HONOURABLE SAID MUSA, PRIME MINISTER OF BELIZE

MR. RODRIGO MAYEN-GIRON, COUNTRY REPRESENTATIVE, INTER-AMERICAN DEVELOPMENT BANK

TODAY WE MARK A SIGNIFICANT MILESTONE IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF UTILITY REGULATION IN BELIZE.  WITH THE ASSISTANCE OF THE GOVERNMENT OF BELIZE AND THE INTER-AMERICAN DEVELOPMENT BANK, THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION HAS BEEN ABLE TO STRUCTURE AND SECURE FUNDING FOR AN INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTENING PROJECT THAT WILL ON ITS SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION SIGNIFICANTLY ENHANCE THE PUC’S CAPACITY AND ITS ABILITY TO DELIVER ON THE SERVICES FOR WHICH IT WAS ESTABLISHED.

THE PUC RECOGNIZED FROM THE EARLY DAYS OF ITS INCEPTION THAT A PROJECT OF THIS NATURE WAS ESSENTIAL AND IN 2001 CONCEIVED THE PROJECT AND INITIATED DIALOGUE WITH POTENTIAL FUNDING INSTITUTIONS.  WE ALL KNOW THAT PROJECT DEVELOPMENT TAKES CONSIDERABLE TIME AND EFFORT.  IT HAS TAKEN US THREE YEARS TO SECURE THE FUNDING IN THE FORM OF AN IDB/MIF GRANT OF Bz$1,000,000 WHICH IS COMPLEMENTED BY DIRECT COUNTERPART FUNDING FROM THE PUC OF Bz$430,000.  THE TOTAL PROJECT FUNDING IS SOME $1.5 MILLION BELIZE DOLLARS.

THE PROJECT WILL BE IMPLEMENTED IN A TWO YEAR TIME FRAME AND WILL FOCUS ON STRATEGIC TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE TO STRENGTHEN THE OPERATIONS OF THE PUC AND TO ESTABLISH AN INTEGRATED MANAGEMENT SYSTEM WITH MONITORING AND COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES.  THE DETAILS OF THE PROJECT WILL BE PRESENTED BY THE PROJECT MANAGER AND THE PROFESSIONAL STAFF OF THE PUC AFTER THE COFFEE BREAK.  HOWEVER, I WOULD LIKE AT THIS TIME TO EXPRESS MY SINCERE THANKS TO ALL THOSE PERSONS IN THE IDB, THE GOB, AND THE PUC WHO HAVE STUCK THE COURSE IN PURSUING THIS PROJECT AND MAKING TODAY POSSIBLE.

UTILITY REGULATION IS A DAUNTING TASK.  A DAUNTING TASK EVEN FOR ESTABLISHED REGULATORS WITH DECADES OF EXPERIENCE IN ESTABLISHED ECONOMIES, NEEDLESS TO SAY FOR A YOUNG INSTITUTION JUST GETTING STARTED.  AS THE CHAIRMAN OF THE CALIFORNIA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION ONCE SAID, TO BE A REGULATOR YOU MUST HAVE THE SKIN OF A RHINOCEROUS AND THE PATIENCE OF JOB.

IN BELIZE THE CHALLENGE FOR THE PUC IS EVEN GREATER WHEN ONE CONSIDERS THE INFLUENCING ENVIRONMENT UNDER WHICH WE OPERATE.  BELIZE IS A DEVELOPING COUNTRY WITH LIMITED RESOURCES.  IN THIS CONTEXT AND WITHIN THE LAST FIVE YEARS THE THREE MAJOR UTILITIES OF ELECTRICITY, WATER, AND TELECOMMUNICATIONS HAVE EITHER BEEN FULLY PRIVATIZED OR HAS SEEN RADICAL CHANGES IN THEIR SECTOR ENVIRONMENT.  I BELIEVE THAT MOST OBSERVERS OF TRENDS IN UTILITY SECTOR STRUCTURE AND REGULATION AROUND THE WORLD WILL QUICKLY SAY THAT THE BELIZE PROGRAM OF PRIVATIZATION AND LIBERALIZATION IS ONE OF THE MOST AGGRESSIVE AND ACCELERATED PROGRAMS WHEN COMPARED WITH THE REST OF THE WORLD.  FOR EXAMPLE, BELIZE IS ONE OF THE VERY FEW COUNTRIES IN THE WORLD THAT HAS GONE THE ROUTE OF FULL DIVESTITURE IN THE WATER SECTOR.  THESE POLICY OBJECTIVES HAVE IN THEMSELVES PLACED UNIQUE CHALLENGES TO THE PUC.

WE MUST ALSO REMEMBER THAT THESE MAJOR TRANSITIONS HAVE ALSO OCCURRED AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF THE GLOBALIZATION AND INTERNATIONAL FREE TRADE AGENDAS THAT HAVE ALSO PLACED SEVERE CHALLENGES TO THE SUSTAINABLE GROWTH OF OUR YOUNG ECONOMY.  UNDER THIS UMBRELLA, WE HAVE SEEN LARGE INTERNATIONAL INVESTORS, WITH RESOURCE SUPPORT ON A SCALE THAT IS NEW TO BELIZE, MAKING LARGE FOREIGN DIRECT INVESTMENTS IN THE UTILITY SECTOR IN BELIZE.  WE MUST DEVELOP THE HUMAN RESOURCE AND OTHER INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY IN THE PUC TO BE ABLE TO EFFECTIVELY REGULATE THE UTILITY PROVIDERS UNDER SUCH CIRCUMSTANCES.

WE WILL BE REVIEWING UNDER THE PROJECT THE LEGAL AND REGULATORY FRAMEWORK UNDER WHICH THE PUC OPERATES WITH A VIEW TO IMPROVING ON THE FRAMEWORK AND THUS IMPROVE THE CLARITY OF REGULATION.  WHAT WE WILL BE ACTIVELY LOBBYING FOR IS THE ENACTMENT OF LEGISLATION THAT ADDRESSES ISSUES IN SHAREHOLDING, COMPETITION POLICY, ANTI-TRUST, ETC. THAT ARE PRESENTLY OUTSIDE THE SCOPE OF THE PUC AND COMPLICATES OUR ABILITY TO EFFECTIVELY REGULATE THE UTILITY PROVIDERS.      

ON THE CONSUMER SIDE, MANY OF OUR CITIZENS, UTILITY CONSUMERS, REFERENCE THEMSELVES TO STANDARDS OF LIVING AND PRICES IN THE UNITED STATES AND QUESTION WHY IN BELIZE ARE UTILITY RATES COMPARITIVELY HIGHER FOR AN APPARENT LESSER SERVICE STANDARD.  THE PUC MUST BE ABLE TO SATISFACTORILY ADDRESS SUCH QUESTIONS AND WHERE THERE ARE OPPORTUNITIES MOVE THE SECTOR TOWARDS HIGHER SERVICE STANDARDS AND MORE AFFORDABLE RATES.  

WE ARE SPECIFICALLY TARGETTING THE REVIEW PROCEEDINGS AND ALLOCATING SIGNIFICANT PROJECT RESOURCES TO IMPROVE ON RATE SETTING METHODOLOGIES AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN THESE PROCESSES.  I MUST, HOWEVER, CAUTION THE GENERAL PUBLIC THAT SURFACE COMPARISONS OF UTILITY RATES AMONG COUNTRIES AND REGIONS CAN BE MISLEADING AS MANY COUNTRIES EMPLOY DIRECT SUBSIDIES BY GOVERNMENTS AND INDIRECT CROSS SUBSIDIES BETWEEN CLASSES OF CONSUMERS TO DISTORT AND LOWER THE TRUE RATES.

THE PUC ALTHOUGH ENACTED IN 1999 HAS BEEN FUNCTIONALLY OPERATIVE FOR THE PAST THREE YEARS.  OVER THAT PERIOD WE HAVE SUCCESSFULLY COMPLETED THREE ANNUAL REVIEW PROCEEDINGS IN ELECTRICITY, A FULL TARIFF REVIEW PROCEEDING IN WATER, AND A RATE SETTING PROCEEDING IN TELECOMMUNICATIONS.  

WE HAVE SPEARHEADED THE UNBUNDLING OF GENERATION FROM TRANSMISSION AND DISTRIBUTION AND OPENED THE GENERATION SECTOR TO COMPETITIVE BIDDING WHICH HAS SEEN THE INTRODUCTION OF THE HYDROMAYA AND BELCOGEN PROJECTS.  

WE HAVE BEEN INSTRUMENTAL IN DEVELOPING A TELECOMMUNICATION SECTOR POLICY THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENT OF A FRAMEWORK TELECOMMUNICATION POLICY THAT PROMOTES COMPETITION AND LIBERALIZATION AND SUBSEQUENTLY OBTAINING THE ENDORSEMENT OF THE POLICY FROM THE GOVERNMENT.      

WE HAVE BEEN CONTINUOUSLY ENGAGED IN LITIGATION BY WAY OF JUDICIAL REVIEW PROCEEDINGS AGAINST THE PUC BY SEVERAL OF THE UTILITY PROVIDERS WE REGULATE SINCE OUR INCEPTION.  WE HAVE BEEN CHALLENGED ON THE CHALILLO CONSENT, THE REBALANCING OF TELEPHONE RATES, INTERCONNECTION, AND THE FINAL DECISION ON WATER AND SEWERAGE TARIFFS.  

OUR CONSUMER AFFAIRS DEPARTMENT AND THE RESPECTIVE TECHNICAL DEPARTMENTS HAVE BEEN FULLY OCCUPIED WITH CONSUMER COMPLAINTS AND HAVE SUCCESSFULLY MEDIATED THE MAJORITY OF THESE ISSUES.  

WE HAVE ALSO SUCCESSFULLY IMPLEMENTED AN ENERGY PROJECT CO-FUNDED BY THE UNDP WHICH HAS LED TO THE RECENT ENDORSEMENT OF ENERGY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BY CABINET.  

THE STAFF OF THE PUC HAS GROWN FROM TWO PERSONS IN 2001 TO A 15 AT PRESENT.  ALL OUR SENIOR TECHNICAL PERSONNEL ARE HIGHLY QUALIFIED PROFESSIONALS THAT HAVE RECEIVED WITHIN THE LAST THREE YEARS SPECIFIC TRAINING IN THEIR SPECIFIC FIELD OF UTILITY REGULATION. 

THESE ARE BUT A SMALL SAMPLING OF THE WORK OF THE PUC AND WE WILL CONTINUE TO FACE THESE CHALLENGES AND DEVELOP OURSELVES TO BE EFFECTIVE, EFFICIENT, TRANSPARENT, AND OBJECTIVE IN OUR DUTIES AND FUNCTIONS ESPECIALLY NOW WITH THE ADDED HELPS OF THE RESOURCES OF THE PROJECT WE ARE LAUNCHING TODAY. 

HOWEVER, IN ENDING IT WOULD BE AMISS OF ME NOT TO ADDRESS PROBABLY THE SINGLE GREATEST CHALLENGE THAT FACES THE PUC AND ITS FUTURE IN UTILITY REGULATION, THAT IS THE CREDIBILITY OF THE PUC.  WE HAVE DEBATED AND DELIBERATED EXHAUSTIVELY ON THE BEST WAY TO ADDRESS THIS CONCERN.  SHOULD IT BE A DIRECT RESPONSE TO THE OFTEN UNINFORMED AND BIASED REPRESENTATIONS MADE IN THE PUBLIC MEDIA OF NEWSPAPERS, RADIO AND TELEVISION. OR WOULD SUCH RESPONSE JUST EXACERBATE THE PROBLEM AS THE BASIS OF THE CRITICISMS ARE OFTEN DELIBERATE AND WITH AN AGENDA, SUCH THAT, A RATIONAL RESPONSE WOULD NOT DETER THE PROPONENT.  OR SHOULD IT BE BY A MORE AGGRESSIVE INFORMATION DISSEMINATION PROGRAM BY THE PUC ON THE AUTHORITY, ROLE, AND RESPONSIBILTY OF THE PUC ACCENTUATED BY EFFECTIVE REGULATORY ACTIONS TAKEN.  WE BELIEVE THAT THE LATTER APPROACH IS MORE SUSTAINABLE IN ESTABLISHING THE LONG TERM CREDIBILITY OF THE PUC.  IN THIS REGARD OUR DOORS ARE ALWAYS OPEN TO THOSE PERSONS WHO DO WANT TO GET THE TRUE INFORMATION.

ON THAT NOTE, I WOULD LIKE TO ONCE AGAIN THANKTHE INTER-AMERICAN DEVELOPMENT BANK AND THE GOVERNMENT OF BELIZE FOR THEIR SUPPORT TO THE PUC THAT HAS ALWYS BEEN THERE AND IS NOW FURTHER DEMONSTRATED IN THIS VERY TIMELY AND NEEDED PROJECT.

THANK YOU  
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