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When choosing a problem to address for this service learning class, we targeted corruption as one of the most crucial issues Belize faces. The effects of corruption are not isolated. As we began our research, it became increasingly evident how the ill-effects run off into environmental, economic, and social well-being of the nation. Corruption stunts a nation economically, as well as hinders social development. As Belize has a massive debt on its shoulders, politicians find themselves susceptible to bribery and political favors and ultimately pressures to act without the best interest of the citizens. Through this “corruption trap” that countries such as Belize have found themselves in, the environment takes the hit as it is rarely considered. Because the effects of corruption so clearly effect the quality of life in Belize, our group felt that this problem could not be ignored.

The SPEAR reports state, upon background research that SPEAR, the Society for the Promotion of Education, Advocacy, and Research publishes reports on different aspects of the Belizean economy and politics. Having been around since 1969, long before independence, they are well equipped to monitor change and analyze effects of corruption on Belize and its people. They publish yearly reports on the status of Belize. This influenced the way we viewed Belize and its need for an accountable government.  Transparency International has a Corruption Perception Index that ranks the amount of domestic corruption in many countries. While Belize was rated 66th best out of 163 rated counties, its score of 3.5 was much closer to Nigeria’s 2.2, at number 142, than to the top 20 of a 7.3 or better. It has also been getting steadily worse for the past 4 years (Flomenhoft). The effects of this can be seen in the accusations of ballot box switching and outright purchasing of party votes. Corruption causes highly unproductive economic activity. It diverts resources from the poor directly into the hands of the rich. It increases the cost of running a business, which is expensive anyway. This keeps the business world out of reach for most Belizeans, and this defeatist reality can create hostility among the general population. It distorts public expenditures, which means the basics are not often taken care of. Although people pay taxes, the road systems suffer greatly and senators have condos on the beach. Belize has an external debt of 1.36 billion dollars, a debt nearly equal to the yearly GDP. It is a country full of monopolies that maximize private profits, and do nothing to keep money circulating in the community. It is hard to create change when power is in the hands of the few, and those few are the people with money.  This is why Belize has adopted a National Poverty Elimination Strategy. The four main goals consist of:

1. Enhance economic growth

2. Improve access and quality of Social Services

3. Modernize the state and improve governance

4. Environmentally Sustainable Development
With these in mind, Belize has the goals of moving forward, away from corruption and towards transparency in the government. 
In November 2006, leaders of Central American nations met in Guatemala City to discuss the next step in achieving good governance. One aspect of their plan included the Guatecompras program, which tracks government spending through use of the internet, promoting transparency and accountability. This has since been adopted by 305 government agencies in the region. The parties of the conference additionally set the date of 2010 for eradication of corruption in Central America. This goal, while admirable, has been acknowledged as unattainable by critics. 

 Belize remains dependant on the United States, and the United States does what it can to keep it that way. The consumption of foreign goods is high, and as Consumer Goods, Cultural Imperialism, and Underdevelopment in Belize discusses, there are numerous problems to go along with this. Import restrictions and licenses are swayed by bribery. Subsidies can also be used to politically reward or punish individuals or businesses. This perpetuates the cycle of monopolies and dependence. 

The Millennium Development Goals set out by the United Nations Development Program have the best intentions in mind for any developing country. Our good governance service learning project most closely aligns with the Millennium Development Goals regarding health, education and the environment. Specifically, these goals are: Two, “achieve universal primary education,” Five, “improve maternal health” and Seven, “ensure environmental sustainability.” Corruption affects all of the these areas directly, as public sectors promoting human capital have little immediate return for a corrupt government, or one which aims to invest more in sectors which will result in immediate monetary returns. Promotion of health, education and the environment are tenets of any plan for sustainable development, and are therefore closely related to both the Millennium Development Goals and the service learning project course. Finally, the Good Governance project is also closely aligned with Goal Eight, “develop a global partnership for development.” This places the onus of realizing these goals upon all nations, proposing a global effort to achieve sustainable alternatives to poverty and environmental degradation.

It became clear our partnership should be with SPEAR. SPEAR was established in 1969 as a non-governmental, non-partisan and a not-for-profit membership organization; whose mission is to struggle for justice, democracy and sustainable development. SPEAR’s main activities focus on the theme “development through democracy: the quest for good governance in Belize”.

SPEAR’s quest for good governance in Belize is divided into two main areas, transparency and accountability as well as people’s participation. In an effort to accomplished its goal SPEAR works tirelessly toward ensuring that information is available and accessible to the Belizeans public, to ensure that the mechanisms for pubic participation are made more effective, and to increase awareness among Belizeans to enhance participation and informed decision making in Belize.

Our project’s main goal was striving for good governance in Belize. We went about this by encouraging community involvement in local politics. We did this by promoting SPEAR, our partner, in the Cayo District in Belize, primarily in San Ignacio. To start off we attended a Strategic Planning Retreat in Belize City, to have a greater understanding of SPEAR and what their goals are. Our next step was writing an article for the Independent Reformer Newspaper; it consisted of stating our partnership with SPEAR along with promoting our Yaad Talk. We also created a brochure for SPEAR to inform the general public about the organization. We had the opportunity to write in the SPEAR Newsletter about our partnership and what we learned at the Strategic Planning Retreat. Our final and biggest event was the Yaad Talk. This was held at Hode’s Place, a local restaurant in San Ignacio, to inform the community about SPEAR, along with offering the opportunity to bring issues and political concerns to the table. 

The opportunity to attend the Strategic Planning Retreat in Old Belize was the event that truly solidified our partnership with SPEAR. We gained a further understanding of what a non-governmental agency was capable of. There was a plethora of opportunities because we found an organization that was not tied to any political party or any lobbyist group. SPEAR gets to fight for whatever they feel would benefit Belize.  

At the retreat, we saw the mission and the vision labored over. Every word was scrutinized until each board member was sure that message was clear that SPEAR would struggle for justice, democracy, and sustainable development. 

This needed to be made clear as SPEAR is going through a transition currently. They have been dormant the past few years, and plan to re-emerge with passion and intensity behind them. Part of this new plan was clearly something we could aid. The need for awareness in the Cayo district was evident. As SPEAR had only worked out of Belize City in the past, spreading the word to other parts of the country would be crucial to their message of public awareness and participation. 
One of the ways in which we chose to spread SPEAR’s message was through publishing an article in the Independent reformer, one of Belize’s independent news sources. It was important for us to choose an independent news source to reflect the non-partisan stance of SPEAR. We accomplished a number of our goals through publishing this article. Primarily, we explained who SPEAR is, emphasizing their mission and outlining their goals. Furthermore, we announced the Galen partnership with SPEAR and explained what we aim to do in our project. Finally, we were able to use the article to advertise the Yaad Talk event at Hodes. Accomplishing these goals was crucial to our project because educating people about SPEAR and the project is a means to encourage people’s participation, necessary for political change. 

A brochure was designed to inform the general public of Belize about SPEAR and ways to get involved. The SPEAR brochure offers information about the history, current projects, future goals, how to get involved, and the contact information of SPEAR. The history carefully outlines how SPEAR has been dedicated to promoting good governance in Belize since 1969, Today SPEAR’s main goals are to focus on justice, democracy, and sustainable development. The current projects of SPEAR included; The Squeaky Wheel interactive website, the Freedom of Information Act, and encouraging public participation. The Squeaky Wheel is a website that offers information on various Civil Service Organizations, reports and analysis on many current policy issues, more information on civic education, and how you can help. The Freedom of Information Act is a piece of legislature that SPEAR promotes to inform Belize that they have a right to access certain information. This Act is used to allow citizens to be more knowledgeable so they can demand certain rights and access to information that concern their everyday lives. Public participation is encouraged because if the public doesn’t contribute than SPEAR will have a lack of support, which is crucial when demanding good governance.  SPEAR engages the pubic by; open polling, open discussion forums, and networking with Civil Society Organizations. Future goals of SPEAR are to strive for sustainable development, accountability and transparency, and civic education. Sustainable development is a form of development that fulfills the needs of lives today with out depleting resources for future generations. Accountability and transparency means that every dollar that travels through the country will be tracked and accounted for. This will help to end corruption by, lessening trade debt, which will in turn improve the Belizean economy and promote good governance.  Civic education is the promotion of informed decision making, along with being aware of the Belizean government. This information is aimed at the younger voting-age population of Belize. Getting involved with SPEAR is still a panel underway; SPEAR is figuring out membership criteria, and once they do the “getting involved” panel will be complete. The last panel on the brochure includes basic contact information. Overall SPEAR was very impressed with our brochure and they plan to complete it and begin the distribution process amongst the general Belizean population. 
        Our Yaad Talk was held at Hode’s place on Thursday, April 12, 2007. The objective of this yaad talk was to promote awareness of SPEAR and its cause, fostering discussion of pertinent political issues, and providing a forum for San Ignacio community on the topic of political reform.
Our Yaad talk brought together residences from around San Ignacio to discuss issues they see affecting good governance in Belize. Some of the issues discuss was the reliance on government ministers by the Belizeans people ( for scholarship, loans, money to pay utilities bills, etc) and the fact that education is the key if one is to move away form such situation.

While the attendance by Belizeans to this event did not meet our expectations, for us our yaad talk was a success and a win-win situation for both our group and SPEAR. Our group members acquired valuable knowledge about how Belize is governed and the work that is conducted  by SPEAR to ensure that the Belizeans  live in a country that is govern by ministers whose cause is to ensure the betterment of Belize. 

The outcome of our project defined how successful we really were. All the hard work did not come without results. The Strategic Planning Retreat not only solidified our partnership with SPEAR, but it illuminated our project potential. There was a wealth of opportunities out there for us to cause change and take action. 
The newspaper article written for the Independent Reformer was not only a medium to publicize our Yaad Talk, but it was really publicizing our partnership with SPEAR, and therefore SPEAR itself. Getting the word out about the SPEAR organization is the most important thing to be done as it will have more power to fight corruption in support of good governance that way. 

The brochure was important in the same respect. Spreading awareness of SPEAR is a challenge, and they have in the past been accused of catering to the educated elite, so this brochure was designed with the average Belizean in mind. The voting age population needs to be made aware of their power, and the knowledge needs to be out there to help them make the right decision. This brochure could be distributed anywhere in the country and have a great impact.  We also published an article in the SPEAR voice, the newsletter distributed to members and interested community members. We wanted to show our dedication to this worthy project. 

The Yaad talk we put on truly inaugurated SPEAR’s presence in the Cayo district. More than that, however, was raising the issues pertinent and important to this community. There had been no previous forum to voice ideas that pertain to the Cayo district and its members. Political reform is a necessity in Belize, and the Yaad talk just set the priority of issues to be tackled. 


Service learning is indeed a reciprocal project. The hard work and long hours benefited the Belizean community on many levels. However, even more so we learned not only about Belize, but about our capacity to create change. The power we have to make a difference and what hard work it really is. It sounds simple upon completion, but we learned about dedication and commitment from both sides, student and community partner. This was just the beginning of a project that will hopefully continue and grow for years. 
         The Good Governance team has great hope for the future of this project, which we hope will be sustained through a continued SPEAR-Galen partnership. This will promote continued community forums on the topic of good governance and reform in Cayo. We also hope to increase the volume of SPEAR literature present in Cayo, to engage residents in discussion of these issues. Through these and other developments, we are confident that the goals of good governance, democracy, justice and sustainable development can be achieved in Belize.

	BUDGET SHEET FOR DEMANDING GOOD GOVERNANCE IN BELIZE
	
	

	What
	When 
	Cost (BZ)

	BTL Digicell Cellphone Card
	2/4/2007
	$30 

	Serving Belize Bus Tickets 2 people San Ignacio to Belize City
	2/24/2007
	$14 

	Belize Taxi Bus Stop to Old Belize
	2/24/2007
	$15 

	Serving Belize Bus Tickets 2 people Belize City to San Ignacio
	2/24/2007
	$14 

	SPEAR Strategic Planning Retreat
	2/24/2007
	$35 

	Serving Belize Bus Tickets 2 people San Ignacio to Belize City
	2/25/2007
	$14 

	Belize Taxi Bus Stop to Old Belize
	2/25/2007
	$15 

	Serving Belize Bus Tickets 2 people Belize City to San Ignacio
	2/25/2007
	$14 

	SPEAR Strategic Planning Retreat
	2/25/2007
	$35 

	BTL Digicell Cellphone Card
	3/14/2007
	$30 

	San Ignacio Hotel SPEAR Lunch to Confirm Partnership
	3/15/2007
	$83.76 

	Angelus Press Ltd. Copies for Yaad Talk and Folder
	4/2/2007
	$17.05 

	Dinner at South Indian Restaurant to Discuss Yaad Talk
	4/11/2007
	$35 

	Lunch at South Indian Restaurant to Discuss Project
	4/12/2007
	$22 

	Hode's Yaad Talk Food and Space Rental
	4/12/2007
	$640 

	
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	$1,013.81 


