
Prime Minister’s Key Note Address at the 2019 Business Forum 

 

Protocol having been established, I bid a good morning to everyone.   

Like all of you, I listened keenly to the presentation delivered by our esteemed 

friend from Estonia, and thereafter to the panel discussion just concluded.  It struck 

me that the decision to keynote for our forum the experience of a small country 

like Belize, was an inspired one. And the Estonian presentation did not disappoint. 

Her experience in transforming herself into a digital society can clearly serve as a 

template in helping our own tiny nation to overcome the development divide. The 

lessons Estonia teaches us illustrate clearly that there is no reason for Belize not to 

hop aboard this locomotive with its cargo of digital and developmental progress. 

The same types of efficiency, security and transparency improvements that have 

brought Estonia and so many others to the cutting-edge of this brave new world, 

can and ought to be available in our own country. We too can and should be bene-

ficiaries of the kind of technological and service delivery transformation that will 

radically change for the better the way things are done; the manner in which both 

Government and Business perform.   

It has been long since recognized, and is indeed a truism now, that the public sector 

is to enable opportunities, and help to foster innovation, for the private sector. You 

all know that Government investment on infrastructure, a massive public works 

program, is for me almost a tutelary deity. But even a devotee such as I of large 

scale, growth-driving construction of roads and bridges, will immediately concede 

that ultimately an economy goes nowhere without the private sector. The private 

sector are the real entrepreneurs, the premier creators and engineers of wealth. 

And precisely because my dedication to a large dose of public sector, growth-spon-

soring spending has become something of a mantra, it is worth reiterating at a fo-

rum such as this that I am ultimately no statist. I still believe that when all is said 

and done Government, even big government, must not only acknowledge but priv-

ilege the private sector. In a way this hearkens back to George Price’s gospel of a 

mixed economy. But it is a much reworked version, advanced by a commitment to 

new technology and new knowledge that could scarcely have been contemplated 

by the National Hero. And the private sector’s ever more muscular role in this re-



configured economy, requires that in turn you will produce more, create more, in-

novate more. And the public sector, to discharge its obligations and duties under 

the joint mandate of the new dispensation, must provide you every reasonable, 

feasible policy support you need. So together we construct the superstructure in 

which the nation can flourish and build Belizean wealth.  

Of course, in terms of where we are now while the new equation is maturing, the 

picture is encouraging. GDP growth has been positive for 2018, more than doubling 

2017’s 1.4% and calculated by the CBB to be not less than 3%. That welcome dou-

bling of growth was achieved by much improved performances in the primary and 

tertiary sectors. Stay-over tourist arrivals increased by 12.6% to a record high of 

438,224 visitors. And cruise ship calls also surged with a 19.1% jump to 1.1 million 

passengers. Tourism will remain the brightest star in our development firmament 

with both stay over and cruise projected to rise yet again in 2019. Agricultural out-

put also experienced growth of 10% in 2018 over the previous year. The dollar value 

of this was $600 million. And 2019’s figures are expected to show further growth 

with a slew of non-traditional exports making their way into various markets. Most 

interestingly in the context of today’s theme, the agriculture sector provides us 

with one perfect example of technology adaptation by the government. This comes 

by way of the Belize Agriculture Information Management System, a geo-refer-

enced farm registry for real-time reporting and data analysis aimed at improved 

productivity, efficiency, and more targeted technical and policy support.  

On the fiscal side, Central Government recorded a primary balance of not less than 

2.2%. This despite the Belize Bank’s tax offset depriving the treasury of approxi-

mately 14.1 mn. The judicial decision that enabled this is absolutely going to be 

challenged by GOB, especially since it came in circumstances where the Bench ap-

peared not just heedless of, but downright rude to, the Crown and its law officers.  

Those among you that worry legitimately but perhaps overmuch about our debt 

metrics, will be pleased to learn that both domestic and external debt were slightly 

lower in 2018. Finally for this raft of good economic and fiscal news for the year 

just ended, the external current account deficit was forecast to decrease to 6.1% 

of GDP. 

The government, as I earlier referenced (not to say boasted), continues to invest 

significantly in infrastructure projects across the length and breadth of the nation. 



This improves connectivity, and betters conditions for all those citizens for whom 

public commute is a daily fact of life. It also facilitates greater efficiency in the 

movement of goods and services.  So that at the end of the day GOB’s infrastructure 

drive helps to sustain and make easier the work of the private sector. In other 

words, it assists the tie-ins needed for the deployment of our new economy. An 

economy that, to repeat, must now reinvent and transform itself in terms of inno-

vation and technology. An economy reengineered so as to dynamise and digitize 

this partnership of private and public sector, joining us firmly together for the 

proper positioning and propulsion forward of our nation.    

So. Fiscally and economically we are currently sound, and theoretically ready for 

takeoff. But there are, since nothing is ever completely smooth in life and econom-

ics, various components of our ecosystem that face challenges.  One of the most 

obvious has been the banking sector, which remains on alert due to the on-going 

regional and international de-risking realities. However, all our major banks do 

have solid-seeming correspondent relationships, and our jurisdiction’s AML/CFT in-

frastructure is known to be effective and continuously strengthening. Other pres-

sures that have impacted us, and in particular the offshore sector, have arisen due 

to critically urgent compliance requirements manufactured and dictated by exter-

nal bodies such as the EU and OECD.  These are compliance requirements that ap-

pear to be moving targets. Indeed, at times it seems as though they are designed 

ultimately to destroy rather than guide our attempts at financial sector diversifica-

tion.  Nevertheless, we have worked diligently to deliver on the new international 

regulatory infrastructure. And while the external masters seem expert at imposing 

on us a one step forward two steps backwards routine, we have so far been suc-

cessful in avoiding the cliff’s edge. Accordingly, we are currently nowhere black-

listed.    

On the subject of the ease of doing business, Belize is making progress on the 

ground notwithstanding rankings. I think particularly of the tremendous advances 

that have been recorded in speed of process at the Lands Department. And the 

evidence of this is not just anecdotal but borne out in that loveliest form of proof: 

GOB’s collections in processing fees have increased by several multiples. Also, 

BELTRAIDE can point to new, multi-million dollar investments coming in thick and 

fast. And so while the Great Leap Forward in comprehensive policy reform and sys-

tem-wide improvements still need more time for full maturation, critical work has 



already been undertaken by GOB. This is highlighted by the report card provided 

by an EDC not known for being especially generous markers. That report card 

shows that we are making sure of the proper foundational basis for greatly im-

proved, subsequent-cycle performance in many areas. And I make clear again that 

in this continuing undertaking it is a requirement for all Government agencies to 

cooperate with the EDC.    

In that context it is helpful to repeat that some progress is already being made in 

service improvement, digital switch overs and innovation. And it will be illustrative 

if I list some of the key accomplishments. 

For one, the nationally owned BEL continues to electrify communities and to re-
duce the cost for connections.     
 
Then, the ever expanding and constantly upgrading national road network is liter-
ally paving the way for accelerated growth. Through financing from various inter-
national partners such as the IDB, CDB, OPEC, the Kuwaitis, the UK, the EU, and 
Taiwan, major works are underway with lots more to come.   
Also, with the completion of the Comprehensive National Transportation Master 
Plan, which sets out the blueprint for short, medium and long-term land, maritime 
and aviation investments, the business community can expect much needed im-
provements in this sector.  Public transportation reform will include legislative up-
dates and institutional strengthening of the Ministry of Transport as well as im-
proved road safety regulations.  And a significant complementary input to this is 
the national vehicle registration and driver’s licensing system which is already being 
rolled out. GOB has also committed to financing, either alone or in a public/private 
partnership, a national bus terminal at the Lake Independence Special Develop-
ment Zone in Belize City. The legislation to operationalize the zone is already 
drafted and goes to Cabinet and the House imminently.  
 
Particularly wonderful to relate on the subject of technology, the government’s in-
vestment, through the nationally owed BTL, in a fibreoptic network that spans the 
country is yielding amazing results.  According to the Speedtest Global Index, Belize 
three years ago ranked last in download speeds in the region for mobile and fixed 
lines. Today, BTL ranks as the best mobile network in the region (including South 
America).  For the fixed line service, we have moved from position 129 position to 
79, an improvement of 50 positions. In effect, then, Belize now has one of the most 
advanced communication networks in the world. And as the Estonian presentation 



demonstrated, for small states it is this type of breakthrough in technology that 
levels the playing field.  As complex as this nationalization saga has been, the Gov-
ernment-owned BTL is more and delivering for us the technological and financial 
as well as the sovereignty dividend. And Belize can now take advantage of this new 
BTL platform to help springboard the innovative ways in which we all agree we have 
now to do business. 
 
Through the work of the Central Information Technology Office and the EDC, the 
digital transformation of government continues apace. And there is an ever-grow-
ing list of public services being delivered online to the direct benefit of the business 
community, saving time and cost when making applications for permits, licenses, 
registrations and the like.  Of course, as we become more technologically advanced, 
we will ensure further rollouts.  The government is also serious about addressing 
the issue of cybersecurity. Accordingly, a National Cybersecurity Task Force has 
been established to secure and make safe citizen data in this new era. 
 
In the financial and banking sector, innovations including the establishment of a 
Secured Transactions and Collateral Registry as well as a Credit Bureau are being 
finalized. And already in place is the Automatic Payment and Securities Settlement 
System spearheaded by the Central Bank of Belize to speed up cheque clearing and 
on-line transaction processing. 
 
There is, of course, the matter of taxation reform which has persistently topped the 
list of demands from the private sector for attention.  As announced a few months 
ago, GOB is making progress towards improving administrative efficiencies through 
the amalgamation of the GST and Income Tax Departments and the procurement 
and installation of a modern Integrated Tax Administration Management Infor-
mation System.  This will set the foundation for a complete modernization of tax 
administration in Belize, something that will go a long way in ensuring equity, pre-
dictability and efficiency for the tax payer. Now the modernization of tax admin-
istration is but one aspect of what is needed in this regard.  The Ministry of Finance 
acknowledges the in-depth analysis and specific recommendations derived from 
the extensive discussions on the requested comprehensive taxation reform. We are 
naturally, though, not in agreement with all of the wish list. As just one example, I 
don’t subscribe to reducing the number of GST zero-rated, poor-people items as a 



so-called way of obliging alteration of unhealthy lifestyles. This should be done ra-
ther by education, social activism and culture change. Not, in my view, by big 
brother type punitive increases on traditional staples of the poor. 
But there are many of the private sector’s other prescriptions that we can happily 
support. One example is addressing the PAYE anomalies in threshold and rates. Of 
course, this must be done in a way that makes sense and that doesn’t just transfer 
the problem from one threshold to another. 
A second example of common ground is the agreed need for properly weighted tax 
incentives for investments in renewable and energy efficient technology. 
 
But also on the other side of the ledger is GOB’s non-acceptance of the recommen-
dation to establish a border tax as a means of discouraging Belizean spending in 
neighboring countries. In our view there are other ways of addressing this problem 
without visiting a tax on regular folk. A tax that, as we see it, in any case won’t work.  
 
Now I can’t leave here today without a word on crime and citizen security. This is a 

fundamental concern for the business community, as indeed it is for our entire so-

ciety.  I promised in my New Year address that change and reform was coming to 

the BPD, and I have been true to my word. There is new leadership at the top, re-

structuring across all ranks, and an already visible effort at greater effectiveness 

and greater communication, transparency and accountability. GOB will provide a 

compendium of new resources to accompany this new departure. And the headline 

grabber here is the long-awaited crime lab and its capacity for in-country DNA test-

ing. But the funds that we are borrowing from CABEI for this purpose will also ena-

ble us to upgrade in a comprehensive manner the overall technical capacities of the 

Police and their physical infrastructure. Also, there will be a far more expansive 

linkage between our crime databases and those of other law enforcement agen-

cies. This latter will involve the automation of the systems that manage police re-

ports and firearms licenses. And everything is to be complemented by the Smart 

Cities Initiative, which BTL and the BCCI are collaborating on. The initiative will see 

an interlinking of participating private sector security camera systems for strength-

ened surveillance and increased coverage. GOB for its part will invest in an 

equipped Monitoring Office and improved responsiveness. Underpinning all these 

developments and the quantum advance in technology and hard equipment, will 

be the watchwords of training, training and more training. 



I close by re-articulating GOB’s fundamental commitment to what we have been 

discussing here today. That is, ‘business climate improvement’. So let me assure 

you that there will be for the remainder of this current term of office, a continuing 

push for a more dynamic administration; for greater growth; and for transforma-

tional reform in services and acceleration of digitization.  All this is fundamentally 

premised on collaboration and partnership with the private sector and I sincerely 

believe that our public officers get it. Thanks already in part to the increasingly 

fruitful interaction between the EDC and respective line ministries, progress has 

been made on various reform initiatives in the construction sector; on providing 

packaging materials duty relief for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises; on 

modernization of the Trade License regime; on tax administration; on lands registry 

organization and operation; on eGovernance; and on transportation.  Of course, 

much work remains to be done. But I repeat my government’s unshakable commit-

ment to delivering on the remainder.    

The main goals are, and shall remain therefore, to: 

1. Propel inclusive economic growth, 
2. Realize GOB efficiencies to improve the ease of doing business,  
3. Improve citizen security 
4. Actively reduce corruption 

 

GOB therefore declares its determination to provide both the will and the re-

sources necessary for change, including revamped policy direction and upgrading 

the Human Resources of the public sector. In sum, GOB unqualifiedly rededicates 

itself to the partnership for productivity with the private sector. And we thank you 

for the continuing, full-on engagement and mutual respect to which, for the bet-

terment of our beloved Belize, we are both unswervingly pledged.  

I thank you. 


