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| FOREWORD |

Consumer Protection Act of Bhutan 2012 requires the state to protect the economic
interest and safety of consumers and ensure better consumer products and services,
quicker redressal mechanisms, and avoid economic harm and adverse consequences
in the course of acquiring and using goods and services. The function of consumer
protection is very vast and falls within the purview of different relevant agencies. No
matter which agency is designated with the responsibility for the management of areas of
interest to consumers, it should be expected that there would be inter-agency mechanisms
for consultation and cooperation to ensure that consumer interests are taken into account.

The Office of Consumer Protection, MoEA in collaboration with relevant agencies
has developed a National Strategic Framework for Consumer Protection considering
the gaps and overlaps in terms of policy, legislative and functions, and lack of inter-
agency mechanisms for collaboration and cooperation among relevant agencies
involved in consumer protection. The framework is expected to enhance effective and
efficient consumer protection system; empower consumers; establish effective system
of collaboration and coordination with all relevant stakeholders; and promote ethical
and fair conduct by business in dealing with consumers. The strategic framework and
action plan is expected to ensure dynamic and people centred public service delivery
mechanism that generates prosperity for consumers and business entities.

I hope this framework will bring together relevant agencies in addressing consumer issues
through collaborative approach, build consumer trust and confidence and realize our
dream of transforming Bhutan into a well-informed and protected consumer supported
by a fair-trading system and righteous advocacy programs.

Director
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| EXECUTIVE SUMMARY |

The National Strategic Framework for Consumer Protection (NSFCP) is formulated
based on the relevant laws and policies to address the existing gaps and issues in
providing effective consumer protection services. The strategic action plan has also been
prepared which sets strategy for consumer protection policy for next five years (2019-
23). The primary objective is to ensure that consumer protection plans and strategies
are in place in all RAs, consumers’ access to information is enhanced, mechanism for
consumer redressal is instituted, self-regulation in RAs are put in place, and institutional
capacity is strengthened.

Consumer Protection Act of Bhutan 2012 provides consumers the right to protection
of lives, health and safety; right to information on goods and services; fair terms of
contract and sale; access to variety of goods and services at competitive price; and right
to redressal. In order to ensure that these rights are provided, the Office of Consumer
Protection (OCP) was established under Ministry of Economic Affairs in 2014. The
OCP, MoEA is responsible for protecting the economic interest and safety of consumers
and ensuring better consumer products and services, and facilitating quicker redressal
mechanisms.

The consumer protection is very broad and cuts across many sectors. Besides OCP,
there are other Relevant Agencies (RAs) rendering consumer protection services within
the scope of their respective legal framework. However, there are gaps and overlaps in
policy and legal framework, ambiguity in delineation functions among RAs, and weak
inter-agency collaboration mechanism.

In the wake of above issues, OCP in collaboration with RAs has developed a National
Strategic Framework for Consumer Protection (NSFCP). The NSFCP expects to provide
RAs a framework for strategic approach for providing consumer protection in the country.
The main objectives of the framework are to: Enhance effective and efficient consumer
protection system; Empower consumers; Establish effective system of collaboration and
coordination with all relevant stakeholders; and Promote ethical and fair conduct by
business in dealing with consumers. The framework identifies RAs providing consumer
protection in the country and maps potential gaps and overlaps of these RAs in the light
of legal framework and functions. The framework also provides a consolidated strategic
action plan of RAs for rendering consumer protection over the next five years (2019-
2023).
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|1| INTRODUCTION

The National Strategic Framework for Consumer Protection sets out strategies and
action plans for consumer protection over the next five years (2019-23). The strategic
framework is prepared based on relevant laws and policies to address the existing gaps
and issues in providing effective consumer protection services. The primary objective is
to ensure that consumer protection plans and strategies are in place in all RAs, consumers’
access to information is enhanced, mechanism for consumer redressal is instituted, self-
regulation in RAs are put in place, and institutional capacity is strengthened.

The NSFCP has four major goals:
i. Enhance effective and efficient consumer protection system;
ii. Empowering consumers;

iii. Establish effective system of collaboration and coordination with all relevant
stakeholders;

iv. Promoting ethical and fair conduct by business in dealing with consumers.
These goals are designed to allow RAs to work within the consumer protection framework

in addressing consumer issues through collaborative approach, build consumer trust and
confidence, and integrate consumer protection issues in all policies and plans.

|2] CONSUMER PROTECTION IN BHUTAN

2.1. The legislative framework for consumer protection

The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, various Acts and Rules that govern the
respective RAs, the United Nations Guidelines for Consumer Protection, Manual on
Consumer Protection of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development,
Sustainable Development Goals 2030, 12"Five Year Plan, 16 National Key Result Area,
other relevant international guidelines and policies provide adequate framework to
ensure consumer protection and for the respective agencies to operate within the broad
parameters provided by these documents.

In order to provide protection of economic interest and safety of consumers, the Consumer
Protection Act (CPA) of Bhutan was enacted in 2012. The Act defines a consumer as “a
natural person who buys goods and services for personal, family or household use with
no intention of resale and shall include farmers”. The consumers are also bestowed with
the following rights:

i. Protection of their lives, health and safety in the consumption of goods and
services;
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.

1ii.

iv.

vi.

vii.

True, sufficient, clear and timely consumer education including information
on goods and services offered, as well as on prices, characteristics, quality and
risks that may be encountered in the consumption of goods and services;

Fair, non-discriminatory and equitable treatment by businesses that will include
fair terms of contract and sale;

Be assured, wherever possible, access to a variety of products,
technologies and services at competitive price;

Get redress against unfair trade practices and unscrupulous exploitation of
consumers;

Form consumer associations;

A physical environment that will enhance the quality of life of present and

future generations; and basic goods and services, which guarantee dignified
living.

In order to ensure protection of the rights of consumers, OCP was established under
Ministry of Economic Affairs in 2014 in accordance with section 88 of CPA 2012.
Some of the important functions of OCP as enshrined in the CPA 2012 and Consumer
Protection Rules and Regulation (CPRR) 2015 are to:

L

ii.

1.

iv.

vi.

vii.

disseminate information and educate consumers on provisions of the Act;
carry out research on consumer issues;

develop and promote policies pertaining to sustainable consumption of goods
and services;

ensure consumer safety and protect from unfair trade practices;
advise and educate consumers;
receive complaint from consumer and initiate enquiry; and

Investigate any trade practice detrimental to consumer.

2.2. Other laws and regulations pertaining to consumer protection

The role of consumer protection is pervasive and cross-sectoral in nature. There are
many agencies in the country that are directly or indirectly engaged in safe guarding the
safety and economic interest of consumers with respective laws and policies as identified
in the figure 1.
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Figure 1: Agencies providing consumer protection services

SI/DOI/
RTIOs

The consumer protection is very broad and cuts across many sectors. Besides OCP, there
are other Relevant Agencies (RAs) rendering consumer protection services within the
scope of their respective legal framework. There are gaps and overlaps in policy and
legal framework, ambiguity in delineation functions among RAs, and weak interagency
collaboration mechanism. An effective consumer protection system needs to be
integrated, evolutionary and appropriate to suit the consumer landscape in Bhutan. Such
approach could be done by adapting principles of consumer protection that are adaptable
to change, strengthening enforcement capacity of agencies and instituting alternative
dispute resolution mechanisms for consumer redress.

These RAs provide consumer protection services based on the acts, policies, rules and
regulations as reflected in the table below:
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2.3. Current Challenges and Gaps

Bhutan is a young and emerging economy in the world and its national and international
trade activities are increasing significantly as a result of globalization and technological
advancement. The country witnesses increase in production and consumption of goods
and services. Bhutanese have become more materialistic and is consuming more than they
did few years ago. In the wake of growing consumerism, the consumers are vulnerable
to exploitations, deception, unfair trade practices and misleading information. Business,
when driven by profit motive, is more likely to resort to unfair and unethical trade
practices that are detrimental to the lives and property of the consumers. Therefore, it is
imperative to establish an effective and efficient consumer protection system to protect
consumers from these exploitations.

The consumer protection is a new concept and cross-sectoral in nature and requires
cooperation and collaboration of multiple agencies. Some of the common gaps among
relevant agencies in effective and efficient consumer protection services are as follow:

i.  Overlaps and gaps in consumer protection functions

Although the OCP is the nodal agency for consumer affairs in the country, there
are other agencies that are directly or indirectly involved in consumer protection
affairs functioning within the ambit of their legislative framework. However, there
are gaps, overlaps, and ambiguity in the functions of these agencies.

ii. Lack of inter-agency collaborations

Consumer protection is a cross sectoral issue that entails multi sectoral cooperation
and collaboration. Moreover, it is a multidisciplinary that requires domain
expertise of different sectors. In order to derive the benefit of technical expertise
and infrastructure, it is immensely essential to foster inter agency collaboration
and cooperation. However, at the moment, the relevant agencies are operating in
compartment. Collaboration among relevant agencies is feeble and undefined.

iii. Consumer grievance redressal system

Consumer Protection Act of Bhutan 2012 provides a consumer the right to get
redress against unfair trade practices and unscrupulous exploitation. Establishment
of consumer grievance redressal systems is essential to facilitate quicker redressal
of consumer grievance. Although, RAs address their sector specific consumer
grievances, most of them still lack a structured redressal mechanism.

National Strategic Framework and Action Plan for Consumer Protection |13 |



iv. Common information and resource sharing mechanism

Resource sharing is imperative in the light of impoverished human capital and
institutional capacity. However, resource-sharing culture among relevant agencies
are not very common. Agencies are restricted from taking greater initiatives and
efforts beyond their available facilities and infrastructure.

To address the above common gaps, NSFCP has been developed to work towards
a common consumer protection goal, integrate all policies and laws, and maximize
the benefits to consumers and business entities.

The objectives of the framework are as below:

|3| GOALS OF THE NSFCP 2019-23

3.2 Goal-1: Enhance effective and efficient consumer protection system;

3.2 Goal-2: Empowering consumers;

3.3 Goal-3: Establish effective system of collaboration and coordination with all
relevant stakeholders;

3.4 Goal-4: Promoting ethical and fair conduct by business in dealing with
consumers

|14 | National Strategic Framework and Action Plan for Consumer Protection
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|5| CONCLUSION

Consumer protection cuts across many sectors and there are several RAs beside OCP
regulating respective sectors. Given the milieu of consumer issues that are arising and
will continue to arise in future, NSFCP is expected to wire complementary and close
connection amongst RAs to ensure efficient delivery of consumer protection services.

NSFCP is designed for RAs to set forth necessary interventions to address major gaps
and problems existing in cross-sectorial and cross-jurisdictional functions. Short and
long-term strategies that policy makers, stakeholders, and task force members have to
consider in addressing the identified gaps are included.

It is hoped that NSFCP will provide platform for interactions, planning and concrete
actions among the RAs to traverse the boundaries separating interests in consumer
protection services that are both shared and profound. NSFCP steers coordination, ensures
multi-sector response, and calls for assessing and identifying gaps in the preparedness
and competencies among RAs for better consumer protection services in Bhutan.
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Annexure 1: ACRONYMS

BAFRA:
BEA:
BICMA:
BMHC:
BNCA:
BCCIL:
BPC:
BSB:
CDB:
CPA:
CPRR:
DCSI:
DLG
Dol:
DoT:
DRA:
DRC:
GPS:
MoEA:

MoWHS:

MoU:
NSFCP:
OCP:
PPD:
POL:
RAs:
RMA:
RSTA:
RTIO:
TCB:

Bhutan Agriculture and Food Regulatory Authority
Bhutan Electricity Authority

Bhutan InfoComm and Media Authority

Bhutan Medical Health Council

Bhutan Narcotics Control Authority

Bhutan Chamber of Commerce and Industry
Bhutan Power Corporation

Bhutan Standards Bureau

Construction Development Boar

Consumer Protection Act of Bhutan

Consumer Protection Rules and Regulation 2015
Department of Cottage and Small Industries
Department of Local Governance

Department of Industry

Department of Trade

Drug Regulatory Authority

Department of Revenue and Customs

Global Positioning System

Ministry of Economic Affairs

Ministry of Work and Human Settlement
Memorandum of Understanding

National Strategic Framework for Consumer Protection
Office of Consumer Protection

Policy and Planning Division

Petroleum, Oil and Lubricants

Relevant Agencies

Royal Monetary Authority

Road Safety and Transport Authority

Regional Trade and Industry Office

Tourism Council of Bhutan
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