
 

 

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS 
VISION 2040 

   Volume 3 - Nature of the Challenge    37 

  

3 

NATURE  

OF THE 

CHALLENGE 



 
 

 

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS 
VISION 2040 

38    Volume 3 - Nature of the Challenge    

 

  

 
  VOLUME 3 

NATURE OF THE CHALLENGE 
 
  UNDERSTANDING ISLAND ECONOMIES 

 Market Dynamics        39 
 Caribbean Ecosystem       42 
 Climate Change        43 

 REVIEW OF THE USVI ECONOMY 
 Economic History and Current Condition Profile  45 
 Demographic and Socioeconomic Profile    46 
 Macroeconomic Indicators      52  
 Economic Base Analysis       58 



 

 

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS 
VISION 2040 

   Volume 3 - Nature of the Challenge    39 

UNDERSTANDING 
ISLAND 
ECONOMIES 
Market Dynamics 
The Caribbean is a diverse set of countries and 
territories with economies based in service, tourism, 
finance, and commodity exports. Each island in the 
region has a distinct market and consequent 
approach to business, but what connects the islands 
are their small economies, openness to international 
trade, and vulnerability to natural disasters and 
economic shocks.1 

Caribbean island economies face a unique risk of 
marginalization from the global economy as a result 
of their small size, distance from large markets, and 
vulnerability to economic and natural shocks. 
Additionally, these islands are highly susceptible to 
global-induced phenomena, such as sea level rise. 
Several common challenges that highlight the 
vulnerabilities of island economies include:2 

1. A narrow range of resources, which 
forces specialization; 

2. Dependence on international trade; 

 
1 Caribbean Small States: Challenges of High Debt and Low Growth. 
International Monetary Fund, 20 Feb. 2013. 
https://www.imf.org/external/np/pp/eng/2013/022013b.pdf  

3. High population density and overuse of 
resources; 

4. Small watersheds and fresh water 
supplies; 

5. Costly public administration and 
infrastructure, including transportation 
and communication; 

6. Limited domestic markets and high 
export freight costs; 

7. Heavy dependence on coastal and 
marine resources for livelihood and food 
security; 

8. Heavy dependence on tourism which 
can be impacted by climate change and 
natural disasters; 

9. Limited land; and 

10. Poorly developed infrastructure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Boto, Isolina and Biasca, Ronalee. Small Island Economies: From 
Vulnerabilities to Opportunities. Brussels Rural Development 
Briefings. 

THE U.S. VIRGIN 
ISLANDS 
Territorial Status 
The U.S. Virgin Islands, formerly the Danish 
West Indies, were sold to the United States by 
Denmark in 1917. Today, the islands are 
considered an insular area and an organized, 
unincorporated United States Territory. 

Citizens are able to vote in local elections for 
local senators, governor, and delegate to 
Congress, but do not vote in presidential 
elections. The U.S. president is the chief of state 
of the USVI, and the head of government is the 
governor. The USVI delegate to Congress has 
the ability to vote in committee but not in floor 
votes. 

The Territory has a mirror-tax system. As a 
result, federal income taxes paid by residents of 
the Territory remain in the Territory. There are 
no county, city, or state taxes. 

As a territory, the USVI is eligible for federal 
assistance from the U.S. government, such as 
disaster relief efforts through the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in the 
case of natural disasters. 
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Caribbean islands are more vulnerable to economic 
shocks and natural hazards than most other 
countries and regions. This results in volatility in GDP 
growth rates. Islands also rely heavily on trade to 
drive growth. Island concentration in a few export 
commodities creates economic vulnerability to 
changes in demand and commodity prices. 
Additionally, the cost of importing and exporting 
goods is further increased because of time required 
for storing goods due to infrequency of shipping 
and air transport. 

A lack of economic diversity has proven to be a 
challenge across the Caribbean island economies. As 
illustrated by the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
interruption of tourism and related global economic 
downturn has put pressure on the island economies. 
According to the International Monetary Fund, 
tourism accounts for 50 to 90 percent of GDP and 
employment for most Caribbean countries and 
territories. The IMF is forecasted a 10.3% contraction 
for tourism-dependent economies in 2020. 3 

Outside of periodic economic disruptions and 
natural disasters, the small size of the Caribbean 
island countries and territories is a challenge in 
achieving strong growth. Diseconomies of scale in 
the provision of public goods and services leads to 
higher average costs for the public sector. 
Government officials are often responsible for a 

 
3 MacDonald, Scorr. COVID‐19, The Caribbean and What Comes Next. 
Global Americans, 2 July 2020. 
https://theglobalamericans.org/2020/07/Covid‐19‐the‐caribbean‐
and‐what‐comes‐next/  
 

wider set of tasks and have lower support services 
than those in larger economies. Additionally, high 
fixed costs create a disadvantage for the private 
sector, where higher trade costs are accentuated by 
weak infrastructure and market connectivity related 
to shipping and air. 4  

As a result of these challenges, the Caribbean island 
economies lag the rest of the world in terms of 
growth, trade, and debt. Average annual GDP 
growth of Caribbean islands is 0.8%, compared to 
4.7% of other non-Caribbean small states. Global 
export growth has outpaced export growth in the 
Caribbean, 1.45% to 0.36% from 2011 to 2015. Slow 
GDP growth and minimal export growth are further 
exacerbated by a debt-to-GDP ratio that is above 
60% in two-thirds of Caribbean Islands. 5 

Low levels of growth have a direct impact on 
residents of the Caribbean islands, as GDP is directly 
correlated with poverty levels. As GDP per capita 
decreases, the population below the poverty line 
tends to increase. The low-growth, high-poverty 
cycle, coupled with the additional challenges that 
Caribbean islands face, creates a market dynamic 
that is unique to these nations and territories. 

 

4 Ruprah, Inder Jit. Does Size Matter? Yes, If You Are Caribbean! Inter‐
American Development Bank, Sept. 2013. 
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Does‐
Size‐Matter‐Yes‐If‐You‐are‐Caribbean!.pdf  

 

 

5 Latin American Economic Outlook 2019: Special Feature: The 
Caribbean Small States. OECD. 
http://www.oecd.org/dev/americas/LEO‐2019‐Chapter‐6.pdf  

Source: OECD  
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Caribbean Ecosystem 
Within the Caribbean, the U.S. Virgin Islands are 
unique in that they are a territory of the United 
States but face the same development challenges of 
other Caribbean nations. Formal relationships exist 
between the U.S. Virgin Islands and neighboring 
Caribbean islands, and are critical links that should 
be leveraged in advancing territorial development 
and overcoming regional challenges. 

As of April 6, 1984, the U.S. Virgin Islands is an 
Associate Member of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), which enables its participation in other 
regional and subregional intergovernmental 
organizations. In June 1984, the U.S. Virgin Islands 
was admitted as an Associate Member to ECLAC’s 
Caribbean Development and Cooperation 
Committee and later became a member of the 
Caribbean Council for Science and Technology 
(1991). Though still a member of these 
organizations, the U.S. Virgin Islands’ participation 
has been less active in recent years.6 

Links between the U.S. Virgin Islands, the United 
States, and other Caribbean nations have facilitated 
collaboration on some of the unique challenges 
facing island economies. Some of these areas of 
focus have included:7 

1. Education: Membership in the Association 
of Universities and Research Institutions of 

 
6 Gardner, Lloyd. How Physical Space, Historical Ties, and Geopolitics 
Influence Development in the USVI. The St. Thomas Source. 8 Jan. 
2021. 

the Caribbean has allowed the University of 
the Virgin Islands (UVI) to collaborate in the 
development of course materials with the 
Organization of the Eastern Caribbean 
States. UVI has also facilitated training for 
university faculty in the Caribbean and has 
agreements with several two-year colleges 
in the Caribbean. The U.S. Virgin Islands also 
maintains ties with Denmark and has 
cooperation agreements with universities in 
Copenhagen and Ghana. 

2. Environment: U.S. efforts in 
intergovernmental arrangements have 
benefitted the U.S. Virgin Islands. For 
example, the UN Environment-Caribbean 
Environment Programme that emerged out 
of the Cartagena Convention was 
established to support protection of the 
coastal and marine environment of the 
Caribbean. 

3. Energy: Facilitated by the relationship with 
the U.S. government, the U.S. Virgin Islands 
was selected as a site for an Energy 
Development in Island Nations project. This 
was based on the need to reduce the 
territory’s dependence on fossil fuels and 
reduce its high electricity rate. 

4. Climate Change: Climate change 
adaptation efforts have been supported 
both through linkages with the United 

7 (Gardner, 2021). 

States and with other Caribbean nations. 
The U.S. government included a focus on 
the U.S. Virgin Islands in its national climate 
assessment and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency recognized the need to 
collaborate on climate change 
programming in the territory. Similarly, the 
U.S. Department of the Interior provided 
funding for community outreach and 
adaptation planning. Regional 
organizations, such as the Caribbean 
Community Climate Change Center, have 
also supported climate change activities in 
the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

Given the unique position of the U.S. Virgin Islands 
as both a territory of the United States and a 
member of the Caribbean Community, there are a 
number of resources and organizations available to 
facilitate collaboration on challenges faced by the 
territory. When leveraged fully, this interconnected 
ecosystem of geopolitical organizations has the 
potential to benefit the economy of the U.S. Virgin 
Islands by helping to address some of the 
constraints to economic growth. 
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Climate Change 
Climate change is a concern for the Caribbean 
islands, and U.S. Virgin Islands is not an exception. 
Given the unique dynamics of island economies, 
climate change has the potential to significantly 
impact the territory’s economic wellbeing and 
quality of life. The waters around the U.S. Virgin 
Islands have warmed by nearly two degrees since 
1901, and sea level has been rising about an inch 
every 10 years. Most of the territory is well above sea 
level, but the waterfront blocks of Charlotte Amalie, 
Christiansted, Frederiksted, and Cruz Bay are within 
three or four feet of sea level. Sea level rise: 

1. Submerges marshes, mangroves, dry 
land. 

2. Erodes beaches. 

3. Exacerbates coastal flooding. 

4. Causes coral reef loss due to warming 
and increased acidity of coastal waters. 

5. Creates water shortages due to longer 
dry seasons and shorter, but wetter, wet 
seasons. 

6. Increases public health problems, 
including more mosquito-borne diseases 
like malaria, yellow fever, and dengue 
fever as well as increased growth of 
bacteria that can contaminate water and 
shellfish. 

7. Has a negative impact on commerce and 
tourism and adversely impacts 
commercial fishing, sport fishing, scuba 
diving, snorkeling, and beaches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sea level rise scenarios. Source: USVI Hurricane Recovery and Resiliency Task Force.  
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Over the last decade the U.S. Virgin Islands has 
undertaken efforts to combat the risks related to 
climate change that the territory faces. In June 2013 
for example, The Nature Conservancy convened a 
USVI Climate Change Ecosystem-based Adaptation 
(EBA) workshop for community leaders, researchers, 
resources managers, and climate change adaptation 
practitioners. As a result of this workshop, the ten 
coastal areas in the territory most vulnerable to 
climate change were identified, so that solutions 
could begin to be explored.8 In 2015, the territory’s 
climate change adaptation program was launched 
via executive order. This resulted in the 
establishment of the U.S. Virgin Islands Climate 

 
8 The Nature Conservancy’s Coastal Resilience Program. 

Change Council and several local initiatives 
including vulnerability and risk assessments and 
workshops pertaining to sea level rise and 
adaptation strategies. 

Climate change is a challenge that is not of the U.S. 
Virgin Islands’ making, but it is one that is not going 
away. Moving forward, climate change adaptation 
strategies will be critical for the U.S. Virgin Islands’ 
economic security. Such techniques may include, 
but are not limited to: 

1. The application of new technologies to 
preserve freshwater supplies. 

2. Building resilience of marine organisms, 
such as corals, through efforts including 
coral farming. 

3. Implementing and supporting adaptive 
planning, nature-based development 
and stabilization, and green and blue 
infrastructure. 

4. Collaborative partnerships, data 
collection, and decision-making 
connected to climate-related events and 
natural disasters. 

Photo Source: U.S. Virgin Islands Department of Tourism 
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REVIEW OF THE 
USVI ECONOMY 
Economic History and Current 
Condition 
Historically a strategic location for the production of 
sugar and other tropical agricultural products, the 
U.S. Virgin Islands were well positioned to further 
European economic and defense interests, such as 
shipping and the extension of naval forces. Once the 
United States acquired the U.S. Virgin Islands shortly 
before World War I, they effectively ceased to have 
major strategic importance. Moreover, at that time 
the U.S. Virgin Islands’ sugar-based economy had 
been in decline for decades.9  

While efforts of mainland and local policymakers 
eventually created a robust manufacturing sector 
after World War II, manufacturing in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands has struggled in the 21st century. In 
particular, the 2012 closing of the Hovensa refinery 
operated by Hess Oil resulted in the loss of some 
2,000 jobs and left the local economy highly 
dependent on tourism and related services.10  

The territorial government, facing persistent 
economic challenges, covered some budget deficits 
with borrowed funds, which has raised concerns 
over levels of public debt and unfunded pension 

 
9 Economic and Fiscal Conditions in the U.S. Virgin Islands. 
Congressional Research Service. 13 Feb. 2020. 
10 (Congressional Research Service, 2020) 

liabilities. Local policymakers have proposed tax 
increases and austerity measures to bolster public 
finances, which currently operate with restricted 
liquidity. The Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) expressed doubts that those fiscal measures 
would restore access to capital markets or address 
shortfalls in the funding of public pensions.  

Damage caused by two powerful Category 5 
hurricanes—Irma and Maria—that hit the USVI in 
September 2017 created additional economic and 
social challenges. Public revenues, according to 
estimates based on USVI fiscal data, were halved 
after the two hurricanes. The USVI economy has 
relied heavily on tourism and related business 
activity, which made it more vulnerable to the effects 
of hurricanes than jurisdictions with more diverse 
economies.11 

Construction activity in the USVI has accelerated 
since 2017 as the islands work to rebuild their 
infrastructure, and in turn their economies, from the 
hurricanes. 2020 dealt another blow, however, to the 
territory’s economy in the form of Covid-19. With 
the associated shutdown of the tourism and local 
economy due to stay-at-home orders, the USVI 
experienced severe economic impacts. As of May 
2020, the USVI Office of Management and Budget 
estimated a budget decline of $150 million for fiscal 
year 2020. Further projections for fiscal year 2021 
estimated a decline in local revenue sources such as 
Personal Income Tax (-16.2%), Corporate Income 

11 (Congressional Research Service, 2020) 
12 USVI COVID‐19 Economic Impact Report. Island Analytics and 
Marketing, LLC. 2020. 

Tax (-18.7%), Real Property Tax (-30.3%), and Gross 
Receipts Tax (-28.8%).12 

As with the 2017 hurricanes, tourism-related 
industries have been particularly affected by the 
economic shutdown. The leisure and hospitality 
industry experienced a reduction in labor force of 
26.7% between March and April 2020 alone.13 

Today the impacts of Covid19 continue to be felt in 
the USVI and worldwide. In the USVI, the recent 
economic disruptions caused by both the pandemic 
and the 2017 hurricanes have disproportionately 
impacted the tourism sector. Together, these 
disruptions have highlighted the imperative need 
for economic diversification within the territory. 
Diversification will support recovery from these 
recent disruptions and will make the USVI more 
resilient toward inevitable future disruptions. 

This volume and the pages to follow describe in 
detail the trends that have affected the economy of 
the U.S. Virgin Islands.  

 

 

 

13 (Island Analytics and marketing, LLC., 2020). 
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Demographic and Socioeconomic 
Profile 
 

POPULATION AND HOUSEHOLDS 
The population of the US Virgin Islands is shrinking. 
According to the US Virgin Islands Bureau of 
Economic Research, as of 2019 the population is 
estimated to be 95,668, 10.1% lower than it was in 
2010. This is compared to population growth of 
6.1% in the United States over the same time period. 
Recent declines in school enrollment and local 
observation suggest actual population may be 
considerably less than this estimate. While current 
population estimates vary, the next official count will 
be available with the release of 2020 Census results. 
The available data indicates that 48% of households 
are on St. Thomas, 48% are on St. Croix, and 4% are 
on St. John. 

Population by Age 
The average age in the U.S. Virgin Islands is 40.0. 
With a median age of 38.6, St. Croix is the youngest 
of the islands and closest in age to the United States. 
The Virgin Islands, however, have an overall lack of 
young adults age 15-24 compared to the US. This is 
indicative of young adults leaving the Virgin Islands 
for education, work, and other opportunities. 

Overall, the population of the islands is similarly 
distributed by age. St. John, however, has a much 
higher proportion of its population in the age 35 to 
44 cohort, and a somewhat higher percentage of its 
population in the age 55 to 69 age range. As a result, 

St. John has fewer young adults and children than 
the other islands, specifically lagging the other 
islands in the proportion of its population under age 
30.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: US Virgin Islands Division of Economic
Research, US Census Bureau American Community
Survey.  

Source: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, 
Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the Virgin 
Islands. 

Source: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the Virgin Islands.  
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LANGUAGE AND RACE 
Language 
Across the U.S. Virgin Islands, 72% of residents speak 
only English. Spanish is the next most common 
primary language (spoken by 17% of the 
population), followed by French, Patois, and Creole 
(collectively 9%), with other languages making up 
the remaining 2%. Of the 28% who speak a different 
primary language, the majority also speak English to 
a level categorized as very well or well. Therefore, 
97% of U.S. Virgin Island residents are considered to 
be fluent in English. This is consistent across the 
islands, with St. John being slightly less, at 93%. This 
level of English fluency is slightly higher than in the 
United States, where 96% of residents either speak 
only English or speak English very well/well. 

Race 
In terms of race, most of the U.S. Virgin Islands 
population is Black (78%). 10% of the population is 
White, and the remaining 12% is comprised of other 
races. Other races include Asian, Pacific Islander, 
American Indian or Alaska Native, and any other race 
category not previously described. Among the 
islands, St. Croix and St. Thomas have a similar racial 
makeup, with St. John having a higher proportion of 
White residents (30%) and a smaller proportion of 
Black residents (63%) than the others. 

This breakdown is contrasted with the larger United 
States, where only 15% of the population is Black, 
73% is White, and 11% is comprised of other races. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the
Virgin Islands.  
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INCOME 
Incomes in the U.S. Virgin Islands are considerably 
lower than in the United States. As of 2013, median 
household income across the U.S. Virgin Islands was 
$31,015 compared to $62,203 in the United States. 
The highest median household income was $43,000 
in St. John and the lowest was $29,024 in St. Croix. 

Twenty percent (20%) of U.S. Virgin Island 
households fall into the $15,000-$24,999 income 
bracket. This is followed by 18% of households 
earning less than $15,000, 16% of households 
earning between $25,000-$34,999, and 16% of 
households earning between $35,000-$49,999. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*United States data is for 2020. Due to differences in data reporting, some categories are unavailable
for the United States. United States data for "$10,000-$14,999" represents "Less than $15,000." Source: 
US Virgin Islands: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the
Virgin Islands; United States: Esri 
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EDUCATION 
Nearly seventy percent (69.9%) of adults in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands hold at least a high school diploma 
and 17.0% of adults possess a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. This is compared to 88.7% of adults in the 
United States with at least a high school diploma 
and 33.1% with a bachelor’s degree or higher. Within 
the U.S. Virgin Islands, St. John has the highest level 
of high school educational attainment, with 75.9% of 
adults holding at least a high school diploma. St. 
Thomas has the highest level of post-secondary 
educational attainment, with 17.4% of adults 
holding at least a bachelor’s degree. 

Across all of the islands, there is a disparity in 
educational attainment by race. A higher proportion 
of White residents have obtained a high school 
diploma or higher than Black residents or residents 
of other races. The disparity is more pronounced in 
the proportion of adults with a bachelor’s degree or  

higher. Thirty seven percent (37.1%) of White Virgin 
Islands residents have obtained at least a bachelor’s 
degree, compared to 13.9% of Black adults. 

 

 

 

 

Source: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the Virgin Islands.  
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UNEMPLOYMENT AND POVERTY 
Since 2012, unemployment in the U.S. Virgin Islands 
has trended higher than in the United States. 
Unemployment rates in the U.S. Virgin Islands were 
at their lowest levels since 2010 in 2019 (5.2%). 
However, the unemployment rate has increased to 
11.2% as a result of Covid-19 economic disruptions 
(as of August 2020). This is still below peak 
employment of 13.9% that resulted from the 2017 
hurricanes. 

More households are below the poverty level in the 
U.S. Virgin Islands than in the United States (20.6% 
vs. 13.4%). Within the U.S. Virgin Islands, household 
poverty rates are highest in St. Croix and lowest in 
St. John. In looking at the percentage of people 
below the poverty level in the U.S. Virgin Islands, 
Whites fare better than Blacks and people of other 
races; overall, 15.2% of White residents are below 
the poverty level while over 25.3% of Black residents 
and 25.7% of residents of other races are below the 
poverty level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Virgin Islands: 2013 Virgin Islands Community Survey, Eastern Caribbean Center, University of the Virgin Islands; 
United States: Esri (2018)  

Source: Virgin Islands Department of Labor, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics  
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MIGRATION PATTERNS 
As of 2013, half of U.S. Virgin Islands residents were 
born in the U.S. Virgin Islands and half migrated 
from elsewhere. 

With respect to reason for migration, 17% of 
residents migrated to the U.S. Virgin Islands for 
employment, followed by 11% who were the 
dependent of the employed person and 9% who 
were family members of employed residents. At 73% 
of total residents, St. John has the highest 
proportion of residents born outside of the U.S. 
Virgin Islands. St. Croix has the highest percentage 
of residents born in the U.S. Virgin Islands (57%). 
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Macroeconomic Indicators 
GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT (GDP) 
Between 2002 and 2018, the real GDP of the U.S. 
Virgin Islands has shrunk by 19% while that of the 
United States has increased by 38%. As real GDP 
started to decrease beginning in 2010, the 
unemployment rate began to increase.		

 

GDP Components 
Like in the United States, personal consumption 
expenditures—particularly on services—make up 
the largest portion of the U.S. Virgin Islands’ GDP. 
Additionally, the U.S. Virgin Islands import a 
significant amount of goods, resulting in a negative 
net export figure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
measures the value and makeup of the 
region’s output, the types of income 
generated, and how that income is used. 
It is the total value of goods and services 
produced. 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Virgin Islands Department of Labor  
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Personal Consumption Expenditures 
Spending on housing and utilities represents the highest proportion of personal 
consumption expenditures (24%). This is followed by spending on other services 
(23%), durable goods (19%), and food services and accommodations (12%). 
Health care represents one of the smallest portions of the major expenditure 
categories (i.e. not including anything that falls under other services). 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Services 
Tourism-related services have become an increasingly important contributor to 
the U.S. Virgin Islands’ GDP. The accommodation and food services value added 
has increased from 8% of GDP in 2002 to 13% in 2017. Wholesale and retail trade 
as well as other services have shown some fluctuation over this period but have 
remained relatively flat in their value added. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis  
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INTERNATIONAL TRADE 
Net Exports 
With the exception of 2015 that showed a nominal 
positive net export figure, the U.S. Virgin Islands’ 
imports have exceeded exports since 2010, resulting 
in a negative net export figure. Between 2016 and 
2018 the gap between imports and exports has 
steadily increased. As of 2018, imports exceeded 
exports by $989 million. 

 

 

 

 

 

Goods and Services 
As of 2018, the majority of imports to the U.S. Virgin 
Islands were goods. Ninety-two percent (92%) of 
imports were goods and 8% were services. 

Exports are more evenly split. As of 2018, 58% of 
exports were goods and 42% were services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Chained 2009 dollars. 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis  
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Commodities 
The U.S. Census Bureau provides data on trade 
originating from the U.S. Virgin Islands by NAICS 
commodity. This data considers only foreign imports 
and exports and not domestic trade with the 
continental United States. This differs from the 
aforementioned trade data from the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis which measures the total value of 
trade between the U.S. Virgin Islands and the rest of 
the world, for the calculation of GDP. Trade with the 
U.S. mainland accounts for 57% of exports and 61% 
of imports. 

U.S. Virgin Islands trade is dominated by petroleum 
as a result of the prevalence of petroleum 
transshipment and storage in the region. This makes 
up just over 84% of foreign (non-U.S. mainland) 
imports and nearly 96% of foreign (non-U.S. 
mainland) exports. Petroleum is imported and 
stored from countries such as Algeria, India, South 
Korea, and Argentina, and is exported to countries 
such as Malaysia, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and 
Barbados. 

Other top foreign imports include oil and gas (8.9%), 
plastics and rubber products (1.7%), and beverages 
and tobacco products (1.6%). Specific imported 
products include tubes and hoses, jewelry, beer, 
molasses, wood furniture, aluminum, rubber tires, 
wine, whiskey, vodka, and rum. 

Very little is exported internationally outside of 
petroleum products. Specific exported products 
include jewelry, motorboats, electronic circuits, 
watch parts, and stones for concrete. 

According to the Office of Management and Budget 
Bureau of Economic Research’s 2020 report, Review 
of the USVI Territorial Economy 2019, rum accounts 
for 41% of total exports when mainland US and 
foreign exports are considered collectively. Cruzan 
Rum and Diageo are key players in U.S. Virgin 
Islands’ production of rum, which is a major export 
from the region to the mainland United States. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and US Census Bureau 
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Economic Base Analysis 
SUMMARY 
Virgin Islands 
Outside of the public sector, 
accommodation and food services and 
retail trade are top job contributors to 
the U.S. Virgin Islands economy. These, 
along with professional, scientific, and 
technical services comprise the majority 
of businesses in the region. 

Professional, scientific, and technical 
services jobs are also the most well-
paying, with average annual gross pay 
of nearly $71,000. 

Though representing only 3% of jobs, 
the finance and insurance sector 
accounts for 20% of total sales in the 
U.S. Virgin Islands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Industries are defined by the 
standard North American 
Industry Classification 
System (NAICS). NAICS codes 
range from broad 2-digit 
sectors, to specific 6-digit 
industries. 
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St. Croix 
The distribution of jobs and businesses 
by sector in St. Croix mirrors that of the 
overall U.S. Virgin Islands. Retail trade 
and accommodation and food services 
are the top contributors to the private 
sector. Retail trade contributes 13% of 
jobs, 18% of businesses, and 19% of 
sales while accommodation and food 
services contributes 11% of jobs and 5% 
of sales to St. Croix’s economy. 

Health care and social assistance also 
comprises a notable portion of St. 
Croix’s economy, at 10% of jobs, 12% of 
businesses, and 10% of sales. 
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St. John 
The economy of St. John is less diverse 
than the other islands. Accommodation 
and food services is much more critical 
to the economy of St. John, as this 
sector accounts for 46% of all jobs, 20% 
of businesses, and 26% of sales. 

Retail trade is also important to the St. 
John economy, making up 18% of jobs, 
19% of businesses, and 26% of sales. 
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St. Thomas 
The industry composition of St. Thomas 
most closely resembles that of St. Croix, 
with retail trade and accommodation 
and food services continuing to be of 
high importance to the island’s 
economy. 

Construction, manufacturing, and 
wholesale trade make up a slightly 
smaller portion of jobs on St. Thomas 
than on St. Croix, while information, real 
estate and rental and leasing, and 
administrative support make up a 
slightly larger portion of the jobs on St. 
Thomas than on St. Croix. 
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EMPLOYMENT 
Employment by Sector 
Over the five-year period from 2012 to 
2017, the total number of jobs in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands decreased by 6%. The 
biggest loss led by Hovensa’s refinery 
closure, was in the manufacturing sector, 
with a reduction of 1,383 jobs. In contrast, 
transportation and warehousing and 
health care and social assistance realized 
the biggest job gains over this period. 
Employment in transportation and 
warehousing is driven by support activities 
for transportation, water transportation, 
and truck transportation. 

Manufacturing job losses occurred in St. 
Croix, and contributed to the island’s 18% 
decrease in non-government jobs. St. 
John, on the other hand, added jobs in 
tourism-based industries (retail trade and 
accommodation and food services), and 
grew non-government employment by 
22%. Non-government employment in St. 
Thomas remained flat, with losses and 
gains dispersed among a variety of sectors. 
Health care and social assistance added 
over 500 jobs in St. Thomas: a 50% change 
from 2012. 
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More recent data from the U.S. Virgin Islands 
Department of Labor shows that as of 2019, the 
government, tourism,14 retail, and construction 
sectors are the biggest job contributors to the U.S. 
Virgin Islands. According to this data, government 
accounts for 27% of jobs, tourism for 15%, retail for 
14% and construction for 10%. 

Of these sectors, construction has experienced the 
biggest job increase. This sector has increased from 
1,729 jobs in 2012 to 3,912 jobs in 2019. Job creation 
in this sector is occurring as a result of federal 
disaster assistance prompting reconstruction, 
infrastructure repair, and hazard mitigation 
activities. Demand for construction workers for 
federally financed infrastructure projects is 
projected to continue in the coming years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14 The tourism sector is defined to include accommodation and food 
services; arts, entertainment, and recreation; and sightseeing 
transportation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Virgin Islands Department of Labor.  

Source: US Census Bureau, Economic Census of Island Areas, 2012 and 2017; Virgin Islands Department of Labor.  
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Compared to the United States, a higher portion of 
the U.S. Virgin Islands’ jobs is dependent on 
tourism-based industries of retail trade and 
accommodation and food services. Government 
jobs also account for a much larger portion of U.S. 
Virgin Islands jobs than United States mainland jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Source: Virgin Islands: US Census Bureau, Economic Census of Island Areas, 2012 and 2017; United States: Emsi  
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The economies of St. Croix and St. Thomas are more 
diverse than St. John. While accommodation and 
food services is a top jobs contributor across all 
three islands, jobs in this sector account for a much 

higher percentage of jobs on St. John than on the 
other islands. 

Government accounts for a large portion of jobs on 
St. Croix and St. Thomas, while St. John can attribute 

a larger portion of its jobs to real estate and rental 
and leasing than the other islands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: US Census Bureau, Economic Census of Island Areas, 2012 and 2017. 
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Employment by Industry 
Using NAICS data available from the U.S. Virgin 
Islands Department of Labor,15 the food services and 
drinking places industry is the top jobs contributor 
to the U.S. Virgin Islands. This is followed by 
administrative and support services, heavy and civil 
engineering construction, and accommodation. Of 
the top industries, heavy and civil engineering 
construction and professional and technical services 
are the highest paying. 

The top industries on St. Croix are similar, with heavy 
and civil engineering construction contributing the 
most jobs, followed by administrative and support 
services and food services and drinking places. Four 
of the top eight industries on St. Croix have average 
weekly wages greater than $1,000. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 Data on certain industries is designated as confidential and is not 
available. 
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Within St. John, the top industries are heavily 
tourism focused, with food services and drinking 
places being the top jobs contributor. 
Accommodation and a number of retail industries 
(clothing, food and beverage, general merchandise) 
are also some of the top industries. 

Of the industries for which data is available, 
accommodation and food services and drinking 
places are top job contributors on St. Thomas. 
Construction of buildings and professional and 
technical services have the highest average weekly 
wages. 

Occupations 
Office and administrative support occupations are 
the top occupation in the U.S. Virgin Islands in terms 
of number of jobs. This is followed by management 
occupations and food preparation and serving 
occupations. Not surprisingly, management 
occupations are the highest paying. 
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BUSINESSES 
Though the number of retail businesses in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands has decreased since 2012, as of 2017 
the retail trade sector continued to have the most 
businesses in the region (489). This is followed by 
accommodation and food services (304) and 
professional, scientific, and technical services (254). 

Sectors that experienced the most business growth 
over this five-year period include accommodation 

and food services (25); professional, scientific and 
technical services (22); and transportation and 
warehousing (19). Most of the transportation and 
warehousing businesses are located on St. Thomas 
and according to the U.S. Census Bureau, there were 
70 of these businesses on the island in 2017, an 
increase of 10 since 2012. 

  

TOP EMPLOYERS 
According to the U.S. Virgin Islands Department 
of Labor (Q3, 2019), the largest non-
governmental employers in terms of number of 
employees are (in order from largest): 

1. National Industrial Services, LLC 
2. K-Mart 
3. PSI Tire Supply, LLC 
4. INSERV Field Services, USVI, LLC 
5. HDVI Holdings Co., Inc. 
6. Sun Constructors, Inc. 
7. Pinnacle Services, LLC 
8. Plaza Extra Supermarket West 
9. Virgin Islands Telephone Corporation 
10. World Fresh Market, LLC 
11. Ritz Carlton Virgin Islands, Inc. 
12. Westin Resort 
13. Allison Industrial Services, LLC 
14. J. Benton Construction 
15. Limetree Bay Refining, LLC  
16. Plaza Extra Supermarket East 
17. Buccaneer Hotel, Inc. 
18. WENVI, Inc. 
19. Elite Turnaround Specialist, Ltd. 
20. Ranger American of the VI, Inc. 
21. TOPA Equities VI, Corp.  
22. First Bank Virgin Islands 
23. R&T Unlimited Security, LLC 
24. ESS Worldwide Services 
25. Lutheran Social Service of the VI 
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Business Licenses 
According to the U.S. Virgin Islands Department of 
Licensing and Consumer Affairs, Importer of Goods 
is the top current business license held in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands. This is followed closely by Retail Shop 
and Store. Apartment House (4 units or less) and 
Tavernkeeper are the next most common business 
licenses. 

 

Since 2012, St. Thomas issued an average of 1,480 
licenses per year, which is the most of the three 
islands. St. Croix issued an average of 1,132 per year 
while St. John issued 257. All three islands 
experienced a dip in licenses issued in 2017 and 
2020 as a result of hurricane activity and the Covid-
19 pandemic, but have remained relatively 
consistent in their license issuing activity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In comparing the number of business licenses issued 
by license type in 2010 to those issued in 2020, 
Commercial Farming Plants and/or Animals and 
Retail Sales (Internet) experienced the biggest 
increase in number of licenses issued. 

 

 

Source: US Virgin Islands Department of Licensing and
Consumer Affairs 
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Business Growth 
Although new business licenses are being issued, 
the total net change in companies between 2015 
and 2019 was -80 for the U.S. Virgin Islands. This 
means that the number of closing establishments 
outweighs the number of opening establishments 
on the islands. 

The annual net change in jobs was negative for each 
year between 2015 and 2018, with 2017’s data 
reflective of a high number of business closures and 
a low number of business openings as a result of the 
hurricanes. 

The trajectory shows some promise, as the net 
change in businesses rebounded from -306 in 2017 
to -19 in 2018, and shifted into a positive 14 in 2019. 
Though 2020 data is not yet available from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, it is expected that the 
Covid-19 pandemic stalled this momentum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics Business Employment Dynamics Survey 
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EARNINGS 
Average annual gross pay in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands for non-government sector jobs has 
decreased slightly since 2012. As of 2017, 
average annual gross pay in non-
government jobs was $35,495 compared to 
$53,625 for government sector jobs. 

 

 

 

The drop in average annual pay can be attributed to 
St. Croix, where earnings per job for manufacturing 
decreased significantly following the closure of the 
Hovensa refinery. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

Source: US Census Bureau, Economic Census of
Island Areas, 2012 and 2017. 
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SALES 
Total sales in the U.S. Virgin Islands decreased by 
approximately 15% between 2012 and 2017. A drop 
in manufacturing sales is the largest contributor to 
this loss. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This loss can be attributed to a decrease in 
manufacturing sales in St. Croix, again due to the 
closure of the Hovensa refinery. St. John and St. 
Thomas experienced slight upticks in sales over this 
period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: US Census Bureau, Economic 
Census of Island Areas, 2012 and 2017. 
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SECTOR CONCENTRATION 
The concentration of industries was analyzed for 
each island and the Territory as a whole. When an 
industry is concentrated it means there is a relatively 
high proportion of workers employed in the sector 
and often indicates a strength or competitive 
advantage.  

The analysis calculated Location Quotient (LQ) for 
each industry and island. LQ is a measure of industry 
concentration, indicating how concentrated a 
certain sector is in a given area of study, relative to 
the nation. It can reveal what makes a region 
“unique” in comparison with the national average. A 
location quotient greater than 1 indicates that sector 
employment in the Territory is more concentrated 
than it is at the mainland U.S. level. A location 
quotient of 1 indicates that employment in the 
Territory’s industry sector is equally concentrated as 
the mainland U.S. as a whole.  The table on the 
following page provides an overview of the location 
quotient analysis.  

Within the U.S. Virgin Islands, the utilities sector is 
the most concentrated and driven on St. Thomas. 
Concentration in utilities can be attributed to the 
government-run Water and Power Authority 
(WAPA). It should be noted that due to the way 
industry data is tabulated, all utility employment in 
the Territory is captured on St. Thomas.  

The other top concentrated sectors in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands include accommodation and food services 
(1.94), real estate and rental and leasing (1.62), and 
retail trade (1.57). These results illustrate the 
dominance of the tourism industry in the Territory, 
which has resulted in a large proportion of jobs in 
sectors that are closely linked with visitation, 
including arts, entertainment and recreation with a 
relatively high LQ of 1.32. 

Aside from tourism-related sectors and utilities, only 
the information industry (1.20) and transportation 
and warehousing (1.53) have a greater 
concentration than the U.S. overall.  

Notable sectors with relatively low concentration in 
the Territory include finance and insurance (0.67), 
professional, scientific, and technical services (0.42), 
healthcare and social assistance (0.63), and 
manufacturing (0.19). These results illustrate the lack 
of diversity of the Territory’s economy and indicate 
the potential need to grow these sectors to create a 
diversified and resilient economy. 

St. Croix 
The most concentrated sectors in St. Croix are 
transportation and warehousing (1.55), retail trade 
(1.35), and accommodation and food services (1.22). 

While St. Croix is not regarded as having the level of 
tourism activity as St. John and St. Thomas, the data 
indicates that industry sectors closely related to 
tourism are important to the local economy in St. 
Croix.  

St. John 
St. John is highly concentrated in accommodation 
and food services (5.30) and real estate and rental 
and leasing (4.76) reflecting its status as a tourism 
destination with a generally undiversified local 
economy.  

St. Thomas 
In addition to utilities, St. Thomas is most 
concentrated in accommodation and food services 
(2.10), retail trade (1.69), and information (1.67). The 
results also indicate a strong tourism-oriented local 
economy with a relative lack of job concentration in 
other industry sectors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Location Quotient (LQ) is a measure of 
industry concentration, indicating how 
concentrated a certain sector is in a 
given area of study, relative to the 
nation. It can reveal what makes a 
region “unique” in comparison with the 
national average. A location quotient 
greater than 1 indicates that sector 
employment in the Territory is more 
concentrated than it is at the mainland 
U.S. level. 
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SECTOR COMPETITIVENESS 
Shift-share analysis examines how much regional 
job growth or decline can be attributed to local, 
national, and industry factors. This assessment is 
used to determine how much of the employment 
change is based on the competitiveness of a region 
versus how much is based on national economic 
and/or industry trends. 

 

 

The shift-share analysis for the U.S. Virgin Islands 
shows that the region is competitive in the 
wholesale trade and health care and social 
assistance. Overall, the region has been performing 
worse compared to the national average and shows 
negative competitive effects in all other sectors. 

 

 

 

SHIFT SHARE 
Factors 
Industrial Mix Effect: Represents the share of 
regional industry growth explained by growth of 
the specific industry at the national level. 

National Growth Effect: Explains how much of 
the regional industry’s growth is explained by 
the overall growth of the national economy. 
Therefore, if the nation’s whole economy is 
growing, you would generally expect to see 
some positive change in each industry in your 
local region. 

Expected Change: The rate of growth of the 
industry at the national level. Algebraically, the 
expected change is the sum of the industrial mix 
and the national growth effects. 

Regional Competitive Effect: The most telling 
of the indicators, this explains how much of the 
change in a selected industry is due to some 
unique competitive advantage that the region 
possesses, because growth cannot be explained 
by national trends in that industry or the 
economy as a whole. This is calculated by taking 
the total regional growth of an industry and 
subtracting national growth for that same 
industry. This can be positive even as regional 
employment declines, thereby indicating 
regional decline is less than national decline. 
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Significant Industries 
TOURISM 
Tourism has been a key driver of the U.S. Virgin 
Islands’ economy. Between 2007 and 2018, the U.S. 
Virgin Islands averaged nearly 2.5 million visitors 
annually bringing over $1.2 billion in visitor 
spending to the Territory.16 

Most visitors to the U.S. Virgin Islands visit St. 
Thomas by way of cruise ship. In 2018, nearly 1.4 
million cruise passengers visited St. Thomas, over 
four times the amount of air visitors to the island 
(328,000). In the same year, 163,100 air visitors and 
79,600 cruise passengers visited St. Croix. 

Most hotel guests are from the U.S. mainland (64%). 
This is followed by 17% of guests who are residents 
of the U.S. Virgin Islands. Eleven (11%) of guests are 
from Puerto Rico and 4% of guests are from other 
Caribbean island locations. A small amount of guests 
are from Canada, Europe, and other locations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research 

Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research 
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Industry Challenges 
Following the 2008/2009 recession, the number of 
visitors to the U.S. Virgin Islands and accompanying 
expenditures trended upward. While the number of 
visitors to the region began decreasing slightly in 
2015, there has been a more substantial decrease in 
visitors and spending following the 2017 hurricanes. 
This is likely to be further exacerbated by global 
trends resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic and 
reduced travel worldwide. 

As a result of less tourism activity, industry 
employment has suffered. Since 2007, tourism-
related employment in the U.S. Virgin Islands has 
decreased by 42% from 8,778 jobs to 5,093 jobs (in 
2018). The bulk of industry employment is at hotels 
and lodging and eating and drinking places, with 
hotels and lodging experiencing the biggest percent 
decrease in employment since 2007 (54%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research 

Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of Economic Research 
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PETROLEUM 
The storing and shipping of petroleum products is a 
critical economic activity for the U.S. Virgin Islands. 
Petroleum products accounted for 42% of total 
good exports in 2018. However, this is largely a 
reexport business, and little value is added in the 
territory. The Limetree Refinery restarted operations 
in February 2020 and it is expected that much more 
value-added output will occur, and the value of 
exports will increase. Assuming this occurs, the 
facility would meet demand for low-sulfur fuels from 
Latin American and Caribbean markets. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, over $788.6 
million in petroleum imports made up 84.1% of the 
U.S. Virgin Islands’ 2019 imports and nearly $598.0 
million in petroleum exports made up 95.9% of total 
exports. 

Petroleum exports have been a substantial portion 
of U.S. Virgin Islands international trade for many 
years. Imports on the other hand started to become 
increasingly important in 2012 and became a 
significant portion of the region’s imports in 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Source: US Census Bureau 

Source: US Census Bureau 
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RUM 
Globally, rum production generates 6.2% of revenue 
for the distilled spirits manufacturing industry. Over 
the last five years, rum’s share of the global market 
has increased as new spice blends have become 
increasingly popular across the world.17 

Within the U.S. Virgin Islands, there were 210 jobs 
and 16 establishments in the beverage and tobacco 
product manufacturing industry in 2019. Jobs are 
concentrated in St. Croix where Captain Morgan, 
one of the most popular rums in the world, has a 
distillery. Other brands, including Cruzan in St. Croix 
and Bones in St. Thomas, also produce rum in the 
U.S. Virgin Islands. 

Diageo, which produces Captain Morgan, is one of 
the world’s largest spirits manufacturers. The 
company manages six of the world’s top 20 spirits 
brands, services 180 countries around the world, and 
boasts a nearly 18% market share in the spirits 
industry. 

Both the U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico benefit 
from rum “cover-over” payments from the US 
federal government, which transfer US excise tax 
collections on rum to each territory based on the 
amount of rum produced.18 These cover-over 
payments are a significant revenue source for the 
U.S. Virgin Islands. Both territories have used a 
portion of their cover-over proceeds to incentivize 
distillers, resulting in what has amounted to a 
bidding war. 

 
17 IBISWorld. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

18 Molasses, the key ingredient to rum, must be imported from 
outside the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

  

Source: IBISWorld. 
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AGRICULTURE/AQUACULTURE 
In 2018, the U.S. Virgin Islands had 565 farms 
accounting for 9,324 acres of farmland. This is an 
increase in number of farms by 158% and in acres of 
farmland by 59% since 2007. Over the same time 
period farms became smaller; the average farm size 
decreased from 26.9 acres in 2007 to 16.5 acres in 
2018. 

 

Across most farm size groups, the number of farms 
increased significantly. Small farms with less than 3 
acres increased by 212% (182 farms) and 
represented the largest change. 

 

 

 

Vegetables account for 34% of total sales and have 
experienced the largest increase in dollar sales since 
2007. The largest vegetable crops (as considered by 
the USDA) by pounds produced are cucumbers, 
tomatoes, and squash. By the same measure, the 
largest fruit commodity is bananas. 
 

 

Bananas are produced by the highest number of 
farms. This is followed by mangoes, coconuts, 
avocados, and papayas. 
 

 

Farmers are aging. Only 12% of farmers in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands are younger than 45. 47% are age 45-
64 and 41% are 65 or older. 

 

Of these farmers, 65% have spent over 10 years 
working on a farm. For 63% of farmers, farming is 
their primary occupation while 37% of farmers have 
another primary occupation. Thirty-six percent 
(36%) of farmers worked exclusively on their farm, 
while 33% of farmers spent 1-199 days working off 
the farm, and 31% spent 200 or more days working 
off the farm. 

Source: USDA 2018 Census of Agriculture 

Source: USDA 2018 Census of Agriculture 
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Entrepreneurship 
BUSINESSES AND JOBS 
According to the U.S. Small Business Administration 
(SBA), there are 2,514 small establishments in the 
U.S. Virgin Islands.19	 

Since 2005, a number of “small” establishments have 
made up a decreasing portion of the region’s 
companies and jobs. The proportion of small-sized 
establishments in the U.S. Virgin Islands has 
decreased from 87.3% in the 2005-2009 period to 
84.9% in the most recent 2015-2019 timeframe. At 
the same time, the percentage of the U.S. Virgin 
Islands’ total jobs at small companies has decreased 
from 63.2% to 56.5%. Self-employed and mid-size 
companies (100-499 employees) make up an 
increasingly larger portion of the economy. 

Job Changes 
Most new jobs in the U.S. Virgin Islands are created 
either through the expansion of existing businesses 
(76.9% of new jobs) or new business starts (22.8%). 
Few new jobs can be attributed to companies that 

 
192020 Small Business Profile: US Virgin Islands. U.S. Small Business 
Administration Office of Advocacy. 

The SBA determines business “size 
standards,” which are usually stated in 
number of employees or average annual 
receipts. These represent the largest 
size that a business may be to remain 
classified as a small business for SBA 
programs. The definition of “small” varies 
by industry. 

Source: YourEconomy  
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move their entire operation into the U.S. Virgin 
Islands from elsewhere (0.3%). 

Job losses are similarly distributed. The majority of 
job losses were the result of business closures 
(75.9%). Contracts ending represented 20.0% of 
losses, and companies leaving the U.S. Virgin Islands 
accounted for 4.1%. 

 

Small Business Programming 
The U.S. Virgin Islands’ Small Business Development 
Center (SBDC) is intended to grow the territory’s 
economy by providing the tools, training, and 
guidance that small businesses need to succeed. 
With locations on all three islands, the SBDC offers 
workshops, tools, and advising to businesses across 
the U.S. Virgin Islands. In response to Covid-19, the 
SBDC has hosted 2-3 virtual events per week and has 
continued to provide coaching to small businesses, 
including a four-part series on how to use 
Quickbooks. 

Small business development in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands is also aided by the Virgin Islands Economic 
Development Authority (USVIEDA or VIEDA). 
Notably, VIEDA supports a Small Business Incubator, 
which surrounds new and existing entrepreneurs 
with the necessary support services to foster 
sustainable economic growth and to advance the 
region’s entrepreneurial endeavors. 

According to USVIEDA, the Small Business Incubator 
promotes resource collaborations between the local 
university, research organizations, government and 
other community institutions. Additionally, it 
mentors entrepreneurs through the process of 
launching a new or expanding an existing business. 

Other initiatives supported by the USVIEDA include 
the Made in the USVI initiative, which helps to 
promote small-scale manufacturing and artisans. 

 

 

INCUBATOR 
USVIEDA Client Success 
Stories 
NEARix, LLC has worked with the University of 
the Virgin Islands to provide internships and to 
produce the first student Hackathon. 

Island Services Group, LLC completed the 
Spanish Town Solar Farm project. The company 
is currently working on a solar project at the new 
Margaritaville Hotel in St. Thomas. 

Neighborhood Pharmacy, LLC is a pharmacy 
in Frederiksted that opened in August 2015. 
They have hired four full-time employees and 
one part-time employee. 

Netwave Unlimited Services is a Fiber Optic 
Technician/Installer training program provider. 
The company has been extremely successful on 
St. Croix, particularly in job placement after 
graduation. As a result of this success, they 
began offering classes in St. Thomas and have 
been approached to bring their training 
program to Massachusetts and Dubai.  

Source: YourEconomy  
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INNOVATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
Entrepreneurship Programming 
The University of the Virgin Islands (UVI) offers 
formal education programs to support 
entrepreneurship. UVI offers both a minor, which is 
open to all UVI students, and a certificate in 
entrepreneurship, which is open to students and 
anyone else in the community. 

The entrepreneurship minor is designed to provide 
students with the tools and experiences necessary to 
explore the role of new venture creation within their 
primary discipline. The certificate program will 
provide anyone interested in pursuing 
entrepreneurship with skills that may be utilized to 
expand current career possibilities or maximize a 
current business venture.  

In addition to these degree programs, UVI provides 
access to other entrepreneurship and innovation 
resources. In 2016, UVI launched Innovation Centers 
as places for students to gather and discuss ideas. 
These spaces include equipment such as computers, 
a 3D imaging camera, and white boards that can be 
leveraged by students to create prototypes of new 
ideas. These centers have been established at both 
campuses of the school. 

Programming such as the 13D Entrepreneurship 
Competition, in which students pitch business plans 
for a chance of winning seed money; Hackfest, 
where students work together to find technology-
based solutions to real-world problems; and Health 
Design Slam, in which students design and build 
health-promoting apps and devices, round out UVI’s 
entrepreneurship offering. 

Additional entrepreneurship programming is 
offered in the U.S. Virgin Islands outside of UVI. 
RTPark, for example, was created in 2002 by UVI 
leaders working closely with members of the 
legislature and the private sector in an attempt to 
diversify the territory’s economy and to stimulate 
growth. The park offers tax incentives and services 
for businesses and aims to attract companies in 
financial technology, health and medicine, energy 
research, and business process outsourcing. 
Through its structured three-month pre-
accelerator program, early-stage companies have 
an opportunity to grow and scale their businesses 
in the U.S. Virgin Islands. For more detailed 
descriptions of entrepreneurship and small 
business resources see Volume 5. 

Patents 
The number of patents issued is indicative of the 
amount of innovation occurring within a region. 
Between 2000 and 2015, 46 patents were issued to 
inventors residing in the U.S. Virgin Islands. 22 of 
these were in St. Thomas, 19 in St. Croix, and 5 in 
St. John. Though the number of patents issued is 
small, the number of patents issued annually has 
been trending upward over this period. 
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Real Estate 
RESIDENTIAL MARKET 
The number of residential homes and condos sold 
annually has been trending upward in the U.S. Virgin 
Islands since 2010. In 2018, 539 homes were sold 
and 382 condos were sold. 

  

The combined St. Thomas/St. John residential real 
estate market has been slightly more active than St. 
Croix, with more total homes and condos sold over 
the 2010-2018 time period. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sale prices of residential units, both homes and 
condos, have remained relatively flat over this 
period. The average sale price of homes has 
decreased slightly since 2014, as has the sale price 
of condos since 2017 (in 2020 they began to rise). 

 

 

Source: US Virgin Islands Bureau of 
Economic Research 



 

 

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS 
VISION 2040 

   Volume 3 - Nature of the Challenge    85 

COMMERCIAL MARKET 
Retail and Small Office 
Within the U.S. Virgin Islands there is an adequate 
supply of available sites for retail and small 
office/service operations. At the time of this writing, 
Seaglass Properties, a real estate brokerage, shows 
103 commercial property listings across the three 
islands, of which the vast majority were for 
investment residential, retail, or small service/office 
uses.20 Sixty-three (63) of these listings are in St. 
Croix, 33 in St. Thomas, and 7 in St. John. It is 
anticipated that there will be an increase in 
availability in this category, particularly in St. 
Thomas, as more businesses close due to Covid-19’s 
impact on tourism and the lack of cruise ship arrivals. 

Large Commercial Properties 
There are many fewer opportunities for larger 
commercial uses. Of the 103 commercial property 
listings, only 27 were of 5,000 square feet or more. 
Many of these are residential investment properties 
and two are hotels. Seven are listed as “Under 
Contract” at the time of this writing, further reducing 
the supply. 

Industrial 
There are a few industrial property availabilities 
within the territory. Two industrial parks, the 
158,700-square-foot William D. Roebuck Industrial 
Park on St. Croix and the 20,000-square-foot Virgin 
Islands Industrial Park on St. Thomas, are operated 
by USVIEDA: both are reported to be fully occupied 

 
20 Source: http://www.seaglassvi.com/commercial/ 

as of January 2021. The William D. 
Roebuck Industrial Park appears to 
have land for additional development, 
but information on this is not available. 
It was reported that ELAXiMA 
TechStyles, Inc., which plans to grow 
and process hemp, is seeking to lease 
seven acres of raw land at the park at 
$10,000 per acre for a term of 25 years, 
with the option to renew for another 
25 years to erect a manufacturing 
plant that would employ 300 to 400 
people. This is still in negotiation.21

21 St. Thomas Source, 9 Dec. 2020. 

William Roebuck Industrial Park, St. Croix. Source: Google Earth 

Virgin Islands Industrial Park, St. Thomas. Source: Google Earth 
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There are additional industrial parks beyond those 
operated by USVIEDA, including the UVI Research 
and Technology Parks. The RTPark has a 20,000-
square-foot headquarters adjacent to the UVI 
campus on St. Croix; it was substantially damaged 
during the 2017 hurricanes and is only now being 
reoccupied. As of January 2021, Peter Chapman, the 
RTPark director reported that the repaired building 
currently has space for one to three new occupants, 
but that this would be filled quickly. The RTPark’s 
proposed Virgin Islands Tech Village in Estate Lower 
Love on St. Croix (across the street from the UVI 
campus) will include 10,500 square feet of 
commercial space focused on developing 
sustainable agriculture. The RTPark’s St. Thomas 
location does not have any available space, and 
many of the park’s client companies are located 
elsewhere on the island. 

Beyond industrial parks, there is some publicly 
owned land that is suitable for industrial 
development. For example, the Virgin Islands Port 
Authority owns 74.8 acres in Estate Lindbergh Bay 
(parcel 68) on St. Thomas in close proximity to the 
UVI campus. This area is quite hilly however and is 
adjacent to a residential neighborhood to the east. 
This site would be more suitable for multistory office 
buildings with smaller footprints than for industrial 
operations.  

Some portion of the approximately 1,244-acre 
Renaissance Industrial Park is available for future 
development. Not all of the land in this park is 
developable, including the approximately 215 acres 
of water which is the port and turn basin, 149-acre 
cooling pond, and the 22.5-acre Diageo Captain 

Morgan rum distillery. Nonetheless, this tract of land 
is the largest currently available for future business 
development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Renaissance Park Conceptual Plan. Source: St. Croix Renaissance 
Group 
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An additional site of 12.27 acres at the west end of 
St. Croix airport is zoned for commercial use, but 
would be suitable for industrial development given 
its location close to the flight path of arriving aircraft. 

Agricultural 
In 2018 there were 9,324 acres of agricultural land in 
the Territory, but this inventory has been declining. 
While there were once 2,000 acres of designated 
agricultural land on St. Croix, this inventory has been 
reduced to about 800 acres as the land was used for 
other purposes. There are, however, other large 
tracts of land, much of which is owned by the 
government, that could be put into agricultural use. 

 

 

 

 

  

12.27 Acre Site at West End of St. Croix Airport. Source: Google Earth 
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