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 The Territory at a glance 
 

Territory: The United States Virgin Islands is a Non-Self-Governing 

Territory under the Charter of the United Nations. As an unincorporated, 

organized territory of the United States of America, it is administered by the 

Office of Insular Affairs of the United States Department of the Interior.  

Geography: The Territory is located in the eastern part of the Caribbean 

Sea, 1,075 miles south-east of the south-eastern tip of the United States 

and 60 miles east of Puerto Rico. It is made up of four main islands: 

Saint Croix, Saint John, Saint Thomas and Water Island. The capital, 

Charlotte Amalie, is located on Saint Thomas.  

Land area: 352 km
2
 

Exclusive economic zone: 33,744 km
2
 

Population: 103,700 (2015 estimate) 

Life expectancy at birth: 79.8 years (women: 83.0 years, men: 76.7 years 

(2014 estimate)) 

Languages: English or English Creole (74.70 per cent); Spanish or 

Spanish Creole (16.78 per cent); French or French Creole (6.57 per cent); 

and other (1.95 per cent) 

Capital: Charlotte Amalie 

Head of territorial Government: Governor Kenneth E. Mapp  

Territory’s delegate to the United States Congress: Stacey Plaskett, 

elected on 8 November 2016 and sworn into office on 3 January 2017  

Main political parties: Democratic Party; Independent Citizens’ 

Movement; Republican Party  

Elections: The most recent gubernatorial elections were held in 

November 2014. The elections for legislators and delegate to Congress 

were held in November 2016. 

Legislature: Unicameral (15 senators) 

Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita: $29,836 (2015, chained 

(2009) dollars) 

Economy: Tourism is the primary economic activity, accounting for 

80 per cent of GDP and employment. The manufacturing sector consists 

of petroleum refining, rum distilling, textiles, electronics, 

pharmaceuticals and watch assembly.  

Monetary unit: United States dollar 

Unemployment rate: 11.5 per cent (October 2016 estimate)  

Brief history: The islands belonged to Denmark from 1754 to 1917 

(Danish West Indies). On 31 March 1917, the Government of Denmark 

transferred ownership to the United States. The United States Virgin 

Islands has since been an organized, unincorporated territory of the 

United States. 
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 I. Constitutional, political and legal issues 
 

 

1. The United States Virgin Islands is an organized, unincorporated territory of 

the United States of America. Under the Organic Act of the Virgin Islands (1936), 

its revision in 1954 and subsequent amendments to the Revised Organic Act of 

1954, the Territory has a legislature, also known as the Senate, which is a 

unicameral body comprising 15 senators elected to a two -year term by popular vote. 

Executive power is vested in the Governor, who, since 1970, has been elected by 

popular vote to a four-year term on the same ticket as the Lieutenant Governor. The 

Governor is limited to two consecutive terms. With the advice and consent of the 

Legislature, the Governor appoints the heads of the executive departments and has 

the power to approve or veto legislation and issue executive orders.  

2. In the gubernatorial elections of November 2014, Kenneth Mapp, an 

independent, was elected Governor and Osbert Potter was elected Lieutenant 

Governor. The terms of office of the Governor and Lieutenant Governor will expire 

in November 2018, when the next gubernatorial elections are to be held. The 

Territory also elects a delegate to the United States House of Representatives, who 

is able to vote in committees. The Democratic Party candidate, Stacey Plaskett, won 

the election held on 8 November 2016 and was elected to her second term as 

delegate. The Territory’s senatorial elections were also held on 8 November 2016. 

The senators and the delegate to Congress can serve unlimited two -year terms.  

3. The Territory’s judicial system has a district court, a superior court and a 

supreme court, of which the last-mentioned became operational in January 2007. 

The Supreme Court is the appellate court that hears appeals decided by the Superior 

Court. Its establishment eliminated federal judicial involvement in purely local legal 

matters. In December 2012, the President of the United States signed House of 

Representatives Bill No. 6116 authorizing direct review by the United States 

Supreme Court of decisions made by the Supreme Court of the United States Virgin 

Islands. The legislation was sponsored by the Territory’s congressional delegate.  

4. Since the revision to the Organic Act of the Virgin Islands by the Government 

of the United States in 1954, there have been four attempts to replace it with a local 

constitution approved by the people of the Territory that would organize the internal 

mechanisms of government. Although the United States Congress authorized the 

adoption of a local constitution in 1976 under United States Public Law 94 -584, 

none of the four attempts made were successful.  

5. As previously reported, on 26 May 2009, the Fifth Constitutional Conve ntion 

adopted a proposed constitution of the United States Virgin Islands by a two -thirds 

vote. It was submitted to the Governor on 31 May 2009. In a preamble and 

19 articles, the 27-page text included provisions on a bill of rights; principles, 

branches and subdivisions of government; Virgin Islanders; elections; education; 

youth; taxation, finance and commerce; economic development; public health, 

safety and welfare; culture; environmental protection; referendums and recalls; and 

the creation of a political status advisory commission. Further details can be found 

in previous working papers. 

6. On 26 February 2010, the President of the United States submitted the 

proposed constitution to Congress, endorsing the conclusions reached by the United 
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States Department of Justice that several features of the proposed text warranted 

analysis and comment, including: (a) the absence of express recognition of United 

States sovereignty and the supremacy of federal law; (b) provisions for a special 

election on the territorial status of the United States Virgin Islands; (c) provisions 

conferring legal advantages on certain groups defined by place and timing of birth, 

timing of residency or ancestry; (d) residence requirements for certain offices; 

(e) provisions guaranteeing legislative representation of certain geographic areas; 

(f) provisions addressing territorial waters and marine resources; (g) imprecise 

language in certain provisions of the proposed constitution’s bill of rights; (h) the 

possible need to repeal certain federal laws if the proposed constitution were 

adopted; and (i) the effect of congressional action or inaction on the proposed 

constitution. 

7. On 11 September 2012, the Governor signed Act No. 7386 establishing and 

convening a body called the Fifth Revision Convention, formed by the 30 delegates 

elected to the Fifth Constitutional Convention and five attorneys. The Fifth Revision 

Convention was convened on 1 October and mandated to ratify and approve, no 

later than 31 October and by a two-thirds majority vote of all the delegates, the final 

revised draft constitution consistent with the nine issues identified by the 

Government of the United States (see para. 6). The Act established that, if the Fifth 

Revision Convention agreed upon a proposed revised draft constitution by the 

deadline, the President of that body should have it submitted to the Governor and to 

the President of the United States. In case of the non -adoption of the text, both the 

Fifth Constitutional Convention and the Fifth Revision Convention would be 

dissolved and the Legislature of the United States Virgin Islands would have full 

authority to address the Territory’s constitution. As reported in previous working 

papers, however, the outcome of the Fifth Revision Convention was surrounde d by 

controversy and has continued to remain unclear. In January 2013, in his State of the 

Territory address, the Governor expressed the hope that the Territory would find 

“the means and courage that will lead us from the Organic Act to a Virgin Islands 

constitution”.  

8. According to the administering Power, in March 2016, the Office of Insular 

Affairs of the Department of the Interior awarded the University of the Virgin 

Islands $250,000 to establish the Office of Self-Determination and Constitutional 

Development. The Office works with the Centennial Commemoration Commission 

(established for the purpose of formulating plans and making preparations to 

commemorate and celebrate in 2017 the 100th anniversary of the transfer of the 

Virgin Islands from Denmark to the United States) and other stakeholders across the 

territory to address the issue of self-determination. Major duties and responsibilities 

include political status and constitutional education, research and development, 

universal public education and complementing activities of the Commission.  

 

 

 II. Budget  
 

 

9. In his State of the Territory address on 30 January 2017, the Governor outlined 

major financial, managerial and infrastructure improvements to be implemented. He 

noted that on the one hand the Territory’s economy was stronger than ever and 

growing, but on the other there was a need to address the cash flow issues in the 
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public sector. The Governor submitted to the thirty-second Legislature a five-year 

plan to eliminate structural deficits by 2021, which had also been submitted during 

the thirty-first Legislature, and urged the Legislature to enact the proposed reforms. 

The Governor also referred to the work of the Transfer Centennial Commission, 

including lecture series, parades, festive street parties, concerts, craft and cultural 

events.  

10. The Governor of the United States Virgin Islands submitted the executive 

budget request for 2017 to the Legislature on 27 May 2016.  The grand total of the 

fiscal year 2017 budget of the Government of the United States Virgin Islands is 

$1.35 billion in current year expenditure and debt service. This is funded with 

$1.16 billion from local funds and $193.5 million from federal grant funds. The 

local funds portion is composed of expenditure and debt service totalling 

$844.9 million from the General Fund, $112.8 million from other local funds and 

$203.4 million from funds not subject to annual appropriations.  The $844.9 million 

General Fund expenditure budget — the main operating budget of the Government 

of the United States Virgin Islands — includes a proposed expenditure of 

$715.5 million for executive departments and agencies, $60.9 million for the 

Legislature and the judiciary combined and $68.5 million for long -term (gross 

receipt tax bonds) debt service.  

11. Since its submission, the proposed budget for fiscal year 2017 has been 

significantly affected by the decisions of the three municipal bond rating institutions — 

Moody’s Investment Services, Standard & Poor’s Global Ratings and Fitch Ratings — 

to downgrade various government bonds of the United States Virgin Islands to below 

investment grade. The rating agencies attributed the downgrades to growing 

concerns regarding weakened economic conditions, declining coverage and revenue 

trends, a continued reliance on issuing long-term debt to finance operating deficits 

and significantly underfunded pension liabilities. According to the administering 

Power, the Administration of Mr. Mapp has developed a five-year deficit-reduction 

plan that contains various revenue-generating initiatives and austerity measures. The 

plan is expected to address the forecasted budget gap for fiscal year 2018, and 

beyond, and the underfunded pension liabilities.  

 

 

 III. Economic conditions  
 

 

 A. General  
 

 

12. According to the United States Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research, 

macroeconomic indicators for 2016 show the Territory’s economy is emerging from 

the deep contraction wrought by the recession, which was intertwined with the 

closing of the oil refinery, but the pace of progress has been slow, subpar and 

uneven. In the labour market, non-agricultural wage and salary jobs averaged 

37,613 for the first half of fiscal year 2016, just marginally lower than the 37,894 

jobs for the same period in 2015. The Territory’s unemployment rate has fallen by 

1.9 per cent, from its peak 13.4 per cent average in fiscal year 2012 to an 11.5 per 

cent average for the first six-months of fiscal year 2016, its lowest level since April 

2012. However, according to the administering Power, the improvement in the 
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unemployment rate may not only be the result of workers finding jobs, but owing to 

discouraged workers leaving the labour force.  

13. According to the administering Power, the economy will continue its present 

course of slight improvements, with the major contributions coming from the 

tourism, the manufacturing and the construction sectors. In addition, several 

initiatives are being undertaken by the Government, such as highway infrastructure 

improvements, energy improvements and waste-water treatment improvements, that 

will assist in the recovery. However, according to the administering Power, a strong 

recovery of private sector demand, including consumer and investment spending, is 

required to give momentum to the recovery and bring the economy back to its 

pre-recession growth.  

14. General economic indicators were mixed for the first six months of fiscal year 

2016 compared with the same period in fiscal year 2015. On 14 December 2016 the 

Bureau of Economic Analysis released estimates of gross domestic product (GDP) 

for 2015, in addition to GDP estimates by industry and compensation by industry 

for 2014. According to these estimates, after declining for four consecutive years, 

the Territory’s economy grew in 2015: real GDP increased 0.2 per cent in 2015 after 

decreasing 1.0 per cent in 2014.  

 

 

 B. Tourism  
 

 

15.  The Saint Thomas and Saint John districts experienced a decline of less than 

1 per cent of air arrivals during the first half of the 2016 fiscal year  (326,632 

visitors compared with 327,636 visitors reported in fiscal year 2015). The Saint 

Croix district showed a strong 9.2 per cent increase in air arrivals (increasing to 

77,244 visitors from 70,737 visitors recorded in fiscal year 2015). In contrast, cruise 

ship passengers to the Saint Thomas and Saint John districts fell by 2 per cent, from 

1,155,741 to 1,132,368. The island of Saint Croix also had fewer cruise ship 

passengers coming to the island’s shores, 109,869 cruise ship passengers, compared 

with 121,344 in fiscal year 2015. 

 

 

 C. Manufacturing and construction  
 

 

16. According to the United States Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research, 

there was an average of 607 manufacturing jobs in the first six months of fiscal year 

2016, compared with 611 reported in the same period for fiscal year 2015, a 

marginal loss of less than 1 per cent. Businesses in this sector include 

manufacturers, concrete firms, distilleries and small firms producing goods. These 

establishments have an average workforce of 20 employees.  

17. According to the administering Power, on 31 December 2015, the Governor 

signed into law the thirty-first Legislature’s ratification of the operating agreement 

between the Government of the United States Virgin Islands and Limetree Bay 

Terminals, a subsidiary of ArcLight Capital Partners, for the sale of the former 

Hovensa facility on Saint Croix. Limetree Bay Terminals hosted the grand opening 

of its oil storage terminal on 12 September 2016. The company expects to operate 

the oil storage terminal at full capacity, 32 million barrels, in the future. Currently, 
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only 13 million barrels are stored there, with Sinopec and Freepoint Commodities, 

another ArcLight partner, purchasing most of them. Limetree is expected to hire 

80 employees initially, with 80 per cent of the workforce to comprise residents of 

Saint Croix. According to the Bureau of Economic Research, the company is 

looking into the possibility of restarting refining operations, albeit on a smaller 

scale. 

18. According to the Bureau of Economic Research, since the closure of the 

refinery in 2012, rum production has taken over as the strongest performer in the 

Territory’s manufacturing sector. The rum industry consists of two companies. Both 

distilleries have a combined capacity to produce 29 million proof gallons of rum per 

year. Rum produced in the Territory is exported to the United States primarily in 

bulk and sold to local and regional bottlers for sale under a variety of brands. 

Shipments for the first six months of fiscal year 2016 totalled 8,136.6 proof gallons 

compared with 9,669.8 proof gallons for the same period in 2015.  

 

 

 D. Trade, transportation and utilities  
 

 

19. The United States Virgin Islands has some 1,250 km of roadways. The 

Territory also enjoys one of the most natural deep -water harbours in the Caribbean 

and is strategically located along the Anegada Passage, a key route for ships bound 

for the Panama Canal. The Territory has five major docking facilities, which can 

accommodate cruise ships and some naval vessels. Three of the docks are on Saint 

Croix: South Shore, Gallows Bay and Frederiksted. The other two are on Saint 

Thomas: the facilities operated in Crown Bay by the Virgin Islands Port Authority, a 

semi-autonomous government agency, and the Islands-owned West Indian Company.  

20. The Water and Power Authority has continued its efforts to diversify its energy 

portfolio and modernize the plants’ infrastructure. The utility’s efforts have led to a 

reduction in power costs to both commercial and residential ratepayers. The United 

States Virgin Islands allows net metering of small distributed resources, and 15 MW 

of distributed solar capacity now provide 13 per cent of the midday peak demand. 

The Territory also has two commercial-scale solar projects, each about 4 MW, at 

Estate Donoe on Saint Thomas and Estate Spanish Town on Saint Croix. Two 3 -MW 

projects are currently under construction.  

21. The Authority launched a $150 million project in 2013 to convert its electric 

generating stations to use propane instead of residual and diesel fuel oils. It aims to 

cut its imported fuel costs by 30 per cent. In recent years, generating fuel surcharges 

have driven the average price of electricity paid by consumers as high as 50 cents 

per kWh, five times the average in the United States.  

22. In April 2016, the Authority began commissioning propane fuel for the Saint 

Croix Estate Richmond facility. Once testing and other procedures are completed, 

the plant will begin the introduction of liquefied petroleum gas into retrofitted units. 

In November 2016 the commissioning process began at the Randolph Harley power 

plant in Saint Thomas. The units have been permitted to use three fuel types: oil, 

propane and natural gas for the generation of electricity. It is anticipated that the 

usage of liquefied petroleum gas will result in a 30 per cent reduction in utility costs 

for ratepayers. 
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23. In terms of communications, the Territory has some 59,000 telephones, 8,700 

Internet hosts (a computer connected directly to the Internet) and a number of radio 

and television broadcasting stations.  

 

 

 E. Agriculture and fisheries  
 

 

24. Historically, sugar cane and, to a lesser extent, cotton were the main sources of 

revenue for the Territory’s economy. Currently, the agricultural sector is very small 

and comprises mainly fruit and vegetable cultivation and cattle -raising.  

25. According to the administering Power, the Territory’s Department of 

Agriculture has submitted grant applications to establish a farm-to-school 

programme within the Department and to make farmers markets accessible to 

recipients of the supplemental nutrition assistance programme. If successful, the 

Department will begin to build the capacity needed to increase the availability of 

locally grown food in the school lunch programme. It will also seek to partner with 

the United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service and the 

Virgin Islands Department of Human Services to conduct a training programme with 

a small group of qualified farmers on how to use the electronic benefits transfer 

card reader for smartphones or stationary card readers. If successful,  local farmers 

and fishers would have access to the market of supplemental nutrition assistance 

programme recipients. 

 

 

 IV. Social conditions  
 

 

 A. Labour  
 

 

26. According to the United States Virgin Islands Bureau of Labor Statistics, there 

were 42,752 persons employed in civilian jobs during the first six months of fiscal 

year 2016 (19,378 in Saint Croix and 23,343 in the Saint Thomas and Saint John 

districts). This is a 2.3 per cent increase from the 41,802 persons employed for the 

corresponding period in fiscal year 2015. The territorial jobless rate was 11.5 per 

cent. The rate for Saint Croix was 11.4 per cent while the rate for Saint Thomas and 

Saint John was 11.5 per cent. The unemployment rate reflects the number of persons 

actively pursuing employment. The average salary in the Territory was $39,258 in 

2016. Total private sector annual salary wage was $34,088. Total public sector 

average annual salary was $52,572. Public sector jobs comprise of 29 per cent of 

total non-agricultural jobs. 

27. According to the United States Virgin Islands Self-Sufficiency Standard and 

Impact of the Minimum Wage Proposal, a project managed by the Bureau of 

Economic Research and published on 25 March 2016, the Governor signed Bill 

No. 31-0236 into law on 23 March 2016, increasing the Territory’s minimum wage 

to $8.35 per hour to take effect in 90 days, $9.25 per hour by January 2017 and 

$10.50 per hour by January 2018. The Territory has now joined 29 states and the 

District of Columbia, that offers a minimum wage above the current federal 

minimum of $7.25. According to an impact assessment conducted by the Bureau of 

Economic Research, an estimated 14,416 workers, or about 37 per cent of the 

territorial workforce, would receive a pay raise resulting from the passage of thi s 

bill.  



A/AC.109/2017/16 
 

 

17-01763 10/15 

 

 B. Education  
 

 

28. Education in the United States Virgin Islands is compulsory and free for all 

children between 5 and 16 years of age. The Territory’s Department of Education 

comprises a state-level education agency and two local education agencies, one for 

the Saint Thomas-Saint John district and the other for the Saint Croix district. Each 

district has two high schools and three middle schools, the Saint Thomas -Saint John 

district has nine elementary schools and the Saint Croix district has eight. The 

official total enrolment for the 2015/16 school year was 13,806 students: 6,561 in 

the Saint Croix district and 7,245 in the Saint Thomas -Saint John district. The 

University of the Virgin Islands has campuses on Saint Thomas and Saint Croix and 

a combined full-time and part-time student body of some 2,500 students.  

29. According to the administering Power, during the 2015/16 school year, the 

Department of Education continued to implement the common core state standards, 

more correctly referred to as the college and career readiness standards, and the 

employee effectiveness system. The standards were developed to foster academic 

achievement for students while the employee effectiveness system supports 

improvements in instruction. The three priorities for the Territory are: student 

achievement, organizational culture and climate and employee effectiveness. The  

college and career readiness standards are intended to level the playing field for 

students to guarantee that they will be on par with other students nationally and 

globally. The standards outline specific learning goals of what a student should 

know and be able to do at the end of each grade.  

 

 

 C. Public health  
 

 

30. The Territory’s Department of Health maintains facilities on Saint Thomas, 

Saint John and Saint Croix. It also maintains a long -term care facility on Saint 

Thomas. Outreach efforts include educational, preventive and treatment services 

using clinics and subdivisions for maternal and child health, family planning, 

environmental health, sexually transmitted infections, HIV and tuberculosis, mental 

health and substance abuse. The Department administers 33 activity centres and 16 

federal programmes under the auspices of the Office of the Commissioner and the 

divisions dealing with fiscal affairs, support services, public health services and 

health promotion and statistics.  

31. As at 29 November 2016, the Department of Health announced the 

confirmation of 807 cases of Zika virus in the United States Virgin Islands. The 

Department also reported that it had been preparing for additional cases in the 

Territory and taking steps to educate the public on how to protect themselves from 

mosquito bites to prevent the virus from spreading further. According to the 

administering Power, those efforts have garnered the Department praise for its Zika 

virus prevention outreach and education. The types of activities and collaborative 

models used by the Department led the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

to prepare a guidance handbook for the states on the mainland. It is also worth 

noting that the Zika virus prevention, outreach and education team (with members 

from both the United States Virgin Islands and the Centers for Disease Control and 
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Prevention) have been invited to present the Territory’s Zika prevention activities at 

forums, as well as to produce articles for publications.  

 

 

 D. Crime and crime prevention  
 

 

32. In his State of the Territory address for 2016, the Governor noted that an 

across-the-board assessment of all law enforcement operations in the Territory had 

been undertaken and that the final assessment of the police department and all law 

enforcement agencies had been completed and issued. In his view, violent crime 

remained unacceptably high and a more comprehensive strategy was required to 

combat and reduce crime. The Government was stepping up recruitment efforts and 

technical resources, and crime prevention technology tools had been purchased. He 

also announced that the New York Police Department had agreed to accept and t rain 

police officers from the Territory at the New York Police Academy.  

33. According to the administering Power, the Virgin Islands Police Department 

will be creating community partnerships (such as the Citizen Integration Team and 

Project Peace Initiative) for fiscal year 2016/17. It will be engaging with and 

implementing the National Network for Safe Communities strategies in short order. 

The Department will identify the offender population, targeting out the outlier 

groups and deploying specific and focused intervention strategies to address those 

offenders. The Department will also be supporting rehabilitation initiatives in hopes 

of deterring recidivism and as a means of providing alternatives for those presently 

involved in criminal activity. 

 

 

 V. Environmental protection and disaster preparedness  
 

 

34. In December 2015, the Virgin Islands Territorial Emergency Management 

Agency conducted the first-ever full-scale maritime response exercise to test the 

first responder capabilities in managing a major incident at sea. The exercise was set 

in Pillsbury Sound, the body of water between Saint Thomas and Saint John. The 

scenario included an explosion aboard a ferry carrying 60 passengers on an 

excursion to Saint John. The first responders and emergency managers were 

evaluated on on-site incident management, marine search and rescue operations, 

communications, emergency operations centre management, on-scene security and 

protection, triage and pre-hospital treatment and medical surge capacity. More than 

20 local and federal agencies participated.  

35. In March 2016, the first high school Teen Community Emergency Response 

Team completed training offered by the Agency in partnership with the Saint Croix 

Rescue Academy. Thirty-three students from Saint Croix Educational Complex High 

School volunteered to join the ranks of the Teen Community Emergency Response 

Team and are now trained in basic disaster-related response skills, fire safety and 

suppression, light search and rescue, disaster medical operations and team 

organization. The students completed cardio-pulmonary resuscitation training as 

part of the programme and received a certification card from the American Heart 

Association. 
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36. On 16 October 2015, the Governor signed an executive order to prepare the 

Territory for the impacts of climate change. It provides for the launch of a territorial 

climate change initiative and facilitates close cooperation among the federal 

Government, the Government of the Territory, the private sector, civil society and 

the wider community.  

37. The executive order establishes a Virgin Islands climate change council, which 

will function as a coordinating mechanism, receiving the full cooperation of all 

public sector institutions and instrumentalities, and work with federal and local 

agencies, academic and research institutions and the private and non-profit sectors. 

It will also designate a public institution or network of institutions, as necessary, to 

host and manage the data and tools required for decision-making regarding public 

information and climate adaptation. Furthermore, it provides for the establishment 

of an Internet-based portal to support the integration of those data.  

38. According to the administering Power, in March 2016, the Office of Insular 

Affairs of the United States Department of the Interior awarded the United St ates 

Virgin Islands a $828,050 grant to support and spur its efforts to develop a robust 

multi-sector climate adaptation strategy and coordinated framework to carry out its 

goals and objectives. The grant will fund five full-time project positions for two 

years and cover direct operating costs for one year.  

 

 

 VI. Relations with international organizations and partners 
 

 

39. The United States Virgin Islands is an associate member of the Economic 

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. The Territory has observer status 

with the Association of Caribbean States and with the Alliance of Small Island 

States, which serves as a platform to promote action on environmental issues, 

including climate change. According to information provided by the administering 

Power, the United States Virgin Islands received acceptance as a territorial 

Government with observer status at the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States in 

2009.  

40. The British Virgin Islands and United States Virgin Islands are making 

progress to strengthen their ties in areas of mutual interest, following the seventh 

meeting of the Inter Virgin Islands Council, held on 2 September 2016 in Saint 

Thomas. The Premier and Minister of Finance of the British Virgin Islands,  and 

Governor of the United States Virgin Islands led their respective delegations of 

Government officials to report to the Council and further discuss areas of shared 

interests. During the meeting, reports were received from the standing committees 

on law enforcement, pleasure boating and sports fishing, cultural preservation, 

tourism, energy and utilities, health, mutual disaster preparedness and assist ance, as 

well as education. Also discussed was the update on progress made regarding 

cooperation for British Virgin Islands musician work permits.  
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 VII. Future status of the Territory  
 

 

 A. Position of the territorial Government  
 

 

41. Developments regarding discussions on the future status of the United States 

Virgin Islands are reflected in section I.  

 

 

 B. Position of the administering Power  
 

 

42. In a letter dated 2 November 2006 addressed to the delegate of American 

Samoa to the United States House of Representatives, the Assistant Secretary of 

State for Legislative Affairs elaborated on the position of the Government of the 

United States. In his letter, he indicated that the status of the insular areas regarding 

their political relations with the federal Government was an internal United States 

issue and not one that came under the purview of the Special Committee on the 

Situation with regard to the Implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of 

Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. He also noted that the Special 

Committee had no authority to alter in any way the relationship between the United 

States and those territories and no mandate to engage the United States in 

negotiations on their status. He further noted that, at the same time, in accordance 

with its obligations under the Charter of the United Nations to provide regularly to 

the United Nations statistical and other information of a technical nature relating to 

economic, social and educational conditions in the Non -Self-Governing Territories, 

the federal Government submitted annual updates on United States territories to the 

Special Committee as a demonstration of the cooperation of the United States as an 

administering Power and as a corrective to any errors in information that the Special 

Committee might have received from other sources.  

43. According to the administering Power, on 23 February 2016, the Assistant 

Secretary for Insular Areas of the United States Department of the Interior hosted a 

panel discussion in Washington, D.C., on self-determination in the United States 

Virgin Islands, American Samoa and Guam. The panel included territorial experts 

and officials from the United States Department of the Interior and the State 

Department, who provided an updated context for federal policymakers and for a 

new generation to learn about the status of self-determination in the respective 

territories, as well as to understand their rights with regard to self -determination 

under federal and international law. The panel experts reaffirmed the administering 

Power’s position that under the United States Constitution, only the United States 

Congress has the plenary power to dispose of and make needful rules and 

regulations respecting the territories. It was also re-established that it is the 

administering Power’s policy that the territories have three distinct options for 

exercising self-determination: continued territorial status, statehood or 

independence. 

 

 

 VIII. Action taken by the General Assembly  
 

 

44. On 6 December 2016, the General Assembly adopted resolution 71/118 

without a vote, on the basis of the report of the Special Committee for 2016 

http://undocs.org/A/RES/71/118
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(A/71/23) and the subsequent recommendation by the Fourth Committee. In that 

resolution the Assembly:  

 (a) Reaffirmed the inalienable right of the people of the United States Virgin 

Islands to self-determination, in conformity with the Charter of the United Nations 

and with General Assembly resolution 1514 (XV), containing the Declaration on the 

Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples;  

 (b) Also reaffirmed that, in the process of decolonization of the United 

States Virgin Islands, there was no alternative to the principle of self -determination, 

which was also a fundamental human right, as recognized under the relevant human 

rights conventions;  

 (c)  Further reaffirmed that it was ultimately for the people of the United 

States Virgin Islands to determine freely their future political  status in accordance 

with the relevant provisions of the Charter, the Declaration and the relevant 

resolutions of the General Assembly, and in that connection called upon the 

administering Power, in cooperation with the territorial Government and appropri ate 

bodies of the United Nations system, to develop political education programmes for 

the Territory in order to foster an awareness among the people of their right to 

self-determination in conformity with the legitimate political status options, based 

on the principles clearly defined in Assembly resolution 1541 (XV) and other 

relevant resolutions and decisions;  

 (d) Welcomed the proposal of a draft constitution emanating from the 

Territory in 2009, as a result of the work of the United States Virgin Islands Fifth 

Constitutional Convention, for review by the administering Power, and requested 

the administering Power to assist the territorial Government in achieving its 

political, economic and social goals, in particular the successful conclusion of the 

internal Constitutional Convention exercise;  

 (e) Requested the administering Power to facilitate the process for approval 

of the proposed territorial constitution in the United States Congress and its 

implementation, once agreed upon in the Territory;  

 (f)  Also requested the administering Power to assist the Territory by 

facilitating its work concerning a public education programme, consistent with 

Article 73 b of the Charter, and in that regard called upon the relevant United 

Nations organizations to provide assistance to the Territory, if requested;  

 (g) Expressed its concern regarding the continuing negative impact of the 

Hovensa plant closure;  

 (h)  Reiterated its call for the inclusion of the Territory in regional 

programmes of the United Nations Development Programme, consistent with the 

participation of other Non-Self-Governing Territories;  

 (i)  Welcomed the active participation of the Territory in the work of the 

Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean;  

 (j)  Stressed the importance of the Special Committee’s being apprised of the 

views and wishes of the people of the United States Virgin Islands and enhancing its 

understanding of their conditions, including the nature and scope of the existing 

http://undocs.org/A/71/23
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political and constitutional arrangements between the United States Virgin Islands 

and the administering Power;  

 (k) Called upon the administering Power to participate in and cooperate fully 

with the work of the Special Committee in order to implement the provisions of 

Article 73 e of the Charter and the Declaration and in order to advise the Committee 

on the implementation of the provisions under Article 73 b of the Charter on efforts 

to promote self-government in the United States Virgin Islands, and encouraged the 

administering Power to facilitate visiting and special missions to the Territory;  

 (l) Reaffirmed the responsibility of the administering Power under the 

Charter to promote the economic and social development and to preserve the 

cultural identity of the Territory, and requested the administering Power to take 

steps to enlist and make effective use of all possible assistance, on both a bilateral 

and a multilateral basis, in the strengthening of the economy of the Territory;  

 (m) Took into account the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

including the Sustainable Development Goals, stressed the importance of fostering 

the economic and social sustainable development of the Territory by promoting 

sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth, creating greater opportu nities 

for all, reducing inequalities, raising basic standards of living, fostering equitable 

social development and inclusion and promoting the integrated and sustainable 

management of natural resources and ecosystems that supports, inter alia, economic, 

social and human development, while facilitating ecosystem conservation, 

regeneration, restoration and resilience in the face of new and emerging challenges, 

and strongly urged the administering Power to refrain from undertaking any kind of 

illicit, harmful and unproductive activities, including the use of the Territory as a 

tax haven, that were not aligned with the interest of the people of the Territory;  

 (n)  Requested the Territory and the administering Power to take all measures 

necessary to protect and conserve the environment of the Territory against any 

degradation, and once again requested the specialized agencies concerned to 

monitor environmental conditions in the Territory and to provide assistance to the 

Territory, consistent with their prevailing rules of procedure;  

 (o)  Requested the Special Committee to continue to examine the question of 

the United States Virgin Islands and to report thereon to the General Assembly at its 

seventy-second session and on the implementation of the present resolution.  

 

 


