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In November 1996, the State of Belize submitted combined Initial and Second Reports to the CEDAW Committee, followed by a combined Third and Fourth Periodic Report of Belize (CEDAW/C/BLZ/3-4) in July 2005.  For close to 20 years now, no additional report has been presented.   

As we understand, the due date to evaluate Belize compliance with its duties according to CEDAW is in May, 2023, and so far, we have no indication of any Report being drafted by the government.  In fact, as this Committee noted in its 2005 Report, Belize did not “provide sufficient statistical data, disaggregated by sex, ethnicity and rural and urban areas, on the practical realization of the principle of equality between women and men in all areas covered by the Convention.”[footnoteRef:1]     [1:  United Nations.  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Concluding comments of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women: Belize. 10 August 2007, p. 9. [Concluding Comments]] 


According to the 2010 Census, around 11.3% of the Belizean population is composed of Mayan individuals.[footnoteRef:2]  A major challenge faced by Maya women, as noted by the Committee 2007 General Observations Report (GOR), is the widespread poverty among them, which facilitates violations of women’s rights. [footnoteRef:3] Specific challenges are related to access to health, education, nationality and domestic violence, as we will further present. [2:  Belize Population and Housing Census. Country Report, 2010. http://sib.org.bz/wp-content/uploads/2010_Census_Report.pdf ]  [3:  Concluding Comments, p. 3.

] 


This partial alternative report was developed to make the Committee aware of some of the specific challenges faced by the Maya women of Belize which impair or nullify the exercise their rights under the CEDAW.    

1) Optional Protocol  

Belize ratified the CEDAW in March, 1990.  In December, 2002, Belize ratified the Optional Protocol; however, it does not recognize the oversight of the Committee provided for in Protocol’s Articles 8 and 9.

2) Belize’s general duties according to CEDAW and related to Indigenous Women Discrimination against Maya Women of Southern Belize.

ARTICLE 1

There are no Acts in Belize that define discrimination against women.  The term “discriminatory” in the Belize Constitution means:
affording different treatment to different persons attributable wholly or mainly to their respective descriptions by sex, race, place of origin, political opinions, colour or creed whereby persons of one such description are subjected to disabilities or restrictions to which persons of another such description are not made subject or are accorded privileges or advantages which are not accorded to persons of another such description (16, 3).

This definition is in accordance to international human rights standards, as some public measures or policies will have disproportionate and negative effects on Indigenous women. The CEDAW establishes that discrimination against women shall be a distinction, exclusion, or restriction which has the effect of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment, or exercise by women of human rights.  A general definition of the term “discriminatory” focused on formal equality is not enough to address direct or unintentional discrimination, as foreseen in Article 4. 

Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 1 in relation to Maya women rights. 

ARTICLE 2

According to General Recommendation 39, the prohibition of discrimination shall be applied together with the protection of the rights to self-determination and integrity of indigenous lands, territories, and resources.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  United Nations. The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) General Recommendation No. 39 on the rights of indigenous women and girls. Draft, para. 11. [General Recommendation No. 39]] 


Despite mentioning Indigenous peoples in its preamble, the Belize Constitution does not recognize specific rights for Indigenous peoples.  The state of Belize has the duty to consult with Indigenous peoples on those policies or legislation that might affect their rights.  Belize, however, has never consulted with the Maya people on any policies related to health, integrity, education or development in general, and tends to legislate for the rural area with no distinction of ethnicity.   

According to General Recommendation Nº 39, “the failure to protect the rights to self-determination, ancestral land use, and the effective participation and consent of indigenous women in all matters affecting them constitutes discrimination against them and their communities.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid., para. 21.] 


Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 2 in relation to Maya women rights. 

ARTICLE 4

Belize did not provide sufficient sex-disaggregated data in its 2007 Report, nor did Belize provide ethnic-disaggregated data.  In fact, Belize has no current account of how many Maya people are living in the country today, which doesn’t allow it to present sex and ethnic disaggregated data.

Belize did not establish any special measure for Maya women to secure their advancement and greater participation in public policies. Currently, the Government of Belize is preparing a Land Policy specific for the Maya people of Southern Belize.  The participation of Maya women in the discussion and definition of such policy is essential for it to be effective in protecting their rights. There is no official facility, however, for their informed participation.

The State of Belize has not made any effort to understand gender issues from the perspective of Mayan women, nor has it made any effort to train and educate its public officials on issues of Indigenous peoples' rights and interculturality.  In fact, Belize has no specific data on domestic violence within Indigenous families.  Human rights reports, however, indicate that “indigenous women are 35 times more likely than non-indigenous women to be hospitalized due to domestic violence”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs. State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. 5th Volume. Rights to Land, Territories and Resources. New York, 2021, p. 120.] 


It is the duty of the state of Belize to ensure that the justice system offers a timely response to Indigenous women and girls who are victims of gender violence. This implies designing and implementing policies for the prevention of gender violence that have interpreters, translators, anthropologists, psychologists, health professionals, spiritual authorities, cultural mediators, in short, policies that incorporate the gender perspective from a multicultural perspective. [footnoteRef:7]  Without these measures that integrate the perspective of Maya women into public policies, cases of gender and intrafamily violence will remain invisible and go unpunished. [7:  General Recommendation No. 39, para. 27.] 


Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 4 in relation to Maya women rights. 

ARTICLE 6

Sexual exploitation affects especially teenage Mayan girls under a scheme known as fichera. According to the former Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children, Joy Ngozi Ezellio (2014), “it refers to a practice whereby men pay a higher price to drink in the company of adolescent girls or young women who work in bars. The practice has been identified as a gateway to prostitution. Fichera has been found by investigators to be a common thread in many suspected cases of trafficking in persons.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  United Nations. Report of the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially women and children, Joy Ngozi Ezeilo, on her mission to Belize (12–16 December 2013). A/HRC/26/37/Add.6, par. 9.] 


Belize received classification on the Tier 2 Watch List for human trafficking, and its main targets are women and children.[footnoteRef:9]  Being listed in Tier 2 Watch means, according to the US Department of State: [9:  The Borgen Project. Tackling Human Trafficking in Belize. https://borgenproject.org/human-trafficking-in-belize/ ] 

The Government of Belize does not fully meet the minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking but is making significant efforts to do so. These efforts included initiating more trafficking investigations, convicting a trafficker, and screening for potential trafficking victims during joint labor inspections. However, the government did not demonstrate overall increasing efforts from the previous reporting period. The government did not initiate any new prosecutions against traffickers and continued to apply victim identification procedures inconsistently, despite improvement in this area. Although reports of official complicity were common, the government did not investigate any instances of official complicity in trafficking-related offenses. Therefore Belize remained on Tier 2 Watch List for the second consecutive year.[footnoteRef:10] [emphasis added] [10:  US Department of State. 2020 Trafficking in Persons Report: Belize.  https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-trafficking-in-persons-report/belize/ ] 


Belize is not complying with CEDAW’s Article 6 in relation to Maya women rights. 


“Think about the man”

AW went to the local police station to report a sexual assault. There was no woman there, or anyone trained in sexual assault. The official who met her tried to talk her out of making the report. “Think about the man; he will be separated from his children. Do you want that?”— She left without filing the report.

ARTICLE 7

There is no specific policy in Belize for the promotion of Maya women in the formulation of public policies that may affect them. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples protects the right of Indigenous peoples to be consulted before adopting legislative or administrative measures that may affect their rights. That standard is not observed by Belize. As reported above, health policies, gender violence, education, land legislation that affect Maya women are developed without any consultation. As a result, in most cases, Maya women are unaware of their rights, the policies that affect , and do not have the means to access justice.

Despite the approval in 2022 of the Maya of Southern Belize Free Prior and Informed Consent Protocol, to date Belize has not demarcated the Maya ancestral territory, failing in offering collective security for the possession of the Maya People’s ancestral lands. This prevents Maya women and their communities from fully exercising their right to participate in all matters that affect them. The uncertainty regarding the borders of the territory of each village brings conflicts over boundaries between neighbors, which creates tension both between Maya villages and third parties and within the Maya villages. This dynamic increases the potential for internal violence that leaves the Maya family nuclei in a vulnerable situation, especially women and children.

Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 7 in relation to Maya women rights. 

ARTICLE 9

There is a high incidence of Maya girl children who do not have birth registration documents and who consequently cannot claim nationality and social benefits in the State party.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Concluding comments, p. 9.
] 


The lack of identification marginalizes Maya women in the Belize economy, limiting their economic participation to the informal sector.

Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 9 in relation to Maya women rights. 

Maya babies in Legal Limbo

Maya names are spelled wrong on birth certificates. The mothers don’t speak English; government workers don’t speak Maya. How can we sign our names when it doesn’t match our documents? Even when Maya women can get paid work, we can’t get social security cards or benefits. 

We face barriers to renew our identification documents. To get an appointment, we are supposed to download online applications, which is impossible without internet or a computer.  Even if you can get an in-person appointment, the bus might not run that day. So we can’t fix our babies’ names in documents. So many Maya children are not registered. If you have a homebirth, they make it harder to register your baby. If you don’t have a government representative (nurse or health care worker) present – it can take two to three years to get birth papers.

~ Anonymous Maya Women statement


ARTICLE 10

According to the Government of Belize, the country’s literacy rate in 1998 was 75.1%, with rates of 52.1% among Maya women and 47.7% among men.[footnoteRef:12]   In 2007 the Freedom of Access to Information and Freedom of Expression (FAIFE) World Report, Belize reported a country literacy rate of 76.9%.[footnoteRef:13] -- meaning that the available information at that time showed insignificant improvement.  We don’t have updated data to offer, but there is no indication of improvement.  [12:  United Nations. Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Considerations of reports submitted by States parties under article 18 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.  Combined third and fourth periodic reports of State parties. Belize. CEDAW/C/BLZ/3-4. 26 September 2005, p. 24. [Considerations of reports]]  [13:  International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions. The IFLA/FAIFE World Report Series.  Belize.  https://cdn.ifla.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/assets/faife/publications/ifla-world-report/24_ifla-faife_2007_cr_-_belize.pdf ] 

The legacy of colonialism in Belize is extended by religious educational centers in the country, especially in rural areas, that frown on Maya cultural ritual. An imperialist educational curriculum was imposed on the country’s population, especially affecting the Mayan people, who receive an education that does not harmonize with their daily needs nor does it prepare them for a more specialized workforce. 

Education in Roman Catholic schools reinforces patriarchal gender roles and exerts subtle control over girls' bodies through the imposition of uniforms that are inappropriate for the country's climate, “and designed to de-emphasize any sexuality and some schools require teenage girls to wear shapeless white dresses”.[footnoteRef:14]  Marginalized by language and culture, most Maya women do not complete high school. Education in Belize is provided in English, even though most teachers speak English as a second language. There is only one high school that affirms the Maya traditions, and two Maya bilingual schools located in the south of the country. Other schools operate with teachers that are not properly trained in cross-cultural education, nor in any of the Maya languages ​​(Yucatec, Mopan, Q’eqchi'). [14:  George Ann Gregory. Legacies of colonialism: The Education of Maya in Belize p. 128. https://jan.ucc.nau.edu/~jar/HOT/HOT-9.pdf ] 


In these denominational Roman Catholic schools, the Ministry of Education and Youth provides salaries for underpaid teachers and minimal funding for supplies, as the church is seen as responsible for delivering educational service.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Yanira Oliveras-Ortiz, Wesley D. Hickey (2019) Educational Leadership in a Mayan Village in Southern Belize: Challenges faced by a Mayan Woman Principal.  Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership. Vol. 23, Issue 1, 2020. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1555458919874420 ] 


Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 10 in relation to Maya women rights. 

ARTICLE 12

A major problem in Belize are the high maternal mortality rates caused by pregnancy and childbirth complications.[footnoteRef:16] The leading causes of hospitalization among young women 15-29 years are related to pregnancy, childbirth and puerperium,[footnoteRef:17] which largely affect women in rural areas, such as Maya women.  Travel is difficult for pregnant women, especially when in labor, due to villages in remote areas where there is no access to emergency transportation, and most is slow and unsafe for pregnant and recent post-partum women.  Belize doesn’t integrate Maya traditional birth attendants into the national health system, nor does it recognize and train Maya traditional birth attendants.   [16:  Kesley Snodgrass (2017) Belize: Maternal Mortality and Morbidity. Global Public Health http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/pubh100global/10  ]  [17:  Ibid.   ] 


The Committee expressed its concern about the inadequate recognition and protection of the reproductive health and rights of women in Belize. [footnoteRef:18]  In 2005 the government of Belize informed the Committee that knowledge of contraceptive methods was the lowest among the Maya population, where about 8% didn’t even know of any method of contraception.[footnoteRef:19]   [18:  Considerations of reports]  [19:  Ibid.] 


Maya women’s access to health care is limited through under-resourced community health centers or by traveling to urban areas where the available services are superior to the services available in rural areas.  Maya women don't have a semi/full equipped clinic where they can see a doctor.  Their community services also lack medication, which largely impacts children and women.   

Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 12 in relation to Maya women rights. 


I was alone, and no one spoke my language

In my first pregnancy a midwife helped me with herbs and massage. For my second, I had to travel on the back of a motorcycle to go to a clinic with medicine. I was in pain and bleeding. Later in the pregnancy, I started bleeding again, and I couldn’t walk. I had to travel for an hour on the back of pick up truck to get to the local hospital. They told me I needed to go two hours away for an ultrasound. They said I needed a cesarean section. I was alone, and no one spoke my language. When they sent me home 48 hours later, I had to hire a car to get back home with my newborn, which cost me close to BZ$1000.

~MW Statement
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]
ARTICLE 14

The root of discrimination against Indigenous women is a lack of protection for their lands and violations of their right to self-determination.  In Belize, the situation is no different.  Currently, the government of Belize is developing a land policy to recognize, for the first time in its colonial and republican history, Maya lands.  This policy was developed without any prior consultation with Maya people.  The state of Belize has yet to officially recognize the Maya people as a collective legal subject, which prevents them from using official venues to complain and demand their rights as a collective subject.

As many other Indigenous women in other parts of the world, Maya women of Belize are “particularly vulnerable to food insecurity, conflict, gender-based domestic and other forms of violence, the denial of or limitation of access to property rights, and the violation of their right to inherit their land.”[footnoteRef:20]  In general, Maya women’s decision-making is subordinated to their marital status and relationship with men. [20:  United Nations.   Department of Economic and Social Affairs. State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. Rights to lands, territories and resources. New York, United Nations, 2021, p. 120] 


Belize is not in compliance with CEDAW’s Article 14 in relation to Maya women rights. 


Belize Maya Women’s Dreams of Human Rights

There is no exact translation for ‘human rights’ in Mopan Maya. Instead the Indigenous organization, the Sarstoon Temash Institute for Indigenous Management, interviewed three generations of Maya women about dreams for their lives, for their daughters and granddaughters. Only then were they asked what ‘human rights’ means to them.

R., a grandmother, recalls how she was married at a young age, “So young I didn’t even have a chance to think or dream about my future.” R’s father was abusive to her mother who would run away and leave her alone to care for her siblings. Her grandfather arranged R’s marriage with the advice, “since your parents are always fighting, the best thing for you is to have a husband who will take care of you”.   

When asked about dreams for her granddaughters, she hoped they could get the education she never received since it was “not the norm for girls at that time.”
T
o R, human rights means everyone – even girls -- can go to school, and no one can be mistreated by their partner.

Her daughter, Y., had a different experience. She loved playing sports and even made it to a national tournament. But her school grades were so poor, she couldn’t qualify for high school. Y. dreams that her daughter and granddaughters finish school since “I don’t want them to end up like me.”

To Y., human rights means that Maya women have the right to speak up. “If something  not good is happening to us, we should not tolerate it. We need to speak up.”

S., Y. daughter (and R’s granddaughter) dreams of growing up to help her mother “to repay her for all that she has done for me.” She hopes her future children will help her if she can’t finish high school. She hopes for grandchildren who are “educated with good jobs.”  To S., human rights means “someone can be anything they want, and no one can prevent them from doing so.”

As a whole, these interviews show that despite the substantial barriers, the dreams of self-determination and of freedom from violence and coercion, are growing stronger across generations of Maya women.  
1


