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Belize Streamlined Country Diagnostic

Main messages:

Belize’s economic growth rebounded after the COVID-19 pandemic and its public debt-to-GDP is
now below pre-pandemic levels, thanks to rapid growth, fiscal consolidation, and debt
restructuring.

Poverty has declined quickly after peaking during the pandemic, but remains particularly high in
rural areas, among children, and in households with children.

Effective management of public expenditure, better revenue mobilization and the adoption of a
rules-based fiscal framework are needed to preserve fiscal sustainability and promote sustainable
development.

Public service delivery has worsened: Education outcomes have been deteriorating and Belize’s
health system requires critical reforms to maximize value for money.

Climate change and climate-related hazards are likely to have a significant impact on Belize,
particularly on agriculture, health, infrastructure, education, blue-economy, tourism, and energy
sectors.

This SCD update identifies three key priority areas: (i) fiscal sustainability, (ii) resilience to climate
change, and (iii) human development for poverty alleviation and economic opportunities.
Cross-cutting areas required for progress in all domains include enhanced private sector-led
economic growth, improved governance especially in terms of rule of law, digitalization, and better
data and analysis for policy making decision.

The government is actively addressing many of these issues through ongoing initiatives and
reforms.
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Preface

The World Bank Group’s Country Partnership Framework (CPF) aims to make our country-driven model
systematic, evidence-based, selective, and focused on the Bank’s mission of ending extreme poverty and
increasing shared prosperity on a livable planet. Each new CPF is informed by a Streamlined Country
Diagnostic (SCD). The aim of the SCD is to identify the most important challenges and opportunities a
country faces in advancing towards the World Bank’s goals. This is derived from a thorough analysis and
informed by consultations with a range of stakeholders.

The World Bank last published an SCD for Belize in 2016. That SCD, entitled Right Choices, Bright Future
followed an iterative and consultative process to identify three key priorities: addressing crime and violence,
strengthening resilience to climate change and natural disasters, and improving education, skills, and
migration policy. In addition, three ‘cross-cutting’ areas were identified: availability and quality of data,
increasing financial inclusion, and safeguarding fiscal sustainability. The SCD applied three criteria to
identify these priorities: they had to have positive externalities, be sustainable, and self-reinforcing.

The present document builds on the 2016 SCD. It is based on meetings in-country, analysis carried out as
part of the 2024 Public Expenditure Review, additional desk research, and consultations with World Bank
Group colleagues. The team identified a few significant changes since the last SCD. Since 2016, Belize has
seen a significant decrease in crime (with reported murders, and common crimes such as robberies,
burglaries, and cases of theft respectively declining by 37, 27, 22, and 86 percent from 2016 to 2023
according to the Belize Crime Observatory). Migration remains a considerable priority, but there has been
a shift in the government's approach. Issues related to migration are now being addressed within various
domestic policies. The country has undergone two more debt restructurings, totaling four in fifteen years.
However, over the last several years, the government has pursued several fiscal reforms, providing the
country with an opportunity to firmly establish debt sustainability.

Based on these recent developments, new analysis and government dialogue, the team modified the
sequence of priorities and emphasis on key development areas compared to the previous SCD. Maintaining
fiscal sustainability is now a key priority, and fostering growth led by the private sector is a cross-cutting
issue. This SCD Update is also fully aligned with Belize’s medium and long-term development goals
outlined in Plan Belize and Horizon 2030, and the updated World Bank mission. The team paid special
attention to global challenges like climate change, pandemic preparedness, and food security.

The SCD has been informed by available WB diagnostic and analytical publications form other institutions.
The World Bank published a Public Expenditure Review in 2024 and a Country Climate and Development
Report for Belize is under preparation. The SCD update discusses data and knowledge gaps in the closing
section.
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1. Macroeconomic and Poverty Context

Belize, a small country renowned for its natural beauty, is gradually emerging from a long and challenging
period of economic instability, limited growth, and large fiscal imbalance. Before the onset of the COVID-
19 pandemic, Belize faced sustained fiscal deficits leading to mounting public debt and its fourth debt
restructuring in just 15 years. Fiscal imbalance was primarily driven by rising wage bills, interest payments,
and goods and services costs, while public investment took a backseat. Vulnerability to climate shocks
further strained public finances. Despite tax policy reforms that boosted revenue, the country ran persistent
fiscal deficits, which together with sluggish GDP growth and the realization of contingent liabilities pushed
up public debt levels. High and increasing budget rigidities supported procyclical fiscal policy, amplifying
growth volatility.

Belize recovered relatively quickly from the COVID-19 pandemic and made significant and successful
efforts toward restoring debt sustainability and accelerating economic growth. The economy contracted by
a staggering 13.4 percent in 2020. Revenues fell steeply and spending soared as the Government of Belize
(GoB) took decisive action to support the tourism sector and other struggling industries by means of fiscal
stimulus. The fiscal deficit rose to 9.8 percent of GDP and public debt increased by nearly 25 percentage
points of GDP. Real GDP, however, surged by 17.7 percent in 2021 and 9.2 percent in 2022, led by retail
and wholesale trade, tourism, and business process outsourcing. The removal of extraordinary fiscal
measures and measures to control the public sector wage bill, such as across-the-board reductions in
salaries, reduced primary spending. Revenues reached pre-pandemic levels in 2021. While it remains
elevated, debt-to-GDP fell below pre-pandemic levels (from 103 percent of GDP in 2020 to 68 percent in
2024), also aided by a debt-for-marine-protection swap with The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and a
significant discount on debt owed to Venezuela under PetroCaribe (see World Bank, 2024 for further
details). Yet, fiscal management will still need to improve if Belize wants to achieve higher, inclusive,
equitable, and sustainable growth. Ensuring fiscal sustainability remains a key priority, despite notable
improvements in recent years, due to the ongoing need to address underlying institutional issues that
previously led to multiple debt restructurings. Specifically, there's a need to strengthen fiscal discipline by
transitioning towards a more rules-based yet adaptable fiscal policy. Additionally, implementing measures
to prevent the unchecked growth of rigid expenditures, such as the public sector wage bill, is essential to
avoid similar challenges in the future. The management of public investment faces institutional challenges
such as project delays, budget allocation discrepancies, and capacity constraints. Accountability
mechanisms and control of corruption are areas of concern (World Bank, 2024).

Economic growth in Belize is also hindered by other institutional and structural factors. The lack of law
and order and a high degree of informality in the economy remain obstacles to the country's development,
with high crime rates in urban areas contributing to a sense of insecurity and hindering foreign investment
and economic growth. Belize’s export base is narrow and centered on tourism services and several
agricultural commodities. A challenging business environment leads to a large informal economy which in
turn limits private investment and government revenues. These issues, along with a lack of economic
diversification and low labor force participation rates, particularly among women, need to be addressed
to promote growth and job creation in the country (ILO, 2017, IFC, 2023). The infrastructure and
tourism sector are vulnerable to adverse effects of climate change including rising sea levels, increased
frequency of extreme weather events, and coral reef degradation (World Bank, 2022).

Analysis by the Statistical Institute of Belize (SIB) indicates that poverty rose during the two decades of
limited growth preceding the pandemic (see SIB poverty statistics portal). Using Belize’s national poverty
definition (the share of people unable to afford a minimum food basket) the poverty rate increased from
33.5 percent in 2002 to 41.3 percent in 2009 and 52 percent in 2018. SIB (2010) attributes the rise between
2002 and 2009 to sluggish economic growth, setbacks in agriculture and fisheries, and the impacts of
hurricanes and floods. Using the international upper—-middle-income poverty line of US$8.30 (2021 PPP),
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Belize’s poverty rate was 19.7 percent in 2018 (Contreras et al., 2025), broadly consistent with countries
of similar GDP per capita. An additional 36.7 percent of the population was vulnerable to falling into
poverty. The Gini coefficient was 0.40, at the World Bank threshold for high inequality.

Recent multidimensional poverty data suggest a reversal of the earlier trend. The 2022 population and
housing census (SIB, 2024) points to long-term improvements in multidimensional indicators compared
with 2010. And data from the Labor Force Survey is suggestive of rapid declines in multidimensional
poverty after the pandemic peak (see SIB poverty statistics portal). SIB estimates that multidimensional
poverty fell from 36.5 percent in 2021 to 26.4 percent in 2023 and 22.1 percent in 2024. Strong
post-pandemic growth and improved labor demand likely contributed to this decline: unemployment
dropped to 2.1 percent in April 2025 from 7.6 percent before the start of the pandemic, in April 2019 (see
SIB labor force statistics portal). However, at 59.1 percent in April 2025 versus 70.1 percent in April 2019,
labor force participation remains low, and further analysis is needed to understand the unusually rapid
reduction in multidimensional poverty.

Both monetary and multidimensional measures paint a consistent picture. In 2024, multidimensional
poverty was higher in rural than urban areas (30.9 versus 9.7 percent) and was especially pronounced in
Toledo district (67.9 percent); among children ages 0—14 (30.5 percent) and households with children (27.2
percent); among Belizeans of Maya descent (56.0 percent); in large households (42.4 percent in households
with seven or more members); and in households with an uneducated head (36.0 percent). These patterns
are qualitatively similar in the latest monetary poverty data. The multidimensional poverty data also
highlight the most common non-monetary deprivations: limited internet access, low asset ownership,
inadequate sanitation, high dependency ratios, and overcrowding.

Belize’s broader economic challenges shape poverty and inclusion. Extreme weather events—such as
Hurricane Dean in 2007—have increased poverty, including through impacts on agriculture. Informal
employment likely raises poverty risks among migrants and youth, and low female labor force participation
(46.9 percent versus 72.3 percent among men in April 2025) constrains women’s ability to avoid poverty.

2. Key sectoral issues

. The agriculture sector, on which Belize heavily relies, is confronted with a multitude of
challenges. One of the most pressing challenges is the impact of climate change on crop yields and
agricultural incomes. In recent years, the value of annual losses due to natural disasters was estimated to
equal of 4 percent of GDP (Belize Updated Nationally Determined Contribution), much of which was
incurred by the agricultural and tourism sectors (Belize Damage Assessment and Needs Analysis
Committee, 2016 and World Bank, 2017). These climate-related hazards, including hurricanes, flooding,
and droughts have devastating effects on agricultural production not only by damaging crops but also
disrupting the value chain, leading to substantial financial losses for farmers, a decrease in the sector’s
overall productivity, and upward pressure on rural poverty (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2022). In
addition to climate change, limited access to finance and insurance products poses a significant obstacle for
the agriculture sector in Belize, hampering farmers’ ability to adopt modern farming techniques, invest in
innovative technologies, and expand their operations. Finally, despite the country’s conservation efforts,
Belize’s forest cover has decreased from 61.6 percent in 2012 to 55.5 percent in 2022.

. Challenges faced by the blue economy and tourism sector in Belize, which are both vital for rural
livelihoods and thus poverty reduction, include the vulnerability of coastal areas to climate-related disasters,
coastal erosion, and sea level rise, the need for diversification of tourism markets, weaknesses in
infrastructure, the potential risks posed by offshore oil exploration, and the preservation of fisheries and
coral reefs. The fishing industry in Belize is important for employment and income generation, employing
over 2,500 fishers and indirectly supporting the livelihoods of over 15,000 Belizeans (UNCTAD, 2020),
but it faces risks such as overfishing, habitat destruction, and the impacts of climate change. The coral reefs
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in Belize, including the largest barrier reef in the Western Hemisphere, are vital for tourism and provide
ecosystem services worth millions of dollars annually. However, they are threatened by climate change,
pollution, and unsustainable tourism practices.

. The energy sector in Belize faces challenges related to sustainability and affordability. The country
relies on imported fossil fuels for nearly two-thirds of the total primary energy supply (see also Belize
Ministry of Public Utilities, 2023) — making it vulnerable to fluctuations in global oil prices and contributing
to greenhouse gas emissions. Electricity supply has not increased since 2014, and hence has not kept pace
with growing demand. The system is on the verge of reaching its maximum capacity and is structurally
vulnerable to system-wide disruptions, with a lack of redundancies and poor reliability. Climate change and
severe climatic events further pose risks to the resilience and reliability of the electricity sector, particularly
for hydropower and biomass generation.

. Despite the government’s significant investment in education, Belize has witnessed a concerning
recent deterioration in observable education outcomes at all the pre-primary, primary and secondary levels
(see Belize Ministry of Education, 2022 and World Bank, 2024). Gross enrollment rates at the pre-primary,
primary, and secondary level declined, while performance on the Primary School Examination deteriorated
from 2010 to 2019. At 81.7 and 59.9 percent, gross primary and secondary education were well-below the
regional average. Poor education outcomes limit the pool of local skilled workers (see World Bank, 2024).
Besides the COVID-19 pandemic, key challenges in Belize’s education sector include a complex political
economy, lacking and weak accountability measures, and the lack of monitoring, motivation and support
of learning and teaching quality. A new competency-based education curriculum seeks to address many of
these issues, although it takes time and needs to be well implemented to bear fruit. Secondary education
receives a disproportionate share of public finances, and there is a need to improve the balance and
effectiveness of spending across the levels of education.

. Belize’s Universal Health Coverage stagnated over the past decade and the service coverage index
remained at around 69. While measures were taken to eliminate service fees, inequality in access based on
socio-economic characteristics persists. Belize compares poorly globally in terms of its resilience to
pandemics, ranking 139 out of 195 countries (Bell and Nuzzo, 2021). The health sector faces an increasing
burden from both non-communicable and climate-sensitive diseases, and a high mortality rate due to public
health issues such as homicide and road traffic accidents. Overall, there is lack of critical inputs (e.g., drugs
and medical equipment), inequitable distribution of human resources, while information and accountability
systems are weak. The productivity of inputs is low and requires further analysis to identify the root causes.
Health care quality monitoring and improvement programs require strengthening. Service delivery and
purchasing arrangements are fragmented between the Ministry of Health and the National Health Insurance
managed facilities. Despite ongoing efforts, more could be done to bolster the resilience of the healthcare
system to health and climate shocks (see World Bank, 2024, for details).

. A recent World Bank Stress Test of Belize’s Social Protection System demonstrated that the
system is not designed to be adapted and leveraged in the case of shocks. To respond to natural disasters,
the development of an adaptive social protection system is an increasing priority. Inclusion remains a
weakness of the SP system due to targeting gaps, leaving behind potential beneficiaries such as migrants.
Although the government of Belize made concerted efforts to ensure that they can attend school, have
access to primary healthcare, and are provided basic social protection (IOM, 2020), there continues to be
room to better address the specific needs of migrants in each of these domains (I0M, 2022).

3. Development Priorities

This SCD update identifies three priority areas: fiscal sustainability, human development, and resilience to
climate change. While these priorities may not always align perfectly, they often complement each other,
as they contribute to macroeconomic stability, environmental sustainability, and inclusive development.
Fiscal sustainability is critical for Belize to underpin efforts to reduce poverty and inequality and address
exposure to climate change, which are difficult to achieve without macroeconomic stability. By enhancing
human development outcomes through quality education and healthcare, targeted poverty reduction
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programs, and gender equality, Belize can uplift its most vulnerable populations and provide them with the
necessary tools to escape poverty, while also making its workforce more competitive globally. By
prioritizing climate resilience, Belize can protect its infrastructure; transition to renewable energy to reduce
carbon emissions and enhance energy security; build climate-resilient health systems; strengthen the blue
economy, which can provide economic opportunities while promoting environmental sustainability; and
ensure the sustainability of its tourism industry, which is a significant source of income for the country.
The private sector would need to complement government efforts to improve access to quality education
and healthcare and build resilience to shocks. To address these priorities, progress must be made across
multiple ‘cross-cutting areas,” including the promotion of growth, governance, digital access, and
availability and quality of data. The remainder of this chapter discusses the three main priority areas.
Chapter 3 discusses the cross-cutting areas.

End poverty on a livable planet

Overarching Faltering progress in human Vulnerability to the adverse effects

Pronounced fiscal imbalances

challenges development outcomes of climate change

Sustained fiscal deficits High degree of informality Exposure to climate events of:
Key underlying Procyclical fiscal policy Low female labor force participation e Infrastructure
problems Impact of climate shocks on Deteriorating education outcomes * The agriculture sector
public finances Struggling health system * The blue economy
- N ﬁiscal sustainability: \ Stronger human development Resilience to climate change: \
outcomes:
* Rules-based fiscal policy e Climate resilient infrastructure
* Fiscal resilience and efficiency in * Education and skills development and housing
Policy social and inyestment prograrns * Labor market partici.patjion of * Protect the bll{e economy
. *  Control public sector wage bill women, youth, and indigenous through fisheries management,
ECHEES ¢ Optimize climate change groups coral reef preservation, and
expenditure ¢ Financial inclusion of marginalized responsible tourism
* Enhance domestic revenue populations e Transition to renewable energy
mobilization ¢ Targeted social assistance sources and climate resilient
g J \ / k Affordable and resilienthealthcare agriculture /
N N
AN )

a. Enhancing Fiscal Sustainability

Effective management of public resources is crucial for Belize to achieve fiscal sustainability and promote
sustainable development. The government would need to maintain a primary balance of up to 1 percent of
GDP to stabilize debt while also improving the quality of spending to enhance service delivery, for example,
in education and health, and reducing the country’s infrastructure gap. Creating this fiscal space is also
critical for the government to be able to effectively respond to crises like pandemics and natural disasters,
which often require a rapid scale up in spending (see World Bank, 2024). In this context, moving to a rules-
based fiscal policy, enhancing the efficiency in social and investment programs, controlling the public
sector wage bill, and optimizing climate adaptation and mitigation expenditures while also improve
domestic revenue mobilization will be important. By implementing these recommendations (see World
Bank, 2024, for further details), Belize can strengthen its fiscal position, improve resource allocation, and
enhance its resilience to external shocks and global challenges.

. Rules-Based Fiscal Policy: To address the issue of excessive deficits and unsustainable borrowing,
Belize needs to improve transparency and discipline in budgetary matter by adopting a rules-based fiscal
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policy that provides transparency and discipline in budgetary decision-making. By adhering to these rules,
the government can avoid fiscal imbalances and ensure fiscal sustainability. This will contribute to long-
term economic stability and enhance investor confidence. After appropriate strengthening of the country's
public financial management institutions, Belize can establish fiscal rules such as limits on deficits, debt-
to-GDP ratio, and expenditure growth. These rules will guide fiscal policy and ensure that spending is
aligned with available resources.

) Fiscal Robustness to Natural Disasters: Belize needs to proactively adopt a Disaster Risk
Financing (DRF) Policy to fortify its fiscal resilience against natural disasters and health crises. This policy
will encompass diverse financial instruments, including insurance mechanisms tailored to mitigate potential
losses. By prioritizing disaster risk financing, Belize can bolster its ability to respond to unexpected shocks
without resorting to excessive borrowing or compromising essential services. Such measures entail
operationalization of the recently created Contingency Fund, regularly replenished and allocated based on
predefined criteria to swiftly address emergencies. Moreover, the policy will have to enhance insurance
coverage against natural disasters, providing financial protection for vulnerable communities. By
implementing a comprehensive DRF Policy, Belize can not only minimize the economic and fiscal
repercussions of external shocks but also enhance its access to financing for resilience-building initiatives.
) Control of Public Sector Wage Bill: The country must address the growth of its large and rigid
public sector wage bill. This may involve reforming the public employment structure, streamlining
bureaucracy, and improving productivity. By implementing measures such as performance-based pay and
workforce optimization, Belize can control the wage bill while maintaining the quality and efficiency of
public services. Belize can also explore innovative approaches to service delivery, such as digitalization
and automation, to improve efficiency and reduce costs.

) Optimizing Climate Change Expenditures: Given Belize's vulnerability to climate change,
optimizing expenditure related to climate resilience and mitigation and improving planning and
coordination efforts, is crucial. Belize can prioritize investments in climate adaptation measures, such as
infrastructure improvements and disaster risk reduction strategies. Additionally, promoting sustainable
practices and transitioning to a low-carbon economy can contribute to long-term environmental and
economic sustainability. By investing in climate-resilient infrastructure that can withstand storm and sea
level rise, and implementing policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, Belize can enhance its resilience
to climate change impacts. This will protect its population and natural resources, contributing to sustainable
development and global efforts to combat climate change.

) Enhancing Domestic Revenue Mobilization: Issues related to domestic revenue mobilization in
Belize include the narrow tax base and low tax compliance. The country heavily relies on indirect taxes,
such as the General Sales Tax (GST), which can disproportionately affect low-income individuals. Tax
evasion and informal economic activities also contribute to low tax compliance. To address these issues,
Belize can consider broadening the tax base by reducing exemptions and introducing new taxes, such as a
progressive income tax. Strengthening tax administration and enforcement, improving taxpayer education
and outreach programs, and implementing measures to combat tax evasion can also help enhance domestic
revenue mobilization. Belize could also consider measures to improve revenue administration, such as
strengthening customs and tax administration, improving the efficiency and autonomy of the Belize Tax
Service Department, and facilitating information exchange between tax and customs departments.

) Efficiency in Social and Investment Programs: Ensuring value for money in social and
investment programs will improve public spending. Belize could prioritize projects and expenditures that
offer tangible benefits to its citizens based on their potential to generate positive social and economic returns
such as the BOOST conditional cash transfer program. Specific areas of improvement include alignment of
budget allocations with project disbursement patterns and enhancing standards for project appraisal,
selection, and reporting. The following sub-section makes specific recommendations for efficient and
effective spending on education, health and social assistance to improve well-being and the competitiveness
of Belize’s workforce.
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b. Strengthening Human Development Outcomes for Poverty Alleviation and Economic
Opportunities

For poverty reduction, an emphasis on enabling workers to meet demands of the labor market is critical.
This requires a focus on skill development, inclusion of women in the labor market, and fostering
entrepreneurship. Targeted social assistance and affordable and resilient healthcare can support and provide
a foundation for those who cannot participate in the labor market.

) Education and Skills Development. There are various measures that the government can put in
place to improve value for money in public education financing. Fostering a culture of continuous
improvement within schools, supported by transparent performance metrics, can drive positive system-wide
change, with initiatives to support and manage weaker performing schools. It would also be important to
systemically and continuously motivate teachers and other service providers, keep the public well-informed
and engage with political economy actors with a focus on accountability and quality in education and
empowerment of parents and communities. Technical and vocational education and training requires
improvement (see, e.g. ILO, 2019) and better adaptation to the evolving demands of the labor market.
Investments in collection, analysis, and provision of relatable information on outcomes, performance and
cost-effectiveness of schools, students and programs are critical to improvements in value for money.
Implementing these strategies is critical for Belize to equip individuals with the necessary skills and create
pathways for them to access better economic opportunities.

) Labor Market Participation of Women, Youth, Migrants, and Indigenous Groups: Increasing
the labor force participation of women, youth, migrants, and indigenous groups can unlock economic
potential. According to the World Economic Forum (2025), Belize ranks 100" globally in terms of female
labor force participation, while the IMF estimates that closing the gender gap in labor force participation
could boost GDP by 20 percent. Affordable care services can alleviate the burden of care responsibilities,
enabling more women to participate in the labor force. Flexible work arrangements, such as part-time or
remote work options, can help families balance their work and care responsibilities effectively. And efforts
to reduce the adolescent fertility rate (currently at 55 per 1,000 women aged 15-19), increase age at first
marriage (currently 20.5), and reduce gender-based violence, on all of which Belize compares poorly, can
enhance girls’ school to work transitions and women’s economic participation. By implementing these
measures, Belize can tap into a larger pool of talent, increase productivity, drive economic growth and
development, and lower female poverty. There are remaining legal barriers to labor market participation
that, if addressed, could support the integration and economic independence of migrants (IOM 2020 & IOM
2022)

) Financial Inclusion: Promoting financial inclusion is crucial for Belize to enable women and
marginalized populations to access credit and savings, and foster their entrepreneurship and economic
mobility (e.g. Hersh et al., 2021). The country has made considerable progress in financial inclusion (e.g.
Central Bank of Belize, 2019), with high rates of account ownership among adults, but enhancing financing
options for micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises, and agricultural credit remains a priority. To further
enhance financial inclusion, the Central Bank has taken measures to increase digital financial services and
the new Belize Insurance Act introduces microinsurance, which can foster financial inclusion and provide
DRF for the low-income productive sector. However, access to finance especially for small and medium
enterprises remains limited, in part due to challenges such as the absence of a credit bureau or registry,
alternative sources of financing for SMEs and weak legal rights. Belize needs to continue promoting
financial inclusion and deepening to allow increased access to and usage of modern and digital payments,
insurance, and credit, to foster savings, economic activity, resilience, and private investments.

o Effective and Resilient Healthcare System: To ensure access to quality healthcare, Belize
requires well-coordinated multi-sectoral interventions, as well as digitalization of the health sector, quality
improvement programs, and efforts to address inputs related challenges, increase the resilience, increase
value for money, reduce fragmentation, and shift towards results rather than inputs. A health financing
strategy is also needed, with the focus on enhancing equity, cost efficiency, and effectiveness in resource
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allocation (see also PAHO, 2023; World Bank, 2024). Continued investment in human resources and
retention of workers in the health sector is crucial to address inequalities in availability, distribution, and
quality of the health workforce, including high emigration rates of health professionals. Lastly, Belize could
prioritize pandemic and climate-induced events preparedness and response, by improving its capacity to
prevent, detect, and respond to infectious disease outbreaks, making facilities, infrastructure, and services
more resilient, improving coordination and communication between healthcare providers. Strengthening
overall governance of the health sector is paramount for sector oversight and to maximize benefits.

. Social Protection: Alongside improvements in sectors such as education and health, enhanced
targeted social safety nets are key to forge a comprehensive social protection system that sufficiently
reaches the most vulnerable. To enhance the adaptability of its social protection program to better manage
shocks, there is a need to address structural gaps across the social protection delivery chain. These range
from program coverage and effectiveness of delivery and payments systems to the integration of the social
registry. With the main cash transfer program (BOOST) allotted only 0.1 percent of GDP, Belize has one
of the lowest social program expenditures in the region (CEPAL, 2017). To address this, Belize could
expand the coverage of the BOOST program to encompass a larger percentage of poor households
(currently 4.7 percent). Such expansion would need to be combined with improvements in social protection
targeting, data management, and interoperability of systems to ensure effectiveness and value for money.
And it would have to be balanced against the priority of fiscal sustainability.

c¢. Enhancing Resilience to Climate Change and Strengthening the Blue Economy

Belize's vulnerability to the global challenge of climate change necessitates a strong focus on enhancing
resilience and harnessing the blue economy:

) Climate Resilient Infrastructure and Housing: Rising sea levels and extreme weather events can
lead to housing damage, transportation and energy provision disruptions, and infrastructure degradation.
To address these challenges, investment in climate-resilient housing and infrastructure is a priority. This
includes constructing and retrofitting buildings, such as health facilities, schools, roads, and bridges to
withstand the impacts of climate change. Investment in climate-resilient housing, if properly targeted, can
provide poor communities with better protection against climate-related risks and be part of a strategy to
address overcrowding. Implementing nature-based solutions, such as coastal protection measures and
reforestation, can also enhance resilience (see, e.g. FAO, 2024). Additionally, improving drainage systems
and water management infrastructure, adding redundancy to water facilities, and reliance on other sources
of water than rivers, is crucial to mitigate the risks of flooding and water scarcity and to sustain hydropower
production. Strengthening institutional capacity and coordination among relevant government agencies is
essential. Given the scale of the upfront capital investments required, incentivizing private financing could
relieve some pressure off the fiscal account.

. Sustainable Fisheries, Tourism, and Blue Carbon Markets: Belize's blue economy can be
protected and enhanced through a range of sustainable practices (see also Ministry of Blue Economy and
Civil Aviation, 2022). Belize could prioritize sustainable fisheries management, including measures to
preserve coral reefs and protect marine biodiversity. Responsible tourism development is crucial, ensuring
that tourism activities are environmentally responsible and safeguard rural livelihoods dependent on these
activities. Strengthening environmental regulations, investing in infrastructure for waste management and
wastewater treatment, and improving monitoring and enforcement mechanisms are essential steps.
Collaboration between the government, environmental NGOs, private sector and other stakeholders in the
blue carbon and mariculture sectors can play a vital role in promoting sustainable practices and securing
financing for conservation efforts. In addition, Belize can tap into financial incentives for seagrass
conservation and restoration projects by recognizing the importance of seagrass in blue carbon markets.
Mariculture (seaweed farming, shellfish cultivation, and fish farming in controlled environments) presents
another avenue for sustainable economic growth which can provide alternative livelihoods for local
communities and reduce pressure on wild fish stocks.
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) Renewable Energy Transition: Transitioning to renewable energy sources is crucial for Belize to
reduce carbon emissions, enhance energy security, and address the challenges it faces in the energy sector
(see also Belize Ministry of Public Utilities, 2023). Under the Updated Nationally Determined Contribution,
Belize would need inter alia to expand renewable energy generation; reduce the use of conventional
transportation fuel; and enhance energy efficiency. Diversifying the electricity supply through renewable
energy and implementing climate adaptation measures is crucial for long-term sector health. Ensuring
access to reliable and affordable electricity for rural and peri-urban communities through off-grid renewable
energy initiatives is essential to address energy poverty. Reduced dependency on energy imports would
help to sustain and increase foreign reserves, enhance the competitiveness of energy prices, whilst helping
to mitigate the impacts of climate change. If potential challenges to poor and vulnerable populations are
articulated and accounted for, and the benefits equally distributed, the transition offers an opportunity to
generate green growth, jobs, and diversified income.

) Climate-Resilient Agriculture: Promoting agricultural practices and technologies that enhance
the resilience of the agriculture sector to climate change is crucial for enhancing food security (see, e.g.
PAHO, 2023), and economic diversity. Climate-resilient agricultural practices involve implementing
strategies that can withstand and adapt to the impacts of climate change, such as droughts, floods, and
extreme temperatures. These practices include conservation agriculture, agroforestry, crop diversification,
and improved water management and irrigation techniques. By adopting these practices, farmers can
enhance the resilience of their crops and livestock to changing climatic conditions, reduce vulnerability to
climate-related risks, and maintain stable yields. It is important to improve agricultural storage and
processing facilities to cover the whole value chain, especially for smaller producers, and to promote
sustainable livestock management practices. All of this would help to ensure a consistent and reliable food
supply, even in the face of climate-related disruptions, promote economic sustainability by improving
farmers' livelihoods, reduce production losses, and enhance the overall resilience of the agriculture sector.

4. Cross-cutting priorities
a. Private sector led economic growth.

Strengthened private sector led economic growth is a cross-cutting area, with potential benefits for fiscal
sustainability, ability to invest in human development, and affordability of efforts to enhance resilience to
global challenges like climate change and pandemics. In turn, fiscal sustainability, enhancements of human
development policy, and adaptation to climate change in Belize could accelerate economic growth by
creating a stable financial environment, fostering a skilled and healthy workforce, and making the economy
more resilient. Such acceleration will also require:

o Incentives for Formalization: Private sector formalization can boost labor demand and
productivity. It would also facilitate firms’ access to credit, thus increasing private investment and
government revenue. One of the effective ways to incentivize formalization is by simplifying regulatory
processes. Currently, many businesses in Belize operate in the informal sector due to the complex and
burdensome regulations they face (Vasilyev, 2024). The average time needed to start a business in Belize
is 48 days, and the average time to register property is 60 days (the best practices is 1 day). By streamlining
these processes and making it easier to comply with requirements, the government can create a more
conducive environment for businesses to operate legally. This can include simplifying the process for
obtaining licenses and permits, reducing bureaucratic red tape, and providing support and guidance to
businesses during the formalization process. Increased formalization may also promote the inclusion of
marginalized communities such as migrants to access social security, positively affect labor market
outcomes, and contribute to reductions in poverty and inequality.

) Economic Diversification: Reducing reliance on a limited number of sectors, improving overall
economic stability, and bolstering regional integration efforts are critically important. Currently, the country
heavily relies on agriculture and tourism. To achieve economic diversification, Belize will have to improve
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its investment climate by removing barriers to firms’ entry and growth and foster its integration in the
regional and global economies. Belize’s English-speaking workforce, cultural affinity with the U.S., and
availability of cost-effective labor offer nearshoring opportunities. Government support through trade
agreements, provision of high-quality infrastructure, and other investment promotion initiatives enhance
opportunities to capitalize on these opportunities. Structural reforms would be required to reduce trade
barriers and improve the business environment. Efforts to enhance skill development, access to finance,
and increase digitization of the economy discussed elsewhere in this document will be important
complements.

) Attract Foreign Investors: Belize needs to combine diversifying its economy with leveraging its
existing strengths. Attracting foreign investors, particularly those in traditional sectors like tourism and real
estate, can have a transformative effect on the Belizean economy. These investors bring in much-needed
capital and expertise, which can help stimulate economic growth and development. By investing in key
sectors such as tourism and real estate, foreign investors can contribute to the expansion of these industries,
creating more job opportunities and boosting the overall economy. Their involvement can also lead to the
development of new infrastructure and properties, attracting more tourists and investors to the country. This
infusion of capital and expertise from foreign investors can play a crucial role in driving economic growth
and improving the financial stability of Belize.

b. Governance

Enhancing governance is another critical cross-cutting area for Belize. One important reform is to improve
transparency and accountability in the public sector. By reducing corruption and improving governance,
Belize can attract more foreign direct investment and create a more favorable business environment, which
can lead to increased economic activity and job creation. Efforts to strengthen governance could entail a
focus on the rule of law and ensuring a fair and efficient judicial system to protect property rights and
enforce contracts. In Belize, the latter could include streamlining judicial processes, improving transparency
and accountability in governance, and strengthening the capacity and efficiency of law enforcement and
legal institutions. These are also crucial for attracting investment and promoting economic growth. A
reliable and efficient judicial system can also help to resolve disputes and provide a stable and predictable
business environment. Improved transparency and accountability in government operations (Freedom
House, 2025) can be achieved through the implementation of anti-corruption measures and the promotion
of open and transparent decision-making processes. Governance enhancing reforms are also important at
the sector level. For instance, in the education sector, they would help to improve the quality of education
and skills training, which would allow for better linkages with the labor market and thus contribute to
economic growth and poverty reduction. And, although Belize has ratified the main international human
rights instruments, a national migration policy would help to improve migration governance (IOM, 2021).
On a more general level, Belize could strive for better political representation of women (according to
World Economic Forum, 2025, Belize ranks 132 out of 148 countries on women’s political empowerment)
and minority groups (Freedom House, 2025), which could also contribute to addressing social constraints.

¢. Availability and use of timely and quality of data to support decision-making

Another important cross-cutting area relates to availability and quality of data for policy decision making,
the country’s key knowledge gap. Challenges include limited data on poverty and social indicators, and
large statistical discrepancies in the national accounts, which hinder the ability to make informed decisions
and policy choices (see, e.g., the World Bank’s Statistical Performance Indicators or the Open Data Watch
country profile, which ranked Belize 115 out of 195 countries globally in 2022). Most public institutions
face structural challenges in monitoring and evaluation of programs and collection and analysis of core data
and statistics for decision making, identify long-term trends, and monitor operational implementation and
impact. For instance, there is a lack of data and analysis on education, fiscal equity, migration, remittances,
health, and the impact of climate change. Improving data production and use requires enhanced capacities
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to collect, share and analyze core administrative statistics throughout much of the public sector, as well as
a cultural shift towards evidence-based decision-making.

d. Digitalization

The final cross-cutting area that could serve a pivotal role in Belize’s development is digitalization, which
has the potential to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of all government-led programs and reforms,
make Belize’s economy more competitive, and enhance inclusion. Digitalization can enhance governance
by improving transparency and accountability in the public sector, and contributing to more equitable,
efficient, and effective use of public funds. The modernizing of information systems in the health sector is
an example. Digital skill development could help to serve vulnerable populations more effectively with
efficient public services such as social assistance programs; the most recent MPI results reveal that 15.6
percent of the population is deprived in terms of access to internet and communication technology, the
highest of seventeen indicators. Digital financial payment systems could enhance access to credit and
markets in general. Belize has already introduced digital cash and vouchers to their shock-responsive social
protection measures, distributing aid to farmers and migrants following Hurricane Lisa. By modernizing
both the payment and registry systems of these programs, it could improve service delivery, enhance data
management for better targeting and monitoring, and facilitate the financial inclusion of beneficiaries. In
addition to supporting response efforts, digitalization can also build Belize’s resilience to climate change
through the development of early warning systems and informed mitigation and adaptive strategies.
Mainstreaming these digital solutions would reduce administrative costs absorbed by the public sector
which would allow the country to better allocate resources and optimize their fiscal space.
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