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On May 28, 2026, the Inter-American Dialogue’s Asia & Latin America Program held “Managing
Sovereign Waters: Infrastructure, Maritime Security, and Strategic Agency,” the second event in

a private roundtable series called “Comparative Policymaking in a Shifting Global Architecture:
Approaches from the Caribbean and the Pacific.” During the event, experts from Pacific and
Caribbean policy, academia, and multilateral communities examined how Small Island Developing
States (SIDS) are navigating an increasingly fragmented and transactional international
environment. Discussion centered on the evolving relationship between climate diplomacy,
geopolitical competition, development finance, sovereignty, and strategic agency.

This document includes think pieces by Transform Aqorau, vice chancellor of Solomon Islands
National University; Nand C. Bardouille, manager of Diplomatic Academy of the Caribbean in the
Institute of International Relations at The University of the West Indies St. Augustine Campus;
and Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith, a fellow with the Caribbean Policy Consortium. Each of these authors
considers how Caribbean and Pacific states are navigating a rapidly shifting global order, with
focused attention on the ways in which local and global developments are affecting regional
approaches to maritime security and strategic autonomy.
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OPENING REMARKS

‘ D | A LO G UE Think piece by Transform Agorau for the Inter-American Dialogue
roundtable event, Managing Sovereign Waters: Maritime Security,
Leadership for the Americas Infrastructure, and Strategic Agency, on May 28, 2026.

Distinguished colleagues, friends, and fellow

Transform Aqorau participants,

It is a pleasure to join you today for this important
Vice Chancellor, Solomon Islands dialogue on comparative policymaking in a shifting
National University. global architecture, with particular attention to

approaches from the Caribbean and the Pacific.
Thursday, May 28, 2026

| want to begin by acknowledging the significance of

this conversation. The Caribbean and the Pacific may

be separated by distance, but we are connected by a

common oceanic condition. We are regions of small
island developing states. We are custodians of vast ocean spaces. We are communities whose
identities, economies, food systems, cultures, and futures are deeply tied to land and sea. And
we are on the frontlines of global crises that we did not create, but which we are now required to
confront with urgency, resilience, and imagination.

For Pacific Island countries, the challenges are not abstract. Climate change is not simply a
technical matter to be negotiated in conference rooms. It is visible in sea-level rise, coastal
erosion, saltwater intrusion, ocean warming, stronger cyclones, changing fish stocks, damage to
infrastructure, threats to food and water security, and the displacement pressures facing low-lying
communities.

For some Pacific states, climate change also raises questions that go to the core of statehood
and sovereignty. What happens to maritime zones if coastlines shift? What happens to
nationhood if communities are forced to move? What happens to culture, identity, language,
ancestral land, and sacred places when the physical foundations of community life are
threatened? These are legal, political, cultural, economic, and moral questions.

At the same time, Pacific Island countries face a profound development dilemma. We are
expected to adapt to climate change, transition to renewable energy, protect biodiversity,
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build resilient infrastructure, strengthen food systems, improve health and education, expand
employment, and provide opportunities for our young people. Yet the resources available to do
so remain inadequate, fragmented, difficult to access, and often tied to procedures designed far
away from the realities of small administrations and vulnerable communities.

This is why climate finance remains central to our discussion. The promise of climate finance
has not consistently translated into timely, predictable, accessible, and fit-for-purpose support.
Small island states continue to face burdensome application procedures, slow disbursement,
complex reporting requirements, and fragmented funding windows. One of the think pieces for
this dialogue rightly observes that SIDS face persistent barriers in accessing climate finance,
including slow reforms and onerous procedures, even though these issues are high on the global
climate agenda.

This raises a fundamental question for us today: what structural reforms within the global
financial architecture are most critical if climate assistance is to support sustainable local
development while also reducing debt vulnerabilities?

For Pacific and Caribbean countries, this is not simply a question of more finance. It is a question
of the quality, accessibility, predictability, and justice of finance. Climate finance that increases
debt burdens cannot be regarded as a just response to a crisis that small island states did not
cause. Climate finance that is inaccessible to local institutions cannot be considered effective.
Climate finance that bypasses communities cannot be called transformative.

The reforms that matter most include more grant-based finance, simplified access procedures,
direct access for national and regional institutions, greater use of vulnerability-based measures
such as the Multidimensional Vulnerability Index, debt pause clauses, climate-resilient debt
instruments, better capitalization of loss and damage arrangements, and stronger alignment
between international finance and nationally determined priorities. The Bridgetown Initiative and
related SIDS-led advocacy have helped shift global debate toward these questions, particularly
around the need to reform the international financial architecture so that vulnerability, rather than
income classification alone, becomes central to access and eligibility.

But the prospect for reform remains uncertain. We are operating in a political environment marked
by fiscal tightening, geopolitical rivalry, declining trust in multilateralism, and, in some quarters,
retreat from climate ambition. This means small island states must navigate a difficult reality: the
moral case for climate justice is stronger than ever, but the political willingness of major powers
to deliver structural change remains uneven.

This brings us to a second question: as the geopolitical landscape evolves, what strategic
adaptations are required for regional coalitions such as AOSIS to effectively advance their
structural diplomacy and secure actionable international commitments?

AOSIS has long been one of the most important diplomatic platforms for small island states.
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It has enabled countries with limited individual power to act collectively, shape global climate
discourse, and secure recognition of the special circumstances of SIDS. However, the landscape
in which AOSIS operates is changing. The Haynes think piece notes that AOSIS coordination has
expanded significantly beyond climate and sustainable development to include development
finance, law of the sea, the BBNJ treaty, sea-level rise, plastics, and climate-related legal
processes.

This expansion is both a strength and a challenge. It reflects the fact that climate change is now
connected to almost every major area of global governance. But it also places enormous strain on
small administrations. Our officials are required to cover multiple negotiating tracks, often with
very limited human and financial resources. The implication is clear: if AOSIS and other regional
coalitions are to remain effective, they must adapt strategically.

They must prioritize more sharply. They must invest in technical capacity. They must coordinate
across climate, oceans, finance, trade, security, and development. They must build alliances
beyond traditional partners. They must use international law more deliberately. And they must turn
broad political declarations into specific, measurable, and accountable commitments.

For small island states, structural diplomacy must now mean more than visibility in international
forums. It must mean converting moral authority into institutional reform, financing mechanisms,
legal obligations, and implementation pathways.

This leads to another important question: in what ways are small island states strategically
navigating current multipolar dynamics to ensure some degree of climate progress and secure
effective climate finance?

The answer is that small island states are navigating a complex and sometimes uncomfortable
diplomatic space. We are engaging traditional partners, emerging powers, multilateral
development banks, philanthropic actors, regional institutions, and private capital. We are
deepening South-South cooperation. We are pursuing issue-based coalitions. We are using climate
vulnerability as a basis for international advocacy. And we are increasingly linking climate change
to security, oceans, human rights, development finance, and international law.

But this multipolar world also brings risks. Partnerships can become transactional. Development
assistance can be shaped by strategic competition. Infrastructure financing can become
entangled with geopolitical alignment. Small island states may find themselves pressured to
choose sides, even when their own long-standing diplomatic posture has been one of friendship
to all and enmity to none. The Gordon think piece makes this point clearly by emphasizing

that Caribbean and Pacific diplomacy must move beyond fragmented approaches and invest
intentionally in partnerships based on shared vulnerabilities, shared values, and a shared vision of
a just climate future.

For the Pacific, this means we must be pragmatic without being captured, principled without
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being naive, and open to partnership without surrendering policy autonomy. We must navigate
multipolarity in ways that protect our sovereignty, advance climate justice, and deliver tangible
benefits to our people.

This also raises a practical and increasingly important question: how do small island states
navigate the operational trade-offs between procuring cost-effective climate and infrastructure
technologies and adhering to the strategic or interoperability standards mandated by traditional
development partners?

This is not a theoretical issue. It arises in renewable energy systems, telecommunications, ports,
maritime surveillance, digital infrastructure, water systems, and climate-resilient construction.
Small island states often need affordable and rapidly deployable technologies. Yet some
development partners may require adherence to particular procurement rules, technical standards,
cybersecurity expectations, interoperability systems, or strategic preferences.

The implication is that small island states must build stronger national and regional capacity

to assess technology choices on their own terms. We need procurement systems that consider
cost, durability, maintenance, local skills, climate suitability, data security, long-term ownership,
and geopolitical implications. We need to avoid dependency on technologies that cannot be
maintained locally. But we must also avoid arrangements that lock us into expensive systems that
do not meet local realities.

This is an area where regional cooperation can be extremely valuable. The Pacific and Caribbean
can share technical assessments, pool expertise, develop regional standards, strengthen
procurement capacity, and negotiate better terms with partners. In a world of strategic
competition, technical decisions are also sovereignty decisions.

Another question before us is equally important: in what ways do donor interests and high-level
diplomatic outcomes regarding climate assistance align with, or diverge from, the practical
developmental priorities of local communities?

This question forces us to examine the gap between diplomacy and lived experience. At the
international level, climate assistance is often framed around pledges, announcements, facilities,
compacts, and partnerships. But at the community level, the priorities may be much more
immediate: safe water, coastal protection, reliable energy, roads, schools, clinics, food security,
fishing livelihoods, disaster preparedness, and the protection of cultural and sacred sites.

Too often, donor priorities do not fully align with these local priorities. Funding may be shaped by
the strategic visibility of the donor, the preferences of implementing agencies, or the requirements
of global reporting systems. Projects may be designed to satisfy international frameworks rather
than community needs. In some cases, communities are consulted only after the main decisions
have already been made.
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This raises a broader question: to what extent do current international negotiating frameworks
address the needs of the Global South, and how can enhanced regional solidarity bridge the
gaps?

The truth is that many international frameworks still reflect unequal power. They recognize
vulnerability rhetorically, but not always operationally. They acknowledge special circumstances,
but do not always translate that recognition into special access, simplified procedures, or
predictable finance. They speak of locally led adaptation, but too often resources remain
concentrated in international intermediaries.

Enhanced regional solidarity can help bridge this gap by ensuring that Caribbean and Pacific
countries bring local priorities into collective bargaining positions. Solidarity must therefore
operate at several levels: between regions, within regions, between governments and
communities, and between negotiators and grassroots actors. Regional blocs must not only
speak for states; they must also create pathways for local and indigenous knowledge to inform
what states say internationally.

That brings us to another critical question: by what mechanisms can Caribbean and Pacific
regional blocs ensure that localized, indigenous, and grassroots priorities form a foundational
element of their collective bargaining strategies?

There are practical ways to do this. Regional organizations can establish community advisory
processes before major negotiations. They can create standing mechanisms for indigenous
leaders, women, youth, local governments, and civil society to contribute to regional positions.
They can require that regional climate priorities be informed by local adaptation plans, traditional
knowledge, and community vulnerability assessments. They can invest in knowledge translation
so that local realities become negotiating language. They can ensure that regional declarations
do not only reflect ministerial consensus, but also community experience.

For the Pacific, this is particularly important because our climate diplomacy is grounded not
only in science and economics, but also in culture, identity, land, ocean, and intergenerational
responsibility. Our people must not be treated merely as beneficiaries of climate finance. They
are knowledge holders, rights holders, and agents of resilience.

This is why the question of accountability is so important: what can small states reasonably
do at this juncture to foster accountability and secure sustained financial commitments from
international partners?

Small states cannot force large emitters or major financial institutions to act. But we are not
powerless. We can continue to use international law, including advisory opinion processes, to
clarify obligations and strengthen the normative basis for accountability. We can insist that
climate finance pledges be tracked transparently. We can build common SIDS scorecards

to monitor delivery. We can coordinate positions across AOSIS, the Pacific Islands Forum,
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CARICOM, and other regional groupings. We can align our advocacy in climate, finance, oceans,
and development forums. We can demand that loss and damage finance be new, additional,
grant-based, and accessible. We can use diplomatic coalitions to keep pressure on the G20,
multilateral development banks, and major emitters.

We can also strengthen our own systems. Accountability is not only external. Small island
states must build credible national pipelines of climate-resilient projects, improve public
financial management, strengthen safeguards, collect better data, and ensure that resources
reach communities. This does not absolve international partners of responsibility. Rather, it
strengthens our negotiating position by showing that our demand is not for charity, but for
justice, partnership, and delivery.

For the Pacific and the Caribbean, the way forward must therefore be both outward-looking and
inward-looking. We must continue to press for global reform, but we must also invest in our own
institutions, our own regional systems, and our own local capacities.

The Pacific brings important lessons to this discussion. We have framed climate change as a
security issue, an ocean issue, a development issue, a human rights issue, and an existential
issue. We have used moral authority and collective diplomacy to influence global debates.
We have shown that small states can lead. The Caribbean has also brought powerful ideas,
particularly around financial architecture reform, debt vulnerability, and the need to rethink
resilience. Together, these experiences offer a stronger platform for collective action.

But we must be honest about what small island states must now navigate.

We must navigate a geopolitical environment in which climate action is no longer insulated from
strategic competition. We must navigate a financial architecture that recognizes our vulnerability
in principle, but too often fails to respond to it in practice.

We must navigate development partnerships that can support our ambitions, but may also
constrain our choices.

We must navigate technology decisions that involve not only cost and efficiency, but also
sovereignty, interoperability, security, and long-term dependency.

We must navigate the gap between international commitments and local realities.

We must navigate the pressure on our small administrations as global negotiations expand
across climate, oceans, biodiversity, plastics, finance, security, and law.

And we must navigate the challenge of maintaining solidarity among small island states whose
circumstances are similar, but whose national interests, partners, and political pressures may not
always be identical.

The implication is that solidarity must become more disciplined, more practical, and more
strategic. It must move from shared vulnerability to shared bargaining. It must move from
declarations to delivery. It must move from high-level diplomacy to local transformation.
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As we begin this discussion, | hope we can focus on three broad propositions.

First, small island states must continue to act collectively, because collective diplomacy remains
one of our strongest tools in an unequal international system.

Second, climate finance reform must be treated not as a technical matter, but as a central issue of
justice, development, and survival.

Third, local communities, indigenous knowledge, and grassroots priorities must be placed at the
center of regional and international advocacy, because resilience that does not reach communities
is not resilience at all.

The task before us is not simply to survive a shifting global architecture. It is to help reshape it.

For Pacific Island countries, and for small island states more broadly, the message is clear. We
need a global system that listens to vulnerable states, delivers accessible and predictable finance,
respects ocean sovereignty, supports locally led solutions, reduces debt vulnerabilities, protects
policy space, and treats resilience not as a substitute for justice, but as part of the pathway
toward it.@
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WHY THE CARIBBEAN

COMMUNITY BLOC'S DIPLOMATIC
NADIR LINGERS

‘ D | A LO G UE Think piece presented by Nand C. Bardouille at the Inter-
American Dialogue roundtable event, Managing Sovereign
Leadership for the Americas Waters: Maritime Security, Infrastructure, and Strategic Agency,

on May 28, 2026.
A closely watched recent meeting of Caribbean

Nand C. Bardouille Community (CARICOM) foreign ministers called for
the bloc’s member states to lean into “unified action”

Manager of The Diplomatic in the face of what its Secretary-General Carla Barnett

Academy of the Caribbean, the characterized as an “unpredictable global landscape,’

Institute of International Relations, underscoring the importance of a so-called “dual

The University of the West Indies St. approach.”
Augustine Campus.
In reference to what it states is the evolving geopolitical

landscape, the meeting communique (in part) conveys
following: “Ministers asserted that safeguarding

Thursday, May 28, 2026

Caribbean sovereignty requires a dual approach including intensifying foreign policy coordination
for greater convergence to navigate great power rivalries and accelerating the CARICOM Single
Market and Economy (CSME) to ensure regional food and energy security.”

Driven largely by duelling perspectives on the ‘Trump Corollary’ to the Monroe Doctrine, pitting
Trinidad and Tobago against virtually all its sister CARICOM states, their differences are deep
and significant. Thus, disagreements have also arisen over traditional approaches to and broad
principles informing the conduct of such small states’ international relations.

Whereas Trinidad and Tobago has forcefully backed the Donroe Doctrine, oil-rich Guyana has
adopted a more nuanced stance. At the end of the day, its vital security needs and significant
energy interests are deciding factors in respect of that positioning.

Rather than bringing these states closer together, resultant foreign policy and security-related
actions have fomented mistrust. Instructively, Trinidad and Tobago has seized on this moment to
raise a host of bloc-level governance issues.

Caught in a now months-long diplomatic nadir, the regional grouping is eying a way forward.

Yet, there is doubt in some quarters that the recently concluded Twenty-Ninth Meeting of


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08263663.2018.1456133
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08263663.2018.1456133
https://caricom.org/statement-h-e-melvin-bouva-chair-council-for-foreign-and-community-relations-closing-session-twenty-ninth-meeting-of-the-council-for-foreign-and-community-relations-21-may-2026/
https://caricom.org/caricom-secretary-general-opens-29th-cofcor-meeting-with-call-for-strategic-unity/
https://caricom.org/twenty-ninth-meeting-council-for-foreign-and-community-relations-cofcor-paramaribo-suriname-20-21-may-2026/
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/nandcbardouille_a-whats-next-moment-for-caricom-taking-activity-7431388689403990016-sJz_?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABRBLP4BnduL67g7RfWCl3OarvqU6EFGECk
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00358533.2011.565625
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the Council for Foreign and Community Relations or COFCOR — an organ of the Community
comprising ministers with responsibility for the foreign affairs of member states — moved the
needle. (Trinidad and Tobago, along with some other member states, were not represented at
ministerial level at this meeting held on May 20 to 21 in Suriname.)

Strategic Autonomy: The Post-Colonial Caribbean State as
an International Actor

There should be little doubt that in the current geopolitical context, which also turns on renewed
great-power competition, strategic autonomy is the watchword for CARICOM member states.
(Strategic autonomy is the ability to act independently to uphold the national interest, exercising
foreign and security policy with due regard to geopolitical dynamics.)

In moments of diplomatic churn as regards the post-independence journey of the bloc’s 14
sovereign member states, strategic autonomy has been a recurrent foreign policy-related theme.
Of note, with the exception of Haiti, those members gained their independence from the 1960s to
the 1980s. The Anglophone members previously fell under direct British colonial administration as
plantation economies within the British Empire, which peaked during the period of Pax Britannica.
When that international system gave way to Pax Americana, those mostly small islands had to
once again navigate a shifting landscape of hegemony.

Pursuant to the advent of the Monroe Doctrine, the U.S. had long since come to think of the
Caribbean as its “backyard.” Whereas this doctrine sought to push back against European
hegemony in the region, though, the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine wielded a “big
stick” to assert U.S. primacy.

The following reflections of a then-senior U.S. naval officer (titled: ‘The Caribbean — An American
Lake'), published in 1941, capture well this point: “But with the acquisition of our new bases the
picture changes and once more the opportunity is ours to make the Caribbean an American lake —
not a closed sea, but an open highway with the United States Navy in charge of all the traffic lights
on this particular corner of world trade.”

The U.S. attempted to harden its hegemonic grip in relation to the Caribbean as the Cold War got
underway, leveraging its containment strategy. Washington’s advancement of U.S. dominance
regionally — including to secure the nearby Panama Canal — took the form of the expansion of
naval and air bases, as well as the increased use of associated economic and diplomatic tools.

It was the Cuban Revolution and wide-ranging Soviet backing of post-revolution Cuba that raised
the stakes considerably for Washington. And as the island became a primary flashpoint in the
Cold War, the Caribbean became perilously volatile in the 1960s.

There were decision-makers at the time within the Anglophone Caribbean territories in question
first emerging from the colonial yoke that, given increasing strategic competition among great
powers, sought to advance strategic autonomy and lend to regional stability. The father of post-
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independence Barbados is a standout, given his now well-known ‘Friends of All, Satellites of None’
foreign policy doctrine.

In his speech on the occasion of the admission of Barbados to the United Nations (UN) on
December 9, 1966, then-Prime Minister of Barbados Errol Barrow underscored:

We have devised the kind of foreign policy which is consistent with our national situation
and which is also based on the current realities of international politics. We have no quarrels
to pursue and we particularly insist that we do not regard any Member State as our natural
opponent. We shall not involve ourselves in sterile ideological wranglings because we are
exponents, not of the diplomacy of power, but of the diplomacy of peace and prosperity.

We will not regard any great Power as necessarily right in a given dispute unless we are
convinced of this, yet at the same time we will not view the great Powers with perennial
suspicion merely on account of their size, their wealth, or their nuclear potential. We will be
friends of all, satellites of none.

There are good reasons to believe that, regionally, this non-aligned foreign policy doctrine has
wide resonance in principle. That said, the post-independence history of sovereign CARICOM
member states’ international relations is such that differences in foreign policy-related
approaches and a plurality of viewpoints have obtained. (Indeed, to the degree that they may be
generative of differing interests, the bloc has an institutional apparatus in place to “establish
measures to co-ordinate the foreign policies of the Member States of the Community.”)

But perhaps the most consequential issue is what the last few decades of the Cold War era
revealed about those post-colonial Caribbean states. For them, this period of intense geopolitical,
ideological and economic rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union posed a threat
to their strategic autonomy, which is informed by such tenets as: (i) sovereignty and the sovereign
equality of all states; (ii) non-interference in the internal affairs of states (with caveats); and (iii)
respect for and adherence to international law, along with the UN Charter.

No surprise, then, that the great powers’ revival of a spheres of influence-based international
order, coming at the expense of (once) U.S.-led liberal internationalism, is being closely watched
by contemporary Caribbean leaders.

They are also keenly aware that all this has worsened the strain on the processes of international
cooperation and multilateralism.

"

As the age of geopolitical fragmentation takes root, along with the world’s “multipolarization,’
global crises are multiplying and the UN is being unprecedentedly tested. This is a perilous
moment for the global body — a cornerstone of the postwar international order.

In a context where international organizations have an outsized place in their diplomatic
playbook, amplifying their voices and safeguarding their interests on the international stage, this
geopolitical moment is yet another threat to CARICOM member states’ strategic autonomy.
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But these states’ international politics-related regional identity and strategic posture, which have
routinely portrayed them as sticklers for the enforcement of the rules-based international order,
are now facing a challenge not just from without but from within.

The Challenge from Within the Regional Fold

In this latter regard, we should recognize the role of Trinidad and Tobago's strong foreign policy-
related embrace of the ‘Trump Corollary’ to the Monroe Doctrine.

This doctrine has placed renewed U.S. focus on the Western Hemisphere (see the U.S. National
Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy (NDS)), opening the door to “a doctrinal shift:
from development-centered security and influence competition toward a force-first model

of hemispheric deterrence grounded in counter-criminal warfare.” The United States’ recent
interventionist approach in the Caribbean comes to mind. Having emerged as the thorniest of
issues in this delicate moment in intra-CARICOM relations, such interventionism is backed by
Trinidad and Tobago.

Prime Minister Kamla Persad-Bissessar strongly rejects the long-standing regional framing

of the Caribbean as a Zone of Peace, aligning her country instead with the U.S. logic of
intervention. On this basis, Port of Spain has been “deepening cooperation with Washington to
counter transnational crime, confront malign actors, and pursue mutually beneficial economic
cooperation.”

CARICOM member states do not harbour affection for Trinidad and Tobago's foreign policy
outlook in that regard. And virtually all are quietly lamenting how that founder CARICOM
member’s unrestrained backing of ‘Operation Southern Spear’ and ‘Operation Absolute Resolve’
has deepened divisions over foreign policy—harming trust and unity.

In short, Persad-Bissessar and senior government officials have distanced Trinidad and Tobago
from “the principle of maintaining the Caribbean Region as a Zone of Peace and the importance
of dialogue and engagement towards the peaceful resolution of disputes and conflict.”

For CARICOM, historically, the Zone of Peace concept has served as a foundational strategic
autonomy-related matter per the bloc’s traditional emphasis on multilateral diplomacy and
international cooperation. A departure from this approach carries grave risks, according to some

foreign policy analysts, not least because it lends to the conceptual framing of maritime security.

In this framing, for CARICOM member states, security encompasses traditional border defence
with attention also given to human, economic and environmental security in respect of non-
traditional threats. This regional thinking is reflected in the Caribbean Maritime Security
Strategy and Implementation Plan, whose security-related logic does not hinge on militarization
imperatives. (According to Washington, such U.S. deployments in the Caribbean target drug-
trafficking networks.)
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Published in 2023, this document complements the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea (UNCLOS) and the significant extent to which such blue economy-minded small states are
invested in that international legal framework. With an eye to securing their interests, CARICOM
member states deem the UNCLOS to be an important diplomatic tool. Crucially, it upholds
sovereign rights in relation to maritime jurisdictions (of note, Exclusive Economic Zones). It also
empowers signatories to develop marine resources, manage fisheries and secure their borders.

The disruptive impacts of U.S. military operations in the Caribbean, as media outlets have
reported, “threaten the region’s fishing, shipping and tourism industries.” Along with some other
regional leaders, Barbadian Prime Minister Mia Mottley has not held back in calling attention to
the deleterious effects of such operations.

Many in the region have been left wondering whether Washington is minded of such implications,
whose effects are especially felt in trade and commercial terms. As small island and low-lying
coastal developing states, CARICOM member states are dependent on international maritime
trade and supply chains.

With regard to the UNCLOS, it provides legal cover for these states to resist any actions of

(large) countries that may disrupt free navigation and disproportionately visit harm on them or
otherwise interfere with the peaceful use of the high seas. Insofar as it furnishes the legal basis
for international maritime rights and associated sovereign equality, UNCLOS also provides for
CARICOM member states to call out the militarization of the high seas; thus, acting to hold up
the Caribbean as a Zone of Peace. However, this approach to regional security is at odds with the
Trump administration’s “heavy-handed approach” to or strategy for the United States’ third border,
which has found favour with Trinidad and Tobago. Notably, in explaining her government'’s stance
on this matter, Persad-Bissessar has called attention to the fact that “the country has suffered
from the deteriorating security situation in nearby Venezuela that has resulted in increased drug

trafficking, gang violence, and homicides in Trinidad and Tobago.”

It's Time for a Strategic Autonomy-Related Reality Check

While COFCOR Chair Melvin Bouva's recent exhortations for CARICOM member states to embrace
“unified action ... for navigating geopolitical uncertainty” are commendable, the reality is a
growing divergence of foreign policy mindsets on strategic autonomy within the CARICOM bloc
stands in the way of that charge.

Trump 2.0 will continue to test regional unity, which — to his credit — Bouva places a great deal of
stock in. This test will likely play out especially in the realm of maritime security, considering that
U.S. homeland defence and economic security loom large in the NDS.

China's relations with nine CARICOM member states, which have come to benefit from that
country’s Belt and Road Initiative-backed projects, are also increasingly in Washington's
geopolitical crosshairs.
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Shield of the Americas members Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago have already been roped

into renewed Sino-U.S. rivalry, most recently via an American-orchestrated joint statement
condemning what has been characterized as targeted economic coercion by China pertaining to
the alleged detention of Panama-flagged vessels.

It is also instructive that both Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago reserved their positions on a
recently issued COFCOR statement on Cuba that, inter alia, “expresses its profound concern
regarding the ongoing and intensifying economic, commercial, and financial measures imposed
upon the Republic of Cuba.” The statement also reaffirmed “the need for the preservation of the
Caribbean as a Zone of Peace.”

This statement comes against the backdrop of the Trump administration ratcheting up pressure
on the Cuban government, saber-rattling and telegraphing military action to bring about regime
change as regards the communist island.

In the final analysis, amid shifting geopolitical dynamics, the bloc is experiencing significant
internal disunity driven by diverging foreign policy positions among its member states in respect
of strategic autonomy. CARICOM member states are divided over key foreign policy issues and
the broader security architecture, particularly their response to and duelling perspectives on

the Donroe Doctrine. While most states remain skeptical and cautious, upholding traditional
multilateral principles based on the UN Charter to backstop their strategic autonomy efforts,
Trinidad and Tobago instead controversially supports U.S. actions — including military
interventions — straining regional unity.

The 51st Regular Meeting of the Conference of Heads of Government of CARICOM, scheduled for
July 5 to 8, would do well to look (in part) at this strategic autonomy-related big picture.

Regional leaders will have to come to terms with the fact that this geopolitical moment has
remade CARICOM and that divergent qua competing strategic autonomy narratives within the
regional fold also have a great deal to do with it.@
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THE CARIBBEAN AND PACIFIC

REGIONAL LANDSCAPES: A
REALITY CHECK

‘ D |A LO G UE Think piece presented by Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith at the Inter-
American Dialogue roundtable event, Managing Sovereign
Leadarship for the Americas Waters: Maritime Security, Infrastructure, and Strategic Agency,

on May 28, 2026.
There's nothing more dangerous than a foreign policy based

Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith on unreality.

— British Statesman Sir Anthony Eden

Fellow, Caribbean Policy Consortium. Eden’s proposition touts the importance of conducting
situational assessments before designing or redesigning
foreign policy. Of course, the value of this proposition
extends to any sectoral policy area. Moreover, the
utility of reality checks is not limited to opportunities
for national policy elites to venture into new policy waters; reality checks can be applied to the
policies and pursuits of geographic regions, such as the Caribbean and the Pacific. Several
questions might be contemplated in such an undertaking for the regions under discussion.
However, space limitations oblige us to limit our attention to one crucial one: what are some
harsh realities stakeholders interested in the two regions might consider as the regions navigate
the extant global environment?

Thursday, May 28, 2026

The nation-states in the Caribbean and the Pacific face several harsh geopolitical and
geoeconomic realities, both individually and as regional collectives. However, some factors are
shared by both regions. Three of them are candidates for consideration here, even if only briefly.

Vulnerability

As is shown elsewhere, vulnerability arises where geographic, political, economic, and other
factors cause a nation’s security to be compromised. Usually, it is not a function of one factor but
several, which combine to reduce or remove a state’s influence or power, thereby opening it up to
internal subversion or external incursion, among other things.” One Caribbean leader explained
the multidimensionality involved thus: “Our vulnerability is manifold. Physically, we are subject

to hurricanes and earthquakes; economically, to market conditions taken elsewhere; socially,

to cultural penetration; and now politically, to the machinations of terrorists, mercenaries, and
criminals.”

1 See Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith, Challenged Sovereignty (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2024), 20-24.
2 Prime Minister Lloyd Erskine Sandiford of Barbados addressing the 1990 CARICOM summit. See “Communique issued
at the Conclusion of the Eleventh Meeting of the Conference of Heads of Government of the Caribbean Community, 31
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Climate change has heightened the environmental-cum-socio-economic vulnerability of both
regions. Demonstrable evidence of this exists. Hurricane Melissa visited its vengeance on
Jamaica in October 2025, as a Category 5 storm with 185-mile-per-hour winds, which made it the
strongest storm to hit the island. Although Jamaica suffered the most devastation, with 45 deaths
and an estimated almost USS$9 billion worth of physical damage, overall, it caused 95 deaths,

with 43 of them being in Haiti, 4 in the Dominican Republic, and 1 in Cuba. As one of many Pacific
examples, the severe beach erosion of Hawaii’s famous Waikiki Beach is attributed to climate
change-driven factors.?

Challenged Sovereignty

States in the Caribbean, and arguably those in the Pacific, exist in circumstances of “Challenged
Sovereignty.” The concept itself is defined as a condition where the state’s vulnerability is
exacerbated by internal or external developments that compromise the ability of the supreme
authority of the state to promulgate and execute domestic and foreign policy in its own deliberate
judgment and on its own terms. As the Figure shows, “Challenged Sovereignty” is a function of
three conditions, all of which are required.*

Among other things, crime and violence in the Caribbean have contributed to the region’s
“Challenged Sovereignty,” which manifests itself in several ways. For one, they have challenged
the monopoly on the use of force by states, stretched law enforcement and cybersecurity
capabilities, and aided the development of unwholesome social values. Moreover, they enable
criminal entrepreneurs to violate sovereignty by penetrating territory without consent and with
impunity as well as undermine normal internal governance by necessitating the introduction of
extreme public security measures such as States of Emergency, which restrict civil and political
rights.>

Promise and Paradox

A few countries in the Caribbean and a smaller number in the Pacific are facing a paradoxical
circumstance in relation to climate change; they are producing fossil fuels, which contribute

to global warming, while providing carbon sinks, thereby helping to ameliorate the very global
warming challenge. Needless to say, these countries are not the only ones in the global commons
facing this reality.®

July-02 August 1990," Kingston, Jamaica,” https://caricom.org/communique-issued-at-the-conclusion-of-the-eleventh-
meeting-of-the-conference-of-heads-of-government-of-the-caribbean-community-31-july-02-august-1990-kingston-jamai-
ca/.

3 See Kathleen Wong, "Hawaii's beaches are disappearing: The uncertain future of Oahu’s iconic Waikiki,” USA Today,
August 1, 2024, https://www.usatoday.com/story/travel/2024/08/01/hawaii-beaches-climate-change/74624517007/.

4 For elaboration of the concept, see Challenged Sovereignty, especially Chapters 2, 8.

5 Although the study uses the Caribbean as the unit of analysis, the work contemplates the application of the framework
outside the Caribbean. Experiences across the world since the advent of the second Trump Administration suggest

that the “Challenged Sovereignty” concept could have explanatory utility beyond small states in the Caribbean. For one
example of crime and violence in the Pacific, see Jose Sousa-Santos, “Cocaine Trafficking and Criminal Organizations

in Oceania,” in Sebastian A. Cutrona and Jonathan D. Rosen, eds., Cocaine: The Global Reach of the World's Most lllicit
Drug. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2025.)

6 The paradox appears less significant among the Pacific islands, where Papua New Guinea is the only notable fossil fuel
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Guyana, the Caribbean’s sole English-speaking outpost in South America, leads the way in this
situation. The massive—11 billion barrels equivalent offshore—oil find in 2015 is now producing
900,000 barrels daily, with projections of 1.7 million barrels daily by 2030. On the other hand,
Guyana'’s forest cover, which extends to 87 percent of the country, stores 19.5 billion tons of
carbon dioxide equivalent. Guyana's coast, which is six feet below sea level in places, constantly
battles the onslaught of the Atlantic Ocean, and its capital, Georgetown, is one of 30 capitals
worldwide named by Climate Central as being at the risk of being partially or fully submerged by
2030 because of rising sea levels.

Condition 1 (C1): the authorized officials of a state can no longer
effectively protect the territorial integrity of their state from
intruders, whether such intruders are state or non-state actors
and irrespective of whether the intruders aim to have a sustained
presence in the jurisdiction in question or just transit it.

Condition 2 (C2): the authorized officials of a state face such capability
constraints that they are compelled to rely on other states and on
international agencies to underwrite public security equipment, training,
and other resources and on a sustained basis, such that the absence of
those resources jeopardizes the effective maintenance of public security
or national defense.

Condition 3 (C3): the authorized officials of a state lack the requisite capabilities to
exercise effective internal public order and external sovereign control, which
necessitates reliance on external capabilities support, that, in turn, risks further
compromising the independence of their actions in promulgating and executing
domestic and foreign policies and possibly aggravating the vulnerability of the state.

producer, with current production of 32,000 barrels per day. However, carbon capture is provided by Papua New Guinea,
Figi, the Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu, largely from mangroves and seagrass meadows.
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Suriname is facing similar circumstances. Although its current onshore oil production is a mere
16,000 barrels per day, its large offshore discovery in 2020 has led to production plans that

are expected to come to fruition with First Oil in 2028 with 200,000-220,000 barrels per day.
Suriname’s carbon capture value lies in its massive forest coverage of 94 percent of the country,
although its coast also shares the perennial rising sea level battle with Guyana. It is worth noting
that several other Caribbean countries contemplate benefiting from oil bounties although they do
not offer similar carbon capture benefits. Included here are the Bahamas, Barbados, Grenada, and
Jamaica.’

Allow me to end with words of wisdom dating to 1985 from the late Sir Shridath Ramphal, then
Commonwealth Secretary General, whose insights were embraced in the Caribbean, the Pacific,
and elsewhere; words that resonate with both the geographic and policy circumstances under
consideration: “Sometimes it seems as if small states were like small boats pushed out into a
turbulent sea, free in one sense to traverse it; but, without oars or provisions, without compass or
sails, free also to perish. Or perhaps, to be rescued and taken aboard a larger vessel."®

7 For more on oil and climate change challenges and opportunities in Guyana and Suriname, see Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith,
ed., Qil and Climate Change in the Guyana-Suriname Petro Power Basin. (London: Routledge, 2024); Ivelaw Lloyd Griffith,
Oil and Climate Change in Guyana's Wet Neighborhood. (Kingston: lan Randle Publishers, 2025); and Matthew Smith,
“Suriname’s Delayed Oil Boom Is Finally Ready for Takeoff," Oil Price, May 12, 2026, https://oilprice.com/Energy/Ener-
gy-General/Surinames-Delayed-Qil-Boom-Is-Finally-Ready-for-Takeoff.amp.html. For a powerful analysis that extends
beyond Guyana and Suriname, see Scott B. MacDonald, “The Southern Caribbean Energy Matrix in the Post-Iran War Era,
“The National Interest, April 29, 2026, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/energy-world/the-southern-caribbean-energy-ma-
trix-in-the-post-iran-war-era.
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