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Mauritius Strategy (MSI) to move their country towards sustainability as 
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with users and experts on the MSI representing various sectors such as 

governments, intergovernmental organisations and non-governmental 

organisations. These interviews were combined with document content 

analysis of key texts in order to identify strengths and necessary 

improvements of the MSI. A potential ―ideal use‖ of the MSI was created 

by combining its current strengths and the Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development. This was then compared with the current reality 

of MSI usage, and gaps between the two were identified. Recommendations 

were given based on these gaps and on the improvements pointed out in the 

interviews in order to form a process through which a SIDS government 

could use the MSI to reach full sustainability. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Human society is consuming unprecedented quantities of resources, 

―putting such strain on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the 

planet‘s ecosystems to sustain future generations can no longer be taken for 

granted‖ (The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005, 5). This ―global 

sustainability challenge‖ is a real and urgent issue affecting all countries of 

the world. 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are in a position of particular 

vulnerability to the present threats because of a variety of factors (Strachan 

and Vigilance 2008). Recognising the need to increase SIDS‘ resilience in 

the face of these challenges, the United Nations together with SIDS, non-

governmental organisations and intergovernmental organisations, 

developed a programme of action for their sustainable development. This 

was originally the Barbados Programme of Action (BPoA), established in 

1994. In its present form, it is known as the Mauritius Strategy (MSI), 

created in 2005 (UNDESA 2010). 

Since 2005, new and ongoing shocks have added to the challenges faced by 

SIDS, such as the global financial crisis, food and fuel crises, and large-

scale natural disasters (UNDESA 2010). In March 2011, the Alliance of 

Small Island States demanded that the UN‘s Panel on Global Sustainability 

provide ―practical, actionable steps to improve implementation of existing 

‗blueprints‘‖ – including the MSI (IISD 2011). This points out the need for 

research on the MSI and its implementation. 

One approach for analysing complex systems and planning for 

sustainability within them is provided by the Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development (FSSD). It is based on a methodology known as 

backcasting which involves planning from an envisioned future and then 

asking what steps should be taken today in order to move towards that 

vision (Robèrt et al. 2002). This framework describes the conditions 

necessary for a sustainable society through scientifically-based principles 

known as ―the four principles of sustainability‖ (Robèrt 2000). 
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We analysed the MSI from a strategic sustainable development perspective 

(SSD), in order to help SIDS move towards sustainability as defined by the 

four principles for sustainability.  

Research Questions 

Main Research Question  

What would a Small Island Developing State need to do in order to 

strategically use the MSI to move towards sustainability as defined by the 

four principles of sustainability? 

Secondary Research Questions  

 What are the strengths of the Mauritius Strategy, i.e. what does it do to 

help Small Island Developing States achieve the Mauritius Strategy‘s 

goal(s)? 

 What are the weaknesses of the Mauritius Strategy, i.e. what needs to 

be improved to help Small Island Developing States achieve the 

Mauritius Strategy‘s goal(s)? 

 How can these strengths and improvements be combined with the 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development in order to move 

Small Island Developing States towards sustainability as defined by the 

four principles of sustainability? 

Methods 

Data collection was done from documentation throughout the research 

period, including official documentation of the United Nations and other 

publications. Interviews were also conducted with key actors in the 

implementation of the MSI at the international, regional and national levels. 

Answering the first two secondary research questions meant reporting 

strong and weak points of the MSI in its theory and practice. This was done 

by presenting a structured analysis of the MSI, what it is designed to do, 

who is the intended audience, and how it recommends that its goals be 

achieved.  
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Our interviews provided a wide variety of answers. They were thoroughly 

transcribed, then coded and further clustered into categories that reflected 

patterns and similarities in the responses given. We then classified the 

information from all sources in the Five Level Framework (5LF). 

Having clarified the MSI‘s purpose and implementation through the 5LF 

analysis, we designed an ―ideal use‖ of the MSI, combining its current 

strengths and areas for improvement with the FSSD. With this ideal in 

mind, it was then possible to see the most important gaps between it and the 

current reality. Gaps were subsequently reported in the same five levels, 

and recommendations were made for SIDS to use the MSI in a way that 

addresses them. We did not make recommendations for the improvement of 

the MSI document. 

Results  

Our research revealed that the MSI is regarded as an all-encompassing 

framework for SIDS to use in their sustainable development. Being an 

internationally approved guideline, implementing the MSI is supported by 

the international community through provision of financial resources, 

capacity building, science development and the transfer of technologies 

necessary for sustainable development. The MSI is subject to a five year 

review process under the care of the United Nations‘ Commission on 

Sustainable Development, which enables SIDS to come together and report 

their implementation progress. 

Despite these characteristics which were recognised by our interviewees, 

the MSI was found to have many shortfalls. Firstly, it is based on a 

definition of sustainable development which is ―difficult to operationalize 

and implement‖ (Marshall and Toffel 2005, 673). Secondly, it has 

insufficient concrete targets for countries to act towards and report against. 

Thirdly, support from the international community for implementation has 

been found to be insufficient. Fourthly, the MSI is not widely known within 

SIDS governments and in the international community. 

With respect to strategic sustainable development, the MSI approach lacks 

a clear, principled definition of sustainability as an end goal. A backcasting 

planning methodology is not included in the MSI, and no clear 

prioritisation guidelines are given to strategically plan towards success. Our 

results merge this SSD approach and the MSI knowledge acquired through 
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our research, to propose a planning process in which the MSI is used to 

move SIDS strategically towards sustainability. 

Discussion 

 

Expected Results 

In our research we expected to interview a diverse selection of users of the 

MSI that provided an international, regional and national perspective of its 

implementation. The selection of officials from government ministries as 

well as from NGOs, IGOs, and experts, were of a very high standing and 

rank within their professional field. Before conducting interviews, we 

expected the MSI to be a widely known and publicised document. Through 

our research we found that only a select number of individuals within the 

governments of SIDSs are typically aware of the MSI. We expected SIDS 

to be a formalised UN category that clearly defined its members and 

characteristics. Through our interviews we learned that this was not correct 

and that SIDS are a self-selected group with no clearly defined criteria. 

Limits to Research 

We aimed to provide as many varying perspectives on the MSI and BPoA 

as possible. However, we found that literature surrounding these subjects, 

outside of the UN documentation was scarce. We spoke to interviewees 

representing countries in the Caribbean and AIMS regions, but we were not 

successful in corresponding with the Pacific. The topic of economic status 

and growth of SIDS was not investigated in our research. Our 

recommendations are intended to be adaptable to SIDS regardless of their 

economic development to help them reach full sustainability. 

Validity and Contributions of Research 

We are confident that we have made a thorough assessment of the strengths 

and weaknesses of the MSI as well as showing what a SIDS would need to 

do in order to strategically use it to move towards sustainability. The 

consistency in the themes that emerged through our interviews seems to 

suggest that the data gathered was reliable. We believe that our 

recommendations considering the integration of the FSSD and the MSI are 

helpful to SIDS for achieving full sustainability. This would be done 
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through stakeholder engagement and strategic planning which may further 

attract international support. Finally, we believe that our recommendations 

are relevant to national stakeholder engagement projects conducted in 

SIDS. 

Conclusion  

The MSI has provided a helpful framework for SIDS to approach 

sustainable development and it has many strengths that aid SIDS in this 

task. However, it has certain limitations in its content and implementation 

which impede its usefulness in guiding SIDS towards full sustainability. 

These areas for improvement could be addressed through a process that 

integrates the FSSD with the MSI. This could be achieved at the national 

level, with each country adjusting their approach to match their needs and 

vision. In this way, SIDS have the potential to become fully sustainable, 

thus ensuring the protection and sustainable management of invaluable 

global resources for generations to come and serving as models for the 

world. 
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Glossary 

Biosphere: Can have several different meanings. For the purposes of this 

paper, it shall be defined as ―all life and life-support systems – living 

organisms and the media in which they live (air, water, soil, sediment)‖ 

(Huggett 1999, 426) 

The Commonwealth of Nations: Formerly the British Commonwealth, it 

is a voluntary association of 54 countries, most of which used to be part of 

the British Empire. Its roots date as far back as the 1870‘s and its members 

are dedicated to supporting each other and working together ―towards 

shared goals in democracy and development‖. The Commonwealth 

Secretariat is an intergovernmental organisation within The Commonwealth 

which ―executes plans agreed by Commonwealth Heads of Government 

through technical assistance, advice and policy development‖. 

(Commonwealth Secretariat 2011). 

Complex System: One where the interactions between its constituting 

parts, the whole system and its environment cannot be understood 

completely by merely examining its individual parts— both because of 

emergent properties that are only present when the parts interact with each 

other and because these relationships and interactions are constantly 

changing (Cilliers 1998). 

Exclusive Economic Zone: ―The exclusive economic zone is an area 

beyond and adjacent to the territorial sea‖ of a State (UN-DOALOS 1982, 

43). It extends no more than 200 nautical miles from the baseline used to 

measure the territorial sea, and grants the state it belongs to jurisdiction and 

sovereign rights over all living and non-living natural resources within it as 

well as other rights and duties, as defined by the Convention on the Law of 

the Sea. (UN-DOALOS 1982) 

Five-level Framework: Model for planning in complex systems, 

consisting of five levels: Systems, Success, Strategic, Actions and Tools. 

(Robèrt et al. 2002; Robèrt 2000) 

Full Sustainability: For the purposes of this paper, ―full sustainability‖ 

will refer to a state in which the individual, organisation or society in 

question does not contribute to the violation of the four sustainability 

principles. These four sustainability principles are: 
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In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing 

I. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust 

II. Concentrations of substances produced by society 

III. Degradation by physical means 

and, in that society . . . 

IV. People are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their capacity to meet their needs. (Holmberg and 

Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006) 

Intergovernmental Organisations or Agencies: usually comprised of two 

or more states brought together by a common purpose. 

Multilateral Treaty or Agreement: Is an ―international agreement 

concluded between States in written form and governed by international 

law, whether embodied in a single instrument or in two or more related 

instruments and whatever its particular designation‖ to which three or more 

states are party (UN 1969, 3). A similar agreement between only two 

parties is known as a bilateral agreement. A multilateral agreement 

relating to the environment is known as a Multilateral Environmental 

Agreement. 

Organisation: ―An organised group of people with a particular purpose‖ 

(Oxford Dictionaries Online 2011). For the purposes of this paper, it can 

refer to governments (local or national), municipalities, non-governmental 

organisations, businesses or intergovernmental organisations. 

Prioritisation criteria: For the purposes of this paper, rules or guidelines 

that help you choose one action over another as part of a planning 

endeavour. 

SIDSnet: A global network and electronic platform ―designed to 

significantly improve SIDS‘ use of ICT [information and communication 

technology] in support of their sustainable development‖. The website 

allows SIDS to maintain contact with each other in order to share 

information on best practices in their priority areas. (SIDSnet 2007) 
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Strategic action plan: For the purposes of this paper, a written document 

created as the last step in a strategic planning process. In it which the 

overall vision is stated and tasks, responsibilities, activities, schedules, 

budgets, and indicators needed to implement the plan are delineated. It 

should also include a summary of all prioritised actions. 

Strategic guidelines: For the purposes of this paper, guides used to choose 

concrete steps in an overall strategy aimed at achieving a specific goal. 

Strategic planning: For the purposes of this paper, a process through 

which an organisation chooses specific actions that moves them towards a 

goal, which is often recorded in writing. 

Strategic sustainable development: For the purposes of this paper, a 

planning endeavour which uses the FSSD and in which full sustainability is 

the desired outcome. 

System: Is ―a set of things working together as parts of a mechanism or an 

interconnecting network; a complex whole‖ (Oxford Dictionaries Online 

2011). 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea: Open for signature in 

1982, it ―lays down a comprehensive regime of law and order in the world's 

oceans and seas establishing rules governing all uses of the oceans and their 

resources. It enshrines the notion that all problems of ocean space are 

closely interrelated and need to be addressed as a whole.‖ (UN-DOALOS 

2011) 
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1 Introduction 

―[The] integration of environment and development concerns and greater 

attention to them will lead to the fulfilment of basic needs, improved living 

standards for all, better protected and managed ecosystems and a safer, 

more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this on its own; but together 

we can – in a global partnership for sustainable development.‖(UNDESA 

1992, 3) 

1.1 The Sustainability Challenge 

Mounting environmental problems are becoming increasingly more evident 

across the globe. Human society is consuming unprecedented quantities of 

food, fresh water, materials and energy, ―putting such strain on the natural 

functions of Earth that the ability of the planet‘s ecosystems to sustain 

future generations can no longer be taken for granted‖ (The Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment 2005, 5). 

In every ocean in the world, one or more important fisheries have been 

classified as collapsed, over fished, or fished to the extent that they do not 

have time to regenerate (Scholes et al. 2005). Approximately 22% of 

recognised marine fisheries are over-exploited or already depleted and 44% 

more are at the limit of their exploitation (Steffen et al. 2004). More than 

half of all accessible freshwater has already been appropriated for human 

uses, underground water resources are rapidly being depleted and coastal 

and marine habitats are being dramatically altered with both mangroves and 

wetlands reduced by one-half (Steffen et al. 2004). Additionally, ―the world 

has effectively lost 19% of the original area of coral reefs; 15% are 

seriously threatened with loss within the next 10–20 years; and 20% are 

under threat of loss in 20–40 years‖ (Wilkinson 2008, 5). Terrestrial and 

marine extinction is increasing sharply and human populations continue to 

grow rapidly in such a way that overall, humans have directly transformed 

nearly 50% of the Earth‘s land surface (Steffen et al. 2004). Thus, it could 

be said that human activities now dominate the planet. (Steffen et al. 2004) 

Furthermore, since the industrial revolution, human consumption of fossil 

fuels such as coal and oil for energy has led to an increased concentration 

of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere; allowing more heat radiation to be 

trapped, therefore raising the atmosphere‘s temperature and contributing to 
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climate change (IPCC 2007). This warming of the global climate system is 

―unequivocal, as is now evident from observations of increases in global 

average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice, 

and rising global average sea level‖ (IPCC 2007, 5). 

These activities have multiple effects on the biosphere that are complex, 

interconnected and often exponential in nature (Steffen et al. 2004). Every 

year there is more evidence that supports the claim that these actions could 

trigger changes with catastrophic consequences for the Earth System and its 

basic functioning (Steffen et al. 2004). We are changing the world at an 

unprecedented rate and we are pushing our planet to function beyond its 

natural operating domain (Steffen et al. 2004). 

Long-term changes already observed in global climate include ―aspects of 

extreme weather including droughts, heavy precipitation, heat waves and 

the intensity of tropical cyclones‖ (IPCC 2007, 7). Such extreme weather 

events directly and violently impact human well being: for example, ―from 

1992 to 2001, there were 2257 reported disasters due to droughts or 

famines, extreme temperature, floods, forest/scrub fires, cyclones, and 

windstorms. The most frequent natural weather disaster was flooding 

(43%), killing almost 100,000 people and affecting over 1.2 billion people‖ 

(McMichael and Woodruff and Hales 2006, 862). Many settlements and 

arable land are at increasing risk from flooding due to sea level rise. 

Recently weather related floods have intensified, and this trend could 

increase with climate change (McMichael and Woodruff and Hales 2006). 

Additionally, climate change and climate-induced disasters not only 

threaten the land and livelihood of populations, but they can increase 

disease and outbreaks as well (McMichael and Woodruff and Hales 2006). 

With temperatures rising, some vector-borne diseases have had an 

increased range of transmission (McMichael and Woodruff and Hales 

2006). 

Economic effects of climate change are currently being felt and may 

continue to worsen. These effects will be evident in robust economies as 

well as emerging ones. Conflict over resources, especially due to water 

shortages and loss of territory resulting from sea-level rise, has the potential 

to cause unrest and lead to significant economic losses (The High 

Representative and the European Commission 2008). These territorial 

losses due to receding coastlines could include entire countries such as 

small island states, likely leading to: ―more disputes over land and maritime 
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borders and other territorial rights‖ (The High Representative and the 

European Commission 2008, 4). 

All of these environmental, social and economic challenges described, 

show that the world is facing a level of degradation that is leading to a 

decline in the Earth‘s ability to support present day economies and life 

itself (Robèrt 2000). Together, these challenges, the obstacles to addressing 

them and the opportunities available if they are overcome, create what can 

be described as the ―Sustainability Challenge‖. 

The concept of sustainability can be defined in a variety of ways, but the 

basis for it is the fact that ―indefinite human survival on a global scale 

requires certain basic support systems, which can be maintained only with a 

healthy environment and a stable human population‖ (Brown et al. 1987). 

The trend of society depleting resources that are not renewable, or at a rate 

faster than their possible regeneration, cannot be maintained indefinitely. 

The socio-ecological system is unsustainable at its current state, as society 

continues to overtax the natural ecological systems (Rees 2000). 

1.2 The UN and the Sustainability Challenge 

The severity of these global challenges and their consequences, have been 

recognised by countries of every size, both developing and developed. 

―Few trends in society have been growing more steadily over the latest 

decades than society‘s concerns about current non-sustainable 

development, and society‘s increasing willingness to deal with this 

situation‖ (Robèrt 2000). 

The sustainability challenge is a global issue. For it to be addressed, 

stakeholders around the world need to communicate and cooperate 

effectively. Since the United Nations formed in 1945 it has served as an 

international body ―to achieve international co-operation in solving 

international problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian 

character‖ and ―to be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations in the 

attainment of these common ends‖ (UN 2011a). The goals and purpose of 

the United Nations show that it is an appropriate forum for the world to 

communicate and address our global challenges. 

The UN has played an important role in addressing international 

environmental problems. In 1972 in Stockholm, Sweden, the UN held the 
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Conference on the Human Environment. This was the first of its kind to 

discuss both issues of economic and human development, and 

environmental stewardship in the same agenda— issues that had been seen 

as conflicting for many decades (UN 2011a). It produced a declaration 

containing 26 principles concerning the environment and development; an 

Action Plan with 109 recommendations, and a Resolution (UN 1972). 

In 1983 the World Commission on Environment and Development (known 

as the Brundtland Commission) was held, introducing a new development 

goal for the international community focusing on human development 

within environmental limits (UN 1987). The report on the Brundtland 

Commission, published in 1987, declared that sustainable development, 

which is ―...meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs, should become a 

central guiding principle of the United Nations, Governments and private 

institutions, organisations and enterprises‖ (UN 1987, 1). 

The Brundtland Commission‘s definition is the working definition of 

sustainable development for the United Nations (Voccia 2011). The UN 

later added to their definition of sustainable development by using the three 

―interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable 

development – economic development, social development and 

environmental protection‖ (UN 2002, 1). The three pillars of sustainable 

development model recognises that the economy, society, and the 

environment are all interconnected entities. The economy cannot exist 

without society and society cannot exist without the environment, thus 

showing the interconnected and dependent relationship that society and the 

economy have with the environment. (State of the Environment Advisory 

Council 1996) 

Given their commitment to the goal of sustainable development for the 

international community, the United Nations continued to hold conferences 

on environmental and social development strategies. In 1992, the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (also known as the 

―Earth Summit‖) introduced Agenda 21: ―the Agenda for the 21st century‖. 

Agenda 21 is a ―40 chapter Blueprint for implementing sustainable 

development‖ (Roberts 2010, 289). It is a comprehensive and extensive 

plan of action aimed at the global, national, and local level that serves as a 

guide for both developed and developing nations to address environmental 

and social problems (UNDESA 2009b). It covers a wide spectrum of issues 
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including combating poverty, changing consumption patterns, protecting 

and promoting human health, and promoting sustainable human settlement 

development (UNDESA 2009b). 

Though all of the United Nations was involved in the creation of Agenda 

21, a group of nations that was identified in these international meetings as 

being particularly vulnerable is the one termed Small Island Developing 

States (SIDS). Moreover, SIDS have been classified by the global scientific 

community as one of the groups most vulnerable to the adverse 

consequences of global climate change (IPCC 1995; IPCC 1998; IPCC 

2001). 

SIDS are a self-selected group of nations that are defined by the UN as 

―low lying and island nations that share similar and widely recognised 

physical and structural challenges to their development‖ (UNDESA 2009a), 

including: 

 Small population  

 Limited resources  

 Remoteness 

 Fragile land and marine ecosystems 

 Susceptibility to natural disasters 

 Vulnerability to external shocks 

 Excessive dependence on international trade 

 High transportation and communication costs 

 Disproportionately expensive public administration and infrastructure 

due to their small size 

 Little to no opportunity to create economies of scale (UNDESA 2009a). 

There are fifty-one Small Island Developing States on the United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs‘ (UNDESA) list. They are 

divided into three groups based on geographic location: the AIMS region 

(Africa, Indian Ocean, Mediterranean and South China Sea), the Caribbean 

region and the Pacific region (UNDESA 2009a). 

SIDS are unified under this classification, but remain incredibly varied as a 

group. Contrary to what the name might imply, the category of ―Small 

Island Developing States‖ includes territories that are not truly ―small‖ 

(such as Papua New Guinea), ones that are not really ―islands‖ (such as 



6 

Guyana), others that are not ―developing‖ (such as Bahrain) and even 

others that are not really ―states‖ (such as the Netherlands Antilles) (Wong 

2011). They also present a great diversity of cultures, beliefs, practices, 

ethnic groups and languages. SIDS make up close to 5% of the global 

population as well as 20% of the United Nation‘s total membership (AOSIS 

2009). 

Though remote and hindered in their development by the challenges 

described, SIDS still possess resources of key importance not only to their 

own populations, but to the world. ―Ocean and coastal zones form the basis 

for well-being and development in SIDS‖ (Strachan and Vigilance 2008, 2), 

and significant portions of the world‘s oceans and seas fall within SIDS 

territories. The islands themselves contain a myriad of crucial ecosystems 

that serve as ecological corridors, linking other major ecosystems 

worldwide (UNDESA 1994). 

An example of a marine ecosystem of vital importance closely tied to SIDS 

is coral reefs, which may be the most vulnerable to the effects of climate 

change of all the world‘s ecosystems (Hughes et al. 2003). Coral reefs 

provide services such as habitat and nurseries for fish, sediment 

stabilisation, nutrient cycling and carbon fixing in nutrient-poor 

environments (Scholes et al. 2005, 3). Reefs are some of the most 

productive ecosystems in the world and support an incredibly high level of 

biodiversity, including close to one third of all fish species, while providing 

many other services to human populations, such as coastal protection and 

recreation (Moberg and Folke 1999). The National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) further adds that coral reefs provide 

economic services — jobs, food and tourism — estimated to be worth as 

much as $375 billion each year globally (NOAA 2010). For these reasons, 

coral reefs present an invaluable resource for SIDS and global economies 

and fisheries.  

Fisheries, along with aquaculture, represent an important source of income, 

food and livelihood for hundreds of millions of people around the world, a 

fact that gains serious significance when considering global food price 

increases, economic recessions and world hunger (FAO 2010). Due to their 

large oceanic Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ‘s), SIDS have the potential 

to protect and sustainably manage these and many other essential marine 

resources within their territories. In doing so they could play a major role in 

helping to maintain international fish stocks at sustainable levels, 
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promoting marine life re-generation and preserving valuable ecosystems. 

Additionally, this could significantly contribute to protecting the 

livelihoods and food sources of millions. Effective management and 

protection of these large EEZs however, is not yet adequate due to lack of 

access to necessary technology, infrastructure and support (UNDESA 

2010). Furthermore, Wong (2011, 3) notes that ―a chapter on oceans is in 

the next IPCC assessment report as we need to know more about the oceans 

in the global carbon cycle and the climate change and the resources which 

are vital to the SIDS‖. 

SIDS present an interesting case of contrasts. They are brought together by 

a set of similar challenges, but are incredibly different from one another. 

SIDS usually have large EEZs, but lack the capacity and infrastructure to 

manage them. Even though they are among the countries that contribute the 

least to global emissions of C02 –less than 1% of greenhouse gas emissions 

(Wong 2011)– they represent one of the groups that would be most 

dramatically affected by climate change (UNDESA 1994). 

It is for these reasons, both the challenges posed by their vulnerabilities and 

the opportunities for sustainable stewardship and stability, that SIDS are in 

need of the increased resilience possible through sustainable development. 

As put by Nurse and Moore: ―adaptation is not an option, but an 

imperative‖ (Nurse and Moore 2007, 109).  

1.3 Sustainable Development of SIDS 

1.3.1  History 

Small Island Developing States are not an official category within the 

United Nations, however they have become a unified group working 

together for their sustainable development. In 1987 the President of the 

Maldives addressed the United Nations during the Special Debate on Issues 

of Environment and Development. Maldives was the first country to raise 

global awareness about the disappearance of small island states due to sea-

level rise from climate change (Wong 2011). In 1991 SIDS came together 

to form the Alliance of Small Island Developing States (AOSIS) in order to 

increase their influence and have a unified voice in UN negotiations. 

AOSIS serves as a lobbying organisation to ensure that SIDS are well 

represented and their issues are heard within the UN (AOSIS 2009). 
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After Agenda 21 was introduced at the ―Earth Summit‖, the Global 

Conference on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing 

States was held in Bridgetown, Barbados in 1994. It was the first 

conference to translate Agenda 21 into a programme of action for a group 

of countries (UNDESA 2009b). There, SIDS adopted the Barbados 

Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island 

Developing States (BPoA) which set forth specific actions and measures to 

support the sustainable development of SIDS (UNDESA 2009b). The 

BPoA focuses on 15 thematic areas and is meant to be implemented at the 

national, regional, and international level (UNDESA 2009b). 

The BPoA has a five year review schedule. Its implementation and review 

processes do not exist on their own, but rather are coordinated by the 

United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development in conjunction 

with other parallel international processes (UNDESA 1994). One example 

of such a parallel process is the World Summit on Sustainable 

Development in 2002 (resulting in the Johannesburg Plan of 

Implementation - JPoI), which constituted the ten-year review of the Rio 

Earth Summit (UNDESA 2005).  

In 2005, at the International Meeting to Review the Implementation of the 

Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island 

Developing States held in Port Louis, Mauritius, the Mauritius Strategy 

(MSI) was produced (UNDESA 2005).  

1.3.2  The Mauritius Strategy 

The Mauritius Strategy for the further Implementation of the Barbados 

Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island 

Developing States (MSI) is ―an internationally-approved guideline for 

SIDS for their future sustainable development‖ (Roberts 2010b, 237). It 

was adopted in 2005 by the United Nations General assembly, taking into 

account new and emerging issues concerning the sustainable development 

of SIDS (UNDESA 2005). The MSI included new thematic areas while 

keeping some original ones. It also contains seven means of 

implementation, which are aimed at providing guidance to SIDS on how to 

carry out the actions recommended in the thematic areas. The thematic 

areas of the MSI are: 

 Climate change and sea-level rise 
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 Natural and environmental disasters 

 Management of wastes 

 Coastal and marine resources 

 Freshwater resources 

 Land resources 

 Energy resources 

 Tourism resources 

 Biodiversity resources 

 Transportation and communication 

 Science and technology 

 Graduation from least developed country status 

 Trade: globalization and trade liberalization 

 Sustainable capacity development and education for sustainable 

development 

 Sustainable production and consumption 

 National and regional enabling environments 

 Health 

 Knowledge management and information for decision-making 

 Culture (UNDESA 2005)  

 

For a full listing of the original BPoA thematic areas, see Appendix A. 

The seven means of implementation are: 

 

1. Access to and provision of financial resources 

2. Science and development and transfer of technology 

3. Capacity development 

4. National and international governance 

5. Monitoring and evaluation 

6. Role of the United Nations in the further implementation of the 

Programme of Action 

7. Role of regional institutions of small island developing states in 

monitoring and implementation (UNDESA 2010, 13) 

The Mauritius Strategy followed the same five year review pattern as the 

BPoA. In preparation for the five year high level review of the MSI, SIDS 

submitted their own National Assessment Reports outlining the current 
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reality of sustainable development, progress made in the implementation of 

the MSI and constraints and challenges related to the thematic areas of the 

MSI. These reports formed the basis for three regional review meetings 

held in the Caribbean, Pacific and AIMS regions in early 2010. These 

regional meetings provided an opportunity for both national and regional 

assessment of actions taken in support of the Mauritius Strategy. 

(UNDESA 2009b). 

Subsequently, the MSI underwent a five year review in September of 2010 

at the 65th Session of the General Assembly. It will undergo a ten year 

review by the General Assembly in 2015, where it will be re-evaluated and 

updated to suit the current needs of SIDS. (UNDESA 2009b). All of these 

review process were aimed at continually improving and updating the 

implementation of this programme of action in order to more effectively 

guide SIDS in their sustainable development.  

1.4 Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development 

In his 2000 article regarding tools and concepts for sustainable 

development, Karl-Henrik Robèrt writes: ―We cannot describe a 

sustainable future in detail, but we can define its basic principles‖ (Robèrt 

2000, 245). Basic principles can act as a guide or frame, and allow for a 

dynamic planning process in which many different futures are possible 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). To be successful, these basic 

principles would have to be concrete, necessary for achieving 

sustainability, general enough to be applicable in various settings, sufficient 

to cover all aspects of sustainability and non-overlapping (Holmberg and 

Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). 

Though widespread in their usage and acceptance, both the idea of the 

―three pillars of sustainability‖ and The Brundtland Commission‘s 

definition are vague ways to look at sustainability and sustainable 

development (Kates, Parris, and Leiserowitz 2005). For example, the 

Brundtland Commission has been described as providing a ―philosophical 

definition‖ which could be spelled out in more specific ways (Robèrt et al. 

2002). Due to its variety of possible interpretations, it has gained wide 

acceptance and helped to promote the concept of sustainability and 

sustainable development (Mebratu 1998). However, it has been said to be 

―difficult or impossible to operationalize and implement‖ (Marshall and 
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Toffel 2005, 673). Since there is no practical way to ascertain future 

generation‘s needs and abilities, the Brundtland Commission‘s definition is 

insufficient for evaluating the sustainability implications of current 

decisions and using that to plan for the future (Marshall and Toffel 2005). 

In contrast, a principles-based definition is central to guiding problem-

solving and developing goal-oriented planning programs aimed at 

sustainability, as it concretely describes the conditions necessary for the 

desired future outcome. This approach ensures that relevant aspects of 

sustainability are not overlooked and allows for the transition to be 

monitored in a more comprehensive way (Robèrt 2000). 

Planning for sustainability without a clear view of the final goal and what is 

essential for it to be possible means that ―there is a great risk that we solve 

today‘s problems by creating new problems‖ (Robèrt 2000, 245). Having 

that clear principles-based definition of the outcome is advantageous when 

planning for sustainability in complex systems because ―impacts from 

societal activities typically occur through very complex interactions in the 

biosphere‖ and because of that ―an approach based on detailed knowledge 

of causes and impacts usually results in significantly delayed corrective 

actions‖ (Ny et al. 2006, 62). 

A complex system is one where the interactions between its constituting 

parts, the whole system and its environment cannot be understood 

completely by merely examining its individual parts (Cilliers 1998). This is 

because of emergent properties that are only present when the parts interact 

with each other and because these relationships and interactions are 

constantly changing (Cilliers 1998). 

The Mauritius Strategy involves a variety of stakeholders at the 

international, national, and local level as well as a diverse and varied group 

of states and territories. This, along with the process of implementation and 

review, led us to believe that it is part of a complex system characterised by 

these types of changing relationships. 

In order to be able to better understand this system and how to plan for 

sustainability within it, we used ―The Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development‖ (FSSD). The FSSD is formed around a principles-based 

definition that describes the conditions for sustainability in the whole 

biosphere (Robèrt et al. 2002; Robèrt 2000). It is based on a generic five-

level model for planning in complex systems called ―the Five Level 

Framework‖ or 5LF. These five levels are interdependent but distinct and 
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should not be looked at as a hierarchy, but rather as communicating with 

each other (Ny et al. 2006). The five levels of the GLF consist of: 

 Systems: where the overall functioning of the system is studied 

 Success: where a basic definition of success within the system is 

defined 

 Strategic: where guidelines are delineated; a systematic step-by-step 

approach to reach the definition of success is determined 

 Actions: which consists of concrete steps towards the goal, following 

the strategic guidelines delineated 

 Tools: which includes any tools needed for systematically monitoring 

or implementing the actions that will take you to success (Ny et al. 

2006) 

The FSSD is an adaptation of the 5LF applied to the goal of sustainability 

and provides a structure for strategic sustainable development. The FSSD is 

the lens through which the sustainable development aspects of the MSI 

were examined in this paper. 

The following sections contain an overview of each level within the FSSD. 

1.4.1  The Systems Level 

At this level the relationship between the biosphere and human society is 

described using scientific principles such as the principle of matter 

conservation and the laws of thermodynamics, in order to explore society‘s 

dependence on sustained flows and services from the biosphere (Robèrt 

2000). It is also important to understand the social principles that govern 

society within the biosphere (Robèrt 2000).  

1.4.2  The Success Level 

At the second level, a basic definition of success for the system is described 

(Ny et al. 2006). In order to define success in the context of society within 

the biosphere as the system, basic principles for a sustainable society are 

sought. Through a scientific consensus process, the main ways in which 

human societies are currently destroying the system (society within the 

biosphere) were identified and then transformed into four sustainability 

principles, phrased as a negation of those main forms of destruction (Robèrt 

2000). The four sustainability principles read as follows: 
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In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing 

I. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust, 

II. Concentrations of substances produced by society, 

III. Degradation by physical means,  

and, in that society . . . 

IV. People are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their 

capacity to meet their needs 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006) 

Currently global society is violating all of these principles and is therefore 

on an unsustainable path (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). For the purposes of 

this paper, whenever the phrase ―full sustainability‖ is used, it refers to 

sustainability as defined by these four principles. 

It is important to note that eliminating contributions to the violation of these 

principles does not mean a sudden and complete stop to all mining, all 

production of human-made substances or all harvesting of resources by 

physical means. Reducing contributions to the violation of principles I and 

II could mean for example, using closed-looped systems that safeguard the 

flow of those substances extracted and produced through reuse and 

transformation (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). Reducing contributions to the 

violation of principle III could be addressed by carefully managing 

ecosystems, ensuring the most efficient use of resources and exercising 

caution when modifying nature in any way (Robèrt et al. 2002). Reducing 

contributions to violations of principle IV could include efficient use of 

resources (so that more people‘s needs can be met in the long-term) and 

―improved means of dealing with social issues like equity, fairness, and 

population growth‖ (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, 11). 

1.4.3  The Strategic Level 

Now that success for the system has been defined using the four 

sustainability principles, this vision of success can be used for planning and 

prioritising the next steps. In the FSSD, a planning methodology known as 

―backcasting‖ is used to achieve this. Backasting is a method through 

which a desired future is envisioned, the conditions for its attainment are 

defined (the four sustainability principles) and then the question ―what can 

be done today to get there?‖ is asked (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). This 

process is complementary to forecasting but is distinct from it because it is 
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not a continuation of today‘s trends (Robèrt et al. 2002). This methodology 

is especially useful when the problems faced are complex and when current 

trends are part of the problem (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

Backcasting is a crucial part of planning within the FSSD. One specific 

model for applying backcasting is a four-step process called the A-B-C-D. 

This process can be used by organisations of many different types and 

sizes. The four-step strategy involves: 

A. Creating a vision of what success looks like. This is where an 

organisation builds awareness of ―the sustainability challenge‖ and 

envisions itself in a sustainable future where they are no longer 

contributing to the violation of the sustainability principles. This 

vision should be bold and compelling and during the visioning 

process, it is encouraged to set ambitious long-term goals. (The 

Natural Step Canada 2011; Ròbert 2000) 

B. Assessing current reality in relation to the vision created in step A. 

The analysis of current practices is compared with the sustainability 

principles guided by the question: ―In what ways, and to what 

extent, are we contributing to the violation of the sustainability 

principles today?‖ Strengths and assets that they have that will help 

them achieve the vision of success are identified. This includes any 

positive actions currently being done that will help in becoming 

sustainable. (The Natural Step Canada 2011; Ròbert 2000) 

C. Brainstorming actions that serve as solutions to the problems 

highlighted in step B. This is not just about problem-solving, but 

rather coming up with creative ideas of how they would achieve 

their sustainable vision. The brainstorming is meant to contain bold 

ideas that do not necessarily have to be possible today. (The Natural 

Step Canada 2011; Ròbert 2000) 

D. Prioritising actions from the brainstormed list of actions, combining 

short-term needs and future progress towards a sustainable society. 

The actions that have been brainstormed in step C now have to be 

prioritised. The organisation would ask three prioritisation questions 

in order to create a strategic action plan that they would follow. 

(The Natural Step Canada 2011; Ròbert 2000) 

 

The three prioritisation questions are: 
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1. Right direction: Will this action move a SIDS towards its vision 

and towards compliance with the four sustainability principles? 

2. Flexible platforms: Will this action provide results which enable 

future actions in the right direction? 

3. Return on investment: Will this measure be likely to give early 

return on investment that can be used to spur or support further 

action? (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000)  

Once the brainstormed C step actions have been narrowed down 

according to the prioritisation questions, the organisation can now 

create a strategic action plan that sets out specific actions to be 

taken in the short, medium and long term (The Natural Step Canada 

2011; Ròbert 2000). 

1.4.4  The Actions Level 

The actions level contains all the concrete steps that will be taken in order 

to move the organisation, community or group towards sustainability, using 

strategic guidelines and planning processes that take into consideration full 

sustainability, as outlined in the strategic level (Ny et al. 2006). 

1.4.5  The Tools Level 

The tools level includes any tools needed in order to monitor, measure and 

report on the implementation of the particular actions chosen in order to 

strategically arrive at success (Ny et al. 2006). 

1.4.6  FSSD and the MSI for SIDS Sustainability 

Since 2005, new and ongoing shocks have added to the challenges faced by 

SIDS: the global financial crisis, food and fuel crises, and large-scale 

natural disasters (UNDESA 2010). In March 2011, the Alliance of Small 

Island States demanded that the UN‘s Panel on Global Sustainability 

provide ―practical, actionable steps to improve implementation of existing 

‗blueprints‘ - the Brundtland report, Agenda 21, JPoI, BPoA, and the MSI‖ 

(IISD 2011). This points out the need for research on the MSI and its 

implementation. We analysed the MSI from a strategic sustainable 

development perspective (SSD), in order to help SIDS move towards 

sustainability as defined by the four principles for sustainability. For the 



16 

purposes of this paper, an SSD perspective refers to planning which uses 

the FSSD and where full sustainability is the desired outcome. 

1.5 Research Questions 

Main Research Question  

What would a Small Island Developing State need to do in order to 

strategically use the MSI to move towards sustainability as defined by the 

four principles of sustainability? 

 

Secondary Research Questions  

 What are the strengths of the Mauritius Strategy, i.e. what does it do to 

help Small Island Developing States achieve the Mauritius Strategy‘s 

goal(s)? 

 What are the weaknesses of the Mauritius Strategy, i.e. what needs to 

be improved to help Small Island Developing States achieve the 

Mauritius Strategy‘s goal(s)? 

 How can these strengths and improvements be combined with the 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development in order to move 

Small Island Developing States towards sustainability as defined by the 

four principles of sustainability? 
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2 Methods 

2.1 Data Collection 

2.1.1  Sources 

The MSI involves stakeholders from all SIDS regions (Pacific, Caribbean 

and AIMS). For this research to be relevant to this heterogeneous 

population, it is important to collect information from sources which 

represent their variety as accurately as possible. 

In addition to the MSI, we examined documentation related to its 

precedents, its review and follow-up. The documents used consist of the 

following: 

1. United Nations documents and reports, including: 

 Report of the Global Conference on the Sustainable Development of 

Small Island Developing States (including The Barbados 

Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of SIDS- 

BPoA) 

o Report for the International Meeting to Review the 

Implementation of the Programme of Action for the 

Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States 

(including The Mauritius Strategy of Implementation - MSI) 

o The Five-year review of the Mauritius Strategy for the 

Further Implementation of the Programme of Action for the 

Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States 

(MSI+5 - Report of the Secretary General) 

 Regional Synthesis Reports prepared for United Nations‘ reviews 

 National Assessment Reports (NARs) produced by national 

governments and non-governmental organisations 

2. Other publications relevant to the Sustainable Development of SIDS 

Through examining documents we gathered information on progress and 

implementation of the Mauritius Strategy. In order to verify our 

interpretation of the documents and to investigate how the MSI is used in 

practice, as well as its perceived strengths or weaknesses we interviewed 

the following key informants: 
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 SIDS specialists at the United Nations: the UN has a variety of roles 

including progress monitoring, calling for reports from member states 

and preparing progress reports on a yearly basis on the sustainable 

development of SIDS (UNDESA 2005). 

 Intergovernmental agencies and regional institutions: they provide a 

platform for governments to work together for the implementation of 

the MSI. They contribute to reviews of progress and enable 

collaboration at various levels (UNDESA 2005). 

 National governments: Governments are regarded as bearing 

responsibility for the implementation of the MSI in SIDS, as ―each 

country has primary responsibility for its own development‖ (UNDESA 

2005).  

 Experts and NGOs: who were involved in MSI negotiations and 

implementation as national government advisers and participants in 

relevant meetings and committees of intergovernmental agencies and 

the United Nations (UNDESA 2005). 

2.1.2  Techniques 

Documents. Documents were collected from UN web-pages and academic 

journals. Relevant information was retrieved and applied to our research by 

highlighting passages and reviewing them as a team. Some interviewees 

directed us to further documentation. 

Interviews. The interviews were semi-structured. Questions were adjusted if 

needed, so they would be appropriate to all interviewees, accounting for 

their different position as a user of the MSI. For example, questions were 

different for a government ministry and a United Nations department (for 

listing of different questions, see Appendix B). Informants who were not 

available for interviews provided us with written answers to the interview 

questions. Our standard questions were the following: 

1. From your understanding, what is the goal (or goals) of the Mauritius 

Strategy (MSI)? 

2. In your experience, who are the main users of the Mauritius Strategy 

(MSI) in your country? 

3. How do they make use of the MSI? (Possible examples: sustainability 

planning, policy making, resource management, measuring, other...) 
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4. In your opinion, what are the top three ways that the MSI helps small 

island developing states implement sustainable development? 

5. If you had the ability to improve or add to the MSI, what would be your 

top three priorities/improvements? 

6. Are you aware of any other contacts who have worked or are working 

directly with the MSI, either at the international, national, or local 

level? Can you put us in contact with them? 

2.2 Data Analysis 

2.2.1  Techniques and tools 

The Five Level Framework. Answering the first two secondary research 

questions meant reporting strong and weak points of the MSI in its theory 

and practice. This was best done by presenting a structured analysis of the 

MSI, what it is designed to do, who is the intended audience, and how it 

recommends that its goals be achieved. This will be referred to as ―current 

reality‖ from now on. 

We classified the information collected through interviews and documents 

into the relevant levels of the 5LF - including strengths and areas for 

improvement. Table 2.1. outlines how we organised our data: 

Table 2.1. The 5LF analysis - Current reality 

Systems: 

Giving an overview of the MSI, including its development 

and historical context, its audience, as well as users and how 

they relate to each other. 

Success: Describing how the MSI defines success. 

Strategic:  

Describing the overall guidelines (if any) which help users 

prioritise actions to move them strategically towards success. 

Describing the current process in place for the 

implementation of the MSI. Identifying stepping stones for 

users to move towards the MSI‘s goals. 
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Actions: Discussing any specific actions recommended. 

Tools: Describing any complementary tools suggested. 

This process began with extracting information from documentation, and 

continued throughout the research period. Our interviews provided a wide 

variety of answers. We transcribed them thoroughly, coded this data, and 

further clustered it into categories that reflected patterns and similarities in 

the responses given. All information collected was classified in the Five 

Level Framework. 

Coding 

We organised our interview answers using codes (specific information 

categories) created with special care for consistency with the research and 

interview questions. The codes used were the following: 

 Goal – What the interviewees understand as the goal of the MSI 

 Users – Who uses the document in practice 

 Implementation/application – How the document is used in practice 

 Strengths – The perceived strengths of the MSI and its use 

 Improvements – The perceived needs for a more effective MSI and use 

The FSSD and the Ideal use of the MSI 

The introduction of this paper explained why the FSSD is an appropriate 

framework to plan towards sustainability in complex systems. Having 

clarified the MSI‘s purpose and implementation through the 5LF analysis, 

we designed an ―ideal use‖ of the MSI from an SSD perspective. 

This involved combining the FSSD with current strengths and areas for 

improvement identified in the MSI and its implementation. Table 2.2 

outlines the elements form the FSSD we sought to combine with our 

findings from the 5LF analysis, in order to answer secondary research 

question three. 
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Table 2.2. The ideal use of the MSI 

Systems:  
The MSI is used to help its intended users understand the system 

and their role within it. 

Success: 

―Full sustainability‖ is given as the definition of success for the 

MSI. This helps SIDS understand what success looks like and 

define a vision of this success. 

Strategic:  

Backcasting from the vision is the driver of strategic planning. 

Prioritisation guidelines are followed to select actions suggested 

by the MSI, and social principles for sustainable development 

are respected. 

Actions: 
Actions suggested are concrete and targeted to the goal of full 

sustainability. 

Tools: 
Tools suggested are appropriate and targeted to the goal of full 

sustainability. 

With this ideal in mind, it was then possible to see the most important gaps 

between it and the current reality of the MSI and its implementation. Gaps 

were then reported in the same five levels, and recommendations were 

made for SIDS to use the MSI in a way that addresses them. We did not 

make recommendations for the improvement of the MSI document itself 

because the programme of action is already used in many places and the 

document itself cannot be changed. Instead we aimed to give 

recommendations on what specifically SIDS could do to best use the MSI 

as it is, in order to move towards full sustainability. 

2.2.2  Justification 

The MSI states that ―experience has reaffirmed that sustainable 

development is best achieved through the adoption of integrated and 
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holistic approaches at all levels‖ (UNDESA 2005, 9). The FSSD provides 

this kind of comprehensive approach for planning towards full 

sustainability in complex systems. Therefore, we believe it is the most 

appropriate method with which to provide an analysis of the MSI and give 

recommendations for SIDS. Additionally, several sustainability pioneers 

have already used this framework to assess how their respective methods, 

tools and concepts relate to sustainability and to each other (Robèrt et al. 

2002; Byggeth and Hochschorner 2006; Robèrt al. 1997; Holmberg et al. 

1999; Robèrt et al. 2000; Korhonen, 2004; MacDonald 2005; Ny et al. 

2006). 
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3 Results 

3.1 The MSI and its use 

In order to answer our main research question, we first needed to 

understand the MSI more deeply. We conducted interviews and gathered 

data from documentation to understand the MSI‘s inherent characteristics, 

as well as its strengths and limitations in enabling SIDS to achieve the 

MSI‘s own goals. We interviewed 14 individuals consisting of three 

university professors, members of two NGOs, representatives from two 

IGOs, representatives from two UN offices and members of five different 

ministries in Mauritius, Trinidad and Tobago and Saint Lucia.  

All of the interviews were conducted in 2011. For in-text citations, we 

assigned a code to each interviewee composed of an abbreviation of the 

type of organisation they represented: 

 Ac- stands for ―academia‖, these are experts from universities 

 Ngo- these are members of non-governmental organisations 

 Igo- these are members of inter-governmental organisations 

 Un- for representatives from United Nations offices 

 LGvt- members of Saint Lucia government ministries 

 MGvt- members of Mauritius government ministries 

 TGvt- members of Trinidad and Tobago government ministries 

Where there was more than one person within an organisation category, a 

number was also assigned to the code. All interviewees will be cited in-text 

with their respective codes. For a full list of interviewees, the organisation 

they represent, their position and code see Appendix C. 

In the following sections we present our findings on what the MSI was 

created for, who uses it in practice, how it is implemented, its strengths and 

areas that need improvement. We have organised this information 

according to the Five Level Framework (5LF). It is important to note that, 

though it is a useful tool for understanding a system, the different levels of 

the 5LF are interdependent and interconnected and therefore data collected 

could possibly describe various levels at once. For the sake of clarity, we 

have tried to limit categories of information to specific levels, rather than 

have them repeat across all levels. 
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3.1.1  Systems 

An underlying assumption of the MSI is that SIDS have special 

vulnerabilities that require the attention of the international community. By 

listing their vulnerabilities and delineating a case for action in relation to 

these, the MSI helps SIDS better understand how they relate to each other 

and to the rest of the world. Through our research we have identified the 

users of the MSI as well as how it is implemented. This has shown us the 

boundaries of the tool and enabled us to better understand the system in 

which it exists. 

Users. One user category that surfaced quickly from reading the Mauritius 

Strategy was the national governments of SIDS. In the Preamble of the MSI 

it states: ―Small island developing States acknowledge that sustainable 

development is primarily a national responsibility‖ (UNDESA 2005, 7). 

From passages such as this one, we determined that the governments of 

SIDS were one of the main users of the MSI. We wanted to investigate if 

there was consistency between the stated users in the document and actual 

users in practice. This was also done to see if there were any additional 

users that were not identified in the MSI. We asked interviewees who, in 

their experience, were the main users of the MSI. This question was asked 

to thirteen of our fourteen participants, as one of our interviewees expressed 

unfamiliarity with the specific implementation details of the strategy. 

All of the interviewees asked identified the governments of SIDS as a main 

user, confirming the interpretation we had of the document. Different 

ministries and agencies were stated as involved in implementation of the 

MSI, including: 

 The Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development in 

Mauritius (Ac.1) 

 The Ministry of Housing and the Environment in Trinidad and Tobago 

(TGvt.2)  

 The Planning Institute of Jamaica in Jamaica (Ac.2). 

After government, the next user that was mentioned most repeatedly was 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Six out of thirteen people 

interviewed identified them as a main user (Ngo.1; Ngo.2; TGvt.2; MGvt; 

Igo.1; Un.2). Four out of thirteen said ―civil society‖ was a main user 

(Ngo.1; TGvt.2; MGvt; Igo.1). When asked for clarification on what 
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specific users fell under the category of ―civil society‖, interviewees 

primarily identified NGOs, but one interviewee also mentioned community 

groups, church groups and youth groups as possibilities (Igo.1). 

Inter-governmental organisations, came up as the fourth most frequently 

identified user with four out of thirteen people mentioning them (Ngo.2; 

MGvt; Igo.2; Un.2). Users identified by two different interviewees include: 

the United Nations (Un.1; Un.2), universities and research institutions 

(Ngo.2; Ac.2), public-private partnerships (Un.1; Igo.1), and the general 

public (TGvt.2; Un.1). A user identified by only one person interviewed 

was development partners (Un.1). 

When speaking of the United Nations as a user of the MSI, Un.1 and Un.2 

spoke mostly about the UN-DESA and UN-OHRLLS offices and their roles 

in supporting the implementation of the strategy within SIDS. It is 

important to note, however, that these are not the only UN departments 

involved. The MSI states that ―all organs and programmes of the United 

Nations system should coordinate and rationalise their work in 

implementing the present Strategy.‖ (UNDESA 2005, 35) 

Implementation. Once the users of the MSI were identified, we then asked 

our interviewees how it is currently being implemented. We investigated 

what it was designed for— such as planning, management, measuring, 

monitoring, communication or other uses. This further helped us to 

understand the system in which the MSI operates.  

Implementation of the MSI can be seen at three distinct levels: ―National, 

Regional and International‖ (UNDESA 2005, 7). Within those, 

intergovernmental organisations such as the British Commonwealth 

Secretariat and the United Nations play various roles. Below, the over-

arching characteristics of the MSI implementation at these levels are 

addressed. 

International level. Despite ―utilizing principally their own resources in the 

implementation of the Programme of Action‖, SIDS also benefit from 

development assistance from the international community (UNDESA 2005, 

7). In this regard, it was recognised that the MSI does enable international 

organisations to ―target assistance to SIDS … based on specific areas of the 

MSI‖ (Igo.2). Our interviews revealed varied opinions on the issue of 

funding for implementation assistance. 
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With respect to international obligations, many SIDS are signatory of 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs), which are linked to the 

Mauritius Strategy‘s thematic areas (Ngo.2; MGvt; Igo.1). In the case of 

Caribbean Community (CARICOM) member states, Igo.1 stated that 

MEAs often have a greater push and influence than the MSI, since they are 

legally binding and are accompanied with funds for implementation. 

Another form of international collaboration between SIDS of all regions is 

the University Consortium of Small Island States, initiated by the 

University of the West Indies (Ac.2). Its mission is ―to enhance the capacity 

of graduate education institutions in small island states by facilitating the 

development of the institutional and systemic capacity needed to implement 

the Barbados Programme of Action‖ (UCSIS 2006). Ac.2 suggested that 

the UN develop ―a kind of quasi secretariat‖; creating a network of scholars 

and practitioners which would consistently support and assist SIDS. 

Regional level (AIMS, Caribbean, Pacific). Large regional organisations 

refer to the MSI for similar reasons as the governments: raising awareness, 

implementing projects and programmes, and rallying resources and funds 

(Un.2). It is also used as a reference for regional plans and coordination of 

projects among islands (TGvt.1; MGvt; Igo.2; Ac.2) ―at the regional level, 

areas for co-operation and collaboration are identified and resources are 

pooled to achieve various sustainable development objectives‖ (Igo.2). 

National level. According to Igo.2, SIDS ―prepare national sustainable 

development strategies which take into account the areas highlighted in the 

MSI‖. Un.2 noted that several SIDS do have national strategies for 

sustainable development, and that governments make use of the MSI to 

―achieve sustainable development ... through advocacy, policy development 

and programme design‖ (Un.2). Three interviewees commented on the role 

of specific ministries as main users of the MSI at the national level in their 

country (Jamaica, Mauritius, and Trinidad and Tobago): 

 In Jamaica, the Planning Institute of Jamaica has used the MSI to 

influence development strategies and policy (Ac.2). 

 In Mauritius, the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable 

Development draws on the MSI to ―mainstream sustainable 

development in all policies that have been done in other ministries and 

all action plans‖ (Ac.1). 
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 In Trinidad and Tobago, the Ministry of Housing and the Environment 

has a coordinating role but is ―not charged with the implementing 

responsibility for all of the thematic areas‖, instead it has ―general 

oversight from a policy and planning perspective‖ (TGvt.2). 

Within SIDS, NGOs (or civil society) work with governments in 

developing projects and implementing programmes (Ngo.1; Ngo.2; TGvt.2; 

MGvt; Un.2). For example, Ngo.1 reported: ―we do policy analysis, we 

participate in advocacy, and also we develop projects in partnership with 

community-based organisations‖. 

Role of the United Nations. ―The role of the United Nations in the further 

implementation of the Programme of Action‖ is a section in the MSI 

document, which specifies the duties of two UN offices; the UNDESA and 

the UNOHRLLS. Our interviews provided a deeper understanding of their 

roles and activities. The UN-DESA provides ―substantive support and 

advisory services to SIDS for the further implementation of the Programme 

of Action and the Johannesburg Plan of Action‖ (UN-DESA 2005), through 

the following activities: 

 Monitoring and coordinating activities on the implementation of the 

Programme of Action, notably through ―regular teleconferences with 

focal points ... of different UN agencies and various intergovernmental 

organisations that are developing programmes and projects in SIDS‖ 

(Un.2). 

 The creation and maintenance of SIDSnet ―to facilitate the flow of 

information among SIDS‖ (Igo.2; Ngo.1; MGvt; Un.2) 

The UN-OHRLLS has the charge to ―mobilise international support and 

resources for the further implementation of the Programme of Action‖ 

(UN-DESA 2005). This office has two main mandates: ―advocacy and 

supporting mobilisation of resources‖ (Un.1). Advocacy includes raising 

awareness of the MSI in SIDS and providing advice on various aspects of 

implementation. The office is also exploring ways to ensure that the UN 

Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) incorporates and 

mainstreams MSI recommendations into their programmes (Un.1). The 

UNDAF is ―a new mechanism whereby the UN is trying to talk with the 

government and see what their priorities are‖ (Un.1). As part of supporting 

resources mobilisation, the office encourages public-private partnerships, 

both domestic and international (Un.1). In doing so, it advocates for making 
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partnerships which will take in to account the Mauritius Strategy and are in 

the best interests of SIDS (Un.1). 

Having identified the users of the MSI, we can graphically represent user 

categories in the form of nested systems (Figure 3.1): SIDS are part of 

regions which include regional institutions, and are part of the international 

community. This community, or the global society, is supported by the 

biosphere.  

Figure 3.1. SIDS in the MSI system 

Formalised UN Category. It must be noted that Small Island Developing 

States are not a formalised United Nations category. Un.1 stated that there 

is no clear definition of what a SIDS actually is and that this issue plays 

against them. He spoke of how having an undefined category can hurt SIDS 

with potential donors, causing them to not be ―as responsive as they could 

be‖. Ac.1 suggested that SIDS should be a formalised UN category. This is 

emphasised as an issue for consideration in the five year review of the 

Mauritius Strategy, where the desire for special support for SIDS in the 

form of a designated category similar to the least developed countries list is 

brought up (UNDESA 2010). 

Un.1 stated that the MSI might be more effective if it was shorter and more 

concise; however with multi-party inter-governmental process it is difficult 
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to shorten documents like the MSI. Igo.1 added that the section that deals 

with the means of implementation (seen as ―preconditions‖ for success of 

the MSI by Un.2) should be improved and that it could be clearer. 

3.1.2  Success 

To understand the MSI‘s strengths and limitations, we needed to 

understand its intended goals and how it defines success. Through reading 

the document, we found that the goals of the MSI were not explicitly stated, 

however much could be inferred from its content. For example, in the 

preamble of the MSI ―commitment to support the efforts of small island 

developing States for their sustainable development through the further full 

and effective implementation of the [Barbados] Programme of Action...‖ is 

reaffirmed by the international community (UN-DESA 2005, 2). Our 

interviews confirmed that this statement summarises the main goals of the 

MSI: further implementing the BPoA and providing guidance and support 

for SIDS to pursue sustainable development. Of these two main goals, the 

goal of aiding and guiding SIDS in their sustainable development was 

brought up by every person interviewed. In comparison, further 

implementing the BPoA came up as a main goal in 5 of our 14 interviews 

(Ac.2; Igo.1; Ngo.2; Un.1; Un.2).  

To understand the definition of sustainable development for the MSI, we 

can look to the preamble where the three pillars model is identified as the 

basis for their approach (UNDESA 2005). In addition, four interviewees 

affirmed that the Brundtland Commission‘s definition is the one they use 

when working with the MSI within their organisations (Igo.1; TGvt.2; 

TGvt.3; Un.2). These two together provide the common language used for 

sustainable development and the MSI for SIDS.  

When discussing the MSI‘s goal of helping SIDS with sustainable 

development, some interviewees explained: 

 That the intention was to ―mobilise resources for implementation ... to 

strengthen the international partnerships and to increase the knowledge 

base to help SIDS to implement the Barbados Programme of Action‖ 

(Ac.2). 

 ―It can also be viewed as a support for SIDS to make their voice heard‖ 

(MGvt). 
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 The goal is ―to assist small island states to achieve sustainable 

development by addressing the protection of the environment, 

monitoring biodiversity and developing a sound economic base which 

would include food security and gender equality‖ (TGvt.3). 

One interviewee mentioned that one of the goals for the MSI as a follow-up 

document was ―to come up with some sort of concrete ways on how to 

implement Barbados [Programme of Action]‖ but that due to the fact that it 

seeks to provide guidance for such a diverse array of countries, it is very 

difficult to actually come to consensus on specific ways to put the MSI into 

practice. This could be seen as one goal for the MSI that has not been 

fulfilled yet. 

Success for the MSI is directly related to progress in the thematic areas. 

Several interviewees indicated that the broad spectrum of issues covered by 

these thematic areas were a strength (Ngo.2, TGvt.1, TGvt.2, Un.1). One 

interviewee stated that it provides a ―framework for Small Island 

Developing States to begin to look at sustainable development in a more 

comprehensive way‖ (Ngo.2). Similarly, other interviewees noted that it 

was an umbrella for various topics (Un.1), or that it was all-encompassing 

(TGvt.1). 

Furthermore, some of our interviewees pointed out that another strength of 

the MSI was illustrating how all the topics covered are interconnected and 

are integral to sustainable development (TGvt.2, TGvt.3, Un.1). For 

instance, TGvt.2 explained: ―I think that it is a good way to pull together all 

of the various elements of the environment so that we are looking at a 

variety of sectors that really touches on not just environmental issues, but 

on issues that relate to society and development...‖. Further illustrating this 

point, TGvt.3 remarked how Hurricane Ivan‘s effects on Grenada made 

evident the relationship between food security, sustainable tourism and 

natural disaster preparedness and that this is the kind of perspective the 

MSI provides. Un.1 indicated that the MSI recognises the need to address 

issues in a holistic rather than sectoral way. 

Interviewees also characterised the MSI as a generally useful document: a 

―guide for action‖ (Igo.1), ―a framework within which to work‖ (Un.2), a 

―road map‖ (TGvt.2), which offers the ―opportunity to have a more 

coherent strategy‖ (Ngo.1). Interviewees identified that the MSI is helpful 

for guiding national plans (Ac.1; MGvt; TGvt.2), for policy-development 



31 

(LGvt.; Un.2) and for designing and implementing sustainable development 

programmes (Un.2). Interviewee TGvt.3 commented that the MSI is in 

large part ―really good planning practice‖. Igo.1 pointed out that the MSI 

helps to identify and gather stakeholders around particular issues, which in 

turn helps to develop intervention in particular sectors. 

Though the thematic areas cover many topics and the BPoA identifies 

enhancing ―quality of life of peoples, including their health, well-being and 

safety‖ as key to sustainable development (UNDESA 1994, 3), TGvt.2 and 

Ngo.1 both expressed that there should be an even deeper focus on social 

and cultural aspects in the MSI. Ngo.1 also observed that though 

sustainable development is often referred to as three pillars (economy, 

environment and society), he believes that there are really four. According 

to him, ―the fourth one which is neglected is culture.‖ He argues that 

realising the connectedness of all of these pillars will move forward the 

sustainable development agenda. 

3.1.3  Strategic 

The previous level focuses on determining the goal for planning within the 

system, whereas the strategic level focuses on the process to reach this 

outcome. Our interviewees spoke of many elements of the MSI and its 

implementation process; most of which were existing mechanisms, 

methods or procedures needing improvements. 

Concrete Targets and Measurable Benchmarks. The area of improvement 

that was most consistently identified was the Mauritius Strategy‘s lack of 

concrete targets and measurable benchmarks. This was expressed in 

different ways, but the most common improvement given among those 

interviewed was that the MSI would benefit from having measurable targets 

to reach the overall goal and timelines for when to reach it. Seven of the 

fourteen interviewees stated that the MSI does not currently have a way to 

measure progress towards the thematic areas and that without the MSI 

containing specific targets, it is difficult to compare progress among SIDS 

or to measure individual improvement (Ac.1; Igo.2; MGvt; TGvt.1; TGvt.3; 

Un.1; Un.2). Un.2 elaborated by saying: ―it doesn‘t set out a road map to 

achieving anything in particular and it doesn‘t explain what it is in 

particular that has to be achieved in terms of quantifying it‖. For example, a 

recommendation of the MSI is: ―strategies have to be elaborated on 

sustainable land use, which tackle such issues as land tenure and 
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management systems, combating desertification and protecting 

biodiversity" (UNDESA 2005, 15). This doesn‘t define what is meant by 

―combat desertification‖ or ―protect biodiversity‖, nor does it indicate the 

necessary extent to which these measures must be taken, or provide 

benchmarks for progress measurement.  

Though the MSI is perceived to have insufficient targets and timelines, it 

does emphasise that implementation should be conducted in coordination 

with achieving the Millennium Development Goals (UNDESA 2005). 

These range from halving extreme poverty to halting the spread of 

HIV/AIDS and providing universal primary education, all by the target date 

of 2015 (UN 2011b). One interviewee noted that implementing the 

Mauritius Strategy was in fact a way to achieve the Millennium 

Development Goals (Un.1). 

Advocacy for funding and partnerships. Advocacy is currently reported as a 

vital part of the process of implementing the MSI. Through the MSI, the 

international community has made a commitment to support SIDS in their 

sustainable development (UNDESA 2005). Ten interviewees explicitly 

spoke of funding/financing aspects as a strength (Ac.1; Ac.2; Ac.3; Igo.1; 

LGvt, MGvt; Ngo.2; TGvt.3; Un.1; Un.2). For instance, Un.2 said that ―it 

helps [SIDS] approach donors with requests for funding for implementing 

projects‖. 

Even though the MSI helps to gather support and funds from the 

international community, this funding is inconsistent and insufficient. Six 

out of fourteen interviewees said that lack of funding was a reoccurring 

problem for projects of the MSI (Ac.2; Igo.1; LGvt; Ngo.1; Ngo.2; MGvt). 

Igo.1 pointed out that the MSI has ―no dedicated or committed resources as 

some of the multilateral environmental agreements‖ and that ―it‘s still 

accepted that you have to go out and start looking for resources and that in 

itself is stressful‖. According to Ngo.1, this creates uncertainty for projects 

as well as causing an unsustainable flow of money for projects that have 

already started. 

Additionally, Ac.2 noted that the fund for resilience originally called for by 

the MSI was not carried forward. Ngo.2 discussed the funding challenges 

and stated that ―even though the strategy might talk to all … that we need 

to do and we need to be putting in place, the money to actually get many of 

these things done does not exist for SIDS‖. MGvt found that on funding 

aspects, commitments for the MSI are too general. 
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Igo.1 discussed the need for a system for SIDS to be more independent and 

less donor-reliant as a way of dealing with the lack of committed funds. She 

went on to explain that there needs to be more attention paid to innovative 

financing strategies ―so that we become less dependent on external 

resources and more on organizing ourselves internally so that we utilise all 

the resources‖. 

Nine interviewees pointed out the value of the MSI in emphasising the need 

for partnerships with the international community to support their 

sustainable development (Ac.1; Ac.2; Ac.3; Igo.1; Igo.2; MGvt; Ngo.2; 

TGvt.3; Un.2). Specific advantages of partnerships mentioned were 

knowledge sharing (Ac.3), mobilising technical expertise (Ac.1), and 

providing a global perspective on sustainable development (TGvt.3; 

Ngo.1).  

Communication. Given the number of MSI users and stakeholders, 

communication is crucial for the implementation process, and ultimately 

reaching success. The MSI expresses the commitment of SIDS to 

―increasing the awareness and involvement of relevant stakeholders in the 

implementation of sustainable development programmes‖ (UNDESA 2005, 

33). Despite this commitment, five out of fourteen of those interviewed 

expressed that the MSI is not as widely known as it should be within SIDS 

(Igo.2; Ngo.1; TGvt.1; TGvt.3; Un.1). Three of the interviewees said that 

there is a lack of communication and coordination between the ministries 

that are using the MSI. They identified that a ministry may be using the 

MSI but most of its employees do not know what the MSI is, or that their 

ministry is using it (TGvt.1; TGvt.3; Un.1). Un.1 remarked: ―SIDS 

themselves, the different ministries, don‘t know what the MSI is‖. He 

commented that in ministries of planning or environment you might find 

only one or two people who know about it.  

To increase awareness of the MSI, TGvt.1 suggested that more government 

ministries should be involved in the planning and implementation processes 

for it, making it more effective as a tool. Ngo.1 stated that in the case of the 

MSI ―there isn‘t a multi-stakeholder structure where you have private 

sector, civil society, government sit down and discuss and listen to each 

other and then come to consensus on a certain number of issues and 

approaches‖. Ac.1 remarked that a ―good institutional structure within the 

country itself‖ is needed in order to have an integrated and strategic 
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approach for the implementation of the MSI. TGvt.3 said that a mindset 

shift within the public sector is very important to properly use the MSI. 

Un.1 spoke of the lack of awareness of the MSI within the governments of 

SIDS. He explained that the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 talked about the 

need to have national sustainable development councils. Some SIDS 

haven‘t created such a council, while others have with structures that vary 

from environmental ministry-centred, to ones located in the prime 

minister‘s office. This variance affects the awareness of the MSI within the 

governments of SIDS.  

National level coordination is essential for the widespread awareness of the 

MSI Additionally, it was recognised that regional cooperation was essential 

for sustainable development in SIDS, as a certain number of issues ―cannot 

be addressed only at the national level‖ (Ngo.1). 

Review process. Three interviewees identified the UN review process as a 

strength; a way to rally SIDS around their commitments to the 

implementation of the MSI (Ac.1; Ngo.1; Ngo.2). 

Means of implementation. The seven means of implementation that are 

listed in the MSI along with the thematic areas (Table 1.2) were identified 

by two of the interviewees as being unclear (Igo.1; Un.2). 

3.1.4  Actions  

The 19 thematic areas of the MSI recommend actions for SIDS and the 

international community. These are a mixture of general overarching 

actions and more specific actions, all aimed at addressing SIDS‘s 

vulnerabilities. However, due to the large diversity of SIDS the MSI aims 

to guide, it is not possible for it to provide a list of actions that are tailored 

to every country‘s needs. Under the thematic area of ―natural and 

environmental disasters‖, one example of a general action is: ―Augmenting 

the capacity of Small Island Developing States to predict and respond to 

emergency situations...‖ (UNDESA 2005, 11). An example of a specific 

action listed under ―Coastal and Marine Resources‖ on the other hand, is: 

―…consider becoming parties to the 1995 Agreement for the 

Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations Convention on the 

Law of the Sea...‖ (UNDESA 2005, 13).  
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Our interviews identified that the monitoring and, in some cases, 

implementation of these actions is hindered by a lack of baseline data. Due 

to this lack of data, it is difficult for SIDS to accurately measure progress 

on the thematic areas in the MSI (Ngo.2; Un.1). Three of the fourteen 

interviewed stated that data collection and research in SIDS needs to be 

improved for the effective use of the MSI (Ngo.2; TGvt.3; Un.1). The lack 

of transmission of data that does exist within a country can also hinder the 

implementation of the MSI. ―One our biggest challenges is getting data 

from other agencies because ... they feel it‘s their personal property 

although its government property‖ (TGvt.3). 

3.1.5  Tools 

There are a variety of tools that are currently available to help SIDS with 

their sustainable development.  

The UNDESA Framework for vulnerability-resilience self-assessment ―is a 

conceptual framework for measuring vulnerabilities in all sustainable 

development dimensions ... It can be used to measure progress in terms of 

economic, environmental and social vulnerability, as well as monitor the 

implementation of the BPoA and the MSI‖ (UNDESA 2010, 12). 

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

(UNDESA) runs the Small Islands Developing States Network (SIDSnet). 

The mission of SIDSnet is to support the sustainable development of SIDS 

through enhanced information and communication technology.  (UNDESA 

2009) 

SIDS dock is an initiative among member countries of the Alliance of 

Small Island States (AOSIS) to provide the Small Island Developing States 

with a collective institutional mechanism to assist them to transform their 

national energy sectors into a catalyst for sustainable economic 

development and help generate financial resources to address adaptation to 

climate change. (SIDS Dock 2011) 

In addition to these tools there are organisations that provide information 

and research that can be helpful for SIDS in their sustainable development: 

 International Institute for Sustainable Development is a public policy 

research institute for sustainable development. (IISD 2011) 
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 The University Consortium of Small Island States (UCSIS) was created 

to enhance the capacity of graduate education institutions in small 

island states by facilitating the development of the institutional and 

systemic capacity needed to implement the Barbados Programme of 

Action. 

3.2 Ideal use of the MSI 

In this section, we describe a possible use of the MSI that highlights its 

strengths and incorporates a strategic sustainable development perspective, 

in order to move SIDS strategically towards sustainability. For the purposes 

of this paper, this will be referred to as the ―ideal use‖ of the MSI. 

3.2.1  Systems 

The ideal system for use of the MSI involves the same users as the current 

system. In this system the United Nations, inter-governmental 

organisations, non-governmental organisations, governments of SIDS, 

development partners, public and all relevant stakeholders, are fully aware 

of their role in implementing the MSI to move SIDS towards full 

sustainability. The implementation of the MSI is done in a coordinated and 

effective manner. In this ideal system, use of the MSI would be done with 

ample understanding of SIDS own reality and the ecological and social 

principles that define the biosphere and society. 
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Figure 3.2. The interconnected MSI stakeholders 

3.2.2  Success 

In the ideal usage of the MSI, the vision of success is constrained and 

defined by the four principles of sustainability. Each SIDS also 

contextualises the goal of full sustainability to their own country, creating a 

vision of what they would ideally be when they have reached it. This vision 

of success serves as a driving force, guiding the sustainable development of 

SIDS. Success would encompass achieving the future described by the 

Brundtland Commission, as full compliance with the four sustainability 

principles is a concrete way to maintain a society in which the needs of the 

present are met without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their needs as well. 

Using the four sustainability principles in their visions of success serves to 

guide and define SIDS‘s paths so that they can work to fulfil the 

implementation of the BPoA and the MSI. Through this they can 

successfully address their special vulnerabilities and increase their 

resilience, such that they would be able to adapt to global changes and not 

be dependent on international funding. Success would also mean that all 

their resources are well managed, that they display a diversified and healthy 

economy, that their ecosystems are flourishing, and that citizens have the 

capacity to meet their needs and live peaceful, healthy and fulfilling lives. 
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Success in all of these factors would make SIDS a model for sustainability 

that inspires others on the global scale. 

3.2.3  Strategic 

Ideally, SIDS refer to the MSI along with clear prioritisation guidelines that 

help them plan towards full sustainability. Backcasting from the vision of 

success is the driver of sustainable development, and social principles for 

sustainable development are applied. These include dialogue and 

encouragement, transparency, political means, international agreements and 

more (Robert et al. 2002). Additionally, prioritisation guidelines are used to 

choose the best actions to strategically move SIDS towards their goals. A 

detailed strategic action plan (with time-lines and strategic goals or 

milestones that include the MDGs) is used and adapted as necessary to 

continually meet the needs of SIDS and move towards full sustainability. 

From their strategic planning and prioritisation, SIDS have consistent and 

sufficient funding for their various actions. Appropriate technology would 

be used and further developed and human capacity would continually be 

expanded.  

3.2.4  Actions 

In the ideal usage of the MSI, all actions that have been chosen move SIDS 

closer towards their vision of success. In this ideal use gathering baseline 

data is of high importance, which allows SIDS to monitor their progress 

and assess how far they have to go to meet their goals. Moreover, 

innovative ideas for new actions are continually fostered. 

3.2.5  Tools 

Ideally, SIDS utilise all appropriate tools available that help them move 

towards full sustainability. New tools would continue to be developed to 

assist SIDS. 

3.3 Gaps 

In this section, we point to the gaps existing between the current use of the 

MSI and the proposed ideal use. These also address areas for improvement 

identified by our interviewees, which are relevant to the goal of reaching 

full sustainability. 
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3.3.1  Systems 

In the current reality, not all identified users and stakeholders are actively 

engaged in the implementation of the MSI. Though the government of 

SIDS are the most commonly identified group of users by our interviewees, 

awareness of the MSI within the governments is sometimes low. This lack 

of awareness and coordination among the users of the MSI was discussed 

by interviewees as being a hindrance.  

3.3.2  Success 

Currently, the MSI does not explicitly provide a clear vision of success for 

the implementation of the programme of action nor does it recommend that 

SIDS create one. As was explained in section 1.4, a clear vision of the final 

goal that is defined and constrained by principles is essential when planning 

towards sustainability (Robèrt 2000). In order to be effective, these 

principles need to be: 

 Necessary to achieve sustainability 

 Sufficient to cover all aspects of sustainability 

 General enough to be applied in different contexts 

 Concrete enough to guide planning and action, and 

 Non-overlapping, to facilitate comprehension and monitoring 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006) 

A distinction has been drawn between two types of principles: principles 

for sustainability and principles for sustainable development. Principles for 

sustainability describe an end-state (a favourable and desired outcome) and 

define conditions without which it could not be possible; principles for 

sustainable development describe the process to fulfil principles for 

sustainability (Robèrt 2000). Principles for sustainable development 

describe the transition to the sustainable future and how to maintain this 

state thereafter (Robèrt 2000). These types of principles should not be 

confused with each other and should not be confused with activities that are 

aligned with sustainable development. 

The MSI is guided by the Brundtland Commission‘s definition of 

sustainable development (Voccia 2011) and the ―three pillars‖ of 

sustainability (UNDESA 2005) which, as discussed in section 1.3 are 

insufficient if your goal is to plan strategically towards a sustainable future. 
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Neither of these definitions provide principles to guide planning for 

sustainability. The MSI, however, also states a commitment to the 

principles of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 

(UNDESA 2005). These 27 principles cover a wide variety of issues (from 

peace, to the role of women and the right to develop) and call for action 

from the international community regarding each of them. 

Though these principles cover many different areas, they do not define a 

state or specific favourable outcome in the future through which one could 

understand the conditions needed to attain sustainability. Rather, they 

describe the process to get to a sustainable future. For example, principle 

number four states: ―In order to achieve sustainable development, 

environmental protection shall constitute an integral part of the 

development process and cannot be considered in isolation from it‖ (UN 

1992). These principles can be seen more as principles for sustainable 

development, rather than principles for sustainability. The Rio principles 

also include statements that are more like activities and less like principles, 

such as principle number 11: ―States shall enact effective environmental 

legislation...‖ (UN 1992). 

Furthermore, when considering whether the Rio Principles are necessary, 

sufficient, general, concrete and non-overlapping, we find that: 

 Necessary: All of the principles listed touch on aspects that are 

necessary for a sustainable society, such as cooperation, environmental 

stewardship, peace, and more. 

 Sufficient: The Rio Principles do not describe the conditions necessary 

for the goal of full sustainability to be possible. Instead they bring to 

light a multitude of issues that are important to consider for sustainable 

development. Since trying to anticipate every possible problem that will 

need to be addressed would be very difficult (or impossible) this 

approach could lead to missing relevant aspects of sustainability or even 

to solving problems by creating new ones (Robèrt 2000). 

 General: Though many of the principles remain general, some are too 

specific to be applicable to a variety of situations and stakeholders. For 

example, principle 17 states: ―Environmental impact assessment, as a 

national instrument, shall be undertaken for proposed activities that are 

likely to have a significant adverse impact on the environment...‖ (UN 

1992). While this is an important action, it is only relevant to very 
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specific situations and to a small subsection of the stakeholders 

involved. 

 Concrete: While some principles are not general enough to be 

applicable, others are too general to be actionable. For example, 

principle 25 declares: ―Peace, development and environmental 

protection are interdependent and indivisible‖ (UN 1992). A principle 

such as this one, while inspiring, does not provide much concrete 

guidance if your endeavour is to plan for sustainability. 

 Non-overlapping: Many of the Rio principles touch on very similar 

topics. For example, principle 26 builds on and overlaps with principle 

25 quoted above: ―States shall resolve all their environmental disputes 

peacefully and by appropriate means in accordance with the Charter of 

the United Nations‖ (UN 1992). 

Sustainability principles that encompass these five traits are essential to 

successful planning towards full sustainability and are currently missing 

from the MSI and its related documents. For this reason we have identified 

it as a crucial gap to fill, for the ―ideal usage‖ of the MSI described in 

section 3.2. 

3.3.3  Strategic 

The following section examines the gaps between the current 

implementation of the MSI and the ideal process to reach full sustainability. 

Backcasting. Backcasting does not seem to be currently present as a 

planning methodology within the MSI. Furthermore, with the absence of a 

compelling vision and principles for success, planning for full sustainability 

in SIDS with a backcasting approach is difficult. (Robèrt 2000) 

Concrete targets and goals. It was noted by Un.1 that the implementation 

of the MSI was a way to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, 

however Roberts (2010b, 237) points out that ―there are certain vital 

missing elements in the MDG system that are of special relevance to 

SIDS‖. These are gaps that he sees ―need to be plugged to ensure a focus on 

the core issues of country strategy, priorities for action and decision making 

for sustainable development‖ (2010b, 237). He identifies that these missing 

elements are present in the thematic areas of the MSI, however, in section 

3.1.3 (The MSI and its use - strategic) our interviews revealed that thematic 

areas have insufficient goals and time-lines to guide implementation.  
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Prioritisation. Although the thematic areas outline a broad spectrum that 

SIDS need to know for their sustainable development (Ngo.2, TGvt.1, 

TGvt.2, Un.1), it does not provide guidelines for prioritising its 

recommended actions. Means of implementation exist in the MSI 

document, which Un.2 qualified as the ―cross-cutting‖ themes of the MSI 

and ―pre-conditions‖ for achieving the various recommended measures. 

Igo.1 commented that the means of implementation were unclear. 

Similarly, when speaking of capacity building, technology transfer, and 

financial support, Un.2 further added: ―how or what needs to be done, how 

much money needs to be transferred, specific technologies … to be 

transferred, why, when and by whom ... that is not spelled out‖. There is 

currently no reliable and consistent source of funding for SIDS often 

causing them to be dependent on international funding, which was reported 

to be insufficient. Currently human capacity in terms of specialist skills and 

technological capabilities are not strong enough to strategically use the 

MSI.  

Communication and coordination. The level of awareness about the MSI 

within SIDS is insufficient for the implementation process to be successful. 

The stakeholders of the MSI are not always well coordinated. Monitoring 

of progress within SIDS is not sufficient, which creates difficulties in 

forming a strategic action plan. 

3.3.4  Actions 

The thematic areas within the MSI were neither created with an explicit 

vision of success in mind nor with compliance with the four sustainability 

principles as their end goal. Therefore any actions that are suggested in the 

MSI do not have a full scope of sustainability and implemented by 

themselves would not make SIDS fully sustainable. Most SIDS do not have 

enough in-depth data to conduct an accurate baseline analysis from which 

to plan and measure results. 

3.3.5  Tools 

Given the low level of awareness of the MSI, it seems that all available 

tools such knowledge sharing tools are not being utilised to their full 

capacity. To understand the full extent to which these tools are being used, 

more research is needed. 
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3.4 Recommendations 

As this paper cannot give specific recommendations to all individual SIDS, 

we propose a process which we hope is adaptable and practical. This 

process (or methodology) seeks to encompass the entire MSI 

implementation, and can be scaled down to the individual thematic areas, 

such as management of waste. An integrated approach is of key 

importance, meaning that management of waste must be seen as dependant 

on and affecting multiple other areas (trade, fresh water resources, land 

resources, health, etc...). This responds directly to the ―integrated and 

holistic approach‖ called for in the MSI. 

In making these recommendations, we acknowledge that the MSI has called 

for SIDS to formulate and implement national sustainable development 

strategies, as agreed to in the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation 

(UNDESA 2005). SIDS in all three regions have developed these national 

sustainable development strategies or incorporated sustainable development 

principles into their national strategies (Hirano 2008). Our 

recommendations are targeted to the use of the MSI in planning at a 

national level and can reinforce these existing strategies.  

Through these recommendations we also sought to address the 

improvements asked for in our interviews as well as the gaps we found 

when comparing to the ―ideal use‖ of the MSI. It is important to note that 

though we strove to assure applicability and comprehensiveness of our 

recommendations, they should not be taken as final, exhaustive or 

prescriptive. They should be viewed as one contribution towards better 

understanding and improving the implementation of the MSI for the 

sustainability of SIDS. Biases, incorrect assumptions as well as blind-spots 

are possible in our research. These recommendations are aimed at 

highlighting the importance of a principles-based definition of success and 

a strategic approach in implementing the MSI. 

3.4.1  A View of Success 

In section 1.4.3, we discussed the method of backcasting and the 

instrumental role it plays in planning— particularly when the problems 

faced are complex and current trends are part of the problem. This process 

of planning requires envisioning a future in which the principles for success 

have been met (full sustainability) and then asking ―what shall we do today 
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to get there?‖ For this, a vision of success informed and constrained by the 

four principles of sustainability is needed. (Robèrt 2000) 

Vision can be a powerful moving force (Senge 1990). In the context of 

National Sustainable Development Strategies, Saki Hirano speaks of ―long-

term vision and foundation of values for the country‖ as ―necessary to 

implement the process of change‖ (Hirano 2008, 4). This highlights the 

crucial guiding role a vision can play for SIDS‘s sustainable development 

planning at the national level. However, from our interviews and analysis 

of the documentation, we concluded that a long-term guiding vision of 

success defined by principles was missing for the MSI. 

We recommend that SIDS create a vision for their country in a sustainable 

society based on the ―ideal use‖ of the MSI and their country-specific 

aspirations and characteristics, while keeping the four sustainability 

principles in mind. This means contextualising the goal of full 

sustainability to their own country; imagining what they would ideally be 

like when they have eliminated their contributions to the violations of the 

four principles. A guiding question for creating this vision could be ―what 

does success look like?‖ This vision could then serve as the driving force 

that pulls them towards their goal. Though many SIDS may have already 

formed national level visions, we recommend those visions be expanded 

upon to include the goals of the MSI, framed with the four principles of 

sustainability. This would aid SIDS in moving towards full sustainability 

by not separating a national vision from sustainability efforts. 

When speaking of the strengths of the MSI, interviewee Igo.1 stated that 

the MSI forms a good basis for engaging in a form of participatory 

government within the country.  Interviewee Igo.1 added: ―... when I say 

participatory governance I mean how can you seek to identify who all of 

the possible players and stakeholders are and bring them around the table.‖ 

Additionally, the Rio Declaration calls for public consultation in the 

sustainable development process (Nita 2008). Hence, we recommend that 

creating a vision be a participatory process and that stakeholders be 

provided with various means to give input (such as through public hearings, 

community representatives, online surveys, etc.). In this way, emerging 

themes from the gathered input can be taken into the vision. This will create 

a sense of ownership from all stakeholders. As Senge points out, ―Building 

shared vision fosters a commitment to the long term‖ (Senge 1990, 12). 
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Our interviewees indicated that though the MSI is a comprehensive 

framework for SIDS in the sense that it covers a broad spectrum of topics 

that are very relevant to their sustainable development, it lacks some 

concrete guidance as to what exactly to address within its thematic areas. 

To illustrate this point, interviewee Un.2 explained: ―It‘s important to 

protect biodiversity, but what are the goals? And what are the targets that 

define those particular goals? And what is the series of facilities, or the 

work plan or the roadmap that should help us achieve those specific targets 

and hence the goals? That is obviously completely missing.‖ 

In light of this, we suggest that the overall vision a SIDS creates of their 

country in a fully sustainable society be used to define visions of success 

for each of the thematic areas. These would help clarify what success 

means for a particular thematic area and can guide strategic planning 

towards achieving it. The process to create these sub-visions should be 

similar to that of creating the overall vision. 

Benefits: 

 A compelling shared vision for all stakeholders 

 Long-term commitment from stakeholders involved 

 Specific visions of success in all thematic areas to guide planning 

 Clearer understanding of what success entails 

3.4.2  Concrete Actions 

Baseline. Though SIDS have National Assessment Reports (NARs) for 

high level reviews of the MSI which assess the current reality for each 

thematic area, interviewees expressed that there was not enough baseline 

data gathered for each of the thematic areas to properly assess the current 

sustainable development challenges of SIDS. Un.1 said that ―when you 

have data you can measure if things have improved or not.‖ Without 

sufficient data on where SIDS are starting in relation to the thematic areas, 

it is difficult to see if they have made progress. We recommend that SIDS 

first do a baseline assessment of their current reality as it relates to the 

thematic areas. This would have to be a long term commitment that is 

frequently updated and adjusted. A thorough baseline assessment would 

help SIDS see where they stand in relation to their vision while also 

allowing them to measure progress they make in implementing the MSI. 
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For example, Trinidad and Tobago is working to make progress in the 

thematic area of waste management. Currently they do not have a 

hazardous waste processing plant, but they do produce hazardous waste 

(Trinidad and Tobago MSI - NAR 2010). Before creative solutions to 

reducing and eliminating waste can be implemented and progress made in 

this thematic area, data should be gathered to measure the amount of 

hazardous waste currently being produced. With a baseline analysis of their 

current hazardous waste production, Trinidad and Tobago can begin to 

manage this waste and measure progress towards their vision of success for 

that thematic area. 

In making a baseline, we recommend that as many stakeholders as possible 

be identified for each thematic area of the MSI, providing an awareness of 

who will be affected if actions are taken in each area. This will make 

interconnections more explicit and hence contribute to the ―integrated and 

holistic approach‖ called for in the MSI (UNDESA 2005, 9). Use of 

existing mechanisms, such as statistics bureaus and research organisations 

in creating this baseline would be recommendable.  

With a compelling end goal to backcast from (the vision) and a clear 

understanding of the starting point (the baseline), it is then possible to come 

up with and select concrete creative actions to move towards the goal. A 

wide variety of knowledge sharing platforms are already in place that could 

help SIDS share data and complete a baseline analysis (e.g. SIDSnet.org).  

Benefits: 

 Better understanding of current reality 

 More accurate measurement of progress of each thematic area 

 Clarifying which stakeholders are involved and how actions taken 

affect them 

Designing and selecting creative solutions. With the vision in mind, and 

knowing what the ultimate goal is we recommend that SIDS take the 

recommended actions of the MSI which are relevant to their country‘s 

vision and brainstorm any other actions necessary to reach the goal. This 

should be a creative process in which all potential actions are recorded, 

regardless of whether the country currently has the means to do them or 

not. These actions can be short term, medium term, and long term. 
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As with the creation of a vision, we recommend this brainstorming process 

include participation from as many relevant stakeholders as possible. For 

example, in Tonga, electronic comments on the structure and content of the 

country‘s National Sustainable Development Strategy (NSDS) were 

solicited through a website (Hirano 2008). The importance of participatory 

processes is highlighted in the MSI with statements such as: ―People-

centred, participatory approaches to development ... continue to be essential 

to the sustainable development of small island developing States‖ 

(UNDESA 2005, 90). 

Benefits of stakeholder engagement in the participatory processes include 

―more equitable and sustainable social development by giving those who 

have a right to be heard the opportunity to be considered in decision-

making processes‖, as well as informing, educating and influencing 

stakeholders and building trust (AccountAbility, UNEP and Stakeholder 

Research Associates 2005, 9). 

Including all relevant stakeholders will also begin to remove the lack of 

awareness and coordination found through our research. As was revealed in 

our interviews, the different ministries within a country are often unaware 

of their involvement in the implementation of the MSI (TGvt.1; TGvt.2; 

Un.1). This lack of stakeholder engagement was addressed repeatedly by 

our interviewees and was identified as a barrier for the implementation of 

the MSI.  

Benefits: 

 Involvement of relevant stakeholders in the process, thus working 

towards more equitable development 

 Inclusion of local knowledge 

 Increased number of action ideas at all levels 

 Increased awareness of MSI and sustainability vision 

3.4.3  Strategic Planning 

This section covers the prioritisation of actions and planning considerations 

for sustainable development, incorporating the means of implementation of 

the MSI in a way that we hope is practical and clear. 
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Prioritisation. Transitioning towards full sustainability is a step-by-step, 

long-term endeavour where each success breaks new ground for further 

progress. In order to strategically move towards this goal, actions from the 

thematic areas and those brainstormed need to be prioritised according to 

certain guidelines. When choosing one action over another we recommend 

using the following criteria: 

1. Right direction (backcasting): Will this action move a SIDS towards 

its vision and compliance with the four sustainability principles? In 

order to determine if an action will move you in the right direction, it 

would have to be scrutinised in relation to each of the four sustainability 

principles to assess whether it contributes to the violation of any of 

them. Actions that are the most in line with the principles are more 

likely to move you in the right direction. (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000)  

2. Flexible platforms: Moving in the right direction does not mean that 

actions that do not violate any sustainability principles are the only ones 

that can be chosen. At times, initiatives that have some negative 

impacts could still serve as stepping stones towards full sustainability. It 

is important to ask is: will this action provide results which enable 

future actions in the right direction? The identification of flexible 

platforms is aimed at avoiding dead-end investments which will tie up 

resources and time that could have otherwise been invested (Holmberg 

and Robèrt 2000). To help SIDS reduce their dependence on 

international funding, they may initially choose actions that require 

external funding but which result in situations where they can take 

further action without it. These actions may focus on capacity building 

and/or transfer of technologies – thus making practical use of the first 

three means of implementation (Access to and provision of financial 

resources, Science and development and transfer of technology, 

Capacity development). 

3. Return on investment: Will this measure be likely to give early return 

on investment that can be used to spur or support further action? 

(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000) This criterion is closely linked to the 

flexible platforms, as return on investments for SIDS can relate to 

capacity building, acquisition of technology, financial resources, etc. 

When considering return on investment, look for the ―low hanging 

fruit‖— short term actions which are easy to implement and can save 

money or create profit (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). This allows for the 

accumulation of savings that can later be invested in larger scale 

projects. 
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Actions that are in line with all of these guidelines are more 

recommendable than those that are not. With a list of both newly created 

actions and those taken from the MSI, this prioritisation approach can lead 

SIDS to establish strategic goals and timelines, and subsequently making 

strategic action plans. 

Strategic goals and time-lines. Once actions are prioritised, with respect to 

the three prioritisation criteria, it is possible make a list of concrete goals 

and targets. Many SIDS have already started to set their own time-lines and 

goals, as is the case of The Maldives, the first country in the world to 

announce their goal to become carbon neutral by 2020 (Permanent Mission 

of the Republic of the Maldives 2010). 

The need for strategic goals and time-lines was pointed out several times in 

our interviews and, though harder to address in a multilateral international 

context could be very helpful to determine on the national level. Figure 3 

shows an example of how a SIDS may set concrete targets in a specific 

thematic area in their development towards full sustainability. It is 

important to note that these targets are not to be taken as concrete 

suggestions, but instead are meant as an illustration of setting short, 

medium and long-term goals that build off of each other. 

 

Figure 3.3. Hypothetical targets in the ―Energy resources‖ thematic area 

Strategic action plan. The next step in the strategic planning process is the 

creation of a strategic action plan to implement the prioritised brainstormed 
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actions. This plan should state the overall vision and delineate specific 

tasks, responsibilities, activities, schedules, budgets, and indicators needed 

to implement the plan. It should also include a summary of all prioritised 

actions separated into short, medium, and long term. 

Conditions for prioritisation and review. As moving towards sustainability 

at a national level is pursued within a complex system, circumstances may 

change which negate an action‘s compliance to the prioritisation criteria. 

Changes of this type should be expected and it should be clear that 

adjustments in the strategic plan may be done regularly. 

It is therefore necessary that stakeholders at various levels of the system 

monitor progress, communicate and coordinate their actions, and evaluate 

whether or not a review is necessary. This is consistent with the social 

principles for sustainable development outlined by Robert et al. (2002), 

which include the following: 

 Dialogue and encouragement - essential for team work and community 

building, 

 Transparency - a democratic principle which allows peers to see, 

understand and correct mistakes, 

 Political means - political action can be the leading and cutting edge of 

sustainable development, 

 International agreements - cooperation of this magnitude helps to put 

various objectives on the global agenda. 

Such considerations are present in the MSI, in the form of the last four 

means of implementation. We recommend that they are observed as 

guidelines for communication, coordination, monitoring, evaluation and 

review of strategic action plans over time. Table 3.1 gives examples of the 

means of implementation and their connection to the social principles for 

sustainable development: 
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Table 3.1. Means of Implementation as guidelines 

Means of 

Implementation 

Examples of key points addressed in 

the MSI 

Social principles 

for sustainable 

development 

National and 

International 

governance 

 Increasing the awareness and 

involvement of relevant 

stakeholders 

 Developing and strengthening … 

legislative, administrative and 

institutional structures 

 Promoting … the development of 

enterprises ... for sustainable 

development through appropriate 

policies and regulatory 

frameworks 

 International institutions, 

including financial institutions, 

should pay appropriate attention to 

the particular needs and priorities 

of small island developing states 

 Dialogue and 

encouragement 

 Transparency, 

 Political 

means, 

 International 

agreements. 

Monitoring and 

evaluation 

The international community 

recognises the importance of regular 

monitoring and evaluation of the 

implementation of the present 

Strategy, including within the overall 

framework of the integrated and 

coordinated follow-up of United 

Nations summits and conferences 

 Dialogue and 

encouragement 

 Transparency 

 International 

agreements 

Role for the 

United Nations 

in the further 

implementation 

of the 

 All organs and programmes of the 

UN system should coordinate and 

rationalise their work in 

implementing the [Mauritius] 

Strategy 

 Provision of substantive support 

 Dialogue and 

encouragement 

 Transparency 
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Programme of 

Action 

and advisory services 

 Reporting flexibility 

Role of small 

island 

developing 

States regional 

institutions in 

monitoring and 

implementation 

Small island developing States 

regional institutions should play a 

key role in monitoring the 

implementation of the present 

Strategy 

 Dialogue and 

encouragement 

 Transparency 

By systematically observing these general principles and specific MSI 

―guidelines‖ throughout the planning process, many issues raised by our 

interviewees may be addressed, including: 

 Awareness of the MSI, 

 Coordination between stakeholders within SIDS, 

 Coordination between SIDS. 

 The review process of the MSI was identified as a strength by our 

interviewees and therefore SIDS participation in this process is highly 

encouraged. Finally, using appropriate indicators and knowledge 

sharing tools already available will greatly contribute in moving 

towards sustainability as fast as possible.  

3.4.4  Process Benefits 

Overall, this planning process seeks to fill the gaps between the current use 

of the MSI and the ideal use by taking the strengths and areas for 

improvement identified through our research and combining them with 

strategic sustainable development. Important benefits include: 

1. Having a clear, practical and actionable definition of sustainability 

as an end-state to be reached (sustainable development is the 

transition to this sustainable future).  

2. Increased motivation and guidance towards overall goal by having a 

compelling and engaging vision of success. 
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3. Ensuring participation and providing opportunity for more social 

and cultural inclusion by including as many stakeholders as possible 

in the creation of a vision of SIDS in a sustainable society.  

4. Better understanding of current situation and improved 

measurement of progress in thematic areas by gathering data to 

create a baseline. Taking advantage of existing data gathered by 

statistics bureaus and research institutions.  

5. Facilitated strategic planning, moving towards full sustainability 

and progressive elimination of dependence on foreign finance by 

using the prioritisation criteria of ―right direction‖, ―flexible 

platforms‖ and ―return on investment‖.  

6. Enabling cohesive monitoring, evaluation and review of strategic 

plan by utilising the social principles for sustainable development. 

In summary, the process presented consists of the following: 

 An inclusive visioning process 

 Gathering data across all thematic areas (which would concern different 

stakeholders, including government ministries in SIDS) 

 An inclusive process for suggesting actions 

 Prioritisation guidelines for strategic progress towards full sustainability 

 Establishing strategic goals, time-lines and action plans which are to be 

regularly reviewed 

 Observing the four principles of sustainability as well as the social 

principles for sustainable development. 
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4 Discussion 

4.1 Expected Results 

When we began our research on the sustainability of Small Island 

Developing States and the Mauritius Strategy we expected there to be a 

large variety of stakeholders involved in the use of the MSI. This 

expectation was correct as we soon found a vast interconnected group of 

stakeholders that influence the creation and implementation of the MSI. We 

were able to interview a diverse selection of users that provided an 

international, regional and national perspective. The selection of officials 

from government ministries as well as from NGOs, IGOs, and experts, 

were of a very high standing and rank within their professional field. This 

gave us a very in-depth perspective of the MSI and its implementation. 

Before conducting interviews, we expected the MSI to be a widely known 

and publicised document. Through our research we found that only a select 

number of individuals within the governments of SIDSs are typically aware 

of the MSI. Though several ministries may be implementing policies 

inspired by the MSI, they are not always aware that the MSI is the basis for 

these policies. The environmental ministry might be the only one that is 

knowingly involved in the implementation of the MSI. 

Initially, we expected SIDS to be a formalised UN category that clearly 

defined its members and characteristics. Through our interviews we learned 

that this was not correct and that SIDS are a self-selected group with no 

clearly defined criteria. We did not make a recommendation of whether 

SIDS should become a formalised UN category, as the benefit of this was 

debated among our interviewees. Un.1 and Ac.1 believed that it would 

benefit SIDS in terms of international donations; however Ngo.2 said that 

the benefits of a formalised category are debated. 

4.2 Limits to Research 

We aimed to provide as many varying perspectives on the MSI and BPoA 

as possible. However, we found that literature surrounding these subjects, 

outside of the UN documentation was scarce. The MSI is a fairly new 

document and our research has shown that it is not very widely known.  
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Interviewees we spoke to represented countries from the Caribbean and 

AIMS regions. Though many efforts were made at corresponding with the 

Pacific, none were successful. This leaves out an important perspective for 

our research as we do not know the particular issues that the SIDS of the 

Pacific encounter and how the users may address them. Attempts were 

made to include representation from different forms of government; 

however we were only able to successfully contact parliamentary 

democracies.  

We did not investigate the topic of economic status and growth of SIDS. 

SIDS are a self selected group of countries with wide variances in their 

financial standing. For example, Ngo.2 stated that though Trinidad and 

Tobago is a small island developing state, it has a larger and stronger 

economy than some developed nations. Singapore is a high GDP country, 

while Vanuatu is classified by the UN as a least developed country. Given 

these differences among SIDS, assessing what appropriate economic 

development might mean for them as a category is a complex endeavour 

that was not in the scope of this research. Our recommendations are 

intended to be adaptable to SIDS regardless of their economic development 

to help them reach full sustainability. 

Though the UN recognises ―good governance‖ as essential for sustainable 

development, our research did not focus on all aspects of national and 

international governance. In addition, we did not investigate possible 

barriers such as corruption, crime, or other possibly relevant issues that 

could hinder a SIDS in implementing the MSI or moving strategically 

towards sustainability. 

We assumed that all interviewees used the United Nations Brundtland 

Commission‘s definition of sustainable development when working with 

the MSI. Four out of four interviewees asked identified it as their working 

definition of sustainable development. However, we did not ask every 

person we interviewed what definition they used and therefore this remains 

a partial assumption.  

The recommendations presented in this research have not been reviewed by 

a SIDS government and therefore could be missing some important aspects. 

Ideally these recommendations would be presented to the governments of 

SIDS for their feedback and then revised to incorporate their comments. 
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4.3 Validity and Contributions of Research 

We are confident we have made a thorough assessment of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the MSI and shown what a SIDS would need to do in order 

to strategically use it to move towards full sustainability. The consistency in 

the themes that emerged through our interviews seems to suggest that the 

data gathered was reliable. We believe the areas identified by our research 

as strengths and weaknesses of the MSI are supported by accurate data and 

that our recommendations considering the integration of the FSSD and the 

MSI could be helpful to SIDS in achieving full sustainability.  

Although the MSI enables SIDS to call on foreign support, interviewees 

reported that this support was inconsistent or insufficient. We believe 

strategic goals and action plans coupled with the social principles for 

sustainable development, could give donors and partners more basis for 

trusting SIDS efforts and assist them in moving their agenda forward. 

We believe our recommended planning process is useful for the sustainable 

development of SIDS. In the country of Mauritius, the project ―Maurice Ile 

Durable‖ (―Mauritius Durable Island‖) presents similarities to our 

recommended process, especially with respect to stakeholder engagement 

and the creation of a national vision. In this project national consultations 

are underway, including debates on radio and television, newspaper 

publications and civil society involvement, for the development of a 

Maurice Ile Durable policy and strategy (AIMS regional synthesis report 

2010; Elahee 2009). This engagement process has been somewhat 

successful, as the meaning of Maurice Ile Durable has become ―a real 

catchphrase that everyone seems to understand‖ (Elahee 2009, 11). The 

outcome of the consultations however, was not a compelling vision of 

Mauritius in a sustainable future; people understand the concept ―without 

being able to explain its meaning thoroughly‖ (Elahee 2009, 11). There is 

no clear vision to backcast from and the four sustainability principles were 

not referred to in these activities.  

The Maurice Ile Durable concept has been criticised (Ac.1), however its 

―synthesis and analysis report‖ (Elahee 2009) represents a good case study, 

which SIDS may refer to alongside the recommendations of this paper. We 

believe, the Maurice Ile Durable project would have benefited from having 

a clear principles based definition of success from which a compelling 

vision can be created.  
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5 Conclusions 

We sought to investigate the way the MSI currently helps SIDS in their 

sustainable development. We examined the improvements necessary for the 

implementation of the MSI, in order for SIDS to use it to move strategically 

towards full sustainability. Interviews with key users and experts, coupled 

with thorough analysis of MSI documentation were the main mechanisms 

to research this topic. An ideal model was created that describes a use of 

the MSI that would lead to attainment of its goals while moving SIDS 

towards full sustainability. Comparing this ideal to the current reality, we 

found the gaps that needed to be addressed and recommended a process for 

SIDS to follow.  

5.1 Key Findings 

Interviewees seemed to have a generally homogeneous view of the goal of 

the MSI: a framework for the further implementation of the BPoA and the 

sustainable development of SIDS. Sustainable development is defined for 

the MSI and its users through the Brundtland Commission‘s definition and 

the three pillars of development model. 

Some of the main strengths of the MSI were: 

 It helps SIDS with advocacy for funding and partnerships 

 It focuses on a broad range of issues necessary to address the special 

vulnerabilities and sustainable development of SIDS 

 It serves as a guide for national sustainable development strategies and 

policies 

Areas for improvement in the MSI include: 

 It currently does not provide sufficient targets, goals and benchmarks 

 There is a lack of consistent funding for SIDS projects related to the 

MSI 

 There is a strong lack of awareness of the MSI among intended users — 

it was highlighted that often members of the ministries of SIDS had 

never heard of the MSI and were not aware that the projects they were 

carrying out were directly related to it. 
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 There is a need for more data to create baselines and measure progress 

on actions taken 

In relation to the goal of using the MSI to move towards full sustainability, 

we found that: 

 The MSI lacks a principles-based definition of sustainability 

 It lacks mechanisms through which to prioritise actions  

 Backcasting does not seem to be currently used as a planning 

methodology 

These gaps together with the needed improvements identified in our 

interviews make it very difficult to plan strategically towards full 

sustainability.  

The FSSD aligns well with the improvements necessary for the MSI to help 

SIDS achieve the goal of full sustainability. Combining them can provide a 

process for SIDS to move strategically towards sustainability. This process 

consists of: 

 Fully integrating the four sustainability principles into a contextualised 

national vision of success 

 Creating visions of success for all thematic areas  

 Gathering data and creating a baseline to guide planning 

 Brainstorming creative actions to move the country towards attaining its 

vision of success 

 Using prioritisation guidelines to chose actions and organise them 

according to short, medium and long-term  

 Ensuring participation from stakeholders during this process to increase 

awareness of the MSI and commitment  

Through this, SIDS could attain and maintain a society where everyone's 

needs are met while not contributing to the systematic violation of the four 

sustainability principles. By doing so, they would address their 

vulnerabilities and achieve the full implementation of the BPoA and MSI. 

By becoming fully sustainable, SIDS have the potential to serve as models 

for the world to follow and to ensure the protection and sustainable 

management of invaluable resources (like coral reefs and fish stocks), thus 

contributing to the move of global society towards sustainability. 
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5.2 Further Research 

More research on this subject is needed, especially given the deficit of 

literature concerning the MSI and BPoA-and the lack of studies exploring 

the relationship of SIDS and the MSI to global sustainability. The Real 

Change Programme is ―an international alliance of universities examining 

the science of sustainable development in collaboration with businesses, 

NGOs, communities and policy makers‖ (The Natural Step 2011). Initiating 

a dialogue between the University Consortium of Small Island States and 

the Real Change Program could be a beneficial way to further develop 

research on this topic and expand the sustainability networks of SIDS.  

Testing the process described in our recommendations through a 

partnership with a SIDS government would deepen our research. Through 

such a partnership, the recommendations of this paper could be 

contextualised for their situation and applied in a real-world scenario which 

would improve the applicability of our findings. 

Conducting research similar to the one presented here but expanding the 

range of countries represented through interviews would greatly increase 

the richness of our data. Collaboration with an IGO such as the Caribbean 

Community, the Indian Ocean Commission or the South Pacific Applied 

Geoscience Commission could facilitate connections for interviews within 

each region.  

The MSI recognises that ―good governance‖ is an integral part of 

sustainable development (UNDESA 2005). Further research on SIDS 

governance as it relates to international agreements could add to our results. 

The recommendations made in this paper may be helpful for SIDS that are 

committed to implementing the MSI. Our research and recommendations 

can be used as a method to fill the gaps identified within the MSI and its 

implementation in order to aid SIDS in their move towards sustainability. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Thematic Areas of the BPoA 

1. Climate Change and Sea level Rise 

2. Natural and Environmental Disasters 

3. Management of Wastes 

4. Coastal and Marine Resources 

5. Freshwater Resources 

6. Land Resources 

7. Energy Resources 

8. Tourism Resources 

9. Biodiversity Resources 

10. National Institutions and Administrative Capacity 

11. Regional Institutions and Technical Cooperation 

12. Transport and Communication 

13. Science and Technology 

14. Human Resource Development Implementation 

15. Implementation, Monitoring and Review (UNDESA 1994) 
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Appendix B. Interview questions 

Standard Interview Questions 

1. From your understanding, what is the goal (or goals) of the Mauritius 

Strategy (MSI)? 

2. In your experience, who are the main users of the Mauritius Strategy 

(MSI) in your country? 

3. How do they make use of the MSI? (Possible examples: sustainability 

planning, policy making, resource management, measuring, other...) 

4. In your opinion, what are the top three ways that the MSI helps small 

island developing states implement sustainable development? 

5. If you had the ability to improve or add to the MSI, what would be your 

top three priorities/improvements? 

6. Are you aware of any other contacts who have worked or are working 

directly with the MSI, either at the international, national, or local 

level? Can you put us in contact with them? 

 

Intergovernmental Organisation Questions 

1. From your understanding, what is the goal (or goals) of the Mauritius 

Strategy (MSI)? 

2.  In your experience, who are the main users of the Mauritius Strategy 

(MSI)? 

3.  How do they make use of the MSI? (Possible examples: sustainability 

planning, policy making, resource management, measuring, other...) 

4.  In your opinion, what are the top three ways that the MSI helps small 

island developing states implement sustainable development? 

5.  If you had the ability to improve or add to the MSI, what would be 

your top three priorities/improvements? 
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6.  Would you be able to put us in contact with other people who have 

worked directly with the MSI, either at the international, national, or 

local level? 

 

Adjusted Interview Questions  

1. From your understanding, what is the goal (or goals) of the Mauritius 

Strategy (MSI)? 

2. In your opinion, what are the top three ways that the MSI helps small 

island developing states implement sustainable development? 

3. If you had the ability to improve or add to the MSI, what would be your 

top three priorities/improvements? 

4. Are you aware of any specific studies (in the academic literature, from 

the UN, or other sources) that address the following aspects of the MSI: 

a. The MSI‘s effectiveness 

b. The MSI‘s history 

c. The connection between the MSI, the Barbados Program of 

Action, The Millennium Development Goals and Agenda 21. 

5. Could you point us towards any other contacts who have worked 

directly with the MSI or might have special knowledge about it? 
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Appendix C. Individuals Interviewed 

Name Code Position/ 

Organisation 

Organisatio

n Type 

Data 

Type 

Dr. 

Toolseeram 

Ramjeawon 

Ac.1 Professor at The 

University of 

Mauritius 

Academic Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Dr. Michael 

Witter 

Ac.2 Professor at The 

University of the 

West Indies at Mona, 

Jamaica 

Academic Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Dr. Poh Poh 

Wong 

Ac.3 National University 

of Adelaide, 

Australia 

Academic Written 

response 

Mr. Steven 

Boodhram 

TGvt.1 Senior Land Use 

Planner, Ministry of 

Local Government 

Trinidad and Tobago 

Government Interview 

and 

Notes 

Ms. Caroline 

Eugene 

LGvt Sustainable 

Development and 

Environment Officer 

III, Ministry of 

Physical 

Development and the 

Environment Saint 

Lucia. 

Government Interview 

and 

Notes 
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Dr. Marissa 

Gowrie 

TGvt.2 Deputy Environment 

Manager at Ministry 

of Housing and the 

Environment, 

Trinidad and Tobago 

Government Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Ms. Sheryl 

Anne Haynes 

TGvt.3 Deputy Permanent 

Secretary of the 

Ministry of Planning, 

Economic and Social 

Restructuring and 

Gender Affairs, 

Trinidad and Tobago 

Government Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Ms. Sarita 

Meeheelaul 

MGvt Head of the Policy & 

Planning Division, 

Ministry of 

Environment and 

Sustainable 

Development, 

Mauritius 

Government Written 

response 

Ms. Anya 

Thomas 

Igo.1 Senior Project 

Officer, Sustainable 

Development, at The 

Caribbean 

Community 

(CARICOM ) 

IGO Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Ms. 

Constance 

Vigilance 

Igo.2 Economic Adviser, 

Economic Affairs 

Division at The 

Commonwealth 

Secretariat 

IGO Interview 

and full 

transcript 
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Mr. Pynee A. 

Chellapermal 

Ngo.1 Director of the Centre 

for Documentation, 

Research and 

Training for the 

South West Indian 

Ocean (CEDREFI) 

NGO Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Ms. Keisha 

Garcia 

Ngo.2 President of The 

Cropper Foundation 

NGO Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Mr. Peter 

Kenilorea  

Un.1 Knowledge 

Management 

Communications 

Expert, SIDS Unit, 

UN-DESA 

United 

Nations 

Interview 

and full 

transcript 

Mr. 

Alexander 

Voccia 

Un.2 Sustainable 

Development Officer, 

UN-OHRLLS 

United 

Nations 

Interview 

and full 

transcript 
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Appendix D. Summary of “Ideal Usage” 

The following table is a summary of the ―ideal situation‖ for SIDS. In it the 

MSI and the FSSD are combined in such a way that the goals of the MSI 

would be met while also reaching full sustainability. Content not currently a 

part of the MSI is marked with the symbol ▲. 

SYSTEMS LEVEL 

Stakeholders of 

Sustainable 

Development 

International: UN, IGOs, NGOs, UCSIS, 

Development partners  

Regional: IGOs, NGOs 

National: Governments, NGOs, Public 

All users fully aware of role and coordinated. 

SUCCESS LEVEL 

What does success look 

like? 

Contextualised vision of success defined by the 

four principles of sustainability ▲ 

Sustainable development (Brundtland 

commission) 

Implementation of the BPoA 

Resilience and vulnerabilities addressed 

All resources are well managed (diversified 

economy) 

No dependence on international funding ▲ 

International support and resources mobilised 

SIDS who do this would be models for 

others▲ 
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STRATEGIC LEVEL 

How are actions chosen? 

Clear prioritisation guidelines▲ 

Back-casting from the vision of success ▲ 

Social principles for sustainable development 

are applied for implementing, monitoring and 

evaluation▲ 

Detailed strategic action plan with time-lines 

and strategic goals including MDGs▲  

Consistent and sufficient funding from their 

strategic planning and prioritisation▲ 

Appropriate technology and human capacity 

would continually be expanded and fostered  

  

ACTIONS LEVEL 

What is done to achieve 

success? 

Actions are in line with the four sustainability 

principles. 

Baseline data allows SIDS to monitor their 

progress towards their goals. 

TOOLS LEVEL 

What mechanisms help 

completing actions? 

All current appropriate tools for SIDS utilised 

New tools continue developed to assist SIDS 
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Appendix E. Gaps Summary 

The following table is a summary of the gaps between the ―ideal usage‖ for 

SIDS and the current reality. 

SYSTEMS 

LEVEL 

Sustainable 

development 

actors 

Not all identified users and stakeholders actively 

engaged in implementation 

MSI awareness and coordination among stakeholders 

is sometimes low 

SUCCESS 

LEVEL 

What does 

success look like? 

MSI does not provide a clear vision of success nor 

recommends SIDS create one 

Does not provide a principles-based definition of 

sustainability as a desired outcome. 

Definitions and principles provided are insufficient to 

guide a planning process towards full sustainability.   

STRATEGIC 

LEVEL 

How are actions 

chosen? 

Backcasting not currently present 

No Prioritisation guidelines 

Insufficient goals and time-lines to guide 

implementation  

Coordination at national, regional and international 

level needs improvement 

Means of Implementation viewed as pre-conditions 

for success rather than social principles for 

sustainable development applied to communication, 
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coordination, monitoring, evaluation and review 

ACTIONS 

LEVEL 

What is done to 

achieve success? 

Actions currently recommended do not consider the 

four principles of sustainability and would not make 

SIDS fully sustainable.  

Not enough data to conduct accurate baseline 

analysis from which to plan and measure results. 

TOOLS LEVEL 

What mechanisms 

help completing 

actions? 

There are a variety of tools which can help SIDS in 

moving strategically towards sustainability. 

Currently, all appropriate tools may not be in use. 

 


