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NATIONAL REPORT :  B E L I Z E

(Item 3.c on the agenda)

General Aspects

The Government of Belize is committed to the advancement of women and to achieving equality, equity and justice.  In response to its international regional commitment and national priorities, the Government of Belize has undertaken a diversity of initiatives as it seeks to achieve its mission of full realization of all human rights and fundamental freedom for all women.  A multi-sectoral approach, including Government and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) in the development of strategies, policies, legislation and programs, has been promoted and implemented.

An assessment of activities over the last two years highlights violence against women, women and poverty, women’s political participation and leadership and women’s health and education as key areas of focus.

A very important achievement during this period has been the adoption of a Women’s Agenda as part of an electoral manifesto.  This manifesto committed the political party now the elected government, to take action in socio political issues, promote the economic empowerment of women and address legal issues as they relate to women.  Since the adoption of the Women’s Agenda, the implementation of our national, regional and international commitments has accelerated.  Such an initiative has enabled a shift from the Women in Development approach to the Gender and Development approach, emphasizing the need for gender analysis and planning in the Public Service and Civil Society.  To this end, our Ministry has called for gender focal points in each Ministry and has set up a gender integration committee to train personnel, analyze policies and programs and monitor their implementation.

Violence Against Women continues to be of critical concern to Belizean women and society.  Special efforts have resulted in a National Plan to address family violence, a Sexual Harassment Act, amendments to the Criminal Code to include marital rape and the establishment of units at major police stations to respond to victims of abuse.

Poverty alleviation strategies have also benefited women.  Government and Non-governmental organizations have focussed on providing skills training and affordable credit to women.  Loans received by women from the Small Farmers and Business Bank established in late 1998, totaled 35 percent of all loans translating to $1.75 million dollars.  Such efforts have benefited over 10,000 women countrywide thus improving the quality of life of families in Belize.

The role of women in political parties and leadership has changed very little.  Presently, two (2) out of 29 members of the House of Representatives are women.  The Speaker, a non elected position, is a woman and four (4) out of nine (9) members of the Senate are women, with the President being a women.  The present Government has also appointed women as managers and chairpersons of important statutory bodies.  However, the study on Opportunities for Women’s Leadership will bring some new insights and recommendations for further action in this area.

Women’s health, referring not merely to the absence of disease, but also to her emotional, social and physical well being, is recognized as a key factor in the achievement of equality and the empowerment of women.  With this in mind, the National Health Plan introduces the life cycle approaches emphasizing gender needs at each stage of the person’s life.  Important research projects have also provided useful information to planners, health care providers, women organizations, as well as others concerned with providing comprehensive health care for women.  The drafting of a reproductive health policy, norms and protocols in the provision of family planning services and seeking to influence the health packages under the National Health Insurance Scheme are a few of the developments in the area of women’s health over the last two years.

Both formal and informal education is essential to the empowerment of women.  Thus in addition to primary, secondary and tertiary school programs, many skills training and personal development programs are available for women.  Belize has seen a higher enrollment rate for women in the formal education system particularly at the tertiary level but this increase in enrollment has not translated into better and higher paying jobs for women.

Belize has taken up the challenge of achieving gender equality, equity and social justice and while we may chronicle several achievements, we also recognize the long journey ahead of us.  The Government of Belize is committed and through the Women’s Department will continue to provide services to women and ensure the development of polices and programs from a gender perspective.

Implementation of the CIM Strategic Plan of Action:

The Eradication of Poverty

Two crucial factors that contribute to the incidence of poverty in Belize, particularly among women, are lack of training and lack of access to affordable credit.  In an effort to provide women with skills that will broaden their employment opportunities, several government and non-governmental agencies in Belize offer skills training courses in both traditional areas for women, such as sewing and office training, and non-traditional areas such as electrical wiring and small appliance repair.  A special program for women on non traditional skills will commence in September of this year.  This program sponsored by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) will be offered by Center for Employment Training (CET) and will be targeting over 200 low income women.  Some programmes incorporate personal development and business management components into their course work.  In addition to these programs, the Youth Enterprise Unit offers young women and men opportunity to acquire the entrepreneurial skills necessary to start their own businesses.  The Women’s Department has also developed Income Generating Projects targeting women and young people in the Stann Creek and Toledo districts, areas that suffer the highest levels of poverty in the country.

The introduction of a Sustainable Human Development Programme has also aided in the economic empowerment of women in Belize.  This programme operates from the point of view that effective economic development can only be achieved when it is integrated with social development.  This holistic approach focuses on building the capacities of community leaders, especially women, through workshops and leadership training programmes.  In an effort to facilitate women’s participation in leadership positions and the labor force, the Government of Belize, with the guidance of the National Committee for Families and Children, is also currently drafting a national day care policy, which will particularly benefit women in female-headed households.     

In order for these acquired skills to be converted into sustainable employment, the Government of Belize has recognized that it is imperative for women to have access to affordable credit, an opportunity which is often hampered by women’s lack of capital or property as collateral.  In 1996 the Social Investment Fund (SIF) was created as a poverty alleviation program focusing on community development projects.  In an extension of this program, SIF is about to embark on a micro-credit venture in conjunction with the Belize Enterprise for Sustainable Technology (BEST) targeting women and all. The Small Farmers and Business Bank established in 1998 has a special window designated for women interested in obtaining loans.  During December 1998 – 31 December 1999, women from around the country accessed a total of $1.75 million BZE dollars, amounting to 35 percent of the overall funds disbursed.  All of these loans were granted for the establishment of small businesses.  This effort on behalf of the Small Farmers and Business Bank reflects the commitment made by the People’s United Party in its 1998 electoral Manifesto to increase women’s access to affordable credit.     

Women’s access to credit has been limited by their lack of access to collateral.  Traditional credit agencies have not created lending programs aimed at low income borrowers and thus do not cater to people with low paying jobs, like many women.  Non-traditional credit agencies like the Belize Enterprise for Sustainable Technology (BEST), the National Development Foundation of Belize (NDFB), and the Social Investment Fund (SIF) have been more accessible to women.  One quarter of NDFB’s client is women.  It has now put a gender policy in place regarding the processing of loans.  BEST also has a gender policy in place and has nine (9) Community Banking projects in the country.  Other NGOs, such as Help for Progress and Belize Association of Producers Organizations (BAPO), are helping rural women with funds for small income generating projects.
Violence against Women

One of the most prominent issues of concern for Belizean women over the past decade has been domestic violence.  Following the Fourth World Conference on Women, studies were conducted to assess the effectiveness of the Domestic Violence Act.  Data indicated that the law had been poorly implemented, and as a result a taskforce was established to develop a national plan of action to address family violence. The Women’s Department conducts training sessions on the dynamics of family violence, and this outreach effort has led to an increased number of domestic violence cases acted upon by the Family Court.  In 1999, the Family Court recorded 1,263 reported cases of domestic violence, from which 25 percent were withdrawn.  There are several reasons why all cases are not concluded by the court, including withdrawal of charges, reconciliation between couples, requests for counseling, and failure to appear at the hearing, among others.

In conjunction with several women’s issues NGOs, the Women’s Department also conducts the annual Zero Tolerance Campaign on Violence Against Women in commemoration of International Day to End Violence against Women. The Women’s Department and National Women’s Commission continue to facilitate workshops on the dynamics of family violence, masculinity, male aggressive behavior, anger management and conflict resolution. These are examples of Belize’s efforts to raise public awareness about violence against women, a subject that has long been considered taboo in Belizean culture.

The Women’s Department has also recognized the need for training. At present it is designated to offer training and education to the Police and the public on the provisions made by the Domestic Violence Act and the dynamics of domestic violence. In 1999, a resource handbook on domestic violence and counseling skills was prepared by Women’s Department and National Women’s Commission in an effort to assist victims, batterers and providers of services to victims and batterers. A previous Domestic Violence Manual had been prepared via a PAHO-funded project and is widely used since 1993. The Belize Shelter for Battered Women, Haven House, continues to operate with an annual subvention from Government and other fund raising initiatives.

In 1998, the Belize Organization for Women and Development (BOWAND), an NGO, conducted a random survey of 184 adult participants within the Belize District. Of the 184 surveyed, 44 percent had been personally involved in domestic violence, and among those personally involved in domestic violence, 48.5 percent of those were females and 34 percent were males. According to the study, the leading indicators of the presence of domestic violence in the household, were alcohol, drugs, unemployment, jealousy and extra-marital affairs.

The Government of Belize, with the financial and technical support of Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), has developed a National Plan on Domestic Violence, which calls for multi-sectoral coordination and participation. The plan addresses four major areas: prevention, early detection, attention and public awareness. This plan has led to the implementation of several actions of a multi-sectoral nature. These include: the establishment of units at each major Police Station to respond to family violence reports, the development of protocols by the different agencies dealing with family violence, training specifically for police and cross divisional training to include personnel from health, education, police, social workers and community members. A registration form for the collection of data has also been developed and feeds into the Management Information System of the Ministry of Health. This data collection and its analysis will give us a clearer picture of the situation of family violence in our country and provide the necessary information for planning interventions.

The Women’s Department in the Ministry of Human Development, Women and Civil Society now offers counseling services to victims of domestic violence. Please note that the Family Court and BOWAND also provide similar services, but Belize does not have enough personnel trained with the necessary counseling skills to adequately assist victims. Luckily, however, the University of Belize, is adding to their program, a curriculum that will provide students with a Bachelors Degree in Social Work. Its hope is to teach students counseling skills to assist victims of domestic violence and rape. A Community Counseling Center has also been established to assist with the large demand for counseling. 

Other efforts to address violence against women include the passing of legislation to protect persons from sexual harassment in the work place, institutions and places of accommodation. Amendments have also been made to the Criminal Code to recognize the offence of marital rape within certain circumstances such as in cases of family violence, separation or during proceedings for the dissolution of the marriage. 

Women in Power and Decision-Making

Although there have been many active women’s groups in Belize over the past two decades, there are still very few women involved in politics and leadership positions in both the public and private sectors.  These settings have features which inhibit mobility such as the retention of seniority rather than merit as the principal basis for job promotion, and the persistent nature of male-oriented ‘culture’ within senior management and business structures.

 However, the progress made over the last two years has been as a result of an electoral promise to include more women in key leadership positions within the public service. The said manifesto committed the political party, which is now the elected government, to appoint women in at least 30 percent of leadership positions within the public service and other statutory bodies. So far, out of the nine (9) members of the Senate (appointed body), there are four (4) female appointed senators, the President of the Senate being female. The government has also appointed a female Speaker of the House of Representatives. Out of the 58 municipal seats, ten (10) are occupied by women and of the 29 elected members of the House, two are women, one a Minister of State and the other holding the portfolio of Minister of Human Development, Women and Civil Society. The number of women in political positions are still low, although women dominate the voting population, as 52 percent of the registered voters are women. 

In the public service, out of the 20 permanent secretaries, there are only three (3) females.  Of Belize’s six (6) ambassadors, two are women. Thus far, however, the present government has appointed women as managers and chairpersons of important statutory bodies, being the Belize Telecommunications Limited, the Belize Tourist Board, the Belize Port Authority, and the Belize Social Security Board, and in May of 1999, the Government appointed its first female as Chief Elections Officer. Increasingly, therefore, women are being appointed in leadership positions within public service. Furthermore, a Political Reform Commission was created to analyze the current constitution and government system and make recommendations. Three women make up part of the team of fourteen, including one person from the Women’s Issues Network.  

The Commission did not recommend a quota system for the appointment of women to public office. However, it did urge political parties to commit themselves to a permanent policy of (a) making more of all their appointments to public bodies be women and (b) increasing their efforts in getting more women in positions of leadership in parties.

A distinctive outcome of the capacity of women to organize in alternative settings to influence policy formulation, policy monitoring and policy implementation is the creation of the Women Issues Network of Belize (WIN-BELIZE). WIN-Belize is a network of governmental and non-governmental organizations organized following a web structure. They seek to coordinate and their actions are shared with the purpose of fostering members’ abilities to spearhead and to create a horizontal chain of command as opposed to the characteristic vertical structure found in most of our organizations.   

The movement of women in power can also be observed in the private sector.  For the first time ever in Belize, women head leading private sector organizations namely the Belize Business Bureau and the Citrus Growers Association.  The Hotel and Restaurant businesses have women owners and operators as well.  This seems to be a slow but steady trend in business world.  

The National Women’s Commission conducted a study to assess the opportunities for women’s political leadership in Belize.  Several recommendations have been put forward and will be submitted to Cabinet, all political parties, the Political Reform Commission, Non-governmental Organizations, Trade Unions, and other Government Bodies for action. Some of these recommendations include mobilizing women candidates through media campaigns, training female potential political candidates and elected women politicians, creating a non-partisan publication and elect co-chairs within political parties, among others.

Health  

The National Health Plan has adopted a gender planning approach including the disagregation and analysis of data by sex.  The Government has also been involved in health sector reform.  This includes strategic options for gender mainstreaming.

To complement the work of the Ministry of Health, the National Women’s Commission embarked on two very important research projects which have provided useful information to planners, health care providers, women organizations, as well as others concerned with providing comprehensive health care and other services to our Belizean women.  A similar project titled “Boys to Men” is nearing completion.  This will also provide information for planning interventions from a gender perspective.

Several initiatives have been geared to providing more sexual and reproductive health services and education. The Maternal and Child Health program of the Ministry of Health is presently coordinating the development of a reproductive health policy, has drafted norms and protocols in the provision of family planning services and is seeking to influence the health packages under the National Health Insurance Scheme. The Belize Family Life Association (BFLA), a Non-governmental Organization, has broadened its scope of delivery to include sex education programs and reproductive health services. In other efforts, primary schools have seen the introduction of a School Health and Physical Education Services (SHAPES) Program that includes subjects relating to gender, sexuality and other health related themes.

Education

The education of women, whether in the formal or informal system, is vital to their advancement and empowerment.  Over the years we have seen a higher enrollment rate of women particularly in the secondary and tertiary levels of education.  However, rates at the tertiary level must be examined in the context of the possibility that the enrollment rate for Belizean males at foreign universities may be higher, as parents may be more willing to send their male children abroad to study than their female children.

Pregnancy is a major cause of girls discontinuing their education.  Under the Church-State system of education, individual schools can expel girls from school because of pregnancy.  Presently there is no explicit policy on this matter.  This issue however, is part of on-going discussions and a research project to gather information on school policies regarding the termination of pregnant teens and unmarried female teachers will commence shortly.  The findings will assist in the development of an advocacy plan with the aim of developing a National Policy to end such discrimination. 

Women who have not benefited from formal education have the opportunity to participate in programs offerings skills for the job market or for entrepreneurial development.  These programs include personal development sessions on self-esteem, leadership, and assertiveness among others.  These programs have not only benefited women but have improved the quality of life of families in Belize.

The Government is committed to the advancement of women and hence has mandated that a gender mainstreaming strategy be developed.  To this end, a gender integration committee has been established.  This committee will assist in the development of policies and programs, train planners and other senior personnel to analyze and plan programs from a gender perspective and monitor the implementation of such. 
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