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BELIZE-GUATEMALA BORDER DISPUTE 

SELECTIVE TIMELINE OF CONTEMPORARY DIPLOMATIC EVENTS 

 

 1946 Guatemalan Congress issued a decree confirming that the 1859 Anglo-Guatemalan Treaty 

  was null and void due to non-compliance of Article 7 of the Treaty. 

 

 1962 Belize included in on-going negotiations with Britain and Guatemala. 

 

 1968 Webster Proposals: nominal independence on Belize with effective foreign affairs and 

  defense from Britain to Guatemala. 

 

 1969-1972 Approximately eleven (11) meetings between Britain, Guatemala and Belize. 

 

 1972 Talks collapse as Guatemala plans to invade Belize with the help of El Salvador, that leads 

  to reinforcement of British troops in Belize. 

 

 1975 Guatemala demands cession of southern quarter of Belize (first recorded mention of land 

  compensation). 

 

 Mid 1970s Belize launches internationalization campaign, as it became apparent that negotiations 

  were unlikely to succeed. 

 

 1976 Second attempt to invade Belize by Guatemala, that leads to further British troop  

  reinforcement. 

 

 1978 Britain presented four-point plan to Guatemala: 

i. Help Guatemala with a major road project to aid in the development of Petén. 

ii. Free port facilities in Belize City with road access. 

iii. Seaward boundary to grant Guatemala access to the Caribbean Sea. 

iv. Treat of Amity and Mutual Security between Belize and Guatemala. 

 

 1980 Guatemala continues to insist on land cession settlement. 

 

 1981 Heads of Agreement: 

i. The United Kingdom and Guatemala shall recognize the independent state of 

Belize as an integral part of Central America, and respect its sovereignty and 

territorial integrity in accordance with its existing and traditional frontiers subject, 

in the case of Guatemala, to the completion of the treaties necessary to give 

effect to these Heads of Agreement. 

ii. Guatemala shall be accorded such territorial seas as shall ensure permanent and 

unimpeded access to the high seas, together with its rights over the seabed 

thereunder. 
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iii. Guatemala shall have the use and enjoyment of the Ranguana and Sapodilla Cayes, 

and rights in those areas of the sea adjacent to the Cayes, as may be agreed. 

iv. Guatemala shall be entitled to free port facilities in Belize City and Punta Gorda. 

v. The road from Belize City to the Guatemalan frontier shall be improved; a road 

from Punta Gorda to the Guatemalan frontier shall be completed. Guatemala 

shall have freedom of transit on these roads. 

vi. Belize shall facilitate the construction of oil pipelines between Guatemala and 

Belize City, Dangriga and Punta Gorda. 

vii. In areas to be agreed, an agreement shall be concluded between Belize and 

Guatemala for purposes concerned with the control of pollution, navigation and 

fishing. 

viii. There shall be areas of the seabed and the continental shelf to be agreed for the 

joint exploration and exploitation of minerals and hydrocarbons. 

ix. Belize and Guatemala shall agree upon certain development projects of mutual 

benefit. 

x. Belize shall be entitled to any free port facilities in Guatemala to match similar 

facilities provided to Guatemala in Belize. 

xi. Belize and Guatemala shall sign a treaty of cooperation in matters of security of 

mutual concern, and neither shall permit its territory to be used to support 

subversion against the other. 

xii. Except as foreseen in these Heads of Agreement, nothing in these provisions shall 

prejudice any rights of interests in Belize or of the Belizean people. 

xiii. The United Kingdom and Guatemala shall enter into agreements designed to 

reestablish full and normal relations between them. 

xiv. The United Kingdom and Guatemala shall take the necessary action to sponsor 

the membership of Belize in the United Nations, Organization of American States, 

Central American organizations and other international organizations. 

xv. A joint Commission shall be established between Belize, Guatemala and the 

United Kingdom to work out details to give effect to the above provisions. It will 

prepare a treaty or treaties for signature by the signatories to these Heads of 

Agreement. 

xvi. The controversy between the United Kingdom and Guatemala over the territory 

of Belize shall therefore be honorably and finally ended. 

 

 1975-1981 UN resolutions affirmed the principle of maintaining Belize’s territorial integrity.  

 

 1981 Belize gains independence. 

 

 1985 Guatemalan civilian government elected and constitution amended to remove the clause 

  declaring Belize to be Guatemalan territory. 

 

 1988 Permanent Joint Commission established with the goal of preparing a “comprehensive 

  draft treaty which will provide a just and honorable solution” to the dispute. 

 

 1988-1989 Permanent Joint Commission met six (6) times to develop a final settlement to include: 
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i. Guatemala’s acceptance of Belize’s territorial boundaries. 

ii. Belize to limit its territorial sea in the south to allow Guatemala access to the 

Caribbean Sea. 

iii. Provisions for joint offshore development projects. 

 

 Dec 1989 “Points of Concurrence” agreed at Roatan, Honduras, included agreement on the land border

  between Belize and Guatemala, and the territorial seas of Belize and Guatemala, and 

  agreements on joint projects between Belize and Guatemala. Both parties agreed that 

  separate draft treaties would be prepared, exchanged and studied. 

Note: The work of the Permanent Joint Commission has come the closest of all negotiations 

to date to settling the long-standing dispute. 

 1990 Guatemala presidential runoff suspended negotiations. 

 

 Jan 1991 Jorge Serrano Elias elected president. 

 

 Aug 1991 Guatemala recognizes Belize’s right to self-determination. 

 

 Aug 1991 Belize introduced Maritime Areas Bill. 

 

 Sept 1991 Guatemala recognized Belize’s independence. 

 

 Sept 1991 Britain announced initial contribution of GBP 22.5 million to renew and extend road links 

  between Belize and Guatemala. 

 

 Sept 1991 Belize and Guatemala announces joint decision to establish diplomatic relations. 

 

 Apr 1993 Belize and Guatemala agree to refrain from the threat or use of force against each other. 

 

 May 1993 Britain announces end of its post-independence defense commitment. 

 

 June 1993 Serrano’s government overthrown. Human Rights Ombudsman, Ramiro de Leon Carpio, 

  elected president. 

 

 June 1993 UDP wins general elections. 

 

 Mar 1994 Guatemala writes UN Secretary General restating its claim to Belize’s land and sea. 

 

 Mar 1994 Belize responds to Guatemalan letter addressed to the UN. 

 

 1996 Alvaro Arzu elected president. 

 

 Nov 1997 At a Belmopan meeting, Guatemala notes “that in any referral of the dispute to an 

  international court, it would not seek land cession as any part of any compensation.” 
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 1998 PUP wins general election. 

 

 1999 Guatemala writes Belize that “dispute was eminently juridical and should have a juridical 

  solution, either by arbitration or by submission to the ICJ.” Letter dubbed “la Clarinada” by

  Guatemalans. 

 

 1999 Guatemala informs Belize of an important change in the basis of its territorial claim – the 18th

  century Anglo-Spanish treaties formed the basis of the claim, therefore, the areas between

  the Sibun and Sarstoon rivers had been “illegally” occupied by English settlers and Belize must

  “return” that part of Belize, along with cayes, except St. George’s Caye. The 18th century 

  treaties thus replaced the alleged breach of the 1859 Anglo-Guatemalan boundary convention

  as the basis of the territorial claim. 

 

 1999 Alfonso Portillo elected president. 

 

 2000-2002 Facilitation process under the OAS auspices are undertaken. Facilitators proposed: 

i. Belize’s land and river borders with Guatemala remain as described in 1859 Anglo-

Guatemalan Treaty and as enshrined in the Constitution of Belize. 

ii. The 134 Guatemalans illegally squatting at Santa Rosa, Toledo, be allowed to stay, 

subject to the laws of Belize. 

iii. Belize retain its territorial sea entitlement under the 1982 UNCLOS. 

iv. Honduras and Belize to grant Guatemala an “access corridor of unrestricted 

navigational right extending two miles on either side of the Belize-Honduras 

territorial sea equidistance line boundary,” to afford Guatemala unimpeded 

access to the Caribbean Sea. 

v. Belize and Honduras to provide, equally, a Guatemalan Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ) of 2,000 square nautical miles in the Gulf of Honduras. 

vi. Creation of a Belize-Guatemala-Honduras Ecological Park and Development Trust 

Fund. 

vii. Belize and Guatemala to commence negotiations on free trade and bilateral 

investment treaties. 

viii. Joint referenda on the proposals be held on same day within 75 days. 

 

 2001 Belize makes oral presentation to Panel of Facilitators at the OAS. 

 

 2002 Belize publishes legal opinion indicating Guatemala’s claim of gaining any Belizean territory at

  the ICJ were non-existent. 

 

 2002 Guatemala reverses stated position of wanting to go to the ICJ and insists on continued 

  negotiations. 

 

 2003 Oscar Berger elected president and rejects Facilitator’s proposals. 

 

 2005 Agreement on a Framework for Negotiations and Confidence Building Measures between 

  Belize, Guatemala and the OAS. Under the Agreement, the OAS Secretary General “shall 
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  recommend” that the parties submit those issues over which it is not possible to arrive at 

  agreement to the ICJ or an international court of arbitration. Considered a win by Belize. 

 

 Sept 2007 Belize and Guatemala informs OAS Secretary General to recommend taking entire dispute to

  ICJ. 

 

 2008 Alvaro Colom elected president. UDP wins general elections. 

 

 Dec 2008 Special Agreement signed to submit Guatemala’s claim to the ICJ, with Guatemala abandoning

  its decades-held position that any such submission be on the basis of ex aqueo et bono. This

  effectively ends the Facilitation Process. 

 

 Apr 2012 Belize and Guatemala formally agree to hold simultaneous referenda on 6th October 2013. 

 

 2012 Perez Molina elected president. 

 

 2013 Guatemala informs Belize it could not go to referendum as agreed and presents proposals to

  OAS: 

i. Remove simultaneous referendum requirement. 

ii. Belize to amend its Referendum Act. 

 

 Oct 2013 Belize Foreign Minister addresses UN and highlights Guatemala’s decision to not comply with

  the agreed date for simultaneous referenda. 

 

 2014 Guatemala and Belize’s Foreign Ministers agree to promote meetings between several sectors

  of both countries “to create a climate of confidence conducive to the fixing of a date to hold

  referenda to lead to the ICJ.” 

 

 Dec 2014 Thirteen Agreements signed in Placencia, Belize. 

 

 May 2015 Protocol on Special Agreement signed providing that referenda can be held on separate dates.

  To date, not ratified by the Guatemalan Congress. 


