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Ten years ago, the United Nations celebrated the Inter-
national Year of Small Island Developing States (SIDS). In 
the same year, the SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action 
(SAMOA) Pathway, an ambitious 10-year action plan for 
SIDS, was adopted at the Third International Conference 
on SIDS held in Apia, Samoa, in 2014. The SAMOA Pathway 
identifies critical linkages between population and devel-
opment in island states, most notably in the areas of health, 
gender equality and women’s rights and on the role of 
migrants in enhancing development in their communities 
of origin. Many of these linkages are also highlighted in the 
Antigua and Barbuda Agenda for SIDS (ABAS), along with 
emerging demographic issues that present new challenges 
and opportunities for the sustainable development of SIDS.
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Key Messages

 » SIDS have small populations, limited resources and are highly 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Understanding 
their demographic outlook will help them to address these 
unique challenges.

 » As the populations of SIDS grow older, robust social protection 
systems and other policy mechanisms will be required to 
ensure the well-being of older persons.

 » Mitigating the burden of non-communicable diseases in SIDS 
requires a life course approach; one that accelerates actions 
for prevention, early detection and treatment.

 » In many SIDS, international migration can be harnessed for the 
benefit of individuals, families and societies. Policies should 
facilitate and encourage recognition of skills and qualifications 
acquired abroad; migrant return and reintegration; circulatory 
movements; productive investment of remittances and active 
engagement of diaspora populations.

Demographic Outlook for the Small Island Developing States: 
Implications of Population Trends for Building Resilience and 
Prosperity across SIDS1

1 This brief draws on the report Population Prospects of Countries 
in Special Situations: Tracking demographic change among the 
least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and 
small island developing States (United Nations, 2023a), which 
provides a comparative analysis of the three groups of vulner-
able countries.

Figure 1
Population of SIDS by region: estimates, 2000-2021, and 
projections with 95 per cent prediction intervals, 2022–2050

Note:  Prediction intervals (shaded area around a projected trend) were derived from 
a probabilistic assessment of projection uncertainty. For a given year, the future 
trend is expected to lie within the predicted range with a probability of 95 per cent.
Source: United Nations (2022).

The small island developing States (SIDS) are a heterogene-
ous group of island and coastal states and territories spread 
across the world. As of June 2023, the group was composed 
of 57 countries and territories with a combined population 
of 73.5 million.2 While 46 SIDS have small populations of 
under 1 million, Papua New Guinea and three nations of the 
Greater Antilles – Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Haiti – 
have more than 10 million inhabitants each and accounted 
for around 60 per cent of the group’s population in 2023.

POPULATION GROWTH IN SIDS 
IS SLOWING DOWN
The population of SIDS is expected to continue growing, 
albeit at a progressively slower pace, and is projected to 
reach 85.4 million in 2050. Half of the increase in population 

2 SIDS here refer to the 37 Member States and 20 associate mem-
bers of United Nations regional commissions, as classified in 
April 2024. Twenty-nine SIDS are located in the Caribbean, 20 in 
the Pacific and 8 in the Atlantic Ocean, Indian Ocean and South 
China Sea region (AIS).
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through 2050 will be concentrated in the Pacific region, 
which has the highest levels of fertility among the regional 
groupings of SIDS. By contrast, the populations of 14 SIDS, 
located mostly in the Caribbean or Pacific regions, are 
declining in size or growing at annual rates of less than 0.1 
per cent. By 2050, 19 of the 57 SIDS are projected to have 
declining populations.

HALF OF THE GROWTH IN THE TOTAL 
POPULATION OF SIDS WILL OCCUR 
IN THE PACIFIC REGION
While just over half (29) of the 57 SIDS are in the Caribbean, 
the region contains well over half (46.5 million) of the group’s 
total population of 73.5 million (figure 1). The populations 
of SIDS in the Pacific region and in the Atlantic Ocean, 
Indian Ocean and South China Sea (AIS) had comparable 
sizes in 2023, with 15.3 and 11.8 million, respectively. The 
most populous SIDS are Haiti (12 million), the Dominican 
Republic (11 million) and Cuba (11 million) in the Caribbean, 
Papua New Guinea (10 million) in the Pacific, and Singapore 
(6 million) in the AIS region.

From 2023 to 2050, the number of people living in SIDS is 
expected to grow by 16 per cent or almost 12 million peo-
ple, rising from 73.5 to 85.4 million. Half of this increase 
will take place in the Pacific region. Even though Carib-
bean SIDS will continue to dominate the group in popula-
tion size, their share of the total population is expected to 
drop from 63 to 58 per cent, while the share of those in the 

Pacific region will increase from 21 to 25 per cent, and for 
those in the AIS region, from 16 to 18 per cent.

THERE ARE MARKED DIFFERENCES 
IN SIDS FERTILITY RATES ACROSS 
COUNTRIES AND REGIONS
An estimated 1.2 million live births occurred in SIDS dur-
ing 2022, a number that is not expected to change much 
through 2050. As a group, SIDS had a total fertility rate of 
2.3 live births per woman in 2022, with marked differences 
across countries and regions (figure 2.a). In the Pacific, for 
example, fertility was about four births per woman in Sol-
omon Islands and Samoa but below the replacement level 
in French Polynesia and New Caledonia. The two countries 
sharing the island of Hispaniola, Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic, had some of the highest levels of fertility in the 
Caribbean in 2022, whereas Cuba and some of the smaller 
islands had some of the lowest levels.3 In the AIS group-
ing, fertility was the lowest in Singapore, with 1 birth per 
woman on average in 2022, and close to 4 in Guinea-Bis-
sau. Policies affecting childbearing should be aligned with 
the reproductive aspirations of the population and help to 
ensure that the desires of individuals and couples are ful-
filled. For SIDS where there is concern about extremely 

3 The share of the fertility rate among adolescents aged 15–19 
years (ABR) in the total fertility rate is relatively high in some of 
these SIDS.

Source: United Nations (2022).
Note: AIS refers to Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South China Sea. 
Disclaimer: The designations employed and the presentation of material on this map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretar-
iat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet 
been agreed upon by the parties. Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined. A dispute exists between 
the Governments of Argentina and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland concerning sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (Malvinas).

Map 1
Population of SIDS across three regions of the world, 2023



June 2024 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 3 

As a result, the populations of SIDS are disproportionally 
affected by NCD-related premature mortality (WHO, 2023). 
In 2019, nine SIDS, mostly located in the Pacific were among 
the 20 countries with the highest mortality rates attributa-
ble to cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic 
respiratory disease. Addressing and preventing NCDs 
requires increased access to quality services and medicines 
throughout the life course while reducing exposure to risk 
factors. Strengthening primary health-care services, espe-
cially in remote islands, is needed to achieve universal 
health coverage.

AGEING POPULATIONS NECESSITATE 
ROBUST SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEMS 
AND OTHER POLICIES TO ENSURE THE 
WELL-BEING OF OLDER PERSONS
Population ageing signals our extraordinary collective 
success in improving living conditions for billions of people 
around the world. Broadly defined as a gradual increase 
in the share of older persons in a population, it occurs as 
a consequence of the demographic transition and can be 
exacerbated by persistently high levels of outmigration, 
particularly of young people. In almost two thirds of SIDS 
(37 of 57), the older population, defined here as persons aged 
65 years or over, represented more than 7 per cent of the 
group’s total population in 2023. An additional 16 countries 
are expected to reach this benchmark between 2023 and 
2050, with four more anticipated to do so in the second half 
of the century. Population ageing in SIDS of the Caribbean is 
more advanced than in those of the Pacific and AIS regions. 
In 2023, 90 per cent of SIDS in the Caribbean, and about 

low fertility, the family support policies implemented with 
varying degrees of success in other low-fertility coun-
tries can inform the formulation of national policies and 
programmes.

CONTINUING INVESTMENTS IN THE 
PREVENTION, EARLY DETECTION AND 
TREATMENT OF NCDS ARE CRUCIAL 
TO REDUCE PREMATURE DEATHS
The level of life expectancy at birth for SIDS as a group was 
estimated at 72.3 years in 2022 (75.4 for women, 69.5 for men) 
and was projected to increase further to around 77 years 
in 2050 (figure 2.b). In the AIS grouping, life expectancy 
was 76 years in 2022, the highest among the three regional 
groupings, due mainly to Singapore’s high level of life 
expectancy. In 2022, life expectancy in Caribbean SIDS 
was 73 years, while for SIDS in the Pacific region, it stood at 
68 years. One small island developing State in the Caribbean 
region and four SIDS in the Pacific region are unlikely to 
achieve SDG target 3.24 on child mortality by 2030 unless 
further measures are put in place to end preventable child 
deaths.

The SAMOA Pathway and the ABAS recognize that non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) pose a major challenge for 
SIDS, which are characterized by a high prevalence of asso-
ciated risk factors such as tobacco use, unhealthy diets, 
harmful use of alcohol, physical inactivity and air pollution. 

4 See https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal3#targets_and_indicators. 

Figure 2
Total fertility and life expectancy for SIDS by region: estimates, 2000–2021, and projections, 2022–2050

a. Total fertility rate b. Life expectancy at birth

Source: United Nations (2022).
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40 per cent of SIDS in the Pacific and AIS groupings, had 
older populations comprising at least 7 per cent of the total 
population. 

Anticipating the rate of increase in the proportion of older 
persons is essential for societies to adapt to changing age 
distributions, to assess their prospects for benefitting from 
the demographic dividend, and to implement adequate pol-
icies that meet the needs of different age groups (United 
Nations, 2023b). The amount of time required for the share 
of the older population to double (here from 7 to 14 per cent) 
is sometimes used as an indicator of the speed of population 
ageing. For SIDS in the Caribbean, this transition is taking, 
or will take, about 45 years on average. For most SIDS in the 
Pacific and AIS regions, this transition has happened or is 
expected to happen later and faster than in the Caribbean, 
with considerable variation in timing and speed. 

Comprehensive social protection systems, including afford-
able health care for older persons, pension schemes, and 
long-term care services, are essential to safeguard the dig-
nity of older persons. Community-based initiatives can 
bridge gaps in services, particularly in remote islands where 
centralized support is limited. The varying health profiles 
across SIDS require targeted health-care strategies to pro-
vide specialized care for ageing populations. 

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION CAN BE 
HARNESSED FOR THE BENEFIT OF 
INDIVIDUALS, FAMILIES AND SOCIETIES 
Factors such as geographical isolation, limited resources 
and susceptibility to climate change have contributed to 
high levels of internal and international migration in SIDS, 
both historically and in recent years. With high proportions 
of the population living in coastal areas, many of which are 
lowlands, coastal floods, storm surges and inland flood-
ing have forced large numbers of SIDS residents to reset-
tle internally or migrate abroad. Socio-economic fragility 
and lack of opportunity are also driving emigration from 
SIDS, with the emigration of skilled professionals creat-
ing a “brain drain” that has become a major cause of con-
cern in many countries (SDG targets 3.c, 4.b and 4.c; SDG 
13) (Campbell and Warrick, 2014; OECD, 2018). Patterns of 
human mobility from SIDS have also been shaped by the 
special status of current island territories, associated 
states and former colonies. Moreover, some SIDS econo-
mies depend heavily on the inflow of migrant remittances, 
with such transfers representing more than 20 per cent of 
GDP in Bermuda, Comoros, Haiti, Jamaica, Samoa, Tonga 
and Vanuatu.5

The total number of migrants from SIDS living abroad pro-
vides an estimate of the size of the SIDS diaspora popula-
tion. As of 2020, there were 11.5 million people from SIDS 
residing outside their country or area of birth (United 
Nations, 2020). The SIDS diaspora is largely dominated by 

5 Among the 36 SIDS with available data for years 2020, 2021 or 2022.

migrants from the Caribbean region, who in 2020 accounted 
for 86 per cent of the international migrants originating 
from SIDS. For nearly half of the Caribbean States, the dias-
pora population in 2020 exceeded 30 per cent of the coun-
try’s resident population. More than two thirds of the dias-
pora communities from Caribbean SIDS were located in 
the United States of America in 2020, with another 14 per 
cent found in other Caribbean or Latin American countries 
and 8 per cent in Canada or the United Kingdom. Migrants 
from the Pacific SIDS accounted for 9 per cent of the global 
SIDS diaspora population in 2020, with most living in the 
Pacific region, especially in New Zealand and Australia 
(55 per cent). The diaspora from the eight SIDS in the AIS 
region accounted in 2020 for 5 per cent of the international 
migrants originating from SIDS. Policies that encourage 
diaspora engagement in countries of origin, skills trans-
fer and productive investment of remittances can mitigate 
some of the challenges associated with large-scale outmi-
gration. Promoting the retention of skills, reducing brain 
drain, and encouraging circular migration and return of 
migrants with needed skills can enhance local productive 
capacities and contribute to a more sustainable future.
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