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The 15 member states of CARICOM face a number of daunting threats to their national security. 
These include: trafficking in drugs, small arms, and humans; domestic and transnational gang 
activities, piracy, and frequent natural disasters. This paper will analyze the intertwined nature of 
these security threats and what efforts CARICOM member states are making to overcome these 
challenges. The paper will assess the success of these efforts on the Caribbean region, and offer 
recommendations to complement existing joint initiatives and multilateral cooperation within 
CARICOM.

Drug and Arms Trafficking
The illegal trafficking of firearms and drugs carried out by domestic and transnational gangs is the 
leading cause of crime in CARICOM nations. The prevalence of firearms trafficking has increased in 
tandem with the growing drug trade, and as drugs flow north from the narcotic supplying countries 
of South America, firearms flow south from the United States.1 According to the Association of 
Caribbean Police Chiefs, in 2010 there were approximately 1.6 million illegal firearms in CARICOM 
countries.2 Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Guyana in particular have experienced a marked 
increase in gang violence involving firearms.3 Of the 12,954 homicides committed over the last 10 
years in Jamaica, 9,231 were committed with illegal firearms.4

According to the UNODC, the Caribbean has 30 homicides per 100,000 people, compared to 29 
per 100,000 in Southern and Western Africa and 7 per 100,000 in North America.5 This is largely 
a product of the pervasive gang activities throughout the region. Perpetuated by lucrative drug 
and arms trafficking, local gangs have grown into transnational criminal syndicates and one of 
the Caribbean’s most formidable security threats. Jamaica has approximately 202 gangs with 2,645 
members which are responsible for 80% of homicides and other serious crimes. In Trinidad and 
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Tobago, 80 gangs totaling 1,200 members are estimated to be responsible for the majority of crimes.6 
Even in the Bahamas, which enjoys the highest GDP per capita among CARICOM countries, 
homicide rates are rising, and 44% of homicides can be attributed to drugs.7,8

Given the geographic location of the Caribbean, between the cocaine suppliers of South America 
and cocaine consumers in North America and Europe, illegal drug trafficking requires constant 
policing and prevention. The total value of drug trafficking activities in the Caribbean is roughly 
3.5% of the region’s GDP.9 In 2007, traffickers moved an estimated 240 metric tons of cocaine 
through CARICOM countries into the U.S. and Europe.10 South American producers now export 
844 tons of cocaine yearly, 16%, or approximately 135 tons, of which flows through the Caribbean.11,12 
With continued U.S. pressure on Mexican drug routes, the amount of Caribbean trafficking is only 
expected to grow.

Stopping drug trafficking would lead to a reduction in crime and a consequent increase in measures 
of development. A study conducted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the 
World Bank estimated that crime-related expenses (security costs, health care for victims of violent 
crime) cost between 2-4% of GDP in Caribbean nations.13 Private firms have reported adverse 
economic effects due to crime and subsequent security measures. In Jamaica, firms spent roughly 
2% of revenue on security measures. Among small firms this number jumps to 17%.  Reducing 
homicide rates even slightly could increase per capita income significantly. For reference, a small 
decrease in homicide rates to 10.6 in 100,000 would increase per capita income by 5.4% in Jamaica 
and Haiti and by 1.7% in Guyana. Economic losses from the drug trade are region-wide and are 
increasingly being felt outside of CARICOM. In the Dominican Republic, 47% of firms have 
reported lower productivity, and 57% report worsened access to financing directly due to crime-
related problems.14

The Caribbean community has undertaken several multilateral cooperative initiatives to minimize 
the economic and security threats posed by drug trafficking and illicit arms trade. Together, the 
nations of the Caribbean seized 7.9 metric tons of cocaine and 46 metric tons of marijuana in 2008.15 
Interdiction efforts in the Caribbean have reduced the share of cocaine going into North America 
from 43% to 12% in 6 years.16 Continued interdiction operations will likely perpetuate the downward 
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trend in trafficking in the Caribbean. Multilateral arrangements such as the Santo Domingo Pact 
have helped efficiently distribute resources and intelligence to fight the flow of narcotics from South 
America. The Santo Domingo Pact and related Managua Mechanism (SDP/MM) deliver technical 
expertise to Central American and Caribbean nations to assist in drug control implementation. 
The computerized system developed for the SDP/MM will also serve as a data clearinghouse, 
allowing nations to coordinate interdiction activities.17 The SDP/MM can expand to coordinate 
drug eradication and trafficking interdiction operations throughout the Western Hemisphere.

CARICOM Member States could undertake additional efforts to deter gang-initiated crime – 
whether perpetuated by arms or drug trafficking or both. These measures could include:

i.	 More severe punishments for individuals who are associated with illegal activities 
involving guns, drugs, gangs, or a combination thereof.

ii.	 A prisoner-trading program so that persons apprehended with known gang connections 
could be traded with similar prisoners from other states, thereby breaking up their 
respective criminal organizations.

iii.	 Work programs specifically geared towards young males, to provide them skill sets to 
participate in society positively and mitigate economic incentives for crime.

iv.	 Educational programs that target children at a very young age to teach them about dangers of  
drugs, orient them towards peaceful conflict resolution, and foster community affinity.

Maritime Piracy, Shipping and Port Security
As drugs and arms trafficking in the Caribbean basin becomes more lucrative, the flow of illegal 
shipments will surge. Fifty-one percent of all intercepted drug shipments in the Atlantic during 
2006-2008 started their journey in Venezuela and moved through the Caribbean web of islands 
on the way to Europe.18 A further 11% of drug-related shipments originated in various Caribbean 
countries.19 Although difficult to contain, the illicit drug trade within the CARICOM member states 
can be greatly reduced by more stringent maritime security measures, as the relationship between 
the two go hand in hand. Maritime piracy also poses a security threat to the Caribbean Basin due 
to weak national capacities for maritime patrol. For instance, while some countries maintain small 
coastal patrol vehicles, several CARICOM countries such as Dominica, Grenada, and St. Kitts and 
Nevis do not have a single maritime patrol vessel.20 The threat is further exacerbated by weak port 
security controls in the region.

According to the International Maritime Organization (IMO), there were 40 reported acts of piracy 
and armed robbery in the Caribbean and South American coast in 2010.21 In July 2011, three armed 
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rebels attacked and robbed five fishing vessels off the coast of Guyana, an incident later connected 
to a series of high-sea robberies of 15 fishing boats that same weekend.22 Although the Caribbean 
does not suffer from rampant piracy similar to that seen off the Horn of Africa or the Gulf of Aden, 
widespread poverty and social unrest may lead to similar disastrous results.

Further, due to the large number of Western-flagged vessels in Caribbean waters, the region’s 
proximity to the United States, its porous borders, and widespread poverty, economically vulnerable 
Caribbean states could become an attractive base for anti-Western Islamic militant groups. In 2007, 
Trinidadian authorities arrested four members of the Islamist extremist group Jamaat al-Muslimeen 
in connection to a terrorist plot to attack JFK airport in New York. If such groups choose to increase 
operations in the Caribbean, they will find little difficulty in exploiting the region’s vulnerable ports 
and easy access to Western targets. More recently, in 2008, an al-Qaeda plot to attack a Caribbean 
cruise ship was revealed. Perpetrators had planned to use similar methods as those used in the 
attack on the U.S.S. Cole. Such incidents should serve as a forewarning of future terrorist activity 
in the area.23

In July 2004, the IMO implemented the ISPS (International Ship and Port Security) code, a 
mechanism designed to evaluate risk and enhance the security of ships and ports.24 Although ISPS 
standards are designed to protect and screen cargo at the ports, inadequate training for customs 
officers, poor port management standards, and a lack of maritime patrol vessels in the Caribbean 
continue to undermine port security.25  According to the Jamaica Maritime Authority, it would take 
approximately $500 million to implement the sufficient security equipment, infrastructure, and 
personnel training needed to secure Jamaican ports.26

Despite their palpable inability to maintain adequate maritime and port security, several CARICOM 
states have undertaken efforts to fully accede to ISPS standards. In addition, the Organization of 
Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) provides maritime policing assistance through the Regional 
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Security System (RSS), an organization created in 1982 to respond to national security threats in 
the Caribbean.27 These maritime programs must be strengthened to ensure stronger compliance 
with ISPS regulations. Some suggestions in this regard include:

i.	 development of regional standards for maritime and airport personnel training,

ii.	 establishment of sufficient cargo screening methods at port facilities, and

iii.	 establishment of a shared regional database to exchange information on ship registration,  
issued licenses, and boat tags.

Human Trafficking
As human trafficking has become the fastest growing transnational criminal industry in the world, 
the Caribbean community must make provisions to stem the flow of modern-day slaves in and out 
of the region. There are an estimated 250,000 people in forced labor in the Caribbean and Latin 
America regions, 43% of whom are forced into commercial sexual exploitation.28 Five CARICOM 
states (Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, Trinidad & Tobago, St. Lucia, and Suriname) were classified 
as Tier 2 in the U.S. State Department’s “2011 Trafficking in Persons Report” for failing to comply 
with the minimum standards of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act, although each state was 
commended for making significant efforts to meet these standards.29 Three CARICOM states were 
included on the Watch List (Bahamas, Barbados, and St. Vincent & the Grenadines), indicating that 
trafficking is increasing significantly or that the state’s government is not making adequate efforts 
to combat trafficking.

Open borders, lax enforcement of entertainment visas and work permits, and legalized prostitution 
in the Caribbean contribute to its growing sex tourism industry. As a major transit point for 
forced laborers destined for Europe and North America, the Caribbean has attracted a number 
of transnational crime syndicates that disrupt regional stability, and there is increasing concern 
that terrorist groups will become attracted to the lucrative Caribbean slave trade just as they have 
been attracted towards the drug trade in Colombia and Tri-Border area (Brazil, Argentina and 
Paraguay).30

Human trafficking, like drug and arms trafficking, promotes underground economy and violence. 
The networks and pathways used for trafficking humans are the same as those used for illicit arms 
and drug trafficking. Efforts to stem the increasing flow of forced laborers from southern Asia 
and Latin America to the Caribbean should cause these other underground industries to suffer.31 
As many Caribbean states are tied in this network of source, transit, and destination countries, 
regional cooperation is imperative to resolve the issue.
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Natural Disasters
The Caribbean is one of the most disaster prone regions in the world, and is home to “the top ten 
countries by number of disasters per land area and per head of population.”32 Economic growth, 
coastline development, and overall urban expansion have only amplified the destructive potential 
of natural disasters in recent years.  Economic development over the past few decades, for instance, 
has led to the urbanization of 75% of the region.33 As Caribbean states have heavily agricultural 
economies and rely on tourism for 14.2% of their annual GDP, or US$48.6 billion, natural disasters 
can be devastating to these states.34 During 1970-1999, total economic losses to the region due to 
natural disasters ranged between $700 million and $3.3 billion annually, the cumulative damages 
equivalent to 43.3% of the region’s total GDP for 1998.35

Natural disasters routinely cause the loss of essential infrastructure such as telecommunications, 
civil defense mechanisms, and government services, and thus hinder CARICOM member states’ 
security capacity. Natural disasters are one of the main reasons why the GDP of Caribbean states are 
so unstable.36 Funds often destined for security and development are often diverted to compensate 
for disaster losses.37

The threat of natural disasters is higher now than ever, making regional preparedness an absolute 
priority. Evidence suggests the likelihood of a steady increase in natural disasters in the future: the 
1990’s reportedly recorded three times more natural disasters than the 1970’s.38 Additionally, man-
made disasters such as oil spills, mining accidents, and transportation accidents have also seen a 
steady rise over the past 30 years.

Strengthening regional disaster response and preparedness capacity is absolutely crucial for 
CARICOM’s development and security goals.  Some suggestions for this include:

i.	 Conducting preparation and mitigation efforts at the sub-regional level to ensure cohesion 
between local, state, and regional level agencies. The Caribbean Disaster Emergency 
Management Agency’s civilian corps program is a successful example. It represents a leap 
forward in bottom up mitigation by incorporating civilians into local disaster response 
and training.39
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ii.	 Developing a safety-conscious culture to strengthen existing institutional capacity, bolster 
risk reduction and facilitate cooperative intra-regional disaster response.40

Terrorism and Non-Proliferation
The same gaps in security that are taken advantage of by criminal elements could also be seized 
upon by international terrorist organizations. Although CARICOM states may not be considered 
targets of terrorism, high valued “Western” targets do exist within CARICOM states borders, i.e. 
tourists, resorts, cruise ships, and business interests.41 In addition, the lax security could result 
in CARICOM states being used as staging grounds for acquisition operations, for assembling of 
components, or as transshipment point for WMD and dual use items.

The security gaps among CARICOM states and the greater Latin American region could foster the 
area as a staging ground or transshipment point for WMD assembly or other terrorist attacks. Asher 
Karni’s proliferation network, which used “ghost” hospitals to export oscilloscopes and triggered 
sparks gaps from the United States to Pakistan via South Africa, illustrates the ability of non-state 
actors to use unsuspecting states as transit states for dual-use items.42 Similarly, the A.Q. Khan 
network established a locally owned factory in Malaysia to produce centrifuge parts that were later 
exported to Libya.43

In light of these examples from other regions, combined with the lack of strategic trade controls 
and weak border security, it is not hard to imagine that CARICOM states will become attractive to 
proliferation networks – either for the assembly of WMD’s or for the re-export of dual-use items to 
proliferators around the world.

Initiatives to meet these challenges should include:

i.	 More focus on establishing strategic trade controls, including laws and national control 
lists

ii.	 Increased border security capabilities, including induction of radiation detecting 
devices

iii.	 Training of customs and border security officials to identify controlled items  	

iv.	 Participation in enforcement-related programs such as Container Security Initiative and 
Proliferation Security Initiative.
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Conclusion
Because of its geographical location, the Caribbean is prone to natural disasters. Although a less 
conventional threat to regional security, natural disasters have a tremendous ability to inflict 
economic damage on CARICOM states by diverting human, financial, and technical resources away 
from economic development and national security. Rather than focusing on impending natural 
disasters, CARICOM states are actively pursuing multilateral strategies to mitigate the damage to 
life and infrastructure they cause.

A similar, non-fatalistic approach is needed by CARICOM to face another product of its geographical 
location: porous maritime borders. Much of the trafficking in small arms, drugs, and humans is 
done via cargo shipments. Proliferation and terrorism experts fear that the networks used by arms, 
drugs and human traffickers can also be used to traffic dual-use items, making maritime security 
critical to the security of the region.

All 15 CARICOM member states face similar threats, and share the same resource constraints. 
Therefore, they should actively pursue regional solutions: (a) to use their scarce resources more 
efficiently and (b) to close administrative and enforcement loopholes across national systems that 
criminals are able to exploit.

A number of efforts and frameworks have already been put into place and appear to be working 
effectively in several member states. Further efforts in this regard could include:

i.	 Harmonizing laws, regulations, and penalties regarding possession, transfer, use and 
trade in narcotics and small arms;

ii.	 Harmonizing laws, regulations, and penalties regarding activities considered criminal, 
such as gang-activity, trafficking in persons, money-laundering, terrorism, and WMD- 
proliferation;

iii.	 Developing common lists of controlled items, whether these are controlled for reasons 
of public health, environmental safety, national security, or WMD proliferation. This 
will ensure that criminals would not be able to exploit the differences among national 
lists and enforcement officials would be similarly empowered to curtail transfers of these 
items across the region.

iv.	 Establishing databases on criminal activities, persons, and groups, to share enforcement 
information across the region.

v.	 Establishing regional mechanisms to invite, coordinate and take advantage of external 
assistance in capacity building.

vi.	 Developing the capacity to identify how such external assistance can be utilized and 
channeled to meet more than one regional need.


