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Information Submitted to the Committee 
 
On 24 July 2007, Belize submitted its combined third and fourth periodic reports1 under the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (the Convention), as well as written 
responses2 to the list of issues and questions3 raised by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (the Committee). The Minister of Human Development, Ms. Sylvia Flores, led the Belizean 
delegation.  
 
Belize is a multi-ethnic and multilingual society with a largely rural population of 301,000 on the eastern 
coastline of Central America. The country’s small economy centres on agriculture, the processing of 
agricultural products, and tourism as the principle sectors and the major foreign exchange earners.  
 

                                                 
1 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/39sess.htm.  
2 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/39sess.htm.  
3 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/39sess.htm.  
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Belize signed and ratified the Convention in 1990 and the Optional Protocol in 2002. Belize’s reservation 
relates to Article 10 of the Optional Protocol, which concerns Article 8 and Article 9.4 The State report 
outlines the legal, structural, and policy changes that have been introduced since the submission of Belize’s 
combined initial and second periodic report at the Committee’s 21st session in 1999, and responds to the 
Concluding Comments from the last report.5  
 
A shadow report,6 submitted by the Women’s Issues Network of Belize (WIN-Belize), an umbrella 
organization of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), acknowledges various policies, legislation, and 
mechanisms which aim to protect women’s human rights. However, the shadow report also stresses that there 
is a lack of awareness about, and lack of accessibility to, the different policies, legislation and mechanisms. It 
points out that limited financial and human resources thwart agencies charged with empowering, educating, 
and protecting women. The report also highlights the need to develop a coordinated national framework for 
the collection, analysis, and dissemination of data. 
 
The Committee asked whether Belizean women are aware of the legal and social means at their disposal to 
improve their lives. The Committee underscored how essential it is for them to know about their rights, and 
emphasized the need for public awareness of the Government’s improvements. It urged the delegation to 
examine how the traditional stereotypes, attitudes, and expectations for women circulate in society. The 
Committee instructed them to pay attention to the messages transmitted through political bodies, and wanted 
to see the Government foster programmes to prepare young girls for leadership roles.  
 
Belize is a party to a number of international instruments including the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and 
the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families.7   
 
 

Themes and Issues8 
 
 
         Institutional Framework 
 
The Committee requested information on how the new laws and policies are impacting the status of women. 
Ms. Heisoo Shin, Committee expert from the Republic of Korea, commended Belize for ratifying the 
Optional Protocol, but noted that it would not allow the Committee to investigate systematic violations even 
though Belize acknowledged that they needed monitoring. The delegation highlighted its goal to raise gender 
awareness through education and public awareness campaigns, which include establishing a gender 
mainstreaming committee and sensitising government members.  
 
The Committee was notably concerned that there are no official policies aimed at accelerating the de facto, or 
substantive, equality of women. Committee member Ms. Gaspard strongly emphasized that the status of 
women could not be improved without a high-level body with the resources to eradicate discrimination. She 
stressed the need for a mechanism with the power to mainstream gender in public policy, and to increase the 
number of women holding government positions.  
                                                 
4 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reservations-country.htm. 
5 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/cedaw21/belize.htm. 
6 http://www.iwraw-ap.org/resources/pdf/Belize%20SR%20final.pdf.  
7 See http://www.ohchr.org/english/law/index.htm.  
8 For a more detailed description of the dialogue between the Committee and the State, please see the press release of the 
proceedings, available at http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2007/wom1637.doc.htm. 



 
 

 
International Service for Human Rights 3

 
 
 

Temporary Special Measures 
 
The Committee emphatically pointed out that current policy fails to take advantage of the temporary special 
measures as outlined in the Convention, and elaborated by the Committee in its General Recommendation 
No. 25. Temporary special measures, it was noted by the Committee, should be applied in areas where 
equality is clearly lacking and needs special attention. The Committee insisted that laws alone are not 
sufficient to achieve de facto equality. The Convention requires that women be given “an equal start,” and be 
empowered by a supportive environment. The Committee clarified that the adoption of such measures should 
not be discriminatory and must be discontinued when the objectives of gender equality have been achieved. 
The delegation noted the recommendation.  
 

Women in Government 
 
The Committee questioned what the Government is doing to address the under-representation of women in 
political and public life, including the reluctance of women to pursue candidacy for public office. They 
particularly emphasised the importance of decision-making positions and the need for statistics regarding the 
number of women at all levels of Government. The delegation suggested that even though women are 
interested in such positions, they lack access to it because of family obligations, the dominance of men, and 
lack of skills and financing. The delegation relayed that the Belize Rural Development Programme has 
created specific target figures to promote gender balance in the public sector and in parliament.  
 

Socio-Economic Development 
 
The Committee focused the dialogue on the Government’s steps to improve women’s participation in the 
labour force. The delegation pointed out that, through the Belize Rural Development Programme, women’s 
groups from throughout the country have access to funds to implement small-scale projects aimed at 
improving their productivity and financial independence. The delegation also shed light on the new legislation 
to establish one minimum wage, thus eliminating inequality in minimum wages for gender-specific positions. 
Committee member Ms. Begum highly praised the delegation for the remarkable achievement of reducing 
unemployment from 20 per cent to 12 per cent.   
 
The Belizean delegation reiterated that their Constitution provides protection against discriminatory treatment 
and requires State policies to eliminate economic and social privilege, and disparity among citizens on 
multiple grounds, including sex. However, Committee member Ms. Simms expressed her concern that the 
challenges remain grave. Discriminatory hiring practices, sexual harassment, and pay inequality persist, 
despite ratification of International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions.  
 
The delegation pointed out a couple of examples of improvements. Firstly, the maternity leave entitlement 
expanded in July 2005 from twelve weeks to fourteen weeks of full pay. Secondly, the law now recognizes 
common law unions for couples living together for five or more years and not married to anyone else for the 
purpose of inheritance and property rights. In addition, stated Ms. Flores, Belizean law now places economic 
value on home and childcare in instances of divorce or separation, and custody no longer depends on a 
mother’s private life. 
 

Stereotypes 
 
Belize is still primarily a patriarchal society, where the male is attributed most of the social and financial 
power in the home and in the workplace, and the female is expected to carry out mainly domestic duties, with 
few job opportunities. The Committee requested information on the Government’s strategy to address and 
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eliminate gender stereotypes across all sectors which inhibit full participation by women. The Committee was 
mainly concerned with the culture’s gender awareness and sensitisation, and asked the delegation to comment 
on the gender stereotyping in the media.  
 
Ms. Gaspard also asked whether a dialogue exists between the Government, NGOs and the press to combat 
harmful stereotypes. The delegation underscored that the Family Court and the District Attorney’s office are 
committed to training the judiciary about gender awareness. The delegation also described new signs of 
improvement, pointing out how the media now safeguards the identities of rape victims and children in child 
abuse cases. The delegation was proud that the media aired the documentary, Domestic Violence: the Belizean 
Reality, which expanded public awareness countrywide.  
 

Education 
 

The Committee was notably concerned that the Catholic Church’s high level of influence over education 
presented severe obstacles to the implementation of sexual and reproductive education for teenagers. The 
delegation responded that the national policy sought to alleviate this problem through educational 
programmes incorporated into schools nationwide. However, the Committee was not satisfied with this 
response and inquired as to how the Government is challenging the Church-State education system to 
guarantee a quality education for women. The Committee also emphasized the importance of appropriate 
gender education at the primary school level. Delegation head Ms. Flores described a guidebook for primary 
schoolteachers that provides a framework for understanding the multiple dimensions of inequalities both 
outside and within the school. She expressed hope that teachers using this framework could help set the 
foundation for a more gender balanced society. 
 

Health 
 
Belize endures the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence in Central America. The Committee emphasised their 
distress about the feminisation of the pandemic within the country. According to the delegation, the National 
AIDS Commission in Belize, launched in 2005, represents a synthesis of contributors from governmental 
sectors. The Commission strives to improve understanding of gender differentials in the formulation and 
implementation of HIV/AIDS programming. Ms. Flores elaborated on aggressive public awareness 
campaigns that focused on education and personal development of women. However, she conceded that 
poverty is a considerable obstacle, creating dependency of women on men and hindering negotiation of safe 
sex. Committee expert Ms. Pimmentel inquired about the reluctancy to teach condom use. Ms. Flores 
indicated that sexuality is a taboo subject, and so abortion is never discussed in the Cabinet. However, she 
agreed that HIV/AIDS is a significant issue that needs to be addressed.    
 
Committee expert Ms. Shin queried the delegation on the status of health care for rural women. She stressed 
the need for better health services in mobile clinics, since they are reportedly not 'women friendly', and filled 
with male employees. The delegation responded that they were focusing on improving maternal mortality 
rates among rural women, and outlining strategies to provide them with more access to reproductive health 
services. However, rural women are still not educated about their rights, health issues, and economic 
opportunities.9 
 

Violence against Women 
 
The delegation recognised that employees in the judicial and social protection systems are inadequatly 
sensitive to domestic violence. However, they pointed out that steps were being taken to increase awareness 
and ensure women’s knowledge of their rights and existing legislation. The new Domestic Violence Act of 
2007 increases the power and jurisdiction of the Family Court, provides more severe criminal penalties, and 

                                                 
9 http://www.iwraw-ap.org/resources/pdf/Belize%20SR%20final.pdf. 
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provides greater powers to the police. However, women’s daily reality of survival after domestic abuse 
remains a significant concern. Ms. Flores indicated that, by the end of 2007, all districts throughout the 
country would have a government-funded shelter for battered women. 
 
The Committee was distressed with the lack of police response to domestic violence calls and wanted to know 
whether police were sanctioned so to encourage them to act with a prompter response. Ms. Flores noted that 
the high turnover of police officers contributed to the poor response time, but that the country was starting to 
see a change in attitude and quicker responses with the increased trainings at the Police Academy and the 
rising number of female officers.   
 
The Committee requested statistical data on other forms of violence against women such as rape and sexual 
assault. They asked whether the Government was taking steps to develop a comprehensive strategy to address 
sexual violence. The Committee also wanted more information on whether the age group reporting domestic 
violence is the same as that which is most affected with HIV/AIDS.  
 

Trafficking in Women 
 
The Committee members requested further information regarding procedures to prosecute human traffickers. 
A delegate confirmed the definition of human trafficking in Belize legislation as derived from the Palermo 
Protocol.10 The Trafficking in Persons Act, recent legislation, addresses growing concerns and creates public 
awareness in an effort to convict persons involved. Ms. Flores admitted prosecution rates for conviction are 
low. She also noted that trafficked women and girls are now seen as victims, and afforded protection under 
the law. In the past such females were arrested and charged, while the perpetrators were not.  

 
 

Conclusion and Next StepsConclusion and Next StepsConclusion and Next StepsConclusion and Next Steps    
 
 
The Belizean delegation reported to the Committee in an energetic, open, and communicative manner. 
Through the presentation of concrete facts, they highlighted achievements, acknowledged limitations, and 
recognised areas requiring improvement. The Committee was pleased with the delegation’s breadth and 
sincerity during the presentation. Ms. Flores stated much more needed to be done to attain equality in Belize 
to provide women with full access to justice. The challenges in Belize derive from deeply seeded mindsets of 
gender roles, and the unwillingness of Church-State agencies to open the floor to discussion of sexual health. 
This heightens the need for increased education about healthier and more balanced roles for females. 
However, the Government is committed to the advancement of women and the pursuit of gender equality, 
expressing much enthusiasm for many of the new programmes, policies, and laws.  
 
 
Last revised and updated: 12 September 2007. 
 

                                                 
10 There are two protocols that are referred to jointly as the Palermo Protocols, or are sometimes incorrectly referred to 
individually as the Palermo Protocol .The Palermo Protocols are two protocols adopted by the United Nations in 2000 in Palermo 
Italy, together with the Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. They are: the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children; and the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air.  
 



 

 
 
TREATY BODY MONITOR STAFF 
 
Gareth Sweeney, Human Rights Officer, Information Program, Geneva 
Eléonore Dziurzynski, Communications Officer, Information Program, Geneva 
Michelle Evans, Representative to the UN, New York 
Kobi-Renee Leins, Human Rights Officer, New York 
 
AUTHORS OF THE BELIZE REPORT 
 
Dardi N. Harrison, Intern 
 
 
ABOUT THE PUBLICATION 
 
The Treaty Body Monitor forms part of the Human Rights Monitor Series produced by ISHR. It reports on 
each country reviewed by the seven treaty bodies and provides an overview of every treaty body session. It is 
currently an online publication that can be found at http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/TMBs.   
 
 
COMMENTS AND FURTHER INFORMATION  
 
We would welcome your feedback on this publication so please send any comments and suggestions to 
information@ishr.ch. You can check the latest Treaty Body Monitor reports published on 
http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/TMBs.  
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