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The UN recognizes a distinct group of 50 developing, low-lying coastal countries as Small Islands Develop-
ing States (SIDS). The SIDS member-states are culturally diverse but share similar challenges: scarce re-
sources, vulnerability to natural disasters, dependency on foreign trade, and small but growing populations 
in narrow and sometimes submerging portions of land. This session reviewed imminent climate change 
issues within these countries, and explored the role for science diplomacy in SIDS’ international relations 
and sustainable development. 

Leo Trembley opened the session by discussing these diverse islands, many of which are vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change and in one sense are “paying for the mistakes made by other countries.” This 
panel covered three different perspectives: islands in Africa that are below sea-level, and those in the Ca-
ribbean and the Pacific. 

Yoko Ebisawa focused on Japan-Caribbean partnerships, and how to promote sustainable development in 
the face of climate change. She noted that although the Paris agreement aims to keep the global tempera-
ture rise below two degrees, 1.5 degrees is more relevant for small islands in the pacific and Caribbean. 
These islands are already seeing negative effects due to changing climate conditions. In 2014, there was 
a Japan-Caribbean conference held in Trinidad and Tobago related to the UNDP 2015 project, which, with 
$15M in funding, aims to support countries to increase resilience to climate change by lowering emissions. 
Related projects focus on sustainable agriculture and water management as well as renewable energy.  
Japan and the Caribbean are implementing collaborative solutions and in many cases transferring relevant 
technology from Japan to the Caribbean.

Gregory Stone discussed his National Geographic expedition 20 years ago to the Republic of Kiribati, a 
small island nation in the central Pacific Ocean. The expedition marked the start of science diplomacy 
engagement that helped contribute to the country’s declaration of the first true marine protected area.  
He noted that corals protect islands such as Kiribati from sea-level rise. Hence, threats to coral reefs are 
threats to the existence of such island nations. Within the next several generations, Kiribati is expected to 
be unlivable, yet citizens do not yet have an emigration plan. During this critical time of transition, Stone 
discussed the importance of marrying indigenous knowledge and social practice with science in ways that 
are aligned with the local value system. 

Christine Greene first brought blessings from the people of Kiribati and expressed deep appreciation to 
UNESCO and AAAS.  In an i-Kiribati context, science means truth, and diplomacy means respect for dia-
logue. Hence, science diplomacy is a welcome term and concept. She discussed climate change as a very 
real, existential threat to her island nation and stressed that instead of placing blame we need to focus on 
solutions. 

Jose Gomez-Solino focused on the Macaronesia system of islands in the North Atlantic Ocean off the 
coasts of Africa and Europe. The term Macaronesia was coined in the middle of the 19th century and 
means Islands of the Blessed. The Macaronesia islands currently strive for independent recognition but 
are currently considered mainly as a part of Europe. For example, the Government of the Canary Islands, 
within Macaronesia and currently considered an autonomous community of Spain, want this region recog-
nized and differentiated from the EU. 

Considered as a whole, Macaronesia encompasses diverse archipelagos. Some islands have disappeared 
below sea level but others are rising due to their volcanic origin. While the Canary Islands enjoy robust 
tourism and relatively high GDP, Cape Verde has a relatively low GDP per capita.  Many challenges unite the 
islands within Macaronesia, including climate change, water resources, and unmet capacity building needs. 
Science diplomacy was cited as one important tool to better integrating the islands with one another, West 
Africa (via the CampusAfrica initiative), Europe, and the rest of the world. 

SESSION KEY POINTS

• SIDS benefit greatly from regional and global science diplomacy focused on partnerships that marry 
local knowledge and customs with scientific techniques and products.

• The threat of climate and environmental change is felt acutely on SIDS. Entire cultures will disappear in 
our lifetimes if more is not done to salvage them.


