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Introduction 
 

This report documents the findings of the ethnographic field school organized by the Center 
for Applied Anthropology (CfAA) at Northern Kentucky University (NKU) in Orange Walk 
District, Belize, during June 2014.  The Sugar Industry Research and Development Institute 
(SIRDI) facilitated ethnographic research in the communities of San Antonio, San Estevan, 
San Lazaro, and Yo Creek.  The aim of the ethnographic field school was to train students in 
basic ethnographic methods as well as collect data for SIRDI to use in their agricultural and 
economic development programs.  This field season’s research focused on the following 
broad topics: narratives about education, educational budgeting, large and small farms and 
groups, the impacts of outside farmers and the sugarcane froghopper, as well as culture 
models of sugarcane farming and household budgeting. 

 
Background 
 

While the educational aim of the ethnographic field school is to train students in basic 
ethnographic methods, the applied purpose of the field school is to collect and analyze data 
that can then be used by SIRDI and other agencies in the development of programs for 
betterment of the sugarcane farming communities in northern Belize.  As posted on the field 
school’s web site: 

Students will learn about the local culture by doing participant-observation and 
conducting ethnographic interviews in a community-based research project. Students 
will learn research ethics, unobtrusive observation, participant observation, field note 
writing and coding, ethnographic and life history interviewing, ethnolinguistic data 
collection, community mapping, rapid assessment procedures, qualitative data analysis, 
and other ethnographic methods in addition to basic ethnographic writing. After 
successful completion of this course, students will have: 

• developed a basic understanding of Belizean culture, 
• formulated an understanding of ethical and validity issues in ethnographic 

research, 
• practiced skills in research design and ethnographic methods of data collection, 
• applied basic ethnographic research methods in a non-western culture, 
• engaged in a community-based research project, and 
• analyzed ethnographic data resulting in an ethnographic monograph. (Center for 

Applied Anthropology at Northern Kentucky University 2015) 
 

In addition, as posted on the field school’s web site: 
The ethnographic field school, as part of the CfAA, is partnering with the Sugar Industry 
Research and Development Institute (SIRDI) in Orange Walk Town, Belize.  Among 
other things, our partner is interested in our contribution in understanding the 
household economy and agricultural knowledge of sugarcane farmers in the Orange 
Walk District village communities.  SIRDI will use our results and recommendations to 
develop and conduct workshops for farmers on agricultural techniques, economics, 
health, and other community development topics. (Center for Applied Anthropology at 
Northern Kentucky University 2015) 

 
Since the literature review was written for last season’s report (Hume et al. 2014), there have 
been three notable publications that are relevant to the research presented within this 
report.   Two articles are based in southern Belize.  One studied Chiquibul Maya ecological 
models (Briggs et al. 2013) and the studied Q’eqchi’ Maya medicinal plant conservation 
(Audet et al. 2013). 
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Lastly, while not related topically with sugarcane farming, a student of the previous field 
school has published an article based upon her research with the field school director on 
mortuary ritual changes in northern Belize titled “Changing Mortuary Rites: An 
Ethnohistory of 19th Century and Contemporary Religion in Northern Belize” (Zach and 
Hume 2014). 

 
Methods 
 

Upon arrival in the villages of San Antonio, San Estevan, San Lazaro, and Yo Creek, Antonio 
Novelo (Jungle River Tours) introduced the field school members to village council 
representatives and explained our collaborative research project to gain local approval for 
our presence in the community.  Each village council gave their permission and was 
supportive of our efforts to learn about their communities.  We presented the councils of San 
Antonio, San Lazaro, and Yo Creek with printed copies of last year’s report (Hume et al. 
2014).  
 
Students of the field school conducted house-to-house interviews in a census sampling 
methodology.  The Cooperative Center for Study Abroad hired Antonio Novelo (Jungle River 
Tours) as the field school’s land agent.  He served as both as cultural liaison and research 
assistant during field research in the aforementioned communities.  Mr. Novelo would 
explain our general purpose and introduce students to community members.  Students 
would then present the informed consent statement in English and Spanish (Appendix A) 
and upon agreement to participate, have the informant sign a copy (on file) and were offered 
an unsigned copy for their records. 
 
Interviews were generally conducted on the informant’s property (e.g., porch, house, etc.) 
with a pair of students, one serving as the primary interviewer and the other as observer.  
The standard method used for this research was the ethnographic interview (Spradley 1979), 
which is informant centered (Levy and Hollan 1998) rather than interviewer centered.  
Interviews were from five minutes to an hour in length, depending upon the informant’s 
time constraints and willingness to be interviewed by the students.  Ideally the interview 
would flow naturally from topic to topic and would end when the interviewer or the 
informant perceived a natural stopping point or when the informant no longer seemed 
comfortable or interested in continuing the interview (Levy and Hollan 1998).  

 
During the first week of interviews while at Yo Creek, the students asked open-ended 
questions to elicit information about household budgeting and sugarcane farming 
knowledge.  Students took field notes both during and directly after each interview.  The 
interviews were also digitally recorded.  Each student focused on one subtopic: education, 
educational budgeting, large and small farms/groups, or the impact of outside farmers and 
the sugarcane froghopper.   During the last week of interviews, the students created culture 
models of sugarcane farming and household budgeting.    

 
Topical Narratives 
 

The first aim of this field season was to investigate general folk knowledge of sugarcane 
farming and household budgeting.  The second aim was to research perceived impacts of 
large farms upon small farms and sugarcane froghoppers on sugarcane farming.  The topical 
narratives are presented in a three part format beginning with an overview, followed by 
propositional statements (D’Andrade, Basso, and Selby 1976) of knowledge which are 
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perceptions of the informants, followed by preliminary analysis. These findings are not 
intended to be an extensive and in-depth cultural analysis, rather they are designed to 
explore the topics important to the community and serve as the basis for further field study. 

 
Educational Overview 
 

Children in Orange Walk District have access to education from the primary to 
tertiary levels.  The educational system is a variation of the British education system, 
and most schools operate on a charter school model.  Though the children have 
access to education, the cost of education in Orange Walk District can be prohibitive 
for many citizens.  School tuitions are paid either annually, biannually or monthly.  
Other expenditures born by the families are costs for uniforms, school supplies, and 
textbooks.  Even though education is a high priority and seen as a way for improving 
the lives of the children, some sugarcane farmers do not have enough resources to 
cover the costs and tuition for their child’s education.  To defray costs to families, 
some schools conduct fundraisers.  Successful fundraisers enable the school to 
decrease or eliminate tuition rates and replace the large annual or semi-annual rates 
with a smaller weekly maintenance fee.  The national government also provides a 
small portion of the fees and tuition.  The Ministry of Education has attempted to 
increase this program by establishing some programs to help ease the burden of 
tuition, and by providing financial aid to the country’s top performing students.  
There is also an increasing amount of international aid from the United States, 
Europe, and the Commonwealth of Nations.  However, there is a general lack of 
awareness of these financial aid programs at the various levels among sugarcane 
farmers.  
 
Primary School Education 

• The tuition rate for primary school attendance is monthly in some areas, 
while in others it is yearly. In San Estevan, there is a yearly $60 fee (all prices 
are in Belizean Dollars). 

• The Ministry of Education officially subsidizes the entire cost of primary 
school textbooks: These are free. 

• While primary school families do not have to pay for textbooks, they are 
expected to pay for all other expenses, including uniforms, workbooks, 
writing utensils and lunches.  

 
 Secondary School Education 

• In the vicinity of Orange Walk Town, there are 6 secondary schools. 
• Some students must ride public buses to get to school in the morning. If there 

are disruptions in the bus service, the students are expected to walk which 
could make it impossible for some to be able to get to school. 

• Secondary School in the Orange Walk Town area costs between $625 and 
$750 a year. 

• Unlike primary schools, families of secondary school students are required to 
pay for books, which cost between $400 and $500, depending on the course 
material. At the end of the year, some students sell their books to the 
following year’s students, if the book hasn’t changed. 

 
Sixth Form and Post-Secondary Education 
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• Muffles College, on the outskirts of Orange Walk Town, is the only post-
secondary institution in the entire district. Its function is to service 6th Form 
students.   

• As per the British system, college comes before university, and both are 
considered entirely separate institutions. 

• The cost of 6th Form is significantly higher than both primary and secondary 
schools.  Muffles’ tuition is $2000 per year, through 3 term payments.   

• Additional expenses include textbooks and/or a laptop. 
• Students that attend 6th Form are often expected by their families to work; as 

there are no official 6th Form financial aid programs except for limited 
scholarships from private institutions. 

 
General Fees, Fundraising, and No Free Lunches 

• School fees for the term include fees for instruction, as well as building 
maintenance.  

• If a computer lab is needed, there is a $10 fee. 
• It is possible to rent a laptop computer for $45. 
• In some schools, parents are asked to pay a weekly maintenance fee.  
• In San Lazaro, one mother reported that she is required to supply dry 

cleaning supplies to the school (in the form of garbage bags, Clorox, etc.) and 
must pay $2 per month for bathroom cleaning. 

• Teachers are paid by the government rather than by the school; therefore, 
their income is not dependent on the school’s income. 

• Extracurricular activities can affect the price of tuition, since there are club 
fees.  In San Lazaro, tuition actually increased because of clubs that were 
added. 

• Normally, students must be sent to school with lunch or money to buy food 
while in town. 

• San Lazaro residents reported lunch to cost $25 per week. 
• During the year, there are 3 to 4 raffle events held, where students must buy a 

certain amount of tickets to sell to the community. If they do not sell all of 
their raffles, they are required to buy the remainder in order for the school to 
get money. 

• During the post-harvest season, there are no fundraising activities at all. 
 
School in the Household Budget 

•  Families often find ways in order to save money.  If badges are a required 
part of the uniform, some students use velcro to allow so that the badges may 
be moved amongst the uniforms. 

• During holidays and weekends, some families expect their children to either 
work or help with family businesses, including cane farming. 

• Some cane farming families sell their quotas and/or goods to the Mennonites 
in order to pay for tuition, particularly at the post-secondary level. 

 
Government Assistance Programs 

• The book subsidies are the only financial assistance programs for primary 
school. However, there are several programs designed for secondary students.  

• At the end of Year 8 (the final year of primary), students take the Primary 
School Exam, which is Belize’s standardized testing program, used to gauge 
progress in each District, as well as to highlight strengths or weaknesses in 
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curriculum. Those that score in the highest 10 percent of the nation’s students 
are eligible for a $300 subsidy for the first two years of secondary school: This 
is effectively a 50% scholarship for 1st and 2nd Form.  

• In Orange Walk District, the process of acquiring the subsidy is not 
automatic, but is opt-in only.  

• The Ministry of Education performs fieldwork and conducts surveys to 
determine risk factors and groups that would benefit most from the $300 
subsidy. 

• Belize Telecom (BTL), banks, and credit unions in Orange Walk Town offer 
private scholarships and financial aid options for students in secondary 
school, 6th Form and university. These are also very competitive. 

• BOOST is an application-based program targeted towards rural families 
transitioning from primary to secondary education. One informant received 
$34 per month to assist with school expenses, while another received $59 
every 15 days. 

• BOOST depends mainly on school attendance, and is seen as a way of 
discouraging truancy.   Truancy officers can disqualify chronically absent 
students from the program.  

• Boys appear to get slightly more than girls from BOOST funds. 
• A lunch program has been initiated at some schools in Belize.  In Orange 

Walk Town, the program is located at the government secondary school. 
Parents pay roughly $2 per week to pay for the cost of lunches. 

 
International and External School Assistance 

• SIRDI provides financial aid to the schools.  In San Lazaro, SIRDI provided 
86 students with scholarships of $265 annually, in addition to the $30,000 
provided to the community as a whole. 

• As part of an Agro-Processing Agreement with Belize, the Republic of 
China/Taiwan has heavily funded equipment and supplies for Yo Creek’s 
school. 

 
Preparing Students for the Working World 

• Many informants stressed that budgeting and health should be included in 
school. 

• Many cane farmers haven’t completed secondary school. 
 
A family’s ability to afford to send their children to school depends on a variety of 
factors, but the most significant factors are the levels of education achieved by 
parents and the average level achieved in the parents’ trade.  Informants that had 
access to schooling when they were children tended to be more adamant about 
ensuring their children were educated. Secondary and college/university education 
require an investment of large amount of capital, which is difficult for sugarcane 
farmers to accumulate.  Access to higher education seems to be limited to those 
families who have built significant capital and influence relative to others.  Cane 
farmers that had previously worked in other industries, such as transportation, also 
tend to have children able to reach higher educational levels than others.   
 
Awareness of the importance of education is prevalent throughout the community.    
A significant number of informants stressed that children needed an education in 
order to find work beyond cane farming.  Some elderly informants suggested that 
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with other distractions, it would keep children from indulging in illegal behaviors. 
Additionally, several informants recommended teaching students very early about 
basic finances and agriculture, so that graduating students can sustain themselves.  
 
Only a few families appeared to be aware of or able to take advantage of existing 
government aid programs such as BOOST, the PSE Award or the post-primary 
subsidy.  
 
Although many parents wish to take advantage of financial support opportunities, 
there is little awareness among the population of Orange Walk concerning these 
programs. An education official stated that some parents were not aware of the 
programs being promoting until just before the deadline passed.  This leads to the 
application deadlines needing to be adjusted to accommodate parents needing extra 
time to apply.  As Belize experiments with various forms of student aid and other 
countries and organizations provide economic support, more students may be able to 
go to school. Even with this added support, families must fund the education of the 
children.  Most families with children indicated that school fees in any form were 
among the highest priorities for household budgeting, usually second only to food. 
High educational costs cause some cane farmers to sell their quotas of sugarcane to 
be able to afford educational costs, fees and tuition.   
 

Educational Budgeting 
 
In Belize the law requires children from the ages of 6 to 14 to attend school. Families 
have individual educational expenses for their children and budget for them in 
various ways.  The economic class of the family will influence how they budget their 
children’s education and how those needs are met.  
 

Uniforms 
• 2-6 uniforms purchased per child. 
• School shoes purchases.  
• Gym uniform purchased for child.  
• Badge purchased to attach to uniform.  

 
Supplies 

• Depending on school, books supplied by family or school. 
• Specific paper required covering books to protect books so that schools 

accept books back at the end of the year. 
• Must buy all school supplies.  
• Lunch: brought, bought or eaten at home.  
• Transportation to and from school. 

 
Donations/Fees 

• Fees are paid at once or in payment plans. 
• Require donations of goods. 
• Weekly monetary donation for lunch program.  
• Fundraising only held during cane season.  
• Donation required or else family is billed or report card is held.  
• Mandatory raffle.  
• Fee to use restrooms.  
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• Fee to use computer.  
• Barbeque fundraiser.  

 
Economic class of the student is indicated by the student’s wardrobe.  Families in 
with less disposable income can afford fewer uniforms and pairs of school shoes.    In 
one case, a child had to walk home barefoot and carry their school shoes so that the 
shoes were not ruined by the harsh road conditions. Schools also require students to 
wear small accessories on their uniforms.  Not all families can afford to buy multiple 
copies of these accessories. It is reported that some families will purchase one 
accessory per child.  For example:  children are supposed to have badges on their 
uniforms, one mother used Velcro to be able to transfer one badge from one uniform 
to another rather than buying one badge for each uniform.  
 
Parents are also required to purchase their children’s school supplies, which vary, by 
grade. The school provides the textbooks. For all other school levels, the family must 
purchase all supplies.  Schools have specific guidelines regarding school supplies 
such as how and with what material books should covered in order for the books to 
qualify to be resold to the school if the same books are being reused the following 
year.  Parents often must also cover transportation costs such as bus fare. Lunch is 
another expense for which parents must budget.   School children often pack, buy, or 
come home for lunch depending on the location of the school relative to the home 
and the family’s economic resources.  
 
The schools charge the families fees for their children to attend school. These fees 
can be paid for all at once or throughout the year in installments.  Some schools have 
computer and bathroom fees. These fees make it harder for children that belong to 
families of a lower economic class to complete school.  Often, there are also 
donations required by the school.  These donations can take the form of money, 
supplies, food, or time. In several schools there is a required raffle in which each 
student must sell a certain number of tickets.  If the minimum requirements are not 
sold, the parents must purchase the remaining tickets. Another form of fundraising is 
barbeques. These events always occur during the sugarcane season because that is 
when people are most likely to have extra disposable income. If a family is not able to 
pay the fees or participate in fundraising, there are consequences such as the child’s 
report card will be kept until payments are received by the school.  
 

External Influences 
 
Within the areas of study, the local farmers consist mainly of two ethnic groups, the 
Maya and the Mestizo. Both of these groups grow sugarcane as their primary cash 
crop. The farms to provide jobs, money and stability to the surrounding area. Near 
the towns, Mennonite farmers and Belize Sugar Industries (BSI, the factory that 
processes the sugarcane) control a significant amount of the available agricultural 
land. BSI harvests their sugarcane with a harvesting machine, which reduces the 
number of laborers needed in their fields. Another outside influence that affects the 
farmers are the Fair Trade Agreements that manage the way that the cane is grown, 
which both limits and assists the farmers. These outside groups influence the cane 
farmers, sugarcane plant, and future of sugarcane agriculture within Belize.  
 

Impact of Mennonites on Sugarcane and the Local Communities  
• Sugarcane farmers conduct business transactions with the Mennonites. 
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• Sugarcane farmers who raise pigs sell 6 week old piglets to the 
Mennonites when they need cash; otherwise the pigs are kept until full 
grown. 

• There has been an influx of new sugarcane farmers recently.   
• Mennonites are purchasing sugarcane farms and also converting forested 

areas into sugarcane farms, increasing their presence in sugarcane 
agriculture.   

• The informant is disappointed to see locals selling to Mennonites, but 
understands that there is a need for people to have money to send their 
children to school. 

• The Mennonites hire the Maya and Mestizo as laborers in their fields. The 
laborers are paid the same day as they complete the job and are paid in 
cash, but this is at a lower rate than the Maya and Mestizo employers that 
are able to pay on a weekly basis. Many workers take a decrease in pay for 
more frequent payment.    

• Around May-June, the Mennonites hire laborers for work in agricultural 
fields, including bean and cane fields. 

• In the informants’ fields, cutters get paid about $8BZD per grab (pile of 
cut cane arranged in rows). It typically takes 30 grabs to fill a truck, which 
is around 18 tons for approximately $144 BZD.  Therefore, if there are 2 
cutters that did even amounts of grabs, they each will receive $72BZD 
each for the day.  They will receive payment on the following Friday. In 
contrast, Mennonites typically pay $50 BZD per day, regardless of 
amount of work. Hypothetically the worker could do 1 grab all day, and 
make $50BZD. 

• The Mennonites hire the cane cutters during the off-season.  
• Mennonites began cane farming about 2 years ago. 
• Mennonites have heavy machines with which to plow fields.  The 

Mennonites are willing to rent out their plows or can be hired to plow 
fields. They charge by the acre. 

• Mennonites farm mostly corn and other things. 
• Mennonites work practice cooperative farming.  The Mestizos do not. 

 
BSI’s Impact on Sugarcane and the Local Communities 

• BSI is considered a big farm. 
• This year’s season stared late due, in part, to a protest the farmers 

organized over the energy issue. The farmers feel they deserve to be paid 
more. 

• The payment for the sugarcane comes from BSI in three installments.  
The first installment is paid on delivery and is then distributed to the 
laborers.  The second payment is 5 weeks after the season ends and is the 
farmers’ bonus.  The third payment occurs near December about one 
month before the next season starts.  

• BSI is encouraging the farmers to grow a hardier variety of sugarcane, 
which can withstand froghoppers better. 

• BSI gave an informant some new land near their plant. 
• To improve efficiency in cane delivery, BSI recently set-up a new schedule 

for the farmers to bring their cane to the factory. This change has helped 
all the farmers in the area by allowing better time management.  
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• There has been contention between BSI and the sugarcane farmers over 
profit sharing of the bagasse. This issue caused a strike earlier in the year. 
The parties settled for the time being on paying the farmers $0.55BZD per 
ton. However, it is likely to cause another strike next season as the cane 
farmers are already talking of another strike.  

• BSI’s equipment has had too many breakdowns in recent years, which 
makes it difficult to process as much cane as the farmers would like.  

• The sugarcane farmers have a Memorandum of Agreement with BSI that 
states that sugarcane farmers entitled to a share of the profits of any 
saleable products of the sugarcane. However, the farmers have a difficult 
time getting profit numbers for bagasse from BSI. 

• BSI does not hire local cane cutters as it has giant harvesters, which cut all 
of BSI’s cane.  

• Though BSI buys small farms, it is considered more economically 
advantageous to keep the land as one gets more money over time from the 
farm. 

• BSI works for its own interest and not the interest of the people. 
• The government had to intervene to keep the factory open a few years ago. 
• The factory has been running more efficiently since American Sugar 

purchased BSI. 
 

Impact of Fair Trade Agreement on Sugarcane and the Local Communities 
• Presently, the cane farmers in the community are happy with their work 

and recieve help, which is provided though SIRDI and the Fair Trade 
agreement. These groups provide new fertilizers and varieties of cane 
along with increased financial aid from banks and credit unions. 

• The money from fair trade agreements is used to provide classes to teach 
efficient agricultural techniques to farmers. 

• Money from fair trade agreements enables pesticides to be purchased. 
• Fair trade does not help. 
• Fair trade agreements are a positive thing for the community. They 

provide certain benefits including scholarships for school and also 
professional development for farmers’ to learn/require eco-friendly 
farming methods. The profit on sugar is higher if it is stamped/certified 
Fair Trade. 

• Fair trade regulations make it difficult for many famers to make a profit 
due to the restrictions that are placed in the agreement. 

 
The European Union’s Impact on Sugarcane and the Local Communities 

• The biggest problem in the area of San Lazaro is the poor quality of the 
roads. The only paved road, which leads to the sugarcane factory, in the 
area was paved by the European Union not by the Belizean government. 
In the informant’s opinion, Belize should be make long term investments 
in transportation infrastructure and fix the roads and not do temporary 
fixes of filling in potholes year-after-year covering with a mix of rocks and 
dirt that simply wash away. 

• Local government said they would build a new road but they didn’t and 
the European Union built one. 
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• It is believed that the European Union’s assistance in economic and 
agricultural development was essential to sugarcane prices rising to a 
favorable level in the past few years. 

• It is believed that the assistance from the European Union is essential to 
the survival of the cane farmers, however that help is abused by local 
farmers and exploited by the government, the outcome being there is not 
enough support to reach where it is needed most. 

• Belizean government should invest more money back into Belize instead 
of investing their money into other countries. The government did not pay 
for the road in Yo Creek but instead the European Union built it. 

 
While reviewing the impact that Mennonites have on the communities of Northern 
Belize it was clear that feelings are mixed among the farmers. Some informants had 
negative opinions while others commended them for providing not only jobs but also 
food/goods at fair prices. Nearly everyone who is not Maya/Mestizo can be 
considered an outsider. The Mennonites have been in Belize for nearly 60 years and 
some still consider them outsiders. Some locals feel that the Mennonites are simply 
using the locals for their labor, land, and money.  The Mennonites do serve an 
essential purpose within the cane farming communities by providing a significant 
amount of machinery to the farmers.   Some informants talked about how the 
Mennonites were not concerned about their environmental impact. It is likely that if 
the Mennonites were to increase their cane farming production, they would be 
competitors for the local Mestizo/Maya. There is a growing concern about possible 
competition from the Mennonites, however some informants reported that when the 
Mennonites came to Belize they signed an agreement that banned them from farming 
sugarcane.  
 
Since American Sugar bought BSI, it is now an international company so even 
though many Belizeans are employed by a company named Belize Sugar Industries; 
they are working for a foreign company. It is the only factory in the area that can 
process the farmers’ cane. BSI pays the farmers for their cane in three installments: 
first upon delivery, the next payment comes shortly after the season is over, and the 
third comes right before the beginning of the next season. Due to this payment 
structure, cane farmers need to find additional support for themselves in the off 
seasons and many of them have to travel to find work elsewhere. The factory uses 
bagasse, the byproduct of the cane processing, as an alternative energy source. This 
accounts for 20% of the energy that the factory uses. Last season the farmers went on 
strike over compensation for the bagasse from BSI. One informant discussed the 
Memorandum Of Agreement, which is a contract between BSI and the cane farmers. 
It states that the cane farmers have a right to payment from any product made from 
the cane. This disagreement has frustrated many farmers. Cane farmers in the area 
also complained that the factory is unable to process all the cane that is harvested. 
BSI does not hire local laborers to harvest their cane but has mechanized the process 
and uses the large harvesters. This affects the cane cutters by decreasing the available 
work in the area. The factory has implemented an improved delivery system that 
schedules deliveries within specific time frames.  This has helped the cane farmers 
with time management and allows them more time to spend with their families and 
enjoy leisure activites. In the old process, the farmers would wait in a long line.  This 
new process saves time for both the factory and the farmers.  Due to the foreign 
ownership of BSI, farmers question where the interests of the American Sugar lie.  
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Most farmers view the fair trade agreements in a favorable way. They provide help in 
the form of finance and training farming efficiency and safety. Once a product is 
certified as a fair trade item, the value of the item is increased.  These agreements 
also provide scholarships for students who will eventually give back to the 
community.  They also influence farmers’ concerns about their environmental impact 
and encourage the farmers to use eco-friendly agricultural methods.  Some consider 
the restrictions of the agreements to be a nuisance, hurting the farmers more than it 
helps. The fair trade agreements and the European Union have instilled the idea in 
many people of the community that the Belizean government should be doing more 
to preserve and support sugar can farming. These foreign interests only build more 
distance between the government and the people of Belize.  
 
Outside interests in Northern Belize are both beneficial and problematic. They create 
jobs, promote education, provide financial assistance, and even work with the local 
farmers to cut, grow, and harvest the cane. These same groups also realize that there 
is profit to be made and sometimes exploit the Mestizo/Maya in the process. These 
outside groups have a better financial foundation and more available capital than any 
of the local Belizean farmers. Some farmers are not impacted by this and are able to 
support both their farms and families. But others are negatively impacted and are 
occasionally forced to sell their farms or diversify their crops away from cane. For the 
most part the local farmers work well with outside groups. 
 

Large and Small Farms/Groups  
 
Within the villages of Northern Belize, the farms vary in size and capability. Farms 
are categorized by size: large and small farms.  Each type of farm has its own 
particular advantages and disadvantages and each farmer needs to evaluate a myriad 
of variables for his or her own individual situation to determine which type of farm is 
more advantageous. 
 

Group Membership 
• The difference between small and large farmers is the quantity of 

sugarcane produced. 
• On average, a farmer can grow 25 tons of cane per acre. 
• A group is different because they share one large quota. 
• A quota is set by a contract with BSI and limits the amount of cane 

that can be produced. 
• Small groups only exist seasonally, but cooperatives (large groups) 

operate year round. 
• Laborers prefer to be in a group because there is minimal expense 

with shared materials, and therefore more profit available. 
• Farmers prefer to be in a group because they benefit from access to 

machines and shared materials. 
• Advantages of being in a group include smaller payments to the group 

owner, verses renting because the equipment is shared.  
• Many cutters harvest “the old way” by hand.  Group members have 

access to the group’s tractor and machinery. 
• Some believe it is better for all cane workers and farmers to be 

members of a group. 
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• Disadvantages of being in a group include having less control over 
one’s cane in regards to quota (which is determined by the Cane 
Farmer’s Association), harvest, burning, and delivery. 

• Some say the number of small farms is decreasing. 
• BSI sometimes attempts to buy small farms. 
•  Some believe is better to keep the land because one can earn more 

money over time with a personal farm. 
• The owner(s) of the grabber, which pick up cut cane, schedules pick-

ups for farmers belonging to the group. 
• Some cane farmers who belong to a group only own the land and do 

not do the physical labor. 
 

What Is A Big Farm? 
• Big farm generally range from 100 to 1,000 acres or a quota of 2,000 - 

3,000 tons per season. Though there is an individual who recently 
purchased 10,000 acres. 

• Bigger farms are able to have a larger quota because they have more 
financial resources which allow multiple fields to be worked a day.  

• There are around 5 large farms in the village of San Antonio, which 
can produce up to 5,000 tons of cane each. 

 
Positive Aspects of “Big Farms” 

• Big farms have priority over small farms in every way, and many 
leaders offer benefits, regarding priority harvesting time, and 
availability of resources. 

• Laborers prefer larger farms because there is more work available and 
more cane delivered, for longer periods of time. 

• Benefits of large groups include being among the first to use a group’s 
loading equipment for harvest. 

• A big farm or cooperative has more equipment and manpower than 
smaller groups, and can obtain discounts on materials such as 
fertilizer, pesticide, machetes, and other tools for laborers by 
purchasing these items in bulk.  

 
Negative Aspects of “Big Farms” 

• Due to miscommunications, farmers sometimes burn fields 
simultaneously and the cooperative groups with limited resources are 
unable to assist both farmers.   The smaller farm is given lower 
priority and must wait and so risks the cane going sour before it can 
be delivered to the plant for processing. 

• The equipment is expensive and difficult to acquire. It is typically 
purchased in the United States transported to Belize. 

• Diesel fuel is expensive. 
• Cane farmers must have authorization from the cooperatives prior to 

burning their cane. 
• Owners of large farms are required to meet their allocated quotas to 

the factory.  If they are unable to meet the quota with their own 
product, they often purchase cane from small farm. 

• SIRDI provides a farmer with 3 bags of fertilizer and loans for 2 acres 
of sugarcane plots. Most farmers have plots much larger than this.  
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The informant must buy fertilizer and supplies for the remaining acres 
from their own pocket. 

 
What Is A Small Farm? 

• Small farms consist of less than 100 acres.   
• A typical small farm quota may range from 150-5,000 tons per season. 
• A farm needs to be at least 15 acres to be able to sustain a farmer. 
• A typical small farm is 30 acres. 
• An 80-200 ton quota is considered a small amount of cane, while 

2,000 tons is comparatively large for a small farm. 
• Expenses frequently exceed profits for small farm. 

 
Positive Aspects of “Small Farms” 

• Smaller groups are more familiar with the land and there is less 
miscommunication, and more attention is paid to the individual 
farmers harvesting needs.   

 
Negative Aspects of “Small Farms” 

• Small farmers must wait their turn for the harvesting truck to arrive 
and then be prepared to cut and load quickly when it is time to take 
the product to the factory if roads allow. 

• Lack of money frequently restricts owners of small farms ability to 
expand production, because thy cannot use the recommended amount 
of fertilizer. 

• Access to heavy machinery allows big farms to out compete small 
farms. 

• Entire crops can be lost due to no pick-up. 
• Some believe that small cane farmers should consider other types of 

farming; 500 tons of cane is barely sustainable. 
• Changes in sugar prices can cause financial ruin. 
• Banks charge small farm owners a higher interest rate (8%) than big 

farm owners (4%). 
• As the number of big farms increase, the delivery process for small 

farms is delayed.  
• Small farms work on little profit.  
• SIRDI and/or the “association” neglect or exploit small farms while 

aid is given to bigger, more profitable farms. 
 
 

Workers’ Wages and Farmers’ Payment 
• A typical payment for weeding all day is $15-20BZD, while cutting is 

$30-40 BZD. 
• For spraying insecticides/herbicides, some farmers pay workers by 

buckets sprayed while others pay per day.  Wages are very low.  
• Wages for workers change drastically with the season. 
• As soon as farmers are paid, they must make their first payment to 

anyone who has worked for them such as laborers or the cooperative 
group leader. 

• Sometimes farmers are paid by the ton. 
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• Cutters are paid per grab (pile of cut cane arranged in rows). There is 
a range of rates from $4 - 8 BZD per grab. Cutters can earn around 
$40 -72 BZD for the day, which will be paid on a Friday after the week 
in which they are.  

• Mennonites pay cutters per day, regardless of amount of work, 
$50BZD per day. Hypothetically the worker could do 1 grab all day, 
and make $50BZD. 

• A typical daily wage for a worker from the village is $20/day. 
 

Failures and Penalties 
• If a farmer fails to meet his or her quota, the quota for the following 

season may be cut.  
• If all the cane is not harvested, it must be reported to the Sugar board.  
• A quota can change due to the cane not being harvested. 
• If there is excess cane, the farmer must negotiate with other farmers 

to sell the cane.   
• During the harvest, firm ground is essential.   There is a limited 

window of time from burning cane and getting it to the processing 
plant.  If the field becomes too muddy and cannot support the 
machinery needed for transport, burnt or cut cane will be left in the 
field to mold 

 
Selling the Farm 

• Large farm owners and wealthy foreigners are purchasing the small 
farms and planting sugarcane.  

• Some farmers sell their plots due to their inability acquire a necessary 
loan or other financial hardship.  

• The Mennonites are purchasing much of the land and farms. 
• A large number of farmers selling their cane fields are doing so because 

they believe that sugarcane is not a financially sound market. 
• Some farmers sell their land because they unable to make enough profit 

to be able to maintain their fields. 
• Sometimes land is sold due to personal or family reason, sickness or pay 

to bay school fees.   
• The majority of farmers inherit land, but some farmers purchase land 

from each other. 
 

Sugarcane farmers are most often members of a harvesting group or cooperative. 
There were conflicting reports from village citizens and farmers on the 
advantages and disadvantages to group membership.  Despite differing opinions 
on how many acres of land or tons of cane it takes to be considered a big farm, 
there is unanimous agreement that bigger farms receive preferential treatment 
over small ones.  Group membership offers owners of large farms priority when it 
comes to materials available, discounts, as well as multiple opportunities at 
harvesting. However in groups, farmers have less control of their season in 
regards to quota, methods, types of cane planted, field treatments, harvesting 
time, and costs involved including environmental costs. The majority of small 
farmers strive to have other jobs they work year round, as sugarcane farming 
alone is not enough to make a living from.  The consensus is that there are more 
advantages to being in a group than not being in one. Lack of resources and 
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education, puts owners of small farms at a disadvantage and can contribute to the 
failure of small-scale operations.  When farming is no longer a viable option, the 
owners may sell their land. 
 
There are many types of labor involved with sugarcane farming including but not 
limited to planting, fertilizing, spraying, weeding cutting, clearing, transporting 
and processing.   Workers are paid in a variety of ways including by the day, hour 
or job depending upon their contract and type of work.  These jobs are low 
paying. Farmers are paid for the product they produce.  During a bad season, 
many farmers lose portions of their crop to weather, pests, or miscommunication. 
If a farmer’s quota is affected, they may be given a smaller quota the following 
year. This reduction in potential income perpetuates farmer’s losses and 
increases the probability of the farmer going into debt. 
 
Whether one is associated with a big or small farm, factors such as pay rate 
schedule, cane quality and preservation greatly impact all who farm sugarcane. 
Group membership is a large part of cane farming culture. Local people are often 
upset that this way of life is no longer viable for the common person, and lament 
that land is sold to ‘non-locals’ whom they don't consider to be treating the land 
with the same respect as locals do. The selling of land often cannot be avoided. 
The overall feeling is that sugarcane-farming lifestyle is quickly changing. Work, 
which was once done by hand, machines now do. One can only expect further 
changes. 

 
Sugarcane Froghopper/Mosca Pinta 
  

One of the major problems that cane farmer’s contend with is the insect known as 
the Froghopper/Mosca Pinta. This section will be an overview of the Froghopper 
problem within the villages of San Lazaro, San Antonio, Yo Creek, and San 
Estevan. 

 
The Froghopper 

• The Froghopper is also known as Mosca Pinta. 
• The term Froghopper/Mosca Pinta includes several species of insects.  

There are three varieties of Froghoppers that arrived at various times. 
The first to appear was black with red stripes. The second one was 
smaller and black with yellow stripes and more destructive.  The last 
to arrive was a green variety that is referred to as chopalin. 

• Froghoppers damage crops by sucking sugar out of the cane.   
• Although there are other pests, the Froghopper is the biggest threat to 

Belizean sugarcane agriculture.  
• The problems of the Froghoppers are well known in the communities 

by farmers and non-farmers alike.   
• The insect population is increasing.   
• The damage done by Froghoppers is considered to be the biggest 

threat to crops.  
• Farmers use pesticides to control the population of insects. As farmers 

plant more cane, the use of pesticides is also increasing.  
• Farmers continuously monitor their fields for the Froghopper. 
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• Froghoppers are believed to have originated from Mexico and became 
a pest about 5 years ago. However, some believe the pest has been a 
problem for farmers for much longer.  

• The Froghoppers tend to like the variety of cane known as BBZ as well 
as the variety called Blanco. The B79 cane variety is preferred by 
farmers due to the high quality sugar it produces and it is also hardier 
when exposed to the Froghopper.  

• A hardier variety of cane, which is more pest resistant, was introduced 
two years ago.  

 
Knowledge of Froghopper Life Cycle 

• The Froghoppers’ eggs are white and foamy. 
• The insect comes out of the ground and eats the cane.  
• Froghoppers are more prevalent during the rainy season and will 

appear after the cane is burned.  The farmer monitors the cane closely 
for signs of Froghoppers at this stage.    

• January – May the Froghoppers are not a pest until the first May rain 
when they begin to appear. Froghoppers reproduce more in the rainy 
season.  

• If the eggs are exposed to the sun they die. 
• Farmers have tried introducing a strain of bees to kill the 

Froghoppers, but it caused more problems and affected the ecosystem. 
 

Pace, Movement, and Effects 
• An infestation of Froghoppers can destroy a crop in three days. 
• By the time some farmers get help to eradicate the Froghopper 

problem, their crops are already ruined because of the aggressive 
manner of the froghopper and the length of time it can take to receive 
aid to purchase the pesticides. This delayed response also affects 
neighboring fields due to the rapid movement of the insect. 

• 1 acre of cane can produce 30 tons of good cane, however, the 
Froghopper can reduce the yield to 10 tons or less. 

• The cane is no longer good if the leaves turn dry and brown. 
 

Fighting the Froghopper with Pesticides 
• Farmers use pesticides to protect the sugarcane.  It is best to use 

insecticides during the dry season. 
• The product Metarhizium, a mold, is applied to a field and it will kill 

the Froghoppers, with which it comes into contact, through a slow but 
environmentally friendly process. After 3 years of application, the 
mold is self-sustaining.  

• Within the last 3 years, Jade, Actara, and Muralla Delta 19od are fairly 
new pesticides for Froghoppers. Jade and Actara can be applied as a 
pre- treatment.  They are in powder or liquid form. They kill the bug 
very fast and can prevent new bugs. Some pesticides are sprayed when 
the plants are small, and usually applied 3 more times during the 
growing period, which is about a year.   

• Actara is effective for 30-40 days after application.  
• During Froghoppers infestations, Jade, in granular form, is spread on 

the field and kills the Froghoppers quickly.  It lasts for 90 days. If this 
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pesticide is used too frequently, the Froghopper becomes resistant. 
Jade is used to attack the larvae. 

• Crop dusting is available for farmers, however, it is expensive and 
most farmers cannot afford to it.  

 
Alternate Methods of Prevention 

• Some think there may be no need for pesticide if farmers use the cane 
variety called B-79, which is highly resistant to the Froghopper. The 
strain is recommended, sold and distributed by the Belize Sugarcane 
Farmers Association (BSCFA). 

• Due to the harmful effects of pesticides and the high cost of the 
products, some farmers use other methods to protect the cane from 
the Froghoppers.   

• Types of monitoring for Froghoppers include, yellow bags filled with 
glue are used to attract the Froghopper mother.  These bags are 
checked twice a day.  Others use sticky mats to trap froghoppers.  
There is also a visual inspection of the base of the stalk for evidence of 
eggs having been laid.  If evidence is found, farmers will stomp on the 
area or till the land to expose the eggs to the sun, which kill them. 

 
Cost to Combat the Froghopper 

• Due to the high cost, it is difficult for farmers to purchase pesticides. It 
can cost farmers thousands of dollars to use chemicals.   

• For some farmers, a financial tradeoff occurs between purchasing 
chemicals and the paying for the children’s education.   

• The recommended pesticide costs $200 BZD (per what?). Due to the 
price of pesticide it makes it difficult for farmers to make a profit. 

• 1 bag of Actara is 500 grams, which will cover 7 acres. The cost for 1 
bag of Actara is $300 BZD. It is more expensive but is effective for a 
long period of time.  It is safer for the farmer/laborer compared to 
others on the market. 

• The price of Jade is 80-90 dollars a bag, which treats 1 acre of cane. 
• Farmers can join groups to purchase fertilizer, pesticides and other 

farm related items in bulk to receive a discount.   
 
Effects of Pesticide Use 

• Froghoppers are difficult to manage; the farmer needs to protect him 
and the environment from the poisonous insecticides. Pesticides are 
harmful to the workers who apply them in the fields.  

• Because pesticides can burn the hands and eyes, farmers wear special 
gear along with a facemask as a precaution against exposure to 
pesticides.  After spraying the field the workers are required to change 
clothes and take a shower. 

• Pesticides are sprayed either by a machine or hand pump.  
• To receive benefits, there are many regulations with which farmers 

have to comply under the Free Trade Agreement including having a 
storage room for pesticides.  

• Pesticides must be stored in a licensed building away from the house.   
Pesticide disposal occurs in a special place.  
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Medical Issues and Cane Farmers 
• Some farmers do not use gloves or protective clothing when using 

pesticide. Young children should never come into contact with the 
contaminated clothing.  

• Pesticide can burn the skin that lasts for days even when the worker 
wears a protective suit. Some farmers have discontinued using 
pesticides due to fear of negative health consequences up to and 
including death.   

• Some informants have linked relatives’ deaths due to cancer to 
chemicals used in the farming process. 

• Medical concerns include skin conditions, pulmonary issues and 
diabetes.  The effects of diabetes are exacerbated by the lack of access 
to information on nutrition and how to manage a diabetic condition.   

• Some people reported a desire for improved health care in the village.  
  

It is commonly known in the community that the biggest threat to sugarcane 
agriculture is the froghopper.  The cane farmers expend many hours and 
resources to reduce the impact of froghoppers on crops.  The farmers have taken 
a multi prong approach of using improved pest management techniques, 
monitoring and understanding of the various stages of the froghopper life cycle to 
increase their ability to protect their fields.  As the cane farming industry 
increases in importance in Belize, pest management of this bug likewise 
increases. Most farmers use pesticides but they are a difficult, dangerous and 
expensive method of pest management.  For some farmers, pesticide use is the 
farmer biggest cost.   
 
The biggest concerns that farmers have are protecting the cane fields and 
protecting themselves, their workers, and the environment from the harmful 
affects of the poisons that they must use to protecting the cane fields by 
eradicating the Froghopper. It is dangerous to work in the fields and sprayers 
suffer medical problems, due to improper use of the chemicals, exposure related 
injuries, and illnesses due inadequate protective gear. The chemicals also have 
environmental effects to the surrounding communities by being washed away off 
the fields by rains.  The chemicals then can enter the waterways, seep  into 
ground, and be transferred to the food and water supplies. The extent of the 
effects of the pesticides is unknown by the people interviewed but it is commonly 
believed that these chemicals are poisons, and that they are affecting the 
environment and the people in a negative way.  
 
The importance of the sugarcane industry, for all parties involved is apparent. 
Therefore, anything, like the froghopper, that negatively impacts the industry has 
a wide and strong effect that does not discriminate between village and people 
but acts upon the community as a whole. The measures that villagers take to fight 
the froghopper are difficult, expensive and dangerous. Some people mentioned 
that the government needs to work with farmers to totally eradicate the 
froghoppers because of the potential economic devastation it can have on the 
entire country. It is hoped that the medical issues suffered by sugar can workers 
are also taken into consideration by the leaders and that the leaders help the 
workers to obtain an effective treatment for handling this insect. 

 
Cultural Models 



	   19 

 
The second aim of this field season was to begin developing the cultural models (see Chapter 
V: Cultural Models in Hume 2005) of sugarcane farming and household economics among 
communities in Northern Belize.  These cultural models are preliminary and not complete, 
as the knowledge of sugarcane farming and household economics are complicated by being 
held by community members that have different roles within farming and their households.  
These models will b used as the basis for further research in the coming field seasons. 

 
Sugarcane Farming 

 
This section presents a general cultural model of sugarcane farming.   The model is 
divided into two sections: socioeconomic and environmental aspects. Modeling can 
illuminate some of the constraints and opportunities of sugarcane farming. 

 
It is very expensive to be a cane farmer.  Labor costs per ton of cane are on average 
twenty-seven Belize Dollars. Labor is required at every step in the cane farming 
process. Labor requirements are most intensive during the harvest, when the farmer 
hires a group of laborers cut cane. The leader of the group receives payment, and 
then divides the money up to pay the laborers. The farmers’	  budget has two umbrella 
categories –	  farm and household. One constraint on household budgeting is the rising 
price of food and groceries in Belize. The profits from the farm must be enough to 
support the family, or the farmer will be forced to sell the farm or take out loans.  
Farming is inherently risky because it is reliant on a variable that is complex and out 
of the farmers’	  control.  This reliance on an uncontrollable variable creates an 
economic uncertainty, which in turn makes taking out loans a risky proposition. The 
price of chemicals is currently very high, and many people cannot afford to 
adequately spray their fields. Fuel for tractors, trucks and other heavy machinery is 
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also very expensive and comprises much of the farming budget. In addition to 
budgeting for farming supplies, sugarcane farmers also need to budget for education 
expenses.  Families may have to choose between investing in their children’s 
education and investing in their farms. One informant sold his farm to pay tuition 
fees for his children. Some farmers in Northern Belize are leaving cane farming 
because they are not making enough profit, while others wish to move away from 
sugarcane farming, and towards careers requiring more education. 
 
Two socioeconomic constraints of Northern Belize are poor road conditions and the 
lack of farming machinery. The grab is a machine that picks up the cane, and places it 
in the truck. The owner of the grab is in charge of the farming cooperative. If more 
farmers owned a grab, labor expenses would decrease, and the grab may pay for 
itself. The poor conditions of the roads can cause trucks to over turn resulting in 
injury or death to the occupants, and possible loss of income due to loss of product. 
These obstacles decrease the productivity of the industry.  
 
In addition to sugarcane farmers, the primary stakeholders in sugarcane farming are 
ASR, SIRDI, and BSCFA. Opinions vary on which groups contribute to the problems 
of sugarcane farming as a whole.  Some blame SIRDI, while others blame ASR. 
SIRDI doesn’t appear to have a political agenda. ASR supports the factory, while the 
BSCFA supports the farmers and encourages collective action as exemplified when 
the BSCFA supported farmers going on strike in order to get money for bagasse. The 
strike resulted in having the farmers receive approximately fifty cents BZD per ton, 
however, for many farmers, the strike was detrimental because it caused a delay in 
the harvest resulting in some cane not being harvested this year. Normally, the 
harvest would start in late November, but because of the strike it started in mid-
January. The delay created an extra expense for the harvest by requiring an extra 
tractor to push a truck through the field too muddy to support the truck.  
 
The sugarcane industry has at least partial control over socioeconomic factors.  
However, it has little control over some environmental factors. Some environmental 
factors that farmers do have some control over and can attempt to manage include 
pests such as mice, snakes and froghoppers.  Though snakes and mice do impact 
sugarcane, but they pose more of risk to the people working in the fields.  
Froghoppers can cause the entire crop to fail. Therefore, the farmers assiduously try 
to protect and monitor their fields for evidence of the froghopper.  Once a field has 
become infested with the froghoppers, the only way to manage it is to use a chemical 
insecticide called “Jade." 
 
The weather in Northern Belize can be unpredictable.  The farmers must be able to 
understand and forecast with precision the weather patterns for each portion of the 
farming cycle.  If the required weather does not occur during specific time periods of 
the farming calendar, the productive of the fields can decrease or the entire crop can 
be lost.  Therefore, any miscalculation or variation from the expected pattern can 
have catastrophic consequences for the profit of the farmer.   Extreme weather in the 
form of natural disasters are the environmental factors in which the farmer has the 
least amount of control and which can produce devastating effects on sugarcane 
farming. The most common disaster is flooding, especially in the San Antonio area. 
The flooding can cause chemicals used in the farming process, insecticide, fertilizer, 
and herbicide to enter the watersheds of the area. Flooding typically occurs during 
the rainy season. Hurricanes can also impact sugarcane farming in Belize.  The winds 
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and debris can destroy a field. Recently, there have been tornadoes, which can cause 
significantly more damage than the hurricanes.  
 
Other environmental constraints are climate change, poor soil, and crop disease. 
Climate change negatively impacts the farmers by changing the local weather 
patterns.  The rainy season is coming earlier than it has in previous years.  This has 
increased the variability in the weather patterns, and made it more difficult for the 
farmers to predict the weather. This causes uncertainty in determining when certain 
activities should be done. Northern Belize’s soil is sandy.  This soil type increases the 
importance of additional fertilizer; without fertilizer, the cane wouldn't absorb as 
many nutrients, which are needed to grow. It was reported that the crop disease that 
causes the most harm is Smut, which turns the cane black.  
 

Household Budgeting 
 
Sugarcane farmers, non-sugarcane farmers, and local shops that are run out of 
homes make a household budget.  Most people spend money on education, groceries, 
health, home maintenance, and bills. They rarely have extra money to spend on 
luxury items.  

Education is very important and very costly; many families in the communities 
consider it a first priority. For K-12 students, uniforms are required and are usually 
bought at the end of summer. They can be ordered from the school or made by local 
women who make the uniforms for extra income.  If the uniforms are locally made, 
the parents need to purchase the fabric from the school to ensure all uniforms match. 
Due to wear and tear, shoes are purchased every few years. To ensure that tuition is 
paid, schools will withhold the grades until payment is received. Raffles and school 
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events are held to generate money for the school and defray costs to the families.  
Families are required to sell tickets, however, if the family does not sell a certain 
quota of tickets the family must purchase the tickets themselves. Sometimes families 
are also asked to bring food.  
 
Transportation is another factor impacting a student’s ability to attend school. Most 
local elementary schools are within walking distance of all students, but the college is 
in Orange Walk town and requires the student to take the bus, drive, and in some 
cases walk. Bus fare is one Belize dollar and the bus is not always reliable. Some 
schools require parents to contribute two Belize dollars to the school each week to 
help with the cost of the lunch, which usually contains beans and rice. The parents 
are also required to purchase other materials such as backpacks, books and pencils. 
In some cases the government will supply the books but it shouldn’t be expected or 
relied on.  
 
Everyone buys groceries and there are many choices at which to buy them. There is a 
business in Orange Walk town called the People’s Store. They carry most of the items 
that are not local or processed. They are the largest store for many miles and take 
credit cards. Many people run grocery shops out of or near their homes. Items and 
prices range from shop to shop and it is common to ask around to get the best price 
on an item, however many people stick to the routine they have. Most people shop at 
the People’s Store for a majority of their staple items such as milk, flour, cheese, 
white sugar, rice, tea, coffee, butter, lard, canned food, cooking oil, baby formula, 
diapers, shampoo, cleaning supplies, and school supplies. Local shops have some of 
these items at different prices. Cooking oil is more expensive at the People’s store 
and many people go out of their way to get it for less somewhere else.  
 
Tortillas, beans, chicken, pork, fruits, and vegetables are sold in the market and in 
specialty shops. There is one butcher in Orange Walk town from which most people 
get their meat every few days. Tortilla shops are a common place to get tortillas on a 
weekly basis. There are three shops in Orange Walk. The market has local beans, 
fruits, and vegetables. Farmers bring in a variety of crops for sale. People travel miles 
to get their groceries for the week. Some villages have people who sell fruits and 
vegetables they have grown out of their home. Some people have their own gardens 
from which they might sell extra produce to neighbors.  
 
In the villages, bills for electricity, water, gas, cable, phone, rent, loans, credit cards 
and insurance are dropped off by hand about every 2 weeks.  These expenses are 
given high priority and they are usually paid first. Most informants viewed electricity 
and water as the two most important bills to pay. For those that use it for cooking, 
gas is also important. For those who did own their own home, the first priority was 
given to rent. Farmers and students mostly take out loans and use credit cards.  
Payment is made at the bank and is a high priority to those who have them.  
Insurance is only paid by homeowners and is not required, not many people had 
insurance. Cable and phone are luxury items and the informants who had them 
found them important budgetary items.  
 
Informants found it important to save money for health or home maintenance 
emergencies of self or family member. Doctor visits are expensive and can take a 
whole day to occur. The hospital is in Orange Walk and not reliable for scheduling 
appointments. Home repairs are also costly. Strong winds periodically cause a roof 
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damage, which creates an unexpected need for immediate repairs. Home expansion 
is common especially when families expand or decide to add a grocery shop. Land 
expenses and taxes cost families about 30 Belize dollars a year. Though saving money 
for these expenses is important, when the sugarcane farm profit is not fully 
actualized putting money into savings is a lower priority than paying immediate 
expenses. Luxury items like clothes or beer are often foregone to save money for 
health or home emergencies.  
 
Budgeting is very important to the people in the communities. They want to make 
sure that they have enough to pay for their needs, before paying for items considered 
luxury items like clothes and cable. The father of the home made most of the 
budgeting decisions, however everyone who lived in the house contributed to the 
financial obligations. Many college students are expected to pay for college mostly by 
themselves. People report that learning how to save money is very important, is not 
always easy, and sometimes it takes several tries. Practicing a household budget 
allows one to manage ones finances and have an amount of money to save for 
emergencies or luxury items.  

 
Conclusion 
 

The report documented the findings of the ethnographic field school organized by the CfAA 
at NKU in Orange Walk District, Belize during June 2014.  This field season successfully met 
its goals, to focus on broad topics (narratives about education, educational budgeting, the 
impact of outside farmers, large and small farms/groups, and the sugarcane froghopper as 
well as culture models of sugarcane farming and household budgeting) forming a basis for 
further study of sugarcane farming in Northern Belize.  In future field seasons, the focus of 
research will continue to assist SIRDI in constructing development programs among farmers 
in Northern Belize, specifically on sugarcane farming as indigenous knowledge (as Sillitoe 
and Dixon 2005) and documenting household economic behavior (as Wilk 1991). 
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Appendix: Informed Consent Statement 
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