Belize Consumer Protection Baseline Study

I. Introduction

Consumer satisfaction, health, and safety are necessary components of a healthy and vibrant domestic economy. The government of Belize recognizes the importance of protecting consumers and is committed to improving the status of consumers in Belize. However, the current laws relating to consumer protection in Belize need to be updated in order to provide more comprehensive coverage for consumers. The system, which includes governmental and private sector services, needs to be strengthened in order to address consumer problems and complaints. The information gap about the range and frequency of consumer problems is a challenge to consumer protection efforts should address. This study, undertaken by personnel from the Bureau of Standards (Ministry of Industry) and students and faculty from the University of Vermont, is a step towards establishing a comprehensive system, which will ensure that citizens in Belize are protected by law and have the ability and freedom to exercise their legal rights.

II. Methodology

This study was implemented from March 28, 2000 to April 28, 2000. It utilizes three sources of information: (a) documented consumer complaints; (b) system point interviews; and (c) survey results.

A. Documented Consumer Complaints

207 consumer complaints were reported and investigated by the Consumer Affairs Unit (CAU) of the Belize Bureau of Standards (BBS) for the years 1997-99. Analysis of these complaints yields the following information for each year: product type, value of claim, origin of complaint, consumer location, vendor location, resolution status, and time of complaint. Although limited in number, documented complaints provide some insight into the kind of product quality issues that consumers in Belize face.

B. System Point Interviews

Interviews of public officials and others familiar with consumer issues and whom consumers were likely to contact with complaints were conducted. They were asked about the nature of the complaints they receive, how they deal with those complaints, and what improvements in the consumer protection framework were necessary. Interviewees included representatives of: the Women’s Department; the Public Health Department; the Police Department; the Chamber of Commerce; the Belize Business Bureau; the University College of Belize (Pharmacy). Local community leaders were interviewed as well.
C. Consumer Surveys

Intercept surveys were conducted in the following locations: Belize City, Belmopan, Dangriga, Orange Walk and San Ignacio. The target number of responses for each location was 25. However, the number of respondents varied depending on the time of day or day of the week the survey was conducted. Fewer consumers than anticipated were in commercial centers early in the week. Also, commercial centers tended to empty for several hours around noontime. Fewer persons were surveyed in locations that had a high percentage of Spanish speaking persons.

III. Analysis
Upon analysis these three sources of information highlight needs that are numerous, widespread, and diverse. This report will focus on four key areas—chosen for their relation to health and safety and frequency of occurrence—which must be addressed in order to move toward the goal of establishing a comprehensive consumer protection system. These priority areas of action are:

· A. consumer education and access to consumer affairs services

· B. consumer health

· C. utility service

· D product quality standards

A. Consumer Education and Access to Consumer Affairs Services

Assertive and informed consumers are the foundation of a functional consumer protection system. Thus, consumer education in Belize is a priority area for action. Consumer education may be defined as the effort to raise consumer awareness of legal rights, expectations of quality goods, services, and treatment, and awareness of and access to government and private consumer protection services. The CAU conducts consumer education programs each year. The absence of a legal mandate or budgetary provision for such programs limits the frequency of programs. The Chief Consumer Liaison Officer of the CAU implemented past consumer education programs. Past efforts have included school programs, radio and newspaper advertisements, and telephone directory listings in order to increase consumer awareness. These programs should be initiated more often and in all districts of Belize. In addition, consumer education efforts could be strengthened by consumer protection legislation clearly establishing consumer rights. It is difficult to encourage consumers to be assertive and pro-active if they do not have legally recognized rights to support their actions. 

It is difficult to evaluate CAU success in advertising its services, because there has been no previous effort to do so. There is no section on the documented complaint form which asks consumers how they heard about CAU services. Therefore, the success of pas programs must be inferred from the three information sources. All three sources indicate the need for increased consumer education efforts and institutional changes in order to increase consumer access to CAU services.

1. Documented Complaints
The documented consumer complaints illustrate the need for increased consumer education efforts. Complaints for 1997-99 indicated that consumer awareness of and/or access to the CAU is limited to those who live near Belize City:
· 1999--75.3% of complaints from Belize City

· 1998—70.4% of complaints from Belize City

· 1997—69.8% of complaints from Belize City

Documented complaints also indicate the need to increase consumer access to CAU services: 54% of complainants in 1999 were made in person. This high percentage of in-person complaints suggests limited consumer access to CAU services. Most consumers outside the Belize City area are unable to visit the CAU in person because of the time spent, distance, and cost associated with such a visit. Consumers who wish to complain may ear missing time at work or may not be able to afford bus fare. 

The second greatest source of documented complaints was complaints made over the telephone. Many communities in Belize do not have access to telephone service and residents may not be able to contact the CAU either by phone or in person. Our findings thus suggest that many Belizeans may be limited in their ability to access CAU’s services.
Finally, the low volume of complaints suggests a general lack of consumer assertiveness, which may be remedied by increased consumer education efforts. Belize City has a population of over 70,000 persons and is the commercial center of the nation. Belizeans come from all over the country to shop in Belize City. Despite this concentration of economic activity, few consumer complaints are reported to the CAU.
2. System Point Interviews
Analysis of system point interviews and survey results show that consumers are generally unaware of CAU services. The representative of the Women’s Department reported hearing frequent complaints from women who had become sick after eating street food. She said that most cases went unreported because people don’t know where to report problems. The representative of the San Ignacio police department also believes that consumers do not know where to report a complaint. Despite their geographic proximity, the representative of the Belize Chamber of Commerce was not aware that the CAU existed.

Analysis of system point interviews suggests that consumers in Belize are unaware of their rights. Representatives of the Belize Marketing Board affirmed this. The representative of the Belize Business Bureau expressed a general need for consumer education, especially consumer rights.

3. Consumer Survey

Analysis of consumer survey results contributes further to the evidence calling for increased consumer education efforts. Only 24% of respondents in all locations were aware of the CAU. And despite its location, only 20% of consumers in Belize City were aware of the CAU.
Consumers were asked to list the kinds of rights they believe they should have. Responses varied considerably. The most frequent responses were:

· the right to reasonable prices for products;

· the right to quality goods and services;

· the right to complain and speak out; and

· the right to redress and respectful treatment

Survey results revealed a new area for concern: disrespectful treatment of consumers by vendors. Although it was not a direct survey question, during survey implementation, many consumers mentioned that such treatment is commonplace, especially when consumers complain. Respondents frequently reported that it is useless to complain to vendors, because no resolution can be reached. One bad experience while making a complaint may discourage a consumer from ever complaining again. Given the frequency of this kind of statement, it is valid to assume that such treatment is one reason why many complaints are not reported. 

When survey respondents were told that the purpose of the survey was to build the framework for a consumer protection system, many responded with laughter. These responses, and the fact that there are no private consumer groups in Belize, seem to indicate that many Belizeans share a common consumer culture—one defined by experiences of poor treatment by vendors. Consumer education efforts are needed to encourage consumers to complain and to not be discouraged by disrespectful treatment.

B. Consumer Health

Consumer Health is a crucial issue in consumer protection. The right to safety and the right to information are internationally recognized consumer rights. However, our findings suggest that in some instances these rights, as they pertain to health, are being grossly violated in Belize.
1. Documented Complaints

Four documented complaints during the years 1997-1999 relate to consumer health. Three involved broken glass or bacterial growth in soft drinks. The fourth involved medication that caused a stomach reaction.  The limited number of complaints in this area seemed to suggest that consumer health is not a major issue in Belize. However, system point interviews revealed the magnitude and severity of the problem.

2. System Point Interviews

a. Medication and Pharmaceutical Practices

Crucial system point interviews with persons with expert knowledge of pharmaceutical practices revealed serious problems. These include:

· selling expired drugs along with removal of labels and repackaging

· placement of an intern under the supervision of a non-registered pharmacist and not under the authorized person(s)

· substitution of prescribed drugs—with generic and/or a different class of drug—without informing the physician and/or patient

· improper labeling of dispensed medication, which restricts the patient from filling the prescription elsewhere

· improper dispensing of medication—concealing name, strength, shelf life, etc.

· non-sterile conditions for manufacturing and compounding of drugs

· illegal writing of prescriptions for controlled antibiotics (physician pretence)

· deception of patients—e.g., ibuprofen labeled and sold for problems of kidney, bladder and prostate problems

· dispensing prescriptions without a registered pharmacist present (as required by law)

These practices are either not covered under the Chemists and Druggists Act, which has not been revised since 1958, or are not adequately enforced.
b. Food Safety

Information from the Public Health Bureau (PHB) indicates that an increase in staff is needed in order to adequately carry out food inspection duties. Several districts do not have the mandated number of public health inspectors. Few complaints about food poisoning and food related illnesses are received. The representative of the PHB believes this is because consumers who become ill after eating bad food do not know where to report it or feel it isn’t necessary or serious enough to report.

3. Consumer Survey

a. Medication and Pharmaceutical Practices

Analysis of survey results suggests that consumer health is a priority area for consumers:
· 17% of respondents who had a complaint had been sold expired medication

· 57% of consumers who complained about the sale of expired medication were not able to achieve any form of resolution (e.g., refund or exchange)

· 11% of all product complaints were about the sale of expired medication, making it the fourth highest-ranked product complaint

b. Food Safety

Analysis of survey results indicates that food safety and quality are major issues in Belize:
· 20% of respondents reported becoming ill after eating bad food

· 60% of the bad food came from street vendors or restaurants

· 20% of respondents who reported a food related illness required the care of a physician; none were hospitalized

· no respondents reported their illness to the PHB

· only 40% reported their illness to the vendor; many indicated that they didn’t ever want to return to the restaurant or street vendor

· many respondents didn’t know they could complain to the PHB or didn’t think their illness was serious enough to report

Analysis of survey results revealed that the sale of expired or rotten food (canned foods, packaged foods, non-perishables, meat, poultry, dairy, and vegetables) is another major problem facing consumers in Belize. Of those who reported having a problem with a product, 40% complained about purchasing expired foods. Expired foods were the number one product complaint from respondents.

C. Product Quality Standards
A major problem for consumers in Belize is the abundance of low quality products for sale. Standards regulating the sale or labeling of inferior products should be updated. Products of low quality limit the value that consumers get for their scarce purchasing dollars and weaken consumer confidence in products purchased in the domestic market. Therefore, product quality issues are an important piece of a comprehensive consumer protection system.

1. Documented Consumer Complaints

In 1999, seventy-three consumer complaints were filed with the CAU. 70% related to poor quality goods. The top three areas of complaint were:

· footwear;

· electronics; and

· appliances

This information confirms that consumers have problems with poor quality goods and that these complaints often involve significant sums of money. The CAU was able to recover 6% of the total value of complaints for 1999. CAU success in resolution efforts may be increased by granting the CAU legal authority to force resolution or penalize for non-compliance.

2. System Point Interviews

Nearly all system points called attention to the problem of poor quality goods. They also provided insight on why product quality is an issue in Belize. Reports indicate that many products, especially appliances and electronics, are refurbished or repaired before they are sold to consumers as first quality products. These second quality goods are often sold without warranty and malfunction soon after purchase. There are no government regulations regarding labeling of refurbished or second rate goods.

A former customs agent reported that wholesalers bring in defective or second-rate goods for a low tariff rate. These goods are made out of inferior material, are poorly made, or have a design defect. Belizean consumers do not benefit from the low cost of the imports, because vendors increase the prices of these products by a phenomenal margin. One source gave the example of vendors importing a dozen defective tennis sneakers for $50 and selling each pair for $50. He stated that this practice is widespread and such products are sold all over Belize. He confirmed that there is no law regulating the importation or sale of defective or inferior quality goods in Belize.
Another factor relating to poor quality goods, especially footwear, is inadequate storage conditions. A source indicated that many footwear vendors store large quantities of shoes in small spaces with inadequate ventilation and cooling. Heat and moisture weaken the adhesive that holds the footwear together, which increases the likelihood of a defect.

3. Consumer Survey Results

Analysis of survey results confirms that product quality is a prime area of concern in Belize. 43% of respondents had a complaint about a product that they had purchased in the past year. Many reported more than one complaint. The most common complaints related to footwear, electronics, appliances and clothing. 34% of those who had a problem reported it to the vendor and received no form of redress.
D. Utilities

1. Documented Consumer Complaints

No documented consumer complaints related to utility services—i.e., water, electricity and telephone. However, analysis of other information sources revealed that utility service is an area where consumers have many complaints.

2. System Point Interviews

Nearly all interviewees mentioned that utility service in Belize is not up to the quality standards that consumers deserve. They talked at length about the need to break the monopoly status of BEL and BTL in order to increase consumer satisfaction. Many shared their own stories of being over-billed, receiving late bills, or receiving bills at the wrong address. They also expressed frustration at the difficulty in achieving redress of complaints because service is often cut if a customer doesn’t pay his or her bill in time due to a pending complaint. 

3. Consumer Survey Results

Survey analysis confirmed that utility service is a major problem area for consumers. 41% of respondents reported having a problem with electricity, telephone or water service. Complaints about all utilities related to the quality of service (e.g., static on the line, service outages, etc.), cost of service, or billing errors (e.g., overcharging, mailing bills late, or mailing bills to an incorrect address). Of the utility-related complaints:
· 43% related to telephone service

· 33% related to electricity service

· 24% related to water service

The majority of consumers who experienced a problem did complaint to the utility company. However, the majority of consumers also expressed the belief that it was useless to complain because their complaints are frequently ignored. Analysis revealed that 30% of electricity complaints and 25% of telephone complaints achieved no form of redress. 

IV. Additional Challenges

Our research points to some additional challenges that fall outside the four areas of priority action but that, nonetheless, are important pieces in the assessment of consumer problems in Belize. 

A. Limited Redress
A problem related to poor product quality is the difficulty associated with seeking redress after purchasing such a product. All documented complaints were reported to the CAU after the consumer sought redress with the vendor. This problem occurs throughout Belize and is a serious challenge to implementing a successful consumer protection system. Many vendors are unwilling to take responsibility for poor quality products. This may be because vendors know that consumers are likely to drop the complaint after one attempt at resolution and because vendors know that they sell inferior products. Vendors often shirk responsibility by refusing to offer product warrantees. Vendors also fail to provide receipts that document the exact item purchased, its price, and the name of the store from which it was purchased, which allows the vendor to deny that the defective item came from his or her store.

B. Expectations of Quality

The economic status of many Belizeans requires them to make purchasing decisions on the basis of price rather than quality.  The low price of goods, which are often of inferior quality, make them easily replaceable for consumers. It is often easier for consumers to purchase a new item than to go through the process of seeking redress. Our research suggests that this contributes to an overall lack of expectations of quality and durability, which may discourage consumers from seeking redress. 

V. Future Outlook

Our research points to the need to increase awareness and accessibility of CAU services. Findings also indicate that consumers may benefit from increased educational campaigns and legally supported consumer rights and updated legislation. All efforts should stress participation and transparency. Consumer protection is a process that must be developed through both short term and long term programs that correlate to identified areas of need.

A. Short Term Programs

1. Increased consumer education outreach programs—using radio and TV talk shows and advertisements, newspaper advertisements, and pamphlet mediums. Such efforts must work within the existing legal and institutional framework and should focus on:
· increasing consumer awareness of how to buy cautiously

· increasing awareness of where consumers can go to complain (e.g., CAU, Public Health Bureau, Belize Business Bureau)

· increasing consumer confidence in CAU services

· increasing consumers’ willingness to complain

2. Increasing access to CAU services—by placing consumer complaint forms with pre-paid postage in district post offices and/or by creating a mobile unit of the CAU that visits each district once a month to hear consumer complaints

3. Working with relevant non-governmental organizations to promote the creation of consumer advocacy groups

B. Long Run Needs

1. Establishing consumer education as an important piece of primary school education—focusing on consumer rights, consumer protection services, purchasing tips for consumers, and consumer assertiveness
2. Using existing “sister city” status of many towns and cities in Belize to gain information and technology about how other areas of the world deal with consumer issues, in order to find a system that works most successfully in Belize

3. Continued information gathering to access consumer problems. Such information could be gathered in open community discussions facilitated by the CAU and other interested parties. Another important step is the creation of a CAU complaint database. Accurate and detailed information will help the CAU and interested parties quantify consumer needs and access necessary resources to support program objectives. 

4. New, comprehensive consumer protection legislation. Information and public support are necessary for the adoption of new or updated legislation.

VI. Conclusion
Consumers in Belize have needs that can be met with the cooperation of the government of Belize, non-governmental organizations, communities and individuals. One institution or group cannot achieve success alone. Historically, consumer protection needs have been met as a result of grassroots consumer efforts for change. Consumers themselves are their best allies and greatest source of strength. Success in Belize must incorporate multi-level cooperation and advocacy. Information, education and advocacy are crucial to such success and should be priority objectives for future work.
