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Mr. Chairman,

It is a pleasure for me to take the floor to present Belize’s experience with managing its temporary employment programs for migrant workers.  However, I must confess that this terminology is somewhat of a misnomer in the case of Belize’s migration policy.  With a population of approximately 330,000 people, and unlike many of the countries in the region, Belize does not currently have a well defined and structured temporary employment program for migrant workers, what obtains is more a system of issuing work permits.  Nonetheless and undoubtedly, given our geographic location – as not only the bridge between the Caribbean and Central America but serving also as the gateway to destinations north – Belize is a part of a very dynamic and robust migratory flow within the Central American region.  Given its history of democracy, stability, and its myriad economic opportunities in the agricultural and tourism sectors, Belize is an attractive destination for persons seeking seasonal employment in these sectors.  But not only are we a receiving country for migrant workers, we are also a sending country of skilled and unskilled Belizeans seeking temporary jobs through employment programs in North America.  


As such, we are cognizant of the importance of undertaking analyses of migration within our hemisphere, the socio-economic opportunities it provides to both sending and receiving countries, and the challenges and constraints it may produce.  It is because of this importance that Belize places on the issue of migration that Belize, as you are aware Mr. Chair, was a leading proponent for the creation of this Special Committee on Migration Issues.  We are delighted to see the prolific work that has emanated from this Committee in the sharing of experiences through various workshops and seminars and the tangible articulations of these experiences through practical programs such as the creation of this Interactive Map of Temporary Employment Programs for Migrant Workers, which we believe will assist greatly in helping countries like Belize to elaborate structured temporary employment programs for migrants that will serve to better coordinate and complement our individual migration policies leading to enhanced socio-economic opportunities for our people.


It is in this backdrop Mr. Chairman that I begin my discussion on Belize’s current temporary employment mechanism for migrant workers.  As I mentioned, we do not have a formal migrant workers program, but more a system of permits. I will first discuss the application process for migrants who wish to work in Belize.  These are migrants who originate primarily from the Central American region seeking seasonal employment in the agricultural industry.  In addition, under the Caribbean Single Market and Economy’s free movement of skilled labor within the Caribbean, we have a number of Caribbean professionals who have applied for and obtained a Certificate of Recognition of CARICOM Skills Qualification, as it is known, to work in Belize. 

Section 16 (1) of the Immigration Act, Chapter 156 of the Laws of Belize, Revised Edition 2000, provides the statutory framework under which the Department of Labor, under the auspices of the Ministry of Labor, Local Government and Rural Development of Belize, operates and enforces the work permit system. As it stands, these work permits allow employers to employ individuals who are non Belizeans, provided that there are no suitable Belizean workers available to fill those specific roles.  An application for a permit is made by an employer to employ an individual to carry out a particular role or to apply for self-employment.  In each case, where the permit is approved, the permit will be granted for a set period.  If necessary, an application for renewal of a permit may be made.  

Belizeans who are desirous of employing foreigners in Belize are required to submit an application form on behalf of the person or persons.  In order to ensure an accountable and legitimate process, all applicants must submit proof of their legal immigration status, 3 photographs, a recent police record, an administration fee of $25 Belize dollars, proof of job advertisement (that is, advertisements via television, newspapers or other means, which demonstrate that all efforts have been exhausted to employ nationals), reference from the relevant Ministry or Local Organization on the reputation of the employer, and in the case of applicants applying for agricultural workers or farmers, the employer must provide proof of ownership or lease of land.   To ensure accountability, all applications are vetted and approved by a National Work Permit Committee comprised of 3 members from the Department of Immigration, the Department of Labor and the Ministry of Human Development and Social Transformation respectively.  Regular applications for a permit should be submitted at least 15 working days before the date of commencement of employment.  Employment must not begin before the application is approved. However, in an effort to facilitate the demands of the agricultural sector, applications for agricultural workers can be submitted 5 working days before the date when the employment is to begin.  The application must be received through the respective growers association.

Applications for self employment must be accompanied by documentary evidence of having been an established company with a track record for development or in the case of a new company or investor, a business plan with proof of funding.  The applications are then vetted by the Belize Trade and Investment Development Service, which is Belize’s predominant foreign and local trade and investment organization, on criteria established by the Ministry of Economic Development.  Once approved, the applicant must then obtain a trade license to operate the company.

The majority of work permits have been approved for work in the banana, citrus and sugar industries.  There is a high reliance for migrant workers in the banana and citrus industries, which comprise a large part of Belize’s export revenue.  Most of these migrants originate from Central America, most notably Guatemala. 

With regard to the Caribbean Single Market and Economy Skills Certificate Qualification Program, since its inception in Belize approximately 2 years ago, 114 Caribbean professionals, ranging from doctors, lawyers, engineers to musicians, have been approved to work in Belize.  Applicants must be nationals of a participating CARCIOM country who hold at least an Associate Degree and must show evidence of training in their particular field.  These applications are processed through the Belize Immigration Department. The programme is still evolving within the Caribbean.

Mr. Chairman, I will now discuss the flow of Belizeans that seek temporary employment abroad through formal employment processes.  I emphasize formal employment processes because there are thousands of Belizeans who find work abroad, but those may be through processes outside any regulatory framework.  This is a reality that the Government of Belize is keenly aware of.  However, there are 3 countries that Belize has had temporary employment arrangements with, namely: Canada, the United States and Mexico. 

 In terms of Canada, we do not have a formal temporary employment program; however, there have been several instances in the past where Canadian companies have advertised in our local media their need for Belizean labor.  The latest such advertisement came in 2008 from a number of Canadian meat-packing plants. Representatives from the companies visited Belize to conduct interviews with prospective employees.  Over a dozen Belizeans were taken to Canada to work as meat packers.  There were also other persons who went during this time to work as cooks and domestics.  A total of thirty persons travelled to Canada, whom to our knowledge have remained there.  There have been attempts in the past to formalize this process between Belize and specific Canadian companies.  However, to date, no formal arrangements have been made.
With regard to Belizeans seeking temporary work in the United States, we know that there are a plethora of Belizeans who work in the U.S.  The United States Government certainly has its own system of temporary employment for foreigners. We know that Belizeans have found temporary work mostly in the Southern U.S. under work programmes such as the H-2A Temporary Agricultural Workers programme and the H-2B non-agricultural temporary worker program which allow U.S. employers to bring foreign nationals to the United States to fill temporary agricultural and nonagricultural jobs, among other temporary visa programmes.

With respect to Mexico, as of April 2008 there is a formal temporary employment program between Belize and Mexico for Belizeans seeking employment in the neighboring states of Quintana Roo, Campeche, Tabasco and Chiapas.  Belizeans are allowed one year temporary employment with the option for renewal.  Applicants only need to possess a letter of employment from a Mexican employer and a valid passport to show to the Mexican Immigration authorities for application approval.  It is of note that to date only one Belizean has applied for temporary employment through this facility.  However, we are aware that there are a number of Belizeans who work in Mexico on a temporary, more than likely, unregulated basis.  As I mentioned earlier, the Government of Belize is aware of this informal network where many times Belizeans communicate directly with prospective employers, circumvent official immigration channels, and given our close proximity, manage to travel in and out of Mexico and even gain employment there.  It is this ‘back door’ avenue to inward and outward migration that has made the Government of Belize move towards a more formalized programme for temporary employment of migrant workers.  

For us, the starting point is to fully understand the migratory patterns within and outside of our country.  To date the Department of Labor of Belize has participated in regional projects on intra regional labor migratory flows.  A study of the migratory flows of Central Americans to Belize has recently been concluded and a final report is imminent.  We are also seeking to participate in three IOM Projects on: 1. “Improving Labor Migration Administration in Central America; 2. “Improving Technical Capacity in Belize-A coordinated response to Migration”; and 3. “Strengthening the capacities of key stakeholders to prevent trafficking in persons, protect victims and prosecute traffickers in Belize.” Tomorrow, Wednesday, January 26th, our Immigration and Labor Authorities will be participating in a training workshop being organized by the IOM on the Gathering and Sharing of Statistics on migration in Belize City.  

To conclude Mr. Chairman, I believe that we are all fully aware of the saliency of migration within our region, evidenced in the creation of this Committee. Through exercises as this one today, we are also able to learn from the experiences of our neighbors, using that information for the improvement of our own migration mechanisms, which we believe, can only lead to the greater good of our hemisphere.  

Thank you
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