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Summary 

The St. George’s Declaration of Principles for Environmental Sustainability in the OECS (SGD) is an 
environmental policy framework adopted by the Member States of the Organisation of Eastern 
Caribbean States (OECS) in 2001 and reaffirmed in a revised form in 2006. The SGD is in many 
respects an effort to respond to a rapidly evolving global policy environment in a manner that 
reflects the contexts and priorities of the small island states that comprise the OECS. More than a 
decade after its adoption, the SGD remains an important instrument of sustainable development 
policy in Member States, contributing in useful ways to national capacity and action on 
environmental management. The SGD was revised in 2006, when results-based management had 
begun to influence the design of international agreements and policy frameworks. The revised 
version of the SDG responded to that trend by translating the principles and actions identified in the 
original version into goals, targets and indicators, and aligning these wherever possible to the 
targets and commitments that Member States have made under the major multilateral 
environmental agreements.  

However, making that change in the structure of the Declaration required confronting the limited 
capacity of OECS countries in data collection and management. That capacity was already under 
strain from the many overlapping demands for monitoring and reporting related to the international 
agreements and conventions that Member States have signed on to. The case of the St. George’s 
Declaration offers lessons on how small states can use regional policy harmonisation to create a 
bridge between national and global policy arenas and to overcome inherent constraints that are 
inadequately acknowledged or accommodated in international processes and global frameworks. 
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A brief background to the St. George’s Declaration 

The small island developing states that make up the membership of the OECS are bound together by 
proximity, shared ecosystems, a common history and political structures, and strong historic social 
and cultural ties. They also share the vulnerabilities and economic challenges common to all small 
states. Even before achieving independence, the countries were relying on regional cooperation and 
pooling of resources to overcome the constraints of small size and enhance their political and 
economic viability. By the 1970s, they had established a common eastern Caribbean currency and 
judicial and civil aviation systems and had made several attempts at creating common markets in 
goods and labour. These initial cooperative initiatives were consolidated in the signing in 1981 of the 
Treaty of Basseterre, creating the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States1 (Ishmael 2006).  

The establishment of the OECS Secretariat in Saint Lucia, with the capacity to manage regional 
programmes and projects, allowed the countries to expand the scope of their cooperation to new 
areas, including environmental management. In 1986 a Natural Resource Management Unit (later 
renamed Environment and Sustainable Development Unit) was created in the Secretariat to provide 
expertise and facilitate coordinated actions among Member States. The Unit became a magnet for 
donors who were interested in supporting environmental management in the region and preferred 
to work through a single regional partner rather than with individual countries. While donor support 
made it possible to implement a number of useful programmes and projects, in the absence of an 
agreed OECS environmental policy framework, the activities of the Unit were determined as much 
by donor priorities as those of Member States.  

In order to identify priorities more proactively and strategically, in the mid-1990s the OECS 
established an Environmental Policy Committee (EPC) comprised of the Ministers responsible for 
environmental matters in all Member States. At its third annual meeting in 1999, the EPC directed 
the Secretariat to coordinate preparation of an “OECS Charter for Environmental Management” and 
associated strategy for implementation. The aim of this directive, which was supported and 
encouraged by donors, was to establish a framework through which Member States could achieve 
greater integration, synergies and economies of scale on environmental management. The result of 
the directive was the St. George’s Declaration of Principles for Environmental Sustainability in the 
OECS (SGD), signed by all Member States in Grenada in 2001. The Natural Resource Management 
Unit prepared a regional Environmental Management Strategy and supported Member States to 
prepare their own National Environmental Management Strategies (NEMS) based on the SGD 
framework. OECS leadership on the SGD and the regional and national environmental management 
strategies reflects the commitment in the Treaty of Basseterre to encourage and facilitate policy 
harmonisation among Member States. 

In 2005, the Environment and Sustainable Development Unit (ESDU) undertook a review of the SGD 
and the experience of Member States in carrying out their commitments under it. The review was 
mandated by the SGD itself2, but was also motivated by the difficulties that ESDU was having 
assessing, and reporting to its donors on, the contributions of the SGD and the NEMS to improved 
environmental management. The decision to review the SGD was also a response to complaints 
from national focal point agencies that while the OECS was putting pressure on countries to report, 
it was not redistributing the information to Member States or reporting back to them on how the 
information collected was being used. ESDU staff did understand that the SGD added to Member 

                                                
1 The OECS Member States include 6 independent countries (Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, St. 
Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia and St. Vincent and the Grenadines) and 3 self-governing Overseas Territories of 
the United Kingdom (Anguilla, the British Virgin Islands and Montserrat). 

2 Principle 21 of the original version of the SGD calls for a review of the Principles within three years of 
ratification. 
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States’ growing burden of reporting on international and regional commitments, and wanted to find 
a way to make reporting less onerous and at the same time more evidence-based and timely. The 
main conclusion of the review was that the Principles in the SGD should be translated into clearly 
defined goals, desired outcomes and targets that could be easily tracked and reported on, and that 
would be consistent with targets and indicators in the many multilateral environmental agreements 
countries had committed to, thus helping the countries meet their reporting requirements under 
those commitments (Renard and Geoghegan 2005). The new SGD targets were developed through a 
series of country consultations involving diverse stakeholders. Indicators of progress at goal level 
were selected through consultation with regional experts and research on the availability and 
reliability of existing databases.  

Member States endorsed the revised version of the SGD at the 10th Meeting of the EPC in 2007, and 
ESDU provided support to Member States to translate their NEMS into the new framework.  

 

The contribution of the Declaration to sustainable development in OECS 

countries 

Through their own efforts and with the support of donor agencies and international and regional 
organisations, the OECS countries had reasonably comprehensive environmental management 
policies and institutions in place long before they signed on to the SGD. As indicated in the Appendix, 
OECS countries have also been active participants in most major international and regional initiatives 
related to sustainable development. Many of these obligations are noted in the Preamble to the 
SGD.  

However, despite these efforts and commitments, the progress of OECS countries towards 
environmental sustainability has been slow, halting and marked by frequent setbacks. Engagement 
in international processes has helped bring environmental issues higher on the political agenda and 
offered access to information and technical support. But these processes also have drawn heavily on 
countries’ very limited institutional capacity and human resources, with many senior government 
officers spending large portions of their time attending meetings overseas and servicing the 
requirements of international conventions. In a context of limited resources and multiple demands 
both from home and abroad, countries have had little time to devote to strategic planning on 
sustainable development. The preparation of the SGD gave Member States a space for assessing 
progress, constraints and priorities and developing a strategic framework for moving forward. 
Through the SGD process countries were able to distil those elements of the international 
architecture that were most relevant to their own contexts and meld them with a bottom up 
assessment of objectives and needs. The SGD thus gives Member States a conceptual framing and 
language that makes sense both at home and in international arenas. To the extent that countries 
use the SGD in that way, it is a valuable resource. 

By focusing on priority issues at sub-regional level, the SGD also provided a framework for further 
policy harmonisation. Since the revision of the SGD, the OECS has spearheaded processes to 
harmonise national policies on land use and water resources and to develop a common regional 
policy on ocean governance.  

The NEMS are another major contribution of the SGD to sustainable development in the region. The 
purpose of the NEMS was to move countries past a sector approach to environmental management 
to one that mainstreams environmental principles and considerations across all sectors of 
government and economic activity. Today, the extent to which countries use their NEMS varies 
greatly, and very few countries have kept them up to date. They nonetheless continue to be seen by 
Member States as central planning documents on issues related to environmental management, as 
well as the link between the international and domestic agendas on environmental management. A 
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recent report prepared by the Antigua and Barbuda Government for the Third International 
Conference on Small Island Developing States (Samoa, September 2014) called the NEMS “the 
adaptation of the regional principles of the Rio Declaration and other International agreements … to 
the national situation in Antigua and Barbuda” and “the main policy vehicle in which international 
agreements, legislation and national policy are reflected” (Gore-Francis 2013). While they have 
proven useful as tools for prioritising and decision-making, they have been much less effective as 
programmes of action. Due to lack of resources, countries have had to rely on a piecemeal approach 
to implementing their NEMS, relying on discrete donor-funded projects to support specific aspects 
of the strategies. 

The SGD is now well embedded in the regional development policy architecture. In 2011, the 
Member States ratified a Revised Treaty of Basseterre, including a Protocol on Economic Union. 
Article 24 of the Protocol upgrades the SGD from a non-binding agreement among Member States 
to “’harder’ law” (OECS 2013). The influence of the SGD on high level regional policy and planning is 
also evident in the attention paid to it in the evolving OECS Growth and Development Strategy.  

In the seven years that have passed since the SGD was last updated, the regional and global 
environmental landscape has changed considerably. Among Member States, issues like climate 
change, renewable energy and green economy have become much more important, while 
internationally new policy frameworks are replacing the ones, such as the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and Barbados Programme of Action for Small Island Developing States, to which the 
2007 version of the SGD was aligned. The SGD will again soon need to be reviewed and updated if it 
is to remain relevant and useful for Member States. 

A paper (Geoghegan and Renard 2008) by the consultants who carried out the SGD review in 2005-
2006 asks what value a regional policy instrument like the SGD adds to already substantially 
comprehensive national and international policy frameworks on sustainable development. The 
paper suggests this value is found at four levels. First, it offers a mechanism for managing resources 
and ecosystems that are shared by Member States and can only adequately be managed through 
regional cooperation. Secondly, it provides a foundation for pooling expertise on environmental 
management, which may be insufficient in any one country but is substantial across the region. 
Thirdly, a regional policy statement can help small states increase their voice and influence in 
international processes and form a basis for common negotiating positions. Finally, regional policy 
can fill gaps in international policy frameworks that of necessity do not fully reflect the development 
contexts of specific countries or country groupings.  

 

Confronting the data management disconnect 

The MDGs, which have provided the main framework for international development cooperation 
since 2001, have been transformative in many ways, not least in their application of the principles of 
results-based management to the international development agenda. By structuring the agenda 
around quantifiable targets and indicators, the MDGs rely virtually entirely on hard quantitative data 
for assessing progress. Since 2001, the tools of results-based management have been widely 
adopted by donors and international organisations, vastly increasing the demand on countries to 
provide regularly updated data on a range of economic, social and environmental aspects of 
development. The idea behind this shift is that once the data collection and management systems 
are in place, monitoring and reporting on progress are more precise, useful and resource-efficient.  

The problem with this rosy picture is that in most countries of the world, very little data are 
collected and data management systems, where they exist, are disjointed, weak and full of gaps.  

The consultants who assisted ESDU to revise the SGD summarised the challenges of applying results-
based management frameworks in OECS countries as follows: 
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 lack of baseline information on many key environmental parameters, for 
example non-existent or seriously outdated assessments of the extent of key 
ecosystems;  

 lack of capacity for regular monitoring, with the monitoring of many important 
parameters dependent on external funding and therefore very sporadic; 

 lack of well-established indicators to track many crucial aspects of 
environmental management. (Geoghegan and Renard 2006) 

Agencies responsible for coordinating and monitoring progress on international agreements and 
conventions often argue that the demand for data on development indicators will incentivise 
investment in data management and capacity development. For example, a 2013 UN report on 
lessons learned from MDG monitoring asserted that “[T]he MDG framework fostered the 
strengthening of statistical systems and the compilation and use of quality data to improve policy 
design and monitoring by national governments and international organizations” (IAEG-MDG Task 
Team 2013). However, there is no evidence that this has been the case in Caribbean countries, 
where data management capacity is structurally constrained by the limited human and technical 
resources inherent in small size.  

On the other hand, the work on revising the SGD revealed that considerable data relevant to many 
aspects of sustainable development are being collected in all the countries of the OECS, but they are 
not being consolidated and used for tracking sustainable development progress. Much information 
is collected by government agencies for their own programme purposes, but other agencies are 
often unaware of its existence or have difficulty getting access to it. Relevant data are also collected 
by non-governmental actors, but are not integrated into national databases. Examples include:  

 information on the number of companies and government departments employing ISO 
14001 environmental management standards, collected by the International Organization 
for Standardization (ISO); 

 monitoring of endangered or endemic species, dispersed among an array of NGOs, local 
environmental groups and government agencies such as Forestry and Fisheries 
Departments, who do not always share the data collected with others;  

 information on the contribution of alternative energy sources to the energy mix, collected 
by the Caribbean Energy Information Service. 

Although lack of data is a real problem, perhaps an even greater challenge is the disconnect 
between the data that are available or could be accessed relatively easily and the indicators selected 
for tracking progress on international agreements. Among the consequences of ignoring this 
disconnect, or operating on the assumption that the demand for indicator data will drive investment 
in increasing supply, are subversion of the purpose of results-based systems through insufficient and 
unreliable data, and the proliferation of a cottage industry of international consultants undertaking 
baseline assessments and monitoring on behalf of governments and international agencies without 
contributing to local data management capacity development.   

ESDU and its consultants attempted to address the data disconnect challenge in the revision of the 
SGD as follows: 

 adopting as many targets and indicators that countries had already committed to as 
possible, for example, a target on preparation of national sustainable development 
strategies (Mauritius Plan of Implementation) and an indicator on national consumption of 
chlorofluorocarbons (Montreal Protocol); 
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 making maximum and creative use of available and reliable data, for example selection of an 
indicator on use of waste management systems using information collected in national 
census surveys; 

 engaging regional organisations to undertake baseline assessments and monitoring on their 
fields of expertise, for example, the Caribbean Natural Resources Institute (CANARI) on 
collaborative arrangements for natural resource management and the Caribbean Regional 
Negotiating Machinery on the extent of environmental safeguards in economic trade 
agreements; 

The final output of the revision of the SGD was a new instrument for monitoring and reporting, 
which was prepared in close consultation with the SGD national focal points. The new instrument 
was intended to make reporting more useful to countries and simplify consolidation of information 
into regional reports from the OECS Secretariat. However, the new reporting system has proved to 
be as difficult to implement as the previous one, and for the same reasons. The OECS provided 
funding to countries to prepare reports in 2008-2009, on the basis of which OECS prepared a 2009 
regional report. However, most countries have not reported since that time, and some never 
reported at all. Focal points continue to feel the strain of too many reporting requirements and do 
not believe that reporting on the SGD has value for them unless the OECS Secretariat consolidates 
the information into regional reports. The OECS Secretariat has its own resource constraints and no 
longer sees reporting on the SGD as a priority. It has not followed up on the recommendations made 
by the ESDU consultants for engaging regional organisations in a comprehensive system of data 
collection and management, and is now largely concerned with establishing systems to monitor the 
indicators included in the new OECS growth and development strategy. 

 

Conclusions and lessons 

For small states like those comprising the OECS, a regional approach to sustainable development 
policy development makes sense: it creates economies of scale, saving resource-constrained 
countries the need to individually conduct similar processes; it facilitates sharing of approaches and 
experience; and it enables solutions to problems that require regional collaboration. A regional 
policy statement like the SGD also provides a bridge, or stepping stone, between the pragmatic and 
often reactive work of national governance and the aspirational and depoliticised world of global 
development frameworks and agreements. Regional policy frameworks can help small countries 
negotiate and participate more effectively in international processes, by providing the basis for 
collective positions and a roadmap for national and regional action on international commitments. 
More effective participation in international policy processes can in turn result in greater influence 
over their outcomes and thus greater relevance to local contexts and priorities. 

Countries aspiring towards sustainable development need policy frameworks that govern and guide 
action at multiple scales, from local to international. But small and resource-constrained countries 
need to construct these multi-level frameworks with a clear understanding of the trade-offs 
involved. For Caribbean countries, strong participation in international environmental conventions 
has had many benefits but has also undermined national management capacity by diverting limited 
skilled human resources. The SGD helped countries clarify the fit between national priorities and 
international obligations and to place those obligations in a national and regional context.  

But the SGD also involved its own set of obligations and commitments, adding to the already heavy 
reporting burden of Member States. The revision of the SGD and its reporting requirements was an 
attempt to enhance its benefits to countries and reduce the costs, partly through basing selection of 
SGD indicators on data already available and engaging with relevant regional organisations to 
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expand the scope of data collection and monitoring capacity. Unfortunately, these benefits have not 
materialised and may not be achievable. 

The review of the SGD also revealed the difficulties that small and resource-constrained countries 
have in participating in international development agreements and agendas that are based on 
“universally applicable” targets and indicators. The MDG experience has shown the limitations of 
using a single set of indicators across a range of countries with vastly differing abilities to collect and 
manage data, and with limited national capacity already overloaded. The SGD experience suggests 
that future international frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals need to take much 
more realistic account of data availability and management capacity in individual countries and work 
with regional partners to develop approaches that are tailored to local contexts yet able to produce 
information that is robust and comparable across all countries. 
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Appendix: Table of international and regional commitments related to sustainable development 

Convention/Agreement Scope Year OECS Member State 
signatories or participants3 

St. George’s Declaration  Regional 2001, revised 
2006 

All 

UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity 

International 1993 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

Convention on International 
Trafficking in Endangered 
Species 

International 1975 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

World Heritage Convention International 1972 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands 

International 1971 ANB, GRE, SLU 

UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change and Associated 
Kyoto Protocol 

International 1992 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

UN Convention on Combating 
Desertification 

International 1994 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

Basel Convention on the Control 
of Transboundary Movements 
of Hazardous Wastes and Their 
Disposal 

International 1992 ANB, DOM, SKN, SLU, SVG 

Convention for the Protection 
and Development of the Marine 
Environment in the Wider 
Caribbean Region (Cartagena 
Convention)  

Regional 1986 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG as well as the UK 
Government to encompass 
ANG, BVI and MON 

Cartagena Convention Protocol 
on Special Protected Areas and 
Wildlife 

Regional 2000 GRE, SLU, SVG. ANB signed 
but not yet ratified 

Cartagena Convention Protocol 
on Oil Spills 

Regional 1986 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

Cartagena Convention Protocol 
on Land-Based Sources of 
Marine Pollution 

Regional 2010 ANB, GRE, SLU 

                                                
3 Acronyms used as follows: Anguilla (ANG), Antigua and Barbuda (ANB), British Virgin Islands (BVI), Dominica 
(DOM), Grenada (GRE), Montserrat (MON), St. Kitts and Nevis (SKN), Saint Lucia (SLU), St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines (SVG). 

OECS Member States include three Overseas Territories of the UK: Anguilla, the British Virgin Islands and 
Montserrat. These Territories are all signatories of the St. George’s Declaration but are generally ineligible to 
become individual signatories of international conventions.  
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Barbados Declaration and 
Programme of Action on Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS) 

International 1994 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG; BVI and MON also 
attended the Conference as 
Observers 

Mauritius Declaration and 
Strategy on SIDS 

International 2005 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG; ANG and MON also 
attended the Conference as 
Observers 

Samoa Declaration and Strategy 
on SIDS (forthcoming 2014) 

International   

Rio Declaration on Environment 
and Development and Agenda 
21 (the Rio Programme of 
Action) 

International 1992 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG; ANG, BVI and MON 
through the UK 

Johannesburg Programme of 
Implementation  

International 2002  

Rio+20 outcome document (The 
Future We Want) 

International 2012  

Millennium Declaration and its 
commitments embodied in the 
Millennium Development Goals  

International 2001 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG as Members of the UN 
General Assembly 

Declaration of Santa Cruz de la 
Sierra and Plan of Action for the 
Sustainable Development of the 
Americas 

Hemispheric 1996  

Vienna Convention for the 
Protection of the Ozone Layer 
and its Montreal Protocol 

International 1985, 1987 ANB, DOM, GRE, SKN, SLU, 
SVG 

Convention for the Prevention 
of Pollution by Ships (MARPOL) 
and its Protocols 

International 1973 ANB, DOM, SKN, SLU, SVG 

Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants  

International 2001 ANB, DOM, SKN, SLU, SVG 

 


