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Introduction.
Within this essay, the researcher will discuss several themes surrounding the policies and practices in place within tropical islands, such as The Caribbean and the Maldives, whilst considering different cultural, environmental, and policy-based context in order to showcase how sustainability is challenged within these areas, and how they can vary world-wide. It is vital for tourism to uphold a sense of sustainability, as this helps in regards to balancing economic benefits with the preservation of the environment, as well as upholding social wellbeing (Joseph, 2025). Sustainable tourism developments help with supporting an economic growth, through creating jobs, generation income, and also aiding with the fostering of business opportunities, which helps in enhancing the livelihoods of local individuals, as well as strengthening community empowerment (Shieh and Chang, 2025). The tropical islands, such as the Caribbean, the Maldives, and the Pacific Islands, have faced multiple sustainability challenges, as a result of increased climate change, a growth in tourism numbers, and several environmental pressures; these changes have led to several environmental impacts for the islands, including challenges within the water resource management systems (Forde, Cashman and Mitchell, p.265, 2024).


Located between Guadeloupe and Martinique is the mountainous Caribbean island nation of Dominica. Often confused for its neighbouring nation of the Dominican Republic, Dominica is a relatively unknown tourist destination. Traditionally, the Dominican economy has been heavily reliant on agriculture- in particular its banana farming (Inkson and Minnaert, 2022, pp.224). However, as of late, the economy has been driven intensely but tourism, as the Dominican government seeks to promote the nation as an eco-tourism destination; The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) has reported that the direct contribution of the travel and tourism sector contributed approximately 12.4% to the total GDP of the country, with overnight international tourism arrivals numbered at around 322,000 in 2019 (Inkson and Minnaert, 2022, pp.224). A lot of Dominica’s tourism receipts are from the cruise sector, with only 90,000 of the 322,000 from 2019 residing on the island- with the remaining 232,000 being cruise tourists (Inkson and Minnaert, 2022, pp.224). 

However, Dominca has faced several challenges with its development of the tourism sector. People often associate the Caribbean with luscious beaches and intense sunshine, whilst Dominica often experiences intense rainfall and is a mountainous, volcanic region. Furthermore, Dominica also experiences a lack of direct air access- as there are no direct flights from major countries such as the USA, those travelling to Dominica often have to arrive via connecting flights from nearby regions such as Antigua, St. Lucia, and Barbados (Inkson and Minnaert, 2022, pp.224). The region is also often impacted by hurricanes; Hurricane Maria in 2017 caused severe damage to all of the country’s transportation and physical infrastructure, whilst also causing damage to its agricultural sector (Inkson and Minnaert, 2022, pp.224). 
The cruise sector in particular poses significant challenges to the Caribbean islands- affecting marine ecosystems in particular. One of the significant issues that comes as a result of the cruise sector is the physical damage to the fragile coral reefs, which is a direct result of the anchoring of the ships; this then threatens the ecological balance of the marine environment of the region (Allen, 1992). Furthermore, the cruise industry also contributes to the emission of greenhouse gasses, which also impacts the biodiversity of areas within the islands. Efforts have been made to address these issues, including corporate social responsibilities initiatives, the management of emissions, as well as collaboration among stakeholders to help develop more sustainable practices (Kulkov et al., 2023). The importance of adopting environmental goals- such as energy efficiency, fuel flexibility and circular economy principles within the cruise sector- has been highlighted through several studies, with practices such as onshore power supply, LNG bunkering, and sustainable cruise terminals being considered measures that can help to mitigate the environmental harm caused by the sector. However, these practices also require adaptation to local terminals and cruise ports, as well as cooperation amongst the cruise tour ecosystem (N/A, 2023).

Several of these tropical ecosystems are under pressure as a result of tourism. Tourism has been contributing to environmental degradation to these ecosystems as a result of pollution and litter, which severely impacts coastal and marina habitats; in the Mexican Caribbean, there has been an increase in the amount of sargassum algae in the waters, which has been associated to sustainability issues and tourism impacts. Sargassum algae is harmful for the environment as it releases gasses such as ammonia and hydrogen sulphide as it decomposes, putting both locals and tourists at risk from their harmful nature (McAdam-Otto, 2022).

Social cohesion and local knowledge is a key element of community-let sustainability practices and resilience strategies within the tropical islands. Within the Seaflower Biosphere Reserve, community engagement is a crucial element to help promote climate change adaptation and mitigation; where locals- including the indigenous Raizal people- are focused at the centre of developments for socioenvironmental pathways in order to improve sustainability and increase resilience. Biosphere reserves help to serve as a dynamic laboratory for the adaptation of strategies to help link ecosystem services to human well-being, whilst also fostering a collective action for adaptive capacity (Mancera, 2025). SIDS- Small Islands Developing States- exhibit a unique vulnerability and sense of resilience, which is often shaped by the island’s social coherence, proximity to nature and spirituality, which heavily differs from Westernised contexts. It is crucial to understand past livelihood impacts, as well as the uneven impacts of globalisation within the islands, in order to design an affective sustainable intervention plan to improve climate quality and sustainability efforts for the islands. The interventions at hand must consider social and environmental factors that can help to improve preparedness, as well as improving the quality of life, effectively (Nunn and Kumar, 2018).

SIDS, as well as tourism-dependent regions such as the Caribbean, Pacific Islands, and the Balearic Islands, face remarkable challenges as a direct impact from climate change and the rising sea levels. These environmental evolvements threaten the physical infrastructure that is vital to tourism- much of which is close to shorelines that are vulnerable to sea-level rises and storm surges (Gasalla-López, Arcila-Garrido and Chica-Ruiz, 2025); this exposure often increases the risks of damage to tourism related assets, such as hotels, resorts, transportation infrastructure, as well as coastal ecosystems- whose wellbeing and security are vital for the economic stability of these locations (Wolf et al., 2021).

The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) sustainable tourism development guidelines and management practices apply to all forms of tourism in varying destinations, such as mass tourism, as well as niche tourism segments. Sustainability principles refer to the environmental, economic, and socio-cultural elements of tourism development, establishing a suitable balance between the aforementioned three principles (UN Tourism, 2025). Sustainable tourism should include the following; making optimal use of environmental resources, whilst maintaining essential ecological processes whilst also working to maintain the natural heritage and biodiversity of the region; respect socio-cultural authenticity of the communities whilst conserving traditional values, as well as their built and living cultural heritage, whilst also contributing to the understanding and tolerance of interculturalism; and ensuring the viability of long-term economic operations, helping to provide socio-economic benefits and including stable employment and income-earning opportunities to the communities, whilst working to alleviate poverty as much as possible (UN Tourism, 2025).

Culture and cultural sensitivity is crucial when shaping sustainability in tourism for the Pacific Islands, due to the complex and multifaceted relationship between the indigenous cultures and newfound tourism developments. The Pacific Island Countries (PICs) are home to unique environmental and cultural elements, which require close and careful consideration in order to ensure that the tourism sector effectively supports sustainability within the countries. The physical and human environments, such as landowning structures and native title issues, are key to understanding how it is possible to sustainably develop a viable plan for long-term tourism, as well as understanding environmental, heritage, and cultural assets (King, 2002). Tourism within the PICs often finds itself promoted around its cultural and geographical allure, however the development of these locations remains limited as a result of challenges regarding balancing economic growth alongside cultural preservation. These islands are notably resilient, with residents and communities maintaining a sense of agency surrounding cultural change, regardless of pressure from globalisation and tourism (Cheer et al., 2018). However, tourism also acts as one of the several factors surrounding cultural change- alongside migration, technology developments, and geopolitical factors. Cultural performances and the influence of popular culture emphasises the tensions that arise between adaptation and preservation, which further emphasises the need for ongoing support regarding safeguarding cultural heritage within the development of the tourism sector in these locations (Tolkach and Pratt, 2019).

Within the Pacific Islands- in particular, Fiji- climate change offers significant threats to cultural heritage; such as damage to churches, fishing grounds, and community ties, all of which are vital to local identity. Research has indicated that relocating as a result from environmental pressures often involves a balance of cultural preservation and socio-economic benefits; communal labour and attachment play crucial roles in maintaining cultural identity throughout the process of adapting, which highlights that ‘cultural norms’ impact the response to changing beyond economic considerations (Gatiso et al., 2025). In Vanuatu, the communities employ hybrid strategies involving traditional practices, alongside modernised approaches to help manage climate impacts; resisting narratives of passivity and victimisation whilst actively working to preserve cultural knowledge and identity (Ruehr, 2025).

Cultural erosion, as well as preservation of identity are significant issues and concerns when discussing tropical islands. In the Caribbean, climate-induced displacement- such as what the residents of Ragged Island  in The Bahamas experienced following Hurricane Irma in 2017- typically results in non-economic oriented losses and damages, including disruption to sense of place, a loss of cultural identity, and wellbeing. These factors are frequently unacknowledged in national policies, which tend to focus more on the economic cost of natural disasters, as opposed to the social and cultural elements, which highlights the need for more policy framework that addresses cultural loss alongside economic and environmental factors, as opposed to individualising them (Thomas and Benjamin, 2019).

Within these tropical regions, sustainable tourism can be maintained through balanced approaches that serve to integrate environmental, economic, and socio-cultural factors; emphasising on active participation and consensus amongst stakeholders, such as local communities, indigenous communities, industry, government, and visitors, is key to addressing challenges that are associated with mass tourism and serve to promote sustainable development (FUCHS, 2022). Practical strategies, such as protecting and managing natural ecosystems, helps to nurture physical, biological, and socio-economic services that can be managed through integrated approaches, involving community rights, customary management, and partnerships. In order to help regulate visitor numbers and preserve ecosystem functions, it is possible to designate specific management areas for ecotourism based on local property rights and collaborative governance (Yulianda et al., 2020).

To conclude, the tropical islands face several detrimental impacts as a result of their dependence on tourism, often suffering large scale natural disasters such as hurricanes and typhoons, leading to a lack of consistency and continuity with the agricultural sector, thus further fuelling the need for tourism in these countries. There is a conscious effort to maintain harmony between residents of regions such as The Bahamas and the Pacific Islands and the tourists who visit, however the residents of these countries often go unnoticed by government officials and people of importance following natural disasters as there is a larger focus on the economic impact of these disasters, prompting the discussion regarding the need to improve advocacy for the residents, even in following United Nations guidelines. 
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