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Belize, July 25th 

Good Morning everyone.  

 

I feel really honoured for the opportunity to be here in front of you all 

today to share my thoughts, ideas and pique your interest to stimulate, 

perhaps, what may be an on ongoing conversation or discussion among 

you colleagues for some time to come. 

 

PUBLIC PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP IN PORT DEVELOPMENT IN BELIZE. 

 

I am sure most everyone here has heard a bit about public, private 

partnership somewhere along the way but for those who are new to the 

subject matter, a public-private partnership sometimes referred to as (P3) 

is a contractual arrangement between a government and 

a private sector entity. Through this agreement, the skills and assets of 

each sector (public and private) are shared in delivering a service or 

facility for the use of the general public. 

 

This definition is broad and fails to define the complexities that surround 

such an arrangement but suffice to say that any P3 discussion at the 

Government level is certainly a significant step in the right direction and 

Belizean Government has taken such steps. 
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The majority of global trade is carried by sea.  Therefore, well-functioning 

maritime transport infrastructure is a key element of economic growth for 

many developing and emerging countries and Belize is no different.  

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) in ports have become a means to 

manage port operations more effectively which was traditionally an 

exclusively government function. Different port management structures 

are used worldwide but in the majority of large and medium sized ports 

the landlord port model is used. In this model management responsibilities 

are delegated to the private sector, while the title in the land and assets 

remains with the government. 

 

A P3 AGREEMENT IS CURRENTLY IN PLACE IN: 

 

Costa Rica: Concession Agreement for the development of Moin 

Container Terminal.  It is a design, planning, financing, building, 

exploitation and maintenance of the new Puerto Moín Container 

Terminal.  The same exists in Honduras for the Puerto Cortés Container and 

Cargo Terminal.  Again the terms of the agreement are similar.   

This is happening all over the world.  It is the new norm. It; however, begs 

the questions: 

 How can we harness this in Belize?   

 What is the Government’s appetite for this?  Is the Government 

prepared to take this route having once divested its position in a 

Port?   

https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/concession-agreement-moin-container-terminal
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/concession-agreement-moin-container-terminal
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/puerto-cort%C3%A9s-container-and-cargo-terminal-terminal-de-contenedores-y-carga-general-de-puert
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/puerto-cort%C3%A9s-container-and-cargo-terminal-terminal-de-contenedores-y-carga-general-de-puert
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 What is the private sector’s appetite for this?  Is the private sector 

ready for this?   

 What would it mean to existing corporate structures?  

 What would be a reasonable timeline to adopt this?  

 Is there a possibility for partial P3 adoption and implementation or is 

there only one cookie cutter, “all or nothing”? 

 

These questions are important to answer but before I even attempt to 

share my ideas and thoughts on them, let me say that currently most 

countries that have done P3 structures do not have P3 legislation in place.  

At best they are guided by a P3 policy.  Why is that?  Perhaps the level of 

commitment that is needed from Governments are such that it may be 

more prudent to not legislate since legislation does not offer the room for 

arbitrary acceptance; therefore, even if a project meets all the 

requirements; there is not a law that forces government’s participation. 

 

Currently, the Government of Belize has consultants engaged to try and 

develop a P3 policy for Belize, so a series of discussions with stakeholders 

are underway.  This shows that there is some degree of appetite for this.  

Hopefully this appetite escalates to “peckish”. 

         

In my opinion, the concept of P3 in Belize is very industry sensitive.  When 

we speak specifically about P3’s for port development in Belize, in my 
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view, the entire concept becomes philosophical.  For this idea to even 

germinate and grow, it requires a paradigm shift on how the Government 

view ports and the role ports play in the economic development of the 

Country.  Judging from the past, in Belize, one can say the linkage or 

relationship between port development and economic development was 

missing, or simply not there.  

  

Government divested its position entirely from the Port of Belize.  The Port 

has undergone significant struggles and currently operates under a 

Receivership.  Kudos to my friend “Tux” who is doing an excellent job at 

steering the ship. 

   

The Port in Commerce Bight, south of Belize City, closed its doors and no 

longer is a viable port.  The Port of Big Creek, once just a small banana 

port, filled the gap in 2002 and under 100% private ownership has 

transformed the once banana port into a 75 Acres port facility where 

significant percentages of the Country’s exports are channelled.  These 

include, bananas, crude oil, some citrus, some citrus by-products and 

more recently sugar.  Hats off to Santander Sugar for their bold initiative.  It 

takes a certain type of entrepreneur to have such vision.  Whoever 

thought that the once failing sugar industry in Belize would see an 

additional investment of some $150M in a part of the Country that is 

completely outside the traditional acreages?  It just shows that vision with 
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commitment can become reality!  Of course this would not be possible 

without the Port of Big Creek as a part of the cost equation, so this is a 

perfect example of a significant economic activity made possible through 

the linkage with a port facility.   

 

The Port of Big Creek has three berths and can accommodate three 

vessels simultaneously alongside, 120 reefer container connections, 

container handling equipment and ample space for expansion but more 

importantly it has an abundant potential for improvement of its service 

delivery but it’s a struggle and an uphill battle, especially without support. 

 

HOW CAN P3’S HELP IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF PORT FACILITIES IN BELIZE?  

  

Firstly, this type of development usually requires large sums of monies.  In 

developing countries like Belize, these large financing facilities on an 

offshore basis are not readily available for these projects.  Local financing 

is just not appropriate.  At the two ports in Belize, the natural draft is below 

industry standards and dredging to minus 11 meters is necessary to 

provide ingress and egress of the port.  It begs the question: How can a 

Port in Belize justify incurring the dredging cost of its entrance channel, a 

cost upwards of US$15M, when the Port will never own the channel and to 

compound this equation, the country’s population is only 300K people.  

This is paradoxical!  However, we are flanked by our neighbours Honduras 
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and Guatemala where substantial port development is ongoing and their 

draft is minus 11 – 12 meters. 

   

It would seem that if the Belize Government makes that paradigm shift to 

fully embrace the fact that port development is critical to economic 

development then port entrance channel preparation would fall squarely 

on their shoulders and would not be a problem to be solved or a cost to 

be incurred by the Private Sector but the reality is that it cannot happen 

when the Government’s debt burden obligations are bursting at the 

seams; therefore, if left like that, as a country we are checked mate.  We 

simply would be unable to compete and experience economic growth 

through port development. 

   

This is where P3’s come in.  Government can play a special role.  What 

can they do?  They can enact enabling legislation, policies that dictate, 

facilitate and manage the process, become a facilitator of processes and 

progress development through initiatives, incentives and importantly 

moral support for the private sector and even to a certain extent, when 

the circumstances permit, become a guarantor.  So becoming a 

facilitator is key. 

 

Cost of capital is a critical component in any project and access to large 

sums of US Dollars capital at reasonable rates is a feat almost beyond the 
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Private Sector in Belize.  For port development, specifically the dredging 

component, requires engaging with foreign companies who require US$ 

compensation for their services.  So, to start with, ports in Belize must have 

the ability to repay their debt in US Dollars.  If they are not a US Dollar 

earner then the burden of finding US$ from within the traditional local pool 

is an impossibility.  So, at the P3 level in Belize, Government can include in 

their policies an enabling facility to provide this type of debt service some 

level of priority access to foreign exchange dollars from within the local 

pool.  Without that, the venture is dead.  

    

Ports in Belize are challenged by circumstances beyond their control.  If 

we examine the current climate in the country, the banks are liquid but as 

I said earlier, we cannot use Belize dollars to pay an international dredger.  

They want US$.  The local banks don’t have the capacity for these size of 

US $ loans and those with international head offices take a country risk 

profile rather than a Company risk profile when considering these 

applications.  So in the case of Belize, strictly on a Private Sector level basis 

we are checked mate again. P3 can help.  Government can earmark 

some of its grant funding to this sector but as I said before, it requires a 

paradigm shift for Government to truly embrace port development in 

Belize. It’s not whether it can happen.  It is whether there is the 

commitment to make it happen. 
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On the side of the Private Sector, one can ask: Are you ready for this type 

of partnership?  The answer to that depends a lot on the circumstances 

that exist but I would say that for a new start up project, the adoption of 

such a partnership would be much easier and quicker.  In the case of an 

existing business that is 100% privately owned and never had the input 

from Government to grow its business, such a decision is harder to make.  

Why would I now want government to become intricately involved with 

my business?  Do I really want their representation on my Board of 

Directors? Is the trade-off worth it?  Do I really want to give up some of my 

ownership? 

 

In Belize, most Companies are privately/family owned.  We hold on dearly 

to that.  We believe that it is best to own 100% of a canoe rather than own 

10% of a mega ship.  Sometimes this mentality is warped but it is the 

reality.  So, is the private sector ready for this?  I would say a big, “It 

depends…” 

 

I thank you for the opportunity to share my ideas and thoughts and for 

taking the time to share your attention with me. 

 

Thank you. 


