Dutch Caribbean
Climate Action Plan

Introduction
Caribbean islands are at the forefront of the climate crisis, with effects already
starting to become noticeable in the region. Experts have warned, including in the
recently released IPCC Sixth Assessment Report, that we have just ten years left to
avert the worst climate impacts but that this will require decisive action, both in
terms of adaptation and mitigation strategies.
The Dutch Caribbean islands are particularly vulnerable to climate change impacts.
People’s lives and livelihoods as well as most economic activities are located near
coastal areas while the region’s unique nature is already under pressure from human
impacts. This is compounded by the fact that, due to the island’s small geographic area
and limited human capacity, the resilience to recover from disastrous events is low.
As stewards of nature in the Dutch Caribbean the parks united in the DCNA
see first hand how the changing climate is already affecting the islands.

Warming Seas

Sea Level Rise

Oceans are heating up at an alarming rate, resulting in many negative effects. Warming has

Globally, sea level is rising at an unprecedented rate and extreme wave heights have also

a direct effect on ocean life; corals cannot survive the high temperatures and eventually die

increased. Under high emission scenarios sea levels could rise more than 5 metres by the year

(coral bleaching) and seagrass and mangroves wither. Seagrass meadows, coral reefs and

2300. This would mean that the iconic beaches of the Caribbean islands would be lost. Since

mangrove forests provide significantly to the economy of the islands and protect coastal areas

most economic activities, critical infrastructure and population centres are concentrated near

from storm-driven waves. In the warmer water, algae and seaweeds such as sargassum, can

the sea, rising sea levels and the increased likelihood of storm surges have implications for

grow much faster. This leads to harmful blooms and accumulations of seaweed that choke the

local communities and for the important tourism industry.

reefs. If we lose these critical ecosystems we will lose much of our islands.
Secondary effects of warming seas can enhance these negative effects even more.
Hurricanes and tropical storms form and gather intensity over warm water and we already
see an increase in the number and strength of these storms. The Windward Dutch Caribbean

Nature Degradation

islands are still recovering from the disastrous impacts of hurricanes Irma and Maria in 2017,
an increase in occurrence of these storms is a very frightening idea.

All three factors, warming seas, changing weather and sea level rise, combine to form a
great threat to nature on the islands. Coral reefs, mangrove forests and seagrass beds can
disappear because of warming and extreme weather, taking with them the animals and
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vegetation and erosion of fertile soil.
The natural environment provides important services such as flood control, storm surge

An increase in the length of dry seasons and a decrease in the length of rainy seasons will

protection, groundwater replenishment; and limits the impacts of sea level rise and droughts.

reduce the availability of freshwater, including drinking water, to homes, communities and

The destruction of our wetlands, forests and coral reefs reduces the environment’s ability to

businesses and cause severe stress to plant and animal life on the islands.

protect itself and us.

Intense rains and flash floods, which do not compensate for shorter rainy seasons,

The Caribbean is home to many unique animal and plant species, many of these are

are set to increase. Intense rains are very damaging as they wash away topsoil and increase

endangered already due to loss of habitat, fishing/poaching, pollution and other stressors.

the amount of sediment and waste that runs off into the sea and pollutes the already stressed-

Intensifying climate change will put an additional burden on these species. For example:

out coral reefs.

turtles will lose nesting beaches due to sea level rise and birds will lose nesting sites because
of vegetation loss caused by drought or extreme weather events. Fish that use mangrove
forests and seagrass beds for shelter will disappear if these habitats are lost. And there are
many more of these examples.

Fish that use mangrove
forests and seagrass beds
for shelter will disappear
if these habitats are lost.
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Changing Weather

plants that depend on them. On land droughts and extreme weather will lead to the loss of

Act Now!
The ever more prevalent effects of climate change are changing weather patterns and
disrupting the balance of nature. This poses an existential risk to society as we know it and to
all forms of life on Earth. In the Caribbean the effects are already noticeable and we need to
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Energy Independence for all Islands
All islands should move away from the dependency on fossil fuels, not only because of the
impacts on the environment and the need for affordable energy for the local people. The

act now to prevent further damage and loss.

Dutch Caribbean has always been dependent on fossil fuels, not only in the traditional sense
All the tools are there, we can take steps to be more climate change resilient if we start

but also in the sense that the fossil fuel industry was once the main economic driver on the

becoming more climate-smart;

islands. Since the closing of the major refineries on Aruba and Curacao and the impacts of
the St. Eustatius Oil Terminals there have been significant societal impacts on the island
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communities. These can be mitigated through the development of a sustainable energy policy

Improving the Health of the Natural Environment
Reducing existing pressures on the environment and rehabilitating degraded ecosystems is
a top priority. There is good legislation and conservation policies in place to draw on all
islands and there are many relevant conservation projects. The skills and knowledge exist
to implement measures, but these need to be followed through with appropriate funding.

and a focus on renewable energy.
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Blue Economy Strategies
The wave of climate awareness that is building around the world also provides opportunities

Protecting nature and habitats in nature reserves serves many purposes. Marine protected

for the Dutch Caribbean to work towards sustainable solutions. The ocean and its resources

areas can increase the health of coastal and marine habitat, making them more resilient

provide the Caribbean islands with an opportunity to tap into the “blue economy,” a concept

to climate change pressures and better able to support healthy fisheries in the future.

that ensures better stewardship of ocean resources by linking sustainable use and economic

On land, protected areas serve to safeguard vulnerable species and ecosystems from

growth. The blue economy covers all economic activities related to oceans, seas, and coasts,

averse human impact.

such as marine biotechnology, offshore renewable energy, sustainable tourism, fisheries/
aquaculture, and carbon capture, among others.
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Developing National Adaptation Plans
Islands need to start preparing now for the change that will come. Each of the Dutch
Caribbean islands should have a national adaptation plan which details how to best

As the impacts of climate change worsen, it is essential that greater efforts are placed

combat climate change impacts on the islands. These plans should incorporate:

on enhancing the implementation of mitigation and adaptation strategies in the Dutch
Caribbean. Sustainable development and combating climate change require an integrated

•
•
•
•

A risk assessment of the infrastructure, economy and nature of the islands

approach that prioritises, protection of nature, energy independence, sustainable

Disaster preparedness plan

tourism industry, and a diverse blue economy. But most importantly this needs to be a

Livelihood diversification strategies

joint effort where countries work together to strengthen each other’s effort and resolve.

Stress test of the current system
The DCNA calls on all the governments, both in the Netherlands and in the

Islands need to work together in developing these plans to identify how they can support each

Dutch Caribbean, to embrace this plan and collaborate with local stakeholders

other and learn from successful projects as well as identify how to tackle challenges jointly.

on the implementation of a climate smart future for our beautiful islands and
their communities.

info@dcnanature.org

Cover photograph by: © Mark Vermeij

//

+599 717 5010

//

Kaya Nikiboko Zuid 56, Kralendijk, Bonaire

