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THE UNIVERSITY OF BELIZE STRATEGY FOR COPING WITH 
COVID-191 

Faced with a nationwide lock-down and limited resources, how can the University of Belize 
successfully achieve its goals?   

The national university of Belize was forced to close its door on March 20, 2020, due to the deadly 
pandemic, COVID-19.  Its president, Professor Clement Sankat was faced with the challenging decision 
of how to meet the goals of the university via an electronic means.  Previously, he had worked several 
years as an administrator at the University of the West Indies and, at the time of the pandemic, three years 
at the University of Belize.  Throughout his years of experience, he was required to make challenging 
decisions—but none was of this sort.   

At the time of the pandemic, The University of Belize (UB) had campuses in three of the six districts 
within the country and served most Belizeans pursuing a bachelor’s or master’s degree.  The student 
population was diverse.  Students had various economic backgrounds, work experience, age, among 
others.   

Several universities throughout the world were faced with similar situations as Professor Sankat, so what 
made his decision so challenging?  Also, many universities had already closed their doors as early as 
January 2020.  As with all other institutions, the University of Belize was required to make quick 
decisions that would accommodate all its stakeholders. In considering his options, a major part of 
Professors Sankat’s focus was on student-centeredness.  

Initially, the president had taken a wait-and-see position while awaiting further guidance and to see how 
the situation developed.  The university then decided to move forward with transitioning to online 
education and began to apply to the government for further aid.  In light of these actions, the president’s 
decisions revolved around developing a strategic plan for the way forward--both to complete the semester 
and to plan for the start of a new semester in the fall of 2020. So, what was the way forward? How would 
the president and the university meet the needs of the students? Many were patiently awaiting guidance 
on the way forward.  

  

 
1 Copyright © 2020, Cindy Thompson. This case was prepared for the purpose of class discussion, and not to 
illustrate the effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation. Names and some information have been 
disguised. This case is published under a Creative Commons BY-NC license. Permission is granted to copy and 
distribute this case for non-commercial purposes, in both printed and electronic formats. 
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COVID-19: A Global Pandemic 
COVID-19 was a global pandemic that had impacted many lives worldwide.  It had negatively impacted 
many economies.  Due to this pandemic, many businesses had closed, resulting in the loss of jobs.  There 
were also many indirect impacts such as the increase in panic attacks, social issues, and domestic abuse.  
Several measures had been put in place to cope with this unprecedented situation.  For instance, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) had suggested ways in which employers could protect workers, 
identified responsibilities of employers, work from home, and how to avoid discrimination, along with 
many others (International Labour Organization, 2020). 

In the academic world, several schools had made a quick and successful transition to conducting 
education process online (Basilaia, and Kvavadze, 2020).  According to Basilaia, and Kvavadze (2020), 
in Georgia this was possible through online platforms such as Google Meet, Zoom, Slack, and EduPage.  
Unfortunately, this success was not necessarily typical. The pandemic had necessitated a major transition 
towards delivering courses online (Reimers, 2020). Hence, the course delivery mode required immediate 
attention. 

Belize 
Belize was a small country located in Central America bordered by Mexico and Guatemala. Its population 
in 2020 was just over 419,000. Unlike its neighbors, Belize’s native language was English, making it an 
attractive destination for tourists and retirees from the U.S. and Canada. A large part of the country’s 
economy was therefore dependent on the tourism industry (Parks, 2020). 

The country of Belize had two main internet service providers:  SMART and Belize Telemedia Limited. 
These service providers extended to most parts of Belize except in the remote areas where only a few 
individuals resided. Internet was also available via the cable companies. Most Belizeans could access the 
internet as the internet was available both for installation and could be purchased via data on one’s mobile 
cellphone.  The data was relatively cheap as one could purchase 1,024 MB of data for only $1.99 Belize 
dollars.   

The University of Belize 
The University of Belize was Belize’s National University.  The University had campuses in three of the 
six districts in the country (see Exhibit 1).  It served most Belizeans pursuing an associate, bachelor’s, 
master’s degree, or certificate program (see Exhibit 2). 

Before COVID-19 the University of Belize’s aim was to transform the University by placing most of the 
general courses as well as core courses online (The University of Belize, 2018).  This, however, was a 
major issue as most of the students sign up for face-to-face courses instead.  Some of the students 
believed that they were not prepared for online courses.  They believe online learning was more 
challenging and several of the students did not have internet access at their homes.  Due to these student’s 
responses, the University management team decided to offer most of the courses face-to-face.   

The Student Population 
The university’s student population was comprised of students from various backgrounds including 
economic status as well as learning capabilities.  The university also catered to both part-time as well as 
full-time students (University of Belize, 2018).  Most part-time students were employed.  Most of these 
students were also returning students after several years of being out of school.  They normally required a 
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refresher on various topics.  The diversity of the student population also created disparity within a 
classroom setting; continuing students were generally at a higher level than returning students.  Lecturer 
would normally have to adjust their lessons to suit the average student. 

The University’s Financial Situation 
Before COVID-19 the University of Belize was operating at a loss.  The most recent financial report 
2017-2018 revealed that the University had an operating loss of 1.5 million dollars (University of Belize, 
2018).  Forty-seven percent of the University’s income was generated through tuition and fees while 
thirty-eight percent were revenues from government support (see Exhibit 3).  Seventy-three percent of 
this income was spent on employee salary and benefits. 

At the time of this case, about forty percent of the government’s revenue was dependent on the tourism 
industry (Chow, 2019).  The pandemic had therefore created major unemployment for the government 
and erosion of the tax base.  As shown in Exhibit 4, 88.7% of the government’s budgeted revenue was 
dependent on income, property, international trade & transactions, and taxes on goods & services.   

Also shown in the Exhibit 4 budget, 43% of the government’s expenditures were on personal emoluments 
and pensions. Part of this 43% of government expenditure was distributed to the University of Belize, 
representing 38% of the University’s income.   

Budgetary concerns raised by COVID-19 were not limited to Belize. According to IGI Global (2020), in 
the United States major cuts in the higher education sector were anticipated, with drastic reductions in 
funding for activities such as library budgets and academic research expected.   

Perspectives on COVID-19 at The University of Belize 
The onset of COVID-19 had resulted in many immediate actions being taken. These actions both involved 
and significantly impacted the university’s stakeholders. 

President - Professor Clement Sankat 
The person responsible for making the final decisions at the University of Belize (UB) was the President, 
Professor Clement Sankat. He was appointed by the Board of Trustees of the University of Belize as its 
7th President on February 15, 2017 (The University of Belize, 2018). He retired as Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
and Campus Principal of The University of the West Indies. He was a Guyanese by birth and resident of 
Trinidad and Tobago. Since his appointment, he had led the drive for the transformation of the University 
via a plan entitled, “Transformation Leap-Vision 2022 (see Exhibit 5). This transformation was visible 
throughout the university. He was focused on student-centeredness, more program introduction, 
improvement in the building quality, establishing various partnerships, and national and international 
collaboration. He was a very dynamic and open-minded individual (The University of Belize, 2018).   

Professor Sankat’s Perspective on COVID-19 
In Professor Sankat’s views, March 20th was completely unexpected.  It has interrupted the normal 
running of the University and its impact on Belize and the Central American States.  “We had to change 
gears after Easter break from normal classes”, said Professor Sankat.  “What should we do after Easter 
vacation?” “Wait or try to rescue the vast majority of study towards online modality?”  At this point, the 
University of Belize conducted a survey and the university decided to support nearly 5,000 students to 
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complete the second semester starting May 4th, 2020 with the support of faculty and especially the 
students.  “The semester seemed to have progressed hopefully it will end well”, he said. 

Professor Sankat believed that the challenge with Covid-19 and the situation in Belize was a disaster.  
However, one benefit Belize had over other similar countries was its vast landmass, and its involvement 
with agriculture.  Unfortunately, one issue in Belize was that many of the students had very limited 
resources.  He believed that the country could not be compared to a normal middle-income country in 
dealing with COVID-19.  In addition to not having internet access, students did not have an at-home 
learning environment. He also believed that the assistance both from the government and other 
organizations were not forthcoming.  While most of the students had access to the internet and other 
resources it was still an issue in the remote areas.  It all boiled down to a lack of resources. 

Professor Sankat believed that there needed to be a rapid plunge into the internet and online delivery.  
“UB could either swim or sink, at the moment the university was swimming.”, he said.   The question was 
how well did they perform?  “This could be answered through the measurement and evaluation of the 
students.  Students evaluated the teachers.” He explained. 

His final point was to raise two questions: 

1.  “Will students return to UB the normal way?” 
2. “Will Covid-19 allow for this.”   

In his opinion, students might not return because of financial challenges, both from parents and sponsors.  
“It appeared that the Belizean economy had collapsed.”, he stated.  It was a country that depended on the 
tourism industry.  Due to the pandemic, businesses were closed, and employees were laid off.  Although 
Belize was a small country and only had 21 cases of COVID at the time of the shutdown, it was still not 
spared by the pandemic.  The country depended on global trade which had virtually halted.  “How many 
students would return?”, asked Professor Sankat.  He estimated that about 20 – 25% could be challenged.  
Generally, he believed that students would be severely tested to return to the new semester. 

Due to the COVID-19, Professor Sankat believed that the University of Belize’s mission was interrupted,  
a serious setback for the students.  The government’s support had been reduced from $11 million to $8.34 
million which had an enormous potential impact at UB given the high percentage of its revenues used to 
pay the fixed costs of salary and benefits.  Prof Sankat predicted that there could be the loss of 
scholarships. The Regional Language Center (RLC) would also come to a halt, as most of the students 
were from neighboring Mexico, Columbia, and other Spanish speaking countries.   

How was UB attempting to balance its budget?   
According to Prof Sankat, the budget challenge required the attention of both Board of Directors and the 
Ministry of Education.  Given an economy that was dependent on tourism, a lot of pain, deep thinking, 
and sacrifice would  be required at every level.  The greatest impediment was finance.  Due to the 
pandemic, he questioned how the programs would be sustained.  He believed that it was a time of 
survival.  Skillful leadership was required to support the needs of all stakeholders.  That was the main 
challenge faced by the university.  

Additionally, technology was a crucial asset to management and the running of the university.  UB would 
need to invest in technology and learning and administration.  The new norm was technology driven.  In 
an environment of learning, technology had become a priority for the institution.  The pandemic had also 
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interrupted research and outreach, both of which were relevant to teaching.   Research required a separate 
source of funding that required sponsors and donors.   

Finally, Prof Sankat assumed that normal campus life would be changed.  Covid-19 revealed that 
economic models failed when the economy was based on a single area of enterprise.  There was nothing 
to fall back on.  Leaders needed to diversify their economies.  For example, the agricultural sector was 
great in the Caribbean, however, there needed to be a link between agriculture and manufacturing.  Areas 
of manufacturing were required, and this would increase employment and foreign exchange.  Regarding 
UB, its graduates should be critical thinkers.  According to Prof Sankat, the university should get 
involved in the industry to help make it sustainable.  

There was so much learning from the Covid-19 experience.  Food security was a major issue.  Food as 
well as public health.  COVID was not yet a major issue in Belize. If it were, the country would not be 
prepared.  In Prof Sankat’s view, Covid-19 was an awakening for all of Belize. 

Student Perspective 
The students’ experience in Belize varied depending on their location, economic status, and many other 
factors.  “This pandemic had affected us significantly,” said one student.  “Covid-19 had caused 
significant changes and the lecturer’s consideration with the students was highly appreciated.” Another 
student said, “in the village where I was living it was very challenging, I only had data on my phone and 
the internet service was unstable…When completing a test, I needed to type on my phone which took a 
long time.”  Another extreme case was a student who had to seek assistance from several neighbors 
simply to submit one quiz due to the inconsistency in internet service. 

Lecturer’s Perspective 
There were several challenges and glitches that lecturers experienced with Covid-19 and the university’s 
switch to online modality. At the University of Belize, there were four faculties.  Each faculty was 
governed by its dean and each dean was represented by various chairs located at the different branches 
(University of Belize, 2018).  The chairs were responsible for full-time and part-time faculty located in 
his/her location (see Exhibit 6).  In one emergency faculty meeting, faculty members presented their 
experiences regarding the delivery of on-line classes.  From that one meeting, it became clear there could 
not be a consistent strategy used to deliver the courses since each member had his/her own experience and 
reality.  One lecturer in a remote area could only e-mail students graded assessments since her access to 
the internet was minimal.   Like some of the students she only had data available on her phone.  Another 
lecturer had never delivered courses online and could only use e-mail as well for graded assessment.  
Other lecturers believed that the university’s main online platform was not effective and hence had to find 
other means to deliver their courses to the students. 

Initial Decisions  
As early as March 13, 2020, the President of the University of Belize made some significant decisions 
due to the COVID-19 Pandemic.  President Sankat’s overall reason for implementing an action plan and 
executing a decision was based on the government’s directives.  What follows is an explanation of three 
decisions made from the perspective of Professor Sankat: 

1. Immediate response was to wait. The first decision was for the university to wait for directives 
from the government of Belize as to when it was fit to continue with classes.  The first decision 
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made by Professor Sankat was on March 17, 2020, when the President announced that by the end 
of March 20th, 2020 the University of Belize would close its doors.  Even though Professor 
Sankat was the President of the National University, the final decision was based on the approval 
of the board of trustees. 

a. Benefits- One benefit to close its doors gave Prof Sankat and the decision-making body 
sufficient time to decide on its way forward.  During this time Prof Sankat along with the 
deans and chairs decided to conduct a survey.  If eighty percent or more of the student 
population had access to the internet, then the university would proceed online.  The 
students who were unable to proceed online were asked to either withdraw from the 
course or apply for an audit (AU).  The benefits to the students would be that students 
could continue the course the following semester or when the course was offered.  There 
would be no financial implication.   

b. Drawback – the drawback was that students already completed 70% of the course and it 
could cost the university since the university still had to pay full-time and part-time 
faculty the same pay with less revenue from students.  

2. Proceed with online classes and assist most of the students. When the university of Belize was 
informed to close its doors other universities in the world were already on board with online 
classes.  After the first two weeks without any classes and not receiving assurance from the 
government, the university of Belize decided to send out a survey to students to determine 
whether an online class is possible based on the percentage of positive response.  This was done 
immediately since its results would determine the effective continuation of the university. 

a. Benefit - the benefit to this was that the classes would continue and there would be no 
interruption in classes.  Students could enjoy their summer vacation and faculty could 
also get a break before the upcoming semester.   

b. Drawback – Not all students would be able to continue online.  Based on the results from 
the survey about 80% of the students were able to complete the classes online.  Most of 
the students who were unable to complete the courses online were residing in the remote 
parts of the country. 
Not all Faculty were prepared to deliver courses online and hence a quick online training 
for instructors was necessary.  If instructors did not perform well and students were not 
satisfied this could be a disadvantage to the university. 
Even before COVID-19, most students were hesitant about signing up for courses online 
therefore, the results and evaluation of these online courses were important for the 
university. 

3. Seek assistance from the government – Contact the internet service providers to create hotspots 
for the students who did not have access to the internet.  Most of these areas were in the remote 
villages in the Toledo District.   

a. Benefit - If these students’ needs were met this would enable the university to reach out 
to most of the students.   

b. Drawback – The overall effect could only be determined until after the semester was 
complete. 

Possible Alternatives/Future Decision 
The initial actions taken by the university were demanded by the urgency of the situation. Since COVID-
19 was not going away any time soon, however, longer time horizons were now needed. Looking 
forward, President Sankat considered some of the challenges that needed to be addressed. 
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1. One of the first alternatives was for the University of Belize to prepare a contingency plan for 
turbulent times.  Like its hurricane preparedness plan and fire drills, the university needed to 
strategically identify how it would deal with other unforeseen circumstances such as Covid-19 or 
another prolonged epidemic or pandemic. 

a. Benefit – This would help with the smooth running and transition of the university during 
chaotic times. 

b. Drawback – This process would be costly and time-consuming. Moreover, turbulence 
was intrinsically unpredictable. What type of plan could cover the full range of 
possibilities? 

2. The other alternative was to determine a self-sustaining strategy.  As of the date of this case, the 
University of Belize’s annual subvention was cut from BZ$11 million to BZ$ 8.333 million.  This 
would extend up to March 2021.  Also, the projection was that there would be a significant 
reduction in income of $7.16 million or 27.3%. A recommendation to assist the university was for 
the University of Belize to create a business incubator, partner with the manufacturing sector in 
the country, and to continue with its consultancy unit. 

a. Benefit – Even during challenging times the university would be able to pay all faculty 
and staff and create stability and security among this staff. 

b. Drawback – Some of these ventures could be risking and could cost the university more 
than it was spending. 

According to Professor Sankat, the University of Belize had a financial plan for the next six months 
however, but the future financial health of the university was unpredictable.  Were there other alternatives 
that should be considered to address the current crisis and potential crises in the future.   
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Exhibit 1: Map of Belize 
 

 
Source: Belize Hub, n.d. 
Toledo District – Toledo Campus 
Cayo District – Belmopan Central Campus and Central Farm Campus 
Belize District – Belize City Campus 
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Exhibit 2: UB at a Glance 

 

Source: University of Belize. (2018, p. 12, 13)  
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Exhibit 3: University of Belize, 2017-2018 Annual Report 
 

 

Source: University of Belize. (2018, p. 82, 83)  
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Exhibit 4: Belize Budget For Fiscal Year 2019/2020 

 

Source: Barrow, D. (2019, March 15, p. 2) 
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Exhibit 5: The University of Belize: Vision, Mission, and 
Transformation 

 

Source: University of Belize. (2018, p. 8, 9)  
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Exhibit 6: University of Belize Organizational Structure 
 

Board of Directors – President – Vice President – Deans – Chairs – Full-time and adjunct faculty 

 

 

 

Source: Developed by Case Writer 
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