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Strategic Importance of the Caribbean Basin
The Caribbean is strategically vital as the southeast maritime approach to the United States. It is a key 
hub and transit area for commercial logistics serving the eastern coast of the United States as well as the 
Atlantic side of Central and South America. The region is connected to the United States through ties of 
commerce, geography, and family. Not only is the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico situated centrally in the 
Caribbean between the Dominican Republic and the Leeward Antilles Islands, but significant diasporas of 
Cubans, Jamaicans, Dominicans, Haitians, and others are found in U.S. communities, from South Florida to 
New York and New Jersey and beyond.

The United States relies on good governance in the Caribbean and partnership on a range of national 
security issues, including the entry of illegal narcotics (principally moving north from Colombia and 
Venezuela) and other contraband goods. Even more importantly, the Caribbean touches—or is proximate 
to—a substantial number of important U.S. ports and military facilities, such as Jacksonville, Florida; 
Savannah and Kings Bay, Georgia; Charleston, South Carolina; and Norfolk, Virginia. Not only are these 
facilities critical to U.S. international maritime commerce, but military facilities in some of those areas 
play important roles in the deployment and sustainment of forces in a range of potential conflicts, be they 
in Africa, Europe, or Asia. Indeed, during the wars of the previous century, German submarines sought to 
operate in or near the Caribbean in order to put U.S. facilities and ship convoys at risk.

The United States relies on good governance in the Caribbean and 
partnership on a range of national security issues, including the 
entry of illegal narcotics (principally moving north from Colombia 
and Venezuela) and other contraband goods.

https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/time-series/demo/popest/2020s-total-puerto-rico.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2000/dec/phc-t-43.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2017/acs/acs-34.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2000/dec/phc-t-43.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2017/acs/acs-34.html
https://www.southcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/Article/2868400/coast-guard-offloads-more-than-148-million-of-illegal-narcotics-in-miami/
https://www.warhistoryonline.com/war-articles/uboats-caribbean-sea-wwii.html?edg-c=1
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As Russia’s invasion of Ukraine heated up in early 2022, the strategic significance of the Caribbean for 
the United States was further highlighted by Russia’s indirect threat to deploy military forces there. This 
included the January 2022 statement by Russian deputy foreign minister Sergei Ryabkov that his country 
could not rule out the deployment of military assets to Cuba or Venezuela (both of which are situated in 
the Caribbean Basin). In case the threat was too subtle, Ryabkov’s comments were followed up weeks later 
by the explicit signing of a military cooperation agreement between Russia and Venezuela during Russian 
deputy prime minister Yuri Borisov’s February 2022 visit to the region.

Beyond its strategic commercial and military importance to the United States, the Caribbean Basin 
has also historically hosted important Islamic communities. While these have long been substantially 
peaceful and tolerant, there exist some groups and networks of concern. This is particularly the case 
within a handful of problematic mosques that have led to some radicalized groups, especially among the 
marginalized Afro-Caribbean population. The highest-profile case occurred in Trinidad and Tobago, whose 
Islamic community sent at least 130 radicalized youth to fight for the Islamic State caliphate from 2014 
through 2017. Other examples include the recruitment of Islamic terrorists from Guyana and Trinidad and 
Tobago in an attempt to bomb the John F. Kennedy airport in 2007. Additionally, communities in Maicao, 
Colombia, and Margarita Island, Venezuela, have garnered attention from those who follow Islamic 
terrorist activities and finance.

Deepening Challenges for the Region
Given the strategic importance of the Caribbean and the multiple ways it has alternately contributed to 
and threatened U.S. security, it is significant that the region is currently coming under pressure from an 
unprecedented combination of different challenges. 

The migration of Venezuelans to the region has strained the ability of the small populations and economies 
of the Caribbean to absorb them, and often contributes to the growth of the informal sector of the 
economy—including the sex trade—as desperate local migrants struggle to make a living. Since 2014, more 
than 115,000 Venezuelans have migrated to the Dominican Republic alone. In Trinidad and Tobago, an 
estimated 40,000 displaced Venezuelans were living in the country by April 2021, including many who 
had made the perilous journey by boat. This has created political disputes within the country and with the 
international community regarding how to handle the migrant influx.

The Caribbean also continues to be an important route for illegal narcotics bound for the United States, 
something that is associated with corrupting influences on the small island governments and economies. 
Although the majority of U.S.-bound drugs flow through Central America or the Pacific, the Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) estimates that 8 percent of U.S.-bound cocaine comes through the 
Caribbean. The Dominican Republic is a key hub for drugs moving from Colombia and Venezuela toward 
the United States and Europe in this regard. Between August 2020 and December 2021 alone, Dominican 
authorities intercepted 33.7 metric tons of illegal drugs. Illegal narcotics coming into the Dominican 
Republic are sometimes warehoused there before being sent on to the United States directly, to Central 
American intermediate points such as Guatemala, or to neighboring Puerto Rico, the closest U.S. territory.

In recent years, the Caribbean has further been severely impacted by record seasons for hurricanes and 
tropical storms as a function of climate change. The increasing challenge was particularly highlighted 
by the record 2020 hurricane season—in which the region was hit by 31 named storms, including 14 
hurricanes—and the above-average 2021 hurricane season, which had 21 named storms and 7 hurricanes.

https://thehill.com/policy/defense/589595-russia-suggests-military-deployments-to-cuba-venezuela-an-option
https://news.yahoo.com/venezuela-russia-hold-discussions-west-185152195.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/venezuela-key-russian-ally-latin-america-borisov-2022-02-17/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-strategy-for-engagement-in-the-caribbean/
https://islamweb.net/en/article/136012/muslims-in-the-caribbean
https://www.securefreesociety.org/research/hezbollah-networks-in-venezuela/
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/para/jam.htm
https://www.state.gov/reports/country-reports-on-terrorism-2020/trinidad-and-tobago/
https://www.cijn.org/the-isis-phenomenon-in-trinidad-and-tobago/
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/man-sentenced-in-jfk-airport-fuel-tank-bomb-plot/
http://www.cnn.com/2011/CRIME/05/26/new.york.jfk.plot/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/2011/CRIME/05/26/new.york.jfk.plot/index.html
https://www.stabroeknews.com/2020/12/14/news/guyana/guyanese-man-who-pleaded-guilty-in-jfk-terror-plot-deported-after-serving-sentence/
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSN06409342
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ_Spanish/Journals/Volume-27_Issue-2/2015_2_02_ellis_s_eng.pdf
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2019/1/27/forced-into-illegality-venezuelan-refugees-and-migrants-in-trinidad-and-tobago
https://insightcrime.org/news/venezuela-other-plight-sex-trafficking-trinidad-and-tobago/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/fc308b616de34a129c86f0d658f2ccd3
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2021/04/venezuelan
https://www.reuters.com/article/venezuela-migrants-idINKBN28N0QT
https://www.caribbeannationalweekly.com/caribbean-breaking-news-featured/trinidad-government-defends-migration-policy-amid-venezuelan-migrant-controversy/
https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/DIR-008-21%202020%20National%20Drug%20Threat%20Assessment_WEB.pdf
https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/DIR-008-21%202020%20National%20Drug%20Threat%20Assessment_WEB.pdf
https://insightcrime.org/news/cocaine-flows-from-dominican-republic-to-puerto-rico/
https://insightcrime.org/news/cocaine-flows-from-dominican-republic-to-puerto-rico/
https://uwi.edu/10ipcc.php
https://www.noaa.gov/media-release/record-breaking-atlantic-hurricane-season-draws-to-end
https://www.noaa.gov/news-release/active-2021-atlantic-hurricane-season-officially-ends
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Since 2020, the Caribbean has been beset by severe economic stresses owing to the loss of tourist revenues 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, the region’s economy contracted by 7.7 percent in 2020. In the 
Dominican Republic alone, the effects of the pandemic pushed poverty from 21.4 percent to 34.6 percent 
and extreme poverty from 3 percent to 8.2 percent from 2019 to 2020. During this period, almost all 
Caribbean governments also took on significant increased debt loads to address the immediate demands 
of the pandemic, leaving them more fiscally constrained to address development, security, and other 
needs that continued to grow after the pandemic. In Barbados, for example, public debt as a fraction of 
GDP jumped from 117 percent of GDP just before the pandemic, in 2019, to 142 percent of GDP in 2020. 
During the same period, Belize government debt jumped from 88 percent of GDP to 118 percent of GDP, 
and Bahamas debt jumped from 64 percent of GDP to 99 percent of GDP, just to name a few examples.

Due to a combination of these economic pressures with the previously noted corrupting drug flows, 
increased access to guns, and other complicating factors, several Caribbean states saw substantial 
increases in homicides in 2021. These include Jamaica, whose murder rate increased by 10 percent in 2021 
to 49.4 murders per 100,000 people—the worst in the Western Hemisphere. Similarly, with 32 murders 
per 100,000 people, Trinidad and Tobago saw a 12 percent increase; in once-peaceful Belize, beset by an 
increasingly fragmented gang culture, murders have reached 29 per 100,000 people.

In Haiti—which is already an exporter of arms to its neighbors, and whose epidemics of diseases like cholera 
have spread beyond its borders due in part to the displacement of refugees—the country’s gangs, such as 400 
Mawozo and G9 and Family, have become more powerful than the national police (although the reported 
murder rate remained a moderate 13.7 per 100,000 people). Indeed, as of 2022, some 95 armed bands 
were operating in the greater Port-au-Prince area alone. The criminal activities of these groups have even 
extended to the kidnapping of foreign aid workers. Haiti could hold elections in the second half of 2022, 
raising the prospect for expanded violence in the country—either in the run-up to these elections, or if the 
interim leadership of Ariel Henry continues to postpone them. Citizen faith in the government and its 
processes is abysmally low, with residents regarding the Haitian government as the second-most corrupt in 
the hemisphere, behind only Venezuela. Compounding the worrisome implications of elections, Haiti experts 
consulted on the condition of anonymity for this work note that most of the potential candidates to replace 
Henry are interested in changing relations from Taiwan to the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

In addition to the economic, criminal, and fiscal challenges outlined in the preceding paragraphs, the war 
in Ukraine adds even more stresses to the socioeconomic and political dynamics of the Caribbean, due 
to substantial increases in the price of petroleum and foodstuffs, both of which Caribbean nations must 
import in significant quantities. Indeed, of the Caribbean’s three petroleum producers, although Guyana 
may benefit from higher petroleum prices, it is less clear that Trinidad and Tobago and Suriname are yet 
positioned to do so.

Although Caribbean politics are generally consensual, a significant number of elections will occur across 
the Caribbean during the next year, in addition to the possible choice of a new government in Haiti. These 
elections and the run-up to them could channel the region’s socioeconomic stresses into unexpected 
mobilization and political change. Upcoming contests include elections in the Bahamas (May 2022), 
Bermuda (July 2022), the U.S. Virgin Islands (November 2022), the British Virgin Islands (February 2023), 
Grenada (March 2023), Antigua and Barbuda (March 2023), and Barbados (May 2023).

https://statistics.cepal.org/portal/cepalstat/dashboard.html?indicator_id=2207&area_id=131&lang=en
https://dominicantoday.com/dr/economy/2021/09/30/21-54-of-dominican-households-reduced-number-of-meals-per-day-due-to-pandemic/
https://statistics.cepal.org/portal/cepalstat/dashboard.html?indicator_id=1240&area_id=483&lang=en
https://statistics.cepal.org/portal/cepalstat/dashboard.html?indicator_id=1240&area_id=483&lang=en
https://statistics.cepal.org/portal/cepalstat/dashboard.html?indicator_id=1240&area_id=483&lang=en
https://statistics.cepal.org/portal/cepalstat/dashboard.html?indicator_id=1240&area_id=483&lang=en
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-84518-6_5
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://jamaica-gleaner.com/article/lead-stories/20211213/us-gunning-plug-haiti-arms-flow
https://haitiantimes.com/2022/03/21/us-should-welcome-haitian-refugees-as-it-does-ukrainians-opinion/
https://insightcrime.org/caribbean-organized-crime-news/400-mawozo/
https://insightcrime.org/caribbean-organized-crime-news/400-mawozo/
https://insightcrime.org/caribbean-organized-crime-news/g9-family-profile/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/26/world/americas/haiti-police-gangs.html?msclkid=29fca812abac11ecbdbbc6d5c2d81d97
https://insightcrime.org/news/insight-crimes-2021-homicide-round-up/
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2022/country-chapters/haiti
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2022/country-chapters/haiti
https://www.npr.org/2021/10/19/1047329694/haiti-kidnapping-religious-aid-groups-relief-workers-missionaries
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20211004-un-security-council-accepts-haiti-election-delay-to-2022
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/haitis-elections-postponed-after-electoral-council-dismissed-2021-09-28/
https://insightcrime.org/news/what-are-the-most-corrupt-countries-in-latin-america/
https://insightcrime.org/news/what-are-the-most-corrupt-countries-in-latin-america/
https://www.thestkittsnevisobserver.com/higher-prices-on-way-thanks-to-russian-invasion/
https://jamaica-gleaner.com/article/news/20220313/dark-days-ahead
https://guyanachronicle.com/2022/03/08/guyana-set-to-benefit-from-highest-oil-and-gas-prices/
https://guyanachronicle.com/2022/03/08/guyana-set-to-benefit-from-highest-oil-and-gas-prices/
https://www.caribbeannationalweekly.com/news/caribbean-news/trinidad-tobago-news/trinidad-and-tobago-prime-minister-says-the-country-not-benefitting-from-high-oil-prices/
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/south-america-newest-oil-boom-220000930.html
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
http://caribbeanelections.com/elections/election_dates.asp
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The war in Ukraine adds even more stresses to the socioeconomic 
and political dynamics of the Caribbean, due to substantial increases 
in the price of petroleum and foodstuffs, both of which Caribbean 
nations must import in significant quantities.

People’s Republic of China
In the context of the Caribbean’s challenges, the PRC has maintained a particular interest in the region. 
In the domain of commerce, PRC bilateral trade with the region increased eightfold, from $788 million in 
2002 following PRC acceptance into the World Trade Organization to $7.1 billion in 2020. With respect 
to investment, PRC courtship has focused on tourism and infrastructure projects in countries such as 
the Bahamas, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, and Suriname, among others. Signature Chinese 
projects include the $4.2 billion Chinese-owned Baha Mar resort, Hutchison Port Holdings’ ownership of 
the Freeport port complex in the Bahamas, more than a billion dollars in highway projects in Jamaica, and 
China Merchant Port ownership of the Port of Kingston. 

PRC attention to the region frequently consists of gifts of public infrastructure projects, used over the years 
to reward governments changing relations from Taiwan to the PRC, such as stadiums, roads, and clinics. 
There have also been significant tourism and infrastructure investments. 

With respect to people-to-people diplomacy, Chinese courtship also includes placement in the Caribbean of 
8 of the 44 Confucius Institutes the PRC government sponsors in Latin America. These include facilities in 
Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. For 
those having developed an interest in Chinese language and culture through the gateway of those Confucius 
Institutes, the Hanban scholarships allow China-oriented Caribbean youth to study in the PRC.

Beyond commercial and cultural activities, the PRC has also shown its interest in the region through 
substantial engagement with its security institutions. This includes multi-port visits by the People’s 
Liberation Army hospital ship Peace Ark to the region in 2011, 2015, and 2018–2019, as well as regular 
gifts of cars, motorcycles, construction equipment, and other items to Caribbean military and police forces. 
Examples include the sale of a Chinese Offshore Patrol Vessel (OPV) to the Trinidad and Tobago Defence 
Force in 2014, the donation of a Y-12 military transport aircraft and various vehicles to the Guyana Defence 
Force, gifts of various equipment to the Jamaica Defence Force, a 2017 donation of $2.6 million in vehicles 
to the Guyana Police Force, the donation of 200 motorcycles to the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service in 
2019, and the donation of 140 motorcycles and eight all-terrain vehicles to the Dominican Republic military 
and police in 2020. Members of the Caribbean Defense Force, Constabulary Force, and other police officials 
also regularly travel to the PRC to participate in institutional visits and classes in institutions such as China’s 
National Defense University in Changping, a district in the outskirts of Beijing.

Beyond commercial and cultural activities, the PRC has also shown 
its interest in the region through substantial engagement with its 
security institutions.

https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61013712
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-advance-caribbean
https://gop-foreignaffairs.house.gov/china-snapshot-project-the-caribbean/
https://jamaica-gleaner.com/article/business/20161214/baha-mar-resort-acquired-hong-kong-developer?msclkid=75640e83abb611ec883a085b736b9012
https://hutchisonports.com/ports/americas/
https://www.nycaribnews.com/articles/chinese-firm-takes-over-kingston-freeport-management-company/?msclkid=622bc0b4abb611ecabe32261a4a3abe6
https://www.coha.org/checkbook-diplomacy-the-economics-of-sino-caribbean-relations/?msclkid=0916a8b8abb711ec93a5926b2cc7999a
https://www.digmandarin.com/confucius-institutes-around-the-world.html
http://spanish.chinatoday.com.cn/2018/tt/201902/t20190201_800155909.html
https://news.usni.org/2014/07/23/peace-ark-onboard-chinas-hospital-ship
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2020-06/Ellis_Testimony.pdf
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/news/2018-06/29/content_4818110.htm
https://www.jamaicaobserver.com/news/chinese-vessel-coming-to-trinidad/
https://www.jamaicaobserver.com/news/chinese-vessel-coming-to-trinidad/
https://guyanachronicle.com/2012/03/07/training-for-gdf-y-12-pilots-engineers-under-way/
https://www.stabroeknews.com/2017/04/04/news/guyana/chinas-army-donates-1-2b-equipment-gdf/
https://www.stabroeknews.com/2017/04/04/news/guyana/chinas-army-donates-1-2b-equipment-gdf/
https://www.caribjournal.com/2011/08/22/jamaica-china-sign-military-aid-pact/
https://www.stabroeknews.com/2018/11/08/news/guyana/force-vehicles-donated-by-chinese-govt-in-order/
https://www.guardian.co.tt/news/police-get-200-motorcycles-from-china-6.2.914424.9562095eb4
https://www.guardian.co.tt/news/police-get-200-motorcycles-from-china-6.2.914424.9562095eb4
https://hoy.com.do/china-dona-vehiculos-para-uso-militar-a-republica-dominicana/
https://apcss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/9-Chinese_Activities_in_Latin_Ameria_and_the_Carribean-Ellis.pdf
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With Nicaragua’s flip in diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to the PRC in December 2021, and the 
commitment by Honduras’s incoming president Xiomara Castro to change her country’s relations as well, 
the Caribbean Basin will become even more strategically important to the PRC, as the location of every 
remaining country in the Western Hemisphere that continues to recognize Taiwan (with the exception of 
Paraguay in South America and Guatemala in Central America).

The Bright Side
Despite the Caribbean’s challenges, it is also a region of opportunities. As noted previously, the Caribbean 
plays an important role as a destination for U.S. tourism, functions as a logistics hub serving the U.S. 
Atlantic Seaboard, and is an important offshore banking center for the United States and a range of 
other countries. In addition, the Caribbean also hosts a relatively educated, generally English-speaking 
population. That English-speaking, educated labor force is located in a region relatively well aligned with 
U.S. and Canadian time zones. For this reason, countries such as Jamaica were once identified as promising 
hubs for call centers and other information services businesses targeting the U.S. and Canadian markets 
before crime, corruption, and economic difficulties dampened those hopes.

Beyond such general sources of potential of the region, as noted previously, the discovery and exploitation 
of over 10 billion barrels of recoverable petroleum offshore of Guyana, the continuing new discoveries 
there, and the discovery of 2 billion barrels of recoverable reserves offshore of Suriname all raise the 
possibility of transforming a portion of the region through massive new oil wealth. As a caveat, however, 
that transformation will also risk bringing unprecedented new levels of graft and corruption opportunities 
that should be managed, as well as attracting a new, more capable class of criminals.

U.S. Policy and Recommendations
In 2009, recognizing the strategic importance of the Caribbean and as a follow-on to security cooperation 
efforts with Mexico and Central America, the Obama administration established the Caribbean Basin 
Security Initiative (CBSI). Between 2010 and 2021, the United States appropriated $751 million to the 
region under the CBSI. In 2016, in further recognition of the need for a guiding strategy and adequate 
funding for engaging with this important region, the U.S. Congress passed the United States-Caribbean 
Strategic Engagement Act, requiring the U.S. State Department to develop and implement a strategic plan 
for interacting with the region and helping it to address its challenges and potential.

Within the CBSI framework, the United States has had some success working with its partners in 
the Caribbean. These have focused on the categories of maritime and aerial security cooperation, law 
enforcement capacity building, border and port security, justice sector reform, and crime prevention. 
Nonetheless, in light of the dramatically expanded stresses on the Caribbean as presented in this work, 
its strategic importance to the United States, and its interest to multiple extra-hemispheric rivals of the 
United States, more needs to be done.

Some of the principles guiding an expanded U.S. response to the region’s challenges should include 
the following:

 ▪ Expanded Non-reimbursable Assistance for the Region in Its Time of Need. Such assistance should be 
focused on meeting immediate needs of Caribbean partners in distress, promoting their development 
and prosperity, and strengthening their institutions. It should logically be channeled through the State 
Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), although not necessarily 
limited to them. One area of particular focus within this area should be expanded resources to 

https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-12-10/Chinese-Nicaraguan-officials-hold-talks-in-Tianjin--15S2K4lqqFG/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/01/honduras-xiomara-castro-taiwan-china-diplomacy
https://www.lighthouseconsultinginc.com/2019/07/the-call-center-industry-in-jamaica-is-set-to-double-over-the-next-two-years-again/
https://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2021/10/08/guyanas-proven-reserves-climbs-to-over-10-billion-barrels-exxon/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/offshore-discoveries-turn-tiny-guyana-into-oil-hotspot-2022-02-16/
https://en.mercopress.com/2022/02/03/further-oil-and-gas-discovery-off-the-coast-of-guyana
https://oilprice.com/Latest-Energy-News/World-News/TotalEnergies-Announces-Major-Oil-Discovery-Offshore-Suriname.html
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Crude-Oil/Suriname-Looks-To-Ramp-Up-Oil-Production-In-A-Big-Way.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10789
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10789
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help countries better host and deal with the challenges of Venezuelan, Haitian, and other refugees. 
Together, such programs, coupled with supporting public diplomacy, would have the added benefit 
of positioning the United States as a partner and good neighbor, which would help Caribbean 
governments make better decisions in the evaluation of loans, investments, and commercial proposals 
by others—such as the PRC.

 ▪ Expanded Access to U.S. Markets on Favorable Terms. Countries of the Caribbean currently have 
favorable access to the U.S. market through the Caribbean Basin Trade Partnership Act. In addition, 
the Dominican Republic currently has favored access for its products entering U.S. markets under the 
terms of the Central America–Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR). Nonetheless, 
more can be done to broaden access and eliminate barriers for Caribbean products and services to 
access the U.S. market. Doing so would provide a needed boost to beleaguered local economies.

 ▪ Incentives for Expanded U.S. Tourism to the Region. The U.S. Congress should consider tax incentives 
for the tourism-related spending of U.S. citizens traveling to the region, as well as tax breaks for 
U.S.-based airlines and hotels serving Caribbean routes, in exchange for discounted fares, in order to 
stimulate tourism revenues fundamental to Caribbean economies.

 ▪ Incentives for Energy Investment in the Region. The Biden administration and the U.S. Congress 
should consider expanded tax and other incentives for U.S. companies making energy and tourism 
investments in the Caribbean, as well as the facilitation of investment through the Development 
Finance Corporation (DFC). Doing so will require adjustments to rules constraining the ability of the 
DFC to invest in higher-income but still at-risk countries (which is the case for most of the Caribbean, 
other than Haiti). More effective use of the DFC in the Caribbean will also require easing bureaucratic 
restrictions, which to date have greatly impeded its ability to identify and take forward economically 
viable projects.

 ▪ Expanded Security Engagement. While the general focus of U.S. security assistance in the Caribbean is 
adequate, far more resources are needed. This includes expanded resources for coverage by the Joint 
Interagency Task Force South (JIATF-S), U.S. Coast Guard, and other assets of the region for counter-
drug patrols, as well as expanded support to partner nation security forces in building up their own 
capabilities. Such assistance should include resources for anti-corruption initiatives.

 ▪ Response to China Security, Diplomatic, and Critical Commercial Sector Framework. Leveraging the 
expanded support provided to partners in the Caribbean, as outlined in the preceding paragraphs, the 
United States should develop and implement a State Department-led “Response to China” initiative 
for the region to respond to the challenge of the PRC advance. At the same time, it should also 
develop information collection, communication, and incentive strategies particular to the Caribbean 
context. Such efforts should not seek to block the Caribbean from trading with, or accepting loans 
and investments from, the PRC per se. Rather, they should leverage current and expanded security, 
economic, and other forms of assistance to discourage partners from conducting sensitive security 
engagement with the PRC or from changing diplomatic relations from Taiwan to the PRC. Similarly, 
partners should be discouraged from engaging with PRC-based companies in non-transparent ways, 
ways that violate the principle of a level playing field for all competitors, or ways that engage with 
strategically sensitive sectors that can threaten partner nation sovereign decisionmaking or the 
protection of intellectual property of firms operating in the country. Such sensitive sectors arguably 
include telecommunications, smart cities, data centers, ports, and e-commerce. Where appropriate, 
the strategy should make clear that bringing in untrusted PRC technologies and architectures in such 

https://www.cbp.gov/trade/priority-issues/trade-agreements/special-trade-legislation/caribbean-basin-initiative/cbtpa?msclkid=88937816abbc11ecba2b5d025cb77ef5
https://www.jiatfs.southcom.mil/
https://www.jiatfs.southcom.mil/
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sensitive sectors could put preferential access to U.S. markets—or incentivized U.S. tourism benefits, 
loans, and investments—at risk.

 ▪ Petroleum Engagement with Petroleum Economies. Although climate change may give the Biden 
administration valid reasons for discouraging the use of fossil fuels as a general policy, its policies 
toward Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, Suriname, and Colombia should be an exception. Petroleum 
plays a key role in those economies at a critical moment in their national development. Indeed, both 
Guyana and Suriname have democratic, relatively pro-U.S. governments willing to work with the 
United States, even while the Biden administration seeks oil deals with the pro-Russian Maduro 
dictatorship in Venezuela. In this regard, actions such as the Biden administration’s reported use of its 
membership in the Inter-American Development Bank in October 2021 to veto a $180 million loan 
for an oil infrastructure project in Guyana are counterproductive and can be seen as a strategic slap in 
the face to a friend, one that will only push it to the Chinese, who will take the opportunity to fund 
such projects while continuing to expand their influence in the country.

 ▪ Coordination with Other Interested Democratic Stakeholders. The legacy of the many external powers 
that have played a role in the Caribbean means that today, a range of democratic governments 
beyond the United States have historical and business ties and expertise in the region. These powers 
include Great Britain, Canada, the Netherlands, France, and India, among others. Where appropriate, 
the United States should seek to coordinate with and leverage the expertise of such governments 
on efforts to strengthen Caribbean institutions, provide sustainable economic opportunities for the 
region, and otherwise interact positively with the Caribbean to provide it alternatives to the often 
predatory actions of PRC-based companies there.

 ▪ More Executive-Level Attention and Showcasing the Caribbean at the Summit of the Americas. The 
upcoming Summit of the Americas in Los Angeles in June 2022 is a natural opportunity for the Biden 
administration to showcase the importance of the Caribbean and its new policy initiatives toward the 
region. Doing so would give the administration a positive and creative direction for the summit in 
the context of the region’s other problems, and it would recall similar hopes raised by Barack Obama’s 
address to the 2009 Summit of the Americas in Trinidad and Tobago, when Joe Biden was vice 
president. Moreover, in a new Biden administration focus on the Caribbean, Vice President Kamala 
Harris—with her previous assignment regarding root causes of migration in Central America, and 
her family roots in the region—would be a logical choice to spearhead the initiative and would be a 
welcomed presence in the region.

The well-being of the United States is connected to the Caribbean, even more than some other parts 
of Latin America, through ties of commerce, geography, and family. The region is going through an 
unprecedented moment of challenge and is a focus of strategic interest for both China and Russia. The 
Biden administration has an unparalleled opportunity to rise to the occasion to take the U.S. relationship 
with its Caribbean partners in a necessary positive direction.   

https://theconversation.com/small-oil-producers-like-ghana-guyana-and-suriname-could-gain-as-buyers-shun-russian-crude-178862
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-oppenheimer/article259702385.html
https://www.foxnews.com/world/venezuelan-vice-president-meets-good-friend-lavrov-russia?msclkid=4aac3e4aabbf11ec8dd4156f0096b5dc
https://theglobalamericans.org/2020/02/china-and-guyana-a-special-relationship-years-in-the-making/?msclkid=631dd6ddabbf11ec8d3cd9df5bfe3b92
https://www.state.gov/summit-of-the-americas/
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/united-states-and-2009-summit-americas-securing-our-citizens-future
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/kamala-harris-family-get-to-know/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-strategy-for-engagement-in-the-caribbean/?msclkid=fc218449abbf11eca1da4470a34cc471


The Caribbean in the Crossfire  |  8

R. Evan Ellis is a senior associate (non-resident) with the Americas Program at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies in Washington, D.C., and a Latin America research professor with the U.S. Army War College 
Strategic Studies Institute. The views expressed herein are strictly his own.

This report is made possible by general support to CSIS. No direct sponsorship contributed to this report.

This report is produced by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), a private, tax-
exempt institution focusing on international public policy issues. Its research is nonpartisan and 
nonproprietary. CSIS does not take specific policy positions. Accordingly, all views, positions, and 
conclusions expressed in this publication should be understood to be solely those of the author(s).

© 2022 by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. All rights reserved.


