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The Special Case of Small Island Developing States 
 

 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are a distinct group of developing countries that are 
economically, socially and environmentally vulnerable. Spread over the Caribbean Sea, the 
Pacific Ocean as well as Africa and the Indian Ocean, SIDS are notorious for being small (land 
mass, economies and population), remote and highly vulnerable to external shocks. They have 
volatile economic growth; narrow resource base; small domestic markets; small and, yet growing 
populations; low transport connectivity; relatively higher transport costs; and, an excessive 
dependency on the export of few commodities as well as on tourism. Together, these factors are 
driving up their socio-economic vulnerability which is further amplified by their fragile 
ecosystems, high exposure to natural disasters and climate change risks; little resilience and low 
adaptive capacity.  
 
Ports and airports are extremely important for SIDS as their survival largely depends on their 
ability to connect to the rest of the world and access the international market place. They are 
highly dependent on transport-intensive imports for much of their consumption needs (e.g. food 
and energy). SIDS transportation systems are however, particularly vulnerable to climate change 
factors such as sea level rise, extreme weather events and tropical storms. Inundation in the Port 
of Nassau (Bahamas); the recurrent destruction of the cruise pier in the Port Zante (St. Kitts) and 
floods in Port Louis (Mauritius) are just few examples illustrating SIDS vulnerability to climate 
change impacts and natural disasters. For these islands and territories, the strong interdependence 
between the tourism and transportation sectors magnifies the challenge as negative impacts of 
climate change factors on any one of these sectors would ultimately lead to the collapse of the 
other. 
 
While relocating ports and airports may not always be a viable option for SIDS delaying action 
may be extremely costly and may adversely affect the development prospects of these vulnerable 
nations. Therefore, building adaptive capacity and enhancing the climate resilience of SIDS’ 
transportation systems is of the essence. One study, for example, estimates that for the Caribbean 
SIDS, the potential economic costs as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) can reach 
14% in 2025, 39% in 2050, 45% in 2075 and 63% in 2100.1 Another study finds that a one meter 
sea level rise in the CARICOM region will result in severe disruption of the transportation 
network, including a 10% loss of CARICOM island airports, an inundation of the land 
surrounding 14 ports and road reconstruction costs of over US$178.2  
                                                       

1 Leonard Nurse, “The Vulnerability of Caribbean Ports to the Impacts of Climate Change: What are the Risks”, 
UNCTAD Ad Hoc Expert Meeting on Climate Change Impacts and Adaptation: A Challenge for Global Ports, 29-
30 September 2011, Geneva. 
2 Simpson, M.C., and al., (2009) An Overview of Modelling Climate Change Impacts in the Caribbean Region with 
contribution from the Pacific Islands, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Barbados, West Indies. 
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UNCTAD is a pioneer (since the 1970s) in recognizing the special case of SIDS. Drawing upon 
its broad mandate in the field of trade and development and building on the work of its Special 
Unit on SIDS, UNCTAD has over the years paid particular attention to the challenges facing the 
sustainable development of SIDS, in particular as they relate to trade, debt and investment. More 
recently since the adoption of the 2008 Accra Accord (UNCTAD XII) and the 2012 Doha 
Mandate (UNCTAD XIII), greater focus is being placed on the need to ensure the environmental 
sustainability and the resilience of transportation systems, including in vulnerable regions such 
as SIDS. Drawing upon its mandate and building on its earlier relevant work on maritime 
transport and the climate change challenge, UNCTAD is currently in the process of developing a 
technical assistance project to help build the adaptive capacity and enhance the climate-resilience 
of coastal transport infrastructure (ports and airports) of SIDS, with special emphasis on SIDS in 
the Caribbean region.   
 
Within the wider United Nations system a number of instruments and mechanisms have also 
been adopted to support SIDS in achieving their developmental goals. These include in 
particular, the 1994 Barbados Programme of Action (BPoA), the 2005 Mauritius Strategy for 
Implementation of the Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island 
Developing States (MSI), and the Mauritius Strategy +10. Also worth noting in this context is 
the UN Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked 
Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (UN-OHRLLS) which was 
established in 2001. As regards SIDS, the UN-OHRLLS has been mandated by the UN General 
Assembly to inter alia engage in advocacy and mobilization of international support and 
resources for the implementation of the Programme of Action for SIDS.  

 


