
COVID-19 recovery: an opportunity to realise our climate ambitions and build resilience in the 
Caribbean? 
 
As we celebrated International Day of Climate Action on October 24, 2020, CANARI Senior Technical 
Officer, Dr. Ainka Granderson, reflects on how a ‘green’ COVID-19 recovery can provide a key 
opportunity to increase ambition and action on climate change and build resilience in the Caribbean.   
 
On September 29, 2020, Jamaica Prime Minister Hon. Andrew Holness highlighted that: “We must 
seize the opportunity this time around to make the global recovery plan sustainable to our climate 
and environment, empowering and uplifting of the poor, vulnerable and marginalised in our 
societies, and supportive of democratic and transparent governance” at the second high-level 
meeting of Heads of State and Government on development financing in light of COVID-19. Mr. 
Holness’ call for investment in low-carbon, climate resilient development as part of COVID-19 
recovery joins a growing number of calls for a ‘green recovery’ from world leaders, key global 
institutions like the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and United 
Nations and climate and environmental activists like Greta Thunberg, Xiuhtezcatl Martinez and Sir 
David Attenborough. 
 
But what does a ‘green’ COVID-19 recovery mean in the Caribbean context and how can we leverage 
this opportunity to accelerate climate action and build resilience? 
 

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Caribbean have been severe. Policy responses to 
reduce COVID-19 spread and save lives have included restricted travel, quarantines, reduced 
operating hours and social distancing. These have had significant socio-economic consequences for 
tourism and other key economic sectors and those already living in poverty. The United Nations 
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (UNECLAC) has projected that COVID-19 
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will result in the worst recession in the region in a century, causing a 9.1% contraction in regional 
GDP in 2020. There have been heavy job losses and an overall reduction in income, with 11.6 million 
more unemployed in 2020 than 2019 in Latin America and the Caribbean according to UNECLAC.  
 
Restarting local economies and putting people back to work is foremost on the agenda of Caribbean 
governments and development partners including the European Union, United Nations agencies and 
World Bank. However, amidst the unfolding disaster of the pandemic, the Caribbean experienced 
one of the most active hurricane seasons on record with over 25 named tropical storms and 
hurricanes, heavy rainfall and flooding, and major coral bleaching due to record-high ocean 
temperatures in 2020. A stark reminder that the climate crisis remains a critical and existential 
threat to our small island developing states and demands urgent attention by approaches that 
address multiple and inter-twined risks. 
 
Investing in a green, pro-poor and resilient recovery 

As Caribbean governments focus their attention on the critical task of responding to and recovering 
from the impacts of COVID-19, a window of opportunity is emerging to address the climate crisis and 
put us on a path towards long-term socio-economic transformation. A focus on a green, pro-poor, 
low-carbon and resilient approach to COVID-19 recovery is critical.  
 
One key area that should be the focus of COVID-19 recovery roadmaps and initiatives is integrating 
and investing in low-carbon and climate resilient solutions as part of the national portfolio of 
development projects and programmes. There are a growing number of examples of government 
working with local communities and businesses to adopt renewable energy and energy efficient 
measures to reduce carbon emissions, such as solar lighting and PV in residential and commercial 
areas and electric and hybrid cars and buses. Scaling up these initiatives can be part of low-carbon 
pathways to COVID-19 recovery. For example, Barbados, already a leader in solar energy, announced 
a $360 million Green Energy Park supplying 30 megawatts of energy as part of its COVID-19 
economic stimulus package.  
 
‘Building back better’ can also mean climate-proofing critical infrastructure like roads, bridges and 
air and sea ports, which is already in progress to build resilience to climate change and disasters in 
Saint Lucia and across the wider Caribbean. Investing in ‘green’ and ‘blue’ infrastructure by 
protecting and restoring natural ecosystems providing critical ecosystem services (including carbon 
capture) is also key. Trinidad and Tobago’s COVID-19 recovery plan has identified the importance of 
rehabilitating groundwater assets as a critical supporting infrastructure required to support 
economic development, which likely should include watershed rehabilitation that would provide 
many co-benefits including flood mitigation and supporting agriculture for food security.  
 
In CANARI’s work on climate change and disaster risk reduction, we have been focusing on local and 

nature-based solutions that support vulnerable communities to adapt and build socio-economic and 

ecological resilience such as replanting forests and mangroves, protecting and restoring coral reefs 

and diversifying livelihoods. For example, promoting an ecosystem approach to fisheries and 

stewardship of critical coastal and marine ecosystems among Anguilla and Montserrat fisherfolk in a 

recent project. Nature-based solutions, which involve the conservation, sustainable management 

and restoration of natural ecosystems, not only help combat threats from climate change but can 

forest and mangrove ecosystems are ‘carbon sinks’ that help mitigate climate change. They are also 

often cheaper than conventional engineered solutions. Further, these ecosystems provide important 

goods and services to support local livelihoods and key economic sectors like tourism and fisheries in 

the Caribbean. There is scope for significant increase in investment in scaling up and out these local 

and nature-based solutions that not only increase actions to address the climate crisis but provide 
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new economic and livelihood opportunities. 

 

An important aspect of CANARI’s work is strengthening civil society and local communities’ capacity 

and action to co-develop and co-implement local solutions that will meet the needs of people on 

the ground. Recognising that Caribbean governments and the private sector cannot do it alone, 

much more needs to be done to engage actors at all levels as part of the COVID-19 recovery and 

efforts to build resilience. We need to ensure there is an open and transparent process for 

identifying and prioritising solutions. Multi-stakeholder forums are being used, for example in 

Grenada, to develop national COVID-19 recovery plans, and these should include perspectives from 

civil society and local communities to ensure that they address real needs on the ground. In 

particular, there is need to build the capacity of national NGOs, community-based organisations and 

resource user groups such as small-scale farmers and fisherfolk to play a significant role in planning 

and implementing climate and development interventions and holding governments and others 

accountable for delivery of COVID-19 recovery commitments.  

 

If we are able to take advantage of this window of opportunity presented by the COVID-19 

pandemic, I hold out hope that we may be able to make significant strides towards realising our 

climate ambitions and ensuring a more just, equitable and sustainable future.  
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