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The nations of the Caribbean are facing a dual economic and 
environmental crisis. As the climate emergency gathers pace, 
bringing with it sea level rise, increased droughts, and more 
intense tropical storms, Caribbean nations are on the front lines 
yet lack the resources to stave off the worst. This dual crisis is not 
the result of contingent facts; rather, it stems from colonial 
powers’ historical exploitation of Caribbean lands and the ongoing 
neocolonial dynamics that both exacerbate the impacts of climate 
change and divert badly needed resources from the Global South 
to the North. Through an analysis of the fiscal drain experienced 
by Caribbean governments through debt service and tax 
avoidance, this report underscores the urgent need for climate 
reparations—through both additional funding and structural 
economic reform—to address the intertwined economic and 
environmental crises gripping the region.

The report uses a mixed-methods approach to analyze the 
Caribbean’s dual crisis:

Executive
Summary

Quantitative Analysis

The report advances a quantitative assessment of the 
fiscal drain on Caribbean nations, demonstrating how 
unjust debt relations and an international tax system 
designed to benefit Northern corporations have siphoned 
resources away from the Global South. This drain 
severely limits the fiscal capacity of Caribbean 
governments to invest in sustainable development and 
other critical social and environmental priorities that 
could have myriad benefits. Instead, they are forced to 
devote scarce resources to climate adaptation and 
mitigation measures or recovery efforts after disasters 
strike—all to defend against a crisis they had a 
vanishingly small role in creating. 

By juxtaposing these findings with the projected costs of 
climate action in the region, the report highlights the 
stark disparity between the financial resources 
available—both in terms of domestic funding and, 
critically, international financing—and the investments 
required to combat the climate crisis effectively. This 
report demonstrates that the $3.2 billion per year 
extracted from 13 English-speaking Caribbean countries 
exceeds the  $2.75 billion price tag identified as 
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necessary for the same countries to enact their climate 
action strategies as detailed in their filings with the UN.

Expert Interviews

The report couples this quantitative analysis with a series 
of structured interviews conducted with regionally 
recognized experts in Caribbean climate and debt issues. 
Each interview featured a set of ten questions focusing on 
climate justice, debt justice, and reparative worlds, the 
most salient of which was: “If you had $X [where X 
equaled the amount of money the interviewee’s focus 
country loses annually to debt service and tax avoidance] 
more in climate action funding per year, what would your 
investment priorities be?" These interviews guided many 
of the reparative visions of this report.

Reparative Frames

Rather than recommend merely greater aid or 
traditional development assistance, the report 
advocates for transformative and restorative 
measures that allow Caribbean communities to build 
more resilient and sustainable futures. Among these 
measures are debt cancellation, equitable distribution of 
climate finance, and comprehensive reforms to the 
international tax system.

We emphasize that these are necessary, but not 
sufficient, conditions. For transformative investment to 
yield a just climate future in the Caribbean, domestic 
political and economic reforms will also be necessary. 
Investigations of these reforms, however, given their 
specificity to each country, is beyond the scope of this 
report. 

Following on from this reparative approach, the report makes 
the case for climate reparations as a necessary step towards 
rectifying historical injustices and addressing the current 
climate emergency. We argue that the $500 billion sought for 
climate action by Caribbean leaders, including Prime Minister of 
Barbados Mia Mottley, is a modest sum compared to the enduring 
debts owed by historic colonizers and contemporary polluters for 
centuries of colonial exploitation and environmental degradation.
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Climate reparations are not merely financial compensation 
but a moral imperative—an acknowledgment of the 
disproportionate economic and environmental burdens 
heaped on Caribbean nations by wealthier, polluting countries 
that have been exploiting Caribbean communities for 
centuries. 

In light of its findings, the report concludes with a series of policy 
pathways aimed at advancing climate justice and fiscal reparations 
in the Caribbean. Among the pathways we propose are 
multilateral reforms to global governance institutions like the IMF 
and World Bank, initiatives for debt relief and climate finance, and 
more inclusive and equitable approaches to climate action that 
center the needs and priorities of Caribbean nations.
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1 While the terms Global North and Global South and imprecise and can reinscribe problematic and damaging distinctions, they highlight 
enduring political economic processes and resulting power differentials that are central to the issues of this report. 
2 Mimi Sheller, “Caribbean Futures in the Offshore Anthropocene: Debt, Disaster, and Duration,” Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space 36, no. 6: 971–986 (December 2018), https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775818800849.
3 IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change), Climate Change 2023: Synthesis Report, March 2023, 
https://doi.org/10.59327/IPCC/AR6-9789291691647. 
4 All monetary figures are US dollars. 
5 Bryn Battersby, Elif Ture, and Raphael Lam, “Tracking the $9 Trillion Global Fiscal Support to Fight COVID-19,” IMF Blog, May 20, 2020, 
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2020/05/20/tracking-the-9-trillion-global-fiscal-support-to-fight-covid-19.
6 Mia Mottley, "Speech at the Opening of the #COP26 World Leaders Summit," November 1, 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PN6THYZ4ngM.

Countries around the world are facing the 
intertwined challenges of climate and fiscal 
crises. These crises are particularly acute for 
the countries of the Global South,1 which are 
mired in debt, economically eroded by tax 
abuse, and forced to operate in a global 
financial system whose rules are written by, 
and in favor of, the wealthy countries of the 
Global North. 

Among the various regions of the Global 
South, the Caribbean has a unique and 
heightened vulnerability to these threats. 
Caribbean countries can be found among the 
most highly indebted in the world (relative to 
the size of their economies) and lose a 
significant chunk of public revenue to tax 
avoidance and fraud. Meanwhile, their 
inhabitants live amid climate collapse: 
turbocharged hurricanes, sea level rise, 
extreme heat, and other climate impacts are 
a regular feature of island life.2 Adapting to 
this warming world costs money—and due 
to fiscal extraction both past and present, 
Caribbean countries lack the resources to 
invest in climate-proof infrastructure and 
low-carbon development pathways. 

Our report is written with these 
circumstances front and center. This is a 
crucial moment for fiscal and climate justice, 
one in which the Caribbean figures 
prominently due both to its unique 
vulnerability to these crises and its regional 
leaders’ innovative and influential 
responses.3 

Caribbean leaders have developed a 
situation-specific voice to resist the 
entwined economic and fiscal conditions 
that cause—and entrench—global 
climate disaster, providing both hope and 
inspiration to other regions similarly 
threatened. 

Foremost among these leaders is the 
Honourable Mia Amor Mottley, the first 
female prime minister of Barbados. As 
Barbados’s head of government, Mottley has 
proposed the Bridgetown Initiative, a slate of 
reforms to the international financial 
architecture that would generate funding for 
Global South climate action. At the 
Bridgetown Initiative’s core is one key 
principle: that the worst greenhouse-gas 
emitters should finance 
climate-vulnerable nations’ energy 
transition. At the opening ceremony for the 
26th United Nations (UN) Climate Change 
Conference (COP26), Prime Minister Mottley 
delivered a resolute speech in which she 
proposed that wealthy nations provide $500 
billion for the small islands and low-lying 
coastal regions that the UN classifies as 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS)—a 
designation that comprises the majority of 
countries in the Caribbean.4 Anticipating 
resistance to such a significant sum, Mottley 
contextualized it by comparing it to the 
amount disbursed to fight COVID-19: $9 
trillion..5 That is all, Mottley contends, that 
needs to be done to secure what “our people 
and our planet need...”6 

Introduction: Dual
Crises in the Caribbean
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In this report, we begin with the simple 
principle Mottley invoked—that the 
countries who have caused the climate crisis 
should shoulder the costs of facing it—and 
apply it at a scale sufficient to address 
climate collapse not in vacuo but as part of a 
reparative suite of policies. While a $500 
billion influx of funding would undoubtedly 
contribute to safer, more hopeful futures in 
the Caribbean and beyond, in this report we 
demonstrate that transformative climate 
action requires a more ambitious slate of 
changes to the international system, reforms 
that sum to fiscal justice. 

We focus our analysis on the public finances 
and climate vulnerability of sovereign 
members of the Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM), an intergovernmental 
organization of 15 full member states, most 
of which gained independence from Britain. 
In international fora, CARICOM members 
often vote as a bloc and deliver joint 
statements on international issues of 
regional relevance. While the region is 
diverse, vibrant, and resilient, the twin crises 
of debt and climate pose existential 
challenges to the regions’ governments, civil 
societies, and communities.

Our arguments in this report are based on a 
mixed-methods approach that comprises 
interviews with climate justice organizers, 
researchers, and public officials across the 
Caribbean; quantitative analysis of the fiscal 
extraction from the Caribbean through heavy 
debt burdens and multinational tax abuse; 
and a broader consideration of the roots of 
contemporary environmental and economic 
precarity in the Caribbean. This report (1) 
demonstrates that the Caribbean’s dual 
crises are the product of both its colonial 
histories and contemporary economic 

exploitation and (2) applies a reparative 
framework to identify paths toward other, 
better futures. We argue that the 
Caribbean’s economic and climate 
challenges must be addressed through 
reparative reforms—canceling debt, revising 
international tax policy, and restructuring the 
global economic system—that restore 
Caribbean fiscal capacity now and in the 
ensuing decades. Only a reparative approach 
will both redress the legacy of colonial 
extraction and consumption—that is, the 
causes of the climate crisis—and look 
forward toward a new international 
economic order, one in which ongoing 
climate damages can be fairly addressed. 

The report proceeds as follows:

In Section 1, we lay out our reparative 
approach to fiscal justice, explaining why we 
use a reparations framework and what we 
mean by fiscal justice. We trace the 
connections between climate reparations 
and reparations to redress slavery, genocide, 
and indentureship, and put forward our 
worldmaking framework. 

In Section 2, we demonstrate that 
colonization, enslavement, and indigenous 
genocide—and the centuries’ long legacy of 
these systems—entrenched the exploitation 
of Caribbean resources and caused the 
climate and economic crises the region 
currently faces. We examine how colonial 
plunder built British wealth and shaped 
Caribbean geography and agriculture and 
show how not-dissimilar arrangements 
persist today, albeit through the neocolonial 
levers of the Bretton Woods system and 
large institutional investors rather than 
colonial hegemony.  
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7 It is important to note, however, that funds recouped through debt and tax reform should be available for any sovereign-defined priorities, 
whether economic, social, or environmental. The cost of responding to the climate crisis should fall on the countries that created the crisis, 
in part through the robust funding of the UN Loss and Damage Fund.  

After teasing out the historical threads that 
have brought us to the current moment, we 
outline in Section 3 how the international 
financial system, providing credit on unfair 
terms to finance development and disaster 
relief, traps Caribbean countries in a debt 
spiral. This parlous state of affairs is 
exacerbated by unfair international tax rules 
under which the global super rich are 
effectively tax-exempt (when, according to a 
fiscal justice framework, they should be 
paying Global South governments, including 
in the Caribbean). 

Through our analysis of the twinned debt 
and tax traps afflicting the Caribbean, we 
determine that fiscal extraction from the 
region amounts to $3.2 billion annually. 
Given that, according to documents filed 
with the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), Caribbean 
governments anticipate needing $2.75 
billion annually through 2030 to combat the 
climate crisis, it is clear that the end of 
fiscal extraction is essential to Caribbean 
nations’ climate fight.7

In Section 4, we evaluate some of the 
funding options that have been proposed to 
closethe gap in financing for climate action, 
among them regional efforts, multilateral 
instruments, Mottley’s Bridgetown Initiative, 
and the United States–Caribbean 
Partnership to Address the Climate Crisis 
2030 (PACC2030), announced by the Biden 
Administration in June 2022. From a climate 
reparations perspective, we find that all 
of the solutions proposed heretofore are 
inadequate, technocratic fixes that do 
nothing to reshape the financial system

that reproduces Caribbean climate 
vulnerability.

Finally, in Section 5, we outline a 
transformational agenda for ecological 
reparations that is worldmaking—that is, 
that offers reforms to the international 
financial architecture sufficient to make other 
kinds of worlds not only thinkable, but 
possible. Primary among the policy changes 
we advocate are debt cancellation (to create 
space in national budgets for climate action) 
and international tax reform (which will close 
loopholes for multinationals and justly 
redistribute recovered revenues to the most 
climate-vulnerable nations). We conclude by 
laying out transformational pathways to 
fiscal justice.

6



8 Olúfẹmi O. Táíwò, Reconsidering Reparations (Oxford University Press, 2022); Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire: The Rise and 
Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton University Press, 2019).
9 Grantham Institute, “What Is the Polluter Pays Principle?” July 18, 2022, https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/
explainers/what-is-the-polluter-pays-principle/.
10 Reuters, “US ‘Under No Circumstances’ Will Pay Climate Reparations, Kerry Says,” Reuters, July 13, 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-under-no-circumstances-will-pay-into-loss-damage-fund-kerry-2023-07-13/.

In the context of the mounting climate 
damages and fiscal imbalances caused by 
the structure of the global economy, a 
reparative framework offers a robust 
approach for contending with the twinned 
challenges of financial and ecological crisis. 
Climate reparations are a key mechanism to 
move toward fiscal justice—defined in this 
instance as the end of the global financial 
architecture that fiscally extracts from the 
Caribbean—and provide governments with 
the economic surplus to pursue a safer 
climate future. 

Restoring lost fiscal capacity, however, must 
be seen as a down payment, rather than the 
culmination, of reparative reforms. Building 
on the ideas of theorists like Adom 
Getachew and Olúfẹmi O. Táíwò, we 
emphasize a worldmaking approach to 
reparations—that is, one in which 
reparations not only redress past harms but 
also forge the conditions that make different 
kinds of futures possible.8 

The worldmaking approach entails the tenet 
of non-repetition—the changing of 
structural conditions such that the harms in 
need of redress do not, and cannot, continue. 

In the climate space, this means that big 
polluters, in addition to compensating 
countries disproportionately harmed by 
their emission of greenhouse gasses, 
must mitigate future harms and supply 
the resources for adaptation and 
alternative development paths. 

Of course, accounting for past harms, 
including those inflicted on Caribbean 
countries during colonialism and imperialism, 
is imperative. As Adelle Thomas, a senior 
fellow at the University of the Bahamas, told 
us, “If the shoe was on the other foot, can 
you imagine if developing countries were the 
ones that were causing loss and damage in 
developed countries? There would 
absolutely be no question at all that they 
should be compensated.” This is the 
“polluter pays” principle: The entity 
responsible for environmental damage 
should pay to redress the harms it caused. It 
is an ethic of repair.9

Northern governments—like that of the 
United States—however, reject a 
compensatory framing, because it would 
admit liability and open the door for even 
more legal action.10 Arica Hill, the executive 
director of the Environmental Awareness 
Group in Antigua, told us that, in official 
forums on climate finance, “when we speak 
about reparations, we are shut down.” Even 
less-than-reparative compensation schemes, 
like the UN Loss and Damage Fund, have 
faced ferocious resistance from Global North 
governments. 
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11 Amelia Gentleman, “Barbados PM Says Country Owed $4.9 Trillion as She Makes Fresh Call for Reparations,” Guardian, December 6, 
2 0 2 3 , 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/06/barbados-pm-says-country-owed-49tn-as-she-makes-fresh-call-for-reparations. 
12 Jayati Ghosh, Shouvik Chakraborty, and Debamanyu Das, “Climate Imperialism in the Twenty-First Century,” Monthly Review 74, no. 3 
(July–August 2022), https://monthlyreview.org/2022/07/01/climate-imperialism-in-the-twenty-first-century/. 
13 Leonard Nurse and Rawleston Moore, “Critical Considerations for Future Action during the Second Commitment Period: A Small Islands’ 
Perspective,” Natural Resources Forum 31, no. 2 (2007): 102–10, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-8947.2007.00143.x.; Alex Y. Lo and Ren 
Cong, “Emission Reduction Targets and Outcomes of the Clean Development Mechanism (2005–2020),” PLOS Climate 1, no. 8 (2022), 
e0000046.

The dismissal of reparative approaches 
when it comes to climate harm is not limited 
to the perpetrators of that harm. Mia Mottley, 
for example, resists a reparations framework 
for climate questions but doets invoke it 
when it comes to enslavement and 
colonization.11

In our view, any approach to fiscal justice 
that warrants the name “reparative” must be 
comprehensive, accounting for the legacy of 
chattel slavery and colonization as well as 
climate harm. This notion of the reparative 
necessarily entails intervention in current 
macroeconomic problems—debt 
cancellation and international tax reform, for 
a start—but in no way obviates the need for 
reparative approaches to the past harms of 
colonization and genocide. A worldmaking 
reparative approach looks both backward 
and forward, concerning itself with 
compensation as well as non-repetition.

In fact, through the lens of the climate crisis, 
the line between past and present harms is 
not so easily drawn. For example, though 
most formal political and economic 
imperialism in the Caribbean ended decades 
ago, the Global North (and, increasingly, new 
major emitters like China) continue to engage 
in atmospheric imperialism—the saturation 
of the atmosphere with greenhouse gasses 
and the appropriation of vast swathes of 
arable land for consumer goods that 
necessitates habitat destruction, monocrop 
industrial agriculture, and mining.12
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The inescapable 
conclusion is that 
rich, post-industrial 
countries have 
b e n e f i t e d 
enormously from 
high-emission

 economic models and are now, in the 
words of the economist Ha-Joon Chang, 
“kicking away the ladder” from under the 
Global South, by denying them access to 
the beneficial trade and industrial policies 
the North used to develop, as well as 
imposing punitive debt and tax regimes.

Historically, discussions about who should 
bear the cost of the ecological crisis—and 
how responses to it should be funded—have 
focused primarily on resource mobilization: 
the Global South’s access to bilateral 
overseas development assistance (ODA), 
funding from international financial 
institutions (IFIs) (e.g., the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF)) and multilateral 
development banks (MDBs) (e.g., the World 
Bank), and private investments in 
climate-safer infrastructure. The first 
solution proffered to the countries of the 
Global South was the Clean Development 
Mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol, an 
ill-conceived global carbon offsetting market 
rife with fraud and scams that, in the end, 
reduced emissions far below projected levels 
and had little positive effect for the 
Caribbean and other SIDS.13,14



14 Kazunari Kainou, “Collapse of the Clean Development Mechanism Scheme under the Kyoto Protocol and Its Spillover: Consequences of 
‘Carbon Panic’,” Center for Economic Policy Research, March, 16, 2022, 
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/collapse-clean-development-mechanism-scheme-under-kyoto-protocol-and-its-spillover. 
15 Irene Casado-Sanchez and Jackie Botts, “A Program Meant to Help Developing Nations Fight Climate Change Is Funneling Billions of 
Dollars Back to Rich Countries,” Reuters, May 22, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/
investigates/special-report/climate-change-loans/#:~:text=Many%20of%20the%20conditional%20loans,the%202015%20Paris%20cli
mate%20agreement. 
16 OECD, “Climate Finance Provided and Mobilized by Developed Countries in 2013–2022, May 24, 2022, 
https://doi.org/10.1787/19150727-en. 

More recent initiatives have centered on the 
creation of funds and quantitative financial 
targets, like the $100-billion-per-year 
climate finance commitment that rich world 
governments made in 2009.15 That target 
was supposed to be achieved by 2020. It was 
not, and has yet to be, met. Even more 
troubling: Approximately 80% of the climate 
finance included in that tally is distributed as 
loans, thereby robbing climate-vulnerable 
countries of critical fiscal space even as 
investment needs grow.16

Although stopgap measures that align with 
a long-term vision of reparative climate 
action will be important in the interim, the 
need for more comprehensive reform is 
urgent. As Joyelle Clarke, Minister of 
Sustainable Development, Environment and 
Climate Action and Constituency 
Empowerment for St. Kitts and Nevis, told 
us, “One of the toughest barriers we face is 
just accessing the finance to address the 
development challenges that we have. We 
don’t have the fiscal capacity to be 
responsive, and we don’t have the space in 
our budget to focus on all the other things 
that make our people vulnerable—the social 
services, the education, the food 
security—that we’re trying to address. And 
we’re trying to address all of these while 
addressing our debt.” 

Accounts like Clarke’s raise a host of vital 
questions: What if Caribbean governments 
were not sending more than $2 billion per 
year to the Global North to service debts?

9

How might Caribbean countries differently 
imagine the future if $507 million was not 
lost in multinational corporate tax 
avoidance? What if Caribbean environmental 
nonprofits and activists could help guide 
decisions on adapting to new and changing 
climate realities? What if Caribbean 
communities had the time, space, and 
resources to imagine and create a 
different world?

The answers to these questions are 
multifarious and cannot be given their due in 
the space of a single report; indeed, the 
varying geographies and national histories of 
Caribbean countries necessitate specific 
analyses and solutions. This report considers
the 13 full member states of the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM) that are anglophone 
and sovereign, excluding Suriname, Haiti, 
and other non-CARICOM countries in the 
region like the Dominican Republic, and 
other primarily Spanish-speaking countries 
in Central and South America with 
Caribbean coasts. All of these countries have 
considerable challenges on both fiscal and 
environmental fronts, as do a number of 
modern colonies, like Puerto Rico, the UK 
Virgin Islands, Guadeloupe, and the islands 
of the Dutch Antilles. 

Our focus on the 13 anglophone countries is 
due to their accessible, comparable data and 
relatively similar historical experiences and is 
not meant to discount the challenges facing 
other countries and territories in the region. 
For example, the US blockade of Cuba has  



17 Cuba Solidarity Campaign, “Climate Change Adaptation—the Pernicious Impact of the US blockade,” May 31, 2024, 
https://cuba-solidarity.org.uk/news/article/4557/climate-change-adaption---the-pernicious-impact-of-the-us-blockade. 
18 Keston K. Perry, “The new ‘Bond-age,’ Climate Crisis, and the Case for Climate Reparations: Unpicking Old/New Colonialities of Finance 
for Development within the SDGs,” Geoforum 126 (November 2021): 361–371.

long been unconscionable but grows ever 
more untenable as the impacts of the climate 
crisis intensify,17 while Haitians’ heroic 
struggle to gain independence has been met 
with over 200 years of political meddling, 
financial extortion, and several outright 
invasions by the United States and European 
powers. A reparative approach is needed 
across the Caribbean Basin, and indeed 
across the Global South.18

Such is our conclusion based on our 
interviews with activists, NGO workers, and 
policymakers, who offered time and space to 
consider bold reforms that could open new 
possibilities. Thus, in what follows, we 
advance worldmaking, reparative actions 
that would not only create fiscal space for 
Caribbean countries to invest in 
transformative climate policy but allow 
Caribbean people to create different worlds. 
There is critical work that needs to be done 
by Caribbean governments themselves to 
achieve this kind of structural 
transformation, but our focus here is on the 
international political-economic processes 
that shape the menu of options available to 
Caribbean governments. Although each 
country has specific challenges to contend 
with, they share the financial pressures born 
of more than 500 years of colonialism, 
imperialism, and fiscal subordination. 
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19 Oliver Milman, “European Colonization of Americas Killed So Many It Cooled Earth’s Climate,” Guardian, January 31, 2019, 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jan/31/european-colonization-of-americas-helped-cause-climate-change#:~:text=The
%20UCL%20researchers%20found%20that,as%20warfare%20and%20societal%20collapse.

The Caribbean region comprises thousands 
of islands as well as coastal South and 
Central American countries. It is defined by 
both physical location and history and 
culture. Caribbean states include 
independent nations, British overseas 
territories, French overseas regions, US 
unincorporated territories, Dutch 
municipalities, and Dutch constituent 
countries. It is a multiracial region that 
people of Indigenous Amerindian, African, 
Indian, Arab, Chinese, and European descent 
call home. 

Christopher Columbus’s arrival in 1492 on 
the shores of Guanahani, a now Bahamian 
island that he called San Salvador, marked 
the beginning of centuries of genocide, 
enslavement, and colonization in the region. 
The European colonization of the so-called 
New World was an intentional, 
empire-building project  that fundamentally
reordered the environmental, physical, 
social, and cultural fabric of the places we

 now know as the Caribbean and the rest of 
the Americas. It was a violent process built 
on Indigenous genocide and displacement, 
African enslavement, and ecosystem 
destruction in the service of expanding 
European empire and accumulating the 
capital that formed the backbone of the 
modern global economy. Prior to Europeans’ 
arrival, Ciboney, Taíno-Arawak, and Kalinago 
peoples resided throughout the region. They 
were the first casualties of European 
colonization in the Caribbean and the rest of 
the Americas, seeing their populations 
reduced by an estimated 90% within the first 
century of European settlement—a process 
so destructive that it even altered the global 
climate.19
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Climate Crisis and
Colonial Afterlives

“Legacies of colonialism pop up in 
everyday life.”
 – Alicia Wallace, Director of Equality 
Bahamas

While a full 
examination of the 
violence inflicted on 
the region during 
centuries of colonial 
and  imperial rule is 
beyond the scope of

 of this report, what is important to note 
here is that European colonies in the 
Caribbean were central to Britain’s and 
other nations’ wealth building. The 
British, for example, established 
extractive industries such as gold mining 
and large-scale plantation agriculture 
and plundered their colonies for natural 
resources. 



20 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (University of North Carolina Press, 1994).
21 Williams, Capitalism and Slavery.
22 Katherine McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” Small Axe 17, no. 3 (2013): 1–15.
23 Kenneth Morgan, “Bristol and the Atlantic Trade in the Eighteenth Century,” The English Historical Review 107, no. CCCCXXIV (1992): 
626–650.
24 S. W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power (Viking, 1985).
25 Michael DaCosta, “Colonial Origins, Institutions, and Economic Performance in the Caribbean: Guyana and Barbados,” IMF Working 
Paper, February 2007.
26 J. S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy: With Some of Their Applications to Social Philosophy (8th ed.) (Longmans, Green, Reader, and 
Dyer, 1876).

But the Caribbean tobacco, cotton, and 
sugar colonies were land, capital, and labor 
intensive. After the enslavement of 
Indigenous people depleted the Indigenous 
population and the enslavement of poor 
white people, particularly those who had 
been convicted of crimes, proved insufficient 
to the expansionist prerogatives of the 
colonial powers, European colonists turned 
almost exclusively to the African slave 
trade.20  Anti-Blackness was a required 
component of this extraction, as Black 
people had to be seen as inferior and 
subhuman to justify their long-term 
enslavement. As the Caribbean historian and 
first prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago, 
Eric Williams, famously put it, “Slavery was 
not born of racism: rather, racism was the 
consequence of slavery.”21 This history, as 
Katherine McKittrick writes, “not only 
generated North Atlantic metropolitan 
wealth…it also instated an incongruous, 
racialized economy that lingered long after 
emancipation….”22

The growing importance of sweetness to 
Britain made colonial expansion even more 
important. Twelve small islands exported 
almost 100 million pounds of sugar to Britain 
in 1773, a time when British people were 
spending 10% of their income on sugar, 
treacle, and tea combined.23 Moreover, 
because technological advancements in 
sugar production were minimal, the enlarged 
European market for sugar was being 
satisfied by a steady territorial expansion of 

production rather than increases in land 
yields or worker productivity.24

Caribbean people and territories, 
unsurprisingly, did not benefit from the 
wealth that they were creating, as little of it 
was invested in the people or infrastructure 
of the region.25 Rather than being incidental, 
the “underdevelopment” of Caribbean 
territories was deliberately designed, 
reflecting the foundational logic of 
colonialism. “Our West Indian Colonies,” 
wrote John Stuart Mill in 1848, 
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cannot be regarded as counties with a 
productive capital of their own…but are, 
rather, the place where England finds it 
convenient to carry on the production of 
sugar, coffee and a few other tropical 
commodities. All the capital employed 
is English capital; almost all the 
industry is carried on for English uses; 
there is little production of anything 
except for staple commodities, and 
these are sent to England, not to be 
exchanged for things exported to the 
colony and consumed by its inhabitants, 
but to be sold in England for the 
benefits of the proprietors there. The 
trade with the West Indies is hardly to 
be considered an external trade, but 
more  resembles the traffic between 
town and country.26

The first large-scale, organized, 
successful resistance to slavery in the
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region was the Haitian Revolution, which 
was led by enslaved and formerly enslaved 
people in the late 18th century and achieved 
independence from France in 1801.27  Similar 
uprisings led by enslaved peoples in 
Barbados in 1816 and Jamaica in 1831 
signaled to European colonizers that the 
practice of enslavement would always be 
met with resistance. The practice of 
enslavement did not come to an end in the 
Caribbean until Britain passed the 
Emancipation Act in 1833. Formal freedom 
for the formerly enslaved was not achieved 
in British Caribbean colonies until 1838, 
French colonies until 1848, and Dutch 
colonies until 1863.28

European capitalists and governments 
responded to abolition in the Caribbean 
colonies by introducing indentured workers 
from Asia. Nearly 125,000 indentured 
Chinese workers were brought to Cuba 
between 1848 and 1874, almost 80,000 
indentured were brought into the French 
Caribbean from India before 1885, and 
almost 150,000 indentured workers from 
India were brought to Trinidad in the period 
between 1838 and 1917.29

It is also true that, after emancipation, many 
plantation owners sold their estates and left 
the region. However, sugar remained king in 
the Caribbean for another century, and many 
formerly enslaved people were forced to 
continue working on plantations. Field work 
remained brutal, and wages were pittances, 
rendering enslaved people’s newly won 
“freedom” specious at best. 

At the close of the 19th century, the colonial 
power with the strongest foothold in the 
region was Britain. Spain had lost its last 
Caribbean colonies when Cuba gained 
independence and Puerto Rico was handed 
over to the United States in 1898. France had 
lost—or would soon lose—its territories to 
Britain, except for 4 overseas departments 
and collectives that France retains some 
control over today. 

The first half of the 20th century found the 
Caribbean negotiating complicated realities. 
In addition to the decline of the region’s 
sugar industry—due to falling sugar prices 
and cheaper sources of other sweeteners, 
primarily in South and Central America—the 
Caribbean was affected by the restrictions of 
both world wars and the Great Depression. 
The fervor of the 1930s labor rights 
movement resulted in protests throughout 
the region; the period  from 1934 to 1939 is
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Legacies of colonialism have shaped 
where we are located within the 
region…with many cities being 
directly located in places that are 
vulnerable to climate impacts: so 
right along the coast. I think legacies 
of colonialism have cultivated a 
mentality that we are dependent on 
other external people. 
 – Dr. Adelle Thomas,  Vice Chair of 
Working Group II for the IPCC Seventh 
Assessment Cycle and a Senior Fellow 
at the University of the   Bahamas
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remembered largely as one of social unrest, 
with protests against the high 
unemployment, poverty, and lack of 
opportunity experienced by Black, Indian, 
and Chinese workers cropping up in many of 
the British colonies. The labor activism of the 
period gave rise to the region’s first labor 
political parties, many of which survive 
today.

The former British territory most recently to 
become independent is St. Kitts and Nevis, 
which won its independence in 1983. 
However, despite many Caribbean territories’ 
present sovereignty, these countries 
continue to suffer the consequences of 
centuries of colonial exploitation. The 
relentless extraction and exhaustion of 
natural resources and brutal labor practices 
not only built the wealth of colonial powers 
but also initiated a cycle of ecological 
destruction and social inequity.30

Thanks to the devastating legacy of 
colonialism, the Caribbean’s current position 
in the global economy—which shapes the 
region’s potential economic futures—is one 
of financial subordination. Under this 
international financial regime—a regime, it 
bears mentioning, foreseen by theorists like 
Eric Williams who advocated for Caribbean 
political unity—subordinate governments 
are at the mercy of powerful institutions like 
the US Federal Reserve and the IMF, whose 
decisions are made without subordinate 
countries’ input and often entail detrimental 
effects on those countries. In short, 
Caribbean countries, like much of the Global 
South, are faced with substantial economic 
and political power imbalances that 
significantly constrain their policy choices—a 
set of relations that could be called 
neocolonial.31

Changing Caribbean climates in economic 
headwinds

The mostly low-lying island states of the 
Caribbean are experiencing extreme climate 
variability, a situation that is only expected to 
worsen. While projections of future climate 
change impacts in the Caribbean vary widely 
depending on both the locale and the 
underlying assumptions of the model used, 
many models suggest that the region’s mean 
temperature may increase by over 3 degrees 
Celsius, with some islands experiencing a 1 
m–2 m sea level rise by 2100—an especially 
concerning prediction given that more than 
half of the region’s population lives within 
1.5 km of the coastline.32
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C o l o n i s t s ’ … e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
extractivism, plunder, and social 
subjugation of our people is directly 
linked to the challenges we face as a 
society in responding to our social crisis, 
or our environmental crisis because of 
how they shaped our landscape: 
socially, environmentally, physically.” 
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis
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In an almost ironic twist, droughts are 
expected to become more routine in 
Caribbean territories. Some models show 
mean annual rainfall increasing around 2050, 
but most projections have the region’s 
annual rainfall decreasing by as much as 
17% by 2100. (One scenario predicts that 
60% of the Caribbean’s population will have 
inadequate access to water resources by the 
mid-to-late 21st century, a situation caused 
not just by changes in precipitation but also 
the encroachment of sea water on coastal 
aquifers.33) While it is expected that the 
frequency of hurricanes will remain the same 
or decline slightly, the hurricanes that do 
form and travel through the region are 80% 
more likely to be Category 4 or 5 storms by 
2100, with higher winds and 30% more 
rainfall near the eye of the storm.34 

The Caribbean’s vulnerability to the 
climate crisis is not mere happenstance; 
rather, that vulnerability is the legacy of 
colonization, imperialism, slavery, and 
plantation agriculture. It is quite easy to 
see how these systems exposed the region 
to the dangers of rising temperatures. 
Extractive industries, such as sugar cane 
agriculture, were predicated on the 
destruction of forests and wetlands and the 
burning of climate-warming coal in factories 
and ships.

Meanwhile, on islands of volcanic origin 
whose mountainous interiors provided little 
in the way of arable land for sugarcane such 
as St. Kitts, coastlines and coastal regions 
were given over wholly to sugarcane 
cultivation, with the result that the most 
highly developed and densely populated 
areas of these islands are also the areas 
most vulnerable to intense storms and sea 
level rise. (Even on non-volcanic islands or 
islands without major sugarcane industries, 
coastal settlements were common for ease 
of access to harbors.)35

Although many Caribbean economies have 
shifted from agricultural industries—even as 
dependence on food imports have grown, 
increasing vulnerability to rising prices on 
international markets and thus more 
debt—the region’s status as the most 
tourism-dependent region in the world36 
further necessitates the concentration of 
development assets on the coast.37 Aside 
from Guyana, Suriname, and Trinidad, most 
CARICOM economies are highly dependent 
on tourism. Tourist arrivals across the region 
increased by 65% between 1995 and 2019, 
with Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, and St. 
Kitts and Nevis welcoming double, almost 
five times, and over five times the number of 
international tourists over the same period, 
respectively.38 In 2019, 7 CARICOM
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countries depended on tourism for more 
than 40% of their GDP, with St. Kitts and 
Nevis leading the way at 62.6%.39

Tourism is clearly vulnerable to external 
shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
caused the number of tourist visits for most 
Caribbean countries to decline by 65%–75% 
from 2019 to 2020.40  However, more prosaic 
crises like recessions in the United States 
and Europe can also cause outsized 
economic harm for a region dependent on 
visitors for economic activity, in particular US 
dollars and Euros to pay for foreign-currency 
denominated debt.

The repercussions of the climate crisis are 
already wreaking havoc on the Caribbean’s 
tourism economy. According to a study 
analyzing the 2017 hurricane season, that 
year’s storms were estimated to have caused 
a $741 million drop in tourism expenditures 
that year alone—and a further $3 billion in 
losses over the subsequent 4 years.41  Seven 
CARICOM countries depend on tourism for 
more than 40% of their 2019 GDP, the most 
dependent economy being St Kitts and Nevis 
at 62.6%.42 A 1 meter rise in sea level 
becomes even more concerning in this 
context: Almost half of the hotels in the 
region would be unusable without any 
adaptation measures, and almost all of the 
region’s shipping ports and cruise ship 
harbors would be under water.43
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Even without the threat of climate change, 
tourism is no panacea for cash-strapped 
Caribbean nations and territories. Most of 
the hotels and other large tourism 
infrastructure are owned by transnational 
conglomerates. Many hotels are all-inclusive 
resorts that contribute little to smaller, local 
businesses. In fact, it is estimated that 
anywhere from 37% to 90% of tourist 
dollars spent in the Caribbean are captured 
by foreign investors and countries.44

Tourism also consumes a significant chunk of 
the region’s natural resources. Including golf 
course maintenance, tourism consumes 
about 40%, 14%, and 6% of St Lucia’s, 
Barbados’s, and Jamaica’s national 
freshwater supplies respectively.45

Although [tourism is] our main GDP 
contributor—it is also the most 
vulnerable industry for our islands 
because, with 4 to 5 months, the 
industry closes…the seasonality of the 
income, and then everything that the 
industry depends on, is now vulnerable 
to a major hurricane, a flood event.   
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis
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Doubling down on these economically and 
environmentally unsustainable industries is 
not a pathway to self-determination, 
particularly as climate impacts grow more 
severe. 
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The global financial architecture imposes 
fiscal drain on the Caribbean, through 
onerous debt service and enabling 
wide-scale tax abuse. Due to these two 
phenomena, Caribbean governments spend 
large chunks of their resources repaying 
external debt, and the total fiscal capacity 
available to them in the first place is 
depleted, as multinational corporations shift 
profits abroad, dodging domestic taxation. In 
this section we explain how unjust debt 
conditions, and systemic tax abuse constrain 
the region’s fiscal capacity to address the 
climate crisis – quantifying the fiscal drain, 
and contextualizing it against other urgent 
public spending priorities. 

Debt

In many policy and activist spaces, debt is 
coded as a bad thing, and with good reason: 
Many of the countries in the Global South, 
including most of the Caribbean, have been 
beset by periodic debt crises that upend

budgets and wreck economies. For example, 
the so-called Third World Debt Crisis that 
ran from roughly 1981 through the end the 
1990s in some regions was inaugurated by 
Mexico’s 1981 default on its external debts 
jumpstarted two decades of halting (if not 
negative) development, losses of 
sovereignty due to IMF/World Bank 
structural adjustment programs (SAPs), the 
imposition of austerity coupled with lower 
trade barriers, and the weakening of 
environmental and social protections to 
promote foreign investment in extractive 
sectors. 

Indeed, debt is a serious problem for 
countries’ development goals in general and 
their climate goals in particular. But, in the 
final analysis, it is not debt that’s the 
problem; rather, it’s the conditions 
imposed on that debt. 

Debt in the Caribbean, for example, often 
comes with very high interest rates (typically 
at least double what the United States pays 
to borrow) that siphons essential financial 
resources that could be used for critical 
priorities like education, infrastructure, and 
health care. Further, many investors see high 
sovereign debt as a drag on growth and a 
sign of instability, a situation that results in 
declining inflows and even greater economic 
distress. 

The volume of money needed to pay for just 
transitions in a warming world is huge, and 
many of the most pressing climate-safe 
investments—things like seawalls, 
mangrove restoration, and making schools 
climate-safe—are “pure” public goods not 
easily subject to cost-benefit analysis. Thus 
a reparative approach to fiscal justice in 
the Caribbean must emphasize the social
dimension of international finance rather
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Debt, Tax, and 
the Fiscal Drain

Servicing debt, developing countries, 
or feeding people? 
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis



 than prospective returns on investment. 

This is, of course, not to say that investments 
in Caribbean countries will not produce 
returns. Far from it: Under reasonable terms, 
borrowing can enable substantial 
investment in projects like infrastructure 
development and increasing government 
capacity that will boost economic activity 
over the long term.
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We can access finance from other 
funding agencies or multilateral banks, 
but at the end of the day, we need to 
make sure that we can sustain those 
investments. 
– Leroy Martinez, Economist and GCF 
Focal Point, Ministry of Economic 
Development of Belize 

46 Thomson Fontaine, “Caribbean Country Experiences with IMF Stabilization Programs within the Context of Globalization,” IMF Working 
Paper, 2003, https://www.thedominican.net/articles/stabilization.pdf.

perpetuate dependence on further 
borrowing.

Financial Crises, Disasters, and the 
Caribbean’s Debt Doom Loop

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, many 
Caribbean countries turned to the IMF and 
World Bank for help. As a condition of 
lending, these IFIs and MDBs pushed 
structural adjustment programs (SAPs) on 
borrowing governments, starting with 
Jamaica and Guyana, then moving on to 
Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, Dominica, 
Grenada, and Belize.46  The SAPs included 
the elimination or reduction of import and 
foreign exchange restrictions, the reduction 
of civil service salaries, and the devaluation 
of currencies. These policies lowered the 
social welfare of the working poor and 
middle class of the  Caribbean, reduced the 
ability of their governments to respond to 
emergent problems, and exposed the small, 
open economies of  the region to an  
unpredictable global market that they were 
often unable to compete in successfully.47

However, the ability to capitalize on 
climate-safe and environment-saving 
investments is severely hampered by the 
climate crisis itself. Under the current 
international finance regime, debtor states 
are forced to borrow after climate disasters, 
which explodes their debt burden, drives 
their credit rating down, and compels them 
to borrow for other social needs on even 
worse terms than previously. With each new 
climate disaster, the cycle repeats.

Although, as lenders often argue, debt 
cancellation may lead to opportunistic 
behavior, moral hazards, and the avoidance 
of market discipline by borrowing countries, 
it also holds the potential to break the 
destructive cycles and incentives that 

“We have to be very careful when we 
say, using debt servicing money for 
climate action, that the onus isn’t then 
placed on Caribbean countries or 
countries that haven't caused the 
climate crisis to then use this money 
for [Caribbean climate adaptation]” 
– Dr. Adelle Thomas, Vice Chair of 
Working Group II for the IPCC Seventh 
Assessment Cycle and Senior Fellow at 
the University of the Bahamas



The neoliberal agenda of the SAPs was 
further bolstered by a wave of anti-socialist 
and anti-communist sentiments in the 
region, and many leaders who were 
proponents of robust social welfare 
programs, such as Jamaica’s Michael Manley, 
lost elections to opponents who were 
significantly more conservative.48

The 2008–2009 global financial crisis 
deeply impacted the Caribbean: 
Remittances, exports, and tourism receipts 
decreased well into 2011, and the 
Anglophone Caribbean’s recovery lagged 
behind the Spanish-speaking Caribbean and 
Latin America.49 
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As of October 2023, nearly 80 low and 
middle income countries were either in, or on 
the brink of, “debt distress”—a situation in 
which a disorderly default on debts is likely 
and the conditions of servicing debt put 
serious strain on society at large.50  
Furthermore, the UN Development Program 
finds that 28 of the 50 most 
climate-vulnerable countries are at high risk 
of debt crises, including several in the 
Caribbean and many of the Pacific Small 
Island Developing states.51 Countries across 
the Caribbean Basin face particularly 
challenging circumstances when it comes to 
the debt and climate  crisis nexus. 
Settlement and infrastructure patterns that 

After Hurricane Dorian, it was really 
hard not to see the connections 
between climate and gender, but also 
the way that economic factors play a 
role not just on the micro level, and in 
people’s ability to recover, but also 
on the macro level, of … what the 
government is able to do to assist 
people, particularly those who are in 
difficult economic situations. 
–  Alicia Wallace, Director of Equality 
Bahamas

However, as 
significant as the 
effects of the global 
financial crisis on the 
region were, they pale 
in comparison to the 
impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. With the near 
complete disappearance of tourism revenue, 
existing inequalities and other problems in 
the region were compounded, thereby 
increasing public spending needs and 
draining public coffers. To add insult to injury, 
rapidly escalating interest rates and a 
strengthening US dollar have made servicing 
debt in US dollars dramatically more 
expensive for Caribbean countries, 

deepening what is already a desperate 
financial crunch.



 were geared toward primary commodity 
exports, like sugarcane and other 
agricultural products, are vulnerable to 
storms; Caribbean economies tend to be 
relatively undiversified; and the industries 
that are critical to the region’s 
economies—tourism, fishing, and, for the 
smallest nations, agriculture—are highly 
exposed to international economic shifts, 
creating obstacles to sustainable increases in 
productivity. Furthermore, import 
dependency for consumer and industrial 
goods, energy, and food renders countries 
vulnerable to price shocks that can eat up 
national budgets and push governments to 
more borrowing.

This confluence of factors has led to erratic 
growth patterns that, for many Caribbean 
countries, sum to little sustained economic 
expansion and even, in some cases, declining 
standards of living.52 There are some 
exceptions—countries such as Guyana and 
Trinidad and Tobago, for example, have been 
able to exploit newly available oil 
reserves—but this is not the case for most 
Caribbean nations. 

Remarkably, even with the poor record of 
growth across the region, many Caribbean 
countries are classified by the World Bank 
and IMF as middle, upper-middle, or even 
high income countries—a designation that 
Caribbean leaders reject on the grounds that
many nations in the region have massive 
income inequality and high unemployment, 
situations that render per-capita income  
averages misleading at best.53 The middle 
and high income classification means
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ineligibility for the lower-cost loans 
available to poorer countries and, in some 
cases, exclusion from regional climate 
projects. Thus, despite the region’s unique 
vulnerabilities to intertwined climate and 
economic shocks—shocks that create 
urgent spending needs just to get back to 
baseline—it is forced to borrow on 
rebarbative terms even from official 
lenders like the IMF and World Bank.

In a final irony, credit rating agencies have 
begun to incorporate climate vulnerability 
into their calculations, resulting in higher 
borrowing costs for frontline countries in the 
Caribbean and elsewhere. For Caribbean 
countries seeking financing for climate 
action—or even for longer-term 
development goals like economic 
diversification and public sector 
capacity—there is simply nowhere to turn.

One need look no further than Dominica to 
see double bind into which many Caribbean

The main barriers in the Caribbean 
context are financial and governance 
constraints. Financial, in that there’s just 
not enough money for adaptation; but 
also governance, in that there’s just not 
enough capacity to even comprehend 
the extent of adaptation that is 
needed.          
–  Dr. Adelle Thomas, Vice Chair of 
Working Group II for the IPCC Seventh 
Assessment Cycle and Senior Fellow at 
the University of the Bahamas



nations have been forced. A nation of 74,000 
in the southeastern Caribbean, Dominica has 
long been plagued by debt distress: From 
2010 to 2019, its central government debt 
surged by 48%, rising from $279.68 million 
to $413.51 million.54 During this period, 
domestic debt soared by 129%, from $90.54 
million to $207.42 million, while external 
debt experienced a modest increase of 9%, 
from $189.14 million to $206.09 million. 
Major climate events such as Tropical Storm 
Erika in 2015 and Hurricane Maria in 2017 
significantly exacerbated these financial 
challenges. When Hurricane Maria made a 
direct hit on the island, it displaced between 
50% and 80% of the population and caused 
$1.3 billion in economic losses—almost 2.5 
times Dominica’s total annual economic 
output.55

The fiscal deficit widened notably following 
these disasters. For example, central 
government debt climbed from $345.58 
million in 2015 to $352.24 million in 2018, 
reaching $413.51 million in 2019, which 
coincided with the aftermath of Hurricane 
Maria and ongoing recovery efforts. Interest 
payments also rose substantially— from 
$7.77 million in 2010 to $11.94 million in 
2018 to $12.85 million by 
2019—highlighting the growing burden of 
debt service. Additionally, capital 
expenditure surged during years of 
catastrophic events due to the urgent need 
for reconstruction. Following Hurricane 
Maria in 2017, for example, average capital
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expenditures increased by 116%.56 
Dominica’s debt grew from a manageable 
69% of GDP in 2015 to 113% in 2020 as the 
costs of rebuilding were compounded by 
pandemic spending needs and lost tourism 
revenue.57 

In terms of the vicious cycle of disaster and 
debt, however, Dominica is not unique. As a 
result of the toxic confluence of climate 
impacts, macroeconomic instability, and the 
pandemic, between 2019 and 2021, 
government debt in Barbados rose from 
125% to 138% of GDP, in the Bahamas from 
60% to 103%, and in St. Lucia from 61% to 
96%.58 Those numbers have fallen 
somewhat in the last year as fiscal pressures 
have eased, but debt still represents a major 
drag on public finance.

Look at what's happening in Caribbean 
economies and how much of our own 
budgeting processes are directly linked 
to addressing and servicing debt that's 
directly linked to climate activities, 
climate disasters—we're in this cycle, 
this negative loop … of making 
decisions between putting more 
money in your social services and 
your social programs, putting more 
money into education and 
development, or putting more money 
into infrastructural development, or 
putting more money into debt. 
 – Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
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59 Ivana Vasic-Lalovic, Lara Merling, and Aileen Wu, “The Growing Debt Burdens of Global South Countries: Standing in the Way of 
Climate and Development Goals.” 

Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis

But it is not just the debt itself that is 
preventing Caribbean countries from 
realizing their social and climate goals; it’s 
the structure of that debt. Unlike other 
middle income countries, whose external 
debt is largely held by commercial banks and 
bond holders, Caribbean countries owe the 
lion’s share of their debt to official creditors. 
(Of course, Caribbean countries—with IFI 
encouragement—have also incurred debt 
from private lenders through accelerated 
market-rate sovereign borrowing.59)

Figure 1 demonstrates the structure of debt 
(domestic and external) and the composition 
of external debt by creditors for various 
Caribbean states in 2022. On average, 
external debt amounts to about 50% of the 
total debt incurred; for 7 countries, external 
debt constitutes the majority of public debt. 
In 10 out of the 14 countries, multilateral and 
bilateral creditors hold the majority of the 
external debt. Out of the $31.2 billion we 
estimate in external debt, 53%, or $16.5 
billion, is held by multilateral and bilateral 
creditors. Suffice it to say, a substantial 
proportion of Caribbean countries’ debt 
could be wiped out by multilateral debt 
cancellation, immediately creating fiscal 
space to invest in critical environmental and 
social priorities.
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Figure 1: (a) Debt structure and (b) external debt composition by creditor type, 2022

a

b
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Every time there’s a disaster and we 
need money to provide relief and to 
rebuild infrastructure and things like 
that and that money comes in the form 
of loans and these loans are coming 
from, you know, so-called Global North 
countries that have contributed more to 
climate change and have put us in this 
situation and export their crap to us and 
don’t take back their garbage…they are 
lending money and then we're paying 
them to lend us money to solve a 
problem that they caused. 
– Alicia Wallace, Director of Equality 
Bahamas

With the appearance of the COVID-19 
pandemic, multilateral lenders did indeed 
react, suspending debt payments and 
authorizing the emergency relief of funds. 
However, though these actions offered 
temporary relief from growing fiscal 
pressures, they did not alleviate them 
sustainably. For example, the G20’s flagship 
debt relief program, the Debt Service 
Suspension Initiative (DSSI), was only 
available to 73 countries, of whom 40  took 
part, including four (Dominica, Grenada, St. 
Lucia, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines) in 
the Caribbean. China, the largest bilateral 
lender, suspended or canceled the most debt 
of any DSSI creditor participant, while the 
World Bank (whose stated mission, it bears 
mentioning, is poverty alleviation) did not 
participate at all, continuing to mandate debt 
service throughout the acute phase of the 
COVID emergency and sending millions of 
people around the world into absolute 
poverty. Furthermore, the G20 and Paris 
Club of Global North creditor countries were 
unsuccessful in convincing private creditors 
to take part in the DSSI, resulting in critical

resources continuing to flow from South to 
North unabated. English banks alone 
collected $3 billion in debt service from 
countries eligible for the DSSI in 2021. 

Follow-up programs to the DSSI, especially 
the G20’s “Common Framework,” though 
well intentioned, have failed to make a 
widespread impact. The ongoing debt crisis 
continues to be treated on an ad-hoc, 
nation-by-nation basis that does little to 
shift the structural causes of indebtedness.

Tax 

The international tax system is another 
route by which sorely needed funds are 
unjustly siphoned from the Caribbean. Over 
the past 30 years, the advent of digital 
commerce has had a seismic  impact on the 
global economy. Commensurate with the 
easing of capital flows has been the rise in 
tax abuse, with companies and  individuals 
shifting profits away from the country where 
the initial economic activity occurred and 
reporting them in low- or  no-tax

So yes, we’re all happy that the World 
Bank has made that commitment to 
pausing debt payments when you’re 
dealing and responding to a global 
climate crisis. But who else needs to 
come on board? Who else needs to 
confirm that these are the changes in 
their loan arrangements so that life 
could be easier. 
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis
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Global South loses $47 billion USD to tax 
abuse.63 If international institutions closed 
the loopholes that allow for corporations to 
dodge taxes, Global South nations would 
regain some fiscal capacity to deal with the 
climate crisis, and rich nations would have 
additional revenues they could commit to 
reparative Global South climate action.

To date, however, attempts to mitigate tax 
abuse have been inadequate. The effort to 
create lasting mechanisms for tax 
governance across borders only began in 
2012, when the G20 charged the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), a club of primarily rich 
countries, with formulating and 
implementing tax reform worldwide. In 
response, the OECD created the Inclusive 
Framework on Base Erosion and Profit 
Shifting (BEPS). The first phase of the 
project, launched in 2015, proposed 15 
different actions to increase transparency 
and tax collection worldwide. The 15 
provisions articulated broad principles of 
good tax governance but did little to move 
towards tangible policy change.64 To address 
these deficiencies, the OECD introduced the 
second phase of the project in 2021, which 
included “pillars” that reallocated taxing 
rights and introduced a global anti-base 
erosion mechanism.65

So far, 130 countries have signed onto the

60 Tax Justice Network, “What Is Profit Shifting?” accessed September 18, 2024, https://taxjustice.net/faq/what-is-profit-shifting/.
61 Dhammika Dharmapala and James R. Hines, “Which Countries Become Tax Havens?” Journal of Public Economics 93, no. 9 (October 
2009): 1058–68, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2009.07.005.
62 Gabriel Zucman, The Hidden Wealth of Nations: The Scourge of Tax Havens (University of Chicago Press, 2015).
63 Thomas Tørsløv, Ludvig Wier, and Gabriel Zucman, “The Missing Profits of Nations,” missingprofits.world, accessed September 18, 
2024, https://missingprofits.world/; Rob Merrick, “The Global South Loses $47B a Year to Tax Abuse. That May Soon Change.” Devex, May 
10, 2024, https://www.devex.com/news/the-global-south-loses-47b-a-year-to-tax-abuse-that-may-soon-change-107583. 
64 OECD, “BEPS Actions,” accessed September 18, 2024, https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/beps-actions/. 
65 OECD/G20 Base Erosion and Profit Shifting Project, “State on a Two-Pillar Solution to Address the Tax Challenges Arising from the 
Digitalisation of the Economy,” October 8, 2021, 
https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/brochure-two-pillar-solution-to-address-the-tax-challenges-arising-from-the-digitalisation-of-the-eco
nomy-october-2021.pdf.   
66 OECD, “130 Countries and Jurisdictions Join Bold New Framework for International Tax Reform," Press release, July 1, 2021, 
https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/130-countries-and-jurisdictions-join-bold-new-framework-for-international-tax-reform.html. 

jurisdictions with lax regulation. The use of 
tax havens erodes the tax base globally: 
Approximately $1.38 trillion flows into tax 
havens each year, to the tune of $245 billion 
in lost taxes for the countries where the 
profits were actually realized.60

Caribbean countries have a dramatically 
different relation to tax abuse, largely 
because many are tax havens themselves. 
(By some classifications, a third of the 
world’s tax-haven countries are located in 
the Caribbean.61) Presumably these 
Caribbean governments have decided to 
participate in this “race to be the bottom” 
because they view low non-resident tax 
rates as beneficial for their economies, as 
they attract investment, tourism, and some 
level of travel.62  However, a system of 
adequate taxation of multinationals and 
wealthy individuals globally that feeds 
revenues back to the region could deliver 
significantly more meaningful finance 
directly for the governments to use. 

One key outcome of a just, global system of 
tax governance would be the 
disincentivization of acting as a tax haven in 
the first place. Communities everywhere 
lose out to tax abuse, while corporations 
gain. For example, the United States and 
United Kingdom lose 16% and 32% 
respectively of their annual corporate tax 
revenues to tax havens; and each year, the 
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BEPS inclusive framework;66 however, the 
OECD is far from the ideal body to reform 
tax governance. For one, the OECD has no 
legal standing to enforce the BEPS. For 
another, it is not an inclusive forum. 
Membership is limited to 38 countries—most 
of which are Western and all of which are 
high-income—that hold all the 
decision-making power in terms of the 
international tax policy agenda.67 These 
countries, the bulk of whose revenues come 
from multinational corporations, have a lot to 
gain from reform but few incentives to carry 
it out in a way that is redistributive and 
reparative. 

The BEPS agenda has also been criticized at 
the policy level. For one, it comprises a highly 
complex rules system that is hard to apply at 
a country level, especially in developing 
countries that lack large tax authorities and 
the resources to put rules in place. For 
another, it is relatively limited in scope, 
focusing only on the very largest 
corporations and entirely neglecting the 
huge amount of individual wealth that is tied 
up in tax havens. In order for governments to 
recover revenues lost to tax abuse—and for 
these revenues to then be committed to 
Global South climate action—tax 
governance must move away from the OECD 
urgently and scale up ambition drastically. 

In the final analysis, only a comprehensive, 
global overhaul of the international tax rules, 
one which ensures that corporations are 
taxed ambitiously and geographically evenly,

approaches the bar of reparative fiscal 
justice.

Quantifying the fiscal drain from the 
Caribbean 

Figure 2 illustrates the external debt service 
and taxes lost (fiscal drain) for each country 
and the region as a whole and compares 
them with the projected annual cost of 
climate action.68 Across the 13 Anglophone 
countries we examined, the Caribbean lost 
$3.2 billion due to the dual fiscal drains of 
debt service (2021 data) and tax abuse 
(2018 data). Every dollar flowing out of 
the Caribbean through these mechanisms 
is a dollar not spent on building 
low-carbon power systems, making 
homes and schools more resilient to 
gathering storms, restoring ecosystems 
damaged by plantation agriculture, 
developing health care systems that can 
deal with the growing risk of pandemics 
and heat-related illness, educating 
children to grow countries’ capacity to 
mitigate and adapt to climate change, and 
building government capacity to respond 
to the myriad pressures facing the region. 

Our analysis shows that the total fiscal 
drain is higher than the projected cost of 
climate action across the same countries 
by nearly half a billion dollars. Although 
these projected costs, laid out in country 
Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDCs), are almost certainly underestimates, 
restoring this lost fiscal capacity would go a



69 See Appendix 1 for details on how these figures were calculated. 

long way toward beginning to make 
transformative investments, especially when 
this lost fiscal space is paired with 
substantial, non-debt-bearing climate 
finance that the largest historical polluters, 
most of whom are among the richest 
countries in the world, must begin to 
distribute to vulnerable countries across the 
Global South. 

Table 1 summarizes key facts about the 
region’s fiscal drain and its relationship to 
various economic and environmental 
indicators. In our sample of 13 sovereign 
CARICOM member states, the total fiscal 
drain from external debt service and tax 
avoidance averaged to 4.2% of GDP, an 
amount almost four times the average 
annual economic loss from tropical storms 
across these countries. 

The fiscal drain is even more troubling if we 
situate those losses next to average 
government spending. The fiscal drain from 
debt service and tax abuse amounts to 
16.2% of the total spent by Caribbean states 
across the region in 2021, a figure that is 
roughly representative of typical outflows 
over the last decade. Across the region in 
2021, government spending totaled less 
than 34% of gross domestic product—about 
10% less than the United States and 20% 
less than the European Union average. Total 
fiscal outflows from debt service and tax 
avoidance capture almost a fifth (17.3%) of 
regional public budgets on average.69
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Figure 2: Fiscal drain in the Caribbean compared to project costs of climate action



Projecting the costs of climate action is 
notoriously challenging.70 We used costs 
from the most recently available 
NDCs—statements of intent on climate 
action that every signatory to the Paris 
Accords must submit periodically.71 Across 
the region, we find that combined adaptation 
and mitigation costs are about 4.3% of GDP, 
with 3% in mitigation and the remainder in 
adaptation. There is fairly large variation in 
the figures, ranging from 1.55% of GDP for 
climate action in Dominica—which is almost 
certainly a gross underestimate, given 
Dominica’s recent history with devastating 
hurricanes—to over 8% in St. Kitts and 
Nevis, Suriname, and Belize.  
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The final column of Table 1 presents the 
costs of fiscal drain combined with average 
annual losses from non-earthquake disasters 
(as they are not subject to intensification 
from climate change)—a conservative 
estimate of the total costs of financial 
subordination and the climate crisis. 
Effectively, 8.6% of the region’s GDP is lost 
to the dual economic and environmental 
crisis, with individual countries losing an 
average of 12%—as high as 22.1% in the 
Bahamas, 21.8% in Antigua and Barbuda, 
and 14.6% in Dominica—of their GDP. 
However, these numbers are all backward 
looking and so likely underestimate the 
future costs of the debt needed to finance 
climate action and the costs of tropical 
storms and other climate crisis–fueled 
disasters that will only increase in severity.

The top-line takeaway from our analysis is 
that fiscal extraction through debt service 
and tax avoidance is 117% of the projected 
cost of achieving the plans described in these 
country’s NDCs (although those plans are 
likely low-ball estimates just to maintain 
business as usual). Thus restoring lost 
fiscal capacity must be seen as a down 
payment on, rather than the culmination 
of, reparative reforms. However, the fiscal

space freed through debt and tax justice 
would enable countries to double their 
ambition, especially when combined with 
robust loss-and-damage finance that can 
compensate when climate-fueled disasters 
strike.  Scaling up reparative climate finance 
that does not reproduce the same punitive, 
extractive relations of debt would be a huge 
step toward creating fiscal conditions that 
would be “worldmaking”—conditions that 
are urgently required as climatic conditions 
continue to deteriorate.

Of course, each country could divert its new 
fiscal capacity to its own priorities. Marjahn 
Finlayson, a climate researcher at the Island 
School who studies tropical cyclones, said 
that with more climate funding for her home 
country of the Bahamas, she would prioritize 
strengthening climate data collection. 
According to Finlayson, improving 
transparency and granularity in how data 
isreported would enable better 
collaboration, disaster response, weather 
prediction, and climate communications. 
Finlayson highlighted how advanced the 
United Kingdom’s Met Office is in 
environmental-data measuring and 
publishing (a luxury due in no small part to 
the fiscal capacity that the United Kingdom

Table 1: Fiscal drain in the Caribbean compared with key indicators

Regional
Average

Weighted
Average

$246.6 13.6% 3.6% 116.5% 4.4% 8.6%

16.2% 4.2% 179.1% 7.1% 12.0%$241.5

Fiscal Drain
($ mm)

Fiscal drain
as % of total
government

spending

Projected
climate

action costs
as % of GDP

Fiscal drain
a  as % of
projected

climate action
costs

Annual losses
from disasters

as % of
GDP (excl.

earthquakes)

Annual losses
from disasters
and fiscal drain
as a % of GDP

72

72 Weights are calculated based on GDP per capita for 2021.
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extracted from its erstwhile colonies), 
pointing to how fiscal justice could expand 
state ability to measure and publish data 
across the Caribbean to aid in addressing the 
climate crisis. 

Governments’ lack of robust data on 
everything from debt service and profits 
shifted to climate and granular storm 
prediction leads to a lack of understanding of 
the true scale of fiscal extraction and the 
climate threat. This lacuna impedes states’ 
ability to break out of self-reinforcing, toxic 
patterns of intensified fiscal extraction. In our 
calculations of the fiscal drain, we came up 
against many data insufficiencies. External 
debt service statistics, for example, are not 
regularly published for many Caribbean 
countries, and our tax data came from the 
Tax Justice Network—who itself relies on 
OECD estimates—rather than the states 
themselves.73

73  Tax Justice Network, “The State of Tax Justice 2023,” July 2023,  https://taxjustice.net/reports/the-state-of-tax-justice-2023/.
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  emissions totals dictated by the principle of 
“Common but Differentiated 
Responsibilities”; NAPs, meanwhile, detail 
nations’ specific plans for assessing and 
addressing the impacts of climate change. In 
the Caribbean, these plans typically include 
strategies to protect coastal areas, enhance 
water resource management, and promote 
climate-resilient agriculture. NAPs also 
prioritize building climate resilience in critical 
sectors such as tourism and infrastructure.

As a regional organization with subsidiary 
and associated institutions such as the 
Caribbean Community Climate Change 
Center and the Caribbean Disaster 
Emergency Management Agency, CARICOM 
plays a crucial role in coordinating climate 
action among its member states. CARICOM 
nations often align in the United Nations 
blocs, particularly the Alliance of Small 
Island States (AOSIS), which advocates for 
the interests of small island developing 
states (SIDS) in international climate 
negotiations. AOSIS seeks to secure funding, 
technology transfer, and support for SIDS’ 
climate mitigation and adaptation efforts on 
the global stage. 

Climate change planning exercises, like 
those embodied by Caribbean nations’ NDCs 
and NAPs, are important. But these 
particular endeavors, for all their benefits, 
may not be appropriate to CARICOM 
countries. For example, NDCs’ and NAPs’ 
expense and technical requirements compel 
most countries  in the Global South to seek 
support from donor governments. While it is 
certainly correct for Northern countries to 
fund these plans as part of their Common 
But Differentiated Responsibilities   
according to the UNFCCC, the lack of local
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Responses to 
Climate Change in 
the Caribbean

There’s no capacity to carry on. 
– Dr. Adelle Thomas,  Vice Chair of 
Working Group II for the IPCC Seventh 
Assessment Cycle and Senior Fellow at 
the University of the Bahamas

Caribbean domestic and regional climate 
planning

Approaches to addressing the climate crisis 
in the Caribbean tend to be in the tradition of 
many global environmental planning efforts: 
technocratic, neoliberal, and ahistorical. 
Countries create NDCs and National 
Adaptation Plans (NAPs) guided by the 
United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) to detail their 
plans for—and commitments to—mitigating, 
assessing, and adapting to the impacts of the 
climate emergency. NDC commitments 
generally focus on mitigation according to 
the climate scenarios outlined in the Paris 
Agreement but vary across the region. Some 
Caribbean nations, for example, have 
focused on transitioning to renewable 
energy sources, improving energy efficiency, 
and enhancing sustainable transportation 
systems, while others have emphasized the 
protection of biodiversity, forests, and 
ecosystems to sequester carbon. 

NDCs identify the actions that will enable 
countries to stay within the allotted



expertise—wrought in part through capacity 
loss due to fiscal drain—and inconsistent 
engagement with local economic specifics 
can create significant sectoral gaps and thin 
details.

In an essay on the state of citizenship and its 
disconnect from progressive, or even radical, 
outlooks, scholar Aaron Kamigashu argues 
that in the Caribbean, “the general theme 
has been a development strategy which 
posits itself as non-ideological, as simply a 
professional and technocratic response to 
changing global and local configurations.”74 
This ahistorical, supposedly apolitical 
approach to development extends to the 
region’s treatment of environmental issues 
and results in technical, band-aid solutions 
that do not address the root causes of the 
climate crisis but rather privilege elite 
economic interests, overemphasize the 
guidance of technical experts, and ignore 
entrenched power differentials. Simply put, 
technocratic and supposedly rational 
environmental planning processes 
enacted on a surface of deep inequalities 
across race, class, and citizenship, both 
intra-regionally and globally, will not 
solve the social, environmental, and fiscal 
crises of the Caribbean.75 Many 
communities and researchers have issued 
calls to move away from exclusively 
technical approaches to the climate crisis and 
toward socio-ecological interrogations that 
account for historic and current systems of 
racism and other forms of oppression that

contribute to the uneven vulnerability of 
communities to the climate emergency.76

The multilateral fiscal response to 
existential risks in the Caribbean

As the fiscal and climate crises have 
continued to mount, the institutions of global 
economic governance have taken some 
half-measures to stave off the worst 
impacts. These responses have largely been 
piecemeal or ineffective or are only capable 
of making an impact on one side of the fiscal 
drain/climate crisis ledger while potentially 
exacerbating the problems on the other. In 
the absence of structural reforms that can 
put the Global South, and particularly SIDS 
like many in the Caribbean, onto a more 
sustainable, abundant trajectory, most of the 
mechanisms that have been deployed for 
funding climate action or disaster recovery
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There’s a disconnect, I think, as well 
with how international agencies are 
taking ownership of the problems that 
we're seeing on these islands…it's 
almost a feeling like, I want to fix 
these problems, but I’m fixing these 
problems because you created a 
problem. Where's the money? Run 
me that check, please.   
– Arica Hill, Executive Director of 
Environmental Awareness Group, 
Antigua and Barbuda the Bahamas



have had mixed results at best or are 
dangerous distractions at worst.

Overall, the deal will only reduce Belize’s 
debt service by $10 million annually over the 
following 20 years.78 The deal took a long 
time to broker, in the process also incurring 
an astonishing $85 million in transaction 
costs and profits that mostly accrue to Credit 
Suisse (now UBS) as the financial 
intermediary of the deal—hardly a reparative 
approach to climate finance. 

In sum, the Belize debt-for-nature swap 
highlights the relatively low ambition, high 
cost, and piecemeal nature of these kinds of 
deals. Moreover, the deal minimally 
disrupted the status quo, as evidenced by 
Standard & Poor’s post-refinancing upgrade 
of Belize’s unsecured foreign currency credit 
rating from Selective Default to B-, which 
only minimally changes the terms under 
which Belize can borrow. There is talk of 
arranging a Caribbean-wide debt swap deal 
to help with individual country transaction 
costs,  but given the fairly low environmental 
and economic impact of debt swaps, it is 
clear they can never be more than a stopgap 
on the road to more substantive changes.79
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One of the most 
hyped mechanisms of 
recent years is 
debt-for-nature or 
d e b t - f o r - c l i m a t e 
swaps. The idea 
behind a debt-for-

nature swap is that a sovereign country will 
have some portion of its outstanding debt 
either canceled or restructured in return for 
commitments to use the funds freed up by 
debt relief to pursue conservation aims. The 
largest swap of this kind in the Caribbean 
was a 2021 deal concluded between Belize 
and the Nature Conservancy that featured a 
topline figure of $554 million. In October 
2021, Belize’s outstanding external debt 
stood at $3 billion or 125% of its GDP; the 
swap comprised less than 20% of Belize’s 
total outstanding debt. 

In its details, the deal is even less beneficial. 
The swap diverts only $4.2 million per 
year—about 2% of Belize’s projected climate 
costs—to conservation projects (which 
themselves are not guaranteed to deliver 
meaningful environmental benefits, as they 
largely revolve around creating marine 
protected areas). Meanwhile, though the 
swap allowed Belize to avoid a damaging 
IMF bailout loan, the principal on the loan 
was not forgiven but merely reduced, with 
the length of the loan extended several 
years.77

Why aren’t we doing flexible 
financing? Why aren’t we just saying 
you need money, here’s the money, your 
community group, do that, work on it. 
Why do you still have to fill out 10 
pages of documents to access $5,000 
US? It’s ridiculous. Or how do you ask 



via cat bonds and similar instruments is an 
attempt to shift the financial risk of climate 
and other disasters to investors by allowing 
them to bet on the incidence of specific types 
of disasters. If the trigger “hits,” then the 
investor loses their money and the invested 
sum goes to the impacted region (with a 
healthy cut for the financial intermediary); if a 
disaster does not occur, the investor gets 
their principal back with an added profit. In 
either case, Northern intermediaries are 
profiting from the climate crisis, and 
vulnerable countries remain in harm’s way. In 
the final analysis, these kinds of instruments 
parallel the hazards of high debt for climate 
vulnerable countries: In both cases, the 
countries are paying a financial penalty in 
markets for a problem they had no role in 
creating.81

The insurance schemes that are sometimes 
linked to cat bonds are also quintessentially 
neoliberal solutions that ignore the historical 
record when it comes to the climate crisis 
and stack the deck against vulnerable 
countries. The Caribbean Catastrophe Risk 
Insurance Facility (CCRIF), for example, is a 
parametric insurance scheme designed for 
hurricane and earthquake damage across the 
Caribbean region.82 “Parametric” insurance 
means that payouts are not based on 
actually incurred damages—which is how 
most conventional  insurance agreements 
work—but rather on predefined triggers, like 
wind speed over 105 miles per hour or a 
minimum earthquake of magnitude 6.0. It is 
another bit of complicated financial 
engineering that has a mixed record of 
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countries to create space in their 
budgets and not give them grace 
when they have to pay debt?   
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environmentand Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis

Another approach to the debt and climate 
nexus embraced by international high 
finance and global institutions is a suite of 
financial products designed to increase 
resources for disaster recovery, including 
“cat” (for “catastrophe”) bonds and 
catastrophe insurance. These products are 
reparative in the sense that they offer money 
to rebuild when disaster strikes without 
creating huge new borrowing needs, but 
they can do little to improve the prospects of 
Caribbean countries in the long run.80 They 
also offer little in terms of avoiding the debt 
traps that are a structural feature of the 
global economy. In fact, at worst, they 
create an additional claim on government 
revenue in the form of premiums that 
drain resources and send them to the 
Global North—this, despite the fact that 
the overwhelming responsibility for the 
increasing severity of disasters lies 
squarely at the feet of Global North 
companies and countries, including some 
of the same insurers and investors who 
continue to profit from the industries 
driving the crisis.

Creating speculative markets in disasters via



across the South. In a recent working paper, 
for example, the IMF acknowledged that, 
“Public equity capital provision and 
public-private partnership investment imply 
potentially large public debt increases 
through the crystallization of contingent 
liabilities.”86 Put another way, the funding 
mechanisms created to help remedy 
compounding ecological crises largely 
driven by Northern economies are now 
being used to subsidize Northern 
investors and indebt already 
overburdened countries. 

Another troubling issue with actually 
existing climate finance, particularly finance 
emerging from the MDBs, is that this funding 
comes with sovereignty-eroding strings 
attached in the form of conditionalities. For 
example, an IMF rescue package in Barbados 
has succeeded to some degree in creating 
much needed fiscal space to make 
investments in climate action. But along with 
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actually facilitating payouts for disasters, 
but what is certain is that it relies on 
Caribbean countries paying premiums either 
out of their own pocket or via further 
borrowing.83

Finally, there are a wide array of funds and 
facilities from IFIs and the UN, like the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF), the Adaptation 
Fund, and Green Climate Fund (GCF), as well 
as bilateral environmental finance flows that 
all cleave, to varying degrees, to the logic of 
“blended finance.” The core assumption 
behind these types of instruments—and 
entire IFI strategies, for that matter—is that 
scarce public resources will never be 
sufficient to achieve critical social and 
environmental aims, thus private, 
return-seeking capital must fill the gaps.84

Blended finance is but one symptom of a 
more fundamental condition affecting IFIs 
(as one representative critique has it, former 
World Bank head Jim Yong Kim turned his 
institution from a concessional lender to 
alleviate poverty into “a creature of Wall 
Street”).85 Rather than provide direct 
funding, the World Bank and other IFIs use 
their resources primarily to facilitate and 
de-risk private capital investments. 

Although it is hard to prove a causal 
relationship, the increasing turn toward 
blended finance over the last 15 years has 
broadly mirrored increasing debt levels 

[W]e are pushing hard when it comes 
to pressuring both the Green Climate 
Fund and the Adaptation Fund, the 
Global Environmental [Facility], for 
them to provide us climate finance, in 
grants.           
– Leroy Martinez, Economist & GCF 
Focal Point, Ministry of Economic 
Development of Belize
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those funds came mandatory state and 
economic restructuring provisions that 
cleave closely to the IMF’s traditional 
enthusiasm for austerity and privatization.87 
The same process is being repeated 
across the Global South, from Jamaica to 
Ecuador to Pakistan, eroding state 
capacity at exactly the moment when the 
resources, expertise, and decision-making 
authority of government is most critical.88

Funding conditionalities give the IMF and 
Global North-based NGOs an increasing 
say—or even a veto—over what kinds of 
climate and other public policy–related 
spending governments should and should 
not prioritize. They are provisions that echo 
multilateral lenders’ worst responses to the 
Third World Debt Crisis of the 1980s and 
1990s, responses that prolonged the crisis; 
did serious damage to development, 
environmental, health, and educational 
progress across the Global South; and only 
delayed the inevitable structural reckoning 
with global debt.  
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The last thing that really makes it 
very difficult for transformative 
action is political will, and that 
political  will is totally linked to the 
lack of fiscal space.

– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis

The most high-profile alternative to the 
ineffectual measures on offer from 
multilateral financial institutions has come 
from the Caribbean, in the form of Mia 
Mottley and Avinash Persaud’s Bridgetown 
Agenda (discussed briefly in the introduction 
to this report).89 From the start, 
Bridgetown has functioned as something 
of a Rorschach test: It is either 
transformative or business as usual, 
depending on who is doing the looking. 

The proposal has undergone a series of 
revisions since it was first proposed in 
2022.In its current iteration, Bridgetown 
takes a business-as-usual-but-more 
approach: Debt assistance to low-income 
countries is scaled up, and the proposal still 
calls for more climate financing, pauses on 
debt service in the event of catastrophes, 
and governance reform at the biggest IFIs. 
However, the tenor of ongoing discussions 
around Bridgetown has been set by Persaud, 
the former Chairman of the Financial 
Services Commission of Barbados. Persaud 
has made clear that the steps being taken to 
drive climate ambition and increase funding
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do not fit into a reparative approach, nor was 
such an approach desirable. In a comment to 
Devex, a social enterprise and media 
platform, Persaud noted that he “wouldn’t 
call any of that climate reparations, and it is 
unhelpful to do so.”90

While disappointing for movements and 
governments that recognize the importance 
of a reparative approach to achieving climate 
justice, Bridgetown’s evolution is perhaps 
unsurprising given both its authors and the 
global politics surrounding it. On the one 
hand, there is Persaud’s background in high 
finance; on the other, there is Mia Mottley’s 
selection by French President Emmanuel 
Macron as co-chair of his June 2023 summit 
on “Reshaping the International Financial 
Architecture.” In our view, Macron’s 
incorporation of Mottley’s more 
transformative agenda into an orthodox 
policy summit was a purposeful move 
intended to defang more transformative 
momentum.91 This is, in fact, a tried and true 
tactic: One recalls Henry Kissinger’s 
strategic engagement with progressive 
Caribbean governments which 
defused—and ultimately dismantled—the 
demands of the New International Economic 
Order in the 1970s, setting the stage for the 
Third World Debt Crisis and two decades of 
lost progress on development.92

The current version of the Bridgetown 
Initiative indeed features increased 
availability of climate finance, but now it is
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specifically  noted that this will be in the 
form of loans, rather than grants. The 
proposal also calls for debt restructuring 
rather than cancellation and emphasizes that 
75% of new climate finance should come 
from private investment93—in short, blended 
finance. 

Supporters of Bridgetown in its current form 
make the case that it is the most serious 
proposal in circulation for transformative 
climate action, specifically because it avoids 
claims of reparations and works within the 
existing institutional and conceptual 
frameworks of the international system. 
Serious questions remain, however, about 
the efficacy of a strategy that rests on using 
public financial support to drive private 
investment, an approach with a dubious 
track record and one that raises serious 
questions about distributional impacts. For 
example, in 2022, every dollar of climate 
finance provided by development banks 
yielded just 28 cents of private sector 
investment—a clear indictment of 
blended finance’s principal selling point: 
that it parlays  public funds into private 
investment.94

The shortcomings of this approach are 
particularly clear in the case of the 
Caribbean, where debt loads are already 
high, access to credit is very expensive, 
and economies are often reliant on one or 
two key industries. This conjunction of 
circumstances signals to investors that
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projects in the Caribbean are high risk and 
should be avoided for safer investments. 
Using funds from IFIs to sway private 
investors rather than create fiscal space 
for the countries themselves seems a 
misguided and inefficient use of scarce 
resources.

Even with these limitations, however, many 
Caribbean civil society leaders with whom 
we spoke are optimistic that the momentum 
of Bridgetown could be a vehicle for more 
transformative change. Many highlighted the 
utility of uniting demands around a shared 
regional agenda, a tool that could be used for 
greater coalition building and more 
transformative demands. 

US policy for Caribbean climate action 

Although the United States is party to many 
of the decisions that major IFIs and other 
multilateral bodies make regarding both 
fiscal and climate precarity, it also takes 
bilateral action in countries and regions 
across the world, the Caribbean among 
them. In fact, the United States has long 
sought to shape the political and economic 
affairs of Caribbean countries, all too often 
cynically and for its own economic and 
geostrategic benefit.95

The United States’ most recent attempt at 
climate diplomacy vis-à-vis the Caribbean is 
the United States-Caribbean Partnership to 
Address the Climate Crisis 2030 (PACC 
2030). Announced in June 2022, PACC 2030 
begins by stating that 

Although these sentiments and goals are 
laudable, PACC 2030’s specific strategies 
are steeped in outdated and ineffective 
public–private partnership logics that run 
contrary to the reparative reforms the 
region needs.
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The Caribbean needs to carry the same 
message. Now we have the Bridgetown 
Initiative, let’s just carry that message. 
Let’s amplify the messaging in that, that 
it helps all of us. Whether you’re 
pushing for reparatory finance, 
whether you're pushing for debt 
restructuring, whether you’re 
pushing for concessional grants as 
opposed to concessional loans, let’s 
push this one agenda ’cause it saves 
us all. We don't need another hero, 
we have it: the Bridgetown Initiative. 
– Hon. Senator Dr. Joyelle Clarke, 
Minister of Sustainable Development, 
Environment and Climate Action, and 
Constituency Empowerment, St. Kitts 
and Nevis

[T]he Biden-Harris Administration 
recognizes the unique and evolving 
climate and energy challenges facing 
Caribbean nations, and we are 
committed to working together on 
solutions. This comprehensive, 
adaptive, and goal-oriented approach 
will support our Caribbean neighbors in 
addressing energy security and climate 
adaptation and resilience with the 
urgency these challenges demand.96
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Examples of this tendency abound. Under 
the heading “Facilitating Clean Energy 
Project Development and Investment,” for 
instance, one finds a slate of initiatives that 
functionally subsidize US investment in the 
Caribbean for projects loosely tethered to 
climate action.97 The mechanisms under this 
heading focus most closely on building 
Caribbean technical capacity to attract 
overseas private investment in renewable 
power systems. To be sure, decarbonizing 
energy and making energy systems 
resilient in the face of climate shocks is a 
critical component of sustainable 
development across the world, but 
pursuing that aim in an extractive way, 
one that creates additional demand from 
US firms while sending scarce Caribbean 
fiscal resources abroad, is far from a 
reparative solution to the Caribbean’s 
dual crises.

On balance, PACC 2030 is a dated, 
unambitious slate of actions that appears 
more interested in expanding markets for US 
industry and finance than meaningfully 
addressing vulnerability to climate and/or 
economic shocks across the Caribbean. The 
exact same strategy motivating PACC 2030 
could have been articulated in 2008, or 
2012, or 2018—it is, in its vision of the state 
as merely a means of subsidizing private 
investment, pure “Wall Street Consensus.”98

Unfortunately, this is the same logic that 
guides the World Bank’s “Maximizing 
Finance for Development” model (and, 
indeed, most of the climate and 
environmental finance funds like the GCF 
and the GEF) as well as the mechanism by

by which the Bridgetown Agenda aims to 
incentivize investment. All of these 
approaches are, in effect, subsidizing 
Northern capital to invest in profitable 
climate action—that is, accommodating and 
rewarding the countries most responsible for 
the crisis.

Given the lack of ambition or creativity on 
the parts of the decision makers in the Global 
North and at the important institutions of 
global economic governance, it is critical that 
economic and climate justice 
advocates—especially in the United States 
and Europe—push back against the worst 
options while building consensus around a 
truly reparative approach. 
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Reparative 
Worlds
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what the victims know and what the rest of 
the world is willing to admit.”99 Our use of 
the word reparative—as in reparations—is 
intentional. It is meant to close the gap 
between what the Caribbean knows and 
what colonial and imperialist forces will 
admit. It is also meant to signal not only 
redress for past social, economic, and 
environmental harms but also the possibility 
of making a fundamentally different kind of 
future. In short, a reparative approach 
worthy of the name must be worldmaking. 

Most of the reparative solutions that we 
offer depend on actions by bodies outside of 
the Caribbean. This does not mean that the 
region is not a fully realized partner in 
reparative processes; rather, it is reflective of 
the fact that the past wrongs need to be 
rectified and repaired by those who did the 
damage. Crucially, the global scale of the 
wrongs necessitates global solutions. The 
Caribbean is still a powerful and illustrative 
case for these changes to the global financial 
architecture. If, as Danielle Zoe Rivera 
writes, “the logics of colonialism, 
modernity, and capitalism all have their 
genesis in the Caribbean,” then the region 
must be an important site for the undoing 
of those systems and the repair of their 
harms.100

Calls for reparations began circulating in 
tandem with the independence movements 
that gathered pace during the  mid-20th 
Century. Rastafarians in Jamaica have been 
advocating for reparations and repatriation 
to Africa since 1948.101

This report—and this section in 
particular—is largely based on a series of 
interviews with policymakers, leaders of civil 
service organizations (CSOs), and activists in 
the Caribbean. Some were experts on 
environmental and climate issues, some 
were experts on reparations, some were 
experts on debt, some were all three. We 
asked questions about the current debt and 
climate crises, about the histories that led to 
these conditions, and about possibilities for 
the future. Steeped in the histories of 
devastating losses—of people, of land, of 
resources, of sovereignty—interviewees 
articulated clear policy goals and reparative 
frameworks that could be achieved if 
Caribbean governments, CSOs, and 
individuals were granted even a fraction of 
the debts owed to the region by too many 
countries in the Global North. 

So, given the international financial state of 
affairs as we have described it heretofore, 
with all its historical ignorance and 
misbegotten “solutions,” what might a more 
reparative approach look like?

Sir Hilary Beckles states, “Reparatory justice 
has always been about the gap between 
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These calls emerged from and were 
strengthened by the intertwined Caribbean 
independence movements and US Black 
power movements, which raised Pan-African 
and Black consciousness across the African 
Diaspora.102 

Those calls have been growing louder 
during the 21st century. The Caribbean 
Community itself launched a Reparations 
Commission in 2013, an effort that 
culminated in a 10-point reparations 
program designed to contend with a wide 
variety of contemporary challenges. These 
challenges can all be traced directly to the 
affronts of European colonialism and 
imperialism: From the atrocities of 
Indigenous genocide and slavery to the 
contemporary dangers of the climate and 
ecological crisis magnified by the fiscal 
looting of onerous debt and avoided 
multinational tax, the people of the 
Caribbean, and much of the Global South, 
continue to face dangers and challenges 
largely not of their own making.103

These conditions must be repaired in ways 
that make entirely different, safer, and more 
vibrant futures not just dreamable but 
doable. These kinds of futures will not 
become possible by doing business as 
usual—lending, tweaking tax systems, 
making nominal changes to undemocratic
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bodies of global governance. Instead, they 
require a dramatic shift that includes not only 
compensation for past and ongoing harms 
but also a step change in the range of 
responses available to the economic and 
environmental dangers facing the Global 
South and the world more broadly. 

A worldmaking alternative to business as 
usual must comprise finance, technical 
assistance, technology transfer, and 
macroeconomic sea change. Although 
stopgaps—like an end to the extortionate 
IMF surcharges that accompany new lending 
packages;104 the issuance of new, non-debt 
bearing IMF resources (called Special 
Drawing Rights105); and pauses on debt 
service in the event of climate change-fueled 
disasters106 
—will be necessary to address the most 
pressing problems,  more substantial 
changes will be required if Caribbean 
countries and communities are to thrive as 
the world only becomes more dangerous. As 
Adelle Thomas notes in the case of the 
Bahamas, “We need something that’s 
transformational, that deals not just with 
transformational adaptation for climate 
change, but how we approach development 
in general.” The same requirement applies 
across the region.



Debt

In the Caribbean, official 
creditors—primarily IFIs and other 
countries—hold 69% of the total public 
external debt.107 This debt must be 
canceled as a first step toward debt 
justice.108
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these relations if they are not thoroughly 
reformed. 

Although there are limited options for 
forcing private creditors to participate in debt 
cancellation led by multilateral bodies like 
the Paris Club or G20, there are promising 
avenues in two key jurisdictions—New York 
State and the City of London—under whose 
rules the majority of international debt is 
governed. (New York law alone covers 52% 
of the total private debt incurred by the 
developing world.111)

The precise mechanism currently being 
pursued in New York State runs through the 
Sovereign Debt Stability Act and would 
create two distinct pathways for easing the 
Caribbean’s privately held debt 
burden—either the courts could mandate 
that the private creditors take the same deal 
on offer by official creditors or that they 
participate in mediation proceedings similar 
to domestic bankruptcy cases.112 

As necessary as short term debt 
cancellation is, however, it should only be 
seen as a stopgap. Debt is a symptom of 
systemic problems born of the legacies of 
colonialism and flagrantly exploitative 
trade and investment relations, and thus 
debt cancellation, in and of itself, cannot 
be reparative. 

It is important to note, 
however, that the 
cancellation of debt 
from official creditors 
will leave outstanding 
a substantial portion 
of private debt.109 This

buildup of privately held debt is a pressing 
problem across much of the Majority World, 
especially middle income countries that are 
not eligible for concessional lending from IFIs 
(at least under normal circumstances). Thus, 
it is critical that official debt cancellation 
is matched by private lenders to create 
meaningful fiscal space to make pressing 
climate-safe investments. The failure to 
incorporate private debt was a major 
shortcoming of the last large-scale attempt 
to reset the debt balance in the late 
1990s.110 This mistake cannot be repeated, 
particularly as mainstream climate finance 
continues to be channeled through 
debt-bearing mechanisms that will replicate 
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On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine a 
reparative approach that does not include 
the large-scale and near-term cancellation of 
both official and private loans. As Adelle 
Thomas told us, “Restoring money from debt 
servicing, I think, would not go directly into 
implementation of adaptation projects, but I 
think it could go into increasing capacities, 
increasing the human capacities, the number 
of people, like the planning abilities.” This 
observation highlights the extent to which 
debt and tax justice must be accompanied by 
rapid increases in non-debt finance for 
climate resilience as well as in-country 
capacity, all while avoiding the risk that 
climate-related debt will balloon to 
unmanageable levels.  

There are further stopgaps available, many 
of which can be found in the Bridgetown 
Initiative. One such stopgap that seems likely 
to be broadly adopted is an automatic 
debt-service pause following a severe 
environmental disaster.113 Another requires a 
shift in how big international institutions, 
particularly the IMF, conduct a technical 
procedure called a “debt sustainability 
analysis.”114 Countries in the Global South 
have long argued that the formulas used to 
determine when a country is in or 
approaching debt distress are overly strict 
and thus result in prejudicial effects on 
access to financing. At the current juncture, 
maintaining market access is critical, so, in 
the short term, these analyses should be 
adjusted to ensure debt remains affordable 
and accessible.

However, for all the benefits these stopgaps 
may confer in the near term, they address 
just two of the myriad issues that structurally 
disadvantage the Global South in 
international finance; others include 
exorbitant interest rates on borrowing, 
incredibly slow processes for solving debt 
crises when they strike, high surcharges for 
emergency lending from the IMF, the 
inability for countries to borrow in their own 
currency, the imposition of 
sovereignty-eroding conditionalities on IFI 
lending, and, increasingly, big NGO-led 
climate finance projects like debt swaps—all 
separate and apart from the fact that the 
institutions of global economic governance 
were largely designed and instantiated 
before many countries in the South had 
achieved independence and had a say in their 
rules.

Thus, a reparative approach to fiscal justice 
requires more thoroughgoing changes to the 
international debt architecture. One key 
proposal is to more closely regulate credit 
rating agencies. Firms like Fitch and Moody’s 
play an outsized role in setting the prices 
Global South countries pay to borrow money, 
yet they are largely unaccountable for the 
economic and social harms that their credit 
ratings can entail.115 These reforms should 
be accompanied by reforms of  the World 
Bank and IMF’s formulas for assessing debt 
risk (as noted just above).116 

A second reparative proposal entails the 
greater democratization of international 
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institutions. Many of the most important 
institutions of global economic governance 
were launched before much of the Global 
South had won independence, and they 
continue to be organized on a one dollar, one 
vote system that perpetuates the 
disproportionate power of the Majority 
World. The African Union recently won a 
permanent seat at the G20, and movements 
around the world are calling for reform of the 
IMF and World Bank to operate on more 
democratic principles.117

Along with debt cancellation and more 
careful regulation of credit rating agencies, 
thoroughly reformed institutions that create 
meaningful space for the Majority World to 
shape decision-making, lending priorities, 
and operating procedures are an essential 
part of a reparative approach to debt justice. 
However, debt is only one side of the fiscal 
ledger; raising government revenues for 
climate action will be critical as well, a 
process that is underway through reform of 
the international tax system. 

Tax

The 21st century has seen the advent of a 
unified and clearly articulated tax justice 
movement. To realize the movement’s goal of 
ending tax abuse globally, the present 
international tax governance regime must be 
drastically overhauled and a suite of new 

policies—among them the automatic 
exchange of information, beneficial 
ownership registration, country-by-country 
reporting, unitary taxation, and 
better-equipped tax collectors—adopted.118

Most crucial, however, to the realization 
of global tax justice is the shift of tax 
governance from the OECD to the UN.

In recent years, Global South nations have 
made powerful steps toward this goal. At 
the 77th session of the UN General 
Assembly in November 2022, for example, 
Nigeria, on behalf of the African Union and 
with the support of Norway, put forward 
Resolution 244 for the “promotion of 
inclusive and effective international tax 
cooperation.”119 Among other priorities, the 
resolution emphasized mobilizing tax reform 
to provide “assistance to developing 
countries, especially the least developed, as 
needed,” stressing that any reform should 
“take into account the different needs and 
capacities of all countries, in particular 
countries in special situations.”120 The 
resolution, which echoed many of the 
demands of the tax justice movement, 
passed a month later.121

In August 2023, seemingly in response to 
the concerns articulated in Resolution 244, 
the Secretary-General of the United Nations
published a report laying out three possible 
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routes to greater international cooperation 
on tax. Two of the routes are legally binding: 
the multilateral convention on tax, which is 
“regulatory” and advances “specific rules 
creating obligations,” and the framework 
convention on international tax cooperation, 
which is “constitutive” and establishes the 
“core tenets of future international tax 
cooperation.” The third route—the 
framework for international tax 
cooperation—constitutes a non-binding 
international agenda focused on promoting 
new norms.122

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many developed, 
OECD-member states, unenthusiastic about 
the possibility of UN tax governance, initially 
pushed back on the need for a convention. 
These countries eventually came to the table 
in Spring 2024—only to argue that the 
convention should not be legally binding and 
that decision-making should be by 
consensus rather than simple majority 
voting, a system that would enable a 
minority of countries to stall or block 
progress.123 The final round of negotiations 
will take place in late Summer 2024, with the 
aim of producing a draft terms of reference 
for the convention.124

We believe a UN Tax Convention could 
amount to a vehicle for Global South climate 
finance, as long as it

• Is legally binding on ratifying countries;
• Promotes country adoption of tax justice 
policies and embeds a specific commitment 

 to reparative climate finance for Global 
South countries; and finally, 
• Creates a tax governance body—housed at 
the UN—to regulate tax, so that there is a 
clear, permanent arena for tax policy 
creation, implementation, and dispute 
resolution. 

This reparative approach could be pursued 
by closely aligning the convention with 
existing UN climate funds like the Loss and 
Damage Fund (imperfect as it is), which 
would facilitate the disbursement of 
additional revenues to countries most in 
need. The convention could raise further 
funds for climate action by implementing 
diverse, redistributive tax instruments such 
as a Tobin tax on international currency 
market transactions or an emissions levy on 
first-class international flights. It could also 
help implement a global minimum wealth 
tax on high-net-worth individuals—as 
proposed by Gabriel Zucman—by 
encouraging signatories to implement 
domestic policies that target extreme 
wealth.125 These mechanisms would raise 
revenues for climate action by taxing the 
super-rich and activities with adverse 
climate and economic impacts. 

Questions remain, however, about the 
feasibility and timelines of achieving 
wholesale tax reform at the necessary 
scale and speed. Other UN conventions 
have taken years to establish, and there 
remains significant political resistance to a 
UN Tax Convention from multinational
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corporations, OECD officials, and Global 
North governments. That said, in recent 
months OECD member governments such as 
Colombia and Mexico have spoken out in 
favor of a UN Tax Convention, suggesting 
there has been a shift in sentiment within the 
bloc.126

As promising as a UN Tax Convention is, it is 
hard to determine whether it will deliver 
fiscal justice for the Global South, and the 
Caribbean specifically. Northern nations 
have the most to gain from the closing of tax 
havens, as it is developed countries that lose 
the highest proportions of their corporate tax 
revenue to tax havens: The United States, for 
example, loses 16% of annual corporate tax 
revenue to profit shifting, while Germany 
and the United Kingdom lose 29% and 32% 
respectively.127 For a convention to 
successfully deliver reparative climate 
finance, it must embed governance 
mechanisms for redistributing additional 
finance to the Global South. 

Climate finance 

Despite being the primary contributors to 
climate breakdown and the progenitors of a 
predatory global economy that straitjackets 
Caribbean countries financially, the Global 
North is flagrantly shirking its commitment 
to provide climate finance to the Global 
South. If one considers Hillary Clinton’s 2009 

promise of $100 billion annually by 2022 to 
fight the climate crisis the bare minimum, the 
Global North has failed even to clear that 
lowest of bars: According to the most recent 
data available from Oxfam (2020), the 
Global North only managed to send $83.3 
billion south on a non-loan basis, much of 
which was distributed as debt.128 This paltry 
funding is dwarfed by OECD public spending 
on fossil fuel subsidies ($697 billion) and 
militaries ($1.3 trillion).129

Worse still, the vast majority of international 
climate finance fails to contend with many of 
the most pressing issues facing Caribbean 
communities. First, the bulk of climate 
finance is devoted to mitigation strategies, 
like building renewable energy capacity, 
when adaptation measures, such as 
restoring degraded coastal mangrove forests 
to protect against storm surges, are of critical 
importance for a region so acutely imperiled 
by the climate crisis. (More than 68% of 
climate finance flowing to the region is 
earmarked for mitigation measures only or 
for mitigation with adaptation benefits 
attached, while just 32% is specifically for 
adaptation.130)

Adaptation projects are more likely to 
improve the performance of public goods 
that are not attached to any particular 
revenue stream, making it difficult to build a 
“business case” for funding them through
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return-generating finance. Thus the critical 
importance of increased grant-based 
mitigation and adaptation finance in addition 
to compensation for loss and damage—key 
components of a reparative approach.131

Standing proposals for reparative programs 

Given the long history of calls for 
reparations coming from the Caribbean and 
beyond, a number of proposals for reparative 
approaches to the climate crisis and broader 
social and economic challenges are already 
on the table—including from CARICOM 
itself. 

Issued in 2014 and drafted by the Caribbean 
Reparations Commission (CRC), a group of 
Caribbean activists and leaders led by Sir 
Hilary Beckles, CARICOM’s 10-point 
program for reparations largely contends 
with the legacies of “crimes against 
humanity in the forms of genocide, slavery, 
slave trading, and racial apartheid.”132 The 
CRC Ten Point Action Plan features many of 
the provisions common to calls for 
reparations, including the recognition of 
culpability and apologies from the countries 
responsible for colonial atrocities; funding for 
the establishment of cultural institutions, 
education, and public health; and technology 
transfer from Europe to the Caribbean to 
drive industrial growth and economic 
development. 

Most pertinent to issues of debt and the 
climate crisis is Point 10 of the Caricom 
Reparations Justice Program, which 
addresses specifically the kinds of fiscal 
challenges Caribbean governments face.

It is valuable to quote this plank in full:

CARICOM governments that emerged 
from slavery and colonialism have 
inherited the massive crisis of 
community poverty and an inability to 
deal with the development of their 
countries because of the burdens of the 
legacy of colonialism. These 
governments still engage daily in the 
business of cleaning up the colonial 
mess and this forces newly emerging 
countries to borrow funds in order to 
meet their own international 
obligations. CARICOM Member States 
recognize the importance and 
desirability of providing the highest 
standards of living for their citizens. 
Nevertheless, the pressure of 
development has driven these 
governments to carry the burden of 
public employment, and has led them 
to create expensive social policies 
designed to confront colonial legacies. 
This process has resulted in states 
accumulating unsustainable levels of 
public debt that now constitutes “fiscal 
entrapment.” Since correcting the 
burden of colonialism has fallen on 
these new States, they are unable to 
deal with the challenges of 
development without taking on onerous 
levels of debt. This debt cycle properly 
belongs to the governments from the 
responsible European countries who 
have made no sustained attempt to 
deal with debilitating colonial legacies. 
Support for the payment of domestic 
debt, the cancellation of international 
debt, and direct monetary payments
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already locked in as Global North 
governments fail to decarbonize their own 
economies and societies. Meanwhile, these 
same governments hoard the resources 
Southern countries need to adapt to the 
new climate reality and chart their own 
path to low carbon development. For this 
reason, climate reparations cannot simply 
be backward looking; they must look 
forward as well.135 They must rectify the 
conditions that have created the fiscal and 
environmental crises in the first place while 
ensuring that different worlds become 
possible. 

So, what might an acceptable program of 
climate reparations—which would include, 
or be issued alongside, a robust, just package 
of reparations for the harms of colonialism 
and slavery—look like? 

Táíwò and others consider unconditional 
cash transfers to be the gold standard for 
reparations.136 Although this particular 
measure has yet to form a major part of the 
climate justice conversation—because 
colonizing countries refuse to reckon with the 
scope and scale of the harms they caused 
and continue to cause—there is another, 
rather surprising place for recent inspiration: 
the US House of Representatives. In 2022, 
H.R. 1373, was proposed to honor “the life 
of Dr. Paul Farmer by recognizing the duty of 
the Federal Government to adopt a 
21st-century global health solidarity 
strategy and take actions to address past 
and ongoing harms that undermine the 

are necessary reparative actions to 
correct the harm caused by colonialism. 

Compensation through reparations for these 
fiscal harms—as well as the myriad social, 
corporeal, and psychological harms 
perpetrated by colonial powers—is 
essential. Indeed, during a speech in London 
in 2023, Prime Minister Mia Mottley said that 
slave-owning nations owed Barbados $4.9 
trillion, noting that, “We’re not expecting 
that the reparatory damages will be paid in a 
year, or two, or five, because the extraction 
of wealth and the damages took place over 
centuries. But we are demanding that we be 
seen and that we are heard.”133 The $4.9 
trillion figure was drawn from a recent study 
that puts the total owed to the 13 countries 
analyzed here at more than $21 trillion—a 
number nearly equivalent to the annual 
economic output of the United States, and 
42,000 times more than the $500 million in 
climate finance that Mottley is seeking.134

Critically, the CARICOM Reparations Justice 
Program is almost entirely backward 
looking, focusing, as it does, on colonization 
and the slave trade. But Caribbean nations 
continue to be damaged by the everyday 
economic and environmental policy choices 
of the Global North, whose component 
countries include many that engaged in the 
historical harms for which the CRC seeks 
redress. As this report has demonstrated, 
communities around the Caribbean are 
already suffering the impacts of climate 
change, and further damaging impacts are 
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health and well-being of people around the 
world.”137 While mostly focusing on the need 
to increase US development assistance for 
improving Southern health systems, the 
resolution includes the following provisions: 

(A) it is the duty of the Federal 
Government to issue reparations, 
containing multiple elements including 
apology, award, and guarantees of 
non-repetition of harms, for –
(B) the harms of colonialism and 
subsequent forms of imperialism, which 
have undermined sovereignty, 
democracy, self-determination, social 
and economic rights, and human and 
ecological well-being in both the 
colonial and postcolonial eras; and
(C) its disproportionate responsibility 
for climate breakdown, the burden of 
which unjustly and overwhelmingly 
falls on the Global South.

Adopting this resolution—with some 
modification to highlight the challenges of 
climate and ecological breakdown more 
explicitly—would offer legislative guidance 
on the kinds of actions that the executive 
should be developing, along with 
instructions for US voting shares at the 
various IFIs, where the United States wields 
outsized influence to shape policy. It would 
also make the United States a leader in 
restoring lost revenue to Caribbean 
governments and realizing debt and tax 
justice in the region.

I think people get it mixed up with 
things like slavery reparations and 
climate change reparations. But I think 
part of it is reparative justice is and is in 
loss and damage because you’re losing 
things and you should be compensated 
for it.                         
– Dr. Adelle Thomas,  Vice Chair of 
Working Group II for the IPCC Seventh 
Assessment Cycle and Senior Fellow at 
the University of the Bahamas

Of primary importance, however, is that 
the Global North meet its climate finance 
obligations in full and without creating 
additional debt burdens on recipient 
countries. This is a particularly pressing 
topic of discussion now given it will serve as 
the mechanism by which Global North 
governments will determine the volume of 
climate finance.138 The current tendency in 
climate finance—the fixation on blended 
finance, piecemeal and small-scale 
debt-for-environment swaps, and large 
capital projects rather than government and 
community capacity building—is not a path 
toward transformative change; indeed, it is 
the well-trod road to perpetuating financial 
subordination that can be traced directly to 
European imperialism. As climatic conditions 
continue to deteriorate, this is a recipe for 
sleepwalking toward climate apartheid, 
wherein the Global North makes substantial 
investments in domestic climate action but 
the Majority World is left to fend for itself.139
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acceded that some type of funding is 
warranted. Decisions about how the fund is 
to be capitalized, what kinds of disasters are 
eligible, and what countries can access the 
funds are still up for negotiation, however, 
and Northern States—the United States in 
particular—are trying to narrow the 
operation of the fund so much that most 
Caribbean countries would not be eligible.140 

In fact, there were moves by the Global 
North to water down Loss and Damage from 
the moment the Fund was announced. At 
COP27, held at the end of 2022, Germany 
announced a contribution to “Global Shield,” 
a loss-and-damage adjacent insurance 
scheme to increase “pre-arranged” finance, 
“which disburses quickly and reliably before 
or just after disasters happen.”141 Other 
countries, including Denmark, Canada, and 
France also announced contributions, and 
the project is currently being coordinated 
with the V-20 group of climate vulnerable 
developing countries alongside the G7.142 

Although disaster insurance likely has a role 
to play in building resilience in a warming 
world, subsidized insurance premiums are a 
far-cry from reparative climate finance. First, 
insurance has a mixed track-record, at best, 
for helping Caribbean countries respond to 
climate change-fueled disasters.143 Second, 
the insertion of a bureaucratic layer and 
actuarial logics between the perpetrators 
of climate change and the countries 
feeling its impacts obscures the 
responsibility of the rich world to

To not only prevent the worst outcomes 
but make other worlds possible, climate 
finance pledges must be met; those funds 
must be distributed primarily as grants 
with minimal conditionalities attached; 
and the institutions that govern the 
distribution of climate finance like the 
World Bank, its subsidiary trust funds like 
the Green Environmental Facility, and the 
new Loss and Damage Fund, must be 
brought under globally democratic 
control. 

A key test for how serious Northern 
governments (especially the United States) 
are about creating more democratic, 
reparative financial mechanisms is the design 
and implementation of the global Loss and 
Damage Fund. It was first agreed to at 
COP26 in 2021. Countries across the Global 
South, particularly from the Caribbean and 
other SIDS (collectively known as the AOSIS 
negotiating bloc), have argued since at least 
1991 that there must be dedicated funding 
for disaster recovery as the climate crisis 
intensifies. Loss and damage funding is a 
key litmus test precisely because it is 
already redolent of reparations: It 
compensates for damages that are 
already locked in (if unpredictable in 
terms of space and time) because of 
emissions primarily from the Global 
North. 

The United States and other big, rich 
emitters fought against the Loss and 
Damage Fund for decades but have finally 
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compensate for the harms they have 
caused. 

Even within the confines of the agreed Loss 
and Damage Fund, the United States is pushing 
for a version of the fund that would essentially 
restrict funding to the impacts of “slow onset” 
risks like sea level rise and desertification.144 
Mitigating the impacts of slow onset processes 
is an important goal, but it does nothing to 
contend with high-intensity, high-impact 
events like hurricanes, flooding, and droughts 
that cause acute human, environmental, and 
economic harm.  
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This report has argued for urgently needed 
transformative and reparative measures to 
address the intertwined challenges of 
climate change and fiscal injustice in the 
Caribbean region. By exposing the fiscal 
drain perpetuated by the legacy of 
colonialism and contemporary 
neocolonial dynamics, we have 
underscored the imperative of climate 
reparations as a moral and practical 
response to the disproportionate burdens 
borne by Caribbean nations, and boost the 
voices of civil society and political leaders 
pushing for just climate action across the 
region. Through a call for debt cancellation, 
equitable climate finance, and systemic 
reforms to the global tax system, advocates 
for a paradigm shift that centers the 
self-determination and resilience of 
Caribbean communities are pushing not just 
for climate action but climate justice. By 
embracing a reparative approach that 
acknowledges past harms and empowers 
future generations, this report charts a path 
toward a more equitable, sustainable, and 
climate-resilient future for the Caribbean and 
beyond.

We conclude this report not with specific 
policy recommendations but rather some 
suggestions of transformative pathways that 
have been proposed by activists and 
governments from the Caribbean and 
beyond. There is recent precedent for 
substantive action on global injustices, even 
when the challenges seemed 
insurmountable. For example, as the Third 
World Debt Crisis ground on through the 
1980s and 1990s, a global movement united 
activists across the North/South divide to 
fight for debt justice. The idea of large-scale

debt cancellation was derided as unserious 
and impossible—until it wasn’t. Starting in 
1996], the United States led talks on what 
ultimately became the Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries Initiative, which cleared the debt of 
dozens of countries across the Global South. 

Although not a perfect, or lasting, systemic 
solution, debt cancellation led to substantial 
investments in health and education in some 
countries over the 2000s (though the 
durability of these funding increases is 
questionable). This is a critical insight, given 
that more than 60 countries across the 
Global South, including Jamaica, Belize, 
Grenada, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
and Haiti spent more on servicing debt than 
healthcare in 2019.145 Arriving at a 
new-and-improved version of widespread 
debt cancellation that can create more 
lasting increases in social and environmental 
spending will require advocacy from around 
the world—and movements are already 
coalescing under the recognition that there is 
no route to climate justice that does not pass 
through fiscal justice. 

Debt is the more high-profile struggle, but 
global tax governance reform is an equally 
important component of a reparative 
approach. Recent developments, in 
particular the push for the UN to move global 
tax governance into its orbit and away from 
the OECD, indicate progress in the fight for 
tax justice. But, even if a UN Convention on 
tax is established, it will still be critical to 
align new tax rules with the principles of 
climate justice—and reparative climate 
justice in particular. This is especially true in 
the Caribbean, where some nations have 
benefited, even if only  marginally, from an

Conclusion: Fiscal Justice
for Vibrant Caribbean Futures
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opaque, ineffective global tax system. 

Meanwhile, scaling up non-debt climate 
finance through a variety of mechanisms that 
are democratically governed and fairly 
distributed remains a crucial struggle. More 
debt is clearly not the answer, nor is 
subsidizing private investors and hoping that 
they will make investment choices that 
deliver the funding that the Caribbean needs. 
The global dimensions of the climate 
struggle must not be lost on Global North 
activists—decarbonizing the biggest 
polluters, like the United States, is 
imperative, but decarbonization must be 
undertaken in a spirit of solidarity and 
internationalism. To that end, we offer the 
following reparative pathways. 



Reparative
Pathways
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Debt justice for climate reparations 

  Adopt debt aspects of Bridgetown   
            Agenda

 Caribbean countries need 
access to finance, urgently. We 
argue that international 
financial institutions need to 
implement the debt aspects of 
the Bridgetown Agenda: 
providing unconditional rapid 
credit and financing facilities 
akin to crisis periods, 
suspending interest surcharged, 
and operationalizing the RST and 
channel special drawing rights 
to all the countries that need it.

  Force private creditors to participate     
           in public debt restructuring

Governments and international 
bodies should regulate private 
lending to Global South 
governments and mandate 
private-creditor participation in 
debt reduction and cancellation 
programs. This could be 
pursued through targeted key 
legislative interventions in a 
few key jurisdictions—for 
example, New York State, 
which has jurisdiction over 52% 
of the developing world’s 
private debt. 

Reparative tax reforms linked to climate 
action

  Shift tax governance from the OECD
           to the UN

 Tax governance should shift 
from the OECD to the UN 
through a legally binding UN 
Tax Convention. Countries 

should engage in the current 
ongoing UN Framework 
Convention on Tax, pushing for 
unified tax rules globally, 
robust enforcement, 
crackdowns on profit shifting, 
and the introduction of novel 
tax instruments that raise 
revenue by targeting the 
wealthiest high polluters. 

  Commit recovered revenues toward 
           Global South climate action

Most crucially, the convention 
should embed a mechanism 
through which additional tax 
revenues are used for climate 
action—and channeled to the 
countries and communities that 
need it most—through grants, 
and existing funds such as the 
Loss and Damage and 
adaptation funds. Effective 
international tax governance 
has the capacity to free up 
billions of US dollars annually, 
which could be provided as 
transformative climate finance. 

Reparative climate finance

  More money with fewer strings
 Caribbean countries need 
more money with fewer 
strings attached—that is, truly 
reparative climate finance, 
provided at the scale of the 
challenge and without 
onerous conditions that tie 
countries up in administrative 
costs and impede their ability 
to utilize funds quickly. 
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  Explicit funding for Caribbean states 
           to build capacity in all sectors

Long-term funding is needed 
not just for disaster relief but 
for capacity building. As we 
argue, limited fiscal capacity 
has closed off what Caribbean 
states can imagine for 
themselves and radically 
altered the power governments 
have to protect and adapt to 
our rapidly changing 
ecosystem. Explicit funding to 
build state capacity to protect 
infrastructure, land, and 
communities from climate 
disaster, provided consistently 
over the long term, is a 
necessity. All sectors need this 
funding to ensure Caribbean 
countries have more diversified 
economies that are more 
resilient to the shocks of 
changing global demand.

  Localize climate finance
Climate finance should also be 
administered by Caribbean 
governments and civil society 
groups—and moved away from 
external, international 
administration and control.146
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Reform International Financial Institutions 
for democratic governance and introduce 
heterodox perspectives

Global economic governance is 
still dominated by a handful of 
anti-democratic International 
Financial Institutions (IFIs) that 

have a mixed record of 
facilitating shared growth and 
prosperity around the world. 
Advocates in the Caribbean 
have been leading voices for 
reform of the global economic 
system and the institutions that 
govern it since independence, 
pushing for a greater voice for 
countries of the Global South in 
setting the rules of the 
economic game. The World 
Bank and IMF in particular are 
poised to be critical institutions, 
at least in the short-to-medium 
term, in defining what the 
responses to the debt and 
climate crises will be. Both 
organizations are in dire need of 
reform: to give greater 
decision-making power to the 
Majority World and to introduce 
novel approaches that break 
with the tried-and-failed 
neoclassical playbook that 
underpinned the ruinous era of 
Structural Adjustment and is 
now guiding the response to 
the climate crisis. The Bretton 
Woods Institutions must move 
away from the “one dollar, one 
vote” system that structurally 
marginalizes the Majority World 
and move toward a more just, 
equitable response to fiscal and 
climate pressures. If these 
institutions are incapable of 
reform, then alternative 
institutions and frameworks will 
be urgently needed.147
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Harmonize international climate action with 
action on the ecological crisis

In the Caribbean and 
elsewhere, harmonizing climate 
and ecological action means 
more funding for nature-based 
solutions not tied to failed 
market mechanisms like carbon 
trading or tradeable fisheries 
quotas. The natural landscapes 
of the Caribbean—and, in turn, 
the important role they play in 
supporting society by blunting 
the impacts of storms, filtering 
water, and enabling 
agriculture—were radically 
reshaped by colonial 
management, further degraded 
by unsustainable use or 
conversion to other land uses, 
and are now are threatened by 
climate change. At present, 
many of these landscapes and 
ecosystems—and the people 
who depend on and care for 
them—face additional pressure 
from projects intended to 
increase renewable energy 
production or spur tourism. This 
form of development, welcome 
hough it is, must be reconciled 
with the conservation of 
landscapes and the restoration 
of already degraded 
ecosystems. Climate action 
cannot come at the expense of 
the people, animals, plants, and 
landscapes of the Caribbean, 
particularly because of their 

importance for making a 
brighter future possible.   



Quantifying the fiscal drain

The primary goal of this exercise is to compare the financial resources drained from 13 
anglophone Caribbean countries to the projected costs of climate action and the impacts of 
climate change. The figures are not intended to be precise down to the decimal point; instead, 
they aim to highlight the detrimental effects of international financial subordination on the 
Caribbean as the climate crisis intensifies. The following tables present the data summarized in 
Figure 2 and Table 1 in the main text.

Table A1: Aspects of fiscal drain and the projected costs of climate action in the Caribbean

APPENDIX 1:
Methodology

Country

Antigua and Barbuda $107.70 $2.34 $110.04 $26.66

Bahamas $368.50 $0.00 $368.50 $500.00

Barbados $250 $188.43 $438.43 $212.39

Belize $81.20 $98.30 $179.50 $231.19

Dominica $20.30 $5.13 $25.43 $8.33

Grenada $47.40 $3.25 $50.65 $13.33

Guyana $80.70 $1.72 $82.42 $345.80

Jamaica $1,060.00 $97.20 $1,157.20 $576.01

St Kitts and Nevis $14.90 $0.83 $15.73 $76.40

St Lucia $218.00 $6.06 $224.06 $48.30

St Vincent and 
Grenadines $28.40 $23.91 $52.31 $38.62

External Debt 
Service 
(2021)

Tax lost each 
year to tax 

havens (2018)
Total Fiscal 

Drain

Projected annual 
cost of climate 

action, 
2021-2030

Suriname $107.30 $10.10 $117.40 $233.33

Trinidad and Tobago $314.10 $69.79 $383.89 $441.86

Total $2,698.50 $507.06 $3,205.56 $2,752.22
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Table A2: Comparing fiscal drain to key indicators 

Suriname $117.40 11.27% 7.57% 50.32%

Trinidad and 
Tobago $383.89 4.91% 1.80% 86.88%

Total $3,205.56 13.60% 3.62% 116.47%

Country

Antigua and
Barbuda $110.04 28.62% 1.66% 412.75%

Bahamas $368.50 10.02% 4.34% 73.70%

Barbados $438.43 26.39% 4.31% 206.43%

Belize $179.50 29.52% 9.54% 77.64%

Dominica $25.43 6.94% 1.50% 305.28%

Grenada $50.65 14.34% 1.19% 379.97%

Guyana $82.42 3.94% 4.30% 23.83%

Jamaica $1,157.20 26.76% 3.93% 200.90%

St Kitts
and Nevis $15.73 4.08% 8.90% 20.59%

St Lucia $224.06 42.25% 2.46% 463.89%

St Vincent and 
Grenadines $52.31 15.85% 4.43% 135.45%

Total 
Fiscal 
Drain

Fiscal drain 
as % of 

total 
government 

spending

Projected 
climate 
action 

costs as % 
of GDP

Fiscal drain 
a  as % of 
projected 
climate 

action costs

1.71%

0.10%

4.35%

14.89%

19.00%

1.64%

3.31%

9.98%

1.88%

0.42%

2.81%

6.44%

2.12%

2.49%

Average 
annual losses 

from 
disasters as 
% of GDP 

(excl. 
earthquakes)

5.52%

1.67%

8.56%

21.76%

22.19%

10.54%

10.72%

14.56%

6.39%

1.44%

10.71%

8.27%

13.55%

8.49%

Total 
average 
annual 

losses and 
fiscal drain 
as a % of 

GDP
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action were sourced from individual-country 
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) 
documents filed with the UNFCCC.151 In our 
13-country sample, 9 countries provided 
estimates of mitigation costs, while only 7 
estimated adaptation costs. In order to get 
an indicative, conservative figure for each 
country, we created a regional average on a 
cost-to-GDP basis; for countries that 
provided these cost estimates, we found 
projects of 3.1% of GDP for mitigation and 
1.2% of GDP for adaptation. We then 
applied these ratios to 2021 World Bank 
GDP figures of countries that did not supply 
cost projections. Thus, these figures are 
imprecise and do not take into account 
important local conditions for countries that 
did not estimate costs. Most of the NDCs 
accounted for the total cost over 10 years 
between 2021–2030; costs are presented as 
an annual average of that spending, which 
will not be the case in practice but is useful 
for illustrative purposes.  

Figures for total government spending were 
drawn from IMF reports. Estimates for the 
average annual losses from environmental 
hazards were drawn from the “2021 World 
Bank Resilience 360º Report,” which is 
backward looking and therefore a 
conservative estimate of the potential losses 
and damages that will be incurred in the 
future as environmental conditions continue 
to deteriorate in the absence of substantial, 
rapid decarbonization by the world’s largest 
emitters.152

The data sources we used to calculate these 
figures are as follows:

Debt service:
For all countries except Barbados, we used 
external debt service figures from the 
CARICOM statistical service. The most 
recent year available for all countries except 
St. Lucia and Belize was 2021; for St. Lucia 
and Belize, the most recent year was 
2020.148 Because Barbados was not included 
in CARICOM’s official statistics for  2020 or 
2021, we sourced data from the 2021 and 
2022 annual reports of the Central Bank of 
Barbados.149 These numbers are 
conservative because of the range of debt 
pauses and other temporary reductions in 
debt servicing that were offered by creditors 
during the acute phase of the pandemic. 

Tax avoidance:
Figures for taxes lost to tax havens were 
drawn from the Tax Justice Network’s 
country profiles, which are based on 2018 
evidence from the OECD—the most recent 
year for which data was available.150 The 
trend in tax avoidance figures is unclear, but 
by using 2018 dollars vs. 2021 dollars, we 
have attempted to err on the conservative 
side.

Projected costs of climate action: 
The costs of climate action are again 
calculated extremely conservatively, as 
many countries do not include all economic 
sectors in their projections of climate finance. 
All projected costs of climate action were
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Finally, total Multilateral Development Bank 
(MDB) climate finance numbers were drawn 
from the 2021 edition of the “Joint Report on 
Multilateral Development Banks’ Climate 
Finance.”153 The 2021 numbers were used to 
align costs with the majority of debt data; 
while climate finance figures have ostensibly 
been rising since 2021, they have not risen 
anywhere near what is necessary, and the 
vast majority of climate finance is still being 
distributed as debt.154



Country

Antigua and
Barbuda155 53.2% 27.4% 12.6% 6.8% $1.53

Domestic 
debt

Total 
Debt 
($Bn)Bilateral 

debt
Multilateral 

debt

Other debt 
(including 

private 
credit)

External 
debt

Bahamas156 59.1% 0.6% 10.2% 30.2% $11.64

Debt structure

The analysis in Figure 1 is based on data extracted from a variety of official and publicly 
available sources. For all countries in our sample, the figures represent 2022, except for St. 
Kitts and Nevis and St. Vincent and the Grenadines—where the debt composition is from 2020 
and 2021, respectively. The following table summarizes debt levels, the structure of debt, and 
the composition of external creditors. Sources include central bank reports, IMF debt 
sustainability analyses, and regional studies.

Table A3: Debt structure of Caribbean countries 
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Barbados157 62.3% 2.6% 25.3% 9.8% $7.32

Belize158 32.5% 20.4% 28.2% 18.9% $2.02

Dominica159 36.0% 15.0% 44.0% 5.0% $0.64
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St Kitts
and Nevis163 76.8% 3.2% 11.3% 8.7% $0.59

Jamaica162 35.3% 4.8% 22.3% 37.6% $14.31
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Tobago167 69.0% 13.0% 2.0% 16.0% $15.50
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Suriname166 24.2% 15.8% 21.7% 38.3% $4.35
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