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International Support for Caribbean Environment 
To strengthen Caribbean countries’ ability to address 

environmental concerns and implement Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements, the Secretariat of the 
Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Cartagena 
Convention, along with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), are jointly 
implementing a five-year programme (2020-2024) 
funded by the European Union. This programme will 
support and guide Caribbean countries as they 
address the challenges associated with the management 
of chemicals and waste, marine pollution, coastal 
erosion and loss of biodiversity. The programme is a 
joint partnership among the European Union, the 
Organization of African, Caribbean and Pacific States, 
UNEP, and the FAO.

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) play 
a critical role in achieving sustainable development: 
they guide national and regional action on 
environmental issues and provide a legal basis at the 
global level to address ecological concerns. If all the 
countries in a region agree on environmental targets, 
draw up strong treaties, and work together to 
implement them, Sustainable Development Goals can 
be reached. However, transforming these commitments 
into tangible on-the-ground results remains a 
challenge for many Caribbean countries. This is 
because the scientific and technical issues have 
become increasingly complex, and too often there is 
not enough money or enough qualified people to 
address them. 

Although progress has been made to address 
environmental threats and conserve terrestrial and 
marine ecosystems, the momentum has not been 
enough in the Caribbean to reverse the continued 
trend of environmental degradation and loss of critical 
biodiversity. We are a community with islands 
identified as the world’s top biodiversity hotspots, and 
these negative changes impact our unique species and 
increase habitat loss and vulnerability of valuable 
ecosystems. Through the ACP MEA Phase III Project, 
Caribbean countries are being supported in their 
efforts to strengthen their regulatory processes, and 
mechanisms to influence environmental actions and 
outcomes including local, national and regional 
institutional capacities to meet these goals and secure 
a sustainable future. Some of the priorities for the 
Caribbean under the ACP MEA Phase III Project 
include the effective integration of environmental 
concerns addressed in MEAs into national and regional 
policies and laws. 

US to Protect Coral Reefs in Caribbean
As reported by Rachel Fritts in The Guardian on 

December 4th, the US has proposed critical habitat 
protections for 12 coral species in the Caribbean Sea and 
Pacific Ocean. The rules would protect over 6,000 square 
miles (nearly 16,000 sq km) of critical coral habitat.

The rules cite climate change as the most severe 
threat to all 12 coral species across their range. 
Impacts of the climate crisis include ocean acidification, 
which hinders the ability of corals to grow, and ocean 
warming, which causes corals to expel the algae living 
in their tissues in a phenomenon known as coral 
bleaching. Fishing and land-based pollution have also 
contributed to the species’ decline.

The protections in the Caribbean would cover 5,900 
square miles (15,000 sq km) of critical habitat for five 
threatened corals off the coast of Florida, Puerto Rico 
and the US Virgin Islands. These include iconic 
species like pillar coral, mountainous star coral and 
lobed star coral. Some of the new Caribbean protections 
overlap with those already in place for threatened 
elkhorn and staghorn corals, which have been 

devastated by white band disease.
Andrew Baker, a marine biologist with the University 

of Miami who specializes in the impact of climate 
change on coral reefs, called habitat protections “a 
necessary but insufficient step” for helping coral 
species threatened by climate change. He says, “The 
critical habitat designation in and of itself isn’t going 
to protect corals from climate change directly, but it 
does prevent certain potentially destructive activities 
from occurring in these habitats.”

The new habitat protections will help regulate local 
threats to corals such as overfishing, pollution, and 
dredging. “Mitigation of local stressors can increase 
resilience to climate change impacts,” said Katie 
Cramer, a marine conservation ecologist with Arizona 
State University. “Corals might still bleach but they’re 
more likely to survive.”

While good news, the planned protections have been 
slow to arrive. The Center for Biological Diversity sued the 
Trump administration over lack of habitat protections 
for these species in August 2019, five years after the 
corals were initially listed under the Endangered 
Species Act in 2014. “Imperiled plants and animals 
are supposed to get habitat protections at the same 
time they are listed,” said Miyoko Sakashita, the 
center’s Oceans Director. “It obviously took a lawsuit 
to compel protections.”

Read the full report at www.theguardian.com/
environment/2020/dec/04/us-pitches-coral-protections-
thousands-miles-climate-change-threat.

Arecibo Observatory’s Telescope Collapses
The Arecibo Observatory’s 1,000-foot-diameter 

telescope collapsed on December 1st. The second-
largest radio telescope in the world, with a 1,000-foot-
wide (305-metre-wide) dish, it was installed in Puerto 
Rico in the 1960s. Scientists worldwide used the dish, 
along with the platform hanging above it, to track 
asteroids on a path to Earth, conduct research that led 
to a Nobel Prize, and determine if another planet is 
potentially habitable. The telescope hunted for 
hazardous near-Earth asteroids, searched for signs of 
alien life, and discovered the first planet beyond our 
solar system. In 1974, Arecibo beamed the most 
powerful broadcast Earth has ever sent to communicate 
with possible aliens. In 2016, it detected the first 
repeating fast radio bursts — mysterious space signals 
that scientists now think come from dead stars. It was 
also one of Puerto Rico’s main tourist attractions, 
drawing some 90,000 visitors a year, and served as a 
training ground for hundreds of graduate students.

In its 57 years of operation, it endured hurricanes, 
humidity and earthquakes. But last month the 
telescope’s 900-ton platform, which was suspended 
450 feet in the air to send and receive radio waves, 
crashed into its disk below, pulling down with it the 
tops of three support towers. The collapse was not 
unexpected: Following two cable breaks in August and 
November 2020, experts determined that the radio 
telescope was so structurally unsound that it had to 
be decommissioned. On November 19th, 2020, the 
National Science Foundation, which owned the 
telescope, tasked engineers with deconstructing it. 
That was supposed to take about five or six weeks, but 
the iconic telescope didn’t last that long.

Astronomers continue to work on projects based on 
observations and data taken from the observatory.

Climate Change Adaptation Project 
on Union Island
A new climate change adaptation project has 

commenced on Union Island to protect the island’s 
biodiversity, strengthen wildlife conservation and 
stimulate local livelihoods. 

Funded principally by the Caribbean Biodiversity 
Fund’s (CBF) Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) Facility, 
The Union Island Climate Change Adaptation Project is 
a collaboration between four groups: the Union Island 
Environmental Attackers (UIEA), a local conservation 
NGO; the international conservation charity Fauna & 
Flora International (FFI); the Forestry Department of the 
Government of St. Vincent & the Grenadines; and CBF. 
The project has three primary objectives:

• Underpinning sustainable development on Union 
Island with a better understanding of climate change 

risks and adaptation options, and a more socially and 
environmentally responsible tourism industry.

• Conserving the globally important Chatham Bay 
“Key Biodiversity Area” as a ridge-to-reef model site for 
ecosystem-based adaptation, managed by and for the 
benefit of the local community.

• Building local and national capacity to conserve 
natural resources and adapt to climate change, 
supported by greater public awareness and cooperation.

Over at least the next three years, the project, which 

has funding from the CBF EbA Facility, Halcyon Land 
and Sea and other donors to FFI and UIEA, will 
undertake activities including research on Union 
Island’s unique biodiversity and how people live, 
promoting and investing in sustainable livelihoods 
including new jobs and businesses, strengthening the 
management of protected areas, and building the 
skills and resources of local individuals and 
organizations to become more resilient to climate 
change. The project will also be integrated with 
existing work by UIEA, FFI and the Forestry Department 
to conserve the Union Island gecko and other rare and 
unique species on Union Island.

A critical component of the project is local stakeholder 
engagement. “Talking with, and working alongside, 
Unionites for the betterment of the community and the 
island will be a central theme of the project,” says FFI’s 
Project Manager James Crockett. “Community members 
will be invited in the weeks and months ahead to learn 
more about the project, share their views on sustainable 
livelihood development priorities and contribute their 
critical local knowledge to develop a biophysical climate 
change impact model for Union Island.”

The model, a first for the Southern Lesser Antilles, 
will use leading-edge technology to simulate the 
potential impacts of a changing climate upon Union 
Island. Katrina Coy, President of the UIEA and the 
project’s Community Liaison Officer, says, “This model 
will help guide our decision making and ensure our 
investments in future developments are well placed for 
the long term. It will also highlight priority areas of 
natural habitat that we must protect so they help 
reduce climate change impacts on our island’s precious 
infrastructure. So expect to see us on the ground when 
we come to speak to you, invite you to a meeting or get 
you involved in activities!”

For more information contact Katrina Coy at 
environmentalattackers@yahoo.com or (784) 526-7457.

St. Lucia Moves to Ratify Escazú Agreement
The Government of St. Lucia has made access rights 

to environmental information for all St. Lucians a top 
priority with Cabinet’s approval of the ratification of 
the Escazú Agreement (www.cepal.org/en/
escazuagreement). The Regional Agreement on Access 
to Information, Public Participation and Justice in 
Environmental Matters in Latin America and the 
Caribbean is better known as the Escazú Agreement, 
having been endorsed and adopted at Escazú, Costa 
Rica in 2018.  It is the first environmental treaty of the 
Latin American and Caribbean countries negotiated 
under the auspices of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean that 
contains provisions for the protection of environmental 
human rights defenders.

The Agreement requires each participating state to 
guarantee the right of every person to live in a healthy 
environment and to sustainable development, being ever 
guided by the principles of equality, non-discrimination, 
intergenerational equity, and the balancing of economic, 
social, and environmental concerns. 

It also seeks to deepen environmental governance by 
strengthening community engagement in 
environmental stewardship, the generation and access 
to environmental information, and the prevention and 
remedy of environmental harm.

With 11 countries having now ratified and St. Lucia 
to follow suit, the Agreement will now come into force. 
Its implementation, which embodies cooperation and 
capacity building, will see the review of the legislative, 
institutional, and procedural frameworks on the island. 
The World Resources Institute has already begun this 
review to assist in the implementation of the Agreement 
in three countries including Jamaica and St. Lucia. 

—Continued on next page

New protections would cover threatened species 
including pillar coral.
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Union Island rangers and Roseman Adams of the 
UIEA, on Mount Taboi.

Chatham Bay will be a ridge-to-reef model site for 
ecosystem-based adaptation, managed by and for the 
benefit of the local community.


