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Wildlife of the Caribbean:

A major world biodiversity hotspot in need of more local research capacity
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The insular Caribbean is considered as one of the most important biodiversity hotspots in the world,
home to many endemic species. While new endemic plant and animal species are still discovered
regularly, many are already vulnerable or even threatened with extinction because of various
threats, such as habitat loss, climate change or biological invasions. Strong research on Caribbean
biodiversity is thus essential to set up effective conservation measures to protect this amazing
natural heritage. However, the insular Caribbean region faces a crucial deficit in local research
capacity, as was shown in a study recently published in Perspectives in Ecology and Conservation.

In their study, Dr Valleés and his colleagues examined the contribution of Caribbean-based authors to
almost 500 scientific papers published between 2000 and 2015 in the area of biodiversity and
conservation in the insular Caribbean. They found that the contribution of Caribbean-based authors
was low compared to authors from abroad. Indeed, most papers were written entirely (63%) or partly
(29%) by foreign-based authors - that is authors based outside of the Caribbean region - while a
minority of the publications (8%) had only scientists based in the Caribbean as authors. Despite an



increase in the number of papers over time, both the proportion of Caribbean-based authors per paper
and the number of papers led by them remained low over the entire study period.

The study also revealed that Caribbean-based researchers were much more likely to collaborate with
foreign-based researchers than with Caribbean-based researchers from other locations in the region,
despite facing similar biodiversity threats and challenges across the region .

The authors of the study suggested that several factors could explain the low contribution of
Caribbean-based researchers, while recognizing that the importance of each of these factors likely
varies across the region. These include a lack of research funding, limited access to cutting-edge
research technology or well-equipped biological stations, high teaching loads, and fewer opportunities
for training and conference attendance. Moreover, the high cost of travelling within the insular
Caribbean and the different languages spoken in the region likely contribute to the absence of strong
collaborations among researchers from different locations within the region.

Because of the unique biodiversity of the Caribbean and the many threats it faces, increasing local
research capacity in conservation in the region emerges as a priority. In particular, the authors
encourage the development of a culturally-diverse network of Caribbean-based scientists across the
region with complementary skills and knowledge in the areas of ecology, evolution and conservation
biology. Increasing the access to tertiary education in fields underpinning biodiversity conservation
could be one key way to achieve this. For example, the funding of postgraduate studies by the NGO
Caribaea Initiative has resulted in the recent publication of several articles led by young Caribbean-
based researchers.

Networking opportunities, such as international conferences taking place in the region, should also be
encouraged. International journals can play an important role too, for example by including Caribbean
researchers on their editorial boards.

The authors recognise that expanding the research capacity in the insular Caribbean will require
substantial financial investment from a diverse range of sources, including Caribbean governments,
NGOs, international research funding agencies and foreign countries. This investment and
collaboration will be vital if the region is to come together to tackle shared threats to biodiversity while
helping increase the global significance of locally-driven research.

About Caribaea Initiative

Caribaea Initiative (https://www.caribaea.org/) is a young Caribbean-based NGO whose mission is to
strengthen the scientific expertise in the insular Caribbean in the area of conservation. It is the only
international organisation dedicated to the scientific study and conservation of Caribbean biodiversity.
Among other projects, the NGO funds and facilitates the training of several Caribbean students at the

Master and Doctorate level, and encourages the collaboration between the different Caribbean
territories with projects and conferences. So far in 2021, seven publications have already been
published by Caribbean students funded by the NGO as first authors.
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