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ABSTRACT 

The Caribbean region, like the global community, has 

been significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 

over the last year with marked mortality and morbidity. 

The region has several vulnerabilities that affect and im-

pair a robust health and social response to such an intri-

cate problem. The presence of multiple small island 

states with heterogenous governance and healthcare sys-

tems makes the response to a global problem individual-

ized and small scale. This increases the likelihood of larg-

er nations and economies acquiring healthcare consuma-

bles such as Personal Protective Equipment, testing 

equipment and medication ahead of the region. Economi-

cally, with several of the island states being dependent 

on tourism, the downturn in global travel and restriction 

of movement puts significant strain on efforts to sustain 

and rebuild. The focal question of this paper is whether a 

supranational entity in the Caribbean would have mitigat-

ed against these threats better than individual states. 

This is assessed through the lens of healthcare systems 

and should lead academics to a discussion on whether 

this is feasible and worthwhile.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Caribbean can be described in geographical terms as 

a cluster of islands spanning 1,200 miles from the penin-

sula of Florida to the northwest coast of Venezuela (1). A 

political description of the area is less defined and hinges 

upon the imperial history of the region characterised by 

recurrent themes of enslavement, forced migration and 

imposed systems of governance since the 15th century 

(2). Centuries after, the remnants of colonialism in the 

Caribbean are evident with sharp divisions in language, 

culture and governance structure with a lack of cohesion 

amongst all of the islands in the region (3). This is reflec-

tive in the modern governance structures within the re-

gion with now independent states largely adopting struc-

tures similar to their former colonial sovereigns. This is 

especially marked within the English-speaking islands 

where some states remain with the Queen of England as 

their head of state and the republican states as members 

of the commonwealth (4). The first attempt to unify the 

governance structure of the Caribbean came in 1958 with 

the West Indies Federation but this was short lived be-

cause of the perceived inequity of trade agreements by 

the larger islands (5). The collapse of the Federation was 

noted to be multi-factorial. At the political level, it was 

seen as a plan by the British government to pass respon-

sibility for smaller colonies to Jamaica and Trinidad and 

Tobago which became an economic concern for them 

both as this represented a threat to the limited labour 

markets that existed at the time (6). This was succeeded 

by the Caribbean Community,  known as CARICOM, 

which was based on the key pillars of economic integra-

tion, foreign policy coordination, human and social devel-

opment and security (7). It is important to note that de-

spite the achievements of CARICOM since its inception, 

that the design was conceived as a community of inde-

pendent states combined to pursue a series of objectives, 

measures and tasks that fledge away from a supranation-

al entity and towards one of a multilateral association 

with measured integration (7). This intergovernmental 

cooperation is evident in the numerous organizations that 

have been formed, the foremost of which is the Universi-

ty of the West Indies which has grown from a subsidiary 

School of Tropical Medicine to an internationally relevant 

and expanding entity with a growing culture of academia 

and excellence (8). The success of the university is a pos-

itive sign of integration and intergovernmental efforts and 

is funded collaboratively by multiple islands. The lofty 

ideals for continued economic, political and security inte-

gration of the region face challenges and threats that are 

both external and internal as the region attempts to re-

main relevant with the massive economies of North 

America by establishing supranational policy for function-

al cooperation (9). To further complicate an analysis of 

the Caribbean is the presence of Cuba and neighbouring 

Venezuela which have aligned against the United States 

but retain some interaction with other governments in 

the Caribbean. While the hostile impact of the Cuban re-

gime has softened over the last decade, there remains 

significant caution with Venezuela as an actor within the 

Caribbean region (10) (11). 

Given the complex overlay of the geopolitical landscape 

and presence of embedded hostile actors, the important 

question of security in the Caribbean comes into focus. It 

is understood that security is a contested term that in-

cludes military considerations but has been broadened to 

include political, economic, societal and environmental 

aspects (12).  The COVID-19 pandemic has been noted 

by the United Nations to be debilitating to nations and as 

having a “range of negative social, economic and political 

consequences” (13). The population adjusted health con-

sequences of COVID-19 in the Caribbean has been similar 

to the rest of the world with specific vulnerability of the 

health systems because of limited capacity (14). The 

threat to security to the Caribbean caused by COVID-19 

is two-fold, firstly, due to the resultant difficulty in deal-

ing with a surge in the number of infections because of 

limited health system capacity and secondly, because of 

the economic fallout in a region that is heavily dependent 

on tourism and human mobility (15). The purpose of this 

paper will be to determine whether the island states of 

the Caribbean should adopt a supernational model of 

governance in the wake of COVID-19. The associated 

hypothesis is that the socio-economic security threat 

posed by COVID 19 in the Caribbean would have been 

less if a supernational system had been in place to allow 

a more coordinated and robust response to the pandem-

ic. 

Importance of the Question 

The Caribbean is noted to be a diverse region with signifi-

cant economic potential and the opportunity for growth 

(16). However, individual islands fade in comparison with 

regional blocs resulting in a stunted effort for diversifica-

tion and a lower value in primary exports (17). From a 

http://www.caribbeanmedicaljournal.org


 

CMJ | Published online on December 28, 2021   3 

realist view, the security of island states is heavily de-

pendent on tourism to support the macroeconomic fore-

cast and provide incoming cash flows. Therefore, as is-

lands compete for tourists to patronize their markets, 

nationalistic notions become more prominent and econo-

mies become more polarized (18). Internally, each island 

state becomes charged with the responsibility of mitigat-

ing cyclical risks and uncertainties associated with the 

markets within which they trade (19). Haiti is an extreme 

example of the vulnerability of Caribbean states to be-

coming impoverished. Although multifactorial and borne 

out of internal conflict from colonial power, Haiti’s inabil-

ity to create profitable trade relationships with other na-

tions post-independence ultimately decimated the econo-

my (20). 

From an external view, security in the Caribbean region 

remains a topical global discussion because of the noted 

illicit activity that affects key global actors. It is thought 

that the Caribbean is a gateway and transit point be-

tween producers of illicit substances in the developing 

world of Latin America and downstream users in the de-

veloped world of North America and Europe (21). This is 

compounded by the current crisis in Venezuela which has 

displaced close to 10 million persons into neighbouring 

countries, including into the Caribbean (21). The external 

importance of the Caribbean region can also be seen in 

its natural reserves of oil and gas, which may not be as 

vast as members of the OPEC, but does represent a 

source of hydrocarbons to the developed world that is 

more reliable and less prone to state conflicts (22). Final-

ly, because of the vast maritime resource in the Caribbe-

an, navigational routes are pivotal for trade and repre-

sent a key element of access to the Panama Canal for 

cities of the east coast of the US to be able to trade with 

Pacific partners (23). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused economic instability 

in the Caribbean region which threatens the security of 

the region and by extension has the potential to disrupt 

any of the key concepts outlined above making the stabi-

lization of the region a priority of all island states. In a 

CARICOM review on the pandemic, the challenge faced 

by island states was described as an opportunity to re-

think engagement as the region begins to rebuild itself 

(24). Although it has been noted as a conflicted term, 

security in all its variations has been seen in the literature 

to improve with cooperation and regional integration 

(25). This begs the question of whether the Caribbean 

response to the pandemic of 2020 would have been more 

robust had a supranational system of governance was in 

place instead of multiple individual actors facing the bur-

den of a health and economic disaster. This paper will 

seek to argue that a supranational entity would not be 

the best solution moving forward and that a stronger 

multilateral association would be most feasible and func-

tional. 

The argument 

To address the question of whether the COVID-19 experi-

ence should prompt the Caribbean to adopt supranation-

alism one must first appreciate health systems delivery 

and quality improvement as the base metric of this argu-

ment. The World Health Organization states that 

“integrated health services encompass the management 

and delivery of quality and safe health services so that 

people receive a continuum of health promotion, disease 

prevention, diagnosis, treatment, disease-management, 

rehabilitation and palliative care services, through the 

difference levels and sites of care within the health sys-

tem, and according to their needs throughout their life 

course” (26). In a more actionable manner, effective en-

gagement of the health system should include the appro-

priate provision of human resources, clinical guidelines, 

operational essentials and financial support for the health 

system be robust enough to accommodate surge and 

variation (27). 

The expectations of the health system in the Caribbean 

to deal with COVID-19 can be similarly categorized with 

the understanding that during the pandemic healthcare 

remains an essential service. Systems were asked to cre-

ate alternate and parallel service delivery systems for the 

treatment of suspected cases as well as continue the de-

livery of routine care. In order to accomplish this, the 

human resource element was expected to extend usual 

roles and realign according the evolving needs of the 

population, the clinical guidelines required continuous 

updating as more information was gathered from scien-

tific rigor across the world, operational needs were ex-

panded to mitigate risk by providing personal protective 

equipment, testing and expanding critical care capacity 

and finally the system was required to channel funding 

towards these changes (28). Responding to disasters in 

the Caribbean is a common occurrence because of the 

prevalence of natural disasters like hurricanes and this is 
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often accompanied by financial and physical assistance 

from larger neighbours in the hemisphere (29). This was 

not fully feasible at the height of the pandemic because 

neighbouring countries were being similarly extended to 

capacity, thus leaving individual island states to respond 

in isolation, with their already burdened health systems, 

to an incessantly evolving problem. Additionally, COVID-

19 has proven globally to have a debilitating impact on 

not only health systems but also on social development 

and the economy. This justified an accelerated financial 

allocation to the health response with an aim of curbing 

the spread of the disease (30). This dilemma of needing 

to allocate more resources but having limited access to 

disposable income prompted many countries to depend 

on international funding to sustain their health and eco-

nomic responses at the time (31). 

A supranational system in this instance would be defined 

as governance arrangements where sovereign states del-

egate some of their independent decision-making capabil-

ities to a body or forum that stands above the nation 

state (32). The state as an actor loses the ability to veto 

and becomes bound by the majority decision of the coop-

erating states which moved away from realist into liber-

tarian theory; an alternative of intergovernmentalism also 

exists where states retain some degree of sovereignty 

(33). In this context, the realist view is considered to be 

a pessimistic one where nation states persistently com-

pete and are likely to enter conflict in the interest of self-

preservation whereas the liberalist view is one of en-

hanced interaction and interstate cooperation and devel-

opment (34). To answer the question of whether a supra-

national Caribbean system would have improved the 

COVID 19 response one should examine key elements of 

the response in terms of national security, health and the 

economy. The analysis of these elements in this order 

allows a picture of a response to this threat in terms of 

preventing transmission through limiting human move-

ment, provision of treatment though the health system 

and protecting the economic interests of the state from 

the fallout of restricted movement and illness. The ques-

tion would therefore hinge upon whether such integration 

of Caribbean governments into a supranational entity 

would have made the response more robust and effec-

tive. 

In terms of the national security element, the majority of 

nation states were forced to fully or partially restrict 

movement through the borders in an attempt to curb the 

influx and subsequent spread of COVID-19. Notwith-

standing this, many were forced to reopen in phases to 

allow their economies to benefit from the tourism indus-

try despite the obvious risk (35). The major challenge to 

this has been the existing porous borders which is 

thought to result from high maritime traffic, largely un-

manned coastal landings and the presence of Venezuelan 

refugees fleeing into the Caribbean (36). The suprana-

tional system in the European Union has been noted to 

boost border protection from undocumented movement 

of persons through migration controls and a similar argu-

ment can be made for the Caribbean (37). This comes 

with a unique human rights challenge that has already 

materialized in Trinidad and Tobago, where despite a 

fully closed border, Venezuelan migrants were detained 

upon landing and deported which caused national and 

international outrage (38). More significantly, unlike Eu-

rope, the borders in the Caribbean are entirely maritime 

with a markedly smaller sum total coastal protection and, 

therefore, even with pooled defence it would be unlikely 

to resolve this issue. It would therefore be more realistic 

to engage in multilateral partnerships to ensure maritime 

protection in nations that are most vulnerable. This would 

not reflect the situation for the majority of islands and 

therefore would not justify a more robust response. 

In terms of the health element, key gaps have been cited 

in the response in the Caribbean by the Commonwealth 

Medical Association which included challenges with ade-

quate and appropriate staffing, inconsistent practice 

guidelines, difficulty in securing testing and personal pro-

tective equipment (PPE) because of vulnerable supply 

chains, resource limitation, inconsistent data science 

(39). Firstly, in terms of staffing allocations, it has been 

noted that a coordinated response is more effective and 

the need for realignment is common during COVID-19 in 

terms of what service a provider is expected to deliver as 

well as at which institution (40). It therefore stands to 

reason that in a supranational system, this would be 

more efficient and coordinated and healthcare worker 

utilization would be more appropriate. Additionally, a su-

pranational system would encourage healthcare profes-

sionals to deliver more standardized care if guidelines 

were established for the entire region as opposed to indi-

vidual nation states. While this may exist to some extent 

through the University of the West Indies, it is not man-

datory and leads to variation in service delivery (39). Sec-
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ondly, as the pandemic escalated, large manufacturing 

industries of Asia were affected. As a result, there were 

direct and indirect risks to supply chains which became 

an increasingly glaring problem for health, agriculture 

and processing in the Caribbean (41). It has been noted 

that supply chains in the Caribbean suffered from inertia, 

lack of competitiveness and unnecessary logistic chal-

lenges which decreased the ability of the island states to 

procure vital testing and equipment materials available as 

larger economies easily outmanoeuvred the region (42). 

This is evidenced by the late rollout of vaccination drives 

in the Caribbean which started months after the larger 

economies of North America and is inextricably linked 

with a delay in returning to any normalcy in national 

function and wellbeing (43). This is a point strongly in 

favour of a system in which collective bargaining would 

unify the demand for the region and make it competitive 

in the world markets as a consumer. However, one must 

question whether the islands of the region would need to 

relinquish their sovereignty to accomplish this or if an 

alternative unified negotiation entity, such as ASEAN, 

would be equally effective to benefit from the economy of 

scale. Finally, the role of data science has never been 

more pertinent than during the pandemic because of its 

role in contact tracing, artificial intelligence modelling of 

disease progression in the world, telemedicine solutions, 

innovative treatment methods and public safety (44). It 

has long been noted, however, that the Caribbean has 

significant challenges to data science because of high 

upfront costs, variable availability and lack of political 

investment (45).  Similar to the previous point, a collec-

tive state would have the ability to coordinate this effort 

better and would have benefitted from the use of data 

science in meeting the challenge posed by the pandemic. 

One must again question whether this could be achieved 

without relinquishing sovereignty. If one draws upon the 

mobile health experience in India, for example, individual 

states are allowed to function autonomously for their 

massive populations while integrating with other states 

effectively (46). While this example does not deal directly 

with issues of sovereignty, it does reflect that health data 

integration is feasible in a system of dichotomous govern-

ance. It must be noted though that a supranational entity 

would not be necessary to achieve this level of integra-

tion and multilateral intergovernmental partnerships 

would be equally effective. 

In terms of the economic element, the Caribbean was 

noted to have limited fiscal space even before the pan-

demic because of high debt to GDP ratios which impacted 

negatively on the ability of individual states to raise capi-

tal to drive economic recovery stimulation (47). It has 

long been noted that small and micro states are inherent-

ly vulnerable in large markets and can be taken ad-

vantage of by transnational corporations that seek to 

benefit from tax reliefs (48). This point of economic sus-

tainability may be the most valid to support a suprana-

tional entity in the wake of the pandemic in that smaller 

economies may be able to boost their production and 

development in a manner similar to that of the European 

Union (49). In fact, member states of the European Un-

ion, with the exception of Greece, were found to have a 

12% gain in per capita GDP justifying economic security 

of membership (50). In the wake of COVID-19, island 

states must consider this as an attractive way forward to 

deal with future challenges. Economically, some element 

of supranationalism may be beneficial as is seen in the 

European Union. However, in the post pandemic phase 

where all economies are forced into a recovery phase, it 

would be unlikely that nations would engage in align-

ments that would potentially weaken or slow their re-

building. Therefore, the will to cede elements of sover-

eignty, especially economic sovereignty, would be unlike-

ly. 

The challenges with the formation of a supranational en-

tity must also be explored in the wake of the pandemic. 

From the health perspective, while it would benefit the 

operational structures of the health service delivery sys-

tems, a significant hurdle would be the variability in avail-

able infrastructure. In the short term, this is not some-

thing that can be corrected to meet the needs of the pan-

demic and moving forward, would highlight the differing 

baseline that exists among the individual island states. 

Another challenge will come from the existing diversity 

within the Caribbean itself and defining what states could 

be included in a proposed supranational entity given that 

there is significant variation in background, language and 

cultural heritage. It would be a significant obstacle that 

some islands that have not gained republican status are 

supported to some extent by former colonial rulers and 

would pose a challenge to amalgamating these islands. 

Finally, with the presence of Cuba in the Caribbean, it 

would include an element of political uncertainty given 

the historical and existing political discord that the com-

munist regime has posed in the Western Hemisphere. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, to use the health response as a justifica-

tion for full integration in the future would not be a sound 

conclusion based on the lack of compelling arguments 

that it would have significantly improved the region’s re-

sponse to the pandemic. While the notion of a suprana-

tional Caribbean state in the aftermath of COVID-19 is an 

attractive one in terms of the economic stability, the ar-

guments presented do not justify foregoing sovereignty 

of each island state. Beyond the argument described, a 

look at the EU’s response to the pandemic has not been 

markedly different to that of the island states with similar 

difficulties and arguably worse case-loads per capita. 

Nevertheless, the basis of this argument is whether the 

response could have been improved with an alternative 

form of governance and integration in the region as rep-

resented by CARICOM. The vulnerability of such a system 

is also noted in the Pacific Islands forum which loosely 

integrates 18 nations in the Pacific Ocean and which 

faced similar setbacks because of the pandemic. This 

leads to the question of whether nation states, in the face 

of a pandemic, are less vulnerable in blocs or as individu-

al sovereign states (51). Although the COVID-19 experi-

ence cannot therefore be used as a justification to 

prompt the Caribbean to adopt supranationalism, but in-

stead should encourage individual island states to engage 

in meaningful trade, form negotiation blocs and share 

data while at the same time ensuring national security 

against the threats of natural disasters, refugee crises 

and domestic issues. This would be similar to what is 

seen in South East Asia with ASEAN. This would be a 

more integrated form of what currently exists with 

CARICOM and would allow multilateral cooperation that 

could benefit all island states. The formation of a partially 

integrated system would allow for the benefit of group 

bargaining and sharing of strengths in the health systems 

without the need for states to forego their sovereign 

rights and their ability to ensure sustainability. 
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