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Learn About the Village Councils Act
“Every council shall be charged with the good government and improvement of its village…”

NAVCO is the National Association of Village Councils. NAVCO was created by the law that governs villages and their councils, the Village Councils Act (VCA or the Act). Leading up to NAVCO’s Annual General Meeting in November, the organization, with the support of UNDP, is conducting workshops about the VCA for village leaders throughout Belize. This series of articles will supplement the NAVCO workshops by providing a closer look at various parts of the Act.

The Village Councils Act is Chapter 88 of the Laws of Belize. The lawmakers passed the Act in 1999, after village residents and rural organizations lobbied for the adoption of a village law for many years. The law came into effect on the 1st of January 2000. The Act has 57 sections covering the establishment of villages, the village councils, and the district and national associations of councils. The law also creates the village fund for the money each village raises, earns or otherwise gains. How the village councils are elected, what their powers and duties are and how councils are dissolved, among other things, are all found in the VCA.

The law says that any area that is not in a city or town, may request to be recognized as a village if 200 or more people who are eligible to vote in village elections live in the area. The Minister responsible for villages declares the area as a village and the order declaring the area a village is published in the Gazette. Currently, the Minister of National Development is responsible for villages and thus has the authority to declare areas as villages. Villages previously were under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Rural and Local Government.

Under the law, each village shall elect a village council. The villagers elect a Chairperson of the council and six other members of the council, so that each council has seven members. The Council itself then elects the deputy chairperson, treasurer and secretary. Any person who is over 18 years old, a Belizean citizen and has resided in the village for at least one year at the time of the election is eligible to be a candidate in the Village Council. The Chair is the tie-breaker in any Council vote and you must have at least four members of the Council at any meeting for the meeting to be legally constituted (4 is the legally required quorum).

The Minister may dissolve a Council if the village it serves no longer meets the requirements to be a village. For instance, if the population of the area falls below the 200 voters needed to have a legally established village.

Section 3 of the Act not only dictates how villages may be established but also tells how the villages and the Ministry should deal with the issue of village boundaries. If there is no dispute about the boundaries of a newly created village, the boundaries shall be set in accordance with the current existing boundaries.

If there is a boundary dispute between existing villages, the law says that an independent commission, appointed by the Minister, should mediate the dispute and give a recommendation to resolve the dispute. Lastly, in the case of new villages, the Ministry should recommend the boundaries taking into account the views of the villagers, environmental factors, and the views of the Ministry responsible for lands and other relevant matters.

There are apparently a great many village boundary disputes in Belize yet it appears that the assistance of an independent commission, as set forth in the Act, has never been used based on the villagers’ experience. There are however some creative and sustainable solutions that the villagers themselves are using to settle these boundary disputes.

Contributed by Antoinette Moore, Attorney at Law. My thanks and respect to the village leaders of Cattle Landing, Eldrigeville, Forest Home, Big Falls, and Independence.

