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INTRODUCTION

The Corona Virus (Covid-19) has had a
significant impact on livelihood and
survival of Belizean Communities,
Businesses, Civil Society Organizations,

Individuals and Families affected by NCDs

specifically Cancer.

This snapshot of the BCS operations, will
describe and highlight all efforts taken by
the BCS and its partners to ensure
sustained access to cancer services and
treatment for both adult and pediatric
patients living with Cancer in Belize and
abroad.

It will detail the multisectoral,
multidisciplinary and multi-pronged
approach taken by the BCS to ensure
adequate support was given to those most

affected during the pandemic.

The BCS worked to ensure access to
appropriate care through increased
advocacy, patient navigation, networking,
and partnerships with public and private
sectors.

Pediatric Patient Amirah Bradley completed last
chemotherapy in May 2020 during COVID-19
pandemic.
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Some of our Littlest Fighters!
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Access to Care

Prior to the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic pediatric and
adult patients affected by Cancer had been able to access
free cancer care services from the BCS. These services
include and are not limited to:

* Navigational and referral support for access to
cancer care at public and private treatment facilities
both locally and regionally. BCS facilitates referral
in country to the Belize Cancer Center Dangriga,
the Karl Heusner Memorial Hospital and Private
Treatment Facilities as well as regional cancer
centers located in Guatemala and Mexico.

* Sustained yearly education, sensitization, and
screening campaigns for cervical cancer prevention
with support from local partners the Belize Family
Life Association and the Ministry of Health as well
as international partners i.e, Healthy Caribbean
Coalition, Australian Direct Aid, UNESCO,
American Cancer Society. These campaigns focus
on the most rural and vulnerable communities and
ethnicities.

* Supporting diagnostic testing and reading cost for
vulnerable and impoverished adults to ensure
timely access to care, as impoverished patients tend
to fall through the cracks of the health system.

* Supporting payments for in country medical
procedures or hospital admission for pediatric
patients.

* Yearly community awareness and outreach
activities to marginalized and impoverished
communities, at risk youths, religious secs, LGBTQ
populations, schools, and businesses.

* Free HPV Testing and cervical and breast cancer
screening.

* Facilitating payments for all pediatric patients
accessing care in Mexico at O Horan Hospital in
Merida and provides transportation allowance for
the child to travel for care. Children who receive
treatment in Guatemala are provided with a
monthly allowance for travel and access to care in
Guatemala City. This was made possible through
funding from the Social Security Board; last tranche
of $100,000 BZD was donated in June2019 to date a
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balance of $35,000 is left to support our pediatric
patients.

To date no funds have been received for adult care
which is increasingly important as the number of
patients needing access to radiation steadily
increases. This is of urgent concern as many
patients die due to the inability to access further
care, especially radiation treatment which is not
available in country and must be accessed in
neighboring Mexico or Guatemala.

Since January 2019, the BCS has facilitated and
continues to support 45 pediatric patients, ranging
from 16 months old to 16 years old. Since January
2019 we have had 64 adult patients ranging from
25yrs old - 86yrs old. Currently 18 children and 26
adults are still on active treatment.
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Pre Covid-19 Operations

With the imminent threat of the corona virus looming over our nation Belize and the
increasing number of cases in neighboring Mexico and Guatemala. The BCS recognized
it had to step into action to ensure that the care of our littlest fighters and adult patients
would be maintained if the borders were to be closed as an issue of National Security.
BCS expediently:

* Contacted all patients receiving treatment out of the country and informed them
of the date of the border closure and requirements for entering the country after
this date.

* Contacted the pediatric treatment facility in Mexico and developed a tele
medicine platform with The Dangriga Cancer Center to ensure chemotherapy
medication would be available and continuation of care maintained for our
littlest fighters.
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* Contacted elderly patients and provided contact information regarding access to

health facilities during the COVID lock down period. Elderly patients were
provided with care packages which included 4 packs adult diapers, 1 tin ensure
powder and 30-day face mask supply.

* Posted information and updates daily on social media to ensure patients had the
most simplified information to care for themselves through the pandemic lock
down, including a list of essential items and medication they should have and
recommendations for food suppl
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During Covid-19 Lock Down Operations

The issue of Cancer does not STOP simply because we are faced with an international
crisis and the immediate threat of a deadly pandemic. Those needing care and support
prior to the pandemic will still need it, plus others that will require support during the
pandemic. The BCS was faced with many requests and challenges during this period,
ranging from access to food, assistance with incontinence supplies to support home
bound and palliative care patients, as movement were restricted but patients still
needed access to care.
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The Belize Cancer Society in collaboration with the Dangriga Cancer Center ensured
every patient that walked through our doors or called for support got the assistance
they needed and access to treatment in country.

Unfortunately, not all persons affected by cancer are under the guidance and care of the
BCS and as a result a 25 yr old young woman was deferred access to treatment for the
entire 2-month lock down period, due to lack of funding at another facility and now 1
month later presents to the BCS for support with an advanced sarcoma needing to be
referred out of the country. The BCS is making every effort to support this family.

The BCS continues to work diligently to ensure that access to care is the same for all
Belizeans regardless of ethnicity, economic, political, or religious status. It is a fact that
not all of us will be able to access health care effectively, it largely depends on where we
live, who we know and our financial ability to pay.

During the lockdown period:

* The BCS in coordination with the Dangriga Cancer Center continued to
maintain scheduled appointments for patients. Stamped letters were provided
by the Dangriga Cancer Center for patients to travel across district boundaries to
access care at the center in Dangriga.

* Transportation allowance was provided to patients via direct bank transfer due
to restriction on travelling and contact.

* The BCS lost 4 patients during the lockdown period, three adults and 1 child. Of
keen significance was the support given by the BCS in getting a 10-year-old
boy’s body back in country to his family in southern Belize. BCS facilitated
garnering permits and approval from the Ministry of Health, Director of Health
Services, Chief Public Health Inspector, the Attorney General, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the Belize Agricultural Health Authority for the importation
of the body into the country. BCS coordinated with the attending Hospital in
Merida for the release of child’s body to a Mexican funeral home who then
transported the body to the Mexico-Belize border where we coordinated with a
local undertaker who met them at the Border to handover the corpse and have it
stored in a secure facility in the city for transportation the next day directly to
the burial site in southern Belize.

* Provided support for six family of pediatric children in filling out documents for
submission to the Ministry of Human Development for food pantry or
unemployment consideration.

* BCS facilitated contact and submission of documents to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs for a Belizean cancer patient seeking repatriation from Bahamas back to
Belize as her Cancer was severely advanced. Unfortunately, this patient died
before she could return home.

* BCS coordinated through telemedicine the first in-country intrathecal
chemotherapy for our children. This was done with treating oncologist in
Merida, Belize Cancer Center Dangriga, a local anesthesiologist and a private
sector clinic located in Belize City. The procedure was successful on both first
and second attempt in April and early June.
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* BCS facilitated telemedicine guidance with the oncology team in Merida for a
misdiagnosed pediatric patient in Belize who was given the wrong medication
and as a result a definitive diagnosis could not be garnered, and further
treatment could not be administered. BCS is in the process of gaining approval
form the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and related Ministries for this 4yr old child
and parents to travel through this pandemic period to Mexico, as this is his only
option for care.

* The BCS supported the Healthy Caribbean Coalition’s regional initiative to
highlight the issues facing persons living with NCDs during the Covid-19
period.

Highlighted Barriers to Care

Covid-19 continues to highlight many barriers that we face in ensuring holistic support
for those affected by Cancer, especially during a pandemic. However, we must
understand that patients face both physical and psychological barriers. Some of these
identified barriers we have encountered and mitigated are:
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Transportation and geographic barriers to access care such as the geographic
location of patient from treatment facility and availability of public or private
transportation.
Access to care for elderly and mobility impaired patients.
Access to pain management for palliative end of life patients.
Low income (economic status) access to affordable healthcare.
Uninsured persons not on National Health Insurance or private insurance. There
is a significant need for increased financial support for diagnostic testing and
confirmation of cancer. May people fall through the cracks of the health system
and die due to lack of funding or the inability to pay for a diagnostic test.
Long waiting time and delayed support for access to care is of keen importance
as many persons are left dangling with results they do not understand, for
extended periods of time before they are able to access a medical professional.
Cultural and religious barriers due to cultural practices and customs as well as
religious indoctrination.
Mental Health issues. Many patients both pediatric and adult with a cancer
diagnosis sometime exhibit severe anxiety and confusion which may result in an
altered state of thinking and acting for a prolonged period of time, however we
must not discard these persons but intensify efforts to access the supportive care
needed to ensure access to cancer care for them. Covid- 19 has significantly
increased our requests for counselling and therapy support and many of our
patients felt extremely overwhelmed. BCS collaborated with the Belize Family
Life Association who provided us with a cell number to be shared with our
patient who may be feeling stressed at the time. This was extremely important
for the BCS to get more supportive care in this area for our patients.

Continuation of Care- The Way Forward

The BCS will continue to vigilantly maximize every opportunity to educate,
advocate, and intensify our lobbying efforts on behalf of those we serve. In
preparation for re-opening of the BCS Headquarters, the following preventative
strategies were employed:

Wash hand basins have been installed at both entrances for the BCS.
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* Hand sanitizers have been placed in the reception and office areas.
» All pediatric patients and parents have been provided with reusable and
disposable face masks.
* Any person entering the BCS is required to sanitize and wear mask before
contact.
* Social distancing markers have been installed.
* Staff members have been given daily reusable branded face masks.

* A Thermal Thermometer will be procured to test temperature upon allowance
into the BCS office.

To ensure the viability and longevity of the Society and the services we offer,
mitigating strategies had to be adapted for the next six-month to reduce
expenditure and ensure the long-term survival of the society. These include:

* Staff member salary reduction with reduced in office work hours. Office
Secretary is in office 5 days a week and Administrator in office 2-3 day
per week.

* No printing will be done of patient documents, only in extreme cases.
Patient files will be uploaded digitally.

* No AC use is allowed in the office area. Fans have been procured.

* No community outreach, training, educational campaigns, or sessions
unless funded by the Government of Belize, local or international
partners.

This COVID period has highlighted the strength of the BCS and its service delivery
capacity to the Belizean people. It has afforded the BCS the opportunity to utilize its
telemedicine platform. This platform will continue to support targeted health guidance
for the continued care of our children in country during this pandemic. As a purpose
driven organization, we will continue to collectively strive to ensure access to quality,
affordable, available, and effective cancer care services for those we serve.
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