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PREAMBLE

The fact that the government of Belize has answered the questions made by the Experts’ Committee of OAS - which was asked to evaluate the application of the Convention of Belem do Para - deserves congratulations.  It has allowed the Committee to effectively measure the efforts made, the road to travel for an effective fight of violence against women and to eventually identify the possibilities for international cooperation to strengthen its actions in this fight against violence on women.

The responses to the questionnaires on which the experts based the report are dated February 13, and the complementary information provided by the government of Belize is dated February 2007.  In addition to this information, the experts based this report on the 2006 report of Amnesty International related to violence against women, and the 2007 report of OAS on the access to justice for victimized women of violence to complete the report, in the absence of the information from the civil society associations from Belize.

In the framework of the follow-up of the application of the Convention for the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women, also called Convention of Belem do Para, this is the first report produced by member countries.  However, several questions were not answered.  The next questionnaires will have to take that into account in order to allow for a more specific evaluation.
I.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The government of Belize ratified the Convention for the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women, or Convention Belém do Pará, in 2002.  Since then, Belize has strengthened its structures and programs to intensify the fight against every manner of violence the victims of which are women.

The efforts made by the member country of OAS in favor of equality of women dates back to its participation in the international meeting that took place in Beijing in 1995.  Since 1998, the government of Belize and the associations of the civil society have agreed to intensify and coordinate their actions in the following five lines: economic power, health, education, access to executive positions, and domestic violence.

Measures have thus been taken to press the issue forward in this sense and the ratification of the Inter-American Convention for the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women is one of the concrete actions taken by the government of Belize.

Also, legislation on domestic violence was passed, a national policy on gender was approved by the government and concrete measures are taken in favor of women.  A law on sexual and reproductive health was adopted and modifications were made to the Criminal Code.  The rape of a woman by her consort is recognized and sanctioned.  Legislation on traffic of humans and on the transmission of HIV has been written.

Access to justice is guaranteed by three bodies: the family court, the unit against the domestic violence and the women department of the Ministry of Human Development. Additionally, structures have been implemented to receive the female victims of violence in three regions of the country and a telephone hot-line is available throughout the country.  Organized civil society associations and groups coordinate their actions with state institutions to follow-up on the victimized women of violence.

Several institutions working in the domain of women’s rights (the Women’s’ Department, women shelters and certain ministries) receive funds, but there is still no specific budget for gender issues as a separate budget item in the national budget.

With regards to information and statistics, the responses obtained allow us to state that in certain cases the data collected is weak, but in other cases, it is based on estimates alone.  Several services and bureaus collect different data since 2007; but all of it is related to the violence suffered by women, mainly within their own homes. This information is centralized in the National Registry of Violence against Women, which was created by the Ministry of Health.

Chapter I:
LEGISLATION

There have been major changes in the penal legislation relative to women and to violence against them:  the additional protocol of CEDAW was ratified in 2002; the criminalization of rape by the consort was passed; willful transmission of HIV-AIDS was penalized. 

In the modification of the penal code, which recognizes rape by the consort, the victimized woman or child is no longer accused of delinquency if they are utilized by men.

A law relative to sexual and reproductive health adopted by the government in 2002, call for the strengthening the protection of women and children, young adults and the elderly against all forms of violence and abuse.

From February to June of 2005, several debates, conferences and discussions were organized by a number of societal groups interested on the issue of violence against women to discuss the progress achieved by the Convention of Belém do Pará.  The result of that was the re-evaluation of the law against domestic violence and the drafting of new legislation on domestic violence, which will be made effective by March 8 of 2007, the International Day of Women.

The Department of Women of the Ministry of Human Development, in association with the National Commission of Women and the National Committee for Gender Based Violence were charged with the preparation of an action plan to fight violence against women; the plan was finalized in December 2005 and its implementation started in May 2007.

The Women’s’ Department of Belize and the National Women’s’ Commission for Gender Issues have trained members of the cabinet, officers of ministries and state representatives.

A national plan for gender-based violence will start in 2007.  A Gender Integration Manual was developed and will be distributed to legislators, representatives and the main experts on the issue. A special event has been programmed for the occasion.

*
The Progress:  Several instances of government are acting to press forward the implementation of the Convention of Belem do Para, in coordination with civil society and charitable institutions.  

A multi-disciplinary approach is being applied to fight violence against women, with involvement of agencies from various ministries and several administrative and associative structures.

*
The Weaknesses:  domestic violence, as well as the traffic of women and minors, is taken into consideration.  However, other forms of violence covered by Article 1 of the Convention have not been incorporated as part of the application of the convention.

The fact that there is no specific legislation to sanction government officers and functionaries who fail to apply the legislation to fight violence against women, translates in an absence of rigor.

*
Recommendations:  that all forms of violence foreseen by Article 1 of the Convention of Belem do Para be taken into account by legislators, and not only family or domestic violence.

Chapter  II:
ACCESS TO JUSTICE

Access to justice is a constant desire of the officers of government of Belize and there are essentially 3 institutions responsible for it:

*
The Unit against the Domestic Violence of the Police;

*
The Family Court;

*
The Women’s’ Department 

Services are available in certain police stations and, since 1999, 300 police officers have trained to respond to domestic violence cases.  In 2005, the police developed its own protocol for the reception of claims by victimized women of violence in various stations.

There is, however, only one institution that shelters victimized women of violence throughout the country, the capacity of which is small and limited: 10 women at the same time since 1993.  Since 2007, two other transitional centers have been opened. 

There is a hot-line that can be accessed from all regions of the country.  It is not free, but it can be accessed from all over the country.

Other institutions such as the associations of the civil society, churches of all denominations, and regional associations offer accompaniment and limited care to women victims, but they are insufficient vis-a-vis the demand.

The Women’s’ Department has been trying to maintain a permanent counselor in Belize.  The Department offers a rehabilitation program in which victimized women can participate. A compensation program will be available to victimized women of violence in 2007.

The government is currently implementing two other shelters: one in the north of the country and one in the south.  They should be operational towards the end of the year 2007.

*
The Progress:  the hot-line for women victims of violence is currently free and accessible from all over the country.  The north and south of Belize will soon have their own shelters for the women and girls victims of violence.

*
The Weaknesses: there is no national service or institution that provides free legal assistance to the women and girls victims of violence.  The Women’s’ Department and the National Commission of Women find assistance on an individual basis.  The victims’ compensation program is not yet in effect.

*
Recommendations: that not only physical or psychological assistance is available but also the legal representation to accompany the women all along the judiciary procedures, until the conviction of the aggressor, in the entire the country.

Chapter III:
NATIONAL BUDGET

Through the Ministry of Human Development, the Ministry of Finances disburses moneys to fight violence against women.  However, there is no specific amount allocated to this function.

During the fiscal year 2005-2006, the government of Belize allocated $BZ 313,678 to the Women’s’ Department, of which spent $75.000 that year.

The Women’s shelter in Belize, Heaven House, receives an annual allocation of $25.000BZ.  There is no mention of the amounts allocated to the other transition centers created in 2006.

The other agencies of the government working the issues of gender or violence against women don’t have specific budgets to fight violence against women and girls.  

*
The Weaknesses:  there is no specific budget allocation for fighting violence against women.

*
Recommendations :  that more resources be made available in the budget for the operations of institutions involved in the defense of women, but also that specific resources to fight violence against women and girls be made available within the structures created to fight this type of violence in all its forms.

Chapter IV:
INFORMATION AND STATISTICS

The information gathered indicates that in certain cases the data is weak and in other cases the collection of information regarding violence against women is non-systematic.

There is a national database on violence against women, developed by the Ministry of Health. The information produced by the Women’s’ Department, by the Family Court and the Shelters will be compiled by the National Registry of Violence against Women.

In many cases, only estimations are available:

· The cases of domestic violence are estimated in about 40 per month; 
· More than 80% of the cases reported relate to the situation in the city and more than 90% of those are cases of violence against women;

The information collected in 2004 suggests that violence against women had gone down as compared to 2003, going from 1240 cases to 962 cases.

The staff of the public administration specifically working services related to violence against women is made up of 43 people, distributed in 5 agencies.

There is an Ombudsman’s Office since 1999. Its function is to receive and process the complaints and accusations of abuses and to monitor the cases of violence against women. However, it did not provide any information about its activities.

*
The Progress:  A national Registry of Violence against Women has been created to centralize all information coming from the various services that work the issue of violence against women and girls; 

*
The Weaknesses: it is not clear whether the agencies compiling the data gather it from all the country; if not, the information provides a picture of the situation in the capital alone.

*
Recommendations: that data related to violence against women and girls be sought throughout all national sectors and services: in schools, at workplaces, in the street, in public life, in churches, from within the public function; and that it be transmitted to the National Registry of Cases of Violence Against Women and Girls.

II.
SUMMARY OF WEAKNESSES AND OBSTACLES IDENTIFIED
*
Domestic violence is dealt together with traffic of women and girls.  However, other forms of violence included in Article 1 of the convention have not entirely been incorporated as part of the application of the convention.
*
The fact that there is no specific legislation to sanction government officials and state functionaries who fail to apply the legislation to fight violence against women, translates in an absence of rigor.

*
There is no national service or institution that provides free legal assistance to the women and girls victims of violence.  The Women’s’ Department and the National Commission of Women find assistance on an individual basis.  The victims’ compensation program is not yet in effect.

*
There is no specific budget allocation for fighting violence against women.

*
It’s not clear whether the agencies compiling the data gather it from throughout the country; if not, then the information provides a picture of the situation in the capital alone.

The limited funds, the lack of available resources to push the issue and, above all, the lack of political will to modernize and redirect the national policies and action plans to fight violence against women are the main obstacles to an effective implementation of the Convention of Belem Do Para.

The public shelter and the two existing transition centers are insufficient to satisfy the demand of women seeking adequate protection once they become victims of violence.  It is necessary that the two other centers projected for the north and the south of the country be constructed and made functional as soon as possible.

The resources are limited and the people responsible for this fight have not shown any interest in making more resources available to prevent, sanction and eradicate violence against women.
III.
CONCLUSIONS
The information provided by the Belizean authorities since 1995, the participation of the country in the General Assembly in Beijing has motivated a special attention to the role of women, particularly of the victimized women domestic violence.  However, there has not been a strong effort to implement any actions that can help eradicate the discrimination against women and the violence they are subjected to. Legislation to penalize domestic violence has been adopted, but in the practice, it is not enforced due to weak official structures throughout the country.  The joint efforts of the General Attorney’s Office and the Barreau should help overcome these limitations. The limited funds and lack of resources are the main causes for this minimal application of the Convention Belem do Para.

Since the implementation of the follow-up committee for the Convention of Belem do Para, actions have been taken by the parties responsible for the implementation, who have since appointed a commission charged to preparing a national action plan for the 2006-2009 term to fight this type of violence.  

This plan has 4 main objectives:

1.
to reduce the number of gender-based violations in Belize;

2.
to provide effective assistance to the victims of violence ;

3.
to educate the culprits of the violence against women ;

4.
to promote the full eradication of violence against women, throughout the country.

The services responsible for the implementation of the actions projected by the action plan count both on the public sector as much as on the churches, the civil society and the media and universities, which can contribute  with research about violence against women. The idea is to act upon the information that the various groups and associations can provide from studies of the subject in order to create a database to compile the more specific information. Such comparative studies of the reality will allow for the continuous improvement and modernization of the Belizean Judicial System.

It would be appropriate to conduct a pilot program before implementing the measures proposed by the plan to reduce and eradicate violence against women throughout the country.

IV.
RECOMMENDATIONS
The National Gender-Based Violence Committee, represented through the Family Courts, the Domestic Violence, the Ministry of Health, the Women’s’ Department, the National Committee for the Family and Children, the Department of Community Rehabilitation, the National Women’s’ Commission, the Belizean Association for Family Life, the associations of defense of rights of women, PAHO/WHO, YWCA and the Network of Women’s’ Issues  are all sources of information on the problem of violence against women.

-
that the government of Belize pays more active attention to all forms of violence, other than domestic and conjugal violence; as well as issues of  discrimination to which women are subjected. And that it devotes more resources, financial and material, at the disposition of a larger number of human resources than those currently available;

-
that a legal assistance service, of a systematic and permanent nature, be implemented throughout the country to accompany women and girls victims of violence during the legal procedures until the conviction of the aggressor ;

-
that the structures implemented for the defense of the victimized women of violence be better equipped and distributed throughout the country, to more effectively apply the Convention of Belem do Para, in fighting all forms of violence, both in favor of women in the cities as well as those in rural areas;

-
that the necessary information be collected in all sectors of publics services and transmitted to the National Registry of Violent Acts Against Women throughout the country ;

-
that the information sessions and campaigns on the Convention of Belem do Para be intensified, and addressed of all sectors of society, but particularly towards women in order for every one to be aware of the consequences of this type of violence so that they can act as agents in the struggle;

-
that the women benefit from more information sessions about the violence they are victims of, about the content of the Convention of Belem do Para and about the structures available to them to sanction the aggressors, whomever they are.
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