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Background of the Issue 
The Caribbean Sea covers an area of over one million square miles. It washes against the 

shores of North, Central and South America, spanning 28 islands and continental countries 
(U.N. Environment, 2017). According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion, a coral reef can take up to ten thousand years to form from a group of Larvae (NOAA, 2023). Often called the "rainforests of 

the sea" because of their dynamic ecosystems, coral reefs provide a habitat for more species of aquatic plants and animals per 
square metre than any other marine environment. Coral reefs in the Caribbean region are one of the planet's most diverse and eco-
logically significant ecosystems, accounting for 15% of all coral reefs worldwide. It is home to an incredible diversity of marine life, 

including more than fourteen thousand species of fish, numerous invertebrates, and a wide range of corals that form complex and 
colourful reef structures, some endemic to the region (Jackson et al., 2014, p.7).  

They provide breeding grounds, homes, and food supplies for many different species of aquatic life. Thus, coral reefs, a genetic 

reservoir for several marine creatures, contribute to marine life and are essential for world biodiversity. Caribbean coral reefs are 
important economically, offering millions of people living in coastal towns a source of income and food. The reefs' varied fish popu-

lations, including species desirable for trade, support commercial and artisanal fisheries. The Caribbean's coral reef forms part of 
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Coral reefs, a vital part of the Earth's ecosystem, are in jeopardy. The Caribbean Sea, 
home to about 15% of the world's coral, is witnessing a rapid decline in its health and abil-
ity to sustain life. Due primarily to the devastating impact of climate change and human 
activity. In some regions, up to 80% of the coral has been destroyed, a consequence of 
habitat degradation and overexploitation. The destruction of the Caribbean's coral reef 
ecosystem is not just an environmental crisis but a direct threat to human livelihood and 
survival. Vulnerable coastal communities, reliant on the reefs for coastal protection, sus-
tenance, and employment, are in immediate danger. 

This policy brief provides a background and focuses on the problems coral reefs face in 
the Caribbean basin, their causes, and possible solutions. It further recommends actions 
that can be taken to preserve the Caribbean's coral reefs, prioritizing governmental and 
private partnerships, education, capacity building, and regulatory enhancement. 

A comprehensive strategy that includes international, regional, and national conservation 
initiatives is imperative. Marine Protection Areas (MPAs) and sustainable fisheries manage-
ment are vital in preserving marine habitats and biodiversity for future generations. Ad-
dressing the coral reef conservation crisis requires a global effort. International initiatives 
to reduce emissions, combat pollution, and implement coral restoration projects must be 
complemented by a robust legal framework, including the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea, the Convention on Biological Diversity, and agreements on fish re-
source management. 
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the interdependent coastal and marine ecosystem, which 
includes beaches, mangroves, and seagrass beds. They also 

create natural barriers, diffusing wave energy to lessen the 
effects of storms, hurricanes, and coastal erosion. This pro-
tection is vital for low-lying communities susceptible to 

catastrophic weather events and rising sea levels.  

Every year, millions of tourists visit the Caribbean and its 
coral reefs because of their beauty and biodiversity. Local 

economies benefit financially from tourism-related activi-
ties, including diving, snorkelling, and recreational fishing. 
The tourism industry supports the local economy by creating 

employment and fostering regional growth, representing a 
significant portion of countries in the Caribbean region's 

annual revenue and GDP. In 2011, the region's coral reef 
was estimated to provide annual net benefits of approxi-
mately US$391 million from fisheries, US$720 million from 

coastal protection, US$663 million from tourism and recrea-
tion and US$79 million from biodiversity value (Schuhmann, 
2011).  

Nevertheless, a mix of human activity and natural pressures, such as pollution and Global Warming, respectively, has left the Carib-
bean's coral reefs facing an unparalleled catastrophe despite their ecological and socio-economic significance. Over the past few 
decades, the combined onslaught of human and natural stressors has led to a staggering decline in Caribbean coral reefs, with some 

areas witnessing up to 80% coral loss (Cramer et al., 2021). 

The Problem to be addressed 
The degradation of Caribbean coral reefs is a complex issue with broad implications for the region's social, economic, and ecological 

well-being. The habitat loss caused by coral reef degradation poses a risk of extinction for the coral themselves and the other spe-
cies that balance the ecosystem. Due to human activity, coral reefs become less resilient and unable to provide vital ecosystem ser-
vices or adapt to continuous environmental changes. Climate change-related increases in ocean temperature and acidity represent a 

significant hazard. Warmer temperatures have the potential to produce coral bleaching, a condition in which the corals expel their 
symbiotic algae and die in large numbers. Scientists are studying this event as it unfolds in Honduras, and the world will witness this 
phenomenon's effect on dependent ecosystems quite soon (Kelly, 2024). As a result, disease outbreaks, storms, warming and bleach-

ing episodes lead to further deterioration.  

The overexploitation of essential reef species, overfishing, and harmful fishing practices are only a few unsustainable activities that 
damage the equilibrium of the marine population and its food webs. In addition, pollutants like industrial chemicals, excessive nu-

trients from fertiliser, and silt from soil erosion end up in coastal waters from land-based sources such as sewage discharge, land 
development, and agricultural runoff. These factors negatively affect the water quality and suffocate the reefs, further reducing 

the growth rates and reproductive capacity of the coral and dependent species. Consequently, reefs are debilitated by algae over-
growth and coral disease, elevating mortality rates (US EPA, 2017).  

The decline of coral reefs in the Caribbean will cause severe economic and social impacts. The loss of this ecosystem will impact 

coastal protection, the fisheries industry, and tourism. Tourism will be the hardest-hit industry as countries within the region rely 
heavily on pristine reefs to attract vacationers, leading to a decline in eco-tourist arrivals and employment opportunities. As a re-

sult, their destruction also threatens millions of people's livelihoods, 

endangering the economies of countries with limited natural re-
sources.  

The decline of coral reefs also threatens millions of people's livelihoods 

and food security, particularly in marginalised and vulnerable commu-
nities. It also threatens traditional practices, cultural heritage, and 
spiritual connections among Caribbean communities. 

Without action, these ecological, economic, and social effects will 
worsen, increasing the vulnerability of coastal communities and caus-
ing irreparable losses due to the ongoing destruction of Caribbean cor-

al reefs. Therefore, immediate steps are required to guarantee the 
resilience and sustainability of these priceless ecosystems for current 
and future generations, which address the underlying causes of reef 

decline and introduce effective conservation measures. 
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Potential Solutions 
It is essential to understand that we can make changes today to preserve the Caribbean's coral reefs. The reef's long-term survival 

depends on global, regional, and national conservation initiatives, guaranteeing its resilience for future generations.  

Local initiatives include: 

1. Introduction of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), also called Marine Parks, are oceanic and coastal areas set aside to preserve 

marine life. They aim to shield endangered marine life and habitats from human activity and provide protected areas that 
allow coral reefs to recover, reproduce, and replenish populations, thus enhancing their resilience to environmental stress-
ors. 

2. We must adapt and mitigate to address the effects of climate change on the region's ecosystem. Global cooperation is cru-
cial when tackling climate change. All citizens working together to promote adaptation in preserving coral reefs will build 
a more resilient and sustainable coral ecosystem for the future.  
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3. The introduction of sustainable fisheries management involves governments' intervention and regulatory control through 
legislation, policies, and procedures to maintain fish stocks and marine ecosystems. It aims to ensure the socio-economic 

well-being of both the ocean and the human population by striking a balance between conserving marine ecosystems and 
extracting resources required for human consumption.  

Authorities must provide support, incentives, and assistance programmes to ensure fishermen can overcome these 
obstacles. 
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Recommendations 
Coordinated action is required to address the declining state of the Caribbean's coral reefs. This includes developing regional policy 

frameworks and programmes of action for protecting and managing coral reefs and associated ecosystems, including seagrass beds 
and mangrove forests, practising efficient conservation measures, encouraging cooperation among stakeholders, and tackling the 
underlying causes rather than the symptoms of reef deterioration.   

A comprehensive strategy that involves everyone is required to protect the reefs for future generations. Initiatives such as the In-
ternational Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI) are a start. They create informal partnerships between governments, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), multilateral development banks, and the private sector (U.N. Environment Programme, 2020). The ICRI re-

ceives support from global legal instruments, namely the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the Agreement on the Conservation and Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly 
Migratory Fish Stocks.  

Prioritising governmental and private partnerships, public education campaigns to ensure community and national involvement, 
capacity building that encourages sustainability, and the necessary regulations to combat overfishing and the overdevelopment of 

coastal areas. We must express the dire consequences associated with the loss of the reefs to the public to ensure their participa-
tion since the entire population is a stakeholder.  

These include: 

 Appropriate international legislation to regulate carbon emissions and regional laws to manage coral reef preservation are 

needed, 

 There is a need for greater representation from community groups in creating policies and decision-making processes, 

 Fostering new skills, including new fishing methods and techniques for regrowing coral, is needed, 

 Promoting partnerships between governmental organisations, activist groups, and local fisherfolk is necessary to enforce poli-

cies and improve the health of the coral ecosystem, 

 Providing locals with adequate resources to educate them about the necessity of protecting the coral ecosystem, 

 Putting a stop to overfishing and implementing sustainable fishing methods is essential for repopulating fish, 

 Waste disposal needs to be monitored for commercial vessels and pleasure crafts to prevent pollution and dangerous chemicals 

from entering the ecosystem,  

 Regulations regarding specific building guidelines and waste management must be placed on coastal settlements, including 

hotel development,  

 The establishment of more marine protected areas, including marine parks or heritage sites, 

 Reducing worldwide carbon footprint, including CO2 emissions, can help mitigate coral bleaching, 

 Developed nations should provide financial and technical assistance for less-developed Caribbean nations.  



 

6 

 

References 

Coral Reef Alliance (n.d.). Coral Reefs 101, Why Care About Reefs? Food. [online] Coral Reef Alliance. Available at: https://coral.org/en/coral
-reefs-101/why-care-about-reefs/food/#:~:text=They%20are%20a%20primary%20source [Accessed 23 Apr. 2024]. 

Cramer, K.L., Donovan, M.K., Jackson, J.B.C., Greenstein, B.J., Korpanty, C.A., Cook, G.M. and Pandolfi, J.M. (2021). The transformation of 
Caribbean coral communities since humans. Ecology and Evolution, 11(15), pp.10098–10118. doi:https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.7808. 

Jackson, J. (ed ), Donovan, M. (ed ), Cramer, K. (ed ) and Lam, V. (ed ) (2014). Status and trends of Caribbean coral reefs : 1970-2012. 
[online] bvearmb.do, Gland, Switzerland: Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network; International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
p.7. Available at: https://bvearmb.do/handle/123456789/590 [Accessed 23 Apr. 2024]. 

Kelly, K. (2024). Two Caribbean Reefs Gravely Distressed from Coral Bleaching and Climate Change. [online] Coral Reef Alliance. Available at: 
https://coral.org/en/blog/two-caribbean-reefs-gravely-distressed-from-coral-bleaching-and-climate-change/#:~:text=In%20a%
20heartbreaking%20turn%20of [Accessed 23 Apr. 2024]. 

NOAA (2023). How Do Coral Reefs Form: Corals Tutorial. [online] oceanservice.noaa.gov. Available at: https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/
education/tutorial_corals/coral04_reefs.html#:~:text=With%20growth%20rates%20of%200.3 [Accessed 27 Apr. 2024]. 

Schuhmann, P. (2011). Centre for Resource Management and Environmental Studies Regional Governance Framework for the CLME project 
Deliverable 4: The Valuation of Marine Ecosystem Goods and Services in the Caribbean. [online] p.20. Available at: https://clmeplus.org/app/
uploads/2020/02/CLME-marine-resource-valuation-2011-11-17.pdf [Accessed 2 May 2024]. 

U.N. Environment (2017). Wider Caribbean. [online] UNEP - UN Environment Programme. Available at: https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/
oceans-seas/what-we-do/working-regional-seas/regional-seas-programmes/wider [Accessed 29 Apr. 2024]. 

U.N. Environment Programme (2020). The International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI). [online] UNEP - UN Environment Programme. Available 
at: https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/working-regional-seas/partners/international-coral-reef#:~:text=The%
20International%20Coral%20Reef%20Initiative%20(ICRI)%20is%20an%20informal%20partnership [Accessed 30 Apr. 2024]. 

US EPA (2017). Threats to Coral Reefs. [online] www.epa.gov. Available at: https://www.epa.gov/coral-reefs/threats-coral-
reefs#:~:text=Trash%20such%20as%20plastic%20bags [Accessed 23 Apr. 2024]. 

 
 
Recommendations 

 
Dight, I.J. and Scherl, L.M. (1997). The International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI): Global priorities for the conservation and manage-
ment of coral reefs and the need for partnerships. Coral Reefs, 16(5), pp.S139–S147. doi:https://doi.org/10.1007/s003380050250. 

McCook, L.J., Almany, G.R., Berumen, M.L., Day, J.C., Green, A.L., Jones, G.P., Leis, J.M., Planes, S., Russ, G.R., Sale, P.F. and 
Thorrold, S.R. (2009). Management under uncertainty: guide-lines for incorporating connectivity into the protection of coral reefs. 
Coral Reefs, 28(2), pp.353–366. doi:https://doi.org/10.1007/s00338-008-0463-7. 

McLeod, E., Shaver, E.C., Beger, M., Koss, J. and Grimsditch, G. (2021). Using resilience assessments to inform the management 
and conservation of coral reef ecosystems. Journal of Environmental Management, 277, p.111384. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jenvman.2020.111384. 

 

Photos 
 

Australian Institute Of Marine Science (2019). Coral Disease - AIMS. [online] Aims.gov.au. Available at: https://www.aims.gov.au/

docs/research/biodiversity-ecology/threats/coral-disease.html [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Climate Home News (2017). Coral bleaching to hit reefs every year from mid-century, says UN. [online] Climate Home News. 

Available at: https://www.climatechangenews.com/2017/01/05/coral-bleaching-to-hit-reefs-every-year-from-mid-century-says-

un/ [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Data Basin (2010). Caribbean coral reef coastal development threat (points) | Data Basin. [online] databasin.org. Available at: 

https://databasin.org/datasets/9458f94a73a84481b94eaf639f8b8061/ [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Eco Things (n.d.). The Caribbean Coral Reefs. [online] EcoTings Bahamas. Available at: https://ecotingsbah.squarespace.com/

ecoblog/blog-post-four-apsrh [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 



 

7 

National Geographic (2014). Green Sea Turtle. [online] National Geographic Kids. Available at: https://

kids.nationalgeographic.com/animals/reptiles/facts/green-sea-turtle [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Learning Geology (2015). Learning Geology: Coastal erosion. [online] Learning Geology. Available at: https://

geologylearn.blogspot.com/2015/07/coastal-erosion.html [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Norfolk Island's Reef (2022). No, it’s not a parrotfish! [online] Norfolk Island’s Reef. Available at: https://

www.norfolkislandreef.com.au/out-on-a-swim/no-its-not-a-parrotfish [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Shutterstock (n.d.). 224,235 Ocean Wave Transparent Images, Stock Photos, 3D objects, & Vectors. [online] Shutterstock. Available 

at: https://www.shutterstock.com/search/ocean-wave-transparent [Accessed 1 May 2024]. 

Simon, F. (2020). ‘Urgent action’ needed to protect Europe’s seas, agency says. [online] www.euractiv.com. Available at: https://

www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/news/urgent-action-needed-to-protect-europes-seas-agency-says/ [Accessed 1 

May 2024]. 

 

This Document was prepared by: 

Samantha Barbour 

2114407 

Global Governance 

May, 2024 

Policy analysis Brief 


