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NOTE

Within the UNCTAD Division on Technology and Logistics, the ICT Analysis Section carries out policy-oriented 
analytical work on the development implications of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and 
e-commerce. It is responsible for the preparation of the Information Economy Report (IER) as well as thematic 
studies on ICT for Development. The ICT Analysis Section promotes international dialogue on issues related to 
ICTs for development, and contributes to building developing countries’ capacities to measure the information 
economy and to design and implement relevant policies and legal frameworks. It also monitors the global state 
of e-commerce legislation (unctad.org/cyberlawtracker). Since 2016, the ICT Analysis Section coordinates a new 
multistakeholders’ initiative entitled eTrade For All which aims to improve the ability of developing countries, and 
particularly Least developed countries, to use and benefit from e-commerce.

This document has been edited externally.

The following symbols have been used in the tables:

Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not separately reported. Rows in tables have been 
omitted in those cases where no data are available for any of the elements in the row;

A dash (-) indicates that the item is equal to zero or its value is negligible;

Reference to “dollars” (USD) means United States of America dollars, unless otherwise indicated;

Details and percentages in tables do not necessarily add up to the totals because of rounding.

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this document do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any 
country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers of boundaries.

The material contained in this document may be freely quoted with appropriate acknowledgement. 
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PREFACE

The eTrade for All initiative, launched at the fourteen Ministerial Conference of UNCTAD in July 2016, is a practical 
example of how to harness the digital economy in support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
notably the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 5, 8, 9 and 17. The initiative seeks to raise awareness, 
enhance synergies and increase the scale of existing and new efforts by the development community to 
strengthen the ability of developing countries to engage in and benefit from e-commerce by addressing seven 
relevant policy areas: 

•	 E-commerce readiness assessment and strategy formulation

•	 ICT infrastructure and services

•	 Trade logistics and trade facilitation

•	 Payment solutions

•	 Legal and regulatory frameworks

•	 E-commerce skills development

•	 Access to financing

As part of the initiative, demand-driven assessments are envisaged to provide a basic analysis of the current 
e-commerce situation in the countries concerned, and to identify opportunities and barriers. The resulting reports 
will serve as a valuable input to these countries involvement in various discussions related to e-commerce and 
digital trade, such as in the WTO Work Programme on E-Commerce and the new UNCTAD Intergovernmental 
Expert Group on E-Commerce and the Digital Economy. It may furthermore help LDCs to identify areas in which 
they could benefit from assistance by partners of eTrade for All.

The Bhutan Rapid e-Trade Readiness Assessment is the second one conducted by UNCTAD ​in an LDC ​following 
the launch of the eTrade for All initiative. The Royal Government of Bhutan was instrumental in shaping the 
eTrade for All initiative, notably through being the voice of LDCs in the initial consultation UNCTAD carried out 
jointly with the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) in February 2016 and the public consultation on eTrade for All during 
the 2016 E-Commerce Week. The rapid eTrade readiness for Bhutan complemented the Royal Government of 
Bhutan’s own efforts to accelerate the implementation of their national ICT and eGovernment master plans. Let 
me assure of UNCTAD’s commitment to continue to support Bhutan in its firm resolve to harness the potential 
of e-commerce for its development.

Shamika N. Sirimanne
Director, Division on Technology and Logistics, UNCTAD
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Bhutan is a latecomer to the ICT space, with the 
earliest efforts at introducing TV or other forms of 
information and communications technologies (ICTs) 
dating back to 1999. The country is therefore well 
positioned to reap the advantages of a late starter 
in the technology space by not having any legacy 
systems, but having reliable access to electricity, 
access to relatively more cost effective technologies 
and opportunities for adoption of new (and open) 
standards. In addition, Bhutan is characterized by a 
unique environment for development of an ICT-based 
society by way of a stable and vibrant government, a 
small population, widespread knowledge of English, 
good telecommunications network in many of the 
urban areas and the Government’s commitment to 
adopting ICT as a development tool.

In the past decade, the ICT sector in Bhutan has 
experience rapid development. The international 
Internet bandwidth has increased from 10 Mbps in 
2005 to 5 Gbps in 2015, with a total of over 300,000 
Internet users (MoIC Annual Report, 2014). Also, 
various media are used to access the Internet with rapid 
adoption of mobile phones, in cities as well as remote 
districts. With its dispersed population scattered in 
a country marked by geographic challenges, ICT is 
seen as a powerful tool in assisting the already existing 
mechanisms to disseminate information and bring 
about efficiency, transparency and accountability in 
delivering services.

The revolution in ICTs has profound implications for 
economic and social development. It has pervaded 
every aspect of life and the dissemination, propagation 
and accessibility of these technologies are integral 
to a country’s development strategy. The country’s 
leaders are keeping a careful eye on the outside world 
as Bhutan opens up, to avoid the potential unwanted 
effects of technology on society and the country’s 
unique gross national happiness concept.

With this background, it can be reasonably said that 
Bhutan has been particularly adept at balancing 
tradition and technology so far. Although Bhutan is a 
very traditional society in many ways, its people are 
open-minded towards technological innovations and 

can foresee the possibilities that it entails in terms of 
quality of life improvement and increased employment.

Bhutan was home to about 757,000 people in 2015, 
dispersed over some 38,000 square kilometers. 
Because of the country’s location, arrangements with 
India are critical: India is the source of 84% of Bhutan’s 
imports and the destination of 89% of its exports. To tap 
into other markets, e-commerce represents a solution to 
overcome logistical and geographical barriers. Since the 
technology itself is new to the country, the Government 
can intervene and catalyze the development of an 
e-commerce platform to promote the technology and 
encourage adoption by businesses. 

Regarding the seven key policy areas of the eTrade 
for All initiative, Bhutan appears to have a robust set 
of laws and regulations providing a sound basis for 
e-commerce to grow, although a comprehensive, 
up-to-date and business-friendly e-commerce 
strategy and an e-commerce law are still missing. 
The infrastructure is in place, despite still moderately 
high costs and low reliability of access to the Internet. 
G2B and G2C platforms have created the necessary 
momentum for ICT business to start developing locally. 
The introduction of an e-payment gateway triggered 
the development of several online portals, with a new 
trend appearing lately to use the portals to promote 
“Made in Bhutan products”.

The development and growth of e-commerce and 
e-services are generally seen to go hand in hand with 
the development and improvement of ICT facilities and 
technology. However, for the adoption of e-services and 
other technological innovations, the citizens should be 
educated and technologically savvy. Businesses need 
to be able to recruit talented and trained graduates as 
well as obtain easy access to finances, two dimensions 
still in need of further development in Bhutan. Several 
other factors complicate e-commerce development in 
Bhutan: few Bhutanese have had the experience of 
purchasing products online, acquiring a debit/credit 
card that works online, finding a bank that allows 
web transactions, and being able to pinpoint an exact 
physical address for product delivery. But barriers to 
entry also mean opportunities for first-movers. 
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