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The Wider Caribbean is the most geopolitically complex region in the world with 45 
countries and states in close proximity to each other. Consequently, many fisheries 
management and development issues are transboundary. Many fisheries species straddle 
or migrate across national boundaries. These require close cooperation of the relevant 
countries for effective management. Other issues require close cooperation among 
countries for effective use of scarce human and financial resources. The institutional 
arrangements for fisheries are nested with three indigenous organisations covering most 
countries (CRFM, OECS and OSPESCA). However, major fishing countries such as the 
USA, Venezuela, Colombia, Mexico and Cuba are not members of any of these making 
the role of an umbrella organisation important. FAO WECAFC has played this role in 
the past. However, there are also transboundary biodiversity and pollution issues that are 
relevant to fisheries creating the need for engagement with the organisations that are 
responsible for these aspects as well. In the past 20 years through the GEF funded 
CLME Initiative significant progress has been made with developing a regional 
coordination mechanism for ocean affairs in the Wider Caribbean that is expected to 
provide the means of coordination for the many organisations and countries all of which 
have fisheries interests of one type or another. The establishment and operation of the 
coordination mechanism which is also to be funded by the GEF is now the major 
regional level institutional challenge facing the countries of the region.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Caribbean and North Brazil Shelf Large Marine Ecosystems (LMEs) (jointly referred to as 
CLME+) and their associated living resources are key to the region’s economies (Clegg et al. 
2020). However, given the socio-cultural and geo-political complexity of the region, progress 
regarding ocean and living marine resources governance has been highly variable (Fanning et 
al. 2021, Mahon et al. 2010). Capacities for living marine resources management vary 
considerably at national, sub-regional and regional levels (Mahon et al. 2014). Additionally, the 
proximity of the countries and territories, coupled with the inherent transboundary nature of 
many of the key species found in the region, necessitate close collaboration among countries if 
the effective management and governance of fisheries is to be realized (Figure 1). Key to that 
collaboration is the need to optimize scarce human and financial resources through cooperation 
at subregional, regional and global levels. 

Figure 1. Map of countries and territories of the Wider Caribbean (CLME+) Region 

In 2007 the coastal countries of the Caribbean and North Brazil Shelf Large Marine Ecosystems 
embarked on a series of GEF funded LME projects with a focus on improving governance of 
living marine resources in the Wider Caribbean Region. Ultimately, there were three projects 
funding cycles. An 18-month PDF-B project (2007-2009) carried out Transboundary 
Diagnostic Analyses (TDAs) for governance and living resources and developed a Large 
Marine Ecosystem Governance Framework that reflected the nested multilevel nature of ocean 
governance in the region in a conceptual model. The CLME Project (2010-2015), updated the 
TDAs, carried out a variety of technical analysis and developed a Strategic Action Programme 
(SAP) for the region. The CLME+ Project (2015-2020) began implementation of the SAP of 
which development of a regional coordination mechanism is a key component.
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In 2013, countries bordering and/or located within the Caribbean and North Brazil Shelf Large 
Marine Ecosystems adopted the 10-year Strategic Action Programme for the Sustainable 
Management of the Shared Living Marine Resources of the Caribbean and North Brazil Shelf 
Large Marine Ecosystems, the “CLME+ SAP.” (Debels et al 2017). The  CLME+ SAP aimed 
to contribute to the achievement of the regionally adopted long-term vision for the CLME+: 
“healthy marine ecosystems that are adequately valued and protected through robust, 
integrative and inclusive governance arrangements at regional, sub-regional, national and local 
levels, which in turn effectively enable adaptive management that maximizes, in a sustainable 
manner, the provision of goods and services in support of enhanced livelihoods and human 
well-being” (Fanning et al. 2011, p. 371).  The 5-year UNDP/GEF CLME+ Project (GEF ID 
5542; 2015-2020) aimed to “Catalyse the Implementation of the SAP for the Sustainable 
Management of shared Living Marine Resources in the CLME+ region”. 

Strategy 3 of the CLME+ SAP was “integrated ocean governance, through intersectoral policy 
coordination”. The aim of this was to develop a regional mechanism for integrated ocean 
governance for consideration by the countries, and if possible for initial implementation. This 
was pursued by engaging consultants to develop proposals for:
• a regional Permanent Policy Coordination Mechanism (PPCM) for shared living marine 

resources/ocean governance, and
• a strengthened and consolidated, multi-level, nested Regional Governance Framework 

(RGF) for shared living marine resources/ocean governance, with an associated Sustainable 
Financing Plan

The consultancy outputs (Fanning et al. 2019) were then reviewed, refined and adopted by the 
countries in 2020 in the form of a draft MOU. Implementation of the MOU is a component of 
the upcoming GEF Procaribe Project which was approved for implementation in December 
2022. This will be a substantial task for the countries and organizations of the Wider Caribbean 
Region. Following are some reflections on the conceptual basis for what is to be undertaken and 
the way ahead.

2. CONCEPTUAL BASIS FOR THE MECHANISM
The development of a regional coordination mechanism for oceans in the Wider Caribbean 
Region (WCR) was based on analysis of the then current ocean governance situation in the 
region underpinned by conceptual frameworks and approaches. The analysis took the form of 
a governance-focused Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis which identified several gaps and 
weaknesses, including the lack of a mechanism for intersectoral coordination among countries 
and organisations at the regional level (Mahon et al. 2011). Further analysis included evaluation 
of the overlaps, gaps and linkages among regional organisations (Mahon et al. 2013, Cooke 
2017). The geopolitical challenges involved in arriving at a workable arrangement are well 
documented by Mahon et al. (2014) and Fanning et al. (2021). The findings for the Wider 
Caribbean Region are not unique to the region; although the geopolitical complexity of the 
region may make it an extreme case. Therefore, there is merit in understanding the conceptual 
underpinnings for how researchers and practitioners are approaching regional ocean 
governance in the numerous oceanic regions of the world. There is much for the WCR to learn 
from other regions and to contribute to global knowledge of regional ocean governance. 

Globally, the analysis and understanding of the structure and functioning of regional ocean 
governance systems, and their role in the global ocean governance architecture is relatively new 
and evolving. Researchers are relating what is seen on the ground to theoretical governance 
constructs and to what is being seen in other governance arenas such as climate change and 
water resources. Structure and function of the clusters of regional arrangements identified by 
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Mahon and Fanning (2019a) are one aspect of this analysis. These clusters have been referred 
to as polycentric systems by several authors from various regions (Vousden 2016, Abe et al. 
2016, Mahon and Fanning 2019a, Naidoo et al. 2021).  The polycentric governance concept 
emerged in the 1960s based largely on the work of Elinor Ostrom who offered the following 
definition: “Polycentric systems are characterized by multiple governing authorities at differing 
scales rather than a monocentric unit.” (Ostrom 2010). Initially, analysis of polycentricity was 
based on studies at the metropolitan and global levels and in relation to water resources 
management. Recently, there has been a considerable rise in interest and research on 
polycentricity in a wide variety of types of systems spanning local to global (Morrison et al. 
2019). These authors also proposed a more encompassing definition of a polycentric system as 
one “which comprises multiple governing authorities at different scales which do not stand in 
hierarchical relationship to each other but are engaged in self-organisation and mutual 
adjustment”. 

A competing conceptual approach for clusters of arrangements that address a common broad 
topic is the idea of regime complexes (Orsini, et al. 2013, Gomez-Mera et al. 2020) which refers 
to “…an ensemble of distinct institutional arrangements dealing with related or overlapping 
issues or a spatially delimited area that are not ordered in any hierarchical fashion” (Young and 
Kim 2021). Young and Kim (2021) refer to the polycentric cluster for the Arctic Ocean as a 
regime complex. The regional ocean governance situation in the WCR clearly fits the definition 
of polycentric systems and regime complexes. Research on these concepts has implications for 
the WCR.

Polycentric systems are thought to have advantages over centralized systems and to be less 
chaotic than they initially appear. Ostrom (2010) noted that they may provide “multiple 
mechanisms for mutual monitoring, learning, and adaptation of better strategies over time”. A 
polycentric system may also facilitate application of the subsidiarity principle, in which 
problems can be addressed at the most relevant and capable scale. The pros and cons of 
polycentric systems is an ongoing topic of discussion and could benefit from comparative 
analysis of regional ocean governance systems (Heikkila et al. 2018).

Mahon and Fanning (2019b) reflected on whether moving from earlier (fragmented) stages of 
polycentricity towards functional polycentricity would lead to more integrated governance as 
required by ecosystem based management (EBM) and to more effective governance. They 
outlined the types of architectural interventions that would move a system in this direction: 
attend to overall architecture and interactions among arrangements; harmonize principles, rules 
and mandates; analyse gaps and overlaps; establish cooperation/conflict management 
mechanisms; develop networks; apply the subsidiarity principle and; strengthen learning and 
sharing mechanisms. They observed that in the absence of efforts to improve the functioning of 
polycentric systems, frustration with complexity and apparent chaos and dysfunctionality may 
lead to withdrawal from regional efforts or even to proposals that governance arrangements be 
consolidated to form a centralized authority. However, as centralized authority is not feasible 
in the WCR where countries have already invested considerable time and effort in to existing 
organisations, there is no alternative to working with polycentricity and seeking ways to make 
the system more functional. 
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3. THE COORDINATION MECHANISM

The geographical scope of the coordination mechanism that has been developed for the WCR 
is the North Brazil Shelf and Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystems. Its objectives are:

1. To support regional collaboration towards a coordinated approach to the conservation 
and sustainable use of the marine and coastal ecosystems and their goods and services;

2. To support coordinated and interactive ocean governance in support of attaining ocean-
based sustainable development;

3. To promote actions towards the achievement of the long-term vision [articulated in ] the 
CLME+ SAP, and other ocean-related international and regional goals and 
commitments of the Signatories;

4. To promote partnerships with stakeholders from civil society and the private sector to 
facilitate and enhance efforts for the ecosystem based conservation and sustainable use 
of marine and coastal resources and to support intersectoral coordination and 
collaboration.

5. The mechanism has core functions and complementary functions. The four core 
functions are:

6. Facilitate programmatic coordination of ocean governance and support the monitoring 
of progress with ocean sustainability instruments, goals and commitments.

7. Support the sustainable financing and coordinated resource mobilization for ocean 
governance.

8. Facilitate the coordination of institutional and policy frameworks for ocean governance 
across multiple levels.

9. Support, as requested, national ocean governance, including national level coordination 
for oceans.

The five complementary functions are:
1. Coordinate knowledge management and facilitate data and information sharing
2. Coordinate outreach, awareness-raising, and stakeholder engagement
3. Strengthen science-policy interfaces
4. Explore new areas for collaboration (within IGO mandates)
5. Engage in cooperation with the Gulf of Mexico LME.

The mechanism is also expected to undertake such additional activities as may be necessary to 
support the objectives of the Coordination Mechanism, as determined by the Signatories. It will 
operate through three main organs:

1. A Steering Group – composed of country representatives and the Chair of the Executive 
Group as a non voting Member;

2. An Executive Group – composed of IGO representatives (Chair of Steering Group may 
attend without decision-making capacity);

3. A Secretariat – Director, and such other staff as the Coordination Mechanism may need. 

Working Groups including experts and representatives from countries, IGO, non-state actors, 
academia etc. will be established as necessary and appropriate.

It is anticipated that in an initial phase the function of Secretariat will be exercised by the 
Project Coordination Unit of the forthcoming UNDP/GEF PROCARIBE+ Project.
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4. CONCLUSIONS AND THE WAY AHEAD
The functions of the coordinating mechanism reflect the diversity of actions that are critical for 
integrated or ecosystem-based management of the shared living marine resources of the WCR. 
They recognise the importance of an evidence based approach to governance, through effective 
science-policy interfaces (Mahon and Fanning 2021). They also recognise that while much can 
be done at a regional level, the national level implementation is ultimately where ‘the rubber 
meets the road’. Strengthening national capacity will be a key function for the new mechanism. 
As such, there is the need to strengthen national capacity to engage at the regional level, ideally 
through two-way representation from national intersectoral committees (McConney et al. 2016, 
Compton et al. 2020).

After nearly 20 years, the stage is set for significant progress with regional ocean governance. 
Successful implementation of the coordination mechanism will require significant engagement 
from countries over the duration of the ProCaribe project and beyond. Smaller countries have 
the most to gain through access to additional capacity and resources, but also have the most 
significant constraints in engaging. Commitment and a willingness to work together will be 
determining factors in how well this WCR ‘experiment’ works out. The global community is 
also watching closely. The WCR has been seen as a leader in ocean governance arrangements. 
Many regions will be keen to see if the years of preparation will bear fruit and to learn from the 
experiences in our region.
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