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ODA. Official Development Assistance.
OEC. Observatory of Economic Complexity.
OECS. Organization of Eastern Caribbean States.
PAHO. Pan American Health Organization.
PNH. Haitian National Police.
ROLAC. Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean.
SICA. Central American Integration System.
SIDS. Small Island Developing States.
SOUTHCOM. United States Southern Command.
TCA. Trade Promotion Agreement.
UN. United Nations.
UNASUR. Union of South American Nations.
UNDP. United Nations Development Programme.
USAID. United States Agency for International Development.
USGS. United States Geological Survey.
USMCA. United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement.
WB. World Bank.



8  |  PUCMM

 Current Panorama of the Caribbean 2024-2026

Introduction
The Caribbean, due to its geographical position, constitutes one of the most geopolitically important 
regions in the world. Defined as the American Mediterranean, its strategic value was magnified by the 
construction of the Panama Canal, completed in 1914, in line with the geopolitical thinking of Alfred 
T. Mahan, the leading U.S. naval strategist of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Mahan 
conceived military and commercial power as essential to the security and prosperity of the United States 
(García Muñiz and Rodríguez Beruff, 1994).

As a result of its complex history, the region is characterized by pluralism, multiethnicity, multilingualism, 
multiculturalism, and marked political diversity. Its political heterogeneity is reflected in the coexistence, 
within the same regional space, of independent countries and non-independent territories, federal and 
unitary republics, parliamentary constitutional monarchies, and presidential, semi-presidential, and 
parliamentary systems of government. This diversity is also evident in territorial scale, ranging from 
countries such as Colombia and Mexico, with more than one million square kilometers, to small islands 
of less than 500 square kilometers, such as Montserrat, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Antigua and Barbuda, 
Barbados, Grenada, and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines. Similarly, population disparities are 
significant, with countries of more than 50 million inhabitants alongside small islands with fewer than 
one hundred thousand residents.

The heterogeneity of the Greater Caribbean is also reflected in the uneven levels of economic 
development among its countries. The region includes large economies such as Mexico and Colombia; 
small economies, such as most of the Lesser Antilles; countries with high macroeconomic growth, such 
as Guyana, the Dominican Republic, and Panama (Inter-American Development Bank [IDB], 2024; 
Ministry of Economy, Planning and Development [MEPyD], 2025; Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean [ECLAC], 2025); as well as countries with low levels of development and 
high poverty rates, such as Haiti.

This large, diverse Caribbean—seeking unity amid its diversity—currently faces multiple shared 
challenges that affect both its internal development and its relations with the United States. These 
challenges include unresolved territorial disputes, democratic fragility and declining public trust, 
irregular migration, violence, and transnational crime, all of which have significant negative effects on 
democratic quality and human development in the region.

Unresolved territorial and border disputes remain a source of tension in relations among some Caribbean 
countries. As a legacy of colonization, disputes such as those between Guatemala and Belize, and 
between Venezuela and Guyana over the Essequibo region—a territory of 159,542 square kilometers 
rich in natural resources—remain unresolved.

Caribbean democracies also face major challenges. The Latinobarómetro Report 2024: Resilient 
Democracy reveals troubling trends: although support for democracy is increasing, trust in democratic 
institutions is declining; the percentage of citizens willing to accept authoritarian alternatives remains 
high; and democratic consolidation continues to advance slowly, with frequent setbacks.
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A second dimension concerns the persistence of authoritarian governments. The political situation in 
Cuba, Nicaragua’s slide toward authoritarianism through repression of opponents and concentration 
of power, and Venezuela’s prolonged institutional crisis continue to hinder democratic progress in the 
region.

Third, Caribbean democracies face an active electoral cycle and political transitions that are likely to 
reshape the regional landscape. In 2026, Costa Rica held general elections on February 1, electing 
the president, two vice presidents, and the 57 members of the Legislative Assembly. Colombia held 
legislative elections, with presidential elections scheduled for May. In 2027, Grenada and Saint Kitts 
and Nevis will hold legislative elections, while Guatemala will hold both presidential and legislative 
elections. These processes are significant because they may redefine the regional political balance well 
into the next decade.

Migration has historically been a defining feature of the Caribbean. The region is simultaneously a place 
of origin, transit, destination, and return for thousands of migrants. It remains primarily a region of net 
emigration, with the United States as the main destination, followed to a lesser extent by Canada, Spain, 
and France (Salcedo, 2018).

Irregular migration—understood as the movement of people across international borders outside the 
laws, regulations, or international agreements governing entry, stay, and departure between countries of 
origin, transit, and destination (Castles, 2010; INM Honduras, 2023; IOM, 2023)—has increased in 
the region for multiple reasons. Due to its strategic location, the Caribbean has become a major transit 
corridor for irregular migrants seeking to reach the United States.

According to de Boisdeffre (2023), trafficking networks use Caribbean countries as transit points to move 
hundreds of migrants, including people from other continents. Migration routes in the Caribbean have 
the second-highest number of migrant deaths and disappearances globally. The increase in migration 
flows, rising deaths at sea during irregular crossings, and the substantial profits obtained by traffickers 
and criminal networks make this issue one of the region’s most pressing challenges.

Drug trafficking, organized crime, and violence are also major factors affecting the region. Organized 
crime poses serious challenges not only to citizen well-being but also to economic growth. As William, 
Meléndez, and Morales (2025, pp. 4–5) note, public spending on security may divert resources away 
from health, education, and infrastructure; victims of violence face reduced opportunities to accumulate 
human capital; crimes against property erode physical capital; environmental crimes degrade natural 
capital; communities under criminal control lose fundamental freedoms; and the infiltration of state 
institutions weakens governance and essential public services.

In addition to these challenges, the region must also confront the effects of climate change, persistent 
inequality and limited social mobility, and institutional fragility. Addressing these complex issues 
requires the active involvement of academia and research centers. New reflections and analyses are 
therefore needed to better understand Caribbean realities and challenges.
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In line with this vision, the Center for Caribbean Studies at PUCMM, whose objectives include 
promoting multidisciplinary research and publications that contribute to a better understanding of 
Caribbean history, economy, and society, has carried out the research project Current Panorama of the 
Caribbean 2024–2026 sponsored by the Embassy of the United States in the Dominican Republic. This 
study reflects on the principal problems and challenges currently facing the countries of the Caribbean 
Basin. Its aim is to provide a broad analysis of the contemporary economic, political, and security issues 
affecting the region. It is structured around three core dimensions:

•	 Analyzing the Greater Caribbean’s relations with its traditional partners, the United States and 
Europe, as well as with emerging BRICS actors such as China, Russia, Brazil, and India. 

•	 Examining the challenges to regional security, including migration flows, the internationalization 
of organized crime, governance problems affecting public decision-making, especially in 
Venezuela and Haiti and the serious consequences of the climate crisis. 

•	 Assessing the economic performance of the countries and territories of the Greater Caribbean 
Basin between 2000 and 2024, with particular attention to trade relations with the region’s 
main partners, the United States, the European Union, and China, as well as intraregional trade, 
finance, and energy flows.

The project’s themes were developed by four experts, and this text is one of its main outcomes. The 
first paper, entitled The Greater Caribbean: Challenges to Development and International Relations in a 
World in Transition, was written by Dr. Jacqueline Laguardia Martínez of The University of the West 
Indies. Her work examines the current state of international relations in the Greater Caribbean in order 
to understand the region’s place in today’s geopolitical landscape.

The study addresses issues related to Greater Caribbean regionalism, climate change, reform of the 
international financial architecture, food insecurity, and the energy transition. It also dedicates a section 
to Haiti’s multidimensional crisis and to the Greater Caribbean’s relations with the United States, 
the BRICS, and particularly the People’s Republic of China. It concludes by emphasizing the need to 
revitalize regional mechanisms such as SICA, CARICOM, and the ACS in terms of scope, operation, 
and influence.
Regional security remains a priority issue for both the United States and the Caribbean. Several 
maritime trade routes to and from the United States cross the Caribbean through the Panama Canal, 
serving as key corridors for the projection of power in the Atlantic toward Europe and the Americas. In 
this context, geographical proximity, maritime routes, economic ties, and natural resources combine to 
make the Caribbean strategically important for the United States (García Muñiz and Rodríguez Beruff, 
1994, p. 28).

This issue is addressed by Dr. Jorge Rodríguez Beruff, retired professor at the University of Puerto 
Rico, in his text Current Challenges to Caribbean Security. He begins from the premise that the Greater 
Caribbean is vast and heterogeneous, and that analyzing Caribbean security today requires recognizing 
that the region is undergoing profound transformations, in which longstanding problems are worsening 
or converging with new challenges.
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His research examines new political trends and conflicts in the Caribbean, as well as broader regional 
geopolitical dynamics. It highlights shared security challenges such as natural disasters, climate change, 
epidemics, drug trafficking and transnational crime, authoritarian tendencies in some states, institutional 
crises such as Haiti’s, and unresolved border disputes.

The Caribbean is also an area of geopolitical and economic interest for both traditional and emerging 
powers. This economic dimension is explored by Dr. Etna Bayona Velásquez of the University of 
Magdalena, Colombia, and Dr. Joaquín Viloria de la Hoz, manager of the Cultural Center of the Bank 
of the Republic in Santa Marta and professor at the University of Magdalena, in their study Trade 
Relations of the Greater Caribbean Basin with the United States in the 21st Century. Their research 
analyzes the economic performance of the countries and territories of the Greater Caribbean Basin, 
including GDP, trade balances, foreign direct investment, and major infrastructure projects. It also 
examines sectoral trends, trade agreements, investment flows, and development aid provided by the 
United States.

We thank the Embassy of the United States for sponsoring this work, which makes a significant and 
timely contribution to the study of Caribbean international relations, regional security challenges, and 
Caribbean economies in a highly volatile geopolitical and economic context, and in which opportunities 
for regional development are identified.
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1.1. The Greater Caribbean: Challenges to Development and International Relations in  
	 a Changing World

Jaqueline Laguardia Martínez, Ph.D.	  
University of the West Indies, St. Augustine	  
jacqueline.laguardia-martinez@sta.uwi.edu

Introduction
Amid the tensions defining the second decade of the 21st century, the Greater Caribbean faces its 
own unique challenges, compounded by the enduring legacy of a colonial past that spanned over four 
centuries. The region has yet to overcome the structural constraints that positioned it as a subordinate 
player in the global economic system. It remains primarily an exporter of a limited range of goods and 
services while heavily reliant on imports, maintaining concentrated economic ties with a few countries 
and accumulating alarming levels of public debt owed to external creditors. 

This pattern of economic dependence and vulnerability worsened in the wake of the 2008–2009 global 
financial crisis and was further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic paralyzed 
tourism and drove up import costs to such an extent that, even today, recovery has been insufficient 
to place Caribbean economies on a path of stable, investment-driven growth. Inequality is growing, 
poverty and precarity are on the rise, and migration flows are increasing. In this context, food and energy 
insecurity are becoming more acute, as are crime and violence—nowhere more dramatically than in 
Haiti, where gangs have seized control of much of the capital, collapsing state authority and plunging 
the country into chaos and ungovernability. This crisis is compounded by the region’s high exposure 
to climate change and limited access to concessional financing, as Greater Caribbean economies are 
classified as upper-middle-income countries by the World Bank. 

On the political front, the region enjoys a relative degree of stability, with no interstate conflicts and a 
shared commitment to the peaceful resolution of disputes—as affirmed in the Proclamation of Latin 
America and the Caribbean as a Zone of Peace, adopted at the Second CELAC Summit in Havana in 
2014. However, this stability does not rule out tensions arising from unresolved historical disputes, 
often inflamed by the ideological leanings of governments in power. The emergence of new global 
actors has shifted geopolitical balances and extra-regional alliances, prompting the Greater Caribbean—
especially the insular Caribbean—to draw on its diplomatic traditions to sustain the principle of being 
a “friend of all, satellite of none,” as articulated by Barbados Prime Minister Mia Mottley in a 20211 .  
BBC interview. She reaffirmed this longstanding foreign policy stance, originally formulated by Prime 
Minister Errol Barrow during Barbados’s admission to the United Nations following independence in 
1967. 

Yet, upholding this principle—anchored in multilateralism and non-interference—is increasingly 
difficult in a global political climate marked by polarization, intolerance, nationalism, and the growing 

_____________________________
1	 To see the full interview, follow the link. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SYD2scU3JJY

mailto:jacqueline.laguardia-martinez%40sta.uwi.edu?subject=
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SYD2scU3JJY
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resort to force. The nations of the Greater Caribbean are at risk of being pressured to choose sides amid 
the emerging geopolitical divisions, with Western partners likely to demand clear positions in the near 
future.

This complex and evolving context underscores the importance of analyzing the international relations 
of the Greater Caribbean to assess the region’s positioning in today’s geopolitical landscape. Such an 
analysis is also essential for shaping policy decisions that could enhance the region’s relevance in the 
emerging multipolar order.

For the purposes of this study, the Greater Caribbean is understood as the group of independent states 
belonging to the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), which—with the exception of El Salvador—
have coastlines on the Caribbean Sea. This approach aligns with the perspective of Caribbean intellectual 
Norman Girvan, who served as ACS Secretary General from 2000 to 2004. Girvan described the 
Greater Caribbean as a distinct geopolitical area defined by geographic proximity, shared resources and 
space, and a collective identity. He emphasized that shared vulnerabilities and development challenges 
foster regional cooperation in key areas such as security, natural resource management, transportation, 
environmental protection, trade, and economic integration (Girvan, 2006).

Figure 1. The Greater Caribbean as defined by the ACS.

Note. Taken from the GeoCurrents page.

The characteristics outlined above reinforce similarities among the nations of the Greater Caribbean, 
while also highlight stark differences in territorial size, resource endowment, productive capacities, 
infrastructure, environmental vulnerability, social development, political cultures, and colonial legacies. 
Although this study adopts a regional approach, we distinguish between two clearly defined subgroups 
based on geography, history, culture, international integration patterns, and development challenges:
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1.	 The Small Island Developing States (SIDS), comprising the independent states of the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM)2 along with the Dominican Republic and Cuba.

2.	 The Caribbean coastal nations of Central and South America, including El Salvador, but 
excluding Belize, Guyana, and Suriname, which are part of the first group.

Table 1. General Characteristics of the Greater Caribbean Countries.

Country Surface
(km2)

Population
(in thousands, 
2023)

GDP Per capita 
(US$ at current 
prices, 2023)

Human  
Development 
Index
(position, 
2021)

Multidimensional 
Vulnerability Index
(preliminary  
information)

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Antigua and Barbuda 440 94,32 21.787,1 54 61,7

Bahamas 13.880 399,44 35.896,5 67 59,9

Barbados 430 282,34 23.804,0 63 57,9

Belize 22.970 411,11 7.460,0 115 53

Cuba 109.880 11.019,93 9.605,3 92 46,6

Dominica 750 66,51 9.833,0 97 55,4

Grenada 340 117,08 11.246,3 73 61,7

Guyana 214.970 826,35 20.765,4 105 46,4

Haití 27.750 11.637,40 1.705,8 158 65,6

Jamaica 10.990 2.839,79 6.839,7 114 49,6

Dominican Republic 48,442 10,711 10.717,6 84 49,1

St. Kitts and Nevis 260 46,76 22.573,7 51 55

Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines 390 101,32 10.520,4 80 61,8

St. Lucía 620 179,28 13.554,7 109 66,5

Suriname 163.820 628,89 5.494,1 121 43,2

Trinidad and Tobago 5.130 1.367,51 20.016,2 60 50,3

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia 1.140.619 52.321,15 6.947,4 89 40,4

Costa Rica 51.100 5.105,52 16.942,0 60 46,5

El Salvador 21.040 6.309,62 5.391,1 127 52,7

Guatemala 108.890 18.124,84 5.762,8 136 44,7

_____________________________
2	 CARICOM consists of 15 full members and six associate members. With the exception of Montserrat, all full members are independent states 

classified as SIDS. The associate members include five British Overseas Territories—Anguilla, Bermuda, the Cayman Islands, the Turks and 
Caicos Islands, and the British Virgin Islands—plus Curaçao, which was admitted in July 2024 as an autonomous country within the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands. The Dominican Republic, Colombia, and Martinique are currently under review for associate membership.
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Honduras 112.490 10.644,85 3.231,7 138 48,2

México 1.964.375 129.739,76 13.790,0 83 42

Nicaragua 130.370 6.823,61 2.612,9 129 45,9

Panamá 75.320 4.458,76 18.686,4 57 40,2

Venezuela 912.050 28.300,85 15.943,6 120 48,4

Note. Own elaboration based on World Bank and UN data.

Following an initial section examining the economic, political, social, and environmental landscape of 
the Greater Caribbean, this study analyzes regional integration efforts and the challenges of regionalism. 
It then evaluates the region’s relations with traditional partners—the United States and the European 
Union—where trade, investment, and cooperation ties are most concentrated, as well as emerging 
actors such as the BRICS+, with a particular focus on the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Within 
the continental Caribbean, special attention is given to Mexico and Venezuela, two nations that have 
historically embraced a Caribbean identity aligned with their economic, political, and international 
cooperation interests.

Given the nature of this study, which takes an international relations perspective and covers 25 nations, 
we focus primarily on independent states. However, it is important to acknowledge the presence of 
19 non-independent territories in the region, reflecting the continued influence of former European 
colonial powers and the United States. Several of these territories are under the purview of the UN Special 
Committee on Decolonization (C-24), which monitors the implementation of the UN Declaration on 
the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples.

Table 2. Non-Independent Territories in the Greater Caribbean.

Territory Political status Administered by

Anguilla
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom

Aruba Autonomous Constituent Country since 1986. Netherlands

Bermuda 
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom

Bonaire Special Municipality since 2010. Netherlands

Curaçao Autonomous Constituent Country since 2010. Netherlands

Guadeloupe Department and Overseas Region since 1999. France

French Guiana Single Territorial Collectivity since 2010. France

Cayman Islands
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom
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Turks and Caicos Islands
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom

British Virgin Islands
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom

United States Virgin Islands
Unincorporated territory since 1917. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United States

Martinique Single Territorial Collectivity since 2010. France

Monserrat
British Overseas Territory since 2002. 
Recognized as a non-self-governing territory by the 
UN.

United Kingdom

Puerto Rico Commonwealth since 1952. United States

Saba Special Municipality since 2010. Netherlands

St. Bartholomew’s Overseas Collectivity since 2007. France

St. Eustace Special Municipality since 2010. Netherlands

St. Martin Overseas Collectivity since 2007. France

St. Maarten Autonomous Constituent Country since 2010. Netherlands

Note. Adapted from Laguardia Martínez, 2017.

This study is based on a documentary review of academic and opinion articles published in reputable 
media outlets and digital platforms. In addition to these secondary sources, we consulted official 
documents and statements from governments and regional organizations, with a focus on the ACS, 
CARICOM, BRICS+, and the European Union. The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive-
explanatory approach, drawing on a series of articles written by this author between 2017 and 2024 that 
explore many of the issues discussed here in greater depth.

Overview
The Greater Caribbean faces common challenges that hinder its ability to achieve equitable economic 
growth and social justice while ensuring sustainable development and environmental preservation 
for future generations. Across the region, economic growth rates remain modest—with the notable 
exception of Guyana, due to the discovery and exploitation of vast oil reserves. High external debt is a 
persistent issue, particularly within CARICOM (excluding Guyana and Haiti, the latter having benefited 
from successive debt cancellations). Other structural challenges include unemployment, inequality, and 
negative migration balances, except in the Bahamas, Belize, Trinidad and Tobago, Colombia, Costa 
Rica, and Panama. However, migration statistics often fail to account for individuals using informal 
routes or those not officially registered at ports of entry or exit.
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Table 3. Socioeconomic Overview of the Greater Caribbean Countries.

Country

GDP
 (USD million at 
current prices, 
2023)

External 
debt balances 
(percentage of 
GNP, 2023)

Unemployment 
Rate (over 25 
years old, 2025)

Gini Index
(last year  
available)

Net  
migration 
(2023)

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Antigua and Barbuda 2.033,09 --- --- --- 0

Bahamas 14.338,50 --- 7,2 --- 1.001

Barbados 6.720,73 --- 5,4 --- -80

Belize 3.066,85 48 4,6 53,2 595

Cuba 107.351,80 --- 1,1 --- -22.797

Dominica 653,99 91.2 --- --- -199

Grenada 1.316,73 58.8 --- 43,8 -190

Guyana 17.159,51 19 7,7 45 -6.161

Haití 19.850,83 13 10,9 41,1 -31.786

Jamaica 19.423,36 81 3,8 40,2 -10.003

Dominican Republic 121.444,28 4 4 37 -34.915

St. Kitts and Nevis 1.055,50 --- --- --- 0

Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines 1.065,96 59.4 13,8 --- -784

St. Lucía 2.430,15 47 7,5 43,7 0

Suriname 3.455,15 116 4,2 39,2 -988

Trinidad and Tobago 27.372,29 --- 3,9 40,2 2.126

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia 363.493,84 55 7,8 54,8 154.521

Costa Rica 86.497,94 49 5,5 46,7 995

El Salvador 34.015,62 71 2 38,8 -23.253

Guatemala 104.450,21 25 1,5 48,3 -8.940

Honduras 34.400,51 40 4,4 48,2 -5.044

México 1.789.114,43 34 2,3 43,5 -101.044

Nicaragua 17.829,22 90 3,4 46,2 -7.996

Panamá 83.318,18 --- 4,9 48,9 7.262

Venezuela 482.359,32 --- 4,5 44,7 -112.899

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the World Bank, CIA World Factbook, ILO.

Within the Greater Caribbean, the SIDS group is particularly economically vulnerable due to its insular 
nature, relatively small size, and exposure to extreme weather events. These nations face a combination 
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of economic fragility, heavy dependence on resource-intensive primary industries (renewable and non-
renewable), and limited access to international financing and cooperation funds. Their economic 
structures are concentrated in coastal industries such as tourism, fishing, and fossil fuel extraction, 
making them highly susceptible to external shocks. Climate change and increasingly frequent extreme 
weather events further exacerbate these vulnerabilities. As a result, these countries tend to advocate 
collectively for climate action, supporting the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 
and pushing for debt relief initiatives and alternative metrics to GDP per capita to determine eligibility 
for concessional financing and aid. Their foreign relations prioritize strategic partnerships aimed at 
advancing energy security, food security, climate change mitigation, and economic resilience.

Despite the apparent homogeneity of this subgroup, economic conditions vary. Larger SIDS with high-
value natural resources (e.g., minerals and fuels) have managed to achieve some degree of economic 
diversification and stability. In contrast, the smaller nations of the Lesser Antilles, which are highly 
dependent on tourism and more vulnerable to climate-related disruptions, face greater economic 
hardship. This heightened vulnerability may explain the relative success of their regional integration 
efforts. The Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), for example, has achieved greater 
consolidation and effectiveness than CARICOM and the ACS.

Greater Caribbean Regionalism
The political projects shaping Caribbean regionalism vary in purpose, scope, and maturity. These 
initiatives aim to expand and deepen cooperation among territories in the region. While they have 
shown merit in coordinating actions in education, health, culture, environmental management, and 
security, progress in economic integration and the establishment of a common regional economic space 
has been limited and often criticized.

One defining feature of Caribbean regionalism is that it is largely government-driven, with little 
participation from the private sector and civil society. Another characteristic is its intergovernmental 
nature, meaning that decisions are reached by consensus rather than through long-term state policies for 
regional integration. With the exception of the OECS, these mechanisms lack supranational structures 
for policy coordination, adoption, and monitoring.

The region has an organization that includes countries bordering the Caribbean Sea, plus El Salvador. 
The Association of Caribbean States (ACS) was founded on July 24, 1994, in Cartagena de Indias. It 
emerged from an internal review of CARICOM conducted by the West Indian Commission, which 
was established in 1989 to identify shortcomings and propose corrective actions. The commission’s 
report, Time for Action, recommended creating the ACS to foster trade between CARICOM members 
and their Spanish-speaking neighbors while expanding cooperation with Latin American Caribbean 
nations among other measures aimed at correcting the course of Caribbean regionalism to meet the 
conditions of the end of the Cold War and the rise neo-liberal capitalist globalization. The report stated: 
“We recommend that CARICOM take the initiative in advancing the specific idea of an Association of 
Caribbean States and in developing it in regard to both economic relations and functional cooperation” 
(West Indian Commission, 1993, p. 450).
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ACS members are divided into four groups: CARICOM members, Central American nations, the 
Group of Three (Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela), and the Non-Group (Cuba, Panama, and the 
Dominican Republic). The ACS focuses on preserving the Caribbean Sea, promoting sustainable 
tourism, strengthening foreign trade and economic relations, managing natural disasters, and improving 
transportation.

Despite its broad representation, ACS is not the most internationally recognized Caribbean organization. 
That role belongs to CARICOM, which is the most established institution for political dialogue and 
regional consensus among small island states. Founded in 1973 amid post-World War II decolonization, 
CARICOM sought to promote economic integration as a means of transforming newly independent 
Caribbean economies. Inspired by the European model, Latin American developmentalism, and 
ECLAC (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean) principles, CARICOM initially 
advocated for industrialization through import substitution and the creation of a regional market to 
shift away from dependence on primary resource exports. Currently, CARICOM has 15 full members 
and six associate members. With the exception of Montserrat, all full members are independent nations 
classified as Small Island Developing States (SIDS). Suriname and Haiti, which joined in 1995 and 
2022, respectively, are the only non-Commonwealth members. Notably, CARICOM has no Spanish-
speaking members.

Within CARICOM, two sub-groups highlight intra-regional disparities: Least Developed Countries 
(LDC)3 -mostly OECS members (except Belize and Haiti)- and More Developed Countries (MDC)4. 
Founded in 1981, the OECS functions as an integrated economic and financial space with free movement 
of goods, people, and capital. Since 2011, it has had the Eastern Caribbean Currency Union, using 
the Eastern Caribbean dollar and operating under the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank (established in 
1983).

Caribbean SIDS are also part of CARIFORUM, formed in 1992 under the Asian, Caribbean, and 
Pacific Group of States (ACP Group) created in 1975 within the framework of the Lomé Convention. 
CARIFORUM represented the Caribbean in negotiating the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) 
with the European Union in 2008. Cuba, however, manages its EU relations through the Political 
Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement (PDCA) in place since 2017.

Table 4. Initiatives of Greater Caribbean Regionalism.

Independent countries CARICOM OECS AEC ALBA-TCP

Antigua and Barbuda Member Member Member Member

Bahamas Member --- Member ---

Barbados Member --- Member ---

_____________________________
3	 Less Developed Countries (LDC): Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Haiti, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. 

Vincent and the Grenadines.

4	 More Developed Countries (MDC): Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago.



PUCMM  |  21

Caribbean Studies Center      

Belize Member --- Member ---

Colombia --- --- Member ---

Costa Rica --- --- Member ---

Cuba --- --- Member Member

Dominica Member Member Member Member

El Salvador --- --- Member ---

Grenada Member Member Member ---

Guatemala --- --- Member ---

Guyana Member --- Member ---

Haití Member --- Member ---

Honduras --- --- Member ---

Jamaica Member --- Member ---

México --- --- Member ---

Nicaragua --- --- Member Member

Panamá --- --- Member ---

Dominican Republic Member --- Member ---

St. Kitts and Nevis Member Member Member ---

St. Lucía Member Member Member Miembro

Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines Member Member Member Miembro

Suriname Member --- Member ---

Trinidad and Tobago Member --- Member ---

Venezuela --- --- Member Member

Non-independent territories

Anguilla Associate Member Associate Member --- ---

Aruba --- --- Associate Member ---

Bermuda Associate Member --- --- ---

Bonaire --- --- Associate Member ---

Curaçao Associate Member --- Associate Member ---

Guadalupe Associate Member Associate Member ---

French Guiana --- --- Associate Member ---

Cayman Islands Associate Member --- --- ---

British Virgin Islands Associate Member Associate Member Associate Member ---

United States Virgin 
Islands --- --- --- ---

Turks and Caicos Islands Associate Member --- --- ---

Martinique --- Associate Member Associate Member ---
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Montserrat Member Member --- ---

Puerto Rico --- --- --- ---

Saba --- --- Associate Member ---

St. Bartholomew's --- --- Associate Member ---

St. Eustace --- --- Associate Member ---

St. Martin --- --- Associate Member ---

Sint Maarten --- --- Associate Member ---

Note. Own elaboration based on official information from integration schemes.

Greater Caribbean countries also participate in broader Latin American integration projects. One 
notable example is ALBA-TCP (Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America – Peoples’ Trade 
Agreement), which provides development resources, particularly through Petrocaribe. Founded in 2004 
by Cuba and Venezuela, ALBA promotes sovereignty, self-determination, solidarity, complementarity, 
justice, and cooperation. Six of its 10 members are CARICOM Least Developed Countries. 

Except for Trinidad and Tobago, and Barbados, which were able to meet their energy demand without 
the help of Venezuelan crude oil, the rest of the Caribbean SIDS secured oil on preferential payment 
terms during times of rising prices through Petrocaribe. Other beneficiaries in the Greater Caribbean 
area were Nicaragua, El Salvador and Honduras5. However, since 2019, Venezuela’s economic crisis, 
declining oil production, and U.S. sanctions have halted Petrocaribe commitments.

The Greater Caribbean countries also play active roles in the Community of Latin American and 
Caribbean States (CELAC) and the Organization of American States (OAS). CELAC, formally 
established in 2011 at the Summit of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States in Caracas, 
fosters cooperation and political consensus in Latin America and the Caribbean. For its part, the OAS is 
the integration space promoted by the United States to advance its aspirations in the hemisphere, clearly 
formulated since the First Pan-American Conference held in Washington between 1889 and 1890. The 
OAS includes the members of CELAC along with the United States and Canada, but without the 
effective participation of Cuba or Venezuela. Nicaragua withdrew from the organization in 2023, two 
years after formally requesting its departure.

In addition to advocating peaceful coexistence, adherence to the principles of multilateral order, the 
defense of sovereignty, and non-interference in the internal affairs of other states, most Caribbean nations 
align themselves with models of liberal democracy and free-market capitalism. Regional frameworks 
do not challenge Western values or promote confrontation with the United States, which remains the 
primary economic partner and a key security ally for most of these countries. This does not mean that 
these countries do not criticize policies that, in their view, violate the multilateral order. The nations of 
the region have consistently supported Cuba in votes held within the framework of the United Nations 
_____________________________
5	 Signatory countries of the Petrocaribe Energy Cooperation Agreement are: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Belize, Cuba, Dominica, the 

Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, Suriname and Venezuela (ALBA Bank, 2020).
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General Assembly condemning the blockade and in response to the exclusion of the Caribbean island 
from the Summits of the Americas.

At its fifth summit, held in Port of Spain in 2009, representatives from the Caribbean nations of 
CARICOM joined in urging President Obama to modify the policy of excluding Cuba. Months later, 
in June 2009, the OAS adopted resolution AG/RES.2438 (XXXIX-O/09), which established the 
possibility for the Cuban government to begin the process of rejoining the OAS. Several Caribbean 
countries denounced the United States’ decision not to invite Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua to the 
ninth Summit of the Americas held in Los Angeles in 2022. These included Mexico, Bolivia, Honduras, 
and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, whose leaders did not attend and sent their respective foreign 
ministers in protest. The presidents of El Salvador and Guatemala, for their part, did not attend in 
response to criticism from the United States, which they characterized as interference in their internal 
affairs.

While the Greater Caribbean regionalism has fostered consensus on multilateralism and climate change 
-with SIDS and CARICOM members being the most united in their stance on the global stage-.its 
greatest weaknesses lie in economic cooperation, trade, and investment. The ACS has failed to develop 
projects that improve air and sea connectivity or multi-destination tourism, both crucial for regional 
growth. CARICOM has been heavily criticized for failing to implement its Single Market and Economy 
(CSME), which has remained stalled since 2015 to such an extent that Jamaica has even threatened to 
withdraw from CSME due to continued inaction. It is worth recalling that Jamaica’s decision to leave 
the West Indies Federation via referendum led to its dissolution. This prompted Trinidadian leader Eric 
Williams’ famous remark: “One from ten leaves nought.” 

Given the breadth of ongoing transformations in the region, this study focuses on key issues driving 
regional discussions and global engagement due to their significant impact on the Greater Caribbean’s 
relations with external actors and multilateral negotiations, particularly: climate change, reform of the 
international financial system, food insecurity and energy transition.

Climate change
Since 1850, human activity has led to the emission of more than 2,300 gigatons of carbon dioxide 
(CO₂). Scientific evidence indicates that the excessive accumulation of greenhouse gases (GHGs) from 
human activity is the primary driver of global warming. At the current rate of emissions, there are just 
over 28 years left to keep global temperature rise within 2°C above pre-industrial levels—and only nine 
years before exceeding the critical 1.5°C threshold. Such a temperature increase has severe consequences 
for global climate systems and ecosystems. The most developed countries bear the greatest historical 
responsibility, accounting for 45% of GHG emissions, whereas Latin America and the Caribbean 
contribute just 11% (CAF, 2024). Caribbean SIDS (Small Island Developing States) account for less 
than 1%.

Climate change has multiple harmful effects on the Greater Caribbean. According to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), these effects stem from rising temperatures 
and shifts in precipitation patterns. Extreme weather events are becoming more frequent and intense, 
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accompanied by rising sea levels, ocean acidification, and biodiversity loss. These changes have cascading 
consequences, including increased communicable and non-communicable diseases, losses in agriculture, 
fisheries, and tourism, and greater public spending on infrastructure recovery (UNDP, 2022).

Table 5. GHG Emissions of the Greater Caribbean Countries (2023).

Country Mton CO2eq World total Percentage

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Antigua and Barbuda 0,39 0

Bahamas 2,05 0

Barbados 0,99 0

Belize 0,92 0

Cuba 39,4 0,07

Dominica 0,15 0

Grenada 0,2 0

Guyana 8,19 0,02

Haití 13,66 0,03

Jamaica 8,16 0,02

Dominican Republic 48,4 0,09

St. Kitts and Nevis 0,17 0

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 0,15 0

St. Lucía 0,45 0

Suriname 3,74 0,01

Trinidad and Tobago 34,19 0,06

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia 223,97 0,42

Costa Rica 16,47 0,03

El Salvador 13,05 0,02

Guatemala 43,98 0,08

Honduras 22,92 0,04

México 712,10 1,34

Nicaragua 20,63 0,04

Panamá 21,28 0,04

Venezuela 152,39 0,29

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the European Commission

The Caribbean islands are particularly vulnerable due to their small land area, insular geography, and 
the concentration of population and infrastructure in coastal zones, which are vital for tourism. The 
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findings of the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Cycle, particularly the report from Working Group II, highlight 
the severe impacts on the Caribbean (IPCC, 2022).

Estimated negative impacts associated with climate change in the Caribbean.

1.	 Since 1990, dengue has expanded significantly, particularly in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
South Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa. While factors such as urbanization, changes in vector control, and 
human mobility contribute to its spread, rising temperatures have created more favorable conditions for 
transmission. Models predict that the risk of transmission will continue to increase in tropical, subtropical, 
and seasonal temperate regions.

2.	 Floating macroalgae of the Sargassum spp. are becoming increasingly abundant in the central Atlantic 
Ocean and the Caribbean Sea due to rising sea surface temperatures. This proliferation negatively impacts 
beach tourism, with millions of dollars spent annually on cleanup efforts.

3.	 Global warming of 1.5°C to 2°C could surpass the limits of livestock thermoregulation, causing persistent 
heat stress in animals across the Caribbean.

4.	 As temperatures rise and rainfall patterns become more variable, the total area of arable land in the 
Caribbean is expected to decrease.

5.	 An additional warming of 0.2°C to 1.0°C could lead to a drier Caribbean, with 5-15% less rainfall and an 
increased frequency of droughts, negatively affecting agricultural production and crop yields.

6.	 Along the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, 30% of hotels are at risk of flooding, while 66% are 
located on eroded beaches.

7.	 An analysis of 29 Caribbean islands found that 22 were affected by at least one category 4 or 5 hurricane in 
2017. The economic impact of hurricanes Irma and Maria was estimated at between USD 27 billion and 
USD 48 billion, with long-term consequences for national budgets.

8.	 The cumulative effects of slow-onset climate events pose a serious threat to food security, particularly in 
Latin America and the Caribbean.

9.	 Climate change is endangering intangible cultural heritage in Caribbean and Pacific SIDS, where extreme 
weather events threaten traditional livelihoods and community practices.

Note. Adapted from Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.

The magnitude and severity of climate change impacts in the Greater Caribbean starkly contrast 
with the region’s minimal contribution to global temperature rise caused by greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions (see Table 5). This contradiction shapes the positions of Caribbean nations, particularly Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS), in multilateral climate negotiations. These countries advocate for the 
principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, established at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de 
Janeiro. SIDS strongly push for binding commitments to limit the global temperature increase to below 
1.5°C above pre-industrial levels—an action they consider essential for climate justice. As a result, they 
have emerged as moral leaders in global environmental and climate discussions.

Defending common but differentiated responsibilities goes hand in hand with calls for the effective 
implementation of the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage, established in 2013. 
Additionally, Caribbean nations demand improved access to international funding for climate mitigation 
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and adaptation. These efforts align with broader calls for reforms in the international financial system to 
better address the needs of developing countries. The Caribbean’s role in financial architecture reform 
is explored in the following section.

The Greater Caribbean and the Reform of the International Financial Architecture
The globalization of the neoliberal capitalist model—characterized by trade and financial liberalization 
with minimal regulation—has accelerated the occurrence of economic crises that spread rapidly across 
borders. The devastating impact of these crises, even on countries that house major international 
financial centers, has intensified calls for financial system reform, a demand now acknowledged by 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The IMF recognizes the vulnerabilities of national financial 
systems and emphasizes the need for better crisis management through sound macroeconomic policies, 
sufficient external reserves, improved banking supervision, appropriate exchange rate regimes, and 
adherence to international financial standards (IMF, 2001).

The Greater Caribbean has not been immune to these crises. Open economies dependent on external 
capital and foreign exchange flows, with limited fiscal space, have suffered severe consequences. Middle- 
and high-income countries face additional constraints, as their classification excludes them from 
accessing Official Development Assistance (ODA) and concessional financing. Another challenge lies 
in the reliance on return-on-investment evaluations—based on equivalent CO2 reductions—to validate 
climate change mitigation projects, a criterion that disadvantages low-emission countries seeking green 
finance.

Financial challenges are further compounded by the shrinking number of correspondent banking 
relationships in the region. As of 2024, approximately 40% of correspondent banks have withdrawn 
from the Caribbean over the past 15 years, reducing access to financing and credit while complicating 
international transactions, including remittances. Affected countries include Belize, Jamaica, The 
Bahamas, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and Dominica (EIU, 2024). The inflow of resources via 
remittances, which is key for several countries in the region, could be negatively impacted if the arrival 
of migrants to the United States decreases and the Trump administration’s plans for mass deportations 
materialize.

Table 6. Economic and Jurisdictional Indicators in the Greater Caribbean.

Country
World Bank 
Income  
Classification

EU Tax Coopera-
tion Status (until 
Oct. 2024)

U.S. Sanctions

Remittances 
& Workers’ 
Compensation 
(USD, 2023)

Non- 
Detained 
Individuals 
with Final 
Deportation 
Orders (as of 
Nov. 2024)

Pequeños Estados Insulares en Desarrollo (PEID)

Antigua and  
Barbuda High income

Cooperates with the 
EU; has outstanding 
commitments

57.136,72 110
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Bahamas High income
Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

295.653,59 426

Barbados Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

48.758,04 151

Belize Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; has outstanding 
commitments

40.719,74 899

Cuba Upper-middle 
income — Comprehensive  

sanctions since 1962 --- 42.084

Dominica Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

12.708,23 104

Grenada High income
Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

55.436,20 149

Guyana Lower-middle 
income — 153.417,74 1.236

Haití Upper-middle 
income — 677.234,28 32.363

Jamaica Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

344.458,79 5.120

Dominican  
Republic High income — 1.060.900,00 12,699

St. Kitts and Nevis Upper-middle 
income — 25.805,98 68

Saint Vincent and 
the Grenadines

Upper-middle 
income — 15.120,53 127

St. Lucía Upper-middle 
income — 12.820,63 202

Suriname High income — 97.202,35 137

Trinidad and 
Tobago High income

Does not cooperate or 
has not fully complied 
with its commitments

148.611,34 1.197

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; no outstanding 
commitments

433.332,72 27.388

Costa Rica Upper-middle 
income

Cooperates with the 
EU; has outstanding 
commitments

538.132,89 2.116

El Salvador Upper-middle 
income 260.561,43 203.822
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Guatemala Upper-middle 
income 28.297,06 253.413

Honduras Lower-middle 
income 339.201,01 261.651

México Upper-middle 
income 1.075.657,23 252.044

Nicaragua Lower-middle 
income

Selective sanctions 
since 2018 133.100,00 45.995

Panamá High income
Does not cooperate or 
has not fully complied 
with its commitments

535.625,80 662

Venezuela --- Selective sanctions 
since 2014 54.000,00 22.749

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the World Bank, European Council, U.S. Immigration And Customs Enforcement and CNN

Caribbean economies also struggle to fully engage in international financial markets due to their 
classification as non-cooperative jurisdictions for tax purposes. Trinidad and Tobago and Panama remain 
on the EU’s blacklist, while other nations face penalties from unilateral U.S. sanctions, which restrict 
access to credit, limit trade, and deter foreign investment. The most extreme case is Cuba, which has 
been under a broad U.S. sanctions regime since 1962, affecting its trade, investment, tourism, banking, 
and financial operations.

This scenario explains why Caribbean countries strongly support calls for reform of international 
financial architecture. With the exception of Cuba, which withdrew in 1964, all are IMF members 
and advocate for more ambitious approaches that address their specific needs. Their demands focus on 
improving access to concessional financing and debt management mechanisms, as well as implementing 
measures to swiftly mobilize liquidity in response to emergencies. Key proposals include modifying 
eligibility criteria for funding access beyond traditional GDP per capita or absolute CO2 emission 
metrics, establishing a multilateral credit rating agency to assess country risk, developing innovative 
financial products suited to regional realities, and creating alternative mechanisms for debt renegotiation.

Caribbean countries have consistently voiced these demands in multilateral forums. A notable example 
is the Fourth International Conference of SIDS (May 2024, Antigua and Barbuda), where delegates 
highlighted the limited capacity of small islands to mobilize resources and access international financing. 
The conference proposed several measures, including expanding multilateral loans to governments, 
establishing a Debt Sustainability Support Facility for SIDS, and increasing their representation in 
international financial institutions (UN, 2024).

One of the most influential initiatives in this regard is the Bridgetown Initiative, spearheaded by 
Barbados’ Prime Minister Mia Mottley. This initiative not only echoes broader calls for reforming the 
governance of international financial institutions to make them more equitable and inclusive but also 
advocates for:
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•	 Integrating financial products and services tailored to the needs of small and developing nations.

•	 Facilitating immediate access to liquidity by reallocating unused Special Drawing Rights (SDRs).

•	 Promoting sustainable debt management with long-term low-interest financing.

•	 Increasing lending for Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) investments.

•	 Channeling private sector resources to finance post-disaster reconstruction.

The Initiative articulates positions on behalf of climate-vulnerable countries with limited options for 
accessing international financing. (The Bridgetown Initiative, n.d.).

Food insecurity
One of the most pressing challenges in the Caribbean—exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic—is 
food insecurity. This issue affects people who lack reliable access to sufficient, quality food to meet their 
nutritional and cultural needs (Carcavilla, 2022).

Across the region, securing adequate and nutritious food has become increasingly difficult, particularly 
for small island states with limited arable land, scarce water resources, and agricultural models historically 
shaped by colonial-era monoculture. A 2022 study by the World Food Programme (WFP) and 
CARICOM revealed that 4.1 million people—57% of the English-speaking Caribbean’s population—
were food insecure (CARICOM, 2022). In 2023, approximately 43% of people in English- and Dutch-
speaking Caribbean nations reported reducing their food intake, skipping meals, or cutting down 
portion sizes. In Haiti, 58% of the population faces a food crisis or emergency-level insecurity (Arias et 
al., 2024).

With the exception of the Dominican Republic, Caribbean Island nations import more than 60% of 
their food, making them highly vulnerable to external shocks in global food supply chains.

Figure 2. Prevalence of Moderate or Severe Food Insecurity in CARICOM Countries (Average, 2019–
2021).

Note. NGC, 2022.
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In 2020, the Secretary-General of the Central American Integration System (SICA), Vinicio Cerezo, 
acknowledged that 4.4 million people in Central America—7% of the region’s population—were facing 
a food crisis. This crisis, driven by both malnutrition and obesity, is further exacerbated by climate 
events and pests like locusts, which affect around 400 food plant species (SG-SICA, 2020). Estimates 
suggest that between June and September 2024, 2 to 2.5 million people in Guatemala and 1.9 million 
in Honduras experienced severe food insecurity. Meanwhile, in Colombia, 28.4% of the population 
suffered from moderate or severe food insecurity in 2023, with the most significant impact in areas 
affected by armed conflict, extreme weather events, and inequality (Action Against Hunger, 2024).

Figure 3. Countries in Latin America and the Caribbean with the Highest Number of People Facing 
Hunger (Percentage, Years 2019-2021).

Note. Red 92, 2022.

Caribbean food systems are highly vulnerable to climate change, which manifests through prolonged 
droughts, heatwaves, torrential rains, flooding, intensifying storms, erratic weather patterns, and 
agricultural pests. Rising sea levels, saltwater intrusion, ocean acidification, and desertification threaten 
fisheries and degrade farmland. According to the most recent update from the University of Notre 
Dame’s Global Adaptation Initiative Country Index, only two CARICOM members—Trinidad and 
Tobago and Suriname—ranked in the top 50% among 189 nations in terms of climate vulnerability in 
food systems. Conversely, St. Kitts and Nevis and Antigua and Barbuda, both upper-middle-income 
nations, were among the bottom 10% (Ewing-Chow, 2024). The International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center (CIMMYT) predicts that, without adaptation and mitigation measures, maize 
yields could decline by 12.6% in El Salvador, 4% in Guatemala, 16.2% in Honduras, 7.4% in Mexico, and 
17.7% in Nicaragua by 2055 (Morales Garcilazo, 2023).

A heavy dependence on food imports directly affects the cost of staple food baskets, which have become 
increasingly expensive due to rising global prices for goods such as flour and grains—partly due to 
the Russia-Ukraine war—as well as rising freight costs. The price surge has been particularly severe in 
Suriname (68.3%), Barbados (19.6%), Jamaica (14.8%), and Guyana (13.4%) (CARICOM, 2022). In 
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2021, the average daily cost of a healthy diet in CARICOM Caribbean nations was estimated at USD 
4.40 per person—42% higher than the average for OECD countries (Arias et al., 2024).

Figure 4. Staple foods imports by CARICOM Countries.6

Note. Robertson y Ellsworth, 2024.

Recognizing the severity of the issue, CARICOM launched the “Twenty-Five by 2025” initiative, 
aiming to reduce the region’s food import bill by 25% by 2025. The strategy envisions increasing 
agricultural production in mainland nations like Guyana, Suriname, and Belize, alongside large islands 
such as Jamaica, while encouraging smaller economies to expand fruit, vegetable, and livestock farming. 
Key measures include reducing food tariffs to boost intra-regional trade, enhancing the productivity 
of small farms, and promoting a shift from imported wheat flour to traditional local crops like cassava. 
Achieving these objectives is projected to require an investment of USD 7.5 billion (Robertson and 
Ellsworth, 2024).

Energy transition
Of the more than 2,300 gigatons of CO₂ emitted into the atmosphere since the mid-19th century due 
to human activity, 68% originates from fossil fuel-based energy production (CAF, 2024). Shifting 
away from fossil fuels is a key topic in climate change discussions, not only for reducing environmental 
damage but also for enhancing energy security—particularly for nations without fossil fuel reserves that 
remain vulnerable to price fluctuations, geopolitical conflicts, and supply chain disruptions.

_____________________________
6	 Calculations are based on 15 products: wheat, rice, corn, sorghum, millet, cassava, sweet potatoes, yams, bananas, beans, peanuts, soybeans, 

sugar and vegetable oil.
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Table 7. Energy indicators for Selected countries in the Greater Caribbean (2022).

Country Fossil fuels (total 
energy supply)

Energy Import Dependency Ratio Share of  
Renewables in 

Power GenerationOil Gas

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Cuba 85% -0,66 5%

Guyana 95% 0.67 -0,89 2%

Haití 25% -1 13%

Jamaica 91% -1 -1 13%

Dominican Republic 89% -0,99 -1 17%

Suriname 89% -0,09 49%

Trinidad and Tobago 100% 0,72 0,35 0%

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia 73% 0.63 78%

Costa Rica 50% -1 99%

El Salvador 52% -1 -1 84%

Guatemala 37% -0,94 70%

Honduras 52% -0,97 61%

México 89% 0,21 -0,56 19%

Nicaragua 42% -0,96 69%

Panamá 76% -1 -1 78%

Venezuela 81% 0,7 80%
Note. Own elaboration based on data from Latin America Energy Outlook 2023, 2024, p. 23.

The energy situation in the countries of the Greater Caribbean is highly diverse, resulting in varying 
assessments, objectives, and strategies for the energy transition. Within the region, some countries 
have the capacity to produce, self-supply, and export fossil fuels, which serve as an important source of 
government revenue and foreign currency. Notably, two Caribbean SIDS and CARICOM members — 
Trinidad and Tobago, and Guyana — belong to this category.
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Figure 5. Tax Revenues from the Exploitation of Fossil Resources.

Note. CAF, 2024, p. 47.

Guyana has rapidly emerged as a major oil producer in the last decade. Since the discovery of the Liza 
field in 2015—located nearly 200 km offshore—additional deposits have been identified in the Stabroek 
Block, including Payara, Liza Deep, Snoek, Ranger, Longtail, Tilapia, Yellowtail, Redtail, Whiptail, and 
Sailfin fields. Oil production began at the Liza Phase 1 project in December 2019, followed by Liza 
Phase 2 in February 2022, which increased output to nearly 0.3 million barrels per day (mb/d) in 2022. 
These discoveries have driven significant investment and reshaped Guyana’s economic outlook (IEA, 
2024).

Figure 6. Oil Production and Investment Spending in Guyana (Stated Policy Scenarios for 2020, 2022, 
and 2030).

Note. Latin America Energy Outlook 2023, p. 99.

While some nations in the region are oil exporters, most small Caribbean economies remain heavily 
dependent on imported fossil fuels, despite having strong potential for wind, solar, and geothermal 
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energy. When global fuel prices spike, these islands struggle to secure adequate supplies, leading to 
rising foreign currency outflows, higher debt levels, and inflationary pressure. The cost of imported 
and locally produced food surges due to increased transportation expenses, exacerbating food insecurity 
(CARICOM, 2022).

Figure 7. Average Net Energy Imports as a Percentage of Total Exports of Goods and Services (2006–
2019).

Note. CAF, 2024, p. 47.

As previously mentioned, the Greater Caribbean is significantly affected by climate change and the 
increasing frequency of extreme weather events. Countries in the region are regularly faced with expenses 
related to the repair and reconstruction of infrastructure damaged by these meteorological phenomena, 
which disrupt the operation and efficiency of thermoelectric and hydroelectric plants, solar farms, 
and the entire energy transmission and distribution network — driving up energy production costs. 
Additionally, such weather events often lead to power and water supply outages, causing perishable 
goods to spoil quickly. Damage to crops further affects local food production and increases reliance on 
canned and imported food.

Energy transition efforts in the insular Caribbean remain uneven and, in many cases, still in their early 
stages. Jamaica has led the way, becoming the first to install a privately owned wind energy project 
in 2004. The country’s National Energy Policy has since served as a model for neighboring nations, 
emphasizing the expansion of wind energy capacity. Barbados, meanwhile, stands out for promoting 
electric vehicle adoption (Runde et al., 2021).

In contrast to the smaller islands, some larger regional economies—particularly in Central America, 
Colombia, and Venezuela—have made substantial progress in renewable energy adoption. Despite their 
fossil fuel reserves, Colombia and Venezuela rely heavily on hydropower to meet a significant portion 
of their electricity demand, showcasing an alternative pathway toward sustainable energy development.
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Figure 8. Renewable Energy Generation in Latin American and Caribbean countries.

Note. CAF, 2024, p. 15.

This situation explains the growing interest in the region in advancing an energy transition aimed at 
diversifying energy sources and increasing the role of renewables. The small island nations, which face 
greater energy insecurity, are exploring a shift from a predominantly fossil fuel-based energy matrix to 
a hybrid model with a stronger presence of renewable energies and improved efficiency. This transition 
would allow them to move from dependence on imported fossil fuels toward a system with greater use 
of local renewable resources, reduced energy losses, and the capacity to offer energy at more affordable 
and competitive prices.

Multidimensional crisis in Haiti
The current crisis in Haiti — the first republic in Latin America and the Caribbean — has its most 
immediate origins in the assassination of President Jovenel Moïse in July 2021. This event ended a 
cycle of political instability marked by a series of popular protests that had erupted intermittently since 
July 2018, largely in response to the austerity measures implemented by Moïse’s government. Among 
these, a 19% increase in fuel prices — following the suspension of oil shipments under the Petrocaribe 
program — sparked widespread unrest, further inflamed by accusations that Haitian officials had 
misappropriated around USD 3.8 billion from the Petrocaribe fund. The protests intensified, 
demanding Moïse’s resignation, the formation of a transitional government, broad social programs, 
and an end to corruption. The popular movement effectively paralyzed the country and blocked further 
implementation of the austerity program.

In response, repressive tactics were deployed — including shootings of unknown origin in commercial, 
residential, and working-class neighborhoods. Social movement activists denounced these actions as 
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efforts to terrorize and demobilize the population and prevent continued public demonstrations. These 
acts were accompanied by drone overflights and the infiltration of paramilitaries from the United States. 
In February 2019, seven heavily armed men, mostly Americans equipped with advanced communications 
gear, were arrested, only to be swiftly extradited with virtually no investigation.

While the presence of paramilitary groups and private security forces is not new in Haiti — given the 
historic role of militias supporting political parties and the business elite by repressing opposition, 
intimidating journalists, attacking community leaders, and engaging in extortion, kidnappings, and drug 
trafficking — today, criminal gangs have become central actors in the crisis. These gangs now operate 
with a degree of autonomy, led by their own commanders, forming strategic connections with foreign 
arms suppliers and drug networks. From a previously subordinate role, they have gained significant 
power, controlling roughly 80% of the capital. They actively recruit minors and unemployed youth who 
lack educational or employment opportunities. In 2024 alone, gang violence resulted in at least 5,601 
deaths — 1,000 more than the previous year — and displaced more than 700,000 people by October 
2024, half of them minors, according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2024).

The Haitian crisis has significant regional repercussions, most visibly through increased emigration — 
primarily to the Dominican Republic and the United States. In 2024, Dominican authorities deported 
over 276,000 Haitians, including more than 94,000 during the final three months of the year, as part of 
a new campaign aimed at expelling up to 10,000 undocumented Haitians per week, under the direction 
of President Luis Abinader’s National Defense and Security Council (Hasbun, 2025). Measures to 
control Haitian migration include large-scale deportations, the construction of a border wall launched 
in February 2022, and the temporary closure of the border and suspension of Haitian visa services in 
response to the diversion of a shared river in September 2023.

The Humanitarian Parole Program, launched in late 2022 under President Biden’s administration for 
nationals of Haiti, Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua, allowed 172,900 Haitians to enter the U.S. by May 
2024 (Lind, 2024). Other Haitians sought refuge in Brazil, Canada, Chile, Caribbean countries, Europe, 
and elsewhere in Latin America. Many who reached Mexico remained there, deterred by increasing 
difficulties in crossing northward.

High emigration rates have strained Haiti’s human resources, depriving the country of skilled professionals 
vital to any future reconstruction efforts — a cost that outweighs the benefits of remittances. Among 
those leaving are trained police officers, whose absence has severely impacted public security. A striking 
example is the closure of the Université d’État d’Haïti’s Faculty of Psychology, as most of its remaining 
professors left the country under the Biden program.

The solution to Haiti’s crisis is deeply complex. The Haitian people overwhelmingly reject the idea 
of foreign military intervention, citing bitter memories of past experiences — since 1992 alone, Haiti 
has seen 12 international interventions (Rivara, 2024). The most recent were the United Nations 
Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH, 2004–2017), marked by serious abuses including sexual 
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violence against women and girls, massacres such as the 2007 Cité Soleil incident, and the introduction 
of a devastating cholera epidemic by Nepalese UN peacekeepers. This was followed by the United 
Nations Mission for Justice Support in Haiti (MINUJUSTH, 2017–2019) and the United Nations 
Integrated Office in Haiti (BINUH), whose mandate, originally set to expire in July 2024, has been 
extended to July 2025.

The Multinational Security Support Mission in Haiti is currently active, with 400 Kenyan officers 
deployed out of the promised 1,000. By September 2024, 20 military personnel and four police officers 
arrived from Jamaica (of the 250 pledged), along with two military officers from Belize (out of 50). In 
January 2025, 75 Guatemalan police (out of 150) and eight Salvadoran officers were flown in by the 
U.S. military. Despite commitments from countries like Chad, Benin, Bangladesh, and the Bahamas, no 
additional troops have arrived. Barbados, which initially pledged to send a contingent from its Defense 
Force as part of CARICOM’s support for Haiti, withdrew from the mission in January 2025, opting 
instead to offer technical assistance. The United States, while declining to send troops, had by mid-2024 
contributed over USD 300 million in funding and up to USD 60 million in equipment.

However, the mission has struggled to stabilize the situation. Challenges include poorly equipped and 
underpaid troops, a lack of reinforcements, and insufficient coordination. Washington has advocated for 
replacing the Multinational Mission with a full UN Peacekeeping Operation, though both Russia and 
China have threatened to veto the proposal in the Security Council. In late 2024, Haiti’s Transitional 
Presidential Council formally requested such a mission from the UN Security Council, seeking to 
restore stability and rebuild democratic institutions — a proposal now backed by the Organization of 
American States (OAS).

U.S. Relations with the Greater Caribbean
Despite the growing economic presence of the People’s Republic of China (hereafter, China) in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the United States has succeeded in maintaining its preeminence as the 
primary partner in the Greater Caribbean, particularly in the area of trade. In recent years, however, trade 
with China has increased, particularly with countries such as Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras, 
following the establishment of diplomatic relations. Nevertheless, for the Greater Caribbean region, 
northern countries continue to serve as the principal destination for exports.

Table 8. Value of Goods Exports by Selected Destinations in the Greater Caribbean (Annual Rate of 
Change, 2024 vs. 2023).

United States European Union China

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Bahamas -41,0 1.032,0 -96,0
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Barbados 10,9 -4,2 101,4

Belize 31,8 -50,5 n.d.

Guyana 35,5 127,7 148,6

Dominican Republic 7,4 8,4 22,8

Suriname -68,0 2,0 -5,7

Rest of the Greater Caribbean

Colombia 6,0 -25,8 -3,8

Costa Rica 14,0 10,3 9,4

El Salvador -7,3 -19,7 313,4

Guatemala 3,5 -22,0 -46,1

Honduras -2,0 -14,0 177,7

México 4,7 -3,5 -5,1

Nicaragua -3,8 6,6 73,9

Panamá 25,1 -65,8 -96,5

Venezuela 3,4 17,4 24,6

Note. Own elaboration based on IDB data, 2025, p. 7.

It is important to note that this article does not focus on bilateral relations, but instead prioritizes a 
regional-level analysis. Therefore, this section examines mechanisms that govern the region’s relations 
with the United States on a collective basis. From this perspective, one of the most significant instruments 
is the Dominican Republic-Central America-United States Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAFTA), which 
represents the most comprehensive and wide-ranging economic agreement in the area. DR-CAFTA 
addresses institutional and administrative matters, trade in goods, services, and investment, government 
procurement, as well as intellectual property, labor, and environmental standards. A less comprehensive 
framework is the U.S.-CARICOM Trade and Investment Framework Agreement (TIFA), signed in 
2013, which reflects the intention of both parties to promote trade and investment, and which created 
the U.S.-CARICOM Trade and Investment Council.

DR-CAFTA, signed in 2004, includes El Salvador, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, the 
Dominican Republic, and the United States, but does not include CARICOM members. According 
to Pacheco and Valerio (2007), DR-CAFTA aligns with the vision of Central American countries 
and the Dominican Republic in prioritizing foreign investment and trade as engines of economic 
growth and development — with the United States playing a pivotal role as their main market and 
largest investor. On the Caribbean side of Central America, Mexico and Panama remain outside this 
regional framework, as their economic ties with the United States are governed by the United States-
Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), which replaced NAFTA in 2020, and the U.S.-Panama Trade 
Promotion Agreement, in force since 2012, respectively.
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The depth and long-standing nature of U.S. relations with Mexico and Panama explain the existence 
of bilateral agreements that not only facilitate trade but also seek to reaffirm the dominant position 
of the United States as the primary economic and strategic partner. Recent evidence of the high 
priority Washington places on relations with these countries is seen in the posture of the second Trump 
administration, which did not hesitate to tighten relations when it perceived insufficient cooperation 
or misalignment with U.S. national interests. Should these countries fail to adopt behavior more closely 
aligned with White House expectations, they could face retaliatory measures ranging from increased 
tariffs to potential moves by Washington to reassert control over the Panama Canal.

According to a 2024 assessment by Swissinfo on the trade impacts of DR-CAFTA, results for member 
countries have been mixed. Nicaragua has quadrupled its exports, while Costa Rica reported record 
trade with the United States in 2023, totaling USD 21.93 billion in exports and USD 2.62 billion in 
U.S. investment. The United States remains Costa Rica’s largest export market, absorbing 45.8% of its 
goods, while 38.2% of imports originate from the U.S.

However, the high concentration of trade with, and dependence on, the United States for investment 
inflows leaves these countries vulnerable to economic and policy shifts in Washington. This exposure has 
harmful consequences, including the displacement of local producers unable to compete with lower-
cost U.S. imports. The agricultural sector has been particularly affected — as seen in the Dominican 
Republic, where the scheduled 2025 tariff reduction on rice is expected to negatively impact more than 
300,000 people directly or indirectly employed in rice production. Other adverse effects include rising 
trade deficits with the United States, as has been the case for Honduras and Guatemala (Swissinfo, 
2024).

DR-CAFTA fits within a longstanding U.S. economic strategy in the region, historically conceptualized 
as the Caribbean Basin — a framework encompassing Central America and certain island territories. 
Before DR-CAFTA, Central American nations and the Dominican Republic benefited from trade 
preference programs established by the United States through the 1983 Caribbean Basin Economic 
Recovery Act (CBERA), collectively known as the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI). When DR-
CAFTA took effect — in 2006 for El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Guatemala; in 2007 for the 
Dominican Republic; and in 2009 for Costa Rica — these countries lost eligibility under the CBI. A 
similar process took place for Panama when the U.S.-Panama Trade Promotion Agreement entered into 
force in 2012 (United States Trade Representative, 2023).
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Table 9. Ongoing rograms under the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI).

Program Implementation 
period Current beneficiary countries7 Objectives

Caribbean Basin  
Economic Recovery 

Act (CBERA)

1984 (permanently 
amended in 1990).

1. Antigua and Barbuda
2. Aruba

3. Bahamas
4. Barbados

5. Belize
6. Curaçao

7. Dominica
8. Grenada
9. Guyana
10. Haiti

11. Jamaica
12. Montserrat

13. St. Kitts and Nevis
14. St. Lucia

15. Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
16. Trinidad and Tobago
17. British Virgin Islands

Duty-free entry of goods into the 
U.S. if they meet the following 

criteria: 

(a) direct importation from a benefi-
ciary country; 

(b) wholly grown, produced, or 
manufactured in the beneficiary 
country, or substantially trans-

formed there; 
(c) at least 35% of content originat-
ing from one or more beneficiary 
countries (with 15% allowed from 

the United States).

Caribbean Basin 
Trade Partnership 

Act (CBTPA)

2000 (renewed in 
2020, valid until 

2030)

1. Barbados
2. Belize

3. Curaçao
4. Guyana

5. Haiti
6. Jamaica

7. St. Lucia
8. Trinidad and Tobago

Extends preferential tariff treatment 
to textile and apparel products made 

from U.S. fabrics. The 2002 Trade 
Act expanded these benefits to en-
courage U.S. exports of cotton and 
yarn, and to boost competitiveness 

in the U.S. textile sector.

Note. Own elaboration based on U.S. government data.

In 2022, CBTPA beneficiary countries supplied goods valued at USD 11.6 billion to the United 
States, ranking 26th among merchandise suppliers to the U.S. economy. U.S. imports under CBI tariff 
preferences rose to USD 1.9 billion in 2022 — a 34% increase from the previous year — driven primarily 
by petroleum product imports from Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, Jamaica, and Curaçao (United 
States Trade Representative, 2023).

U.S. exports to CBI beneficiary countries also increased, reaching USD 18.4 billion in 2022. Collectively, 
CBI beneficiaries ranked 21st among U.S. export destinations and absorbed 1.1% of total U.S. exports. 
In total, U.S. trade in goods (domestic exports plus imports for consumption) with CBI countries 
amounted to USD 30 billion in 2022, yielding a U.S. trade surplus of USD 6.8 billion with these nations 
(United States Trade Representative, 2023).

_____________________________
7	 The U.S. Congress identified Anguilla, the Cayman Islands, Suriname, and the Turks and Caicos Islands as countries eligible to receive CBERA 

benefits (United States Trade Representative, 2023).
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The benefits provided under the CBI have been extended several times — first through the Caribbean 
Basin Trade Partnership Act (CBTPA) in 2000, and subsequently via provisions in the Trade Act of 
2002, the Haiti Hemispheric Opportunity through Partnership Encouragement (HOPE) Act of 2006, 
the HOPE II Act of 2008, the Haiti Economic Lift Program (HELP) Act of 2010, and the Trade 
Preferences Extension Act of 2015 (United States Trade Representative, 2023).

The HOPE Act extended duty-free access to the U.S. market for apparel produced in Haiti using yarns 
and fabrics sourced from other countries. In 2010, President Obama signed the HELP Act, which 
raised quota limits and introduced new preferences for non-apparel textile products. These benefits 
were extended through September 2025 under the Trade Preferences Extension Act of 2015 (United 
States Trade Representative, 2023).

In the insular Caribbean, two countries stand out for their distinct relationships with the United States. 
Besides Haiti — which has received specific trade preferences reflecting its severe economic challenges, 
exacerbated by the 2010 earthquake and the more recent surge in gang violence and institutional 
collapse — there is Cuba. Notably, these two Caribbean nations have been protagonists of revolutionary 
movements that have reshaped the region’s history and influenced global politics.

The United States particular attention to Haiti and Cuba is not new. Both have been targets of US 
policies that have involved successive military interventions, US support for dictatorial regimes, and 
open opposition to the revolutionary processes of change driven by popular forces, which have been 
attacked—openly and covertly, through diplomacy and the use of force—by Washington and its allies.

Although diplomatic relations between Cuba and the United States, severed in January 1961, were 
officially restored on July 20, 2015 — when both countries reopened their embassies — bilateral ties 
remain tense and adversarial, particularly since the end of the Obama Administration. The long-
standing U.S. embargo, formalized by President Kennedy on February 7, 1962, under Section 620a of 
the Foreign Assistance Act, remains in effect. Successive U.S. administrations have expanded its reach 
through measures such as the Torricelli Act (1992) and the Helms-Burton Act (1996). The first Trump 
administration imposed over 200 additional sanctions targeting the Cuban economy and reinstated 
Cuba on the State Sponsors of Terrorism List, where it remains (Fonseca Sosa, 2024).

The United States’ approach to the Caribbean is closely tied to national security concerns. The region, 
often referred to as the “third border,” holds strategic importance due to its geographic proximity. 
In recent decades, its role as a corridor for illicit arms, drug trafficking, and irregular migration has 
raised alarms in Washington, leading to the design of regional initiatives to combat crime and reduce 
unauthorized migration to the U.S. southern border.

A prominent example is the Mérida Initiative (or Plan Mexico), a security cooperation framework 
between the United States, Mexico, and Central American countries. Launched in 2008, the initiative 
aimed to strengthen Mexico’s institutional, security, and justice sector capacities to fight transnational 
criminal organizations and protect communities on both sides of the border (U.S. Embassy and 
Consulates in Mexico, 2021).
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An offshoot of this initiative, the Central America Regional Security Initiative (CARSI), was also created 
in 2008. CARSI adopts a comprehensive security strategy, providing the seven Central American nations 
with equipment, training, and technical assistance to combat narcotrafficking and crime, and enhance 
cross-border security. Its five objectives include ensuring safe streets for citizens, dismantling criminal 
organizations, strengthening government institutions, restoring effective state services and security 
in vulnerable communities, and fostering coordination among regional governments, international 
partners, and donors (Meyer & Ribando Seelke, 2014).

During the Biden Administration, Central America additionally benefitted from the Root Causes 
Strategy and the Collaborative Migration Management Strategy, both launched in 2021. These 
initiatives aimed to improve living conditions, promote legal migration pathways, enhance border 
management, and support migrant reintegration. Both involved substantial U.S. financial assistance 
within the framework of security cooperation (Werner, 2023).

Of particular importance for stemming irregular migration through the southern border was the 
Humanitarian Parole Program introduced in 2023 for Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, and Venezuelans. 
This program offered up to 30,000 monthly permits for eligible individuals from these countries to 
enter the U.S. for two years with the possibility of applying for work authorization. Its implementation 
was accompanied by stricter asylum application restrictions at the U.S.-Mexico border. Unauthorized 
crossings into Panama, Mexico, or the United States — as well as interceptions at sea — disqualified 
applicants (American Immigration Council, 2023). On the first day of his second term, President 
Trump terminated the program by executive order.

In contrast to Central America, U.S. relations with CARICOM countries are less institutionalized. No 
regional cooperation or economic agreements exist akin to DR-CAFTA, and the benefits of the CBI 
are extended on a country-by-country basis rather than to CARICOM as a unified bloc. Dialogue on 
multilateral issues — including intellectual property, trade preference programs, and economic relations 
— occurs through the United States-CARICOM Trade and Investment Council, a more informal 
discussion forum (Runde et al., 2021).

It is important to note that U.S.-Caribbean ties, particularly with the sovereign states of the West Indies, 
are relatively recent. These small island nations achieved independence only after World War II, and 
while under British colonial rule, lacked the autonomy to conduct their own international relations, 
operating instead within the framework of British foreign policy. Consequently, the British Caribbean 
was spared U.S. military interventions and overt interference of the kind experienced by much of the 
rest of the region. This also explains why a less tense relationship with the United States has been forged 
from this Caribbean, although the invasion of Grenada in 1983 and the sustained US position against 
Cuba have raised critical voices and objections in the region.

Relatively speaking, CARICOM countries have attracted less U.S. interest than other nations of the 
Greater Caribbean. These states pose fewer immediate security risks to the United States, as they are less 
significant transit points for irregular migration and illicit trade. This is not to say that these issues are 
absent, but rather that they occur on a smaller scale than in neighboring territories.
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With China’s growing influence and the broader geopolitical shifts of the 21st century, U.S. engagement 
in the region has waned, leading to perceptions of U.S. neglect of Latin America and the Caribbean. 
In response, CARICOM leaders have proactively sought to rekindle dialogue and strengthen ties with 
Washington. One notable example was their coordinated effort at the 9th Summit of the Americas in 
Los Angeles in June 2022. Convened to revitalize inter-American relations — already strained by the 
pandemic and the resurgence of leftist governments in Mexico, Honduras, Bolivia, Colombia, and Brazil 
— Caribbean leaders recognized an opportunity to elevate their concerns and secure U.S. attention. Their 
strategy succeeded in prompting President Biden to personally attend a meeting originally scheduled 
with Vice President Harris. CARICOM leaders, along with the organization’s Secretary General and 
Dominican Republic President Luis Abinader, participated. The only CARICOM country absent was 
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, whose Prime Minister, Ralph Gonsalves, boycotted the summit in 
solidarity with the governments of Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, who had been excluded by the 
host.

As a result of the meeting, Caribbean SIDS secured commitments for cooperation. The United States 
announced the launch of a Caribbean Zero Hunger Plan to promote food and nutrition security, as 
well as the U.S.-Caribbean Partnership to Address the Climate Crisis 2030. Both parties also agreed to 
establish three joint committees to address energy security, food security, and development and debt 
financing — issues central to Caribbean concerns. In the area of security, the United States reaffirmed 
its willingness to cooperate within the framework of the Caribbean Basin Security Initiative (CBSI), as 
well as its commitment to address human trafficking, cybersecurity, and cybercrime.

The United States remains the principal security partner of the Greater Caribbean, operating seven key 
military bases in the region under the U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) (Runde et al., 2021). 
The CBSI, launched in 2010, includes the Dominican Republic and CARICOM members, with the 
exception of Belize and Haiti, which participate as observers. Its objectives are to curb illicit drug and arms 
trafficking, enhance citizen security, and promote crime prevention (Bureau of Western Hemisphere 
Affairs, 2019). Originally announced by President Obama at the 5th Summit of the Americas in 2009 
in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, the CBSI has continued to evolve. In November 2023, during 
the 11th Security Cooperation Dialogue, discussions focused on combating firearms trafficking, illicit 
maritime operations, transnational organized crime, juvenile crime prevention, cybersecurity, and 
human trafficking. The CBSI is a key element of the United States-Caribbean Strategic Engagement 
Act of 2016, aimed at bolstering national and regional security, countering criminal and terrorist 
organizations, restricting the trafficking of illicit goods and persons, and reinforcing the rule of law 
(CRS, 2024). Between 2010 and 2018, the program received over USD 556 million (Runde et al., 2021).

Security concerns remain at the forefront of U.S. relations with the Caribbean Basin, particularly 
regarding irregular migration. On his first official tour, Secretary of State Marco Rubio visited five 
Central American countries to address regional geopolitical issues — notably, efforts to curb China’s 
influence — along with shared priorities in security, economic affairs, and migration. His itinerary 
included Panama, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Guatemala, and the Dominican Republic. While the tour 
was largely unproblematic, talks in Panama concerning the Panama Canal drew particular attention and 
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led to some disagreements. A key outcome for the United States was President Mulino’s announcement 
that Panama would not renew its Memorandum of Understanding with China on the Silk Road 
Initiative. The countries visited agreed to enhance cooperation to prevent migration flows toward the 
United States and to continue accepting deported nationals. Notably, President Bukele of El Salvador 
expressed a willingness to receive deportees of other nationalities, including U.S. citizens, provided they 
had no criminal records — a position echoed by President Arevalo of Guatemala (Ventas, 2025).

Rubio’s message throughout the tour was unmistakable: collaboration with the United States is 
preferable to opposing its policies. Relations in the region combine trade preferences and free trade 
agreements with security and anti-narcotics cooperation initiatives. The recent withdrawal from the 
Paris Agreement is particularly troubling for Caribbean SIDS, which regard climate change as an 
existential threat. If this decision is upheld, it could open opportunities for the European Union and 
China to assume leadership of the global environmental agenda and position themselves as alternative 
climate partners for the Caribbean.

Beyond specific cases like Mexico, Panama, Haiti, and Cuba, it is also essential to address U.S.-Venezuela 
relations, given their implications for neighboring countries. Historically, Venezuela was a key energy 
partner through initiatives like Petrocaribe, which supplied oil to Greater Caribbean countries under 
preferential terms. A potential resumption of the program could be jeopardized by fears of U.S. 
reprisals, given the sanctions on Venezuela’s oil and gas sector, its banking and financial institutions, 
and individuals linked to the Maduro government. While some of these measures were partially relaxed 
or temporarily suspended — notably in October 2023 following the Barbados Agreement between the 
government and opposition to hold elections in 2024 (CNN Español, 2024) — most sanctions remain 
in effect, limiting Venezuela’s engagement with its neighbors.

The 2023 suspension of sanctions was particularly significant for Trinidad and Tobago, which maintains 
joint oil and gas projects with Venezuela. Earlier, the Caribbean nation had requested a special license 
from the Biden administration to develop a major gas field in Venezuelan territorial waters, ensuring 
that transactions involving PDVSA would not be penalized. The temporary easing of sanctions opened 
the door for new ventures, including cross-border projects like Loran-Manatee and Manakin-Cocuina, 
aimed at integrating Venezuelan gas into Trinidad’s national grid. Other proposals included capturing 
natural gas flared in Venezuelan oil fields for pipeline export to Trinidad. Venezuela’s offshore waters, 
especially the Deltana Shelf near Trinidad’s southeast coast, are believed to contain vast gas reserves. This 
gas could either be processed into petrochemicals or re-exported (The Energy Chamber of Trinidad and 
Tobago, 2023).

Sanctions were reinstated in April 2024, with the sole exception of License 41, allowing Chevron to 
export Venezuelan crude in partnership with PDVSA (CNN Español, 2024). Although Trinidad and 
Tobago still retains its special license from Washington, the renewed tensions and volatility in U.S.-
Venezuela relations cast uncertainty over these joint ventures and cooperation initiatives. This, in 
turn, underscores the urgent need for Caribbean nations to diversify their regional partnerships and 
strengthen economic ties within Latin America.
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Relations with the European Union
For countries in the Greater Caribbean, ties with Europe hold particular significance. Beyond historical 
and cultural connections shaped by colonial legacies, the European Union (EU) continues to serve as an 
important economic partner in the region.

In recent years, relations between the EU and the Latin American and Caribbean region had waned 
amid other priorities and shifting global dynamics. Political dialogue stalled for eight years following the 
2nd EU-CELAC Summit in 2015, until leaders gathered in Brussels in 2023 for the 3rd EU-CELAC 
Summit. The meeting aimed to revitalize bi-regional relations in a post-pandemic context marked by 
the Ukraine-Russia conflict, an escalating climate crisis, and a rapidly evolving geopolitical landscape.

Table 10. Trade Agreements Between the EU, the United States, and China With Greater Caribbean 
Countries.

Country/Group Type Year Status

European Union

Mexico EPA 2000 In ratification after 
2025 pact

CARIFORUM EPA 2008 In force

Central America PA 2012 In force

Colombia FTA 2013 In force

MERCOSUR PA 2024 In ratification

United States

DR-CAFTA FTA 2004 In force

Colombia TPA 2012 In force

Panama FTA 2012 In force

U.S.-MEXICO-CANADA 
U.S.-Mexico-Canada FTA 2018 In force

China
Costa Rica FTA 2011 In force

Nicaragua FTA 2014 In force

Note. Adapted from Baker et al, 2025.

EPA - Economic Partnership Agreement
PA - Partnership Agreement
FTA - Free Trade Agreement
TPA - Trade Promotion Agreement

Beyond summit diplomacy, the Greater Caribbean possesses its own instruments for advancing 
relations with the European Union. Unlike the approach adopted by the United States, Europe frames 
these relations within a more defined structure, recognizing two distinct subregional groupings: Central 
America—represented by the Central American Integration System (SICA), excluding Belize and the 
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Dominican Republic—and the Caribbean Small Island Developing States (SIDS), which participate 
through CARIFORUM8, excluding Cuba9. This European preference is unsurprising, considering the 
EU itself functions as a coalition of nations governed by codified rules, making it the most consolidated 
formal integration framework globally. Similarly, it is no surprise that both subregions have formalized 
their ties with the EU through comprehensive agreements encompassing trade, cooperation, and 
political dialogue.

As early as the 1970s, the European Economic Community (EEC) sought to strengthen its presence in 
the Greater Caribbean, primarily through cooperation initiatives, in response to Cold War dynamics 
and the expanding influence of the United States. The foundation for institutionalized relations was laid 
during the Central American peace process, where Europe participated in the San José Dialogue initiated 
in 1984. According to Caldentey del Pozo (2022), Europe’s involvement in these peace negotiations 
helped deepen regional ties, despite Central America’s relatively modest global influence. Between 1984 
and 2005, 21 ministerial meetings took place between foreign ministers from both regions. In the early 
stages, Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela played a key role as members of the Contadora Group, later 
transitioning into cooperative partners after the 1994 peace agreements. The first Framework Agreement 
for Interregional Cooperation was signed in 1985 under the San José Dialogue and remained in force 
until a new agreement was adopted in 1993.

The growing EU-Central America relationship culminated in the Association Agreement between the 
European Union and Central America (AACUE), which includes Panama, Guatemala, Costa Rica, El 
Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua. Though the agreement was signed in 2012 during the 39th SICA 
Summit in Tegucigalpa, it only came into force in 2024 after EU ratification (CIFCA, 2018). Belize 
and the Dominican Republic did not join this treaty, as their EU relations are governed by the EU-
CARIFORUM EPA, signed four years earlier.

As is typical of EU policy, the AACUE is comprehensive, extending beyond trade to include political 
dialogue and cooperation. It marks the culmination of a process initiated in 1993 with the original 
EEC-Central America Framework Cooperation Agreement. Negotiations for the AACUE began 
in 2006 and continued until 2010, when they were interrupted by the 2009 coup against the Zelaya 
government (Caldentey del Pozo, 2022). Although full ratification took 12 years, the trade pillar has 
been provisionally applied since 2013. Due to the delay, the political and cooperation components could 
not be enacted, and those matters remained governed by the 2003 Political Dialogue and Cooperation 
Agreement signed in Rome, which entered into force in 2014 (CIFCA, 2018).
_____________________________
8	   CARIFORUM was established in 1992 to integrate the group of Caribbean nations that were part of the broader ACP Group, originally 

created in Guyana in 1975 with the participation of former European colonies in Asia, the Caribbean, and the Pacific. Its purpose was to 
coordinate the cooperation efforts of these post–World War II independent territories with the European Economic Community under the 
framework of the Lomé Convention.

	 Following the conclusion of the Cotonou Agreement in 2020, the ACP Group was transformed into the Organization of African, Caribbean 
and Pacific States (OACPS).

9	 Cuba’s relations with the European Union are governed by the Political Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement, which has been in force since 
2017.



PUCMM  |  47

Caribbean Studies Center      

The objectives of the AACUE are structured into three key areas: promoting political cooperation 
based on shared values and common interests; expanding trade and investment and strengthening 
regional integration; and reinforcing multilateral principles, including peaceful conflict resolution and 
respect for social, labor, and environmental standards. For Central America, this agreement was crucial, 
especially its commercial component, which facilitates access to the European market and enhances 
competitiveness against exports from China, India, South America, and the ACP Group (Durán Lima 
et al., 2008).

According to Eurostat, trade between the EU and Central America reached €22 billion in 2023, with a 
€4.2 billion EU trade surplus. EU exports rose by 56% in 2023, driven by increases in chemical products, 
basic metals, and machinery and equipment—up 243.3%, 22.9%, and 15.6%, respectively. Services trade 
totaled €11.2 billion in 2022, with the EU exporting €5.76 billion (European Commission, 2024a). 
The EU primarily imports food products from Central America—bananas, pineapples, sugar, palm 
oil, coffee, and medical instruments—while Central America imports pharmaceuticals, machinery, and 
transport equipment.

The EU remains CARIFORUM’s second-largest trading partner after the United States. CARIFORUM 
exports crude oil and liquefied natural gas, chemical products (such as methanol and fertilizers), medical 
instruments, and traditional goods like bananas, rum, cocoa, and tobacco. In turn, the EU exports 
machinery, appliances, ships, vehicles, potatoes, dairy products, pharmaceuticals, and spirits. The 
Dominican Republic stands out for its exports of organic products (European Commission, 2024b).

Notably, the Caribbean small islands established their treaty with the EU before Central America. The 
EU-CARIFORUM Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) was signed in 2008, continuing a long-
standing cooperation structure dating back to the Lomé Conventions. These provided ACP countries, 
including those in the Caribbean, with preferential market access and development aid. From 1975 to 
2020, EU-Caribbean ties evolved through several agreements: Lomé I (1975), Lomé II (1979), Lomé 
III (1984), Lomé IV and its revised Lomé IV (1990 and 1995), and the Cotonou Agreement (2000–
2020). Upon Cotonou’s conclusion, all Caribbean ACP countries—except Cuba—signed the EU-
CARIFORUM EPA. 

Brexit in 2020 affected EU-Caribbean relations, as many CARIFORUM members are former British 
colonies. The UK’s departure deprived the Caribbean of its most vocal advocate within the EU. To 
mitigate this, the UK-CARIFORUM EPA came into force in 2021, excluding Cuba, the Bahamas, and 
Haiti.

Development cooperation is a key pillar in EU–Greater Caribbean relations, especially regarding 
climate change—an area where both regions recognize the severity of the issue and the importance of 
adaptation and mitigation. This is particularly urgent for island nations. The EU has contributed nearly 
€150 million to CARICOM institutions such as the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management 
Agency (CDEMA) and the Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre (CCCCC). Between 2014 
and 2020, EU development cooperation with the Caribbean totaled €1.5 billion, including bilateral 
aid. In October 2022, CARICOM leaders met with the European Commissioner for International 
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Partnerships in Barbados to define cooperation priorities through 2027. During the meeting, more than 
€800 million in funding was announced under three initiatives: the Green Deal, Economic Resilience 
and Trade, and Governance, Security and Human Development, as part of the Global Europe program.

The EU signed its first free trade agreement with a Latin American country—Mexico—in March 2000. 
In early 2025, it was announced that both sides had reached an agreement to modernize and expand it. 
These negotiations, spanning almost eight years, are part of contingency efforts to counteract potential 
trade tensions under the new Trump administration. Besides expanding trade opportunities, the revised 
deal aims to encourage European investment in Mexico, align regulatory frameworks, streamline dispute 
resolution, and strengthen shared commitments to sustainable development, human rights, liberal 
democracy, and the rule of law. Ratification is still pending on both sides (Gómez, 2025).

Mexico is the EU’s second-largest trading partner in Latin America after Brazil, and its 13th largest 
globally. As of 2020, the EU was Mexico’s third-largest trading partner, following the United States and 
China. According to Banxico data, in 2020 the EU accounted for 4.35% of Mexico’s exports, 10.45% 
of imports, and 7.8% of total trade. Mexico’s main exports to the EU include automobiles, machinery, 
appliances, minerals, and manufactured goods.

The EU is also a significant investor in Mexico. From 1999 to early 2021, FDI from the EU totaled USD 
177.5 billion, making it Mexico’s second-largest source of investment after the U.S. Major EU investors 
include Spain, Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium.

Relations with BRICS
One of the most notable developments in the global economy this century has been the emergence of 
the BRICS group. Coined by Goldman Sachs in 2001, the term initially described four rapidly growing 
developing economies: Brazil, Russia, India, and China. The concept gained momentum, and by 2006, 
these countries began meeting informally, holding their first official summit in 2009 (Nierenberg, 2024). 
In 2010, South Africa joined, transforming the group into BRICS.

By the end of 2024, the BRICS represented over 3 billion people—nearly half the global population—
and accounted for approximately 37.3% of global GDP (based on purchasing power parity). China 
alone contributed 19.05%, and India 8.23%. In contrast, the United States and EU each accounted for 
around 14.5%. The bloc is a dominant force in global commodity trade (Feingold, 2024).

For developing countries, the rise of the BRICS has generated growing enthusiasm due to their economic 
progress and the trade, investment, cooperation, and financing opportunities that closer ties with this 
group—home to millions of consumers and vast natural resources, with China as its leader and founding 
member—could offer. For their part, the BRICS are interested in attracting additional countries to 
expand their geopolitical influence, promote reforms to global institutions and practices—without 
undermining the principles of the multilateral order, including WTO rules—and reduce reliance on 
the US dollar as the world’s reference currency. These goals fueled the group’s expansion in 2023.
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BRICS now comprises ten full members. In 2024, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Ethiopia, and Iran 
formally joined. Indonesia followed in 2025, becoming the first Southeast Asian nation in the bloc. 
Although Argentina and Saudi Arabia were invited, Argentina declined under President Milei, while 
Saudi Arabia continues to evaluate the offer (Fernandez, 2025). Several countries have been offered 
Associate Membership, including Algeria, Belarus, Bolivia, Cuba, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Nigeria, 
Thailand, Turkey, Uganda, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam. Only Algeria, Turkey, and Vietnam have yet to 
respond. Since its expansion, the group is often referred to as BRICS+.

BRICS+ reflects significant diversity—in economies, political systems, cultures, and geopolitical 
alignments. Notably, some members, such as Russia and Iran, are under U.S. sanctions. Others, like 
India, maintain close ties with Washington, while the UAE hosts U.S. military bases. This diversity 
led Sarang Shidore, director of the Global South program of the Quincy Institute in Washington, to 
characterize the bloc as composed of two wings: a “Global East” (China, Russia, sometimes Iran), 
which challenges U.S./NATO dominance, and a “Global South” (e.g., Brazil, South Africa), which 
leans toward neutrality or U.S. alignment (Nierenberg, 2024). 

Despite differences, BRICS+ has presented unified positions in global forums representing the voices 
of the Global South. These include the call for the implementation of the Loss and Damage Fund at 
COP28 in Dubai in 2023, the negotiation of an international tax treaty to ensure that multinational 
corporations and wealthy individuals pay their fair share, and the push for reform in the governance of 
the Bretton Woods institutions (Tran, 2024).

In the Greater Caribbean, only Cuba is an Associate Member of BRICS+, reflecting its close ties 
with two of the founding members -China and Russia- and its support for a multipolar world order 
challenging U.S. hegemony and its aggressive policy against the island.

Venezuela formally submitted its request to join the bloc in mid-2023, while Colombia expressed its 
interest indirectly through Brazil (Maihold, 2024). Venezuela’s application was ultimately rejected 
due to Brazil’s objection, which signaled a lack of confidence in the government of Nicolás Maduro. 
The Venezuelan authorities had pledged to release electoral records verifying the defeat of presidential 
candidate Edmundo González but failed to do so, a decision that displeased President Lula (Galarraga 
Gortázar, 2024).

A similar situation unfolded with Nicaragua, which had also expressed its intention to join the bloc but 
was vetoed by Brazil following tense diplomatic exchanges. In August 2024, President Ortega declared 
bilateral relations with Brazil effectively severed. Days earlier, Brazil’s ambassador to Nicaragua had been 
expelled for refusing to attend a ceremony marking the 45th anniversary of the Sandinista Revolution. 
In response, Brazil expelled Nicaragua’s ambassador in return (EFE, 2024).

From the Greater Caribbean, there have been no additional formal requests to join BRICS+. The 
region remains divided in terms of national interests and alliance systems, which has led to conflicting 
diplomatic stances—particularly regarding the One China policy, as we will explore in the next section. 
Moreover, the region maintains deep and extensive economic and security ties with the United States. 
Notably, Panama and El Salvador operate fully dollarized economies.
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Table 11. Diplomatic Relations Between Greater Caribbean Countries and the BRICS.

Country Brazil Russia India China (RPC) South Africa

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

Antigua and Barbuda Yes Yes Yes Since 1983 Yes

Bahamas Yes Yes Yes Since 1997 Yes

Barbados Yes Yes Yes Since 1977 Yes

Belize Yes Yes Yes Between 1987 and 1989 Yes

Cuba Yes Yes Yes Since 1960 Yes

Dominica Yes Yes Yes Since 2005 Yes

Grenada Yes Yes Yes Since 1983 Yes

Guyana Yes Yes Yes Since 1972 Yes

Haiti Yes Yes Yes --- Yes

Jamaica Yes Yes Yes Since 1972 Yes

Dominican Republic Yes Yes Yes Since 2018 Yes

St. Kitts and Nevis Yes Yes Yes --- Yes

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines Yes Yes Yes --- Yes

St. Lucía Yes Yes Yes --- Yes

Suriname Yes Yes Yes Since 1976 Yes

Trinidad and Tobago Yes Yes Yes Since 1974 Yes

Resto del Gran Caribe

Colombia Yes Yes Yes Since 1980 Yes

Costa Rica Yes Yes Yes Since 2007 Yes

El Salvador Yes Yes Yes Since 2018 Yes

Guatemala Yes Yes Yes --- Yes

Honduras Yes Yes Yes From 2023 Yes

México Yes Yes Yes Since 1972 Yes

Nicaragua --- Yes Yes From 2021 Yes

Panamá Yes Yes Yes Since 2017 Yes

Venezuela Yes Yes Yes Since 1974 Yes
Note. Compilation based on information from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs of the Greater Caribbean countries.

There is no unified position on BRICS within the Greater Caribbean, though several voices have 
called for closer engagement with the bloc. In the insular Caribbean, a range of articles and public 
commentaries—especially from prominent political figures and published in the “Letters to the Editor” 
sections of major newspapers in Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago (two founding members and engines 
of CARICOM)—advocate strengthening ties with BRICS (Jessop, 2014; Rohee, 2017; Bardouille, 
2023; Pessoa, 2023; Patterson, 2024). These perspectives emphasize the opportunities BRICS offers 
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in terms of expanded cooperation, access to technology, development financing, increased trade and 
investment, and support for issues such as climate change and reform of the international financial 
system, all within a framework that values multilateralism, sovereignty, and non-intervention.

Relations with the People’s Republic of China
China aims to consolidate its role as a key player in global geopolitics and the world economy. As part of 
its broader strategy to diversify and deepen international partnerships, China has turned its attention to 
the Greater Caribbean—a region it prioritizes under its One China policy. Over the past decade, Panama, 
the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras have severed ties with Taiwan, drawn 
by China’s wide-ranging cooperation and development finance offerings. However, Beijing has yet to 
attract Guatemala, Belize, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, St. Lucia and Haiti to its 
network of bilateral ties. 

For Greater Caribbean nations, as for many developing countries, relations with China offer increasing 
opportunities for technical assistance, training, infrastructure development, expanded trade, foreign 
investment, and concessional loans—often under more favorable terms than those offered by global 
capital markets and without ideological conditions. China has also positioned itself as a defender of the 
multilateral order and a reliable ally for the Global South.

Despite these developments, the region has been unable to coordinate a unified stance toward China, 
largely due to ongoing divisions over Taiwan. In contrast, Beijing has demonstrated a clearer and more 
coherent approach, as reflected in its two official policy papers on Latin America and the Caribbean, 
issued in 2008 and 2016.

Among the key platforms for dialogue is the China-Caribbean Economic and Trade Cooperation 
Forum, established in 2004 under the CELAC framework. The forum has convened four times—in 
Jamaica (2005), Xiamen (2007), Trinidad and Tobago (2011), and Hainan (2024). The most recent 
session brought together delegations from eleven participating Caribbean governments: Antigua and 
Barbuda, the Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana, 
Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. CARICOM Secretariat representatives also attended. 
The agenda focused on green and low-carbon development, digital cooperation, and technology 
transfer. Chinese officials reported that by 2023, China had invested USD 3.3 billion in FDI and signed 
contracts worth USD 32.2 billion in these countries. Collectively, China is now the region’s second-
largest trading partner (Xinhua, 2024).

China also maintains ties with CARICOM nations through the China-Caribbean Consultation, a foreign 
minister-level dialogue mechanism. The eighth and most recent round was held via videoconference, 
with Foreign Minister Wang Yi and representatives from Dominica, Suriname, Barbados, Antigua and 
Barbuda, Grenada, Trinidad and Tobago, the Bahamas, Guyana, and Jamaica participating (Prensa 
Latina, 2022).



52  |  PUCMM

 Current Panorama of the Caribbean 2024-2026

In contrast, China’s regional approach to Central America is less consolidated—a reflection of the 
relatively recent establishment of diplomatic relations with most countries in the subregion. This 
realignment accelerated after 2016, ending the diplomatic truce that had prevailed since 2008 and 
slowing the momentum of China’s Caribbean outreach, which began with Costa Rica in 2007. China 
later established ties with Panama (2017), El Salvador and the Dominican Republic (2018), Nicaragua 
(2021), and Honduras (2023). Only Guatemala and Belize remain aligned with Taiwan (Piña, 2024).

A recent development that has strengthened ties between China and Central America was the official 
visit to China by the President of the Central American Parliament, Dominican Deputy Silvia 
García Polanco, in July 2024. In August 2023, the Central American Parliament approved China’s 
incorporation as an Observer State and agreed to allow a delegation of parliamentarians from the 
National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China to participate in its sessions. The Central 
American Parliament serves as the legislative body of the Central American Integration System (SICA) 
(Balsa Guldris, 2024).

China’s strategy to increase its influence in the Greater Caribbean has centered on executing projects 
framed within its own model of cooperation, in which donations and infrastructure development play 
a pivotal role. These projects include the construction of stadiums, convention centers, auditoriums, 
government buildings, and hospitals in Panama, Costa Rica, Trinidad and Tobago, Antigua and Barbuda, 
Guyana, and Jamaica—with particular emphasis on the National Library in El Salvador. Other examples 
include the development of road networks in Costa Rica, The Bahamas, and Jamaica; expansion of ports 
and airports in Antigua and Barbuda and Guyana; hotel and tourism center construction and renovation 
in The Bahamas, Barbados, and Guyana; and the establishment of industrial parks in Antigua, Jamaica, 
and Trinidad and Tobago, among others (Piña, 2024; Laguardia Martínez, 2022).

To date, only two countries in the Greater Caribbean have signed Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with 
China. The first was Costa Rica in 2021, followed by Nicaragua, whose FTA came into force in 2024. 
Negotiations with Panama were suspended in 2019. China’s interest in these FTAs lies primarily in 
securing access to minerals and agricultural products. Panama is particularly valuable due to its role as 
a regional logistics hub, where more than twenty major Chinese companies have established regional 
distribution centers for Latin America. Between 2017 and 2024, shipments from China to the Colón 
Free Zone increased by 50% (Piña, 2024).

A cornerstone of China’s broader strategy to expand its global and regional presence is the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI), launched by President Xi Jinping in 2013. This ambitious economic diplomacy 
program aims to enhance trade, cooperation, and connectivity by leveraging Chinese resources and 
technologies. The BRI promotes the development of both physical and digital infrastructure through 
an extensive network of roads, railways, ports, airports, and telecommunications systems. It is structured 
around five key pillars: policy coordination, infrastructure connectivity, unimpeded trade, financial 
integration, and people-to-people exchanges (Yu, 2019).
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Table 12. Greater Caribbean Countries Participating in the Belt and Road Initiative (Date of Accession).

Small Island Developing States (SIDS)
Antigua and Barbuda 2018

Barbados 2019

Cuba 2019

Dominica 2018

Grenada 2018

Guyana 2018

Jamaica 2019

Dominican Republic 2019

Suriname 2018

Trinidad and Tobago 2018

Rest of the Greater Caribbean
Costa Rica 2018

Colombia expected to sign in 2025

El Salvador 2018

Honduras 2023

Nicaragua 2022

Venezuela 2018

Note. Own elaboration based on information from Nedopil in Green Finance & Development Center (updated to February 2025).

However, relations between China and its Caribbean partners have not been without friction. Public 
opinion in some countries expresses skepticism and unease regarding China’s growing presence, 
often viewing it as a new form of colonialism that reinforces dependency and contributes to the re-
primarization of regional economies, while fostering clientelistic relationships. Criticism also stems 
from the role of Chinese companies in infrastructure projects, which have been plagued by accusations 
of opaque bidding processes, failure to meet environmental standards, subpar construction quality, and 
the predominance of Chinese labor. Other concerns include the use of Chinese materials and services 
over local alternatives, limited technology transfer, and reports of labor rights violations involving 
Chinese workers. A further source of anxiety is the fear that countries may incur large debts to Chinese 
banks and be compelled to offer their natural resources as collateral for repayment.

Concluding remarks
The Greater Caribbean, made up largely of small—often island—states, faces high economic and 
environmental vulnerabilities. These are magnified by the impacts of climate change, food and 
energy insecurity, and limited access to concessional financing. In today’s crisis-ridden and uncertain 
global environment, the region must rethink its strategies for international engagement, diplomatic 
partnerships, and development models to achieve sustainable growth with social equity and 
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environmental resilience. Although the region remains relatively politically stable—with the notable 
exception of Haiti’s multidimensional crisis—its strategic location has made it the focus of competing 
spheres of influence. Traditional partners now contend with rising powers like China, which views the 
region as key to advancing its “One China” policy.

Given this context, the Greater Caribbean must take concrete steps to diversify its economy and external 
relations in order to strengthen its food, energy, transport, digital, and environmental resilience. Regional 
mechanisms such as SICA, CARICOM, and the ACS must be revitalized in scope, operations, and 
impact. Meanwhile, existing agreements with major actors—including the United States, European 
Union, and China—must be reviewed to maximize benefits for the region, despite the asymmetries that 
continue to place it in a subordinate position.

Advancing cooperation initiatives to enhance regional influence and reduce poverty and inequality—
along with implementing effective public policy and generating quality employment—will not only 
support economic recovery but also foster social stability. This could help dissuade irregular migration 
flows to the United States. As one of the regions most severely affected by climate change, the Greater 
Caribbean has strong moral authority to lead on environmental issues. It is well positioned to advocate 
for the protection of natural resources, a just energy transition, and the reform of the global financial 
architecture within international organizations and multilateral forums.

The region should also closely monitor geopolitical realignments, particularly those involving emerging 
actors in the Global South. Greater engagement with BRICS+—beyond existing ties with China—is 
a promising avenue. Countries such as Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago, for example, could deepen 
their relations with India, which historically sent thousands of indentured laborers to the Caribbean 
following the abolition of slavery in the 19th century. Initial steps in this direction seem to have been 
taken, including Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to the Caribbean during the 2nd India–
CARICOM Summit in November 2024 in Georgetown, Guyana. The first such engagement occurred 
in September 2019 during the 74th UN General Assembly. At the summit, Modi reaffirmed India’s 
support for CARICOM’s development priorities and proposed enhanced cooperation in areas such as 
food security, renewable energy, health, trade, maritime connectivity, and cricket—a shared passion in 
both regions (CNG, 2024).

Ultimately, the Greater Caribbean’s ability to diversify its international partnerships and strike a balance 
between competing global and regional interests will be key to its success in navigating the turbulent 
transitions that define the current reordering of the global geopolitical map.
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1.2. Current challenges to Caribbean security
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A vast and heterogeneous region: the problems of definition
One of the main challenges in analyzing the Caribbean—particularly its current security situation and 
associated challenges—is the difficulty in defining the region itself. The insular Caribbean comprises not 
only its maritime space but also a wide arc of islands in the Greater and Lesser Antilles, stretching from 
Cuba to Trinidad. It also includes several islands located off the northern coast of South America—such 
as Aruba, Curaçao, Bonaire, and Venezuela’s Margarita Island—as well as islands east of the Caribbean 
coasts of Mexico and Central America, like Colombia’s archipelago of San Andrés, Providencia and 
Santa Catalina; Nicaragua’s Corn Islands; Mexico’s Cozumel; and many other islands that belong to 
Central American nations. Within the Caribbean Sea are the Cayman Islands, under British control, 
and numerous cays and islets. Due to historical ties, particularly from the perspective of the English-
speaking Caribbean, countries such as Belize, the Guianas, and the Bahamas are often included in the 
insular Caribbean.

Geographers emphasize the significant variations in size, topography, resources, and population among 
the islands. Cuba, Hispaniola, and Jamaica are the largest, each covering over 10,000 km², while much 
smaller islands, like St. Eustatius (Netherlands) and St. Barthélemy (France), are barely 21 km². This 
island system exhibits immense cultural, economic, and political diversity. The borders of the European 
Union, the United States, and several Central and Latin American countries converge in this area. 
Furthermore, extra-regional actors such as Canada, Iran, China, and Russia maintain a presence here.

Even if we adopt a narrow definition focused solely on the insular Caribbean, the region’s heterogeneity 
remains undeniable. It includes independent states with varied political and economic systems, failed 
states, territories belonging to the United States and EU member states, islands affiliated with Central 
and South American countries, and microstates. These island societies differ widely in language, culture, 
economic structure, political institutions, size, and population. Their intra-regional and international 
linkages are equally diverse.

If we expand our scope to include what the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) calls the “Greater 
Caribbean,” the complexity increases further. This broader concept incorporates Mexico, Central 
America, Colombia, Venezuela, the Guianas, Suriname, and French Guiana. Strictly speaking, it could 
also encompass extra-regional countries that hold territories within the region. This expanded definition 
aligns with the older idea of the “Caribbean Basin,” which gained prominence in the 1980s.

Clearly, generalizing about such a vast and diverse region—especially regarding its security dynamics—is 
fraught with difficulty. Still, the concepts of the “Greater Caribbean” or the “Caribbean Basin” are useful 
in exploring the interconnections between the insular Caribbean and its continental surroundings. For 

mailto:jrb_1947%40yahoo.com?subject=


PUCMM  |  63

Caribbean Studies Center      

the purposes of this analysis, we focus primarily on the insular Caribbean, while also considering key 
developments in the surrounding continental areas that impact the region, in line with the broader 
understanding of the Greater Caribbean.

A Reality in Flux: Challenges to Regional Security
Any analysis of the current Caribbean security landscape must recognize that we are living in a period 
of profound transformation. Longstanding security problems are intensifying or combining with new 
challenges that have emerged in recent years. We are no longer in the long Cold War era, where the bipolar 
structure of international conflict imposed a certain logic on regional security. Nor can we refer to the 
vague and transitional “post–Cold War” period. Instead, we are witnessing a new global dynamic and 
shifting political realities in the Latin American mainland that directly affect the Caribbean. This has 
created a complex panorama in which old and new threats converge. Some analysts refer to this moment 
as a “reconfiguration of the world order,” a “global systemic transition,” or a “global reconfiguration” 
(Altmann Borbón, 2019; Serbin, Pastrana Buelvas, & Reith, 2024).

One of the region’s foremost security analysts, Ivelaw Griffith, addressed this shift as early as 1995 in 
his influential article Caribbean Security: Retrospect and Prospect. There, he assessed the major security 
concerns of the 1980s, the changes triggered by the end of the Cold War, and the emerging prospects 
for Caribbean security in the new international context. For Griffith, key security issues in the 1980s 
included East–West geopolitics, the militarization of the Eastern Caribbean—particularly surrounding 
the Grenada crisis—U.S. interventions in Grenada, Panama, and Nicaragua, and political instability 
in states such as Cuba, Haiti, Suriname, Jamaica, Guyana, Grenada, Nicaragua, and the Dominican 
Republic. By the 1990s, however, there was a shift in the approach to security. Traditional concerns about 
state-centric “high politics” began to give way to newer issues related to economics, the environment, 
and internal stability (García Muñiz & Rodríguez Beruff, 1999; Rodríguez Beruff & García Muñiz, 
1996; Rodríguez Beruff, 1995).

Griffith notes that the emphasis on geopolitics and military security was displaced by economic and 
ecological issues, as non-military developments could, in the long term, pose genuine threats to the 
security and welfare of citizens. Interest focused on international flows of Griffith noted that geopolitical 
and military concerns were increasingly overshadowed by economic and ecological ones, as non-military 
developments posed real, long-term risks to citizen welfare. Attention turned to the cross-border flow of 
drugs, money, diseases, weapons, and migrants. As a result, the regional security agenda moved beyond 
militarization and ideological interventionism, which, in the Haitian case, was replaced by humanitarian 
intervention with the arrival of MINUSTAH in 2004.10

On the other hand, while the Caribbean retained some strategic importance for the United States, its 
focus shifted to domestic concerns and other global regions such as Eastern Europe, the Balkans, and 
the Middle East. Some analysts argue that the Caribbean (and Latin America more broadly) became 
marginal to traditional U.S. security interests, a shift reflected in declining foreign aid. No major military 
threats—actual or potential—were perceived to emanate from the region.
_____________________________
10	 The United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) was established in 2004 following the ousting of President Jean-Bertrand 

Aristide after a military intervention. Requested by interim president Boniface Alexandre, the mission officially began in June 2004 and lasted 
until 2017.
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In addition, Griffith states that the post–Cold War period was also marked by the emergence of large 
trade blocs like NAFTA and ASEAN in the economic sphere. In the case of NAFTA, the tariff advantages 
previously enjoyed by Caribbean countries began to erode. Griffith also identified the external debt of 
some Caribbean states as a potential source of financial instability.

Politically, the period saw a democratization wave sweep through Latin America, bolstered by initiatives 
like the 1985 Cartagena Protocol of the Organization of American States (OAS), which promoted 
democratic consolidation. In 1990, the OAS Permanent Council created a Unit for the Promotion of 
Democracy. A year later, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 1080, which required the Secretary 
General to convene the Permanent Council within ten days in the event of an “abrupt or irregular 
interruption of the democratic political institutional process” (OAS, 1991). 

This democratic surge had regional repercussions in countries such as Nicaragua and Guyana. Griffith 
argued that democratization would support long-term state stability. These developments were 
reflected in the Caribbean Community (CARICOM)’s adoption of a multidimensional concept of 
security, encompassing both “traditional and non-traditional threats” and placing strong emphasis on 
the promotion of democracy (Rodríguez Beruff, 2006, pp. 321–331). This Caribbean approach was 
later endorsed by the OAS during its Special Conference on Security held in Mexico City in October 
2003. The resulting Declaration on Security in the Americas stated:

Our new concept of security in the Hemisphere is multidimensional in scope, includes traditional 
and new threats, concerns and other challenges to the security of the States of the Hemisphere, 
incorporates the priorities of each State, contributes to the consolidation of peace, integral 
development and social justice, and is based on democratic values, respect, the promotion and 
defense of human rights, solidarity, cooperation and respect for national sovereignty. (OAS, 
2003).

In summary, the end of the Cold War ushered in a new security agenda for the 21st century. At the top of 
this agenda was drug trafficking, followed by internal instability in countries like Suriname, Cuba, and 
especially Haiti. Environmental issues—including global warming, coastal erosion, natural disasters, 
and health crises—also gained attention. Meanwhile, concerns about military threats and ideological 
interventions gradually lost their centrality.

The shift in the Caribbean’s security agenda—adopted and promoted by regional leadership—was 
reflected not only in the Organization of American States (OAS) but also at the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. In 2004, 
CARICOM declared security to be its fourth pillar, and the following year approved the development 
of a Framework for the Management of Crime and Security. This renewed emphasis on regional 
_____________________________
	 at its peak deploying around 7,000 troops (MINUSTAH, n.d.). In 2024, ten countries pledged to contribute 2,900 personnel to a new 

Multinational Security Support Mission (MMAS), led by Kenya, to combat gangs controlling roughly 80% of Port-au-Prince. By mid-2024, 400 
Kenyan troops had arrived, with another 600 expected in November. However, this force has so far proven insufficient to contain gang violence 
(Kenya announces sending another 600 police to Haiti to address gang violence, 2024).
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security led, in 2006, to the establishment of new mechanisms to address crime and internal security, 
most notably the Implementation Agency for Crime and Security (IMPACS). Created during the 27th 
Meeting of the CARICOM Conference of Heads of Government in July 2006 in Bird Rock, St. Kitts 
and Nevis, IMPACS became the regional body responsible for advancing CARICOM’s security and 
crime11 agenda. (CARICOM, 2006; Pryce Murphy, 2016)

It is worth noting a 2015 analysis by Eduardo Klinger Pevida on the security challenges facing the 
Caribbean from a Dominican perspective. The study identified drug transshipment, money laundering, 
and organized crime as the primary threats, with other concerns mentioned but given significantly less 
emphasis (Klinger Pevida, 2015, pp. 83–99).

Ivelaw Griffith’s early analysis captured the evolving nature of regional security, though some of 
his forecasts proved only partially accurate. He did not anticipate that democratization would not 
automatically produce greater political stability and that such processes could be reversed. In Nicaragua, 
for instance, democratic progress symbolized by Violeta Chamorro’s election in 1996 was later 
undermined. Similarly, Griffith did not foresee that movements arising from free elections—such as 
the election of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela—could evolve into authoritarian regimes that dismantled 
democratic institutions. His expectation, widely shared at the time, that the “wave of democratization” 
would bring about greater stability and reduced conflict, ultimately did not materialize as hoped.

Moreover, the post-Cold War détente did not signify the permanent decline of geopolitical and military 
factors in the region. Rather, it marked an interregnum in which the United States exercised substantial 
international power in what appeared to be a unipolar world. For more than a decade after Griffith’s 
article, these factors indeed held less sway in regional security dynamics. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the resolution of the Cuban missile crisis (Rodríguez Beruff, 1995), and the absence of rival 
powers in the region ended the Cold War patterns that had shaped the Americas. During this period, 
the United States did not perceive significant geopolitical or military threats emanating from the South.

In response to the evolving landscape, the United States redefined its regional security agenda, labeling 
the new challenges as “non-traditional”—particularly drug trafficking and illegal migration. Accordingly, 
it reoriented SOUTHCOM (its military command for Latin America and the Caribbean) and 
NORTHCOM (for North America) to address these issues. Nonetheless, as early as 2008, commentary 
on the regional security context already pointed to the renewed relevance of Russian military activities 
in Venezuela, following a period of absence after the USSR’s collapse (Rodríguez Beruff, 2009, pp. 
48–63).

Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez’s foreign and security policy shifts—particularly the pursuit of 
closer ties with Russia, Iran, and China—were analyzed in detail by Francine Jácome (Jácome, 2009, 
pp. 162–174). In later work, Griffith also discussed changing U.S.–Caribbean relations, identifying 
renewed U.S. interest in the region’s energy resources and their strategic significance. This was in part 
_____________________________
11	 See IMPACS page at https://www.caricomimpacs.org/

https://www.caricomimpacs.org/
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driven by the increasing presence of other international powers, especially China, but also Brazil, India, 
Iran, and Russia (Griffith, 2013). Among these, China’s role stood out as the most prominent. Chávez’s 
Venezuela, meanwhile, promoted its own influence through initiatives like ALBA (Bolivarian Alliance 
for the Peoples of Our America) and PetroCaribe, leveraging oil diplomacy to extend its regional reach. 
Griffith’s essay underscored the importance of viewing security through a broad lens—including trade, 
investment, education, technology, and the environment—warning that an overly narrow focus on 
narcotics would leave a vacuum that other international actors could fill.

The Caribbean in a New Global Order?
The regional security landscape now unfolds in an international environment that can no longer be 
described as “post–Cold War.” While that term once characterized the era following the fall of the 
Soviet bloc—an era defined by U.S. dominance and the emergence of new global actors—today’s world 
is marked by more complex dynamics. Although interpretations vary, there is broad agreement on the 
systemic nature of the geopolitical shifts underway and on the persistence of several structural changes 
in the international order. These transformations must be considered to understand the strategic and 
geopolitical environment surrounding the Caribbean.

Political and economic trends in Latin America have also undergone significant change, deeply 
affecting the Caribbean. Many of these shifts are linked to, or have been enabled by, broader global 
transformations. At the global level, a move toward unstable multilateralism has become increasingly 
evident, fueled by the erosion of U.S. dominance and rising international conflict. The resurgence of 
great-power competition—often accompanied by military tensions—has been one of the most visible 
features of this transformation. Chief among the developments is China’s growing global and regional 
influence, particularly in the Asia-Pacific, which has forced the United States to recalibrate its foreign 
and defense policy to counter China’s strategic challenge.

At the same time, Russia has returned as an active international player, seeking to contest U.S. and 
Western influence. Its strategic partnership with China—often referred to as the “Dragonbear” 
alliance—alongside smaller partners, represents a concerted effort to erode Western power, including 
in Latin America and the Caribbean. The war in Ukraine has further solidified this coordination, with 
North Korea emerging as an active military partner.

This alliance does not pursue the promotion of liberal democracy or human rights—values considered 
distinctly “Western”—and its posture often supports the consolidation of authoritarian regimes in 
the Caribbean (Milosevich-Juaristi, 2019; Berg & Ziemer, 2024). The involvement of North Korean 
weapons and troops in Ukraine is likely to escalate tensions in Europe unless a resolution to the conflict 
is found in an increasingly complex international landscape.

From a U.S. standpoint, Michael J. Mazarr has argued that strategic competition among great powers 
will define U.S. foreign policy for the foreseeable future (Mazarr, 2022). Similarly, Douglas Farah and 
Caitlyn Yates have identified the growing competition between the United States, China, and Russia in 
Latin America as an emerging reality (Farah & Yates, 2020, pp. 45–64).
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U.S. policy in the Middle East also has implications for its global alliances. Robust U.S. support for 
Israel—particularly during its recent conflicts with Hamas and Hezbollah—has altered relations with 
Arab states. Some countries, including Saudi Arabia, have moved closer to Iran and China diplomatically, 
although many of these shifts predate the war. Subsequent events, such as the unexpected collapse of 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime in December 2024, will also need to be considered in analyzing Iran’s evolving 
international posture.

Another key feature of today’s international system is the rising influence of the so-called Global South—
though the term is contested due to the diversity of its member states. The Group of 77+China, now 
comprising 134 countries, is a prominent example, and held a major summit in Havana on September 
15, 2023.

Analyst Andrés Serbín uses the concept of “polycrisis” to refer to the current international situation and 
describes the change as follows:

With the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine, geopolitics and great-power confrontation 
have returned as decisive forces in reshaping global power and international relations. These 
dynamics are fragmenting and redefining the roles of international actors—from nation-states to 
the emerging blocs, coalitions, and alliances. At the same time, this systemic transition challenges 
the continuation of a U.S.-dominated unipolar order and opens the door, amid global disorder, 
to a multipolar world that contests the liberal, rules-based international system. Among the 
changes fueling this transition is the increasing prominence of Global South nations as relevant 
and assertive international actors. (Serbín, 2024, p. 23)

As a result, the Caribbean today contends with a far more complex array of external actors. The return 
of Russia to the region and the deepening presence of China stand out most prominently. In addition, 
other countries, including Iran and Turkey, have begun to assert themselves in Caribbean and Latin 
American affairs.

These developments have weakened the influence of traditional inter-American institutions, especially 
the OAS, and have diminished the effectiveness of their democracy and human rights agendas. Regional 
organizations such as CELAC, MERCOSUR, and UNASUR have also been affected by deep political 
divisions among Latin American states. MERCOSUR did recently finalize an agreement with the 
European Union, though it remains contested by France.12 Even ALBA-TCP, long supported by Cuba 
and Venezuela, has seen its influence wane following the termination of PetroCaribe in 2019.
_____________________________
12	 According to Francisco Rojas Aravena, the Venezuelan crisis and broader political divisions in Latin America have significantly weakened 

regional organizations. “Venezuelan political tensions and the broader hemispheric debates within the Organization of American States (OAS) 
led to deep fragmentation and a paralysis in the organization’s decision-making capacity. In response to repeated condemnations by the OAS, 
Venezuela chose to withdraw from the body and shifted the discussion of its internal affairs to the regional platform of CELAC, during El 
Salvador’s pro tempore presidency. This shift contributed to institutional paralysis: meetings with the European Union were postponed, 
regional engagement was weakened, and dialogue with both the EU and China was affected. As a result, the organization was left in a status quo 
situation. In the case of UNASUR, the organization was unable to appoint a new executive secretary for more than two years following the end 
of Ernesto Samper’s term. This deadlock was due to Venezuela’s repeated vetoes of proposed candidates. Ultimately, it was this obstruction—not 
merely the so-called “excessive ideologization” often cited—that sealed UNASUR’s demise and led to efforts to establish a new regional body, 
the Forum for the Progress of South America (Prosur).” (Rojas Aravena, 2019, p. 128 Author’s translation). Maira (2019) adds that “growing 
polarization between
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New Political Trends and Conflict in Latin America and the Caribbean
The wave of democratization that Griffith referred to in his 1995 article—previously cited—has long 
since lost its momentum. In recent years, the region has witnessed a resurgence of authoritarianism, 
often with a leftist ideological orientation. As early as 2017, Chilean internationalist Francisco Rojas 
Aravena described this trend as a process of “de-democratization”:

We are witnessing a moment of de-democratization, of democratic regression, marked by 
widespread political disaffection in the current post-electoral cycle. While presidential mandates, 
referendums, and even parliamentary and municipal elections generate high expectations for 
change, progress, and the resolution of deep-seated regional issues, those expectations are 
routinely unmet. The shrinking space for international action and governments’ inability to 
deliver—within a context of interdependence and globalization—have inhibited the fulfillment 
of campaign promises. The direct consequence is growing public frustration, which manifests in 
declining confidence in democratic institutions and governance. Dissatisfaction with democracy 
rose from 52% in 2010 to 71% in 2018.” (Rojas Aravena, 2019, pp. 123–124)

A key development in the erosion of democratic institutions was the fraudulent re-election of Nicolás 
Maduro in Venezuela and the subsequent attempt to criminalize the opposition. This issue is central 
to regional security discussions and will likely become increasingly relevant, as authoritarian regimes 
often exacerbate internal unrest, suppress civil rights, and trigger mass migration by displacing large 
segments of the population—as exemplified by Venezuela. For these reasons, democratic security can be 
considered a regional security concern. It is also important to recognize that democratic backsliding is 
not confined to Venezuela but affects other parts of the Americas.

Shifts in the international system have also contributed to these political developments. Global powers 
like Russia and China have sought to undermine U.S. influence, weakening the effectiveness of regional 
mechanisms for the defense of democracy—many of which emerged after the collapse of national 
security regimes in the late 1970s and 1980s. These powers have also offered diplomatic support and 
economic assistance to authoritarian governments.

Moreover, the so-called “progressive wave” of democratically elected left-leaning governments, which 
began with the 2018 election of Andrés Manuel López Obrador and his MORENA party in Mexico, 
now appears to be losing steam. This trend continued with the elections of Gabriel Boric in Chile (March 
2022), Gustavo Petro in Colombia (August 2022), and Lula da Silva’s return to the presidency in Brazil 
(January 2023). With Peronism still in control in Argentina, the progressive momentum appeared 
unstoppable —until Javier Milei’s victory shifted the political landscape. Among the countries where 
the left has triumphed, two—Mexico and Colombia—are part of the Greater Caribbean, while Brazil 
plays a crucial regional role.

However, the unexpected rise of right-wing “libertarian” Javier Milei in December 2023, the emergence 
of other right-wing forces across the region, and the political upheavals surrounding Venezuela’s 2024 
_____________________________
	 ALBA-aligned governments (Venezuela, Bolivia, Ecuador) and the rising center-right in the region deeply eroded UNASUR’s functionality.” (p. 

176 Author’s translation).
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elections have shown that the continuity of progressive governments is far from assured. These events 
also highlighted major differences among leftist governments, particularly regarding their approach 
to democracy and electoral processes. These events also highlighted major differences among leftist 
governments, particularly regarding their approach to democracy and electoral processes.

In contrast, the October 27, 2024, second-round election of Yamandú Orsi, the Frente Amplio candidate 
in Uruguay, illustrates that a leftist victory need not imply a rupture with democratic institutions. 
Overall, the region is currently characterized by a high degree of political heterogeneity in terms of 
orientations toward representative democracy and international alignment. According to Fernando 
Mires, the main dynamic shaping international conflict is the confrontation between democratic and 
autocratic systems—clearly exemplified in Latin America by divisions triggered by the Venezuelan 
elections (Mires, 2024). In short, the economic and political fragmentation that many analysts have 
observed in recent years has deepened, weakening cooperation and regional integration initiatives. This 
situation is unlikely to improve and is expected to lead to greater intra-regional conflict.

Conflicts related to democracy in Venezuela and other countries appear likely to become chronic and 
difficult to resolve. The 2024 Venezuelan elections, for example, led to the severing of diplomatic ties 
between Venezuela and the Dominican Republic. Venezuela has also broken relations with two other 
Greater Caribbean nations: Costa Rica and Panama—the latter being highly critical of the Maduro 
regime. These developments have broader implications for the Caribbean, complicating the resolution 
of other conflicts, such as the territorial dispute between Venezuela and Guyana over the Essequibo 
region and the coordination of security policies in the Caribbean.

International analyst Carlos Malamud has commented on CELAC in this context:

Even the future of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC), already 
compromised by the deficient and biased pro tempore presidency of Honduras, could face even 
greater strain. It is worth noting that the next EU–CELAC Summit is scheduled to take place in 
Colombia in 2025. If the current rhetorical escalation is accompanied by a general breakdown of 
diplomatic relations, prospects for greater Latin American cooperation—or for coordination on 
any issue of the vast regional agenda—will be seriously compromised. (Malamud, 2024)

Finally, Haiti’s chronic instability and rising tensions with the Dominican Republic also present serious 
regional security challenges. While these tensions are unlikely to lead to a military conflict—as in the 
case of the Essequibo—they nonetheless have important repercussions for both countries. In this case, 
international and regional efforts (including CARICOM’s involvement, since Haiti is a member) have 
been mobilized to support political stabilization and public security. Although long-term solutions 
remain elusive, some progress has been made in curbing violence in areas controlled by gangs.

Old and new security challenges
As previously mentioned, the security challenges and threats facing the Caribbean encompass both 
long-standing problems, some of which are persistent, and more recent developments tied to global 
and regional political and economic changes. When defining the region’s principal security threats, it is 
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important to consider not only state security, but also the extent and intensity of their impact on large 
segments of the population. In this regard, we agree with analyst Ivelaw Griffith’s broad definition of 
security as the: “protection and preservation of a people’s freedom from external military attack, from 
internal subversion, and from the erosion of cherished political, economic and social values.” (Griffith, 
2013, p. 21). That said, it is difficult to clearly establish a hierarchy of importance among the different 
threats.

First, we must mention natural disasters of meteorological, volcanic, or geological origin. The severity of 
these events often depends not only on natural forces but also on social, economic, and political factors. 
Such disasters have long been part of the region’s natural and human history, threatening the safety 
of its populations for millennia. These include floods, storms, hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, and 
volcanic eruptions. Hurricanes, in particular, affect the Insular Caribbean, Central America, and the 
Caribbean coasts of Mexico and the United States. In contrast, the northern coast of South America is 
not typically affected by North Atlantic hurricanes due to different climatic patterns. Volcanic activity, 
meanwhile, is concentrated mostly in the Lesser Antilles and Central America, if we adopt a Greater 
Caribbean perspective (OCHA, 2020).

Over the past few decades, these catastrophic events have resulted in high mortality rates and have 
severely affected island populations with limited resources for disaster response. The region’s political 
fragmentation is evident in the varying levels of preparedness and response to natural disasters, as well as 
in the uneven degree of regional cooperation. Another set of natural threats arises from climate change 
and global warming. These challenges include rising sea levels, coastal erosion, and other phenomena 
linked to changes in global climate patterns.

Beyond these “natural” challenges, there are significant threats to public health stemming from diseases, 
epidemics, pandemics, and other processes that may originate within or beyond the region. In addition 
to the significant impact of the COVID-19 pandemic across all Caribbean countries, recent health 
concerns have been associated with the Haitian crisis and fears that Haiti may become a source of 
infectious disease transmission, particularly cholera. The first cholera outbreak in Haiti occurred in 
2010, following the Port-au-Prince earthquake, and was introduced by UN peacekeepers. That outbreak 
resulted in 820,000 reported cases and 10,000 deaths. Haiti also suffers from one of the region’s highest 
rates of tuberculosis (PAHO, 2022).

Second, we must consider a range of threats linked to the rise of crime, the proliferation of criminal gangs, 
drug trafficking and consumption, the internationalization of criminal networks, money laundering, 
and arms trafficking. These issues have generated growing concern across the region. In countries like 
Jamaica and Haiti, gangs have played a central role in escalating violence and insecurity. Other concerns 
include tax havens that facilitate money laundering, or the use of certain countries as transit points in 
drug routes to the United States or Europe.

In Haiti, the collapse of state authority has led to the proliferation and empowerment of armed gangs. 
The assassination of President Jovenel Moïse in July 2021 underscored the fragility of Haiti’s political 
institutions in the face of organized crime. In the Dominican Republic, criminal activity—particularly 
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linked to drug trafficking—has also become a key issue. A major police reform process is currently 
underway in that country, with the goal of improving efficiency while ensuring respect for human 
rights. CARICOM has also been paying close attention to rising crime across the region and has taken 
several initiatives to help address it.

In recent years, migration trends have intensified, especially through the Central American and Mexican 
routes to the United States. There has also been what could be described as “expulsion migration” from 
countries like Venezuela. Cross-border migration has figured prominently in the Dominican Republic’s 
political discourse, particularly among ultra-nationalist sectors. In 2024, the Dominican authorities 
deported 276,000 Haitians who were allegedly in an irregular situation, further complicating the crisis 
in Haiti (CNN, 2025).

Geopolitical competition, including its military dimensions, is another relevant aspect of regional 
conflict. As previously discussed, the current international order is increasingly shaped by great-power 
rivalry, which has extended into the Caribbean. In addition to the traditional presence of the United 
States—which considers the region vital to its national security due to geographic proximity and the 
domestic repercussions of regional instability—and Canada, whose role is more limited, extra-regional 
actors such as Russia, China, and Iran have become increasingly active in the Caribbean.

Finally, although analysts generally agree that military factors have lost relative importance in the 
region since the end of the Cold War, certain conflicts still have the potential to escalate into military 
confrontations. Chief among these is the territorial dispute between Venezuela and Guyana over the 
Essequibo region and its oil resources, as well as other problematic border areas that pose localized but 
significant risks.

Environment and natural disasters
Historian Stuart B. Schwartz (1940–) titled his recent work Mar de Tormentas, una historia de los 
huracanes en el Gran Caribe desde Colón hasta María. He notes that::

(...) the geography of the region has exerted considerable influence, and environmental conditions 
and hazards—earthquakes, volcanoes, tsunamis, droughts, epidemics—have created a certain 
‘transnational’ unity of experience. Of these common challenges, none has been greater, more 
frequent, or more characteristic than cyclonic storms: the North Atlantic hurricanes (Schwartz, 
2019).

This view is supported by data from the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), which reports that 
between 1990 and 2008, the Caribbean region experienced 165 natural disasters, resulting in losses 
estimated at $136 billion. The ACS maintains a Special Committee on Disaster Risk Reduction, which 
meets annually (ACS, n.d.).

Similarly, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) highlights 
that,

Since 2000, the countries most impacted by storms in the region have been Cuba, Mexico and 
Haiti with 110 storms, 5,000 deaths, 29 million people affected and US$39 billion in total 
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damages. It is important to note, however, that more 85 per cent of those deaths were recorded 
in Haiti, the poorest and most vulnerable country in the Caribbean, which underscores the 
importance of country-specific contexts for disasters in the region. (OCHA, 2020).

The same report notes that between 2000 and 2020, the region faced an average of 17 hurricanes per 
year, 23 of which reached Category 5. OCHA, through its Regional Office for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ROLAC)13 stressed the impact of Hurricane Dorian on the Bahamas in September 2019.  
However, the death toll, physical damage, and economic losses caused by Hurricanes Irma and Maria, 
which hit Puerto Rico in September 2017, were significantly greater. Hurricane Maria, in particular, 
is considered the most destructive hurricane to impact the Caribbean since Hurricane Jeanne in 2004. 

The limited attention given to Puerto Rico in some international assessments, such as the aforementioned 
OCHA report, reflects the political fragmentation of the Caribbean. While maps in these reports track 
the path of hurricanes across Puerto Rico, the island is often marginal in the textual analysis—despite 
bearing extensive damage in 2017.

Figure 1. Damage caused by Hurricane Maria.

Note. Photo by the author. Hurricane Maria caused extensive damage to infrastructure in Puerto Rico, including the electrical system, which collapsed 
for several months.

Paths of the four most destructive recent hurricanes are shown below.

_____________________________
13	 The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has maintained a presence in Latin America and the Caribbean since 

2003. Its Regional Office (ROLAC), established in Panama City in 2005, works with country offices to strengthen humanitarian coordination 
and emergency preparedness. ROLAC also leads the Regional Group on Risks, Emergencies and Disasters, an inter-agency platform supporting 
regional disaster response. More information is available at: https://www.unocha.org/latin-america-and-caribbean

https://www.unocha.org/latin-america-and-caribbean
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Figura 2. Trayecto de los huracanes categorías 5 más recientes y su nivel de destrucción.

Note. OCHA, 2023.

As the case of Puerto Rico illustrates, the Caribbean presents a wide range of institutional arrangements 
for addressing natural disasters, involving U.S. and European agencies, national government bodies, UN 
institutions, and regional agreements, among others. Each country has its own mechanisms for disaster 
prevention and response, and there is no single organization with the capacity to comprehensively 
cover the entire region. Cuba’s national civil defense and risk reduction system, for example, has been 
recognized for its effectiveness (Coca Rodríguez, 2021).

In Puerto Rico’s case, the hurricanes overwhelmed local infrastructure, and reconstruction assistance 
came primarily from U.S. federal agencies such as FEMA, rather than Caribbean or international 
institutions. According to a 2023 report by the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO), FEMA had 
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allocated $23.4 billion for recovery from Hurricanes Irma and Maria and the 2019–2020 earthquakes, 
but only $1.8 billion had been used by June 2023.

Hurricane Maria (2017) caused a significant number of deaths, partly due to the collapse of the electrical 
grid and the resulting impact on hospitals and care facilities for the elderly. Some sources estimate the 
death toll at nearly 3,000, while others suggest it may have exceeded 4,000. Maria remains the most 
destructive hurricane in Puerto Rico’s history, with damages estimated at $90 billion, according to the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).

Although earthquakes occur less frequently than hurricanes, all Caribbean countries have experienced 
seismic events, and some have also faced volcanic activity. Geologically, the region is highly active. Most 
of it lies on the Caribbean Plate—one of the Earth’s smallest tectonic plates—which includes Central 
America, the Caribbean Sea, and all the Antilles except Cuba. Cuba rests on the North American Plate, 
which is moving southwest, while the Caribbean Plate moves in the opposite, northeasterly direction. 
These tectonic movements result in collisions along the zone encompassing Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, 
and the Lesser Antilles.

The region is also home to two microplates: the Gonâve microplate, which extends from northern 
Jamaica through southern Cuba and includes most of southern Haiti, and the Hispaniola–Puerto 
Rico microplate, which covers the entire northern and eastern parts of Hispaniola and all of Puerto 
Rico. These microplates contribute further to the area’s geological instability. Activity along a fault on 
the southern edge of the Gonâve microplate—near northern Jamaica and southern Haiti, close to the 
capital Port-au-Prince—triggered the catastrophic magnitude 7 earthquake on January 12, 2010.

That earthquake devastated Port-au-Prince, killing 222,570 people and injuring 300,000. The physical 
destruction was immense, making it the most devastating disaster in the Caribbean in the past 20 years. 
According to OCHA, this single event accounted for 98% of deaths, 89% of injuries, and 27% of the 
people affected by seismic activity in the region during that period. All Caribbean countries contributed 
to relief efforts, underscoring the shared sense of regional solidarity. It remains the largest natural disaster 
in Caribbean history.

Haiti was again struck by a significant earthquake on August 14, 2021, resulting in over 2,200 deaths. 
Other highly exposed countries include the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. A sequence of 
earthquakes in Puerto Rico between December 2019 and January 2020 culminated in a 6.4-magnitude 
quake that caused major damage in the south, especially in Guánica and Ponce. OCHA notes a growing 
trend in seismic and volcanic activity in Latin America and the Caribbean between 2019 and 2022.

Volcanic hazards also threaten the Lesser Antilles, a region dotted with both active and dormant 
volcanoes. Among the most notable are Kick-’em-Jenny (near Grenada), Mount Pelée (Martinique), 
La Grande Soufrière (Guadeloupe), Soufrière Hills (Montserrat), and La Soufrière (St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines). The 2021 eruption of La Soufrière led to the evacuation of 20,000 people. Volcanic 
activity also affects Central America, which forms part of the Greater Caribbean’s geologic system.
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Figure 3. Volcanoes of the Lesser Antilles.

Note. Volcano Discovery.

Beyond individual disasters, the broader effects of global climate change represent a systemic and 
growing threat to the Caribbean, particularly to its extensive coastline and numerous islands. The last 
three decades have been the warmest on record since 1850, with average temperatures rising by 1°C 
(1.8°F) between 1900 and 2010. Climate change has increased the frequency and severity of extreme 
meteorological phenomena (EMPs), including hurricanes, floods, droughts, heatwaves, and forest fires. 
These events disproportionately impact island nations, where 65–70% of the population lives along the 
coast.

Beach erosion—driven by multiple factors—has also become a major concern in Puerto Rico and across 
the Caribbean, particularly given its potential economic impact on tourism. More broadly, climate 
change poses a significant and shared threat to all Caribbean nations. This was acknowledged as early as 
1994 at the Barbados Conference, where regional governments expressed concern over climate change, 
climate variability, and rising sea levels (UN, 1994). As one U.S. analyst has noted, climate change now 
also constitutes a national security issue (Ellis, 2022).

The very survival of some low-lying Caribbean nations is at stake. This issue has been the subject of 
ongoing international attention, including through the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), an international treaty signed in 1992 by 150 countries and later revisited 
at various summits. One of the most significant was COP25, held in Madrid in December 2019. The 
most recent, COP28, took place in Dubai in December 2024 and was marked by sharp divergences over 
global environmental policy (UN, 2024).

Insular Caribbean countries are mostly small and often lack the resources to carry out post-disaster relief 
and mitigation efforts on their own. As a result, special emphasis must be placed on collaboration with 
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specialized subregional agencies. Since 2005, the region has been supported by the Caribbean Disaster 
Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA)—formerly the Caribbean Disaster Emergency Response 
Agency (CDERA)—a network that includes 18 participating countries. Other key partners include the 
Coordination Center for the Prevention of Natural Disasters in Central America (CEPREDENAC), 
the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), and the Caribbean Community Climate Change 
Center (CCCCC), which was established in 2002 under CARICOM to study and coordinate regional 
responses to the impacts of global warming.

Drug Trafficking and the Transnationalization of Crime
Drug trafficking and its repercussions represent one of the most significant threats to the security of 
Caribbean societies. For decades, the Caribbean has served as a major route for the trafficking of drugs—
particularly cocaine—from the Andean region to the U.S. market. According to some analysts, during 
the 1980s this route accounted for as much as 75% of the cocaine reaching that consumer market. 
However, interdiction efforts by the United States and regional governments helped reduce the flow. 
In more recent years, it is estimated that about 10% of cocaine trafficking transited the Caribbean, with 
most shipments instead routed through Central America and Mexico (Rodríguez Beruff and Cordero, 
2005).

It is important to clarify that the term “trafficking” can give the misleading impression that drugs simply 
“pass through” the region between production and consumption zones, with minimal impact on the 
so-called transit countries. This is clearly not the case and the consequences for the region are both 
serious and wide-ranging. As we have pointed out in other work, the “transit zone” is also a zone of 
consumption, with effects that reach broad sectors of the population. The drug trade contributes to rising 
criminal violence, the emergence of gangs (to the point of destabilizing state institutions, as in the case 
of Haiti), government corruption, money laundering, and the compromise of financial institutions—
including those located in regional “tax havens” (Statista, 2024). Other negative outcomes include the 
deterioration of urban life, increased militarization, and a host of other consequences frequently noted 
in analyses of the Caribbean (Griffith, 2013).

In recent years, however, the share of global drug trafficking moving through the Caribbean has grown, 
in part due to increasing cocaine consumption and trafficking toward Europe. A striking example is 
the seizure on August 23, 2024, by multiple Coast Guard units of drugs valued at $54 million in the 
Caribbean Sea (United States Coast Guard, 2024).

Much of this trafficking now occurs via container shipments through major ports, though other 
methods—such as high-speed boats launched from larger vessels in the Atlantic and even semi-
submersibles—are also used. Initially, Galician traffickers (based in Spain) dominated this business, but 
they have since been overtaken by operations based in the ports of Antwerp and Rotterdam (Belgium and 
the Netherlands), as well as secondary ports like Valencia. Despite this shift, Spain remains a preferred 
location for the headquarters of trafficking organizations.
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This redirection of cocaine trafficking to Europe has enhanced the strategic importance of Caribbean 
routes. Analysts have noted that instability along the Colombian-Venezuelan border—where Colombia’s 
National Liberation Army (ELN) operates with relative impunity—and the institutional decay and 
corruption within sectors of Venezuela’s security forces have created opportunities for trafficking 
through the Caribbean. However, in recent years, much of this flow has shifted to Brazilian ports. A 
study by the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime titled The Cocaine Pipeline to 
Europe provides detailed insights into this trend.

Spain has however been eclipsed by Belgium and the Netherlands. Here, traffickers have been 
attracted by the efficiency of the ports of Antwerp and Rotterdam, which, combined with 
excellent transport infrastructure, can rapidly send a container almost anywhere in Europe. Drug 
traffickers appreciate that kind of efficiency as much as any other businessperson, and revel in the 
sheer volume of containers flowing through these ports, which provides endless opportunities to 
camouflage their consignments. (McDermott, et al, 2021, p. 4)

The study also highlights the growing role of the Dominican Republic in cocaine trafficking to Europe:

Increasing seizures in the Dominican Republic highlight traffickers’ renewed use of the Caribbean 
to move cocaine to Europe.

One key factor behind the resurgence of the Caribbean route is the record-high cocaine 
production in Colombia, bolstering outflows of the drug from South America toward consumer 
markets like Europe. 

At the same time, cocaine consumption in Europe continues to rise.  (McDermott, J. et al., 
2021, p. 2)

The following figure from the Dominican Republic’s National Drug Control Directorate (DNCD) 
shows the increase in drug seizures, illustrating the country’s growing role in regional trafficking. A 
corresponding map based on DNCD data provides further detail on these routes.

Figure 4. Rise in cocaine seizures in the Dominican Republic.

Note. Torrusio, 2024.
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The following map, based on data from the National Drug Control Directorate (DNCD), provides 
details on drug trafficking routes through the Dominican Republic.

Figure 5. Primary cocaine trafficking routes through the Dominican Republic.

Note. Austin and den Held , 2022.

While this “national” map includes a reference to trafficking toward Puerto Rico, it omits key information 
about the flow of drugs between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Haiti appears as an empty space, 
despite its multiple interconnections—particularly with Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto 
Rico. For example, the powerful gang of Puerto Rican drug lord José David Figueroa Agosto, known 
as “Junior Cápsula,” operated extensively in both Hispaniola and Puerto Rico. Convicted in 2012, he 
once controlled up to 90% of the cocaine trade in Puerto Rico.

An older map offers a more accurate representation of trafficking routes in the insular Caribbean. It 
outlines an area that includes Jamaica, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico—with Puerto 
Rico also serving as a gateway from the Lesser Antilles—and shows primary exit points located in 
Venezuela.



PUCMM  |  79

Caribbean Studies Center      

Figure 6. Main drug trafficking routes in the Caribbean.

Note. The Economist, 2014. Cited in Sanchez, 2014.

The persistence of drug trafficking has fostered the consolidation and proliferation of criminal gangs, 
contributing significantly to rising levels of urban violence. The emergence of such gangs presents a high-
intensity threat to public order and, in some cases, to the stability of the state itself. This phenomenon 
is closely linked to the spread of firearms—including assault rifles—largely trafficked from the United 
States, and to elevated rates of violent crime, especially homicides. It is worth noting that the United 
States is not a party to the United Nations Arms Trade Treaty (ATT). A recent UN report states:

The Caribbean region experienced a sharp increase in homicidal violence since 2021, largely 
because of heightened inter-gang rivalries. Some countries and jurisdictions currently register 
among the highest murder and violent crime rates in the world. From 2017 to 2022, firearms 
were used in more than two thirds (67 percent) of all homicides perpetrated across the region, far 
higher than the global average (40 percent). The combination of high cocaine availability, access 
to firearms and ammunition, gang fragmentation, entrenched corruption, and abundance of 
young males with limited opportunities act as critical determinants of the violent crime in the 
region. (UNODC, 2024)

In Jamaica, urban gang formation has posed a major public safety threat since the mid-1980s, eventually 
establishing a presence in the eastern United States and maintaining ties with major political parties. 
Across the English-speaking Caribbean, the public safety risks associated with gangs and their impact 
on the deterioration of security have been widely acknowledged. Studies often distinguish between local 
gangs and those with links to transnational drug trafficking networks.
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An empirical study on the connection between drug trafficking and drug use in the Caribbean found 
a strong correlation between gang membership, drug offenses, and criminal behavior associated with 
financing addiction (UNODC, 2024). Various countries have implemented measures to address gang-
related crime. Jamaica, Saint Lucia, Guyana, and Trinidad and Tobago, among others, have enacted 
anti-gang legislation and adopted a range of additional measures. In 2017, Jamaica introduced Zones 
of Special Operations (ZOSOs) to address persistently high homicide rates. A recent report by the 
Caribbean Policy Research Institute (CAPRI) emphasized the need to strengthen anti-gang strategies 
(Causwell, Thorburn, and McIntosh, 2024). The UNODC study provides a useful summary table 
outlining national responses to organized crime across the region.

As previously noted, CARICOM declared security its fourth pillar in 2004 and established the 
Implementation Agency for Crime and Security (IMPACS) to advance its regional agenda on crime and 
security.

In Trinidad and Tobago, a state of emergency was declared in late 2024 due to a sharp rise in gang-related 
violence, which prompted the government to expand the powers of security forces. National Security 
Minister Fitzgerald Hines described the situation as an “epidemic,” pointing to increased homicides 
and the use of assault weapons by gangs. This was not the first instance of such a declaration in the 
country. ENDI (December 30, 2024). Analyst Evan Ellis had previously highlighted that Trinidadian 
gangs posed a security threat not only due to their involvement in drug and arms trafficking but also 
because of their recruitment of jihadist fighters into so-called “Islamic” gangs (Ellis, 2017). Haiti is the 
other Caribbean nation where a state of emergency has been enacted.

In Haiti, gang formation has intersected with the profound weakness of state institutions and chronic 
political instability. These vulnerabilities were dramatically underscored by the assassination of President 
Jovenel Moïse on July 7, 2021, by a group of foreign mercenaries, and by drug trafficking allegations 
involving former President Michel Martelly (State Department, 2024). Following Moïse’s assassination, 
opposition to his successor, Ariel Henry, deepened, leading to further instability. While Henry was 
abroad in Kenya, several gangs united in an effort to depose him (Robles, 2024).

Gang control in Haiti has triggered an explosion of urban violence, frequent massacres, overt challenges 
to state authority, and the de facto domination of large parts of the country, including approximately 
80% of Port-au-Prince. It is estimated that more than 300 gangs operate in Haiti, some financed through 
kidnapping, and many linked to transnational drug trafficking networks. Gangs have attacked and looted 
prisons, releasing thousands of inmates and exacerbating the public security crisis. On December 6–7, 
2024, a gang massacre left over 100 people dead, most of them elderly (Papadovassilakis, 2024). Later 
that month, gunmen opened fire during the inauguration of a hospital, killing two journalists (Sanon, 
2024). The spiraling violence continues to deepen poverty and drive mass emigration (de Cordoba and 
Vyas, 2024).

The situation in Haiti has arguably escalated to the level of an irregular war with well-armed and well-
resourced urban criminal groups. (Al-Maghafi and Dyer, 2024) The president of the Haitian interim 
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government, Leslie Voltaire, cited the shocking figure of 5,000 dead during 2024 and declared that the 
fight against gangs was a “war.”

Some analysts argue that the situation in Haiti has escalated into a form of irregular warfare, with well-
armed and well-funded urban criminal groups (Al-Maghafi and Dyer, 2024). On the 221st anniversary 
of Haitian independence, the president of the Presidential Transitional Council, Leslie Voltaire, made 
some shocking declarations in this regard

“The president of Haiti’s Presidential Transitional Council (CPT), Leslie Voltaire, declared a 
“war” against the armed gangs that have spread terror in the country, stating that “more than 
5,000 people died” in 2024 as a result of gang violence.

‘In 2024, more than 5,000 people died. We are at war. In 2025, we are still waging war. The 
gangs have declared war on the people; we declare war on them—war against all gang members’, 
he proclaimed on the occasion of the 221st anniversary of Haiti’s independence at the Villa 
d’Accueil in the hills of Port-au-Prince.” (EFE, 2025.)

Haiti’s crisis should not be viewed in isolation, as criminal networks extend across Jamaica and the 
Dominican Republic. The Dominican armed forces remain alert to the cross-border repercussions of 
gang activity in the neighboring country (Ministry of Defense, 2024), heightening tensions between 
the two countries and fueling the rise of nationalist and anti-Haitian movements in the Dominican 
Republic. International responses, including the deployment of MINUSTAH and more recently 
the Multinational Security Support Mission (MSSM) under Kenyan leadership, have thus far failed 
to stabilize the situation. The initial MSSM deployment of 400 personnel was clearly insufficient, 
although reinforcements—including from other Caribbean nations—were later added. Nevertheless, 
Haiti continues to represent one of the most severe security challenges in the Caribbean.

It is also important to note that drug-related gang activity extends into the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico. 
In this context, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) holds jurisdiction over anti-gang operations. 
In December 2024, for instance, the FBI arrested 56 individuals in a raid targeting a major gang. (ENDI, 
13 December 2024). Despite such high-profile efforts, the government lacks sufficient resources to 
effectively dismantle the numerous gangs that control drug distribution territories. The U.S. Coast 
Guard is also active in Puerto Rican waters, conducting maritime drug interdictions.

The Regional Geopolitical Dynamics: Old and New Actors
The contemporary Caribbean cannot be fully understood without considering the growing influence of 
emerging global powers—particularly Russia and China—as well as the involvement of other countries 
such as Iran and Turkey. The long-standing presence of several European Union countries, owing to 
their overseas territories in the region, remains a key factor, while Canada plays a relatively low-profile 
role, primarily through support for public security forces. The political and security role of the United 
Nations also remains central, especially in addressing the chronic crisis in Haiti through the deployment 
of peacekeeping and security missions.
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Among the new dynamics shaping the regional landscape is the redefinition of Russia’s presence and 
the growing diplomatic, political, and economic role of the People’s Republic of China. Lesser powers, 
including Iran and Turkey, are also attempting to project influence, albeit more modestly. Colombia’s 
designation as a “global partner” of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—a status 
Argentina has also sought—further reflects the evolving security landscape, granting Colombian armed 
forces access to certain training exercises and military resources (Gosco, 2024).

For Cuba, relations with Russia remain crucial, particularly due to its dependence on Soviet-era military 
equipment, which requires Russian assistance for maintenance, parts, and modernization. The country’s 
recent economic deterioration has further elevated the importance of this relationship, although Russia 
appears uninterested in restoring Cold War-era levels of engagement. In 2022, bilateral trade between 
Cuba and Russia amounted to only $451 million (SwissInfo, 2023).

Nevertheless, Russia maintains arms sales and military assistance programs with countries such as 
Nicaragua and Venezuela, and its naval units regularly visit the region. As a resource-rich power, Russia is 
also involved in oil deals throughout the Caribbean. President Vladimir Putin visited Cuba in 2000 and 
again in 2014, when he promised to write off 90% of Cuba’s $35 billion debt. Although a new meeting 
between Russian and Cuban leaders had been planned for 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic prevented it. 
However, in November 2022, Cuban President Miguel Díaz-Canel met with Putin in Moscow, where 
both leaders reaffirmed their commitment to strengthening the “strategic partnership” between their 
countries and deepening political, economic, and cooperative ties (Rodríguez Beruff, 2024).

Russia’s relationships with Nicaragua, Cuba, and Venezuela are part of its broader strategy to challenge 
U.S. influence in the Western Hemisphere. These ties have taken on renewed importance amidst the 
ongoing war in Ukraine and deteriorating U.S.-Russia relations, which could increase Russian presence 
in the Caribbean. Following Venezuela’s 2024 elections, Russia provided significant diplomatic backing 
to the Nicolás Maduro regime (Deutsche Welle, 2024).

In contrast, the growing presence of the People’s Republic of China in the Caribbean is a relatively 
recent development—one that may carry more significant long-term implications. As the world’s 
second-largest economy, with a vast territory of 9.6 million square kilometers and a population of over 
1.3 billion, China’s global influence is far-reaching. Although initial signs of engagement emerged in 
the 1960s, ideological tensions between China and Cuba’s primary ally, the Soviet Union, hindered the 
development of closer relations at the time.

China’s initial interest in the Caribbean and Central America centered on persuading countries in the 
region to break diplomatic ties with the Republic of China (Taiwan) and instead recognize the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). To achieve this, both the PRC and Taiwan invested considerable resources 
in aid programs aimed at securing the loyalty of these states. In 2018, the Dominican Republic severed 
relations with Taiwan and formally recognized the PRC; that same year, bilateral trade between the 
two countries reached $2.69 billion. Other countries in the region, such as El Salvador, have also cut 
diplomatic ties with Taiwan in favor of establishing relations with the PRC.
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However, China’s involvement in the Caribbean and Central America now extends well beyond the 
traditional diplomatic rivalry with Taiwan. President Xi Jinping has visited the Caribbean four times—
twice as vice president (in 2009 and 2011) and twice as president (in 2013 and 2014)—demonstrating 
the strategic importance China places on the region. China has played a critical role in sustaining 
Venezuela’s struggling economy, particularly through joint ventures in the oil sector. In 2014, Xi visited 
Cuba and signed 29 cooperation agreements with then-President Raúl Castro. That same year, he also 
visited Brazil and Venezuela, further cementing China’s ties with the region.

China is currently investing $500 million in a luxury resort and golf course in Cuba. By 2016, Cuban 
imports from China totaled $1.8 billion, with a significant presence of Chinese vehicles and machinery—
such as YUTONG buses, SINOTRUK trucks, YTO tractors, and GEELY cars. Huawei has also been 
active in developing Cuba’s Wi-Fi infrastructure. Although Cuba’s fragile economy may limit further 
commercial expansion, collaboration between the two countries is expected to deepen, especially in 
response to ongoing U.S. sanctions.

China is also involved in Caribbean tourism development. A notable example is the $3.5 billion 
investment in the Baha Mar mega-resort near Nassau in The Bahamas, led by Chow Tai Fook Enterprises 
(CTFE), owned by the billionaire Cheng family of Hong Kong. However, the Baha Mar project faced 
delays due to the COVID-19 pandemic and became entangled in billion-dollar litigation (Judy S., 
October 24, 2024).

CARICOM countries have expressed strong interest in expanding collaboration with China, especially 
in infrastructure development and broader economic transformation of small island economies. 
The Caribbean is likely to remain—and potentially become even more—an arena for major power 
competition, with China assuming an increasingly prominent role. Amid strategic tensions in the 
Pacific and Central Asia, Beijing is unlikely to relinquish its influence in the region and will continue to 
deepen ties with both current and potential partners in the Caribbean and Latin America.

This growing Chinese presence in the region has sparked concern in the United States. A report by the 
U.S. Congressional Foreign Relations Committee, China Regional Snapshot: The Caribbean, highlights 
China’s multifaceted presence, including energy investments in Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago, Cuba, 
and Jamaica, as well as significant infrastructure projects. It also flags China’s use of soft power, such as 
the establishment of Confucius Institutes, particularly in the English-speaking Caribbean, though its 
contributions in the security domain remain modest.

Other analysts have raised alarms over China’s growing security-related activities in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Berg and Ziemer, 2023; Ellis, 2020). U.S. observers have also criticized China for supporting 
authoritarian regimes in the region (Berg and Ziemer, 2024). Following Venezuela’s contested elections, 
countries including China, Russia, Iran, and Turkey offered international backing to Nicolás Maduro. 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan even visited Caracas in 2018, publicly expressing support for 
Maduro. Some Latin American scholars, however, argue for a policy of non-alignment amid rising U.S.-
China competition (Fortín, Heine, and Ominami, 2023).
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While China and Russia have gained prominence, other emerging middle powers—such as India, 
Iran, and Turkey—are also shaping the evolving geopolitical landscape. The expansion of the BRICS 
group in 2023, which welcomed six new members14, signals the growing importance of these actors. In 
particular, India’s attempt to maintain strategic balance between Washington and Beijing underscores 
its potential influence in a polycentric global order. 

Clearly, the geopolitical dynamics of the Caribbean have shifted significantly. As Robert A. Pastor 
described it, the region remains a “Caribbean whirlpool” (Pastor, 1992), caught in the broader currents 
of intensifying global competition.

Borders in Conflict
Most borders between Caribbean countries are maritime due to the insular nature of a region surrounded 
by three major bodies of water: the Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, and the Gulf of Mexico. These 
maritime boundaries are only partially delimited—either by international treaties or rulings from 
the International Court of Justice (ICJ). In fact, two-thirds of them remain undefined. Nonetheless, 
most of these disputes do not involve acute tensions likely to lead to military confrontation. Maritime 
boundary disputes often stem from unresolved land border conflicts, such as the territorial dispute 
between Venezuela and Guyana.

Figure 7. The Greater Caribbean: Exclusive Economic Zone boundaries.

Note. Roth and Buleon, (n.d.) in Atlas of the Caribbean.

The greatest threats to regional security and peace stem from three specific border areas: the Venezuela-
Guyana border, the Venezuela-Colombia border, and the Dominican Republic-Haiti border. Among 
these, the Venezuela-Guyana dispute presents the highest potential for escalation into a conflict with 
regional or even global ramifications. This is due to Venezuela’s claim over the vast and resource-rich 
_____________________________
14	 The original BRICS group was composed of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. More than 60 countries attended the August 2023 

BRICS summit alongside the five founding members. Although Argentina has withdrawn from the organization, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates have joined.



PUCMM  |  85

Caribbean Studies Center      

Essequibo region—referred to in Venezuela as Guayana Esequiba or the “Zone in reclamation”—and 
the long-standing historical tensions that have intensified in recent years.

Venezuela’s claim encompasses a vast territory of approximately 159,500 km², constituting about 70% 
of Guyana’s national territory. The region includes a significant maritime front and is home to some 
125,000 of Guyana’s estimated 800,000 inhabitants, although some estimates suggest higher figures. 
Beyond its strategic position, the area contains immense hydrocarbon reserves and vast mineral wealth—
including deposits of diamonds, gold, copper, bauxite, molybdenite, and nickel—as well as extensive 
forest and hydrological resources (Mila-Maldonado, 2024, p. 1).

The roots of the dispute date back to colonial-era conflicts between Spain and Britain and persisted into the 
post-independence period for Venezuela. The discovery in 2015 of major offshore oil fields—estimated 
at 8 billion barrels and now exploited by ExxonMobil, Hess Corporation, and China’s CNOOC—has 
fueled renewed Venezuelan activism (Cummings, 2018, pp. 183–211). Venezuela justifies its current 
claims on the basis of the 1966 Geneva Agreement, signed during Guyana’s independence process, 
which aimed to resolve outstanding border disputes. Guyana, however, brought the matter to the ICJ 
in 2018, where it is currently under review—a process Venezuela does not recognize (Griffith, 2021).

Under Nicolás Maduro, Venezuela has taken increasingly assertive steps. In 2015, Decree 1787 sought 
to extend Venezuelan sovereignty over adjacent maritime zones, affecting the interests of Colombia, 
Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, and Barbados; this decree was eventually retracted. In January 2021, 
another decree claimed waters and the seabed extending 200 nautical miles for a new “Fachada Atlántica” 
strategic zone. 

On December 14, 2023, the Venezuelan government held a controversial referendum in which the 
population overwhelmingly supported the official claim to the Essequibo. That same year, the UK 
deployed the warship HMS Trent in support of Guyana. Venezuela, meanwhile, expanded its military 
presence on the disputed island of Ankoko (Anacoco, according to Venezuela), which Guyana claims is 
occupied illegally. The country has also constructed permanent infrastructure, including a bridge, and 
has deployed fishing and research vessels in contested waters.

Tensions remain high along Venezuela’s disputed border with Guyana, despite the Argyle Declaration 
signed by both governments on December 14, 2023, which committed them to a peaceful resolution of 
the conflict. Although fears persist over a potential Venezuelan escalation in the Essequibo region, an 
armed confrontation is considered unlikely given the current instability in Venezuela and the potential 
involvement of international actors such as CARICOM, the United States, and the United Kingdom. 
This is the assessment offered by the Fundación Carolina, a Spanish think tank previously cited in this 
work.

Since Nicolás Maduro took office, his rhetoric regarding Essequibo has grown increasingly aggressive, 
including references to military coordination with Nicaragua and Cuba. Recently, Venezuela appointed 
a governor for the disputed territory, treating it as an official province, and dispatched a warship to 
resource extraction sites in Guyana’s maritime zone—an action that prompted a warning from the 
United States (Rojas, 2025).



86  |  PUCMM

 Current Panorama of the Caribbean 2024-2026

The Venezuela-Colombia border also remains a focal point of conflict. Spanning 2,219 kilometers, it is 
home to active guerrilla movements, particularly the National Liberation Army (ELN), which operates 
in Venezuelan border states such as Zulia, Táchira, and Apure, as well as in Colombia’s Amazonas 
department. The ELN has longstanding ties with dissident factions of the FARC, including the 
“Segunda Marquetalia”, which rejects the 2016 peace agreement.  

Approximately 1,000 of the ELN’s 6,000 combatants are believed to be based in Venezuela. Initially 
pursued by security forces from both countries, the guerrilla presence was later tolerated, and even 
supported, by the Venezuelan government following Hugo Chávez’s rise to power in 1999. Although 
peace negotiations between the Colombian government and the ELN were suspended in September 
2024 following an armed attack, talks resumed in November of the same year. (ENDI 13 December 
2024)

According to a study by Colombia’s Universidad del Norte, the ELN is now the first guerrilla movement 
in Latin America to operate with a truly binational character.

This guerilla is currently active in at least 116 municipalities and maintains a strong presence 
along the Colombian border regions of Norte de Santander, Arauca, and Vichada—adjacent to 
Venezuela’s Zulia, Táchira, and Apure states. Moreover, the ELN has expanded its operations 
deeper into Venezuela, with activity documented in Amazonas, Anzoátegui, Bolívar, Barinas, 
Trujillo, Portuguesa, Lara, and Guárico (López Fernández, Rivera Rojas, and Badillo Sarmiento, 
2020, p. 2).

The ELN sustains itself through control of illegal mining, extortion, fuel smuggling, and cocaine 
production. It also exerts strong social control in its areas of influence, often with the tacit approval 
of security forces and local authorities (InSight Crime, 2024). Notably, Venezuela maintains a force of 
20,000 troops along its western border, suggesting the issue is not a lack of military capacity.

In January 2025, the situation escalated when the ELN crossed into Colombia’s Catatumbo province, 
clashing with a dissident FARC faction. The violence triggered mass civilian displacement, prompting 
President Gustavo Petro to declare a state of internal commotion and call for Venezuelan cooperation. 
Petro stated: “We seek collaboration between armies in the fight against the ELN. A border without 
mafias must be the ultimate goal for the peace, security, and sovereignty of our people.” (Author’s 
translation) In response, Maduro launched “Operation Catatumbo Lightning” in Táchira and Zulia, 
near Colombia’s Norte de Santander. Despite this, the border remains volatile due to guerrilla activity 
and drug trafficking (AP, 2025).

The ELN’s involvement in lucrative illicit economies raises serious doubts about its willingness to 
reach a peace agreement. Furthermore, its binational presence means that any sustainable resolution 
would necessarily involve the Venezuelan state—despite President Nicolás Maduro’s efforts to present 
himself as a neutral mediator. This underscores the chronic and complex nature of the conflict. The 
consequences extend beyond Colombia and Venezuela: a well-established drug trafficking corridor now 



PUCMM  |  87

Caribbean Studies Center      

runs from Colombia through the border region into Venezuela, which has become one of the country’s 
most active zones for drug exports to the Caribbean.

The Dominican-Haitian border is the main land border in the insular Caribbean. Its total length is 
376 kilometers along a north-south axis. Significant binational trade is maintained across this border 
via four main border crossings, the most important of which are Dajabón/Ouanaminthe (31%) and 
Jimaní/Malpasse (51%). This cross-border trade is largely in favor of the Dominican Republic. From 
this perspective, the border should be a space for collaboration and mutual understanding, but despite 
the economic importance of this relationship, the border has become a site of significant tension and 
disagreement between the neighboring countries.

This border is a conflict zone in the Caribbean, though it differs significantly from the Venezuelan 
cases previously discussed. Here, the issue is not territorial claims or guerrilla activity, but rather the 
fallout from Haiti’s prolonged political and social crisis—worsened by the assassination of President 
Jovenel Moïse in 2021. The deepening instability has fueled mass migration and prompted nationalist 
responses from segments of the Dominican political establishment. As previously noted, the collapse 
of state authority in Haiti has led to a surge in gang violence, rising criminality, and an expanded role 
in regional drug trafficking. These developments have not only strained relations across the border but 
have also strengthened nationalist narratives in the Dominican Republic (Robinson, 2024).

Gang-related violence in Haiti has displaced an estimated 700,000 people and spurred migration to the 
United States, Latin America, and the Dominican Republic, which hosts a large Haitian community. 
Encounters between U.S. authorities and Haitian migrants surged from 56,596 in 2022 to 220,198 in 
2024. Migration to countries like Brazil and Chile has also increased. Estimates of the Haitian population 
in the Dominican Republic range from 500,000 to one million.

In 2024, the Dominican government responded to pressure from nationalist sectors by intensifying 
border control measures. It pledged to continue the construction of a 164-kilometer border wall, begun 
in 2022, and carried out mass deportations—repatriating 175,000 Haitians that year. On October 3, 
officials announced a plan to deport 10,000 Haitians per week, aiming to reach a target of 500,000. This 
policy sparked strong backlash in Haiti, including public condemnation from the Episcopal Conference 
of the Catholic Church on October 11.

Mass deportations back to a country facing severe economic and institutional fragility is likely to further 
deepen Haiti’s crisis. Moreover, Dominican commercial agriculture depends heavily on Haitian labor, 
and farmers have already voiced concern over these measures.

A final comment
The Caribbean is a highly complex and diverse region. It is no longer the Cold War era, when security 
issues were shaped by the clear predominance of the United States and the dynamics of the East–West 
conflict. Nor are we in the post–Cold War period, during which the United States briefly stood as the 
dominant power after the collapse of the USSR and a new security agenda emerged, focused on so-
called “non-traditional threats.” Today, the region is navigating a new global and regional context.
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Caribbean societies differ significantly in their political and economic structures, and the global 
geostrategic landscape has also undergone profound changes. The growing presence of China and 
Russia—both redefined since the fall of the Soviet bloc—as well as that of smaller powers such as Iran 
and Turkey, are now important factors to consider.

The domestic developments within Latin American and Caribbean countries also impact regional 
security in different ways. International organizations like the UN and the OAS remain active in the 
region, as do regional bodies such as CARICOM. The European Union is present through its Caribbean 
territories, and countries like Canada maintain a low profile but meaningful engagement. The United 
States continues to be a key actor, though at times it appears to pay insufficient attention to the region.

Despite the region’s complexity and diversity, it is possible to identify shared security challenges among 
Caribbean societies: 1) natural disasters, climate change, and epidemic threats; 2) drug trafficking and the 
transnationalization of organized crime; and 3) the escalation of existing tensions tied to authoritarian 
tendencies, institutional crises like that in Haiti, and ongoing border disputes.

Unfortunately, the regional institutional mechanisms available to address these issues—such as 
CARICOM—are weak, and some have become even more fragile in recent years. The conditions for 
the emergence of serious crises are present, much like during certain high-stakes moments of the Cold 
War. Much remains uncertain. The ability of governments and institutions to resolve differences and 
respond to both longstanding and emerging security challenges will be crucial in shaping the region’s 
future.
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Introduction
The countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin (GCC) occupy a strategically important geographic area, 
characterized by their coastlines along the Caribbean Sea, their wealth of maritime and energy resources, 
and their provision of environmental services and fertile agricultural land. These features have attracted 
investments from economic and political powers in North America, Europe, and Asia across a range of 
sectors, including finance, industry, commerce, and infrastructure development for energy and mining, 
ports, transportation, tourism, and telecommunications.

Because of this geography, the GCC plays a vital role in global trade, serving as a key link between 
the markets of the Americas, Europe, and Asia. As such, the region holds enduring geopolitical and 
economic significance for both established and emerging powers.

This chapter aims to analyze the economic performance of GCC countries and territories from 2000 
to 2022. It examines indicators such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP), trade balances (exports and 
imports), foreign direct investment, and major infrastructure investments. The analysis of sectoral 
data, trade agreements, investment flows, and U.S. development assistance will help to identify the 
opportunities and challenges faced by this heterogeneous region—one shaped by global economic 
tensions and in need of a more autonomous, sustainable model of regional integration.

Posicionamiento económico y político de la Cuenca del Gran Caribe
The historical trajectory of the Greater Caribbean Basin can be understood through four key phases 
that explain the region’s evolving economic and political positioning on the international stage.

The first phase corresponds to European colonization and extractivism, spanning from the late 15th 
to the early 19th centuries. This period was marked by the trafficking of enslaved people, who were 
forcibly integrated into agricultural and mining production systems. From the early 16th century 
onward, European powers fiercely contested control over the Caribbean maritime region to dominate 
transatlantic trade (Manley, 1982; González-Ripoll Navarro et al., 2020).

The second phase began in the early 19th century, with the rise of U.S. economic and political hegemony, 
a trend that continued throughout the 20th century. The United States, asserting itself as an emerging 
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economic and military power, proclaimed the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 under the slogan “America for 
the Americans.” This doctrine rejected European intervention in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
consolidating U.S. influence through expanding military and economic presence in the region. The 
Caribbean became a critical zone for securing U.S. maritime, river, and railway interests. A key example 
was the U.S.-backed separation of Panama from Colombia in 1903 and the subsequent construction of 
the Panama Canal (1904–1914), which reinforced U.S. control over strategic maritime routes (Manley, 
1982; González-Ripoll Navarro et al., 2020).

The third phase—decolonization and economic dependence—unfolded during the 20th century. 
Many Caribbean nations achieved formal independence, while others remained overseas territories 
or commonwealths of countries such as the United States, France, the United Kingdom, and the 
Netherlands. These territories continued to exhibit high levels of economic dependency on their former 
colonial powers.

During this period, U.S. President Ronald Reagan launched the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) in 
1982, with the aim of strengthening economic ties between the U.S. and the Caribbean. The initiative 
sought to promote development in the Antillean countries and territories through three key strategies:

1.	 Tariff preferences for selected products exported from the Greater Caribbean to the United 
States. However, these preferences excluded key sectors such as textiles, petroleum, sugar, and 
beef (Guerra-Borges, 1985).

2.	 Tax incentives for U.S. companies investing in the region. 

3.	 Increased economic aid for select countries, primarily those aligned politically with the United 
States. Socialist-leaning nations such as Cuba, Nicaragua, and Grenada were excluded from the 
initiative’s benefits (Guerra-Borges, 1985).

As Manley (1982) notes, foreign investment in the Caribbean during this period often reinforced 
economic dependency through unequal trade agreements and limited access to global markets, rather 
than fostering sustainable development. These outcomes underscore the need for regional integration 
strategies and autonomous economic policymaking. In response, a range of social movements and 
political actors in the region have sought to counteract the adverse effects of globalization by promoting 
regional integration and strengthening cultural identities (González-Ripoll Navarro, y otros, 2020). 

The fourth phase, emerging in the early 21st century, reflects new geopolitical dynamics and economic 
crises within the region. During this phase, new actors—particularly China and, to a lesser extent, 
Russia—began increasing their presence through trade, investment, credit, and financial and technical 
cooperation. Although the U.S. remains the dominant external power, China has steadily gained ground 
in the Greater Caribbean, investing in land, maritime and air transportation infrastructure, hotel 
construction, telecommunications, renewable energy, and providing technical cooperation, donations, 
and loans (Bayona, 2022).
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China’s presence presents opportunities for diversifying the region’s trade and development partnerships. 
However, due to the significant asymmetries in economic development between the Greater Caribbean 
countries and China, trade relations remain unequal. This imbalance risks creating a new axis of 
dependency and external political influence.

The 21st century has also brought pressing challenges such as climate change, which disproportionately 
affects the Caribbean through increased natural disasters, as well as humanitarian and political crises, 
particularly in Haiti and Venezuela. These crises have triggered large-scale migration across the Americas  
(Calderón, y otros, 2020).

In this context, understanding the trajectory of U.S.–Caribbean trade, investment, and cooperation 
in the 21st century has become a central concern in governmental and academic agendas. The United 
States remains a leading force in the global economy, accounting for 8.5% of global exports—second 
only to China (18.5%)—and ranking second in global imports, with 13.2% compared to China’s 15%.

Data and Study territory
This chapter adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining theoretical and empirical analysis. First, 
it presents a review of academic literature and theoretical frameworks addressing trade in goods and 
services and foreign investment in the Greater Caribbean Basin. This is followed by a descriptive 
statistical analysis using deflated data based on 2022 as the reference year. The empirical component 
focuses on trade flows and U.S. investment in the Greater Caribbean, disaggregated by sector, over the 
period from 2000 to 2024.

The population universe for this study includes the countries and territories of the Greater Caribbean 
Basin (GCC) as well as the United States. The GCC is composed of a highly heterogeneous group 
of economies, differing in their level of development, productive specialization, geographic size, and 
political status—ranging from fully sovereign nations to dependent or overseas territories. For analytical 
purposes, the region is divided into three geographic subregions: the Greater Antilles, the Lesser Antilles, 
and the Continental Caribbean.

The Greater Antilles subregion comprises five territories. Cuba is a socialist republic and the largest 
and most populous island in the Caribbean. The Dominican Republic and Haiti share the island of 
Hispaniola; while the former has experienced steady economic growth, the latter remains the poorest 
country in the Americas. Puerto Rico is a U.S. unincorporated territory with the political status of a 
“Commonwealth.” Jamaica is an independent nation and a member of the Commonwealth of Nations.

The Lesser Antilles includes a wide range of independent states and dependent territories. There are 
eight independent countries: Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, Grenada, Saint Kitts and 
Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Trinidad and Tobago. British Overseas 
Territories include the British Virgin Islands, Anguilla, and Montserrat. French territories consist of the 
overseas departments Guadeloupe and Martinique, and the overseas collectivities Saint Barthélemy and 
Saint Martin. Dutch territories include Aruba, Curaçao, and Sint Maarten (autonomous countries), as 
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well as Bonaire, Saba, and Sint Eustatius (special municipalities). The United States Virgin Islands is a 
U.S. territory, while Nueva Esparta State and the Venezuelan Federal Dependencies are federal entities 
of Venezuela. The Colombian islands of San Andrés and Providencia are also included. Smaller island 
territories belonging to Central American countries and Mexico are considered part of the subregion, 
though their trade statistics are recorded within their respective national totals.

The Continental Caribbean consists of twelve countries. Mexico accounts for 39% of the total land 
area of the subregion, while Belize represents less than 1%. The Central American countries included 
are Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama; El Salvador is excluded due to its lack 
of a Caribbean coastline. From South America, the subregion includes Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana, 
Suriname, and French Guiana.

Table 1. Sources of Information.

Variable Fuente Período Frecuencia
Total population of the 
United States and by countries 
and regions of the Greater 
Caribbean Basin (Greater 
Antilles, Lesser Antilles and 
Continental Caribbean)

World Bank 2023 Annual

Total labor force of the 
United States and by countries 
and regions of the Greater 
Caribbean Basin (Greater 
Antilles, Lesser Antilles and 
Continental Caribbean)

World Bank 2023 Annual

Arable land (hectares) World Bank 2021 Annual

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) World Bank 2023 Annual

GDP by country World Bank 2000-2022 Annual

GDP per capita by country World Bank 2000-2022 Annual

GDP by economic sectors and 
by regions of the Greater Ca-
ribbean Basin (Greater Antilles, 
Lesser Antilles and Continental 
Caribbean)

Economic Commission 
for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC)

2023 Annual

Exports and imports of goods 
by countries of the Greater 
Caribbean Basin, by tariff 
chapter and totals by Greater 
Antilles, Lesser Antilles, 
Continental Caribbean and 
the rest of the world (excluding 
Greater Caribbean Basin 
countries)

Observatory of Economic 
Complexity (OEC), Bulk Trade 
Data

1995-2022 Annual
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U.S. trade in services with the 
Greater Caribbean: exports and 
imports by sector, by Greater 
Caribbean Basin countries, 
and by the regions of South 
America, Central America, and 
the Other Western Hemisphere

Bureau of Economic Analysis
U.S. Department of Commerce 2023 Annual

U.S. trade in services with the 
Greater Caribbean: exports and 
imports by Greater Caribbean 
Basin countries, and by the 
regions of South America, 
Central America, and the Other 
Western Hemisphere

Bureau of Economic Analysis
U.S. Department of Commerce 1999-2023 Annual

U.S. direct investment in the 
Lesser Antilles: capital flows 
excluding reinvested earnings 
[(including investment inflows 
(+) and capital repatriation (-)
by sector]

Bureau of Economic Analysis
U.S. Department of Commerce 1982-2022 Annual

Note. Authors’ elaboration.

Table 2. Countries and territories of the Greater Caribbean Basin.

Región Country
Greater Antilles Cuba

Greater Antilles Dominican Republic

Greater Antilles Haiti

Continental Caribbean Guatemala

Greater Antilles Jamaica

Greater Antilles Puerto Rico

Continental Caribbean Colombia

Continental Caribbean Venezuela

Continental Caribbean Belize

Continental Caribbean Suriname

Continental Caribbean Guyana

Continental Caribbean French Guiana

Continental Caribbean Panama

Continental Caribbean Costa Rica

Continental Caribbean Nicaragua

Continental Caribbean Honduras

Continental Caribbean Mexico
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Lesser Antilles Antigua and Barbuda

Lesser Antilles Dominica

Lesser Antilles Grenada

Lesser Antilles Saint Kitts and Nevis

Lesser Antilles Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

Lesser Antilles Saint Lucia

Lesser Antilles Anguilla

Lesser Antilles Aruba

Lesser Antilles Barbados

Lesser Antilles Bonaire

Lesser Antilles Curaçao

Lesser Antilles Guadeloupe

Lesser Antilles British Virgin Islands

Lesser Antilles Martinique

Lesser Antilles Saint Barthélemy

Lesser Antilles Saint Martin

Lesser Antilles Sint Maarten

Lesser Antilles Sint Eustatius

Lesser Antilles Trinidad and Tobago

Lesser Antilles U.S. Virgin Islands 
Note. Authors’ elaboration.

Figure 1. Greater Caribbean Basin: Greater Antilles, Lesser Antilles, and Continental Caribbean.

Note. Authors’ elaboration using Microsoft.
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Main Indicators of the Study Area
The market of the countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin is marked by productive diversity, strategic 
geographic positioning, and dynamic trade relations with the United States and other global markets. 
The tables and graphs accompanying this chapter present key indicators of global development and 
GDP distribution by major economic sectors. According to the World Bank (2025), in 2023 the Greater 
Caribbean Basin was home to approximately 303 million people, with a labor force of 138 million. 
These figures underscore the region’s importance as a significant arena for international trade and labor 
mobility (see Table 3).

At the regional level, substantial disparities exist among the Continental Caribbean, the Greater Antilles, 
and the Lesser Antilles in terms of economic size, access to arable land, and labor force. The Continental 
Caribbean—including major economies such as Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela—accounted for the 
largest population share in 2023, with 257 million inhabitants, and produced nearly US$2 trillion in 
GDP. In contrast, the Greater Antilles registered a combined GDP of US$308 billion, and the Lesser 
Antilles, US$92 billion. These gaps are also evident in agricultural resources: the Continental Caribbean 
held 30 million hectares of arable land, compared to just over 5 million hectares in both Antillean 
subregions (World Bank, 2025).

Table 3. World development indicators.

Total  
population 
(2023)

Total labor force 
(2023)

Arable land,  
hectares (2021)

GDP, 2023 (US$ 
at constant 2015 
prices)

Greater Antilles 40,034,071 18,129,779 4,960,800 308,165,631,656

Lesser Antilles 5,833,151 2,268,568 58,570 92,495,736,341

Continental Caribbean 257,385,696 117,724,605 30,138,000 1,983,410,571,996

Total Greater Caribbean 
Basin 303,252,918 138,122,952 35,157,370 2,384,071,939,993

United States 334,914,895 171,333,247 157,736,800 22,062,578,283,267

Grand total 638,167,813 309,456,199 192,894,170 24,446,650,223,260

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on World Bank – World Development Indicators.

The United States stands as the dominant economic and political actor in the Greater Caribbean. In 
2023, its economy recorded a GDP of US$22 trillion, supported by 158 million hectares of arable land 
and a labor force of 171 million people (World Bank, 2025). These figures represent nine times the GDP, 
4.5 times the agricultural land, and 1.2 times the labor force of the Greater Caribbean as a whole. The 
U.S.’s geographic proximity and economic scale cement its role as the principal trade and investment 
partner for the region. This dependence is evident across trade relations, bilateral and multilateral 
agreements, and capital flows.
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GDP Distribution by Sector in the Greater Caribbean Basin
Based on ECLAC data (2003), the structure of GDP across the subregions of the Greater Caribbean 
Basin reveals several dominant economic sectors:

Public sector and social services (including public administration, defense, and social security) constitute 
a substantial portion of GDP: 20% in the Greater Antilles, 15% in the Lesser Antilles, and 14% in 
the Continental Caribbean. This reflects the significant role of government spending, particularly in 
countries with high public sector dependence.

Commerce and tourism (including retail, hospitality, and restaurants) account for 19% of GDP in the 
Greater Antilles, 21% in the Lesser Antilles, and 16% in the Continental Caribbean. These figures 
confirm the high degree of tourism and commerce orientation in island economies, which attract visitors 
from the United States, Canada, Europe, and Latin America.

The financial and business sector, encompassing real estate and financial intermediation, contributes 
18% of GDP in the Greater Antilles and 19% in the Lesser Antilles. This reflects the presence of offshore 
financial centers in several Caribbean jurisdictions.

Industry and manufacturing represent a moderate share of economic output: 14% in the Greater 
Antilles, 9% in the Lesser Antilles, and 10% in the Continental Caribbean.

Agriculture, livestock, forestry, and fishing have a comparatively minor role, comprising 7% of GDP in the 
Greater Antilles, 2% in the Lesser Antilles, and 5% in the Continental Caribbean. In contrast, mining 
and quarrying are more significant in the Continental Caribbean, where they represent 6% of GDP.

Infrastructure, energy, and communications (including electricity, water, transport, and 
telecommunications) contribute between 3% and 9% of GDP across the subregions, indicating their 
strategic value.

Figure 2. Annual Gross Domestic Product by Economic Activity, 2023: Greater Caribbean Basin.

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on ECLAC data.
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An analysis of the economic structure of the Greater Caribbean reveals both its heterogeneity and 
its reliance on specific sectors, which creates opportunities but also presents structural challenges. 
The strong orientation of the Antilles toward tourism, trade, and offshore finance increases their 
vulnerability to external shocks. At the same time, interdependence with the United States is evident 
across all sectors analyzed, given its role as the primary export market, main supplier of consumer goods, 
and major source of foreign investment. This has historically positioned the United States as a key actor 
in the region’s economic stability.

Determinants of U.S. Trade Relations with the Greater Caribbean Basin: Theoretical 
and Empirical Evidence
U.S. relations with the countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin (GCC) are shaped by a complex set of 
interrelated factors, which may either align or diverge depending on national interests. When interests 
converge, they give rise to centripetal forces—those that foster economic integration, cooperation, and 
stronger political ties. These shared interests may include tariff reductions, investment promotion, the 
development of intra-regional value chains, or joint efforts to combat crime  (Rodil Marzábal & López 
Arévalo, 2020). Geographical proximity itself also serves as a natural centripetal force facilitating trade 
(Tinbergen, 1962).

In contrast, interactions that generate divergence function as centrifugal forces—those that push 
countries apart. These forces may stem from differing production input needs, the pursuit of access 
to external markets or suppliers, the development of foreign trade, or the promotion of international 
relations through strategic alliances with countries outside the region, leading to the formation of extra-
regional value chains  (Rodil Marzábal & López Arévalo, 2020).  Similarly, disagreements over issues of 
national interest related to economic growth and development within a region can also act as centrifugal 
forces. Such tensions may result in diplomatic friction and open the door for external actors to enter the 
region, expanding markets and triggering geopolitical shifts.

Empirical evidence suggests that, from the late 20th century through 2024, U.S. engagement with 
the Greater Caribbean has been shaped primarily by six dimensions: economic, environmental, 
health, technological, security, and infrastructure. These dimensions have generated both points of 
convergence—leading to trade and cooperation agreements—and divergence, which has occasionally 
resulted in bilateral diplomatic friction.

To examine the dynamics of convergence and divergence in this context, a systematic literature review 
was conducted, focusing on academic studies that analyze U.S. relations with the countries of the 
Greater Caribbean Basin across the six dimensions mentioned. The guiding research question was: 
What centripetal and centrifugal factors have influenced relations between the United States and the 
countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin in the economic, environmental, health, technological, security, 
and infrastructure spheres? To support the review, three AI tools—Elicit, SciSpace, and ChatGPT—
were used to enhance document search, data organization, and information analysis.

The selected studies were first categorized by their scope and geographic focus (U.S. relations with 
countries in the Greater Caribbean Basin). Each dimension was then defined and analyzed as follows:
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•	 •	 Economic Dimension: The United States has signed several agreements with GCC 
countries covering trade in goods and investment, offering tariff preferences and incentives for 
investment firms. Notable examples include the Treaty between Mexico, the United States, 
and Canada (T-MEC), the U.S.-Colombia FTA, the U.S.-Panama FTA, and CAFTA-DR . 
(Friedinger, Mendieta, Romero, & Schatan, 2008).

A key area of interest for the U.S. in the Greater Caribbean is energy generation, often pursued through 
private-sector initiatives that build upon existing oil infrastructure—sometimes to the detriment of 
competing projects, such as Venezuela’s Petrocaribe (Harrison & Popke, 2018; Serbin, 2006)

Interest in the digital economy has also grown markedly in the 21st century, with a focus on e-commerce, 
fintech, and cybersecurity.

•	 Environmental dimension: This dimension includes joint commitments and agreements between 
the U.S. and Greater Caribbean countries aimed at addressing environmental challenges and 
promoting climate resilience. For instance, the U.S. launched the Caribbean Climate Investment 
Program in 2021 to support regional adaptation and mitigation efforts, including hurricane 
preparedness (U.S. Embassy in the Dominican Republic, 2025)

•	 Health dimension: U.S.–Caribbean cooperation in health centers on medical education, joint 
research, and the establishment of shared protocols. A key institution in this regard is the 
Caribbean Accreditation Authority for Education in Medicine and other Health Professions 
(CAAM-HP), which operates under CARICOM and is recognized by the U.S. Department of 
Education. This recognition allows students and graduates from accredited Caribbean medical 
schools to pursue further training in U.S. hospitals and facilitates physician mobility across the 
region (CAAM-HP, 2025).

•	 Technological dimension: U.S. cooperation in technology benefits the Greater Caribbean 
through several key initiatives, particularly in security and geospatial data management, including 
applications in agriculture.

	૩ Caribbean Basin Security Initiative (CBSI): Implemented by CARICOM IMPACS, with 
U.S. support  (CBSI, 2025).

	૩ Partnership for Atlantic Cooperation (2022): Brings together Atlantic nations across four 
continents to address development, environmental protection, and science and technology  
(CIPI, 2025).

	૩ GeoSUR Program: Improves access to geospatial information in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, with U.S. participation via agencies like the USGS, USAID, and USFS  
(GeoSUR, 2025)

•	 Security dimension: Focuses on shared concerns such as drug trafficking, organized crime, and 
migration. Many Caribbean nations lack the resources to combat these issues independently, 
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given widespread poverty. Because the U.S. is a primary destination for narcotics, bilateral and 
regional strategies emphasize both operational and socioeconomic collaboration, often involving 
the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) (Klinger Pevida, 2021).

•	 Infrastructure development dimension: Historically, U.S. interests in the Greater Caribbean 
have included infrastructure development across transportation, energy, telecommunications, 
and sanitation systems, often with a focus on economic growth and climate adaptation.

	૩ Transportation and logistics: A key area of U.S. interest in the region has been improving 
regional connectivity to facilitate trade and promote economic growth. The most significant 
U.S.-financed infrastructure project in the Caribbean Basin was the construction of the 
Panama Canal, completed between 1904 and 1914 (McCullough, 1977),  which the 
United States administered until 1999. In 2025, the U.S. firm BlackRock acquired the 
ports of Balboa and Cristóbal—located at both ends of the Canal—which had previously 
been under the control of a Hong Kong conglomerate. This acquisition granted the new 
U.S. shareholders control over 43 port terminals across 23 countries  (AgroLatam, 2025).

	૩ Energy and telecommunications: In 2018, the U.S. government launched the America 
Grows initiative to promote infrastructure investment across Latin America. The 
program focuses primarily on attracting private capital to the energy, transportation, and 
telecommunications sectors, with multiple countries in the region signing on as participants  
(US Department of State, 2025).

	૩ Basic sanitation and climate change adaptation: Between 2023 and 2024, the United 
States funded several initiatives aimed at improving basic sanitation and addressing 
climate change in the Greater Caribbean region. With U.S. support, the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB) financed water and sanitation improvement projects in Haiti, 
the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Belize, and Honduras (IDB, 2025). In parallel, USAID 
and the Department of State spearheaded climate resilience efforts in Haiti, the Dominican 
Republic, Belize, Puerto Rico, and Antigua and Barbuda (US Department of State, 2025).

Framework for Trade Relations Between the United States and the Countries of the 
Greater Caribbean Basin
Between 1900 and 2025, trade relations between the United States and the countries of the Greater 
Caribbean Basin have been shaped by six major agreements:

The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, signed on August 5, 1914, between Nicaragua and the United States, 
secured U.S. influence in Nicaragua during a period of asymmetrical international relations. It granted 
the United States exclusive and perpetual rights to construct and operate an interoceanic canal in 
Nicaragua  (El Senado y la Cámara de Diputados de la República de Nicaragua, 1914). Although ratified 
in 1916, the canal was never built. U.S. military forces withdrew from Nicaragua in 1933, and the treaty 
was officially annulled on July 14, 1970  (El Exterior News, 2016). 
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The 1951 Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Navigation between the United States and Colombia 
promoted economic liberalization and military cooperation. While considered a diplomatic success by 
the Colombian government, the treaty was never ratified by either country due to ideological differences 
and the rejection of Protestant missionaries in parts of Colombia  (Prieto Ruiz, 2013).

By the late 20th century, trade negotiations began to reflect greater reciprocity. The Caribbean Basin 
Initiative (CBI), launched in 1982, aimed to foster stable economies in the Caribbean Basin by providing 
duty-free access to the U.S. market for most products. The initiative was implemented through two key 
trade laws: The Caribbean Basin Economic Recovery Act (CBERA), effective since January 1, 1984, 
and still in force; and The U.S.-Caribbean Basin Trade Partnership Act (CBTPA), enacted in 2000 and 
set to remain in effect for 30 years. According to the Office of the United States Trade Representative 
(2025b), 63% of the territories and countries comprising the Greater Caribbean are currently included 
in the CBI framework.

The Central America–United States Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) was negotiated between 2003 and 
2004. The treaty comprises 22 chapters that regulate trade, investment, services, intellectual property, 
environmental standards, and dispute resolution mechanisms between the United States and Central 
America and the Dominican Republic.  (Ministerio de Comercio Exterior de Costa Rica, 2024)

In July 2004, the Dominican Republic joined the agreement, which then became known as DR-
CAFTA. The agreement includes Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. It has 
no fixed expiration date, although any party may withdraw upon request  (Office of the United States 
Trade Representative, 2025).

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into force on January 1, 1994, between the 
United States, Mexico, and Canada. Its primary objectives were the elimination of tariffs, the promotion 
of free competition, increased market access, and enhanced investment opportunities. NAFTA created 
the world’s largest free trade zone and facilitated the integration of competitive regional value chains. It 
also helped position Mexico as a strategic export platform  (Secretaría de Economía, 2016). 

In 2018, NAFTA was replaced by the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA or T-MEC), 
which entered into force on July 1, 2020. This updated agreement strengthened rules of origin to 
promote regional production, expanded market access, modernized dispute resolution mechanisms, 
and introduced new provisions related to environmental sustainability and resource conservation (OAS, 
2018). 

In 2012, both the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement and the Trade Promotion Agreement with 
Panama entered into effect. These agreements immediately eliminated tariffs on over 80% of bilateral 
trade in industrial and consumer goods, with phased reductions for remaining products. Key provisions 
include investor protections (national treatment and most-favored-nation clauses), service sector 
liberalization, access to government procurement, strengthened intellectual property rights, and labor 
and environmental commitments  (SICE, 2025; Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2025).
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Conversely, U.S. trade and diplomatic relations with Cuba and Venezuela have deteriorated. The Helms-
Burton Act of 1996 codified and expanded the U.S. embargo on Cuba, allowing U.S. nationals to sue 
foreign companies operating on properties confiscated after 1959. Despite repeated resolutions by the 
United Nations General Assembly urging an end to the embargo, it remains in place (United Nations 
[UN], 2023; U.S. Department of State, 2025b). In the case of Venezuela, since 2014 the United States has 
imposed targeted sanctions on senior government officials and on Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA), the 
state-owned oil company. These measures restrict access to international financial markets in response 
to human rights violations and the erosion of democratic institutions (US Department of State, 2025).

U.S. Trade in Goods and Services with the Greater Caribbean Basin
The U.S. Position in the Global Market
Between 1995 and 2023, U.S. trade with the world was primarily concentrated in fuels and their 
derivatives, machinery, and vehicles. During this period, exports of mineral fuels, mineral oils and their 
distillation products, bituminous materials (coal), and mineral waxes showed consistent growth, making 
them the top category in U.S. exports. However, the sector’s performance fluctuated due to changes in 
international oil and gas prices, with notable peaks in the 2000s and declines during periods of energy 
crisis.

In 2023, mineral fuels and related products accounted for 16% of total U.S. exports. Globally, the United 
States led exports in this sector with a 10.5% market share, ahead of the United Arab Emirates (9.1%) 
and Russia (8.2%).

Another significant component of U.S. trade is high-tech goods and industrial equipment, which are 
crucial for industrial productivity, technological advancement, and economic growth. Between 2019 
and 2023, these sectors experienced an average annual growth of 5% in export value.

In 2023, nuclear reactors, boilers, machinery, mechanical appliances, and devices comprised the second-
largest U.S. export group, accounting for 12% of total exports. Key items included data processing 
equipment such as computers, CPUs, keyboards, scanners, and tablets. Prominent U.S. multinational 
firms in this category include Microsoft, Apple, IBM, Dell, and Hewlett-Packard.

That same year, the United States ranked as the world’s third-largest exporter of this category (9%), 
following China (20.2%) and Germany (10.3%). However, it remained the world’s leading importer of 
these goods, with a 17% share, followed by China (13%). From 2019 to 2023, imports in this category 
increased at an annual rate of 7%.

The third-largest export group in 2023 was electrical machinery and equipment, representing 10% 
of U.S. exports. The United States was the second-largest global exporter in this category (6% share), 
behind China (42%) and slightly ahead of Germany (5.5%). Imports in this group grew 9% annually 
between 2019 and 2023.

In fourth place were motor vehicles, tractors, and related parts and accessories. From 2019 to 2023, U.S. 
exports in this sector grew by 5% annually, while imports increased 7% annually. In 2023, the United 
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States ranked as the fifth-largest global exporter in this category (8% share), behind Germany (15%), 
China (11.3%), Japan (8.3%), and Mexico (8.2%). However, it remained the largest importer, absorbing 
nearly 20% of global imports, followed by Germany (8%) and Canada (5%).

Overall, these four sectors show steady growth in global trade, though the mineral fuels sector remains 
highly volatile due to its sensitivity to price fluctuations. For instance, between January 2020 and 2023, 
the price of Brent crude oil varied between USD 23.3 and USD 120.1 per barrel (United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2023).

U.S. Trade Relations with the Greater Caribbean Basin (1995-2022)
Economic relations between the United States and the countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin have 
been dynamic, particularly in the early 21st century, marked by increased diplomatic engagement and 
the signing of free trade and economic cooperation agreements. Historically, exports from Caribbean 
nations to the United States have been dominated by primary goods.

An analysis of the trade balance reveals that while the Continental Caribbean region shows an overall 
surplus with the United States, this is largely attributable to Mexico’s strong performance, followed by 
Colombia, Costa Rica, and El Salvador.

Most other countries in the region experience trade deficits due to weaker production structures, high 
import dependence, and limited integration into global value chains. Venezuela’s case exemplifies how 
geopolitical tensions and internal crises can reverse previously favorable trade dynamics.

Figure 3. Trade balance of Continental Caribbean countries with the United States (Thousands of 2002 
dollars).

Note. Authors’ elaboration.
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In the Continental Caribbean, trade surpluses are primarily driven by Mexico, whose trade balance 
with the United States has shown a positive and sustained growth trend in real terms. This performance 
is largely explained by Mexico’s deep integration into industrial value chains—particularly in the 
automotive, electronics, and machinery sectors. Mexico benefits from trade agreements such as the 
USMCA (T-MEC), which facilitate access to the U.S. market and promote nearshoring—a strategy that 
takes advantage of competitive labor costs, workforce availability, and a favorable legal and regulatory 
environment.

Colombia also maintained a significant surplus for several years, primarily due to exports of oil, coal, 
and coffee. In contrast, Venezuela recorded large surpluses until 2014, owing to its role as a major oil 
supplier. However, U.S. sanctions and the country’s deepening domestic crisis since 2015 have reduced 
trade to marginal or negative levels.

Costa Rica and El Salvador exhibit moderate but steady positive balances. Their exports include 
agricultural products—such as coffee, sugar, bananas, and textiles—as well as electronic goods in Costa 
Rica’s case, especially medical and technological components. Both countries have benefited from free 
trade agreements (e.g., CAFTA-DR) and relatively stable economic policies.

Conversely, Honduras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua have maintained persistent trade deficits. While 
they export agricultural goods and textiles, their imports of capital goods, processed foods, and fuels 
consistently outweigh exports. These countries also face challenges such as low productive diversification 
and a reliance on remittances rather than export revenues, limiting their ability to adjust trade imbalances. 

Panama presents a structural trade deficit, shaped by its role as a logistics and financial hub, which 
requires high levels of imports for re-export or domestic consumption. Much of Panama’s economy is 
based on services—such as the Panama Canal, banking, and logistics—which are not fully captured in 
the balance of goods.

In the Greater Antilles, the Dominican Republic is the only country in the subregion with a trade 
surplus with the United States, primarily due to free trade zones and textile exports. In contrast, Jamaica 
and Haiti run recurrent trade deficits, as they rely heavily on imports and lack high-value industrial 
exports. Cuba, under the ongoing U.S. embargo, does not maintain normal trade relations and appears 
in trade data with either no records or small negative balances.

In the Lesser Antilles, most countries exhibit persistent trade deficits, marked by low export volumes and 
a strong dependence on imports, particularly of food, consumer goods, and energy. However, countries 
such as Trinidad and Tobago have occasionally recorded surpluses, primarily from the export of natural 
gas and petroleum products.
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Figure 4. Trade Balance of Greater and Lesser Antilles with the United States (Thousands of 2002 dollars).

Note. Authors’ elaboration.

Figure 5. Trade Share Percentage (Imports and Exports) of Greater Caribbean Basin Countries with the 
United States, 2023.

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on Trade Map data.

The United States is the leading trading partner for the Greater Caribbean. In 2023, 69% of all exports 
from the region were destined for the U.S. market, while 39% of imports originated from the United 
States.

In the Continental Caribbean, the U.S. accounted for 70% of exports and 38% of imports, indicating 
a strong export orientation, aligned with the trade performance of Mexico, Colombia, and Costa Rica, 
which are tightly integrated into regional production chains.

In the Greater Antilles, 2023 data suggest a more balanced trade relationship: the United States absorbed 
59% of exports and supplied 41% of imports. This reflects a high level of trade dependency, particularly 
for countries such as the Dominican Republic and Jamaica, which export textiles and food products, 
but also rely on U.S. consumer goods and fuels.

In the Lesser Antilles, the U.S. share of trade in goods is lower: in 2023, just 31% of exports and 41% of 
imports were linked to the United States. This lower integration is due to the islands’ enduring political 
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and commercial ties with former colonial powers, such as Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands. 
In this subregion, relations with the U.S. have been more focused on investment and trade in services, 
especially tourism and finance.

Table 4. Trade of Greater Caribbean Basin Countries with the United States and the world, 2023 
(percentage share %)

Value  
exported to 

the U.S. from 
GCC countries

Value exported to 
the world from 
GCC countries

Value imported 
from the U.S. 

from GCC  
countries

Value imported 
from the world of 

the GCC  
countries

Greater Antilles 7,880,050 13,453,822 15,850,441 38,948,459

Lesser Antilles 2,795,266 9,053,477 6,829,439 16,559,758

Continental Caribbean 508,727,168 727,144,773 296,767,224 771,035,238

All countries in the Greater 
Caribbean Basin 519,402,484 749,652.072 319,447,104 826,543,455

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on Trade Map data.

Figure 6. U.S. Trade in Services with Latin America and the Other Western Hemisphere, 2023.

Nota. Authors’ elaboration based on U.S. Department of Commerce data.

According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, the category known as the “Other Western 
Hemisphere” includes the following countries and territories: Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Aruba, 
Bahamas, Barbados, Bermuda, British Virgin Islands, Netherlands Caribbean , Cayman Islands, Cuba, 
Curaçao, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Falkland Islands, Grenada, Guadeloupe, Haiti, Jamaica, 
Martinique, Montserrat, Sint Maarten, South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands (near Argentina), 
St. Barthelemy, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Martin, St. Pierre and Miquelon (near Canada), St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines, Trinidad and Tobago, Turks and Caicos Islands, and the Netherlands 
Antilles.
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Figure 7. U.S. Services Trade with Greater Caribbean Basin Countries: Share of Latin America and the 
Other Western Hemisphere, 2023.

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on U.S. Department of Commerce data.

The main imports of the Greater Antilles from the United States between 1995 and 2022 were 
concentrated in ten major sectors, which together accounted for 73% of the total trade value (see Figure 
8). The leading sectors include: 

•	 Technology and industrial goods (19%)
•	 Energy, fuels, and mineral oils (18.4%)
•	 Cereals (7%)
•	 Clothing and accessories (5%)

Figure 8. Main Imports of the Greater Antilles from the United States (1995-2022).

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets.
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During the same period, the main exports from the Greater Antilles to the United States were 
concentrated in six sectors, accounting for 85% of the total value (see Figure 9). The top four were: 

•	 Apparel, footwear and accessories (36%). 
•	 Technology and industrial goods (22%). 
•	 Luxury goods (pearls, stones and precious metals) (14%)
•	 Agricultural and food products (6%)

Figure 9. Main Exports from the Greater Antilles to the United States (1995-2022).

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets

In the Lesser Antilles, imports from the United States during 1995–2022 were primarily grouped into 
five sectors, which represented 59% of total imports. 

•	 Technology and industry (28%)
•	 Mineral fuels and oils (19%). 
•	 Agricultural and food products (5%) 
•	 Metals and minerals (4%)
•	 Plastics and manufactured goods (3.3%).

Figure 10. Main Imports of the Lesser Antilles from the United States (1995-2022).

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets.
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The main exports from the Lesser Antilles to the United States during the same period were concentrated 
in five key sectors, together accounting for 90% of export value:

•	 Mineral fuels and oils (59%), 
•	 Inorganic chemicals (16%), 
•	 Metals and minerals (6%). 
•	 Organic chemicals (6%).
•	 Fertilizers (3%).

Figure 11. Main Exports from the Lesser Antilles to the United States (1995-2022)

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets.

For the Continental Caribbean, imports from the United States were concentrated in six major 
industries, which together represented 70% of the total trade value:

•	 Technology and industry (35%).
•	 Fuels and mineral oils (13%).
•	 Vehicles and parts (8%).
•	 Plastics and manufactured goods (7%).
•	 Metals and minerals	 (4%). 
•	 Organic chemicals (3%).

Figure 12. Continental Caribbean imports from the United States (1995-2022)

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets.
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Meanwhile, exports from the Continental Caribbean to the United States were also grouped into six 
sectors, accounting for 84% of total export value: 

•	 Technology and industry (38%).
•	 Vehicles and parts (18%).
•	 Mineral fuels and oils (16%).
•	 Agricultural and food products (5%).
•	 Clothing and accessories (4%).
•	 Metals and minerals (3%).

Figure 13. Continental Caribbean Exports to the United States (1995-2022)

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on OEC data. Bulk download: International Trade Data Sets.

U.S. Trade in Services with Countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin (2023)
According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), trade in services between the United States 
and the Greater Caribbean Basin is concentrated in ten economies. The leading partners are the British 
Virgin Islands and Mexico, accounting for 26% and 23% of U.S. service exports, and 8% and 28% of 
imports, respectively. In the case of Mexico, this strong trade relationship is largely due to the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which fostered deep economic integration.

Following these, Colombia and the Dominican Republic together represent nearly 7% of U.S. service 
exports to the Greater Caribbean and approximately 10% of its service imports from the region. Other 
notable partners include Panama, Costa Rica, and Guatemala, while countries such as Honduras, 
Venezuela, and Nicaragua have smaller shares in U.S. services trade.

Tecnología e industria, 38%

Vehículos y sus partes, 
18%

Combustibles y 
aceites minerales, 

16%

Productos agrícolas y 
alimenticios, 5%

Vestimenta y 
accesorios, 

4%

Metales y 
minerales

, 3%
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Figure 14. Services Exports from the Greater Caribbean Basin to the United States.

Figure 15. Imports of services of the Greater Caribbean Basin from the United States.

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on BEA data. International transactions, services and investment position tables U.S. trade in services, by type of 
service and by country or affiliation ((A) (1999-2023)).

U.S. Services Trade with Latin America and other Western Hemisphere countries
According to data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) of the U.S. Department of Commerce, 
the United States engages in the exchange of various types of services with countries and regions 
worldwide. In 2023, Latin America and the broader Western Hemisphere accounted for 18% of total 
U.S. services exports and 21% of its services imports. The main categories of traded services included 
financial services, insurance, travel, transportation, and construction.

Investment Flows in the Greater Caribbean Basin
Between 2015 and 2022, the United States was the largest investor in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
contributing 33% of total foreign direct investment (FDI), followed by the European Union (excluding 
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Luxembourg and the Netherlands) with 22%. Luxembourg and the Netherlands each contributed 8%, 
bringing the European total to 38%—a reflection of Europe’s significant role in sectors like energy, 
infrastructure, manufacturing, and telecommunications. Canada followed with 6%, and China with an 
investment share ranging between 1% and 4% over the same period % (ECLAC, 2023).

U.S. investment in Latin America and the Caribbean has been concentrated in the banking, mining, 
transportation equipment manufacturing, and chemical sectors. Specifically, in the Greater Caribbean, 
U.S. companies have invested heavily in:

•	 Greater Antilles: information technology, oil, services, and banking.

•	 Lesser Antilles: finance and real estate, holding companies, wholesale trade, and mining.

•	 Continental Caribbean: finance and real estate, chemicals, transportation equipment 
manufacturing, and banking.

China’s direct investment in the Greater Caribbean has increased significantly since 2000, with a notable 
acceleration in infrastructure projects since 2013 under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—a core 
element of China’s global strategy (Bayona, 2022). Between 2000 and 2019, Chinese investments in the 
region were concentrated in: raw materials (42%); services and domestic trade (35%) and manufacturing 
(23%) Bayona, 2022) . 

The surge in Chinese investment in the Caribbean began in the early 2000s, initially through the 
telecommunications company Huawei in Mexico and Colombia. In 2009, Chinese oil companies—
China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) and Sinopec—made their first investments in 
Trinidad and Tobago. The following year, China National Complete Plant Import & Export Corp. 
entered Jamaica with the acquisition of three sugar complexes (Bayona, 2022) . 

Between 2007 and 2019, Chinese companies were involved in 86 investment projects across Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 27 of which were located in the Greater Caribbean—16 in the Continental 
Caribbean, 5 in the Greater Antilles, and 6 in the Lesser Antilles. In this subregion, the largest Chinese-
funded infrastructure projects focused on energy (48%), transportation (39%), and ports (9%) (Bayona, 
2022) . 

The European Union, under its Global Gateway initiative, has launched a regional EU-Latin America 
and Caribbean Investment Agenda, updated annually or biennially. This agenda supports investment 
in sustainable infrastructure, renewable energy, digitalization, education, and health, directly financed 
by the European Commission (European Commission, 2025) . The strategy links infrastructure 
development with goals such as technology transfer, social inclusion, and environmental sustainability. 
(European Commission, 2025) . 

In 2023, the Agenda identified the following key projects in the Greater Caribbean:

•	 Jamaica: creation of a green bond market to finance the green transition and establish the country 
as a logistics hub.
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•	 Dominican Republic: investments in sustainable urban transport, integrated waste and water 
management, green bond development, and digital transformation.

•	 Cuba: support to strengthen the biotechnology industry and expand renewable energy generation 
through wind and photovoltaic parks. 

•	 Trinidad and Tobago: initiatives in water infrastructure, coastal protection, digitalization, and 
transition to green hydrogen energy.

•	 Lesser Antilles (Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines): projects targeting water scarcity, renewable energy promotion, 
and marine biodiversity conservation.

Investment flows between the United States and the Greater Caribbean Basin
This section analyzes investment flows—excluding profit reinvestment—between the United States and 
the countries of the Greater Caribbean Basin during the period 1980–2023, using data from the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA). The analysis is supported by academic and journalistic sources 
that provide context for the factors shaping capital inflows and outflows from the United States to the 
region.

Data on foreign direct investment (FDI) in Latin America and the Caribbean is limited, particularly due 
to high levels of aggregation, which restrict insight into specific flows. In 2023, investment across the 
region was concentrated in three main sectors: Services (finance, electricity, gas, water, trade, and ICT); 
Manufacturing (refining, automotive, metallurgy, food and beverages, chemical industry); and Natural 
resources (oil, gas, and mining) (ECLAC, 2023).   

Over the study period, investment flows displayed significant volatility, shaped by shifts in trade policy, 
political and economic conditions, natural disasters, and diplomatic tensions. These factors have either 
encouraged or discouraged investment activity in the region.

As shown in Figure 16, investment flows increased from the 1980s through the early 1990s, partially driven 
by economic liberalization and tariff reduction in several countries. For instance, Mexico’s liberalization 
process between 1985 and 1987 is considered one of the most far-reaching among developing nations 
(Pacheco López, 2005). However, the 1980s debt crisis severely contracted regional economies, causing 
temporary capital outflows (ECLAC, 2022). 

In 1983, the United States launched the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI). However, it faced criticism 
because preferential access to the U.S. market for participating Caribbean countries was contingent 
on the use of U.S.-made inputs. If this condition was not met, Caribbean exports were excluded from 
tariff preferences. This requirement hindered the development of local supply chains and reduced the 
region’s productive autonomy (OECD, 1999).  As a result, the CBI reinforced economic dependence 
on the United States and discouraged investment from other countries, including those in Europe 
and Asia  (Lewis, 1985). Moreover, the absence of a strategy for industrial development in Caribbean 
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nations led to production stagnation, limiting both export diversification and investment sustainability 
(ECLAC, 2022) 

From the late 20th century into the 21st century, several countries in the region signed free trade 
agreements (FTAs) that included provisions favorable to investment. These include: Mexico (NAFTA, 
1994/ T-MEC, 2020); Colombia (FTA, 2012); Panama (FTA, 2012); Costa Rica (DR-CAFTA, 
2003); and the Dominican Republic (DR-CAFTA, 2004). These agreements contributed to increased 
investment flows; however, the 2008 global financial crisis caused a sharp contraction, followed by a 
gradual recovery in 2010. By 2011, FDI in Latin America and the Caribbean rose by 28% compared to 
the previous year (ECLAC, 2009; 2012).

Figura 16. IU.S. Direct Investment in the Greater Caribbean Basin (1982-2022): Capital Excluding 
Reinvested Earnings [Millions of 2022 dollars; investment inflows (+), capital repatriation (-)].

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on BEA data. International data, international transactions tables, international services and international 
investment position.
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According to statistics from the U.S. Department of Commerce, between 1982 and 2022, Mexico was 
the main recipient of U.S. investment in the Continental Caribbean, accounting for 89% of the total. 
In the Greater Antilles, U.S. investment was primarily concentrated in the Dominican Republic, which 
received 86% of the total for that subregion. In the Lesser Antilles, the British Virgin Islands stood out 
as the main recipient, attracting 94% of U.S. investment.

Figure 17. Cumulative U.S. Investment Flows in the Greater Caribbean Basin, 1982-2023, (Millions of 
dollars, 2022 prices).

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on BEA data. International data, international transactions tables, international services and international investment 
position. U.S. trade in services, by type of service and by country or affiliation ((A) (1999-2023)).

Mexico remains the largest recipient of U.S. direct investment in the region, due to its integration 
into U.S. global value chains in sectors such as automotive, electronics, aerospace, and finance. Its 
geographical proximity and the T-MEC trade agreement further strengthen this integration. U.S. 
investments in Colombia, Panama, and Costa Rica are more diversified. In Colombia, capital is directed 
toward chemicals, food, machinery, electronics, trade, and services. 

In Panama, investment focuses on finance, real estate, and holding companies, leveraging the country’s 
role as a regional logistics and financial hub, particularly due to the Panama Canal.

In Costa Rica, U.S. capital is concentrated in chemical manufacturing, electronic equipment, and 
professional services. Unlike the enclave economies that dominated the 20th century, Costa Rica has 
evolved into a destination for medical device manufacturing and advanced technological services in the 
21st century. These developments are largely due to political stability, institutional strengthening, and 
investment in education and social development (Zueras, 2025). Similarly, Panama has consolidated its 
role as a strategic platform for global commerce and finance.

Some island economies, such as the British Virgin Islands and the Netherlands Antilles, show negative 
net investment flows, likely due to their status as financial centers that facilitate capital repatriation. The 
British Virgin Islands, despite receiving the most U.S. investment in the Lesser Antilles, recorded a net 
capital outflow of –$24.031 billion, consistent with its role as an international financial center.
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Finally, despite deteriorating diplomatic relations between Venezuela and the United States, U.S. 
investment in Venezuela has persisted in strategic sectors such as energy, mining, and oil. However, 
these flows do not necessarily reflect investor confidence or long-term political and economic stability.

U.S. Investment in the Greater Caribbean, 1982-2022
In the Greater Antilles, the Dominican Republic is the primary destination for U.S. investments, 
primarily concentrated in services, especially information technology, banking, and professional services. 
This is followed by investment in the food industry and wholesale trade.

Jamaica ranks second, with U.S. investment largely directed toward holding companies, suggesting its 
role as a corporate or financial intermediary. This is followed by capital inflows into professional and 
information services, including outsourcing and consulting. By contrast, the financial sector in Jamaica 
recorded a net outflow of capital during the period.

Between 1982 and 2022, U.S. direct investment in the Lesser Antilles showed significant variation across 
countries. The British Virgin Islands registered the region’s largest negative flow (–$24.031 billion), 
reflecting its role as an offshore financial center where capital repatriation and accounting movements 
prevail over real sector investments.

Similarly, the Netherlands Antilles recorded a substantial negative balance (–$1.294 billion), primarily 
due to withdrawals in the banking sector. In contrast, Barbados reported positive flows in several sectors, 
including wholesale trade.

Trinidad and Tobago stands out as the only country in this group with a positive net investment 
balance during the 1982–2022 period (US$260 million). It also exhibits greater sectoral diversification, 
indicating a more favorable environment for productive investment.

Figure 18. U.S. Investment Flows to the Greater Antilles, 1982–2023 (millions of 2022 dollars; outflows 
[+], inflows [-]).

Note. Note. Authors’ elaboration based on BEA data.. International data, international transactions tables, international services and international 
investment position.U.S. trade in services, by type of service and by country or affiliation ((A) (1999-2023)).
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Figure 19. Cumulative Investment Flows from the Greater Caribbean Basin to the United States, 1980–
2023 (Millions of 2022 dollars).

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on BEA data. International data, international transactions tables, international services and international investment 
position.U.S. trade in services, by type of service and by country or affiliation ((A) (1999-2023)).

Conclusiones
Trade relations between the United States and the Greater Caribbean have been highly dynamic 
throughout the 20th century. This dynamism is largely attributed to active diplomatic engagement, 
marked by the signing of free trade and economic cooperation agreements, as well as the broader political 
and military influence of the United States.

From a diplomatic standpoint, several key agreements stand out: the Caribbean Basin Initiative (1982); 
the Treaty between Mexico, the United States, and Canada/NAFTA (1994), later updated in 2020 
as the T-MEC; the DR-CAFTA (2003/04), involving the United States, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic; and bilateral Free Trade Agreements 
with Colombia and Panama signed in 2012. These agreements typically cover strategic issues such as oil 
infrastructure, anti-narcotics cooperation, cargo transportation, and trade in goods and services.

Historically, Caribbean Basin exports to the United States have been dominated by primary goods with 
limited value added. However, since the 1990s, export offerings have expanded to include services and 
cultural products.

An analysis of U.S.–Caribbean relations reveals a strong interdependence, driven by trade in goods and 
services, foreign direct investment, participation in global value chains, and foreign aid disbursements. 
The United States remains the region’s most important trading partner. For instance, in 2023, 69% of 
all exports from the Greater Caribbean were destined for the U.S., while 39% of total imports originated 
there.
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Several factors explain this robust economic relationship: geographic proximity, the existence of trade 
agreements, the region’s strategic position for global maritime and air transport, natural resource 
endowments, and the availability of low-cost labor. The United States benefits from comparative 
advantages in capital availability, skilled labor, industrial machinery, and technological development.

Cooperation between the United States and the Greater Caribbean has primarily focused on energy and 
security initiatives. However, the tensions surrounding U.S. cooperation and investment efforts have 
been leveraged by emerging economic powers such as China and Russia to expand their presence and 
influence in the region.
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U.S. Direct Investment in the Greater Caribbean Basin (1982-2022): Capital Excluding 
Reinvested Earnings [Millions of 2022 dollars; investment inflows (+), capital 
repatriation (-)].

Greater Antilles Lesser Antilles Continental Caribbean

Sectors Dominican 
Republic Jamaica Barbados

Islas  
Vírgenes 

Británicas

Neterlands 
Antilles

Trinidad  
and  

Tobago
Colombia Costa 

Rica Guatemala Honduras México Panamá Venezuela
Suma 

total por 
industria

All industries – 
Total 0 35 -377 -24031 -1294 260 4134 112 73 -21 66794 1191 2726 49818

Mining 0  7 118   -183 0  0 -169 0 233 5

Holding companies 44  46 879   0 0  0 -147 45 220 1042

Oil 0 0 -21 21 -154 -96 93 0 147 0 24 25 131 214

Machinery Manu-
facturing 17 0 0 10 0 0 -8 0 0 0 515 0 124 640

Wholesale Trade 0 0 45 170 -68 -2 92 18 -10 0 851 -18 117 1210

Chemical  
Manufacturing 18 -27 0 36 0 0 49 17 -23 0 1823 -4 107 1977

Other Industries 0 92 42 -876 1 42 283 -95 -24 -28 6664 9 98 6227

Transport Equip-
ment  
Manufacturing

-16 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 1718 0 59 1780

Computer & 
Electronics  
Manufacturing

23 0 6 0 0 0 11 -9 -5 0 547 0 34 567

Banking -8 0 19 -994 15 -9 33 0 4 7 381 707 34 220

Other  
Manufacturing 0 3 -11 0 0 0 -4 6 0 30 775 -17 27 800

Utilities -53  2 0   2 0  0 -50 0 25 -21

Food  
Manufacturing 0 -11 0 -6 6 -3 10 5 -19 22 441 50 17 459

Professional Services 45  -2 -1   6 0  0 65 0 12 81

Information 0  7 -5   1 0  0 250 0 12 309

Electrical  
Equipment  
Manufacturing

-10  0 0   -3 0  0 -65 0 2 -66

Metal  
Manufacturing -28 0 0 0 -11 4 16 2 -15 0 56 0 -17 24

Finance and Real 
Estate -118 22 3130 2067 0 -17 11 -8 -36 9266 927 -100 15116

Note. Authors’ elaboration with data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) of the U.S. Department of Commerce. International data 
Tables of international transactions, international services, and international investment position. U.S. trade in services, by type of service and by 
country or affiliation ((A) (1999-2023)).
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Conclusions 
The Caribbean, as a historical, geographical, and cultural construct, has often been defined from the 
outside: as a peripheral space for colonial powers, a strategic sphere of influence for the United States, 
and a cluster of small and vulnerable economies for international financial institutions. Yet, when viewed 
from within—through its diversity, social struggles, and academic institutions—the Caribbean emerges 
as a region in transition, marked by structural vulnerabilities but also by the potential to become a 
collective actor in shaping a changing world order.

The works of Rodríguez Beruff, Laguardia Martínez, and Bayona & Viloria within the framework of the 
Current Panorama of the Caribbean 2024-2026 offer an analytical triptych that, when woven together, 
produces a complex yet coherent map: multidimensional security (Rodríguez Beruff), the pursuit of 
development and international integration (Laguardia), and economic and trade relations with the 
United States (Bayona & Viloria). Each axis, when examined in dialogue with the others, reveals deep 
interconnections that cannot be understood in isolation.

Security, Development, and International Integration: An Inseparable Triangle
The first major lesson emerging from a comparative reading of the three texts is that security is 
unattainable without development, and development cannot be consolidated without a less dependent 
form of international integration.

Organized crime and drug trafficking—identified by Rodríguez Beruff as central threats—thrive 
precisely in economies marked by inequality and exclusion, as Laguardia highlights. Where the state 
is unable to generate decent employment or provide basic services, criminal networks fill the vacuum, 
eroding institutions and weakening external negotiating capacity.

Irregular migration, analyzed as a security issue, is also a symptom of the failure of the regional 
development model. Millions of Caribbean citizens seek in the United States, Canada, or Europe what 
their own states cannot provide: employment, safety, and social mobility. This brain drain, in turn, 
reduces productive capacity and reinforces dependence on remittances.

The dual economic dependency highlighted by Bayona and Viloria constrains both security and 
development policies. A Caribbean that depends on the United States for trade and on China for 
infrastructure remains trapped in a logic of “double subordination,” limiting its room for maneuver in 
addressing internal threats.

In this sense, the interaction among the three axes is circular and self-reinforcing: insecurity → fragile 
development → external dependency → greater insecurity. Breaking this cycle requires comprehensive 
strategies that address all three dimensions simultaneously.
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Structural Challenges: Between Fragility and Opportunity

All three texts agree that the Caribbean faces challenges that go beyond short-term political or economic 
fluctuations. These are deep and persistent structural issues that simultaneously expose the region’s 
fragility and open new possibilities on the international stage.

The vulnerability of small island states is extreme: every hurricane, drought, or rise in sea level affects 
countries that have contributed little to the global climate crisis with disproportionate force. Yet this 
same condition can become an opportunity. The Caribbean has the potential to assert itself as a moral 
and diplomatic voice, leading the global climate justice agenda and demanding stronger commitments 
from major powers.

The Haitian case, meanwhile, is a stark reminder of how institutional collapse can transcend borders 
and generate regional instability. The breakdown of the Haitian state is not merely a domestic issue; it 
represents a shared challenge for the entire Caribbean. This underscores the need to develop common 
crisis-management mechanisms, strengthen security cooperation, and advance toward more robust 
democratic governance.

Economically, the region remains anchored to external dependency. The United States retains its 
dominant role as a trading partner, but China’s growing presence is reshaping alliances and transforming 
the regional geopolitical landscape. In this context, the opportunity lies in collective action: negotiating 
as a bloc, diversifying strategic partnerships, and—above all—avoiding the trap of replacing one 
dependency with another.

To this must be added political fragmentation and the weakness of regional integration mechanisms. 
Institutions such as CARICOM, the ACS, and SICA continue to face limited institutional capacity, 
excessive reliance on intergovernmental consensus, and weak operational effectiveness. Yet these 
limitations may also represent a turning point: advancing toward forms of functional supranational 
cooperation in strategic areas such as trade, energy, and security is not only desirable but essential for 
strengthening the Caribbean’s position in the world.

Policy Proposals
From an academic and policy perspective, five strategic proposals emerge from the interaction of the 
three works analyzed. These seek not only to address the region’s structural challenges but also to 
outline a horizon of collective action capable of amplifying the Caribbean’s voice and agency in the 
international arena.

•	 Multidimensional security as a regional public good. The Caribbean must conceive 
security in broad terms, encompassing migration, pandemics, natural disasters, and organized 
crime. It is therefore essential to advance toward a regional system of integrated management 
that strengthens CARICOM-IMPACS as a shared security mechanism and improves regional 
capacity for data collection, analysis, and evidence-based policymaking. 
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•	 Climate and financial diplomacy. The region has the opportunity to consolidate itself as a 
strong negotiating bloc in international climate forums, defending the principle of “common 
but differentiated responsibilities.” The Bridgetown Initiative, led by Barbados, can become 
the region’s flagship proposal for reforming the global financial architecture. At the same 
time, alternative indicators beyond GDP per capita must be promoted to better reflect the 
multidimensional vulnerabilities Caribbean nations face. 

•	 Balanced geoeconomic diversification. While the strategic relationship with the United States 
will remain essential, the Caribbean must deepen ties with the European Union, the BRICS, and 
South–South cooperation networks. Engagement with China should be approached collectively 
to avoid unsustainable debt dynamics. Greater intraregional integration could also reduce the 
region’s exposure to external pressures. 

•	 Revitalizing Caribbean regionalism. Strengthening integration requires institutional 
restructuring. CARICOM and the ACS should be endowed with greater operational capacity to 
act effectively. Beyond broad declarations, emphasis should be placed on functional integration 
in concrete areas such as transportation, multi-destination tourism, renewable energy, and food 
security. In this process, private sector and civil society participation are essential to provide 
legitimacy and dynamism. 

•	 Social resilience and democratic strengthening. The social dimension cannot remain 
secondary. Policies that guarantee food security, social mobility, and the protection of rights must 
be prioritized to shield populations from inequality. Investment in education and technological 
innovation is essential to build autonomous and sustainable development. Above all, the defense 
of democracy and good governance must be consolidated as the most effective antidote to 
authoritarianism and state capture by organized crime.

A Reflective Narrative: The Caribbean as a Global Laboratory
A joint reading of these works allows us to see the Caribbean beyond the label of a “vulnerable region.” 
In reality, the archipelago and its continental surroundings function as a true laboratory where the 
major dilemmas of the twenty-first century converge.

How can security be guaranteed in a context where threats are transnational and multidimensional—
from organized crime to natural disasters? How can development be achieved in small, open, and often 
heavily indebted economies? How can strategic autonomy be exercised in an international order marked 
by intense competition among major powers? And how can integration advance in a space so diverse, 
fragmented, and asymmetrical?

There are no simple or linear answers. The Caribbean, as the “American Mediterranean,” will continue 
to be a space of geopolitical contestation. Yet this very condition can be transformed into a platform 
for agency. Climate change, for instance, can serve as a moral banner for global justice; regionalism can 
become a source of collective resilience; and cultural diversity can be projected as a diplomatic asset with 
global relevance.



PUCMM  |  131

Caribbean Studies Center      

Final Reflection
The future of the Caribbean will depend on its ability to articulate three essential axes—security, 
development, and international integration—within a common and sustained strategy. The logic is clear: 
without multidimensional security, development will remain fragile; without equitable development, 
security will continue to erode; and without autonomous international integration, the Caribbean will 
remain ensnared in networks of external dependency.

The challenge is monumental, but not impossible. The Caribbean has the potential to move beyond its 
label as a strategic periphery and become a transformative actor within a changing world order. To do 
so, it must embrace its diversity as a source of strength, its vulnerability as a driver of diplomacy, and its 
history as an inexhaustible lesson in collective resilience.

In this horizon, the works of Rodríguez Beruff, Laguardia, and Bayona & Viloria should not be 
understood as isolated diagnoses, but as pieces of a broader puzzle. Together, they invite us to imagine a 
Caribbean that refuses marginality and boldly claims its rightful place in the global transition.
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