25 Years of Human Rights In Belize: 

From Theory to Practice,  A Work In Progress  

Introduction
In the last half-century the understanding and appreciation of human rights have grown exponentially and taken root throughout the world, with human rights becoming the common denominator for judging how governments treat both citizens and non-citizens within their borders. Human rights are broadly defined as those guaranteed rights and freedoms to which all individuals, without distinction, are entitled by virtue of being human.
  They include civil, political, economic, social, cultural, environment and development rights and have increasingly become both the philosophical and practical tools for individuals and groups to progress and improve their status in their respective countries.  

Human rights are used as a domestic barometer to ascertain the availability and protection of basic freedoms such as freedom of expression, religion, assembly, and association and also the fair and equal access to education, employment, housing, health care, and other vital necessities of life. Historically, it has been the government’s obligation to ensure that the rights of its citizens and others in its country are protected and, further, to provide appropriate remedies if these rights are violated.
  Prior to the emergence and growth of international human rights law in the middle of the last century, countries generally did not interfere with what were considered the internal affairs of other sovereign nations so that if a country violated the rights of its own citizens or failed to protect their rights, the outside world would rarely assist those unfortunate individuals.
  However, in the aftermath of World War II this principal of non-interference began to change requiring nations to cede some of their sovereignty in the interest of protecting human rights. 

The United Nations Charter states that respect of human rights by governments is the basis for freedom, equality, and justice that should in turn lead to a more peaceful world.
 It is now accepted in the new international order, which prominently features a human rights legal regime, that the protection of human rights is an international obligation of all members of the world community.
 “Human rights is foreign to no country and native to all nations.”
 Consequently, human rights have begun to play a pivotal role in international relations, also becoming a factor in bilateral and multi-lateral trade, immigration, extradition and other agreements between countries.

Since its independence from Great Britain in 1981, the nation of Belize has been part of this global trend to recognize and respect human rights. Belize, like many countries, has a mixed, and, some might say, complex human rights record. Relatively speaking, Belize is certainly not on par with the worst human rights offenders in its region or around the world. In fact, many consider Belize to have a good human rights record. However, this small Caribbean country situated in Central America has not escaped world scrutiny and judgment for persistently committing certain types of human rights violations over the years. Moreover, the human rights situation on the ground for many living in Belize is not good and reflects a very different picture of Belize than is often portrayed.   

This article reviews some of the significant highlights related to human rights in Belize’s 25 year history of independence and also begins the forward-looking exercise in this area of national discourse. 

Human Rights in the Laws of Belize 

Domestic

When Belize became independent from Britain’s colonial rule on the 21st of September 1981, the country adopted a written Constitution.
 The preamble of the Belize Constitution states that Belize is “founded upon principles which acknowledge the supremacy of God, faith in human rights and fundamental freedoms....”
 The preamble further says that the Belizean people require policies of state, which, among other things, “…protects the rights of the individual to life liberty and the pursuit of happiness…”

In addition to these prefatory comments respecting human rights in the Belize Constitution, the Constitution contains an entire chapter devoted to the recognition and protection of human rights.
 This part of the Constitution, entitled “Protection of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms,” is similar to the human rights provisions in the written constitutions of most, if not all, Commonwealth Caribbean nations, including Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, and Guyana.
  

Chapter II of the Belize Constitution protects the civil and political rights of individuals in Belize, including freedom of movement,
 conscience and religion,
 expression,
 and assembly and association.
 The Constitution enshrines the fundamental right to life,
 liberty,
 the presumption of innocence,
 a fair trial
 and equality before the law.
 It also protects certain economic rights, such as the right to property
 and the right to work,
 but excludes substantive provisions protecting the economic rights to health and education.

The principle that rights and freedoms are limited so that the rights and freedoms of any person do not infringe on the rights of others or jeopardize the public interest is stated at the outset of the rights and freedoms chapter.

3. …the provisions of this Part shall have effect for the purpose of affording protection to those rights and freedoms subject to such limitations of that protection as are contained in those provisions, being limitations designed to ensure that the enjoyment of the said rights and freedoms by any person does not prejudice the rights and freedoms of others or the public interest.


The enforcement section of chapter II of the Belize Constitution provides that individuals who allege a breach of their fundamental rights and freedoms may apply to the Supreme Court of Belize for redress.
 The Constitution gives the Supreme Court broad power to make declarations and orders and to issue writs and directions it deems appropriate to enforce and protect the individual’s rights.
 
The rights and freedoms codified in Belize’s Constitution are many of the same rights that are universally recognized in the United Nation’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
 Overall, the Belize Constitution, as the supreme law of the land, lays a solid legal foundation for the recognition and protection of human rights in Belize. 


Since independence, in addition to the adoption of the Constitution, the National  

Assembly, Belize’s legislative branch, has passed various domestic legislation that have enhanced the promotion and protection of human rights in the country. Among these laws is the Ombudsman Act of 1994.
 Traditionally the role of an Ombudsman, adopted from the Scandinavian countries, has been that of a protector of rights by officially investigating citizen complaints of government abuse. In Belize, the act established the office of the Ombudsman who has the power to investigate and report to the National Assembly on malfunctioning of government functionaries and agencies. Although the Ombudsman Act became law in 1994, it was not until 1999 that the government appointed an individual to fill the post and perform the role of the Ombudsman. Belize’s Ombudsman is not an Ombudsman for Human Rights as exists in some countries.


In 1998 the Families and Children Act became law in Belize.
 It was an attempt 

to modernize and consolidate the numerous laws relating to families and children, including paternity, maintenance, custody, adoption, and child welfare. A unique feature of this law is that it imports into it the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC),
 an international human rights treaty dealing with children’s rights that Belize had ratified earlier in the decade. Included in the “Guiding Principles in the Implementation of the Act,” in schedule one of the Families and Children Act, is the following,

4. A child shall have the right...(c) to exercise, in addition to all the rights stated in this Schedule and the Act, all the rights set out in the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child with appropriate modifications to suit the circumstances in Belize, that are not specifically mentioned in the Act, or in this Schedule.

The 1992 Domestic Violence Act (DVA)
 and the 1996 Protection Against Sexual Harassment Act
 are two other laws passed in the last 25 years in Belize that have human rights implications. These laws were a starting point in implementing at the national level the rights contained in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).
 Belize had ratified CEDAW in 1990. The Domestic Violence Act is used routinely in every district throughout the country. This, of course, reflects the pervasiveness of domestic violence in the country. While it is disturbing that domestic violence is endemic in Belize, it was a progressive move to enact a law to protect individuals against violence from an abusive spouse or other family member. 

The Protection against Sexual Harassment Act, on the other hand, has hardly, if ever, been used since it became law in 1996. It is not that sexual harassment on the job, at school, and in other institutions does not exist in Belize, but the law does not seem to be the vehicle used by victims to cope with this particular problem. Currently, Belize is the only Commonwealth Caribbean country with a sexual harassment law and other countries in the region have expressed their interest in using Belize’s law as a model to draft their own legislation in this area.
 

The Freedom of Information Act
 is another law passed in Belize that helps to advance the protection of human rights in the country. “Freedom of information is a fundamental human right and is the touchstone for all freedoms to which the United Nations is consecrated.”
 Belize’s freedom of information law implements the constitutional right to information. This right is articulated at section 12 (1) of the Belize Constitution saying that freedom of expression includes receiving and communicating ideas and information without interference.
 The provisions of Belize’s act allow citizens to seek and obtain information, within a specified time frame, from any agency of government so long as that information is not classified as exempt under the law. Where the government authority denies a specific request for information claiming, for example, that a document is exempt, the Ombudsman is empowered to review the decision and inspect the requested document.
 
The Freedom of Information Act was enacted in 1994 but only first received a 

high profile among the general public in Belize in 2005 when the Belize Printers Association used the law in an attempt to uncover the terms of the government’s sale of the Government Printery to private parties in an undisclosed contract. Belizeans have begun to consider employing the Freedom of Information Act as a tool to gain access to suspected corrupt activities of their government and to other vital information to assist them in fully participating in their democracy.
  

The laws mentioned here are a few examples, not a comprehensive list, of domestic laws in Belize that concern different aspects of human rights. 

Regional

At the regional level, Belize is one of 34 member countries of the world’s oldest 

regional organization, the Organization of American States (OAS).
 The OAS Charter includes references, though not expansive, to human rights and equality, economic rights and the right to education. Some argue that these references to human rights in the OAS Charter obligate all OAS members to generally respect human rights in their territories.
 

The OAS adopted the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man (the American Declaration) in Bogotá, Colombia in 1948.
 The American Declaration pre-dates the renowned United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights by a half a year. The American Declaration is an innovative human rights instrument, partly because it includes duties or responsibilities, along with rights, as one of its prominent features.
 Belize is bound by the provisions of the American Declaration by virtue of its membership in the OAS. The American Declaration along with the OAS Charter and other regional declarations and conventions and oversight institutions form a comprehensive system to promote and protect human rights in the Western Hemisphere.

In 1969 the OAS opened for signature the American Convention on Human Rights (the American Convention) and in 1978 the American Convention entered into force, having received the requisite number of ratifications from OAS member countries.
 Belize has not ratified the American Convention and thus is not a party to it. In this regard, Belize is like many other Commonwealth Caribbean countries that have failed to ratify their region’s human rights convention. Interestingly, on the other hand, most of Belize’s Central American neighbors have ratified the American Convention. The American Convention is the definitive interpretation of the American Declaration’s meaning; hence, Belize and its Commonwealth Caribbean neighbors are arguably bound by the norms in the Convention notwithstanding their failure to ratify it.
  

The OAS Charter created the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights as its principle organ to promote the observance and protection of human rights in the region.
 

Subsequently, the American Convention established the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.
 The Court has jurisdiction only over OAS member countries that are party to the American Convention; thus, Belize does not come under the jurisdiction of the Inter-American Court. However, all countries belonging to the regional organization, including Belize, are subject to the provisions of the American Declaration and fall within the jurisdiction of the Inter-American Commission. Belize has been the subject of the Inter-American Commission inquiries twice in the last 25 years. These two instances are discussed in the section on Human Rights on the Ground, which is below.
Belize is a party to other regional human rights treaties, including the 1994 Inter-

American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence against Women (Convention of Belem Do Para).
 This treaty states that “every woman has the right to be free from violence in both the public and private sphere,” and further that “the right of every woman to be free from violence includes, among others: the right of women to be free from all forms of discrimination; and the right of women to be valued and educated free of stereotyped patterns of behavior and social and cultural practices based on concepts of inferiority or subordination.”
 In the area of human trafficking and child protection, in 1997. Belize ratified the Inter-American Convention on the International Traffic in Children. 
Belize is not a party to other OAS human rights instruments, including the 1985 Inter-American Convention to Prevent and Punish Torture; the 1994 Inter-American Convention on Forced Disappearance of Persons; and the 1999 Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities, and the two protocols to the American Convention, one dealing with death penalty abolition and the other with economic, social and cultural rights.

International 

The notion that all persons are entitled to certain rights has been with us in 

different forms for centuries; however, the language of human rights and the idea that human rights should be monitored and regulated by international law emerged in the modern era.
 The development of international human rights law is mainly a product of post World War II. It was part of the world’s response to the gross human rights violations and atrocities that occurred during that war.
 

The primary source of international human rights law is numerous multilateral human rights treaties that establish international norms and standards and create binding obligations for the states that have ratified them.
 Another source of international human rights law is customary law. These are standards and norms that, through usage and global course of conduct, have become universally accepted as law over an extended period of time.
 In these instances, regardless of whether a country is a state party to the pertinent treaty or not, the country is bound, like all countries, by customary human rights standards and norms.
Belize was admitted to the United Nations on the 25th of September 1981. Over 

the past 25 years, Belize has ratified almost all the major international human rights treaties, and as a result, is considered to have a very good treaty ratification record. Belize was still under British colonial rule in 1948 when the United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. By virtue of Belize’s membership in the United Nations and because of the customary law status of the UDHR, Belize is bound by the Universal Declaration. Furthermore, as stated previously, Belize has adopted substantial portions of the UDHR in its national constitution. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is the most widely adopted of 

all human rights treaties, having been ratified by the governments of almost every country in the world. Belize boasts being the fifth nation in the world to ratify the CRC in 1990 and thereafter in 1998, Belize imported the CRC into its domestic law. Then in 2000, demonstrating its intention to ratify, Belize signed the two optional protocols to the Children’s Convention: one prohibiting the sale of children, child prostitution, and child pornography; and the other Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict.
  

Belize later ratified both of these CRC protocols in 2003.

Belize ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR),
 
but has not ratified the First Optional Protocol to the ICCPR giving individuals in the country the right to petition to the UN’s Human Rights Committee created by the Covenant. Belize has also not ratified the Second Optional Protocol to the ICCPR, which aims at the worldwide abolition of the death penalty. The Constitution of Belize protects most of the civil and political rights found in the ICCPR.
Belize acceded to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT),
 and ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).
 Belize has also ratified the Optional Protocol to the CEDAW, recognizing the competence of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women to receive and consider communications by individuals or groups who claim that the state party has violated their rights under CEDAW.

Belize ratified the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 

1967 Protocol
 and thereafter domesticized its obligation to protect the rights of refugees by its passage of the Refugees Act.
 Against the lobbying of the United States, Belize was among the first of many countries to ratify the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court,
 helping to create the first international tribunal with jurisdiction over crimes against humanity, war crimes, and other gross violations of human rights.   
In 2000, when the government of Belize ratified the CRC protocols, it also 

signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) demonstrating its intention to ratify this important convention, which it later did.
 In that same year, Belize signed the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
 but has yet to formally ratify it. The ICESCR, which includes such rights as health care, education, and an adequate standard of living, call for the progressive realization of the rights contained in it based on the state’s available resources.
 Many developing countries assert that they are at a disadvantage in implementing the economic rights contained in this covenant because of severe resource constraints. The ICESCR however takes into account the differing abilities of countries to implement the covenant’s mandates and calls for implementation of the covenant by state parties individually and “…through international assistance and co-operation, especially economic and technical…”

Also, in 2001, Belize ratified the International Convention on the Protection of the 

Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.
 The ratification of this treaty is especially significant in a country with a steady flow of migrants from surrounding Central American countries, other parts of the Caribbean, Asia, North America, and Africa entering into and working in Belize. Unfortunately, as with many of the international and regional human rights treaties that Belize has ratified, except notably the CRC and, to a lesser extent CEDAW, the general population in Belize has little, if any information on what is contained in this document on migrants’ rights and how to use it for their protection. 

In the area of labor rights, again Belize’s ratification track record is very good.

Belize is one of 179 member countries of the International Labour Organization (ILO) and has been a member of the organization since its independence in 1981. Established in 1919 by the Treaty of Versailles along with the League of Nations, the UN’s predecessor, the ILO is not strictly speaking a human rights organ. The ILO was the only component of the League to survive the Second World War. The ILO stated its concern for the fair treatment of working men women and children at its creation and has since been a strong “…defender and promoter of human rights on a daily, working level.”
 

Belize has ratified 49 ILO conventions, including the fundamental human rights ILO conventions dealing with freedom of association, collective bargaining, the elimination of forced and compulsory labor, the elimination of discrimination in employment and the abolition of child labor.
 Belize has denounced five of the 49 ILO conventions it had ratified, so that Belize is currently subject to 44 ILO conventions. ILO conventions ratified by Belize have the force of law in Belize pursuant to the International Labour Organizations Conventions Act.
 
Belize has not ratified ILO Convention number 169 Concerning Indigenous and 

Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries.
 ILO Convention number 169 updated the older ILO Convention number 107 regarding indigenous peoples. ILO Convention 107 advocated the old philosophy of assimilation of indigenous peoples into the dominant societies in which they live, while the newer ILO convention promotes self- determination of indigenous peoples around the world, acknowledging the development of indigenous rights in international law. Considering the longstanding concerns of the indigenous peoples of Belize and Belize’s otherwise good ILO ratification record, it appears, at least curious and at worst purposeful, that the government has failed to ratify this particular convention. 


Most international human rights instruments require that state parties regularly report on their progress in implementing the rights contained in the treaty to a committee generally created by the treaty and comprised of independent experts. After reviewing each country’s report, the committee’s issue concluding observations stating their concerns and recommendations for future conduct by the state in the relevant human rights area. Although Belize has a relatively good ratification record, it falls down substantially in its obligation to consistently report its implementation progress to the human rights treaty committees after ratifying the various treaties. 

With the exception of reporting to the Committees for the CRC and CEDAW, Belize has generally failed to report on time or at all to the respective treaty committees. This prevents the established international monitoring mechanism from assessing whether Belize is adhering to the rights covered in the treaties or not. For example, in the 20 years that Belize has been a state party to the Convention against Torture, it has appeared before that treaty’s Committee only once even although the Convention requires that reports be submitted every four years after the state party gives its initial report. 

Even the Committee on the Rights of the Child noted the “importance of a reporting practice that is in full compliance with the provisions of …the Convention. An important aspect of State parties’ responsibilities to children under the Convention is ensuring that the Committee has regular opportunities to examine the progress made in the implementation of the Convention….As an exceptional measure, in order to help the State party catch up with reporting obligations so as to be in full compliance with the Convention, the Committee invites the State party (Belize) to submit its third and fourth periodic report in one consolidated report…”
 

Dissemination of both the country’s written report to the committee and the 

Committee’s concluding observations is another crucial aspect of implementation of the rights in the treaty. The Committee on the Rights of the Child commented and recommended that Belize make its report and the Committee’s observations “widely available in the languages of the country…to the public at large, civil society organizations, youth groups, professional groups, and children in order to generate debate and awareness of the Convention, its implementation and monitoring.”

Here again, Belize has consistently failed to broadly disseminate to the Belizean population its human rights treaty reports and the Committee’s concluding observations. Belize is not complying with two essential components of the international human rights system by not regularly reporting and not informing the public when its does report.

Human Rights Organizations in Belize

Besides the national laws and treaty ratifications in any country, the existence and strength of human rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in the country is another way to examine the human rights situation and to judge the capacity of citizens to effectively challenge the government’s infringement of their rights. Since independence, there has been a steady growth of NGOs devoted to the promotion and protection of human rights in Belize.

The Human Rights Commission of Belize (HRCB), an NGO, was founded in 1987 and carried the human rights banner in Belize for the last 19 years, sensitizing and educating the Belizean public about human rights, encouraging individuals to assert and stand up for their rights, and denouncing the government for violations. HRCB routinely conducted nationwide workshops in the mid to late 1990s covering every corner of the country teaching and preaching human rights. For many years, HRCB confronted negative reactions to their human rights message because of mistaken beliefs by many ordinary Belizeans about human rights. The organization painstakingly began to break down these erroneous ideas, particularly the myth that human rights were only concerned with the rights of criminals and “aliens” (the term used for migrants from other Central American countries into Belize). 

The HRCB secretariat, first in Belize City and then in Belmopan, operated as the advocacy arm of the organization, assisting the ordinary men and women whose rights had been violated and who believed they had nowhere else to go and no one else who would listen to and help them. The organization helped identify routinely abusive police officers and was instrumental in the dismissal of one of the most notoriously brutal officers in the country. HRCB’s national coordinator served on the Commission of Inquiry investigating the “riot” that occurred in 2001 in the Orange Walk District. The organization’s Board members participated as human rights observers when Belize’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Belize Defence Force embarked on the agreed upon removal of non-Belizeans from the adjacency zone with Guatemala. 

Although the organization continues to have active and committed volunteers in the six districts of Belize, the secretariat closed in 2005 as a result of a lack of financial and other resources. HRCB served a critical role in the recognition and development of human rights in Belize in the last 20 years. 


The National Organization for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect 

(NOPCAN) founded in 1992 was a needed addition to the human rights organizations in Belize. The organization bases its work on the CRC and is aimed, as its name suggests, at preventing the neglect and abuse of children. Because of the steadily increasing abuse of young people in Belizean society, the need for this type of organization became apparent and critical. Over the years, it has gained broad based respect and support. NOPCAN works with government, other NGOs, and international organizations to accomplish its goals. In 2004 NOPCAN coordinated the drafting and presentation of the NGO report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. It is currently engaged in a campaign to abolish corporal punishment of children in schools and throughout society. 

The Society for the Promotion of Education and Research (SPEAR), founded in 1969 pre-dates Belize’s independence, is not considered a human rights organization per se but its aim to educate the public to increase public participation in decision-making and democratic change in Belize essentially constitutes human rights work. SPEAR’s mission, is, in part, “…to empower people to struggle for justice, democracy and sustainable development.”
 About a decade ago, SPEAR published a reader friendly book on Constitutional rights, written in Creole and included drawings.
 SPEAR has most recently aired a series of videos on national television educating the public about different components of civil society, including children’s rights and the fundamental rights in the Belize Constitution. These television programmes expose the nation to an increased understanding of human rights. 

The Women’s Issues Network (WIN) is an umbrella organization comprised of groups that are concerned with women’s rights and other issues affecting women such as HIV and AIDS. WIN currently has 13 member agencies, including the Women’s Department, a government office that falls under the Ministry of Human Development. The Women’s Department, along with concerned NGOs, spearheaded the passage of a National Gender Policy, aimed at empowering women and tackling gender discrimination, including in the areas of wages, credit, and equal protection under the law.
 

Belize’s women’s rights movement has been one of the most visible and successful components of the larger human rights movement in Belize since independence. It is largely in part because of the advocacy of the women’s movement that the government ratified CEDAW and the regional Convention of Belem Do Para. It is also the power of the women’s lobby that ensures that the government of Belize reports to the UN Committee responsible for the oversight of the implementation of CEDAW.
 This is especially significant since, as noted, Belize has failed to regularly report to the other UN committees created by human rights treaties it has ratified. 

The Belize Organization for Women and Development (BOWAND), Belize Rural Women, and Belize Women against Violence (WAV) were women’s rights organizations that grew and withered away in the 1980s and early 1990s. These groups were key participants in the early recognition of gender inequality as an issue in Belize.
  

Belize’s Alliance against AIDS (AAA) was founded in response to the AIDS pandemic engulfing Belize along with other parts of the world since the discovery of the disease. Belize, with its small population, has rapidly become the country with the second highest rate of AIDS in the seven Central American countries and among the highest rate of infection in the Caribbean. In 2002 the government created the National AIDS Commission of Belize to deal with the growing health and social crisis. AAA is an NGO that actively works with the Commission and other NGOs to educate in order to prevent and control the spread of the disease in Belize and to advocate for the rights of persons with HIV/AIDS. The organization has put the fight against discrimination towards those living with HIV/AIDS squarely in the forefront of its advocacy campaigns. 


The creation in March 2004 of the Belize Centre for Human Rights Studies (the 

Centre or BCHRS) is among the newer developments in Belize’s human rights NGO scene. The Centre was launched in the last year of the UN’s Decade for Human Rights Education (1995-2004). Despite having an international obligation to do so, Belize had done nothing during this decade or, for that matter, at any earlier period to promote formal human rights education. What human rights education had been occurring in Belize was done almost exclusively through the country’s NGOs.

The Centre’s mission is to provide formal human rights education to tertiary level students as well as to other targeted sectors of Belizean society. The Centre’s vision is to inculcate future leaders of Belize with human rights education and sensibilities so that when they assume leadership positions they may be inclined to use a human rights approach to their decision-making and overall work. In August 2004, the Centre began offering an introductory human rights class to students at the University of Belize, a first of its kind in Belize. One of the long-term objectives of the Centre is to mainstream human rights into the university curriculum and to have the introductory human rights class be a core course within the University. The Centre is building on HRCB’s years of educational work throughout Belize, but utilizing academia rather than informal workshop settings used in the past. 


It is remarkable that individuals and groups who had for many years worked on 

behalf of women, children, disabled, the elderly, migrants and other vulnerable populations in Belize never classified what they did as human rights work. In fact, some of the NGOs assisting those most at risk in Belize had even shunned the term “human rights,” not fully understanding the concept and accepting the myth that human rights were only concerned with the rights of criminals. A visible shift began in the last six or more years with greater cohesion within civil society, an appreciation for the overlap of human rights issues, and an embracing of the power of human rights. The language of human rights is increasingly being used to describe the work of NGOs who serve vulnerable populations in Belize; at long last, the efforts of much of the NGO community are appropriately being placed in the human rights framework. Human rights are no longer the tangential and isolated concept it once was in Belize’s NGO community.

The Human Rights Reality on the Ground

Through NGOs, the media, the law, and the broader global landscape, human rights have slowly entered the consciousness of Belizeans. As a result, throughout Belizean society, people have begun to speak about their “rights” as a matter of course. What this has meant for the human rights situation on the ground is that more ordinary people have challenged government action in the country’s courts; there exists the nascent use of the regional and international human rights machinery by Belizeans; and there is an expectation that Belizeans, at all levels, deserve and should fight for justice and equality. 

To further scrutinize human rights in Belize over the last quarter of a century, it is 

instructive to assess the status and well being of selective vulnerable groups and also to analyze certain thematic areas of human rights in the country.  

Vulnerable groups in Belize 

Women:

Women in Belize suffer from the same endemic and systematic discrimination as do women in most countries around the world. Although concrete efforts have been made to address this social and cultural phenomenon in Belize in the last two and a half decades, there remains substantial attitudinal and other terrain to traverse before Belizean society achieves anything approaching gender equality. 

The laws of Belize have developed to eliminate the discrimination that previously existed against unmarried women, particularly in the area of inheritance laws and at separation from long term common law relationships.
 Also, as mentioned, the Domestic Violence Act provides a veneer of legal protection against spousal and family abuse. The number of protection orders sought have been increased each year,
 a statistic that demonstrates either increases in domestic violence cases or women’s increased awareness of their legal options when abused, or both. The Women’s Issues Network describes the numbers of actual domestic violence cases in Belize as a “pandemic.”
 

Despite the various laws in place to improve the lives of women, the strength of the women’s movement, and the larger numbers of women attending higher education, for the most part, “…economic uncertainty, domestic violence, and lack of self-esteem characterize the lives of many Belizean women.”
  

In 2004, a primary schoolteacher was successful in challenging the policy of the Catholic school management to fire unmarried teachers who became pregnant. The management’s policy had long been criticized but until this individual woman brought her constitutional claim, the policy remained intact because no one had legally contested it. In the Chief Justice’s decision in favour of the teacher, striking down the policy as unconstitutional, he pointed to Belize’s international obligation as a party to CEDAW not to permit policies that discriminate against women.
 

In the years since independence, at any one time no more than two women have been in the National Assembly’s House of Representatives, the legislative branch of government. The number of women ministers serving in the powerful Cabinet has also been unrepresentative of Belize’s 50% female population. Typically, there has been one woman in the Cabinet and that woman is assigned the portfolio of the Ministry of Human Services, the ministry with the largest number of departments and the smallest budget. This rigid role confinement changed for a brief period when a female Minister had the Belize Defence Force (BDF) portfolio assigned to her. This did not however last long as Cabinet reshuffling occurred, the BDF portfolio was taken from her and the Ministry of Human Services was reassigned to her, in keeping with the practice. 

The titular head of state, representing the Crown in Belize, is the Governor General. Since independence a woman has served in this Constitutional post. There are several female magistrates in Belize but it was only in 2006, that the first woman was named as a justice of the Supreme Court of Belize. In Belize’s 25 years of independence the powerful positions of Director of Public Prosecutions, the Attorney General, and Solicitor General have never been filled by a female.

Children:

Belize is a young country. It has just celebrated its 25th anniversary of independence. The country is also young because more than 60% of its population of 301,000 is under 25 years of age.
 This makes issues affecting young people, children, and children’s rights ever topical in Belize. Child labor, access to education for all, including those with special needs, neglect and abuse, juvenile justice issues, and economic support for poor families are all issues that consume significant attention from the public and the government of Belize. 

The human rights of children in Belize were often thought to be limited to restricting parents from employing corporal punishment in disciplining their children and many misconstrued children’s rights thinking it meant that children were allowed to do whatever they wanted without parental discipline. Children’s rights were therefore considered incompatible with traditional parenting methods in Belize. This caused strident resistance to the idea of children’s rights. With increasing rates of crimes against children, the public has become keenly aware of the need to protect children in different ways than in the past. This realization has begun to soften many people to children’s rights. 

Belize’s poverty rate is 33.5% but 39% of all children in Belize are living in poverty.
 The numbers of impoverished children are even higher in the Toledo District, especially among Maya children.
 Poverty puts children in an even more vulnerable position by virtue of they’re being merely children. About 14,000 children or 10% of the country’s children are considered vulnerable because of HIV/AIDS.
 This includes children orphaned by AIDS, living themselves with HIV/AIDS, or in homes with adults who are HIV positive or have AIDS.
 This vulnerability places Belizean children at greater risk than ever before to illness, sexual exploitation, and poverty.

The right for children to participate in decisions affecting them is not easily accepted in Belize, but strides forward have nonetheless been made. Among these advancements was the first ever Children’s Election held in May of 1998. In this children’s election 41,567 children and adolescents voted that their right to an education was the right they considered most important.
 Next in order of importance to the children who voted was their right not to be neglected or abused. UNICEF and the Children’s Advisory Committee had helped organize this innovative event to promote children’s participation. The election results greatly informed adults and are routinely cited when people discuss children’s rights in Belize. 

Another important aspect of children’s rights is juvenile justice. In Belize there is no comprehensive legal aid programme, nor is there a juvenile legal aid programme.
 One consequence of this is that juveniles more often than not appear before magistrates and judges without the benefit of legal counsel, sometimes for very serious offenses.
 Parents or guardians, or the juvenile officer from the Department of Human Services, where parents and guardians are not available, are mandated to appear in court with juveniles.
 By law, when the accused is a juvenile, the judge should hear the case in chambers.
 It has been noted that when a juvenile is co-accused with an adult, the rights afforded the juvenile are sometimes overlooked.

Cases involving juveniles are heard throughout the country in the six district courts cloaked in their juvenile court jurisdiction. It has been observed that the array of rights to which juveniles are entitled are at times overlooked when the juvenile is co-accused with an adult and the overburdened district court attempts to quickly convert from a court dealing with adults to a specialized juvenile court. 

Unless charged with murder, the criminal justice system in Belize fails to provide young people accused of crimes with lawyers; it also fails to provide a support system to guide these often troubled youth through what is and/or can be an intimidating and confusing process. 

One of the yet unchallenged issues in children’s rights and juvenile justice is the mandatory life sentence imposed on minors convicted of murder.
 As the law currently stands, minors who commit murder are not subject to the death penalty; however, judges have no discretion in sentencing them and are legally mandated to sentence these minors to life imprisonment. This means that to reduce the sentence, judges may not consider the background of the convicted minor nor can they take into account the surrounding circumstances of the murder. Under Belize law, a life sentence means that convicted persons will spend the remainder of their natural life in prison. After a set number of years no review is done of the sentence of these minors. 

The mandatory life sentence imposed on juveniles in Belize violates article 37 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has recommended that Belize change its law as it relates to sentencing of juveniles convicted of murder.
 In the past, Belize accepted a recommendation from the Committee in relation to children accused of criminal offenses by changing the age of criminal responsibility from 7 to 9 years old.
 The National Assembly could pass a legislative amendment to bring Belize into compliance with its obligations under the CRC. 

Reports of both physical and sexual abuse of children are increasing. In the 

last several years, the Supreme Court criminal docket is filled with cases of rape, incest, and carnal knowledge, the offense of engaging in sexual intercourse with females under the age of 16 years old.
 

The overall consensus of the NGOs submitting this report is that, while some progress has been apparent in this reporting period, particularly in the area of child sexual abuse, it has been slow and insufficient. More progress has been made in developing policies…than in implementing them. Although pieces of services are provided, they do not effectively fit together to bring about a real and practical implementation of the CRC.
 


Endorsed in September 2004 by both Belize’s Prime Minister and Leader of the Opposition, the National Plan of Action for Children and Adolescents is an example of progress in the area of policy.
 The National Plan is an in-depth plan for the time period of 2004 to 2015 to improve all aspects of the lives of children and youth in Belize. NGOs, the government of Belize, and the United Nations are all partners in this plan. 


A great deal of work has been done to teach Belizeans about children’s rights, laws to protect children are in place, and the CRC was ratified and written into the law of Belize almost a decade ago. Yet, children are the poorest of Belizeans. Children are vulnerable because of HIV/AIDS. Children are routinely neglected, abused, raped, exploited, and killed, sometimes by their own family members. Children do not have the things that they need to access education and consequently many go under- or uneducated. With increased frequency, children are becoming convicted criminals, are imprisoned for years, and emerge from behind the walls as hardened individuals with no hope for the future. The situation on the ground for children in Belize is grave, socially, emotionally, psychologically, and physically. 

Migrants and Refugees:

 Throughout the 1980s and into the early part of the next decade, during the various civil wars in neighboring Central American countries of Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, Belize became the home to over 40,000 people seeking better economic opportunities or seeking refuge from persecution in their home countries.
 

As previously mentioned in this article, Belize is a state party to the international Refugee Convention and in 1991 enacted a domestic Refugee Act.
 The local law created a Refugee Office and called for the appointment of a Director of Refugees. Under the law, when a person entered Belize seeking asylum, the Refugee Office convened the statutory eligibility committee that then determined if the person met the refugee criteria as outlined in Belize’s Refugee Act as adopted from the Refugee Convention.
 If the person was granted refugee status in Belize, he or she was provided a refugee card and given assistance from the UNHCR, which had an office and presence in Belize until 1999. 

According to the UNHCR, 8578 refugees were recognized in Belize between the years 1981 and 1993.
 Belize has not recognized any refugees since 1994.
 Help for Progress, a local NGO, has been the implementing agent for UNHCR, assisting refugees and migrants in Belize, and also acting as the liaison with the UNHCR regional office in Mexico since the UNHCR closed its Belize office.

In 1999, the government of Belize instituted an amnesty programme offering undocumented migrants the opportunity to regularize their immigration status in Belize. Approximately 4709 migrants benefited from the programme.
 While this was a positive step in recognizing the rights of migrants and refugees, the government’s dismantling of its Refugee Office and eligibility committee in 2000 was a retrograde step. In the years after the elimination of the Refugee Office and eligibility committee, asylum seekers in Belize are without the international human rights protection guaranteed by law. There is no longer any system in Belize to determine their lawful eligibility as refugees. Under the current situation, Belize is not adhering to its international, or, for that matter, domestic obligations with respect to refugees.


Another remarkable breach of human rights involving the migrant community is when persons convicted of immigration offenses are sentenced to pay a fine of $1000 or serve a prison term of six months and are unable to pay the fine; they may serve indefinite periods of time past the six months in the Belize Central Prison. This is because Belize cannot afford to deport them back to their country of origin or for some other reason as in the case of Cubans. It is unacceptable that Belize violates the rights of undocumented persons in this manner.   

Indigenous Peoples:

The struggle for land and other rights by the Maya of Belize has mirrored other struggles in the region by indigenous peoples.
  The following statement accurately describes the condition of the Maya of Belize. 

In the contemporary world, indigenous peoples characteristically exist under conditions of severe disadvantage relative to others within the states constructed around them. Historical phenomena grounded on racially discriminatory attitudes are not just blemishes of the past but rather translate into current inequities. Indigenous peoples have been deprived of vast landholdings and access to life-sustaining resources, and they have suffered historical forces that have actively suppressed their political and cultural institutions. As a result, indigenous peoples have been crippled economically and socially, their cohesiveness as communities has been damaged or threatened and the integrity of their cultures has been undermined.
 

In 1996, in the ongoing effort to preserve their culture and protect their rights, an organization and a few individuals, on behalf of the Maya communities, instituted a Supreme Court lawsuit against the government of Belize after the government granted a logging concession to a Malaysian logging company in the Toledo District on lands traditionally used and occupied by the Maya.
 Settlement discussions with the government of Belize began as a consequence of the domestic case and also a subsequent human rights petition filed by the Maya people in the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 1998.
 

In October 2000, the discussions between the government and the Maya representatives resulted in the leaders of five Maya organizations and the Prime Minister of Belize signing a document called the Ten Points of Agreement (TPA).
 It is most significant that point 6 of the TPA states, “That the government of Belize recognizes that the Maya people have rights to lands and resources in Southern Belize based on their outstanding use and occupancy.”
 Despite this agreement, little progress has been made in the recognition of land and other rights of the indigenous peoples of Belize. 

As mentioned, in 1998, the Toledo Maya Cultural Council (TMCC) on behalf of the Maya people lodged a petition against the government of Belize with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights saying that Belize was violating the rights of the Maya by, among other things, granting logging and oil concessions to companies on land traditionally used and occupied by the indigenous peoples of the area. In October 2004, the Commission issued their report finding that the government of Belize had and continues to violate the rights of the Maya people of southern Belize by its land policies and denying the Maya the right to land tenure security in accordance with their cultural practices.
 

The human rights concerns of the Maya were again expressed in a more recent domestic lawsuit.
 In this case, the Sarstoon Temesh Institute for Indigenous Management (SATIIM) challenged a decision by the government of Belize to permit an American oil company to conduct seismic testing in a national park that was co-managed by SATIIM and surrounded by Maya and Garifuna communities. Although the case centered on environmental issues, it clearly re-raised the specter of indigenous land rights. Ultimately, the court quashed the government’s authorization for the oil company to conduct seismic testing in the Park but the decision was based only on the company’s failure to conduct a lawfully required environmental impact assessment. The decision did not reach the question of indigenous land rights but the judge noted twice in his ruling that he did not address the issue because no land claim had been made in the case.
 

Until a sustainable resolution of the land issue is reached and indigenous rights recognized and respected, the Maya people of Belize continue to be on the lowest rung of the economic, political and social ladder in the country. This human rights problem, like others, persists and festers in Belize. It is seen as especially hypocritical for the government to exploit and tout the cultural heritage of the Maya as a tourist attraction, giving lip service to the Maya’s contribution to Belize’s cultural diversity on one hand, while on the other hand, saying that those Maya who wish to retain their culture and do not integrate into Belize’s mainstream are unenlightened and backward.
  

The Elderly and Disabled:

The treatment of these two vulnerable groups within any society speaks directly to the issue of discrimination and reflects on the society’s overall commitment to human rights. The international definition of “older persons” are those who are 60 years or older. In Belize this is approximately 6% of the overall population. As people live longer, older persons will comprise a greater portion of the Belizean population. For older persons in Belize issues such as financial security, accessible medication and health care, and recognition and respect are key to achieving equality and improved lives.  

Although Belize is a party to the 2002 Madrid International Plan of Action for Older Persons, there is no domestic law that protects the rights of older persons in Belize, as there are for other vulnerable groups. The Cabinet adopted a National Policy for Older Persons in 2002 but this has not yet translated into legislation. The National Council on Aging, formed in February 2003, is the quasi-governmental organ coming under the Ministry of Human Services that works with service providers such as Helpage to assist older persons in Belize. 

There is no governmental department or unit governing those with disabilities nor is there a national policy dealing with persons with disabilities. On Mental Health Day and other occasions attempts are made by service providers to sensitize the public to the plight of the mentally ill. The Mental Health Association is a nongovernmental organization working as a service provider for the mentally ill under the government’s Ministry of Health. Another service provider for the disabled in the forefront of the rights of the disabled is the Belize Council for the Visually Impaired.  

The worth and dignity of the human person is at the core of human rights. Discriminating against any person because of his status, immutable characteristics or situation in life is anathema to human rights. Discrimination against the elderly and those with disabilities is a reality in Belize but the increased pressure for respect of all human rights and in particular for the rights of those most vulnerable will help change this reality in the coming years. 

Thematic Human Rights Topics in Belize 
Labour and freedom of association: 

The trade union movement in Belize has an extensive pre-independence history, going back to the early twentieth century. Trade unionists throughout Belize were part of the anti-colonial struggle and have played a significant role in Belize’s human rights movement post independence.

The Women’s Workers Union (WWW), formed in 1991, was short lived but was “unprecedented” in its efforts to organize women workers. Despite the WWW phasing out, it inspired BOWAND’s successful 1992 campaign to have the minimum wage increased for jobs dominated by women, such as shop assistants and domestics.
 

The passage of the Trade Unions and Employers’ Organisations (Registration, Recognition and Status) Act of 2000
 was a step forward in labour rights in Belize. Although unions were an active part of Belizean society from prior to independence, there was no law that required the recognition of unions. The new law changed that and also included the protection of the basic right of association. However, here again the protections provided by the written law do not always give the actual coverage for individuals on the ground as shown in the first case under the union recognition law.  

When six banana workers engaged in union organizing at the banana plantation they worked at were fired apparently because of their union activities, it was not unusual since the banana industry in Belize had been notoriously anti-union. These workers challenged their terminations by lodging a lawsuit in the Supreme Court against the banana grower under the then new law, protecting their rights to associate and organize.
 But five years after the firings and two years after the banana workers trial, the lawsuit is still pending in the court and the Trade Unions Recognition Act has not been used again to this writer’s knowledge. 

An extended teacher strike in 2005 was part of the countrywide anti-corruption fervor and demonstrated the power of the contemporary union movement in Belize and again showed how trade unionism intersected with the struggle for human rights and the fight for general societal improvements. Towards the end of the union action, government negotiators, one of whom had been a former union advocate, caused dissention among the union ranks evidencing weakness and division in the movement.

Freedom of Expression and Assembly: 

The critique has been made that there is a lack of people’s participation in the legislative process and in other areas of public life in Belize to such an extent that this lack of participation is “a feature of Belize’s political culture.”
 A “fear of victimization and reluctance to speak out” are cited as a significant part of the reason for this aspect of Belize’s political culture.
 As the examples discussed below reflect, there is the growing potential for change in this part of Belize’s political culture.  
Post independence and prior to 2005, two incidents stood out on the issue of freedom of expression in Belize, namely, the protests at Benque Viejo del Carmen and Tower Hill. In both instances, protesters were demonstrating against increases in transportation costs, specifically, bus fares and also the non-availability of buses.
 

On the 30th of July 2001, during the incident at Tower Hill Bridge in the Orange Walk District, protestors blocked the toll bridge, burned tires in the middle of the bridge, and stoned the police and Belize Defence Force soldiers as these armed forces advanced on the crowd. The Riot Act was read and before the subsequently two persons had been shot, non-fatally, by the police. The Commission of Inquiry appointed by the Prime Minister to investigate the incident, determined that the reading of the “Riot Act” had been done unlawfully.

Then on the 22nd of April 2002, in Benque in the Cayo District, a number of students demonstrated because the price hikes were going to affect their ability to get to and from school. The police yielding M16 rifles shot into the crowd and seriously injured two young men who were among the protestors. The police used tear gas indiscriminately, so that young school children and persons in their homes were affected. Eleven young men who had participated in the demonstration were charged with illegal assembly as a result of this incident. Their cases were never prosecuted in court but were pending for several years after the protest. The Human Rights Commission of Belize investigated the Benque protest and the police response to it, finding that the police had used systematic police brutality against teenage boys and young men who demonstrated. 

In 2005, in the wake of growing public discontent about the high cost of living, 

unkept promises, alleged government corruption, lack of accountability, and general mismanagement, massive protests of unprecedented size and intensity began in Belize. Leading up to this year of rebellion, a peaceful march of approximately 10,000 people dubbed the “March for Belize” took place in August 2004.
 

In the nation’s capital in January 2005 thousands of people came to demonstrate as the lawmakers in the House of Representatives debated the annual budget, which included a government proposed tax increase.
 While it could be argued that these public exercises demonstrated that the enjoyment of freedom of expression and assembly were alive and well in Belize,
 others have remarked that as the people increasingly voiced their dissatisfaction with government and demanded accountability, the government increasingly responded with repression. Teachers and other persons who were peacefully protesting said they were brutally handled by the police during the demonstration.
 Throughout 2005 other demonstrations and labour actions took place at a sustained rate never experienced previously in Belize. 

Police Brutality/ Freedom from torture inhuman or degrading treatment and punishment:

HRCB and the Ombudsman’s office have routinely commented that the most frequently heard type of complaint they receive in their respective roles relates to police brutality or the excessive use of force by law enforcement officers.
 Police brutality is so commonplace in Belize that learning that a police “roughed up” someone, whether the person was arrested for an offense or not, rarely turns a head. In 2006, three men, a father and his two sons, sued the government of Belize claiming that their Constitutional right not to be subjected to torture cruel or degrading treatment had been violated when police beat each mercilessly and used electric shock on two of them in an effort to extract information.
 The government, unable to defend the case has offered to settle this case. 

Just as US soldiers in the Vietnam War said they “destroyed the village to save it,” police officers in today’s Belize claim that they must break the law to uphold it. Over the years, police officers have been arrested for breaking the law they are sworn to uphold. On Belize’s Independence Day in 1999 in the nation’s capital, Belmopan, a popular businessman was detained for a minor squabble he was involved in during an independence celebration. Within a couple of hours in police custody, he was dead.
 The police originally said that he had strangled on his own vomit since he was intoxicated. It was however later revealed in the post mortem examination that he died from a ruptured liver and sustained other injuries consistent with having been beaten. A police constable was arrested and charged with the murder. He was ultimately acquitted in the Supreme Court because of insufficient evidence. 

Three men were fatally shot by police in 2003 under suspicious circumstances.  Two of the police officers involved in these shootings have faced criminal charges. In one case, the policeman was convicted of manslaughter and is serving a 13 year sentence for causing the death of a man who came unarmed to the police station to bail a friend out of the lock out. In 2005 nine police officers were convicted of criminal offenses from theft to rape to manslaughter.  Besides those convicted, another 10% of the police department were on interdiction, suspended while pending the outcome of criminal trials or internal police tribunals. In a police department with a little less than 800 police officers, these numbers are staggering. The Police Department’s “zero tolerance” policy for police misconduct, corruption, and brutality is apparently not an adequate disincentive for many police officers. 


After the expansion of the Prison Rules to allow corporal punishment for an increased number of offenses,
 in 2000 at least five inmates were “flogged” at the Belize Central Prison in Belize. Flogging of prisoners became an issue of great controversy. It was hotly debated on radio and in newspapers by the public at large, the legal community and NGOs in Belize. The constitutionality of flogging prisoners in Belize was discussed at a human rights seminar hosted by Penal Reform International, the Attorney General’s Ministry of Belize, and Simons Muirhead & Burton, a British law firm that has been involved in death penalty abolition and prison reform work in the Caribbean.
 

In September 2000 this writer interviewed three of the five men flogged under the new rules. Each explained the procedure used in carrying out the prison flogging. The men were individually taken into a small dark room where his feet and hands were tied. He was blindfolded and a hood placed over his head so he could not see and therefore could not identify the instrument used to inflict the beating or who carried it out. Each said that someone came in during the process and felt or examined his body, and the men assumed that this was a doctor but he was unable to speak with or see this person. As each man recounted his experience, it was evident that each believed the prison authority had taken advantage of all of them because they were isolated and had no recourse to the injustice. “They chance we, what can we do, we are here already.”
 This statement by one of the men recognized that it was their status as prisoners, their vulnerability, that permitted the violation of their rights. 

This is one stark example where a law in Belize was used to violate the human rights of vulnerable individuals.

Prison Conditions:

Currently, Belize is statistically among the top ten nations in the world for its high ratio of prisoners to its overall population. Belize has 487 prisoners per every 100,000 people in its population, ranking seventh in the world and tying with Cuba for its high prison population.
 The other countries in this undesirable top ten category with Belize are the United States, Russia, Caymen Islands, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Bahamas, US Virgin Islands, Bermuda and Kyrgyzstan.
 Russia, United States, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Bahamas, Kyrgyzstan, Surinam, Ukraine, and Dominica. Second place United States has only 5% of the world’s population, yet has 25% of the world’s jail and prison population. Belize has 460 prisoners per every 100,000 people in its population, ranking sixth in the world, compared with, for example, Western Europe, which has 85 prisoners per 100,000, Nigeria with 30 per 100,000, and India with 31 per 100,000.

Does having one of the highest imprisonment rates in comparison to its population in the world could mean that Belize has a very high rate of crime and/or that alternative means of non-custodial punishment are not available or are not being employed by the courts in Belize. Or does it mean that Belize is an especially punitive society? There is no doubt—the crime rate in tiny Belize is very high. The murder rate in Belize is one of the highest in the region compared with the population, but most prisoners are not incarcerated for murder or, for that matter, any other violent crime.
 It does not appear that the courts in Belize are extensively using the alternative sentencing scheme that became law in the 1999 Criminal Justice Act.
 The punitive rather than the rehabilitative aspect of sentencing seem to remain the guidepost for sentencing in Belize.

In 2002 the Belizean government privatized the Belize Central Prison. The crimes occurring within the prison, the escapes from the prison, and the overall intolerable living conditions at the prison led to government’s decision to privatize. Members of the Rotary Club of Belize formed the Kolbe Foundation, named after the patron saint of prisoners, Maximilian Koble, and assumed management of the prison. Although none of the new leadership had prison management training, criminology, or any experience as prison wardens, there is little doubt that the prison conditions have greatly improved under the management of the Kolbe Foundation. 

The chairman of the Kolbe Foundation Board of Directors says that the Foundation’s goal is that the prison be a “secure, humane facility.” He said when the Foundation took over, “The first change was treating inmates as individuals with dignity instead of as numbers.”
 According to the prison, the recidivism rate has gone from 60% to 25 % and this is, in part, attributed to their rehabilitation programme. The Kolbe Foundation rehabilitates the inmates through a Christian-based programme. Some prisoners and others complain that freedom of diversity of religion and choice of faith for inmates is a human rights issue still to be addressed at the prison. 

Belize has not ratified the Optional Protocol of the Convention against Torture allowing for spot checks at all institutions of confinement, including the prison and the district police lock ups. This would certainly assist in monitoring Belize’s compliance with human rights standards in these facilities.

Death Penalty:

The retention or abolition of the death penalty is one of the hot button topics people have traditionally associated with human rights. Indeed, the death penalty is a singularly important human right since it involves both the right to life and the prohibition against inhumane treatment. It is an issue that polarizes and has regrettably alienated portions of the public from human rights because of a misunderstanding that death penalty abolition does not comprise the totality of human rights. 

In Belize, the death penalty had been the mandatory punishment for anyone over 18 years of age convicted of murder.
 Hanging is the method of execution. The last execution in Belize was in 1985.
 After 1985 although individuals were sentenced to death, none was executed for a variety of reasons. Belizeans believed this was because the final and highest court of appeal for Belize to which convicted murderers could appeal was the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council (the Privy Council).
 The Privy Council was located in England and their judges were too distant and lacked the local sensibility and understanding to implement the death penalty in Caribbean countries like Belize. 

In 2002, using the public cry that hangings should resume to deal with the increased murder rate in Belize, the government of Belize proposed a Constitutional amendment eliminating the third tier of appeals to the Privy Council for convicted murderers.
 Because of pressure from the Human Rights Commission of Belize and others, district meetings were held throughout the country about this proposed law. Opponents of the proposed amendment testified before the committee and district wide hearings were held amounting to a referendum of sorts on the death penalty. Although there was clear support for capital punishment, there was also an understanding that it was dangerous to allow the government to start eroding the rights of any portion of the population. The bill was defeated. The bill, along with a similar bill from Barbados, was the subject of an Inter-American Commission of Human Rights inquiry and advisory opinion.

Then in the case of Reyes v The Queen, the Privy Council struck down the mandatory death sentence in Belize ruling that it was unconstitutional.
 For the first time, high court justices in Belize could use their discretion to impose a sentence other than death on a person convicted of murder. This historic case has reduced the use of the death penalty in Belize, as have similar cases throughout the Commonwealth Caribbean in recent years.
 Since Reyes, trial judges in Belize judge must consider any possible mitigating or aggravating circumstances of the killing as well as the background and possibility of reform of the offender in determining whether life or death is the appropriate sentence to impose on a convicted murderer. 

General human rights situation: 

In the first ever full research mission of Amnesty International to Belize in December 2002, the organization’s parting observations were that, “Belize’s possible expansion of the use of the death penalty, its denial of meaningful review to potential applicants for asylum and its inconsistent access to justice for victims of alleged violations put its human rights reputation in the region at risk.”
 

A couple of years before its visit, Amnesty International, perhaps the most renown of all international human rights NGOs, published a report on Belize.
  In its report, the organization cited fatal shootings by police, torture, ill treatment by security forces, and prison conditions as the primary human rights concerns in Belize, other than the death penalty.
 The report also noted that the organization welcomed the government’s response that they investigated any wrong doing and would sanction those found responsible but was concerned about the independence and impartiality of the police investigations and the lack of judicial prosecutions.
 
On a daily basis, a variety of human rights violations occur in Belize. Despite the heightened sensitivity of rights on the ground, there remain major constraints for men and women on the streets to assert and defend their human rights in Belize. Included among these are ignorance about specific strategies to enforce one’s rights; the high cost of bringing lawsuits to defend one’s rights, in particular the costs of lawyers; the lack of legal aid for Constitutional cases; the fear of challenging the seemingly all powerful state; the fear of being victimized by the omnipresent partisan politics; and the attitude of acceptance or “passivity” that characterizes the Belizean personality.  

Over the last 25 years, and especially in the last decade, the idea of human rights has started to become imbedded in the conscience and culture of Belizeans. Human rights activists in the country, along with others, have helped to create an environment in which people recognize that they have rights and are insisting that the government respect those rights.
V. Conclusion

As a nation, Belize understands and accepts the theory and premise upon which 

universally recognized human rights are based. The Belize Constitution, the national laws and Belize’s regional and international human rights treaty ratifications are all a testament to this fact. Primarily because of the work of human rights organizations and other members of civil society, the continuing process of dispelling the myths and misconceptions about human rights has been largely successful over the years. Many in Belize have been inspired by a world movement to fight for their rights and have become increasingly energized and emboldened in their attempt to hold the government accountable for its violations of human rights. 

In the final analysis, however, the question for this growing nation to answer in the next 25 years is whether the people and the government of Belize have the will and the courage and are truly prepared to do what is required to translate the theory of human rights into everyday practice that will improve and fundamentally transform the lives of people so that the dignity of all in Belize is respected. 
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