and shipping
costs, long procurement timelines and small
market size that complicate assessments of
cost-effectiveness (WEF, 2024).

Some SIDS areintegrating nature-based
solutions (NbS)into theiradaptation
planning too. They are mandating the
protection of mangroves andreefs as
criticalinfrastructure in new development
projects (Hilmietal.,2026aand2026b)
and strengthening safeguards for extensive
seagrass meadows. Thisisevidentinthe
Bahamas, whose seagrass ecosystems
account fora globally significant share of
blue-carbon storage and are now central
to national climate adaptation and carbon
sequestration strategies (Fuetal.,2023).

Through sustained coalition-building
and legal entrepreneurship, SIDS have
helped secure landmark decisions.

Ambitious MSP and blue finance instruments
have also beendeployed. One example
isthe comprehensive Marine Spatial Plan
pioneered by the Seychelles that places
zonesinitsentire EEZinanefforttobalance
conservation, sustainable fishing and tourism
development. Thisis supported financially
by a debt-for-nature swap and blue bond
issuance, channellinginternational capitalinto
local conservation and climate adaptation
projects(Marchetal.,2024).

And SIDS have complemented these
domestic policies with consistentinternational
advocacy. SIDS’ defining contributionhas
beento secure climatejustice,inaneffortto
transform survivalimperativesinto binding
legal obligations for the major emitting states.
Oftenthishasbeenaccompanied by calls for
reparatory justice too.

Through sustained coalition-building and
legal entrepreneurship, SIDS have helped
secure landmark decisions that classify
greenhouse gas emissions as marine
pollutionunderUNCLOS (ITLOS,2024)
andthat affirm states’ due diligence and
reparations obligations forharmto the
marine environment (UN News, 2025). At the
International Maritime Organization (IMO)in
2025, the 6PAC+ bloc of Pacific, Caribbean
and African SIDS pressed forauniversal
carbonlevy and equitable revenue-sharing to
align shipping decarbonisation with existential
SIDS priorities (Radio New Zealand, 2025).

Despite this progress, however, disaster-
related aidinthe Caribbean frequently
follows donor-driven priorities rather than
SIDS-led plans. Often, aidis not coordinated
inways thatembed domestic capacity
(Wilkinsonetal.,2025). Forinstance,
independent evaluations of theresponse

to Hurricane Dorianin 2019 highlight the
dominantrole of internationalagencies

and the difficulties of aligning recovery with
national priorities. More broadly, regional
governance studies emphasise that external
financing structures and historical aid
modalities still shaperesponse andrecovery
inways thatrisk entrenching dependency and
limiting the scope for SIDS-owned, locally
embeddedresilience-building (Galaitsiet al.,
2023;Mohan,2023)(seeBox5.1and Box5.2).


https://unfccc.int/node/649406
https://www.weforum.org/publications/net-zero-industry-tracker-2024/
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/390141595_Coral_reef_conservation_gaps_under_a_socioeconomic_perspective
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2025.106887
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-023-01154-0
https://doi.org/10.3390/commodities3020010
https://www.itlos.org/en/main/cases/list-of-cases/request-for-an-advisory-opinion-submitted-by-the-commission-of-small-island-states-on-climate-change-and-international-law-request-for-advisory-opinion-submitted-to-the-tribunal/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/07/1165475
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/pacific/557501/pacific-nations-push-for-universal-carbon-levy-for-international-shipping-at-imo-talks
https://odi.org/en/publications/fit-for-size-rethinking-capacity-strengthening-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13753-023-00494-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13753-023-00494-x
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37153138/
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Box 5.1 Disaster capitalism: undermininglocal communities in SIDS

There are striking examples across SIDS of colonial legacies, neocolonial patterns
of foreigninterventionandinappropriate models fordisasterresponse that have
exacerbated, ratherthan diminished, disasterriskin SIDS.

Disaster capitalismrefers to situations where a crisis is leveraged to advance neoliberal
reforms and private interests, often at the expense of local communities and ecological
integrity. Coloniallegacies and uneven development compound these impacts, with
low-income groups often bearing the brunt of displacement andreceiving the least
fromrecovery efforts (Klein,2008).

Forexample, recent climate-related disastersinthe Caribbean - including Hurricanes
Irma (2017), Maria (2017), Dorian (2019), Beryl (2024) and Melissa (2025) - have resulted
inwidespread displacement, infrastructure collapse andlong-term socioeconomic
disruption. InBarbuda, Hurricane Irma destroyed nearly 90% of infrastructure,
prompting full evacuation and triggering controversial land reforms that undermined
communallandrightsinfavour of privatisation (Rhiney, 2020; Look et al., 2019).

Box 5.2 Decolonising the sustainability paradigm

Mainstream sustainability paradigms are not neutral either - instead they oftenuphold
dominant power structures and prevailing economic systems.

Sustainability and climate discussions have reduced complex ethical questions to
quantifiable indicators framed through technocratic and market-drivenlogics (Ratuva,
2021; Owensetal.,2025). Forexample, instruments like carbon offsetting often
transform ecological breakdowninto technical problems solvable by markets. This
avoids scrutiny of capitalist extractive machinery and places the burden of response on
vulnerable communities like SIDS. Inturn, these island nations must compete forlimited
pools of finance while the same development model that caused the crisisis presented
as atooltosolveit (Pielke, 1998; Vunibolaetal.,2025).

Thisisimpacting conservation models.

Inthe Indian Ocean, the Seychellesis widely feted as pioneering aninnovative
approachto marine conservation, combining a sovereign blue bond and a national
MSP (Seychelles Marine Spatial Plan). Yet evaluations warn that suchinstruments can
slipinto ‘blue washing’ if marketlogics and external actors override local priorities and
distributive justice (Marchetal., 2024).


https://naomiklein.org/the-shock-doctrine/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2020.102181
https://doi.org/10.1142/S2345737619400049
https://doi.org/10.1177/09213740211014312
https://doi.org/10.1177/09213740211014312
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esg.2025.100247
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:18214542
https://doi.org/10.26181/25375207
https://doi.org/10.3390/commodities3020010
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Across the Caribbean, new science confirming the Bahamas as a global seagrass blue
carbonhotspot has catalysedinterestin carbon credit monetisation. While this may
mobilise new funds for protection, it also risks ceding controlif crediting standards and
verification are designed off-island and if they prioritise investor concerns over those of
Bahamian communities (Fuetal.,2023; Sherburne, 2023).

Global North conservationmodels can also frame human presence as destructive,
justifying top-downinitiatives like national parks that can displace Indigenous peoples
and commodify wilderness throughtourism (Dowie, 2011; Shafer, 2015). In Belize,
contestationaround the Hol Chan Marine Reserve - including fee hikes and disputed
coastalworks at Cayo Rosario - shows how Marine Protected Area (MPA) governance
canbe pulled towards tourism and investor priorities, marginalising fishers’ knowledge
andlivelihoods that underpinlong-termecological outcomes (San Pedro Sun, 2024;
GreaterBelize Media, 2025; Belize Fisheries Department, 2025).

These approaches canignore Indigenous stewardship, fail ecologically and reproduce
colonial patterns of dispossession and epistemic erasure. They undermine the very
communities whose knowledge systems offer pathways to genuine sustainability.

5.2 Recenttrendsand
contributions

5.2.1 Oceanpressures,
legalmilestonesand

precautionary norms

The oceanresources thatunderpin
SIDS’ identities and economies face
significant stress.

Nearshore fish stocks essential for

food security andlocallivelihoods are
declining due to overfishing, habitatloss
and climate-driven changesin species
distribution. Ocean acidification and slow-
onsetwarming of oceans are bleaching
coralreefs. And projections for SIDS
indicate that, by the end of the century, the
Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati,
Nauru, Palau, Tuvalu, and Sdo Tomé and

Principe are expectedto experience the
largest reductionsin maximum fisheries
catchpotential (Bahrietal.,2025).

Rising oceantemperatures are also triggering
harmful algal blooms that wash ashore and
decompose, especiallyinthe Caribbean.
This creates apersistent and costly cleanup
burden and undermines the desirability of
beaches vital to the tourism economies of

many SIDS (Mohan and Strobl, 2025). Blooms

smotherseagrass beds and disrupt fisheries
too, impacting biodiversity and livelihoods.

These trends are compounded by marine
plastic pollution, ghost nets and toxic
runoff, which threaten marine ecosystems
and humanhealthinislands that make
minimal contributions to global waste.
SIDS face acute challengesinmanaging
limited landfill space and toxic waste from


https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-023-01154-0
https://news.umich.edu/caribbean-seagrasses-provide-services-worth-255b-annually-including-vast-carbon-storage-study-shows/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262516006/conservation-refugees/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gecco.2014.12.007
http://www.sanpedrosun.com/community-and-society/2024/05/14/hol-chan-prepares-for-reef-fest-2024/
https://www.greaterbelize.com/coalition-demands-action-accountability-over-threats-to-hol-chan-marine-reserve/
https://fisheries.gov.bz/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajsl.2025.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2024.2433475

agriculture and settlements. Pollution
fromland-based sources, including
agrochemicals andinadequately treated
sewage, also degrades water quality and
coastal ecosystems. Meanwhile, recycling
is oftenunfeasible in SIDS due to low
waste volumes, high transport costsand
geographicisolation - constraints that
are particularly acute foratoll nations with
remote and highly scatteredislands and
scarce land forwaste management.

Scholars and policy-makers have described
the phenomenon as ‘waste colonialism’.
Island states making minimal contributions
to global pollutiondisproportionately bear
the burden of imported waste streams and
marine debris (Liboiron, 2021; Fulleret al.,
2023;Perymanetal.,2024).

The Ocean HealthIndex shows a declinein
ocean biodiversity across all SIDS regions
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since 2012 (Figure 5.1). Though biodiversity in
SIDS watersis at a ‘healthier’ level overall than
the global average, the data also show that
ocean biodiversityisfallingacross the EEZs of
Pacific, Caribbeanand AIS SIDS.

SIDS haverecognisedthese challenges
though and areleading global effortstodrive a
sustainable blue economy. Forexample, they
have takenimportant stepsto curb plastic
pollution,both‘athome’ and globally. Outright
bansonvarious single-use plastic products
(e.g.,plasticbags, straws and food service
containers) have beenimplementedin27
SIDS, while several others have introduced
tariffs, partialrestrictions ordeposit-return
schemes toreduce consumptionand landfill
pressures (GlZ,2022; Hurley et al., 2025). Early
movers such as Fiji, Palau and Samoa adopted
restrictions nearly two decadesago, and
momentum has accelerated as these policies
have shownto be effective (GlZ,2022).

Figure5.1 Ocean biodiversity, 2012—-2025
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Source: National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis (n.d.) Ocean Health Index (https://
oceanhealthindex.org/global-scores/data-download/), 23 January 2026.



https://www.dukeupress.edu/pollution-is-colonialism
https://journals.librarypublishing.arizona.edu/jpe/article/2401/galley/5094/view/
https://journals.librarypublishing.arizona.edu/jpe/article/2401/galley/5094/view/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2024.106078
http://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/93799.html
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Globally, SIDS have called foran ambitious
United Nations (UN) Plastics Treaty to address
the fulllifecycle of plastics - from production
and designto disposal. The globalfailure

to conclude this Treaty in 2025 represents
asetbackforSIDS, of course. Global
production and waste volumes continue

torise, furtherentrenching the inequitable
distribution of marine pollutionimpacts faced
by theseisland nations.

SIDS have achievedimportant ‘wins’in
recentyears, however, includinginternational
recognition of theirneed for specialand
differential treatment.

The United Nations Convention onthe Law of
the Seaonthe Conservation and Sustainable
Use of Marine Biological Diversity of Areas
beyond National Jurisdiction (the BBNJ
Agreement)was adoptedin2023. It creates
legally binding provisions for biodiversity
conservationinhighseaareas beyond
national jurisdiction and environmental
impact assessments (UN,2023). The BBNJ

RESI Side Event, United Nations
OceanConference (UNOC3)2025.
Photo: Sylvie Pope Photography.

Agreementrecognises SIDS specifically,
including in provisions for benefit-sharing,
financial assistance and technology transfer.

The 2022 World Trade Organization (WTO)
Fisheries Subsidies Agreementrepresentsa
landmarkruling too, aligning trade rules with
sustainability objectives. Crucially, it prohibits
subsidies contributing to IUU fishing and
overcapacity andit mandates transparency
andreporting obligations (WTO, 2024). For
SIDS, this Agreement offers opportunities

to curbindustrial exploitation, butit also
raises concerns about compliance burdens
andunintendedimpacts onsmall-scale
fisheries critical forfood security and cultural
continuity. These dynamics underscore

the needfor capacity-building and equity
safeguards so trade reforms do not
exacerbate vulnerability inisland economies.

Meanwhile, the International Tribunal for

the Law of the Sea (ITLOS)andICJrulings
strengthen the legal basis for precautionary
approachesto DSM. Antigua and Barbuda,

o8


http://www.un.org/bbnjagreement/en
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/fish_e.htm

The Maldivian Minister of State, Amzath
Ahmed, UNOC3,2025. Photo: RESI/
Sylvie Pope Photography.

the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, the
MarshallIslands, Palau, Papua New Guinea,
Samoa, the Solomonlslands, Tuvaluand
Vanuatu have declared moratoriaon DSM,
grounded in cultural values and ecological
uncertainty (Kasanawaqgaetal.,2025).
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Centralto thisresistanceis the Pacific-led
callforamoratorium - launchedin2021and
now supported by over130 environmental
organisations, 40 governments and several
private sectoractors - to allow more time for
scientificresearch, regulatory development
andregional consensus (DSMC, 2023).

Importantly, these precautionary measures
alignwith, and should be understood as part
of, wider efforts by SIDS to expand marine
protection through both statutory MPA and
community-based LMMAs. While few SIDS
have currently met the ‘30by30’ target of
conserving 30% of land, waters and seas by
2030 (GBF, n.d.), many have set ambitious
MPAtargets. Countries such as Palau have
designatedlarge-scale no-take zones
thatrestrictindustrial activity to protect
biodiversity, fisheries stocks and cultural
seascapes, forexample. Complementing
national MPAs, LMMAs in Fijiand Palau

draw on customary tenure systems, tabu
areas where fishingis not permitted and
community stewardship practices toregulate
fishing pressure, rebuildreef ecosystems and
strengthen climateresilience.

Table 5.1 Countries supporting a DSM ban, precautionary pause or moratorium

Precautionary pause Moratorium Ban
Austria, Brazil, Chile, CostaRica, Antigua and Barbuda, Aotearoa New France
Croatia, Cyprus, Dominican Republic, Zealand, Canada, Federal States of

Ecuador, Finland, Germany, Greece, Micronesia, Fiji, the Marshall Islands,

Guatemala, Honduras, Ireland, Mexico, Palau, Peru, Romania, Samoa,

Denmark, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and

Monaco, Panama, Portugal, Slovenia, the European Union Parliament

Spain, Sweden, Tuvalu, Vanuatu

Note: Correctas of October2025.

Source: Kasanawaqgaetal. (2026).



https://doi.org/10.26021/16127
https://deep-sea-conservation.org/resources/deep-sea-mining-growing-support-for-a-moratorium
https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets/3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2026.101923
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These hybrid MPA-LMMA governance
regimes form amultilayered marine
conservation architecture,led by SIDS,
thatreinforces the same foundational
principlesunderpinning the DSM
moratoria. Together, these measures
signaljurisprudence of ocean stewardship
rootedinintergenerational equity
andIndigenous knowledge systems
(Kasanawaqaetal.,2026).

5.2.2 Disasterimpactsandintegrated
resilience frameworks

SIDS are disproportionately vulnerable to
natural hazards and they suffer systemic
impacts that overwhelm their size and
resources. Asingle event can affecta
significant proportion of anation’s territory,
populationand economicinfrastructure
simultaneously.

The economic consequences of adisaster
are severe due to the narrow economic
base typical of most SIDS. Forexample,
Hurricane Mariain 2017 caused damages
equivalentto 226% of Dominica’s GDP,
devastating the agricultural sectorand
criticalinfrastructure (IMF, 2021). Similarly,
the 2024 earthquake in Vanuatu caused
directeconomic damage estimated at
US$197 million, equivalent to 17% of GDP
(World Bank, 2025).

With aidresourcesforrelief and
reconstructionfaroutstripped by need, such
eventsforce statesinto high-costborrowing
forreconstructionandthey divert essential
public funds fromlong-term development
towards short-termrecovery.

Repeated cycles of shockslead to debt
burdens, as seenin Antigua and Barbuda and

the Bahamas following Hurricane Irmain 2017
andHurricane Dorianin 2019, respectively
(Hurley et al.,2024). Remittances fromdiaspora
communities (e.g., Fiji, Samoa) can support
DRR efforts but they clearly cannot substitute
systemic planning andinclusive governance.

Globally, disaster mortality declined from
approximately 1.61-1.62t0 0.79-0.82 deaths
per100,000 populationbetweenthe 2005-
2014 and 2014-2023 periods. Yet mortality
ratesin SIDS remain more than double the
globalaverage (UNDRR,2023; Sendai
Framework Monitor, 2024).

The share of the population affected by
disastersis also disproportionately high
inSIDS, withroughly 18% affected per
eventcomparedto about 6% innon-

SIDS (UNDRR,2024a). Economiclosses
average around 2.1% of GDP annuallyin
SIDS versus 0.3% globally (UNDRR, 2024b).
Preparednessindicators show similar gaps:
although 108 countriesreport multi-hazard
early warning systems (MHEWS), only about
39% of SIDS have such coverage (UNDRR,
2024c); and while 129-131 countries have
adoptednational DRR strategies, only

24 SIDS have formal strategiesinplace
(UNDRR,2024b).

SIDS have made some progresson
DRRthough.Inthe Caribbean, MHEWS
encompassimpact-basedforecastingand
gender-responsive approaches (UNDP,
2020; UNWomenand UNDRR, 2025).
Inboththe Caribbean and the Pacific,
regional parametric insurance mechanisms
have quickly provided liquidity inthe

wake of extreme weather events. Inthe
Pacific, coastal adaptation planningand
National Adaptation Planprocesses have
accelerated (PCRIC,2024; SPREP, 2013).


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2026.101923
http://www.imf.org/en/publications/cr/issues/2021/08/11/dominica-disaster-resilience-strategy-463663
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099043025165527507
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://www.undrr.org/publication/report-midterm-review-implementation-sendai-framework-disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030
https://sendaimonitor.undrr.org/
https://sendaimonitor.undrr.org/
https://www.undrr.org/news/undrr-sendai-framework-monitor-decrease-global-disaster-mortality-rise-affected-populations
http://www.undrr.org/monitoring-sendai-framework/snapshot
http://www.undrr.org/reports/global-status-MHEWS-2024
http://www.undrr.org/reports/global-status-MHEWS-2024
http://www.undrr.org/monitoring-sendai-framework/snapshot
https://www.undp.org/publications/2019-gender-equality-strategy-annual-report
https://www.undp.org/publications/2019-gender-equality-strategy-annual-report
https://wrd.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2025-05/CN_Special-Event_SIDS.pdf
https://pcric.org/2024/11/30/pacific-nations-renew-parametric-insurance-policies-with-pcric-for-2024-2025-season/
https://library.sprep.org/content/jnap-development-and-implementation-pacific-experiences-lessons-and-way-forward

SIDS alsorecognise that embedding DRR
into socioeconomic developmentand

urban planning - guided by the UN Sendai
Framework (UNDRR, 2023) -isessentialto
building hazardresilience. Similarly, many
SIDS seethat DRRmustbereframedasa
politicalandjustice-oriented process. This
meansintegrating Indigenous andlocal
knowledge, empowering women and youth,
and linking early warnings to social protection.
Pacificregional cooperationhas also grown
since COVID-19, while emerging digital
technologies offernew pathways to enhance
domestic planning andimplementation
capacity (Connelland Campbell,2025).

Many SIDS see that DRR must
be reframed as a political and
justice-oriented process.

Anticipatory migrationandresettlement
are becoming more common across
SIDSregions, butland-tenure complexity
canleadto conflict, dispossessionand
‘disaster capitalism’ (see Box5.1). Evidence
from Fijiand Papua New Guinea shows
short-distanceresettlementis more viable
when communitiesretainaccessto original
sites and cultural continuity. But the aftermath
of Manamvolcano eruptionsin Papua New
Guineahighlights the costs of unclear
responsibilities and poor coordination
(Connelland Lutkehaus, 2017).

Globally, SIDS have also engaged to shape
international frameworks for DRR, which are
reinforced by and alignwiththe ABAS. They
advocate fortheirunique vulnerabilities and
promote risk-informed development. For
instance, theirlobbying ensured the Sendai
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Framework explicitly recognises SIDS as
needing special attention and support
throughinternational cooperation. They also
use forums such as the Global Platform for
DRRtopushforincreased DRRinvestment
and mainstreaming across development
planning. Innovative regionalmechanisms like
the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance
Facility (CCRIF)and the Pacific Catastrophe
Risk Assessment and Financing Initiative
(PCRAFI)serve asinternational models for
disasterrisk financing and analytics.

Overall, though, while there has undoubtedly
beensome progress to addressrising
DRRchallengesinSIDS, therisks cannot

be overstated. Evidence from the Sixth
assessmentreport of the Intergovernmental
Panelon Climate Change (IPCC)
underscores escalating climate risks for SIDS
and highlights that hard and soft adaptation
limits - such asirreversible loss of freshwater
lenses, chronic coastalinundation and
ecosystem degradation - have already been
reachedinsomelocations. Theselimits
reinforce longstanding assertionsthat SIDS
constitute aglobal special case, requiring
strengthened anticipatory planning,
tailored finance and robust coastal
resilience (IPCC, 2023).

5.2.3 Biodiversityloss, global
frameworksandregional
pathways to protectand
restore ecosystems

The Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework (GBF), adopted at COP15to
the UN Convention on Biological Diversity
in2022, commits to halting biodiversity
loss andrestoring ecosystems globally

by 2030. Key objectives are to conserve
30% of terrestrial, inland waterand


https://www.undrr.org/publication/report-midterm-review-implementation-sendai-framework-disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030
https://www.lernmedien-shop.ch/detail/ISBN-9789819581764/Connell-John/Island-Challenges?CSPCHD=001000000000tVVTxZMnqgjVzXvMMWTIMKSoruttgTmnDj4I6B
https://doi.org/10.1111/apv.12148
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
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marine areas (the ‘30by30 goal’), reduce
harmful subsidies by US$500 billion
annually, halve pesticide pollution, control
invasive speciesonislands, and mobilise
US$200 billion annuallyin financing to
combat biodiversityloss (Secretariat of
the Convention on Biological Diversity,
2022). The GBF emphasisesrights-based
approaches, recognising Indigenous
Peoples and Local Communities (IPLC) as
key actorsinconservation governance,
and it mandates equitable benefit-sharing
from geneticresources(Secretariat of the
Convention on Biological Diversity, 2022).

Importantly, the GBF explicitly recognises
SIDS as a priority group requiring special
support. Under GBF Goal Dand Target 19,
SIDS areidentified alongside Least
Developed Countries as needing enhanced

and accessible means of implementation,
andincreasedinternational financial flows of
atleast US$20 billion peryearby 2025 and
US$30 billionperyearby 2030 (Secretariat
of the Convention on Biological Diversity,
2022).Inline withtheirspecial case,aSIDS
CoalitionforNature waslaunched at COP15
to catalyse strategic partnerships and
advocate forSIDS’ priorities.

SIDS are custodians of critical biodiversity
but, likein otherworldregions, this
biodiversity isunderthreat. The number of
species atrisk of extinctionaccordingtothe
UN’s Red List Index may be lower, on average,
forSIDS than elsewhere, but the dataalso
show that extinctionrisks have increased
overthelast25yearsacrossallSIDS regions
(Figure 5.2). Particularly sharprises have been
observedinthe Pacificregion.

Figure 5.2
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SIDS alsoneedtodomoretoreach behind with just 5% of its total territorial area
internationally agreed targets on biodiversity protectedin2024 (Figure 5.3). Asimilar
conservationand protected areas. Currently, picture canbe seenfor MPAs specifically,
only 7% of theirtotal terrestrialand marine wherejust 6% of SIDS’ territorial waters were
areas are designated as protectedversus15%  designatedas protectedin2024 versus14%
globally. The Caribbeanregionlags furthest globally (Figure 5.4).

Figure5.3 Total territorial protected area, 2013-2024
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Figure 5.4 Marine protected areas,2013-2024
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Thereis evidence that SIDS are strengthening  totrack progresstowardsthe 30by30

nature conservationthough. And they are targets. Fiji’'s LMMA network exemplifies how
increasingly placinglocal and Indigenous customary tenure and Indigenous knowledge
communities atthe centreindeveloping the systems canunderpin marine conservation
most appropriate solutions. (SPREP, 2013 and 2021). Additionally, regional
bodieslike the South Pacific Regional
Implementationinthe Pacificis strongly Environment Programme (SPREP) and the

community driven. Forinstance, Fijiand Palau Pacific Community (SPC) are aligning GBF
areleveraging LMMAs and oceanaccounts targets with the Pacific Islands Framework


https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://library.sprep.org/content/jnap-development-and-implementation-pacific-experiences-lessons-and-way-forward
https://pacific-data.sprep.org/dataset/pacific-islands-framework-nature-conservation-and-protected-areas-2021-2025

forNature Conservation and Protected Areas
2021-2025, whichintegrates biodiversity
goals with climateresilience and sustainable
livelihoods (SPREP, 2021).

Inthe Caribbean, the Cartagena Convention
andits SPAW Protocol provide alegally
binding framework for species protection
and ecosystem-based management (UNEP-
CEP,n.d.). Recent effortsinclude expanding
MPA networks underthe Caribbean
Challenge Initiative andimplementing
ecosystem-based adaptation strategies

to safeguard coralreefs and mangroves.

This hasbeen complemented by regional
financing mechanisms such as the Caribbean
Biodiversity Fund, which channelsresources
for GBF-aligned conservation projects
(Caribbean Biodiversity Fund, 2023).

The expertise of local communities
underpins customary marine
tenure, biodiversity stewardship
and disaster preparedness.

Progressisbeingmadein AlS countries
too. The Maldives National Framework
forProtected Areas(2024-2029) sets
governance principles and monitoring
protocols forMPAs, aligning with the GBF
30by30 target (Ministry of Climate Change,
Environment and Energy 2024). Mauritiusis
scalingup nature-based coastal protection
through the restoration of coralreefsand
seagrass meadows, particularly invulnerable
lagoon systems; Comorosisimplementing
mangrove rehabilitation and community-
based shoreline protectioninitiatives to
strengthenresilience against erosionand
stormsurge (IUCN,2023). Sdo Tomé and
Principe made historyin 2025 by becoming
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Mangrove, Kiribati, 2023.
Photo: RESI/Emily Wilkinson.

the first countryinthe world to have its entire
territory - bothland and sea - designated

as aUN Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCOQO)Biosphere Reserve.

IPLC knowledge and NbS are foundational
forresiliencein SIDS. The expertise of
local communities underpins customary
marine tenure, biodiversity stewardship
and disaster preparedness. |t offers
governance legitimacy and cultural
continuity too. NbS - suchas mangrove
restoration, coralreef rehabilitationand
watershed protection - also deliver co-
benefits for climate adaptation, food
security and carbon sequestration.

When combined, IPLC knowledge and NbS
create synergistic pathways forresilience:
the formeris essential for site selection,
species managementand monitoring; the
latter operationalises ecological restoration
through community-led approaches.


https://pacific-data.sprep.org/dataset/pacific-islands-framework-nature-conservation-and-protected-areas-2021-2025
https://www.unep.org/cep/who-we-are/cartagena-convention
https://www.unep.org/cep/who-we-are/cartagena-convention
https://caribbeanbiodiversityfund.org/reports/2023-annual-report/
https://leap.unep.org/en/countries/mv/national-legislation/maldives-national-framework-management-protected-and-conserved
https://leap.unep.org/en/countries/mv/national-legislation/maldives-national-framework-management-protected-and-conserved
https://iucn.org/our-work/region/oceania/our-work/deploying-nature-based-solutions/promoting-pacific-island-nature
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Across all SIDS regions, biodiversity
strategiesincreasingly combine scientific
approacheswith IPLC knowledge, but
challengesremainin securing sustainable
financing andinvaluing NbS relative tomore
traditionalinfrastructure interventions.

Forexample, mangrove restorationis one

of the most cost-effective strategiesfor
coastal protection, fisheries enhancement
and carbonsequestrationin SIDS. Yet this
approachisoftenundervaluedrelative

to engineered solutions, despiteits
multifunctional benefits and low cost. Where
mangroves have beenremoved forfirewood,
infrastructure or sea access, shorelines

have receded fasterand wave energy has
penetrated furtherinland. Thisincreases
hazard exposure - as seen, forexample, in
Trinidad and Tobago’s Point Lisas industrial
zone, where large-scale mangrove clearance
accelerated erosionand disrupted coastal
hydrology (Commonwealth, 2020). Across
Caribbean SIDS more broadly, mangrove
loss of roughly 24% has heightened coastal
vulnerability (UNFCCC, 2017).

Urban NbS such as tree planting, streambank
restorationandurban gardening also provide
multiple co-benefits, including flood
mitigation, heat reductionand food security
(Kiddle et al.,2021). The Mataniko River floods
(2014)inHoniarainthe SolomonIslands,
during whichmore than 20 people died,
showthe consequences of weakland-use
planning, of informal settlements on steep
banks, of deforestation and of clogged
drainage. Theyunderscore the urgent need
forintegratedurbanresilience strategies

that centrelocal Indigenous knowledge
andinclusive governanceinincreasingly
urbanised SIDS (Hemstocket al., 2018; Kiddle
etal.,2021).

Embedding IPLC knowledge and NbS

into MSP, national adaptation plans and
biodiversity strategies will be critical for
delivering ABAS commitments and for
advancingjustice and community-oriented
approaches. The GBF’'semphasison
equity and IPLC offers a transformative
opportunity for SIDS toleadrights-based,
ecosystem-centred governance globally,
providedthat capacity-buildingand
technology transfercommitments can

be met (Secretariat of the Conventionon
Biological Diversity, 2022).

5.3 Evidenceand
knowledge gaps

Despite valiantlocally led efforts and
progressin global frameworks, domestic
capacitiesto deliverthe aims of the ABAS
remainlimitedin SIDS. Knowledge and data
gaps spanclimate, the ocean, biodiversity
and DRR spaces, andthese gapsintersect
withalack of IPLC knowledge critical for
locally led action.

Financial constraints stifle the ambition
of projects, withmany relying onshort-
term external grantsratherthan sustained
investment. Gapsintechnical expertise,
project management and enforcement
also hinderimplementation and monitoring
(Robinson and Gilfillan, 2017). At the same
time, governanceis oftenfragmented,
with environmental, planning and disaster
management agencies workinginsilos.
Thisweakensintegratedresponses.

Theimplementation of international treaties
and agreementsinthe fisheries arenaand
otheroceanareasremains patchy. And
meanwhile, a persistent deficitinlocalised
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and high-resolution dataonecosystem
health, climate risks and socioeconomic
vulnerability undermines evidence-based
planning and prioritisation.

Inthe climate arena, data are insufficiently
granulartoinform anticipatory planning and
relocation strategies (IPCC,2023). Loss

and damage accounting methodologies for
non-economic losses (i.e., cultural heritage
and displacement) are underdeveloped,
which weakens valuation andredress
mechanisms (UNFCCC,2023). Climate
finance trackingisinconsistentand unreliable
too, withincomplete data on adaptation
versus mitigationflowsto SIDS, plus ‘double-
counting’ of climate finance flows and
development finance flows (OECD, 2024).

Oceangovernance faces parallel
challenges. Baseline scientific datafor
deep-seaecosystems are sparse, limiting
environmentalimpact assessments forDSM
and BBNJimplementation (ISA,2024). MSP
and oceanaccounts oftenfailtointegrate
ecological datasets and Indigenous and
localknowledge, whichundermines adaptive
governance andlegitimacy (SPC,2025).

Compliance monitoringis weak too, with
gapsinvesseltrackingand catchreporting
complicating enforcement of WTO subsidies
andIUU fishing controls (FAO, 2024). Large-
scale MPAs such as the PhoenixIslands
Protected Area (PIPA)in Kiribatiand Palau’s
sanctuary show how rapidly conservation
commitments canbereversedunder

fiscal pressures, dependency onrevenues
from fisherieslicences or geopolitical
realignments (Kasanawaqga, 2024).

Across allthese areas, critical knowledge
gaps persist —includinginthe ecological
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effectiveness of large no-take zones over
time, the socioeconomicimpacts of MPA
restrictions on coastal communities, and
how Indigenous andlocalknowledge can
be systematically integratedintoregulatory
design. These unknowns continue to
constrain evidence-based and socially
legitimate ocean governance.

There are also critical dataand funding
gapsinDRR.Hazard-exposure mapping for
cyclones, tsunamis and coastal floodingis
limited, reducing early-warning accuracy

and preparedness (UNDRR, 2024a).
Infrastructure vulnerability datasets are
absent, complicatingrisk-informed
investment and maintenance planning (World
Bank, 2024). Community-levelindicators for
socioeconomic vulnerability and gender-
responsive planning remainunderdeveloped,
while ecosystem-based DRR approaches
are chronically underfunded and poorly
integratedinto national adaptation strategies
(UNDP,2024).

Whenit comesto nature and biodiversity,
evidence onNbS performance under
extreme eventsisalsothin(Amonetal.,2022;
CSIRO,2025;Becketal.,2018; Menéndez
etal.,2020;Fordetal.,2025). Forexample,
Pacific mangroverestorationand coral
gardening projectslacklongitudinal cyclone-
grade performance dataandrobust cost-
benefit analyses tailored to high-energy
wave environments. Similar gaps persistin
Caribbeanand Indian Oceaninitiatives.

Meanwhile, biodiversity monitoringis
fragmented. There are spatial data gaps
in GBF implementationtracking forMPAs
and forterrestrial conservationtargets
(30by30), whichimpedes progress
reporting (Secretariat of the Convention
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onBiological Diversity, 2022). Indigenous
knowledge integrationis still limited, with
poordocumentation and digitisation of
customary governance systemsrestricting
inclusionin national biodiversity strategies
(UNEP,2020). And speciesinventories are
incomplete, particularly forendemic and
migratory speciesinAlS and Caribbean
regions, thereby undermining conservation
planning (Secretariat of the Conventionon
Biological Diversity, 2022).

Finally, frameworks for benefit-sharing

anddigital sequenceinformationunder

the BBNJ Agreement and Nagoya Protocol
lack standardisation, while coral reef health
metrics are uneven, limiting regional resilience
assessmentsand EWS (IUCN,2023).These
gapsundermine the ability to track progress
towards global biodiversity targets and to
adaptively manage ecosystemsunder stress.

5.4 Lookingahead

Existingresearch points to certain prerequisites
forsecuring SIDS environments. These are IPLC
knowledge systems for climate adaptation
and hazardreduction, plus accelerated
implementation of technologicalinnovations,
including fordesalination, solarenergy and
satellite-based EWS. Newtechnologies also
increasingly offer SIDS important pathways
to monitorand conserve theirvaluable natural
assets, provided countries have access to
themonequitable terms.

Looking forwards, SIDS willneed arapid
step-upinaccesstoanduse of bigdata
onnature - from Earth observationand
near-shore monitoring to natural capital
accounting. This should be blended with
locally grounded knowledge systems.

Climatejusticeisincreasingly being
recognised as ahumanrightsissue, which
strengthens SIDS’ claims for financial
support and equity in global governance.
Thereis also appetite fordeeperintra- and
inter-SIDS cooperationthroughregional
platforms such as the Pacific Islands

Forum (PIF), the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM)andthe Alliance of Smalllsland
States (AOSIS).

As custodians of vast EEZs and some of
the world’s most biodiverse seascapes
and landscapes, SIDS protect critical
global public goods that benefit the
entire planet.

SIDS are pioneering blue bioeconomy
ventures, transforming resources like kava,
seamoss and sargassuminto high-value
products forpharmaceuticals, cosmetics
and clean energy. Here, they are aligning
economic diversificationandresilience goals
with sustainability goals.

Biodiversity and naturalresources are
the backbone of SIDS - the basis of food
security, culture, livelihoods and national
identity. However, theirnatural assets are
beingerodedatanalarmingpace, andin
some placesirreversibly.

Thisisnota parochial problem;itis planetary.
As custodians of vast EEZs and some of the
world’s most biodiverse seascapesand
landscapes, SIDS protect critical global
public goods that benefit the entire planet.
Defending the special case fordevelopment
is, therefore, apracticalrecognition that
safeguardingisland nature underpins a
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healthy, resilient planet. Itis notjust amatter
of theresilience - and indeed survival - of
smallisland nations.

SIDS are not passive actors. Across all
regions, SIDS governments, communities,
andIndigenous andlocal knowledge
holders are restoring mangroves andreefs,
experimenting withNbS, co-managing
marine protected areas and strengthening
customary stewardship. They areinfluencing
norms, and they’re shaping globallegal

and policy agendas across climate, ocean
governance, biodiversity and DRR.

Significant challenges persist though. Many
projectsremain small, financeis fragmented
andwoefullyinadequate, and the scale of the
ecologicalemergency outpaces available
resources and capacities. International
actionistoo slow andtheimplementation

of internationalagreementsisuneven. The
implicationis clear:island actionmustbe
matched by globalreform. SIDS cannot
resolve these planetary crises alone.

Acentral priority is the operationalisation

of the ABAS throughintegrated, cross-
sectoralgovernance. This means breaking
down entrenched ssilos between climate
action, ocean governance, biodiversity
conservationand DRR, and embedding
these withinnational development planning.
Inpractice, this entails aligning MSP with
urbanandinfrastructure planning, scaling
ecosystem-based adaptationand DRR,
and ensuring that biodiversity and climate
objectives are mutually reinforcing. Crucially,
ABAS emphasis oninclusivity requires that
Indigenous andlocal knowledge systems
are nottreated as supplementary, butas
foundational to planning, implementation
and monitoring.
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Filming Climate Blueprint, Vetiver
slope stabilisationinDominica, 2024.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

Asecond priorityis transforming the
financinglandscapeinline with ABAS
commitments on means of implementation.
Deliveringonthe ABAS willrequire a step-
change towards predictable, accessible and
sustained concessional finance, including
grant-based support foradaptationand
forlossand damage. It alsorequires scaling
innovative instruments such as blue finance
and debt-for-nature swaps, while ensuring
they are designed and governed to avoid new
forms of dependency and that they deliver
tangible local benefits. Beyond capital
flows, investmentinlong-terminstitutional
capacity, maintenance andlocally
embedded skillsis key to ensureresilience
gains are sustainable.
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The ABAS also underscores theimportance
of strengthening SIDS’ equitable
participationin global governance. Recent
legalandinstitutionaladvances - including
recognition of climate obligationunder
internationallaw, the BBNJ Agreementand
evolving precautionary normsinocean
governance - offerimportant opportunities.
However, theirtransformative potential
depends on effective implementation,
enforcementand access to benefit-
sharingtechnology transfer. Ensuring that
these global frameworks deliver concrete
outcomesforSIDS willbe acritical test of
the ABAS agenda.

At the sametime, acceleratingaccess
totechnology and datais centralto

ABAS implementation. Advancesin Earth
observation, EWS, renewable energy and
ocean monitoring offernew pathways to
strengthenresilience and environmental
stewardship. Persistentinequalitiesinaccess
totechnology, dataandtechnical expertise
risk reinforcing existing asymmetries
though. The ABAS agenda therefore
requires technology transfer plus support
forlocalisation, capacity-buildingandthe
interrogation of technological systems with
Indigenous and local knowledge.

SIDS continue to be framed primarily
by their vulnerability. Yet the ABAS
articulates a more assertive vision
centred on resilience, sovereignty and
stewardship.

Finally, deliveringonthe ABAS requires
ashiftinglobal narratives and political
economy. SIDS continue to be framed

primarily by theirvulnerability. Yet the ABAS
articulates amore assertive vision centred
onresilience, sovereignty and stewardship.
Recognising SIDS as providers of critical
globalenvironmental public goods reframes
international support as a matter of shared
responsibility rather than discretionary
assistance. This shiftis essentialto underpin
more equitable partnerships, to strengthen
claims for climate justice andreparatory
finance, and to ensure SIDS are positioned at
the centre of global sustainability transitions
instead of the margins.

If the world expects SIDS to safeguard
these critical global public goods, it
must equip them to do so.

Paradoxically, the recent drift towards falling
aidvolumes and greateremphasis onself-
help willonly exacerbate SIDS’ vulnerabilities
and undermine efforts at self-reliance ata
time when climate, ecologicaland disaster-
relatedrisks arerising. It will also shift
responsibility back ontoislands forcrises
they have not created.

Instead, SIDS canbe empoweredtobe
more effective custodians of their natural
environments through the provision of
adequate and predictable concessional
finance, technology transferandlong-term
capacity support. This support mustembed
skillslocally and value local and Indigenous
knowledge systems to give voicein
international decision-making and to ensure
the effectiveimplementation of international
climate and environmental agreements. If
the world expects SIDS to safeguard these
critical global public goods, it must equip
themtodoso.
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