Report on Trip to Belize
August 13 to 17

Belize

Thursday August 13
Lisa and Teresa arrived in Belize around noon. Edmond was waiting for us at the airport. As always we went to Bird’s Isle to have lunch. We decided to give a second opportunity to the restaurant. We did not have a very good experience during our last visit in February. This time it worked very nice. We did the overview of the agenda and after lunch we headed to the University of the West Indies where our first meeting was held.
We met with a group of 6 women including Cynthia Pitts, who was the person who organized this meeting. Cynthia is an attorney working with the problem solving center with involvement in a cultural preservation group. We could not meet with them in February because the group had the dates mixed up. We had a very good conversation after we surpassed the introductions. Most of these women are leaders of organizations who work with disadvantage people in Belize. Most of them are involved in do-for projects. We reinforced the SDOP criteria and encouraged them to pass the words to groups that may meet our criteria. We distributed SDOP resources with them. Carolyn Reynolds, WIN Belize, an early partner in the work attended the meeting.
Lisa and I agreed to instead of conducting a traditional SDOP workshop to have an open conversation with the attendees and it worked very well. They all participated and it was a very good meeting.

Action: A note thanking them for their assistance and encouraging them to share the SDOP information with other groups that may meet the SDOP criteria.  We will touch base to learn their progress on a return visit.

Gareth Murillo came to the University to meet with us after this meeting. We had initially scheduled a meeting with him and other Cooperative Department officers for the following day. Because their schedule was very busy for Friday he decided to come on Thursday and meet with us at the University campus. We shared the draft of the document that Lisa prepared to be developed by SDOP and the Belize Department of Cooperative. This document will compile all the learnings experienced by both parties during this 6 years work in Belize. They are working to change their standard operation procedures and he stated that this document will be very helpful. Document feedback will be expected and both entities will work for a final paper.
Action: A note thanking him for setting aside  time in the middle of his busy schedule to meet with us. Continue the communication with him to work on the draft paper that the Task Force and the Cooperative Department is working on. We are seeking feedback on the draft at his earliest convenience.
Friday August 14

We met with Nigel Petillo and David. Nigel is the President of Belize Grassroots Youth Employment (BGYEA). He sent me an application by email the night before the meeting and brought copies to the meeting on Friday. We have a clear vision of what the project is about and future goals. It looks like it meets the SDOP criteria. However, we think that only two members are involved. We reinforced the SDOP criteria and the importance of having at least 10 members in the group. Also, we encouraged them to re-write the grant application and send it to us. The proposal was written by a professional grant writer that they stated was working with them.
Action: A note thanking them for their assistance and encouraging them to increase the group membership and send us their own proposal with their group project information.  If we don’t hear from them we will touch base to learn their progress on a return visit.

After this meeting we moved down to Punta Gorda. We met with Lloyd and Leonardo, the Cooperative officers in Toledo at Beya Suites. They brought Jun with them. Jun is Japanese and he is a JICA worker. JICA is similar to Peace Corps but for Japanese volunteers.
The Cooperative officers took us to a Garifuna Farmer group in Toledo. We met with a group of 9 persons, mostly young people. The group members have a greenhouse, they raise chickens, pigs, and have a tilapia pond. The green house conditions are inadequate and their agriculture production has been damaged by pest. The group is very clear in their goals and they are open to capacity building. We strongly encouraged them to be in contact with the Cooperative and Agriculture departments to receive trainings to improve their capacities and to use the modern agriculture practices. We strongly recommend the Cooperative officers to support this group. 

Action: We will schedule the group visit next time with the hope that their capacity building training have started.

After this meeting we have a very serious conversation with the Cooperatives officers stating the importance for us to work with Garifuna groups in our outreach in Toledo because our goal is to reach all group ethnicities and disadvantage people in the area. We think that Jun will be very important because of his marketing skills and he will help the groups to move forward in their capacity building experiences. He is very good addition to this team.
When we were at Beya Suites we found out that Lisa, the hotel owner, is receiving breast cancer treatment. Needless to say that it was  very sad news. We will send a nice “We miss you card”.
Saturday August 15
On Saturday morning we headed to Bella Vista Village to visit with El Paraiso Agriculture Cooperative Society, Ltd. This visit was a touch base visit to review the construction development. Several members of the group were there. The construction is doing very well, the quality of the work done is very good. They are moving forward. They work every Sunday in teams of 12. The ownership of the project is obvious. After they finish the construction the building will be a very nice distribution center. We brought a SDOP banner and we gave it to them. We informed that if the project budget changes at certain points of the project they can submit a request to us in the next quarterly report.
Then we headed to Seine Bight Village. Seine Bight was celebrating a community festival. A lot of people were in the street and in the beach. The house painting program was showing. We could see   houses painted in the Main Street and new signs. The project is unfolding as described in their report but slowly. The village leaders were very involved in the preparation of the festival. They were not able to have a face to face meeting with us. 
Action: We will schedule a follow visit next time.
Sunday August 16

We visited the Sandy Beach group. They prepared a program to open the new two cabanas when we were there so we did opened. Families of Mitchel, Isai, and Hugo, Cooperative officers were invited to be part of this ceremony and to share a delicious lunch all together. The new cabanas look good and the design is great. They are still working in the finishing.   
As you may know the Cooperatives department last month awarded SDOP “In Appreciation of our distinguished contribution to the development of co-operative enterprises in Belize”. We could not make it to the award ceremony (very short notice) but Merlene Castillo, the Sandy Beach Women's Cooperative Society Limited Chairlady, received it on behalf of us.
After lunch, Merlene officially gave us the SDOP award.  Following this, we participated in a very good dialogue where all members of the group did a speech to thanks SDOP for all the support and invaluable partnership. Lisa and I addressed the group to thank them for their exceptional work and to let them know how our Committee was very proud of our partnership.
After this activity we had the opportunity to talk with Hugo regarding the work done and he suggested that when a project application is submitted by a group that is going to develop major construction we can ask for three estimates from different suppliers. 
He also mentioned that he is working on a group project where the members are from different groups that have been funded by SDOP. The members will receive trainings in capacity building and strategy plans. The training will be conducted by an outside consultant. Hugo expects the groups to present a joint proposal to SDOP for funding.
During of our visit we have witnessed the effects of the erosion and the massive invasion of seaweed on Belize beaches. Sandy Beach was not an exception. We talked about a cooperative project with the Department of Cooperatives that can have an international granting agency as well as SDOP contribute to cover expenses for researching the problems that has occasioned this and are affecting so many people in the Caribbean including folks in Belize. 

Reflections:

1. Make efforts to bring the National Committee in May 2016
The options for meeting space and sleeping rooms are:
Beya Suites, Punta Gorda Toledo District---10 rooms

Cozy Corner, Placencia  ---- 10 rooms (1 single, 9 doubles)
By Cozy Corner:

Bull’s Beach Cabanas ----4 cabanas ( 2 doubles, 2 singles)
Evans place ---- 4 double rooms
2. Complete the working paper with the Department of Cooperatives

3. Identify next country of focus and set up a visit before we leave Belize

4. Identify next International Task Force Chairperson

5. Build relationship with faith communities in Belize

