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This document has been prepared jointly by the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) and the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC) wunder projects FP/0503-77-03 and :FP/1000-77-01 as &
contribution to the development of an action plan for the protection and
development of the marine and coastal environment of the Wider Caribbean
Region.

The designations employed and the presentation of material in "this document
do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoevér_bn}the part of UNEP or
(ECLAC) concerning the legal status of any State, .territory, city or area or
of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation 'of “their frontiers or
boundaries. S '




PREFACE

fhe United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. which took place in
Stockholm, 5-16 June 1972, adopted the Action Plan for the Human Environment,
including the General Principles for Assessment and Control of Marine Pollution. In
the light of the results of the Stockholm Conference, the United Nations General
Assembly decided to establish the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to
"serve as a focal point for envirommental action and co~-ordination within the United
Nations system" {General Assembly resolution 2997(XXVII) of 15 December 1972). The
organizations of the United Nations system were invited "to adopt the measures that
may be required to undertake concerted and co-ordinated programmes with reqard to
international environmental problems", and the "intergovernmental and
non-governmental organizations that have an interest in the Ffield of the
environment” were also invited "to lend their full support and collaboration to the
United Nations with a view to achieving the largest possible degree of co-operation
and co-~-ordination". Subsequently, the Governing Council of UNEP chose "Oceans" as
one of the priority areas in which it would focus efforts to fulfil 1its catalytic
and co-ordinating role.

The Regional Seas Programme was initiated by UNEP in 19/4. Since then the Governing
Council of UNEP has repeatedly endorsed a regional approach to the control of marine
pollution and the management of marine and coastal resources and has requested the
development of regional action plans.

The Regional Seas Proyramme at present includes eleven regions 1/ and has over 120
coastal States participating in it. It is conceived as an action-oriented programme
having concern not only for the consequences but also for the causes of
environmental degradation and encompassing a comprehensive approach to combating
environmental problems through the management of marine and coastal areas. Each
regional action plan is formulated according to the needs of the reqion as perceived
by the Governments concerned. It is designed to link assessment of the gquality of
the marine environment and the causes of its deterioration with activities for the
management and development of the marine and coastal enviromment. The action plans
promote the parallel development of regional legal agreements and of action-oriented
programme activities.

By decision 8(I[) of 29 March 1974, the Governing Council of UNEP decided that
priority should be given, in the fields of oceans, to regional activities and
stressed the importance of the Caribbean reqgion.

After a preparatory process, which included a number of expert meetings, missions
and preparation of sectorial studies on resources and envirommental problems of the
Caribbean region, the Intergovernmental Meeting on the Action Plan for the Caribbean
Environment Programme (Montego Bay, Jamaica, 6 - 8 April 1981), attended by
representatives of Governments from 22 States of the region, adopted the Action Plan
for the Caribbean Environment Programme and three resolutions dealing with (a)
programme implementation, (b) institutional arrangements, nd (e) financial
arrangements related to the implementation of the Action Plan <.

1/ Mediterranean, Kuwait Action Plan region, West and Central Africa, Wider
Caribbean, -Last Asian Seas, South-East Pacific, South Pacific, Red Sea and Gulf
of Aden, East Africa, South-West Atlantic and South Asian Seas.

2/ UNEP: Action Plan for the Caribbean Environment Programme. UNEP Regional Seas
Reports and Studies No. 26. UNEP, 1983.
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The present document (issued as UNEP/CEPAL/WG.48/Inf.4) served as one of the
documents prepared to facilitate the neqotiations which led to the adoption of the
Action Plan.
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1. DESCRIPTION OF THE REGION

1.1 Definition of the Region

The Wider Caribbean 1s defined for the purpose of this overview as the coastal ana
open waters of the Caribbean Sea proper, the Culf of Mexico and adjacent waters of
the Atlantic Ocean. The coastal areas included are those of East Mexico, Central
Americs, Panama, the Bahamas and Antillian Archipelago, South America from Columbia
to French Guiana and the Southern United States (figure 1).

1.2 Hydrography

The Wider Caribbean is a semi-enclosea body of water consisting of several deep
basins separated by major sills (figure 2). The deepest point, 7,100 metres, is in
the Cayman Trench; the average depth is approximately 2,2G0 metres. The two major
basins are the Caribbean 5es and the Gulf of Mexico. Jointly, these two basins have
been called by some the "American Mediterranean" (R2 Holgson, 1973)2 The total sea
surface of the area is approximately 4.24 x 10° km® (1.60 x 1G° km“ for the Gulf of
Mexico and 2.64 x 16~ km“ for the Caribbean proper - J. L. Harding and W. ?é Nowlin,
1966). Therefore, the total volume of water is apegoximatel) 9.3 x 10 litres.
By comparison, the Meditcrranean Sea is about 3.0 x 10 litres.

The dynamics of the water masses and related phenomena have been summarized in the
supplement to the Report of the I0C/FAC/UNEP International Workshop on Marine
Pollution in the Caribbean and Adjacent Regions (UNESCC, 1977) as follows:

"The most striking hydrographic feature in the region is the continuous
flow of water through the area from east to west in the Caribbean Sea
proper, followed by a movement from south-east to north-east in the
Yucatan Basin, and finally, in the Gulf of Mexico, a strong flow to the
east again through the Straits of Florida, after an anticyclonic
movement of most of this water in the western area of the Gulf.
"Approximately 3.0 x lU7 cubic metres of water per second (9.4 x 1Cl7
1/year) pass through the various passages between the islands of the
Lesser Antilles, transported to them by the combined equatorial
currents. The general movement of The general movement of this water,
which is stable all the year round, although some seasonal changes can
be found in the velocities, is shown schematically in figure 3 in which
an area of continuous flow 1is indicated by a dotted Lline. The
velocities given are mean velocities during the year. Seasonal changes
can be expected however, and much higher velocities will be found,
especially where the water is forced through narrow passages, such as
the Yucatan Channel or the Straits of Florida; velocities up to 3.5 and
4.5 km, respectively, are observed in the current core in these two
areas.

"Uutside the dotted line, currents are weaker and also unstable. During
certain months, large vortices are formed off the coast of Costa Rica,
Panama and Colombia, and similarly in some parts of the Gulf of Mexico.
The main circulation in the latter, as already pointed out, forms an
anticyclonic movement flowing through the western part of the area and,
eventually, combines its flow in the Straits of Florida with the water
masses which turn after passing through the Yucatan Channel immediately
to the east, the latter movement being more pronounced during the
northern hemisphere winter months.
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Figure 1: Wider Caribhean Ruglanel Ses
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