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Abstract
Even before the onset of the current pandemic-induced crisis, small island developing states (SIDS)
often lacked sufficiently dense travel markets to support all of the investments required in the aviation
sector, including airlines, airports, air navigation services and regulatory oversight. The high costs of
air travel and the significant financial risks associated with operating airlines and airports are
challenges common to SIDS. The current crisis has made the situation far worse and there are
significant risks that SIDS will face a future with reduced connectivity, higher costs of air travel, and
weakened government and industry aviation entities. This paper draws attention to previous analyses
of ways to reduce the costs of doing business and to create conditions for efficient provision of air
transport services. If aviation is to continue to play a role in facilitating the continued economic
development of the SIDS it is now the time when all policy options need to be placed on the table and
for action to follow. These options include approaching liberalised economic regulation with renewed
vigour, greater engagement in regional/multilateral initiatives, and commitment to sustainable
financing models.

The need to develop a platform for sustainable and resilient aviation
On the 21st February 2020, ICAO published an assessment of the economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on aviation. The situation during March and April was highly volatile and, as more facts
came to light and as governments and industry took emergency measures, ICAO continued to update
its assessment. What became clear, in a sector that has shown remarkable resilience to “shocks”, was
that this time it was different, and no part of the aviation “value chain” was immune from the impacts.
Uncertainty now occupies centre stage in any analysis of strategies to survive the crisis, let alone to
operate in a “new normal”. Of course, the defining characteristic of “uncertainty” is an admission that
we don’t know what the future has in store.
That said, some consequences of the crisis are abundantly clear. Governments have gone further into
debt, national economies have been plunged into recession, unemployment ballooned, and
household income and wealth has been eroded along with consumer confidence. Some airlines have
gone out of business and even those with the most robust business models and strongest balance
sheets are pruning their fleets and networks with a renewed focus on route profitability. Sectors such
as tourism are eagerly awaiting full restoration of necessary connectivity provided by air transport.
What also is apparent is that these impacts are being felt acutely in small island developing states
(SIDS).
Throughout the crisis, the vital humanitarian role played by aviation in SIDS has been evident in
responses to medical emergencies, repatriation of citizens, and underpinning supply chains of medical
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and other essential goods. Notwithstanding the importance of these contributions, this paper is
focused on aviation policies and strategies appropriate for the future, recognising that a feature
common of many SIDS is that they are highly vulnerable to shocks, whether they be from natural
disasters or global financial and economic conditions. With each shock, SIDS have fallen further into
debt and struggle to make progress on meeting their social and economic development goals. In this
respect, the current crisis is not new, but it is acute and it demands a renewed focus on measures to
exploit the potential contribution of aviation.
In its publication, Benefits Beyond Borders, the Air Transport Action Group (ATAG) made a forecast a
for the SIDS in 2036. The expectation was that aviation and tourism, together, would be supporting
2.4 million jobs and contributing US$74 billion to the GDP in the SIDS. Underwriting the 39% increase
in jobs and 129% increase in GDP over two decades is a belief that air travel in the SIDS can grow at
4% each year. Time will tell whether it is possible to return to long-term trend levels. But, looking back
over the past two decades it is difficult to avoid a conclusion that the performances of aviation and
tourism in SIDS could have been better.
The outlook for aviation in the SIDS is decidedly grim and uncertain, and there is an urgent need to
design efficient platforms that deliver sustainable and resilient air transport connectivity. The
alignment of social, political and economic forces now presents ripe conditions for comprehensive
reforms to build those platforms and all options need to be brought to the table. This paper aims to
provide timely input to policy formulation by examining evidence and recommendations that can be
found in past studies of SIDS. These studies provide a robust body of knowledge about the operations
and economics of airlines, airports, air navigation services providers and safety and security oversight.
Necessarily, this account paints a broad picture and does not do justice to the valuable details
contained in the various study reports. Accordingly, a list of relevant documents is provided in
Appendix 2 as a resource for further work.

Pre-crisis aviation challenges
Civil aviation in the SIDS
The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), in recognising that the SIDS
have special development needs, paved the way for more widespread attention within the UN, its
agencies, including ICAO, and others. UNCTAD maintains a focus on those SIDS that are most
vulnerable, and its list of SIDS includes 28 countries. The United Nations has a broader definition and
adds ten more of its developing country members and another 20 non-UN members/members of
regional commissions. The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) has 39 members and another 5
observers. Appendix 1 introduces these SIDS in more detail.
The defining characteristics of SIDS, of course, are smallness, insularity, development status, and
independence as a state. Depending on the stringency of the criteria attached to each of these
attributes, the number of SIDS is smaller or larger, and so is the diversity. International organizations
and others acknowledge the difficulty of making broad generalisations about development strategies
for SIDS. As one recent UN report noted, the SIDS have very distinct, and context-specific, needs,
opportunities and challenges. It is notable that many of the SIDS consider that the high cost of air
travel is a significant constraint on economic development, especially in supporting tourism and
facilitating expatriate workers whose remittances often underpin investments in small businesses and
contribute to social welfare.
Whilst not losing sight of development goals, from an aviation point of view it is prudent to have an
inclusive and flexible definition for SIDS. For example, there are many far-flung island communities
that enjoy a special status as a territory or other entity of a larger, developed nation. But their
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potential to be a part of regional initiatives and to provide case studies to shape context-specific
policies and strategies are too important to dismiss.
A few SIDS are so remote and so small that the only way of getting to them is to complete the last leg
of the journey by sea (e.g. Tokelau). Some SIDS have a very small aviation “footprint” with connectivity
provided by small-scale air transport services to neighbouring countries (e.g Dominica). Most SIDS,
however, have a high dependence on air transport relative to the size of their populations and
economies. ATAG reported that, in 2017, the members of AOSIS, excluding Singapore, had 52 airlines,
275 aircraft, 210 airports with scheduled air services and 37 million passengers. The combined
population of UNCTADs 28 SIDS was 12.7 million people and this number increases to 57 million when
the other AOSIS SIDS are considered. These statistics are indicative of the high costs that have to be
borne by isolated and small nations to enjoy connectivity in a globalised world.

Financial and human resources
Implications of smallness revealed in SIDS studies are reflected in a lack of institutional strength and
difficulties in providing and financing public services. There is limited capacity in a small civil service
to evaluate policy and investment options and to implement strategies. Information asymmetries and
negotiating weaknesses often exist when dealing with the private sector, and effective mechanisms
to deal with monopolistic, discriminatory and unfair business practices often do not exist.
Ensuring the highest attainable levels of safety and security of civil aviation is the foundation stone for
civil aviation policy, yet SIDS find it difficult to implement ICAO’s Standards and Recommended
Practices. Smallness reduces scope to have effective separation of service provision from regulatory
oversight. Restrictive budgets and civil service regulations add to the difficulties faced by civil aviation
authorities, airports and air navigation services providers to attract, train and retain people from a
limited pool of appropriately qualified people – talent required to fill key technical and managerial
positions in specialised fields of aviation.
One study of SIDS in the Pacific region found that some civil aviation authorities were staffed by as
few as two people and only one country was able to operate at an adequate scale. Successive reports
also reveal that opportunities to participate in regional initiatives to harmonise laws, regulations and
procedures applied in aviation, and to more broadly improve the efficiency and effectiveness of
regulatory oversight, have not been exploited as much as they could have. At least part of the reason
for this has been the inability to fund regional safety oversight organisations (RSOOs).
Again, the realities of having to fill technical (e.g. air traffic controllers) and managerial (e.g. financial
controllers) positions come to the fore. Critically, policies to recover the costs of regulation and service
provision add to the high costs of travel in small markets. Governments in some SIDS have exacerbated
this situation by imposing taxes in one form or another on aviation and travel to supplement their
meagre budgets.

Roles of the public and private sectors in the provision of aviation services
A common feature present in SIDS is a weak and undeveloped private sector. As a result, there are
limited opportunities to exploit widely acknowledged benefits of commercialising public sector
business enterprises such as airlines, airports and air navigation services providers. In the case of
airports, it is one thing to grant the operator a degree of autonomy, it is quite another to expect that
it will be able to function on a commercial basis. Income derived from aircraft and passenger traffic
often is insufficient to cover operations, especially when the government airport enterprise is
responsible for district airports as well as larger international gateways. In some SIDS airport
infrastructure is an acknowledged constraint on national economic development. In these situations,
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progress is dependent upon government and donor support – unless there are private sector partners
willing to inject capital and expertise.
Public private partnerships (PPPs) come in many forms. At the most basic level the government airport
operator can engage contractors to perform services. This can build confidence and expertise in
competitive tendering processes while contributing to the development of the private sector, though
in smaller SIDS even this initial experiment with a PPP can be problematic. A more ambitious option is
to engage a specialist operator to manage the airport, but the small traffic and income base often
cannot justify the expense involved. For those SIDS aiming to tap private sector funding to upgrade
infrastructure, the difficulty of formulating a credible business plan in the absence of government
support and guarantees rules out project financing and privatisation as options.
It is natural that measures to ensure continuity of affordable air transport services provoke sensitive
policy debates in the SIDS. A commonly encountered view is that the best way to achieve this is to
have a national carrier. Faced with the inherent weaknesses of the private sector, a corollary of this
view is that governments should fund the national airline. Whether this is the best or only way to
influence decisions about connectivity, it certainly exposes small governments to significant financial
risks. The International Air Transport Association (IATA) and other researchers have testified to the
low financial returns earned by the world’s airlines, and the industry is famous for its tendency to
“destroy shareholder wealth”.
The SIDS, when they decide to have their own airline, are faced with the challenge to meet several
distinct needs. First is to provide connectivity to the outside world, sometimes on long routes with
thin traffic volumes. Second, there is a need to serve intra-regional markets. This is particularly the
case in the Caribbean. Third, many of the SIDS are archipelagos or are comprised of chains of coral
atolls (e.g. Kiribati and the Maldives), or they have rugged terrain that makes road travel difficult (e.g.
Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste). Domestic services therefore need to be designed to serve short
runways, many of which are unsealed, and some require amphibious aircraft. The result is that the
national carrier typically will have a small number of narrow-body aircraft supplemented by aircraft
suited for commuter services or charter work. Those SIDS that serve distant and sizeable tourist
markets have wide-bodied aircraft in their fleets, but they also are exposed to intense competition.
Operating a small fleet of aircraft with mixed equipment types is a costly business. Normally, a typical
model for a new airline would envisage commencement with 2-3 aircraft with a plan to expand rapidly
to perhaps 8-10 aircraft to begin to reap economies of scale and to capture a minimal share of the
market. Significant outlays need to be incurred prior to commencement, for example, to obtain an Air
Operator Certificate and other authorisations. Starting an airline often turns out to be more costly
than anticipated, it can take time to develop a market and there is always a risk that competitors will
react. Even with a sound business model, a lack of liquidity leads to failure. But it is common in SIDS
to have weak capital markets and there are many competing demands for limited finances. Undercapitalised national airlines struggle to sustain themselves.
A recent Asian Development Bank study of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) in its island member
countries, including in airports and airlines, highlighted very low levels of productivity, a failure to earn
satisfactory returns on funds invested, and very small contributions to their national economies. This
was despite the fact that the SOEs enjoyed monopoly positions and received assistance in a variety of
ways from their governments. These findings are consistent with those of other studies that have
documented the losses incurred by government-owned airlines in SIDS in every region. Apart from the
reasons given above, governments are exposed to pressures from interest groups when they operate
business ventures and the results manifest themselves in sub-optimal decisions about infrastructure,
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equipment, staffing, and fares and charges. The problems do not end with high costs of service
provision. There can be a lack of focus on customer needs and consultation with stakeholders.

Another way to ensure continuity of air services - subsidies
SIDS also have been active in providing incentives for airlines to provide connectivity and continuity
of services. In the Caribbean region, for example, it has been the practice of some governments or
their tourism agencies since the mid-1990s to provide financial support for marketing or to enter into
contracts with the operators that guarantee funding when the airline is unable to sell a minimum
number of its seats. In other cases, the costs of domestic and intra-regional services that meet “public
service obligations” have been covered under subsidy arrangements. These mechanisms are not
without their problems, but they demonstrate that governments can pursue connectivity objectives
without having to invest in an airline. In so doing, they are in a better position to manage their financial
risks and to set service standards. Some of these schemes also support air cargo and serve other social
objectives such as provision of relief and emergency services.

Insular thinking
Some SIDS have been very successful in overcoming the constraints imposed by their small home
markets by developing sizeable tourism sectors. Policies to liberalise regulation of air transport have
paid off in terms of traffic growth and improvements in connectivity, but the SIDS have not yet
exploited the benefits of liberalisation on a regional basis. The Dominican Republic, for example, has
attributed the poor intra-Caribbean connectivity to restrictive aviation policies prevailing in the region
while illustrating its own success in achieving a compound growth rate of 5.3% over a period of 20
years. Studies of air transport and tourism in the Caribbean conclude that these restrictive air
transport arrangements result in sub-optimal networks and inefficient airline operations. These
studies also document ways that subsidies provided to airlines have exacerbated the inefficiencies in
the air transport system in the Caribbean region.
But there are other inhibitors that constrain travel between SIDS with consequent losses of potential
benefits from tourism. For example, better national and regional approaches to facilitation of travel
would increase the attractiveness of the region to tourists while also relieving congestion at airports
and improving the efficiency of aircraft handling and turnaround. A World Bank study concluded that
embedded inefficiencies in customs systems and processing of documents imposed high costs on
intra-regional trade in the Caribbean.

Impacts of the current crisis
The global economic outlook is summarised concisely in the following assessment by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF):
“There is extreme uncertainty around the global growth forecast. The economic fallout
depends on factors that interact in ways that are hard to predict, including the pathway
of the pandemic, the intensity and efficacy of containment efforts, the extent of supply
disruptions, the repercussions of the dramatic tightening in global financial market
conditions, shifts in spending patterns, behavioral changes (such as people avoiding
shopping malls and public transportation), confidence effects, and volatile commodity
prices.”
World Economic Outlook: The Great Lockdown. IMF, April 2020.
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the World Bank both
issued updated assessments in June and pronounced the crisis brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic
as the “most severe economic recession in nearly a century”. The OECD painted a scenario in which
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global output falls by 6% in 2020, but this assumed that there would not be a second wave of
infections. If that happened, the OECD projected a 7.6% decline in global economic activity in 2020
and a weak return to 2.8% growth in 2021. The OECD considers that “optimistic” and more pessimistic
scenarios are equally likely to materialise. The World Bank projected a 5.2% decline in global output
in 2020, but cautioned that all of the risks are on the downside.
Guyana is experiencing rapid development of its offshore oil sector and is expected to continue
growing this year. All the other SIDS, according to the World Bank, will have smaller economies by the
end of 2020. Those SIDS with a dependence on tourism are most affected. The Maldives’ economy,
for example, is expected to contract by 13% and the Seychelles by 11.1%. Both can expect robust
growth in 2021, but clearly this will depend upon a recovery of air travel.
The situation of some SIDS is exacerbated by a dependence on remittances. A large proportion of the
citizens of the Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa and Tonga lives abroad and their remittances, particularly
during a crisis, are important to their family members. These remittances also play a role in underwriting small business ventures. Similar observations can be made for some of the Caribbean SIDS.
With this current crisis, however, expatriate workers quickly joined the ranks of the unemployed as
the host countries shut their economies down.
The World Bank therefore is predicting a sharp decline in repatriated earnings and consequent
hardship for vulnerable households. Jamaica’s Minister of Finance reported that 20% of his nation’s
GDP depended on tourism and that another 15% could be traced to remittances prior to the pandemic,
illustrating the dire situation of some of the SIDS. The IMF estimates that remittances average about
10% of GDP for Pacific SIDS (not including Papua New Guinea). For Tonga, remittances support 40% of
GDP, and the contribution is high as well (15%) for the Marshall Islands and Samoa. Notably, some
studies have pointed out that affordable air travel has a positive impact on remittances.
Throughout the crisis, ICAO has monitored emerging trends and mapped outcomes expected to
materialise under different scenarios. These projections have been updated on a continuous basis as
more information comes to hand, but as at 8 June, ICAO estimated that the number of seats offered
by airlines for the full year would be between 40% and 53% lower than would have been expected
under “business as normal”. The revenue stream flowing to airlines and airports will decline by up to
US$400 and $97 billion, respectively.
Some airlines have gone out of business, many others have retired aircraft from their fleets and will
recommence operations with expectations of being smaller in a much-weakened market
environment. IATA estimates that the world’s airlines have added US$120 billion to their debt which
already was at high levels. There also is a recognition that additional costs will be incurred to create
an environment in which governments and their citizens will be confident that air travel is safe. What
is more, productivity will decline because aircraft will take longer to turn around at terminals. Although
airlines possibly will offer attractive deals to stimulate markets, it is likely that the general level of air
fares will increase, and airlines will eliminate routes that do not pay their way.
It is too early to appreciate the specific impacts of the crisis on air services for the SIDS, but it can be
expected that some SIDS airlines will need to be restructured after running out of liquidity (e.g. Air
Mauritius), while others already have downsized (e.g. Air Fiji). Capacity will be pruned as well by
foreign carriers. Air New Zealand, for example, serves many of the Pacific SIDS and it recently told its
staff that it does not expect a return to profitability until 2022, at which time it will carry 13 million
passengers a year compared to 18 million it planned to have before the crisis. Virgin Australia also
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operated flights from Australian cities to several Pacific SIDS and it is possible these will cease under
the restructured venture that will emerge from receivership.
Under such conditions there is a risk for SIDS that connectivity will be lost on some sectors, while some
routes will see a reduction in flights and competition. The IMF recently gave the following assessment
for the Pacific SIDS:
Previous experience would suggest a rebound in commodity prices, tourism, and
remittances after the COVID-19 crisis subsides. But the pandemic may inflict deeper
wounds than even the worst natural disaster. Regional airlines—which are the essential
conduit for tourism to these far-flung island economies—are facing significant damage
from the prolonged loss of revenue. The potential for significant revenue losses and
reduced operations, together with a chilling effect on global travel, could mean diminished
tourism even after the virus recedes.
IMF In Country Focus (https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/05/27/na-05272020-pacificislands-threatened-by-covid-19?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery).

Policy options for the “new normal”
The need for a fresh approach to aviation policy
The current crisis certainly has made the pre-existing aviation challenges faced by the SIDS more
severe. Governments now face much tighter budgetary conditions, there is an urgent need to
stimulate economic growth, and the disruption of air travel has been an unwelcome reminder of the
vital importance of connectivity to society and the economy. Prior to the crisis, many SIDS cited high
air fares as a constraint on their development, particularly because it discouraged tourists. Yet the
prospect is that the costs of travel will increase in the post-crisis period and the aviation sector faces
hostile conditions.
It is time now to place all policy options on the table, including those that might have been given low
priority in the past under much different political and economic circumstances. Detailed analysis might
well suggest the need for further tailoring, but it is unlikely that the recommendations made in the
studies listed in Appendix 2 have been invalidated. Collectively, these studies provide the necessary
evidence and analysis to support a fresh and invigorated approach to aviation policy. The following
discussion introduces some of the ideas that have been raised.

Governance – making better policy and investment choices
SIDS lack scope to diversify their economies, they are unable to attain efficient scales of production,
and they suffer high costs. The imperative to pursue efficient aviation outcomes is stronger than ever.
As a starting point, governments can take the lead by articulating their policies. In so doing they
provide a framework for action by all stakeholders. Given the uncertainties, these policies will need
to be adaptive to emerging conditions, but they can provide greater scope to work with the private
sector and with others. Widespread buy-in to these policies will be enhanced when they are based on
consultation with stakeholders and aligned with economic and tourism development strategies and
plans.
Furthermore, the evidence suggests the need to examine the performance of airlines, airports and air
navigation services providers. There are many ways to improve commercial and service outcomes of
government business enterprises, but the range of options for engaging with the private sector is
broad and admits options highly relevant to SIDS. Some SIDS have identified a lack of aviation
infrastructure as a constraint on economic development (e.g. Timor-Leste), but all SIDS now need to
approach investment decisions with increased attention to risk mitigation measures. The Airports
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Council International (ACI) has issued guidance to its members about how to re-design their processes
and facilities to provide for “COVID-safe” air travel. Those SIDS that rely heavily on tourism will need
to consider investments in technology designed to minimise human-to-human contact and arrange
seamless flows within terminals. The support provided in the past by international and regional
organisations, financial institutions, donor governments and non-government organisations (NGOs),
will be even more important in the years to come. These entities can address information asymmetries
that place the governments in SIDS in a weak negotiating position, and they can bring considerable
experience to bear in the design of legal and regulatory frameworks, as well as technical expertise in
the design of projects, contracting processes, and implementation.

Overcoming the disadvantages of a small market
The United Nations’ Economic and Social Council has pointed out that tourism is a promising growth
sector in SIDS because of its contribution to diversification in narrowly based economies. For example,
the World Tourism and Travel Council (WTTC) recently estimated that, taking account of flow-on
effects, tourism contributes 15.2% to the combined GDP of Caribbean economies. Many of the SIDS
have a comparative advantage in terms of their attractiveness as destinations, and some SIDS have
shown that it is possible to develop sizeable tourism markets (e.g. the Dominican Republic, Fiji, the
Maldives and Mauritius).
The question often arises whether air transport connectivity needs to be developed before tourism
activity can occur, or whether investments in tourism infrastructure and services are required first to
make air services viable. Liberal aviation policies broaden the options for potential connectivity. In
addition, airport infrastructure needs to be able to meet minimal requirements with the flexibility to
expand when traffic growth supports the case for investments. But the reality is that airlines stand to
make substantial losses if they commit to enter new routes that fail to deliver sustainable growth. So,
in answer to the question, it is necessary for SIDS aspiring to develop a tourism sector to align aviation
and tourism policies and strategies from the outset, to invest in their tourism products, and to work
with airline partners to mitigate the costly process of establishing a new route. When success is
achieved there are more options for governments in making strategic aviation choices.
However, an over-dependence on tourism as a sector of the economy, or on particular markets, adds
significantly to risks - especially since tourism demand is highly sensitive to natural disasters, financial
crises and events that threaten the safety of travel. One way to mitigate this risk is to diversify products
and the markets they draw upon. The question is “how can SIDS expand air transport connectivity to
a wider range of source markets?” One way is to take advantage of code-share and other cooperative
airline strategies, but the value of indirect connectivity via a regional hub that concentrates traffic
heading for a group of SIDS has been raised in the context of the Caribbean and the Pacific. The success
of such a model would need to be built upon liberalised regional and national regulatory regimes and
coordinated aviation and tourism strategies.
The SIDS are particularly exposed to the impacts of climate change and of their susceptibility to
imported diseases (e.g. the measles outbreak killed 83 Samoans out of a population of 200 thousand
in 2018). The World Tourism Organisation sees the necessity of transitioning to a more sustainable
and resilient tourism model developed through enhanced collaboration between key stakeholders.
This reinforces the value of closer coordination between aviation and tourism planning in the SIDS. In
doing that, the SIDS will need to be mindful of the concern that the commercial interests in promoting
tourism do not interfere with the independence of the regulator (e.g. in certifying regional airports
serving resorts).
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Overcoming the disadvantages being insular
As noted with the economic regulation of international air transport, independent action by SIDS can
achieve so much – but cooperative approaches can be game-changers. And so it is with aviation safety
– the foundation stone for any aviation policy. ICAO’s “No Country Left Behind” (NCLB) initiative
exemplifies the global support that exists to helps SIDS implement ICAO’s Standards and
Recommended Practices (SARPs). ICAO encourages States, and especially SIDS, to participate in the
regional “cooperative development of operational safety and continuing airworthiness programmes”
(COSCAPs). In the Pacific, 10 of the SIDS ratified the Pacific Islands Civil Aviation Safety and Security
Treaty (PICASST) to create the Pacific Aviation Safety Office (PASO) in 2005, while Fiji is an Associate
Member along with Australia and New Zealand. These regional entities provide a platform for sharing
information, training, preparation of guidance materials, and providing a focal point for donor
assistance. Regional cooperation also has achieved harmonisation of regulations and procedures with
varying degrees of success.
ICAO has been exploring ways to build upon the successes of these regional groups – to provide a way
for them to elevate their contribution to more than the provision of advice and support. Through its
Global Aviation Safety Oversight System (GASOS), ICAO is looking to the future when the COSCAPs
evolve into Regional Safety Oversight Organizations (RSOOs) that legally can carry out functional
responsibilities such as inspections and certifications on behalf of a State. A parallel initiative is to
establish cooperative “accident and incident investigation organizations” (AIOs). SIDS, in common
with all Contracting States of ICAO, remain accountable for decision-making, but these arrangements
would make it possible to draw upon technical experts from the RSOO. ICAO also encourages States
to consider ways they can delegate safety oversight functions to a competent authority.
These mechanisms offer SIDS cost-effective mechanisms to discharge their safety oversight
obligations, but they also can advance the cause of regional harmonisation of regulations and
procedures, thereby streamlining the safety oversight function and reducing the costs of regulatory
compliance for industry. A critical success factor in establishing and sustaining an RSOOs is the
guarantee of adequate funding. In the case of PASO, a per passenger fee has been levied, but COSCAPs
mostly have been funded out of annual contributions by member countries. In turn, there has been
increasing reliance by civil aviation authorities on user fees. With the downturn in traffic throughout
the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a sudden reduction in funding available for safety oversight.
For the RSOOs to work, they will need to have an assured annual budget commensurate with their
approved work programmes and an endowment of capital to see them through difficult financial
circumstances.
“Insularity” presents challenges when it discourages thinking about regional solutions that present
win-win solutions for all concerned. This is apparent, for example, in the provision of air navigation
services. The Caribbean Development Bank recently highlighted the fact that there are 10 Air
Navigation Service Providers (ANSPs) in the Eastern Caribbean alone. The consequences of having
fragmented management of airspace are increased operational complexity, indirect routeings, longer
travel times and higher costs. The Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) is a political grouping of 16 independent
and self-governing states and it has been working for several years on a project to create a unified
‘Pacific Flight Information Region” (FIR) with the intention of awarding management responsibility to
a professional service provider through a tendering process. The challenge has been to take a
consensus on policy through to implementation.
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Concluding comments
Prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, air transport connectivity for SIDS was a necessity and
conferred significant economic and social benefits – but air fares were considered to be high, and the
strain on limited government funds was considerable. Study after study identified ways to reduce
costs, improve productivity and deliver better service. Some ideas have been acted upon, but progress
on others has been gradual. Reflecting on that picture it is worth remembering that sweeping reforms
of civil aviation policies in the United States in the late 1970s and later in Europe and other countries
were preceded by many years of debates. When changes occurred, it was the result of a coincidence
of political, economic and legal forces that demanded attention of key decision makers. That is the
situation that presents itself now for SIDS, if not all countries.
What we know is that uncertainty prevails, airlines are burdened with high levels of debt, demand for
travel is likely to be weak until business and consumer confidence returns, airline networks and seat
capacity will take years to restore, and costs of travel are likely to increase. Airport operators and air
navigation services providers and civil aviation authorities have shared in the financial pain. Airlines
will need greater commercial freedom to adapt and survive, and governments will need to consider
requests to provide funding for “public service obligation” routes. But governments themselves are in
a weakened position.
The way forward is to articulate a clear policy framework and then to ensure there are governance
arrangements equipped to implement and adapt plans to emerging conditions. Even before the
current crisis, the potential benefits of policy changes were considerable. The Caribbean Development
Bank, for example, calculated in 2018 that adoption of a package of its recommendations would have
generated a 28% increase in passenger volumes across the Caribbean within a decade, providing jobs
for another 207 thousand people. The challenge is not so much to find new ideas, it is how to move
from thought to action. In finding a way to do this it is worth heeding the words of the SecretaryGeneral of ICAO, Dr Fang Liu, when she recently addressed the Directors General of civil aviation in
the Pacific islands by videoconference, namely:
“For your recoveries to be truly successful, your goal should be to assure not only your
State’s local recovery, but also the recoveries of your neighbours and their neighbours… if
a common set of goals is not established among all the stakeholders being negatively
impacted by COVID-19, the strength we normally derive from our diversity could quickly
devolve into unhelpful duplication and inefficiencies.”
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Appendix 1 – Statistical Supplement
SIDSa

SIDS membershipb

Population in
2019 in
thousandsc

Area Square
Kmc

GNI per
capita in
2018
US$c

UN members – Caribbean regiond

Arrivals
by air in
2018
('000) c

Antigua and Barbuda

a, c, d

97.1

442

12,903

269

Bahamas

a, b, d

389.5

13,940

29,563

1,558

Barbados

a, b, d

287.0

431

15,207

680

b, d

390.4

22,966

4,438

370

b, d

11,333.5

109,884

7,065

2,684

71.8

750

6,547

37

10,739.0

48,671

6,256

6,569

112.0

345

8,553

161

Belize
Cuba
Dominica
Dominican Republic

a, b, d
b, d

Grenada

a, b, d

Guyana

b, d

782.8

214,969

4,159

255

Haiti

b, d

11,263.1

27,750

814

447

Jamaica

a, b, d

2,948.3

10,991

4,747

2,473

Saint Kitts and Nevis

a, b, d

52.8

261

15,373

125

Saint Lucia

a, b, d

182.8

539

7,033

354

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

a, b, d

110.6

389

6,623

81

b, d

581.4

163,820

a, b, d

1,395.0

5,127

17,975

375

Fiji

a, b, d

890.0

18,272

4,779

Kiribati

a, b, d

117.6

726

2,986

7

Marshall Islands

a, b, d

375.6

1,128

4,661

7

Micronesia (Federated States of)

a, b, d

113.8

702

3,508

Nauru

a, b, d

10.8

21

11,169

Palau

a, b, d

18.0

459

11,752

106

8,776.1

462,840

2,733

140

4,124

168

Suriname
Trinidad and Tobago
UN members – Pacific region

Papua New Guinea

b, d

Samoa

a, b, d

197.1

2,842

Solomon Islands

a, b, d

669.8

28,896

Tonga

a, b, d

104.5

747

4,246

54

Vanuatu

a, b, d

299.9

12,189

3,014

116

1,641.2

771

22,779

1,151

28

UN members – other regions
Bahrain

b

Cabo Verde

a, b, d

549.9

4,033

3,161

Comoros

a, b, d

850.9

2,235

1,595

26,969.3

587,295

486

291

531.0

300

9,200

1,484

9,808

1,360

Guinea-Bissau

b, d

Madagascar

36

595

Maldives

a, b, d

Mauritius

a, b, d

São Tomé and Principe

a, b, d

215.1

964

1,684

33

Seychelles

a, b, d

97.7

457

13,632

356

Singapore

b, d

5,804.3

719

53,504

14,330

a, b, d

1,293.1

14,919

2,656

75

Timor-Leste
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Non-UN members/members of regional commissions – Caribbean regiond
Anguilla (UK)

c

14.9

91

13

Bermuda (UK)

c

62.5

53

282

British Virgin Islands (UK)

c

30.0

151

Cayman Islands (UK)

c

64.9

264

Montserrat (UK)

c

5.0

103

Turks and Caicos Islands (UK)

c

38.2

948

c, e

104.6

347

55.3

199

U.S. Virgin Islands (USA)

463

491

Non-UN members/members of regional commissions – Pacific region
American Samoa (USA)

c, e

French Polynesia (France)
Guam (USA)

c

216

c, e

167.3

549

1,532

c

282.8

18,575

120

Aruba (Netherlands)

b

106.3

180

1,082

Curaçao (Netherlands)

c

163.4

444

452

Guadeloupe (France)

c

400.1

1,705

735

Martinique (France)

c

1,269.7

1,969

515

Puerto Rico (USA)

c, e

2,933.4

8,868

3,068

c

42.4

34

178

a, b, d

11.6

26

Cook Islands (New Zealand)

c, d

17.5

236

Niue (New Zealand)

c, d

1.6

260

c

57.2

457

New Caledonia (France)
Other SIDS – other regions

e

Sint Martin (Netherlands)
Other SIDS – Pacific regione,f
Tuvalu

Northern Mariana Islands (USA)

5,388

516

Notes
a. Includes all members of one or other of the commonly used list of SIDS members. Not all are full members of the United Nations, some
are territories administered by other States, some share an island, and some are at least partly located on a land mass but are considered
to share common attributes with SIDS within their regions. Bahrain and Singapore are often omitted from statistics for the groups of SIDS
because of their more developed status.
b. UNCTAD’s unofficial list of SIDS is denoted by “a”. The lists used by the United Nations include full members (denoted by “b”) and nonmembers/members of regional commissions (denoted by “c”). The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) includes full members (denoted
by “d”) and associate members (denoted by “e”).
c. Area and population statistics are sourced from the United Nations Population Division. Gross National Income in US$ are sourced from
the UN’s Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Arrivals by air are sourced from the World Tourism Organisation.
d. Though some of the States listed here lie in Central or South America, they are normally considered to be “Caribbean” for the purpose
of classifying SIDS.
e. Some of these SIDS have a special status as territories/departments of those States indicated in brackets. The Cook Islands and Niue
both have the status as “self-governing nations in free association with New Zealand”. Tuvalu is a sovereign state and is a member of the
United Nations, but not ICAO. AOSIS cites the Former Netherlands Antilles as an associate member, and some of its former constituents
(Aruba, Curaçao and Suriname) are listed in the table. Not included in the table are Bonaire, Saba and Sint Eustatius/Statia.
f. There are some islands not included in the UNCTAD/UN/AOSIS lists that, depending upon the purpose of the analysis, might be
considered as SIDS, or at least be regarded as relevant case studies. Tokelau, for example, is a dependent territory of New Zealand and its
1,300 inhabitants are located remotely in the Pacific region. French Polynesia, Mayotte, Reunion, Saint Barthélemy, Saint Martin, Saint
Pierre and Miquelon, and Wallis and Futuna are French departments that are not included in the list of SIDS. Nor are the United Kingdom’s
overseas territories including Saint Helena, Ascension, Tristan da Cunha and the Falkland Islands/Malvinas in the Atlantic Ocean, and the
Pitcairn Islands in the Pacific. When the Channel Island of Guernsey looked for successful airline models for serving an island community,
it referenced a much broader list. Candidates for such an analysis could well include other remote, populated islands such as the Canary
Islands, (Spain), Easter Island (Chile), the Faroe Islands (Denmark), the Galápagos Islands (Ecuador), and Iceland.
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