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Foreword

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) face a unique set of vulnerabilities,

which are being exacerbated by the twin challenges of our age:

accelerating climate change and the collapse of the post-World War Two

rules-based international order. Both challenges represent an existential

threat for SIDS. Climate change has already and will continue to erode

coastlines, shrink Economic Exclusion Zones, and lead to more frequent

disasters and to biodiversity loss. Geopolitical posturing, especially in my

own Pacific region, has the potential to undermine collective action and

increase conflict. In each case, SIDS will be the first and worst affected.

Since the 1994 Global Conference onthe
Sustainable Development of Smalllsland
Developing States, heldin Bridgetown,
Barbados, SIDS have used the platform
provided by multilateralinstitutions
toadvocate forour ‘specialcase’. The
arguments we have employed allrevolve
aroundthe consequences of ourunigque
condition - our small population sizes
andisland geography - on development
outcomes. We have had sustained successin
convincing the world of ouruniqueness, which
has beenreaffirmed at three subsequent
United Nations (UN) SIDS conferences,
includingin my own country of Samoa, and
via the creation of the UN’s Multidimensional
Vulnerability Index (MVI). Working through the
Alliance of Smalllsland States (AOSIS), we
have also catalysed collective global action
onclimate change, most notably via the 2015
Paris Agreement.

Aftermore than three decades of concerted
effort we might hope that the SIDS ‘special
case’isanacceptednorm of global
multilateralism. Insome ways, itis. But the
collapse of that system, including recent cuts

to official development assistance (ODA) by
many of the world’s largest and wealthiest
states, has placed unprecedented strain
onmultilateralinstitutions. As funding has
become scarce, competition hasincreased,
andthe special case cannolongerbe taken
forgrantedinthe wayitoncewas.

Inthis context, the SSR2026 gives an
especiallywelcome boosttothe SIDS
agenda. Authored by the Resilient and
Sustainable Islands Initiative (RESI),
aglobalscientific advisory group run
forSIDS, the Report brings together
leading academic and policy researchon
economic development, social justice and
inclusion, infrastructure and basic services,
environmental sustainability and climate
adaptation, and the support mechanisms
and partnerships needed to advance all
these agendas. Theresultis aone-stop
shop for SIDS policy-makers and partners
seekingtouse thelatestacademicresearch
toinform theirwork.

The Report makes several key observations
andrecommendations.



Oneconomicresilience and development,
itacknowledges the need to minimise

the globalreliance on extractive models

of development, and to balance intrinsic
vulnerabilitiesin SIDS, including small

size, geographicisolationand extreme
climate exposure. The Report makes
recommendations to develop policyinthree
strategic areas, including digital leadership,
climate-smart structural transformation,
and harnessing Indigenous knowledge.

On health, education and socialjustice,
the Report addresses the need torectify
persistentinequities occurringin SIDS
countries. The chapterhighlights therole
of colonisationin creatinginequities such
as sexualand gender-basedviolence and
analysesthe possibility for transformation
through a deeperunderstanding of ancestral,
historical and contemporary power
dynamics. The chaptersuggests that with
more statistical data onsocialjustice and
equity, SIDS canpursue evidence-based
policy-makingto address theseissues.

Onenergy, waterand transportation
systems, the Reportinvestigates ways to
overcome common challenges for SIDS in
the areas of energy transition, waterresource
management, resilientinfrastructure,
transportation and market connectivity.
The chapterappreciates the tangible
progress that has been made and the gaps
inknowledge that persist, concluding that
SIDS countries can address some structural
vulnerabilities by investinginintegrated
infrastructure systems thatenhance
interdependence and create more resilient
and sustainable development trajectories.

Onenvironmental protectionand planetary
sustainability, the Report examines climate
change, oceans, biodiversity and disaster
riskreduction, as fourthemes that shape
nature-societaland economicrelations

inSIDS. The chapter confronts how these
thematic areas andresulting structural
vulnerabilities complicate SIDS’ pursuit of
sustainable development. It pointsto SIDS’
successes as advocatesinglobal policy-
making, concluding that thereisaneedto
equip ourisland nations with the tools needed
to safeguard critical global public goodsif we
are to continually be expectedto fulfilthisrole.

Onthe means of implementation, the Report
discusses how effectively the international
community currently supports SIDS to
achieve our sustainable development
ambitions, as articulatedin the 2024 Antigua
and Barbuda Agendafor SIDS (ABAS).

The chapteracknowledges deficiencies

in sustained, predictable and fair support
forSIDS andreflects onthe ways in which
theinternational financial architecture
canbereformedto betterserve our

needs. It concludes by posingatesttothe
international community to genuinelyinclude
SIDSinglobalrule-making, to advance from
symbolic to structural solidarity.

When combined, the chapters all point
tothefactthat SIDS cannotremake the
international system alone. Butwe do have
the power andthe responsibility to shapeit
to suitourneeds, ourrealities. Thatis what
the UNSIDS Conferences are allabout. It’s
also why we created the Multidimensional
Vulnerability Index (MVI). Reminding our
development partners - and ourselves - of the
need to continually argue fortheimportance
of the ‘special case’ must remain a significant
foreign policy goalforall SIDS. Our future
dependsonit.

frsthog-

Afioga Fiamé NaomiMata‘afa
Prime Minister of Samoa, 2021-2025
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Summary for policy-makers

Authors: Emily Wilkinson and Kira-Lee Gmeiner

Chapter 1. Introduction: the global value of SIDS

1.1

1.2

1.3

Smalllsland Developing States (SIDS) face acommonanddistinct set of challenges
resulting from theirunique characteristics. Primarily driven by geography, their
smallness, remoteness andislandness present specific obstacles to sustainable and
sustained development. Inthe past, SIDS have successfully advocated forrecognition
of theirspecial case but have faced barriersin securing tailored support. Inrecent years,
these special circumstances themselves have comeinto question due to interwoven
trends, including: a) new claims of special circumstances by other groupings; b) more
severe and more frequentinternational crises linked to climate, conflict, economics and
health; and c) arapidly changing geopoliticallandscape. Taken together, these trends
pose asignificant threat to global acceptance of the SIDS special case. Worryingly,

this shiftis occurring at precisely the same time that climate changeis escalatingand
therefore amplifying SIDS’ existing vulnerabilities. This makes tailored support even
more vital,andit means the defence andrevitalisation of the SIDS special caseisnow an
urgent priority for all of these island nations and their development partners.

Rethinking development finance criteriais of highimportance for SIDS. Currentreliance
ongross nationalincome (GNI) per capitahas seenmany SIDS graduate to middle- and
high-income countries, making themineligible fornumerous sources of concessional
finance. Income-based metrics like GNI can prove misleading for SIDS because they
obscure theirhigh vulnerability to external shocks, including natural disasters. While
SIDS have made some headway in the creation andintegration of the Multidimensional
Vulnerability Index (MVI), GNIis stillthe global standard. Toimprove theiraccess to
concessionaland grant-based finance, SIDS should continue to champion measures
that betterreflect theirunique circumstances.

New and emerging technologies present significant opportunities for SIDS to overcome
structuraland geographic challenges, including remoteness and market access.
Existingresearch suggeststhat SIDS should work to introduce enabling frameworks

and policies to capitalise onthese emerging opportunities. Growingindustries such

as artificialintelligence (Al), e-commerce and remote working can enable SIDS to
overcome structural barriers to sustainable development; however, the success of
theseindustries willrely on proactive government policies around infrastructure, human
capitalandtheregulatory environment.
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SIDS canshape globalinstitutions to meet theirdevelopment needs. They have a history
of outsizedimpacts oninternational negotiations, particularly in the areas of climate
change and ocean governance. Ouranalysis suggests that SIDS should continue to
grow thisinfluence, by advocating for SIDS-centric reforms to existinginstitutions,

by taking onkey roles within organisations, and by exploring the creation of new
internationalmechanisms that betterreflect SIDS’ needs and priorities.

Connectivity, collaboration and shared learning between SIDS have important benefits,
particularly the strengthening of cross-regional connections. There is strong demand
from SIDS stakeholders forthe development andinstitutionalisation of new partnership
models and denserintra- andinter-regional networks to facilitate the sharing of best
practices, to support capacity-building and to strengthen collective responses to
mutual challenges. The development of the SIDS Centre of Excellenceis one example
of anew institutionthat could help thisintegration. The Resilient and Sustainable Islands
Initiative (RESI)is another.

Protecting and supporting SIDS is of collective interest for all. While vulnerability is

one part of SIDS’ story, these countries also provide significant value to the global
community. They are custodians of vast ocean areas, they conserve critical ecosystems
and biodiversity, and they are home to significant cultural diversity and global heritage.
Recognising the value of SIDS in this way shifts the narrative from one of burdento one
of opportunity inwhich greater support forsmallislandsis aninvestmentin planetary
health, culturalrichness, economicinnovation and global stability.

Chapter 2. Resilient economies: increasing productive capacities
in a self-help world

SIDS’ special circumstancesinbuilding resilient economies

2.1

SIDS’ development has traditionally beenbased on extractivist models, particularly
inthe Caribbean. While this has enabled some SIDS to overcome particular structural
constraints, theirdevelopment has beenbuilt through the depletion of natural capital
andtheinvisible labour of communities. Thisis undermining long-term environmental
and societal prosperity anditis not a sustainable avenue for SIDS to build resilient
economies. Diversificationhaslongbeensought by SIDS, but productive capacities
remain limited and genuine diversification stays out of reach formost.

SIDS’ emerging challenges in building resilient economies

2.2

Traditional pathways to economic developmentrely on greater openness and
integration but shifting geopolitics are making thisincreasingly difficult for SIDS. Their
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highly open economies andreliance onimports and exports make them particularly
exposedto globalmarket changes. Thereturn of a ‘self-help’ geopolitical system
means SIDS cannolongerrely onthe multilateral concessions and support that
previously underpinned theirdevelopment trajectories.

Policy recommendations for building resilient economies

2.3

Emerging opportunitiesin ocean-based sectors, sustainable tourism, agriculture,
aquaculture, digital services and the creative economy present potential development
pathways for SIDS. Diversificationinto these growing sectors could enable SIDS to
move towards self-sufficiency. SIDS should consider specific factors whenlooking to
capitalise onthese emerging opportunities.

2.3.1 Incrementalandsiloed approaches are not sufficient toreshape economic
models. SIDS should focus on developing proactive policies with enabling institutional
frameworks. Itisvitalthat these approaches are multisectoral and integrated, and that
theyrecognise structural andinstitutional barriers to create genuine development
pathways that enhance quality of life.

2.3.2 SIDS should deepen collaborationand knowledge-sharing betweenisland
nationstolearnfromone another’s experiences and minimise the impacts of capacity,
technology and data constraints. Regionalinitiatives can also help SIDS to develop
these industries by increasing market connectivity and bargaining power and by
reducing transaction costs. Regional collaboration to harmonise rules and frameworks
foremergingindustries will also benefit SIDS.

2.3.3 Sustainable tourism modelsinclude slow tourism, eco-tourism and digital
nomadism. To transition towards these models, SIDS mustlook to develop granular,
subnational data ontourismandintroduce revenue-generating tax policies. Therise of
digitalnomadismin SIDS relies on high-speedinternet connectivity and modernised
transport links.

2.3.4 SIDSshouldinvestinresearch and development, fostering digital skillsand
investingin connectivity to capitalise onthese emerging opportunities. Digitalisation
could enable SIDS to leapfrog development, moving beyond primary commodity
reliance towards amore robust and flexible economic base. SIDS must alsoimplement
robust legalandregulatory frameworks.

2.3.5 Emerginginnovative financing models provide the potentialto help SIDS develop
these new sectors through early-stage funding. Successful scaling of these mechanisms
reliesonresearch, pilot projects and enhanced knowledge-sharing.



6

RESI The state of SIDS report 2026

Chapter 3. Safer, healthier and more equitable societies: taking
gender and care seriously

SIDS’ special circumstancesin safer, healthierand more equitable societies

3.1

SIDS face highlevels of societal inequality, with gendered inequalities being of particular
concern. Inequalities affectindividuals, communities, social structures, discourses,
imaginations, practices andresponses to unfolding environmental and economic crises.
Decades’worth of development interventions seeking to address inequalities have

had limited success across SIDS because they have failed to account for the ancestral,
historical, culturaland contemporary power relations engrainedin societies. Entrenched
inequalities are akey barrierto the aspirations of SIDS governments.

Emerging challengesin safer, healthier and more equitable societies

3.2

Climate change will exacerbate existinginequalities. Non-communicable diseases,
infectious and vector-borne diseases, and drug-related transmission of HIV are all
becoming more common, while civic space is shrinking and poverty is deepening.

Policy recommendations for safer, healthier and more equitable societies

3.3

Sexualand gender-basedviolence (SGBV) continues to be amajorissue across SIDS.
These countries should therefore place fairness and the transformation of gender
relations at the centre of policies and development. This focus will enable SIDS to
marry sustainable development withinclusive improvementsin quality of life. Policies
shouldlook beyond gender sensitivity and responsiveness to more thoroughly address
culturallyingrainedinequalities and underlying structural norms.

3.3.1 Greaterinvestmentincontraceptives and maternal health services will benefit
allSIDS. Comprehensive and culturally appropriate sexual and reproductive health
serviceswillimprove both access and outcomes, with positive flow-on effects
throughout societies.

3.3.2 Thecurrentlack of gender-disaggregated dataacross SIDS makesit extremely
difficult forinformed policy-making to address social issues at theirroot. States should
look to build agender-disaggregated dataset to betterunderstand the levels and root
causes of genderinequities. This knowledge will enable the design of policies toresolve
underlying structural constraints.

3.3.3 ForSIDStoaddress SGBYV, they must considerhow gender and sexuality
interact withrace, coloniallegacies, economic factors and geopolitical contexts.
This comprehensive understanding of underlying structuralinequalities willenable
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the designandimplementation of nuanced and context-specific interventions.

Strong government commitment to address these issuesis necessary here, with
meaningful participation from non-governmental organisations and communities. Also
important areincreased funding to education, preventative programmes and capacity
development, plus efforts to addressimpunity.

3.3.4 Policy and planning should give greater visibility and value to the care economy to
recognise, remunerate, redistribute andincrease state support for this vital work. Doing
sowillhelp address genderedinequalities across SIDS. Improving social protections
acrossisland nationsis alsoimportant to supportindividual and community resilience.
Measures such as greateraccess to paid paternity leave will also help address engrained
genderedinequalities.

SIDS should considerthe employment and educational opportunities available locally.
Increasing these opportunities and reducing structural and cultural barriers to uptake
willhelp SIDS overcome challengesinyouthunemployment, genderinequality and
out-migration.

Chapter 4. Building a secure future: accelerating resilient
infrastructure and energy transitions

SIDS’ special circumstancesin building a secure future

4.1

Itis particularly difficult for SIDS to develop and maintain critical infrastructure due to
theirgeographicisolation, small size and limited financial capacity. SIDS’ continued
reliance onfossil fuelsisanotherchallenge, as thisis extremely costly, reduces
energy security andincreases SIDS’ vulnerability to shocks. While new technologies
such asrenewable energy offersignificant potentialtoreduce costs andimprove
energy security, adoptionishampered by remoteness, sunk costs and small market
size. The unique characteristics of SIDS mean that failure in one system cascades
across othersystems andthe entire economy.

Emerging challengesinbuilding a secure future

4.2

SIDS are experiencing pandemic disruptions, tariff volatility and more intense
climate changeimpacts. These challengesrepresent significant, economy-wide
threats due to theinterconnected nature of SIDS’ systems. Even as SIDS look to
develop new technologies, including transitioningtorenewables, new obstacles
emerge such as e-waste management and disposal, highandirreversible capital
outlays, storage capacity and skills gaps.
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Policy recommendations for building a secure future

4.3

4.4

The transitiontorenewable energy is avital pathway for SIDS to build theirsecure
future. Rapidtechnology advancements andinnovations are making renewable
options more accessible and practical for SIDS, but governments should consider
theircountry’s own unique circumstances and whichrenewable optionis best suited.

4.3.1 Deliberate and coordinated transformationisrequiredto overcome
institutional constraints and past decisions that may have ‘lockedin’ suboptimal
choicesaround new technologies. Committedleaders and nimble governing
systems areimportant to ensure SIDS are selecting the most appropriate pathway to
secure theirresilient future.

4.3.2 Innovations suchasbiogas stoves and decentralised minigrids are beingused
successfully across SIDS. Knowledge-sharingbetween SIDS isvitaltolearnlessons,
understand best practices and maximise the adoption of equitable and sustainable
solutions. Energy transitionsin SIDS willbe shaped by cost as well as by the quality

of regulatory frameworks, availability of technical expertise, accessibility of finance
and capacity of domestic institutions to adaptandinnovate.

4.3.3 Proactive policyimplementationand stronginstitutional frameworks are
vital for SIDS to capitalise onemerging technologies and markets. This will allow
SIDS to overcome structural constraints to theireconomic development. The costs
and benefits of new projects must be considered to ensure they do not exacerbate
existinginequalities.

Achieving asecure future for SIDS requiresintegrated approaches across energy,
water, infrastructure, transport and market connectivity. For this type of system-
wide development, SIDS need to strengthen state capacity, undertake regulatory
reform, planandinvest forthelongterm, andleverage new technologies and
partnerships. This demands a shift towardsintegrated, system-levelinvestment
packages. Partners should support this transition by funding systems not projects,
and by supportingthe establishment and maintenance of concrete structures for
lesson-sharing.

4,41 Newtechnologies, suchasdrones, satellite broadband servicesandundersea
fibre-optic cables have the potential to overcome some of the geographical

barriers that SIDS face, particularly among archipelagic states. Policy-makers
should considerhow these technologies could benefit their populations and

establish necessary frameworks forimplementation, resourcing and capacity-building,
regulationand security. SIDS’ cooperationand coordinationto adopt best practices,
including harmonising regulations andinvestingin digital skills, willhelp ensure that the
adoption of suchtechnologies translatesinto inclusive economic growth.
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4.4.2 Integratedwaterresources managementrepresentsaholistic approach
toresource management. Inimplementing this strategy, SIDS should consider
discrepancies betweennational policies andlocal contexts. Lack of specific dataand
infrastructure canbe a barrierto successfulmanagement, therefore measures such as
groundwater mapping and analysis should be prioritised. As climate change continues
toimpactrainfall, watermanagementin SIDS must be flexible and inclusive.

4.4.3 Enhancinginter-island connectivity and promotingregional markets can

help SIDS develop theireconomies and disaster preparedness. Climate-proofing
transportation hubs, including airports and ports, can furtherenhance disaster
preparedness. These measures should be combined with policies thatembedresilience
socially andinstitutionally.

4.4.4 Alandemergingtechnologies have the potential toimprove weatherand
disasterpredictions across SIDS. Meanwhile, the incorporation of Indigenous and
traditional knowledge can overcome barriers around specific contextual knowledge.
Policy-makers must address challengesinintegration, including data security and trust,
knowledge valuation and reimbursement, and border frameworks for cooperation.

Chapter 5. Environmental protection and planetary sustainability:
rebalancing nature—human relationships

SIDS’ special circumstancesin environmental protection and planetary sustainability

5.1

Well-known climate impacts, includingrising sea levels, coastal erosion andincreasing
frequency andintensity of natural disasters, are having significantimpacts on SIDS. The
vulnerability of SIDS is welldocumented butitisinadequately capturedintools that
assess eligibility for official development assistance (ODA).

SIDS’ emerging challenges in environmental protection and planetary sustainability

5.2

Climate changeimpacts are growingin severity and frequency, and they are interacting
with existing social and economic vulnerabilities to exacerbate inequalities within SIDS.
Escalating environmental challenges are also worsening debt sustainability, raising
concerns around long-termfinancial stability. Fisheries, a vital sector of the economy
inmost SIDS, are also comingunderincreasing threat from a combination of climate
change, illegal fishingand weak global governance.
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Policy recommendations for environmental protection and planetary sustainability

5.3

5.4

5.5

5.6

The emerging blue economy provides a significant opportunity for SIDS to gain
recognition and remuneration for theirmanagement of vast ocean spaces. SIDS are
custodians of globally significant biodiversity and ocean ecosystems; through the blue
economy they can sustainably manage this environment andreceive financial benefits
fortheirwork.

5.3.1 SIDS shouldlooktoworkwith partnersto acquire finance and technical support
to capitalise on blue economy opportunities. Building partnerships and developing and
utilising new technologies will allow SIDS to be at the forefront, shaping this new sector.

5.3.2 Knowledge-sharingbetween SIDS isvital fortechnology transfer, lesson-sharing
and developing a collective cohesive framework, to ensure the sectoris developedin
asustainable way with equally shared benefits. Working collectively also ensures SIDS
remain key normentrepreneursinthis space, embedding SIDS’ values and perspectives
ininternational frameworks.

SIDS have played asignificantrolein shapinginternational dialogues, frameworks
and agreementsin the environmental sustainability arena more broadly, particularly
inrelationto climate change. Theirmoralleadership in thisregard embodies the
value of SIDS internationally. Island nations should continue to prioritise innovation,
collaboration, diplomacy and moralleadership so they remain at the centre of these
global conversations.

5.4.1 Thevalue of SIDS to the broaderinternational community is evidentin
theirenvironmental protection and stewardship, innovationand advocacy. SIDS
frequently develop novel conservation, adaptation and financial solutions that are
replicated elsewhere.

SIDS policy-makers should draw on the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
asastructured approachtointegrate resilience-building andrisk-informed decision-
making across national development strategies. This will ensure adaptation and
preparedness areincorporated as central pillars of sustainable development.
Investmentin early warning systems, and the integration of Indigenous and traditional
knowledge into these, willbenefit SIDS’ disaster preparedness.

SIDS are adapting to the lack of available financing for climate adaptationand
sustainable development initiatives by designing and implementing theirown unique
mechanisms. SIDS’ financing mechanisms are gaining interest. These institutions,
created by SIDS for SIDS, carry significant potential to overcome many of the barriers
to accessing common and traditional finance sources. SIDS should continue to invest
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inand promote these options, and they should collaborate with other SIDS to establish
and share learnings from successfulinitiatives. These mechanisms can provide much
needed predictable and grant-based funding forresilience projects, while novel debt
relief mechanisms provide an avenue for SIDS to increase their disasterresilience.

Nature-based solutions and community-driveninitiatives continue to show promise
across SIDS intackling environmental challenges andin promoting positive
socioeconomic outcomes forlocal communities. SIDS policy-makers should continue
toinvestinand empowerlocal communities toimplement these measures, while
ensuringrigorous frameworks exist formonitoring and evaluation.

Chapter 6. Advancing the means of implementation: structural
solidarity for resilient prosperity

SIDS’ special circumstances in advancing the means of implementation

6.1

SIDS’ tireless work to secure recognition of their special circumstances has been
supportedinsomeinstances. But, too often, acknowledgement has been symbolic
without tailored follow-up support. Implementation and practical assistance are
limited, and SIDS remain structurally excluded fromthe international economic rules
and decision-making that most affect their development prospects.

SIDS’ emerging challengesin advancing the means of implementation

6.2

SIDS are facing rapidly worsening financial constraints due to repeated shocks, heavy
indebtedness, decliningdonor support andreliance on excessively high-cost borrowing.
These challenges are becoming greater as climate change accelerates and as geopolitical
shiftsreduce aid budgets andlead to transactional allocations andrelationships.

Policy recommendations foradvancing the means of implementation

6.3

Partners can provide the best support toisland nations through SIDS-led, context-
specific and tailored assistance. Adapting financial, technical and capacity solutions to
the unique circumstances of each state is vital to maximise the benefits of assistance.

6.3.1 SIDS expend considerable time andresources trying to access climate finance,
particularly from multilateral climate funds. Island nations should advocate for simplified
approval tracks toreduce the strain felt by states with limited institutional capacity.
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Giventhe structural constraints within SIDS, reducing the administrative burdens
attachedtointernational climate finance institutions willhave greaterimpact for SIDS
than providing capacity-building support.

6.3.2 Innovative finance mechanisms may remedy some financing gapsin SIDS,

but these solutions are not accessible to all. Technical expertise and financing from
development partners are still a substantial barrier formany. While there have been
isolated successes forsome SIDS, overcoming these barriersis vitalto scale up these
options. Mechanisms should be tailored to provide appropriate and accessible support
for SIDS-specific contexts.

6.3.3 Technical supportis of highimportance andvalue for SIDS, yet it currently

aligns poorly with government priorities. Short project cycles and consultant-driven
interventions donot match SIDS’ needs and they limit long-term outcomes. Reliance
onexternal consultants prevents the development of expertise withininternal

systems, while programmes focused on building institutional capacity oftenignore
structuralissues such as brain drain, weak statistical systems and difficultiesinregional
cooperation. Efforts focus on measurable outputs and donorreporting cycles, rather
thanlong-terminvestmentsininstitutions, culture or socialtransformation. Interventions
providing technical and capacity support must be responsive to SIDS’ needs, with
priority giventolonger-term projects that embed institutional knowledge.

6.3.4 SIDS should continue to advocate forand engage with the SIDS Centre of
Excellence. This new initiative has the potential to advance common agendas for many
SIDS and to overcome shared structural constraints.

Thereis growing political momentum around debtinnovations, including Climate
Resilient Debt Clauses (CRDCs)and debt-for-nature swaps. SIDS should continue
to push formore creditors to adopt these approaches. However, more ambitious and
systematic debt cancellationmechanisms are stillneeded.

While SIDS have demonstrated past successesin shaping globalnorms and processes,
fragmentation limits their ability to coordinate, share best practice andinfluence
broader globalagendas. Therefore, strongerinstitutional architectures are needed
tofacilitate SIDS cooperation and to support continuous engagement, knowledge-
sharing and strategic coordination.

As SIDS’ vulnerabilities intensify, itis vital to achieve decisive reformsin the international
financing architecture, genuineinclusionin global rule-making and robust local systems.
Many SIDS will be further marginalised without these transformational shifts.
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Chapter 7. Conclusions: advancing the SIDS agendain a
‘self-help’ world

SIDS’ special circumstances

7.1 The challenges facing SIDS willintensify overthe coming decade as SIDS and the
global community implement andrespond to the Antigua and Barbuda Agenda for SIDS
(ABAS).'Theirsecure future will be threatened by increasing geopolitical tension and
military conflict, declining economic openness, the reshoring of supply chains, reduced
development cooperationand cuts tointernational aid, and intensifying climate change
and potential overshoot. Strong defence of the SIDS special case will be vital to achieve
sustained development.

7.2  Thisdefencerestsontwo facts. The firstis the sudden, disproportionate, excessive
and unfair costs of exogenous shocks for SIDS. The secondis the global value that
SIDS provide as custodians of biodiversity, providers of climate leadership, designers
of transitionaltechnologies, producers of cultural heritage and generators of
institutional legitimacy. Abandoning support for SIDS wouldresultinlosses for the
whole of humanity.

Policy recommendations

7.3 ltisvitalthat policy-makersimplementintegrated, multisectoral approaches to address
the substantial and growing challenges that SIDS face, paying attention to underlying
structuraland engrained societal causes. This requires afoundation of inclusive
governance, strongerinstitutions and better data.

7.4  Resilienceisbeingundermined by the structure of SIDS’ economies. Therefore, when
looking to diversify, SIDS should focus on new growth pathways that enhance self-
sufficiency, equity and quality of life.

7.5  Novelandinnovative solutions are emerging to many of the structural challenges that
SIDS face, butthere are failuresinimplementation. These are rooted in misaligned
global systems of finance, data and governance. International models systematically
underestimate both the needs and the contributions of SIDS, leading to chronic
underinvestment.

1 United Nations Office of the High Representative forthe Least Developed Countries, Landlocked
Developing Countries and SmallIsland Developing States (2024) The Antigua and Barbuda Agenda
for SIDS (ABAS)2024-2034: charting the course toward resilient prosperity. Outcome document
of the 4thInternational Conference on Smalllsland Developing States 2024. St. John’s, Antigua and
Barbuda, 27-30 May (https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf).


 https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
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7.6  Incalculatingvalue, we mustrethink what counts: natural, social and care-based
contributions need to be considered. This willreframe SIDS from low-productivity
economies to high-value systems.

7.7  Thecentraltask for SIDS and their partnersis not simply to manage vulnerability, but
torepositiontheseisland nations as high-value contributors within a rapidly changing
global order, while simultaneously transforming domestic development pathways
away from extractive, fragmented and under-resourced models. This will allow SIDS to
achieve moreresilient and sustainable futures.

— -

SIDS Future Forum2026. Photo: RESI/Wilton Park.
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InOctober2025,inamatterof hours,
Hurricane Melissa caused damage across
Jamaica costing more than 40% of the
country’s gross domestic product (GDP)
(World Bank, 2025). One of only two Atlantic
hurricanes in history to make landfall while
sustaining winds of 300km/hr, itwas more
powerfulthanHurricane Katrina and as fast
as alJapanese bullet train.

The devastationwrought by Hurricane
Melissa came aftera painful decade of
austerity. Jamaica had made enormous
sacrificestoreduce adebtburdenfrom
apeakof147% of GDPin2013t0 62%
onthe eve of the disaster(Bishop and
Lindsay, 2024). Not only is this achievement
likely to be undermined, but it highlights
the impossible choices facing Small

Island Developing States (SIDS). Even

with exceptionally tight fiscal policy,

these nationsremain at the mercy of
externallyimposed catastrophes whose
staggering costs - aside from some limited
contingency financing andinsurance
payouts - they are largely expected to bear
alone (Wilkinson et al., 2023).

SIDS therefore pay multiple times over.

They carry theinitial opportunity cost of
foregone development spending and
missed growth. They pay forrecovery that
oftenrequires expensive borrowing, usually
via private capital markets at excessive
commercialrates,justtoreturntosquare
one.Andtheyface asubsequent debt
mountain that,inturn, limits fiscal space and
constrains future development options, all
while waiting for the next externally driven
disaster(Hurley etal.,2025).

Today, Dominicais still struggling with a
public debt pileinexcess of 90% of GDP,
almost adecade after Hurricane Maria
wipedout 226% of GDP; and in Fiji, debt
levelsrose fromamoderate 46% of GDPin
2018t0 83% of GDP by 2021, three years
afterthree tropical cyclones hit theisland
(Hurley etal.,2024).

Butthese figures telljust part of the story of
the vulnerability of SIDS. Notonly dolarger
states neverfaceimpactsonthisrelative
scale -the COVID-19 pandemic was costly
forthe United Kingdom but only to the tune
of around10% of GDP - SIDS face them
repeatedly and atintensifying scale. Events
like Hurricane Melissa and Hurricane Maria
willbecome more frequent, more severe
and more costly as globaltemperatures
continue torise. Andthisis aproblemthat
SIDS have done nothing to create, yet whose
consequences theyrepeatedly suffer.

Their outsized vulnerability is why, since the
first United Nations (UN) SIDS Conference that
promulgatedthe 1994 Barbados Programme
of Action, the UN has considered SIDS a
‘special case forsustainable development’
(Bishop et al.,2025). This status has been
reasserted many times over, mostrecently
in2024 atthe FourthUN SIDS Conference
(SIDS4)underthe Antigua and Barbuda
AgendaforSIDS (ABAS) (UN-OHRLLS

2024). However, the special treatment that
suchastatusimplies has not oftenbeen
forthcoming, and SIDS’ special caseis
increasingly questioned by some nations,
meaningitisunderthreat. SIDS are stillwaiting
forinternational mechanisms, processes
andfundingtobe able toresolve the
consequences of their special circumstances.



https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/11/19/world-bank-idb-estimate-hurricane-melissa-damage-to-jamaica-totals-all-time-high-of-us-8-8-billion
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/insights/small-island-nations-need-a-multidimensional-vulnerability-index/
https://odi.org/en/publications/tackling-the-cost-of-capital-crisis-in-small-vulnerable-nations/
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009389174
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
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Box 1.1 UN SmallIsland Developing States

Definition

SIDS are adistinct group of 39 states and 18 Associate Members of UN regional
commissions that face unique social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities. The
threeregionsinwhich SIDS are geographically located are the Caribbean, the Pacific,
and the Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South China Sea (AlS).

SIDS by region

Caribbean: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Cuba, Dominica,
Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, St. Kittsand Nevis, St. Lucia,
St.Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago

Pacific: Cooklslands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia (Federated States of),
Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomonlslands, Timor-Leste, Tonga,
Tuvalu, Vanuatu

AIS: Cabo Verde, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Maldives, Mauritius, SGo Tomé and Principe,
Seychelles, Singapore

Associate Members of UN Regional Commissions: American Samoa, Anguilla, Aruba,
Bermuda, the British Virgin Islands, CaymanlIslands, Commonwealth of Northern
Marianas, Curacao, French Polynesia, Guadeloupe, Guam, Martinique, Montserrat, New
Caledonia, PuertoRico, Sint Maarten, Turks and Caicos Islands, the U.S. VirginIslands

The special case

‘Smallisland developing States, andislands supporting smallcommunities are a
special case bothforenvironment and development. They are ecologically fragile and
vulnerable. Theirsmall size, limited resources, geographic dispersion andisolation from
markets, place them at a disadvantage economically and prevent economies of scale’
(UN,1992: ch.17, section G).

Source:UN(n.d.).
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https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/Agenda21.pdf
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Figurel.l  Map of Small Island Developing States by region
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SIDS are now at acriticaljuncture. For

more than three decades, recognition of
theirspecial case hasrestedonabroad
consensus that smallness, remotenessand
islandness generate distinctive development
challenges. But thishas alwaysbeen
contingentonthe political support of other
nations. Today, this supportis beingtested
by three converging pressures: intensifying
climaterisks, tightening development
finance, and arapidly changing geopolitical
landscapeinwhichthe assumptions and
institutions of the post-Cold Wareraare
beingreconfigured.

As great power competitionisreasserted
and new claims to ‘special circumstances’
proliferate among other states, SIDS must
once again demonstrate why theirunique
circumstances matter - not only for their
owndevelopment, but forthe integrity of
multilateralismitself.

The state of SIDS report 2026: defending
the specialcase(SSR2026) contends,
therefore, that defending and advancing the
SIDS special caseis more difficult yet more
necessary thanever.

The SSR2026 addresses theimmediate
challenge of progressingthe ABAS two years
sinceitwasendorsedatSIDS4in StJohn’s,
Antigua, while situatingitsimplementation
inabroader story of structural change within
theinternational political, economic and
environmental order. It argues why the SIDS
special case mustbe preserved, how SIDS
might be betterserved by a multilateral
systemmoreresponsive to theirneeds, and
what canbe learned from expert knowledge
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onissueswithin(and beyond)the ABAS
about possible pathways and options for
policy-making.

Thisintroductory chapter:

1. askswhetherandhow the special case
might now be underthreat andit explains
why this must be defended

2. examineshowthe globalorder
is changing through geopolitical
upheavals, economic transformations
and theimminent breaching of climatic
tipping points associated with ‘climate
overshoot’ (Ritchie etal.,2021; Reisinger
etal.,2025), whichtogetherare
reconfiguring the contextinwhich SIDS
pursue theirobjectives

3. exploreswhat SIDS wantand how
available options might be pursued
within that context, while also outlining
how SIDS themselves are advancing
new development models groundedin
resilience, equity andinnovation

4. elaboratesaframeworkfor
demonstrating the global value of SIDS,
emphasising how their contribution to
global public goods andinstitutional
legitimacy is simultaneously substantial
butunder-acknowledged; and points
towards a potential defence of their
special case, groundedintheidea
that any diminution of those benefits
represents anetlosstohumanity

5. arguesthatevidence-based
advocacy - of the kind embodiedin
thisreport - is essential to ensuring
that SIDS continue to shape, rather
thanbe marginalised within, the
evolvinginternational system.


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03263-2
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-111523-102029
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-111523-102029
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1.1 Whyisthe SIDS special case
under threat?

Theidea of a‘special case’ forsustainable
developmenthaslongrested onabroad,

if uneven, recognition that smallness and
islandness generate structural development
constraints that are qualitatively and
quantitatively distinct from those faced

by larger states. These constraints - high
exposure to external shocks, limited
economic diversification, highper capita
infrastructure costs, geographicisolation
and acute environmental vulnerability - are
frequently recounted for the simplereason
that they generate aunique set of challenges.

SIDS face the omnipresent threat of
developmental gains being decimated
and decisively wound back. This is what
vulnerability means.

The argument has neverbeenthat SIDS cannot
achieve highlevels of growth, development or
social progress (Bishop, 2012). The pointis that,
because they face shocks that canwipe out
entire territories oranentireyear’'s GDP almost
instantly, SIDS face the omnipresent threat

of developmental gains being decimated
and decisively wound back. Thisis what
vulnerability means. Itisnot about weakness
orpoverty orunderdevelopment; concepts
withwhichitis often(wrongly) conflated. It
simply implies arelative level of exposure to
exogenous shocks thatis disproportionately
greaterthan - and thereforeinconceivable -
inlargerstates.

This notion has underpinnedrecognition of
the special case, which hasitself become
embeddedintheinstitutional fabric of
globalgovernance over several decades.
But the special case hasalsoneverbeen
entirelyuncontested, andtoday itisunder
renewed and significant pressure, forboth
politicaland material reasons. The timing of
thisisnot coincidental, butitis paradoxical:
political contestation of the SIDS special
caseisoccurring precisely whenits material
basisisintensifying. Thismeans some are
seekingtodenytheideathatSIDS are
uniquely constrained at the same moment
that the world transitionsinto a scenario
where the consequences of theirdistinctive
constraints are likely tobecome increasingly
pronounced due to more frequentand more
destructive shocks. Let us briefly discuss
eachdimension.

Politically,the return of great power
competitionwithininternational relations

is potentially undermining the multilateral
consensus thathas enabledthe SIDS
agendato gaintraction overthree decades
(Corbettetal.,2021). During the post-Cold
War period, SIDS asserted their claims for
so-called specialand differential treatment
withininternationalinstitutions (Lindsay,
2019). While theiragenda has always been
contestedinpractice by some, there has
atleastbeenageneral sense that SIDS’
demands were legitimate, worth pursuing
and could, intheory, generate special
treatment attendant with theirbroadly
acceptedunique circumstances. However,
today, a considerably more fragmented
andtransactional global orderis emerging
(Cooperetal.,2025).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2011.635118
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv20zbkmh
https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/45040
https://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/45040
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2025.2562908

Aftermath of Hurricane Melissa, Kingston, Jamaica,
October2025. Photo: Deron Levy/Shutterstock.com.

This shift matters for SIDS more than forany
other group of states because widespread
recognition of their special circumstances
cannolongerbe takenforgranted (Bishop
etal.,2025). Theirdevelopment trajectories
have been shaped, to asignificant extent,
by the concessions, preferencesand
supportthat has flowed (albeit partially and
unevenly) from multilateral recognition of
theiruniqueness. Evenwhere - quite often
- special and differentialtreatment has

not beenforthcoming, there hasremained
broad acceptance of the merits of the
special case onwhich SIDS have anchored
their pursuit of such support.

Without widespread acceptance of this
agenda, SIDS face amore uncertainfuture.
Development progress may slow andreliance
onpredictable, rules-basedinternational
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support may give way to more discretionary,
politically contingent arrangements shaped
by the interests of larger powers.

Materially, the SIDS special caseis also
intensifying. Put more simply: theircaseis
underthreat at the very moment thatitis
most acutely evident.

The vulnerability-resilience framework, which
has dominated the Small State literature
sincethe 1990s, emphasisesthat SIDS are
uniquely exposed to exogenous shocks on
ascaledisproportionate to theireconomies
orterritories (Briguglio, 1995; Bishop, 2012;
Bishop etal.,2021). Whetherinthe form

of globalfinancial crises, pandemics that
immediately halttourismin countries with few
othersources of foreign exchange earnings,
orextreme weatherevents that devastate


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009389174
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009389174
https://doi.org/10.1016/0305-750X(95)00065-K
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2011.635118
https://odi.org/en/publications/towards-sustained-development-in-small-island-developing-states-why-we-need-to-reshape-global-governance/
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entire nationalinfrastructuresinhours, these
shocks frequently generate losses amounting
to huge fractions - orevenmultiples - of a
single country’s GDP.

Such shocks canbring about daunting levels
of indebtedness and capital costs that
nations are saddled withformany years.
Effectively, they caninduce ‘lostdecades’
indevelopment thatare no fault of the
governmentsinpower(Bharadwajetal.,
2023; Hurley etal.,2025). No other group of
stateshastoface thiskind of ever-present
systemic threat, which mightinstantly

and decisively undermine developmental
progress. While theirtiming and extent may
be unpredictable, for SIDS, these shocks
are not aberrations but structural features of
theirdevelopmentallandscape.

Filming Climate Blueprint,
Efate, Vanuatu,2025. Photo:
RESI/BenMerker, Merk Films.

SIDS’ vulnerabilities are now being amplified
by accelerating climate change, marine
degradationand otherenvironmental
pressures. Plus, increasingly frequentand
intense shocks are occurring alongside a
tightening of development finance and
emphasisonincome-based metrics -
notably gross nationalincome (GNI) per
capita - that obscure underlying vulnerability
(Bishopetal.,2023).

The adoption of the Multidimensional
Vulnerability Index (MVI) by the UN General
Assemblyin 2024 reflects frustration with
these metrics, which failto capture the
precariousness of development gainsin SIDS
(UN, 2024; Sooksripaisarnkit and Tateno,
2024).The MVlis anenormous achievement:
itis the outcome of alongstandingand
sustained SIDS-led agenda,and aclear
example of theirdemands beingrealised
multilaterally (Wilkinson and Panwar, 2023).
However, the MVlis also a universal - not
special ordifferential - index. Thiswas a

key element of the political compromise
requiredto bringitinto existence (Bishop and
Wilkinson, 2023). Implicitinitis theideathat
alldeveloping countries can, intheory, be
vulnerable, which opens up the possibility that
a‘special’ characteristic of SIDS mightbe
shared by others.

Ostensibly poorerandlarger countries

have always pointed to therelatively high
levels of GNI percapitainmany SIDS, while
the latterhaverightly argued that thisisan
anachronistic measure of development
ingeneraland especially soin SIDS where
vulnerability persists (Bishop et al., 2021).
Now, other country groupings are advancing
theirown claims to ‘special circumstances’,
oftendrawing on similarargumentsregarding
vulnerability and need. In part, thisis because


https://www.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/2023-09/21606IIED.pdf
https://www.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/2023-09/21606IIED.pdf
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the technical compromisesrequired to
operationalise the MVIwere such that many
non-SIDS appearto be vulnerable too
(Bishop and Wilkinson, 2023). Of course,
itisimportantnotto discountthevery

real development challenges many face,
including, in some cases, significant exposure
to shocks. But genuine vulnerability -
understood as frequent episodes that can
generate disproportionate losses of entire
territories orhundreds of percent of GDP - is
not adefining feature of other groups of states
inthe way thatitisforSIDS. The upshotis that,
more and more, SIDS leaders and negotiators
must defend and substantiate their statusin
ways unseenforseveraldecades.

The ‘special case’ is no longer a settled
feature of the international system.
Defence of it, and adaptation of it to
new global realities, has become an
urgent priority.

And now the pressures SIDS face are being
compounded by shiftsin development
assistance. Recent aid cuts globally,
alongside areorientation of donor priorities
towards security and defence, have reduced
the availability of concessional finance.
Simultaneously, thereis growing rhetorical
emphasisonreducing aid dependence,
evenasthe costsimposedonSIDS by
external pressuresrise. The convergence of
these trends - geopolitical fragmentation,
intensifying climate change and institutional
contestation - marks akey point for SIDS. The
‘special case’isnolongera settled feature of
theinternational system. Defence of it,and
adaptation of it to new globalrealities, has
become anurgent priority.
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1.2 Howisthe global order
changing?

The SIDS special caseisinseparable
fromthe broaderevolutionof the
international system. Itsemergence and
institutionalisation were distinctive products
of the post-1945 multilateral order: a system
of institutions, rules and norms consciously
designedto constrain state behaviourand
promote collective public goods. Indeed,
itwas only under such a system, which
inhibited imperialist tendencies prevailing
inthe centuries beforehand, that smaller
countries - let alone the very smallest - could
survive, and eventhrive, asindependent
states(Sharman, 2017). This systemrested
onthe premise thatembedding power
within multilateralinstitutions could mitigate
conflictand enable cooperation, generating
‘club’ benefitsthat would, inthe aggregate
and overtime, outweighthe costs of
compliance with sharedrules (Ruggie, 1992).

SIDS found bothvoice and opportunity within
this order. The principle of sovereign equality,
institutionalised inforums like the UN, provided
aplatformforSIDS to exert theirinfluence

to afargreaterextentthanthatimplied by
their size and non-existent brute power. The
expansion of global trade, financial flows and
development assistance furtherenabled
many SIDS to achieve relatively high levels of
economic and human development, despite
enduring structural constraints.

However, the promise of post-1945
multilateralism has always been partial
(Muzaka and Bishop, 2015). The system
fundamentally relied onthe willingness and
capacity of the US to actas aguarantor. This
required US commitment to the systemitself,
aswellastotheliberalismand multilateralism
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atits core, which simultaneously provided
policy space forothers while constraining
itsownunilateral action. Tensionsinevitably
appeared as successive US administrations
oscillated between adherence to, and
deviation from, therules they helpedto
establish(Cooley and Nexon, 2020).
Interventionsranging from GrenadatoIraq
and, mostrecently, Venezuelaandlran,
illustrate the persistence of coercive power
within an ostensibly rules-based system.

As such, multilateralism hasbeenneitheras
liberalnoras orderly asits proponents have
oftenclaimed.

These contradictions have become
considerably more pronounced of late. Inthe
co-authored book, Sustaining development
in Smalllslands (Bishop et al.,2025), which
was written around the time of SIDS4, the
team at the Resilient and Sustainable Islands
Initiative (RESI) discussed the potential
return of amore fragmented ‘self-help’
system. Outcomes are determined by the
preferences of larger players aggressively
throwing theirgeopolitical weight around,
tothe detriment of the shared values,
negotiated agreements and multilateral
institutions that offer smaller players wider
choices than might otherwise be the case. In
theintervening two years since publication,
the sense has grownthatthisisanewreality.

Theresurgence of nationalist populism,
intensified geopolitical rivalry and strategic
competitionamong major powers appear
tobeaccelerating a shiftaway from
multilateralism. Developments such as Brexit,
Russia’s warin Ukraine, changing dynamicsin
US-Chinarelations, and the more assertive
interventionist foreign policy evident during
Trump 2.0 all signal broad reconfiguration of

global politics. In this emerging order, major
powers are pursuing regional spheres of
influence, often at the expense of multilateral
norms and eveninternational law.

This presents acomplexlandscape for SIDS.

Intheimmediate term, geopolitical
competitioncandrive attentionand
resources, particularly in strategically
significantregions such as the Pacificand
Indian Ocean, and potentially eveninthe
Caribbean(Waqgavakatogaetal.,2024).
However, any benefits are likely to be uneven,
contingent and short-lived, and they may
come with severe constraints on already
limited policy autonomy. Therisks are
certainly significant. Great power dominance
could entailthe establishment of military
bases, the militarisation of entire island
regions, and eventhere-emergence of overt
imperial practices which currently persist
inonly ahandful of island territories. This is
deeply concerning for states that oftenlack
standing armies andrely oninternational law
andinstitutions for security.

Thisisnotto say that alternative futures are
impossible to conceive. Ourrecent RESI
book argues that arenewed commitment
to contemporary multilateralism or a shift
towards amore ‘muscular’ form of liberalism
could strengthen collective responses

to globalchallenges. Of course, these
challenges are not just geopolitical: the
acceleratingimpacts of climate change and
the prospect of climate overshoot where
globaltemperature targets and tipping
points are exceeded introduce additional
uncertainty andrisk. But ultimately, they will
also exacerbate the troubling geopolitical
picture asincreasedresource scarcity,
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competitionforrare minerals and climate-
induced migrationintensify inthe coming
years and decades(Snell,2026).

The kind of expanded multilateralismthat SIDS
require toface these cross-borderchallenges
isfarfromaneasy sell at present. [t would
come withits own problems, notleast the
centralisation of decision-makingin global
bodies andreduced autonomy of smaller
states, with global objectives potentially
overriding national priorities (Bishop et
al.,2025). Nonetheless, itisimportant to
reiterate that, despiteitsimperfections,

the post-1945 multilateral systemhas
beenmore advantageousto SIDS thanis
oftenacknowledged, due toitsrelative
‘permissiveness’ (Sharman, 2017). Therefore,
preserving and reforming this system -rather

thanabandoningit - remains a critical objective.

The kind of expanded multilateralism
that SIDS require to face these cross-
border challengesis far from an easy
sell at present.

ForSIDS, whose development trajectories
are already constrained by geopolitical
upheaval and environmental vulnerability,
thisrepresents an existential challenge.
The ABAS (UN-OHRLLS, 2024)reflects
awareness of these shifts. It calls for
structuralreformsininternational support
systems, including climate finance, debt
sustainability andinstitutional capacity,
alongside strengthened partnershipsand
datasystems (UN, 2024; Sooksripaisarnkit
and Tateno, 2024; Bishop etal.,2023). The
success of thisagenda willdepend not only
onitstechnical merits, but on the ability of
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SIDS andtheirpartnersto navigate and shape
arapidly changing global orderinwhich past
multilateral certainties might nolongerbe
taken forgranted.

1.3 Whatare SIDS’
development options?

Asforbidding as the external environment
unquestionablyis, SIDS are not passive
recipients of its effects. They have
articulated clearand evolving development
objectives, groundedintheirlongstanding
advocacy onvariousissues and emerging
opportunities for doing things differently.
These objectivesreflect a desire to build
meaningful resilient prosperity, to promote
transformationandto assertagency within
theinternational system.

Ashley Lashley, COP30.Photo: The
Loss and Damage Collaboration.
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Representatives of the stakeholder
community attending the SIDS Future
ForuminLondoninearly 2026 emphasised
sixbroad priorities: diversification, self-
sufficiency, extractivism, technology,
knowledge-sharing, and voice and
representation (Wilton Park, 2026).

Economic diversificationremains central
tothisagenda. The structural constraints
associated with small size andremoteness
have historically limited SIDS to narrow
economic activities, centred on tourism
andfinancial services since the decline

of exportagriculture and the emergence
of globalisation. These sectors have
generated growth and,insome cases,
notably highlevels of human development.
Butthey also expose SIDS to significant
financial volatility. Diversification - into
areas such as the blue economy, digital
services and niche manufacturing - is
therefore critical forresilience, butithas
always been difficult given size-related
constraints. So, SIDS are demanding new
conversations abouthow to generate
productive capacity by diversifying within
sectors andinto highervalue-added
segments of emergent ones.

Closely linked to diversificationis the
question of self-sufficiency. As climate risks
intensify and global supply chainsbecome
more volatile, SIDS are exploring ways to
strengthen domestic capacitiesinareas such
asfood, energy and critical infrastructure.
Thisisnota call forautarky - somethinglong
consideredinconceivableinhighly open
small-island economies (Easterly and Kraay,
2000) - but foramore balanced approach
thatreduces vulnerability to external shocks.
ltisalsoaboutreformulating SIDS economies

tobettergrow andretain human and financial
capitalto generate positive domestic and
regional multipliers.

Thereis growingrecognition of the need to
address the enduringlegacies and ongoing
dynamics of extractivism, especiallyinthe
Caribbean. Many SIDS economies have been
shaped by external actors extracting value
fromnaturaland humanresources, often with
limited local benefit beyondthe creation

of jobs orminimal taxrevenue. Tourismand
financial services, forexample, enjoy explicit
andimplicit public subsidies, but their
benefits are often captured and privatised
by external actors while theirecological and
human costs are socialised. Atthe same time
-andasdiscussedin Chapter2 of thisreport
—-anenormous amount of uncounted and free
‘socially reproductive’ labouris performed
withinisland societies, usually by women,
without which economies would cease to
function. Thisis another form of extraction,
aswomeninternalise the costs of the ‘triple
burden’ of domestic work and emotional
labourontop of paid work. Valuing this labour
indevelopment modelsis crucial to ensure
that gains are more equitably distributed and
socially and environmentally sustainable.

Technological change presents challenges
and opportunities. Rapid advancesin digital
technologies and artificialintelligence

(Al) have the potentialto overcome some
constraints associated with small size and
geographicisolation. By leveraging these
technologies, SIDS can develop new
economic sectors, improve service delivery
and enhanceresilience. However, this will
requirerapidinvestmentsininfrastructure,
skillsand governance. Akey benefit of
these technologies, fromthe small-island
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perspective,isthatthey canovercome the
primary constraint on development: limited
human capital. Intheory, automation of back-
office administrative functions, if designed
intelligently and carefully, can drastically
reduce the associated transaction costs
while increasing administrative capacity. SIDS
are already capable of leveraging advanced
technologiesto create new products and
deliverinnovative services, due to their

small size, aqility, educated populations
andhighinternet penetration. Andthey are
well-placed torapidly deploy digital skills
andreformeducation systems. But speedis
essentialto move from the periphery to the
mainstream of the global digitaleconomy
(Lindsayetal.,2025).

Anotherkey priority is strengthening
knowledge-sharing and cooperationamong
SIDS. The Alliance of Smalllsland States
(AOSIS) does aremarkable job of knitting
togethermany key globalagendas, withits
remit extending beyond a traditional focus on
climate negotiationsinto myriad new policy
areaswhile it grappleswithresource and
capacity constraints (Bishop etal.,2024).
Alleviating these constraintsis not easy: RESI
has sought to contribute via the creation of
ourannual SIDS Global Leadership training
course with the University of Malta. But

more can be done. Thereis strongdemand
from stakeholders for the development and
institutionalisation of new models and for
denserintra-andinter-regional networks

to facilitate the sharing of best practices,

to support capacity-buildingandto enable
abroaderrange of collective responses

to shared challenges. Ideally, this should
leverage other South-South cooperation
and partnerships beyond SIDS, inorderto
enhance actionwithinthe multilateral system.
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Finally, SIDS continue to prioritise voice and
representationininternational decision-
making. Even as the multilateral system
fragmentsto some degree, thereis strong
demand fromisland stakeholders to keep
advocating for SIDS-centricreforms to
existinginstitutions, aswell as to explore
new mechanisms that might better

reflect theirneeds and priorities. There

is, of course, muchthat donorscandoto
supporthere and many are doingimportant
work to drive relevant conversations. The
ability of SIDS toinfluence global agendas
-fromclimate negotiationsto oceans,
development, financialreformandinto
softerareaslike social policy - is essential
forthese nations to achieve theirwider
development objectives.

These priorities arereflectedin the practical
implications of preserving and advancing the
SIDS special case.

Filming Climate Blueprint, Barbados, 2025.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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1.4 Where would humanity be
without SIDS?

Forgoodreason, defence of the SIDS special
caseis oftenframedinterms of vulnerability
andneed. But there are different ways to
articulateit - to tellnew stories thatreinforce
itintellectually while defendingit politically.

SIDS generate significant value for the
global community. Protecting and
enabling them is a matter of equity
for some of the smallest players in the
multilateral system and itis also of
collective interest for all.

Oneaimofthe SSR2026isto pursue wider
conversationsthat germinated at the 2026
SIDS Future Forum (Wilton Park, 2026). The

key entry pointis that progressoneach
of the six prioritiesis contingentnot on
recognition of the special circumstances
of SIDS perse, butonadeepershared
understanding and leveraging of what
makes themtruly unique.

So, vulnerability is far from the whole story.
Moreover, focusing solely (oreven primarily)
onitrisks obscuringamore fundamental
point: SIDS generate significant value forthe
global community. Protecting and enabling
themis a matter of equity forsome of the
smallest playersin the multilateral system and
itisalso of collective interest forall.

One dimension of thisvalueliesinthe
stewardship of global public goods. SIDS are
custodians of vast ocean areas and critical
ecosystemsthat arevitalinregulating the
earth’sclimate, in preserving biodiversity and
insupporting livelihoods globally. The health

GreatHarbour Cay, the Bahamas. Photo: Fernando Jorge/Unsplash.
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of these ecosystems hasimplications far
beyond national boundaries. Consequently,
the combination of small size and deep
connectiontothe oceanisasource of
vulnerability as well as opportunity. Reframing
thiscombinationas anasset - asreflected
inthe growing discourse around ‘Large
Ocean States’ (Chan, 2018; Pouponneau,
2023; Saddington, 2023) - opens pathways
forthinking about SIDS leadership that can
underpin new development trajectories and
advocacy strategies.

SIDS also contribute significantly to

cultural diversity and global heritage. Their
histories, traditions and social structures
enrich the global community and offer
alternative perspectives on development,
sustainability and well-being. Inanincreasingly
homogenised world, this diversityisitselfa
valuable asset.

Economically, SIDS have demonstrated that
small states canbeinnovative and dynamic.
Despite structural constraints, many have
achieved highlevels of income and human
development, illustrating what Briguglio
(2003) termsthe ‘Singapore paradox’

where vulnerability and highincome coexist.
While this may not be strictly paradoxical -
thereisarguably noreasonwhy vulnerable
countries cannot generate enviable levels of
development -itunderscores the capacity of
SIDS to growandbuildresilience, evenif they
are perpetually vulnerable to shocks that can
undermine those gains.

And politically, SIDS have shaped global
norms andinstitutions. Through collective
action, they have successfully embedded
theirconcerns withinthe international system,
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influencing agendas on climate change,
sustainable development and vulnerability
(Corbettetal.,2021). They are also, by and
large, among the most successful post-
colonialdemocracies, exhibiting stable,
consensual political practices that are the
envy of much of the rest of the world (Corbett
andVeenendaal, 2018).

Inshort, SIDS are emblematic of the diversity
thatunderpins the international order.
Likeinall systems, whethertechnological,
ecological, economic, political or social,
this diversity is a major source of strength,
without whichitwould tendtowards a
destabilising monoculture. The principle
that states of vastly different sizes have
equal standing - meaning that countries
with populations of millions and those with
populations of thousands have equal votes
inthe UN General Assembly - is therefore
central, notincidental to the legitimacy of
theinternational order.

SIDS are both architects and symbols of
what post-1945 multilateralism sought to
achieve. Theirpresence affirmstheideathat
theinternational system comprises diverse
stateswithequalrights andresponsibilities.
Therefore, the potential erosion of the SIDS
special case hasimplications not only for
them, but forbroader principles of collective
actionand solidarity that affect everyone.

Recognising theirvalue in this way shifts
the narrative from one of burden to one of
opportunity inwhich greater support for
SIDSisaninvestmentinplanetary health,
culturalrichness, economicinnovationand
global stability. Thisthemeisreturnedto

in Chapter7, where, inlight of the analysis
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inthe thematic chapters, the authors offer
suggestions onhowto pursue anagenda
that highlights the global value of SIDS.

1.5 The SSR2026: defending
the special case?

The SSR2026is botha synthesis of evidence
and a strategicintervention at a critical
moment. It dovetails withthe biannual SIDS
Future Forum, the second of whichtook place
at WiltonParkinthe United Kingdomin January
2026, co-hosted by the RESIteamand the UK
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development
Office, with support fromvarious SIDS
stakeholders (Wilton Park, 2026).

RESI?is a scientific advisory network
established by ODI Globalin2021to bridge
the gap between data, evidence and policy
(Bishopetal.,2021). Areport such as this
was a key demand expressed by SIDS
stakeholders at the first Future Forumin
New YorkinMarch2024.There, itbecame
clearthatanindependent stocktake and
synthesis of the voluminous academic and
policy literature on SIDS was needed to
renderit comprehensible to practitioners
and, hopefully, to support different
dimensions of the global SIDS agenda
(Bishop etal.,2024). Thisincludes, butis
notlimitedto, ABAS implementation.

The SSR2026 responds to apersistent gap
betweenthe growing body of research on
SIDS anditsinaccessibility to policy-makers.
Atthe sametime, it alsomakes abroader
argument about theimportance of defending
and advancing the special caseinanunstable
international context.

2 www.resi-initiative.org

Researchon SIDS spans disciplines,
institutions andissues, but this knowledge
often haslimited visibility among policy-
makers, development partners and the
specialised SIDS units withininternational
organisations. This exacerbates the
problem of lesson-sharing. Ina context

of severely constrained humanresources
and capacity within SIDS governments,
regional organisations and other stakeholder
institutions, the bespoke data analyses
withinthe report offera one-stop primeron
many key debates, synthesising the latest
academic and policyresearch.

Inspired by and modelled veryloosely on
assessment processes such as those of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC),the SSR2026 brings together
leading scholars and practitioners to assess
key themes aligned withthe ABAS. Each
chapterbroadly corresponds toone ABAS
chapter, reviewing conceptual debates,
presenting current trends, andidentifying
dataandresearchgaps. Thereportisalso
grounded in extensive consultation. Inputs
were gathered fromforumsincluding the
Global Sustainable Islands Summitin St.
Kitts and Nevis, the Global Platform for
Disaster Risk Reductionin Geneva, the UN
Country Teamretreat for Mauritius and the
Seychelles, the Pacific Islands Foruminthe
Solomonlslands, side events at COP30in
Belém, and the SIDS Future Forum 2026 in
the UK. These engagements ensure that the
reportreflects bothacademicinsightsand
policyrealities.

Beyondits analytical contribution,
the SSR2026 advances anormative
argument about the place of SIDSinthe
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international system. Itemphasises that
SIDS are custodians of global public
goods, contributors to cultural diversity and
independent members of the international
community whose preservationmatters
intrinsically. Defending the special case

is therefore about sustaining avision of

the international systeminwhich diversity
isvalued, vulnerability isaddressed
collectively,and eventhe smallest states
canprosper. Thisvisionis encapsulatedin
the ABAS, which calls for structural reforms
tointernational support systemsanda
renewed commitment to partnership and
cooperation(UN-OHRLLS, 2024).

Defending the special caseis
therefore about sustaining a vision
of the international system in which
diversity is valued, vulnerability is
addressed collectively, and even the
smallest states can prosper.

The SSR2026 provides the evidence

base forthisvision. By synthesising
existingknowledge, identifying gaps and
highlighting best practices, it supports
those seekingtoadvance the SIDS agenda
inarapidly changing global context. The
report alsoreinforces the importance of
collective action, solidarity and cooperation
inthe face of shared challenges. Inthis way,
thereport contributesto abroadereffort

to ensure that SIDS continue to shape,
ratherthan be shaped by, the evolving
international order. At atime whenthe
principlesunderpinning that orderare under
strain, defendingthe SIDS special caseisan
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immediate necessity anditis a statement
about the kind of world that should emerge
fromthis period of uncertainty.

1.5.1 HowtoreadtheSSR2026

Eachchapterusesthe UN definition of SIDS
(UN,n.d.),looking for patterns, themes and
similarities across these countries. Some
chaptersfocus onspecific SIDS regions,
reflecting the availability of and trendsin
thatliterature, as well asthe interests and
expertise of the authors. Where specific
examples are given, they usually highlight
emerging best practice fromwhich other
SIDS may be able todraw lessons. These
chapters shouldbereadasanexpert
synthesis of the state of a givenfield, rather
than an exhaustive documentation of
policies and projects across all SIDS.

Thereportcanbereadcoverto cover. But
itis also written so that policy-makers and
practitioners canread specific chapters -
orjustdipintoindividual sections of those
chapters - depending ontheirinterests.
This means some overlap and repetition
isunavoidable. Atopic like the availability
of potable water, forexample, is an equity,
security and environmentalissue. Other
cross-cuttingissues abound (just asthey
do, of course, across the ABAS chapters).
If topics appear to be missing fromone
chapter, they are likely containedinanother.

The SSR2026 isaccompanied by a‘Summary
forpolicy-makers’ written by acommittee of
RESIDirectors and SIDS policy-makers. This
highlights key trends and recommendations
stemming fromeach chapterandcanberead
asastand-alonereport.
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Eachchaptershould beread asanopportunity
to think with the emerging findings of academic
researchratherthanthelastword onthe topics
covered. The translation and application of
academic knowledge forandto policyis
necessary butitis fraught with complexity.

A synthesis will always be distinct from what
is ‘really’ happening on the ground. There
willinevitably be gaps and omissions. The
authors have worked hard to puttogether
diverse authorial teams for each chapter that
balanceregional and thematic expertise.
But no team, however well-constituted, can
know absolutely everything thereis to know
aboutagivenissue, andtheirowninterests
and deliberations will have guided their
analysis and pusheditin particular directions
while closing off otheravenues. Thisis
precisely what makes the report analytically
usefulandinteresting.

SIDS Future Forum2026. Photo: RESI/Wilton Park.

Timelines mattertoo: this synthesisisup to
date at the time of writing, but theresearch
itisbasedonhaslikely takenyearsto
undertake, analyse and publish. Overall,
the knowledge presented hereisboth
fundamentally critical and important, but it
must be absorbed with care and caution.

The SSR2026 hasbeencompiled the
old-fashioned way with authorsreading
theresearchthemselves. Alhasbeen
usedto assistincompiling the Reference
lists.Insome chapters, authors have
alsousedAlto fine tune theirwriting,
including syntaxand grammar. The data
visualisations are original to thisreport,
based ondatacompiled and analysed
fromopenaccess sources. The figures
and datafiles are also available onthe
RESI|website - resi-initiative.org.
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1.56.2 TheSSR2026 chapter
summaries

The SSR2026 is structured around the

five ABAS themes, which broadly reflect
academic disciplines. Thismeansitis
implicitly groundedin predominant debates
and concepts. It has also allowed our authors
toidentify knowledge gaps and how they
might be filled to the benefit of the ABAS.
The chapters cover multiple regions and
countries, but they cannot document each
piece of researchacrossall SIDS countries.
They highlight patterns and themes. For
more specificinsights, readers can consult
the extensive Reference lists, which detail all
papersreviewed forthisreport.

Chapter2 elaborates anagendato move
SIDS economies from short-term survival
tolong-termresilience and prosperity. This
agendarecognises persistent structural
challenges such as hightrade costs, narrow
economic bases and vulnerability to external
shocks, while engaginginintegrated,
cross-sectoral planning to exploit emerging
opportunitiesinocean-based sectors,
sustainable tourism, aquaculture, agriculture,
digital services and the creative economy.
The authors emphasise aneedtorethink
diversification - within sectors, beyond
traditional metrics of growth, centring climate
resilience (Mohanetal.,2025)-andto ensure
that new development pathways enhance
ratherthanundermine quality of life.

Chapter 3 arguesthat achievingresilient
social prosperityin SIDS dependson
addressing deep-rootedinequalitiesand
strengthening the social foundations of
resilience, includingin health and education
systems, social protectionand community
well-being. The authors highlight how
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the pursuit of flourishing SIDS societies

is fundamentally inhibited by deepening
inequalities of all kinds which derive from
the gendered distribution of powerwithin
island communities, and by growing
poverty and exclusion (Panwaretal.,2024).
Addressing theseissuesrequiresintegrated,
multisectoralandintersectional strategies
thatlinkindividual experiences to structural
dynamics. It alsorequires stronger political
commitment, improved governance and
investmentinsocial protection, while
recognising andredistributing care work.

Chapter4 argues foramoreintegrated
approachto energy, water, infrastructure,
security, and transport and market
connectivity. Thisis because failuresinone
system can cascade across entire economies
through spatial concentration and limited
redundancy. The authors highlight how

these policy domains are technical, social
and political challengestoo: past decisions
andinstitutional constraints can ‘lock-in’
suboptimal systems. Overcoming these
challenges demands deliberate, coordinated
transformation by committedleaders and
nimble governing systems, ratherthan
incremental change.

Chapter5 explainswhy itisimpossible

to separate questions pertainingto
environmental sustainability from the wider
SIDS development agenda, giventheir
disproportionate exposure to accelerating
climate change and theirrole as custodians
of globally significant biodiversity and ocean
ecosystems. The authors highlight the strong
need forintegrated systemic approachesthat
link climate action, disasterrisk reductionand
biodiversity conservation (including nature-
based solutions, ecosystem management
and early warning systems), while ensuring


https://odi.org/en/publications/engines-of-growth-building-knowledge-economies-in-sids/
https://odi.org/en/publications/islands-at-the-edge/
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that global frameworks and agreements
support, ratherthanundermine, the interests
of SIDS. Realising this means emphasising the
risks that potentially ensue from agreements
and processesthat facilitate the problems
they purport to solve, from ocean-grabbing
to greenwashing.

Chapter 6 argues thatthe means of
implementationforSIDS to meet their
development objectives assetoutinthe
ABAS s acentral constraint onall otherpolicy
domains. Accessto concessional financeis
acornerstoneissue. SIDS face worsening
fiscal constraints due torepeated shocks,
heavyindebtedness, declining donor
support andreliance on excessively high-
costborrowing, even as emerging tools such
asthe MVIbeginto challenge traditional GNI-
based allocation systems (Hurley et al., 2024;
2025). Solutionsinclude agrowinginterest
ininnovative financinginstruments. Although
uptakeremainslimited - often due to donor-
driven designand questions of scalability -
this highlights the need formore appropriate
and accessible mechanisms that work with
the grain of SIDS’ capacity constraints and
local practices.

Chapteré alsointroduces the ODI-RESI
SIDS Perceptions Survey (Panwaretal.,
2026). This survey, the first of its kind,
soughtthe views of SIDS policy-makers
about the donors who support them. It
showswhat SIDS value, fromand by whom,
and why. Key findingsinclude the popularity
of the Green Climate Fund (GCF), despite
access challenges; the diversity of donors
betweenthe three SIDSregions;andthe
unmatchedinfluence of Chinaacrossthe
entire SIDS group.

Chapter7,the Conclusion, grapples with

the question of how to draw attention

to fundamental vulnerabilities while also
highlighting the inherent value of SIDS for
theinternational system. Thisis the core
conceptual challenge forthe SIDS agenda.
Thelabels ‘SIDS’ and ‘Large Ocean States’
are emblematic of these different framings.
The formeris key to generating much needed
finance, butitisunravellingbecauseit

relies heavily onthe dutyimplied by norms
currently being eroded by the return of
self-help politics. The latter provides a
positiverationale forinvestmentinSIDS, but
it struggles to attribute responsibilities and
financial obligations from historical injustices
and climate threats. Managing these
imperativesiskeyto SIDS’ success overthe
life of the ABAS and beyond.


https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/publications/tackling-the-cost-of-capital-crisis-in-small-vulnerable-nations/
https://odi.org/en/publications/how-small-island-developing-states-view-their-development-partners/
https://odi.org/en/publications/how-small-island-developing-states-view-their-development-partners/
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Summary

Integrated, cross-sectoral planning and innovative financing

are absolutely necessary to move Small Island Developing States

(SIDS) beyond short-term survival towards sustainable structural

transformation.

SIDS are at the forefront of debates around
globaleconomicresilience, balancing
intrinsic vulnerabilities - their small size,
geographicisolation and extreme climate
exposure - with capacity to exploit
economic niches.

Tourism, offshore banking and other
financial services have brought SIDS
considerable economic success overrecent
decades. But COVID-19 exposed the limits
of these models. Diversification has proven
tobeanelusive goaland, initsabsence,
SIDS economies are struggling to achieve
genuinely sustainable development due to
theirexposure to external shocks.

The problems SIDS have confrontedin
diversifying theireconomies have led

to arenewed focus on self-sufficiency,
especially since the pandemic. But thisis not

fully reflectedinthe Antigua and Barbuda
Agenda for SIDS (ABAS) (UN-OHRLLS
2024).This Agenda argues that the structural
challengesto economic growthand
sustainable developmentinclude lack of
data, insufficient technical andinstitutional
capacity fordecision-making, poor
connectivity (insome cases) andinadequate
accessto global supply chains. So, while the
ABAS outlines where SIDS should focus their
attention, it also welcomes the support of the
international community in developing and
expanding these capacities and sectors.

This chapteris organised around four
interconnected pillars - productive
capacities, trade andinvestment, resilient
and sustainable tourism, and sustainable
ocean-basedeconomies - allcentralto the
sustained (and sustainable) development
ofisland nations.


https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf

2.1 Keydebates

The core debates oneconomicresilience

in SIDS highlight the severity and
interconnected nature of their structural
vulnerabilities. Thereis consensus across
academic and policyresearch:incremental,
siloed approaches cannot addressthe
complexnature of economic crisesinSIDS,
which are triggered by external shocks

but compounded by localeconomic
development models.

Thereturn of a‘self-help system’ - where
multilateralismis declining and the special
case of SIDS isincreasingly under threat
(Bishopetal.,2025) - limits the adoption
of traditional economic solutions. These
generallyinvolve greateropenness
andintegrationand will therefore be
progressively harderto achieve.

Inthe emergingreality, SIDS cannolongerrely
onthe same level of multilateral concessions
and support that previously underpinned
theirdevelopment trajectories. Instead, the
geopolitical transitionis placing a greater
burdenon SIDS to buildinternalresilience
while navigating aless certainandless open
international environment.

Oneresponse to thisshiftisareturntothe
olderconcept of economic self-sufficiency
as acritical dimension of resilience against
accelerating climaterisks. For SIDS, self-
sufficiency translatesinto the intentional
strengthening of productive capacities,
trade andinvestment, resilient tourismand
the blue economy toreduce dependency
onvolatile external systems. Achieving this
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amid thereturn of great power competition
willrequire deeper collaboration and
knowledge-sharingamongisland nations
onsuccessfulbusiness models, adapted
financialinnovations and effective tourism
restructuring. SIDS must also cooperate with
neighbouringlarger states by diversifying
both products and partners so they can
betterreap the benefits of trade and
investment withinthe self-help system.

The blue economy presents ahuge
opportunity for SIDS economiesto achieve
economic self-sufficiency; however,itis
also akey arenawhere the self-help system
manifests. Thereisanurgentneed forSIDS
to assert sovereignty over their Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs), butthey willneed
to collaborate with other SIDS and with
development partners to capitalise onthis.
SIDS mustuse diplomatic andlegal channels
-which are currently being eroded by the
return of self-help - to secure theirmaritime
territories, but thisremains more challenging
incertainregions than others. Thisreinforces
the emerging paradox of SIDS development:
inter-state collaborationhas become more
significant for securing economic growth
atthe precise momentthatitisbecoming
increasingly difficult to achieve.

2.1.1 SIDSeconomies

SIDS have aunique economic profile,
distinguished by specific and well-known
structural constraints. These constraints
are shared by islands, despite considerable
variationineconomic performance and
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita’®
across subregions (Figure 2.1). They all

3 Althoughuseful, GDP percapita(like gross nationalincome (GNI) per capita) remains anincomplete
measure of economic progressin SIDS. Formore detail, see Bishop et al. (2021).


https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/sustaining-development-in-small-islands/97BB4D82A06B15F09C18911C8701D527
https://odi.org/en/
publications/towards-sustained-development-in-small-island-developing-states-why-
we-need-to-reshape-global-governance/
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relate toinherent smallness and alimited
resource base, whichrestrict market size
and economies of scale, inturnleading to
higher operational costs and constrained
economic diversification.

SIDS’ scale limitation, combined with
geographically dispersed populations across
multiple remoteislands, means smaller
markets and a high cost per capita to deliver
public services. Thisrealityisreflectedin
government spending. Annual government
expenditure and taxrevenues as a share of
GDP are typically about 8% higheramong
SIDS thanthe world average (Figure 2.2),
illustrating the elevated cost of maintaining
state capacity.

Remoteness andisolationimpose other
burdenstoo, notably hightransportation
costsand supply chainuncertainties.
SIDSrelyontrade forincome and this
dependence - coupled with ahighreliance
onimports (especially forfood and fuel) -
makes themvulnerable to external shocks
and price volatility. This exposure results

in highdomesticinflation: annualinflation
inSIDSwas 11.1%in 2023, with Caribbean
SIDS experiencingrates above 20.5%in
2023 before decliningin 2024 (Alleyne and
Blagrave, 2025).

Figure2.1
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https://www.imf.org/en/publications/wp/
issues/2025/07/03/global-commodity-inflation-pass-through-vulnerability-of-smallisland-
developing-states-568257
https://www.imf.org/en/publications/wp/
issues/2025/07/03/global-commodity-inflation-pass-through-vulnerability-of-smallisland-
developing-states-568257
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
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Figure2.2 Selected macroeconomicindicators,2024
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development-indicators); International Monetary Fund (2025), World Economic Outlook database (https://www.
imf.org/en/publications/weo/weo-database/2025/april/download-entire-database), 14 November2025.

SIDS’ economic vulnerabilities are
furtherintensified by climate change,
whichundermines productive capacity
andincreases the cost of disaster
reconstruction. From2000t0 2022,
annualeconomiclossesin SIDS attributed
to climate change alone amountedto
US$1.7 billion, representing 0.8% of
collective GDP (Panwaretal.,2025). These
figures contribute to already high debt
levels. With government debtin SIDS
standing at around 67% of GDP on average
(Figure 2.2), close to half of all SIDS are
assessed asbeing at highrisk of, oralready
in, debt distress (Hurley et al., 2024).

That said, many SIDS have achieved high

living standards through sustained economic
growth. This has been supported by
remittances, which constitute the largest
source of external financing to SIDS and
provide critical financial buffers (UNCTAD,
2021). They account forover20% of GDPin
Tonga, Samoa and Haiti (World Bank, 2022),
with Tongabeing the world’s mostremittance-
dependent country at 50% of GDP.

2.1.2 Productive capacities

Strengthening SIDS’ productive capacities
isacentral component of the ABAS. This


https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://www.imf.org/en/publications/weo/weo-database/2025/april/download-entire-database
https://www.imf.org/en/publications/weo/weo-database/2025/april/download-entire-database
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-025-02408-7
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://unctad.org/publication/development-and-globalization-facts-and-figures-2021
https://unctad.org/publication/development-and-globalization-facts-and-figures-2021
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/11/30/remittances-grow-5-percent-2022
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is structured around building resilient
economies and creating productive
populations. Specifically, the ABAS
highlightsthe need for SIDS toinvestin
higher-productivity sectors, including
advanced technologies and the digital
economy, toreduce braindrainand
promote better-payingjobs. Italso calls for
productive capacity to be expanded through
holistic development programmes and
national capacity gap assessments.*

Although the notion of productive capacities
haslongfeaturedinthe global policy agenda
andinnational development strategies, it
remained undefined formany years. Over
recentdecades, however, the UN Conference
onTrade and Development (UNCTAD) has

developedacomprehensive conceptual
framework defining productive capacities as
‘the productive resources, entrepreneurial
capabilities, and productionlinkages that
collectively determine a country’s ability to
produce goods and services for sustained
growth and development’ (UNCTAD, 2025a).

UNCTAD has also developed the Productive
CapacitiesIndex (PCI), whichenables

the measurement and benchmarking of
productive capacities across countries and
regions. Severalkeyinsights canbe drawn
fromthis for SIDS. Although SIDS previously
outperformed the developing-country
average before the 2010s, theirprogress has
since slowed and they now performonapar
with otherdeveloping economies (Figure 2.3).

Figure2.3 Evolution of productive capacities across UN country groupings, 2000-2024
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4 SeeABAS, sections2.3and 4.1(orparagraphs 27-32 and 54-58) (UN-OHRLLS, 2024), which address the
transformation of productive sectors and the promotion of skillsand innovation for the digital economy.


https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://unctad.org/publication/statistical-guidelines-measuring-productive-capacities

This stagnationis partly explained by the
recurrence of global shocks since 2010,
which have disproportionately affected SIDS’
productive capacities and have constrained
theirability torecover orshifttowards new
development pathways.

The SIDS groupis heterogenousinterms

of productive capacities. It displays a wide
spread of outliers, fromeconomies at the
top of the distribution such as Singapore,

to countries at the lower end such as Haiti
and Guinea-Bissau. Since 2019 and the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, SIDS
have also experienced markedly divergent
trajectories, with several countries recovering
and advancingsignificantly. Thisincludes
Kiribati, Guyana, Comoros, Grenada and

the Dominican Republic. Incontrast, Papua
New Guinea, the Marshalllslands, Antigua
and Barbuda, the Maldives, Sdo Tomé and
Principe, and Mauritius have seenflat PCI
scores since the pandemic; Suriname, Haiti,
Trinidad and Tobago, Cuba and Fijihave seen
adecline.

Although natural capital is often
abundantin SIDS, overexploitation
and limited technical and financial
resources make it hard to manage
assets sustainably.

The PCl further breaks down productive
capacitiesinto eight categories: human
capital, natural capital, energy, transport,
informationand communication technologies
(ICTs), institutions, private sectorand
structuralchange (UNCTAD, 2025a; Bouhia
and Delelegn Arega, 2026). Human capital

in Caribbean SIDS is generally strong, but
theregion suffers from brain drainand
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Filming Climate Blueprint, Barbados, 2025.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

smalllabourpools(Smithand Jules, 2025).
Meanwhile, the Pacificislands struggle more
with out-migration and maintaining a stable,
skilled workforce (Alietal.,2026). Although
natural capitalis oftenabundantin SIDS,
overexploitationandlimitedtechnicaland
financialresources make it hardto manage
assets sustainably (Batraand Norheim,2022).
Critically, accessto financeisrestricted by
highborrowing costs and narrow fiscal bases
(Hurleyetal.,2025a).

Technology andinnovation are vital for
overcoming geographicisolation, yet

most SIDS underinvestinresearchand
development (R&D). The exceptions are
Mauritius and Cabo Verde, which are leading
digitalinitiatives (WIPO etal.,2024), plus
Caribbean nations such as Barbados, which
is striving to build digital hubs (WIPO et
al.,2024). Pacific SIDS inparticularface


https://unctad.org/publication/statistical-guidelines-measuring-productive-capacities
https://doi.org/10.1177/18747655251410455
https://doi.org/10.1177/18747655251410455
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/392478550_Inter-Complexity_and_the_Polycrisis_The_Bridgetown_Initiative_and_Human-Centered_Educational_Development_in_CARICOM_Countries
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-95-1987-3_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78853-7_6
https://odi.org/en/publications/tackling-the-cost-of-capital-crisis-in-small-vulnerable-nations/
https://doi.org/10.34667/TIND.50062
https://doi.org/10.34667/TIND.50062
https://doi.org/10.34667/TIND.50062
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significant hurdles due to poorinfrastructure,
although advancesinareaslike Fiji's fintech
show potential. Fostering digital skills
andinvestingin connectivity are essential
forresilience, despiteresource scarcity
challenges (ITU,2024).

SIDS also struggle to achieve economies
of scale orattract diversified investment
(Pomeroy, 2021). Thisisbecause SIDS are
notwellintegratedin global production
networks due to smalldomestic markets,
hightransport costs and limited bargaining
power. To overcome this, island nations
have specialisedin niche sectors such

as eco-tourism, fisheries and offshore
financial services, with the latter providing
amajor source of revenue and employment
in severaljurisdictions overrecent decades
(Baldacchino, 2014; OECD, 2023).
However, initiatives by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operationand Development
(OECD)andthe G20 to curb tax avoidance
and evasion, togetherwith taxjustice
campaigns led by non-governmental
organisations, have tightenedregulation
andincreased compliance costs for
offshore financial centres. This puts SIDS’
development modelunder pressure
(Johannesen andZucman, 2014; Tax Justice
Network, 2022).

Atthe same time, weak and costly
connectivity continuesto cap growthin
bothgoods and services exports, despite
effortsto deepenregionalintegrationand
investintransport and digital networks
(UNCTAD, 2024). Infrastructure remains
amajorbottleneck here: while some
countries, such as Samoa and Haiti, have
upgraded orrehabilitated roads and ports to
improveresilience to extreme weatherand
maintain basic connectivity, infrastructure

gaps and maintenance backlogsremain
large across states (OECD, 2023). These
dynamics highlight two interlinked but
distinct constraints on SIDS’ productive
capacities: weak productionlinkagesinto
globalandregional value chains, and chronic
infrastructure deficits thatraise transaction
costsandlimitthereturnsto private
investment (UNCTAD, 2024).

Finally, stronginstitutional frameworks

are essentialtoimprove productive
capacities, but these are oftenweakin SIDS
due tolimited administrative capability.
Caribbean SIDS generally exhibit strong
institutions but struggle with consistent
implementation (Barrow-Giles and Marshall,
2018; Baldacchino, 2014), while Pacific Island
communitiesrely ontraditional systems amid
weaker formal governance (Larmour, 2005).
Acore, cross-regional challenge thatis noted
particularlyinthe AlSregionis the high cost
per capita of running and maintaining the
effectiveinstitutional frameworks necessary
to fosterproductive capacities (Moncada
andNguyen, 2024).Inall cases, capacity-
strengtheninginitiatives are vital but require
bettertailoring tolocalimperatives (Wilkinson
etal.,2025).

2.1.3 Tradeandinvestment

Constrained by persistent structural
vulnerabilities, SIDS’ share of global trade
remainslowatonly 0.8% (WTO,2024).The
global trading environment hasintensified
competitionfor SIDS due to the shift since
2008 fromtraditional non-reciprocal trade
preferences(e.g.,Lomé IV Convention)
toreciprocalagreements(e.g., Economic
Partnership Agreements). Thisdemands
compliance with stringentinternational
standards despite limited national capacities.


http://www.itu.int/hub/publication/d-ind-ict_mdd-2024-1/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/395585258_Fisheries_and_the_Blue_Economy_Opportunities_for_Sustainable_Growth
https://doi.org/10.4000/etudescaribeennes.6984
https://doi.org/10.1787/bd8d4112-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/pol.6.1.65
https://fsi.taxjustice.net/#scoring_id=168
https://fsi.taxjustice.net/#scoring_id=168
https://unctad.org/publication/unctad-strategy-support-small-island-developing-states
https://doi.org/10.1787/bd8d4112-en
https://unctad.org/publication/unctad-strategy-support-small-island-developing-states
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323701078_Living_at_the_Borderlines_Issues_in_caribbean_Sovereignty_and_Development
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323701078_Living_at_the_Borderlines_Issues_in_caribbean_Sovereignty_and_Development
https://doi.org/10.4000/etudescaribeennes.6984
https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/foreign-flowers-institutional-transfer-and-good-governance-in-the-pacific-islands/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su16020550
https://doi.org/10.3390/su16020550
https://odi.org/en/publications/fit-for-size-rethinking-capacity-strengthening-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/publications/fit-for-size-rethinking-capacity-strengthening-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://doi.org/10.18111/wtobarometereng
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Competitionis structurally worsened by geographical groupings of SIDS, so even
SIDS’ lack of trade diversification. Exports high-income SIDS are vulnerable to shocks
are highly concentratedinafew products anddisruptions connectedto trade.
andtheirtrade patterns are very different Relationships with trading partners dovary
from global trade (Figure 2.4), making across SIDS, however. The Pacific SIDS are
them more vulnerable to disruptions more relianton afew trade partners, and their
and shocks. Interestingly, thereislittle trade fluctuates alot more than otherSIDS
difference betweenincome levels or (Figure 2.5).

Figure2.4 Exportconcentration and diversification indices for merchandise, 2024
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Source: UNCTAD (n.d.)UNCTAD DataHub (https://unctadstat-api.unctad.org/bulkdownload/
US.ConcentDiversindices/US_ConcentDiversindices), 14 November2025.



https://unctadstat-api.unctad.org/bulkdownload/US.ConcentDiversIndices/US_ConcentDiversIndices
https://unctadstat-api.unctad.org/bulkdownload/US.ConcentDiversIndices/US_ConcentDiversIndices
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Figure2.5 Exportreliance on trade partners,2014-2023
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Source: OECD (n.d.)Balanced trade statistics (https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/oecd-balanced-

trade-statistics.html), 14 November2025.

Within the World Trade Organization (WTO),
SIDS areincludedunderthe broader Small
Vulnerable Economies Work Programme
(WTO,2022). The Alliance of SmallIsland
States (AOSIS) has advocated formore
targeted forms of special and differential
treatment for SIDS, includinglonger transition
periods forimplementing obligations (e.g.,
the Trade Facilitation Agreement), simplified
notificationrequirements and greater
policy space forsubsidiesinagriculture
andfisheries (Ancharaz, 2019). Regional
priorities vary significantly though. Pacific

SIDS tend tofocus onmanaging their

vast EEZs and climate-linked disciplines,
supported by the 2025 Fisheries Subsidies
Agreement (Hopewell,2026); Caribbean
SIDS prioritise flexibilities for services trade
(tourism); andinthe AIS regionmost are
concerned withreducing hightransport costs
and strengthening digital trade capacity
(Mooneeram-Chadee, 2025). Furthermore,
countrieslike the Solomonlslands, Comoros
and Haiti have pushed to maintain duty-free,
quota-free access and flexible rules of origin
astheyface preference erosion.
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SIDS’ structuralreliance onanarrowrange of
exports, oftenasingle commodity like tourism,
iscompounded by highmarket concentration.
This makes SIDS highly susceptible to external
shocks and globaleconomic downturns.
Extreme exposureis evidentin tourism-
dependent SIDS, where the share of inbound
tourism expenditure as a percentage of GDP
isnotably high (Figure 2.6). Forexample, in
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2023, about 38% of exportrevenuesin SIDS
came frominternational tourism, a figure
thatreachedup to 85% in some destinations
(WTO, 2024). Overall,the COVID-19 pandemic
causedinternational tourist arrivalsin SIDS
todeclineby 76%in 2020 and72%in 2021,
resultinginanestimated US$90 billioninlost
tourismexportrevenues from2020t02022
(ITC,2024).

Figure2.6 Shareof inbound tourism expenditure, 2022 (% GDP)
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Source: UNTourism(n.d.), Tourism Statistics Database (https://www.untourism.int/tourism-statistics/tourism-

statistics-database), 14 November2025.
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The Maldives. Photo: Asad Photo Maldives/Pexels.

Foreigndirectinvestment (FDIl)remainsa
crucial capital source for SIDS, particularly
fortourism(Read, 2008) - thoughitcan
introduce amismatch withlong-term
sustainable development goalsif the
investment prioritises short-term profit
overthe preservation of natural capital and
social cohesion. This structural challenge
has amplified the urgency for SIDS to
diversify theirexportbase and deepen
regionalintegration. Intra-regional trade has
increased by 35% (from around US$11 million
in2015 to US$15 millionin 2024), with the
largestrises seeninPacific SIDS (57%) and
Caribbean SIDS (18.4%)(UNCTAD, 2025b).
Regionalinitiatives like the Caribbean
Community (CARICOM) serve as models for
advancedintegration (Didier,2020), which
canincrease bargainingpowerandreduce
transactioncosts(Guerreroetal.,2009).

SIDS are alsoleveraging digitalisation to
reduce the barrier of geographic distance,
creating new opportunitiesindigital trade
and e-commerce. Examplesrange from
Tuvalu’s exploration of the metaverse

to the anticipated US$1billion Jamaican
e-commerce market (UNDP, 2024).
Despite the potential for significant cost
savings, hurdlesremainthough, including
limited broadband, highinternet costs
andinadequate cybersecurity. Given
these challenges, a central policy debate
revolves around updatinginternational
trade frameworks to support SIDS’ digital
ambitions and granting the necessary
special and differential treatment flexibilities
forrecovery andresilience-building after
disasters (OECS, 2018).
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2.1.4 Resilientandsustainable
tourism

Tourismis a criticalindustry formany SIDS.
But, despite being aneconomic powerhouse,
the emissionsrelated to visitortransport
contribute to climate change (Wolf et al.,
2024).Inturn, this places tourism assets at
risk (Wuddiviraetal.,2023).

This dilemma demands a criticalre-
evaluation of tourism-led growth
(Giampiccolietal.,2021). The popularity
of SIDS destinations can easilylead to
over-tourism, resultinginunsustainable
environmental and social effects. Thisis
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especially problematic formore remote
islands, such asthoseinthe Pacific (Butler
and Dodds, 2022).

Cruise tourismrepresents a significant
portion of the visitoreconomy. This is
evidenced by high figures forinbound
tourism arrivals by waterinthe Caribbean
(Figure 2.7), with select SIDS generating
millions of US dollarsinthe 2023/2024 cruise
year through taxes. However, the economic
impactis oftendiluted whenvessels spend
little time in portand guests participate
primarily in pre-arranged and paid-for
excursions, limiting local business support
(Hoarau-Heemstraetal.,2023).

Figure 2.7

Share of cruise ship visitors among total international visitors, 2022
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Taxationis animportant policy tool to mitigate
these negative externalities. Inthe Caribbean,
the common practice of negotiating a per-
persontourism ‘headtax’ (McLean,2023)is
oftenpresented asacompetitive ‘racetothe
bottom’. Conversely, channelling tourism-
generated funds (like hotel or greentaxes)
towards conservation andinfrastructure
projectsis oftenseenas more beneficial,
thoughfollow-throughis crucial (Sridharan,
2025). Forexample, the Maldives only

began earmarkingits 2015 ‘green tax’ for
environmental projectsin 2019 (Shumais and
Mohamed, 2020).

Policy-makers must ensure such measures
address bothfiscal effectiveness and social
equity. Thisincludes considering targeted tax
relief, forinstance reducing property taxes
inport-adjacent neighbourhoods (del Saz
SalazarandTovar,2026). Thisfunctionsasa
compensatory mechanism forlocalresidents
who bearthe disproportionate hidden costs
of large-scale tourism - increased noise

and air pollution, traffic congestion, and the
degradation of localamenities caused by
heavy cruise ship traffic. By offsetting these
localised environmental and social burdens,
suchfiscal adjustments help ensure that the
economic benefits of tourism donotcome
atthe direct expense of the community’s
quality of life.

Several niche tourism models offer pathways
to enhance sustainability andresilience.
Slow tourismfocuses on preserving local
culture and food production (Walkerand
Lee, 2021), while creative tourism offers
culturallearning experiences - though both
risk commodificationif they become too
mainstream (Baixinho et al.,2020). Therise
of digitalnomadism post-pandemic has
formalised remote work long-stays (Cook,

2023), but attracting these visitorsrequires
that SIDS strengthen theirinfrastructure,
including transportationlinks and internet
connectivity (Zhou et al.,2024). Eco-tourism,
which aims to contribute positively to
conservation and community well-being (Das
and Chatterjee, 2015),is often supported

by certifications (Brownetal.,2021) butit
remainsvulnerable to greenwashing (Buckley
etal.,2024). Research on Maldivianresorts
indicates a differenceinmessaging, with
high-endresorts often framing the natural
environment as aluxury feature with less focus
on practical sustainability practices (Galliet
al.,2025). Finally, community-based tourism,
whichinvolves highlocal participationin
low-density and low-investment models,
supports more equitable outcomes
(Giampiccolietal.,2021), but barrierslike a
lack of decision-making structures and power
disparities between stakeholders can still limit
inclusivity (Reindrawati, 2023).

2.1.5 Sustainableocean-based
economies

The blue economyis an evolving concept that
seekstobalance the pursuit of ocean-based
economic activity - including established
sectorslike fisheries, coastal tourismand
maritime transport plus new sectors like
marine biotechnology - with the reduction of
environmentalrisks and degradation (Smith-
Godfrey, 2016).

Despite the vast collective EEZ of SIDS,
fewerthan half of theseisland nations
currently address the blue economy through
national policy documents (Pouponneau,
2023). Furthermore, the development of
coordinated policiesis complicated by
differentinterpretations of the activities
encompassed withinthe blue economy.
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The marine extraction of oil, gas and minerals
isemerging as an area of contestation, for
example (Hassanali,2020).

The central challenge for SIDSis ‘ocean
inequity’.In2023, SIDS’ per capitaocean
exports (comprising bothgoods and services)
exceeded US$2,600 - nearly 10 times the
world average (UNCTAD, 2025b). While SIDS
are by farthe most dependent of all country
categories onthe oceaneconomyonaper
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capitabasis, derivinganaverage of 11% of GDP
fromthe ocean, theiroceaneconomiesremain
poorly diversified (Figure 2.8). Forinstance,
87% of SIDS’ ocean-related economic
activityis concentratedinservices currently,
specifically coastal-related tourism (UNCTAD,
2025b). Suchahighconcentrationinthe
tourism sector creates acute vulnerability to
external and environmental shocks, limiting

the ability of SIDS to benefit fully fromthe
burgeoning global blue economy.

Figure2.8 Diversification of ocean exports, 2023 (US$ billions)
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This structuralimbalanceis further
evidencedby thelack of participation from
SIDSinhigh-tech oceansectors. Industries
such as offshorerenewable energy and
marine pharmaceuticals represent 16% of
ocean-relatedtrade globally and over17%
indeveloped countries, yetthey account
foronly 9.7%in SIDS (Hurley et al.,2025b).
SIDS’ contributionto marineresearch

and developmentis also negligible: of the
13,000+ patents associated with marine
genetic sequences, only four originate
frominstitutionslocatedin SIDS (Blasiak et
al.,2018).

For most SIDS dependent on imported
fossil fuels, marine renewables offer a
pathway to energy independence.

Forhydrocarbon-rich SIDS like Trinidad

and Tobago, atransition towards marine
renewablesideally requires theincorporation
of ‘just transition’ principlesto ensure
equitable accessto energy and employment
(Singhetal.,2023). However, much of the
literature on this topic focuses onlarge, high-
income countries with far greateradaptive
capacity (Bishop etal.,2021). This presents an
‘economic-climate justice dilemma’ (Phillips,
2023) - the transition away from fossil fuel
productioninhydrocarbon-rich SIDS must be
financedinaway that addresses theirunique
development and climate adaptationneeds.

Conversely, formost SIDS dependenton
imported fossil fuels, marine renewables
offerapathway to energyindependence.
However, key to catalysing such projectsis
the availability of early-stage funding and
regionalimplementation programmes to
allow SIDS to take advantage of economies

Filming Climate Blueprint, Barbados, 2025.

Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

4 %

of scale and enhance theirbargaining power
in negotiations with commercial entities
(Appiottetal.,2014; Habib and Parris, 2025).

Fisheriesremains a majoreconomic sector,
but smallerlocalfleetsfrequently facea
significant competitive disadvantage against
highly subsidised and industrialised foreign
fleets (Hurley etal.,2025b). The sectoris also
linked to serious environmental challenges,
including the proliferation of ‘ghost’ fishing
gear, the escape of farmed species, chemical
pollutionand eutrophication ataquaculture
sites(Maes and Messing, 2025).

Broader policy and diplomatic tensions are
evidentininternationalagreements such as
the Parties to the Nauru Agreement (Agorau,
2019), which has created the world’s largest
sustainable tuna fishery. They are also
evidentinthe 2023 Agreementunderthe
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UN Conventiononthe Law of the Seaonthe
Conservationand Sustainable Use of Marine
Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National
Jurisdiction (BBNJ Agreement), which has
revealed different views of fish speciesasa
naturalresource, a source of biodiversity for
conservation orasource of genetic material for
capitalisation(Sebuliba et al.,2025). Similarly,
deep-seamining shows how the short-term
exploitation of natural capital canundermine
long-term development goals, withthe added
risks of profound uncertainty regarding the
state of socioecological systems and potential
diplomatic disagreements across SIDS
territories andregions.

2.2 Recenttrendsand
contributions

Thereis global consensus onthe needfora
rapid transitiontowards high-value, diversified
economiesrootedingreenand blue growth.
Yet the pathforwardisincreasingly obstructed
by shifting geopolitics. Specifically, the return
of great power competitionundermines

the multilateralinstitutions that once
provided predictable support for SIDS and
astable systemthat encouragedinter-state
cooperation.

The transitionto a self-help systemhas
seenthereturn ofideas and concepts that
foreground economic self-sufficiency. These
ideas have become especially salient post-
COVID-19, due tothe havoc wrought to SIDS
economies by the closure of borders globally.

There are two versions of the self-sufficiency
argument. The firstand older meaning
emphasises sacrifice: SIDS needtodo more
withlessif they are toincrease theirresilience
by decoupling from the globaleconomy.
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The secondversiondoes notimplyisolation,
butrathertheintentional nurturing of internal
strengths - specifically through productive
capacitiesandresilient tourism - toreduce
dependency onincreasingly volatile external
concessions. Thislatterapproachis more
in-keepingwiththe core tenets of the ABAS,
but shifting geopolitics seemto be working
againstit.

Regionalintegration willbe essential to
navigate the self-help environment. Deeper
integrationhaslongbeenviewedasa
panaceafor SIDS development. But, too
often, ithas promised more thanhasbeen
delivered (Bishop and Payne, 2010). This
needstochange.

Firstly, intra-SIDS integration - thatis, deeper
collaborationamong theseisland nations as
awhole -iscritical forknowledge-sharing
regarding success stories, failures and best
practices. Thisincludes scaling effective
business models to build productive
capacitiesand deployinginnovative

financial tools adaptedtothe SIDS context.
Secondly, strategic externalintegration -
achieved by pursuing deeperintegration with
neighbouring ‘larger’ states and diversifying
partners - can help diversify productsand
services. SIDS can betterreap the benefits of
globaltrade andinvestment while mitigating
therisks of over-reliance on any single power.

The blue economyis aprimary arena

where the self-help system manifests.
Consequently, SIDS must urgently assert
sovereignty overtheirEEZs. Through
diplomatic channels andlegal frameworks -
as demonstrated by Mauritius (see Box 2.2)
- SIDS are securing theirmaritime assets,
although the feasibility of such assertions
ismore challenginginsomeregions than
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others. Similarly, the Pacific Maritime
Security Programmeis the latest version of
along-runninginitiative that pairs Australian
naval capacity with SIDS’ expertise to police
the world’slargest sustainable tunafishery
(Agorau, 2019). Both examples highlightthe
importance of nurturinginternal strengths.
2.2.1 Strengtheninganddiversifying
productive capacities

Buildingresiliencein SIDS economies

is fundamentally dependent on
strengthening and diversifying productive
capacities. Recent policy contributions
highlight de-risking core sectors from
external shocks and climateimpactson
the one hand, and, onthe other, promoting
structuraltransformationinto green, high-
value, knowledge-intensive industries.
The goalisto move beyond primary
commodity reliance towards arobust,
flexible economic base.

Significantinvestment hasbeenmadein
climate-proofinginfrastructure through
initiatives supported by multilateral
development banks. These focus onresilient
transport, waterand energy systems.

The strategic pushtowards achieving

100% renewable energy (as committed

by numerous SIDS)is crucialhere, asit
restructures productive capacity around
greentechnologies, directly mitigating

the vulnerability associated with high
import dependence onvolatile fossil

fuels. Furthermore, the promotion of high-
value, low-footprint services - suchas
financial services, ICT and business process
outsourcing -isactively supportedasa
modelfordiversification(e.g.,the success
seeninMauritius and the emerging focusin
Jamaica and Fiji).

However, the scale and speed of this
necessary transformation are severely
limited by compoundinginstitutional
failures, data deficits and a chronic lack of
adequate financing. This creates aninherent
trade-off between the high aspirations of
diversificationand the ground-level capacity
to executeit.

First, transitioning to these high-value sectors
requires asignificant, sustainedinvestmentin
human capital, advanced digitalinfrastructure
andregulatory reform. The limitedinstitutional
capacities of many SIDS are often
overwhelmed by the hightransaction costs
and administrative complexity required to
manage these projects, diverting scarce
technical expertise from otherpressing
governance needs.

The goal is to move beyond primary
commodity reliance towards a robust,
flexible economic base.

Second, the ability to target, measure and
scale productive capacity initiativesis
undermined by the same data deficit that
restricts concessional financing. Without
granular, subnational data on skills gaps,
private sector output andvalue chain
bottlenecksinremote communities,

the policies designedto promote
diversification(suchas support formicro,
smalland medium enterprises) often fail to
reach the populations mostinneed. This
resultsinlimitedinclusive growth and slow
economicrestructuring.

The need forhigh-quality, comprehensive
datatoovercome these challengesis
paramount. Policy analysis aimed at
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productive transformationrelieson
specialisedindices and data sources -for
example, the PClandregional metrics such
as the Caribbean Digital Transformation
Index - to assess dimensions like
infrastructure, human capital and
innovation (see Appendix1). Consequently,
while the political willand technological
blueprints exist, lack of sufficient
concessional funding and pervasive
institutional capacity constraints mean
thatthese productive transformation
efforts are not keeping pace with the
rapidly accelerating effects of climate
change and global economic volatility.

2.2.2 Modernisingtradeand
investment

Recent contributionsto trade and
investmentin SIDS have focused on
leveraging data, modernising policy
frameworks and strengtheningregional
cooperationto address persistent
vulnerabilities. Forinstance, the
International Trade Centre (ITC, 2024) has
developedanew Trade Tracker for SIDS,®
providing a user-friendly tool for policy-
makers to analyse trade trends. To address
the vulnerability of SIDS to external shocks,
UNCTAD’s SIDS strategy promotes anew
development modelto foster structural
transformation and move up global value
chains (UNCTAD, 2024), enabling SIDS to
escape the ‘lowvalue-addedtrap’ (Nurse,
2016).

However, advancement of this structural
transformationis severely undermined

by the twin-deficit challenge: high public
debtcombinedwithlarge climate-induced

5  Seehttps://trade-tracker.org/
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productive capacitylosses. This situation
creates acritical trade-off where a current
financial crisis consumes theresources
neededto avert afuture climate crisis.

This trade-off isfundamentally rootedin
financial and datalimitations. Thereliance
on GNI percapita often misclassifies SIDS
as high-income, excluding themfromthe
concessional finance needed fortrade
capacity-building and climate adaptation.
The debt pressures that result from this
limited access continue to divert public
resources away from crucialinvestmentsin
trade competitiveness, digitalisationand
public services, which severely undermines
the SIDS economies.

2.2.3 Shiftingtosustainable
tourismmodels

Astheimpacts of overtourismbecome
evident, many SIDS are actively pursuing
atransitiontowards more sustainable
models. Recent case studies highlight the
need forinclusive, collaborative planning.
However, this transitionis hampered by
significant governance andinstitutional
gaps, creating a persistent trade-offin
policyintegration.

Many Pacific nations fail to formally link
climate change policy and tourism policy
(BeckenandLoehr,2025). Furthermore,
where connections are made, the emphasis
is heavily skewed towards adaptation
(protecting coastal assets), withfarless
attention givento the tourism sector’s crucial
role in emissions mitigation (reducing the
carbonfootprint of the tourism modelitself).
Thistensionbetween protecting the existing,
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high-volume industry and fundamentally
changingits core, high-carbonbusiness
modellimits the speed of transition.

Critically, the inability to scale sustainable
tourismis constrained by the data deficit

and a generalisedreluctance toimplement
fiscal measures (such ascruise levies) that
couldinternalise the sector’s environmental
costs. While there are no one-size-fits-all
solutions, the lack of granular, subnational
dataprevents targetedinvestment, while the
hesitancy to tax tourism arrivals for fear of
losing competitivenesslimits the domestic
revenue available foressential environmental
andinfrastructure projects. Liuand Howes

Cruise ship, the Bahamas.

Photo: Sahil Singh/Pexels.

(2024) highlightthe unevenness of post-
pandemicrecovery, noting that Palau’s
decline was due to the slowreturn of Asian
tourists, while Vanuatu’s growth was driven
by lower-revenue cruise tourists.

Analysis like this highlights the critical
importance of place-based dataand
thefiscal courage to capture value from
specific tourism segments. Without data
andrevenue-generating tax policies,
SIDSrisk assuming similar contexts across
differentislands. Thisleads to misdirected
investment andineffective policy that
failsto account forthe true environmental
impact of mass tourism.

.
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https://devpolicy.org/travel-recovery-in-the-pacific-worrying-signs-20240826/

2.2.4 Transitioningtowardssustainable
ocean-basedeconomies

Governance and stakeholderengagement
arevital but often contradictory themes
forthe development of sustainable
ocean-basedeconomies. Forexample,
how canlarge-scale ocean energy
projects consider place identity and
attachmentwhenselecting sites,
balancing aninherent conflict between
industrial development and community
values(Cavalloetal.,2023).

The 2022 World Bank guidance note

Blue economy data andtools provides a
comprehensive overview of resources for
marine spatial planning (Lee and Castano-
Isaza, 2022). However, the effective
application of these sophisticated planning
toolsisimpeded by substantive data gaps
andinstitutional failuresinmany developing
countries. Challengesinclude thelength
and granularity of environmental data
records and the failure to formally document
traditional orIndigenous knowledge (Foley,
2021). Thisinstitutional disconnect between
traditional knowledge and ‘traditional’
scienceremains afundamental barrier

to evidence-based managementand
investment, especially as advanced digital
capacityis aprerequisite for high-value blue
economy diversification (e.g., smart fisheries
and marine biotechnology).

Butadeeperstructuraltension exists - the
debate overthe ultimate purpose of the
blue economy. Without a clear definition
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that prioritises socialand environmental
goals, thereis ariskthat development
focuses narrowly oneconomic growth at the
expense of environmental sustainability and
socialequity (UNDESA, 2024). The data-
limited environment exacerbates thisrisk,
manifesting as alack of integrated marine
spatial planning (MSP) necessary to prevent
conflicts between sectorsandensure
equitable benefit-sharing. Thisis particularly
true forsmall-scale artisanal fisherieswhose
livelihoods are often marginalised by large-
scale projects.

Filming Climate Blueprint,
Barbados, 2025. Photo:
RESI/BenMerker, Merk Films.


https://doi.org/10.3390/su15043253
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099610006152282116
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099610006152282116
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/344837574_Indigenous_performing_arts_in_Southeast_Asia
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/344837574_Indigenous_performing_arts_in_Southeast_Asia
https://desapublications.un.org/publications/world-social-report-2024-0
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Box 2.1 The Seychelles:innovative finance to boost the blue economy

Thelaunch of the world’s first sovereign blue bond by the Seychelles shows howinnovative
finance can simultaneously address multiple development challenges for SIDS. It
provides a blueprint forleveraging institutional frameworks and multistakeholder
collaborationto unlock natural capital, attract targetedinvestment and build cross-
economyresilience.

Atits core, the blue bond strengthens productive capacities by channelling US$15 million
into sustainable fisheries and marine conservation. Thismechanismleverages SIDS’
unique assets, such asvast EEZs andrich marine biodiversity, to fostereconomic
diversification and strengthen production linkages away from oftenvulnerable sectors.

The bond balances economic activity with environmental preservation. It helps mitigate
environmental challenges for sectors like fisheries, such as overfishing and pollution,
thereby reconciling economic growth with the health of the marine ecosystem.

Theinitiative also addresses the persistent challenge of limited access to concessional
finance and FDI. Unlike more volatile forms of FDI, the blue bond provides stable, purpose-
driven capital directly tied to national sustainable development goals. This enhances fiscal
resilience andreducesreliance on debt-inducing traditional external finance.

Finally, theinitiative has strong ties toresilient and sustainable tourism. The marine
conservation efforts funded by the blue bond preserve the natural assets - such as coral
reefsandbiodiversity - thatunderpin SIDS’ tourism economies. This protection ensures
the long-termviability of eco-tourism and niche tourism, which are less susceptible to
overtourism, underscoring the necessity of integrated policy approaches.

The success of the original deal depended on a US$5 million World Bank partial credit
guarantee and a US$5 million concessionalloan from the Global Environment Facility
(GEF). Thismadeitablendedfinance solution heavily de-risked by multilaterals, not
apurely commercialissuance. Butthe Blue Investment Fund (BIF) suffered from slow
uptake becauseits design -includinga 4% interestrate, bureaucratic processes and
capitalreserverequirements - waslargely inaccessible to the small-scale fishers and
local enterprisesitwasintended to empower.

Canthe Seychelles’ blue bond be replicated?

While the macro-level policyis atriumph for the Seychelles, replicationacross SIDS
remainslimited by the need forrobustinstitutional capacity, high-level financial expertise
and astable credit profile. These challenges sit alongside high fixed transaction costs
andthe political willneeded to enact stringent conservation measures.
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Box 2.2 Mauritius: strengthening productive capacities through digital
transformation and diversification

The transition by Mauritius from a sugar-based economy to a diversified, upper-middle-
income nation shows how SIDS can buildresilience and overcome geographicisolation
throughtechnology and strategic partnerships. This approach enabled the economy to
reboundfromal4.6% contractionin 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemictoan 8.7%
riseinreal GDPin2022, despite subsequent moderation (World Bank, 2025).

The country’s successisrootedindeliberate strategies to enhance its productive
capacity through sustainedinvestmentindigitalinfrastructure and human capital.
By developingits ICT sector, business process outsourcing and financial services,
Mauritius shifted fromreliance on a single commodity to a portfolio of high-value
services. This has bolstered the country’sresilience to external shocks and fostered
high-skilled employment, enabling Mauritius to move up the global value chain.

The transformation was facilitated by effective public-private partnerships, creating
aconducive environment for FDI. Also, Mauritius has strategically recognisedits

vast marine environment (EEZ of 2.3 millionkm?2) as anew frontier, prioritising the
sustainable blue economy. It established a dedicated ministry, anditis leveraging
technological expertise (e.g., satellite data for maritime security and combating
illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing) and investing in new frontiers

like marine biotechnology. This model shows that advanced digital capacityis a
prerequisite for high-value blue economy diversification, so SIDS can move beyond
simple tourism and traditional fisheries towards knowledge-intensive ocean sectors.

Despiteits overall success, however, Mauritius faces significant structural challenges.
Internally, sustainability is threatened by high public debt and fiscal pressure from an
ageing society. Andlabour market constraints persist, including a skills mismatch.
Moreover, efforts to boost the blue economy have drawn criticism concerning
governance andinclusion, with policy around MSP risking ‘ocean grabbing’ by
favouring large-scale private investors over traditional small-scale fishers.

CanMauritius’ approach to productive capacity be replicated?

Most SIDS lack the sustained political stability, institutional capacity and multidecade
strategic commitment of Mauritius soreplicationis complex. Financialand humanresource
constraints also make it prohibitive to build high-quality digital infrastructure. While
Mauritius boasts near-universal mobile broadband, many SIDS struggle with connectivity
affordability and a digital skills gap. Crucially, the sheer scale of diversification across
textiles, tourism, finance and ICT - which allows Mauritius to absorb shocks effectively -
is difficult for smaller SIDS with more limited resource endowments to match.


https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-2275-9
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Box 2.3 Barbados:integrated resilience through financial innovation for
sustainable tourism and the blue economy

Barbados has strategically embraced the blue economy as a core driverforresilient and
sustainable economic growth. It has positioneditself as a globalleaderininnovative
climate finance, including through the Bridgetown Initiative (Government of Barbados,
2022). Thiscomprehensive approach balances economic activity with environmental
preservation by strengtheningits primary economic engine - tourism - while actively
diversifyinginto new, high-value ocean-based sectors.

Instead of relying on mass tourism, Barbados s cultivating sustainable, high-value
niche segments like eco-tourism and wellnessretreats, where long-termviability is
directly linked to the preservation of its natural marine assets (e.g., coralreefs). This
strategyisreinforced by government action, including a nationwide ban onsingle-
use plastics.

Barbadosis also aggressively pursuing energy independence by exploring ocean
energy technologies. Thisincludes offshore wind, to help achieve itstarget of 100%
renewable energy by 2030, thusreducingits critical dependence onimported
fossilfuels.

The country has diversified by investingin marine biotechnology, such asresearching
the use of problematic sargassum seaweed to create new, valuable products.

Barbados’resilience strategy is complemented by its use of innovative finance
instruments, including arecent debt-for-nature swap, to unlock dedicated funding for
marine conservation. The transaction, whichincluded theissuance of ablue bond, was
completedin2022.

The government successfully repurchased approximately US$150 million of high-
interest sovereign debt (average cost of around 7.2%) andreplaced it withanew, lower-
cost Blue Loan (all-in cost roughly 4.9%). This lower-cost debt was secured by credit
guarantees fromthe Inter-American Development Bank and the Nature Conservancy.
The operation will enable fiscal savings of about US$50 million over15 years to be
channelledinto a dedicated Barbados Environmental Sustainability Fund. Inexchange,
the country committed to protecting and effectively managing up to 30% of its ocean
territory, a significantincrease from near-zero protection. Crucially, the Blue Loan
includes adisaster clause allowing for the deferral of principal payments forup to two
years following a major climate event or pandemic, providing essential fiscal space
during crises.


https://www.bridgetown-initiative.org/bridgetown-initiative-3-0/
https://www.bridgetown-initiative.org/bridgetown-initiative-3-0/
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Buildingonthis success,in 2024, Barbados completed a subsequent debt-for-
climate-resilience operation, refinancing US$300 millionin domestic debt to generate
an estimated US$125 millionin savings forinvestmentsin climate-resilient waterand
sewage infrastructure.

The Barbados model facesinherent challenges andlimitations though. Internally, SIDS
remain acutely vulnerable to escalating climate changeimpacts, including sea-level
riseand moreintense hurricanes. These directly threaten coastal assets and the tourism
economy. Effective implementationrequires substantial and sustained investment
inlocal technical capacity andresearchforcomplex activities like MSP, which can
strainlimited nationalresources. Furthermore, the successful execution of a holistic
blue economy strategy demands strong, ongoing coordination across government
agencies andwithlocal communities.

CanBarbados’ approach to the blue economy be replicated?

Significantlimitations exist for other SIDS seeking to replicate the model applied

by Barbados. The suitability of the blue bond operation depends oneach country’s
external debt profile and the availability of development partner support. Moreover,
structuring these sophisticated financial deals requires a high level of financial, legal
and political expertise that is often expensive and a major constraintin smaller nations.

Parliament building in Bridgetown, Barbados. Photo: David Broad/Wikimedia Commons.
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2.3 Evidenceand
knowledge gaps

The advancement of resilient economies
inSIDSis currently constrained by large
knowledge gaps and pervasive data
deficitsacross key sectors. Thisdirectly
hinders effective policy-making, strategic
investment and the accurate measurement
of the true value and health of SIDS’
resources. These knowledge and data
deficits mustbe addressed to successfully
implement the ABAS and to fosterresilient,
diversified SIDS economies.

2.3.1 Dataandmetricsgaps

The data challengesfaced by SIDS are deeply
rooted and explicitlyrecognisedinthe

ABAS. The scarcity of detailed, high-quality
data - particularly from outerislands, remote
communities andinformal sectors - directly
hampers tailored policy-making.

Advanced statistical systems need to be built
that effectively merge traditional statistics
with geospatial and Indigenous knowledge
using digital platforms. These systems
require strengthened data governance,
robust capacity-building, and coordinated
funding and management from governments,
regionalbodies andinternational partners.

Researchmust play a significantrole by
assessing gaps and facilitating the effective
integration of SIDS’ local and Indigenous
knowledge with ‘traditional’ science,
especially through participatory dialogues.
Successfulinitiatives, such as the United
Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP,
2024) geospatial dataworkshops, have
shown how tailored training and technology
transfer canimprove data quality. UNCTAD

(2025a) has alsolaunched aninitiative to
improve the measurement of productive
capacitiesinSIDS. Thisis building statistical
capacityincollaborationwithinternational
custodian agencies, but theinitiative remains
concentratedin ahandful of Caribbean pilot
countries forthe time being.

Ultimately, fosteringinclusive local data
ecosystems, supported by multistakeholder
collaboration, is essentialto enable precise
vulnerability assessments and to drive more
effectiveinvestment andresource allocation
inSIDS (UNDP, 2024). The new Global Data
Hub being setup underthe SIDS Centre of
Excellence willhelp fosterthese kinds of data
ecosystems.

2.3.2 Financingandinvestmentgaps

Significant knowledge gaps also persist
regarding the flow of stable, long-term FDI
into SIDS. Researchisneededto overcome
investor perceptions that SIDS are ‘too
risky’ due to alack of robust, verifiable data
(Habib and Parris, 2025). Thisinformation
deficit prevents the effective marketing of
high-potentialinvestment opportunities and
the accurate assessment of risk-adjusted
returns, thereby hindering the attraction

of quality capital that supports national
development goals.

The continuedreliance on GNI percapitato
determine eligibility for concessional finance
classifiesmany SIDS as middle- orhigh-
income. Thisleaves SIDS under-resourced
(Habib and Parris, 2025) because it excludes
them fromvital concessional funding

despite theirhigh climate adaptation costs
(UNCTAD, 2021) and pronounced economic
vulnerabilities (Briguglioand Moncada, 2022).
Furthermore, the application of innovative


http://www.undp.org/publications/small-island-digital-states-how-digital-can-catalyse-sids-development
http://www.undp.org/publications/small-island-digital-states-how-digital-can-catalyse-sids-development
https://unctad.org/publication/statistical-guidelines-measuring-productive-capacities
https://unctad.org/publication/statistical-guidelines-measuring-productive-capacities
http://www.undp.org/publications/small-island-digital-states-how-digital-can-catalyse-
sids-development
https://doi.org/10.24043/001c.136799
https://doi.org/10.24043/001c.136799
https://unctad.org/publication/development-and-globalization-facts-and-figures-2021
http://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/100332

financing mechanisms, such as blue/green
bonds, remainslimited to date (Mohan,
2023). Despite theirpotential, thereis poor
understanding of such mechanisms among
many SIDS (UNEP, 2025). Moreresearch and
well-designed pilot projects are needed

to maximise the potential of these new and
sophisticated mechanisms, particularly for
emerging sectorslike the blue economy.

2.3.3 Technology,innovationand
R&D gaps

SIDS have insufficientresearch ordata
ontechnology adoption, R&D spending
andinnovation outcomesto benchmark
theirperformance and effectively scale
successfulinitiatives beyond traditionally
dominant sectorslike tourismand fisheries.
Italsomeans SIDS oftenlack the tailored
insights needed to transition to high-value,
knowledge-based economies.

This challengeis particularly acuteinthe
marine domain. Thereis a significantlack

of capacity toundertake deep-and open-
oceanscientificresearchandtoaccess

the necessary technology forlong-term
marine management and surveillance. This
limits SIDS’ ability to fully understand and
protect theirvast EEZs, which are crucial for
the blue economy. The digitaland R&D gap
severely constrains the future of the blue
economy because advanced digital tools
are aprerequisite forprogress. Thisincludes
formarine biotechnology (enabling rapid,
high-throughput analysis of marine genetic
resources); smart fisheries (using artificial
intelligence (Al)and sensors for precise,
sustainable stockmanagement); and blue
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carbonfinance (implementing the complex
measurement, reporting and verification
(MRV) systemsrequired to monetise blue
carbon assets).

Establishinginnovation observatories and
fostering targeted technology transfer
partnerships wouldfillthese gaps. Such
strategies would empower SIDS to bypass
traditional development barriers and
accelerate theirtechnologicalintegration.

2.3.4 Governanceand
institutional gaps

There are significant knowledge gaps
regarding the most effective governance
innovations for building resilient economies
inSIDS. Few rigorous assessments have
beenundertaken of the specific governance
models that work best orhow informal
institutions and diaspora networks contribute
to nationalresilience. Without acommon
understanding or a clear definition of what
asustainable ocean-based economy truly
entails, thereis arisk that development will
prioritise short-term economic growth

at the expense of crucial environmental
sustainability and social equity goals
(UNDESA,2024).

Akey challengeisthelack of integrated

MSP. Integrated MSP is necessary to prevent
conflicts between different ocean-based
sectors(e.g., tourism, shipping and energy
development)and to ensure equitable
benefit-sharing. Thisis particularly important
forsmall-scale artisanal fisheries, whose
livelihoods are often overlookedinlarge-
scale projects.


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000167
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000167
https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/49016
https://desapublications.un.org/publications/world-social-report-2024-0
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Additionally, global andregional knowledge
platforms needto be created that focus on
governanceinnovation and social capital.
These wouldfacilitate peerlearningand the
diffusion of evidence-based policy solutions
across SIDS.

2.3.5 Valuechainandlinkage gaps

Mapping of productionlinkages andvalue
chainsremainslimited, especially beyond the
established sectors of tourism and fisheries.
Without detailed analysis of these linkages,
SIDS are missing crucial opportunities
foreconomic diversificationand deeper
integrationintoregionaland global markets.

Inthe tourism sectorthereis apersistent
gapinthe analysis of how to ensure that
benefits are effectively retainedlocally

and how to fostergenuine, equitable
partnerships withlocal communities
(UNCTAD, 2021; Pantin, 1999). This prevents
the formulation of policies that maximise
the spillover effects of tourisminto local
agriculture, craftand services.

SIDS are missing crucial opportunities
for economic diversification and
deeper integration into regional and
global markets.

To address these limitations, focused
researchandtechnical support are needed
toidentify key bottlenecks and to pilot
innovative public-private partnerships. This
is particularly necessary in high-potential
emerging sectorslike the blue economy and
the creative industries.

2.4 Lookingahead

The future forSIDS is shapedbya
confluence of demographic, technological
and environmental shifts, ranging fromrising
climaterisks toincreasing digitaltrade and
new forms of innovative finance. Countries
willneed to strategically navigate these
trends to successfully buildlong-term
resilience and foster sustainable growth.

Historically, SIDS have exploited niches
inthe globaleconomy, especiallyinthe
financial services sector(Corbett, 2023).
The focus onniches canand should
continue. But new niches willneed to

be cultivated for SIDS to prosperinthe
emerginginternational order. The literature
provides clues about such opportunities.

Filming Climate Blueprint, Barbados, 2025.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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2.4.1 Greenleapfrogging

To sustainably manage public debtand
simultaneously increase investment and
productive capacities, SIDS needto move
fastas opportunities arise. One such
opportunityisin‘greenleapfrogging’ from
heavy fossilfuel dependence towards
achieving100% renewable energy by 2030
(ascommitted by many SIDS). This transition
isvital forrestructuring productive capacities
around greentechnologies and mitigating the
economic vulnerability associated with high
import dependence.

This focus on knowledge-intensive
sectors is crucial for moving up the
global value chain. However, it will
require long-term dedicated investment
from both public and private sectors.

Furthermore, the focusamong SIDS is
decisively shifting towards high-value,
low-footprintindustries. SIDS like Mauritius
have already set a successfulmodel by
diversifyinginto financialand ICT-enabled
services, with others like Jamaica and Fiji
following suit. Thisfocus onknowledge-
intensive sectorsis crucial formoving up the
globalvalue chain. However, it will require
long-term dedicatedinvestment fromboth
public and private sectors.

2.4.2 Trade,investmentanddigital
diversification

Future trendsintrade andinvestmentwillbe
dominated by effortstoreduce the extreme
vulnerability of SIDS’ highly open economies,
which often exhibit trade-to-GDP ratios
exceeding100%.
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Reliance onimportedfood and dependence
onexternal markets make SIDS exceptionally
susceptible to global shocks. A crucial
response hereistoembrace digitaltrade and
e-commerce as a structuraltoolto overcome
geographicremoteness and market
fragmentation.

For SIDS, digitalisationis effectively a
leapfrog strategy allowing micro, small
and medium enterprises to directly
access global consumers. This bypasses
highlogistical costsand helps SIDS
move beyond the ‘lowvalue-addedtrap’
traditionally associated with primary
commodity exports. The focus for
policy-makers, exemplified by initiatives
like Trinidad and Tobago’s National
E-Commerce Strategy,isoncreating the
necessary legalandregulatory frameworks
(e.g., e-signatures, data protection)and
strengtheningregional cooperationto
harmoniserules. Thisharmonisationis
essential formaking digital trade a truly
viable engine of inclusive growth and
diversification.

2.4.3 High-valueniche tourism

The tourism sector, which forms the economic
backbone of many SIDS, must transition to
amodelthat managestheinherent paradox
of climaterisk (the threat to coastal assets)
and carbon contribution (frominternational
transport). Countries willneed to move
decisively away from high-volume, low-yield
operations (such as traditional mass cruise
tourism) towards sustainable, high-value,
low-density niches.

Tourism models that focus onregenerating
the natural capital assets onwhich SIDS
dependfortourismare already being
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developed. Theserevenue-raising models
levy businesses and consumers that utilise
(and damage) natural assets, withrevenues
goingbackinto protecting andimproving
those natural capital assets. One exampleis
Palau’s successful Green Fee.

Therapidrise of digitalnomad visa schemes
across the Caribbean and Pacific signals
another strategic shiftto attractlong-term,
high-spending visitors whose economic
contributionisless extractive and whose
presence requiresless physicalinfrastructure
stressthantransient tourists. To ensure this
modelis equitable and sustainable, there

is growing emphasis on community-based
tourism and authentic eco-tourism. While
this trend helps to mitigate over-tourismand
ensures greaterlocalretention of benefits, it
doesrequire significantinvestmentin high-
speedinternet connectivity and modernised
transport links to meet the expectations

of thisnewvisitor class. This demands

that policy-makersintegrate their tourism
strategy with nationalinfrastructure planning.

2.4.4 Unlockingocean capital

The blue economy is transitioning froma
conceptual priority to apractical policy
imperative. Yet this transitionis unfolding
within afragmented and oftenlawless global
oceangovernance framework.

Lack of enforcement of the 2023 BBNJ
Agreementremains akey challenge, leaving
vast areas beyond national jurisdiction
vulnerable to unregulated exploitation. And
this governance vacuumis mirrored by a
critical data deficit. Currently, itisimpossible
to produce officialinternational statistics
forEEZs,leavingmany SIDS unable to fully
quantify or protect theirmaritime assets. The

industry-led pushinto deep-seamining exists
inaregulatory vacuumtoo, threateninglong-
termsocioecological systems forshort-term
mineral gain.

The blue economy is transitioning from
a conceptual priority to a practical
policy imperative.

Within this complexlandscape, there

are niche opportunities forSIDSinthe
development of blue carbonfinance
mechanisms to unlock capital forboth
climate mitigation and adaptation. Blue
carboninvolves the carbon sequestration
storedin coastal ecosystems like mangroves
and seagrass meadows. However, for these
mechanisms to move beyond niche pilot
projects, they need to be supported by
internationallegal architecture that closes
existingenforcementloopholes and provides
SIDS with statistical and diplomatic tools to
asserttrue sovereignty over theirwaters.

The Bahamas has begun establishing a
regulatory environmentwithits Carbon
Markets Initiatives Bill, aiming to monetise
these natural assets. However, the viability
of blue carbon creditsis constrained by high
upfront MRV costs andreliance onavolatile
voluntary carbon market. This highlights the
critical needfordigital transformationand
R&D, because high-quality and continuous
MRV relies entirely on satellite data, advanced
sensors anddigital platforms.

Furthermore, while coralreefs and kelp
forests are crucial ecosystems foradaptation,
fisheries and coastal protection, they are not
widely includedinblue carbon mitigation
methodologies currently. The future



success of this sectorhinges ontwo things:
1) expanding the scope of accredited blue
carbonassets, and 2) building the capacity
of SIDS to manage complexfinancial and
governancerequirements, leveraging
innovative tools like those demonstrated by
Belize’s Blue Carbon Working Group.

SIDS policy-makers and theirinternational
partners should deepen cross-sectoral
integrationacross government ministries and
downtolocalcommunities. Thisrequires a
holistic approach, as future resilience cannot
rely onsiloed, sector-specific strategies. And
itrequiresrecognition that financial, human
and natural assets are inextricably linked.

The core challenge remains one of funding.
Reliance onanoutdated andrestricted
GNI-based classification system severely
curtails SIDS’ access to concessional
finance, penalising development progress.
The global community must transition

to vulnerability-adjusted financing
frameworks to support SIDS undertaking
structuraltransformations.

For SIDS, solidifying thisintegrated and
sustainable future means takingalong-term
outlook, focused onthree strategic areas:

1. digitalleadership, leveraging small-scale
forhigh-value digital services and blue
technology

2. climate-smartstructural transformation,
integrating climate actioninto every major
economic policy decisionto drive new
sustainable growth
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Filming Climate Blueprint, Vanuatu, 2025.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

3. harnessingIndigenous knowledge,
formally bridging the gap between
scientific planning tools and traditional
knowledge systems forlocally owned and
effectiveresource management.

Ultimately, by leveraging technology and
investing strategically intheirunique natural
and human capital, SIDS can overcome
traditional constraints and secure amore
prosperous future.
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Summary
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Ensuring genuinely safe, healthy and equitable societies in Small

Island Developing States (SIDS) requires valuing and affirming gender

equality and undertaking transformative action to redress deep and

pervasive inequalities.

Many debates around SIDS start from
agender-neutraland macrostructural
perspective. They focus oneconomic
vulnerability, environmental pressures and
theimpacts of climate change and extreme
weatherevents.

Whatis often missingis a gender-sensitive
and bottom-up perspective. Thatis,
prioritising the microsocial context that
shapesandis oftendramatically reshaped
by theselarge-scale events, and the central
andinterconnectedrole of genderand
intersectionalinequality within this context.

Insufficient attentionis paid to how
intersectionalinequalities - across gender,
race, ethnicity, class, age, disability,

=

sexuality and migration status - influence
the nature of crises andresponses to them,
aswell astheireffects onthe social fabric.
These inequalities shape which groups are
disproportionately affected, where funds
andresources are targeted, andwhois
included orexcluded by relevant policy.

This chapterexplores these themes
through aframework that centres
gender, care and social reproduction,
andintersectional patterns of inequality
within the pressures of the global
politicaleconomy. These pillars are key to
understanding the social contextin SIDS
andto achieving safer, healthierand more
equitable societies.
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Tropical cylone Gafilo, Indian Ocean,
2024.Photo: Wikimedia Commons.

3.1 Keydebates

Therecent Category4and5 cyclones
inVanuatu (2023), Hurricane Berylinthe
Eastern Caribbean (2024)and Hurricane
Melissain Jamaica (2025) show how
development achievementsin SIDS canbe
instantly and disproportionately set back by
exogenous shocks, impoverishing families
and communities.

Astudent-ledinitiative ignitedin Vanuatu
in2023 culminatedinan historic Advisory
Opinionfromthe International Court of
Justice (ICJ)onthe humanrights obligations
of industrialised statesinrelationto climate
change. Thisincludes therighttolife, health,
anadequate standard of living, privacy,
family, and home; the rights of women,
childrenandIndigenous peoples; andthe
rightto aclean, healthy and sustainable
environment. The ICJ outcome underscores
the intimate connection between macro-
structuralforces - climate change plus

security, military, extractive threats and
more - and the gendered and social
realities of lifein SIDS.

3.1.1 Thecentrality of gender, care
andsocialreproduction

Throughits theme on ‘safe, healthy
and prosperous societies’, the Antigua
and Barbuda Agenda for SIDS (ABAS)
articulatesanurgent callto accelerate
effortsin SIDS to eliminate systems of
inequality (UN-OHRLLS, 2024).

Protracted sexual and gender-based
violence (SGBV), asymmetries of care,
climate crises and foodinsecurity are all
manifestations of enduring inequalities
rootedin colonialism and extractivism.
While the ABAS focuses on ‘prosperous
societies’, thischapterof The state of SIDS
report 2026: defending the special case
(SSR2026) shifts the analytical lens towards
‘more equitable’ and ‘flourishing’ societies.


https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf

Thisisbecause afocus onprosperity, wealth
and economic growth often masks systematic
inequalities experienced by women and other
marginalised groups, while also undervaluing
andfailingtorecognise the essential care and
socialreproductive work primarily undertaken
by women. By thiswe mean the unpaid or
underpaidlabourthat produces andnurtures
people, families and communities - labour that
isvitalforsocieties to flourish but thatimposes
a ‘triple burden’ onwomenwho juggle paid
work, caringresponsibilities and domestic
labour, and unpaid community management
work (Moser, 1993).

Analyses of development policy in
SIDS often start from a top-down,
gender-neutral, macrostructural
perspective, rather than a bottom-
up, gender-sensitive, microsocial
one. Consequently, a gender-inspired
framework is indispensable for
illuminating social relations.

Although significant progress hasbeen
madein SIDS around educational attainment,
childhoodimmunisationand women’s
participationinthe formaleconomy,
challenges persist. Men are overrepresented
inseniorleadership across all sectors,
includingin national parliaments. Many
communities, especiallyinruralareas oron
outlyingislands, struggle to accessbasic
health and otherservices. And women
dominate the informaleconomy and carry
the triple burden of different work, while also
facing heightened exposure to SGBV.

Inequality is an enduring feature of SIDS
anditdisproportionatelyimpactsthe
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most vulnerable. Itis perpetuated by
multiple interlocking forces of power
andsocialrelations, andit severely
undermines aspirations for safe, healthy
andflourishing societies.

Genderedinequalities are a particularconcern
because they are damaging, widespread and
manifestindiverse forms, including health,
politicaland economic disparities. They also
reproduce harmful socialnorms and practices
- especially around sexuality and inclusion
-andsoundermine progressinotherareas
ofinequality and prevent safe and healthy
societies fromflourishing.

Thisreflects abroaderproblem: analyses
of development policyin SIDS often
startfromatop-down, gender-neutral,
macrostructural perspective, ratherthana
bottom-up, gender-sensitive, microsocial
one. Consequently, agender-inspired
frameworkisindispensable forilluminating
socialrelations. This centres people,
families, communities and the multiple
intersecting dimensions of inequality that
they navigate, ratherthan centring abstract
economic processes.

The analytical framework usedinthis chapter
views gender as ‘akeyrelation of powerand
difference’ (DeShong2024:79). It assesses
researchthat foregrounds experiences

of women, girls and gender-diverse
individuals, who are negatively affected to
adisproportionate degree because they
belong to specific social or cultural groups.
Menandboys are not excluded though
-indeed, they are anintrinsic part of the
powerrelations that mark enduring gender
inequality, andthey are alsoimpacted by the
negative effects of societalgendernorms
(Kerrigan, 2019; Baird, 2021).


https://www.routledge.com/Gender-Planning-and-Development-Theory-Practice-and-Training/Moser/p/book/9780415056212
https://doi.org/10.1353/fro.2024.a935653
https://www.dylankerrigan.com/uploads/2/4/3/4/24349665/she_look_for_it_-_cjc2019.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X19872787
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Box 3.1 Whatdo we mean by ‘gender’ and ‘intersectionality’?

The concept of genderrefers to behaviours, social relations and systems that influence
the distribution of power and organise difference, based on practices andideas that
become associated with anindividual’s ‘sexed’ body. This means that social systems
are predicated on often-implicit expectations about how people should act, be
treated and fitinto society based on their perceived gendered characteristics. The
games children play, the people who lead, the policies made, the distribution of public
resources are allrootedin gendered powerrelations.

These, inturn, are mediated by intersectional factors, understood as intersecting axes of
inequality and power (Crenshaw, 1991; Hill Collins, 2009). This means that characteristics
orcomponents of identity - sexorgenderplus age, race, Indigenous status, ethnicity,
class, disability, sexuality, migration status and evenisland status - shape how different
people are perceived and where they standinthe social order. They shape what power,
resources or capital apersonholds, and what social outcomes they experience.

SIDS-focusedresearch hasvariously
addressedintersectionalinequalities.
Thisincludes howwomen struggle to
access political citizenship in Mauritius,
given prevailing ethnicand communal
representation(Ramtohul, 2015); how
Caribbean anti-discrimination laws have
not fully overcome prevailingrace, gender
and classinequalities (Antoine, 2018); how
vulnerable groupsin Maldivian atolls face
unique risks fromhazards and disasters
(McNamara and Clissold, 2019); and how
Trinidadianfoodways are reproduced by
longstandingintersections of gender, class
andrace (Thompson, 2021). Inequality, then,
influences the exercise of citizenship inmyriad
ways (Campbelland Johnson-Myers, 2023).

Genderjustice, healthandinclusionare
coreenablers of ABAS outcomeson
prosperity, resilience and social well-being.
They alsounderpin other ABAS pillars like
‘resilienteconomies’ and ‘the means of
implementation’, because they enable

individuals, communities and countries

to counterthe detrimentalimpacts of
contemporary global political, economic and
environmental crises (Wabnitzetal., 2021;
Bleekeretal.,2021; Bailey etal.,2024).

Addressing these concernsisurgent. Yet
referencesto genderequality in policy
continue tobe deployed asinstrumentalised
rhetoric, especially throughafocuson
market-based and environmental outcomes
(Flavell,2024). While ‘gender sensitive’ and
‘responsiveness’ programming rightly centre
women’sroles and needs, they often fall short
of addressing deeperunderlyingissues -
suchasracism, patriarchaldominance and
relations of care - that perpetuate gender
and otherinequalities (Lawless et al., 2021;
Johnston, 2023).

Gendered social, political, culturaland
economic landscapes are not static - witness
theinfluence and use of social media,

the development of newinformationand


https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/faculty_scholarship/2867/
https://www.beacon.org/Another-Kind-of-Public-Education-P815.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1080/02589001.2015.1024008
https://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/4-Intersectional-Approach-to-Labour-Discrimination.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjtg.12280
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2019.1663748
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/374643560_Gender_Inequality_and_Women's_Citizenship_Evidence_from_the_Caribbean
https://gmri.org/projects/ocean-risks-and-resilience/
https://genderandenvironment.org/advancing-gender-equality-in-environmental-migration-and-disaster-displacement-in-the-caribbean/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-024-02182-y
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00717
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105348
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/building-peace-rebuilding-patriarchy-9780197637999?cc=gb&lang=en&

communicationtechnologies like artificial
intelligence, the revival of conservative
theologies and the growing geopolitical
interestin SIDS. Fortunately, analyticaland
theoreticaltoolsusedin SIDS researchare
alsorespondinginagile and dynamic ways,
notleastinterms of the emergence of SIDS
scholarswho engageinsophisticated ways
to challenge inequalities (Asafo, 2020;
Burnett, 2025; Kant etal.,2025; Sobion,
2023; Williams, 2017).

3.1.2 InequalityinSIDS

Formany SIDS, the earliestroot causes of
inequality liein shared histories of colonial

occupation, control and labour exploitation.

Thisincludes slavery, indentureship and
naturalresource exploitation. Miningand
deforestationhave caused environmental
degradation, landloss and the creation of
dispossessedlow-wage workers, which
include women andyoung people.

Phosphate stockpile, Nauru.
Photo: Wikimedia Commons.
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Forinstance, some Pacific SIDS were
subjectedto atomic and nuclearweapons
tests byimperial powers and the effects of
being part of the ‘sacrifice zones’ continue
today (Maclellan,2024; Jackson, 2025).
Islands once used by occupying colonial
powers to detonate dangerous nuclear
bombsinthe MarshallIslands and the Territory
of MaohiNui/French Polynesiaremain
uninhabitable, while people across these
islands are still afflicted by the insidious
intergenerational health effects of radiation,
including cancers(Maurer, 2024). Meanwhile,
relentless mining of phosphate turned 90% of
central Nauruand most of Oceanlslandinto
wastelands (Nazzal, 2005; Teaiwa, 2015).

For many SIDS, the earliest root causes
of inequality lie in shared histories

of colonial occupation, control and
labour exploitation.



https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/agispt.20210513046485
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350513648
https://hdl.handle.net/1885/733795711
https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12275
https://doi.org/10.62586/CHAP4131
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2025.2501595
https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/3351/The-Ocean-on-FirePacific-Stories-from-Nuclear
http://lawanddevelopment.org/articles/nauru.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2015.1082609
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Inthe Indian Ocean, archaeologicalresearch
hasrevealed how colonial disruption of island
ecologies through the establishment of
plantations andresource extractionreshaped
the natural environment. This has undermined
ecosystemresilience, erasedlocal
knowledge and shaped contemporary social
inequality (Douglass and Cooper, 2020).

In Cabo Verde, the ‘'maladministration of the
land’ by colonisers drove the country towards
an‘ecological disaster’ (Lopes, 2023). And
inthe Caribbean, too, colonialinstitutions
and plantationlogics deleteriously shaped
physical, environmental and social structures
thatinfluence present-day adaptive capacity
(Robinsonetal.,2023).

Today, pronounced inequality inhibits
accesstoresourceslike education, health
and nutrition, housing, work, social security
and safety. Theseresourcestendtobe
maldistributedinmany SIDS, reinforcing
poverty and exclusion for certain groups,
especially the mostvulnerable (Panwar et
al.,2024). Prevailing patterns of inequality
also determine who bears the brunt - and
unequal costs - of large-scale disasters

like hurricanes orvolcanic eruptions, as well
asmoreinsidious challengeslike violence,
discriminationand accesstojustice (Bleeker
etal,2021; Tandrayen-Ragooburetal.,2024;
Takahashi, 2025).

The consequences of inequality are severe
andtherefore needto be addressed
urgently. They affectindividuals,
communities, social structures, discourses,
imaginations and practices. They also affect
responses tounfolding environmental

and economic crises, like climate change,
whose causes originate elsewhere. Despite
decades of developmentinterventionsto

addressinequality, however - especially
genderequality and the empowerment of
women - thereis still a failure tounderstand
the significance of the labourand care that
gointo constantly negotiated and harmful
gendered social, cultural, economic and
politicalrelations (Alemany et al., 2019).

3.1.3 Globalpoliticaleconomy
pressures

Inequality stemming from powerful colonial
legacies are exacerbated by today’s global
economic pressures and the devastating
consequences of climate change.

Inmorerecent history, powerfulinternational
financial institutions and theirregional
counterparts compelled developing states
everywhere to adopt prescribed neoliberal
policies asloan conditions(Slatter, 2019).
Overtime, arange of policiesimplemented
by SIDS and other developing states saw
revenue-earning and social-provisioning
capacitiesreduced while the private sector,
global corporations and wealthy individuals
flourished. Gendered financialinclusion
programmes, underpinned by global
corporateinterests, thenunwittingly drew the
‘unbanked poor’into global financial flows
that thrived ondebt and thus entrenched
inequalities (Eves andTitus, 2017).

Some benefited from these shifts. Many
SIDS exploited new services industriesin
liberalised markets to generate growth
(Bishopetal.,2025). But that growthwas
often exceptionally volatile - with huge
swingsin foreign exchange earnings and
taxrevenues - andit strained the social
fabric. InMauritius, forexample, therise of
Export Processing Zonesin which garment
manufacturing helped the country ascend


https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1914211117
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003341536-4/engagement-civic-organizations-environmental-policies-cabo-verde-josé-maria-gomes-lopes
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2023.102902
https://odi.org/en/publications/islands-at-the-edge/
https://odi.org/en/publications/islands-at-the-edge/
https://genderandenvironment.org/advancing-gender-equality-in-environmental-migration-and-disaster-displacement-in-the-caribbean/
https://genderandenvironment.org/advancing-gender-equality-in-environmental-migration-and-disaster-displacement-in-the-caribbean/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-4742-9_4
https://doi.org/10.1515/ldr-2024-0038
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12486
https://doi.org/10.22459/UO.2019
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/server/api/core/bitstreams/4220adc6-309c-4f98-9447-bc9827ebc108/content
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009389174
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globalvalue chains also generated precarity
andimpoverishment among female workers,
in particular(Ramtohul,2008). Overall, three
decades of neoliberal policiesin SIDS have
exacerbatedinequality and poverty, makingit
even more difficult to address their social and
economic challenges (Slatter, 2019).

Escalating globalinequality overthe same
period was marked by the concentration
of wealthinfewerhands. Andthe flipside
of the superwealthy minority class has
beenphenomenal deteriorationin poverty
andinequality.

Alongside climate change, inequality is
todayrecognised as ‘one of the mosturgent
concerns’ and ‘amajorthreat to the global
community’.” The two are inextricably linked in
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SIDS: frequent disasters generate cumulative
impactsthat trap peopleincycles of poverty
and meanthat over 20 million SIDS citizens
are eitherinpoverty already or atrisk of it
(Panwaretal., 2024). Encouragingly though,
methods of researching and understanding
poverty have improved vastly with the use

of amulti-dimensional approach (Chattier,
2016; Fiskand Crawford, 2017; Capernaand
Papademetriou, 2020). This has the potential
toimprove understanding and ameliorate
intersectionalinequalities.

Externaleconomic pressuresaccentuate
inequality innumerous ways. Trade and
investmentagreements have adirect effect
onthe productionand consumption of
sufficient nutritious food and the use of energy
(Bunkleyetal.,2023; Rezaeietal., 2026).

6 Onlb5January 2024, Oxfam (2024) reported that ‘the world’s five richest men had more than doubled their
fortunes from $405 billionto $869 billion since 2020 - at arate of $14 million per hour, while nearly five
billion people hadbeenmade poorer’, and that poverty won't be eradicated foranother 229 years.

7 AG20 Committee of Independent Expertsis proposing the establishment of anInternational Panelon
Inequality. See G20 Extraordinary Committee of Independent Experts on Global Inequality (2025).


https://doi.org/10.1080/10130950.2008.9674984
https://doi.org/10.22459/UO.2019
https://www.oxfam.org.uk/media/press-releases/wealth-of-five-richest-men-doubles-since-2020-as-wealth-of-five-billion-people-falls/
https://wid.world/news-article/statement-on-global-inequality-
stiglitz-report/
https://odi.org/en/publications/islands-at-the-edge/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24809999
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24809999
https://pacificdata.org/data/dataset/pwl-exploring-multidimensional-poverty-in-fiji-findings-from-a-study-using-the-individual-deprivatio
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC121353
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC121353
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10498917/
https://media.odi.org/documents/Healthy_Islands_final.pdf
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Flows of labourinand out of SIDS and flows
of ‘Compact migrants’inthe northern Pacific
(Smith and Castaneda, 2021) generate much
neededremittancesto sendhome, but social
disruptions to familiesand communities are
debilitating and untenable for sustainable
futures. Inthe Caribbean, out-migration

of skilled workers has weighed heavily on
domesticlabourmarkets andtraining systems.
Consequently, thereisalongstanding debate
on ‘braindrain’ versus ‘brain gain’ and ‘brain
circulation’ (Dawson, 2007).

Extractive industries - fishing, logging, oil
extractionand, increasingly, deep-sea
mining - pose significant challenges and
often generate civilunease. Several Pacific
and Caribbean SIDS have long experience
with extractive industries, including bauxite,
phosphate, copperand nickel mining, plus
oiland gas. Now, the planned extraction of
criticalminerals fromthe deep seabed, which
ispromoted as ablue economy industry, risks
destroyingwhatis widely consideredto be
the last wilderness onthe planet. Experimental
deep-seamining poses majorrisks to the
already-destabilised climate system, to
ocean health and to marine biodiversity.
Andultimately, it poses majorrisks to the
livelihoods, way of life and well-being of Pacific
SIDS populations (where deep-seamining
ismost advanced) and of SIDS populations
generally (Kasanawaqga, 2024).

SIDS are divided over participatinginthis
industry. Several Pacific SIDS have declared
amoratoriumon deep-seamining and there
are strong citizen campaigns againstit.
However, threeislands are seriously invested
inengagingintheindustry with expectations
of becomingwealthy. Two are sponsors of a
mining company determined to commence
miningtenementsitholdsinthe areaunder

thejurisdiction of the International Seabed
Authority; the third has licensed several
mining companies to explore for critical
minerals withinits Exclusive Economic Zone
(Slatterand Penjueli,2025a). InIndian Ocean
states, such as Mauritius and the Seychelles,
‘Large Ocean State’ and blue economy
narratives that speak to an expansive
‘geopoliticalimaginary’ also potentially
conflict with theinterests of disenfranchised
coastalcommunities (Saddington, 2023;
Wiehe etal., 2025).

Greenenergy arguments forthe industry
have beenreplaced by demand forcritical
minerals from the deep seabed by great
powers, specifically for military use (Slatter
and Penjueli,2025b). Forexample, the
United States announcedin April 2025
anintentionto unilaterally license mining
companies outside of international law and
governance, citingthe needtocreatea
domestic supply chain of critical minerals
fromthe seabedtounderpinindustry and
counter China’s position. Washington
moved to beginauctioning exploration
and mining leases withinits territorial
waters, beginning with the seabed onthe
outer continental shelf of the Territory of
American Samoa. This has faced strong
opposition by the government and people
of the territory.

Insum, there are stark differencesin

how globalforces such as ‘globalized
financialization, technological revolutions,
climate change, warandviolence
affectwomenandmen’; ‘... these forces
differentially shape lived experiences,
sometimes conflicting with but more often
reproducing genderedinequalities in work,
incomes, resources and power’ (Alemany
etal.,2019:470).


https://doi.org/10.1111/plar.12395
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.994969
https://odi.org/en/publications/keep-the-ocean-blue/
https://pang.org.fj/peace-under-sea-siegehow-defense-critical-mineralscould-pull-the-trigger-to-minethe-ocean-floor/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2023.103682
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2025.104434
https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/the-new-security-excuse-for-mining-the-deep-sea/
https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/the-new-security-excuse-for-mining-the-deep-sea/
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12486
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12486

3.2 Recenttrendsand
contributions

3.2.1 Buildingsaferandjustsocieties
The ABAS emphasises the needto promote
peaceful, prosperous, inclusive and safe
societiesand communities. It frames human
rights, fundamental freedoms and equal
accesstofairjustice systems - along with
goodgovernance andtherule of law - as
integral to thisaim.

Gendernorms andinequalitiesintersect with
otherchallengestotherighttolive free from
harm. Therefore, itisimportant to eliminate
allforms of discriminationand SGBV against
women and girls, while at the same time
addressing the structuralinequalities and
discriminatory and exclusionary processes
that disproportionately affect all marginalised
groups. These groupsinclude womenand
girls; lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, intersex, asexual and other (LGBTQIA+)
persons;those living with disabilities; youth;
the elderly; andIndigenous peoples.

Sexualand gender-basedviolence
Globally, SGBV remains by farthe most
serious manifestation of genderinequality.
Prevalence dataareinconsistent and partial,
but the available evidence points to higher
than globalaveragerates of SGBVinthe
Pacific and the Caribbean (UNWomen and
CDB,2020; UNFPA Asia and the Pacific,
2023). Evidence for the Atlantic, Indian
Oceanand South China Sea (AlS)region
isinsufficient forcomparison. Lifetime
prevalencerates of intimate partnerviolence
(IPV)againstwomenrange between40%
and 68% for Pacific SIDS (Chand et al.,
2024),and between 38% and 55% for

RESI The state of SIDSreport 2026 75

Caribbean SIDS (UNWomen and CDB,
2020). Thiscompares with an estimated
global [PV lifetime prevalencerate of 27%
(Sardinhaetal.,2022).

Evidence gapsinSIDS are evenmore acute
inrelationto the SGBV experiences of
pregnant women and girls, women and girls
living with disabilities, women and girls living
withHIV, and sexworkers (Jones, 2021; Lowe
etal.,,2025;: Macleodetal.,2024). Since
2020, theimpact of economic shocks,

the COVID-19 pandemic, climate-related
disasters, plus associated displacement
andforced migrationhasincreasedthe
exposure of women, girls and childrento
SGBV whilereducing theiraccess to support
and preventionservices (Guellet al.,2024).
Addressing SGBVin SIDS requires attention
tohow genderand sexuality operatein
connectiontorace to produce violent
relations that are embedded in histories of
colonialism(Mardorossian, 2010; Haynes
and DeShong, 2017; DeShong, 2024). SIDS
researchonviolence must alsoinclude the
complexsocio-historical, politicaleconomy
and geopolitical contexts that not only
produce these harms, but that operatein
actionsto preventandaddress SGBV.

Asignificant strand of qualitative research
centreswomen’s narratives of sexual

and physicalviolencein heterosexual
relations. It cites SGBV asrepeated,
intergenerational and groundedin harmful
gendered assumptionsthatendorse men’s
proprietary attitudes towards women. Itis
more likely to occurwhen otherconditions
of inequality are present, as described
variously inresearchin Guam (Meno and
Allen, 2021); Grenada and Barbados
(Jones, 2021); the Solomonlslands (Zutu,
2024); Samoa(Loweetal.,2025);and


https://caribbean.unwomen.org/en/materials/publications/2021/7/research-brief---intimate-partner-violence-in-five-caricom-countries
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https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12496
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2021.623661
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/255038/1/Juliana Pikemali Zutu_Thesis.pdf
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/255038/1/Juliana Pikemali Zutu_Thesis.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2024.101735
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the Seychelles and Mauritius (Zungu et al.,
2024). Studiesin Samoa, Kiribati, Barbados
and Grenada, forexample, demonstrate
that age, reduced levels of education,
living with disability, living withHIV and
pregnancy are all significantly associated
withincreased|PV (Spiteri-Staines etal.,
2025;Loweetal.,2025; Jones, 2021).

The experiences of LGBTQIA+persons have
beguntoappearinstudiesof SGBVinSIDS
too(Ravuloetal.,2024). One such study
examinesthe ‘everydayness’ of violence
against queer Guyanese women in same-sex
unions. It shows how, in post-colonial SIDS
suchas Guyana, intersecting systems of
gender, race, sexuality andreligionembed
IPV against queer women within broader
relations with the state, society, communities
and families (Kumar, 2022).

Tradition and culture are critical for
understandinghow genderrelationsembed
patriarchal beliefs to produce violence.
Researchfromthe SolomonIslands and
otherMelanesian countries pointsto how
both ‘patriarchal authority’ and the Wantok
system - whichfocuses on group identity,
belonging, reciprocity and caring for others
-shaperesponsesto SGBV (Watsonetal.,
2025). As such, the specific needs of women
who maintain care economies are givenless
considerationin predominantly male-led
public spaces.

Sorcery-relatedviolence elsewhereinthe
Pacificis anotherparticularly worrying form
of violence (Gibbs, 2015). In St. Vincent
andthe Grenadines, the (now-defunct)
practice of staging mock trials and hanging
effigieswas once ahistorical, community-
based and extra-legalresponse to SGBVY,
inviting social shamingratherthanduelegal

process. Insomeinstances, the notion

of collective blame meant that girls were
targeted as partly culpable for the sexual
violence they experienced atthe hands

of family members (DeShong, 2025).
These examplesunderscore the need for
context- specific approaches fordefining
and addressing SGBV.

Policy-making and support services around
SGBV haveimproved but deeply embedded
cultural norms stillundermine enforcement.
Atthe sametime, violence againstwomen
isbecoming more prevalentand more
severe (Underhill-Sem and Guttenbeil-
Likiliki, 2025). While this conflicts with some
historical narratives of gender egalitarianism
and community-based sanctions for
violence against womeninmany SIDS, the
generationalharm that comes fromviolence
changes culture (Meno and Allen, 2021).

At the state level,responsesto SGBVinclude
the strengthening of legislation on domestic
violence and sexual offences, draftlegislation
ontechnology-facilitated SGBV andthe
creation of national action plans. Women’s
and feminist organisations have driven these
reforms, yetimplementationremains uneven
andresourcingisinconsistent.

Policy-making and support services
around SGBV have improved but
deeply embedded cultural norms still
undermine enforcement.

Although SIDS are signatories to many global
andregional processes and agreements
relevantto SGBV, effective actionrequires
adequately funded and multisectoral
strategiesthatinclude governments, non-
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governmental organisations and community
members. These strategies must tackle
impunity, expand education and prevention
programmes, and demonstrate high-level
politicalcommitmentand action.

Climate change and disastermanagement
Increased exposure to climate change-
related hazardsis detrimental forhealth
andwell-being, socialinequalities and
sustainable developmentin SIDS (Allen
etal.,2021).Ithasbeendescribedasa

‘risk multiplier’, intensifying existing health
threats directly andindirectly due to
complexinterconnectedissues(Savage et
al.,2020; Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025).

Direct effects of climate changeincludeill-
health and mortality stemming from extreme
weatherevents, increasedrisk of heat-related
illnesses and waterborne disease, water
insecurity, declinesinlocal food production
anddisruptiontofisheries (Savage etal.,
2020;Bowenetal., 2024; Gordon-Strachan
etal.,2025). Many of these factors are

also compounded by flows of short-term
(imported)food aidinresponse to extreme
weather events that can destabilise long-
termfood security (WHO,2023).

Indirect effects compoundrisk factors
related to foodinsecurity - namely,
increasedreliance onfoodimports,
non-communicable diseases (NCDs),
malnutrition, mental healthissues and stress,
disruptions to livelihoods, lifestyle changes,
anddisruptionto and poorresilience of
health care services(Savageetal.,2020;
WHO, 2023; Rezaeietal.,2026).

Extreme weatherevents and climate
change exacerbateinequalities,
discriminationand processes of exclusion.
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And, again, they disproportionatelyimpact
marginalised groups, suchaswomenand
girls, LGBTQIA+ communities, people
living with disabilities and Indigenous
populations (Bleekeretal.,2021).

Forexample, evidence fromthe Bahamas
shows that, after Hurricane Dorianin 2019,
womenwere displaced more thanmen,
while LGBTQIA+ persons and Haitianwomen
and girlsfaced greater discrimination

and heightenedrisks of GBV. Shelters
lacked gender-responsive planningand
management, leading to all three groups
avoidingthem (Bleekeretal.,2021).In

the Solomonlslands, people living with
disabilities have beenroutinely excluded
fromandignoredinall phases of disaster
management due to stigma, discrimination,
hidden disabilities and limited understanding

Filming Climate Blueprint, Dominica,
2024.Photo: RESI/Eric Soucy.
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of theirneeds (King etal., 2019). Unequal
accesstoresources, poorinfrastructure and
inadequate housing have further heightened
theirvulnerability.

Greaterawareness, attitudinal change and
inclusive disastermanagement processes
that prioritise participation, accessibility,
non-discrimination and collaborationare
neededtoreduce vulnerability and improve
outcomes(Kingetal.,2019).

Justice

Accesstojusticeis maldistributedin SIDS:
under-resourced police forces, over-
burdened courts, limitedlegal aid and small
communities of lawyers all constrain the
ability of citizens to adequately defend
themselves orpursueredress. These
challenges are exacerbated by inequalities
of gender, wealth, powerand geography,
especiallyinarchipelagic states.

Persistent delaysindispensing criminal
justice undermine public confidence and
raise questions about due process. Limited
policing capacity canlead to misreporting

of crimes and furtherundermine legal cases.
Prison conditions are frequently abysmal and
unsanitary, with overcrowding andlengthy
pre-trial detention the norminmany places,
undermining humanrights. Some SIDS

retain capital punishmentinlaw, mainlyinthe
Caribbean, although most nolonger carry out
executionsinpractice.

Part of the problemwith access tojusticeis
that police forces and prison systems were
rarely established to serve the public. Inthe
Caribbean, they emerged from plantation
slavery tomaintain orderin deeplyracially
stratified and unequal societies - and to

protect the plantocracy from the pubilic.
These cultures were carried overinto
independence, where they oftenbecame
disciplinary tools of the state. Police

forces have often experienced sustained
antagonismwith marginalised groups,

while also gradually seeing their functions
supplanted by private security firms operating
with questionable legitimacy (Bishop and
Montoute, 2017; Bishop and Kerrigan, 2023).

Researchremainslimited, but available
evidence shows thatincarcerationrates are
disproportionately highin SIDS. Six countries
inthe Caribbeanregion, five in the Pacific
regionand oneinthe AlS region comprise
nearly half of the top 25 countries globally
accordingtoincarcerationrates (World Prison
Brief,2026). Incarcerated populations are
predominantly Black and Brown males from
impoverished and marginalised communities,
who are routinely subjected to abusive and
degrading conditions. They also tend to

be the most disenfranchised people from

the most traumatised urban margins where
homicidal violence proliferates (Baird etal.,
2022 and 2023; Kerrigan, 2018). Anotable
exceptionis Belize Central Prison, where
management by the Kolbe Foundation since
2002 has significantly improved conditions
(Baird, 2024).

Maleincarcerationin SIDS reflects enduring
colonial carceral structures and systematic
underdevelopment. This has produced
cycles ofimprisonment andit perpetuates
further cycles of brutality and community
harm (Kerrigan and Baird, 2025). Potential
reform pathwaysinclude expanded
desistance programmes, non-custodial
sentences and abolitionist approaches
(Kerriganand Baird, 2025).
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3.2.2 Buildinghealthierand
inclusive societies

Building healthier societies and stronger,
more inclusive health systemsis centralto the
aims of the ABAS. Closely linked to thisare
the threats posed by communicable diseases
and NCDs; therising prevalence of mental
healthissues; and persistentinequalities and
exclusionsinthe availability of and access to
quality healthcare services, including sexual
andreproductive healthandrights (SRHR).

Also significant are the many gendered
andintersectionalinequalities that cut

across experiences of exclusion, the burden
of unpaid and poorly paid work (falling
disproportionately onwomen), and the need
to ensure the foundational conditions required
forhealthy andinclusive societies to thrive.

Sexualandreproductive healthandrights
We are seeing a global declineindemocracy,
with an estimated 40% of theworld’s
populationnow livingunderauthoritarianrule
and declinesinthe quality of democracyin
democratic states (EIU,2025).

This has fuelled a growing transnational anti-
rights movement and, inparticular, abacklash
against SRHRand arollback onreproductive
rights (Harman, 2024). Reduced funding to
the United Nations Population Fund and the
World Health Organizationis also eroding
support fornational-level SRHR and maternal
health programmes and services.

Some countriesregister progress, but,
overall, SRHR services areincomplete,
inaccessible and compromised by barriers
caused by social and culturalnorms (Ahmed
etal.,2025).Inmost SIDS, theright to decide
onone’sownsexual andreproductive health
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is stilllimited to a small percentage of women
inthereproductive agerange (15-49 years).
In Oceania, forinstance, only 14% of women
(oneinseven)have the freedomtorealise
theirsexualandreproductive rights.

The direct consequences of these
arrangements are observedinthe high
number of pregnancies. These limitwomen’s
educationand employment opportunities,
andthey heighten therisks of poorhealthfor
mothers and children (UN, 2024). Forwomen,
theright to bodily autonomy is fundamental
totherealisation of theirhumanrights.

Withlarge youthful populationsin SIDS,
SRHR servicesforyouth arevital. But they
arelackinginnumberandtype, and many
services are missing. Culturally appropriate
youth centres to share knowledge of SRHR
have beenfoundtobe the mostappropriate
channelingeneral. The same goes for
delivering servicestoyouthfacing frequent
climate-related disasters (Murphy et al.,
2023), foryoung people participatingin
labour mobility schemes (Kanan and Putt,
2023),and foryoung people livingwith
disabilities (Stephenson, 2019). In the Pacific,
low contraceptive prevalence continues,

as doeshighadolescent fertility and unsafe
abortion, and thereis growing evidence of
reproductive coercion(Dawsonetal.,2021).

Maternal mortality is difficult to measure
inSIDS, but some country estimates

reveal huge differences (Mola and Kirby,
2013;Bourneetal.,2023; Abasseetaal.,
2021). Accurate assessments of maternal
mortality are not easy to obtain because civil
registration andvital statistics and health
information systems are weakinmost low-
income SIDS. However, ascopingreview
andlegislative analysis of abortionlawsin
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PapuaNew Guinea, Fiji, Vanuatu, the Solomon
Islands and Samoa shows unsafe abortions
tobe aleading cause of maternal deaths
(Caoetal.,2025). Accessing safe maternal
healthcareis complexandthe COVID-19
pandemic only heightened this. There has
been progress, though,inwomen making
earlierdecisions to seek care, inreceiving
care andingaining appropriate care. Delaysin
progressrelate towomenlacking the power
to make decisions and to the designand
functioning of the health system.

Governments and donorsin Pacific and
Caribbean SIDS, inparticular,need to better
understandthe additionalinvestment
requiredto scale up sexual andreproductive
health and maternal health services to
improve accessintheirregions. No global
investment cases have beenconducted
forthese crucial health servicesinthese
SIDS, which often have small populations
and affordability needs, butrecent analysis
suggestsahighreturnoninvestinginthe full
coverage of contraceptives and maternal
health services (Kellyetal.,2023).

One of the most worrying trends is the
increasing prevalence of HIV/AIDS insome
SIDS. Despite enormousimprovements
intreatment globally - andin SIDS regions

- manyisland states struggle toaccess
sufficientmedicines and achieve the extent
of viral suppression evident elsewhere.

The Caribbean still exhibits the highest HIV
prevalencerates globally after sub-Saharan
Africa, and to some degree thislinksto the
marginalisation of sexual minorities alluded
to earlier(UNAIDS, 2025a). Although
infectionrates have declined since 2010,
some countries (Barbados, Belize, Guyana,
Haiti, Jamaica, Suriname) still have relatively
highincidencerates (UNAIDS, 2025a).In

the Pacific, Fijiis experiencing arise due
tothe practice of sharingneedlesindrug
use. Combined with highlevels of sexually
transmittedinfections (STls), amajor health
crisisis potentially inthe making, forwhich
attentionwillbe required to overcome
associated stigma (UNAIDS, 2025b).

Communicable, non-communicable
andinfectiousdiseases

NCDs and mental healthdominate health
concernsinSIDS, although communicable
andvector-borne diseases prevail that are
exacerbated by climate emergencies.

Obesity is driven by limited access to
affordable, nutritious food and reliance
on imported foods that are high in fats,
salt and sugar.

NCDs areincreasingly associated with
impoverishment due to environmental and
economic crises, increasing urbanisation
and arelative lack of investmentin ensuring
food security through fresh food production
(Rezaeietal.,2026). Cardiovasculardiseases,
cancer, diabetes and chronicrespiratory
disease are disproportionately prevalent
inSIDS. Indeed, the latest available data
from 2021show that 7 of the 13 countries
globally with over 30% risk of premature
deathbetweenthe ages of 30 and 70 years
are SIDS. They are Haiti, Samoa, Fijiand
Vanuatu, with theriskrising to over 40% for
the Solomonlslands, the Federated States
of Micronesia and Kiribati (WHO, 2024).

Only the high-income states of Singapore
and the Maldives fall at orbelow the 10% risk
threshold (WHO, 2024). Life expectancy has
stagnated ordeclinedin some Pacific SIDS
(e.g.,Nauru) (WHO, 2024), while obesity rates
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in 33 SIDS exceed the global adult average of
15.8%, with the top seven countries allinthe
Pacific (FAO, 2022a). Thisrising NCD burden
is straining health and economic systems
(Elliottetal.,2024).

Tobaccouse, harmful alcoholuse, air pollution
and physicalinactivity rates differacross
SIDS but they are generally comparable

to global averages. However, healthy diet
indicators show a specificandincreased
riskforSIDS (WHO, 2023). Obesityis driven
by limited access to affordable, nutritious
food andreliance onimported foods that
are highinfats, saltand sugar(WHO, 2023).
Thisis exacerbated by declininglocal food
production, inequitable trade policies, food
‘dumping’,long-termimpacts of food aid
(i.e.,increasedtinned fishand meat, rice and
noodlesinthe Pacific)and climate change
(Savageetal.,2020).

Priorities include increasing local
food production where possible,
promoting healthy diets and
ensuring food and nutrition
security and sovereignty.

TenSIDS, including Haiti, Papua New
Guinea andthe Solomonlslands, have
undernourishmentrates above the global
average of 8.7% (FAO, 2022a). Belize, Haiti,
the Maldives, Nauruand Timor-Leste meet
the recommended daily servingsinonly
three of the eight food groups. Meanwhile,
no SIDS meet these recommended servings
formicronutrients, with particularly low
availability in Guinea-Bissau, Nauru, Timor-
Leste, Haiti, Kiribati, and St. Kitts and Nevis.
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Pacific SIDS experience more severe
micronutrient deficiencies than Caribbean
SIDS and AIS SIDS (Atzoriet al., 2024).

The collection of recent, country-specific
anduniform datais critical here, to design
evidence-basedpolicy toaddressthese
trends (Atzorietal.,2024). While NCD
preventionrequires healthy dietsand
regularexercise, managing NCDs requires
lifelongaccessto quality care andreduced
exposure toriskfactors (WHO, 2024). Rising
adolescent obesity suggests worsening
trendsin SIDS (WHO,2023).In2021, only
13% of SIDS had policies limiting unhealthy
food marketing to children, comparedto
44% of othercountries. And by 2023, only
half of Pacific nations had adopted sugar-
sweetened beverage taxes, withmixed
outcomes shaped by policy and the political
economy (Elliottetal.,2024).

Tackling NCD challengesrequires
coordinated, multisectoral action that
acknowledgesthelinks betweenNCDs,
climate change and food security (Rezaei et
al.,2026). Prioritiesincludeincreasinglocal
food productionwhere possible, promoting
healthy diets and ensuring food and nutrition
security and sovereignty (Guell etal.,2024).
ltisalsocriticalthat countries address trade
liberalisation and corporate influence,

limit unhealthy imports, andimplement
regulatory and fiscalmeasuresincluding
removing value added taxon essential foods
to address commercial determinants of
health (Rezaeiet al.,2026).

Overburdened health systems, especially
inSIDS, face added strainfromNCDs,
whichincrease costs,reduceincomes
and disproportionatelyimpactwomen
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as caregivers. Meanwhile, preventing
communicable diseasesrequires sufficient
uptake of childhood immunisations and
close attentionto ensuringaccessto potable
water(Guelletal.,2024). Servicesmust be
strengthened to dealwiththe treatment and
consequences of major health crises.

Mental health, health systems
andinclusion

Mental healthis connectedto climate
change, physicalinactivity (itself
exacerbated by rising temperatures) and
harmful alcoholuse, anditis a growing but
currently neglectedissuein SIDS (Tiatia
etal.,,2022). Between2017and 2020, for
instance, fewerthanone thirdof 32SIDS
self-reported thatthey hadintegrated
mental health servicesinto primary
healthcare (WHO,2023).

Healthinformation systems are generally
inpoorconditionin SIDS and healthcare
ranging frominfantand child servicesto
maternal health and palliative care are
oftenunaffordable (Dawson et al., 2021).
Palliative careisincreasingly neededin
SIDS butremains under-resourced (Spratt,
2019), andinfant healthisunderthreat from
rising disease prevalence and both slow-
and fast-moving climate change. Growing
immunisationrates do tell a positive story
though, with several Caribbean countries
having made the failure to vaccinate a child
anoffence (Evans-Gilbertetal.,2023).

Data collectionneeds to be undertakento
monitorthese trends, butit should also be
extendedtoinclude more vulnerable groups
like adolescents, those living with disabilities
and LGBTQIA+ people.

People living with disabilities - mostly
identified using amedical model of disability
which generally does not considerthe whole
person - are considered to stillbe mostly
out of sightin SIDS (Mafile’o and Vakalahi,
2018; Stephenson, 2019). That said, 14 out
of 15 Pacific SIDS have ratified the United
Nations Convention onthe Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD). And, guided by

the Pacific Framework for the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities 2016-2025, many
are now aligning national legislation with the
requirements of the CRPD.

Health information systems are
generally in poor condition in SIDS
and healthcare ranging from infant
and child services to maternal
health and palliative care are often
unaffordable.

Although thereis growingacceptancein
some states of gender-diverse people, they
are stilla highly vulnerable group interms

of theireconomic status, healthcare needs
andsocialinclusion, and they are unevenly
recognised across SIDS regions. Thismeans
LGBTQIA+individualsinmany SIDS still face
significant challenges (Idris, 2021). There
are promising signs of whatis possible and
what more needs to be done though. Some
positive legal shifts have beenmadein
Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, Barbados, St.
Kitts and Nevis,and Dominica, forexample,
which have all decriminalised homosexuality.
By andlarge, however, gender-diverse
perspectives and those favouring sexual
minorities are still largely absentin policy.
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Achef prepares tropical fruits and vegetables,
Nassau, the Bahamas. Photo: Craig Adderley/Pexels.

Food systemsand nutrition
Accesstohealthy food and safe wateris
criticallyimportant foraddressing gendered
socialinequalities, improving health
outcomes, and enabling societies to flourish
acrossallSIDS.

In2022, 31% of people surveyedin SIDS
said they were unable to eat healthy and
nutritious food and were eatingless than
they thought they should (Gordon-Strachan
etal.,2025). Moreover, an additional

2.6 millionpeople experienced moderate
to severe foodinsecurity due toincreased
heatwaves and droughts compared with
the annual 1981-2010 average (Gordon-
Strachanetal.,2025). Boththe prevalence
andindividual experiences of food
insecurity and undernourishment differ
across SIDS, however.
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Datavaryinquality and timelinessand are
rarely disaggregated by sex. Thislimits
understanding, particularly inrelationto
women and children (FAQO et al.,2024).
Forinstance, ahigh prevalence of stunting
among childrenunderfive years of age has
beenrecorded for fourPacific SIDS (Papua
New Guinea, Vanuatu, the Marshall Islands
andthe Solomonslands) but without sex
disaggregation (ADB, 2024).

Food systems, food security and food
sovereignty in SIDS are shaped by acomplex
interplay of factors - structural constraints,
coloniallegacies, vulnerability to fluctuating
globalmarkets, marketliberalisation, climate
change and extreme weather events,

threats to domestic agriculture andfisheries
production, and limited land availability
(Thompson, 2019; Brugulat-Panés et al.,
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2025; Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025). These
dynamics contribute torising levels of food
imports (upto 90% insome SIDS); declining
levels of local food production;® poor
availability, affordability and access to healthy
and nutritiousfoods; andrisingrates of NCDs
(Thompson, 2018).

Coloniallegacies - particularly inequitable
international food productionand trading
systems and, from 1995, the World Trade
Organization’s (WTO)rules-based
international trading regime favouring
developed states - continue toimpact
food-producing livelihoods, identities and
opportunitiesin SIDS today (Thompson,
2021). Plus, theyintersect with systematic
internal barriers across multiple intersecting
axes of inequality - such as gender, race,
class -whichmust allbe takeninto account
toprogressthe ABAS.

Women’s paid and unpaidlabourand
theircare and subsistence work supports
food production, processing, distribution
and consumption. Theircontributions
arevitaltoruraland urbanlivelihoods,
food security and national economies.
Traditionally, subsistence production
has been centralto food security across
allSIDS. And women - through activities
such as keepinghome gardens and small
plots; fishing; raising poultry, ruminant
and otherlivestock such as pigs for
traditional cultural exchange ceremonies
and forhome consumption; processing
or preservation - have been centralto
thiseconomy. RecentresearchinFijiand
St.Vincentand the Grenadinesfinds that
home gardensremain pertinent, despite
there being a generational shiftamong

rural dwellers towards purchasing more
food andincreased consumption of
processed,imported and fastfoods. In
theselocations,home gardens are highly
valued for supplying households with
staple foods and forsupporting health
and livelihoods (Guellet al., 2021).

Small-scale fisheries are anotherimportant
source of sustenance, subsistence and
livelihoodsincoastalandrural SIDS
communities,andwomen play akeyrole here
too. InFiji, forexample, iTaukeiwomen fishers
contribute significantly to household food
security andincome because, according

to culturalnorms, their primaryroleis to
provide food fortheir family. Because this
workis oftenunpaid, informal and part-time,
however, their contributionis ofteninvisible,
officiallyignored and unrecognised (Thomas
etal.,2021). Toadapt to changing times,
women are fishinginawiderrange of habitats
and selling part of their catch to supplement
householdincome. They still fish close to
home though due to their care and domestic
duties(Thomasetal.,2021).

In Kiribati, women play animportantrole

in post-harvest fisheries, marketing catch
tourbanworkers onTarawa. Although
thisroleisvisible,itisunsupported and
officially unrecorded, similartowomen’s
inshore gleaning activities that regularly
put nutritious marine food on the family
table.Indeed, the UN’'s Women’s Economic
Empowerment (WEE) Programme in Kiribati
has been criticised forfailing to consider
womeninvolvedin marine-based activities
inincome-generating activities and
therefore forexcluding them from support
(Gotschall,2021).

8 PapuaNew Guineaisanoutlier, producing 80% of its food.
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Box 3.2 Understanding power relations and gender equality in fisheries policy

Lawlessetal. (2021) examine how gender equality is constructed and implementedin
small-scale fisheries policy across three Pacific Island nations: Fiji, the Solomon Islands
and Vanuatu. They find that the concept of genderis frequently narrowed to focus
onwomen’sissues, ratherthan onthe powerdynamics of gendered socialidentities,
norms andrelations. Therationale for pursuing ‘gender equality’ is ofteninstrumental
(i.e.,aimedat pursuing environmental goals) rather thanintrinsic (i.e., based on

pursuing fairness).

Overtwo-thirds of genderequality strategies from theseisland nations focus on
internal humanresourcing and project assessments, rather than on engagement with
communities. The authors suggest a paradigm shiftis needed to:

1. recognise that genderis more thanjustafocus onwomen

2.value genderequality intrinsically rather thaninstrumentally

3. addressrelational and structuralinequalities across multiple levels of governance

4. develop stronger partnerships with genderand development experts to gradually
transfer capacity and expertise to the fisheries sector.

Women also constitute approximately
52% of the agricultural labourforce in SIDS
(FAO,2020 and2022b). Most are engaged
inthe informal sector, which allows them
to balance productive activities with
domesticresponsibilities. Inmany SIDS -
including Barbados, St. Lucia, Samoa, and
Sao Tomé and Principe - women exhibit
lower levels of participation and decision-
making authority comparedtomenatthe
value chain, community and household
levels (FAO, 2022b). This disparity persists
evenwithin matrilineal societies such as
Palauand Comoros and, to alesserextent,
inthe Caribbeanregion(FAO,2022b).

In Fiji, rural-based agricultural food
producers - includingwomen producers
-supply fresh produce fortown dwellers
through urban markets. Individuals bear
increasingly high costs of transportation

by commercial carriers plus market fees
though, which sometimes mean that
produceisunaffordable forlow-income
urbanworkers.

The sustainable management of local
food production and processingis
vital for food security, livelihoods and
poverty alleviation.

Despite theircritical role in small-scale
fisheries, infarming andin processing
sectorsthatunderpinrurallivelihoodsin
SIDS,women’slabourremainslargely
invisible and undervalued. They are also
significantly underrepresented at the policy
and managementlevels too (Mangubhaiand
Lawless, 2021; UNDP, 2022).
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The sustainable management of local iscounted through sex-disaggregated
food production (both forthe marketand data,andthat they canplay agreaterrole
subsistence) and processingis vital forfood in decision-making and policy creation so
security, livelihoods and poverty alleviation. theircontributions and needs are visible and
Itis essentialthat women’s production acknowledged (Thomasetal.,2021).

Box 3.3 COVID-19 as adriver of structural and gendered inequalities

COVID-19 disproportionately affected womenin SIDS. The pandemic brought
about greaterjob andincome losses forwomenthanmen, plus they took on
increased caregiving and food-provisionresponsibilities and faced heightened
vulnerability to GBV.

InPacific SIDS, movementrestrictions and market closures reduced ruralwomen’s
income, which negatively affected family welfare due to theirinability to pay school
fees and purchase nutritious foods and phone credit (Davila et al.,2021). The urban poor
in Fiji, Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands were most affected by food price
hikes, job losses and theirinability to benefit from state-supported household food
production efforts(Davilaetal.,2021).

Inresponse tojob andremittancelosses, and alsoreduced access to cash, there
was aresurgence of traditional Indigenous barter systems forfood (such as Barter
for BetterFiji),and of land- and resource-sharing between households (Finau and
Kant,2022;leseetal.,2021; Ratuva et al., 2024). Meanwhile, in Fiji, Samoa and the
Solomonlslands,innovative use of social mediaand WhatsApp supported the
growth of cashless e-commerce systems, enabling access to essentialgoods where
governmentslacked capacity toimplement sufficient relief packages (Davilaetal.,
2021; Finau and Scobie, 2022).

The pandemic highlighted structuralinequalitiesin food systems too (Davilaetal., 2021),
with sociodemographic factors shaping pandemic experiences throughout the agri-
food supply chain. Across nine Caribbean countries - Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados,
Jamaica, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, and
St. Vincent and the Grenadines - the most adverse effects of the pandemic were
experienced among food producers, distributors, service operators and consumers
with the lowest householdincomes and education levels (Daley et al., 2023). Small,
unregistered andrural businesses also fared badly. Consumers used 36% more of their
own food and grew 35% more of theirown food, with significantly higherrates seenin
Trinidad and Tobago attributed to early government efforts to upskill small producers
(Daleyetal.,2023).
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3.2.3 Buildingequitableand
fairsocieties

The ABAS underscorestheimportance

of building equitable and fair societies,

and of promoting the realisation of equity
and equality across all stages of thelife
course. Central to this are the uneven

and disproportionate ways that poverty,
inequality,unemployment andill-health
affectpeopleinvulnerable situations,
particularly women, children, youth, people
living with disabilities, the elderly, LGBTQIA+
persons, Indigenous persons and migrants.

Caringwork

Caringforcommunities and peopleis central
to SIDS societies. AlImost everywhere,
therole of primary caregiverto children
andyouth, people living with disabilities,
olderpersons andthessickis traditionally
assignedtowomen. Womenundertake a
disproportionate amount of unpaidlabour
and care, therefore, andintimes of crisis they
are more likely than men to take on additional
caringand domestic responsibilities. This
has criticalimplications for climate change
and disaster governance.

Care work underpins societal and
economic transformation in SIDS, yet it
remains largely invisible, unrecognised
and undervalued.

Theintrinsic expectationthat women’s
unpaidlabourwillmeetallhumanneeds
encompasses the provision of food, fuel
andwater, andit alsoincludes absorbing the
impacts of the mental health crisis, violence
and poverty (Valiani,2022).Inmany cases,
the triple burden canbecome a quadruple
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one - because womenare oftenonthe
first-response frontline orundertake vital
functions within healthcareinfrastructures
and sointernalise on behalf of theirsocieties
the trauma of caring forthose who are dying.

Careworkincludesunpaid and also paid
directandindirect support and services
provided by the public and private sector,
by non-profit andreligious organisations,
by social and solidarity economies, by
households and family (ILO, 2024). Not only
are there many domains of care provision,
but experiences of both giving andreceiving
care areimpacted by differences of gender,
race, ethnicity, class, age, disability, sexuality,
religionand migration status.

Care workunderpins societaland economic
transformationin SIDS, yetitremainslargely
invisible, unrecognised and undervalued
(Valiani,2022). To achieve the aims of

the ABAS, gendered patterns of social
reproductionandcare needtobe given
significantly greatervisibility and value.
Attentionis neededtorecognise, remunerate
andredistribute care workand toincrease
state support. Agendered perspective
shouldbe appliedinall policy and planning.

Socialprotection

The ABAS highlights that robust healthand
social protection systems are essential
forhealthy and flourishing societies and to
supportresilience and adaptation. Social
protectionensuresaccessto healthcare and
income security forallacross the life course,
through sickness, unemployment, injury,
pregnancy, childhood, disability and old age.

When these systems areinadequate,
the poorestand most vulnerable are
disproportionatelyimpacted. Although
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Woman weaving basket, Kiribati.
Photo: Raimon Kataotao/Pexels.

SIDS have expanded theirsocial protection
coverage, there are significant disparities
betweenthem, and progressremains
insufficientand below the global average

in allareas except forworkinjury benefits
(ILO,2025). Underinvestmentis akey
challenge. SIDS currently allocate an average
of 7.1% of gross domestic product (GDP)
to social protectionand health, compared
tothe 19.3% global average (ILO, 2025).
Furthermore, the gendered dimensions of
socialwelfare are generally understudiedin
the Global South.

COVID-19 highlighted the disproportionate
impact of crisesonwomen, interms of job
losses, reduced services, andincreased care
and mental healthburdens. Thishasled to
greaterrecognition of the need to develop
holistic social protection systems that
protect women and othervulnerable groups
throughout the whole life course, rather

than solely focusing on particularpointsin
anindividual’slife cycle, such as maternity
(Cooksonetal.,2024).

COVID-19 social protection programmesin
SIDS oftenlacked gender perspectives and
paidinsufficient attentionto care andinformal
work. Forexample, inTrinidad and Tobago, the
government’s COVID-19 support strategy
lacked explicit mention of unpaid domestic
and care work, while cash transfers excluded
informalworkers and so disproportionately
impacted women (Roopnarine and Brizan,
2025).InBarbados, policies also lacked
attentionto care andinformalwork and
thereforereproduced gender-and class-
basedinequalities (Bobb and Worrell, 2025).

Tobe truly gender-responsive, governments
must address genderedrisks andinequalities
acrossallroles occupied (suchasworker,
carerandelderperson)acrossthelife
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course (Cooksonetal.,2024). Despite a
comprehensive welfare state in Mauritius,
forexample, social welfare policies do

not considergender perspectives and

they overlook specific socialrisks and
vulnerabilities. Thereis no provision for
parentalleave, flexible working or affordable
childcare and policiesdonotrecognise
unpaid care work, whichrestrictswomen’s
labour market participation (Tandrayen-
Ragooburetal.,2021). Contribution-based
pension schemes also disadvantage women,
whose contributions are ofteninterrupted by

caregiving(Tandrayen-Ragooburetal., 2021).

While maternity leave legislation exists across
most SIDS, lengths and benefitsvary. Self-
employed, domestic,informal, agricultural,
family and migrant workers are often excluded
from statutory rights to paid maternity leave.
Moreover, a ‘childcare policy gap’ oftenleaves
womenfacing a gap between maternity leave
and securing childcare. Paternity and parental
leave are also vital for the redistribution of care
work and changing gendernorms about male
caregiving, but few SIDS currently offer paid
paternity leave. Inthe Caribbean, Barbados has
recently granted fathers three weeks of paid
paternity leave, following only Suriname (eight
days)and the Dominican Republic (two days).

Social protectionlevelsvary across SIDS
depending ontheirdemographic profile
(agedistribution, dependency ratios,
migration and so forth). The Caribbean
share of the SIDS populationis expectedto
decrease from 63%to 58% by 2050, while
the Pacific share willincrease from 21% to
25%,and AlS from16% to18% (UNDESA,
2023). Ageing populations mean that
comprehensive social protection systems
are needed that encompass affordable
healthcare, pension schemes, welfare
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supportandlong-term care servicesto
protect the well-being and dignity of older
persons: ‘the varying health profiles across
SIDSrequire targeted health-care strategies
to provide specialized care forageing
populations’ (Bassarsky etal.,2024: 4).

Relatedly, the quality of public health systems
insome Pacific SIDS has deteriorated
markedly due toreduced budgetary support
and developmentaidthatis needed for
upgrades andrepairs(Edelmanetal.,2025).
Meanwhile, private hospitals are growingin
number and thisis consequently weakening
pressure to upgrade public hospitals.
Insome SIDS, pension funds have been
reconceptualised andused asinvestment
capital atthe expense of pensioners. This
reflects neoliberalideas of openingup
pensionfundsforinvestment, reducing
pensions and extending the pensionable age.
New donor-driven ‘social protection’ systems
have been similarly driven by the ‘jointaims

of alleviating poverty and achievinginclusive
economic growth’ (Slatter, 2020).

Education,employment, youth
empowermentandwell-being
Sustainedinvestmentinprimary and early
childhood education hasraised school
enrolmentnumbersin SIDS, with a sizable
number of countries achieving universal
secondary educationtoo. Thishas had
positive knock-on effectsinterms of
educational attainment, although policy
interventions are stillneeded to bridge
school-learning gaps so that human
development canbe enhanced.

Some SIDS, especiallyinthe Caribbean,
have gradually reoriented investments
towards technical and vocational education.
The aimhasbeento enhance workforce
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mobility and promote humanresource
upgrading to provide new opportunitiesin
emergent service industries (Jules, 2015;
Julesetal.,2022).

By andlarge, though, most SIDS experience
structural constraintsinterms of educational
delivery (Massaetal.,2022).Inthe Caribbean,
gross enrolmentrates have tended to

be higherthaninotherSIDS regionsand
countries benefit from awell-institutionalised
tradition of regional examinations, teacher
training and standards via the Caribbean
Examinations Council (Julesand Arnold, 2021).
But Caribbean states have also experienced
significant ‘braindrain’, with many of the most
highly educated and skilled people migrating
toNorth Americaand Europe (Massaetal.,
2022; Brissett,2023).

Pacific SIDS experience more acute
geographic dispersion, which can make
educational delivery difficult and therefore
attainment gainsuneven. Regional

policy also tends to focus onaccess and
delivery (i.e., distance learning) rather than
harmonisation. Educationalinequalities
intersect with other challenges - poverty,
nutritional deficits, domestic violence and
teenpregnancy - which, together,lead to
relatively high levels of early educational
withdrawal (Massaetal.,2022).

There are significant pockets of young people

across allSIDS who are notinemployment,
educationortraining (NEETSs), but thisis
more pronounced in parts of the Pacific
(Massaetal.,2022). Regionalvariation
reflects wider differencesinlabourmarket
and migration opportunities thatincentivise
particularkinds of educational attainment.
Ongoing challengesin the provision of high-
quality education andinunemployment

thenhave flow-onlabourmarket effects.
And, additionally, without public and private
investmentin SIDS to absorb theireducated
citizens, labour mobility programmes abroad
tomeet shortages continue to grow and
deprive SIDS of valued youthful populations.

Overall, some progress hasbeenmade

inthe education sector, but concerns

remain about the suitability of curriculaand
educational qualityinsome places (Jugessur
and Ramessur, 2024). Some commentators
have described thisas a ‘learning crisis’
(Massaetal.,2022). The absence of effective
comprehensive sexuality educationinschools
has beennoted, forexample (Lazarus, 2019).
Meanwhile, thereis agrowingfocus onsports
fordevelopment as ameans of uplifting

youth andtheirwell-being (McCree, 2025;
Wannerand Siefken, 2024), but the gendered
dimensions of some programmes are missing.

8

4
i

Filming Climate Blueprint, Dominica,
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Box 3.4 Theimportance of civil society and social movementsin SIDS

Civil society, women’s and community organisations have long been central to social,
economic, politicaland environmental change in SIDS. These organisations articulate
everyday realities and mobilise bottom-up collective action. They hold states to
account and oftenfillgapsin social provision and service delivery left by neoliberal
reform and fiscal constraint (Naidu and Slatter, 2023; Briguglio et al., 2023).

InSIDS, civil society and community organisations are particularly active around gender,
race, sexuality, disability and inequality, health and well-being, environmentaljustice,
politicalempowerment, humanrights, education, poverty alleviation and reparatory

justice (Peckand Hammett, 2022).

Forexample,inresponse to the volcanic eruption of La Soufrierein 2020 in St.
Vincent and the Grenadines, a grassroots approach to disasterrisk management by
community-based organisations provedimportant, particularly inremote communities

(Cruickshanketal.,2023).

Civil society groups and socialmovements often face constraints and challenges,
however. Although there is growing socialacceptance of LGBTQIA+rightsin Trinidad
and Tobago andinMauritius, forexample, nascent LGBTQIA+ movements encounter
obstaclesrelatedto funding and legal traditionsinherited from colonial times (Andrew
etal., 2023).Inthe Seychelles, civil society organisations have beenkeyin advancing
non-violent social change, yet lack of fundingis a constraint (Benoit,2023). AndinToco,
inTrinidad and Tobago, rural community groups have unique insightsinto climate and
health, yet they often feel alienated from climate-health governance processes due
toadisconnect betweenlocal community priorities and national and regional climate-

health goals (Scobie etal.,2023).

3.3 Evidenceand
knowledge gaps

Gendered andintersectinginequalities need
tobe addressed across alldimensions and
sectorsinSIDS - not solely those perceived
to fall within the social and cultural sphere.
Some progress hasbeenmade, and thereis
abroadercommitment to gender equality
andwomen’s empowerment demonstrated
inthe implementation of some gender-

sensitive and gender-responsive policies
inSIDS. However,in general, policies aimed
atadvancing socialand genderequality are
oftenstill considered alow priority.

Current approachesto genderinequality and
empowerment tend to remaininstrumental
infocus and have little transformational
potential. Thereis oftenalimited conceptual
understanding of genderandintersecting
forms of discrimination (such asrace,
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ethnicity, disability, sexuality, age, Indigenous
and migration status), whichis compounded
by alack of sex- and gender-disaggregated
data. This stifles the development of
evidence-based policy that addresses social
and genderinequality atitsroot. It also points
tothe significant shiftsneededingender
equality narratives, policy and strategies to
bring about meaningful change.

The paucity of baseline and disaggregated
data extendsto broaderhealthand
socialdomains. Itincludeslack of reliable
monitoring of comprehensive health dataon
mortality, NCDs, suicide, mental healthand
otherrisk factors (WHO, 2023).

Thereis also alack of researchonthe gender
dimensions of social welfare policies. And
the complexinterplay of climate change with
socialand health determinantsrequires more
integrated considerationtoo. Mental health
isincreasingly recognised asimportant butis
oftenneglectedinpolicy andresearch.

While there hasbeenanecessary and
welcomeincreasein ‘gender-responsive’
planningin SIDS, whichrecognises and seeks
to addressinequalities,amore concerted
effortisneededto addressunderlying
structuralissuesif gender-transformative
changeistobeachieved.

There areincreasing callsfordeeper
engagement with both historicaland
contemporary dynamics that perpetuate
intersectinginequalities. The dominance

of neoliberaleconomic growth paradigms
within development agendas continues to
create differential, but often underexamined,
gendered andsocial effects. Thereisa
shrinking of social protectionand public
services, alongside the marginalisation of

issues such as care and unpaidreproductive
work, which are significantly undervalued and
under-recognised.

3.4 Emergingissues

Current knowledge underscores the
challenge of building safer, healthierand
flourishing societies without firstrecognising
that complexsocialrelationsin SIDS are
always gendered. More than this, evidence
shows that multiple andintersecting forms

of discrimination and marginalisation due to
gender, race, ethnicity, disability, sexuality, age,
religion, and Indigenous and migration status
areatplayinall SIDS that must be addressed.

Civil society is becoming more
vulnerable as aid architectures shift,
as the private sector expands and as
traditional donors retreat.

Povertyisincreasing anditis deepening
inequalities among already vulnerable groups,
aswellasamongthose who are precariously
closeto poverty. The care economyis critical
to ensuring food security and to providing
social protection, yet thislabouris gendered
inSIDS, as elsewhere, and workiis often
unpaid. And, although youthful aspirations are
being expressedin SIDS andimprovementsin
educational attainment show promise, efforts
needto alignwiththelegacies of sustainable,
healthy andinclusiveinitiatives.

Simultaneously, civil societyis becoming
more vulnerable as aid architectures

shift, as the private sectorexpands and as
traditional donorsretreat. Thisresultsinnew
challenges and shrinking civic space (Peck
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and Hamnett, 2022). Giventheirvitalrolein
advancing socialand environmental justice
andindelivering essential services, targeted
supportwillbe essentialto ensure the survival
of civil society organisations.

Climate change, extreme weatherevents and
otherdisasters are knownrisk multipliersin
SIDS. Theyworsenhealththreats directlyand
indirectly, and they deepen socialinequities
withinmarginalised groups who oftenface
discrimination, risks suchas GBV andlack of
accesstoservices. Poorinfrastructure and
unequalresource distributionthencompound
these vulnerabilities, while recent cutbacksin
aid (especially HIV-specific funding)undermine
efforts totackle public health threats.

Inclusive andintegrated disaster
managementis critical, butentrenched
inequalities posereal challengestothe
aspirations of SIDS governments to ‘leave
no-one behind’. Poverty and health- and
gender-relatedinequality cannotbe
eradicated throughasingle-minded focus

SalRei, Boa Vista, Cabo Verde. Photo:
Eduardo Davo Fernandez/Shutterstock.
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oneconomic growth oronincreasing
productive capacitiesoronwomen’s
empowerment. These must berecognised
asintersectingissues and addressed at
theirroots. The ABAS has the potential to
be acircuit-breaker, ifimplementation pays
attentiontoresearch-basedevidence.

3.5 Lookingahead

SIDS governments need to be attentive

to the global backlash against social

and genderprogrammes. The rolling

back of development finance, closure of
development organisations such asthe
United States Agency forinternational
Development (USAID), and pushback
against the World Health Organizationand
gender-sensitive health programming
should make anyone who cares about
social equity fearful. SIDS should also pay
attentiontothe focusongreenandclimate
finance policy agendas, which often take an
instrumental approach to gender.



https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325221080281
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Insome SIDS, illicit flows of drugs, people
trafficking and weapons trafficking are
increasing (Baird etal.,2023). This criminality
willundermine social cohesionifitis not
addressedthrough social policy and by
strengthening the police andjudiciary.

Thereis also adeeply concerningrisk of SIDS
becomingembroiledin, orimpacted by,

the possibility of open conflictamongrival
-including nuclear-armed - powers. Thisis
giventhe present context ofanewarmsrace,
advancesinwarfare technologyinvolving
autonomous and unmanned submarines that
are alreadyinplaceinouroceans, andtheuse
of artificialintelligencein precision targeting
of strategic enemy installations. Thisisno
time to be naive.

Itisimperative toincrease the
participation, accessibility and non-
discrimination of women and other
marginalised groupsin all levels of
policy, planning and governance. But
a concerted effortis alsoneeded to
address underlying structural issues
and their gendered impacts.

Inequality in SIDS is central to making sense
of the socialpanorama, butit goes beyond
economicinequality. While there have
beenimprovementsinincome, healthand
education, these have notbeenexperienced
equally by different groups within many states.
Thishasbeenespecially trueinthe wake of a
disasterorcrisis. Women, youth, those living
with disabilities and gender-non-conforming
people willbe affected more directly by a
widerrange of intersectionalinequalities.

Instudies of SGBV against women, violence
iscited asrepeated, intergenerational and
groundedinharmful gendered assumptions
that endorse men’s proprietary attitudes
towards women. Suchviolenceis more likely
to occurwhen otherforms and conditions of
inequality are present.

ltisimperative toincrease the participation,
accessibility and non-discrimination of
women and other marginalised groupsinall
levels of policy, planning and governance.
Butaconcerted effortisalsoneededto
addressunderlying structuralissues and their
genderedimpacts. Relational and structural
inequalities - including ancestral, historical
and colonial dynamics, and how these
deeply connectto contemporary challenges
of gender, race, capitalismandresurgent
nationalism - must be addressed across all
levels of governance. Genderneedstobe
understood as being about abroaderproject
of social and structural transformation.

Consequently, there needs to be a shift
within SIDS to affirmm gender equality and

the equality of all citizens. This demands

that equality be valuedintrinsically and
recognised asfairandjust, ratherthanit

be approachedinstrumentally to achieve
economic goals. The paucity of dataposes
amajorbarrierto the development of
evidence-basedpolicy to address socialand
genderinequality - investment and attention
isneededinthisrespect. Genderequality
narratives, policy and strategiesneed to

be advancedto bring about meaningful
transformative change. The care economy
must be taken seriously, and we must pivot
more firmly towards equity, justice and the
transformation of genderrelations forthe
goals of the ABAS to be achievable.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2023.102966
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Summary

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) face common constraints that

span renewable energy transitions, water resource management, resilient

infrastructure, transportation and market connectivity. To realise a secure

future in SIDS, these island nations need to follow a pathway of innovation

and systems thinking with resilience as a common thread.

Asecure future for SIDSisnolongeramatter
of incremental adaptation, but a strategic
mandate for systemic decoupling from
volatile global dependencies.

SIDS are often categorised as particularly
vulnerable: this chapterreframesthem

as the frontline laboratory for global
resilience. Inanincreasingly fragmented
world - where traditional multilateral
supportis challenged and supply chains
are oftenweaponised - SIDS must
accelerate theirtransitionto climate-
proofed andintegrated energy, water
andtransport systems.

The transition fromfossil fueldependence
torenewable sovereigntyis not merely an
environmental goal. Itis a fiscal necessity

and key component of resilience

to external shocks. Additionally, by
decentralising desalination, wastewater
reuse and otherinfrastructure services,
and by using more nature-based
engineering solutions, SIDS canbypass
failures of centralised, high-maintenance
infrastructure.

Ultimately, building resilience in SIDS

can provide net benefits to the global
community. By pioneering digital
tradelinkages androbustinter-island
connectivity, SIDS provide a scalable
blueprint forthe green transitionrequired
by all coastal nations. Securing the

future of SIDS, therefore, is the ultimate
proof of concept forclimate-resilient
communities worldwide.




4.1 Keydebates

Building a secure future for SIDSisanurgent
butalsoalong-termand complexagenda.
ltinvolvesinterconnected priorities around
energy, water, infrastructure, transportation
and market connectivity.

SIDS needto decide how energy, waterand
transport should be organised, weighing
up the trade-offs betweenfinancing,
reliability and delivery in centralised versus
decentralisedinfrastructure. They must
also considerhardversus softinfrastructure
and how different approaches facilitate or
hinder adaptation pathways. And they must
address financing challenges in designing,
implementing and maintaining complex
infrastructures.

SIDS need to decide how energy, water
and transport should be organised,
weighing up the trade-offs between
financing, reliability and delivery

in centralised versus decentralised
infrastructure.

411 Theenergytransition

The Antigua and Barbuda Agendafor

SIDS (ABAS) (UN-OHRLLS,2024)places
significant weight onthe energy transition.
While leaving openthe possibility of
continued fossil fueluse,itunderscores the
needforSIDS to accelerate ashift towards
modern, efficientand cleanerenergy
systems. Thisemphasisrecognises energy
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asacornerstone of resilience but also the
practicalurgency of reducing exposure to
volatile global fuel markets and channelling
resources towards long-term sustainability.

SIDS face significant energy security
challenges due to theirgeographicisolation,
small size and heavy reliance on expensive
imported fossil fuels forelectricity generation
(Figure 4.1). Onaverage, nearly two-thirds of
SIDS import 90% of their fossil fuel supply for
electricity generation (UNDP, 2024a). This
dependence exposes themto volatile global
oil prices and diverts scarce capital that could
otherwise support critical development
priorities. It alsoresultsin exceptionally high
electricity costs acrossisland nations.

Forexample, the Solomonlslands hasthe
most expensive electricity in the world,
atacostseventimeshigherthaninthe
United States, while Caribbean countries
face electricity coststhat are twice as
highasinthe US(IEA,2024). Onaverage,
Caribbeannations spend 9% of theirgross
domestic product (GDP)on oilimportation,
while Pacific countries spend around7.5%
(Syngellakis and Johnston, 2024).

Despite these challenges, SIDS have made
progressinenergy access, withmany
achieving close to100% electrificationrates.
Disparities persist withinand between some
ruraland urban areas, however, and significant
gapsremaininaccessto clean cooking
energyinparticular.In2022, forinstance,
anaverage of 85.5% of rural populationsin
Caribbean SIDS had access to clean cooking
energy, but the Pacific average stood at only
25.9% (UNDP, 2024a).


https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://www.undp.org/publications/advancing-just-energy-transition-sids
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/islands-need-resilient-power-systems-more-than-ever-clean-energy-can-deliver
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/water-energy-and-food-security-nexus-asia-and-pacific-pacific
https://www.undp.org/publications/advancing-just-energy-transition-sids
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Figure 4.1
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Afundamental tension exists betweenthe
goal of achieving100% renewable energy
and ensuring areliable and consistent
electricity supply for national development.
Transitioning torenewable and sustainable
energy systems (solarphotovoltaic (PV)
systems, including floating solar PV, wind,
hydro, geothermal and others)is a central
pillar of asecure future for SIDS, but this shift
raises key debatesregarding the cost, scale
andreliability of integratingrenewables.

Meanwhile, energy-related vulnerabilities
show how structural dependencieson
imported fossil fuels and manufactured

productsincrease SIDS’ exposure to external
volatile markets that are beyond their control
(Genaveetal., 2020).

4.1.2 Watersecurity

Water securityis anotherequally pressing
challenge, requiring coordinated actionto
safeguard humanwell-being, ecosystems
and economic stability.

SIDS face extreme exposure to sea-level
rise: 22 million peopleinthe Caribbeanlive
below 6m elevation (Cashmanand Nagdee,
2017), while over 20% of Pacific Islanders


https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106595
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Impacts-of-Climate-Change-on-Settlements-and-in-the-Cashman-Nagdee/2df6416ef0bad9d97817464b8fbe8bc43f4b82e0
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Impacts-of-Climate-Change-on-Settlements-and-in-the-Cashman-Nagdee/2df6416ef0bad9d97817464b8fbe8bc43f4b82e0

reside within 5km of the coast, withmuch
infrastructure lessthan500m from shore
(Andrewetal.,2019).Inthe Indian Ocean, the
sealevelisrising considerably fasterthanthe
globalaverage, threatening the many low-
lying SIDS (Jyotietal., 2019).

Caribbean SIDS need to continually
look at current and future availability of
waterbecause climate change has made
droughts and floods more severe on
many islands (Roopnarine et al.,2023).
Extreme weather patterns are worsening
and clean drinking waterresources

are becoming more vulnerable. These
depend onrainfall, surface water (rivers,
tributaries, lakes) and groundwater
resourcesincluding aquiferrecharge.

For Caribbeanisland nations, resilience
requires anintegrated waterresources
management approach plus new critical
infrastructure, such as hydro-systems
fordesalination, rainfall collectionand
wastewaterreuse. These SIDS must also
periodically deal with changesinrainfall
patterns and the loss of watersheds
alongside pressure from population growth
and fromunplanned and unsustainable
urbanisation, especially inlarger settlements,
capital citiesand majorislands. Water
resources management must protect
fragile aquifers and make it easierto collect
rainwater forboth potable and non-potable
consumption. Itis therefore important to
change how the Caribbeanregionuses
waterand toidentify equitable, sustainable
practicesto ensurelong-termresilience
(Mycoo and Roopnarine, 2024).

Pacific SIDS face persistent and multi-
dimensional water security challenges driven
by limited freshwater availability, climate
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variability and governance constraints. Many
Pacific atoll countries, including Tuvalu, Kiribati,
the Marshalllslands and Tokelau, rely almost
entirely onrainwater and fragile shallow
groundwaterlenses that are highly vulnerable
to drought and saltwaterintrusion(lese et
al.,2024).InKiribati, forexample, around
65% of households depend onrainwater
and10% on desalination, yet only 40% have
accessto safely managed drinking water due
to contaminationrisks (Ojha and Schofield,
2022). Rural communitiesin several countries
rely predominantly on self-supplied water-in
Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon
Islands and Vanuatu, 75% of rural households
dependontheirownwatersources forbasic
use(Ralagietal.,2025).

Filming Climate Blueprint, Dominica,

2024. Photo: RESI/Eric Soucy. =



https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0223249
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-019-04795-0
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2023.174
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pwat.0000222
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/items/5f1ec8df-41e8-40c6-b0c2-d83b212ed3a0
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/items/5f1ec8df-41e8-40c6-b0c2-d83b212ed3a0
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42462-6_27
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42462-6_27
https://doi.org/10.9734/air/2025/v26i31330
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Droughtimpacts compoundthese
vulnerabilities. Atolls such as Tuvalu and the
Marshalllslands canrapidly deplete their
freshwaterlenses during meteorological
drought, and severe EINifo droughts can
affect multiple countries simultaneously (lese
etal., 2021). Water governance constraints
remain significant: several countries lack
fullyimplemented water quality policies,
while water quality monitoringis limited
orabsentinmany atoll states(leseetal.,
2024). Community-managed water systems
dominate in Fiji, Vanuatu and the Solomon
Islands, butimplementation of water safety
planning (WSP)is oftenincomplete (Souter et
al.,2024).InVanuatu, forexample, only 22%
of communities undertook planned no- or
low-costimprovements after WSP training
(Randetal.,2022).

Water supplies are highly sensitive
to energy costs, infrastructure
reliability and climate-driven
demand pressures.

In Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South China
Sea(AIS)SIDS, water security challenges
areincreasingly shaped by dependence on
energy-intensive desalination and limited
natural freshwater storage. This means water
supplies are highly sensitive to energy costs,
infrastructure reliability and climate-driven
demand pressures (Gheuensetal., 2019;
UNDP,2024a).

Strategiesvary but, across SIDS regions,
ecosystem-based approachesandgreen
infrastructure are gaining traction. This
includes mangrove restoration, wetland
protection, watershed management and

stormwater-absorbing urbanlandscapes
(Brownetal.,2026). But watersecurityin
SIDS alsorequiresintegrated approaches
that combine improved rainwater harvesting
systems, decentralised desalination and risk-
based planning tools thatinvolve traditional
knowledge and community governance
systems (Ralagietal.,2025;leseetal.,2024).
4.1.3 Infrastructure,transportand
market connectivity

Infrastructuralresilienceis about ensuring
that critical systems remain functional and
connected evenunderstress. Nowhere s this
more critical thaninthe transportation sector,
which serves as the backbone of trade,
mobility and regionalintegrationfor SIDS.
These systems face structural challenges
though: highlogistics and fuel costs,
monopoly routes dominated by a few
carriers, trade restrictions, poor connectivity,
and arange of sociopolitical and regulatory
barriers (Dyer,2024). SIDS continue to
experience pandemic disruptions, tariff
volatility and more intense climateimpacts,
while at the same time trying to advance
sustainable and eco-friendly transport
options, diversifying trade, revivinginter-
island shipping and ferry routes, and exploring
innovative connectivity solutions (Arvis et
al.,2023; CPCS TranscomInternational and
Hamilton, 2018; Nuttallet al., 2021).

Overall, although SIDS experience low
absolute annual average losses from
disasters (in US$ billions), they face

relatively highsums as apercentage of GDP
infrastructure losses (Figure 4.2). Indeed,
therepairandrehabilitationneeds fromone
event canbehigherthan100% of GDP, which
isneverarisk forlarger countries.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-021-03112-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-021-03112-1
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/items/5f1ec8df-41e8-40c6-b0c2-d83b212ed3a0
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/items/5f1ec8df-41e8-40c6-b0c2-d83b212ed3a0
https://doi.org/10.2166/wh.2024.144
https://doi.org/10.2166/wh.2024.144
https://doi.org/10.2166/wpt.2022.014
https://doi.org/10.3390/w11040637
https://www.undp.org/publications/advancing-just-energy-transition-sids
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2025.1706713
https://doi.org/10.9734/air/2025/v26i31330
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/items/5f1ec8df-41e8-40c6-b0c2-d83b212ed3a0
https://www.blueeconomyfuture.org.za/gallery/Ocean,%20Coastal%20Management%20and%20Blue%20Economy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1596/39760
https://doi.org/10.1596/39760
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Short-Sea-Shipping-Network-and-Finance-Model-for-the-Caribbean.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Short-Sea-Shipping-Network-and-Finance-Model-for-the-Caribbean.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2021.104704
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Figure 4.2 Average annual disaster losses in infrastructure, % GDP
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Ensuringreliable and sustainable
transportation networks facilitates
movement withinand betweenislands,
anditalsolays the groundwork forbroader
economicintegration. Yet, today, physical
mobility aloneis not sufficient: prosperity
increasingly depends onthe ability of SIDS
to connectdigitally and commercially
withregionaland global markets.

Market connectivity, therefore - broadly
encompassing digital connectivity (internet
and telecommunications) for businesses
and services, tradelinks andintegrationinto
globalvalue chains - is vital for the future
prosperity of SIDS.

Many SIDS are geographically isolated
though (Briguglio, 1995), which limits their
economic diversificationand accessto
essential services. Persistent digital divides
driven by poorbandwidth and highinternet
costs(ITU, 2024) highlight the need for
improved informationand communication
technology (ICT)infrastructure. Initiatives
like submarine fibre-optic cablesand
preferential trade agreements are helping
reduceisolation andvulnerability, enabling
SIDS to overcome size and distance
constraints and betterintegrate into global
markets. However, continued efforts

are needed to enhance affordability,
accessibility andinclusivity,and also to
improve related policy, legislation and
regulation of digitaland trade infrastructure
so SIDS canfully realise the benefits of
market connectivity (UNDP, 2024b).

Infact, ensuring thatislands remain
connectedto markets, knowledge and
financial flowsisincreasingly seen asjust
asimportant as physical mobility. Debates
around market connectivity in SIDS centre
onhow nations can overcome inherent

barriers of scale, remoteness and limited
domestic marketsto competeinthe
globaleconomy.

Akeyconcernisthe challenge of a‘one-
size-fits-all’approach (UNDP, 2024b). SIDS
are oftenanalysed as ahomogenous group,
but they are diverse and averages conceal
vastdisparitiesin connectivity (ITU, 2024).
Forinstance, some countries(e.g., the
Bahamas, Barbados and Singapore) record
higherthan global average rates of digital
connectivity, while others (e.g., Guinea-
Bissau, Haitiand Kiribati) have lower ICT
development scores.

Caribbean SIDS are already leveraging higher
internet penetration and proximity to the
Americas foroutsourcing, and Indian Ocean
SIDS like Mauritius have beenusing strategic
location and connectivity to become financial
andlogistics hubs. But Pacific SIDS are only
beginning to explore opportunitiesinthe
digitaleconomy.

Given the wide scope of market connectivity,
coherent policyisneeded across sectorsto
ensure alignment and focus. At the same time,
however, approaches must be tailored and
policies attunedto therealities and needs of
local contexts to achieve meaningful market
connectivity.

4.1.4 Sustainabletransitions:
centralised versusdecentralised
infrastructure systems

A core debate shaping sustainable transitions
in SIDS concerns the balance between
centralised and decentralised infrastructure
systems across energy and water sectors.
This debateis not purely technical;itreflects
deepertrade-offsbetweenscaleand


https://doi.org/10.1016/0305-750X(95)00065-K
https://www.itu.int/hub/publication/d-ind-ict_mdd-2024-1/
https://www.undp.org/publications/small-island-digital-states-how-digital-can-catalyse-sids-development
https://www.undp.org/publications/small-island-digital-states-how-digital-can-catalyse-sids-development
https://www.itu.int/hub/publication/d-ind-ict_mdd-2024-1/

flexibility, capitalintensity and adaptability,
and short-termreliability versuslong-term
resilience.

Inthe context of small populations,
geographic dispersion and constrained
fiscal space, these choices carry
heightened consequences. Infrastructure
systems often serve entire national
populations andlock countriesintolong-
lived development pathways.

Inthe energy sector, this debateis most
visible in efforts to transition away from
imported fossil fuels towards low- orzero-
emissions systems without compromising
affordability orreliability. Sustainable
energyisincreasingly recognised asaviable
development optionthat strengthens the
resilience of island communities (Prasad et al.,
2025a), but energy systems themselves must
also beresilient to climaticand economic
shocks (ARUP, 2019).

Infrastructure systems often
serve entire national populations
and lock countries into long-lived
development pathways.

Building new energy systemsisrelatively
more expensive for SIDS thanforlarger
states. Advancedtechnologies are typically
imported, sunk costs are spread across
small consumerbases, andfinancingis
oftensubjecttohigherinterestrates. These
costsare compounded by the needto
replace existing fossil fuel systems that
themselvesrepresent disproportionate
pastinvestments.
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Consequently, while renewable energy
carries substantial long-term benefits of
enhanced energy security, reduced exposure
to fuel price volatility, lower operating costs
and emissions mitigation, the short-term
costs ofimplementation canbe daunting for
fiscally constrained governments.

Akey feature of somerenewable energy
systemsis theirintermittency, which calls for
energy storage systems. Individual residential
storage remains a primary focus forrural
electrification andresilience, but community
energy storage (CES) systems canplay a
significantrole toointransforminglocal
communities from consumers to ‘prosumers’
and ‘nonsumers’ (Koirala et al., 2019). Unlike
fragmented household-level batteries,

CES offer superioreconomies of scale and
enhanced grid stability for microgrids. The
transitionto suchdecentralised modelsis
currently hindered by several factors though.
Thisincludeslack of clearlegal frameworks
regarding ‘prosumer’ rights and community-
owned assets, difficulty securing financing,
and challengesinintegrating shared storage
with existing ageing distributionlinesandin
managing load-sharing protocols among
diverse households.

SIDS’ overall electricity generation
portfoliois stilldominated by non-
renewable sources anditrequires
substantial transformation (Figure 4.1).
But SIDS have made notable progress
inexpanding renewable electricity
generation over the past decade:installed
renewable capacity grew atacompound
annualrate of 8.5% between 2016 and
2021,increasing from 3.5 gigawatts (GW)
in2014 to nearly 6GWin2020, largely
driven by solarpower (UNDP, 2024a).


https://doi.org/10.3390/resources14020020
https://doi.org/10.3390/resources14020020
http://www.arup.com/insights/energy-resilience-framework/
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816835-6.00010-3
https://www.undp.org/publications/advancing-just-energy-transition-sids
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Several countries have experienced
particularly rapid growth. The Dominican
Republicincreasedits wind capacity fivefold,
from 80 megawatts (MW)to 417MW, while
its solar capacity expanded seventy-one-
foldto1,077MW - the highestamong SIDS.
Barbadosincreasedinstalled solar capacity
fromTMW to 69MW over the same period
(Haveaetal.,2024). EvenTrinidad and
Tobago, one of the few SIDS with significant
but decliningfossil fuelresourcesand an
advanced downstream petrochemical
sector,commissioned the 92MW Brechin
Castle SolarFarminmid-2025 and has
announced long-term plansto developup to
57GW of offshore wind capacity by 2065 to
supportgreenhydrogen production.

Renewable generation offerslower operating
coststhanfossilfuels becauseit avoids
ongoingfuelandtransport expenses

Wind Farm, Victoria, Mahe Island, the
Seychelles. Photo: ByDroneVideos/
Shutterstock.com.

(Boodoo,2025; Rogersetal., 2019). This
creates asignificant opportunity forfossil
fuel-dependent SIDS toreduce exposure to
external price shocks and diversify theirenergy
mix using Indigenousresources (Haveaetal.,
2024). Realising this opportunity depends on
countries overcoming highupfrontinvestment
costsand addressing system-level challenges
related tointermittency, storage and grid
stability though.

This highlights the centralised versus
decentralised dilemma, and the persistent
divide between proponents of utility-scale
solutions and advocates of community-
based systems.

Centralised, utility-scalerenewable
projects and national grids can benefit from
economies of scale, standardised regulation
and coordinated system management.



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2024.111062
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2025.101818
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2019.08.002
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Butin SIDS these projectsand grids also
concentraterisk, increase vulnerability to
single-pointfailures, and require substantial
capital outlays that are difficult toreverse
once committed.

Incontrast, decentralised renewable energy
systems (e.g. off-grid solar, wind installations
and mini-grids with battery storage) can
provide reliable electricity toremote
communities, reduce exposure to system-
wide disruptions and supportlocalresilience.
Buttheyincursystem costsattachedto
storage technologies (Boodoo, 2025)
andtheyintroduce additional challenges
aroundthe disposal andrecycling of

expired batteries and other electronic waste
(Wosnicketal.,2024).

Geographic variation further shapesthese
choices. Caribbean SIDS generally operate
larger, more consolidated grids, whereas
the dispersed populations of many Pacific
islands make centralised grids technically
orfinanciallyimpractical. Instead, Pacific
governments have explored off-grid and
hybrid options. Fiji, forexample, combines
micro-hydro systems and solar PV mini grids
with battery storage and dieselbackup to
ensure reliability, particularly during cyclone
seasons(Prasad, 2025; UNDP Pacific Office,
2025). Increasingrenewable penetration
acrossboth centralised and decentralised
systemshas also heightenedtheimportance
of grid-scale storage solutions, such as
pumped hydropower, where feasible.

There are similartrade-offsinthe water
sector. Large-scaleinfrastructure, including
desalination plants and piped distribution
networks, candeliverreliable and scalable
watersupplies forurbancentresbut it
involves high capital, maintenance and
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energy costs. There are also concerns
regardinglong-term sustainability and
carbonfootprints.

Onthe otherhand, smaller,decentralised
hydro systems such as rainwater harvesting,
household storage tanks and community-
managed treatment plants are oftenmore
adaptable and culturally embedded,
butthere are challenges around water
quality control, financing andlong-term
maintenance. Climate-related pressureslike
drought, heavy rainfall, saltwaterintrusion
and agricultural runoff complicate planning
andincrease stressonboth systemtypes
(Quonand Jiang, 2023).

Across energy and water sectors, these
tensionsunderscore a shared strategic
challenge for SIDS: how to design
infrastructure systems that balance reliability
and efficiency with flexibility andresilience
under conditions of climatic uncertainty and
fiscal constraint.

Choicesbetweencentralised and
decentralised approaches arerarely
binary - in practice, hybrid configurations
areincreasingly adopted. However,

the consequences of these choices

are magnifiedin SIDS contexts, where
infrastructure investments shape
development trajectories fordecades
and mistakes are costly toundo.

Andthese debates extend beyond
individual sectors to broader questions of
infrastructureresilience. Early approaches
emphasisedthe capacity of assets toresist
hazards through strongerdesign, advanced
materials and technologicalinnovation. More
recent perspectives defineresilience asthe
ability of infrastructure systemsto absorb,


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2025.101818
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2024.1459794
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/08/11/powering-the-periphery-rethinking-rural-electrification-in-fiji/
http://www.undp.org/pacific/press-releases/fiji-government-partners-undp-enhance-climate-resilience-through-renewable-energy
http://www.undp.org/pacific/press-releases/fiji-government-partners-undp-enhance-climate-resilience-through-renewable-energy
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41545-023-00273-7
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respondto andrecoverfromshocks across
asset, serviceand userlevels (Hallegatte et
al.,2019).

ForSIDS, where average annual disaster
lossesreach2.1% of GDP and exposureis

concentratedinlow-elevation coastal zones,

the challenge liesinbalancing high per-unit
investment costs withurgent adaptation
needs. How governments navigate the
centralised versus decentralised trade-
off cantherefore shape theresilience,
affordability and sustainability of future
infrastructure systems.

4.1.5 Infrastructureresilience:
essential forclimate
adaptation

Infrastructure consistently ranks among
the highest adaptation prioritiesin SIDS -
alongsidelivelihoods and well-beingand
water security (Duparand Lindsay, 2025).
Adaptationmeasures are typically cross-
sectoral, linking engineered structures
with coastal protection, water systems
andenergy grids. Areview of SIDS’
adaptationplansidentifiedacommon
set of actions: constructing desalination
plants, ‘hard’ infrastructure like sea walls,
‘soft’infrastructure like nature-based
orhybrid green-grey infrastructure, and
renewable-powered systems (Robinson
and Gilfillan, 2017).

Types of interventions toimprove
infrastructure include retrofitting high-risk
infrastructure, updating building codesto
reflect climaterisks, strengtheningland-
use planning, conducting vulnerability
assessments, andintegrating nature-
based solutions (NbS) such as mangrove
restoration. But, while a mix of social,

institutional and physical adaptation
measures are being taken, gapsremain -
particularly in stakeholder capacity-building
andintheintegration of early warning
systems (EWS)forinfrastructureresilience.

Forexample, few countries explicitly
include actionsto enhanceinter-island
connectivity and tolink theireconomies to
regional markets and global supply chains,
despite theirimportance fortrade and
disasterpreparedness. Climate-proofing
airports, portsand othertransport hubs
willbe essential as well, to ensure both
economic security andrapid post-disaster
recovery. Strengthening these areas,
alongsideinvestingintechnicalupgrades,
willhelp ensure thatinfrastructureresilience
isembedded structurally, and also socially
andinstitutionally.

Adaptationintransportationraises
similardilemmas toinfrastructure more
broadly. Mobility is both a connectivity
and aresilienceissue, givenhow closely
transport systemsintersect with trade,
tourism, energy security and disaster
response. Transportationdebatesin SIDS
traditionally centre on climateresilience,
market access, migration, and technical
and financial viability, but these debates
are shaped by energy insecurity, tariff
barriers and the vulnerabilities associated
withremoteness, small-scale economies,
and dependence ontourismand alimited
set of primary commodities (ADB, 2020;
Dyer, 2024).

One setof debatesfocuses onwhether
to expand existing capacity through
major portand airportupgrades
(including developments in Fiji, Nauru,
Tongaand Jamaica’s Kingston Freeport
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https://casaclimate.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/SIDS-and-the-UAE-GGA-Framework.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2017.1410086
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2017.1410086
https://dx.doi.org/10.22617/TCS200294-2
https://www.blueeconomyfuture.org.za/gallery/Ocean,%20Coastal%20Management%20and%20Blue%20Economy.pdf

terminal) to support transshipment and
regional mobility. These hubs are critical
infrastructure and requirereliable energy,
water, fuelandincreasingly internet
connectivity too. However, such projects
raise concerns about growth pressureson
communities andinfrastructure, long-term
financial and environmental sustainability,
and geopolitical dependency on external
partners. And theserisks are amplified by
pandemic, climate and global disruption.

Other stakeholders highlight
innovation-led pathways, including
decarbonising maritime transport, reviving
railways, supporting blue economy
entrepreneurship and promoting greater
local value-adding (such as through
biofuels). Indigenous maritime initiatives,
forinstance those fromthe Micronesian
Centre for Sustainable Transport and the
Pacific Voyaging Society, also demonstrate
alternative models (Nuttalletal.,2021).

Arelated debate concerns the potential for
expandedregional cooperation onvarious
issues froma Caribbeanregional ferry
service to Pacific smart-shippinginitiatives,
centralisedlogistics partnerships(e.g.,

Fiji Airways), and collaborative training
andresearch throughregional universities
and maritime institutions (Arvis et al.,

2023; CPCSTranscom International

and Hamilton, 2018; World Bank, 2023).
Such cooperation offers gainsinscale,
cost efficiency, knowledge exchange
andresilience, whichwould help address
vulnerabilities linked to tariffs, supply chain
disruptions, pandemics, climate impacts
and geopoliticalrisks.
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41.6 Governance,financeanddigital
capacity: large-scaleinvestment
versusincrementalchange

Debates around governance, finance and
digital capacity in SIDS centre onhow
governments should prioritise high-cost
resilienceinvestmentsversusincremental,
adaptive measures that betteralign with
limited fiscal andinstitutional resources.

This questionis especially pressingwhere
technological options are evolving quickly
andwhere digital connectivity and regulatory
capabilities vary widely acrossislands.

SIDS needto shift quickly to new technologies
for greaterresilience and to drive adaptation
inacontext where obsolescenceisareal
concern. Yet mistakes entail higherand more
numerous costs, because the sunk capitalis
relatively greaterthanin other states withlarger
populations and more fiscal space. Major
infrastructural systems are more expensive
to deliverandfinance, and - because they
generally serve entire small populations
ratherthan oneregionorcity - they cannot
easily be uprooted. They therefore also
require additional funding once an outsized
investment has been sunkinto them.

Put differently: SIDS cannot afford to make
the wrong choices when building new
windfarms orenergy grids, forexample,
because they mustlive withthose choices
and cannot write them off and startagain
(Bishopetal.,2023).

Many SIDS are planning to decarbonise the
transport sectorthrough e-mobility (KPMG,
2022).Here, smart charging canimprove
gridload factors(Maiaetal.,2024)and end-
use efficiency measures canreduce capital
investment needs while generating social
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https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Short-Sea-Shipping-Network-and-Finance-Model-for-the-Caribbean.pdf
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https://odi.org/en/publications/a-global-bargain-for-resilient-prosperity-in-sids/
https://assets.kpmg.com/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2022/11/net-zero-readiness-spotlight-islands.pdf
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benefits. Digitalisation can enhance these
gains(IEA,2024), butunreliable internet
accessinouterislandslimits theirreach.

These differences highlight the need to plan
energy transitionsinways thatrecognise
wide disparitiesacross SIDS. Some, like
Mauritius and Tuvalu, have near-universal
electricity access; others, including Haiti
and the Solomonlslands, remainbelow
50% (Bundhoo et al., 2018). Suchvariations
feedinto broaderdebates overhow

to sequence andresource energy and
transport transitions when countries have
very different baseline conditions.

Financing constraints deepenthese
dilemmas, particularly in clean energy
transitions whichrequire coordinated
investmentinplanning, installation, capacity-
building and monitoring (Mohan, 2022).

Filming Climate Blueprint, solar panelsin Barbados,
2025.Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

The World Bank’s support for Haiti’'s Off-Grid
Electrification Fund, forexample, has enabled
private mini-grid developers to equip 300
households with solar PV systems, with plans
foranadditional 4,700 installations (Alliance
for Rural Electrification, 2022). Support for
battery storagein Belize and geothermal
explorationin Dominica and St. Luciaillustrate
theimportance of concessional financein
unlocking options that would otherwise be
outof reach. Yethighupfront costs, small
markets andlimitedfiscal space constrain
implementation, meaning that evenwell-
designed projects may not scale without
sustained external support (Lucasetal.,
2017). These pressures are compounded by
volatile oil prices, rapid technological change
inbattery storage and the unpredictable
availability of climate finance (Khayat, 2025;
Mohan,2022).



https://www.iea.org/commentaries/islands-need-resilient-power-systems-more-than-ever-clean-energy-can-deliver
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http://www.ruralelec.org/first-haitian-homes-energised-promising-clean-technology/
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https://doi.org/10.1016/j.renene.2017.01.029
https://doi.org/10.5539/ijbm.v20n4p140
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2022.113208

Should scarce resources be directed
towards high-cost, stringent resilience
standards or towards incremental
measures that better match existing
administrative and fiscal capacities?

These challengesreflect broader constraints
inadaptation financing. Multilateral climate
finance systems are often fragmented

and administratively burdensome, with
narrow donor priorities and a persistent
emphasis on post-disasterrecovery over
long-termresilience. Extensive application
requirements also overwhelm limited national
capacityinmany SIDS. Combined with
competing national priorities (e.g. poverty
reduction, healthcare and crime prevention),
these financing constraints shape acore
strategic dilemmafor SIDS: should scarce
resources be directed towards high-cost,
stringentresilience standards or towards
incremental measures that bettermatch
existing administrative and fiscal capacities?

As global economic activity becomes more
digital, SIDS thenface pressure to build
regulatory capacity fordigital trade. Digital
EconomyAgreements (DEAs) are one
mechanismto support capacity-building and
establish sharedrules and standards (Bajaj,
2022). Yetmany SIDS lack the technology,
infrastructure and institutional skills to
implement these agreements effectively,
limiting their ability to govern digital markets,
to ensure consumer confidence andto
competeinternationally (Bajaj, 2022). And
thisreinforces widerconcerns about whether
SIDS can meaningfully integrate into global
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value chains throughvirtual channels when
connectivity gaps and digital skills shortages
remain significant.

Afurther governance debateis playing out
around how SIDS can balance investmentsin
physical connectivity ininfrastructure such as
ports, shipping and airports withinvestments
in digital systems such as fibre-optic cables,
satellite connectivity and fintech platforms.
Bothare neededtoreduceisolationand
enhanceresilience, butlimited financial
resources require difficult trade-offs. These
decisions determine the extent to which
SIDS candiversify theireconomies, improve
service delivery and engage with emerging
digital markets.

Takentogether, these debates highlight
the structural pressures shaping
governance andfinancing choicesin SIDS.
Governments must continuously balance
ambitionwith feasibility while navigating
high expectations forresilience and digital
transformation - and all within fiscal,
institutional and connectivity constraints.

4.2 Recenttrendsand
contributions

SIDS are operationalisingresilience across
key systems but enabling conditions for
replication, durability and scaling are stillweak.

Insystems transitionsinenergy, thereis
evidence of technical feasibility inrenewable
generation, storage, microgrids and
efficiency initiatives; however, SIDS face
challenges aroundintegration, costsand
institutional capacity.


https://www.thecommonwealth-ilibrary.org/index.php/comsec/catalog/book/951
https://www.thecommonwealth-ilibrary.org/index.php/comsec/catalog/book/951
https://www.thecommonwealth-ilibrary.org/index.php/comsec/catalog/book/951
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Recentdevelopmentsacross SIDSin

water security andinfrastructureresilience
showuneven progressinthe application

of monitoringtools, standards, digital
technologiesand NbS solutions. Meanwhile,
innovationsintransport, digital connectivity
and marketintegration areincreasingly
shaped by low-carbontransport pilots,
regional cooperationanddigitally enabled
approachesto overcoming remoteness
andscale.

4.2.1 Systemstransitionsinenergy
Diverse experiments and pilots are
underway across SIDS as countries seek
to expandrenewable energy supply and
reduce theirdependence onimported
fuels. Collectively, these studies show how
islands are adaptingtechnologiestolocal
conditions, while also identifying cost,
technicaland capacity barriers.

Floating solar PV systems are one

emerging optionforelectricity supply. In
Tuvalu, the installed system can generate
174.2 megawatt hours (MWh) of electricity
annually with corresponding cost-savings
indiesel (UNDP, 2023). Kiribatiis planning
toinstall asimilarsystem (ADB, 2025).In

the clean cooking sector,someislands are
adopting biogas stovesto address the low
cleancooking energy accessrate (Prasad et
al.,2025band 2025c¢). These stoves not only
provide clean energy, they also help manage
organic waste and promote organic farming.

Microgridsremain a critical area of innovation
forpowering smallislands andremote
communities. They canuse different energy
sources andareincreasingly relevantinboth
ruraland urban settings, although battery
storage costs pose challenges. Asmore

variable renewable energyisintegrated
into central grids, storage systems become
essential formaintaining reliability.
Recentinnovations hereinclude a
geographicinformation system-based
(GIS)modelidentifying potential sites for
seawater pumped storage hydropower
systemson Curacao (Pradhanetal.,2021),
atechnology notyetwidely deployed
inSIDS. Researchhas alsomodelled
optimalrenewable energy and storage
configurations for Antigua and Barbuda,
estimating alevelised cost of energy of
US$0.083 perkilowatt hour (kWh) (Hoody
etal.,2023), comparable to the International
Renewable Energy Agency’s (IRENA)
estimate of US$0.10/kWh. Energy planning
studies forMauritius (Jaggesharetal.,2025),
Fijiand other SIDS similarly explore feasible
low-carbon transition pathways. Additional
work assesses the potential of waste-to-
energy technologiestoincreaserenewable
energy shares(Mata-Limaetal., 2027).

Energy efficiency remains underutilised
across SIDS, however. Shahetal. (2021)
recommend a four-pronged approach of
initiation, incentivisation, information and
investmentto unlockits benefits. Capacity-
buildingis also foundational to sustaining
cleanenergy transitions, with support needed
to strengthenunderstanding of technologies,
to develop skills for grant writing and project
management, and to build capabilities for
system operation and monitoring.

RecentIRENA data show continued growth
inrenewable energy installationsin SIDS -
solaristhe most prominent source, followed
by wind and bioenergy (Figure 4.3). Though
research also notes the needforbetter
understanding of how climate change may
affectlocally available renewable resources


http://www.undp.org/pacific/press-releases/floating-solar-photovoltaic-system-installation-completed-tuvalu
https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/kir-49450-021-apfs-0
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https://doi.org/10.1016/j.renene.2021.05.151
https://doi.org/10.3390/en16176206
https://doi.org/10.3390/en16176206
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2024.101638
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and of how to maintain a diverse, efficient
and cost-effective supply. Geothermal
resources existinsome SIDS, but uptake
is limited by highupfront costs and lack of

technical expertise (Bhagalooetal., 2022).

Energy transitions in SIDS are no
longer primarily constrained by
technological feasibility, but by the
conditions under which systems are
planned, financed and operated.
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Overall,these examples show that energy
transitionsin SIDS are no longer primarily
constrained by technological feasibility,
but by the conditions underwhich systems
are planned, financed and operated.
Renewable generation, storage and
decentralised solutions are technically
viable across settings, yet performance
and durability vary widely depending
oninstitutional capacity, systemdesign
choices andlong-term management
arrangements. SIDS must focus more onthe
practical requirements for sustainingand
scaling energy systems overtime.

Figure 4.3 Installed renewable energy capacity, all SIDS 2010-2025
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Source: IRENA(n.d.)IRENASTAT Online Data Query Tool, (https://pxweb.irena.org/pxweb/en/IRENASTAT/
IRENASTAT__Power%20Capacity%20and%20Generation/)and IRENA (2023).
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4.2.2 Watersecurityand
infrastructureresilience

Important advances have beenmadein
monitoring, standards development and
digitaltools across SIDS. Place-based
groundwater surveys are improving
understanding of aquifer dynamics;
new wastewaterreuse standards are
gaining policy traction; and emerging
digital practices such as non-revenue
water analytics offerscalable tools for
managing water efficiency. However,
most studiesremain single-island and
short-term. There has beenlittle long-
term monitoring and transferability
remains uncertain across diverse hydro-
geologicaland governance contexts.

Fromapolicy perspective, theseresearch
contributions are highly relevant though.
Groundwater analyses areinforming
Caribbean aquifer protection strategiesand
conjunctive use planning; reuse standards are
guiding pilots fornon-potable applications
andrisk communication; andregional data
hubs are helping toreduce duplicationand
enable government ministries to prioritise
investments acrossislands.

Forfurtherprogresstobemade, thereisa
need forsustainedinvestment, comparative
frameworks and multistakeholder
approachestowatergovernance. Table 4.1
summarises focus areas across the SIDS
regions, highlightingrecent examples of
researchand practice.

Table 4.1 Regional focus and emerging contributions

Main takeaway

Aquifers offer shock-
resilient supply if monitored
and governed

Traditional knowledge plus
science boosts adoption
and fit of measures

Highwillingness to

pay; pricing and safety
messaging are key

Non-revenue water, energy

Region Focusarea Recent examples
Pacificatolls  Groundwater Pacific Community ‘Groundwater
mapping and and Pacific Resilience’ (SPC, 2024)
resilience
Pacific Traditional 2024 Secretariat of the Pacific
islands knowledge Regional Environment Programme
integration (SPREP)/WIREs (Columbie, 2022)
Caribbean Wastewater Trinidad and Tobago national
reuse and voluntary standard for wastewater
standards reuse; knowledge, attitudes and
practice (KAP)and willingness-to-
pay (WTP)results (Roopnarine et
al.,2023)
Cross- Digital water 2025 artificialintelligence (Al)/
regional tools digital twintrendreports (UNDP,

2024aand 2024b)

Source: Adapted from Nunn (2024).

and forecasting gains for
small utilities
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Aparallelevolutionisunderway ininfrastructure
resilience, whererecentwork looks beyond
traditional engineering fixes towards
diversified and context-specific strategies.

Caribbeanresearch points to apersistent
preference for‘grey’infrastructure, shaped
by coloniallegacies, financingincentives and
tourism aesthetics that often have limited
adoptionof NbS (Douglas and Lohrer, 2024).
Therefore, strongerevidence andincentives
are needed to mainstream ecosystem-
based approaches.

Progresshasbeenmadeindeveloping
SIDS-specific design codes though.
Regionalinitiatives such as the Coalition for
DisasterResilient Infrastructure (CDRI, 2025)
are creating modular, hazard-appropriate
standards thatintegrate vernacularpractices,
NbS and locally available materials. In Haiti,
the Ministry of Public Works and Build Change
arerevising the National Building Code to
incorporate hurricane-resilient specifications,
retrofitting standards and broader coverage
of ruraland timber-frame housing (Zarietal.,
2019; Allamand Jones, 2019).

Inthe Pacific, recent pilot projects show

the value of community-ledinnovation. For
instance, inthe Province des les Loyauté,
locally built coastaldefencesusingwood and
pruning waste have proven cost-efficient, and
they have strengthened shoreline protection
and empowered communities toreplicate
solutions. Theseinitiatives also deliver co-
benefits such as habitat restorationand
greatersafety forcoastal settlements (Green
Cross France andTerritories, 2023).

Takentogether, these contributions
show a shifttowards diversified, context-
specificresilience strategies that combine
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engineeringresearch, updated designcodes
and community-driveninnovation. Crucially,
they highlight theimportance of producing
actionable knowledge forpolicy-makers,
planners and finance ministers, so that
resilienceresearchtranslatesinto tangible
protectionandlong-term savings for SIDS.

4.2.3 Transportandmarket
connectivity

Thereis evidence of growing experimentation
intransport and market connectivity across
SIDS as governments and partners seek

to strengthen mobility, reduce emissions
and overcome constraints of scale and
remoteness. Ratherthanisolatedinitiatives,
theliterature points to an expanding set

of technologicaltrials, policy efforts and
regional collaborations that together signal
emerging pathways formore resilientand
connectedisland systems.

Inmaritime and airtransport, test projects
demonstrate how low-carbontechnologies
canreshapeinter-island mobility. Swire
Shipping’sresearchonbiofuels and
decarbonised shipping (Nuttalletal.,2021),
Fiji’s solar-electric ferry projectand the
Caribbean Tourism Organization’s work
oninter-regional airconnectivityillustrate
growinginterestin cleaner, more efficient
services, withresults expected soon.
Additionaltrials suchas Norden’s 2025
biofuel shipmentto Réunionand hydrogen
fuel applications forinter-island vessels show
steps towardsreducing fuelinsecurity and
emissions. Inremote settings, innovations
suchas 5G-enabled drones delivering
vaccinesinsettings as diverse asislandsin
Vanuatu and Orkney show how autonomous
systems canovercomeinfrastructure and
skills gaps.


https://doi.org/10.1525/elementa.2023.00096
https://cdri.world/global-infrastructure-resilience-working-paper/
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These advances have spurred greater
attention from shippingresearchers, the
International Maritime Organization, civil
aviation authorities and SIDS-led coalitions
(including the Alliance of Smalllsland
States (AOSIS), the Organisation of Eastern
Caribbean States (OECS), the Caribbean
Community (CARICOM) and the Pacific
Islands Forum Secretariat (SPC)). Theirwork
focuses oncost, emissions, safety, fuel
security, skillsand the potential benefits of
enhancedregional cooperation, including
public-private partnerships.

Yet challenges to progressremain, namely
dependence onexternal fundersand

operators, limited existing routes (especially
inthe Pacific and Indian Ocean) and
concentrated market structures(e.g., Fiji
Airways’ dominanceinthe South Pacific).
The Liner shipping connectivity index, for
example, shows how SIDS’ accessibility to
global trade through shipping networksis
significantly lower than for other countries
(Figure 4.4). Additionally, regional variations
shape priorities, with Pacific research
centredonlong-distance sealogistics for
dispersedislands, while Caribbean studies
focus onhub-and-spoke models forairlines
andthe proposed Connect Caribe ferry
service. Indian Oceanresearch highlights
potential for cruise and ferry-based tourism.

Figure 4.4 Liner shipping connectivityindex,2006-2026
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Transportinnovationintersects with a
broaderagenda onmarket connectivity.
Internetusein SIDS has grown by 8.4%
annually since 2014, with 67% of the
populationnow online (ITU, 2024). But
there are stillgapsinmobile broadband
reach, rural 4G access and digital skills.
Affordability barriers and little locally
relevant content also constrainuptake,
evidenced by the 18% of people with
internetaccesswhodonotuseit. These
findings underscore the need forboth
infrastructure investment and user-
focuseddigitalinclusion strategies.

Recentinfrastructureinvestmentsare
helping to close digital connectivity gaps
across SIDSregions. Inthe Pacific, World
Bank-funded projects underthe Pacific
Regional Connectivity Programme have
delivered undersea fibre-optic cables
toTonga, Samoa, Fijiand the Federated
States of Micronesia (World Bank, 2016). In
Kiribati,improvements to satellite internet
andthe East Micronesia Cable System are
expectedtosignificantly expandaccessto
education, healthand government services,
supporting broaderengagementinregional
and globaleconomies(Frackiewicz, 2025).
Inthe Caribbean, the CELIA submarine
cable (aconsortium project backed by EU
funding) will connect Aruba, Martinique,
Antigua and Puerto Ricowhenitgoeslivein
2027 (Submarine Cable Network, n.d.). The
Coral Sea Cable System, majority-funded by
Australia, has similarly improved connectivity
forPapua New Guinea and the Solomon
Islands (Coral Sea Cable Company, n.d.).
Alongside physicalinfrastructure, emerging
digitaltransformationinitiatives, such as
PapuaNew Guinea’s Digital FDI Working
Group (World Economic Forum, 2020), are
supporting broadereconomicintegration.
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These developments align withthe ABAS,
which emphasises digital cooperation,
enablingregulatory environments, capacity-
building andinclusive innovation. Taken
together, recent contributions show how
transport decarbonisation, regional mobility
initiatives andimproved digital infrastructure
canhelp SIDS addresslong-standing
connectivity constraints, while also highlighting
the policy andinvestment gaps that must be
bridged to ensure these innovations translate
into inclusive economic growth.

4.3 Evidenceand
knowledge gaps

There is growing ambition, innovation
andinvestment across energy, water,
infrastructure, transportation and market
connectivity in SIDS. However, significant
knowledge gaps continue to constrain
islands’ ability to design, sequence and
scaleresilience-enhancinginterventions
effectively. These gaps matternot simply
because dataareincomplete, butbecause
uncertainty in small, highly exposed
economies magnifies risks of mistargeted
investments, poorly designedinfrastructure,
regulatory lock-inand missed opportunities
forinnovation.

Gaps matter not simply because

data are incomplete, but because
uncertainty in small, highly exposed
economies magnifies risks.

Withlimited fiscal buffers and high exposure
to climate and external economic shocks,
SIDS face disproportionate costswhen
decisions are made under conditions


https://www.itu.int/hub/publication/d-ind-ict_mdd-2024-1/
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/551611480734099685
https://ts2.tech/en/internet-access-in-kiribati-bridging-the-digital-divide-across-remote-pacific-islands/
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/systems/brazil-us/celia
https://coralseacablecompany.com/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2020/09/papua-new-guinea-digital-transformation-covid-19/
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of weak evidence. Gaps are organised
thematically here to highlight where
improved knowledge will most directly
strengthen policy design, investment
choicesandlong-termresilience outcomes.
4.3.1 Energysystems,storage
andintegration

Ambitiousrenewable energy targets have
beensetandrecent progresshasbeen
made indeployment. But thereislimited
island-specific dataonrenewable resource
availability, storage requirements, grid
stability and optimal system configurations
undervarying climatic and demand
conditions. While battery and renewable
technology costs are declining globally,
thereisinsufficientempirical evidence on
how these technologies performat the
scale, geographic dispersion and exposure
levels typical of SIDS. As aresult, decisions
regarding grid architecture, storage sizing
and backup capacity are often made using
models calibrated formuchlarger systems.
Thisincreases therisk of over- orunder-
investment (Lucasetal., 2017).

Analytical gapsinsystemintegrationalso
poserisks. Forexample, arapid shift towards
transport electrification powered by fossil
fuel-dominated electricity grids could
increase emissionsratherthanreduce them
(Shah,2022). Similarly, limited understanding
of how climate change may affectrenewable
resource profiles overtime complicates
long-term planning.

Institutional fragmentation further constrains
progress, as energy planning, transport
policy, waste management and digital
systems are often developedinsilos.
Strengthening collaboration between

publicinstitutions, private developers and
local operators - particularly to ensure skills
transferandlong-term system operation -
remains anunderdeveloped area of practice
(Prasad and Raturi, 2025).

4.3.2 Waterresources, hydrological
riskand decision-makingunder
uncertainty

Projected changesinwateravailability
across SIDS under current population growth
and water-use trajectories show widening
disparities and heightened stressin several
island contexts.

Desalination plant, Kiribati,2023.
Photo: RESI/Emily Wilkinson.



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.renene.2017.01.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2022.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esd.2025.101677

Inwaterresource management,
technological options such as desalination,
wastewaterreuse, rainwater harvesting and
digital monitoring systems are increasingly
available. Theirlong-term performance,
sustainability and governanceintegration

in SIDS remain poorly understood

though. Largeinfrastructure investments
are frequently made under conditions

of uncertainty regarding future rainfall
patterns, aquiferrechargerates, ecosystem
impacts and energyrequirements. These
uncertainties are compounded by limited
hydrogeological datain manyislands and
by weak institutional capacity forlong-term
monitoring and adaptive management
(Dookie, 2024).

Remote sensing and citizen science
offer promising pathways to expand
data coverage.

Knowledge gaps are particularly acute
inunderstanding how combined climate
stressors - drought, extreme rainfall,
saltwaterintrusionandland-use change
-interactto affect water availability and
quality. While remote sensing and citizen
science offer promising pathways to expand
datacoverage, their systematicintegration
into national water planning remains

limited. Addressing these gaps will require
coordinatedregional and international
support,including detailed hydrogeological
surveys, training of local technicians and
stronger mechanisms to translate scientific
informationinto operational decision-
making (UNESCO IHP, 2016; Thomas and
Benjamin, 2018).
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4.3.3 Infrastructureresilience,
Alandrisk forecasting

Infrastructureresilienceis constrained by
limitedlocalised climate-risk modelling and
insufficientuse of digitaland Al-enabled
forecastingtools, particularlyin data-scarce
island environments.

Although advancesin Al have significantly
improved flood forecasting accuracy through
hybrid convolutional neural networks and
long short-termmemory (CNN-LSTM)and
geospatialmodels, theirapplicationin SIDS
is hindered by sparse sensor networks, weak
telemetry and fragmented data governance
arrangements (Addisonetal.,2025).
Consequently, manyinfrastructure systems
stillrely onreactive ratherthan anticipatory
risk management approaches.

Hybrid solutions combining satellite data,
meteorological inputs and community-
basedreporting show promise for
overcomingthese barriers, but they are
underexplored and underfunded. There
are gaps, too, inintegrating traditional

and scientific knowledge systems.

SIDS possessrichIndigenous practices
forenvironmental monitoring andrisk
management, and these needto be better
incorporatedinformal planning processes
with clear frameworks for data ownership
and collaboration (Hernandez-Delgado,
2024;Dookie etal.,2023). Bridging these
dividesis essential if Aland digitaltools are
to complement, ratherthandisplace, locally
groundedresilience strategies.


https://odi.org/en/publications/role-of-climate-information-systems/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000244912
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCCSM-03-2017-0055
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCCSM-03-2017-0055
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/394356904_An_Ai-Driven_Early_Warning_and_Forecast-Based_Framework_for_Disaster_Resilience_in_Small_Island_States
https://doi.org/10.3390/coasts4020014
https://doi.org/10.3390/coasts4020014
https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2023.1022721
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4.3.4 Transportsystems,logistics
and autonomous technologies

Inthe transport sector, knowledge gaps
extend acrosslogistics performance, inter-
island connectivity, and theresilience of
humanitarian and commercial supply chains.
Existingindices and datasets oftenlack

the granularity needed toinform policyin
SIDS contexts, providing limited insightinto
average shipping times, reliability and cost
structures specific to theseisland nations
(World Bank,2023; Dyer, 2024). Very few
studies systematically assess smart or
greenshipping, climate-resilient ports and
airports, orthe potentialrole of autonomous
and Al-enabled systemsinreducing
connectivity constraints.

Emerging technologies such as electric
ferries, autonomous vessels, drones and
smart ports offer potential efficiency and
resilience gains, particularly forremote and
low-populationislands. Butmoreresearch
and evidenceis needed ontheireconomic
viability, regulatoryimplications, labour
impacts andsafetyin SIDS contextsto avoid
regulatory uncertainty orinappropriate lock-
in(Shahand Kelman, 2025).

4.3.5 Digital connectivity and market
integration

Finally, significant gaps also persistin
understanding how SIDS can effectively
leverage digital connectivity to enhance
market access and economic diversification.

Physicalinfrastructure investmentsin fibre-
optic cables and satellite connectivity

are expanding, butlessis knownabout

the regulatory, institutional and human-
capital barriers that prevent small firms and

entrepreneurs from fully participatingin
digitaltrade. Issuesrelated to online payment
systems, cybersecurity frameworks, digital
literacy and data governance need further
research, particularly for smallerand more
remoteislands. Existing trade andlogistics
indices are oftentoo aggregatedto capture
the specific constraints faced by SIDS. This
limits theirusefulness for policy design (World
Bank,2023).

Addressing these gaps would enable policy-
makers toidentify targetedregulatory
reforms andinvestment priorities that yield
highreturnsrelative to cost, while at the same
time supporting moreinclusive participation
inregionaland global markets.

4.4 Lookingahead

Knowledge gaps demandimmediate
action, butequallyimportantis
anticipatinghow global and regional shifts
will shape the trajectory of resiliencein
SIDS overthe next decade.

Inthe energy sector, future trends point to
bothunprecedented opportunities and
persistent structural challenges. Giventhe
current trajectory of renewable energy
adoptioninSIDS, IRENA anticipates that
installed renewable capacity couldreach
10GW by 2030, up from7.6GWin2022,
atanestimated cost of US$10 billion
(Payton, 2025).

Severaltrends are poised to shape this
transition. The most significantis the
continued steep declineinthe costs of solar,
wind and battery technology. These have
outpaced expectations, with projected
costsbeingachieved10-15years earlier


https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/ed270b72-f75b-4bca-a135-77c869173562
https://www.blueeconomyfuture.org.za/gallery/Ocean,%20Coastal%20Management%20and%20Blue%20Economy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.70017
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/ed270b72-f75b-4bca-a135-77c869173562
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/ed270b72-f75b-4bca-a135-77c869173562
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/decarbonizing-industries/how-small-island-renewables-laboratories-are-leading-way-transitioning-fossil-2024-06-19/

thanmodels predicted (Vatankhah Ghadim
etal.,2025). Policy-makers, funders, project
developers and other stakeholders should
note thislesson -technology transfer could
provide apowerfulleverforSIDS to accelerate
decarbonisationand energy security.

However, declining technology costs do

not automatically translate into proportional
savings for SIDS. While operational
costsforrenewable energy systems may
converge towards global averages, the
relative burden of upfront and sunk capital
costsremains significantly higherin small-
island systems, where investments are
spread across limited customerbases and
constrainedfiscal space (Adeotietal.,
2020).Incontrasttolargereconomies, it

is harder for SIDS to absorb cost overruns,
retire underperforming assets orreconfigure
systemsonceinvestmentsarelockedin. As
aresult, technology costreductions must be
interpretedinlight of systemscale, financing
conditions andlong-termrisk exposure,
ratherthan be assumed to deliveruniform
affordability gains across contexts.

But costisonly one part of the equation. The
future of energy transitions will also be shaped
by the quality of regulatory frameworks,

the availability of technical expertise, the
accessibility of financing, and the capacity of
domesticinstitutions to adaptandinnovate.
These non-technical factors willdetermine
whetherfalling technology costs canbe
translatedinto widespread, equitable and
sustainable adoptionacrossisland nations.

Innovationin marine energy, such as wave
andtidal power, could benefit SIDS with vast
oceanterritories, thoughthese technologies
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are stillin early development. Meanwhile,
geopolitically, the increasing focus of major
emittersand donors on climate action may
lead to more dedicated financing for SIDS’
energy projects.

Similar dynamics exist forwater, where

the future willbe shaped notonly by
technologicalinnovationbut also by
governance choices andregional
cooperation. Overthe coming decades,
Caribbean SIDS will experience awater future
shaped by intensifying climate pressures and
rapid technological change. New desalination
systems and waterrecycling technologies
are emerging that promise higherenergy
efficiency and lower costs. But sharing
expertise, poolingresources and exploring
mechanisms such as emergency water
transfers orjoint droughtinsurance schemes
willbe critical too.

Costlyinnovations may increase inequalities
and leave poorerormore remoteislands
behind. To avoid this, SIDS governments and
partners should actively participate in testing
new technologies, in shaping equitable
financingmodelsandinincorporating climate
adaptationinto watermanagement so that
future gains are sustainable and inclusive
(Table 4.2), (Peters, 2014; UNESCO, 2019;
Haddeland etal.,2014).

Just aswater security willincreasingly depend
oninnovationand cooperation, theresilience
of SIDS also hinges on how their physical
infrastructure evolves to withstand mounting
climate risks while serving diverse community
needs. Looking ahead, severaltrends are
shaping how infrastructure resilience will
evolveinSIDS.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2025.125856
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2025.125856
http://www.unops.org/news-and-stories/news/infrastructure-for-small-island-developing-states
http://www.unops.org/news-and-stories/news/infrastructure-for-small-island-developing-states
https://doi.org/10.1680/jwama.14.00059
http://www.unwater.org/publications/un-world-water-development-report-2019
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1222475110
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Table 4.2 Future trends in water resource management

Future trend Explanation Source
Performance- Shift to performance-driven service management, World Bank (2026)
based service and reducingleakage andimproving customer

financing satisfaction.

Rainwater Using household and community cisterns/tanks to Brantley (2025)
harvesting reduce dependence onscarce surface water.

Desalination Expanding energy-efficient desalinationasa Carrington (2015)
technologies reliable freshwater source.

Community Ensuring a greaterrole forlocal communitiesin Klock (2024)
participation and ownership and decision-making, thereby boosting

governance resilience.

Climate change Rainfall declines, higher evapotranspiration, stress ECLAC (2024)

impacts

Tourism-driven
seasonal water
demand

by high tourism demand.

Oneimportantdirectionis the participatory
design of NbS. The effectiveness of solutions
is greatly enhanced whenlocal and Indigenous
communities are engagedin co-design
andimplementation. This ensures solutions
are environmentally robust while also being
socially and culturally appropriate (Hernandez-
Delgado, 2024). It builds community
ownership and stewardship of natural assets,
whichis critical forlong-termresilience.

SIDS’ resilience will rely on
blending community-driven NbS,
localised engineering standards
and smart digital tools, supported
by international finance and home-
grown capacity.

Severe shortages during the dry seasonworsened

onaquifers and surface water.

Galaitsietal. (2024)

Technologicalinnovationwill also play a
centralrole. AdvancesinAland predictive
analytics are beginningto deliver
context-sensitive solutions for SIDS. For
example, the Al4SIDS platform pilotedin
Trinidad shows that, evenunderlimited
data conditions, hybrid Almodels can
forecast floods up to sixhoursinadvance
(Addisonetal.,2025). Coupled with
geospatial visualisation, community-
sourced dataandinclusive EWS, these
tools canovercome challengeslinked to
fragmented data and weak communication
networks. Together, these trends point to
afuture where SIDS’ resilience willrely on
blending community-driven NbS, localised
engineering standards and smart digital
tools, supported by international finance
and home-grown capacity.


https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/publication/2030-water-resources-group-wrg-2025-annual-report
https://www.hilarispublisher.com/open-access/the-role-ofgroundwater-
in-urban-water-supply-systems-111832.html
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/feb/18/caribbean-water-crisis-forcing-long-term-reliance-on-desalination
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-024-02182-y
https://www.cepal.org/en/notes/water-resource-management-climate-change-and-sustainable-development-caribbean
https://doi.org/10.1002/ieam.4860
https://doi.org/10.3390/coasts4020014
https://doi.org/10.3390/coasts4020014
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/394356904_An_Ai-Driven_Early_Warning_and_Forecast-Based_Framework_for_Disaster_Resilience_in_Small_Island_States

Asimilartransformationis unfoldingin
transportation, where sustainability,
innovationandresilience are centralto
future planning. Pressures frominternational
regulatory bodies such as the International
Maritime Organization and International Civil
Aviation Organization, coupled with supply
chaindemands and consumer expectations,
are driving SIDS towards more innovative and
low-emission solutions that balance near-
term costs withlong-term competitiveness.
Indeveloping future transport systems,
thereis pressure to deliver more innovative
sustainable solutions, including emissions
andfuelreductions,and100%renewable
energy. Thiswill carry short-term costs

and low profit margins but offerlong-

term competitiveness - representinga
sustainability dilemma for operators.
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Yetevenasenergy, waterandtransportation
systems evolve to become cleaner,
smarterand moreregionally integrated,
the ability of SIDS to thrive willincreasingly
depend onhow they connectto markets
inarapidly changing globaleconomy.

The ongoing digital revolution, driven by
technologieslike 5G/6G networks, low-
earth-orbit satellites (e.g., Starlink), and
potentially guantum communications,
couldvirtually eliminate telecomisolation
foreventhe smallestislands withinthe next
decade ortwo. Thiswould enable new
forms of trade, such as digital services
andremote work. But policy-makers must
recogniseitrequiresinvestmentindigital
education and entrepreneurship now

to ensure SIDS can capitalise onthese
opportunitiesin the future.

Ajeltake, Majuro Atoll, the Marshall Islands. Photo: Pexels/Zhibin Chen.
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Intrade, theregionalisation of supply chains,
acceleratedbyrecent global disruptions,
may benefit SIDS if larger neighboursinvest
inproductionandinclude SIDS as suppliers
orlogistics hubs. However, rising global
protectionism could threaten SIDS’ market
access, underscoring the need for collective
advocacyininternational forato keep trade
routes open.

Cross-cutting priorities align withthe ABAS.

1. First, hybridand modularinfrastructure
systems should be prioritised that
balance thereliability of centralised
assets with the flexibility andresilience
of decentralised solutions. Thisis
particularly criticalinthe energy and
water sectors, where single-point
failures can generate cascading
nationalimpacts.

2. Second,institutionalandregulatory
capacity-building must be treated
equally to physicalinvestment. Durable
resilience gains willnotbe made from
falling technology costs and tools such
asdigitalmonitoring systemsand Al-
enabledforecasting alone - strong
governanceis essentialtoo.

3. Third, connectivity investments
spanning transport, digital
infrastructure and market integration
should be sequenced strategically.
This way investments will support
economic diversificationandreduce
exposure to external shocks, rather
thanreinforce dependence onnarrow
sectorsorsingleroutes.

9 www.resi-initiative.org

Resilience cannot be achieved through
isolatedinterventions or short-term
efficiency gains. [t demandsintegrated
systems thinking, long-term planning under
uncertainty and sustainedinternational
cooperation. New technologies, innovative
financing andregional collaboration offer
real opportunities, butthey must be adapted
tolocal contexts and be backed by strong
domestic institutions.

Boththe ABAS and the broadervision of the
Resilient and Sustainable Islands Initiative
(RESI)? emphasise thisapproach. They
recognise diversity while promoting shared
learning, collective actionand alignment
between national priorities and global support.

New technologies, innovative financing
and regional collaboration offer real
opportunities, but they must be
adapted to local contexts and be backed
by strong domestic institutions.

Ultimately, energy, water, infrastructure,
transport and market connectivity

underpina secure future for SIDS: their
interdependence means progressinone area
strengthens others. Byinvestinginintegrated
systems, reinforcinginstitutions and aligning
ambitionwithimplementation capacity,

SIDS canmove beyond vulnerability towards
moreresilient, sustainable development.

The priority nowis to turn knowledge into
sustainedlong-termaction.


http://www.resi-initiative.org
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Seaturtle, Turks and Caicoslslands. Photo: OldBearPhoto/Shutterstock.com.
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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,
yettheyface 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.
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SIDS haveinitiated numerous domestic
mitigationand adaptationmeasuresin
response to these ecological pressures. For
example, across the Pacific, community-
basedmanagementisbeingadvanced 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

i



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).
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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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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 thisTreatyin 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
conservationin high sea areas 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 anditmandates 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 dynamicsunderscore

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,



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).
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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/

138 RESI The state of SIDS report 2026

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


https://thecommonwealth.org/case-study/case-study-lessons-restoration-mangrove-system-point-lisas-trinidad-and-tobago
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https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212660
https://www.cbd.int/gbf
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-016-0991-6

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


https://www.cbd.int/gbf
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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 are influencing
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.
In practice, this entails aligning MSP with
urban and infrastructure 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
arenot treated as supplementary, but as
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.



146 RESI The state of SIDS report 2026

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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Summary

International support for Small Island Developing States (SIDS) is uneven

and largely fails to provide adequate, predictable and tailored assistance to

meet their current sustainable development challenges. This is especially

true given accelerating climate change. These implementation gaps

threaten to undermine the decade of action outlined in the Antigua and

Barbuda Agenda for SIDS (ABAS).

How farinpractice are the special
circumstances of SIDS acknowledged by
theinternational system? The answerto this

is critical since it shows how effectively the
globalcommunityis supporting SIDS to achieve
their sustainable development ambitions, as
articulatedinthe ABAS (UN-OHRLLS, 2024).

Problems withimplementation suggest
gapsinspecial-case provision. The quality,
scale and coherence of supportacross
financing, capacity-building, politics, and
dataandtechnology transfervary. Efforts
donotalwaysalignwith SIDS’ needs, norare
they entirely sufficient to helpisland nations
achieve their10-year sprint forresilient
prosperity (UN-OHRLLS,2024).

The ABAS addresses assistance commonly
referred to by the United Nations (UN) as

the ‘means of implementation’. This covers
the finance, capacity, partnerships, data
collection, reporting systems andinstitutions
essentialto sustainable developmentin SIDS,
but that have historically created bottlenecks.

The ABAS s clearthat SIDS themselves
have responsibilities but, crucially, so too
dotheinternational community and SIDS’
development partners, in particular. Key
asksinclude:

1. multidimensional vulnerability being
acriterion to determine eligibility for
concessional finance

2. SIDS’representationand participation
indecision-makingintheinternational
financial architecture

3. supportfordebtsustainability in SIDS,
including throughanew SIDS-focused
Debt Sustainability Support Service and
the SIDS Centre of Excellence

4. greateraccesstoclimate finance and
innovative financing mechanisms

5. urgentactionto operationalise and
capitalise the new Fund for Responding to
Lossand Damage (FRLD)

6. capacity-buildingamong SIDS
populations ontechnologicalinnovations
andtechnology transfer.

There are signs thatinternational support to
SIDS is shifting from symbolic actiontowards
structural solidarity. Largely warm statements
of international support that lack actionare
beingreplaced by some concrete measures
tohelp SIDS engageininternational
decision-making onissues that affect them,
to build capacity andto accessresourcesto
which they are entitled. But this transitionis

farfromcomplete.
4
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6.1 Keydebates

6.1.1 SIDS’ specialcasefor
development

SIDS have securedinternational recognition
of their ‘special case fordevelopment’ by
many global bodies and institutions. This
includes by the UN, several multilateral
development banks and various multilateral
climate funds.

This designationwas first formalised at

the UN Conference on Environment and
DevelopmentinRio de JaneiroinJune 1992,
affirming that SIDS are a ‘special case both
forthe environment and development’ and
should be afforded ‘special priority’ (UN,
1992a). Thislaid the normative foundation
forsupport forSIDS fromtheinternational
community (Bishop etal.,2021and 2025;
Corbettetal.,, 2027).
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The 1994 Barbados Programme of Action
(BPOA)heightenedinternational attention
on SIDS’ unique development challenges, as
the first dedicatedinternational framework
forSIDS development (UN, 1994; Campling,
2006). Three moreinternational action

plans for SIDS crystalised this position: 1) the
Mauritius Strategy forImplementation (UN,
2006),2)the SIDS Accelerated Modalities
of Action (SAMOA) Pathway (UN, 2014) and
3)the ABAS (UN-OHRLLS, 2024). Theseall
containinternational partnership obligations,
withthe SAMOA Pathway introducing the
SIDS Partnership Framework which states
that ‘genuine and durable partnerships’

are acornerstone for SIDS’ sustainable
development (UN, 2014).

Additionally, the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (UN,
1992b)and the Paris Agreement (UN, 2015)
recognise SIDS as a ‘special case’ dueto
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theirdisproportionate vulnerability to climate
change. Furthermore, the Paris Agreement
specifies that developed countries will
scaleup financialresourcesto SIDS forboth
adaptationand mitigation (UN, 2015).

These successes have beenachieved,in

part, through the efforts of the Alliance of
Smalllsland States (AOSIS). The Alliance has
been crucialinadvancing the SIDS identity,
securing diplomatic visibility andinternational
recognition of the special case sinceits
foundationin1990 (Bishop et al.,2025).

The SIDS identity does not always carry
full weight in key global institutions
beyond the UN development system.

International recognition of this special case
has,insomeinstances, beentranslated

into specific, tailored international support
mechanisms. As early as 1985, the World
Bankintroducedits ‘small states exception’,
which extended eligibility for concessional
finance to more (thoughnotall) SIDS
despite theirhigherpercapitaincomesand
developmentlevels (World Bank,2023).
Andfordecades, the Commonwealth
Secretariat’s Small States Programme

has championed smallandvulnerable
states (Sutton, 2011). This provides tailored
technical assistance around public financial
management and debt management, plus
practical supporttoaccessclimate finance
(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2025).

Theinternational climate finance regime
has also evolved, in principle, to offernew
opportunitiesfor SIDS. Most notably,
eligibility has broadened beyond traditional
income-based thresholdstorecognise

SIDS and also Least Developed Countries
(LDCs)as priority recipients for climate-
relatedresources (GCF, 2011). Long-standing
structural challenges persist though.

The SIDS identity does not always carry full
weightinkey globalinstitutions beyond the
UN development system (Campling, 2006).
Thisincludesinthe World Trade Organization
(WTO)andthe International Monetary

Fund (IMF), which do not formally accept
‘smallness’ as a specific constraint. As such,
SIDS have struggled to achieve specialand
differentialtreatmentinthe trade arena,
despite advocating forit formany decades
(Heron, 2013; Lindsay, 2019), and they remain
marginalisedininternationaleconomicrules
and decision-making that most affect their
development prospects.

Similarly, continuedreliance onincome per
capitaby mostdonorcountries andlending
institutionsrestrictsmany SIDS’ accessto
otherforms of concessional finance too
(GayandReid, 2025; Treichel etal.,2024).

6.1.2 PrioritiesforSIDS

Acrossvarious UN actionagendas for SIDS -
including mostrecently the SAMOA Pathway
and the ABAS - AOSIS positions have
consistently emphasised several critical areas
of support or ‘means of implementation’.

Forfinance, prioritiesinclude: eligibility
forconcessional finance (basedon
vulnerability andincome per capita); the
international community meetingits climate
finance commitments; a strongerfocuson
climate adaptationandresilience finance;
minimum climate finance allocations for
SIDS; more climate finance delivered as
grants, notloans; more streamlined access
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to climate finance; and more effective
debtresolution mechanisms for countries
repeatedly hit by disasters.

Reform of the sovereign debt architecture
has become more prominentinthe ABAS.
Explicit calls have been made fora debt
sustainability support service and other
structuralreformsinhow the international
financial systemtreats SIDS’ debt, including
automatic debt cancellationinthe wake of
qualifying disasters (Hurley et al., 2024).
These priorities are similarly echoedinthe
Bridgetown Agenda - championed by
Barbados and other SIDS since 2022 - to
reformtheinternational developmentand
climate finance architecture (Government of
Barbados, 2025).

AOSIS has also persistently emphasised the
importance of partnerships (AOSIS, 2025).
Inparticular, the ABAS reinforces the SIDS
Partnership Framework, a UN-led structure
to support SIDS through ‘new, genuine and
durable partnerships’ (UN, 2015). This aims
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to shiftinternational cooperationfromad-
hoc, donor-driven projects towards more
predictable, durable SIDS-led alliances.

Meanwhile, politically,the ABAS and
AOSIS have advocated forSIDS’ equitable
representation and participationin global
forums, including decision-making
inglobaleconomic andinternational
financial institutions.

6.2 Recenttrendsand
contributions

6.2.1 FinancialsupportforSIDS
SIDS’ highvulnerability to external shocks
and narrow resource base make financial
support from external development partners
extremelyimportant. Asseenfromthe SIDS
Perceptions Survey (see Box 6.1and Box
6.2),island nations value arange of bilateral
and multilateral development partners for
various reasons.
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Box 6.1 The SIDS Perceptions Survey

A survey was conducted by the Resilient and Sustainable Islands Initiative (RESI)
between Julyand November2025 to understand how SIDS perceive and value their
various development and climate finance partners. The aim was to identify which
bilateral donors, multilateral development banks and climate funds SIDS regard as
‘mostvaluable’, the reasons behind these views, and how governments assess the
usefulness and accessibility of different financialinstruments through which such
supportis delivered. The survey also explored the areas that development partners
needtoimprove onto bettersupport SIDS’ prioritiesunderthe ABAS.

The questionnaire was organisedin four parts to:

1. collect backgroundinformation onarespondent’s country, region and professional
role. It also asked for SIDS’ recent engagements with partners;

2.identify SIDS’ most valued development partners across three categories: bilateral
donors, multilateral development banks and climate funds, along with UN partners.
This part also askedrespondents to provide reasons for their preferences;

3. explore SIDS’ preferences fortypes of financial support (e.g. grants, concessional
loans, innovative finance mechanisms etc.) and assess familiarity with and preference
forclimate and disasterrisk financinginstruments;

4. pinpoint key areas forimprovementin development-partner support to advance the
priorities of the ABAS priorities.

Atotalof 40 valid responses were received from officialsin 29 SIDS. The samplerefiects
broad geographic coverage across SIDS regions: 21responses fromthe Caribbean, 12
from the Pacific and 7 from the Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South China Sea (AlS) region.

The survey capturesinformed perspectives from officials with extensive institutional
knowledge of theirrespective country’s engagement with development and climate

finance partners.

Source:Panwaretal.(2026).
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Box 6.2 SIDS’ preferences for development partners

Responsestothe SIDS Perceptions Survey show that climate funds are valued most
uniformly acrossregions. The Green Climate Fund (GCF) appearsinthe top four choices
inevery SIDS region, with 73% of total mentions from Caribbeanrespondents, 55%
from Pacificrespondents and 42% from AlS respondents.

Multilateral development banks hold comparable importance. The Caribbean
Development Bankisjust behind the GCF inthe Caribbean (61%), and the Asian
Development Bank ranks highly in the Pacific (45%) and the AlS region (17%). Bilateral
preferencesreflect historical, geopolitical orgeographic ties: Australiadominates the
Pacific (85%), the United Kingdom and Canada are prominentinthe Caribbean, and
Chinaisthe top bilateral partneracrossall SIDS.

Across partner groups, SIDS value institutions that combine accessible financing

with strong alignment to national priorities. Ease of accessing funding (70%-83%),
alignment with national plans and nationally determined contributions (65%-71%),
andreliability of commitments (43%-58%) drive preferences most decisively. High
resource volumes mattermost forbilateral donors (55%), while climate funds are valued
formeasurable climate resilienceimpacts (50%).

Among UN agencies (not shownin Figure 6.1), the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) is overwhelmingly the most valued partner (88% overall; 86%-92%
across all SIDS). Thisis followed by the UN Environment Programme (52%), the UNFCCC
Secretariat (46%) and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (43%). SIDS most
frequently cite alignment with national strategies and the Sustainable Development
Goals(SDGs) (80%), long-termin-country presence (64%) and specialised technical
expertise (52%) as the mainreasons UN agencies are integral to their development
cooperationlandscape.

Source:Panwaretal.(2026).
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Figure 6.1
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Accesstoconcessionalfinance

The ABAS underscorestheimportance of
accesstoadequate, affordable finance for
SIDS tobuildresilient prosperity. Yet SIDS’
lack of access to adequate concessional
finance remains acornerstone theme.

Overthelastdecade, SIDS have captured
consistently smallamounts of official
developmentassistance (ODA): onaverage,
just2.57% of total ODA disbursements
annually (Hurley etal.,2024; OECD, 2024).
And contractions are anticipated, due to
sharp declinesinaid flows that are currently
underway and that are expectedto persist.
Forinstance, 80% of the United States
Agency forInternational Development’s
(USAID) programmes to Pacific SIDS were
cutin2025, while others are reorienting funds
towards security objectives (Huang, 2025).

SIDS’ lack of access to adequate
concessional finance remains a
cornerstone theme.

Respondentstothe SIDS Perception Survey
reaffirmedthat accesstoconcessional
financeis apressingconcern. Across SIDS
regions, 57% of Caribbeanrespondents,
58% of Pacificrespondents and 71% of
AlSrespondentsrankincreased allocation
of concessional finance as the top
improvement that development partners
should prioritise (Panwaretal., 2026). There
is also astrong preference for grants, while
highly concessionalloans are considered
acceptable whengrantfinancingis
unavailable (see Box 6.3).
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Forupper-middle-income SIDS, grants
representless than 25% of the external
development financing flows they received
between202Tand 2023 (see Figure 6.2);
concessionaland non-concessionalloans
(other official flows) make up about 75%.
Similarly, in high-income SIDS, less than 20%
of development financing flows received
overthe same period were grants. This
compares withlow- and lower-middle-
income SIDS where grantsrepresent just
over70% of development financing flows.
This shows an ‘expectation’ that higher-
income SIDS canshifttoloanfinancing, even
though theirvulnerabilities to repeated (and
costly) climate-related and other external
shocks have not diminished.

Reforming the eligibility criteria for
concessional finance, and specifically ODA, is
alongstandingdemand from SIDS. Progress
has beenslow, butrecently there hasbeen
some evidence of momentum. Forexample,
the Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (MVI)
was adopted by the UN General Assembly

in 2024 following extensive lobbying and
leadership by SIDS. It shows SIDS rank
highestin structural vulnerability, above
bothlower- and upper-middle-income
countries, and they are farmore vulnerable
thanincome per capitalevels suggest (Assa
andMeddeb, 2021). The ABAS contains an
explicit commitment fromtheinternational
community to explore how countries can
incorporate the toolinto aid allocation
decisions -reflecting therecent political
interestinthe MVl and signalling that some
seevaluein ‘beyond gross domestic product’
measures to guide concessional resource
allocation (UN-OHRLLS, 2024; UN, 2024)
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Figure 6.2 Composition of international development finance, 2021-2023
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Source: OECD (n.d.), ODA data (https://data-explorer.oecd.org/),29 January 2026.

Vulnerability to climate-related and
other external shocks is not adequately
taken into account when donors
allocate scarce concessional resources.

ltisimportantto note, though, that the ABAS
commitment did notimmediately embedthe
MVl as anobligatory criterion, and how far
these new tools genuinely influence donor

decision-making remains questionable.
Forexample, vulnerability to climate-
related and other external shocksis not
adequately takeninto accountwhendonors
allocate scarce concessionalresources,
showing acontinued gap between
rhetorical commitment and practical action
(Guillaumont, 2025). Ultimately,income
per capitaisthe dominant measure used

by donors andlenderswho arereluctant to
move away from current practices.
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Box 6.3 SIDS’ preferences for concessional finance

The SIDS Perceptions Survey shows a clear hierarchy in preferences for concessional
financinginstruments.

Grants dominate, with 77.5% of respondentsrating them as extremely important and
another20% as veryimportant. This holds across all three regions: the Caribbeanand
AlSregions show the strongest emphasis (81% and 85.7% rating grants as extremely
important, respectively), while Pacific respondents prioritise grants (66.7% rating as
extremelyimportant) but with a slightly larger proportion selecting veryimportant (33.3%).

Highly concessionalloans are preferred next. Overall, 57.5% of respondents consider
them extremelyimportant and 15% very important, with the highest support again seen
in AlS countries (71.4%), followed by the Pacific (58.3%) and the Caribbean (52.4%,).

Moderately concessionalloans are less popular: only 30% view them as extremely
important, and a greater share place theminthe moderate orveryimportant categories.
Credit guarantees, which are designed toimprove access to capital markets by
reducing perceivedinvestmentrisk, are ranked lowest across all regions. Although
AlSrespondents express slightly higheracceptance than their Caribbean and Pacific
counterparts, credit guarantees are nota priorityinany SIDS grouping.

Figure 6.3 SIDS’ preferences for different financial instruments
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Accesstoclimate finance

SIDS have also called forbetteraccess to
climate finance specifically, whichthe ABAS
frames as an existentialneed and central to
resilient prosperity (UN-OHRLLS, 2024).
Onthisissue, SIDS have achieved some
important successesin principle; however,
inpractice, thishasnotyet translatedinto
major structural shiftsinhow climate finance
isaccessedanddelivered.

SIDS are, forexample, meant to have
preferential accesstothe GCF (GCF,
2011). Butthey access proportionally less
climate finance than othervulnerable
groups, having been allocated only 12% of
total GCF funding as of June 2024 (Treichel
etal.,2024). Projects are also smalleron
average thaninothercountries. Intotal,
the GCF committed around US$3 billion to
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projectsinvolving 34 SIDS between 2015 and

2023, but the average financing per SIDS

is about US$70 million, substantially less
thanthe US$120 million average provided
tonon-SIDS countries over the same period
(Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025).

Overall, SIDS stillreceive extremely little
climate finance - just 4% of total climate
financein2023 comparedto 25%forLDCs
(excluding SIDS), and only 3.3% on average
over2014-2023 versus 23% forLDCs (see
Figure 6.4).

Of these small sharesreceived by SIDS,
mostis delivered as project-based support
through acomplicated and fragmented web
of multilateral, bilateral and intermediary
structures; directbudget supportisrare
(Atteridgeetal.,2022). Consequently, SIDS
spendconsiderable time andresources trying
toaccessclimate finance, particularly from
the multilateral climate funds (Kalaidjian and
Robinson, 2022).

Figure 6.4 Total climate finance received, 2014-2023
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This aligns with the SIDS Perceptions Survey,
where 39% of respondents emphasise that
shorterapproval periods and simplified
criteria forfunding must be prioritised. Such
calls are particularly pronounced among
Pacificrespondents (50%), where, for
example, Fiji’'s proposalto the GCF cost
about US$Tmillionand took ayearto prepare
(Atteridge etal.,2022). Furthermore, many
countries have notyetbeenabletoaccess
climate finance fundsindependently
through national entities, insteadrelying
oninternational actors with high overheads
(GarschagenandDoshi, 2022).

These processes place ahighburdenon
recipient countries, particularly the smallest
and mostvulnerable. Inresponse, calls have
beenmade forsimplified approval tracks
sothat populationsin countries withthe
lowest institutional capacity but the highest
vulnerability are notleft behindin thelongrun
(Wilkinsonand Robertson, 2023; Songwe et
al.,2022). The key pointis that the capacity
deficits thatimpede implementationcan

be solved by supporting the domestic
administrative apparatusin SIDS and also by
reducing the administrative burdens placed on
SIDS by the international system. Infact, given
the constraints of small size, itis more likely
thatreforming administrative processes at the
internationallevel willhave greater effects.

Despite these well-documented constraints,
the SIDS Perceptions Survey suggests SIDS
stillvalue the well-established climate funds
very highly though. The GCFis valued most
(83% of weightedresponses), followed by
the Adaptation Fund (71%) and the Global
Environment Facility (66%). And thereis
minimal regional variation here: the only
notable deviationisinthe AIS group, where
the African Development Fund appearsinthe
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topfive, likely reflecting the preferences of
afew countries. These choices show SIDS’
inclination towards mechanisms withlong
engagement histories, dedicated adaptation
windows and clearer programming pathways,
evenwhen procedures remain burdensome
(Panwaretal., 2026).

Beyond accessibility challenges, SIDS are
also concerned with continuedimbalances
betweenthe funds available foradaptation
versus mitigation. Climate finance tends to
favour mitigation overadaptation, despite
SIDS prioritising adaptationin their national
plans and strategies (Dzebo,2022; Robinson
and Dornan, 2017). Modelled costs for
adaptationare estimated at US$5.1billion
peryear, yet actual adaptation finance

sits at approximately US$1.4 billion per

year (Reitmeierand Dookie, 2024).Inthe
Caribbean, forinstance, just 32% of climate
finance flows are allocated to adaptation
(Perry,2021). Thismismatch happens
because donors prioritise reductions
ingreenhouse gas emissions, because
mitigation activities carry relatively higher
coststhan adaptation activities, and
because mitigation projects are more
profitable forthe private sector.

Additionally, debt burdens grow because
about 37% of adaptationfinance to SIDS

is supplied throughloans (Reitmeierand
Dookie, 2024). This patternisrepeated
across climate finance generally. Inupper-
middle-income SIDS, around 56% of climate
financing flows received over2021-2023
were non-concessionalloans (see Figure
6.5); high-income SIDS received almost
70% of their climate finance as concessional
and non-concessionalloans. Only low-and
lower-middle-income SIDS received most
climate finance as grants (over 80%).
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Figure 6.5 Composition of climate finance instruments, 2021-2023
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Source: OECD (n.d.) ODA data(https://data-explorer.oecd.org/), 29 January 2026.

Despite theirvulnerability, SIDS receive
significantlylessresilience finance compared
tolessvulnerable countries (Wilkinson et
al.,2023). Forexample, between 2013 and
2021,SIDS were allocated only $1.84 billion
inresilience-related finance, onaverage,
compared tolower-middle-income countries
and LDCs, whichreceived anannual average of
$19.56 billionand $12.85 billion, respectively.

SIDS alsoreportinadequate transparencyin
climate finance flows, which makes it difficult
totrackamounts delivered (Atteridge et
al.,2022).Inpart, thisis because climate

financeis stillcounted as ODA, leading to
‘double-counting’. Inthe SIDS Perceptions
Survey, 35% of respondents (14%in
Caribbean, 33%in Pacificand 57%in AlS)
cite transparency and fairness of funding
processes as a priority fordevelopment
partners (Panwaretal., 2026).

Multiple solutions have been proposedto
address these constraintsinthe climate
finance architecture. Thisincludes a minimum
annual climate finance allocationforSIDS
(Wilkinsonand Robertson,2023),and
provisions for ‘global solidarity’ to share the
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costof climate-related disasters, especially
whenthey strike SIDS (Songwe et al., 2022).
SIDS have alsolong called fordevelopment
finance and climate finance flows to be
‘decoupled’ (Hurley etal.,2025a).

SIDS are at a critical stage: their
vulnerability to external shocks has
been acknowledged regionally and
internationally, but transformative
actionisyetto be take.

Aftermath of Hurricane
Melissa, Kingston, Jamaica,
October2025. Photo: Stefano
Ember/Shutterstock.com.

Meanwhile, country platforms are being
positioned politically as more effective
country-owned delivery mechanisms for
climate and development finance (Gul etal.,
2025; Bartlett and Mugume Koojo, 2025).
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High-level policy forums and therecent
SevillaCommitment also endorsed country
platforms as a pathway towards a more
coherent,inclusive and scalable climate
financial architecture (UN, 2025a). However,
commentators suggest these nowneedto
move from ‘concept’ to ‘credibility’ (Bartlett
and Mugume Koojo, 2025).

SIDS are at acritical stage: theirvulnerability
to external shocks hasbeenacknowledged
regionally andinternationally, but
transformative actionisyet tobe taken
(Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025).The
internationalagreementmade at COP28
in2023to create alossand damage fund
(the FRLD)recognises the principle of
climatejustice and the need foreconomic
compensation forthe harms suffered by SIDS
(Bishopetal.,2021). And while the FRLD now
exists andit will prioritise SIDS and LDCsin
its start-up phase, access modalities are
stillbeing designed and current pledges of
financial supportremainvery low.

SIDS and debt sustainability

High sovereigndebtlevelshave beena
longstanding concernformany SIDS. Several
islandsinthe Caribbeanand AlSregions are
among the world’s most heavily indebted
countries, and although debtratios are lower
overallinthe Pacific, vulnerabilities have also
increasedinthisregioninrecentyearstoo
(Hurleyetal.,2024).

The COVID-19 pandemic had a majorimpact
onSIDS’indebtedness, largely due to lost
tourismrevenue (Rudge, 2021), though
SIDS’ debtlevels wereincreasing even
before the pandemic (Bouhia and Wilkinson,
2021). Assuch, the ABAS elevates the debt
issue compared to previous agendas,
explicitly emphasising the need fora global
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partnership to tackle public debt, and
positioning debt sustainability as a priority
forthe coming decade.

Highdebtin SIDSisrarely aproblem of fiscal
profligacy or poor public debt management,
butratherheightened exposure torepeated
external shocks (Hurley et al., 2024).

SIDS represent two-thirds of countries
experiencing the highest relative annual
losses due to climate shocks (Bharadwaj
etal.,2024) and haveincreasingly turned

to private debtto fund fiscal deficits and
respondto shocks. This debt now constitutes
over40% of SIDS’ external debt portfolios
andis more expensive than official debt,
which, inturn, exacerbates debtrisks (Hurley
etal.,2024).

There is currently limited political
interest among donors in fresh rounds

of debt relief.

Increased vulnerability to climate change
canelevate borrowing costsamong SIDS
too.Indeed, SIDS’ creditratings have
fallenmore thanin othercountries due to
climate changeimpacts (Bharadwaj et
al.,2024). Theirweak creditworthinessis
alsoinfluenced by alack of expertise on
SIDS within creditratings agencies (CRAs),
alack of transparencyin CRAs,anda
failure to consider the positive impacts of
investmentsinresilience and natural capital
protection(Hurleyetal.,2025a).

With sovereigndebt high onthe policy agenda
of majorinternationalfinancialinstitutionsand
policy forums such asthe G20, new ‘solutions’
have been put forward. Forexample, there
isconsiderable politicalmomentum around

‘innovations’ such as Climate Resilient Debt
Clauses (CRDCs)and debt-for-nature swaps,
and apush formore creditors to adopt these
approaches (Hurley etal.,2024;UN,2025a).
Meanwhile, the ABAS callsforadedicated
SIDS Debt Sustainability Support Service
andregionalmechanisms such as a Pacific
Resilience Facility.

More ambitious debt cancellation
mechanisms are more difficult though. Some
have proposed an automatic debt service
cancellation for SIDS following high-impact
disasters, arguing thiswould carry relatively
small costs but deliveran outsizedimpact
forSIDS (Hurley etal.,2024). Others have
proposeda ‘layered approach’to debt
sustainability in SIDS: (1) layered debt relief;
(2)future protectionmeasures; (3)resilience
investment; and(4) legaland advisory
support and capacity-building (Bharadwaj et
al.,2024).Thereis currently limited political
interestamong donorsinfreshrounds of debt
relief, however.

The shift fromtemporary crisisresponses to
more structuralreforms to the sovereign debt
architecture continues to fall short of whatis
neededto address high sovereigndebtlevels.
Inturn, thisunderminesimplementationacross
allpolicy domainsin SIDS.

Leveraginginnovationsinclimateand
development finance

Thereis substantial, and often enthusiastic,
evidence onthe potential of innovative finance
mechanisms to mobilise new resources for
SIDS (and other countries of the Global South),
particularly fromthe private sector.

Examplesinclude debt-for-nature swaps,
blue and greenbonds, blended finance
tools and otherfinancialinstruments (Huang,


https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://odi.org/en/publications/tackling-the-cost-of-capital-crisis-in-small-vulnerable-nations/
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://www.unesco.org/sdg4education2030/en/knowledge-hub/outcome-document-fourth-international-conference-financing-development?hub=25
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://www.iied.org/22471iied
https://diamond-oa.lib.cam.ac.uk/entities/publication/2ced4ef1-e5d0-4749-a28e-447361764c4e

2025). The ABAS explicitly encourages
the international community to explore
suchmechanisms, tailored to the specific
vulnerabilities and structural constraints
of SIDS, andinvites development partners
toworkwith SIDS to designnew finance
platforms (UN, 2024).

Many SIDS are also proactively advocating for
financialinnovationto remedy highfinancing
gaps. Some SIDS have pioneered debt-for-
nature swaps (the Bahamas, Barbados, Belize
and Cabo Verde), blue bonds (Fijiand the
Seychelles),and parametric insurance (bothin
the Caribbean and the Pacific), forinstance.

The SIDS Perceptions Survey shows a stark
differenceintheirperceivedusefulnessand
uptake, however(see Box 6.4). Responses
suggest that someinnovative mechanisms
may be particularly challenging orout of reach
formost SIDS, forexample voluntary carbon
markets (see Table 6.1).

In practice, many innovative finance
mechanisms are highly dependent onboth
technical expertise and financing from
development partners. Thisincludes debt
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swap transactionsin SIDS, which have been
complex, slowto transact and heavily reliant
ondonorsubsidies and expensive external
technical support from private advisory
firms (Hurley etal.,2025a; Perry, 2021). Their
developmentimpacthas also beenlimited
due to over-reliance oninternational non-
governmental organisationsratherthan
buildinglocal capacities (Radhakrishnan et
al.,2025).

There have beenisolated successes, but
the ability to deploy innovative finance
mechanisms at scaleis stilluncertain. In
particular, SIDS are cautious about their
ability to crowd-in private sectorinvestment
in sustainable developmentand ocean
conservation(Benzakenetal.,2024).

Overall, there may be an ‘unfounded
optimism’in blended finance, whenwhat
SIDSreally needis greaterfocus onlocal
resources, includinglocal businesses,
personal savings and remittance inflows.
These offersignificant potential to build
more locally centred andresilient systems to
finance development and climate adaptation
(Mitchell,2025).

Box 6.4 Perceived usefulness versus implementation of new climate and
disaster-risk finance instruments

The SIDS Perceptions Survey shows a clear gap betweenthe perceived usefulness of
innovative financinginstruments and theirpractical use.

CRDCs arerated the mostusefulinstrument, with 78.1% of respondents considering
them very useful; followed by blue, green and sustainability linked bonds (61.3%), and
parametricinsurance (60%). Butimplementationremainslimited. Forexample, only 15%
of respondentsreportthat CRDCs areinadvanced discussion stages andjust 25% that
they have beenissued. Inpractice, CRDCs have beenusedinjust Barbados (in2018/19),
the Bahamas (2022) and Grenada (2015) up to 2024.
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Thereis asimilar patternacross blue/greenbonds, debt swaps, voluntary carbon
markets andresults-based financing (impact bonds) - high usefulnessratings contrast
withlowissuance or operational uptake (Figure 6.6 and Table 6.1), and regional
differencesreinforce these disparities. Caribbeanrespondentsreport the highest
implementationlevels forboth parametricinsurance and CRDCs (43%), reflecting the
region’s betterengagement with variousrisk financinginstruments. Twelve Caribbean
countries are usinginsurance coverage provided by the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk
Insurance Facility, while 10 Pacific SIDS hold insurance coverage from the Pacific
Catastrophe Risk Insurance Company, as of 2025.

Uncertaintyis pronounced across allregions andinstruments though. Between
35% and 42.5% of respondents answered don’t know ornot applicable to relevant
questions, underscoring limited awareness of instruments and the information and
capacity constraints shaping diffusion of innovative finance in SIDS.

Figure 6.6 SIDS’ views on the utility of innovative financial instruments
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Source: Panwaretal.(2026).
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Table 6.1 Innovative finance instrumentsin SIDS

@ Yes/implemented/accessible @ No/notimplemented = Partialissuance orplanning stage
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bonds swaps markets insurance clauses’

Antigua and Barbuda

The Bahamas

Barbados

Belize

Cabo Verde

Comoros

Dominica

Dominican Republic

Fiji

Grenada

Guinea-Bissau

Guyana

Haiti

Jamaica

Kiribati

The Maldives

The Marshall Islands

Mauritius

Micronesia

Nauru

Palau

PapuaNew Guinea

Samoa




166

RESI The state of SIDS report 2026

Sdo Tomé & Principe () o () [ o
The Seychelles () o ([ [ ) ®
The SolomonIslands o [ o o [
St. Kitts & Nevis [ ) [ [ [ [
St. Lucia [ [ o [ [
St. Vincent & Grenadines o [ o o [
Suriname [ o [
Timor-Leste o o o o o
Tonga o [ { o o
Trinidad & Tobago ([ [ ([ ([ ®
Tuvalu o [ o o [
Vanuatu o o o o [

Notes: *World Bank - International Bank forReconstruction and Development (IBRD) or International
DevelopmentAssociation(IDA)eligible. Dataretrieved: 12 December2025.

Source:Panwaretal.(2026).

6.2.2 TechnicalsupportforSIDS

The ABAS emphasises theimportance

of technical assistance and capacity
development for SIDS, including skills
training forthe economic participation of
youth andtechnical support foraccessing
climate finance and otherfinance
mechanisms, digitalisation, data collection
and analysis. Inthe SIDS Perceptions
Survey, 93% of respondentsrate technical
support as veryimportant orextremely
important fortheirdevelopment priorities
(Panwaretal.,2026).

But the literature suggests technical support
ismisaligned currently (Boswell et al.,2024).
Much support focuses on climate finance

readiness and compliance, neglecting

the capacity areas SIDS prioritise for their
‘resilient prosperity’ such as youth and digital
economies and data systems.

Concentration of technical support
Donors have previously channelled technical
supportto SIDS towards areas that are
easily measured and that align with global
frameworks. Meanwhile, capacity-building
thatrequires time, institutionaldepthand
social or cultural grounding hasreceivedless
attention (Atteridgeetal.,2020; Haas, 2023;
Wilkinsonetal.,2025).

Forinstance, technical supportto SIDS has
focused especiallyonaccessto climate
finance and DRR. Readiness programmes,
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accreditation processes and compliance
systems attract extensive resources, with
SIDS assistedin preparing project pipelines
and meetingfiduciary requirements
(Atteridgeetal.,2022; Kaurand Tennant,
2024; Butcher-Gollach, 2015).

While this helps some SIDS secure
much-needed climate finance, capacity
gainsremain shallow because many
governmentsrely on external consultants.
Ministries and othergovernment agencies
remain dependent on outside expertise
ratherthanbuildinginternal systems
(Wilkinsonetal.,2025). Atthe same time,
the very small size of SIDS administrations
means that officials often hold multiple
responsibilities, limiting their ability to
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absorb short project cycles or consultant-
driveninterventions (Ismail, 2019; Kaur and
Tennant, 2024; Boswell etal., 2024).

Technical supportinthe development of
SIDS oceangovernance and blue economy
professionals has alsoincreased over

recent years. However, external knowledge
systems stillmarginalise localand Indigenous
knowledge and perspectives, oftenreducing
these toinputsin externally designed
projectsratherthanrespectingthemas
holistic worldviews with political and cultural
dimensions(Nalauetal., 2018).

This limits the meaningfulintegration of local
perspectives andresultsin sustainability or
developmentindicators that, being designed

KODAK GC 400

28 MWW 22MIWYYIIR 2oMI

Filming Climate Blueprint, Vanuatu, 2025. Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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indistant and often continental contexts,
canlackrelevance and applicability toisland
communities (Strauf3etal.,2022; Haas,
2023; Wilkinsonetal.,2025).Ilthampers the
effectiveness of outcomesandreduces
the agency of island societies (Bordner
etal.,2020). Evenwhenlabelled‘locally
led’, programmes are frequently donor-
driven, hierarchical andreliant on external
contractors, thus marginalising local voices
and knowledge (Amankwa etal.,2025).

Misalignment of technical assistance
Several areasrequiring supportreceive

less attention, and their effects are often
shallow, fragmented and poorly aligned with
national priorities (Wilkinson et al.,2025). For
example, public sector capacity-buildingis
widely discussed as a priority for SIDS, but
theresults are modest atbest. Programmes
oftenoverlook deeperstructural challenges
like brain drain, weak statistical systems and
difficultiesinregional cooperation (Ismail,
2019; Kaurand Tennant, 2024).

Biodiversity and ecosystem services also
remain marginalin technical assistance.
There is weak data availability, limited study
of regulating services like erosion control
and pollination, and little attention to non-
economicissues suchasland, identity and
cultural heritage (Strauf et al.,2022; Balzan
etal.,2018; Chandraetal.,2023). Youthand
human capital development are underserved
intechnical assistance programmes too,
forinstanceincreativeindustries and digital
economieswhere thereis potential to
diversify economies and create opportunities
foryouth (Rudge, 2021).

Overall, the designand delivery of technical
supportinSIDS still gravitates towards areas
that are financeable, auditable and consistent

withinternationalregimes, particularly climate
financereadiness, oceans governance

and disasterresponse (Atteridge etal.,
2020;Haas, 2023). These domains provide
measurable outputs and align with donor
reporting cycles. Incontrast, initiatives that
require long-terminvestmentininstitutions,
culture orsocial transformationreceive less
attention partly because they are harderto
quantify orto attribute outcomes to donors.

Even when labelled ‘locally led’,
programmes are frequently donor-
driven, hierarchical and reliant on
external contractors.

Undermining sovereignty

andlocal capacities

SIDS governments often view external
adaptationfunding as essential for survival
butalso athreat to sovereignty, inthatit
tiestheirlong-term strategies to donor
priorities and frameworks (Bordneretal.,
2020). Thisintersects with administrative
burdens because staffin small ministries
oftenspend more time inworkshops and
reporting thanin policy implementation,
deepening dependencyratherthanreducing
it (Ismail, 2019; Wilkinson et al., 2025; Kaur
andTennant, 2024).

Additionally, there can be atension between
stated ambitions and practical delivery.
While frameworks like the BPOA, Mauritius
Strategy forImplementationand SAMOA
Pathway emphasise the need for capacity
development, technical assistance

has historically been delivered through
short-term, project-basedinterventions,
oftenresponding to donor priorities and
reporting cyclesratherthanlong-term
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national capacity-development strategies.
Several SIDS report a ‘workshop culture’

that places administrative burdens on small
governments, with limited institutionalisation
of knowledge once external projects
conclude (Panwaretal., 2026).

6.2.3 Internationaldiplomacyand
politicalsupportforSIDS

International diplomacy and political support
for SIDS sit at the core of the ABAS, which
callsfor SIDS toberecognised asequal
partnersin global governance. Thismeans
strengthened negotiating capacities,
equitablerepresentation and dedicated
institutional platforms across allmajor UN
processes.

In particular,the ABAS urges theinternational
community to give due considerationto
SIDS’ specific concernsin decision-making
across climate, oceans, international trade
andfinance. Careful evaluation of these areas
shows a systemdesignedto contain SIDS’
demands within non-binding processes,
however, ratherthan bring about the
structuralreformsislands need.

Political supportonoceans
andbiodiversity

The ABAS highlights oceans and the blue
economy as priority pillars for SIDS, calling
forenhanced participationinoceans
decision-making, strengthened capacity
formonitoring and enforcement, and fair
benefit-sharing (especially forkey areas such
as marine geneticresources).

The United Nations Conventiononthe Law

of the Sea(UNCLOS) and the Agreement
underthe UNCLOS onthe Conservationand
Sustainable Use of Marine Biological Diversity
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of Areas beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ
Agreement)(UN, 2023) have beenthe
primary arenas for translating oceans-related
issuesthat matterto SIDS intointernational
rules. Inparticular, SIDS and their allies have
usedthe ‘common heritage of humankind’
principle to press for fair benefit-sharing,
capacity development and technology
transferthatreflect structural constraints
inSIDS, aswellas forpredictable ocean
financing mechanisms that do notrely solely
ondiscretionary funding cycles(Vadrotetal.,
2022;Haas, 2023).

While SIDS have achievedimportant
victories - notablyinthe BBNJ Agreement,
which explicitly recognises the special
circumstances of SIDS and theirentitlement
to special consideration - challengesremain.
Although many development partners
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demonstrate symbolic solidarity with SIDS’
oceans agenda, structuralreforms tolock-in
more equitable outcomes are emerging more
slowly and unevenly.

Forinstance, benefit-sharing modalities,
technology-transfermechanisms,

funding arrangements andinstitutional
mandates have been left more flexible
orless well-defined. One exampleisthe
BBNJ Special Fund where key decisionson
the scale of assessed contributions from
developed countries, governance, banking
arrangements and access procedures are still
tobe established. For SIDS, many of whom
were first toratify,accessto adequate and
predictable funding willdetermine whether
the BBNJ Agreement delivers genuine equity
orperpetuates existinginequalitiesinocean
governance (Pouponneau andThiele, 2026).

Decisionsto agree broad principles

but postpone key details have often
disadvantaged SIDS. This has pushed
substantive negotiationsinto laterrule-
making phases when SIDS’ small delegations,
already operating with limited bandwidth,
struggle to sustain effective engagement
andrisk being pressuredinto less favourable
outcomes(Mendenhalletal.,2023; Tessnow-
von Wysockiand Vadrot, 2022). Evenwhere
SIDS’ positions are broadly supported by
-and alignwith - a critical mass of countries
atalldevelopmentlevels, the current failure
to conclude a UN Plastics Treaty shows that
opposition byjust afew countriesto more
ambitious measures can thwart favourable
outcomesforSIDS.

Political supportonclimate change
The ABAS explicitly calls forefforts to
strengthen SIDS’ participationandinfluence
ininternational climate negotiations, inorder

to secure ambitious mitigation plans, scaled-
up adaptationfinance, and effectivelossand
damage arrangements.

Withinthe UNFCCC, through AOSIS
coordination, SIDS have repeatedly secured
key ‘wins’ forvulnerable countries. Examples
include alegally bindinginternational treaty
onclimate change, agreementtolimit global
warmingto 1.5°C, the setting of an adaptation
finance goal,and mostrecently the
establishment of the FRLD. Thishas allbeen
achieved despite minimal political power,
oftenby forging strategic coalitions with
sympathetic partners and non-state actors
and by maintaining ‘message discipline’
across negotiatingrooms (Kléck et al.,2020).

Coalitions have beencrucial here, including
those withthe LDC Group, several Latin
American countries and members of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN)who have aligned with AOSIS voices.
Plusthe strategicinfluence of SIDS has been
strengthened by deploying moral claims
inclimate debates (Betzold, 2010; Bishop
and Payne, 2012; Corneloup and Mol, 2014;
Campling,2006).

More recently, this diplomatic strategy has
expandedintointernational courts and
tribunals, where SIDS have sought to convert
climate vulnerability into legaljurisprudence.
In2024,the Commission of Smalllsland
States on Climate Change and International
Law (COSIS), led by Antigua and Barbuda
and by Tuvalu, secured an advisory opinion
fromthe International Tribunal forthe Law

of the Sea (ITLOS). This determined that
atmospheric greenhouse gases constitute
marine pollution and that high-emitting states
therefore have legal obligations to prevent,
reduce and control such emissions (ITLOS,
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2024).Thisrepresents a breakthrough for
SIDS, particularly given the centrality of
oceanstotheireconomies and cultures,
althoughthe absence of enforcement
mechanisms limitsits practicalimpact.

Similarly, the International Court of Justice
(ICJ)advisory opinion on obligations of
statesinrespect of climate change shows
how SIDS have builtinternational coalitions
and converted theirvulnerability into legal
argument to bring about climate justice.
Vanuatu’s written statement links due
diligence and best available science to
obligations of cessation, non-repetition
and cooperation, grounding the ‘special
circumstances’ of SIDSin treaty and
customary law (Republic of Vanuatu, 2024).

Unless backed by a critical mass of
countries, in practice SIDS are acutely
vulnerable to the political preferences
of much larger, wealthier and more
dominant nations.

Thisviewis echoed by several developing
countriesin theirsubmissions. Most SIDS
favoura progressive stance, advancing
justice-orientedinterpretations of legal
obligations and consequences, advocating
stringent mitigation obligations and opening
the doorforthe application of secondary
responsibility (Cano Prentice etal., 2025).
Most developed countries, onthe otherhand,
stressthat existing climate agreements (the
Paris Agreement and UNFCCC) are sufficient
to establish state responsibility fordamage
tothe climate system. They draw a distinction
between offering general expressions of
supportand making concrete commitments.
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SIDS willneedto carefully navigate these
issuesintheirfuture diplomacy (Banuelos and
Tigre, 2025).

The International Maritime Organization (IMQO)
negotiations on greenhouse gas emissions
and carbon pricing are also crucial for
SIDS.These aimtoregulate transboundary
shipping emissions that directly affect SIDS’
climate and ocean conservation objectives.
SIDS have been particularly concerned with
equitablerule design,new mechanismsto
tax carbon, capacity support and monitoring
of these agreements (Hurley etal.,2025b;
Haas, 2023). However, therecently agreed
planto phase out fossilfuels fromthe
maritime sectorby 2050 andintroduce the
world’s firstlegally binding global carbon
price (and a fund for distributing revenues)
has since been delayed following pressure
fromthe US Government.

This planned phase out of fossil fuels was
seenasavictoryforSIDS and an attemptto
rebalance powerinasystemlongdominated
by the interests of large shipping states and
private industry (Tunaguretal.,2025). The
delay shows that, unless backed by a critical
mass of countries, inpractice SIDS are acutely
vulnerable to the political preferences of much
larger, wealthierand more dominant nations.

Political supportoninternationaltrade
The absence of explicitreference to special
and differential treatmentininternational
tradeinthe ABAS (in contrastto the SAMOA
Pathway) could signalthat SIDS are no
longer collectively prioritising broad, general
recognition of the SIDS category within
the WTO. Instead, SIDS have concentrated
theirrecent efforts onasserting their
‘specific circumstances’ in highly

targeted sectors, such asfisheriesand the
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sustainable oceaneconomy, digital trade
and e-commerce, and trade facilitation,
where engagementis considered likely to
yield more tangible benefits.

Apersistent challenge for SIDS inadvancing
theiragendas withinthe WTO and other
tradeinstitutionsis theirlimited diplomatic
andtrade negotiation capacity. For
example, overathird of SIDS lack diplomatic
representationin Geneva, the centre of
international trade negotiations, and those
that do are oftenunderrepresented. This
makes active participationinnegotiations
particularly challenging, including defending
theirsector-specificinterestsand
contributing to discussionson WTO reform.

Infisheries, SIDS lack guaranteed, long-
term funding and operational support to
monitor small-scale fisheries, implement
global sustainability rules and safeguard

Grenada. Photo: Hugh Whyte/Unsplash.

livelihoods. Thisleaves them exposedto
obligations that strain theirlimited resources.
Such gaps are exemplified by the Agreement
on Fisheries Subsidies, which enteredinto
forcein September2025 and was supported
by several SIDS (WTO, 2022). While the
Agreement represents a normative shift by
disciplining harmful subsidieslinked toillegal,
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing and
overfished stocks, itisanchoredin traditional
developing-country classifications.
Consequently, middle-income SIDS do

not automatically benefit from tailored
flexibilities, despite the large size of their
oceanspaces, theirdisproportionate
exposure to climate shocks, fiscal constraints
and highcompliance costs.

Although a Fisheries Funding Mechanism

exists, its voluntary nature limits predictability
and support forlong-term capacity-building.
Overall, the Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies



https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/rulesneg_e/fish_e/fish_e.htm

illustrates abroader systemic pattern: SIDS
cansecure normative acknowledgement
of vulnerability in the international arena, yet
WTOQO disciplines fall short of embedding
thisintolegally binding, vulnerability-based
differentiationintraderules.

SIDS also face significant constraintsin
digitaltrade and e-commerce. Insufficient
support forinfrastructure, regulatory
frameworks and technical capacity limits
their ability to participate fully in global
digital markets and diversify their service
economies. Compared to developed
countries, SIDS have loweradoption of
e-commerceregulations(78% versus 98%)
but high digitalinfrastructure costs, limited
secure servers and uneven broadband
coverage, which togetherhinder digital
engagement. Many SIDS maintainonly
basic regulatory frameworks focused on
consumer protection, privacy and trust,
ratherthan comprehensive, trade-enabling
e-commerce legislation (UNCTAD, 2024a
and2025).

Micro, smalland medium enterprises face
additional barriersinaccessing digital
markets and therefore needtargeted
capacity-building and training. While

the WTO e-commerce moratoriumhas
facilitated digital trade growth, some SIDS
are concerned about potentialimpacts on
domesticrevenue and stress theimportance
of preserving policy space fornational
digitaltaxation andregulation. To address
these challenges, SIDS have called for
sustainedtechnical, financialand training
support,including ajoint database on
capacity-building programmes and digital
infrastructure financing, to bridge the digital
divide and enable theireconomiesto fully
benefit from digital trade.
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Regarding trade facilitation and technical
standards, SIDS face weakimplementation
support, limited flexibility and high compliance
costs. Globalmechanisms do notadequately
account fortheirsmalladministrative
capacities orhightransport costs.

The central question is not how to
integrate SIDS into global trade —
they are already among the most
open economies in the world —but
how to make trade work for their
sustainable development.

Across fisheries, digitaltrade and
e-commerce, and trade facilitation,
predictable vulnerability-focused assistance
andlegally recognised flexibilities are
missing that align WTO obligations with the
structuralrealities of SIDS. Instead, they are
leftto navigate trade rules with generic, one-
size-fits-all provisions.

Beyond WTO negotiations, the central
questionisnothow tointegrate SIDS into
globaltrade - they are already among the
most openeconomiesinthe world - but
how to make trade work for their sustainable
development. They must overcome reliance
onanarrowrange of sectorsandreduce
persistent trade deficits, whichwould
strengthen theirresilience to external
shocks that mostly transmit through the
balance of payments.

Economic diversification - including
expandinginto highervalue-added
activities and diversifying trade partners
beyond traditional markets - hasbecome
evenmore urgentinthe current geopolitical
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landscape where SIDS’ partners are
increasingly emphasising ‘self-sufficiency’.
Practical support for SIDS to achieve this
self-sufficiency remains elusive though.
Forexample, the ABAS highlights the

need forinternational supportto build
‘productive capacities’ as the foundation
foreconomic diversification. While
UNCTAD has developedadedicated
programme to support productive capacity
developmentinSIDS (UNCTAD, 2024b),

its scopeislimited by insufficient backing
frominternational financial institutions and
development partners.

International supportfordataand
technology transfer for SIDS

The ABAS positions data, digitalisation,
innovation and technology as enablers for
sustainable development, resilience and
prosperity in SIDS.

These ‘means of implementation’ are framed
inthe ABAS as distinct but fundamentally
interconnected. Strengthening data
collection, analysisand use goeshandin
hand with enhancing science, technology,
innovation and digitalisation. Forinstance,
the ABAS highlights that strengthening
national datainfrastructure through
digitalisationwould help integrate datainto
development planning and enhance the
statistical capacity of SIDS (UN-OHRLLS,
2024;UNDP, 2024a).

Data are key to the structural, financialand
technologicaltransformation necessary to
realisethe 2030 Agenda, toimplement the
ABAS andto support the Paris Agreement
(UNDP,2024b). However, SIDS have the
lowest data availability of allworld regions
formeasuring progress towards the SDGs,
withjust 66% of data coveragein2022

comparedwith Latin Americaat71% and
sub-Saharan Africaat 87% (Hambletonand
Jeyaseelan, 2024).

Thislack of dataundermines SIDS’ efforts

to tackle the climate crisis. They are at the
forefront of climate change, which makes
robust monitoring and design of data-driven
climate strategies even more urgent (UNDP,
2024b). However, SIDS face significant
challengesindatacollectionand analysis, and
in building technical andinstitutional capacity
inthis area, partly due to their structural
characteristics. Collecting dataacross
isolatedislands, vast ocean spaces and highly
dispersedyet small populationsin contexts of
limited institutional capacity andinfrastructure
is very difficult. And this, inturn, constrains
effectiveresponsesto climate and disaster
events (UNDP, 2024b). Thisincludes hazard and
vulnerability assessments and the needtomap
risks and environmentalimpacts (UN DESA
and UNDRR, 2022).

Climate change also negativelyimpacts
human healthyet alack of data collectionand
monitoring on climate-healthlinkages means
that healthcare systems are not climate-
readyin SIDS.The 2025 Lancet Countdown
reportemphasises that low data availability is
akey challenge inmeasuring and monitoring
climate change and healthimpactsinSIDS
(Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025). Meanwhile,
the 2024 report shows that only five (8%)

of 59 countries, states and territories
classifiedas UNmemberand associate-
member SIDS have developed national health
and climate strategies or plans; only nine
(15%) have carried out climate and health
vulnerability assessments; and only six (10%)
have surveillance systems thatintegrate
meteorological parameters with health
(Gordon-Strachanetal.,2025).
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The ABAS frames digitalisationas a
strategic pillar of resilience and economic
transformation. It calls for digital solutions
to overcome the adverse impacts of
remoteness and other structural constraints,
focusing on‘inclusive digital societies’ that
encompassdigital and financiallliteracy and
skills(UNDP, 2024a). But SIDS are unable
to benefit fromeconomies of scale amid
the global push fordigital transformation
(Hambleton and Jeyaseelan, 2024).

This affects their ability to leverage new
technologies to develop climate-resilient
sectors, suchasrenewable energy, energy
efficiency, sustainable transport, climate-
resilientinfrastructure, blue economy and
ocean-basedsectors, land and forestry,
knowledge-based economies and circular
economies(Mohan, 2024).

Closing SIDS’ capacity, dataand technology
gapsis essential so they canderive the
maximum possible benefit frominternational
frameworks such asthe BBNJ Agreement.
Marine technology transferis key forits
implementation; however, scientific and
technology gaps are currentlyimpeding
SIDS’ ability to participateinoceanscience
activities(Harden-Davis and Snelgrove,
2020;Harden-Davisetal.,2022). For
example, theylackaccesstodeep ocean
scientific technology, including for
monitoring, controland surveillancein the
long term (Harden-Davisetal.,2022),and
therefore they are unable to participatein
marine research and developmenttothe
same extent as othercountries (Hurley et al.,
2025b). Currently, only four of the 13,000+
patents associated with marine genetic
sequences are frominstitutionslocatedin
SIDS (Blasiak et al.,2018).
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6.3 Evidence and
knowledge gaps

6.3.1 Datagapsandfragmented

donorsupport

Theinternational community sponsors
numerous policies and provides technical
support to help SIDS filldata, digitaland
technology gaps. Initiativesinclude the
IMF’s Data Gaps Initiative, the UN’s and

the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional
Environment Programme’s (SPREP)INFORM
Project, the Pacific Digital Economy
Programme and various climate-information
programmesinthe Pacific. These aimto
strengthennational data systems, improve
accesstoenvironmentaland meteorological
information and enhance the digital
infrastructure needed forevidence-based
planning (Hambleton and Jeyaseelan, 2024).

However, anuncoordinated donor-led and
project-based culture oftenleadsto disparate
and disconnectedinformation and data that
are notembeddedinlocal data systems (UN
DESAand UNDRR, 2022). Capacity-building
andtechnology-transfereffortsto help SIDS
have been scrutinised fornot being sustained
overtime (Harden-Davisetal.,2022).

Anuncoordinated donor-led and
project-based culture often leads
to disparate and disconnected
information and data.

Ratherthanresolve data challenges, this
culture can exacerbate data-driveninequity.
Evidence suggests that national statistical
capacities of SIDS were among the lowest
of allworldregionsin2022 (Hambleton and
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Jeyaseelan, 2024) and these were broadly
equivalent to the data capacity of sub-
Saharan Africa. This similarity exists despite
the very different economic profiles of these
country groups: where sub-Saharan African
countries are classified aslow and lower-
middleincome, SIDS are classified as upper/
highincome. For SIDS, theirdata capacity
constraints are closely associated with
‘country smallness’ measured by population
size (Hambleton and Jeyaseelan, 2024).

High, upfront capitalrequirementsare a
primary bottleneck forinvestmentin dataand
statistical systems, digitalisationand new
technologies, which are oftenunaffordable
formany SIDS (AOSIS, 1998; Sindico et al.,
2024;Harden Davis and Snelgrove, 2020;
Bishop etal.,2023). Inparticular,the ABAS
focusesontechnology transferrelatedto the
energy transition where significant finance
needs to be mobilised (Sindico et al., 2024).

6.3.2 TheSIDS Centre of Excellence

To address these challenges, the ABAS
callsforinternational support to establish
a SIDS Centre of Excellence (UN-OHRLLS,
2024),using a ‘by SIDS, for SIDS’ model.

It proposes four pillars that align with

SIDS’ priority needs: 1) a SIDS Global
DataHub, 2) anlsland Investment Forum,
3)aTechnology andInnovation Mechanism
and 4) a Debt Sustainability Support
Service (UN,2025b).

Inparticular, the Global Data Hub aims to
develop and strengthen the institutionaland
technical capacity of SIDS by establishing a
comprehensive repository fordataon SIDS.
Thisincludesincreased accesstonewand
relevant data sources, enabling technologies,
innovative dashboards andvisualisation

tools, and capacity-building mechanisms
across SIDS’ priority areas (oceans, climate
economy throughtourismandtrade, and
well-being and health). Meanwhile the Debt
Sustainability Support Service hasbeen
designedto provide four primary layers of
supportto SIDS, including technicaland
legal support fordebtrestructuring, support
tolowerthe cost of borrowing through
mechanisms such as guarantees, support
forbuilding financial resilience through
instruments suchas CRDCs and parametric
insurance, and otheradvisory support
(Bharadwaj, 2024).

As operationalisation of the Centre of
Excellence progressesin 2026, the extent
towhich development partners align with
and support SIDS-led efforts such as this
-bothtechnically and financially - will test
theirwillingness to shiftaway frommore
traditional approaches.

The Maldives. Photo: Shaah Shahidh/Unsplash.



https://doi.org/10.26633/RPSP.2024.80
https://doi.org/10.26633/RPSP.2024.80
http://www.aosis.org/aosis-share-initial-views-on-technology-and-technology-transfer/
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/book/9781800889781/9781800889781.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/book/9781800889781/9781800889781.xml
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2020.00040
https://odi.org/en/publications/a-global-bargain-for-resilient-prosperity-in-sids
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/book/9781800889781/9781800889781.xml
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://desapublications.un.org/un-desa-voice/more-from-undesa/july-2025/strengthening-partnerships-sids-renewed-commitment-through
https://sids.sdg.org/
https://www.iied.org/22471iied

6.4 Emergingissues

SIDS hold limited structural powerinthe
international political arenayet they have
effectively adopted an entrepreneurial,
intellectual and environmentalleadership
strategy. They have also successfully
deployed moral claims to secure political
supportinvariousinternational processes
(CornelopandMol, 2014).

At the same time, however, political support
forSIDS fromlarger statesisincreasingly
shaped by short-term geopolitical or
diplomatic considerations(e.g. securing
votesinmultilateral forums or support for
temporary seats onthe UN Security Council),
ratherthan by sustained commitmentsto
the long-term sustainable development and
resilience of SIDS.

Partnerships are also becomingincreasingly
(and overtly) transactional. Take aid
programmes in the Pacific, forinstance,
where US, Australianand Chinese assistance
has become driven by short-term diplomatic
agendas (Hanson, 2009; Wagavakatoga et
al.,2024).These practices allow partners to
express symbolic solidarity with SIDS but they
undermine the creation of deep, structural
partnerships called forinsuccessive SIDS
actionplans.

Otherglobaltrends andinstitutional changes
are of relevance to SIDS too.

6.4.1 Increasingmarginalisation
withindevelopmentand
climate financeregimes

By2030,upto 12 SIDS couldlose eligibility
for ODA astheyreachhigh-income status.
Thisincludes Palau, Nauru, St. Luciaand
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Montserratinthe immediate term, where aid
represents 38% of these countries’ external
financial flows, onaverage (OECD, 2024).
Without substantial reform to aid eligibility
frameworks, many SIDS face a ‘graduation
cliff edge’ - losingaccess to development
finance and much climate finance - just

as climate and disasterrisksintensify. For
example, Antigua and Barbuda graduated
from ODA eligibilityin2022, but the country
remains highly vulnerable to climate shocks
andis struggling with anunsustainable
external debtburden (Robinson, 2024).

Efforts to operationalise the UNMVIin
resource allocation are slowly gaining
traction(see section 6.2.1), buttheyremain
largely symbolic to date and donors are
reluctantto supportwholescalereform

of the development and climate finance
architecture. Without comprehensive
reform of the ODA system, though, SIDS
are likely to be further marginalised fromthe
concessional financing they need overthe
ten-year ‘sprint’ of the ABAS. Inthe context
of rising debt risks, this could tip several SIDS
into debtdistress.

6.4.2 Declinesinaidandshiftsin
donorpreferences

Development aid declined by 7% between
2023 and 2024 andthe OECD hasreporteda
fallofupto17%in 2025 relative to 2024 levels
(OECD, n.d.). It projects furtherdeclines over
the next few years.

With aid budgetsincreasingly squeezed,
development and foreign affairs ministries are
facinghard choices abouthowto direct scarce
public aidresources. Within Europe, more
‘transactional’ narratives onaid are emerging -
ones emphasising security, defence, migration


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2014.04.004
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/china-stumbling-through-pacific
https://odi.org/en/publications/geopolitical-competition-bilateral-aid-to-sids/
https://odi.org/en/publications/geopolitical-competition-bilateral-aid-to-sids/
https://doi.org/10.1787/8f2910aa-en
https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
https://data-explorer.oecd.org/
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and competitiveness (Kumaretal.,2025).
Public and political support foraid to respond
to humanitarian crises andreduce poverty
continues, but the moralargument foraidis
undersignificant pressure. Thereis, however,
recognition of the need to spendmoreona
stable climate (Kumaretal.,2025).

Forsome SIDS, a future strategic realignment
inthese directionsrepresents an opportunity
toleverage new developmentand climate
finance flows. But this may marginalise

some development areas, such as support
fordemocracy promotionandtheinclusion
of minority groups (Kumaretal.,2025). 1t
may also lead to higheraid concentration,
leaving some SIDS with fewer partnerships
as support bypasses small,isolated
economieswithlimited strategic value. This
willaffect SIDS’ political leverage with their
development partners.

Salamaua, Morobe Province, Papua New
Guinea. Photo: Alex Konehe/Pexels.

Meanwhile, a shiftin ODA towards the
security, migrationand competitiveness
agendas changes the nature of SIDS’
relationships with theirdevelopment
partners. It may alsoincrease the proportion
of financing delivered asloans, which
heightens debt vulnerabilities.

The moral argument for aid is under
significant pressure.

These dynamics are already leadingtoa
readjustment/reorientation of many SIDS’
strategic partnerships, with greater political
attention being placed on South-South
relationships, forinstance. Inmany SIDS,
these partnerships are being framedasa
necessity in aid-dependent territories (Sou
andDay, 2025).



https://odi.org/en/publications/the-case-for-development-in-2025-exploring-new-narratives-for-aid-in-the-context-of-the-eus-new-strategic-agenda/
https://odi.org/en/publications/the-case-for-development-in-2025-exploring-new-narratives-for-aid-in-the-context-of-the-eus-new-strategic-agenda/
https://odi.org/en/publications/the-case-for-development-in-2025-exploring-new-narratives-for-aid-in-the-context-of-the-eus-new-strategic-agenda/
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12693
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12693

The SIDS Perceptions Survey shows that
South-South cooperation flows (which are
increasing, particularly from China) are highly
valued by SIDS. Respondentsrank China
highest across allregions, but questions
remain around the extent towhich China’s
focusoninfrastructure-based development
could(adversely)impactlocalclimate
resilience andleadto key assetsbeingunder
foreignownership (Panwaretal.,2026).

The shortfallin aid flows from traditional
donorsisunlikely tobe completely filled

by partners from the Global South and Gulf
Statesinthe short-term, however. And this
leaves many SIDS vulnerable to changing
donor preferences overwhichthey ultimately
have no control. Gaining strength here willbe
critical for SIDS toimprove the effectiveness
of development cooperation, ensuring that
solutions designed elsewhere are adapted to
theirSmallIsland context.

6.4.3 Bridgingthefinance-to-
resilience gap

Despite growing global awareness that
investingin climate and natureresilienceisa
strategic investment, financial flows to SIDS
donotyetadequately focusonresilience
(Panwarand Wilkinson, 2024). Crucially, SIDS
have highlighted that debt sustainability
assessments carried out by the IMF and
World Bank and sovereign ‘creditworthiness’
assessments carried out by CRAs do not
account forthe positiveimpacts onlong-
term growth andresilience of investingin
resilientinfrastructure and the protection of
natural capital.

Slowly, this deficiencyis being corrected.
The SevillaCommitment outcome
document fromthe Fourth UN Financing for
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Development Conferenceinvitesrelevant
stakeholders to bettertakeintoaccount
investmentsinresilience, nature protection
and productive capacity, and toreflect their
impactonlong-term growth and sustainable
development. Thisincludes by capturing

the asset side (the value created by those
investments)andusingalonger-term
perspective (UN,2025a). The IMF and World
Bank are alsoreviewing theirmethodologies
to explore how to capture climate risks

and nature-relatedinvestmentsintheir

debt sustainability assessments. Ideally,
these developmentswillhelp SIDS secure
improved sovereign creditratings and lower
borrowing costs.

As thiswork continues, new methodological
approaches musttakeintoaccountthe
specific characteristics of SIDS and,
crucially, thereturns oninvestinginblue
natural capital assets.

6.4.4 Implementationofthe BBNJ
Agreementandimplications
forSIDS

The BBNJ Agreement provides for ‘adequate,
accessible,new and additional and
predictable financialresources’ tobe made
available to supportimplementation (UN,
2023:Art. 52, para. 3). It willmove fromthe
implementation phasein2026 to the design
of various financial mechanisms, including
aSpecial Fund, assessed contributions,
voluntary contributions, benefit-sharing
from marine genetic resources and digital
sequenceinformation.

ForSIDS, several of these financial
mechanisms hold promise fornew funding,
capacity-building and technology transfer.
ltisenvisagedthatthe Special Fund,in


https://odi.org/en/publications/how-small-island-developing-states-view-their-development-partners/
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12644
https://financing.desa.un.org/sites/default/files/2025-08/FFD4%20Outcome%20Booklet%20v4_EN%20-%20spread.pdf
https://www.un.org/bbnjagreement/en
https://www.un.org/bbnjagreement/en
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particular, will assist states with capacity-
building, implementation, Indigenous and
local community involvement, consultations
and national/sub-regional programmes.
Similarly, if benefit-sharing from marine
geneticresourcesis operationalised, SIDS
may gainnew revenue streams and accessto
marine innovation ecosystems.

There are continuedrisks for SIDS though.
Theinstitutional design of the Special Fund
isunresolved and therefore itremains

to be seenwhetherthismechanismcan
deliverequitably for SIDS. The ‘benefits’
from marine genetic resources and digital
sequenceinformation may also accrue
overlongtime horizons, and SIDS may face
competitionwithlarger states orprivate
actors. Theinstitutional roll-out of the
BBNJ Agreement overthe next few years
represents acritical test of the international
community’s support for SIDS, therefore.

6.5 Lookingahead

There has beenimportant political
recognition of SIDS’ special case for
sustainable development, butthereis

stilla gap betweenrhetorical solidarity

and practical applicationvia structural,
predictable and equitable support
acrossvarious dimensions. Translating
political declarationsinto binding financial
mechanisms for sustained, predictable and
fairsupport forSIDSis challenging.

Similarly, proceduralinclusionininternational
political processes has notnecessarily led to
agenda control orbetteroutcomes for SIDS.
Overall, these countries still face systemic
barriers across finance, political inclusion,

internationaltrade, and accessto dataand
new technologies that limit their ability to
achieve the ambitions of the ABAS.

There are signs of progress, such

as growing momentumtointegrate
vulnerability into concessional finance
decisions, climate diplomacy wins and new
institutionalmechanismslike the FRLD.

But these developments fall short of the
scale,depthand speed of transformation
needed by SIDS to navigate the volatile
global context.

There s still a gap between rhetorical
solidarity and practical application
via structural, predictable and
equitable support.

Thismeans SIDS are at acriticaljuncture - their
viability is threatened by accelerating climate
change, rising geopolitical competitionand
abacklashagainst globalisation, whichis
straining the existing liberalinternational order
and drawing political attention away from
theirpredicament.

SIDS have successfully exercised moral
leadership ontheinternational stage,
particularly around climate change, and
they have forged powerful strategic
alliances with othercountry groupsand
stakeholders. However, this approach may
falteras different countries face pressure to
adjust and adapt their political positions and
alliances due torising geopolitical tensions
and major power competition. SIDS’ unity
willbecome more important - but potentially
more challenging - thanever.



Climate Blueprint: Barbados film preview, London,
2025.Photo: RESI/Sylvie Pope Photography.

SIDS’ own assessments of theirdevelopment
partners offer critical insightinto howisland
nationsinterpret ‘meaningful’ solidarityin
practice. Thisincludes access to adequate
and predictable concessional finance based
onrecognition of theirunique vulnerabilities,
simplified climate finance, alignment with
national priorities and an appreciation of
sustained capacity development to embed
skillsinlocal people andinstitutions.

But without decisive reforms to the
global financing architecture, genuine
inclusion of SIDS in global rule-making
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and enhanced efforts to build robust
local systems, many islandsrisk further
marginalisation at the very moment their
vulnerabilities intensify. Advancing from
symbolic to structural solidarity is not
simply an aspirational goal, therefore.
Itisanurgent prerequisite forresilient
prosperity in SIDS and it requires much
more thanincremental changes. The ten-
year ‘sprint’ of the ABAS will test whether
theinternational community can make
ameaningful shift towards partnership
models that are truly commensurate with
SIDS’ needs andrights.
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7. CONCLUSIONS: THE
SIDS AGENDAINA
‘SELF-HELP’ WORLD
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When stakeholdersreconvene at the next
Smalllsland Developing States (SIDS) Future
Forumin2028, we willbe almost half-way
through the Antigua and Barbuda Agendafor
SIDS (ABAS)(UN-OHRLLS,2024),a10-year
programme of action agreed at the Fourth
United Nations (UN) SIDS Conference. For
some observers, akey marker of success
inthe ABAS processisthat, by 2034,
adedicated UNSIDS conference and
decennialagendamay notbe needed. This
isanattractiveidea. Itimplies, positively, that
fundamental solutions to the development
problems of SIDS willhave been discovered
andthat areinvigorated multilateral system
willbe meeting their collective needs.

Butthereisanegativereading, too. As
foreshadowed in the Introductionto The
state of SIDSreport 2026 (SSR2026),
the special circumstances of SIDS may
be considered insufficiently special
towarrant adistinct programme of
international support. The wider process
of multilateralreform - asencompassedin
the ‘UN8QO’ cost-cutting and streamlining
agenda - may reinforce fatigue with
mega-conferences, negotiated
programmes of action, and decade-
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longimplementation and benchmarking
processes. Amore fragmented
multilateralism, then, may not have the
capacity to anchordistinct agendas for
specific state groupings like SIDS.

Boththese scenarios are outliers though.
Most likely, multilateralism will stumble on
alongside geopolitical change, but it will
alterand evolve inways that are hard to
predict. By the early 2030s, and with the
pace of change accelerating, the SIDS
stakeholder community willmost likely be
taking stock of the ABAS era and turning
theirattentiontowardsa‘SIDS5 and a
renewed programme of action.

Thereis asimplereasonforthis:inthe coming
years the challenges facing SIDS willintensify
not abate, and commensurate solutions will
need to be found no matterhow well the
ABAS isimplemented.

Here, we outline some new insights from both
the mostrecent SIDS Future Forumin2026
andthe SSR2026, mapping out short-and
medium-term staging posts aswe move
towards the next Future Forum and the middle
ofthe ABAS era.



https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
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SIDS Future Forum2026. Photo: Wilton Park.

7.1 Towardsthe SIDS Future
Forum 2028: abiennial
‘Davos for SIDS’?

The SIDS Future Forumis helping to facilitate
amedium-to-long-termdiscussion that
exists outside of, but attends to, the cut

and thrust of multilateral negotiations and
policy formation (Wilton Park, 2026). Its
seedswere plantedthe yearbefore SIDS4,
atameetingonfinancing forresilience,
where there was a sense that anovel space
was needed parallel to official processes

to explore new partnerships andideas. The
Directors of the Resilient and Sustainable
Islands Initiative (RESI) participating at that
meeting only half-seriously described this as
a‘Davos forSIDS’. Yet this notion stuckin the
finalmeetingreport (Wilton Park,2023) and
itbecame cementedinthe minds of several
SIDS stakeholders, who have reminded us of
it atvarious moments since.

ki

By early2024,RESIhad a plan: towork closely
with partners - notably the UK Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office’s
(FCDO)SIDS Hub; the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs’
(UNDESA) SIDS Unit; the UN Office of the
High Representative forthe Least Developed
Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries
and Smalllsland Developing States (UN-
OHRLLS); the Alliance of SmallIsland States
(AOSIS); andvarious SIDS governments - to
host the first SIDS Future Forumin New Yorkiin
March2024.

RESItookinspiration fromthe platform

that the Least Developed Countries
(LDCs)already had with theirown ‘Future
Forum’adjacent to the formal UN process.
The first SIDS Future Foruminstigated
critical conversationsimmediately before
SIDS4 and acted as proof of concept. We
subsequently determined that akey aspect
of the support RES| offers to stakeholders


https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/reports/sids-future-forum-2026/a-summary-and-transformative-agenda/
https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/app/uploads/2023/03/WP3182-Report.pdf

is this convening function, butitneeds to

be part of what we term a ‘new knowledge
architecture’ to assist the wider process of
advancing the ABAS (Bishop et al.,2024). So,
the SIDS Future Forum consciously dovetails
withthis SSR2026 plus other elements of
RESI’swork, like the SIDS Global Leadership
training course, the ‘Smallislands, big
picture’ podcastandthe Climate Blueprint
filmseries(see Box 7.1).

Betweennowand2034,RESIhopesto
convene multiple SIDS Future Forums and
write accompanying editions of The state
of SIDS reportforeach.RESI'srole and
the purpose of thereportis toimprove the
information environmentinwhich these
stakeholders operate, and, indoing so, to
address some of the prevailing evidence
gaps, dataasymmetries andinstitutional
memory constraints faced by all. Put more
simply, RESI|can help everyone pause,

Box 7.1 RESIandSIDSresources
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take astep back, absorb some distilled
knowledge, and think about the bigger
picture to generate newideas and strategies
collaboratively. So, although the shorthand
of a‘Davos forSIDS’ probably does not
adequately capture whatthe SIDS Future
Forumisabout, it doesseemto offera
space outside of formal processes where
stakeholders canengage and find ameasure
of consensus on the full spectrum of global
issues affecting the SIDS agenda. Forthat
reason, and untilwe can think of abetter
description, we are happy to adopt the
mantle and runwithit.

RESI can help everyone pause, take
a step back, absorb some distilled
knowledge, and think about the
bigger picture to generate new ideas
and strategies collaboratively.

o Resilientand Sustainable Islands Initiative (RESI): www.resi-initiative.org

e SIDS Future Forum: https://odi.org/en/events/sids-future-forum-2026-shaping-
the-future-of-small-island-developing-states/

o SIDS Global Leadership training course: https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/
resilient-islands/call-for-nominations-certificate-in-advanced-knowledge-for-

sids-global-leadership/

e ‘Smallislands, big picture’ podcast: https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/small-

islands-big-picture-podcast/

e Climate Blueprint film series: www.climate-blueprint.tv
o Alliance of Smalllsland States (AOSIS): https://www.aosis.org/
e AntiguaandBarbudaAgenda forSIDS (ABAS): https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.

un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf


https://odi.org/en/publications/sids-future-forum-2024-meeting-report/
http://www.resi-initiative.org
https://odi.org/en/events/sids-future-forum-2026-shaping-the-future-of-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/events/sids-future-forum-2026-shaping-the-future-of-small-island-developing-states/
https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/resilient-islands/call-for-nominations-certificate-in-advanced-knowledge-for-sids-global-leadership/
https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/resilient-islands/call-for-nominations-certificate-in-advanced-knowledge-for-sids-global-leadership/
https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/resilient-islands/call-for-nominations-certificate-in-advanced-knowledge-for-sids-global-leadership/
https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/small-islands-big-picture-podcast/
https://odi.org/en/about/our-work/small-islands-big-picture-podcast/
http://www.climate-blueprint.tv
https://www.aosis.org/
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/abas-booklet.pdf
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Having now convened two SIDS Future
Forums, this space fordiscussionneeds
tobeinstitutionalised to help shape

short- andlong-term priorities, strengthen
collective agency andensure that SIDS
continue to define the terms of their
engagementinarapidly evolving global
order(Bishopetal.,2025).Indeed, the

SIDS Future Forumis uniquely capable of
convening political leaders, academic and
technical experts, donors and development
partners to generateideas, coordinate
responses and sustain collective voicein
afragmenting multilateral system away

from the daily pressures of that system. This
isespeciallyimportant given the uneven
institutionalisation of SIDS cooperation
beyond negotiation spaces, and the needfor
deeperand more continuous dialogue across
regions, issues andlevels of governance.

The SIDS Future Forumis not simply for
advocacy, but for thinking throughwhy and
how contemporary dynamics are unfolding
andwhat they mean forSIDS agendas. As

we discuss throughout the SSR2026, there

is growing pushback against the idea of the
SIDS ‘special case’ to the extentitmay no
longerbe auniversally accepted premise.
Implicitinthe Future Forum agenda, therefore,
isanattemptto supportthe status quo.

Contextually, the multilateral order that

has provided space for SIDS advocacy is
fragmentingin numerous ways: through
greatergeopolitical tension and military
conflict, declining economic openness
andreshoring of supply chains, reduced
development cooperationandinternational
aid, andintensifying climate change and
potential overshoot. Thisamplifies the
urgency felt by SIDS and encompassed

intheideathatthe ABASrequiresa‘10-
year sprint’ asthe planet breaches critical
thresholds and tipping points.

Centralto thisendeavour, and as discussed
inthe Introductiontothis SSR2026,is a
needtodefendthe SIDS special case
while generating new stories and advocacy
strategiesto do so. This thinking can only
really emerge fromasustained process

of dialogue, and RESI’s modest but
fundamental contributionis to provide an
architecture - asembodied by The state

of SIDS reportandthe SIDS Future Forum
-toinformthis dialogue with evidence, to
nudge conversations at key moments and to
distilnew stories fromthe many concurrent
discussions taking place.

7.2 Synthesis of findings

So,what conversations did take place at the
SIDS Future Forum 2026, how do theyreflect
the narrativesin the substantive chapters of
the SSR2026, and which keyinsights canwe
distilinto broaderlines of thinking?

7.2.1 Resilienteconomies

The first thematic chapterof the SSR2026
elaboratesanagendatomove SIDS
economies fromshort-term survival to
long-termresilience and prosperity. This
agendarecognises persistent structural
challenges(e.g. hightrade costs, narrow
economic bases and vulnerability to external
shocks)while also engaginginintegrated,
cross-sectoral planning to capitalise on
ocean-based sectors, sustainable tourism,
aquaculture, agriculture, digital services and
the creative economy.


https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/sustaining-development-in-small-islands/97BB4D82A06B15F09C18911C8701D527
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Meaningfulresilience cannot truly be
developedyviaasuccession of piecemeal
andisolated projects. Rather, SIDS

need systematicinterventions that
connectinitiativesinto durable economic
architectures - supported by tools such
asthe UN Conference onTrade and
Development’s Productive Capacities
Index (PCI) - that can overcome structural
andinstitutional barriers to progress. And
allthe while ensuring that these frameworks
genuinely reflectthe economic realities
facing SIDS ina changing global context.

Advocacy must move beyond
incrementalism towards clear
prescriptions for political leaders
and development partners.

Consequently, buildinglong-termresilience
requires financing and governance reform
- encompassing vulnerability-based

finance, digital leadership and stronger
integration of Indigenous knowledge. But
italsorequires afundamental shiftaway
from extractive models of development
that generate value throughthe depletion
of natural capital and the invisible labour
of communities, including care work and
local environmental stewardship that are
uncounted and unpaid.

Thereis, then, aneedtorethink diversification
- within sectors, beyond traditional metrics
of growth, centring climate resilience
(Mohan, 2024). And we need to ensure that
new development pathways enhance not
undermine quality of life.

SIDS faceincreasing external pressure to
exploitoceanresources, whichunderscores
the need formore assertive, evidence-based
advocacy. Thisadvocacy must move beyond
incrementalismtowards clear prescriptions
forpolitical leaders and development
partners, including where funding should be
directedinaneraofrapid change.


https://odi.org/en/publications/climate-resilient-growth-and-diversification/
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7.2.2 Safer,healthierand more
equitable societies

Achievingresilient social prosperity in SIDS
demands that deep-rootedinequalities
are addressed and that social foundations
are strengthened, includinginhealthand
educational systems, social protectionand
community well-being.

Again, intersecting systems are placed under
heavy pressure by the centrality of care in
sustaining families, inreproducing economies
andinnurturing societies, alongside
persistent challenges of genderinequality,
youthunemployment, out-migrationand
demographic change. This applies to
constrained labour markets through to public
services, food provisioning and healthcare.

k.

People of Vanuatu, polaroid scans, 2025.

Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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Theseinterconnected systemsalso face
climate and geopolitical disruption: the health
of soilsand the health of people underpin

the health of society atlarge (Rezaeietal.,
2026).Thereisacompellingneed, therefore,
forintegrated and multisectoralapproaches
thatlink social policy witheconomic and
environmental objectives, plus moreinclusive
governance, strongerinstitutionsandbetter
datatoinformpolicy.

The pursuit of resilient and
flourishing SIDS societies is
fundamentally inhibited by
deepening inequalities of all kinds.

Community-level practices andinformal
systems are also crucial (and likewise
undervalued)inmaintaining social cohesion.
The pursuit of resilient and flourishing SIDS
societiesis fundamentally inhibited by
deepeninginequalities of allkinds though,
alongside growing poverty and exclusion
(Panwaretal.,2024).

These softer ‘social’ issuesrepresent the
micro-foundation of developmentin SIDS;
however, theyrarely featurein global SIDS
policy debates, whichinstead tendto focus
onmacro-structuralissues around financing
and soon. They also potentially provide
powerfuljustification fordefending the SIDS
special case, particularly as theyintersect
with gender, healthcare, food systems

and social protectioninways that expose
populations to shocks - and, intheory,
mediate the effect of those shocks.

Centralto thisis the care economy, which
sustains households and communities yet
remains underacknowledgedin policy


https://odi.org/en/publications/healthy-islands-and-islanders/
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and economic data. Alsoimportant are
broaderforms of extractionthat draw
onand deplete civil society, community
resilience and goodwill. Challenges such as
gender-basedviolence, foodinsecurity and
youth marginalisation are compounded by
globaleconomic pressures, including the
reorientation of aid towards security and
defence. Thisis furthereroding support for
social systems.

To address theseissues, integrated,
multisectoral andintersectional strategies
are needed thatlink individual experiences
to structural dynamics, supported by
stronger political commitment, improved
governance andinvestmentinsocial
protection. And care work mustbe
recognised andredistributed as well.

Inline withbroaderargumentsinthe
SSR2026, Chapter 3 pointsto the need for
betterdataandevidence -to close critical
gaps and show that interventions centred on
women and marginalised groups produce
better outcomes. This will strengthen the
case forSIDS-specific approacheswithinan
evolvinginternational order.

7.2.3 Buildingasecure future

The future security of SIDS is a systems
challenge, whereby failuresin one system
cancascade across entire economiesdue to
spatial concentrationandlimitedredundancy.
Consequently, resilience dependson
coordinated system-wide solutions. For
example, to achievereliable and affordable
energy transitions, improved water
management, climate-resilientinfrastructure
and enhanced connectivity toreduce costs
andvulnerabilities, SIDS need stronger state
capacity, regulatoryreform, andlong-term
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planning andinvestment. And they must also
be able toleverage newtechnologies and
partnerships. These are not only technical
challenges, but social and political ones too:
past decisions andinstitutional constraints
can ‘lock-in’ suboptimal systems, and
overcomingthemrequires deliberate,
coordinated transformation by committed
leaders and nimble governing systems.

Thereis, more thanever,aneedtomove
beyond fragmented, project-based
approachestowards moreintegrated
investment packages thatfocus onreliability,
affordability andresilience (instead of binary
choices suchasrenewables versus fossil
fuels). Atthe same time, persistent barriers

- gridmonopolies, regulatory constraints,
financing challenges andlow state capacity,
forinstance - highlight theimportance of
governancereformandlong-term planning,
plus efforts to mitigate the risks of misguided
sunk costinvestments thatlock-infuture
systems which may rapidly become obsolete.

Past decisions and institutional
constraints can ‘lock-in’ suboptimal
systems, and overcoming them requires
deliberate, coordinated transformation
by committed leaders and nimble
governing systems.

Water security, transport connectivity and
climate-resilientinfrastructure underscore
the needforintegratedtechnological,
ecologicaland community-based solutions
that also address political and social
dimensions such as public willingness to
pay anddistributionalimpactstoo.Inline
withthe core contentions of the SSR2026,
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this systemic perspectivereinforcesboth
the distinctiveness of SIDS’ vulnerabilities
andthe needforevidence-based, forward-
looking strategies to navigate structural
transformation.

7.2.4 Environmentalprotectionand
planetary sustainability

ltisimpossible to separate questions around
environmental sustainability from the wider
SIDS development agenda. SIDS face
disproportionate exposure to accelerating
climate change and atthe same time are
custodians of globally significant biodiversity
and ocean ecosystems.

Defending the SIDS special case
means reframing their environmental
role in terms of planetary value,
moving narratives of vulnerability to
assertive arguments about global loss
and responsibility.

Again, integrated systemic approaches are
essentialhere. Strategies are needed that
link climate action, disasterriskreductionand
biodiversity conservation, using approaches
such as nature-based solutions, ecosystem
management and early warning systemes, all
while ensuring that global frameworks and
agreements supportratherthanundermine
theinterests of SIDS. Implementation
challenges -includinglimited access to
finance, severe data gaps and capacity
constraints - are daunting though (Shah and
Kelman, 2024). And running alongside this
isafearthat externalactors may capture the
benefits of environmentalinitiatives, meaning
we also need more equitable governance,

strongerlocal participationand greater
recognition of SIDS’ global value in sustaining
planetary systems.

The globalcommunity must betterunderstand
thevitalrole that SIDS play, and have always
played, asnormentrepreneurs shaping
international frameworks andlegal processes
onclimatejustice, ocean governance,
environmental protection, andloss and
damage (Wilkinsonetal.,2022; Pangelinan
and Wilkinson, 2025; Wilkinson and Gmeiner,
2025;Marinescu andBishop, 2026). Key to
thisisemphasising therisks of things like
ocean-grabbing and greenwashing that can
ensue fromagreements and processes that
facilitate, ratherthaninhibit, the problems
they claimtosolve.

Well-functioning ecosystems are not

only environmental assets, but afirstline

of defence for SIDS with far-reaching
implications: theirdegradationrepresents
anetloss forhumanity asawhole. Inthis
sense, defending the SIDS special case
means reframing theirenvironmental rolein
terms of planetary value, moving narratives
of vulnerability to assertive arguments about
globalloss andresponsibility as we overshoot
climate thresholds.

7.2.5 Meansofimplementation

Across all of these areas, the central constraint
remainsimplementation. Thisis a perennial
challenge, of course, buteveninthe twoyears
since the promulgation of the ABAS, ithas
been exacerbated by the way development
assistance hasbecome more scarce,
politicised and misaligned with SIDS’ priorities.

Accesstoconcessional financeisa
cornerstoneissue. SIDS face worsening
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fiscal constraints due torepeated shocks,
heavyindebtedness, declining donorsupport
andreliance on excessively high-cost
borrowing, evenas emergingtools such as
the Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (MVI)
beginto challenge the traditional dominance
of allocation systems based solely ongross
nationalincome (GNI) (Hurley et al., 2024,
2025aand 2025b).

While thereis growinginterestininnovative
financinginstruments, uptake has been
limited, often due to donor-drivendesignand
questions of scalability. This highlights the
need formore appropriate and accessible
mechanisms that work with the grain of SIDS’
capacity constraints andlocal practices
(Wilkinsonetal.,2025). Simultaneously, many
of the demands made by SIDS stakeholders
- especially around digitalisation, innovation,
data systems, youth skills, culture and
biodiversity - are diverging with donor
priorities, therefore technical assistance
should berealigned and greaterinvestment
should be madeininstitutional capacity.

7.3 Where dowe go
from here?

The SSR2026 Introduction opens with

the anchoring claimthat the special
caseisunderthreat, before discussing
development options and demands made
by SIDS. Island nations want action on six
things: diversification, self-sufficiency,
extractivism, technology, knowledge-
sharing, and voice andrepresentation.
Tobeclear, these priorities are farfrom
comprehensive - they are not allthat SIDS
stakeholders care about. Rather, they are the
sixbroad themes that continually cropped
up atthe Future Forumin2026.

RESI The state of SIDSreport 2026 191

Filming Climate Blueprint, Dominica, 2024.
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.

The discussion of these prioritiesinthe
Introductionis explanatory - focusingon

the ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions - but here
inthe Conclusionsitis more provocative,
focused onthe ‘how’. This section sketches
out, howeverimperfectly, the avenues that
might be worth pursuing and perhaps the
beginnings of aninitial framework from which
ablueprint might be developed.

Specifically, we offer brief suggestions
forhow the entire SIDS stakeholder
community can collectively and
collaboratively rethink the wider challenge
of defending the special case by
asserting SIDS’ global value to humanity
inanumber of key areas. This chapter
therefore consolidates the dialogue
stimulated by boththe SSR2026 and


https://odi.org/en/publications/breaking-the-cycle-of-debt-in-small-island-developing-states/
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the Future Forum 2026, and suggests a
short- and medium-termroadmap for
productive conversations that will shape
the SSR2028 and the Future Forum 2028
asthe ABASreachesits mid-point.

7.3.1 TheSIDS ‘specialcase’ must
be defendedthroughvaluenot
justvulnerability

Foralmost fourdecades, SIDS have been
recognised by the international community
as ‘aspecial case forsustainable
development’ (Bishop etal.,2021). But
that consensusis now fraying. Theriskis
not disappearance, butwaningrelevance,
where the SIDS agenda still exists but
strugglestoprogressinapost-hegemonic,
resource-constrained multilateral order
whichisitself fraying too. This, inturn,
means SIDS will struggle to have the same
effectoninternational organisations and
the processes and mechanisms servicing
themastheyhaveintherecent past
(Corbettetal., 2021).

SIDS could more strongly articulate
their global value —as custodians

of biodiversity, providers of climate
leadership, designers of transitional
technologies, producers of unique
cultural heritage or generators of
institutional legitimacy.

RESI’s Directors - the authors of this
Conclusionand the editors of thisreport -
would be the verylast people to ever question
thereality of enduring vulnerability in SIDS.
Indeed, our strong view s that the special
circumstances of SIDS are undeniable, much

as some would seek to deny them (Bishop et
al.,,2025). As statedinthe Introductionto the
SSR2026 though, thisis not the whole story.
And, by implication, itis also not the only basis
onwhich SIDS can or should defend their
special case. Rather, a strategic shift could
be envisaged encompassing a twin-track
defence. Thiscombines a staunchreassertion
of vulnerability-based claims that centre
onshowingthe sudden, disproportionate,
excessive and unfair costs of exogenous
shocks with anequally assertive argument
about the unjustifiable losseswhen SIDS are
notcompensated. Thisis, of course, already
happeningto adegreeinareaslike the
‘lossand damage’ process (Marinescuand
Bishop, 2026). But SIDS could more strongly
articulate their globalvalue - as custodians of
biodiversity, providers of climate leadership,
designers of transitional technologies,
producers of unique cultural heritage or
generators of institutional legitimacy - and
thelosses to humanity as awhole when
theirrights to development and sovereign
statehood are undermined and revoked

by devastating geopolitical, economic or
environmental shocks.

The policy implication of thisis stark: unless
SIDS andtheirpartners candemonstrate

that the deterioration of theirecosystems,
societies, cultures and governance
contributionsrepresentsanetlossto
humanity, the special treatment promised
(but notalways delivered) willkeep eroding.
Meanwhile, afocus onthevalue(s) of SIDS
forces othernationstoaccountforwhatwillbe
lostif the needs of small countries are not met.

There are, for sure, many other stories
and defences that may be mounted. By
encouraging stakeholders to think more
aggressivelyinthese terms, we hope we
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cancollectively showcase the enormous
leadership provided by SIDS globally inways
thatbenefitisland nations themselves and
international society more broadly.

7.3.2 Diversificationshould
reducereliance onextractive
developmentmodels

Despite strongrhetoric around greater
sustainability - andinteresting practice
acrossislandregions, from geothermal power
tofloating solarfarms - SIDS economies are
oftenstill structurally embeddedin extractive
dynamics. These canbe explicit, forexample
overt forms of rent-seeking, resource
extractionandindustrial state capture by
external actors. They canalso beimplicit,

like intheinformal care economy where

much hiddenlabouris performed by women
andleftuncounted and unpaid. Continuing
dependence onimportedfuels, dominant
enclave tourismmodels, pressure to exploit
seabedresources, andthe extraction

of labourand care from overburdened
populations allreflect different elements of
the same dynamics.

Extractionis not only environmental,

but socialand economic too - valueis
appropriated from ecosystems, from
communities and frominformal systems.
We do not pretend that this deep-

seated structural challenge willbe easy

to solve. There are powerasymmetries
anddistributional conflictsineventhe
best-functioning and best-governed
capitalisteconomies. Butrecognising those
inequalities and, more importantly, the market
and policy failures thatreproduce them,isa
first step toimproving things.
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What this means for SIDS, practically, is
thatto achieve economic diversification
and greater productivity, new growth
pathways are neededthat enhance
self-sufficiency, resilience, equity and
quality of life as opposed to pathways
that deepen dependency or create new
forms of rentierism.

Extraction is not only environmental,
but social and economic too —

value is appropriated from
ecosystems, from communities

and from informal systems.

Dhangethi, the Maldives. Photo:
Konstantin Mishchenko/Pexels.
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7.3.3 Implementationfailure can
be addressed by properly

valuing SIDS

Across alldomains, the binding constraint
isnotalack of novelideas andinnovative
solutions, but a failure of implementation.
Thisisrootedin misaligned global systems
of finance, dataand governance.

Concessionalfinanceisinaccessible, debt
burdens are worsening and donor priorities
are,inmany cases, diverging fromthe
needsidentified by SIDS themselves. Thisis
particularly true indigitalisation, innovation
and capacity strengthening (Wilkinson et
al.,2025; Panwaretal., 2026). Meanwhile,
data systems fail to capture SIDS’realities,
includingloss and damage, informal
economies and care work.

Theimplicationis that the international system

systematically underestimates both the
needs andthe contributions of SIDS, leading
to chronic underinvestment. Atroubling
conclusion follows from this: without reform
of globalfinancing and data architectures -
including vulnerability-based allocation and
outcome-based metrics - the ABAS will not
beimplemented effectively.

SIDS are effectively subsidising
global sustainability.

Onewaytotransformthis pictureisto make
stronger statements about the widervalue
of SIDS. Embeddedinthissimpleideaisa
powerful analyticalinsight: SIDS generate
substantial global public value wellbeyond
thatwhichaccruestothem. But thisis neither
meaningfully capturedin existing datanor

Kiribati,2023. Photo:
RESI/Emily Wilkinson.

effectively compensated by financing
mechanisms. So, ratherthan being net
recipients fromagenerous multilateral system
-astheyare generally perceived - SIDS are
actually net contributors to a miserly one.

Plenty of evidenceinthe SSR2026 supports
this claim: fromunpaid domestic care

work thatreproduces SIDS populations,
communities and cultures, tointernational
biodiversity protectionand ocean
stewardship that provides a core global public
good. Indeed, SIDS hold adisproportionate
share of global biodiversity and play avitalrole
inmaintaining ocean and climate systems, yet
the benefits are largely externalised and the
costsarebornelocally. SIDS are effectively
subsidising global sustainability.
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This potentially represents amassive
systemic distortion with significant political
implications: whatis not measuredis not
financed, andwhatis not financedis not
sustained. The policy implication, then, is that
we need aradical expansion andrethinking

of what actually counts as ‘value’, placing
natural-, social- and care-based contributions
‘onthe balance sheet’ andlinking them to
financing mechanisms. Atthe same time,
environmental and cultural stewardship must
belinked to predictable, scaled and equitable
financing mechanisms, including those that
recognise ecosystemservices and nature-
based solutions. Without this, SIDS will be
treated as low-productivity economies still,
ratherthanhigh-value systems operating
under structural constraints.

7.3.4 Systemicchallengesrequire
capacity aswellas finance

Energy, water, infrastructure, transport, social
systems and environmentalmanagement are
deeplyinterconnectedin SIDS contexts, yet
policy and financingresponsesremain siloed
and project-based. We know this, of course,
and almost all SIDS stakeholders lament

the lack of systemic support to holistically
connectdisparateissues and advancelong-
term programmatic agendas.

Giventhe spatial concentration and limited
redundancy of SIDS systems, failures
cascade rapidly across entire economies and
societies. This means piecemealinterventions
are insufficient and counterproductive. The
global community needs to shift towards
integrated, system-levelinvestment
packages, supported by coordinated
governance andlong-term planning. And
donors must change theirbehaviour: stop
funding projects, start funding systems, and
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support the establishment - and, crucially,
the maintenance - of concrete structures for
lesson-sharing acrossregions, issues and
levels of governance.

The global community needs to shift
towards integrated, system-level
investment packages, supported by
coordinated governance and long-
term planning.

Forthis kind of agenda towork, SIDS
need adequate financing plus capacity-
building support. Thisis well-known too:
ithasfeaturedinthe academic literature
onsmall state politics dating backto the
immediate post-war period (Corbett,
2023). Aimost every speaker, at almost
every SIDS meeting, acknowledges
limited capacity as a key feature of
whatever challengeisunderdiscussion.

Itis particularly surprising, therefore,

that solittle of the debate about what
needsto be done takes seriously the
question of buttressing state capacity.
Smalladministrations manage multiple,
overlapping crises andinternational
obligations. The same limited pool of
officialsis expectedto negotiate global
agreements, design national policies and
oversee implementation across sectors.
This creates a structural bottleneck

that cannot be solved by finance alone.
Capacity strengthening must be treated as
coreinfrastructure - coveringinvestment
ininstitutions, regulatory systems
andtechnical expertise - if long-term
interventions are to have a chance of
working (Wilkinsonetal., 2025).
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Man harvesting sugarcane, Trinidad, Cuba.
Photo: Nesrin Ozdemir/Shutterstock.com.

7.3.5 Technological opportunitiescan
offsetsize-related constraints

The final pointin this concluding chapter
considers the rapid shifts occurringin digital
and otherforms of technology.

Akey constraint across SIDSisthe prevalence
of deep-seatedinequalities, whetherbetween
generations, sexes, classes, ethnic groups
orcommunities. These canbe especially
pronouncedinremote and archipelagic states.
Many SIDS are characterised by highlevels of
informal labour, weak social protectionand
otherforms of exclusionthatrenderthemless
able than other countries to absorb shocks and
sustain development gains. But these micro-
dynamics are underprioritisedinmacro policy.

Social systems are not peripheral but

rather centralto otherforms of economic,
governing and environmentalresilience, and
therefore addressinginequality - by investing
ineducation, care, health, social protection
andterritorial contiguity - is a prerequisite

forachieving the broader objectives of the
ABAS. Digitaltechnologies and artificial
intelligence (Al) potentially complicate this
picture though. Onthe one hand, these
technologies may foster greaterinclusion
by helping SIDS overcome theirremoteness
and by automating administrative functions
that currently require large amounts of
scarcelabour. But they could alsoreinforce
dependencyif SIDS are slow or passive
adopters of externally driven systems
(Lindsayetal.,2025).

The deeperissue, then,isnotaccessto
technology perse, but control overits
developmentand governance. This pointsto
aneedforinvestmentindigitalinfrastructure,
skillsandinnovation ecosystems, alongside
stronger collaborationandlesson-sharing
across SIDS. The policyimplicationis that
technological ‘leapfrogging’, about which
many observers are excited whenitcomes
to Al, willonly occurif SIDS are positioned
as builders of systems not end-users of
external solutions.
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7.4 Towardsthe SSR2028

Atbestwe arelivingin a highly destabilising
global context, and at worst an exceptionally
bleak and forbidding one. But thereis much
that canbe doneif we collectively seize the
opportunitiesinfront of us.

SIDS have historically shown considerable
successinshaping globalnormsand
processes. The task going forwardsisto
rethinkandreconceive the stories we tell,
the arguments we make and the changeswe
advocate forinthisnewanduncertainera. We
know that the collective voice of SIDSis far
louderthanthe sum of its parts, butitis being
heardunevenly acrossissue areasanditis
beinginstitutionalisedinsufficiently beyond
negotiation spaces.

The fragmentation discussed throughout
the SSR2026 limits the ability to coordinate
action, share best practice andinfluence
broader globalagendas. Stronger
institutional architectures for SIDS-SIDS
cooperationare needed to support
continuous engagement, knowledge-
sharing and strategic coordination otherwise
countriesrisk being outmanoeuvredinthe
competitive global system.

For too long, the world has benefited
from what SIDS offer without
compensating them commensurately.

One answerto this problemistobalance
asserting vulnerability with articulating
value. This spans designing projectsto
building systems, and fromrevealing
extractionto facilitating transformation.
Takentogether, theinsightsinthis SSR2026
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make a small but significant startin
envisaging afundamental shiftinhow the
SIDS agendais framed and pursued.

The centraltaskis not simply to manage
vulnerability, buttoreposition SIDS as
high-value contributors within arapidly
changing global order, while simultaneously
transforming domestic development
pathways away from extractive, fragmented
andunder-resourced models. Inthe words
of the authors of Chapter4 of the SSR2026,
SIDS are ‘the frontline laboratory for
globalresilience’. This,inturn,demands an
assertive, evidence-based and strategically
coordinated approach: one thatrecognises
the urgency of the currentmoment and the
opportunity toreshape the terms through
which SIDS engage. Fortoolong, the world
has benefited fromwhat SIDS offer without
compensating them commensurately.

Filming Climate Blueprint, Dominica, 2024. s
Photo: RESI/Ben Merker, Merk Films.
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Appendix 1. Key data sources and indices measuring productive

capacitiesin SIDS

Data source/index

UNCTAD Productive
CapacitiesIndex
(PCI)

UNDP SIDS Data
Platform

Caribbean Digital
Transformation Index

Pacific Economic
Monitor (Asian
Development Bank)

Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO)
blue transformation
and fisheries
statistics

OECDreports
oninfrastructure
finance

International
Telecommunication
Union (ITU)

reports ondigital
development

Academic and think
tankresearch

Scope/focus

Comprehensive
multidimensional
index.

Economic, social,
infrastructure,

innovation and climate-

resilience data.

ICT adoptionand
digitaleconomy
metrics.

Economic trends and
infrastructure.

Sector-specific focus
onblue economy and
fisheries.

Infrastructure
finance, greenbonds,
innovative financing
mechanisms.

Development of digital
infrastructure and
e-governance.

Context-specific
analyses covering
economic
diversification,
productivity, resilience

and policyimplications.

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Description/coverage

Assesses 43 indicators
across 8 dimensionsincluding
human capital, infrastructure,
innovation, institutions.
Global coverage of all SIDS.

Global coverage of SIDS,
providing comprehensive and
updated statistics for policy
and analysis.

Regionalfocus on Caribbean
SIDS, tracking progressin
digitalinfrastructure and
digital economic activity.

Biannualupdatesfocused
onPacific SIDS’ economic
performance and
infrastructure developments.

Data covering marine
resources, fisheries
sustainability and economic
contributions of blue
economy sectors.

Analyses and
recommendationson
infrastructure investment and
financing challengesin SIDS.

Detailed analysis of
ICT developmentand
connectivityin SIDS.

In-depth studies providing
qualitative and quantitative
insights tailored to SIDS
contexts.

Reference

UNCTAD (2025a)

UNDP (n.d.)

CDB(2023)

ADB (2024)

FAO (2024)

OECD (2023)

ITU (2024)

Hambleton

and Jeyaseelan
(2024); Briguglio
andMoncada
(2022); Pomeroy
(2021)


https://unctad.org/publication/statistical-guidelines-measuring-productive-capacities
https://sids.data.undp.org/
https://www.caribank.org/publications-and-resources/resource-library/annual-reports/cdb-annual-report-2023
https://www.adb.org/publications/pacific-economic-monitor-august-2024
https://doi.org/10.4060/cd0683en
https://doi.org/10.1787/bd8d4112-en
http://www.itu.int/hub/publication/d-ind-ict_mdd-2024-1/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11648209/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11648209/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11648209/
http://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/100332
http://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/100332
http://www.um.edu.mt/library/oar/handle/123456789/100332
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/395585258_Fisheries_and_the_Blue_Economy_Opportunities_for_Sustainable_Growth
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/395585258_Fisheries_and_the_Blue_Economy_Opportunities_for_Sustainable_Growth
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