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The Eastern and Southern Caribbean (ESC) region is highly vulnerable to natural hazards. In recent years, 
extreme hurricanes have devastated communities and infrastructure in the region and left thousands of 
people without shelter, livelihoods, and services. Caribbean countries incurred an estimated $27 billion 
in losses and damages from natural hazards between 2000 and 2017 (Friar, 2019), and averaged as much 
as 5.7 percent loss of GDP annually due to such disasters (Acevedo, 2016).  The economic impact is 
staggering, making resilience an imperative for the region.

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Eastern and Southern Caribbean 
Mission (USAID/ESC) partners with regional and national institutions to support long-term resilience 
to natural hazards. In 2020, USAID/ESC conducted a Resilience Assessment for the ESC region to 
better understand the interplay 
of the region’s socioeconomic, 
environmental, and institutional 
context, the natural hazard and 
human-induced stressors that 
impact its communities and 
development sectors, and the 
spectrum of resilience capacities 
already in place, as shown here 
(Hellmuth et al. 2020).  

The ESC Resilience Assessment 
finds USAID/ESC can invest 
in strengthening the region’s 
resilience ecosystem most 
effectively by:
• Taking systems- and sector-

level approaches
• Focusing on core capabilities 

and sustainable programming
• Supporting and strengthening 

coordination at all levels
• Balancing regional and 

country-specific programming  

The assessment includes country resilience profiles for Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Grenada, Guyana, 
Saint Lucia, and this one for Trinidad and Tobago.

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00X73B.pdf
http://USAID.GOV
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TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 
The two-island country of Trinidad and Tobago boasts a strong industrial economic base and a large 
contribution to its gross domestic product from its petroleum-based energy sector. The country is 
slightly south of the Caribbean’s hurricane belt, but still experiences droughts, earthquakes, flooding, and 
landslides. Coastal erosion also has negative impacts on Trinidad’s communities and Tobago’s tourism. 
While public institutions around disaster and emergency management are strong, the country lacks an 
updated legal framework through which to operate.

COUNTRY CONTEXT 
ENVIRONMENTAL, SOCIAL, AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Environmental 

The island of Trinidad is the most southern island of the Caribbean. Tobago, volcanic in 
origin, has one main central ridge. Its highest point is El Cerro del Aripo, which has an 
elevation of 940 meters.

The historical (1901–2016) mean annual temperature is 26.1°C and precipitation is 
1605 mm. Projections indicate that mean annual temperature will rise by 1.4°C (1.0°C 
to 2.1°C) and annual precipitation will decrease by 60 mm (-357.1 mm to 218 mm) by 
2040–2059 (Clarke et al. 2019; Government of Trinidad and Tobago 2014; World Bank 
2020j).1 

Social

Trinidad and Tobago has a population of 1.4 million people. The country is a multi-
ethnic, multi-religious country. The literacy rate is 98.8 percent. Males outnumbered 
females in primary and secondary school enrrollment, though there are more females 
receiving tertiary education. In 2019, the global gender gap index (GGI) for Barbados 
was 0.75 (World Economic Forum 2020). GGI is a compass to track progress on 
relative gaps between women and men on health, education, economy, and politics. 
The unemployment rate is 3.8 percent (Government of Trinidad and Tobago 2018; 
Government of Trinidad and Tobago 2014).

Economic

Trinidad and Tobago is a middle income, energy rich country with an estimated GDP 
of $23.99 billion (World Bank 2019) and inflation rate of 0.4 percent. The economy is 
largely supported by the petroleum and manufacturing industries, services including 
tourism, and to a lesser extent agriculture. Fluctuating energy prices have caused 
a volatile economy for Trinidad and Tobago. The energy sector, although the largest 
contributor to GDP, is not a significant employer of labor. In Tobago, tourism is the main 
economic sector, surpassing agriculture which was historically the main economic driver 
(Clarke et al. 2019).

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK AFFECTING RESILIENCE

Trinidad and Tobago’s primary disaster management legislation is the Disaster Measures Act of 1978. The 
Act gives the President authority for proclamation of a disaster area. In addition, there are several other 
national disaster management related policies such as the Comprehensive Disaster Management Policy 
Framework 2007, the Shelter Policy, the National Flood Risk Management Policy, the Critical Facilities 
Protection Policy Framework, the Draft Hazard Mitigation Policy, the Crisis Communication Policy, the 
Trinidad and Tobago National Earthquake Response Plan, the National Response Framework, and the 
National Oil Spill Contingency Plan (Government of Trinidad and Tobago 2013). It should also be noted 
that Trinidad and Tobago are in the process of revamping their disaster risk reduction policies to be 
more aligned with comprehensive disaster management and the Sendai Framework, since most of the 
existing policies are more than 10 years old.

1  Projections represent the model ensemble median under the high emissions scenario (RCP 8.5) and the range of values in 
parentheses represent the 10th to 90th percentile.
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Trinidad and Tobago’s draft Comprehensive Disaster Management Policy Framework 2007 aligns with 
Caribbean Disaster Emergency Management Agency (CDEMA)’s comprehensive disaster management 
framework with cross-cutting themes of broad-based stakeholder consultation and strengthening 
institutional frameworks (Government of Trinidad and Tobago, n.d.). The local disaster management 
agencies are committed to the framework as the country strengthens its disaster risk management and 
resilience. 

Disaster management is implemented through the Office of Disaster Preparedness and Management 
(ODPM), the national agency which coordinates closely with CDEMA. Through the ODPM, Trinidad 
and Tobago serves as the southern Sub-Regional Disaster Emergency Response Focal Point for 
CDEMA which supports emergency response to Guyana, Grenada, and Suriname (CDEMA 2016). The 
Meteorological Service monitors and forecasts weather and coordinates with ODPM on early warnings. 
Additionally, there is a bottom-up approach where local level disasters are managed by the Ministry of 
Rural Development and Local Government through the disaster managers of 14 regional corporations. 
The Tobago Emergency Management Agency serves the island separately and trains and supports a 
strong volunteer Community Emergency Response Team for community-level disaster response.

The Environmental Management Authority and the Ministry of Planning and Development lead programs 
related to climate resilience (Trinidad and Tobago EMA, 2017). The National Climate Policy, written 
in 2011, speaks to building resilience of human and natural systems to adapt to climate change. The 
Integrated Coastal Zone Management Policy Framework, drafted in 2012, provides an integrated 
approach aimed at maintaining and enhancing the functional integrity of the nation’s coastal resource 
systems (Integrated Coastal Zone Management Inter-Ministerial Committee 2020).

RISK AND RESILIENCE ASSESSMENT
RISK AND RESILIENCE PROFILE

Priority Risks 
Relative to the other islands in the Caribbean, Trinidad and Tobago is less exposed to hurricanes due to 
its location in the southernmost portion of the Caribbean. However, based on the climate, topography, 
and urban infrastructure, the islands of Trinidad and Tobago are highly susceptible to risks from 
floods and landslides. During the rainy season, the islands experience heavy rains that trigger flooding 
in low-lying urban centers and agricultural lands as well as landslides along the undulating mountain 
ranges. For example, in 2019, Greenvale and the surrounding community received intense rainfall that 
would typically occur during a hurricane. Some homes reported being flooded with up to eight feet 
of water (Julien 2018). Land conversion is a stressor; according to 2007 estimates, 11.3 percent of the 
land is densely covered by houses or other buildings. This loss of open space and permeable surfaces 
contributes to flood risk.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the islands also experience long dry spells and droughts. For 
example, between 2001 and 2010, the four main reservoirs in Trinidad and Tobago recorded lower than 
average reservoir levels (Beharry et al. 2019). Projections suggest declines in rainfall and increases in 
temperature over the next several decades, which implies further water stress for both islands. Most of 
the farmers on these islands use river water for crop irrigation, and the dry spells that occur January to 
May every year have negatively affected farmers. 

Coastal erosion is also a priority risk in the country. Erosion along the coastlines prompted the 
relocation of several households, and in some instances, entire communities. For instance, in 2018, 
numerous Cedros residents were evacuated after houses collapsed due to a minor earthquake coupled 
with persistent coastal erosion along the southern-western peninsula of Trinidad (Silva 2019).

http://USAID.GOV
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Tourism is the main revenue earner for the island of Tobago. Many of the beaches in Tobago are 
impacted by coastal erosion. In addition to tourism infrastructure, transportation infrastructure is 
adversely affected by coastal erosion. One beach on the windward side of the island experiences an 
erosion rate of 0.67 month/year. The main road which connects several communities is directly affected 
by the coastal erosion. If mitigation works are not implemented, it is expected to be in a critical state in 
less than seven years.

Several major fault lines pass through Trinidad. In 2008, Trinidad experienced a 6.9 earthquake which 
was widely felt in the Eastern Caribbean. The earthquake caused damages to home and buildings as well 
as electricity outages.

Resilience Capacity 
Institutional capacity:

•	 Strengths: The country has multiple draft disaster-related policies in place that align with 
CDEMA’s comprehensive disaster management framework. There is also a strong working 
relationship between CDEMA and the ODPM.

•	 Weaknesses: The primary piece of legislation governing disaster management in Trinidad and 
Tobago–the Disaster Measures Act–is currently 42 years old and does not address disaster 
mitigation or reduction of current or future risks, allocate disaster financing, or establish the 
necessary mechanisms and incentives to ensure high levels of compliance with disaster risk 
management codes and regulations. There is also low adherence to building and planning 
regulations in Trinidad and Tobago, which leads to unplanned development in hazard prone areas.

Knowledge and technical capacity: 
•	 Strengths: Several initiatives bolster the technical capacity across the twin island state. 

For example, University of the West Indies (UWI) Seismic Research Centre hosts a disaster 
inventory database of earthquakes (UWI 2011), though it only includes hazard information with 
limited information related to economic, social, and environmental impact. Additionally, in 2018, 
the local Meteorological Service implemented a new local color-coded early warning system 
for hydrometeorological hazards. The structure of the warnings conforms to the format of the 
Common Alerting Protocol, an international standard for emergency alerts and public warning 
(WMO 2020).

•	 Weaknesses: Trinidad and Tobago lacks a nationwide multi-hazard early warning system 
(MHEWS). Tobago currently has a MHEWS located in the Crown Point, Bon Accord, Canaan, 
and Scarborough urban centers, but these systems do not have the ability to warn other urban 
and rural communities in Tobago or Trinidad.

Human and community capacity: 
•	 Strengths: The ODPM produces materials and leads countrywide programs to engage 

communities, families, and even the business sector in disaster preparedness and mitigation. For 
instance, Communities Organized and Ready for Emergencies (CORE) is a partnership program 
among the ODPM, Ministry of Local Government, other government ministries and agencies, 
as well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations and the 
private sector. CORE is a community outreach initiative to disseminate disaster risk reduction 
information to citizens (Government of Trinidad and Tobago 2011). CORE also acts as a direct 
platform for residents to voice disaster management and preparedness concerns.

•	 Weaknesses: While CORE facilitates community-level disaster management by providing 
disaster response resources and training to volunteers, response capacity at the community 
level can be challenging to manage due to the lack of volunteers and financial support. There is 
also the absence of mechanisms to exchange lessons learned across communities on successful 
community-level disaster resilience experiences (IDB 2014).

http://USAID.GOV
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Financial capacity: 
•	 Strengths: In the event of a major disaster, financial assistance is available to the Government 

through several institutions and funds: the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility 
(CCRIF), UN Central Emergency Relief Fund, the Inter-American Emergency Aid Fund and the 
Caribbean Development Bank. In addition to these resources, the Government of Trinidad and 
Tobago established a Heritage and Stabilization Fund. The purpose of the fund is not explicitly 
intended to be used in the aftermath of a disaster, though if needed, it may be a source of relief 
assistance after a national disaster.

•	 Weaknesses: The downturn in Trinidad and Tobago’s economy due to the recent decrease 
in oil prices reduced budgetary allocations across the government, including for ODPM. 
For instance, in 2012, the ODPM received approximately one third of its requested budget 
allocation for disaster risk reduction activities. This lack of financial capacity weakens the 
organization’s ability to develop further mitigation, preparedness, and response initiatives.

CURRENT STATUS OF THE COUNTRY’S RESILIENCE MEASURES

The table below provides a snapshot of illustrative ongoing resilience measures in the country and is not 
meant to be comprehensive.

Program Name Entity
Status: Year(s)  

and Size ($)
Description

Disaster Risk 
Reduction 
Sensitization 
for Primary and 
Secondary School

ODPM and 
Ministry of 
Education 

2020

This educational outreach forms part of the 
ODPM’s Safer Schools Programme, which is geared 
towards improving knowledge and understanding 
of severe hazards and disasters risk among 
children, youth, communities, and stakeholders.

Improving the 
monitoring system 
for climate change 
impacts on the 
agriculture sector

United Nations 
(UN) and Food 
and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO)

February 2020– 
August 2021

The project’s goal is to build capacity to protect, 
restore and diversify the livelihoods of families that 
depend on agriculture by strengthening food and 
nutrition security and by enhancing the country’s 
ability to respond to climate change.

National Disaster 
Preparedness 
Baseline Assessment

Pacific Disaster 
Center  2019–2020

An initiative to assess disaster risk and 
preparedness nationally, and within each of its sub-
national administrative divisions.

SOURCES FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

•	 Disaster Risk Reduction Document, Trinidad and Tobago, 2014.

•	 Trinidad and Tobago 3rd National Communication to the UNFCCC.

•	 Draft Comprehensive Disaster Management Policy Framework for Trinidad and Tobago.

http://dipecholac.net/docs/files/875-disaster-risk-reduction-country-document-trinidad-and-tobago-2014.pdf
https://unfccc.int/documents/144774
http://uwiseismic.com/Downloads/Comp%20Disaster%20Mgt%20Policy%20Framework_July%202010.pdf
http://USAID.GOV
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