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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
NGOs with marine mandates have played a significant role in promoting sustainable development from the regional, 

sub-regional and national levels in the Caribbean. NGOs such as: regional and national universities, Gulf Caribbean 
Fisheries Institute (GCFI), Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), Bonefish & Tarpon Trust (BTT), Fundación Caribe Sur, 
and others that focus on ocean issues and are greatly involved with fisheries have made important efforts to elevate the 
importance of fishing and fisherfolk in the region’s diverse economies and in fisheries sustainability. These NGOs and their 
members are crucial stakeholders with well-developed and influential social networks that can increase initiatives, messag-
es, and campaigns for the engagement of fishers and the protection of recreational fisheries resources. National and regional 
NGOs have identified that fisheries sustainability requires more transdisciplinary and transboundary thinking, stakeholder 
collaborations, and improved public, decision-maker, and fisherfolk scientific literacy. It is evident from the case studies 
throughout the region that NGOs are playing a key role in research, capacity building, and the dissemination of management 
strategies and providing a forum for collaborative meetings among stakeholders (industry, public, academia, and govern-
ments).  
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INTRODUCTION 
The scientific consensus is growing that fishery policy and science both need an interdisciplinary approach combining 

the biological, economic, and social sciences, and that informed stakeholder involvement needs to be prioritized (Aanesen 
et al 2014). As a result, diverse groups of stakeholders are increasingly involved in fishery research and management 
systems (Sampedro et al 2017). Calado et al. (2012) demonstrated the ability of NGOs (used here as shorthand for civil 
society in general) to incorporate new and emerging concepts and methodologies for maintaining stakeholders engaged and 
informed. As a result, stakeholders may be better able to keep up with trends in fisheries governance and emerging technol-
ogies with the assistance of NGOs. This is critical in an increasingly globalized world, where change is occurring rapidly, 
whether it is in climate or technology (McConney, et al 2014).  

 
We review the role of NGOs in promoting sustainable fisheries and the use of marine resources in the Caribbean. We 

discuss the role of NGOs in capacity building, community engagement, and sustainable development, and present cases of 
partnerships between NGOs, other stakeholders, and governments in the Caribbean.  This presentation demonstrates how 
regional and local NGO initiatives have contributed to responsible fisheries practices, more and better social-ecological 
system research and outreach for public awareness. Fisheries resources in the Caribbean region have a positive future, 
provided that the monitoring, control and surveillance systems continue to function, and the effective collaboration between 
government, industry, scientists. NGOs and stakeholders continues to drive positive change. 

 
NGOs working on marine conservation and management engage in a variety of activities. In addition to advocating and 

monitoring policies, NGOs bring citizen concerns to governments and promote political participation through information 
provision. The NGO's role in marine conservation can be divided into four parts, advocacy, action, partnership, and 
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engagement (table 1) Crosman (2013). 

NGOS ROLES   
NGOs pursue several roles and act as strategic partners to 
achieve those roles. Some of the roles include:  

Expertise and Research: Many NGOs have deep 
expertise in specific areas, such as environmental 
conservation, social sciences, public health, communica-
tion and engagement, or social justice. They provide 
valuable research, data, and technical knowledge that can 
guide decision-making processes and capacity building. 
For instance, environmental NGOs may provide scientific 
studies on climate change to influence fisheries discus-
sions, or are actively gathering biological, environmental, 
and social data in the Caribbean region. This information 
can address topics such as conservation, food security, 
livelihoods, species and biodiversity assessments, and 
environmental monitoring (Vance, and Rangeley 2019).  
It relevant to mention that many of the local and regional 
NGOs do not always have the capacity or resources to 
effectively manage, analyze, and share these data. 

Improving Decision-Making: NGOs play an 
important role in decision-making at the regional, sub-
regional and national levels, often serving as vital civil 
society science-policy interface intermediaries between 
state and non-state actors. In recent decades, they have 
become increasingly influential in advocating for 
environmental protection, social justice, and responsible 
development. (Wiser 2000, Paterlow et al 2020).  NGOs 
have long played a key role in identifying and promoting 
local, regional and international responses to problems 
ranging from conservation, sustainability social issues and 
protection of the environment and plant and animal 
species (Vance, and Rangeley 2019).  

Building Institutional Capacity: Fully functioning 
NGOs add to the overall conservation and sustainable use 

capacity largely by providing services that complement 
those provided by both the public and private sectors. 
NGOs work to strengthen the capacity of local institutions 
(governmental and non-governmental) through practical 
technical support, knowledge sharing, and organizational 
development services (Paterlow et al 2020). This helps 
create more sustainable and effective local organizations. 
Often a savings of time or money compel the need or desire 
for NGOs to engage or become involved. NGOs can 
perform functions that are challenging for other actors. 
Often the strength of an NGO is to fill gaps where govern-
ment institutions capacities are weak or absent. The ability 
to manage contracts more cheaply or more quickly than a 
government partner is one such example.  NGOs are very 
effective in conducting work that other stakeholders cannot 
fund or can only be funded through costly contracts.  

Improving Collaboration: NGOs often collaborate 
with other stakeholders, including governments, academia, 
businesses, other civil society organizations and resource 
users. By building broad coalitions, they can influence 
decision-making processes more effectively. Partnerships 
with international organizations or local grassroots 
movements also enhance their ability to reach broader 
audiences and impact policy at multiple levels (Brass et al 
2018, Casey 2011). Collaborations with NGOs can 
strengthen government and academic research and fill in 
data gaps. However, many regional organizations and 
institutions often face a numerous challenges, such as the 
lack of personnel and staff time to analyze collected data; 
loss of data or institutional knowledge with staff turnover; 
and a lack of outlets for disseminating the results of their 
data collection. 

Assisting Small and Less-Developed Island States: 
Of relevance is the potential role of NGOs in assisting 

small and less-developed island states to build their 
capacity for implementing and participating in how 
fisheries-related activities are accommodated in small 
island developing states (SIDS) (McConney, et al., 2014). 

Table 1. Roles of NGOs in marine conservation. 
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SIDS and environmental NGOs have collaborated—and 
continue to collaborate in other treaty regimes, to their 
mutual benefit and to the benefit of the treaty regime as a 
whole. Fisheries-NGO interactions, although poorly 
documented and understood, are increasing in importance 
as ecosystem approaches, climate change, poverty 
alleviation, depletion of major fish stocks and sustainable 
development all receive global attention (Fanning et al., 
2011). 

Accountability and Monitoring: NGOs also hold 
decision and policy-makers accountable. They monitor the 
implementation of policies, business practices, or interna-
tional agreements to ensure that commitments are met. 
NGO involvement in policymaking has been critical to the 
achievement of critical goals. Despite this, serious 
shortcomings have emerged in the NGOs sector when it 
comes to accountability, transparency, and equity issues. 
Consequently, there has been a growing skepticism in the 
local and international community regarding their perfor-
mance, which has impacted their positive global perception 
(Tortajada 2016).    

Communications platforms and brokers infor-
mation: Many NGOs act as “information brokers”: 
between broad cross sections of stakeholders including 
conservation, social or government groups, decision 
makers and, more broadly, will influence civil society to 
support their decisions. Bridging gaps between government 
and stakeholders may help decision-makers better under-
stand stakeholders’ viewpoints and benefit from their 
specialized knowledge, thus giving stakeholders a voice in 
decision-making processes (Crosman, 2013).  

However, not everything is easy. While some NGO 
research meets the highest levels of rigor and objectivity, 
concerns about bias among stakeholder groups are 
legitimate. In the best-case scenario, biased studies can 
lead to incorrect management decisions, and in the worst-

case scenario, they might disengage decision-makers who 
no longer know whom to trust. NGOs face a wide range of 
challenges, including adapting capacity-building efforts to 
local contexts without imposing external models that 
might not be sustainable; implementing projects by 
themselves or without consulting experts, predetermining 
goals, ideals, and outputs; and lacking long-term commit-
ment because of short-term funding. They must compete 
to get funds or government contracts by achieving high 
social performance (Hackler and Saxton 2007; Miller 
2018). 

SOME CARIBBEAN FISHERIES NGO EXAMPLES 
Many NGOs have developed significant technical 

expertise on environmental and natural resource problems. 
Most of the roles described above were performed by the 
NGOS described in this article. 

GULF AND CARIBBEAN FISHERIES INSTI-
TUTE, (GCFI) 

The Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute (GCFI) 
(www.gcfi.org). GCFI, Integrating research, engagement, 
and partnerships for sustainable fisheries.  GCFI was 
founded in 1947 to promote the exchange of information 
on the use and management of marine resources in the 
Gulf and Caribbean Region. From its beginning, GCFI has 
endeavored to involve scientific, governmental, and 
resource-use sectors in providing a broad perspective on 
relevant fisheries, governance, socio-economic and 
environmental issues. The primary activity of GCFI is the 
annual conference which has been held in the Region since 
1948. The conference is devoted to technical presenta-
tions, symposia, workshops, and forums of current 
relevance to the use, management, and sustainability of 
marine and estuarine resources. In addition, the conference 
has a poster session, a film festival (CINEFISH), fishers 
field trip and time for informal networking opportunities 
with leaders in the field. There is financial aid available 
for students and fishers to attend the conference. GCFI 

Figure 1. The Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute (GCFI) core components 

http://www.gcfi.org
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provides a framework that allows innovation in capacity 
building and ocean literacy by engaging local, national, and 
international agencies and NGO’s, early career ocean 
professionals, scientists, fishers, and other stakeholders. 
Some of GCFI initiatives are: Fishers for Fishers: includes 
the Gladding Memorial Award, and MPAConnect, a 
partnership between NOAA/CRCP and GCFI to address 
MPA management capacity a partnership between GCFI 
and NOAA and co-hosting the Caribbean Node of the 
Global Partnership on Plastic Pollution and Marine Litter 
and (GPML-Caribe) with the UNEP Cartagena Convention 
Secretariat (Fig 1). 

BONEFISH & TARPON TRUST, (BTT) 
BTT is a non-governmental, science-based, conserva-

tion, organization that focuses on the flats fishery resources 
in the US, Gulf of Mexico, and a few countries of the 
Caribbean. They use a collaborative approach that includes 
stakeholders, academics and scientists from different 
research areas, and resource managers to identify 
knowledge gaps and conservation threats, design and 
conduct research, and apply research findings to conserva-
tion and management that influence decision making.  

Bonefish & Tarpon Trust was founded in 1998 by 
recreational fishers and fishing guides in the Florida Keys 
concerned about declines in the bonefish and tarpon 
populations. With little scientific information available on 
these species, the organization quickly focused on conduct-
ing and funding the research needed to inform conserva-
tion. The organization expanded within a few years to 
include the southeastern US, Gulf of Mexico, and Caribbe-
an Sea as the focal region. Since the fishery is economical-
ly and culturally important, it can be used as leverage to 
advocate for habitat-focused conservation that also benefits 
other species. As a core component of operations, BTT 
works with fishing communities.  

Conceptually, BTT is strategically placed at the center 
of a triangle, with fishers/the fishing community, fisheries 

and resource managers, and academia each representing a 
point of the triangle (Fig 2). Thus, BTT acts as both a 
collaborator with and an intermediary between these 
sectors, which traditionally have not experienced sufficient 
communication to drive conservation success (Adams et al 
2024). Collaboration with the academic community 
ensures that high standards are maintained for research. 
Frequent interaction with resource management agencies 
ensures that any research is addressing management needs 
or knowledge gaps and enhances communication channels 
between the agency and fishers. BTT integrates fishers 
throughout the process, whereby fishers are queried about 
perceptions of the fishery to help guide research efforts, 
are partners in project design, participate in data collection, 
and advocate for application of research findings to 
management and conservation. 

CENTRE FOR RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES, (CERMES) 

CERMES was established by The University of the 
West Indies (UWI) on its Cave Hill, Barbados, campus in 
1985 in response to regional and international environmen-
tal concerns and the need for environmental programs. 
CERMES has a strong focus on tropical island environ-
mental management and its mission is to make a signifi-
cant contribution to sustainable development in the 
Caribbean region. CERMES has implemented much of its 
teaching, research and outreach in partnership with 
national, regional and international organizations. 

In addition to academic training and research, 
CERMES' staff has also contributed to the region with its 
numerous projects across the ocean and land, as well as 
significant collaborations with government, academic 
institutions, and non-governmental organizations (Fig 3). 

Some of CERMES engagements are: 

FUNDACIÓN CARIBE SUR  
CARIBESUR is Venezuelan non-profit civil organiza-

Figure 2.  BTT Conceptual approach: BTT is strategically placed at the center of a triangle, with fishers/the fishing communi-
ty, fisheries and resource managers, and academia each representing a point of the triangle  
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• Assisting in the formation of the Caribbean Net-
work of Fisherfolk Organizations (CNFO) and
maintaining ties for capacity development

• Championing the Small-scale Fisheries Guide-
lines in the member countries of the Caribbean
Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM)

• Promoting the notion of stewardship among fish-
erfolk and fisheries authorities, ranging from poli-
cy influence to responsible practices

• Providing guidance on good governance including
the intersectoral coordination mechanisms for
multi-level social-ecological systems

• Seeking to reduce fisheries inequities, especially
regarding gender.

ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE FUND, (EDF) 
Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) is a promi-

nent United States-based nonprofit environmental ad-
vocacy group, founded in 1967. With a mission to 
"build a vital Earth for everyone," EDF leverages its 
deep expertise in science, economics, and policy to 
create transformative, long-lasting solutions to some 
of the most pressing environmental challenges of our 
time. EDF operates as a nonpartisan organization, us-
ing sound science, market-based strategies, and legal 
advocacy to address environmental problems in ways 
that are effective, practical, and scalable. 

EDF plays a critical role in advancing sustainable 
fisheries and ocean health worldwide, with a particular 
emphasis on the Caribbean region. EDF’s Fisheries 
and Oceans Program addresses the urgent threats of 
overfishing, climate change, and marine ecosystem 
degradation by developing innovative, science-based 
solutions that empower local communities and 
strengthen policy frameworks. In the Caribbean, EDF 
works closely with governments, fishers, and coastal 
communities in countries like Cuba, Belize, and The 

Bahamas to promote climate-resilient fisheries that protect 
biodiversity, ensure food security, and support sustainable 
livelihoods. 

In Cuba, EDF has been instrumental in fostering part-
nerships between local fishing cooperatives, scientists, and 
government agencies to implement science-based manage-
ment plans for finfish fisheries. These efforts are designed 
to balance the protection of marine ecosystems with the 
economic needs of coastal communities. EDF has also 
supported Cuba in co-creating new scientific knowledge 
through research expeditions that monitor climate and fish-
ing impacts, helping to inform the development of resili-
ence strategies for the country’s fisheries. 

In Belize, EDF collaborates with local fishing com-
munities and government agencies to enhance the sustaina-
bility of the nation’s sportfishing and coastal fisheries. 
EDF’s work in Belize focuses on updating national poli-
cies to conserve critical fish stocks and habitats, which are 
vital for the country’s economy and environmental health. 
By building the capacity of local guiding communities, 
EDF helps ensure that fishers are equipped with the tools 
and knowledge to implement sustainable practices that 
protect their resources for the future. 

In The Bahamas, EDF has developed a national net-
work of local fishing guides who are actively involved in 
habitat conservation and sustainable recreational fisheries 
management. By fostering collaboration between local 
stakeholders, EDF supports the creation of management 
plans that protect marine biodiversity while promoting 
economic opportunities for Bahamian fishing communi-
ties. 

EDF’s work in the Caribbean and other geographies is 
rooted in a collaborative approach that seeks to empower 
local stakeholders while integrating cutting-edge science 
and policy solutions. These efforts are not only about pro-

Figure 3.  Areas of expertise addressed by CERMES and selected publication 
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tecting ocean ecosystems but also about building resili-
ent coastal communities that can adapt to the challenges 
of climate change. EDF’s projects in the region empha-
size the importance of ecosystem-based management, 
which helps ensure that fisheries are managed in a way 
that maintains ecological balance and supports long-
term sustainability. 

The success of EDF’s work in the Caribbean and other 
regions is guided by four strategic pillars: 

1. Empowerment and Secure Tenure: EDF ensures
that local fishing communities have secure rights
over their resources and the tools needed to manage
them sustainably. By empowering fishers with se-
cure tenure, EDF helps them combat overfishing
and restore marine ecosystems, improving the long-
term well-being of both the environment and the
communities that depend on it.

2. Broad-Based Advocacy and Financing: EDF builds
coalitions of stakeholders, including fishers, gov-
ernment leaders, scientists, and the private sector,
to advocate for climate-resilient fisheries policies.
This approach is paired with efforts to mobilize
public and private financing, making sustainable
fisheries a key investment opportunity. By demon-
strating the economic value of sustainable fisheries,
EDF helps secure the funding needed to drive long-
lasting change.

3. Focused Geographic Transformation: The Caribbe-
an serves as a key focal point for EDF’s broader
global fisheries strategy. In places like Cuba, Be-
lize, and The Bahamas, EDF has implemented suc-
cessful fisheries management models that demon-
strate the benefits of ecosystem-based approaches.
These models serve as examples that can be repli-
cated in other regions around the world, helping
EDF maximize its global impact.

4. Galvanizing a Diverse Champion Network: EDF
fosters a network of local champions, from fishers
and community leaders to government officials and
industry stakeholders, who advocate for sustainable
fisheries reforms. These champions are equipped
with leadership skills, technical expertise, and the
resources needed to implement effective fisheries
management, ensuring that local voices play a cen-
tral role in shaping the future of their fisheries.

Through these four pillars, EDF’s work in the Car-
ibbean not only helps protect marine biodiversity but 
also strengthens the resilience of coastal communities to 
climate change. By promoting sustainable fishing prac-
tices, EDF is contributing to a future where the Caribbe-
an’s oceans and the people who rely on them can thrive 
for generations to come. 

FUNDACIÓN CARIBE SUR 
CARIBESUR is Venezuelan non-profit civil organ-

ization founded in 2004 with a regional focus on coastal 
management and the conservation of natural and cultur-

al heritage in the Southern Caribbean Eco-region. With an 
interdisciplinary team at the helm, this NGO‘s mission is to 
be a leading organization in the coastal marine area, combin-
ing knowledge, information and community participation, 
with innovation and experience in environmental and cultural 
conservation. One of its objectives, is the activation of coop-
eration mechanisms between actors of the eco-region inte-
grated by Venezuela, Colombia, Panama, Aruba, Netherlands 
Antilles (Aruba, Curacao and Bonaire) and Trinidad and To-
bago, taking into account the dynamic and vital ecological 
and cultural links that characterize the marine environment 
we all share, hence CARIBESUR’s motto: "In the ocean we 
all live downstream of somebody else and all of us under the 
same sky". The II International Workshop of the Southern 
Caribbean Ecoregion Alliance was organized by CARI-
BESUR in November 2007 to set in motion regional cooper-
ation mechanisms. http://www.slideshare.net/ Taller_ Alian-
za_ Caribe_Sur). 

CARIBESUR believes that a marine conservation strate-
gy should focus on using connectivity to design and manage 
protected area networks in the Caribbean. This requires effi-
cient collaboration mechanisms across borders and the in-
volvement of researchers, resource managers and protected 
area managers, as well as governments and communities. As 
proof a proposal was introduced to create a marine corridor 
that connects the Southern Caribbean Islands (Fig 5) (Ref: 
CORREDOR ECOLOGICO "ISLAS DEL CARIBE SUR" - 
Revista Explora Ed. nº 2 marzo 2018).  

More recently, due to the serious academic and manage-
ment crisis of research and funding opportunities in Vene-
zuela, aggravated with the vandalization of libraries and oth-
er institutional spaces, which compromised and endangered 
hundreds of records, specimens, and historical data, CARIBE 
SUR launched an initiative to prevent the loss of irreplacea-
ble data on marine biodiversity, digitizing data information 
from biodiversity registries, with an emphasis on the coun-
try's marine protected areas, carrying out an inventory of the 
available data sources, as well as training in standards and 
data formatting of an inter-institutional team of 14 research-
ers. The “Rescuing the knowledge base of Venezuela's ma-
rine biodiversity Project”, represents an important contribu-
tion to the inventory of marine biodiversity in Venezuela, 
adding more than 42,000 records to open access platforms 
like OBIS (Ocean Biodiversity Information System) and 
GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 

Among CARIBESUR’s most relevant projects are: 
Marine Ecological Corridor “Southern Caribbean Islands 

(Fig 4).  
https://drive.google.com/file/

d/1D9plXmEBkH6JdKUwr0NKL6k7O2MlSMYW/view?
usp=sharing 

Connectivity Proposal for the Conservation of the Bio-
logical Diversity of the Paria and Turuépano Peninsula Na-
tional Parks, Sucre State, Venezuela  

https://drive.google.com/file/
d/0B2VmhwXLly9IQlZVbVpJU0I3ZWs/edit?resourcekey=0-
rzHfCIeoKoVH12sSf4Oqbg  (Short link: https://tinyurl.com/
Caribe-Sur-Paria-Turuepano) 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D9plXmEBkH6JdKUwr0NKL6k7O2MlSMYW/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D9plXmEBkH6JdKUwr0NKL6k7O2MlSMYW/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D9plXmEBkH6JdKUwr0NKL6k7O2MlSMYW/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B2VmhwXLly9IQlZVbVpJU0I3ZWs/edit?resourcekey=0-rzHfCIeoKoVH12sSf4Oqbg
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B2VmhwXLly9IQlZVbVpJU0I3ZWs/edit?resourcekey=0-rzHfCIeoKoVH12sSf4Oqbg
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B2VmhwXLly9IQlZVbVpJU0I3ZWs/edit?resourcekey=0-rzHfCIeoKoVH12sSf4Oqbg
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Literature-based occurrences data of marine species in 
Venezuela https://bdj.pensoft.net/article/98213/ 

Rescuing the knowledge base of Venezuela’s marine 
biodiversity https://www.gbif.org/project/BID-CA2020-025-
NAC/rescuing-the-knowledge-base-of-venezuelas-marine-
biodiversity  

CONCLUSION 
Overall, this presentation demonstrated that NGOs en-

gagement through dialogue and many interactions have 
been beneficial for all stakeholders. One of the main respon-
sibilities of non-governmental organizations is to bridge the 
gap between managers and stakeholders and to help re-
source managers develop new management strategies, en-
sure the enforcement of existing regulations, and engage 
stakeholders more effectively.   NGOs are essential players 
in modern governance, influencing decision-making at mul-
tiple levels through advocacy, policy development, and di-
rect engagement McConney et al (2014).  

Like stakeholders, NGOs can gain from the connec-
tions that they help build or facilitate. These connections 
provide similar benefits: they allow multiple parties to coor-
dinate their efforts, increasing effectiveness and reducing 
resource burdens (Crosman 2013). These relationships can 
also provide NGOs with additional leverage when it comes 
to conservation and management efforts. NGOs enhance 
inclusivity, transparency, and accountability of decision-
making processes and often provide a bridge between the 
public and formal institutions of power. Their role in foster-
ing more just, sustainable, and democratic societies is criti-

cal in addressing the complex challenges of today’s 
world. 

Over the last few years, government agencies, indus-
try, and government have recognized the importance of 
nonprofit organizations to society and the environment, 
resulting in stronger relationships between nonprofit or-
ganizations, industry, and government. Stakeholders ap-
pear to be willing to work collaboratively on current is-
sues as they deal with them in a more cohesive and con-
sistent manner. At the same time, NGOs are in a vulnera-
ble position in terms of sustainability due to their reliance 
on stakeholders, including donors, funders, and govern-
ment agencies.  

Caribbean NGOs are critical for holding decision-
makers accountable and ensuring the sustainability of the 
region's fisheries. They actively monitor the enforcement 
of policies and international agreements, safeguarding 
valuable marine resources. Through rigorous research and 
data collection, they provide crucial evidence for in-
formed decision-making and advocate for responsible 
fishing practices. By working directly with fishing com-
munities and fostering collaboration between govern-
ments, scientists, and industry, NGOs act as a driving 
force for positive change and ensure that commitments to 
sustainable fisheries management are upheld. 
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