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Learn More about the Village Councils Act 
“A council, when implementing any of its plans or proposals, shall take into consideration the views and opinions of villagers and of government and non-government agencies.”
Section 48 of the Village Councils Act
Almost half of the people in Belize live in the 193 villages spread across the country. Village Council members are elected from within their local communities and become local government representatives. As seen by the above quote from the Village Councils Act (VCA), the law contemplates that in representing their respective communities; village leaders will take account of and be responsive to their fellow villagers’ needs, concerns and interests. The other side of this equation is that, beyond election time, the villagers should participate in decision-making that affects them and the village. We will discuss these, along with other principles of good governance, in greater detail in a future article.  

We continue summarizing various provisions in the Village Councils Act in an effort to assist Village Councils in using the law to better govern their villages. As we said in the last article, once the Ministry declares that an area is a village, the people in that area elect their Village Council every three years.
But what happens if after the election, one of the Council members dies, stops attending Council meetings, resigns from the Council or behaves in a way that is counterproductive to the work of the Council? The law says that if any of these things happen after a certain procedure is followed, the Council seat becomes vacant. If there are 60 or more days remaining in the term of the Council when a seat becomes vacant, the Council must hold a by-election to fill the empty Council seat. 
When the new Council is elected, the VCA requires that there be an official handing over from the past Council to the newly elected Council within two weeks of the new Council taking over. The handing over includes giving the new Council all documents, financial records and other property belonging to the Council.

This handing over makes sense and flows from the fact that the Village Council is a corporate body with perpetual succession and also that the Council can sue or be sued in a court of law. This means that the Council is its own entity, like a company, it has a legal personality. As a result of the Council’s legal status, its property, including records and funds, are not the private belongings of the Chair or any Council member. The Council as a legal entity continues indefinitely into the future without interruption even though different people fill the Council positions. If the Council has been sued and there is a money judgment against it, Council property will be used to satisfy that judgment not the personal property of any Council member. The law also protects the Council members from being sued as individuals for work they do for the Council and while they are acting in their capacity as members of the Council.
According to the law, the Council may also hire staff. In certain instances, issues arise in villages that require expertise or time that the Council members do not have. It is for this reason that the Act gives Village Councils the power to appoint committees and hire support staff if the Council wishes to and finds it helpful or necessary to carry out its work. Staff hired by the Council may be paid and, like a committee, serves at the pleasure of the Council with terms of reference given by the Council.
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