
 

 

The High Cost of Offshore Oil and Gas  
Climate, Ecosystems, and Economies  

in the Wider Caribbean 
 

Offshore oil and gas 
development has become a 
defining economic and 
environmental issue in the 
Wider Caribbean. While the 
region has historically hosted 
major hydrocarbon 
industries, particularly in 
Trinidad and Tobago, recent 
offshore discoveries in the 
Guyana-Suriname Basin have 
triggered a new wave of 
exploration and production. 
These developments raise 
significant concerns regarding 
the region’s climate commitments,1 marine ecosystems, and economic dependence on 
both fossil fuels and ocean resources. Ocean-based sectors, such as tourism and fisheries, 
are vital to the Wider Caribbean and provide decision-makers with an opportunity to 
align regional cooperation around more sustainable economies that ensure a transition 
away from fossil fuels. 

Offshore Oil and Gas Build- Out 
Trinidad and Tobago has been an oil and gas producer since 1908, 2 with an offshore 
sector dominated by natural gas. 3 The country also developed large liquified natural gas 
(LNG), methanol, and ammonia industries based on its offshore gas reserves. 4 In recent 
years, however, Guyana has emerged as the fastest-growing oil producer in the Wider 
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Caribbean. 5 Neighboring Suriname has also recorded major offshore discoveries, though 
production has not yet begun. 6 Beyond production, the Wider Caribbean is becoming a 
hotspot for LNG infrastructure buildout, specifically for LNG imports from the United 
States. 7 The region is also a major global maritime corridor for oil transport. 8  

Climate and Ecological Harms 
Offshore oil and gas activities pose multiple environmental risks to marine ecosystems in 
the Wider Caribbean, including coral reefs, 9 mangroves, 10 and fisheries. 11 Offshore 
exploration, production, and transportation, including intense tanker traffic, contribute 
to increased risk of discharges, spills and marine pollution. 12 Models show that 
approximately 83 percent of the Caribbean Sea could be impacted by oil spills due to 
shipping routes. 13 

Currently, there is no regional oil spill monitoring system to track incidents in the Wider 
Caribbean 14 and make this important data publicly accessible. According to the latest and 
most regularly relied upon data found, there are an estimated 250 oil spills in the Gulf of 
Mexico and the Caribbean Sea annually. 15 Fossil fuels contaminate surface waters 16 and 
beaches. 17 In marine organisms, these pollutants can impair reproduction, reduce 
survival rates, and cause long-term ecological stress. 18 Peer-reviewed research has 
demonstrated the detrimental impact of fossil fuels on Caribbean coral reef ecosystems 
since the 1980s. 19 Experimental 
and field studies show that oil 
exposure causes sub-lethal effects 
on corals. 20 Long-term 
monitoring near refineries in 
Aruba demonstrated that chronic 
oil pollution reduced coral cover, 
altering species distribution and 
ecosystem structure. 21 Similarly, 
contamination in Panama’s Bahía 
Las Minas also led to adverse 
impacts on coral physiology and 
would cascade to ecosystem 
degradation. 22 Mangroves 23 and 
seagrass beds 24 are also highly 
sensitive to oil contamination. 

An oil tanker off the coast of Saint Martin. © Jaakko - 
stock.adobe.com 
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The Wider Caribbean is highly vulnerable to climate change impacts despite having 
contributed very little to global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 25 Stronger hurricanes, 
sea-level rise, and ocean warming 26 
amplify the exposure and potential 
ecological damage associated with 
offshore oil and gas 
infrastructure. 27 According to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), based on 
projections of sea-level rise, 
“almost all port and harbour 
facilities in the Wider Caribbean 
will suffer inundation in the 
future.” 28 Such inundation could 
spell disaster for tourism and cruise 
industries, as well as for the coastal 
oil and gas processing and storage 
facilities that rely on these 
harbors. 29 Thus, offshore oil and 
gas expansion not only drives 
climate change by releasing 
significant GHG emissions across 
its phases, 30 but, in doing so, it also 
elevates the frequency and 
intensity of extreme weather 
events that can damage 
infrastructure and release 
disastrous hydrocarbons and 
chemicals into the Caribbean Sea.  

End Offshore Oil and Gas to Support Sustainable 
Ocean- Based Economies 

In countries like Trinidad and Tobago, fossil fuels have historically dominated the 
economy, generating significant exports and government revenues. 31 However, such 
fossil fuel dependency leaves exporting countries vulnerable to changing markets and 

Recommendations to 
Address Climate and 

Ecological Harms Caused by 
Fossil Fuels 

● Prioritize the phaseout of extraction 
from marine areas critical to 
ecological integrity, human rights, 
and climate stability. 

● Standardize and require that 
Environmental Impact Assessments 
(EIAs) include scope 3 (downstream) 
emissions, cumulative human 
rights, and ecological impacts. EIAs 
should also be applied to the 
shipping of fossil fuels (e.g., LNG 
carriers). 

● Require upfront financial 
guarantees for decommissioning, 
cleanup, and environmental 
restoration for ongoing production 
projects. 
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price shocks amid the energy transition. 32  A dependence on fossil fuel imports also 
creates vulnerability to both energy price shocks 33 and foreign geopolitical conflicts. 34  

At the same time, the Caribbean economy depends heavily on healthy ocean ecosystems. 
Caribbean tourism, fisheries, and coastal industries rely on intact coral reefs, pristine 
beaches, and thriving marine biodiversity. 35 The Wider Caribbean is more dependent on 
tourism for income than any other region in the world, with the sector contributing 
more than 11.4 percent of the region’s total gross domestic product (GDP) and 2.75 million 
jobs in 2023. 36 Small-scale fisheries and aquaculture, meanwhile, employ almost 540,000 
people across the seventeen member States of the Caribbean Regional Fisheries 
Mechanism (CRFM).37  

Offshore oil and gas activity puts ocean-dependent industries at risk. In Trinidad alone, 
at least 50,000 fishers could be affected by a large-scale oil spill. 38 Oil spills and chronic 
pollution can therefore undermine the very sectors that sustain livelihoods in small 
islands, especially as they build sustainable ocean-based economies. In fact, while oil 
extraction promises revenue, an 
economic valuation analysis in 
Belize demonstrated that these 
projected gains are lower than the 
long-term economic benefits of 
protecting the ocean for fisheries 
and ecotourism. Oil revenues both 
decline over time and threaten 
other ocean sectors that support 
essential local livelihoods and 
human rights. 39 Thus, one of the 
most important ways to 
strengthen ocean-based economies 
is to reduce the threat posed by 
offshore oil and gas. 

Legal and Governance Gaps 
States have an obligation under international law to protect the global commons, 
including the ocean, from the drivers and impacts of climate change. The International 
Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) Advisory Opinion on climate change concludes 
that States have an obligation to take all measures necessary to prevent, reduce and 
control marine pollution, including GHG emissions. 40 The International Court of 

Recommendations to Prioritize 
a Sustainable Ocean- Based 

Economy 

● Break away from economic and 
energy dependency on fossil fuels.  

● Deter future expansion or pollution by 
ensuring extraction companies 
provide reparations and 
compensation to impacted 
communities. 
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Justice’s (ICJ) Advisory Opinion also says that States have a legal obligation to use all 
means at their disposal to prevent climate harm and protect human rights from the 
impacts of climate change. 41 It emphasizes that the failure of a State to protect the 
climate system from GHG emissions due to fossil fuel production, consumption, 
licensing, and subsidies “may constitute an internationally wrongful act which is 
attributable to that state,” 42 triggering legal consequences. The Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights has also called on States to encourage policies that “facilitate the 
transition of polluting sectors.” 43 

Despite an abundance of legal and regulatory frameworks specifically designed to 
prevent and mitigate the harms to oceans and the climate, gaps in regional protection 
remain. For example, while clear on the need to take all measures necessary to prevent, 
reduce, and control marine pollution, 
the Cartagena Convention — a 
regional sea convention — primarily 
addresses pollution control rather 
than preventing extraction. 44 
Caribbean countries rely on national 
legislative frameworks to address 
marine pollution, including the 
imposition of fines and penalties. 45 
Greater regional cooperation could 
help harmonize and strengthen 
prevention and protection measures 
that address risk to the ocean and 
climate at its source: offshore oil and 
gas.  

Conclusion 
Offshore oil and gas activities reinforce the Wider Caribbean’s fossil fuel dependence and 
intensify vulnerabilities to climate change, marine ecosystem contamination, and 
economic shocks. These risks jeopardize other ocean-based sectors, such as tourism and 
fisheries, on which the Wider Caribbean relies heavily, further underscoring the need 
for decisive action to protect economies, ecosystems, and communities from offshore oil 
and gas. Given existing legal and governance gaps, regional cooperation is crucial to 
accelerationg a just transition away from fossil fuels that will safeguard both marine 
ecosystems and sustainable development.  

Recommendations to 
Address Legal and 
Governance Gaps 

● Halt offshore licensing by first 
banning new offshore oil and gas 
exploration and production. 

● Utilize the collaborative space of the 
Cartagena Convention to develop a 
model offshore oil and gas regulation 
that enforces the phaseout of fossil 
fuels. 
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