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Voice Over Internet Protocol (VoIP)  
Regulatory Policy and Framework Guidelines 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
This working paper was prepared with the express intention of providing 
telecommunications service providers and the general public with the Public Utilities 
Commission’s (PUC) guidance on the use of Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) 
communications in the context of the policies and the legislative/regulatory 
framework which currently exist and govern the telecommunications sector in Belize.  
The paper is the culmination of extensive efforts in research, analysis, and 
consultation carried out by the PUC inclusive of the Public Forum held on April 26, 
2006. 
 
In the telecommunications sector, the PUC, as the sector regulator, is required to 
promote reliable and affordable telecommunication services, foster increased reliance 
on market forces for the provision of telecommunication services, and encourage 
investment and innovation in the telecommunications sector.  The PUC is also 
charged with regulating new and convergent technologies as they arise. 
 
VoIP communications, a new and convergent technology, is not a “flash in the pan” 
but a strongly rooted and dynamic communications technology that is here to stay.  
From all current market indications, traditional circuit switched telephony will be 
replaced by Internet Protocol (IP) networks and services and much of the mobile 
traffic will become IP based in the near future.  Many of the large established 
telecommunications companies around the world, such as British Telecom, have 
established definite timelines for the inevitable change-over to IP based networks to 
ensure their continued relevance in a market that is from day to day seeing increasing 
competition from new entrants who are solely IP based. 
 
In Belize, as is the case in all other jurisdictions, some stakeholders in the 
telecommunications sector see VoIP communications as an exciting innovative 
technology that offers cheaper calling for consumers while others see it as a threat to 
the existing order.   The advent of VoIP has without a doubt raised new and 
formidable regulatory challenges for the PUC.   The PUC, among other things, will 
have to determine what aspects of this new service will require regulation and in what 
manner to ensure quality, security, network integrity, interconnection, access to 
emergency services, and fair competition in the telecommunications sector.  Once 
introduced and managed properly, VoIP, by enabling more affordable and accessible 
communication solutions, can assist Belize, a developing country, to convert the 
prevalent digital divide into a digital opportunity. 
 
The growth of VoIP communications is directly linked to the development of 
broadband access.   Broadband access in Belize has grown from being essentially non 
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existent in 2003 to approximately 1.5 connections per 100 inhabitants in 2005.  This 
growth can be largely attributed to the liberalization of the telecommunications sector 
in early 2003 which has now produced nascent competition in the mobile and internet 
service markets.  The incumbent, Belize Telecommunications Ltd. (BTL) supplies 
approximately two thirds of the market through their DSL service and the other 
operators provide broadband access through CATV and satellite.  BTL uses 
approximately16% of the PSTN access lines for dial up and DSL service with DSL 
accounting for about 7% of the 16%.  Although broadband penetration is still 
relatively low in Belize, growth has been strong, and VoIP communication offerings 
will therefore continue to have an increasing impact on the traditional business model 
and the expectations of consumers. 
 
DEFINITION OF VOICE OVER INTERNET PROTOCOL (VoIP)  
 
The International Telecommunications Union Study Group 2 (ITU-T SG2) in the 
“Essential Report on IP Telephony” describes IP telephony as the exchange of 
information primarily in the form of speech that utilizes a mechanism known as 
Internet Protocol (IP).  IP is a communication protocol developed to support a packet 
switched network. 
 
VoIP, considered synonymous with IP Telephony, is a term referring to a technical 
standard (ITU H.323, SIP, MGCP, etc.) that enables the transmission of voice traffic 
over IP networks.   
 
Simply explained, voice is compressed and converted into digital packets that travel 
over IP networks (the public internet or a private network) utilizing VoIP.  At the 
terminating end the digital packets are converted back to voice with compensation for 
delays, variability, and dropped packets. The digital packets may take many different 
and independent paths to the intended destination and are not uniform in time, 
arriving out of sequence or with different end to end delays. 
 
Consistent with the dynamic technological and market environment, it is generally 
agreed among regulators that there is no firm and stable definition of VoIP or IP 
telephony that is precise enough to be placed into legislation.  Moreover, it may not 
be of any help to develop a definition at this particular time given the continuing 
innovation and increasing diversity of offers taking place 
 
At this time, the PUC considers it more effective, expedient, and prudent to address 
the regulatory issues surrounding VoIP communications in Belize within the context 
of the existing Belize Telecommunications Act through identification and 
classification of the various VoIP market offerings.  The PUC considers the carrying 
of speech/voice over an IP network, whether it is the public internet or a private 
network, using the VoIP standard to be a data service and not a real time voice 
service.  
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CLASSIFICATION OF VOICE OVER INTERNET PROTOCOL (VOIP)  
 
Technology utilizing the VoIP standard is currently being used to provide a variety of 
market offerings many of which consumers in Belize have access to whether through 
licensed service providers or on the “grey” market.  For the PUC to determine how 
these various offerings are to be treated in the context of national policies and the 
legal and regulatory framework, the offerings have to be classified.  However, it 
should also be noted that given the rapid development pace of technology and 
markets and similar to the position taken on the definition of VoIP, any rigid 
classification of VoIP offerings will most likely become out of date and will need to 
be reviewed on an ongoing basis.   
 
The following classifications are based on the assessment of the current situation in 
Belize, the review of several ITU studies, and observations of the regulatory 
treatment of VoIP communications in other countries.  
 
Category 1: VoIP offerings where there is no provision of service; i.e. the VoIP 
communication is self provided such as a software program downloaded to run on a 
personal computer.  The VoIP communication uses the intrinsic capabilities of the 
public internet, i.e. it resides solely on the internet, and the user is not publicly 
available by means of an assigned unique telephone number   
 
For example, a customer of a licensed internet service provider in Belize accesses a 
website on the internet and downloads a VoIP software programme, usually provided 
free of cost, onto his/her personal computer.  This software programme enables the 
personal computer user to engage in VoIP communication.   In this category, the 
personal computer user is not publicly available since the user does not have a unique 
telephone number that opens contact with the public at large.  Category 1 VoIP 
communications does not require licensing. 
 
Category 2: VoIP communication by users who have no specific public obligations 
such as corporate private networks (where VoIP is used to provide communications 
inside companies) and IP technologies used within a public telecommunication 
service provider’s core network, but which do not impinge on the retail services 
offered to the end-user.  Category 2 VoIP communications requires licensing and the 
equipment used to enable the use of VoIP requires type approval.  
 
Category 3: VoIP communication which is publicly available through a 
telecommunication service being provided to the end user by a service provider using 
VoIP technology.  This VoIP enabled telecommunication service is a service 
available to the public (where there is access to and/or from the PSTN) for originating 
and receiving national and international calls through an assigned number or 
numbers.  Category 3 VoIP communications requires licensing. 
 
Category 3 services are further divided into two sub-classifications: (1) services 
marketed as secondary line services and, (2) services marketed as replacements for 
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the traditional PSTN based call services.  License obligations in reference to 
provision of emergency calling service, universal access, etc. may differ between the 
sub-classifications.  Category 3(1) service providers are required to inform their 
customers about the limitations of their service.  
 
VoIP SERVICE PROVIDERS 
 
A telecommunication service provider is any person or company who owns or 
operates equipment or facilities for the provision of a telecommunication service to 
persons other than himself within, into, or from Belize.  In accordance with the Belize 
Telecommunications Act, the provision of real time voice or data services by a 
telecommunication service provider requires a license issued by the PUC.  VoIP 
communications are considered by the PUC to be data services and as such when the 
service is being provided by a telecommunication service provider to a publicly 
available end-user or another service provider (Category 3) a license issued by the 
PUC will be required.  Category 2 VoIP communications also require licensing under 
the Telecommunications Act. 
 
Licenses are provided to companies registered in Belize and in accordance with the 
provisions set out in the Telecommunications Act.   This will ensure that the service 
providers are subject to governing legislation (including consumer protection, 
emergency calling, and universal access where appropriate), license obligations, and 
tax and license fees regimes.   Category 3 VoIP service providers, who are facilities-
based operators, are also required to interconnect to the domestic PSTN and pay the 
associated interconnection charges and fees. 
 
Holders of Individual Licenses that cover both data and real time voice services are 
service providers authorized to offer VoIP enabled voice communications.  Holders 
of Class Licenses for the provision of Internet Service (ISP’s) can also offer, besides 
internet access that allows Category 1 VoIP communications, Category 3 VoIP 
communications as voice communication using VoIP is considered a data service and 
as such falls within the scope of the ISP Class license.   
 
VoIP end-users in Category 3 are to be issued a unique telephone number that 
conforms to the national numbering plan as administered by the PUC.  This unique 
telephone number makes the end-user publicly available to anyone on the network or 
across networks.  This service most closely emulates the regular public switched 
telecommunication network and utilizes VoIP gateways to access the public switched 
networks. 
 
TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF VOIP SERVICE  
 
The terms and conditions of a telecommunication service provided by a licensed 
service provider to an end user or another licensed service provider in Belize may 
either be set out in a specific agreement between the two parties or contained in the 
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Customer Code of Practice.  The Customer Code of Practice is formulated by the 
service provider and approved by the PUC.   
 
In arriving at a specific agreement, the parties are free to contract and bind 
themselves to agreed terms and conditions provided that such terms and conditions 
are not prohibited by statute or in some other way offensive to any other legal 
requirement, license obligation, or constitutional guarantee.  Section 21(1) of the 
Public Utilities Commission Act provides for the PUC to make Regulations 
prescribing the conditions to be contained in and to become part of all agreements 
entered into by service providers in respect to any class of service. 
 
All licensed (Individual or Class Licenses) Internet Service Providers are not to 
include as a part of the terms and conditions of their services any restrictions 
(blocking or degradation) of:  
 

(1) Category 1 VoIP communication to any class of customer and, 
 
(2)  Category 3 VoIP communication to other licensed service providers.  

 
Any licensed service provider who selectively degrades or blocks third party 
Category 3 VoIP traffic on their networks to an end-user are to notify those customers 
of the existence or imposition of this service limitation so that the customer can 
exercise choice in service providers in this developing competitive market.  
Furthermore, service providers who offer restricted services should also offer as an 
option to their customers the alternative of a premium service that does not include 
such restrictions 
 
All service providers are to ensure that the terms and conditions of the service being 
provided are set out in the relevant Agreement or Code in a transparent and easily 
understood manner.  All service agreements are to be filed with the PUC.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The PUC recognizes that the Regulatory Policy and Framework Guidelines on VoIP 
communications as presented here may not encompass or address the full spectrum of 
all the issues and scenarios evolving along with this dynamic and complex 
technological revolution in the telecommunications sector.  However, it is intended to 
provide further clarity on the regulatory policy position taken by the PUC at this time 
and provide the associated guidance on how VoIP communications can be 
incorporated in the economic and social fabric of Belize.  Persons requiring further 
information may contact Mr. Roberto Young, Director of Telecommunications, 
Public Utilities Commission. 
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