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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: 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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. 
• 
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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 
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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-
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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 villaa 8.74 0 313( )]TJ 4 0 30 313 ch will 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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-
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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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