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I can recall when the active Atlantic/Caribbean hurricane season

lasted for just one month, with the public awareness campaign

contained in the rhyme:

June, too soon

July, stand by

August, come it must

September, all over

October, remember

Now the Atlantic hurricane season lasts from 1 June to 30

November, leaving Caribbean islands on tenterhooks and in

disaster preparation mode for six months every year; 2014 was no

exception, with 21 named storms forecasted.

The impact of Hurricane Tomas, for example, in 2010, is an

indication of the level of damage that can be expected in the

future. Although it was only a Category 2 hurricane, total damages

and losses were estimated at US$336.2 million; an amount that

represented 43 per cent of Saint Lucia’s gross domestic product

(GDP), nine times the contribution of agriculture to GDP, three

times the contribution of tourism to GDP and 47 per cent of the

public debt. 

At the Commonwealth Third Global Biennial Conference on Small

States, held in Saint Lucia in March 2014, it was remarked that

Saint Lucia may well be the most vulnerable country in the world,

on current showing.

The Caribbean had a still more sobering situation following the

passage of Hurricane Ivan in 2004 when Grenada suffered damage

of well over US$1 billion, or nearly 200 per cent of its GDP, and a

loss of over 30 per cent of its housing stock. As noted in the

Barbados Programme of Action, insurance and re-insurance is

either unavailable or exorbitantly expensive, with adverse

consequences for re-activating the development process after

catastrophic events such as these.

Most of the islands’ settlements, including their capital cities, are

coastal zone settlements. Some, like Saint Lucia’s capital city, even

lie below sea level, on land reclaimed from the sea itself, and are

therefore prone to flooding by high water tides. There is also the

continuous threat of damage to infrastructure and disruption of

administrative and economic activity. Rural settlements are

themselves seldom very far away from the coast, so that the threat

of destruction of livelihoods (mainly in the agricultural sector) is a

constant challenge. 

Derek Walcott, the Saint Lucian Nobel Laureate in Literature (1992),

could well have been referring to the precarious and vulnerable

nature of the Caribbean when he warned in his Nobel Lecture that

‘a morning could come in which governments might ask what

happened not merely to the forests and the bays but to a whole

people’ (Walcott, 1993).

Apart from regional programmes and projects, there are many

interventions by all manner of government agencies, community

groups, religious organisations, school-based groups and corporate

establishments, all aimed at raising awareness and at changing

behaviours through the conduct of environmental improvement

activities. But behaviour modification takes time, and time is not on

our side.

How then do we accelerate this behaviour modification that would

save small island developing states from losing their already

precarious hold at the sharp end of environmental uncertainty and

from falling into the deep end? The prevailing recommendation is

that of mainstreaming education for sustainable development

(ESD). ESD is not a new initiative to be undertaken on top of

everything else, but, rather, a set of principles that can be

interwoven into existing initiatives and programmes to add value to

their delivery. It should be thought of not as an add-on, but as a

fundamental way of conceptualising education.

But efforts to implement ESD have had mixed results. Could it be

because there is no consensus on how it is to be implemented or

not enough clarity on what the concept really involves?

Turning to other regions, many would subscribe to the conclusion

that Nichols arrived at in her study of ESD in the UK:

The severity of the environmental crisis as it is reported does not

seem to be reflected… If the concern is as urgent as it is

suggested, and education really is as significant in this change as

many believe it is, then the government needs to take more

drastic action. ESD needs to be better defined to allow for

precise research and assessment; all levels of education and

society have a vital role to play.

Despite the kinds of informal education initiatives mentioned, it is

fair to say that ESD has not entered the popular lexicon of the

Caribbean.

There are those who argue that, even at the close of the UN

decade for ESD, no Caribbean regional policy for ESD exists (Down

and Nurse, 2007). While this may be an over generalisation, it is
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true to say, for example, that there is no specific focus on ESD in

the Education Strategy formulated by the Organisation of Eastern

Caribbean States for its member states for the period 2011–21, nor

in a number of sector plans at national level. 

One strategy that, perhaps, has not been given the prominence it

deserves is information and knowledge management. How easily

this strategy can be mainstreamed in all levels of the formal

education sector is what needs to be addressed. The Mauritius

Strategy recognised that in the contemporary global context:

The wealth of a nation depends more on its ability to produce,

exchange and transform knowledge than on its natural

resources or industrial production. More than most, islanders are

very conscious that the future of any institution, country or

region depends in large part on the depth and quality of its

human capital. More than any time in history, the ‘success’ of an

individual, corporation or nation is based on knowledge,

connections, creativity and engagement and on how a country

manages its workforce. 

– UNESCO, 2007: p. 6

Priority attention should therefore be directed at promoting

educational development and sustained capacity-building to

strengthen knowledge societies throughout small island developing

states (Crossley, 2011) to better prepare them for dealing with the

challenges associated with today’s environmental shifts. Given the

urgency of the situation, there are those who suggest that serious

consideration should be given to other ways of empowering civil

society to promote sustainable development. To their credit, the

governments of the Caribbean region have conducted robust

climate change vulnerability and adaptation assessments, and have

formulated and put in place sound strategies and initiatives to

address the many challenges of environmental uncertainty, but a lot

of this information remains in official circles and has not reached

those whose lives will be most impacted by the consequences of this

uncertainty (Tulsie, 2014). This information and communication gap

needs to be bridged, and bridged urgently.
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