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INTRODUCTION

In Belize there have been several motivating factors that have allowed for the implementation of many initiatives in regards to the implementation of the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) Strategic Plan of Action. Belize’s National Gender Policy, the Women’s Agenda, The National Plan of Action for Children and Adolescents, The Sexual and Reproductive Health Policy, and other pertinent documents such as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Platform for Action, the Outcomes Document, the Commonwealth Plan of Action, the CARICOM Regional Plan of Action and the Millenium Development Goals have all guided the work of our Government.
The primary goals of the National Machinery, the Women’s Department continues to be the need to facilitate opportunities through gender sensitive education and training programs; to minimize the incidence of gender-based violence; to advocate for gender sensitive policies, plans, programs and projects; and to increase/strengthen human and financial resources. These goals have been integrated into the four major areas of work in the Department: economic empowerment and personal development; advocacy and public awareness; policy development; and resource development. The Women’s Department works in partnership with the National Women's Commission established in 1982 as a semi-autonomous national advisory and advocacy body appointed by the Government. This sixteen member Commission focuses primarily on collaborating with all relevant partners in facilitating programs and policy development that will enable people to be self-sufficient, autonomous, responsible and productive citizens. 

The Government of Belize remains committed to the implementation of the CIM Strategic Plan of Action and to addressing such priority areas as the eradication of poverty, the elimination of violence, education and participation by women in power structures and decision-making. It is also committed to the pursuit of gender equality and women’s access to justice. The National Machinery continues to rely on partnerships with NGO’s, civil society groups, international partners and other stakeholders to actively engage women, girls, men and boys in the promotion of these priority areas.
I.
GENERAL ASPECTS

Eradication of Poverty

In Belize poverty adversely affects both men and women, however, women suffer more than men from its impacts. In Belize economic conditions together with socio-cultural norms keep poor women, irrespective of ethnicity, locked in a vicious cycle. A labour force survey conducted between 1995 and 2005, reveals that men have outnumbered women almost two to one in the labour force and also three times as many women have been unemployed as men. This disparity in the labour force has persisted even though more females than males have entered and completed primary and secondary school. Especially telling is the fact that women also outnumber men at the tertiary level. On the one hand, gains in the educational sector have not translated into more employment and an increased quality of life for educated women.  Women’s unequal share of the labour force has numerous and potentially deadly repercussions in other areas of social life. Removed from the labour market with reduced opportunities to earn a living, many women, particularly single heads of households, cannot adequately sustain their health, provide adequate nutrition for themselves and their children, and care for extended family members, particularly the elderly. Women who have been educated beyond the primary level appear to be leaving the country in large numbers. Women who are unable to emigrate may form unhealthy partnerships with men that often lead them into a life in which sexual abuse and domestic violence are common occurrences. 

Elimination of Violence

Like most Caribbean countries Belize has reframed the issue of violence against women to a gender-based violence issue. Through efforts of the Women’s Department and National Women’s Commission a multi-sectoral committee was established on September 7th, 2005 to develop a renewed National Plan of Action (2005-2008) to address gender-based violence. This integrated response addresses law enforcement, health, judicial, education, housing, and community advocacy. Through funding from the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) the Women’s Department embarked on a Violence Against Women Awareness and Advocacy Campaign from November 25th, 2005 to June 2006. A documentary entitled “Domestic Violence: The Belizean Reality” was developed featuring testimonials from domestic violence survivors, perpetrators, legal prosecutors and social workers.

Education



Belize’s education system depends upon active cooperation between government and the churches. This relationship, while it has brought many gains to the education system, has posed some major challenges in relation to gender equality.  For example the termination of unwed pregnant teachers, which has existed for many years, has just been addressed in the last three years. The Women’s Department spearheaded a study to look at this issue and the findings were launched in collaboration with the Women’s Issues Network of Belize. The Women’s Department introduced a Gender Awareness Safe School Programme in January of 2005. This pilot project, which is geared at providing the foundation for more equitable relations between girls and boys in our society, was introduced to ten primary and secondary schools throughout the country. A manual on gender and self-esteem has also been developed for primary school teachers to enable them to assist in the changing of attitudes, behaviours and expectations as it relates to boys and girls.

Participation by Women in Power Structures and Decision-Making

The National Women's Commission, a semi-autonomous national advisory and advocacy body appointed by the Government, focuses primarily on collaborating with all relevant partners, facilitating programs and policy development that will enable people to be self-sufficient, autonomous, responsible and productive citizens. The two priority areas for the National Women’s Commission are: Violence Producing Conditions and Power & Decision Making. An Institutional Strengthening Project funded in April of 2005 by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) has sought to enhance the capabilities of the members of the National Women’ Commission so that they can lobby, advocate, create awareness and ensure that the policy is taken into account in the development of national plans and programs. This project has also contributed to strengthening the capacity of the Commission to be a more effective agency for the realization of gender equality and equity in Belize. 

II.
JUDICIAL, POLITICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION

Judicial

First Female Justice of the Supreme Court 

On January 16, 2006 Michelle Arana, attorney at-law and notary public was officially sworn in as Belize’s first female Justice of the Supreme Court. Justice Arana’s achievement speaks to the reality of a Belizean society that has acknowledged the crucial role women have played and continue to play in the judicial, social, cultural, political and economic arenas within our nation. Most importantly it speaks to the fact that we have come to a point in Belize’s history where it is recognized that the solutions to the many challenges our country face will not be found without the full participation and involvement of women. 

Review of the Domestic Violence Act

Thirteen years after The Domestic Violence Act was passed the Women’s Department spearheaded a six months review of the Act from February to June 2005. The final report offers recommendations for amendments and additions to the Act and advocates for the expansion of protected persons and persons able to apply for orders; amendments to the powers of the courts and the police and changes to the methods of support services; the creation of a standardised counselling programme for victims, abusers and other members of the household; and increase in the courts powers in relation to occupation orders, namely the addition of tenancy orders. It calls for an integrated response which addresses law enforcement, health, judicial, housing and community advocacy. 

In July 2005 Cabinet directed that the Defence Board be advised that the practice of taking disciplinary action against women soldiers because they are pregnant is discriminatory and should be discontinued. In July, Cabinet also agreed to amend the relevant legislation (Labour Act) and regulations to provide for 14 weeks maternity leave entitlement for female Public Officers instead of 12 weeks on full pay and to ratify the revised ILO Convention No. 183 – Maternity Protection Convention. In addition, Cabinet directed that the Attorney General’s Ministry draft amendments to existing legislation to raise the age of criminal responsibility from 9 to 12 and to raise the age of marriage (with the consent of the parents) from 14 to 16 years. It is to be noted that in 2001 Legislation was passed to criminalize the willful transmission of HIV, although currently this law is being reviewed in the context of a National HIV/AIDS Policy and Legislation Project. The Optional Protocol to CEDAW was approved by Cabinet in 2002 and has since been ratified. Belize has passed a Trafficking in Persons Act (2003) to address growing concerns regarding the coerced labor or service imposed on persons as a result of their migration status or being pregnant, disabled, addicted to alcohol or drugs, or being a child. The passing of the Act has resulted in the setting up of a Taskforce to implement and create public awareness in an effort to convict those persons who are involved in human trafficking.  

Political

Women’s Voices in Decision-Making and Leadership Roles

In the area of leadership and decision making we continue to advocate for equal participation of representation and participation of women in national and local government. Municipal elections held in March 2006 indicate an overwhelming increase in female candidates resulting in the election of the first female Mayor in Belize City. There continues to be, however, the need to address the whole question of how do we  broaden decision-making processes so that women as well as men have full input into the definition of what is important and what needs should have priority and how do we strengthen gender equality and women’s participation in all political, economic and social policies. In Belize it is especially challenging in relation to meeting the needs of girls and women who come from varying ethnic, cultural and economic backgrounds. 

Socio-economic

Health Sector

In 2005 the National Gender-based Violence Registration Form, developed by the Ministry of Health in 1999, was updated to improve data collection. The Ministry of Human Development along with the Ministry of Health, and other key organizations such as WIN-Belize, Alliance Against AIDS and the National AIDS Commission continue to draw public awareness to the link between HIV/AIDS and gender-based violence. To address this epidemic a National AIDS Commission has been legally established to coordinate activities. In 2005 the Sexual and Reproductive Health Policy was launched which focuses on interventions to protect and promote sexual and reproductive health and rights. It addresses Millenium Development Goal #5 to improve maternal health and outlines strategies to provide women with more access to reproductive health services.

III.
MONITORING THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE
CIM STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION

Public Policies

As part of its effort to implement the CIM Strategic Plan of Action, the Women’s Department has, as one of its major objectives, the mainstreaming of gender into all government policies and programs. To facilitate this process, the Department established a Gender Integration Committee (GIC) which has representation from the government and non-government sector. Each Ministry was invited to identify a gender focal to participate in the mainstreaming process.  Through the GIC, a major communication strategy was developed and implemented to stimulate public awareness on gender mainstreaming. In addition to this communications strategy, the GIC developed a Gender Training Manual to be used to build public officers’ capacity for integrating a gender perspective into their work, regardless of their sector of employment. In August 2005 a Gender Integration Training for Public Officers was held to sensitize officers from each government ministry in gender analysis. 

Measures taken to implement “Convention of Belem do Para”

The National Gender Policy approved by the Government of Belize in 2002 serves as a guide on which national projects and programmes on gender equity are based. The critical areas identified in the policy are: health; wealth and employment generation; violence-producing conditions; education and skills training; power and decision-making. This document assigns responsibility to the National Women’s Commission to ensure that the commitments in the Policy are implemented in an effort to address the challenges faced by women in the areas of education, health, violence, decision making and wealth and employment generation. 

The “Women’s Agenda” 2003-2008 commits the Government of Belize to implement the recommendations of the National Gender Policy; provide for gender sensitivity in development planning; raise gender awareness through education on the need for equity and respect among men and women in every facet of their life and ensure budgetary allocations for programs geared to end gender-based violence. It also makes specific commitments in the areas of Health and Social Services, Economic Development, Legal Protection, Education, Housing, and Political Participation of Women. 

IV.
FUTURE ACTIONS TO ADVANCE THE IMPLEMENTATION
OF THE CIM STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION

At the national level to improve the status of women

Despite Belize’s achievements, much more needs to be done in our efforts to advance the implementation of the CIM strategic action plan. Limited human and financial resources are a major challenge particularly when discussions about women’s issues are now being debated against the perception of men at risk or marginalized. Cooperation between Governments and non-governmental organizations must continue to be enhanced to bring about effective and positive change for the women in our region. Far more efforts must be made to collaborate with church groups and other faith-based groups to ensure that we meet our goals and objectives. So too must we continue the process of amending and revising outdated and inappropriate laws so that they reflect the changing times and ensure that women have equal legal status. Limited monitoring and evaluation mechanisms also pose a challenge and the availability of data disaggregated by sex and the analysis of such are concerns.  

At the regional level to support actions promoted by the CIM in the short term

There is a need for collaboration with professional and technical resource persons from the region to play an active role in supporting actions promoted by CIM. Best practices must be adopted from throughout the region in an effort to strengthen existing programs and enhance programs offered in Belize. 

At the international level 

1st Women’s Summit

During Women’s Week, Belize held its 1st Women’s Summit. The National Machinery, collaborated with Ms. Shabazz, Goodwill International Cultural Affairs and Project Development Ambassador for Belize, who headed the delegation of seventeen international women to participate in the Summit. This Summit provided an important forum for women at a national and international level to give voice to key issues as it pertains to such priority areas as education, leadership and decision and health. As part of Women’s Week the National Women’s Commission hosted a dinner reception and Outstanding Awards Ceremony at the House of Culture. Presentations were made by Agencies to honour 17 women from throughout the country for their outstanding commitment to improving the lives of members of their community. 

CONCLUSION

The Government of Belize remains committed to the eradication of poverty, elimination of violence, advancement of women, the pursuit of gender equality and women’s access to justice. Our Government continues to rely on partnerships with NGO’s, civil society groups, international partners and other stakeholders to achieve its objectives as it relates to these priority areas. While much has been done we are cognizant of the fact that there remains so much more that has to be urgently done in the areas of HIV and AIDS, gender-based violence including rape and sexual abuse, maternal mortality, teenage pregnancy, and trafficking. It is our hope that through collaboration with our national, regional and international partners that we are able to continue to build on the achievements of the past and present and forge a way into a bright future in which the girls and women throughout our country are provided with opportunities that provide economic empowerment and an environment free of violence. 
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