
The Belize Coalition to Save our Natural Heritage is a coalition of 38 organizations formed on June 8, 2010 World Oceans Day.  The Coalition 
advocates for planned the development of Belize’s petroleum industry, including having the offshore and protected areas legally declared as off-
limits to oil exploration.

Strengthening Belize's Petroleum  Industry:
Improving Legislation, Oversight, Concession Siting and Safeguarding Ecosystem Services and Existing 

Resources Use 

Policy Brief 2 - for the Ministry of Energy, Science and Technology, and Public Utilities

INTRODUCTION
Belize's petroleum industry is in its infancy with the first 

commercial discovery recorded and 

petroleum production started in 2005 

(see figure 1).  Belize has two active 

onshore oil fields in the production 

phase - Belize Natural Energy's Spanish 

Lookout and Never Delay – and 

exploration taking place in a number 

of onshore areas, notably -  Treaty 

Energy in Independence, Stann Creek 

District and US Capitol in the Toledo 

District.  Oil production onshore 

(outs ide protected areas and 

i m p o r t a n t  w a t e r s h e d s )  h a s  

contributed to Belize's economy and 

further commercial  f inds and 

subsequent production of petroleum 

can substantially contribute to Belize's 

economic and social development. 

The current legislative framework to guide the petroleum 

industry, however, does not support the country obtaining the 

optimum balance of benefits of oil and the sustainable benefits 

of lead economic drivers, including tourism, nor will it allow for 

the continued economic contribution of existing industries, and 

protect Belize's environmental integrity and the cultural 

resources use of its people.  

The legislation and administrative policies which governs the 

industry are too weak or non-existent to adequately address 

critical issues including zoning/siting, decommissioning and 

restoration, transparency and accountability and  public 

oversight.       

The aforementioned issues fall under the jurisdiction of the 

Geology and Petroleum Department under the Ministry of 

 Figure 1:   Belize's total oil production from 1980 - 2009.  Data source: 
http://205.254.135.7/countries/country-data.cfm?fips=BH&trk=p1#pet U.S. 
Energy Information Administration (EIA) 

Energy, Science and Technology,  and Public Utilities.

Furthermore, the existing oil concession zoning has not taken 

into context existing 

r e s o u r c e s  u s e ,  

p r o t e c t e d  a r e a s  

d e s i g n a t i o n s ,  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

conventions to protect 

unique ecosystems 

including the World 

H e r i t a g e  S i t e  a n d  

RAMSAR Conventions 

a n d  i m p o r t a n t  

ecosystem services.  

The aforementioned 

c h a l l e n g e s  i n  t h e  

g o v e r n a n c e  a n d  

regulatory framework of 

the petroleum industry 

are underpinned by slow action to complete the National 

Emergency Preparedness Plan for Oil Spills (NEPPOS). 

 We recognize that the Geology Department is undertaking a 

zoning exercise to guide new oil concessions.  However, the 

current draft does not optimize the use of the country’s 

resources in a sustainable manner.  The Coalition 

commissioned a review of the zoning scheme which includes a 

number of recommendations.  This report is available along 

with this document.

A paper published in the proceeding of a Marine conference 

held in Belize City in June 2011, looked at the impact of Belize's 

oil industry (both onshore and offshore) on the environment, 

economy and employment.
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Figure 1: Employment picture in Belize estimated by economic sector, but 

excluding the 2011 unemployment level of 23% (i.e., 29,900 unemployed 

workers). A: Employment in 2011. B: Predicted employment levels in 2021 

with onshore oil. only. C. Predicted employment levels in 2021 with onshore 

and offshore oill. Source: Gordon Kirkwood, G.F. &., Matura-Shepherd, A., 

2011. Offshore oil vs. 3E's (Environment, Economy & Employment). In: 

Palomares,M.L.D., Pauly, D. (eds.), Too Precious to Drill: the Marine 

Biodiversity of Belize, pp. 3-7. Fisheries Centre Research Reports 19(6).
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This paper examines current employment picture as a 

breakdown between industries – for 2011  – is shown in chart 

A. This shows that Belize's biggest industry Tourism employs 

the most people, followed by agriculture which includes the 

citrus, sugar and banana industries.

The research also shows that onshore oil exploration (outside 

of protected areas) could be very beneficial to the economy and 

in terms of the predicted employment position in 2021 an 

onshore oil industry could  also be  very beneficial for jobs (see 

chart B). 

On the other hand, offshore oil production, which could benefit 

the economy  – in the unlikely event that anything is found – 

would have a beneficial effect on employment  (as is shown in 

chart C). This is because the offshore oil industry, would have 

detrimental impact on the important tourism and fisheries 

industries if an offshore oil industry proceeds - the tourism and 

fishing industries would see a loss of customers, revenue and 

employment. It should also be noted that due to the water 

depths and nature of offshore oil exploration and development, 

most of the employees in the offshore oil industry would come 

from other countries due to specialized nature of the work 

involved – making the actual employment picture even bleaker 

than the zero growth scenario for 2011 to 2021 shown in chart 

C. 

In the onshore, siting of oil concessions within protected areas 

and important watersheds pose risks to unique ecosystems and 

to water sources for many communities.  The loss of the 

sphagnum moss bog in the Sarstoon Temash National Park is 

evidence of the risks of allowing oil exploration in protected 

areas without proper monitoring and environmental oversight.   

Furthermore, the lack of a comprehensive national oil spill 

contingency plan exponentially increases the potential impact 

of damages from exploration, development and production 

activities.

This policy brief discusses the regulatory framework and 

administrative policies which are guiding the petroleum 

industry,  spec i f ica l ly  focus ing  on s i t ing /zoning ,  

decommissioning and restoration, transparency and 

accountability and environmental screening and monitoring, 

provides policy recommendations to strengthen and guide the 

industry's development while protecting Belize's economy, 

environment and culture.

POLICY CONTEXT

Overarching Policy
Belize's petroleum industry is developing in the absence of a 
petroleum policy that clearly sets out the principles that should 
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guide decisions on investment in the petroleum industry.  A 
National Petroleum Policy should clearly specify acceptable 
petroleum industry standards, the social and environmental 
considerations to be taken into account, the apportioning of 
revenue and non-revenue benefits between the contractor and 
all levels of government, the capacity requirements to 
negotiate agreements, and provide for robust public scrutiny 
(Sandiford, 2011).  

Siting/Zoning

Oil concessions have been sited throughout the country 

without differentiation or exclusion from economically or 

environmentally critical ecosystem areas.  In 2011, the Geology 

and Petroleum Dept. initiated consultations for a zoning 

scheme for petroleum exploration and development blocks.   

An analysis commissioned by the Belize Coalition to Save our 

Natural Heritage of the first draft of the zoning plan indicated 

the need for refinement of the zoning scheme including 

separating zoning for terrestrial and marine areas in 

recognition of the differing potential impacts and risks of 

exploration and development activities within terrestrial 

environment versus the marine environment.  

Key to the analysis provided was the inclusion of a stand-

off/safety buffer for the offshore concessions to incorporate 

the likely travel and emergency response time for an oil spill in 

either environment.  The document “An Analysis of the Zoning 

of Petroleum Exploration and Development Blocks Proposal 

Developed by the Geology and Petroleum Department” 

provides detailed information on the stand- off/safety buffer.

It is noted that the zoning scheme is not legislated for in the 

Petroleum Act as the Act Part II – Section 15 only provides for 

the division of Belize solely in accordance with a grid system 

without reference to any physical, environmental or social 

considerations (Sandiford, 2011).

Environmental Screening and Environmental Impact 
Assessments

The Environmental Protection Act Chapter 328 is the key 
legislation for environmental protection (Sandiford, 2011) and 
should address each phase of the oil and gas processes.  
However, the existing regulation under the Environmental 
Protection Act (EPA), do not require an EIA for  the exploration, 
the appraisal or the decommissioning and reclamation phases.  
Amendments made in 2007 to the EPA as per Statutory 
Instrument No. 24 of 2007 removed oil exploration from 
Schedule 1 (which would legally require an EIA) to Schedule II 
(where an EIA or limited environmental study is at the 
discretion of the Department of the Environment).

International Petroleum Industry Standards

Belize's Petroleum Industry does not provide for standards to 
govern the industry.  The Petroleum Act does not provide for a 
specific definition for which international petroleum standards 
are to be used in the Act.   As read in the Act, contractors may 
choose which international petroleum standards they choose 
to utilize as the only qualifier are for the standards to be 
“acceptable, good and adequate”.  It is critical that Belize 
adopts one set of strong standards for the petroleum industry, 
particularly as the average offshore depth, specifically the 
Princess Petroleum concession area, is the same depth as the 
waters in which the Deepwater Horizon accident occurred.  
The US significantly changed its standards following the 
Deepwater Horizon accident.

Emergency Planning

The National Emergency Preparedness Plan for Oil Spills 

(NEPPOS) has been in draft form since 1995 and clearly needs 

to be revised in order to take into consideration the current 

threat.  The document remains incomplete and the full 

compliment of needed equipment and human resources have 

not been obtained.  Review of the draft NEPPOS indicates a lack 

of incorporation of the use of modern oil spill response 

techniques and equipment needed to effectively combat 

terrestrial spills let alone marine oil spills. It is our respectful 

view that modernizing the NEPPOS needs to be addressed 

urgently. 

The proper legislative framework also needs to be put in place 

to address the issue of spills in order to clearly delineate legal 

responsibilities for contingency planning, pollution response, 

containment & cleanup and remediation. Additionally it must 

create an obligation to pay for damages suffered as a result of 

the spill such as environmental, social and economic losses and 

financial cost allocation.

Reducing the risk of an oil spill through proper environmental 

screening and monitoring is critical.   However, it is inevitable 

that the increase in oil wells will at some point produce an oil 

spill during the oil exploration, development or production 

phases. 

According to the Ministry of Energy, there are plans for new 

wells in 2012 and a projection of 6 news wells by 2015.   The 

plans for new wells must be placed in the context that Belize 

does not have a comprehensive national oil spill contingency 

plan.   

Transparency and Accountability
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As in most laws in Belize, the “Ministerial discretion” clause  in 
key areas of the Petroleum Act allows for disregard of critical 
clauses intending to allow for transparency and accountability.   
Key areas noted:

(I) Petroleum Act Chapter 225s 13 (1) - selection 

contractors: the competitive bidding process can be 

circumvented by the discretionary power of the 

Minister to deviate from the competitive bidding 

process Petroleum Act Chapter 225s 13(3).  

Competitive bidding allows for transparency in the 

assignment of oil contracts.

(ii) Petroleum Act Chapter 225s Part II – Section 11(1) 

enables a contract be entered into with persons who 

demonstrate a proven ability to contribute the 

necessary funds, assets, machinery, equipment and 

tools to effectively perform the contract.  As a result, 

the  Petroleum Act is not being followed with respect to 

the technical and financial capabilities of contractors 

selected.

Public Consultation/Information/Informed Consent

Informed participation allows for public consultation which 
supports and enhances transparency and accountability in the 
governance of the industry.  However, the Petroleum Act and 
administrative policies do not support informed participation 
or public consultation.  

The Act does not legislate for the informed consent of local 
authorities prior to oil contractors to exercising their rights 
under a contract in their areas Petroleum Act Chapter 225s 26 
(1)(b).   Furthermore, while a petroleum register is available for 
public review, the Act 225s (6) does not require information be 
made available on the PSAs or the progress of the contract and 
compliance with obligations of the contract in the registry.  

International Conventions

A 2011 review of the decision to inscribe the BBRS as a site in 
danger noted that the State Party must commit to “eliminating 
oil concessions granted within the boundaries of the property, 
which could seriously and irreversibly affect its Outstanding 

Universal Value if activated.”  Based on the timeline for 
exploration in the offshore, oil companies with offshore oil 
concessions could start exploring for oil by the end of 2012.  The 

thWorld Heritage Committee at its 36  session in June 2012 will 
re-examine Belize's progress on correcting issues raised in the 
2011 decision to retain Belize on the List of World Heritage in 
Danger, including the cancelling of oil concessions within the 
property. 

The relinquishment of the OPIC lease which covered a large 
portion of the Belize Barrier Reef and the Government’s 
informal policy not to re-issue the lease is  a good initial first 
step in addressing Belize’s international commitment under the 
World Heritage convention.   

Abandonment, decommissioning and reclamation

The decommissioning and reclamation phase is a critical 
component of petroleum operations to allow for removal of 
structures, clean-up of contaminated areas and the restoration 
of degraded sites including re-vegetation.  However, while the 
Petroleum Act Chapter 225 provides for decommissioning there 
are no regulations in the enabling legislation of the Petroleum 
Act Chapter 225s (regulations).  In the definition of “petroleum 
operations” in the regulations, the decommissioning and 
reclamation of field sites is not including or does the regulations 
assign associated costs for this process (Sandiford, 2011).   

The Ministry of Energy has stated that by 2015 there will be 6 

new wells.   The use of 2D and 3D seismic technology has 

decreased the rate of dry holes and the success rate for wildcat 

exploration is 1 in 10, therefore of the 10 wells dug, 9 will need 

to be abandoned when no commercial find is discovered. The 

remaining successful wells will still require decommissioning 

and the site restored at the end of the wells' life-cycle.
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World Heritage Site (marine protected areas) Concession holder 

Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve Princess Petroleum/Treaty Belize Ltd. 

Blue Hole Natural Monument  Princess Petroleum/Treaty Belize Ltd. 

Halfmoon Caye Natural Monuments Princess Petroleum/Treaty Belize Ltd. 

South Water Caye (portions)  Sol Oil Belize Ltd.  

Laughing Bird Caye Sol Oil Belize Ltd. 

 Table 1: List of marine protected areas comprising the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve World Heritage Site and the oil concessions 
granted for these MPAs.



activity, could remain on Schedule II.

Recommendation 7:  Public Consultation/Informed Consent
It is critical that administrative policies and legislation provide 
for public consultation and informed consent.  Public notice for 
petroleum activities should follow the process utilize by the 
Department of the Environment in placing notices in the 
Gazette and national newspapers and informing important 
stakeholders.

Copies of the contracts (Production Sharing Agreements – 
PSAs), annual progress and final reports should be included in 
the Petroleum Register.  

Recommendation 8: Addressing International Commitments

 

Recommendation 6: Transparency and Accountability 
As generally has been pointed out in the review of Belize's 
legislation, it is recommended that Ministerial discretion be 
removed to support transparency and accountability or 
applied sparingly.  This includes but not limited to Section 13(3) 
and  Part II – Section 11(1).  

Belize must honour its existing international commitments 
within the World Heritage Convention and RAMSAR 
Convention.  This includes removing the existing oil 
concessions offshore and in the terrestrial protected areas 
included in these conventions.

Government should make a policy to not reissue the OPIC 
relinquished lease or issue any new leases in the offshore.

Recommendation 9:  Decommissioning and Reclamation as a 
part of the lifecycle for petroleum operations

The Petroleum Act shall be amended to include provisions to 

broaden the meaning of commercial discovery to include 'and 

which is required to be sufficiently profitable to both parties to 

the contract' and petroleum operations to include 

'decommissioning and abandonment of the contract area and 

affected land' and a meaning for petroleum industry standards 

(Sandiford, 2011).  

CONCLUSION

Developing Belize’s petroleum industry can bring economic 
and social benefits to the people of Belize if the industry is 
planned properly including making the offshore and protected 
areas off-limits to exploration, strengthening weak legislation 
and administrative policies, and addressing gaps.

The Belize Coalition to Save our Natural Heritage acknowledges 
the work that the Government, through the Geology and 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 1: National Petroleum Policy

A National Petroleum Policy should be developed that clearly 
specifies which acceptable petroleum industry standards are to 
be used in Belize, specify  the social and environmental 
consideration, the apportioning of revenue and non-revenue 
benefits between the contractor and all levels of government, , 
the capacity requirements to negotiate agreements, and 
manage, regulate and monitor the growth and development of 
the industry and to provide for robust public scrutiny (Sandiford, 
2011).  

Recommendation 2:  Siting and Zoning
The development of the zoning scheme needs to be a fully 
consultative process with key agencies and civil society actors 
involved.  Science, economics and social data must be at the 
core of the final output.  In addition, a zoning scheme and 
guidelines should be legislated for in the Petroleum Act to make 
the scheme legally binding.  The zoning scheme must include 
exclusion areas and stand-off/safety buffer for both onshore 
and offshore.

Recommendation 3:  International Petroleum Industry 
Standards
The Petroleum Act should be prescriptive and define the specific 
international petroleum industry standards such as the 
American Petroleum Institute (API) and American Mechanical 
Engineers (ASME) to be used.

Recommendation 5: Environmental Screening/Environmental 
Impact Assessment
Amend the Environmental Protection Act Chapter 328s of the 
Environmental Impact Assessment should be amended to 
reassign oil exploration to Schedule I which would legally 
require a comprehensive environmental impact assessment.  

Recommendations 4:  Emergency Planning
The Ministry of Forestry, Fisheries and Sustainable 
Development – Department of the Environment should work 
with the Ministry of Labour, Local Government, Rural 
Development and NEMO to fast-track the revision and 
completion of a comprehensive National Oil Spill Contingency 
Plan to prepare for fast, effective and coordinated response to 
oil spills.  The Department of the Environment should convene a 
broad stakeholder meeting to review the draft NEPPOS.   
Drafting process should be consultative and participatory and 
include key stakeholders.   It should also include the funding 
allocations to have immediate access to the necessary funds in 
the event of a spill.

Aeromagnetic surveys etc., with no on-ground or on-water 
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Petroleum Department, has embarked on in the draft zoning 
framework for exploration blocks.  It is critical that the drafting  
process for the zonation framework and the planning of the 
petroleum industry is consultative and participatory.

The Coalition stands ready and willing to assist the 
Government.
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