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The Making of a Bhutanese Buddha: Preliminary Remarks
on the Biography of Tenzin Gyatso, a Bhutanese Scholar-
Yogi

Amy Holmes™

The biography of Tenzin Gyatso (Bstan ‘dzin rgya mtsho)l,
known as The Play of the Siddha,? provides a fascinating
glimpse into the life of a Bhutanese scholar-yogi early last
century. It records the story of a young Bhutanese man who
scaled the heights of the Buddhist scholarly world in Bhutan
before travelling to Tibet to pursue a yogic education with
teachers renowned throughout the Himalayas. After travelling
widely in Tibet, he returned to Bhutan and began to practice
and gather students. He again travelled to Tibet for further
instruction, and then on to India, before returning home to
attend to his teachers and practice in retreat. He ultimately
became a renowned teacher, was accorded the title of Vajra
Master (Rdo rje slop dpon), and maintained close ties with
Bhutan’s Royal Family and important Drukpa Kagyu (‘Brug
pa bka’ brgyud) hierarchs of his time. The biography hints at
the academic and yogic virtuosity of Bhutanese practitioners

“ A PhD candidate, Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian National
University, Canberra.

1 Tibetan and Bhutanese words in this essay will be given first in
phonetic form, followed by the Wylie transliteration in brackets given
after the first appearance of the word.

2 Henceforth referred to as ‘biography’ or The Play of the Siddha
(TPOS). The author is Dge slong yon tan ‘od kyis sgro, and the full
Tibetan text name is Dpal ldan bla ma dam pa bstan ‘dzin rgya
mtsho’i rnam thar grub pa’i rol rtsed, which can be translated as,
‘The Play of the Siddha: The Biography of the Great Lama Tenzin
Gyatso’. A copy of this text was kindly given to me by Khenpo
Shedup Tenzin of Buddha Mahavihara Parkhang in Kathmandu, and
my great thanks to him and his brother Ven. Lama Thinley Namgyal
for their generosity in answering my enquiries regarding Shakya
Shri’s Bhutanese lineage. No publication data for this text is
available to me at this time. Thanks also to Dorji Penjore for his
corrections and suggestions regarding this manuscript. Any errors
within remain my own.
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like Tenzin Gyatso who excelled in the religious centres of his
time in Tibet but remained dedicated to Bhutan, and returned
home to share his knowledge and experience in his later
years. These kinds of individuals acted as important
conduits, carrying new ideas and knowledge from the
religious powerhouses of Tibet to Bhutan, while also sharing
rich Bhutanese traditions with wider Himalayan religious and
cultural matrixes.

This biography tells the story of a Bhutanese practitioner who
spent his life in the pursuit of learning and did not
discriminate between different tenet systems, and who was
willing to travel anywhere in order to attain that learning. For
the purpose of facilitating a deeper reading of the biography, I
have added here some contextual notes, but this article
merely provides a preliminary exploration of the text. A full
excavation and understanding of the milieu in which Tenzin
Gyatso lived would be a complex undertaking. Hopefully, this
preliminary translation of the text in English will make it
more accessible and raise new questions for readers. It may
also encourage a deeper appreciation of the potential for
Bhutanese practitioners to influence the wider Buddhist
world in unique ways through the remarkable variations
available in their own traditions stemming from the soils of
the land of the Southern Dragon (Lho ‘brug).

Tenzin Gyatso’s Era

The Play of the Siddha is not directly concerned with the
historical events around Tenzin Gyatso’s time, but
nonetheless provides an interesting insight into some of them.
The world Tenzin Gyatso was born into, that of the late 1800s
in Bhutan, was a time of considerable change that
culminated in the coronation of the first of the Wangchuck
(Dbang phyug) dynasty as Druk Gyalpo (‘Brug rgyal po).
Meanwhile, in Tibet, the Great 13th Dalai Lama Thubtan
Gyatso (Thub bstan rgya mtsho) was warding off British
interests in Central Tibet. To the east in Amdo and Kham
(Mdo khams) the Chinese were attempting to consolidate
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empire before the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1912 and
the beginning of the civil wars that raged through the
Republican Period.3 It is clear from Tenzin Gyatso’s life story,
however, that these political events did not impede the
travelling mobility of religious clergy and individuals. His
biography makes several mentions of long pilgrimages
throughout Central and Eastern Tibet undertaken between
the early 1900s and the 1930s. The mobility of such
individuals helped to create a variety of interpersonal social
networks that facilitated the interchange of new religious
ideas and practices. These interactions have been crucial to
the creation of the enormous variety of contemporary
religious traditions in the Himalayas.

This variety is also partially attributable to other factors. In
other religious spheres there was also considerable activity.
Sectarian infighting of the 18th century was somewhat
calmer, which led to a considerable amount of religious
interchange in Kham that has been termed by scholars as the
Rime (Ris med) movement.* Recently several other scholars,

3 For more information on the events of this era, see Kolmas, Josef
(1967). Tibet and Imperial China: A Survey of Sino-Tibetan Relations
up to the End of the Manchu Dynasty in 1912, Canberra: Center of
Oriental Studies, Australian National University; and regarding
Shakya Shri’s area Kham, Lawrence Epstein (Ed.) (2002) Khams pa
histories: Visions of People, Place and Authority. PIATS 2000: Tibetan
Studies: proceedings of the Ninth Seminar of the International
Association for Tibetan Studies, Leiden 2000, Brill: Leiden; Tsomu,
Yudru (2006). Local Aspirations and National Constraints: A Case
Study of Nyarong Gonpo Namgyel and His Rise to Power in Kham
(1836- 1865), Harvard, MA: Unpublished doctoral dissertation,
Harvard University, among others.

4 Regarding this so-called ‘Movement’, see Smith, E. Gene (2001a).
“Mi pham and the philosophical controversies of the nineteenth
century”, in Among Tibetan Texts: History and Literature of the
Himalayan Plateau, Boston: Wisdom Publications: 227- 233; (2001b)
“Jam mgon kong sprul and the nonsectarian movement” in Among
Tibetan Texts: History and Literature of the Himalayan Plateau,
Boston: Wisdom Publications: 235- 272; Samuel, Geoffrey (1993
[1995]). Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies,
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such as Alexander Gardner, have seriously questioned the
validity of terming the attitude in this environment as a
‘movement’, and this essay will follow their redefinitions of
Rime as an “unbiased attitude” as opposed to something as
concrete as a movement or school, which would entail some
doctrinal or philosophical base underlying the groups
involved that was actually absent.

The abundance of practitioners and scholars in Kham who
had this “unbiased attitude” was significant in the life of
Tenzin Gyatso, for he, and many of his teachers, were among
them, suggesting that unbiased interchange was common
elsewhere in the Himalayas. While the biography does not
explicitly state which tradition he took novice vows in as a
child, it is mentioned that soon after he turned eleven he
received “the stages of the path of the glorious Drukpa Kagyu
(‘Brug pa bka’ rgyud) school”, and that at 16 he travelled to
Bumthang to attend a grammar school.” Here he excelled and
secured royal patronage as one of the top three students of
the school. This would appear to have consolidated a
promising academic future in Bhutan- until a mysterious
Tibetan appeared.

The Creation of a Trans-Himalayan Lineage: The Pragmatic
Importance of Recruitment and Sponsorship

This mysterious Lama was known as Artsa Lama Ngawang
Namgyal (A rtsa bla ma ngag dbang rnam rgyal, d.u8) and he
had travelled to Bhutan to deliver a letter from Kham to the

Kathmandu: Mandala Book Point.
5 For more on this, see Gardner, Alexander Patten (2006). The
Twenty- Five Great Sites of Khams: Religious Geography, Revelation
and Nonsectarianism in Nineteenth Century Eastern Tibet. Doctoral
Dissertation, University of Michigan. Ann Arbor: UMI Dissertation
Services: 111- 165, and also Chapter 2 of my forthcoming
dissertation.
6 TPOS: Folio 10.
7 Ibid: Folio 10
8 D.u. refers to ‘dates unknown’in this essay.
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King of Bhutan. This letter was from his teacher, Drubwang
Rinpoche Shakya Shri (Grub dbang rin po che sha’ kya shri’,
also known as Rtogs ldan sha’ kya shri, 1853- 1919). Shakya
Shri remains a fascinating figure from this period, who,
despite being on the peripheries of established religious
institutions in Kham, became influential and respected
throughout the Himalayas with students travelling great
distances to study with him. Shakya Shri was originally a
novice monk at Drugu Monastery (Gru gu dgon pa) in Kham,
but later left, took a consort, and established a network of
meditation centres stretching from Karzha Khandroling (Gar
zha or Dkar zha mkha’ ‘gro gling) in Lahul (modern Himachal
Pradesh) in the western Himalaya through to Bhutan to the
east, and many places in between. The reasons for the
success of his lineage promulgation are complex, and beyond
the scope of this article.? However, one of the reasons was his
students and their teaching efforts in different geographical
locations. Artsa Lama was particularly active in this regard
and has appeared in accounts of the founding of other
Shakya Shri lineage communities in the Himalayas.10 Artsa
Lama gave instructions for the preliminary practices (sngon
‘gro) to a group of young Bhutanese students that included
Tenzin Gyatso, and in a private interview told Tenzin Gyatso
the life story of his teacher. The young man felt “his hair
stand on end” with inspiration, and decided to request Artsa
Lama to take him back to Kham with him so he too could
study with the Master.!! The King of Bhutan and Artsa Lama
both approved of his decision, and he then became one of the
earliest Bhutanese students of Shakya Shri. He would be
followed by others, including Lopon Sonam Zangpo (Slop dpon
bsod nams bzang po, 1888-1984) and Monlam Rabzang
(Smon lam rab bzang, d.u) appears to have already been

9 Drubwang Shakya Shri and his lineage are explored in depth in my
forthcoming PhD dissertation.

10 See Stutchbury, Elizabeth Anne (1991). Rediscovering Western
Tibet: Gonpa, Chorten and the continuity of practice with a Tibetan
Buddhist community in the Indian Himalaya, Canberra: Unpublished
doctoral dissertation, Australian National University.

11 TPOS: Folio 12-13.
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present in Shakya Shri’s community when he arrived.
Bhutanese students played an important role in the creation
and promulgation of Shakya Shri’s lineage, particularly as
they became influential back home later on, especially in
Tenzin Gyatso’s case. This appears to have largely stemmed
from the generous Royal patronage that students were
afforded, which made their travels and studies possible.

The narrative surrounding Tenzin Gyatso’s initial meeting
with Artsa Lama and his decision to travel to Kham is
significant, as it suggests how students, on an individual level
would initially have felt drawn to study with Shakya Shri.
This decision entailed great personal sacrifice, as seen in
Tenzin Gyatso’s biography which describes his sadness at
leaving his parents.!2 However, the exhilaration and charm of
such a powerful teacher was an inducement for Tenzin
Gyatso and his friends, and seems to have been a recruitment
method of sorts for Shakya Shri’s lineage. This section of the
biography is also important for the depiction of the
relationship between the King of Bhutan and Shakya Shri.
The first King, Ugyen Wanghuck, remained a passionate
supporter and sponsor for Shakya Shri’s projects throughout
his life, and appears throughout Shakya Shri’s biography.!3
The King also provided generous assistance to the community
following Shakya Shri’s death.!4

Alternative Institutions: The Meditation Centres and
Encampments of Kham and Bhutan

After pilgrimage throughout different regions of Tibet and to
Lhasa where he got to meet the 13th Dalai Lama, Tenzin

12 TPOS: Folio 13.
13 The Druk Gyalpo appears on numerous occasions throughout
Shakya Shri’s biography. See SSNT: Folios 143; 152 and also SSSB:
679. See my dissertation for more on their relationship.
14 A particularly important project that he supported was the
renovation of stupas in Nepal led by Shakya Shri’s sons and Lopon
Sonam Zangpo. See the biography of Shakya Shri’s son Phagchog
Dorje (Sras ‘Phags mchog rdo rje, 1893- 1952), PDNT: Folio 8a.
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Gyatso accompanied Artsa Lama on an arduous journey that
finally culminated in his arrival at Shakya Shri’s encampment
centre.l> Upon meeting the Drubwang in person, his
expectations were all realized, and he undertook an intense
period of yogic practice. Shakya Shri taught both Dzogchen
and Chagchen (Phyags chen; Skt. Mahamudra) to his
students, and Tenzin Gyatso, along with his enthusiasm at
the time for Dzogchen, also mastered the Six Yogas of Naropa
(Na ro chos drug).1® Considering Tenzin Gyatso had excelled in
his academic life by studying with the best teachers, his
decision to study long term with Shakya Shri and his sons
would appear to be a significant indicator of Shakya Shri’s
fame. Shakya Shri’s reputation as far south as Bhutan shows
the respect in which this unconventional teacher was held in
the wider networks of Himalayan Buddhism. The biography
holds further evidence of this respect with the inclusion of
meetings between Shakya Shri and other important teachers
of his time, particularly Ju Mipham Rinpoche (‘Ju Mi pham rin
po che, 1846-1912).17

Tenzin Gyatso also spent a great deal of time travelling in
Tibet to different pilgrimage sites.!8 The sections that note his
destinations are fascinating as they suggest common places
of interest for an average pilgrim of the period. After covering
much ground on a pilgrimage through Eastern and Central
Tibet, Tenzin Gyatso returned back to Bhutan to receive a
hero’s welcome from the King and clergy, and then went to
visit his family.1® The description of their meeting is laced
with suggestions at the bitter-sweetness that trans-
Himalayan travel must have brought during that period. He

15 TPOS: Folios 14- 16.

16 Jbid: Folio 17. See Stutchbury, Elizabeth (1998). “Tibetan
Meditation, Yoga and Healing Practices: Mind- Body
Interconnections” in The Embodiment of the Mind: Eastern and
Western Perspectives, Delmonte, M.M and Y. Haruki (Eds.) Delft:
Eburon Publishers for an excellent overview of these yogas.

17 TPOS: Folio 18

18 Jbid: Folio18- 20

19 Jbid: Folio 20
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discovered that his father and several of his siblings had
passed away since his departure. His remaining family,
including his mother, remained supportive of his aspirations
however, and economically supported him through several
traditional three-year retreats at the sacred site (gnas) of the
Female Elephant Cliff (Glang mo brag).2° Following his first
retreat, in which he perfected the teachings bestowed on him
by Shakya Shri, students began to gather around him to
receive teachings.?! This point marks the beginning of the
formation of Tenzin Gyatso’s own Bhutanese lineage, which
would later be supported by the Bhutanese state.

Leaving the Nest(s): The Ending and Beginnings of Lineage

Before too many students gathered around him, there was an
interruption. In 1918, Tenzin Gyatso was summoned to Tibet
again to receive more teachings from Shakya Shri. At this
point Shakya Shri had settled in Tsa’ri (T'sa’ ri or Rtsa ri) in
Southern Tibet in a new community named Kyiphug (Skyid
phug; ‘The Happy Cave’). Tenzin Gyatso gathered with
hundreds of other students to receive teachings on all of
Shakya Shri’s own Treasure teachings, as well as on both Old
and New Translation school practices.?2 However, there was a
sad reason for the sudden outpouring of teachings. Shakya
Shri had been ill for some time, and passed away in 1919,
surrounded by students. The students carried out elaborate
funerary offerings before again dispersing back to their own
regions.23

The ending of the personage that had founded this lineage led
to the beginning of a new career for Tenzin Gyatso. His
pilgrimage to Bodhgaya?* marked an intensification of an
ongoing relationship with his maternal uncle Ngawang Chokyi
Wangchuk (Ngag dbang chos kyi dbang phyug, d.u.) who had

20 Jbid: Folio 20-21

21 Jbid: Folio 22

22 TPOS: Folios 23- 24
23 Ibid: Folio 25

24 Ibid: Folio 25-26
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originally taught him to read as a child. While Tenzin Gyatso
spent many more years in retreat, he also began to have a
closer association with his uncle, who was rising through the
ranks of the Bhutanese religious hierarchy. In the late 1920s,
Ngawang Chokyi Wangchuk was made a Vajra Master (Rdo rje
slop dpon)?5, and in 1931 he rose to the lion throne to become
the Je Khenpo (Rje mkhan po), the head of Drukpa Kagyu
school in Bhutan. Tenzin Gyatso became his attendant, and
remained with him until his death in 1942 at the age of 81.26
The biography here provides an interesting and rare insight
into the election process of Je Khenpos, and scenes of
Ngawang Chokyi Wangchuk’s funeral provide a vivid glimpse
of the veneration that Je Khenpos are accorded in Bhutan.

Tenzin Gyatso at this point continued to attempt to remain in
isolation, but eventually the demand of students became so
great that he too, like his uncle, became a Vajra Master.2?
Following the assumption of his duties, Tenzin Gyatso
became a well-known teacher throughout Bhutan, and
established his own lineage, which combined both what he
had learnt in Bhutan and what he had learnt from Shakya
Shri.2® After leaving the nest of his homeland to pursue his
studies, he eventually returned. In doing so, he had left the
other, northern Himalayan nest of his teacher Shakya Shri’s
lineage to embark on the creation of his own lineage.

The Sainthood of Tenzin Gyatso: The Life and Death of Tenzin
Gyatso and his contribution to Bhutanese Buddhism

At the age of 84, Tenzin Gyatso began to experience ongoing
problems with his health, and he eventually passed away in
1967.2° While he had apparently been a simple practitioner,
his death revealed his level of realization. His body and face
remained unchanged for seven days, and when he was

25 Jbid: Folio 27
26 Jbid: Folio 29
27 Ibid Folio 30
28 Jbid: Folios 31- 35
29 TPOS: Folio 36-37
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cremated his body flared up in a last demonstration of his
Tummo (Gtum mo) yogic prowess.30 Following the cremation
his corpse left relics imprinted with sacred syllables.3!

The narrator of the biography leaves the reader at this point
with a short supplication prayer which is filled with allusions
to Tenzin Gyatso’s sainthood. While the existence of an
incarnation is currently unknown to me, for a rebirth to have
been recognized would be natural, considering the
progression of the narrative. In the introductory section, the
author also mentioned a story about the Accomplished Jigme
Kungrol (Grub dbang fjigs med kun grol, d.u.), a student of
The All-Knowing Jigme Lingpa (Kun mkhyen figs med gling
pa, 1729-1798) the Nyingma savant who revealed many
Treasures and wrote extensive commentaries.32 Before his
death Jigme Kungrol apparently prophesized he would be
reborn in the East. While no direct allusion is made, the
mention of this story in a section regarding manifestations of
the Dharmakaya strongly suggests a link between Jigme
Kungrol and Tenzin Gyatso, to the extent that Tenzin Gyatso
may even be seen to be his incarnation. While this was not
recognized in Tenzin Gyatso’s lifetime, its inclusion in his
biography suggests that he was from a long line of realized
masters, which thereby elevates him from being a scholar-
yogi to a realized Bodhisattva. This is a crucial point in this
biography which otherwise is void of supernatural elements,
as it creates a uniquely local Bhutanese saint, grounding him
in the Hidden Land of the Elephant Cliff (Glang brag), which
was inhabited by both Tenzin Gyatso and Jigme Kungrol,
while also tying him to a prophesied Bhutanese destiny.

Tenzin Gyatso contributed a great deal to Bhutanese
Buddhism through his own efforts. He received his early
education at Bumthang, which reoccurs in accounts of this
era in Bhutan as something of an intellectual powerhouse of

30 Ibid: Folio 38
31 Ibid: Folio 39
32 Jbid: Folio 7
10
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the times. He also maintained a close relationship with the
Royal Family and the hierarchs of Bhutanese Buddhism,
becoming himself a Vajra Master while also serving as an
attendant to his uncle Ngawang Chokyi Wangchuk in his role
as the Je Khenpo. His life story is an intriguing suggestion of
the face of Bhutanese Buddhism in the late 19th and early
20th centuries in its depiction of his spiritual, educational
and economic realities. The Play of the Siddha adds some
intriguing information to the realities of trans-Himalayan
lineage education in the period, and suggests that rather than
being a peripheral agent in such lineages, Bhutan acted in its
own way as a centre as well.

Excerpts from the translation

[1] Glorious Lama The Excellent Tenzin Gyatso’s Liberation
Story, known as ‘The Play of Siddha™3

[6] ...

The refuge protector of all the realms, the master of the
essential practice lineage from the doctrine of the Victorious
Ones, Our Lord of the Mandala, is known as the
Accomplished Tenzin Gyatso, who is universally famed, and
whose glorious enlightened activity pervades all the Pure
Lands.

Thus this primordially great narration [will] begin with a brief
teaching, followed by the goodness of the biography in the
middle, and then finally the goodness at the end, a perfect
finishing to conclude the three sections.

33 This translation contains excerpts from the original 41-page u can
manuscript of The Play of the Siddha. Additional terms in square
brackets have been added to aid smoothness in reading. Explanatory
footnotes have also been added in several places, along with
suggestions for further reading. Practices and texts have been
included in English with their Tibetan titles in circular brackets.
Tenzin Gyatso is often referred to as ‘Je Lama’ in this biography as
well, or ‘Lord’. The following translation has received invaluable
criticism and comments from H.E. Gomchen Chewang Rinzin Lama
and Kalzang Dorjee Tagchungdarpa. My thanks to them both.

11
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To begin with ... Earlier Our sublime Cyclic Protector has
throughout immeasurable numbers of kalpas [7] obtained
complete enlightenment and the Dharmakaya (chos kyi sku;
Dharma Body) from self-interest. Due to [his] infinite
compassion that is without object, for the interest to benefit
others, [he] appeared again in the Rupakaya (Gzugs kyi sku;
Form Body), taming whoever needs to be tamed starting with
this long suffering world, through to all the infinitely vast
Pure Lands, and particularly the sublime land of India and
the realm of Tibet, dealing with each accordingly in the
appropriate way through [his] miraculous recollection powers
simultaneously benefiting others by understanding their level.
As for childish individuals like myself, who remain enclosed
and choked in the Self, [I] am not capable of writing a good
introduction.

During the 13th Sexagenary Cycle (rab byung; 1747- 1807),
facing towards the centre of Bodhgaya in India, there was a
heart son of the essential Great Perfection (Rdzogs chen)
doctrine holder, the Accomplished Jigme Kungrol (Grub
dbang ‘Jigs med kun gro, d.ul)3* who was known as Sangye
Gyalstan (Sangs rgyas rgyal mtshan). In the Hidden Land
(sbas yul of the Guru [Rinpoche], in one of [the Guru’s]
practice places [that was known as| the Elephant Cliff [Glang
brag] [Sangye Gyalstan] practiced the primordial Cutting
Through (Khregs chod) and spontaneous Leaping Over (Thod
rgyal) techniques of The Great Perfection when signs
manifested of progress on the path [of practice]. He lived out
his life in happiness, living many years... When his life was at
an end [he said], “In a future life [I will] appear to the East, at
the retreat centre of Dechen Choling (Bde chen chos gling)
where to a crowd of people who are endowed with merit [I will]
teach the [8] general and specific way of practicing the path of
the mantra.”

The Rupakaya establishes its display in the dharmadhatu,

34 Jigme Kungrol was one of the four main students of The All-
Knowing Jigme Lingpa (Kun mkhyen ‘Jigs med gling pa, 1729- 1798).
12
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although due to habitual tendencies, only advanced students
realize the magical display from the Revered Teacher through
[his] radiant speech.

Secondly, the good bit in the middle is related. Through
former aspirations and the power of compassion, the mind [of
Sangye Gyaltsan] was reborn in that situation. As well as the
Northern part of the Himalayas where Orgyan the 2nd
Buddha [ie. Guru Rinpoche]| visited, there are also hidden
lands in the world that are full of his blessings. [One such
place is] in the realm of the glorious manifestation of
Avalokitesvara, the Drukpa (‘Brug pa) Rinpoche Ngawang
Nampa Gyalpa (Ngag dbang rnam pa rgyal ba35), in the realm
rich in the four medicinal herbs, east of the centre is the well-
known supreme Paro (Spa gro). In the upper part of the land
was a place known as Kazhilungchen (Ka bzhi lung chen). It
was in this place that the Lord [Tenzin Gyatso|’s father
dwelled, a good-natured man with the character of a sage,
known as Sonam Dongrub (Bsod nams don grub). [9] As for
[Tenzin Gyatso’s] mother, she was a woman of peaceful
presence who was endowed with authentic dharma interest,
and was known as Tashi Palmo (Bkra shis dpal mo). In that
family there were six brothers and sisters (lit. 6 sprouts).

On the day of Saka dawa (Sa ga zla ba) in the Female Water
Sheep year of the 15th Sexagenary calendar cycle (rab byung),
[known as] 1883 in the Gregorian calendar, the revealer of the
natural state took birth, and was given the name Sangay
Norbu (Sangs rgyas nor bu) by his father.

In the year of the Male Iron Tiger (1890-1891), when [he] was
about 7 years old.....[His] maternal uncle, Ngawang Chokyi
Wangchuk (Ngag dbang chos kyi dbang phyug), came to give
him instruction [to become a] Khenpo (Mkhan po), and took
him to [a place called] Dewachen (Bde ba can) in Bumthang
(Bum thang). [There he| presented money and flowers to the
precious Khenpo Damchos Gyaltsan (Dam chos rgyal mtshan)

35 This is referring to Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (1594- 1651).

13
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[for] a hair-cutting ceremony.3¢ [He] wore funeral garments to
show that [he] was a [fit] vessel to [undertake] the
commitment of the pure code of monastic conduct. [He
complied with] discipline by offering prostrations and
ceremonial scarves to a vast assembly of venerable sangha,
and [then he] took his seat in the community. That lord was
given the title of Ngawang Tenzin Gyatso (Ngag dbang bstan
‘dzin rgya mtsho). [10] After that, [he] began to study the
alphabet, reading and writing along with his uncle while
staying in his [uncle’s| retreat house. After that [he studied]
the subjects of dharma conduct and mandala rituals, which
[his] mind and hand easily grasped because [he] studied
diligently.

In the year known as that of the Male Wood Horse (1894),
when that lord was about 11 years old, in the presence of
Khenchen Rinpoche Jamyang Rinchen (Mkhan chen rin po che
‘jam byangs rin chen, d.u) [he] took the novice vows, having
listened well and carefully to the essence of [them]. From
then, [he] entered a shedra (shva dra;, monastic school) to
[study] poetics and grammar, elocution, and the 30 Tripitaka,
along with ‘A Guide To Signs’ and other general scientific and
cultural topics. By that time [he already was] unlike the other
children, and needed no reminding [or explanation]|, and
[therefore] the teacher regarded him with great affection.
Once, from the supreme protector Jigme Chogyal (‘Jigs med
chos rgyal, d.u), [he] received the stages of the path of the
glorious Drukpa Kagyu (‘Brug pa bka’ brgyud) school,
listening carefully, as well as the empowerment for the
development stage for ‘The Assembly of Nine Deities, along
with their Protectors and Retinues’, and ‘The Five Command
Seals of the Profound Instruction’, one after the other.

After that, at the age of 16 the lord himself went to Bumthang
to study and practice the science of grammar. He studied
hard with the teachers of that grammar school, [11] and one
day the students all gathered. Three students headed by Je

36 This means that he was taken to a monastery to become a monk.
14
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Lama [Tenzin Gyatso] were chosen as the brightest students,
and took to the road to visit the local dzong (Rdzong). There,
in the presence of the owner of the dzong, the Great Sovereign
Ugyen Wangchuck (O rgyan dbang phyug) gave each of those
students a letter of support. The Great Sovereign bestowed
an allowance on [those 3 monks before they went to] the place
where the body imprint is seen in Bumthang

There, the Drikung Vajra Holder (‘Bri khung rdor ‘dzin), one
endowed with knowledge of the Five Sciences was speaking.
[Those students] bowed to him and presented a letter from
their grammar school supporting their request to study with
him. The Vajra Holder was held in high esteem as very gentle
and kind of heart, and started [their education] with Sanskrit
reading with commentaries. From that they moved on to the
grammar texts translated from Sanskrit into Tibetan, as well
as the joining of letters and so on. [Their Sanskrit education]
was bestowed in stages, beginning from a detailed
classification of the language, onto rules for conjunctions,
and then commentarial explanations [which they] heard.
Then [they studied] The Ka’lapa Sutra (Ka’ la pa mdo) outline
with 3-legged commentary, and [the Vajra Holder]| offered [his]
infinite knowledge. After great effort and with diligence
[Tenzin Gyatso] kept in mind and mastered [those teachings].
[Following that they] concentrated painstakingly on many
other texts, including ‘The 5 Legged Text37 and Madhyamika
and so on, along with the many conventional sciences, which
[Vajra holder| bestowed in stages. An official invitation came
from the Supreme Refuge, the 13th Dalai Lama Thubtan
Gyatso (Thub bstan rgya mtsho), calling the Sublime Vajra
Holder to the Medical and Astronomy College at the Potala
Palace in Tibet to meet him. The Vajra holder thus saddled
his horse [to leave].

Having listened to academic teachings [Tenzin Gyatso then]
went to practice at the monastery of the Treasure Revealer of
Zurmang Zilnon Namkhai (Zur mang gter ston zil gnon nam

37 This is normally regarding poetry.
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mkha’i, d.u.), remaining there to receive the Secret
Empowerment of ‘The Essence of Enlightened Activities’, and
saw the Lama’s own Treasure discovery, a kilaya (phur ba).

At that time, a letter wrapped in silk came from Drubwang
Shakya Shri (Grub dbang Sha’ kya shri) with [his student]
known as Artsa Lama Namgyal Paldan (A rtsa bla ma rmam
rgyal dpal ldan, d.u) for the Great Dragon King. One day
[Tenzin Gyatso had the opportunity] for an interview with
Artsa Lama. When Artsa Lama narrated just a fraction of
Drubwang Shakya Shri’s life story, [Tenzin Gyatso]
spontaneously felt shivers and his hair stand on end with
inspiration just from hearing it.

At that time, Artsa Lama was staying at the centre of the
Omniscient Longchenpa (Kun mkhyen Klong chen pa, 1308-
1363) in Bumthang, known as Tharpailing (Thar pa’i gling).
There, having prostrated and paid homage to him [Tenzin
Gyatso] requested the oral instruction for the Mahamudra
preliminaries (Phyag chen sngon ‘gro’i zhal khrid) [13] in
stages to accumulate and purify [his being]. Later, [while
Artsa Lama)] resided there, [he also] heard in stages the main
part of The Co-emergent Union of Mahamudra (Phyag chen
lhan cig skyes sbyor dngos gzhi with instruction through
personal experience, and also meditated.

At that time, the most high [King of Bhutan] had a discussion
with Artsa Lama about taking some Bhutanese monks to
attend Drubwang Rinpoche [ie. Shakya Shri]. Immediately, Je
Lama [Tenzin Gyatso] hoped he could be one [to go, and]
appealed to the one with the two siddhis Artsa Lama to
request the King [for permission]. Immediately [he] met with
[his] parents and relatives, and [though he]| felt abandoned, as
if he were going to another realm he made preparations [to
leave|. Then Artsa Lama’s attendant asked the King, who in
turn sent a letter with gifts to Drubwang Rinpoche. [He also]
offered many varieties [of gifts] to Artsa Lama. Je Lama
[Tenzin Gyatso]... requested to be offered one complete set of
robes which were necessary.
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Following that, while attending Artsa Lama he went to visit
the three great sites of Paro, including the Guru’s meditation
place Tagtshang (Stag tshang) and the Lion Cave (Seng ge
phug) there.

Thus, [14] the Lord himself [Tenzin Gyatso] himself at the age
of 18 in the year known as ‘Endowed with Goodness’, the Iron
Male Rat Year (1900- 1901), arrived in Tibet. Initially, [he]
went to the direction of Tsang (Gstang) to see the holy places
in succession, in order to make offerings and pay respect.
[He| especially went to the amazing thirteen monastic centres
of the Glorious Drukpa (‘Brug pa) [tradition], including the
beautiful flower meadows of Ralung (Ra lung), the replica of
the Dharma Lord’s stupa made of gold that can clear the
Three Realms, Tashi Gomang (Bkra shis sgo mangs), and
other countless [specimens| of the three supports, to which
[he] prostrated and made offerings with supplication prayers.

From there, Artsa Lama approached the northern directions,
including Lhadrag (Lha brag)’® and Riwotazang (Ri bo bkra
bzang), where [Artsa Lama and Tenzin Gyatso| resided for
some months, and here [Tenzin Gyatso] received the
successive empowerments and oral instructions for
Chakrasamvara (Bde mchog pad ma bdza).

From there, [they travelled] on the main road through Central
Tibet (Dbus), visiting the monastic centres of the Glorious
Drukpas, including Namdrug Sewa Changchub Ling (Gnam
‘brug se ba byang chub gling). There [Tenzin Gyatso]
prostrated and made offerings to the countless examples of
the three supports, including the Buddha statue and the
Great Bodhisattva figure.

Following that, [15] [there] to begin with [he] prostrated and
made offerings to Buddha Sakyamuni (Jo bo Sha kya mu ni),
Avalokitesvara (Thugs rje chen po), the five naturally arisen
images, and the plethora of other examples of the three

38 A Sacred (gnas) site normally associated with the Bonpo tradition.
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supports3® dwelling at the Tulnang (‘Phrul snang- magical
apparition) temple.4® [He also] made supplications through
offerings and prostrations to the Jobo image and other
limitless precious supports imbued with blessings in the
Jokhang (Jo khang) Vajra Ramoche. [He] also went to the
Potala, Cagpori (Lcags po ri) hill¥l, and the Three Joyful
Medicinal Trees.

At that time, [he] was invited to meet the Vajra Holder (rdor
‘dzin), [who had been invited to Tibet] by the incomparable
manifestation of Avalokitesvara, the leader of gods and men
the 13th Dalai Lama Thubtan Gyatso, as one who was a lord
of the five sciences, and was at the centre of a group of monks
made Khenpo by the Dalai Lama. Two of the excellent lama’s
[Vajra holder| pupils also undertook the cultivation to become
[fit] vessels for the Ten Vows, and received complete
ordination as khenpo and celibate monks.

From there, [Tenzin Gyatso] pursued Artsa Lama to the
northern plains (Chang thang), over many mountain passes,
and then on with considerable difficulties to Amdo and Kham
(Mdo khams), where [he ended up] at the [16] Grugu Retreat
Centre (Gru gu ri khrod).#2 There, [he] met the lotus feet of
Siddha Rinpoche (Grub dbang Rin po che, ie. Shakya Shri),
and paid respect of body, speech and mind through making
prostrations. Seeing [Shakya Shri’s| face, a natural devotion
was immediately born [in Tenzin Gyatso]. From there, [he]
entered the gate of the enormous compassion of Drubwang
Rinpoche.

39 ‘Rten’
40 This temple in located in Lhasa (Lha saq).
41 Site of an important medical college- this is interesting as it
suggests he also studied medicine. The Three Joyful Medicine Trees
mentioned next are presumably connected to this college.
42 This area is located in Lhathog in Kham. Shakya Shri originally
took ordination as a novice monk at the Grugu monastery when he
was a young man, and later after he married he continued as
association with the meditation centre affiliated to the monastery.
See Holmes, Forthcoming for more information.
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To begin with, [Tenzin Gyatso| received empowerments from
the sublime Lama’s profound path. After that, [he| received
the instruction through personal experience and pith
explanation for the Co-emergent Union of Mahamudra that
directly bestows the indestructible mind. In the daytime, [he]
remained unwavering in meditation, and at night [he
continued without] sleep, day and night without any break. At
the same time, students from all over Amdo and Kham [came]
to supplicate [him] in person.#? [Drubwang also conferred on
him] the old school empowerments for ‘the Lotus of
Chakrasamvara’, with ‘The Mother of Life Tsandali’, and also
oral empowerments for the Drukpa [Kagyu] subjects ‘The
Thirteen Chakrasamvara with Co-emergent Ekavira Without
Consort’.

[In order to fulfil] the necessities of everyday life, [Tenzin
Gyatso] would go alms gathering every month of the summer
and autumn. When alms were offered, [he] would
indiscriminately accept them and divide them. With this
natural ability to undergo hardships, [he] remained content.

At Rinpoche’s feet (ie. among his students) there were also the
Khampagar Togden Mingrol (Khams pa sgar rtogs ldan smin
grol, d.u), The Bhutanese Monlam Rabzang (Smon lam rab
bzang, d.u), and many other students, whom [Tenzin Gyatso]
supplicated.

[Shakya Shri] bestowed on [him] the profound instructions for
the techniques of Naropa’s Six Yogas (Na’ ro’i chos drug),
which [he] studied successively while also practicing
meditation. Taught by Drubwang Rinpoche, [Tenzin Gyatso]
improved his practice of generating the heat of Tummo (gtum
mo), depending on daily notes [made from] oral teachings, and
within [one night he| could dry a wet sheet 16 times, making
the sheet every time thinner and thinner, and the ice nearby

43 It is possible that this may be referring to students coming to
supplicate Shakya Shri. However, given the context, and the fact it is
Tenzin Gyatso’s biography, this is unlikely.
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him would melt and become water. [He] also had the signs of
accomplishment in mastering the channels, essences, and
winds (rtsa thig rlung gsum), to the extent that [he] could draw
a skull cap worth of water up [his] urethra. Every month [he]
would also fast, thinking of food as medicine, and in
accordance with the Mahamudra [practice, he] would rely on
a single grain for sustenance for 1- 3 weeks. Signs of the path
that transcend explanation arose as [he] withstood this, as
explained in the Biography of Drubwang Rinpoche. 44

At one time, Drubwang Rinpoche and his son*> went
specifically to meet Mipham Rinpoche (Mi pham rin po che,
1846- 1912) at the Grateful Hawk Saddle Retreat Centre.
Venerable Lama [ie. Tenzin Gyatso] and his students also
went to attend him, [some] riding [horses] and [some] herding
yaks. One day [while visiting there, Tenzin Gyatso]
approached Mipham Rinpoche for an audience in order to
create a spiritual connection. Mipham Rinpoche himself
bestowed a detailed commentary on the ‘Guru’s Seven Line
Prayer’, and afterwards, gradual steps of guidance were given
by the senior Togden [ie. Shakya Shri].#¢ [Mipham Rinpoche]
said, “You are all extremely lucky to be in the presence of a
supremely realized teacher [like Shakya Shri].” Je (rje) Lama
[ie. Tenzin Gyatso] himself used to say [to the author] that
from this, constant devotion to Drubwang Rinpoche arose.
Consequently, after that [he|] attended the Father Drubwang
and son at Grugu Retreat Centre.

[Afterwards, Tenzin Gyatso] visited many spiritual places in
Amdo and Kham, such as Khampagar (Khams sgar), Dzigar
(‘Dzi sgar), Shechen (Zhe chen) monastery, Dzogchen (Rdzogs

44 SSNT

45 This may have been Phagchog Dorje, Shakya Shri’s main
representative following his death, but the text says nothing to
confirm this. It uses the term ‘yab sras’, which means ‘father and
son’. It is also possible that it could mean all of Shakya Shri’s six
sons, or more than one. The context adds nothing to suggest the
number.

46 The translation for this sentence is tentative.
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chen) monastery, and so on, and met with the resident lamas,
tulkus, teachers, and other holy beings, making spiritual
connections with whoever possible.

Like that [he] received almost all the empowerments and
scriptural transmissions from Drubwang Rinpoche [19], and
meditated in each of his retreat centres. Due to the great
kindness [of | the mandala [of Drubwang Rinpoche], Je Lama
[Tenzin Gyatso] received and perfected the Path of Liberation
Mahamudra, along with the Path of Skilful Means the Six
Yogas of Naropa and all the other cycles of teachings. Finally,
he prayed that in this and all his lives that Shakya Shri
would not forget him and lead him to realization.

From there, Je Lama and some others all went together to
Nangchen (Nang chen) There they visited the three supports
and all the Lamas. Following that, they visited Riwoche (Ri bo
che), Khyungpo (Khyung po) and Kongyul (Kong yul).Having
travelled around all the snowy land, they then arrived at the
single most renowned place, Tadruk (Khra ‘brug). There he
visited the power sites and the three supports and so on, and
also all the sites in Central Tibet as well. He then visited
Cagsigrigug (Lcags rtse gri gug) on the Northern Plains via the
way of Lhodrag (Lho brag), Mawochok (Ma bo Ilcog), Khothing
Temple (Mkho mthing lha khang), Khar chu (Khar chu), Se kha
(Sras mkhar), Dro wo lung (Gro bo lung), and so on, before
arriving finally back in Bumthang.

[Upon arriving] immediately all of his elders together with
Ugyen Wangchuck [20] met Tenzin Gyatso. The Great King
smiled and bestowed wonderful gifts on him. From there, all
of Je Lama’s relatives also gave reciprocal support. He himself
wanted to go into seclusion in the mountains and raise the
victory banner of practice, but seeing his family was reminded
of his responsibility to them. He went on the road home and
gradually arrived. His mother Tashi Palmo along with all his
brothers and sisters joyfully welcomed him, and cheerfully
offered him tea and edibles to allow him to refresh for the
remainder of his stay. By that time, his father the elder
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Sonam Dongrub along with several of his brothers and sisters
had exhausted their life spans and entered the path ahead [to
the next life]. All aspects of the place had changed, and it
bloomed upon his return.4” Like that, he stayed for some
months near his elderly mother, giving her affection and
advice, such as to meditate on the deity of Avalokitesvara and
visualize his mantra. From that, his mother and brothers and
sisters all agreed to maintain him during several years of
retreat, and granted him permission to go, while also
preparing the [21] necessities of life.

Immediately, Tenzin Gyatso’s mind generated delight and
passed them all juniper garlands. In order for his meditation
stability to improve [he decided to] go to a sacred site, the
Hidden Land the Female Elephant Cliff (Sbas yul glang mo
brag). That Lord had reached the age of 32, and in the year
known as ‘Good Virtue’, the Wood Male Tiger Year (1914-
1915), on the day of Saka Dawa during the waning moon, he
entered a three-year retreat. Initially, he followed the
profound path of Guru Yoga (Bla ma’i sgrub pa), followed by
Chakrasamvara with Varahi (Bde mchog dang Phag mo)
mantra recitations in succession. From that, for some time
he practiced the Development Stage (Bskyed rim) to abandon
mental constructs, and then The Blazing Inner Heat of
Tummo (Gtum mo) blazed. During the first session of the day,
he would practice the Ilusory Body (Sgyu lus). In the night
until the dawn, he would follow the path of naturally
integrated clarity (rang bzhin bsre ba’i ‘od gsal. During the
evening session, the blazing and drip of the heat of Tummo
would become indivisible. At midnight he would train in
dreams (rmi lam) and luminosity (‘od gsal). [As well as those],
he would always put into practice Mahamudra practice. At
night his body needed no pillow, as day and night became
inseparable as he maintained diligent meditation practice.
Without distinction between winter and summer, he would
wear a single cotton cloth. Each month he would carry out
the medicinal rejuvenation practice with only a single grain of

47 Translation tentative.
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sustenance. [22] Just as had been narrated in the life stories
of his fore bearers in the White Lineage (Dkar brgyud)*8, he
would study and practice. The Lord [Tenzin Gyatso] became
like a jewel hidden at the depths of the ocean, his range of
enlightened qualities expanding, and his inner being
contained to others, only sometimes speaking. Signs of
success on the path would emerge in order, and awakening
was born where one became incapable of belief in the Self.
Finally, at the age of 35, the Lord having reached the Fire
Female Snake Year (1917- 1918) known as Pingala having
realized the wultimate ends of the retreat untied the
boundaries of the retreat. Following that, enlightened
qualities effortlessly arose in him...

[Soon students began to gather| including Virtuous Palgi Ozer
(Dge dpal gyi od zer), Virtuous Tashi Wangdu from Bumthang
(Bum thang pa Dge Bkra shis Dbang dus), who one by one
received initially the spoken instructions of the preliminaries,
in order for them to continue to accumulate [them| and purify
[their minds|. Following that they were offered the Co-
emergence of Mahamudra instructions from experience. After
that, [Tenzin Gyatso] would bestow the Path of Means, the 6
Yogas, and instructions through experience.

[Following that] the 10th Drukchen Jigme Chokyi Wangpo
(‘Brug chen ‘Jigs med chos kyi dbang po, 1880- 19347)
summoned him. Lord Drubwang Shakya Shri Jnana had
moved in Tibet [23] to [the area of] Tsa’ri Kyiphug (Tsa’ ri
Skyid phug). Having arrived at the dwelling place of the
Siddha [i.e. Shakya Shri], [Tenzin Gyatso] heard good news
from the Siddha [that he would be giving teachings]|. At once
all the teachers and students began to prepare facilities and
requisites [in order to receive teachings]. Soon after that, the
students and teachers all together travelled from Bumthang,
Kurtoe (Bkur stod), Tashiyangtse (Bkra shis yang rtse), Tsona

48 This has been spelled as ‘dkar here, instead of the more frequent
‘bka” found elsewhere in the text, in order to allude to the yogic
lineage in Kagyu that is traced to the poet-yogi Milarepa (Mi la ras
pa), who was known for his white cotton dress.
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(Mtsho sna) and other areas to the Western Gate of Tsa’ ri,
Kyiphug. After arriving at the Great Vajradhara’s dwelling,
after lifting Drubwang Rinpoche’s feet to their heads [in
homage, the group] began preparation for a mandala offerings
to show their respect. Drubwang Rinpoche bestowed khata
(kha bdags; a white silk scarf used to express welcome or
bestow blessings) on them, and good signs accompanied their
prostrations to the lotus petal feet [of Shakya Shri]. The Lord
[Tenzin Gyatso| sat with him and made conversation, asking
questions. ...Having made this connection with Drubwang
Rinpoche, now not a single doubt remained [for Tenzin
Gyatso]. [Tenzin Gyatso| sat on a cushion beside him, looking
at the great kindness and compassion in [Shakya Shri’s]
moon face, and enquired after [the Siddha’s| health.

After that, Drubwang Rinpoche [24] joyfully taught all the
profound dharmas of the glorious Drukpa [tradition], in such
an excellent way that all students would be able to
understand and realize them. For the further welfare of
beings, [Shakya Shri] set in place auspicious circumstances
[for all beings] to know these profound teachings.4® All of the
vajra brothers and sisters present there felt their respect [for
Shakya Shri] to be greater then ever before, and again paid
respect. For one day and one night, [Tenzin Gyatso] went to
offer homage to and establish a dharmic link with the
venerable Drukchen Jigme Chowang at the Sangngacholing
Monastery (Gsang sngags chos gling). He also visited the
Three Supports that were imbued with boundless blessings
there, and then returned to Kyiphug.

At this point Drubwang Rinpoche was in good health and
giving empowerments and instructions for countless numbers
of the Old and New secret mantra (gsang sngags gsar rnying)
practices. He also gave deep advice to students regarding his

49 These ‘auspicious circumstances’ may allude to the
empowerments he was giving students that would allow them to
continue to propagate his teachings, and thereby benefit wider
groups.
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own Mind Treasure (dgongs gter) and Secret Oral Lineage
(Nyan brgyud gsang ba’). He gave copious advice, his mind
blazing with splendour, and caused amrita to descend due to
his words of experience and wisdom.

When there were intermissions in the teachings, [students]
would visit [25] areas near to Kyiphug, such as the Turquoise
Palace Lake (Pho brang g.yu mtsho), the Supreme Goddess
Palace (Pho brang skyogs mo), and so on. [Tenzin Gyatso]
circumambulated all the holy places consecutively.5°

Not long after that, Drubwang Rinpoche appeared to become
ill.51 At the age of 67, during the fourth month the Year of the
Female Earth Sheep (1919), [Shakya Shri| attained complete
realization, and unimpaired signs appeared showing that he
had gone beyond suffering. The students all gathered to
perform a ganachakra as a memorial service at his cremation.
At that time the Lord [Tenzin Gyatso] was asked to make a
supplication prayer to express his reverence.52

After that, [Tenzin Gyatso| travelled on to visit different
places- Tashi Thongmon (Bkra shis mthong smon), The White
Lotus Monastic College (Pad dkar grva tshang), Dorjeling (Rdo
rje ging), The Mantra College (Sngags grva), Tagtse (Stag rtse),
Dreulhay (Dre’u lhas) and so on, before returning to his own
place. While he had been travelling he’d become quite worn

50 For more on the sacred geography of this area and its history, see
Huber, Toni (1999). The Cult of the Pure Crystal Mountain, Oxford
[New York]|: Oxford University Press.

51 The word ‘appeared’ here has deeper significance- sometimes in
Himalayan Buddhist biography ‘seemed to’ or ‘demonstrated’ illness
is also used. These terms are used as a biographical trope, as they
support the idea that realized masters will only appear to become ill
to the mundane world as a lesson to their students in
impermanence, while ultimately their realization surpasses the
dichotomy between life and death, and thereby also health and ill
health.

52 Translation in this sentence is tentative. I have not yet found any
supplication prayer to Shakya Shri written by Tenzin Gyatso, though
others do exist that have been written by his sons and students.
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out, and so went to live near his elderly mother.

[Tenzin Gyatso] then went to Bodhgaya in India as the
attendant of his maternal uncle, Ngawang Chokyi Wangchuk
to make supplications. [They also] visited Vulture’s Peak (Bya
rgod phung po), Nalanda (Na’ landa), Varanasi (Wa ra na si,
[26] Tsachokgrong (Rtswa mchog grong), and Lumbini (Lu mbi
ni), in order to pay homage. While in Nepal, [they also] visited
Swayambunath (‘Phags pa shing kun), Boudhanath (Bya rung
kha shor), Namo Buddha (Stag mo lus sbyin) and Yang la she
(Yang la shod) to make prayers.53 Following that [they]
returned to their own land to refresh their health.

The Lord himself was by then 43, and the Year of Female
Wood Ox (1925- 1926) entered into his second set of three
year retreats at the Hidden Land of The Female Elephant Cliff
(Sbas yul glang mo brag). While in retreat he [realized] the
innermost essence of all the 84,000 Dharmas. He practiced
the Swift Path of all the Buddhas that have awakened,
Mahamudra, along with the Six Yogas of Naropa.

Meanwhile in Thimphu the learned teachers of the sangha
had appointed [Tenzin Gyatso’s] maternal uncle Ngawang
Chokyi Wangchuk as the Vajra Master (Rdo rje slob dpon) and
presented him with a khata. At that time, several students
came to [study with Tenzin Gyatso], such as Sangay Dorje
from Gyaling (Gyad gling pa Sangs rgyas rdo rje) and Rinchen

53 In terms of chronology, it is quite possible Tenzin Gyatso was in
Nepal at the same time as Shakya Shri’s sons and students who
were carrying out renovations on Boudhanath and Namo Buddha.
Shakya Shri had sent the group to renovate Swayambunath in 1917,
and had told his students that his final wish was to see the other
two famous stupas of Kathmandu restored. They did so following his
death in the early 1920s with sponsorship from the Lhasa
Government, the Druk Gyalpo of Bhutan, and many other local
sponsors throughout the Himalayas. The information given here in
Tenzin Gyatso’s biography though does not clarify if he was involved.
My forthcoming PhD dissertation will contain more information
about the renovations.
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Drakpa from Lung nag (Lung nag pa Rin chen grags pa).
Initially, [Tenzin Gyatso] gave them oral instruction in the
preliminaries for them to accumulate and purify their minds.
Following that, he bestowed Mahamudra [27] with
instructions from his experience. Following this, he gave them
the Six Yogas of Naropa instructions in stages.

Finally, having reached the age of 46, in the Year of the Male
Earth Dragon (1928- 1929) he ended that three year and
three month retreat. Immediately [he] went to enquire after
his uncle, the venerable Vajra Master Chokyi Wangchuk, at
Pung dzong (Spungs rdzong) and met him. He offered homage
to the completely victorious venerable one. He also paid
homage and made supplications prayers to the relics of refuge
Ngagi Wangpo (Skyabs mgon Ngag gi dbang po) and the
countless other examples of the Three Supports housed there.
He stayed with his uncle for a few days, enjoying the tea and
wondrous food on offer. He then requested leave and went to
stay near his aged mother.

Desiring the way of life of a renunciant, he moved on to visit
the border temple that pins down demons Tsuglhakhang
(Gtsug lag khang), the Paro River Temple (Spa gro skyer chu
lha khang), the Bumthang Maitreya Temple, the Guru’s
Practice site of the Tiger Nest in Paro (Stag tshang), the body
imprint at Bumthang, The Lion Palace at Kurtoe (Bkur stod
seng ge rdzong), and many others. In those places he
practiced diligently [28].

At that time the victorious over samsara Je Khenpo (Rje
mkhan po) abdicated to dedicate himself to practice in
isolated places. The teachers and students of the sangha met
with the Second King of Bhutan to discuss [the matter]. In the
16th Sexegenary Cycle during the Year of the Female Iron
Sheep (1931- 1932), known as the Diverse Prajapati, uncle
Ngawang Chokyi Wangchuk was empowered and raised to the
Lion Throne to become to next successive arhat great Khenpo
of the community Pung thim (Spungs thim). The Lord Lama to
repay such great kindness accepted the responsibility...
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The Lord [Tenzin Gyatso]’s own mother was by that point very
aged and near death. At her time of death the Lord made a
dedication prayer and aspiration that all the roots of her
virtue would be fulfilled.

[Following her death Tenzin Gyatso| stayed for some years in
a monastic centre serving his uncle, the Learned Khen
Rinpoche, until a ripe age. While presiding over the Guru’s
10th day celebrations at Thimphu Dzong, Khenpo Rinpoche’s
body [29] suddenly became agitated, trembling as though he
was angry. He required medical treatment, and [Tenzin
Gyatso]| performed a healing ceremony for a prayer for his
stability of life, though his condition continued to worsen.
Rinpoche was 81 in the Year of the Male Iron Dragon (1941-
1942) when he attained the dharmadhatu, and at the time of
death stayed in thugdam (thugs dam), the Lord with him as
his reminder. Immediately, the sangha all gathered in the
monastery in front of countless examples of the Three
Supports, and made detailed offerings, including the mandala
offering of the Realisation of Complete Dharmadhatu which
was conferred with many others. There the crematorium had
been adorned with curtains and banners, with [Rinpoche’s]
body placed in the middle, with offerings placed before it.
Offering articles along with fire offering substances were
prepared, and all the masters and disciples were invited to
make up the Mandala of the Six Buddha Families, and
around the corpse a fire offering was performed. Tea was
offered with lunch at noon, and gifts were presented [30] to
ensure the event was successful. Like that, the deeds that
made up aspiration for enlightenment and attainment of the
complete dharmadhatu culminated.

Following that, Dharma Lord Ngawang Thinley (Ngag dbang
‘phrin las) was elected as the next successive great Khenpo of
the community and enthroned with examples of the supports
presented to him.

The Lord himself [Tenzin Gyatso] went into retreat in the
Eastern Blissful Accomplishment Place (Shar bde chen grub
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pa’i bsti gnas). ...After establishing himself at the area known
as the Virtuous Wisdom Lion (Dge ye shes se ngge) new
students such as Rinchen Dargyay (Rin chen dar rgyas) and
others appeared. They were taught initially the preliminaries
with oral instructions for the purpose of accumulation and
purification. Following that, they received instructions from
[Tenzin Gyatso’s| personal experience regarding Mahamudra
in succession. Later, he successively bestowed the
instructions for the Skilful Path of the Six Yogas of Naropa
while more and more students gathered.

Furthermore, at that point [Tenzin Gyatso] was sent an
official order to take up the responsibility of the Vajra Master
(Rdo rje slop dpon) role at the glorious Drukpa community of
Deba (Lte ba). Due to this need he went there at the age of 64
[31] during the year known as inexhaustible (mi zad), the
Male Fire Dog Year (1946- 1947). At the Dewachan (Bde ba
can) community of Pungthang (Spungs thang), Khen Rinpoche
bestowed on him a kata and the title of the Vajra Master, and
carried out the stages of enthroning [Tenzin Gyatso]... A joyful
feast was had, with wild sweet potato (gro ma), saffron (dri
bzang), a drink made from the essence of wish-granting
petals (dpag bsam ‘dab bcud), boiled rice and other wondrous
food made with fresh crops all served. The hundreds of
sangha gathered gave off a sweet scent of discipline and
unanimously rejoiced. The jatakas in the tradition of the
Glorious Drukpas were arranged and spoken, created
excellent auspicious connections in all directions. The
khenpos and students, along with the King and his
entourage, and the teachers from many spiritual
institutions...offered the rings of the Queen of Immortals (‘Chi
med dbang po) along with many other divine garments and
sublime gifts, along with a supplication prayer to his lotus
feet. [32] At that time, Khen Rinpoche and the teachers and
students of the sangha gathered to bestow presents, along
with a ganachakra, and a feast was presented by the King
and his entourage. The principality also each made offerings
in the tradition of the feast....
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Around this time, it seemed that the victorious doctrines of
the Buddha in general, and in particular the glorious Drukpa
teachings, has become degenerated, so [Tenzin Gyatso| gave
teachings. To all the ones who came and asked for teachings,
and the immature local people, he gave ripening and
liberating empowerments®* and  bestowed liberating
instructions on all. Due to his noble intention of bestowing
maturing and liberating instructions from that area of the
glorious teachings, a pleasant lotus grove, the smell of
happiness pervaded all the directions, and remained in the
area of that monastic centre.

Finally at the age of 68 the Lord [Tenzin Gyatso] [33] during
the year known as that of appearance, the Male Iron Tiger
Year (1950- 1951) was still in the role of the Vajra Master...
He told all students and sangha to maintain a vast aspiration
in order to maintain the glorious thunder clap of the dharma,
and all the general and specific teachings of the Buddha,
until the end of samsara...

[He was requested] to give empowerments for the Co-
emergent Chakrasamvara, the Co-emergent Varahi, and also
gave instructions on the main part of the Mahamudra
preliminaries. Then he bestowed in succession the
instructions from [his own] experience regarding the path of
means, the Six Yogas of Naropa and auxiliary teachings, as
well as the symbolic empowerment of the 15 Goddess Yidams.
[34] [He also gave] the ripening empowerments for the great
empowerment of the Protector Deity, and transferred the oral
lineage of liberating instructions. [Students] also requested
reading transmissions of the oral Mahamudra texts that had
been translated from Sanskrit (Phyag chen rgya) and
Gampopa’s Collected Works (Dvags po’i bka’ ‘bum).

At the age of 73, the Lord Lama [Tenzin Gyatso] went into
sealed retreat until he was 74.

54 Translation tentative for sentence.
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Students with particular temperaments that had the virtuous
roots that had cause to ripen perceived Lama Rinpoche’s
body, speech and mind as being supremely virtuous when
hearing him. [When he gave instructions], saffron robed
holders of monastic discipline from spiritual institutions in
Dewacan, Wangdu Phodrang (Dbang ‘dus pho brang),
Rinpung (Rin spungs) and so on would gather like swans on a
lotus lake, along with faithful men and women from each
district who were driven in their practice. [He] would teach all
[of these people], from the eldest to the youngest, the Three
Stages of the Path55, and the Dharmas of all the Vehicles. He
would bestow advanced stages of the path to liberation to the
more advanced people, and then Tantra [35], whereby un-
ripened people would become ripened through receiving an
inspiring empowerment. Those who received [Tenzin Gyatso’s
teachings]| venerated him. Following those, to all the more
mature [students, he] gave [instructions] in the stages of the
Development Stage (Bskyed rim) with explanation of the
deities, before sending them to meditate. He then gave verbal
instructions on the Completion Stage (Rdzogs rim) of the
Primacy Deity, and the Liberation Path of Co-emergent
Awareness of Mahamudra, encouraging his successors to
persevere in their meditation. He then gave ‘pointing out
instructions’ (Ngo sprod pa) regarding the method for
recognizing successful signs on the path, as well as the
practice of the Four Mahamudra Yogas (Phyag chen rnal ‘byor
bzhi). Among those individuals, many who were diligent
arrived at the experiences of the Path of Skilful Method, the
Six Yogas. These means of meditation could lead the mind
and body to penetrate the round being of the Vajra Body.
[Tenzin Gyatso also] pointed out the feeling of recognizing
one’s own basic state through a spontaneously born fruition.
He [spoke] about the liberating wheels of the dharma, stage
by stage, and the jewel of the Three Secrets. [He also said]
that while enjoying life, [one should remember| the teachings
and all glorious beings... Finally, in order to benefit those

55 The Three Stages of the Path: Rudimentary, Intermediate, and
Superior.
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beings that needed to be tamed, [Tenzin Gyatso] made an
aspiration that the students should realize [all of these
teachings].

[36] When the Lord himself reached 84 years of age, to [the
time| when it is said [one really] shines in the Year of the Male
Fire Horse (1966- 1967), his appearance seemed slightly
diminished. Many senior people enquired carefully after his
health. Others performed healing ceremonies and prayers for
the stability of his life, but as nothing good happened [people
became] doubtful [about his health]. Word was sent to the
Lord’s own nephew, Tsewang Tenzin (Tshe dbang bstan ‘dzin)
who was practicing meditation in the Hidden Land of Sikkim
(Sbas yul ‘bras mo ljongs). He immediately took to the road in
a great hurry to get to the great bliss accomplishment place
[where Tenzin Gyatso was living].

In the Year of the Fire Horse (1967) during the waning days of
the summer moon on the morning of the 24th the Lord
[Tenzin Gyatso] bowed and seemed to become slightly
weakened. The Lord took a sorrowful breath but appeared
outwardly to be devoid of illness to those around him. On the
following day of the 25th, to demonstrate to those who hold
everything to be permanent [the reality of existence] the Lord
Lama [Tenzin Gyatso| straightened up his body, and turned
his eyes to the sky [37] and thereby expounded [silently] the
means of passing beyond suffering. It seemed as though that
sun of the general practice lineage had become overtaken by
night, and those who had unclear understanding became
saddened by the nirvana of the Mandala Protector Vajra
Holder. From that day, for about seven nights [Tenzin
Gyatso’s] face remained unchanged and appeared more
radiant than before. Outside, the sky was pure, and puffy
rainbow-hued clouds took on the forms of deities. A pounding
similar to that of a large drum resounded, and signs arose of
that [Tenzin Gyatso] had attained the bardo (bar do) of the
completely enlightened dharmakaya. Every day for seven days
the Iuminous dharmakaya created signs with secret
meanings. His students all gathered, and with great respect

32



The Making of a Bhutanese Buddha

and renunciation mind they carried out The Offering to the
Guru (Bla ma mchod pa), along with the mandalas of
Chakrasamvara and Varahi and cultivated an indivisible feast
mandala ceremony along with supplications prayers and so
on.

[38] Finally on the third day from the middle of the month [ie.
around the 18th], a crematorium was arranged with canopies,
curtains, presents, offerings and ribbons, with the Lord’s
body in the centre. A stove was built by qualified people, and
sandalwood, aloe wood, and other good types of wood were
arranged [for the cremation]|. The sambhogakaya that was the
precious remains was adorned was ornaments, and offered
the feast implements in detail, along with the offering articles
particularly for the fire offerings. Hundreds of sangha who
had been liberated from passion gathered, both teachers and
disciples, and performed the indivisible mandala of the Six
Buddha Families making offerings and praise. As the fire
offering of the White Clad Queen Panaravasni (Rgyal yum god
dkar mo) was offered, immediately the remains glowed at the
navel with the heat of Tummo, which grew gradually stronger,
before [the corpse] burst into brilliant golden tongues of
flame. The fire and other offering substances were all carried
out in succession, and fulfilled with the appropriate
supplications in the correct manner, and [39] were finally
completed. On that day, the sky was pure aside from a cloud
over the sun that appeared to be in the form of a deity, which
remained there for all to see...

Following three days, [the assembled group] performed a
ganachakra feast [in front of] the crematorium which had
been bound. When the crematorium was opened, the remains
were covered in relics (ring bsrel), both white and colourful,
and all were cleansed using a cleansing vase of water in order
to be put in [Tenzin Gyatso] Rinpoche’s receptacle chest (za
ma thog). The bones were cleaned with great reverence, and
finally the skeleton was interred within a new stupa made at
that monastic centre. Some teeth were taken as relics by
monasteries as supports for the path, and in a pleasant grove
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of holy images were inside a silver accomplishment stupa.
Students also made statues as a mind support, with many
offerings put inside... Most of all, that very Glorious Guru
[who had attained] the realization of the [40] Four Bodies, and
was a wisdom holder of the perfect essence, was supplicated
by many different accomplishment communities.

Even though the content here has many virtuous qualities,
for fear of too many words and conceptual constructs the
middle section [of this piece] ends here.

The third section is the perfectly virtuous conclusion. In this
realm the all compassionate Lord of the Dharma’s completely
luminous victory [has been described]. To the Lord of the
Mandala Tenzin Gyatso’s feet, until I reach enlightenment I
will venerate you! The Lord’s biography [is like] the luminous
essence of ambrosia, gathered here like an immensely
luminous Buddha field [in condensed form]. Stupid people
like me cannot describe it appropriately, so I have just briefly
[gathered] what was manifest. Everyone should practice
virtuosity [as naturally] as the flow of a river [never ebbing],
so that all beings as infinite as space may attain perfection.
Similarly, dedicate the merit [which will act as] a garland of
blessing condensed. May all beings swiftly meet this ocean
without conceptualization of the Three Objects®¢! May I also
[strive for this], until I attain the essence of enlightenment,
complete with obtaining the Eight Freedoms and the Ten
Riches! [41]Glorious Protector Lama, please watch me with
compassion. May the final supports of learning,
contemplation and meditation remain, and may great
devotion pervade all! I supplicate [you] to transfer the power
of your blessings [to me, so that I] can attain the dharmakaya
for the benefit of the self under the Bodhi Tree, and [have the]
compassion that all sentient beings may attain liberation.

Thus, this was the rough biography of all the lineage
mandalas of the all-pervading Lord of the Mandala Tenzin

56 The Three Objects: Subject, Object and Location.
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Gyatso in order to supplicate [him] and keep [him] in mind.
Through [this work] may unflagging devotion be planted like a
seed of liberation in the mind of [all] beings. [This has been
written by] the follower [of the] Lord Protector [Tenzin Gyatso],
the vinaya holder of the Buddha Tenzin Donkun (Bstan ‘dzin
don kun), in hope that all beings will be without desire. May
all be auspicious!
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Inter-Regional Variations in the Inequality and Poverty in
Bhutan

Sanjeev Mehta"

Abstract

The findings of this sample study suggest existence of high income
disparities between the urban and rural areas and across
dzongkhags. Urban areas contribute about 69% of the total
income, and Average Monthly Per Capita Income of urban areas is
almost four and a half times higher than that of rural areas. The
Gini coefficient value is higher in the urban areas (0.58) as
compared to the rural areas (0.36) reflecting higher income
inequality in the urban areas. Largely, income disparities can be
explained in terms of the pattern of productive assets ownership.
81% of the productive assets are found to be concentrated in the
urban areas. The skewed pattern of the disbursement of bank
loans indicates that income inequality is also policy induced.

The finding suggests that the head count ratio is 66.23 if
measured in terms of upper poverty line and 50.66% on the basis
of the lower poverty line. Poverty is more a rural phenomenon as
about 86% of the poor live in the rural areas. FGT index of
normalized poverty gap is 22.61% and poverty gap in the rural
areas is more than three times the poverty gap in urban areas.
Dzongkhag-wise, the highest incidence of rural poverty is found in
Pemagatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar and lowest incidence
poverty is recorded in Chukha. The poverty decomposition study
conveys that farmers, private sector employees and illiterates are
among the most vulnerable groups to the incidence of poverty.

One important policy implication that emerges from this analysis is
that poverty alleviation measures should be concentrated in those
areas where the ratio of ANPG/AHCR is higher. An appropriate
data base on poverty would make the poverty alleviation
measures targeted and consequently more effective in terms of
reducing the magnitude of absolute poverty.

* Senior lecturer, Sherubte College, Kanglung
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Background

At the core of modern development economics is the issue of
wide spread poverty and growing inequality. Simon Kuznets
(1955) in his ‘inverted U curve’ hypothesis suggested that in
the early stage of economic growth income distribution tends
to worsen and in later stages it tends to improve. As modern
economic growth is spreading across the globe, the problem is
to not only to increase the size of the cake but also to ensure
that it is equitably distributed. In the initial phase, economic
growth tends to accentuate distributional disparity.

Economic growth is essential for improvement in the living
standards of the population and to reduce absolute
deprivation (poverty). It is through the process of trickle down
that growth benefits percolate to the lowest strata of the
society. The increased disparities in the distribution of
income both across the population groups and between
different regions, which are widely experienced in the
developing countries reflect the failure of the trickle down
process. Income inequality is an outcome of skewed
distribution of factors of production both in terms of quantity
and quality, strategy of economic growth, inappropriate social
and political institutions, lack of or inadequate capabilities
and functioning of the population, etc. A.K. Sen (1984)
maintained that absolute deprivation in terms of personal
capability relates to relative deprivation in terms of
commodities, income and resources.

In the 1990s, Bhutan witnessed acceleration in the growth
rate of GDP. Bhutan’s economy has grown significantly since
1990. It registered an average annual real growth rate of GDP
of 6.07% in the last decade (NAS 1980-2000). During the
given period Bhutan’s population also expanded at a rate of
3.4 % annually. The very high growth rate of the population
caused GDP per capita to grow moderately close to 2.6%
annually. Bhutan’s per capita GNP is about US $640 (Source:
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State of world’s children 2003). If the inverted U curve
hypothesis is to be believed it would mean that this growth is
accompanied by growing inequality. According to UNICEF
(2003) in Bhutan, the poorest 40% of the population receives
as little as 13% share in household income, whereas the top
20% population receives as much as 49% of the household
income. The UNICEF database highlights the high income
disparities. But this database cannot be disaggregated further
to review interregional differences.

Graph No. 1: Growth rate in 1990s
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Source: NAS 1980-2000 (CSO, Planning Commission)

Various development literatures indicate that relative poverty
degenerates into absolute poverty. If a country has large
income disparity, there is a greater possibility of higher
incidence of absolute deprivation. Regional disparity in terms
of economic growth tends to accentuate income disparity and
the laggards have greater incidence and extent of absolute
poverty.

There are two important sources of information on the extent
of absolute poverty in Bhutan, one is Household Income and
Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2000 and another is UNDP
estimates. According to RGOB (2001) average monthly per
capita income of Bhutan is just Nu. 1200 (which means less
than $1 a day, which is considered below the global poverty
line) and approximately 27% of the population lives below the
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poverty line. A poverty analysis report on Bhutan published
by UNDP in 2004 suggests that about 31.7% of the
population lives below the poverty linel. As far as absolute
poverty is concerned, regional disparities are very high. Head
count ratio shows high variation across the regions- 48% in
the Eastern Bhutan, 29.5% in the Central Bhutan and 18.7%
in the Western Bhutan. Even urban-rural differences in the
absolute poverty are very high as 38.3% of the rural
population lives below poverty line as compared to just 4.2%
of the urban population.

The poverty analysis undertaken by UNDP has highlighted
the fact that the problem of poverty and inequality in Bhutan
is not only existent but is also significant. Still, the UNDP
report cannot be disaggregated to the regional level, hence it
cannot be used to draw inferences about the prevalence of the
twin problems of poverty and inequality at the micro level.
The central objective of this study is to identify the extent of
inter-regional variation in the magnitude of absolute and
relative poverty and to find out the possible explanatory
variables affecting the disparity.

Methodology

This sample study is primarily based on primary data
collection from 6 dzongkhags: Chukha, Haa, Bumthang,
Lhuntshe, Pemagatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar. These 6
dzongkhags are so selected as to provide representation to
Western, Central and Eastern Bhutan. From selected
dzongkhags samples were collected from rural and urban
areas. The rural urban samples were planned to be collected
in a ratio of 3:1, as about 21% of Bhutan’s population lives in
urban areas. But finally the proportion of rural samples
declined to 65% due to low response rate and greater
rejection of the questionnaires due to incomplete or
inconsistent information. A stratified convenient sampling
process was used in this study as an appropriate sampling

1 Finding of this study were reported in Kuensel (the national
newspaper of Bhutan), dated 25 October, 2004.
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frame was mnot available. Stratification was done to
incorporate appropriate size of rural and urban samples as
well as to provide appropriate representation to different
categories of occupation. The names of the dzongkhags and
the rural and urban areas covered in this study are given in
the table no.1.

Table No. 1: Regions covered in the study

Dzongkhag | Urban Rural

Bumthang - Chumey, UraTrabi, UraTroepa,
UraTarsang and Ura Chari.

Chukha Phuntsholing Phuntsholing goenpa

Haa Haa, Kastho Yangthang, Hatey, Paytasima,

Tokey, Ingo, Chimpa, Kibri,
Takchu Goenpa, Bagana, Bjang
Goenpa, Kana and Jyemkhana.

Lhuntshe Lhuntshe Gangzur, Khoma, Phasidung,
Budur and Chokhor
Pemagatshel | Pemagatshel Bartsheri, Moshizor, Dungjung,

Shumar, Gopini, Bangdala, Kheri
Goenpa, Lower and upper

Gypsem.
Samdrup- Samdrup Jongkhar | Devathang, Lamsarang, Wooling
Jongkhar and Sekpasang

The data were collected through personal interview and
questionnaire. Sample units for this study are households.
For the study size distribution of personal income, individuals
in the working age group from each household were
identified. Working age group is defined as the age group
above 18 years subjected to the condition that either being
employed for any period in last 365 days on 31 December
2004 or sought employment during the same period. For the
poverty analysis we have used the concept of household
income and for the personal income distribution we have
used the concept of personal income.

In many occupations (such as agriculture and business)
income is contributed by combined labour of the household
members, in this case this income is treated as the income
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occurring to the head of the household.

For the poverty analysis we have used two criteria: 1) average
monthly per capita income of Nu.750. This is based on the
upper poverty line criterion of Nu.748.1 per capita per month
as used by UNDP for its poverty analysis report. But in this
study we will define it as the lower poverty line (LPL). 2)
Average monthly per capita income (AMPCI) of Nu.1200,
which was calculated by HIES (2000) as AMPCI of Bhutan,
which is even lower than $1 per person per day criteria of
defining international poverty line. This criterion would be
used to define the upper poverty line (UPL). This is to
measure the income shortfall from the average level of per
capita income per month. This is an arbitrary criterion based
on our assumption that a person should at least acquire a
decent minimum standard of living comparable to the average
living standard in order to avoid any form of deprivation and
discrimination. This assumption is basically drawn from our
individual assessment of Sen’s (1993) writing on well-being,
especially from one statement: “The functioning of well-being
vary from such elementary ones ...to the complex one such as
being happy, achieving self-respect, taking part in the life of
the community, appearing in public without shame.”

Occupationally, individuals are divided in 9 categories. The
list of the occupation and their respective codes is given in
the table no. 2. In case if a person is engaged in more than
one occupation, the occupation of that individual is further
divided in two categories: primary and secondary. Primary
occupation is defined as the occupation which earns greater
income to a person and the occupation from which a person
derives lower % of its total income is termed as secondary
occupation.

Table No. 2: Occupation categories

Occupation code | Occupation

0 Unemployed

1 Farming

2 Artisanship

4 Business (Trade and manufacturing)
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Government employees

Semi govt. Employees

Private sector employee

Self employment in the informal activities
Hired employees in informal sector (daily
wage earners)

10 Religious occupation (monks)

O |00 ||| Ot

We interviewed more than 500 individuals across the 6
dzongkhags but after applying GIGO method the effective
sample size became 456.

The primary data collected are complemented with secondary
data for further analysis. The type of the secondary data used
and its sources are identified at the appropriate places in the
report.

All the statistical tests done in this report are either done
manually or carried out using Excel worksheet of Microsoft
office XP.

Concepts Used

In any study related to income distribution it is necessary to
select an income concept, which is theoretically acceptable
and practically applicable. In this paper the concept of earned
income is used. The earned income is pre tax income that
excludes transfer payments. The concept of earned income is
based on SNA guidelines that include both the actual and
imputed income from all the sources, earned in cash or in
kind. The reference period for the income estimates is the
calendar year ending in December 2004. Average Monthly Per
Capita Income (AMPCI) is calculated from the monthly
household income by dividing it from number of the members
in the household. Total personal income is defined as the sum
of factor income earned from varied sources by an individual.

Assets are defined as productive real assets which include:
land, other fixed capital and financial stocks. Value of the
land is estimated at a blanket rate of Nu. 50,000 per acre for
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wet land and Nu. 10,000 per acre for dry land. This is done to
avoid regional variations in the real estate prices and to make
the data comparable across the regions. Other fixed capital
and financial stocks are valued at their current market price.
For this information we have solely depended on the
information rendered by the respondents.

Findings of the study

Findings of the study are divided into three parts. Part-1 is
discussion about sample characteristics.Part-2 deals with the
disparity in the size distribution of income. In part-3 the
magnitude and extent of absolute poverty is discussed.

Part 1: Sample Characteristics

Regional distribution of the total 456 samples is given in the
table no. 3. 298 samples (65.35% of the total) are from rural
areas and 158 samples (34.65% of the total) are from urban
areas. Dzongkhag-wise sample distribution is not based on
the weight of their respective population share because
dzongkhag-wise population figures are unavailable.

Table No. 3: Region-wise distribution of samples

Dzongkhag Rural Urban Total
Bumthang 70 0 70 (15.35%)
Chukha 4 93 97 (21.27%)
Haa 65 24 89 (19.51)
Lhuntshe 99 1 100 (21.92%)
Pemagatshel 32 6 38 (8.33%)
Samdrup Jongkhar | 28 34 62 (13.60%)
Total 298 (65.35%) | 158 (34.65%) | 456

311 samples (68.2%) are male and the remaining are female
samples. In the rural areas 65.1% samples are male and
74.05% of the urban samples are male. Larger LFPR among
the rural females as compared to their urban counterpart is a
common characteristic in the predominantly agrarian
societies. Occupational profile of the samples is given in the
table no 4.
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Occupation | Bumthang | Chukha | Haa Lhuntshe | Pemagatshel | S/Jongkhar | Total
Code R U R |U |R|U|R U R U R U R U GT
0 0 0 0 |0 0|0 |0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1
1 45 0 1 1 4211 |79 0 24 0 18 0 209 | 2 211
2 9 0 0 1|0 0 |0 |0 0 1 0 0 0 10 |0 10
4 11 0 1 |28 |6 |[20]5 1 3 3 8 14 33 |66 |99
5 3 0 0 |17 |8 |0 |6 0 2 1 2 9 22 |27 |49
6 1 0 0 ]9 0|1 |0 0 0 2 0 2 1 14 |15
7 1 0 2 |32 ]2 |0 |0 0 1 0 0 5 37 |43
8 0 0 0 |6 312 1|9 0 0 0 0 3 12 |11 |23
9 0 0 0 |0 0 |0 |0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1
10 0 0 0 |0 4 |0 |0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 4
Total 70 0 4 |93 |65(24|99 |1 32 6 28 34 298 | 158 | 456
R=Rural
U=Urban
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Farming (code 1) is the largest source of occupation as
46.27% samples are farmers. Farming is virtually the
predominant source of occupation in rural areas as it is the
main source of livelihood for 70.13% of the rural samples.
Business including trade is the second most important form
of occupation as it provides occupation to 21.71% samples. In
the urban areas business is the main source of occupation as
it involved 41.77% of the urban samples and in rural areas it
provides employment to 22.14% of the rural samples. There is
a greater variation in the occupation profile between the
dzongkhags. In the rural areas of Lhuntshe and Pemagatshel
dzongkhags the percentage of farmers is 79.79 and 75
respectively. In the rural areas of Haa, Bumthang and
Samdrup Jongkhar the share of farm based activities is about
64%. This indicates that rural areas in the eastern
dzongkhags provide fewer opportunities for occupational
diversification. Government sector provides employment to
about 10.7% of the total samples.

Greater rural urban difference in the scope of government
employment is reflected in the higher percentage of urban
samples ie.17.08% are engaged in government sector jobs as
compared to only 7.38% of the samples in the rural areas.
The private sector plays a very marginal role in creating jobs
in rural areas as it employs only 2% of rural samples; in
urban centres the role of private sector in creating jobs is
more significant as it provides employment to about 23% of
the urban samples. The inter-regional disparity in the growth
of private sector is seen from the different scope of private
sector in creating jobs across the dzongkhags. In Chukha,
the private sector employs about 35% of the samples,
whereas its proportion ranges between O to 2.5% in other
dzongkhags except Samdrup Jongkhar where it provides
employment to 8% samples. Low job creating capacity of the
private sector reflects highly inadequate development of the
private sector everywhere except in the case of Chukha
Dzongkhag. Other occupations are of lesser significance
across the regions.
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About 27.19% of the total samples also take up secondary
occupation to supplement their income from primary activity.
The percentage of the individuals undertaking secondary
occupation is higher in rural areas (33.56%) as compared to
that in urban areas (13.92%). The inter-dzongkhag variation
is still greater. The most common form of secondary
occupation in rural areas is in the informal sector as daily
wage labour followed by handicraft. In the urban areas
agriculture is the most common secondary occupation. This
is because many urbanites have agricultural property in the
rural areas.

Average household size for the samples is given in table no. 5.
Average household size for the entire sample is 5.7 and the
average size of sampled households in urban and rural areas
is 5.13 and 6.01 respectively.

Table No.5: Average household size

Dzongkhags | Rural | Urban | Total
Bumthang 6.22 - 6.22
Chukha 4.75 472 472
Haa 6.58 7.5 6.84
Lhuntshe 5.41 - 54
Pemagatshel 5.53 4.83 542
S/Jongkhar 7 4.65 5.71
Total 6.01 513 5.7

Table no. 6 further highlights sharp rural-urban differences
in the literacy rates. In the rural areas the literacy rate is
30.87%, that is about a third of the urban literacy rate.
Bumthang, Haa, Lhuntshe and Pemagatshel are below
average performers. Lhuntshe fares the poorest in the literacy
front with a literacy rate of just 17.2%. But this finding
cannot be used for generalization as the literacy level is
calculated only for the persons who are in the working age
group.
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Table No. 6: Literacy rate (In %)

Dzongkhag Rural | Urban | Total
Bumthang 44 - 44
Chukha 50 89.25 87.63
Haa 33.85 66.67 42.7
Lhuntshe 18 - 17.2
Pemagatshel 31.2 0 421
Samdrup Jongkhar | 46.43 88.2 69.35
Total 30.87 86.08 50

Part 2: Disparity in the Distribution of Income

Regional Disparity of Income

The most commonly used measure of relative poverty or
inequality is the personal or size distribution of income. It
deals with persons or households and the total income they
receive. This measure of inequality is most conveniently
reflected through the Gini coefficient. Functional distribution
of income is another method of measuring income inequality.
In this work we have analysed disparity in the size
distribution of personal income and its regional variation
through the Gini coefficient.

At the beginning it would be coherent to look at share of each
sample dzongkhag and its rural urban components in the
Total Personal Income.

Share of different regions in the total personal income is given
in the table no. 7. Regional distribution of income reflects a
high degree of disparity between different dzongkhags and
between urban and the rural areas. Chukha accounts for
almost half of the total personal income where as its share in
total samples is just 21.27%. The share of Haa’s Total
Personal Income is 17.5% whereas its share in total samples
is 19.51%. The remaining four dzongkhags collectively
contribute about 32% of the total personal income where as
they collectively account for about 60% of the total samples.
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Another angle of looking at the regional disparity in the
income shares is urban rural differences. Urban centres
contributed to 69.38% of the total personal income and they
account for almost 35% in the total sample size. On the other
hand, the rural areas which command 65% share in total
samples, contribute as little as about 31% of the Total
Personal Income. The urban centres are relatively more
affluent than their rural counterparts.

Table No. 7: Share of different regions in total Personal Income
(Figures in ngultrum thousands)

Dzongkhag Rural Urban Total
Bumthang 3770 - 3770 (7.77%)
Chukha 483 23981 24464(50.45%)
Haa 3683 4810 8493 (17.51)
Lhuntshe 4621 274 4895 (10.09%)
Pemagatshel 1140.5 1015 2155.5 (4.45)
Samdrup Jongkhar | 1152 3561 4713 (9.72%)
Total 14849.5 (30.62%) | 33641 (69.38%) | 48490.5

Graph No. 2: Dzongkhag-wise distribution of total personal
income

Dzongkhag-wise Distribution of Total
Personal Income

@ Bumtang
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O Haa
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@ Samdrup
Jongkhar
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The evidence of the existence of high disparity in economic
growth and consequent disparity in incomes across the
regions can be viewed from the regional variations in the
Average Monthly Per Capita Income (AMPCI) as shown in
table no. 8. These differences are sharp across the
dzongkhags and are sharper within the dzongkhags between
the urban and rural areas. The income disparity across the
dzongkhags is an outcome of differential economic growth
rate and disparate economic opportunities offered by different
locations.

Total combined AMPCI for all the samples is Nu.1809.56,
which is almost 50% greater than UNDP estimates at about
AMPCI (Nu. 1200) of Bhutan. AMPCI of Chukha is Nu.4353,
which is more than double the combined AMPCI. Dzongkhags
like Bumthang, Lhuntshe and Pemagatshel are not only
below average but their AMPCI is about half of the total
combined AMPCI. The performance of Samdrup Jongkhar
and Haa are a little below the average. Chukha’s AMPCI is
almost 5 times greater than that of Bumthang and Lhuntshe.
Both the urban and the rural samples from Pemagatshel and
Samdrup Jongkhar have the least AMPCI amongst all urban
and rural centres from all the dzongkhags.

The urban rural difference in AMPCI is also very large. The
AMPCI of the urban samples is almost four and half times
greater than the AMPCI of rural samples. F-test was
conducted to verify whether difference in the Monthly Per
Capita Income (MPCI) between rural urban areas is
significant. F-test value is 3.708E-221; differences in the
variability of the urban and rural MPCI is not at all
significant.

Table No. 8: AMPCI across dzongkhags (In Nu.)

Rural Urban Combined
Bumthang 833.83 833.83
Chukha 1677.08 | 4353.02 | 4247.23
Haa 847.65 3270.03 | 1498.38
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Lhuntshe 863.87 863.87
Pemagatshel 573.82 273291 | 971.55
Samdrup Jongkhar | 544.61 2228.21 | 1467.88
Total 805.40 3701.36 | 1809.56

The region-wise physical asset ownership pattern is highly
skewed in the favour of urban areas, which account for
almost 81% of the total physical assets (see table no. 9). This
is probably the main reason for income disparity between
urban and the rural areas. One interesting finding is that the
correlation between assets value and income earned is
dramatically different between urban and rural areas. In
urban areas the r value is +0.9591 and in the rural areas the
r value is +0.5405. This is because a greater part of rural
income is contributed by human labour. Given the low
literacy rates in rural areas and lower share of rural areas in
the physical assets the productivity of labour in rural areas
would definitely be lower. There is also an evidence of
diminishing returns to scale in the use of physical assets in
the urban areas. Almost 81% of the total assets are owned by
urban samples, but the share of urban centres in total
income is 69.38% (see table no.7). On the other hand, 19% of
the total physical assets are owned by the rural samples, but
the share of rural centres in the total income is 30.62%.

Dzongkhag-wise disparity in the physical ownership assets is
equally sharp. Chukha accounts for 57.51% of the productive
assets and Pemagatshel accounts for only 1.77% of the total
physical assets. Chukha and Haa together own about 78% of
the total physical assets and the collective share of the
remaining four dzongkhags is just 22% while they together
constitute about 60% share in the total sample size. The asset
ownership disparity also explains the income wise disparity
among the dzongkhags.
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Table No. 9: Physical asset ownership region-wise
(Figures in Nu. 000

Dzongkhag Rural Urban Total
Bumthang 14704 14704
(3.90%)
Chukha 2055 214757 216812
(57.51%)
Haa 21337 57150 78487
(20.82%)
Lhuntshe 25111 500 25611
(6.79%)
Pemagatshel 4612 2075 6687
(1.77%)
Samdrup Jongkhar | 3885 30811 34696
(9.20%)
Total 71704 305293 376997
(19.02%) | (80.98%) | (100%)

Graph No.3: Dzongkhag-wise distribution of productive assets

Dzongkhag-wise Distribution of
Productive Assets
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Size distribution of personal income

In this study we have used the Gini coefficient to measure the
magnitude of disparity in the size distribution of personal
income. The value of the Gini coefficient is calculated for all
the samples taken together, for each dzongkhag and for their
rural and urban constituents. This analysis will give us a
deeper understanding of the magnitude of personal income
distribution disparity as well as its rural/urban differences.
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Owverall situation

As already pointed out earlier, total personal income is
heavily biased in the favour of urban areas, it would be
correct to infer that size distribution of personal income
would be highly skewed. It is not wrong to believe so because
generally inequality tends be greater in the urban centres,
given the operation of the ‘inverted U curve’ hypothesis. In
dualistic economies urban centres experience faster economic
growth; consequently, not only urban/rural divide grows but
also inequality within the urban centres widens.

Table No. 10: Overall size distribution of personal income

Sample Quintile | Absolute Income % Share
(in Nu.,000)

Q1 1569.9 3.24

(0-20%)

Q2 2826.5 5.83

(20-40%)

Q3 4307 8.88

(40-60%)

Q4 6816.2 14.06

(60-80%)

Q5 32970.9 67.99

(80-100%)

Total 48490.5 100

The share of sample quintiles in the total personal income is
as reflected in table no. 10. The poorest 20% of the samples
receive just 3.24% share in total personal income and the
share of the richest 20% samples receive as much as 68% of
the total personal income. The ratio of the income share of
the richest 20% to the poorest 20% is 20.98. Income disparity
is wider in the urban areas and narrower in the rural areas.
In the rural areas the ratio of the share in total income of the
richest 20% to the share of poorest 20% is 7.09 as compared
to 32.01 in the urban areas.
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Table No.11: Gini coefficient

Dzongkhag Rural Urban | Total
Bumthang 0.3558 0.3558
Chukha 0.6245 | 0.6245
Haa 0.3653 | 04319 | 0.4795
Lhuntshe 0.3964

Pemagatshel 0.1965 | 0.4853 0.3827
Samdrup Jongkhar | 0.2184 | 0.445 0.433
Total 0.3612 | 0.5801 | 0.551

Gini coefficient values are given in the table no. 11. Gini
coefficient measures income inequality in a range of 0-1. If
the Gini coefficient value is 0, it means complete equality,
where all the persons receive similar income. On the contrary
value 1 denotes complete inequality, where only one person
receives all the income. As the income inequality widens, the
value of the Gini coefficient rises.

The overall value of the Gini coefficient is 0.551. Its value for
the urban and rural areas is 0.5801 and 0.3612 respectively.
From this we can infer that income is heavily concentrated in
the hand of a few persons; consequently, inequality is greater
in the urban areas as compared to that in the rural areas.
The highest value of the Gini coefficient (0.6245) is recorded
in urban areas of Chukha Dzongkhag, which implies that size
distribution of income is widest there. As we have already
noted that AMPCI is highest in Chukha Dzongkhag, the
highest degree of inequality there is consistent with the
inverted U curve hypothesis. Urban centres from Haa
Dzongkhag exhibit the most equitable income distribution
from amongst all the urban centres. Urban areas in Haa have
the lowest calculated value of Gini coefficient —(0.4319).
Pemagatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar have recorded the
lowest Gini coefficient value amongst the rural areas at
0.1965 and 0.2184 respectively. It is not sheer coincidence
that the rural areas of these dzongkhags have also recorded
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the lowest AMPCI. We can deduce that in the rural areas
there is more equitable distribution of poverty.

The relationship between income measured as AMPCI and
inequality measured through the Gini coefficient is shown in
the table 12 and also in chart no. 4. This chart is drawn for
the combined samples. In chart no. 4 the scattered diagram
with a best fit shows that value of the Gini coefficient
increases as AMPCI increases. The best fit deflects
downwards later, implying that after a threshold level of
AMPCI or PCI is reached the value of the Gini coefficient
declines i.e. — inequality reduces. As Bhutan is in the initial
phase of economic growth, it is natural that inequality in the
personal distribution of income would grow and only in later
phases the growth would be combined with the narrowing of
disparities in the personal income distribution.

Table No. 12: Relation between level of income and inequality

Rural Urban Combined

AMPCI | Gini AMPCI | Gini AMPCI | Gini

(in Nu.) (in Nu.) (in Nu.)
Bumthang 833.83 0.3558 833.83 0.3558
Chukha 1677.08 4353.02 | 0.6245 | 4247.23 | 0.6245
Haa 847.65 0.3653 | 3270.03 | 0.4319 | 1498.38 | 0.4795
Lhuntshe 863.87 0.3964 863.87 0.3964

Pemagatshel | 573.82 0.1965 | 2732.91 | 0.4853 | 971.55 0.3827

Samdrup 544.61 0.2184 | 2228.21 0.445 1467.88 0.433
Jongkhar

Total 805.4 0.3612 | 3701.36 | 0.5801 | 1809.56 | 0.551

Graph No. 4: Trends in income and inequality
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The correlation between combined AMPCI and the Gini
coefficient for different dzongkhags is 0.9649, which is very
high. This implies that rise in AMPCI would be combined
with greater inequality in the distribution of personal income.

Personal income distribution can be explained in terms of size
distribution of productive asset. Chart no. 5 shows that as
the value of assets owned increases the income also
increases. The scattered diagram reflects that the majority of
the points are very near to the best fit; there seems to be high
degree of association between the two variables. The table no.
13 reflects the correlation coefficient values between the value
of the productive assets and the total income earned.

Table No. 13: Correlation between the value of productive
assets and income earned
Rural Urban | Combined

Correlation coefficient (r) | 0.5405 | 0.9591 0.9554

The correlation coefficient between the value of productive
assets and total income earned is 0.9554 for all the samples
taken together and the value vary between the urban and the
rural centres. Though there is positive correlation between
the two in the urban and the rural areas, the coefficient value
is much higher in the wurban centres. Though higher
correlation does not indicate causality, it is a definite pointer
towards the fact that there is a greater association between
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the two.

Graph No. 5: Relation between income and assets
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Table no. 14 conveys that there is a high degree of
concentration of productive assets in a few hands. The first
quintile owns as less as 0.005% of the total productive assets
and the 5t quintile owns an overwhelming 86.78% share. In
the urban areas, the concentration of physical assets is much
sharper as the first 40% of the samples do not own any assets
and the top 20% samples own as much as 93.84% of the
assets. In the rural areas asset ownership is more equitable
as the 1st quintile owns 2.2% of the total assets and the 5th
quintile owns 49.83% of the assets.

Table No.14: Size distribution of productive assets

Sample quintile | Rural % share | Urban % Share | Combined % Share
Q1 219 0 0.005
(0-20%)

Q2 9.46 0 1.739
(20-40%)

Q3 15.39 1.02 4.221
(40-60%)

Q4 23.14 5.14 7.246
(60-80%)

Q5 49.83 93.84 86.786
(80-100%)

Total 100 100 100

Dzongkhag-wise size distribution of productive assets reflects
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high variability between and within the dzongkhags. Highest
disparity is witnessed in the wurban areas of Chukha
Dzongkhag where the share of the top 20% of the samples is
96.13%. It means that virtually all the productive assets are
concentrated in a few hands. The remaining 80% of the
samples own less than 4% of the productive assets. In the
urban areas, the most equitable distribution of the productive
assets is in the urban centres of Pemagatshel Dzongkhag
where the share of top 20% of the samples is 44.58%. In all
urban centres the share of the bottom 40% of the samples in
the total productive assets is very low across the dzongkhags
ranging from 0% in Chukha, Pemagatshel and Samdrup
Jongkhar to 2.45% in Haa.

In the rural areas across the dzongkhags, size distribution of
assets is less skewed than that in the urban areas, but inter-
dzongkhag variation is still large. In the rural areas of Haa,
the top 20% of the samples own as much as 50.41% of the
total productive assets and the share of the bottom 40% is
just 10.32%. In the rural areas of Bumthang and Lhuntshe
dzongkhags the share of the top 20% samples in the total
productive assets is about 46% and the share of the bottom
40% samples is 13.84% and 12.96% respectively in these two
dzongkhags.

The rural areas of Pemagatshel have the most equitable
distribution of productive assets, followed by Samdrup
Jongkhar. In Pemagatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar the share
of the top 20% of the samples is 36.64% and 37.32%
respectively. The share of the bottom 40% of the samples in
the total productive assets is 22.87% in Pemagatshel and
20.21% in Samdrup Jongkhar.

The high concentration of productive assets in few hands in
Chukha perhaps explains why the Gini coefficient value is
high there. This explanation is also probably true in the case
of rural areas where productive asset distribution pattern is
closely related to inequality in the personal income
distribution. The higher the inequality in the asset
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distribution pattern the higher the value of the Gini
coefficient and vice versa.

But there are certain interesting trends in the Gini coefficient
values in the urban areas which cannot be explained in terms
of asset distribution pattern. The value of the Gini coefficient
in the urban areas of Haa is 0.4319 and in Pemagatshel it is
0.4853 that means inequality in the size distribution of
personal income is higher in Pemagatshel. But the productive
assets are more equitably distributed in Pemagatshel as the
top 20% of urban samples own only 44.58% of the assets
than they are in Haa, where the top 20% urban samples own
88.26% of the assets. Why does the more unequal
distribution of productive assets result in more equitable
distribution of income? This question is left to be answered by
future researchers.

Another important determinant of the size distribution of
personal income and regional income disparity is level of
education that affects the quality of the labour force and
makes it more productive. As far as urban rural differences in
the level of income are concerned, educational attainment is
considered to be a significant factor. We will consider whether
this theoretical postulate is relevant. The average literacy rate
in the urban samples is 76.18% and for the rural samples it
is 30.87%. But despite higher literacy rates the disparity in
the size distribution of income is higher in the urban centres.
On the other hand, urban areas have both higher literacy
rates and a higher level of AMPCI. This implies that higher
educational attainment enables an individual to be more
productive and earn higher income. The value of the
correlation coefficient between education level and personal
income is low but positive i.e.: 0.1577. Interestingly, the value
of the correlation coefficient is lower in the urban areas
(+0.1212) than in the rural areas (+0.2651). The value of
productive physical assets owned has more significant
association with income earning capability than the level of
education in the urban areas. The higher value of the
correlation coefficient between assets value and the size of
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personal income (+0.9561) implies that education attainment
plays a less significant role. The implications are similar for
the rural areas, where the correlation coefficient between
value of physical productive assets and the size of personal
income is (+0.5405), higher than between education level and
size of personal income (+0.2651). Education can play a more
important role in eliminating absolute poverty but not the
same role in removing income inequality.

Finally it can be stated that the promotion of education along
with more equal redistribution of productive physical assets
can narrow the inequalities of personal income distribution
and regional income distribution.

It would also be pertinent to explore whether regional
disparity is policy induced. Inappropriate government
policies, inequitable allocation of the public expenditure and
other financial resources, and inadequate development of
infrastructure are some important factors that create policy
bias against certain regions.

In this study we have used bank loans as a proxy variable for
government policy. We collected secondary data pertaining to
loan advanced by Bank of Bhutan during the financial year
2004. Of the total loans advanced by the Bank of Bhutan in
these six dzongkhags, Chukha received a predominant share
of 94.48%. On the other hand Lhuntshe and Pemagatshel
received even less than 0.24% and less than 0.41%
respectively. This indicates that the rate of private investment
must be significantly lower in the relatively backward
dzongkhags, which results in regional disparity in the level of
per capita income.

Table No.15: Loan advanced by BOB in year 2004

Dzongkhag Amount (In Nu. million) | %
Bumthang 31.39 2.30
Chukha 1291.33 94.48
Haa 21.25 1.55
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Lhuntshe 3.30 0.24
Pemagatshel 5.65 041
Samdrup Jongkhar | 13.85 1.01
Total 1366.77 100

Source: Bank of Bhutan

Part3: Magnitude and the Extent of Absolute Poverty

Poverty Criterion

Absolute poverty is defined as the inability of a person to
command necessary resources to meet basic minimum needs.
This would require setting up a minimum income criterion
that enables a person to satisfy the basic minimum needs.
As we have mentioned earlier in the methodology section, our
definition of absolute poverty is based on poverty estimates of
Bhutan by UNDP and the HIES (2000) estimates of AMPCI.

In this section we will explore the micro level magnitude of
poverty and its regional variation. Magnitude of poverty is
calculated through two indices:

1) Head Count Ratio (HCR): measures the fraction of total
population which falls below the poverty line. We have
calculated two HCR based on our definition of lower poverty
line (LPL) and the upper poverty line (UPL), which were
already defined earlier.

2) Normalized Poverty Gap (NPG): based on Foster Greer
Thorbecke (1984) (FGT) index. Poverty gap is a better
measure of the magnitude of absolute poverty than HCR.
HCR only measures the fraction of total population that fall
below the poverty line irrespective of the shortfall of the
income from the poverty line, and all are given equal weight.
Suppose the poverty line is Nu.1200, there are some persons
who earn Nu.1100 and there might be others who earn only
Nu. 400, but these differences are not taken into account in
HCR. Poverty gap measures the amount of income transfer
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necessary to bring the poor people above the poverty line i.e.:
enable them to acquire the income that defines the poverty
line.

A normalized poverty gap provides information regarding how
far the households are from the poverty line. This measure
captures the mean aggregate income shortfall relative to the
poverty line across the whole population. It measures the
depth and severity of the poverty. The measures of depth and
severity of poverty are complementary to the incidence of
poverty. This concept is also particularly important for the
evaluation of the programmes and policies aimed at
alleviating poverty.

In this study we will also explore the urban/rural and inter-
dzongkhag differences in the magnitude of absolute poverty.

Poverty Analysis Based on Upper Poverty Line

As mentioned earlier in this study our measure of upper
poverty line (UPL) is AMPCI of Nu.1200. This criterion is used
to estimate the extent and the magnitude of the shortfall of
individual’s monthly per capita income from the AMPCI. This
criterion is also close to the criterion of international poverty
line i.e.: $1 per person per day which comes out to be less
than Nu.1500 per person per month. The findings about head
count ratio are given in the table no. 16.

Table No.16: Head Count Ratio based on UPL

Dzongkhag No. of Poor | HCR (In %)
Bumthang 55 78.57
Chukha 34 35.05

Haa 62 69.66
Lhutnshe 79 79
Pemagatshel 32 84.21
Samdrup Jongkhar | 40 64.52

Total 302 66.23
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302 samples out of a total of 456 samples have monthly per
capita income less than Nu.1200 that means the overall head
count ratio based on the UPL criterion is 66.23%.
Pemagatshel Dzongkhag has the highest poverty ratio as its
HCR base is 84.21%. Headcount ration in Bumthang and
Lhuntshe dzongkhags is 79% and 78.57% respectively. 4 out
of 6 dzongkhags have higher HCR than average HCR. In Haa
Dzongkhag HCR based on UPL is 64.52%. Chukha
Dzongkhag experienced the lowest poverty rate at 35.05%.

Graph No.6: Overall Head Count Ratio
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Graph No. 7: Rural-urban dispersal of the poor
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Estimates of rural poverty based on UPL

We have already analyzed that the AMPCI in the rural areas is
lower than that in the urban areas. The AMPCI in rural areas
is Nu.805.4 and in urban areas it is Nu.3701.36. From the
magnitude of the difference between the urban and rural
AMPCI it can be inferred that poverty must be much more
concentrated in the rural areas. Analysis of the results in the
table no.17 authenticates the inference.

Table No.17: HCR in the rural areas (based on UPL)

Dzongkhag No. of Poors | HCR (in %)
Bumthang 55 78.57
Chukha 3 75

Haa 51 78.46
Lhuntshe 79 79.8
Pemagatshel 31 96.87
Samdrup Jongkhar | 26 92.85

Total 245 82.21

In this study we found that the total number of rural poor is
245 that mean about 81.13% of total poor persons live in the
rural areas. Obviously poverty is a rural phenomenon.

HCR for the rural samples is 82.21% which implies that
82.21% of the rural samples live below poverty line based on
the upper poverty line criterion. The geographical distribution
of rural poverty is also skewed.
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Rural areas in Pemagatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar
dzongkhags have very high concentrations of poverty. In the
rural areas of Pemagatshel 96.87% of the samples live below
a monthly income of Nu.1200 and 92.85% of the rural
samples in Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag are poor if defined
on the basis of the upper poverty line. This is not surprising
given that AMPCI in the rural areas of these dzongkhags is
below Nu. 575. In the remaining dzongkhags, rural poverty
ratios are below average and between 78-80% of the samples
are poor.

Estimates of urban poverty based on UPL

Since AMPCI in the urban areas is almost four and half times
higher than that in the rural areas, the urban poverty ratio
must be lower than the rural poverty ratio. The magnitude of
urban poverty is analyzed on the basis of information given in
the table no. 18.

Table No.18: HCR in urban areas (based on UPL)

Dzongkhag No. of Poors | HCR (in %)
Bumthang - -

Chukha 31 33.33

Haa 11 45.83
Lhuntshe - -
Pemagatshel 1 16.67
Samdrup Jongkhar | 14 41.18

Total 57 36.07

The total number of urban poor is 57, which mean the urban
poor accounts for only 18.87% of the total number of poor. In
the urban areas poverty is less concentrated than in the rural
areas. The HCR in urban areas is only 36.07% compared to
82.21% in the rural areas. In Pemagatshel Dzongkhag the
urban poverty ratio is just 16.67%. Due to the small sample
size there might be greater sample error and no inference
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should be drawn from this. From the remaining samples, the
urban areas of Chukha Dzongkhag have the lowest poverty
rate, where a third of the samples fall below the poverty line.
In the urban areas of Haa Dzongkhag the poverty ratio is the
highest as 45.83% of the samples are poor based on the
upper poverty line criterion. In Samdrup Jongkhar
Dzongkhag the urban poverty ratio is 41.18%.

Based on the upper poverty line criterion it can be concluded
that the average poverty rate is very high as almost 2/3 of the
samples live below the poverty line. The rural/urban
differences in the head count ratios are very sharp and
poverty is more concentrated in the rural areas as 81.13% of
the total poor live in the rural areas. Urban poverty is also
significant as more than a third of the urban samples live
below the poverty line.

Graph No.9: HCR in the rural and urban areas
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Normalized Poverty Gap based on UPL
On average, the shortfall of the poor’s income (which is the

67



Variations in the Inequality and Poverty in Bhutan

measure of normalized poverty gap) from the upper poverty
line is 36.42%. The poverty gap in rural areas is more than
two and a half times larger than the poverty gap in the urban
areas. The variance in the poverty gap between the rural and
urban area is not significant as suggested by the F-test value
of 0.398. Standard deviation for the combined value of the
poverty gap for different dzongkhags is 11.05%. If we take
+3SD from the average poverty gap, income shortfall range for
the 89% of the poor people is from 3.27% to 69.57%. In the
rural areas where almost 80% of the poor reside, the average
poverty gap is 47%, with a standard deviation of 4.58%. If we
take *3SD from the average poverty gap in the rural areas,
the poverty gap range for the 89% of the rural poor would be
33.25% to 60.74%.

Table No.19: Dzongkhag-wise normalized Poverty Gap based
on UPL (in %)

Dzongkhag Rural | Urban | Combined
Bumthang 43.46 43.46
Chukha 49.82 15.14 16.20
Haa 45.15 18.36 38.14
Lhuntshe 46.70 46.70
Pemagatshel 50.65 542 43.52
Samdrup Jongkhar | 56.17 21.27 37.03
Total 47.00 16.49 36.42

The largest poverty gap (56.17%) in the rural areas exists in
Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag and the lowest poverty gap in
the rural areas exists in Bumthang Dzongkhag. Also, there is
much less variation in the poverty gap in the rural areas of
different dzongkhags as compared to that in the urban areas.

Graph No. 10: Poverty gap
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Graph No. 11: Normalized poverty gap
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Poverty Analysis Based on Lower Poverty Line

Our lower poverty line estimates are based on the HIES 2000
criterion of an upper poverty line fixed at Nu.748.10 per
capita per month. We have rounded off to Nu.750 per capita
per month. Application of this criterion would give us more
realistic estimates of the absolute poverty as compared to the
upper poverty line based estimates. 231 samples were
identified as poor because their monthly per capita income
fell below Nu.750. As reflected in the Table no. 20, overall
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head count ratio is 50.66% i.e. almost half of the total
samples live below the poverty line. The highest incidence of
poverty occurs in Lhuntshe Dzongkhag where the head count
ratio is 66%. In Bumthang and Pemagatshel dzongkhags the
head count ratio is more than 60%. The lowest incidence of
poverty is found in Chukha Dzongkhag.

Our study shows that the incidence of poverty measured as
head count ratio is higher than the HIES 2000 estimates of
31.75%.

Table No. 20: Head Count Ratio based on LPL

Dzongkhag No. of Poor HCR (In %)
Bumthang 43 61.42
Chukha 19 19.59

Haa 48 53.93
Lhuntshe 66 66
Pemagatshel 23 60.52
Samdrup Jongkhar | 32 51.61

Total 231 50.66

Graph No.12: HCR based on LPL criterion
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Dzongkhag-wise dispersal of poverty shows that the largest
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number of poor persons live in Lhuntshe, which constitutes
about 28% of the total number of poor. 8% of the total poor
live in Chukha Dzongkhag. Shifting of the poverty line
criterion downwards (from UPL to LPL) has changed the
pattern of regional dispersion of poverty, though very
marginally. With this shift, the share of Lhuntshe Dzongkhag
in total poor population increased from 26% to 28% and the
share of Pemagatshel declined by 1 percentage point. The
share of Samdrup Jongkhar and Bumthang in the total
number of poor increased by 1 percentage point, while the
share of Chukha Dzongkhag declined by 2 percentage points.
The share of Haa in the total number of poor remained
constant.

Graph No. 13: Regional dispersion of the poor based on LPL
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Estimates of rural poverty based on LPL

Shifting the poverty line from UPL to LPL criterion has
resulted in an increase in the ratio of rural poor to total poor.
Basing the poverty estimates on the upper poverty line we
found that 81.13% of poor reside in the rural areas. On the
basis of LPL estimate of poverty we found that percentage
share of rural poor increased to 86% and correspondingly the
share of urban poor declined. This is due to a higher poverty
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gap in the rural areas as compared to that in the urban
areas. In the poverty gap estimates based on UPL, normalized
poverty gap in the rural and urban areas is 47% and 16.5%
respectively. This further strengthens our earlier conclusion
that poverty is more a rural phenomenon. Since almost 70%
of the rural samples are farmers it can be inferred that
poverty is more intensely spread among the farmers. As a
majority of the farmers in the sample study practice
traditional subsistence farming and in certain areas, like in
the rural areas of Haa, farming is a seasonal occupation, it is
quite probable that poverty is more concentrated in these
groups.

Graph No. 14: Rural-urban dispersion of the poor based on LPL
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The head count ratio for the rural areas on the basis of LPL is
66.77%, 199 of the 298 rural samples have monthly per
capita income less than Nu.750. Table No. 21 provides
information about the head count ratios in rural areas of
different dzongkhags. The highest head count ratio (82.14%)
is found in the rural areas of Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhang
followed by the rural areas of Pemagatshel Dzongkhag where
the head count ratio is 71.87%. Chukha Dzongkhag has the
lowest head count ratio amongst the rural areas.

Table No. 21: HCR in the rural areas (based on LPL)
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Dzongkhag No. of Poor | HCR (in %)
Bumthang 43 61.42
Chukha 2 50

Haa 42 64.61
Lhuntshe 66 66
Pemagatshel 23 71.87
Samdrup Jongkhar | 23 82.14

Total 199 66.77

Estimates of urban poverty based on lower poverty line criterion

The head count ratio in the urban areas is much lower than
the head count ratio in the rural areas. As already noted
almost 2/3 of the rural samples are poor, where as only
about 1/5 of the urban population lives below the poverty
line. Table no. 22 provides dzongkhag-wise head count ratios
in the urban areas. More than 50% of the urban poor are
concentrated in the Chukha Dzongkhag. The very small
sample size for the urban areas of Pemagatshel Dzongkhag is
the main reason for the unusual result of the absence of
poverty there. Despite the huge difference between rural and
urban HCR, the variance in the two HCR is not significant as
the F-test value of 0.7846 suggests.

Table No. 22: HCR in the urban areas (based on LPL)

Dzongkhag No. of Poor | HCR (in %)
Bumthang - -

Chukha 17 18.28

Haa 6 25
Lhuntshe - -
Pemagatshel 0 0

Samdrup Jongkhar | 9 26.47

Total 32 20.25

Graph No.15: HCR in the rural and urban areas based on LPL
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The highest incidence of urban poverty is witnessed in
Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag where the headcount ratio is
26.47%. The lowest incidence of urban poverty is in Chukha
Dzongkhag where the head count ratio is 18.28%. The size of
urban samples from Pemagatshel Dzongkhag is too small to
be of any analytical importance.

Normalized Poverty Gap Based on LPL

The average shortfall of the poor’s income (normalized poverty
gap) from the lower poverty line (defined as per capita
monthly income of Nu.750) is 22.23%. The poverty gap for all
the rural areas is 29.89%, which is 3.35 times larger than the
poverty gap of 8.9% in the urban areas. The variance in the
poverty gap between the rural and urban area is not
significant as suggested by the F-test value 0.687.

Highest poverty gap (30.6%) is found in Lhuntshe Dzongkhag
and the lowest poverty gap is found in the Chukha
Dzongkhag where the poverty gap is 9.44%. In the rural
areas, largest poverty gap (36.02%) is in Samdrup Jongkhar
Dzongkhag. In the rural areas of Chukha and Lhuntshe
poverty gap is over 30%. In the remaining dzongkhags the
range of poverty gap in the rural areas is 27-30%. The urban
areas have a lower poverty gap. Poverty gaps in the urban
areas range from a low of 8.77% in Chukha Dzongkhag to a
high of 12.04% in Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag. The
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poverty gap for the rural and urban areas of the different
dzongkhags are given in the table no.23.

Table No. 23: Dzongkhag-wise Normalized Poverty Gap based
on LPL criterion (in %)

Dzongkhag Rural | Urban | Combined
Bumthang 28.46 - 28.46
Chukha 34.72 8.77 9.44

Haa 27.50 7.47 2243
Lhuntshe 30.60 - 30.60
Pemagatshel 29.36 - 25.20
Samdrup Jongkhar | 36.02 12.04 22.88

Total 29.89 8.90 22.61

Impact of the shift in the poverty line

The shift from the upper poverty line to the lower poverty line
has resulted in a fall in the head count ratio and the level of
poverty gap. Table no. 24 reflects the impact of the lowering of
the poverty line on the head count ratio and on the
normalized poverty gap. The shift in the poverty line brought
about a greater fall in HCR (- 44.11%) in Chukha Dzongkhag

Graph No. 16: Normalized Poverty Gap (LPL)
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and the least fall in head count ratio (-16.46%) in Lhuntshe.
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Pemagatshel Dzongkhag experienced the largest decline in the
poverty gap equivalent of 42.10% and the least was
experienced in Lhuntshe Dzongkhag (-34.48%). For all the
samples taken together, the decline in head count ratio and
normalized poverty gap was 23.51% and 37.92% respectively.
On average, for a percentage decline in HCR, the poverty gap
fell by 1.61%. The higher the ratio the greater the intensity of
poverty alleviation measures needed to reduce the poverty

gap.

Table No. 24: Effect of the shift in the poverty line from UPL to
LPL.

Dzongkhags % change | % change ANPG/AHCR
in HCR in NPG
Bumthang -21.83 -34.51 1.58
Chukha -44.11 -41.73 0.95
Haa -22.58 -41.19 1.82
Lhuntshe -16.46 -34.48 2.10
Pemagatshel -28.13 -42.10 1.50
Samdrup Jongkhar | -20.01 -38.21 1.91
Total -23.51 -37.92 1.61

One important policy implication that emerges from this
analysis is that poverty alleviation measures should be
concentrated in those areas where the ratio of ANPG/AHCR is
higher. Such a data base would make the poverty alleviation
measures targeted and consequently more effective in terms
of reducing the magnitude of absolute poverty.

Poverty decomposition

Factors determining the income generating capacity of an
individual will also determine absolute deprivation. For
understanding the dynamics of absolute poverty these
variables should be identified. Identification of these factors is
termed as decomposition analysis. Recently Deaton and Dreze
(2002) and Shorroks and Wan (2004) have wused
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decomposition analysis. Decomposition can be done in
different ways such as by population sub-groups or by factor
components. It can be used to analyze the impact of gender,
occupation, area of residence etc. on the head count ratio. In
this study we have used simple decomposition analysis and
not the regression-based decomposition analysis.

As far as the area of residence-based decomposition of
absolute poverty is concerned, we have already established
that the incidence of poverty is much higher in rural areas.
The urban areas have greater income disparity but lower
incidence of absolute poverty.

Occupation based decomposition of poverty

In this part, occupation-wise decomposition of poverty
analysis is done to see which category of the occupation has a
larger incidence of poverty. This study will help us to identify
the groups which are more vulnerable to the problem of
absolute poverty. Results of these findings are shown in the
table no. 25.

Table No. 25 Occupation based decomposition of HCR (in %)

Occupation LPL estimates | UPL estimates
Farmers 78.5 98.3
Businessmen 25.3 374

Govt. /Semi Govt. | 8.6 31

employees

Pvt. Employees 419 65.1

(formal sector)

Informal activities 39.1 56.5

The largest incidence of poverty is found amongst the farmers
as 78.5% of the farmers are poor, based on lower poverty line
estimates. Hired employees in the private sector experience
second largest incidence of poverty. The government and
semi-government sector employees are the least poor group.
Shifting from the lower to the upper poverty line does not
alter the results. This analysis highlights the fact that poverty
is more concentrated in the rural areas and farmers are the
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most vulnerable section. Private sector employees are the next
most vulnerable group.

Literacy status based decomposition of poverty

Literacy status of a person has an important bearing on his
or her functioning. Table no. 26 provides information about
the head count ratio for literate and illiterate samples. The
head count ratio for the illiterate group is almost two and a
half times greater than that for the literate group if we base
our estimates on the lower poverty line. On the basis of upper
poverty line also, the illiterates have a much higher incidence
of poverty. The illiterates are more vulnerable to absolute
poverty.

Table No. 26: Literacy based decomposition of HCR (in %)

Literacy status | LPL estimates | UPL estimates
lliterate 72.93 88.21
Literate 28.19 44.05

Gender based decomposition of poverty

Evidence in this study suggests that poverty incidence is
partly affected by the sex of the individual (see table no. 27).
Females have a higher incidence of poverty than male
members. The gender-based differences in poverty incidence
can be explained in terms of lack of equal opportunities and
capabilities. The shift from lower poverty line to upper
poverty line does not alter the picture. A mark of caution is
that these differences do not necessarily originate from
gender biases and there could be other factors explaining the
differences. This is left to the future researchers to identify
the explanatory variables.

Table No. 27: Gender based decomposition of HCR (in %)

Gender LPL estimates UPL estimates
Male 46.95 63.67
Female 58.62 71.72

Area of residence based decomposition of poverty
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Urban rural differences in the incidence of poverty have
already been mentioned in the part 3 of the section 2 of this
paper. In rural areas the head count ratio is 82.2% and
66.77% respectively on the basis of UPL and LPL criterion.
The urban areas have much a lower poverty incidence of 36%
and 20.2% respectively on the basis of UPL and LPL criterion.

Conclusions

Findings of this sample study can also be used to make
analysis about population characteristics.
Important conclusions of the study are:

1) AMPCI is calculated to be Nu.1809.5, which is almost 50%
higher than the UNDP estimated AMPCI of Nu.1200. On
average, Bhutanese live on more than a $1 a day which is
known as international poverty line.

2) There is high degree of inequality in Bhutan both in terms
of regional and personal distribution of income. Rural/urban
disparities are very high. AMPCI in urban areas is almost four
and half times more than the AMPCI in the rural areas.
Urban areas contribute almost 69% of the total income and
the rural areas having a share of 65% in total samples
contribute just 31% of the total income.

3) Disparities are wider across the dzongkhags. Both the rural
and urban AMPCI are highest in Chukha Dzongkhag. In the
urban areas AMPCI ranges from Nu.4353 in Chukha
Dzongkhag to Nu.2228 in Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag. In
the rural areas AMPCI ranges from Nu.1677 in Chukha
Dzongkhag to Nu.544 in Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag.

4) The value of the productive assets is found to have very
high association with the level of AMPCI. Level of education
tends to have less significant association with the AMPCI.
Bank loan disbursements across the dzongkhags is heavily
biased in the favour of Chukha Dzongkhag, which is probably
one important reason of asset holding and consequent
personal income disparities across the dzongkhags. Income
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disparities thus can be explained in terms of disparities in the
productive assets ownership pattern. Urban samples own
almost 81% of the value total physical assets. Dzongkhag-
wise disparities in the asset holdings are very high. Percentile
share of different dzongkhags in the asset holding ranges
from 57.6% in Chukha to 1.7% in Pemagatshel.

5) Size distribution of income within the dzongkhags and
within the urban rural areas, measured in terms of the Gini
coefficient, shows that income inequalities are higher in
urban areas and lower in rural areas. The Gini coefficient
value tends to rise across the dzongkhags as their AMPCI
rises. There is a strong evidence of initial trade-off between
income and equity.

6) Our estimates of absolute poverty on the basis of upper
poverty line (Nu.1200 per capita per month) convey that
66.2% of the samples live below the poverty line. On the basis
of lower poverty line (Nu.750 per capita per month) 50.67% of
the samples are found to be poor. The rural areas have a
higher incidence of poverty; a large number of poor live in the
rural areas and also a majority of the poor are farmers. It can
be stated that there is a high concentration of poverty in the
agricultural sector which is characterized by traditional
subsistence, and in certain regions it is a seasonal practice
and consequently less productive. Hired employees of the
private sector are the second most vulnerable section. Inter-
dzongkhag variation in the head count ratio is very high as it
varies from 19.6% in Chukha to 66% in Lhuntshe Dzongkhag
(on the basis of the lower poverty line) and from 35% in
Chukha to 79% in Lhuntshe Dzongkhag (based on upper
poverty line).

7) Not only is the head count ratio high but the poverty gap is
also high. The average shortfall of the income of the poor is
37.03% if calculated on the basis of the upper poverty line
and it is 22.61% if calculated from the lower poverty line. The
poverty gap calculated from either criterion suggests that
there are high urban/rural differences in the depth of
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poverty. In the rural areas, the poverty gap is almost three
times larger than the poverty gap in urban areas. The poverty
gap is the largest in Samdrup Jongkhar Dzongkhag both in
the case of urban and rural areas. Chukha Dzongkhag has
the least poverty gap.

8) Decomposition analysis suggests that incidence of absolute
poverty is likely to be much greater amongst farmers, hired
employees of the private sector and illiterates. These are the
most vulnerable sections of the population and significant
factors to the incidence of absolute poverty. Male citizens are
less prone to poverty as compared to female citizens. The
rural people are much more vulnerable to poverty than their
urban counterparts.

9) Targeted measures of poverty alleviation will have a strong
influence on the reduction in the poverty gap. In the areas
where incidence of poverty is high, poverty alleviation
measures would have better effect on reducing the poverty
gap. Since poverty is primarily a rural phenomenon, a rural-
centric development strategy would have a more positive
effect on the magnitude of the poverty.
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Reflections on Conservation Education and Practice in
Bhutan®

Stephen F. Siebert and Jill M. Belsky™

Introduction

In July, 2006 we had the pleasure of working in Bhutan with
the emerging Ugyen Wangchuck Environment and Forestry
Institute (UWEFI). Along with others (i.e., several American
academics, a Danish forester, and Bhutanese representatives
from the Natural Resource Training Institute, government
agencies and the private sector), we examined conservation
education goals and institutional, faculty and curriculum
development at UWEFI. The assessment included stakeholder
workshops to identify priorities from the public and private
sectors. We are inspired and optimistic about UWEFI
possibilities because of Bhutan’s commitment to “The Middle
Path” in natural resource management, an approach built on
Buddhist culture, traditions of sustainable forest and land
management, and inclusion of people and human use in
nature.

“The Middle Path” to conservation seeks a balance among
cultural integrity, economic development and environmental
protection. While sounding similar to the “three legged”
concerns of “sustainable development” touted around the
western world since the mid 1980s, “The Middle Path” carries
demonstrably deeper political will towards social and
ecological concerns on par with economic development, and

“ We greatly appreciate the comments and suggestions provided by
Dechen Dorji, Tshewang Wangchuk and Ib Christensen. Support for
our work in Bhutan has been generously provided by UWEFI, the
RGoB Department of Forestry Services, the USDA Forest Service
through the Consortium for International Protected Area
Management (CIPAM), and the College of Forestry and Conservation
at The University of Montana.

“ Professors of Forestry and Natural Resources, College of Forestry
and Conservation, University of Montana.
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respect for historic culture, beliefs, knowledge and practices.
In our opinion, these conditions give Bhutan in general and
UWEFI in particular the potential to become a regional if not
global leader in professional forestry and environmental
conservation education that integrates traditional culture,
livelihood and resource management with scientific
knowledge -- conservation education that will produce
resilient, practical and socially just foresters, forestry and
natural resource management.

While we see tremendous opportunities for UWEFI, we are
concerned about global trends and ideologies that could lead
UWEFI to the more conventional and, in our view, less
innovative and productive direction in pursuit of sustainable
livelihoods and biodiversity conservation. By conventional we
are referring to Western European and American perspectives
that have dominated conservation and forestry practices for
centuries (Brown, 2003; Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997). Since
the European Renaissance, Western societies and religions
have treated humans as separate from nature and privileged
empirical, objective science over other forms of knowledge
(Gomez-Pompa and Kaus, 1992). These orientations justified
the expropriation of land and forests from native peoples for
the creation of British colonial hunting reserves in India and
the establishment of the world’s first national park
(Yellowstone) in the U.S. in the late 19th century. In these
and most subsequent protected area management efforts,
traditional land use practices and native peoples were treated
as incompatible with conservation and excluded from parks,
and sometimes involuntarily resettled (Brechin et al., 2002;
Grove, 1990).

The assumption that human use is inherently destructive and
incompatible with biological diversity persists in the
international conservation community. Moreover, the “big”
global conservation organizations view  biodiversity
conservation as largely a biological enterprise and have been
critical of the attention given to social processes and attempts
to integrate conservation with human uses and development
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(Alcorn, 2005). Contemporary conservation and development
efforts are primarily “science-driven”, that is they are based
on objective, empirical, hypothesis-based forms of inquiry,
typically favoring technological solutions, and practiced by
disciplinary-trained experts (Brown, 2003; Easterly, 2006;
Marten, 2006). Traditional, experiential ecological knowledge
and community-based management systems, while often
present in rhetoric and small, pilot projects, are not awarded
equal consideration and standing as scientific knowledge and
management, and are rarely integral subjects in professional
forestry curricula or national land management policies and
practices.

While there has been much talk within the global
conservation community about “people-friendly” and
“participatory” approaches to protected area management, as
well as “community-based conservation,” these perspectives
remain marginal to global conservation agendas and funding
allocations (Alcorn 2005; Chapin 2004). Many in the global
conservation community advocate a “new protection
paradigm” that while acknowledging a role for local
community involvement, remains directed by scientists and
professionals and can involve coercion (Kramer et al., 1997,
Terborgh, 1999). In this perspective, conservation (and
protected area management) is not seriously viewed as social
and political practice influenced by local as well as extra-local
actors and contextual forces (which may need to be managed
along with particular species). This approach often involves
models developed in Europe and the United States rather
than slowly and interactively built from the particulars of
people, place, history, religion, culture and local visions of the
future (Brechin et al., 2002).

Our position is that conservation educators and practitioners
in Bhutan need to remain steadfast in their commitment to
‘The Middle Path,’ especially in light of the growing influence
of foreign conservation advisors, funders and global economic
priorities. With few notable exceptions, global conservation
policies remain biologically driven and often seek to eliminate
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human uses in protected areas irrespective of their historical
ecological role or social implications. Sustainable
development rhetoric aside, western modernist development
continues to prioritize productivity, yield and the “efficient”
use of forest, water, land and other resources in areas outside
of parks to the detriment of ‘inefficient’ traditional resource
management practices that are essential to ecoregional and
landscape-level conservation over the long-term.
Conventional conservation education also favors disciplinary
specialization, institutional departmentalization and
theoretical-model building which privileges expert-driven,
biophysical science education over the social sciences and
traditional ecological knowledge and practice systems,
including religiously-held, sacred ecologies (Berkes 1999;
Brown, 2003; Marten, 20006).

As ecological and social scientist ourselves, we clearly see a
role for (western) science in conservation education and
practice in Bhutan. In this paper, we argue that UWEFI
should focus its education on integrating interdisciplinary
western science with traditional knowledge, teaching multiple
knowledge systems through real world problems and case
studies, and most fundamentally, recognizing and teaching
the skills to understand and manage social and biological
systems as co-evolved, complex and ultimately uncertain.
The latter provides an excellent window into current global
debates over the compatibility of human uses and biodiversity
conservation, the contested role of protected areas, and
challenges involved in building resiliency and adaptive
management into conservation. Similar calls for integrated
approaches to forest and environmental education, research
and management are emerging around the world (Brown,
2003; Drew and Henne, 2006; Kates, et al., 2001; Marten,
2006). We see this approach as critical for the next cadre of
environmental and forest scientists and practitioners in
Bhutan to be able to implement their country’s visionary
‘Middle Path’ to sustainable development. We think it also
provides UWEFI with the opportunity to bridge the gap that
has developed between Buddhist and modern ways of
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learning in Bhutan (Phuntsho, 2000), and to develop an
internationally unique and valuable approach to conservation
and development.

Traditional Land Uses and Conservation

Debate over the relationship of humans in nature has raged
for decades. On one hand are those who assert that
biological diversity is incompatible with utilitarian human
uses (Kramer, et al, 1997; Struhsaker, 1998; Terborgh, 1999).
This perspective views humans as separate from nature,
assumes that biodiversity must be protected from people, and
advocates protectionist conservation approaches that
eliminate human uses in protected areas. On the other hand,
are those who argue that some human uses are compatible
with biodiversity conservation and even integral to the
development and maintenance of forest ecosystems
(Anderson, 1990; Brechin, et al., 2002; Freese, 1997). That
is, biodiversity conservation may require human (or
anthropogenic) use and disturbance to be ecologically
sustainable as well as socially acceptable.

Whether humans are integral to nature or not is more than
an academic debate. It influences government policies and
real peoples’ lives and livelihoods. In recent decades,
evidence of significant anthropogenic influence on the
development and maintenance of previously perceived
‘pristine’ forest ecosystems has grown (Grove and Rackham,
2001; Willis, et al., 2004). In the tropics this includes the
Amazon Basin (Denevan, 2001 & 2004), Central Africa
(Weber, et al., 2001), Thailand (Kealhofer, 2003), New Guinea
(Denham, et al., 2003; Haberle, 2007), and the Solomon
Islands (Bayliss-Smith, et al., 2003). Empirical evidence
suggests that virtually all contemporary Amazonian forests
may actually be cultural artifacts reflecting human use and
adaptation in the 500 years since the death of 95% of the
original human inhabitants following western contact; and
that at least 15% of the region’s soils were created through
Amerindian incorporation of charcoal (i.e., indah preta; Mann,
2005; Woods and Glaser, 2004). This evidence argues for a
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more holistic “humanist environmentalism” in which humans
are recognized as intrinsically involved in shaping nature
(Berkes et al., 2003; Cronon, 1992; Grove and Rackham,
2001).

Debates over the role, magnitude and significance of humans
in the creation and maintenance of global biological diversity
will undoubtedly continue and influence conservation in
Bhutan. However, there is little doubt that humans have
been powerful ecological actors in most Bhutanese
ecosystems for thousands of years. Three anthropogenic
activities are both current and historically significant sources
of ecological disturbance in Bhutan: non-timber forest
product collecting, shifting agriculture and extensive livestock
grazing. Around the world, these land uses are typically
prohibited when strict protectionist measures are adopted.
While there is relative tolerance for forest product collecting
and grazing in protected areas of Bhutan, efforts are currently
underway to eliminate shifting cultivation throughout all of
Bhutan (Wangchuk, 2005).

Are forest product collecting, extensive livestock grazing and
shifting cultivation compatible with biodiversity conservation
in Bhutan? Could these anthropogenic disturbances support
or even explain contemporary biological diversity? What
livelihood practices are likely to replace these traditional land
uses if they are banned, and what are their potential
ecological and social effects? These and related questions are
very relevant to program and curricula development at
UWEFI, including potential topics for faculty and student
research.

To begin to answer these questions it is useful is to consider
ecological disturbances in terms of their specific attributes,
that is their type, size, intensity, duration, frequency and
pattern created. The ecological role and significance of
shifting cultivation on forest ecosystems and its compatibility
with biodiversity conservation is the most contentious of the
three practices. It has been a controversial debate throughout
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the tropics over the last century as it is Bhutan today. Two
forms of shifting cultivation occur in Bhutan. Integral, long-
fallow shifting cultivation, known locally as tseri, was until
recently common in low to mid-elevation forests, particularly
in southern and eastern Bhutan (Kerkhoff and Sharma, 2006;
Roder, et al., 1992). This form of shifting cultivation was the
second largest agricultural system in terms of land area in
the late 1990s (Wangchuk, 2005). Another form of rotational
agriculture, known as pangzhing, occurs in some high
elevation environments (i.e., near the tree line) and
incorporates grass and shrub fallows (Kerkhoff and Sharma,
2006; Roder, et al., 1992).

Research in lowland tropical forests suggests that the
ecological disturbance resulting from integral, long-fallow
shifting cultivation resembles that caused by natural tree
falls. Both vary from about 0.25 to 0.5 ha in size, maintain
the full suite of secondary plant successional pathways (i.e.,
advanced regeneration, stored seed, seed rain and stump
sprout), are of comparable intensity, and preclude
establishment of exotic species (Uhl, 1990). Furthermore,
landslides and mass wasting are common, indeed normal,
disturbances in the dynamic, steep, high rainfall Himalayan
mountain environment (Bruiijnzeel, 1990). Thus, disturbed,
early successional environments are natural in Bhutan; tree
falls, landslides and shifting cultivation have occurred in low
and middle elevation forests for thousands of years. In fact,
some recently established national parks (e.g., Jigme Singye
Wangchuck and Royal Manas) with high biodiversity and
conservation significance have been utilized for shifting
cultivation for centuries. This suggests that shifting
cultivation as regulated through traditional management
regimes may be compatible with biodiversity conservation.

Given the above, one might hypothesize that anthropogenic
disturbances created through tseri and other land use
practices create more complex landscape mosaics and greater
plant species and habitat diversity than occur in ‘natural’
forests. If this is the case, traditional practices could be

89



Journal of Bhutan Studies

responsible for maintaining or enhancing biological diversity.
Conversely, cessation of all forest farming and fallow
management might adversely affect biodiversity by reducing
plant and habitat diversity and altering landscape vegetation
patterns. At the least, this suggests that relationships
between biological diversity and anthropogenic uses warrant
empirical investigation, rather than simply assuming a
relationship a priori.

In similar fashion, modifying extensive livestock grazing
practices could significantly alter historical disturbance
regimes. Plant communities throughout much of Bhutan
have been grazed by livestock, at least seasonally, for
centuries. The Government of Bhutan is now regulating
livestock throughout the country. Reducing extensive grazing
practices from historical norms will favor the establishment
and growth of shade and grazing intolerant species and
increase total plant biomass. This in turn could alter fire
regimes, specifically fire frequencies and intensities, with
potential wide-ranging effects on flora, fauna and ecosystem
processes. Increasing fire potential and severity may be
particularly problematic because in recent years Bhutan has
attempted to suppress all forest fires and as a consequence
fuel loads are increasing (Tshering, 2006). Furthermore,
there is anecdotal evidence from farmers and government
officials that the length and severity of the dry monsoon may
be intensifying due to climate change.

Harvesting non-timber forest or wood products (NTFPs) such
as fruits, canes, thatch and medicinal plants has been a
fundamental component of rural household livelihood
strategies throughout Bhutan since time immemorial, and
continues to be of major significance through direct
consumption and commercial (i.e., market) sales (Wangchulk,
2006). Indeed, one ancient name for Bhutan, “Lho jhong
Meen Jhong” (Southern land of medicinal herbs), attests to its
importance as a source of medicinal plants for Tibet and
neighboring regions. NTFP harvesting is currently permitted
in Bhutan’s protected areas.
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NTFP harvesting causes little ecological disturbance
compared to other extractive forest activities (Putz, et al.,
2001). Nevertheless, questions remain regarding the long-
term effects of harvesting on plants and animals, as well as
on broader ecosystem processes. Many ecologists contend
that because it is impossible to ascertain all potential
ecological effects associated with extraction at any acceptable
level of probability, NTFP harvesting is neither ecologically
sustainable nor economically viable (Struhsaker, 1998).
Nonetheless, NTFPs have been extensively harvested
throughout Bhutan for centuries, including in areas now set
aside for the conservation of Dbiological diversity.
Furthermore, some NTFP harvesting in Bhutan has been
regulated through community-based management regimes
(Wangchuk, 2005). For example, the Monpas who have lived
for centuries in what is now Jigme Singye Wangchuck N.P.
have managed the amount, size and location of wild rattan
harvesting on a species-specific basis for generations (Giri,
2004). This suggests the value of community-based resource
management systems, and that regulated NTFP harvesting
can be compatible with conservation.

We suggest that understanding ecological and biodiversity
effects associated with shifting cultivation, extensive livestock
grazing and NTFP harvesting, and potential means by which
these activities might be managed by and with local resource
users and communities are important subjects for UWEFI
education and research. Investigations of these topics
requires multidisciplinary approaches that are best pursued
through integrating traditional ecology knowledge and
management regimes with modern science, and will have
direct bearing on Bhutan conservation policy and practice.
As curricular and research enterprises, the starting point
should be understanding historical disturbance regimes and
the socio-cultural institutions by which land and forests in
Bhutan have been managed over the centuries.

Toward Resilient Conservation

Another approach that we see as relevant to education and
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research at UWEFI can be loosely referred to as resiliency
studies. Resilience has been defined as maintaining the
capacity to adapt, ecologically and socially, to unpredictable
change (Berkes, et al., 2003). In short, it means managing to
retain future options. Resilience is pursued by maintaining
diversity, redundancy and memory (i.e., retaining knowledge
over time) in both social and ecological realms (Berkes, et al.,
2003). This implies retaining and nurturing cultural and
biological diversity, fostering redundancies in everything from
plant species composition to NTFP livelihood strategies, and
valuing traditional ecological knowledge and practice (TEKP)
as well as western science (Berkes, 1999). Traditional
ecological knowledge and practice systems have developed
over time to interpret and respond to feedbacks from the
environment, and to address and manage uncertainty and
unpredictability. Many societies and management regimes
have emphasized adaptation over the long-term in contrast to
the modern focus on maximizing production and profits in
the short-term. In contemporary terms, this is ‘adaptive
ecosystem management’ (Berkes, et al., 2000). The rationale
for managing for resilience is rooted in surviving unknown
and unpredictable change. Such perspectives are
increasingly advocated in western science education, for
example, “Sustainability Science” (Kates, et al., 2001), the
integration of conservation biology with traditional ecological
knowledge (Drew and Henne, 2006), and ecological and social
resilience approaches (Berkes, et al., 2003).

Resilience and adaptive management are at a premium in
dynamic and unpredictable mountain-monsoonal
environments such as Bhutan. Furthermore, the importance
of resilience is likely to increase in Bhutan as its economy
and society open to the outside world, and the rate and extent
of climate change accelerates. At the same time, Bhutan is
experiencing rapid social, cultural, economic and political
change. Traditional resource management regimes are
increasingly challenged by national, regional and global
economic market forces that exert growing pressure on
resources. Understanding, investigating, collaborating with,
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and building upon traditional ecological knowledge and
resource management regimes, characterized by resilience
and adaptive management, could provide tools to address
future change and uncertainty. They also demonstrate the
value of integrating Bhutanese customs and ways of learning
with modern, western science education. For these reasons,
incorporating traditional ecological knowledge, resource
management regimes and resource practitioners themselves,
along with western scientific methods of inquiry, should be
basic components of UWEFI curricula.

Western conservation education and practice are also now
being challenged to build resilience and integrated land
management into professional schools and agencies. In our
own country, the United States, Aldo Leopold (1935) exhorted
society to embrace a nation-wide ethic of “land husbandry” in
contrast to focusing conservation in protected areas alone
when he observed that:

“Parks are overcrowded hospitals trying to cope with an
epidemic of esthetic rickets; the remedy lies not in
hospitals, but in daily rations. The vast bulk of land
beauty and landlife, dispersed as it is over a thousand
hills, continues to waste away under the same forces as
are undermining land utility.”

More recently, Wendell Berry (2005) has urged western
society to rediscover land ‘husbandry’, which he describes as
“all of the practices that sustain life by connecting us
conservingly to our places and our world.” Berry observes
that 20th Century America saw the replacement of husbandry
with science (e.g., soil science, animal science, forest science,
etc.) which

“served too well the purpose of the industrial
economy...transformed the United States from a country of
many owners to a country of many employees...(and
a)...focus upon productivity, genetic and technological
uniformity and global trade.”

93



Journal of Bhutan Studies

In contrast, two paramount components of husbandry, Berry
argues, are local adaptation and local coherence of form, what
he describes as the “never-ending effort of fitting together
diverse things...ecological, agricultural, economic, familial
and neighborly”.

We in the United States have so dramatically transformed our
connections to the land and landscape that developing land
husbandry ethics and practice represent formidable
challenges, especially given our industrialized agriculture and
largely urbanized culture. In contrast, most people in Bhutan
remain closely connected to the land and in many cases to
historic forms of agriculture. Of course these practices are
not perfect and continually need to adapt to changing
conditions, including the breakdown of customary
management systems and seductions of the market. But
such practices underlie rural livelihood strategies, community
structure and community-based management regimes. They
provide the time-tested, finely managed and resilient
adaptations to the unpredictable and dynamic mountain-
monsoonal environment of Bhutan and building blocks for
future management systems that enable them to adapt to
rapidly changing conditions. Again, the ability of UWEFI
graduates to manage for resilient and adaptive conservation
will require, we think, tools from both western science and
traditional ecological knowledge honed through on the
ground, problem-solving field exercises.

Social and Institutional Dynamics

Social processes influence resource use and management.
Environmental social scientists have sought to understand
and, where possible, build upon resource access and “rules-
in-use” practices that sustain livelihoods, economies and
ecosystems (Gibson, et al., 2000). The study of resource
management and especially governance institutions, and the
ways in which they are mediated by social processes such as
political systems, economic class, gender, religion, ethnicity
and race, are essential to professional forestry and
environmental science education. However, these topics are
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rarely emphasized in forestry and natural resource
management curricula. A group of social scientists and
resource managers recently wrote in Conservation Biology
that “The real question for debate, of course, is not whether to
integrate the social sciences into conservation but how to do
so” (Mascia, et al., 2003:649).

We think there is a great opportunity for UWEFI to develop a
dynamic conservation social science curriculum. In our
opinion this would include topics related to socioeconomic
and demographic processes, but would move beyond these
topics to critically address the multiple and interactive ways
culture, class, history and power influence how different
individuals, households and communities use, value and
manage natural resources. What are the opportunities and
constraints for different rural people and communities to
secure sustainable livelihoods? Under what social and
ecological conditions can shifting cultivation and other types
of farming, livestock rearing, and NTFP collecting serve
conservation interests and produce sustainable livelihoods?
What are the costs and benefits of seeking “alternative
livelihood” strategies such as ecotourism which are usually
introduced by outsiders and have not experienced the test of
time? How can rural communities themselves build capacity
to identify and foster their own sustainable livelihoods and
participatory conservation, and in ways that also nurture
Bhutanese culture and religion? What role can Buddhist
monks and monasteries play in forest and environmental
education and conservation in Bhutan? These are some of
the critical issues we think confront resource managers in
Bhutan today (especially in protected areas) and that should
be keystones in UWEFI’s curriculum. Enabling UWEFI
students to develop the skills to address these issues will
involve developing depth and breadth of understanding within

and across the conservation social sciences -- including
sociology, anthropology, geography, economics, law and
history -- and connecting this understanding to the bio-

physical sciences.
We believe gaining competency in the conservation social
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sciences is best achieved through theoretically-informed
practical experience. By this we mean that scientific
knowledge needs to be complemented by on the ground
experience. UWEFI has many opportunities for building
curricula and field exercises on the real-life experiences of
Bhutan’s resource users, managers and communities. The
opportunities are especially rich with regard to community-
based resource management institutions and practices. This
is due, in part, to the long history and growing literature on
Bhutan’s indigenous resource management practices and the
proximity of the institute to rural producers and ecosystems.

Customary traditions and community-based property rights
continue to govern peoples’ access to and use of village forests
across much of Bhutan (Wangchuk 2005). This includes
practices that mark village boundaries, regulate sacred
forests, and govern collection of tree litter, firewood, fodder
and timber, and when and where cattle and yaks can be
grazed. Despite the global trend towards forests designated
as state or private property and managed for commercial
timber, some forests in Bhutan continue to be held as
common land and largely managed by local communities for
multiple uses (Wangchuk, 2000). In other instances, forest
management responsibility has shifted to the Forestry
Division. Both of these situations provide extraordinarily rich
contexts for UWEFI students and faculty to learn about
resource management values and institutions, augmented
through familiarity with international literature and debates.
Educating future resource managers who can put ideas into
technically proficient and socially acceptable practice requires
social and natural science competences within the context of
real world Bhutan.

Power and Politics

There are compelling political reasons for Bhutan generally
and UWEFI in particular to support “The Middle Path” to
conservation education and practice. By all accounts, Bhutan
has been blessed by the steadfast and enlightened leadership
of a succession of kings who have emphasized connections
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between environmental protection, national economic
development and citizen happiness. Bhutan’s kings have
provided the intellectual roots and political commitment to
“The Middle Path,” eschewing capital accumulation if it
compromised social and ecological values. Over the decades
this commitment led to significant improvements in public
health, life expectancy, literacy, and most other indices of
general well-being, while simultaneously protecting the
country’s diverse environment and rich cultural traditions.

However, the Bhutanese political landscape is poised for
dramatic change. The 4th King recently stepped down. In
2008 the country transitions from an absolute monarchy to a
two-party parliamentary democracy. Potential political
leaders, parties and interest groups are beginning to form. A
fundamental characteristic of participatory democracy is
responsiveness to popular public and powerful private
interests. This has potentially profound implications for
future Bhutanese conservation, development and educational
policies and initiatives.

Biodiversity conservation and economic development are
inherently political acts that reflect the interests of specific
groups and result in programs, policies and activities that
respond to those interests. Attention to how people of
different ethnicities, ages, gender and class are differentially
positioned in terms of access to and control over resources, at
present and historically, is critical to understanding land use
and management. It is also integral to the pursuit of socially
acceptable, just and politically viable conservation and
development efforts. Numerous case studies and grounded
frameworks exist to inform conservation practitioners in the
complex ways social and environmental change occurs, and
how community, culture, ownership, knowledge, resource
management, development and governance have been
examined, understood and used (Brosius, et al, 2005;
Stevens, 1997; Western and Wright, 1994).

We believe that the social justice and political implications of
different conservation and protected area management
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policies warrant careful consideration. If Bhutan moves
towards a more protectionist approach in which human uses,
specifically NTFP harvesting, extensive livestock grazing and
shifting cultivation, are viewed as incompatible with
conservation and prohibited, a large proportion of the rural
population will lose access to long-held resources, livelihoods,
and the material basis of their cultures. They will also lose
essential links to the land that underlie land husbandry
ethics. This could lead to a large socially and economically
disenfranchised rural sector opposed to biodiversity
conservation.

In the wurban sector, Thimphu and Paro are currently
experiencing rapid economic growth, population increase and
construction. Rural to urban migration, particularly by
young people, is increasing, and the country is experiencing
growing income inequality, particularly between the urban
and rural sectors. Profound tensions exist in many countries
between biodiversity conservation and economic development,
and this can lead to conflict between long-term residents and
newcomers. In response to growing socioeconomic inequality
and tensions, emerging political parties in Bhutan may seek
political support by appealing to the interests and concerns of
particular groups, such as disenfranchised rural populations.
In short, the establishment of a two-party participatory
democracy, emerging socio-economic inequalities and rural
alienation resulting from protectionist conservation measures
could result in public opposition to conservation efforts. This
would be tragic given the Bhutanese tradition of unity and of
‘working landscapes’.

A second political challenge to conservation in Bhutan is
related to the national policy of devolving forest and resource
management authority from the nation-state to local
communities (i.e., Social Forestry/Community Forest
programs, Penjore and Rapten, 2003). As Bhutan transitions
from a monarchy to a participatory democracy, the needs,
interests and concerns of local constituencies are likely to
find quick expression in the political arena. In our opinion,
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retaining and training for the Bhutanese model of working
landscapes, demonstrated in current Social Forestry policies,
is politically preferable to protectionist measures that close
vast areas to utilitarian uses, prohibits or discourages
traditional practices (e.g., shifting cultivation and extensive
livestock grazing) and encourages more intensive, privatized
land use outside of parks. Indeed, the maintenance of
traditional, working landscapes and vibrant rural
communities is essential to biodiversity conservation and
public support for conservation.

A third challenge to conservation in Bhutan is rapid
infrastructure development, specifically road construction,
one of the most powerful underlying driving forces of forest
conversion and resource exploitation throughout the world
(Chomitz, 2007, Geist and Lambin, 2002). Pressure to extend
and improve (i.e., pave) the Bhutanese road system will likely
increase with democratization as political parties respond to
rural and urban calls for more and better transportation.
Roads typically accelerate urbanization and rural to urban
migration, while increasing rural marketing opportunities and
urban consumption of rural agricultural and forest products,
such as food, NTFPs, and timber (Chomitz, 2007). This
presents opportunities, as well as challenges. Potential
adverse social and ecological effects associated with road
development that warrant particular attention in Bhutan
include: habitat fragmentation, erosion, runoff,
sedimentation, and the loss of traditional ecological
knowledge and management regimes through out-migration
and acculturation.

UWEFI can address potential opportunities and risks
associated with infrastructure development, devolution of
forest and resource management to local communities, and
national conservation and protected area management
through actively engaging rural constituencies and resource
users (i.e., farmers, forest product collectors and livestock
grazers) in program and curriculum development. This would
not only contribute to more relevant education and research
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initiatives, but could build political support for UWEFI. The
latter is likely to be extremely important to the long-term
viability of the institute as the country transitions to
participatory democracy.

A final political reason for orienting conservation education
around maintaining working landscapes in Bhutan is a legal
one. Bhutan is a signatory to the ‘Shillong Declaration on
Shifting Cultivation in the Eastern Himalayas’. This
document explicitly recognizes that shifting cultivation is an
adaptive forest management practice based on sound
scientific  principles and recommends = governments
collaborate with shifting cultivators to enhance and adapt
traditional farming systems to changing economic, social and
environmental conditions (Kerkhoff and Sharma, 2006).

The International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD) recently completed a comprehensive
study of mountain agriculture in the Eastern Himalayas,
including Bhutan, and concluded that shifting cultivation
systems can be a productive means of using hill and
mountain lands that conserve forest, soil and water
resources; and that they are ecological preferable to
alternative agricultural and forestry activities (Kerkhoff and
Sharma, 2006). These same conclusions have been voiced by
researchers elsewhere in Asia for decades (Conklin, 1957;
Kunstadter, et al. 1978; Spencer, 1966). However, the
ecological sustainability and economic productivity of
traditional shifting cultivation have been largely ignored by
governments and international institutions for political and
economic reasons (Dove, 1983).

The breakdown of indigenous forest management systems
and the cultures that developed and practiced them adversely
affects both biodiversity and human livelihoods (Sodhi, et al.,
2006). Bhutan retains well-functioning forest farming, NTFP
gathering, and extensive livestock grazing practices and
management regimes. Recognizing, collaborating with and
building upon these land use systems in UWEFI educational
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efforts would contribute to Bhutan’s quest to chart ‘The
Middle Path” and offers great promise for conserving Bhutan’s
rich cultural and biological diversity over the long term. It
also would provide a novel and potentially globally significant
learning opportunity for the rest of the conservation world.

Approaches to Conservation Education at UWEFI

The development of UWEFI involves explicitly choosing
programs, curricula and pedagogical approaches, developing
faculty expertise for delivering them and maintaining funding
support. Establishing, staffing and delivering forestry and
environmental science education and research are expensive.
Bhutan currently receives significant international support
for conservation, in general, and for the development of
UWEFI, in particular. However, this is occurring within the
context of declining overall international support for
conservation. International funding for conservation in
developing countries declined by half between the mid-1990s
and 2000 while aid to the forestry sector fell from about $2.0
billion in the early 1990s to $1.0 billion in 2000 (Cleary,
2006). Given growing international attention to climate
change and public health, particularly HIV/Aids, it seems
unlikely that funding for conservation and education will
increase in the near future. Thus, UWEFI would be well
advised to pursue educational and research programs that
can be maintained through domestic funding sources.

Determining conservation education and research priorities is
challenging. In a recent study, Cleary (2006) found that the
large international conservation NGOs working in the Amazon
Basin all portrayed themselves as “science-driven”,
emphasized eco-regional planning, and invested heavily in
costly GIS technology and software, satellite imagery, and
highly trained specialists. Cleary argues that while this has
contributed to an improved understanding of Amazonian
ecology, it has resulted in significantly less funding for actual
on the ground conservation efforts and is ill-suited to
addressing the most important biodiversity and forest
conservation threats, namely infrastructure and agro-
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industrial development.

In the case of Bhutan and the eastern Himalayas, more
generally, biologically based eco-regional conservation efforts
have been undertaken by WWF (WWF, 2005). Bhutan has
explicitly embraced a holistic, integrated landscape-level
approach to the management of protected areas and
biological corridors through its B2C2 plan (Nature
Conservation Division, 2004). We maintain that landscape-
level conservation efforts need to be wary of overly abstract
and generalized models, and scale up from information of
particular places and peoples. Bhutan currently lacks
detailed understanding, education and research regarding
site and culturally specific conservation and development
opportunities, constraints and implications, and how to build
upon local, community-based dynamics to landscape and
national levels. For example, The Director General of the
Forestry Department recently noted that while NTFPs are of
critical social and economic importance to a majority of
Bhutanese, information regarding their amounts, densities,
yields, harvesting effects, and general management are
lacking (Wangchuk, 2006). UWEFI has the opportunity to
engage both faculty and students in field research projects on
contemporary topics such as this whose results could be
immediately utilized in resource management.

Applied, active problem-solving approaches would be novel in
Bhutan and in forestry education in general (Brown, 2003;
Burch, 2006). For example, a course on NTFPs could be
organized around species and site-specific collection, use,
management and marketing issues, and the challenges
confronted by actual NTFP collectors and communities.
Subjects such as growth and yield, population dynamics,
gender roles, resource tenure and sampling methods (both
ecological and social) could be addressed within the context of
the species being harvested, existing resource management
rules and regimes, and the concerns faced by collectors and
users in their actual contexts.
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Promoting teaching and research that integrates spiritual,
material and practical, problem-solving is a new direction in
professional forestry and conservation education. Phuntsho
(2000) provides detailed analysis of the conflict that has
emerged in Bhutan over the past several decades between
religious learning with its spiritual and moral focus and
pedagogical emphasis on  memorization, exposition,
contemplation and debate, and modern education with its
secular, technical and largely materialist focus and
pedagogical emphasis on rational enquiry and critical
scrutiny. Religious and modern education need not conflict.
In the case of conservation and development, they
complement one another quite well. Queen Ashi Dorji
Wangmo Wangchuck (2006) observed that conservation has
been a success in Bhutan precisely because of the strong
spiritual and religious values that shape the relationship
Bhutanese have with their environment. By integrating
traditional ecological knowledge and practice, including
Buddhism and other cultural traditions in curriculum and
research, UWEFI could help bridge the gap between
traditional and modern education in Bhutan, facilitate
integration of modern technology and science with local
culture and society, and insure that locally identified, real-
world opportunities and challenges are addressed by the
institute.

At the National Stakeholders Consultative Workshop and
subsequent Core Working Group Retreat in 2006, workshop
participants identified NTFP use, ecology and management,
sustainable rural livelihoods such as ecotourism, and soils
and watershed management, as subjects insufficiently taught
at NRTI, and important for UWEFI’s future curricula and
research attention. Efforts are being planned to develop the
faculty expertise for teaching these subjects. Burch (2006)
makes the important case that “Programs and people, not
buildings and physical resources, are the critical dimension
for any adaptive and sustainable education program”. UWEFI
faces crucial decisions as to which subject areas to train
faculty and courses to offer.
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Most fundamentally, UWEFI faces the decision whether to
base its curriculum on the ‘ologies’ (i.e., biology, zoology,
ornithology, anthropology, sociology, etc.) or to incorporate
disciplinary-based sciences within the context of locally
relevant and applied conservation and management
problems. The choice is profoundly important. The question
is, in what context are the disciplines most effectively
engaged? We suggest that UWEFI’s professional education
and conservation mission would be best pursued through an
applied, problem-based focus that builds bridges from an
array of social and ecological sciences to resource users and
managers themselves (e.g., local forest product collectors and
farmers as well as those in the emerging urban, private
sector).

Conclusion

We believe UWEFI has a wonderful opportunity to pursue
conservation education and practice that respects Bhutan’s
historic land uses and resource management institutions,
and that builds upon them as rich ‘cultural working
landscapes’ while meeting the challenges of resource
management in a ever changing and increasingly global
world. Bhutan’s political commitment to “The Middle Path”
and its Buddhist religion make it uniquely positioned for
developing such an educational approach. Bhutan’s
Buddhist respect for the interdependencies among all life
forms and commitment to ‘gross national happiness’ instead
of ‘gross national product’ values multiple knowledge systems
and cultural connections with the past. ‘The Middle Path’
necessarily upholds traditional ecological knowledge and local
resource management regimes. It also implies retaining and
adaptively managing livelihood practices, such as NTFP
harvesting, shifting cultivation and extensive livestock
grazing, not just because they are an integral part of
Bhutanese cultural traditions, but because they work — that
is, they have proven productive, sustainable, and compatible
with biodiversity conservation for centuries. These practices
are also invaluable because they are resilient; they retain
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future options in an age of rapid, unprecedented and
uncertain change.

UWEFI has the opportunity to chart an innovative path in
conservation education and practice. = We think this path
would be best pursued by recognizing and building upon the
culturally and biologically diverse, locally adapted working
landscapes; by understanding and building upon local land
use traditions and resource management regimes; and
through selective and judicious incorporation of science and
technology. At the 2006 National Level Stakeholder
Consultative Workshop, Dr. William Burch exhorted the
audience to pursue “Buddhist forestry with a Bhutanese
twist”. These reflections are our interpretation of what this
might mean, and some of the promises and pitfalls of their
realization at UWEFI. We are thankful for the opportunity to
share our views.
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Historical Roots, Spiritual Significance and the Health
Benefits of mKhempa-1Jong gNyes Tshachu (hot spring) in
Lhuntshe*

Phurpa Wangchuk** and Yeshi Dorji***

Abstract

Bhutan is a country blessed with many rich natural medicinal
resources such as minerals, animals, plants, sman-chu (medicinal
waters) and tshachu (hot springs). While minerals, animal parts
and medicinal plants are used by the Institute of Traditional
Medicine Services (ITMS) for compounding herbal medicines to
provide health care services in Bhutan, tshachu are popularly
used by the public as an alternative curative therapy for treating
various diseases. Given such inherent health benefits that the
tshachu reportedly have, the ITMS has carried out research on
seven popular tshachu in Bhutan with a view to document,
identify, validate and classify them according to the therapeutic
properties described in the gSo-ba Rig-pa texts. Amongst all the
seven tshachu studied, Kurtoe mKhem-pa lJong gNyes tshachu (in
Lhuntshe-located in the north-east of Bhutan) was found to have
profound religious, spiritual and historical significance, supported
in many texts going back as far as the 8th century. It was reported
that this tshachu was blessed by Guru Rimpoche and for the

* We are grateful to Ani Lhanwang Choizom of Kabisa for letting us
use one of the rare books “sbas-yul-mkhen-pa-ljongs-gi-gnyes-yig-
nima'i-'od-zer” from the collection of her late husband Lama Yeshi
Choezin. We acknowledge Mr.Ugyen Jurmey Tenzin, the Painter of
the Sth Druk Gyalpo, for providing us with the gTer-bdag Thanka as
well as the book “mKhen-lung-gTer-bdag-gsol-mchod”. We also
acknowledge the staffs of the National Library of Bhutan for letting
us use the library for our literature reviews and Mr. Michael Adair
(EU Project Team Leader) for proof reading this article. Lastly, we
appreciate the Research Team of gNyes tshachu and also the
authorities of ITMS for their research initiatives.

“ Senior Research Officer, Pharmaceutical and Research Unit (PRU),
Institute of Traditional Medicine Services, Department of Medical
Services, Ministry of Health, Thimphu.

“* Drungtsho-Adiviser to PRU.
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benefit of all sentient beings his manifestation Terton Pema Lingpa
revealed it in the year 1475. Mainly for these reasons, it is
considered the most sacred tshachu in Bhutan and people believe
that it also cleanses one’s defilements and sins. The literature
reports the presence of nine related pools in the mKhem-pa lJong
gNyes areas. However, only three pools in close proximity, called
Guru tshachu, Tshe-dpag-med-tshachu and mKha'-'gro'i tshachu
exist today. The users of this tshachu are mainly the people of
Kurtoe, Kurman, Mongar, Tashigang, Tashi Yangtse and
Bumthang. It is estimated that every year about twenty groups of
at least 10 people each, visit this sacred tshachu. The study
carried out by ITMS in 23rd January 2001 identified and
established the main medicinal substances as well as the
therapeutic properties of these three pools. The identification was
based on their organoleptic properties.

Introduction

Bhutan is a country visited and blessed by a great Buddhist
saint Guru Padma Sambhava (Guru Rimpoche) in the 8th
century (Year 746 A.D)!'. With the visit of Guru Rimpoche and
the advent of Mahayana Buddhism, gSo-ba Rig-pa, the art of
healing sciences based on the Buddhist tradition, took root in
Bhutan?. At that time, Khandro Yeshi Tshogyal, a consort and
a disciple of Guru Rimpoche meditated on rdu-rtsi sman-gi
bchued-lan brgya-tsa brgyad at Mon-kha Nye-ring, Singye
Dzong®. From one of the oral historical accounts, it is told
that her meditation practice resulted in the emission of an
unusual medicinal aroma in her meditation cave that diffused
to nearby places like Khoma, Pangkhar, Gangla, Khoema and
Lugchu under Lhuntshe Dzongkhag. The people of those
localities pledged their respect and faith to Khandro Yeshi

1 Slob dpon Padma Tshedwang (1994). History of Bhutan, Thimphu:
National Library, p.26.

2 Wangchuk, P., Wangchuk, D. and Aagaard-Hansen, Jens (2007).
“Traditional Bhutanese Medicine (gSo-ba Rig-pa): An Integrated Part
of The Formal Health Care Services,” Southeast Asian J.Trop.Med
Public Health, 2007, 38 (1), pp.161-167.

3 Nyoshul Khenpo Jamyang Dorji Rinpoche. Zokchen Chos-jung,
Volume 1, New Delhi: Indraprastha Press (CBT), p.181.
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Tshogyal and thereafter several rich elites became her
patrons. Today, at her meditation cave stands a mortar and
pestle that processed the medicinal materials to make a
secret magical concoction. According to the oral transmission
of Guru Rimpoche on gter-rlung (treasures), this secret
magical medicinal concoction was then preserved as a gTer
(treasure) at Mon Chumo Phug at Paro. The same treasure
was later revealed by Guru Tsheten Gyeltshen, thus helping
to spread and propagate gSo-ba Rig-pa in Bhutan*. The
Bhutanese then Ilearned to wutilize available medicinal
resources such as plants, minerals, animal parts, tshachu
(hot springs) and smanchu (medicinal water) which were
found abundantly in the country. For this reason, Bhutan
also came to be known as sMan-ljong: The Land of Medicines.

Tshachu are very popular in Bhutan. Unlike in other
countries, where tshachu are more commonly used for
recreation and relaxation, in Bhutan they are mainly used as
a therapy for treating diseases. Every year, people from all
walks of life: old and young, men and women, and rich and
poor flock at the tshachu sites. Mindful of the health benefits
that tshachu deliver to the Bhutanese people, the Institute of
Traditional Medicine Services (ITMS) under the Ministry of
Health carried out a series of research efforts on these
popular tshachu. The main objectives of such research were
to document, identify, validate and classify the tshachu
according to the therapeutic properties described in the gSo-
ba Rig-pa texts and ultimately to support their inclusion as
an alternative medicinal therapy for the treatment of disease.

Definition and distinguishing features of tshachu

Tshachu literally means “hot water” and could include the

4 Stag-sgang mkhas-mchog nGya-dBang-bLo-gRos (1981). Chos-
'byung ngo-mtshar gtam-gi rol-mtsho, Volume II, Paro: Ugyen Tempai
Gyaltshen Publication, p.369.

5 Dorji, Yeshi (2005). “Sman-ljong zer-wai khungs,” in Proceedings of
the 5t Colloquium on Tangible and Intangible Culture of Bhutan, Paro:
National Museum of Bhutan, pp.55-64.
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man-made boiled water that is created in artificial conditions.
However, as defined in the gSo-ba Rig-pa tradition, tshachu in
this context means only that water originating from a “natural
source and emanating from natural phenomena which have
associated hot properties”. Given its origin, the water
contains a combination of coal (rdo-sol), sulphur (mu-zi) and
limestone (rdo-sho). Because of the presence of these minerals
most of the tshachu have medicinal value. Spiritually, it is
believed that tshachu owe their origin to the good wishes and
blessings of Buddhas and Boddhisattavas. Hence, almost all
tshachu are also held to be gNyes (sacred sites).

Materia medica of tshachu

According to our tradition, the origin of all natural resources
is credited as a creation of the gods. It is believed that when
the world was created, the sun and the moon were taken from
the heavenly Bumpa, a container where the primordial
substance was churned by the gods. The last churning of this
primordial substance produced a holy fluid called dhue-tsi
that cured every illness. The invention of dhue-tsi ensured
immortality of the gods and preserved it for themselves. A
demon, who knew this secret, disguised itself as a god and
tried to drink the fluid. Unfortunately, other gods recognized
it and beheaded it with a sword. The chalice containing the
fluid fell down and was spilled. Wherever a drop of this
heavenly dhue-tsi fell, plants, animals, minerals, tshachu,
sman-chus and spring waters with medicinal properties grew
abundantly?. Fortunately, Bhutan could have been one of the
prime spots where this heavenly dhue-tsi fell, since it is
blessed with a plentiful supply of all of these. So far, about
ten tshachu have been formally reported in Bhutan (Table no.
1) but the number may be more than this.

6 Thogye Rinchen Gyonpo (1977). Rtsa-rgyud-'grel-pa-nga-dbang-rig-
gnas-rgya-mtsho, Volume 78, sMan-tsis-shes-rig-spen-dzod, Leh,
Ladakh, p.51.

7 Dorji, Pema and Morrisco, Paula (1989). An Introduction to
Traditional Medicine in Bhutan, Thimphu: National Institute of
Traditional Medicine, Ministry of Health and Education.
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Table No. 1. Ten tshachu reported in Bhutan

SLNo | Name of the Tshachu Dzongkhag | Remark

1 gNyes Tshachu Lhuntshe Study done
2 Yonten Kuenjong Tshachu Lhuntshe Not done

3 Dur Tshachu Bumthang Study done
4 Gaylegphug Tshachu Sarpang Study done
5 Dunmang Tshachu Zhemgang Study done
6 Koma Tshachu Punakha Study done
7 Chu Boog Tshachu Punakha Study done
8 Gasa Tshachu Gasa Study done
9 Laya Tshachu Gasa Not done
10 Wachi Tshachu Gasa Not done

Out of ten tshachu formally known in Bhutan, about seven
were covered in this study. Amongst all those studied, Kurtoe
mKhem-pa lJong gNyes tshachu was found to be the most
sacred. This paper records the investigation of the rational
behind the sacredness of Kurtoe mKhem-pa lJong gNyes
tshachu basing on its religious significance, the historical
panorama, our research findings and the reported health
benefits.

Kurtoe gNyes tshachu and its historical roots

History and Origin

Amongst all the 20 dzongkhags of Bhutan and also amongst
the  dzongkhags of Shar-phyog-'khor-lo-rtsibs-brgyad,
Lhuentse Dzongkhag distinguishes itself as a landmark of
religious and geo-political significance. It is the place visited
and blessed by Guru Rimpoche and Terton Pema Lingpa. It is
also the place where the great leader Jigme Namgyal was
born to rule and take the country forward towards achieving
independence. Even today, Dungkar village under Kurtoe
Gewog, which is the motherland of the present ruling
Wangchuck Dynasty, is the quintessence of Bhutan’s proud
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history. Two days travel west of Dungkhar village lies an
important sacred site called sBaes-yul mKhen-pa-ljong gNyes
(sacred site) (Sketch Map 1).

Sketch Map 1. Location and Trails to Kurtoe gNye Tshachu.
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The guardian deity of this gNyes is gTer-bdag Zo-ra-ra-skyes.
To the south of this gNyes is found the gNyes tshachu (see
Photo no. 1). The identification and recognition, as well as the
documentation of its history have been reported in as many
as three sacred texts. One text gnyes-chen-mkhen-pa-lung-gi-
gnyes-yig-mkha'-'gro-ye-shis-mtsho-rgyal-gi-shus-lan points
out that the revealer of sBas-yul mKhen-pa-ljong gNyes, its
hidden treasures and tshachu was prophesized by Khandro
Yeshi Tshogyal to be Terton Pema Lingpa. This prophecy is
clearly indicated in one stanza of the prose-poem recorded in
the above text. The prophecy is written thus:
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Pad-ma'-ming-can-lho-nes-'hong
Spyod-pa-thog-'joms-snya-tshogs-byad
Skyes-bu-las-can-di-nid-kyis
Lho-yi-phyogs-nes-sgo-'byid-'gyurs.

In the year 1475, as predicted and prophesized by Khandro
Yeshi Tshogyal, the sBas-yul gNyes, its hidden treasures and
tshachu were later revealed by Terton Pema Lingpa®. Then, in
his oral transmission text gter-ston-pad-ma-gling-pa'-bka'-
'bum-zhel-gdams, Terton Pema Lingpa intoned that in sBas-
yul-mkhen-pa-lung there is a sacred religious site blessed by
Ugyen Pema Jungnye and gifted with tshachu that have the

8  gnyes-chen-mkhen-pa-lung-gi-gnyes-yig-mkha'-'gro-ye-shis-mtsho-
rgyal-gi-shus-lan (An Oral Transmission of Guru Rimpoche to mkha'-
'gro-ye-shis-mtsho-rgyal in the 8th century), p.10.

9 Slob dpon Padma Tshedwang (1994). History of Bhutan, Thimphu:
National Library, p.26.
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medicinal property of curing diseases. This oral transmission
reads as follow:

Snyigs-ma'i-gnyes-chen-rnams-su-byin-gyis-brlabs
Khol-du-phyung-ba-sbas-yul-mkhen-pa-lung
Pad-mas-byin-brlabs-gnyes-chen-khyd-par-'phags
Chab-tshen-sman-chu-zhi-byed-nad-sel-yong
Dbul-phongs-nad-sel-ljong-shing-'bres-bu-mang?0.

In another text sbas-yul-mkhen-pa-ljongs-gi-gnyes-yig-nima'i-
'od-zer it is reported as:

Bkra-shis-sgang-gi-'og-phyogs-na
Chu-tshen-spun-dgu-'dus-pa-yod.1!

This means that in the place called Tashigang there are nine
related hot springs. Tashigang falls under mkKen-pa-ljong
and it has an individual history. It is chronicled that it was a
land once inhabited by King Khye-Kha-Ra-Thos when he was
exiled by King Khri-srong ldue-bsan of Tibet in 775-797
A.D.12

Categories of Kurtoe gNyes tshachu and their therapeutics

Although the literature on gNyes tshachul® which is also
popularly referred as mKhen-pa-lung tshachu reported the
presence of nine related pools, currently people use only three
pools (see Photo no. 2). They are Guru tshachu (Pool 1), Tshe-
dpag-med-tshachu (Pool 2) and mKha'-'gro'i tshachu (Pool 3).

10 pad-ma-gling-pa'-zhel-gdams (1975). The Recovered Teachings of
the Great Pema Lingpa, Volume 13 (Pa), Sonam Tobgyal Publications
(reprinted under the patronage of Late Queen Mother Ashi Phuntsho
Choden), pp.256-257.

11 shas-yul-mkhen-pa-ljongs-gi-gnyes-yig-nima'i-'od-zer ~(An  Oral
Transmission of Guru Rimpoche to Lha-lcam Padma-gsel in the 8tk
century), p.6.

12 Thid.

13 Ibid.
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Amongst all the pools, Guru tshachu is the biggest and is
found just near the foot of the cliff. There is an oral account
that while Guru Rimpoche was taking a bath in that pool, a
demon miraculously channeled cold water towards Guru
tshachu pool. However, in order to prevent the cold water
getting into it, Guru Rimpoche diverted it using his magical
pen. The resulting channel carved in the stone is still seen
today in the vicinity of Guru tshachu. Just below and to the
right of the Guru tshachu lies the Tshe-dpag-med-tshachu
and mKha'-'gro'i tsahchu respectively. The pool of mKha'-'gro'i
tsahchu is amazingly located within a beautiful bowl of stone.

Although, these pools had been identified long ago and have
thus been used for centuries, the specific therapeutic
properties for each were not formally established until the
research team from the ITMS studied this tshachu in 23rd
January, 2001. The formal validation and identification of
their therapeutic uses was accomplished by analyzing the
specific organoleptic properties of smell, physical appearance
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and colour of the tshachu at its source and the stones around
it, and also recording the temperature, altitude and proximity
of the locations of each pool (see table no. 2).

Table No. 2: Different pools of Kurtoe gNyes tshachu and their
therapeutic properties

Altitude Temo-
(Meters emp Medicinal .
Pool erature Therapeutic
above substance .
name (degrees properties
sea # present
celsius)
level)
Helpful in treating
indigestion, phlegm
disorders, [hrn-skren,
Ichag-dreg and various
Sodium grang-wa disorders that
Guru carbonate include urinary tract
tsha-chu 2,925 40.2 (chong-zhi) infection and other
and sulphur | sexually transmitted

(mu-zi) diseases. It also cures
skin diseases including
scabies and heals bone
fracture and chronic
wounds.

Helpful in treating bad-
smug, indigestion, [hren-

Limestone skren, chu-ser, sha-pags,

Tshe-

dpac- (rdo-sho), bone and tendon

mpe dg 2,920 40 sulphur disorders and atrophy. It
and coal also cures skin diseases

tshachu . . .

(rdo-sol) including scabies and
heals bone fractures and
chronic wounds.
Helpful in treating chu-
ser-dreg-nad, gout,

. rheumatoid arthritis,
mKha'- . . .
s Limestone polio and paralysis. It
gro'i 2,925 40.3 ..

and sulphur | cures skin diseases

tsahchu

including scabies and
heals bone fractures and
chronic wounds.
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Users of Kurtoe gNyes Tshachu and its Public Health Impact

In one text describing the gNyes!4, it is reported as “Lho-
gNyes-'gro-na-dgun-'gro” and, as indicated, the best time for
visiting gNyes tshachu is from November until the end of
March. After March, the road to gNyes tshachu is difficult to
traverse.

So far, the users of Kurtoe gNyes tshachu have been mainly
the people of Kurtoe, Kurman, Mongar, Tashigang, Tashi
Yangtse and Bumthang. From local oral accounts it is
estimated that every year about twenty groups of at least 10
people each, visit this sacred gNyes tshachu. Despite its
sanctity and legendary historical significance, the number
visiting this tshachu is small compared to Gasa tshachu.
This is attributed to the fact that the journey is long and
difficult especially for old and sick people. Also the road is
very narrow and there is no proper lodge in the tshachu area.
There are two ways to go to gNyes tshachu (see Sketch Map 1
above). One way is through gNyes Pema Choling via Yangri
Gang river crossing. The other way is through Kurtoe
Dungkhar via Jasibi and Chumig Gang river crossing. The
latter trail also requires two days to reach the tshachu.

While taking a bath in the tshachu, there are several
important polite conventions as well as rituals that people
believe should be performed - even if one is a non-believer in
the supernatural being commonly believed to be a protector of
this area. Many of these traditional practices described for the
visitors to Kurtoe gNyes tshachu may apply to all the tshachu
and their users. First and foremost, on arrival, people pay
homage to the Guardian Deity of the tshachu by offering a
specific prayer. The Guardian Deity of the gNyes tshachu is
called gNod-sbyin-rgod-ma-kha and his homage prayer is as
follows:

gNod-sbyin-chen-po-rgod-ma-kha
Ngyur-smrig-gos-gyon-rkang-gling-'bud

14 Tbid.
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Kha-char-bu-yubs-thog-ser-gtong
Yul-bdag-chen-po-khyod-la-bstod!s.

gNod-sbyin-rgod-ma-kha is depicted as a “monk” wearing the
yellow pan-zha (scholar) hat, riding a yeti and blowing a
yrumpet fashioned from a rkang-gling (human femur) (see
Photo no. 3).

Photo No.3: Painting of gNod-sbyin-rgod-ma-kha, the Guardian
Deity of Kurtoe gNyes tshachu

It is believed that he orders fierce and wrathful punishments
comprising sudden snow falls and downpours of rain
accompanied by abnormally large hailstones, dreadful
lightning and thunderbolts aimed at those who have breached

15 Trulku Chogden Goenpo. mKhen-lung-gTer-bdag-gsol-mchod, p.5.
(Note. Trulku Chogden Goenpo is the disciple of Terton Pema
Lingpa).
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their pledges and to those violating acceptable practices in his
domain. His appeasement offerings comprise 'brang-rgyas
symbolic ritual cake, black chicken, hoisting new scarves
with five colors (white, yellow, red, green, blue), libations (of
alcohol), burning of offerings (excluding meat) for the dead
(dkar-bsur) and recitation of his invocation prayer. This
appeasement offering to him, may not serve its purpose if
strict cleanliness, in and around the tshachu, is not
maintained. While visiting the Kurtoe gNyes tshachu, people
believe that the Guardian Deity gNod-sbyin-rgod-ma-kha
disapproves of the following:

1. The presence of clothes of the dead or of those
attending the delivery of babies.

Shouting or whistling loudly.

Throwing meat or blood in the source of tshachu and
its surrounding areas.

Burning meat or animal skin.

Defecating or urinating in the tshachu pools.

Having sexual intercourse inside the tshachu pools.
Bathing in pairs especially couples, and

Women and girls bathing when menstruating.

W

XNk

Failing to adhere to any one of the above restrictions, means
subjecting oneself to his afore mentioned wrathful
punishments. These practices and beliefs are a Bhutanese
way of living, a way of being in the world that recognizes our
innate wholeness, holiness, connectedness and the right
relationship with ourselves, our family, our communities,
with nature and the environment, and with the supernatural
beings. Therefore, we need to reflect that our actions affect
every part of each ecosystem where the supernatural beings
and the elements of the physical cosmos co-habit. It is thus
important that credence be given to the existence of the
Guardian Deity-gNod-sbyin-rgod-ma-kha as well as to offer
him due respect.

To derive the best health benefits from gNyes tshachu,
besides appeasing the wrathful Guardian Deity, it is also
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advisable that the following things are given due attention.

1. Before availing the tshachu treatment, it is always
better to consult an astrologer or a traditional
physician to determine the auspiciousness of the
planned visit, diagnose any complaints, and to obtain
any specific instructions.

2. Tshachu bathing is not advisable for pregnant women,
infants, those suffering from blood pressure
abnormalities, cough and cold, jaundice, headache
and giddiness, heart disease, conjunctivitis, trachoma
and leprosy.

3. While bathing in the tshachu, it is always better to
pray either to Guru Rimpoche or to Sangay Menlha,
the Medicine Buddha, reciting their sacred mantras
and awakening to their blessings.

4. Long exposure should be avoided especially by old
people since it can induce headache and vomiting.
Therefore, the optimum duration of bathing is one
hour.

5. Bathing right after a meal is not advisable. There
should be at least a 30 minutes gap.

6. Right after the bath, one cannot stay in the cold wind
and should stay covered with a blanket.

When treatment days are over and it is time to return home,
it is also customary that certain rules are followed. In the
early hours of the day and before the long arduous return
journey begins, it is important to burn incense and offerings
(but excluding meat) for the dead (dkar-bsur) and also offer
libation. Then, at the source of the tshachu one should offer
precious jewels or paper money or coins and must wish for
the blessings of good health. If there are no precious jewels
or money or coins to be offered, at least few grains of rice
should be offered. In the past, people used to offer even very
highly prized and precious jewels like turquoise, coral and
silver as a token of respect, but today Bhutanese offer only
coins or rice.
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Conclusions and future directions

Amongst all the seven tshachu studied, Kurtoe mKhem-pa
lJong gNyes tshachu was found to have profound religious,
spiritual and historical significance supported by many
written texts. This does not mean that other tshachu are not
significant. In fact, Gasa tshachu is very popular in Bhutan
and has been providing a health care service, directly or
indirectly, to both the Bhutanese and tourists for decades.

Our findings only confirm that Kurtoe mKhem-pa 1Jong gNyes
tshachu was blessed by Guru Rimpoche in the 8th century
and revealed to the people of Bhutan by Terton Pema Lingpa
in the year 1475. For these reasons, it is considered the most
sacred tshachu in Bhutan and people believe that it also
cleanses one’s defilements and sins. To preserve the sanctity
and also to validate the therapeutic properties of gNyes
tshachu, the research team from ITMS identified the
therapeutic properties of each pool: Guru tshachu, Tshe-
dpag-med-tshachu and mKha'-'gro'i tshachu. The team has
also erected sign boards mentioning the pool names and their
individual uses.

Since the tshachu have been used by the Bhutanese for
centuries for generating spiritual and health benefits, it
provides an important tangible cultural feature of our
country. Therefore, in order to particularly promote the
Kurtoe gNyes tshachu, it is important that the trails to it are
improved and the basic lodging facilities are provided either
through government initiative and support, or through the
contributions and donations of well-wishers.
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Effect of TRIPS on Pricing, Affordability and Access to
Essential Medicines in Bhutan

Dr. Tandi Dorji+*

Abstract

Health care in Bhutan is free and the Essential Drugs Program
under the Ministry of Health has been able to provide high quality
effective medicines for the people. The bulk of these medicines is
imported from generic companies in India, where based on its
1970 patent laws, copies of patented drugs were manufactured
using different processes which made it cheap and affordable for
many developing countries. However with the enactment in India
of its new patent laws in 2005 and with Bhutan becoming a
member of the WTO, the affordability of those medicines developed
post-1995 will become severely limited. With both India and
Bhutan becoming TRIPS compliant, we will have to incorporate
and amend our national laws and review how best we can utilize
the flexibilities in TRIPS, afforded by the Doha Declaration and the
Decision of the General Council. We need to address these issues
if we are to safeguard public health and to continue to access
affordable high quality medicines for our people.

Introduction

With the small population of approximately 700,000, Bhutan
has made significant strides in health since 1961, when the
health department and the first hospital were established.!?
Health care is free for all citizens, delivered through public
hospitals and dispensaries. Access to health care is good with
90 % of the population having access to a health center
within 3 hours walking distance.? The Drugs, Vaccines and
Equipments division (DVED) is responsible for the purchase
and supply of all medicine, throughout the country.

* Pediatrician, JDWNR Hospital, Thimphu.

1 Planning Commission (1999). Bhutan 2020. A vision for peace,
prosperity and happiness., Thimphu: Royal Government of Bhutan.

2 Department of Health Services (2000). A Report: National Health
Survey 2000, Thimphu: Royal government of Bhutan.
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In the 9th five year plan (2002-06) the ministry of health
received 6.4 % of the total budget outlay, which is one of the
highest in the region.® Like most developing countries
procurement of pharmaceuticals accounted for the second
highest expenditure.* The Essential Drug Program (EDP),
which began in 1987, distributes medicines to different levels
of care and is considered exemplary by the World Health
Organization (WHO).5 It noted that 90 % of people had access
to high quality essential drugs, and only 0.75 % of the overall
budget was wasted on expiry drugs. The National Drug Policy
guides the procurement and supply of medicines usually from
pre-qualified suppliers and through central procurement. The
government was thus able to negotiate and purchase these
essential medicines at a price that was 50% below the world
market prices.®

Regular prescription and drug utilization surveys enable
pharmacists to interact closely with doctors and ensure that
the medicines are put to their best use with minimum waste.
The people thus benefit from these policies, with access to
health care made available by the government and the EDP
ensuring timely availability of high quality drugs. However
with Bhutan on the verge of becoming a member of the World
Trade Organization (WTO), we will have to comply with the
TRIPS (Trade related aspects of intellectual property rights)
agreement and this poses several challenges to accessing and
being able to afford essential medicines. To aggravate the
situation, India who is our biggest source of essential drugs,
enacted its new patent laws and like other least developed
countries (LDC), Bhutan will find it difficult to maintain the
present system of providing free, cheap, high quality

3 National Statistical Bureau (2004). Statistical Yearbook of Bhutan,
2003, Thimphu: Royal Government of Bhutan.

4 Hogerzeil, H.V. (2005). “The concept of essential medicines: lessons
for rich countries,” British Medical Journal, 329.

5 Organization WH. Bhutan: Health infrastructure. In; 2002. Available
at http:/ /w3.whosea.org/ehp/pdf/books/bhu-2003 /resources.pdf

6 Group TFW (2004). Millennium project: Access to Essential
medicines, Geneva: United Nations Development Fund (UNDP).
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medicines.

There have been several discussions from various sectors on
the advantages and disadvantages of becoming a member of
the WTO here in Bhutan, however very little has been
discussed or written from the health perspective. This paper
will therefore discuss the issue of access and affordability of
medicines in relationship to TRIPS, which is the major
consequence for health on Bhutan becoming a member of the
WTO.

Background to TRIPS and its challenges to developing countries

In 1994, when the WTO was formed, its member states
adopted TRIPS as a means for securing intellectual property
protection for pharmaceuticals and other technologies. The
reason for this was to encourage funding and to provide
incentives for big pharmaceutical companies to continue to
research and develop new drugs. It costs between US $402-
793 million,” and takes 10-15 years of research to put new
medicines into the market. TRIPS enabled these major R&D
pharmaceutical companies to recover their costs by way of
patents. As per article 27 of the TRIPS agreement, patents on
these new drugs provided exclusive rights to the producer
and prevented others from “making, using, offering for sale,
selling or importing” the new product for a period of 20 years,
during which time they not only regained their cost but also
made huge profits. Developing countries were given until
2000 to comply with TRIPS provisions and LDC’s were given
six additional years until 2006, which was subsequently
extended to 2016 with respect to medicines.

Although theoretically this seems fair, in reality this puts
developing countries at a huge disadvantage.

Drug companies are driven by profits and therefore tend to

7 DiMasi, J.A., Hansen, R.W. and Grabowski, H.G. (2003). “The price
of innovation: new estimates of drug development costs,” J Health
Econ, 22:151-185.
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invest in developing medicines for diseases that are more
prevalent in Western countries, mostly addressing the so
called lifestyle diseases as these richer and bigger markets
helped generate better profits. Diseases that are rampant in
developing countries are neglected and it is for this reason
that we have not seen any new drugs for diseases like
tuberculosis, leishmaniasis, shigellosis and meningitis for the
last three or four decades. Between 1975-1997 there were
1,223 new chemical entities commercialized, out of which 379
(30.9 %) were considered as therapeutic innovations and only
13 were specific for tropical diseases and sadly only 4 were
produced as a direct result of R & D conducted by
pharmaceutical industries.# Even when new drugs are
developed (e.g. artemesinin for malaria), they are too
expensive to be affordable for a vast majority of people that
need them.

Developing countries on the other hand lack technical,
financial and human resources to carry out research and
develop new drugs, especially given that they must follow
‘Good manufacturing practices’. This is a process by which
new drugs have to pass through various stages to ensure that
it is effective, safe and of high quality before the drug is
marketed. All these requirements lead to high production
costs, thereby making patented drugs expensive and out of
reach for the poorer section of the world.

Up until 2005, India had followed its own patent laws
established in 1970, which granted patents to processes only
and not for products. Therefore by using different processes
such as reverse engineering, India was able to produce
generic versions of patented medicines and this lead to the
growth of a huge generic industry, which supplies 70% of the
world’s generic medicines. In addition, for registration of
these generics and to prove that the drug was bio-equivalent

8 Pecoul, B, Chirac, B, Trouller, P et al. “Access to essential drugs in
poor countries: a lost battle?” JAMA. Available at:
http:/ /www.accessmed-msf.org/prod/publication.asp
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(of the same standard in terms of efficacy and quality) to the
original patented drug, it did not have to pass through the
same stringent process of testing and providing supportive
data. It could use the evidence of the data submitted by the
original company or proof of the original drugs registration by
a stringent regulatory authority in another country. It also
had the freedom to combine multiple patented drugs into a
single tablet/capsule (there are no patents on fixed dose
combinations) thereby making it convenient for the patients
in terms of compliance. Since these drastically reduced the
costs of production, generic medicines were much cheaper,
leading to a major reduction in drug prices. The effects of
these price differences were significantly seen with anti-
retroviral medicines, which are used for treating HIV/AIDS
patients. With the pandemic reversing the development
achievements in many African nations and threatening to do
the same in Asia, a reduction in prices of anti-HIV/AIDS
drugs from an unaffordable US $ 10,000 (for treating one
patient for a year) to an affordable US $ 140 was a boon and
a blessing for many developing countries combating this
disease.

While the countries of the south, non-governmental
organizations (NGO'’s), civil society and international
humanitarian organizations welcomed this, the major drug
companies were fuming, seeing their potential profits dwindle.
They continued to exercise their influence with the support of
their governments and pushed the WTO for more stringent
measures to follow TRIPS protocol and on several occasions
brought governments to the WTO for arbitration, which often
ended in embarrassment for these companies.® At the same
time, developing countries continued to fight for more
recognition of public health concerns and better access to
cheap, effective and high quality generic drugs. This conflict
came to the forefront in November 2001 at Doha, Qatar,
which was regarded by many as a victory for developing

9 Brazil, Abbot, & AIDS drugs patents. Available at:
http://www.natap.org/2005/HIV/070805_01.htm
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countries.

The Doha Declaration of 2001 ensured access to cheap high
quality generic drugs for diseases such as HIV, malaria and
tuberculosis. It allowed countries such as India, Brazil and
Thailand to use certain flexibilities within TRIPS, especially
compulsory licenses, to continue to manufacture these
essential drugs in the generic form.10 Article 31 (f) of TRIPS
however, stated that compulsory licenses for the manufacture
of medicines were to be issued “predominantly for the supply
of the domestic market of the member”.!! Non-Producing
Countries (NPC), 1like Bhutan, with no domestic
pharmaceutical industry or market, cannot make use of
compulsory licenses, and importing cheap generic drugs from
India is the only lifeline. The only relevant comment for such
countries from the declaration, is the instruction given to the
“Council for TRIPS to find an expeditious solution to this
problem” by 2002. Subsequently after nearly 2 years of
debate in 2003, the General Council by way of its 30th
August decision!? agreed to waive article 31 (f) of the TRIPS
agreement for LDC’s and this was further supplemented with
a statement by the General council chairman in 2003.
Although several concessions were made and many of the
points clarified, it made implementation of the flexibilities

10 World Trade Organization (2001). Declaration on TRIPS agreement
and public health. Ministerial declaration. Ministerial Conference,
fourth session, 9-14 November 2001, DOHA. WT/MIN (01)/DEC/2,

Available at:
http:/ /www.wto.org/english /thewto_e/minist e/min01 e/mindecl t
rips_e.pdf.

11 World Trade Organization. Agreement on Trade related aspects of
intellectual property rights. Part II, Standards concerning the
availability, scope and use of Intellectual property rights, Article 31
(f).Available at:
http:/ /www.wto.org/english /tratop e/trips e/t agm3c e.htm.

12 WT/L/540 and Corr.1. Decision of the General Council of 30
August 2003. Implementation of paragraph 6 of the Doha
Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and public health. Available at:
http:/ /www.wto.org/English /tratop_e/trips_e/implem para6_e.htm
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cumbersome and impractical.!3 Countries intending to import
or export medicines had to pursue several labyrinthine
procedures and fulfil all the criteria as set out by the council
making it unlikely for any member to use it effectively. Even if
Bhutan attempts to meet the requirements mentioned in the
decision, it is unlikely that the Indian companies willing to
export drugs will take the initiative or the effort to fulfil their
part of the criteria because of the myriad of labyrinthine
procedures and the relatively small demand.4

India’s decision to become TRIPS compliant with the passing
of the Indian patent act by parliament in March 2005 will
further aggravate the situation. Amidst a walkout by the
opposition party, the controversial law was passed, and what
was disheartening for most developing countries was that the
law went beyond what was required by TRIPS.!5 Under the
new law, besides new chemicals and products, patents can
also be given for formulations, new drug delivery systems and
combinations, making it possible for companies to acquire
patents on new uses of old drugs and on new combination of
old drugs. This will severely restrict access to
pharmaceuticals, even for those drugs that were made prior
to 1995, which are exempt from patent laws. The new laws
also make the exporting of compulsory licensed drugs illegal if
the importing country does not have a license too. For
Bhutan, which does not have to comply with TRIPS until
2016, and where there are no patents for any drugs, it seems
absurd to issue a compulsory license for a non-existent
patent. With limited financial resources and heavily

13 Correa, C.M. (2004). Implementation of the WTO General Council
decision on paragraph 6 of the DOHA declaration on TRIPS
agreement and public health. Department of Essential drugs and
medicine policy, Geneva: World Health Organization.

14 For example the number of HIV infected people is only 72 and
there are a few hundred with tuberculosis and malaria. (Annual
health bulletin 2003. Ministry of health, Royal government of
Bhutan)

15 Sharma, D.C. (2005). “Indian patents may hamper access to anti
retroviral globally,” The Lancet, 5: 136
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dependent on donors, Bhutan will not be able to afford the
more expensive patented drugs. This can have serious impact
on the sustainability of the present provision of free
medicines.

Effect of TRIPS on pricing, affordability and access

Given its geographical location and rapid globalization,
Bhutan reluctantly began its accession to the WTO in 2004,
aware of the many pitfalls and the heavy disadvantages that it
faced.16 However, very little discussion took place with
regards to TRIPS and public health, and especially with
affordability and accessibility of drugs. The application of
national laws can still assist poor countries in accessing
affordable drugs, however with limited trained professionals
in all sectors we are yet to address such issues and to amend
and refine our trade laws, in particular those related to
TRIPS. Even after establishing relevant laws, it will be
essential to have a system in place and a common
understanding between all sectors in safeguarding our rights
to use the flexibilities because companies can still find ways
to block the export of drugs, as was seen in Philippines,
where after issuing compulsory license for 51 drugs, only 1
managed to be distributed and that too after 10 years of
effort.17

Bhutan also depends upon bilateral agencies and the UN for
much of our revenue. For example, in 2000, 27.5% of our
expenditure for public health came from external sources.!8
Even though we spend a high percentage of our budget on
health, it will be difficult to sustain the delivery of free

16 Wangyel, Tashi (2004). “Rhetoric and reality: An assessment of the
possible impact of WT'O on Bhutan,” in The Spider and the Piglet,
Thimphu: The Center of Bhutan studies.

17 Correa, C.M. (2004). Implementation of the WTO General Council
decision on paragraph 6 of the DOHA declaration on TRIPS
agreement and public health. Department of Essential drugs and
medicine policy, Geneva: World Health Organization.

18 World Health Organization. Health resources: Bhutan. Available at
http:/ /w3.whosea.org/cntryhealth /bhutan /bhuresource.htm.
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medicines and continue our policy of free health care.
Insurance companies are unlikely to take over the financing
of health care because the numbers of clients are likely to be
small and because of the absence of private hospitals and
medical facilities in Bhutan. Moreover, more and more
patients, those who can afford to pay the premiums will seek
care in third countries making such ventures for insurance
companies non-viable. Therefore, unless alternatives are
explored and tested, Bhutan will not be able to afford the
patented drugs with the present budget.

Although health services will be accessible, the provision of
free drugs may not be possible unless some mechanism of
charging fees is developed. This will then lead to essential
drugs becoming inaccessible to a majority of the population.
Because poor people tend to pay out of pocket for medicines,
there is a danger of having a 2-tier system of access, one
having access to effective expensive drugs and the other to
older, less effective, patent expired generics.19

Options for utilizing the TRIPS flexibilities

We are not required to be TRIPS compliant till 2016; however,
since we do not have a domestic pharmaceutical industry, we
are dependent on other countries, predominantly India, which
has not only become TRIPS compliant but has also
implemented its national laws incorporating these changes. It
is for this reason that we need to address TRIPS and other
issues in relation to public health so that we continue to
safeguard the health of our people and ensure access to
affordable and effective medicines. As a LDC/NPC, Bhutan is
eligible to utilize the Para 6 Decision as an importer and to
purchase generic medicines from any manufacturer. The only
requirement as per the General Council August decision is for
us to make a notification to the WTO in this regard. However
for the exporter there are several procedures; seek voluntary
license from the patent holder on commercially reasonable

19 Mudur, G. (2005). “Changes to India’s patent law may deny cheap
drugs to millions,” British Medical journal, 330: 692.
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terms for a reasonable period, seek and obtain a compulsory
license from its government, manufacture and export only the
specified amount, pay royalties to the patent holder based on
the commercial value in the importing country, investigate
the patent holders product in the importing country and
differentiate it significantly and prominently, seek registration
and prove bio-equivalence to the regulatory authority in the
importing country, and notify to the WTO along with postings
of the entire detail on its website. This same procedure has to
be replicated for every individual drug and for every country
to which the exporter intends to export! Given these
procedures, the consequent delay in production, and the cost
implication, no generic manufacturer would be inclined to
take the initiative, especially when you consider the small
demand of the Bhutanese market.

For Bhutan, the options available from the TRIPS flexibilities
are to import no-patent drugs (older) without restriction or to
negotiate with exporting countries for issuing of compulsory
license for export. There are no restrictions on importing
medicines from a no-patent country, but where there are
patents, such as in India, we can import either only non-
predominant amounts or an unlimited amount depending
upon whether a ordinary compulsory licence (Article 31 (f)) or
a compulsory license to effect Article 31 (k) (related to patent
abuse) is issued in the exporting country. Both of these are
unlikely because of the limited commercial benefits for the
drug manufacturer, an incapacity to reach economies of
scale, and its adverse impact on foreign direct investment.

Another option to consider is to seek and negotiate with the
exporting country for an Article 30 Limited exception export,
whereby it permits a pharmaceutical company to
manufacture products for export to a no-patent country or in
response to a compulsory license from a NPC. This is
considered by many, including international organisations
like the World Health Organisation, to be the most efficient
and expeditious way to access cheaper generic medicines.
However, there is very limited experience in using this clause
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and it therefore may be considered risky by the
manufacturer. It will also require strong legislative authority
and the support of the government. Developed countries and
the patent holder can still challenge this limited exception
rule and bring the case before the WTO. But given the
commercial risk, many exporters will not have enthusiasm for
this route.

Therefore, even though the Doha Declaration and the
Decision of the Council promises to ease access to essential
medicines for developing countries like Bhutan, in practical
terms it will be more difficult to do so. The inability to utilize
all the flexibilities afforded by these decisions, absence of
strong national laws and legislations, and the fear of
repercussion from powerful Western governments and lobbies
pose serious threats to LDC’s efforts to safeguard public
health. More over, there is a constant danger of powerful
countries adding TRIPS plus provisions into any bilateral or
regional trade negotiations, which effectively deny these very
flexibilities.

Recommendations

The first and foremost action that we need to take in respect
to TRIPS and public health is to develop national laws that
incorporate TRIPS so as to safeguard the country’s ability to
import and deliver high quality drugs to its people.
Regulations and legislations should address such issues as:
granting of compulsory license to import drugs for
government non-commercial use without prior notification;
import and re-export within the region; registration of generic
drugs and proof of bio-equivalence; limiting patent holders’
rights of appeal; setting royalty rates; defining international
exhaustion regimes; and above all to legally enable the EDP
and the Ministry of Trade to resort to all the flexibilities in the
TRIPS agreement and related texts. At the same time, laws to
prevent the re-export of licensed generics should also be
made and enforced in order to gain the confidence of patent
holders. Consultation should be held between the Ministry of
Health, the Ministry of Trade, the Foreign Ministry, the Royal
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Court of Justice, and the relevant international organizations
that provide technical assistance. The waiver offered by the
2003 council meeting must be incorporated as a solution
through urgently needed national laws.

Secondly, negotiations with the Indian government through
regional organizations, such as SAFTA (South Asian Free
Trade Agreement), should be initiated soon in order to
address ways to increase access to generic drugs. A regional
approach would benefit both the manufacturer in terms of
reaching economies of scale and the member countries as
exemplified by the African Intellectual Property Organisation.
The decision of the General Council in paragraph 6 also
encourages such co-operation and specifically mentions that
“Article 31(f) of the TRIPS Agreement shall be waived to the
extent necessary to enable a pharmaceutical product
produced or imported under a compulsory license in that
Member to be exported to the markets of those other
developing or least developed country parties to the regional
trade agreement that share the health problem in question.”
Another mechanism that could be employed is to have a
centralised pooled system of purchasing essential drugs.
Pooled procurement, like the Eastern Caribbean Drug
Service2? helps member countries to purchase drugs from a
single manufacturer and because the bulk ordered is large,
helps to negotiate prices and bring them down to affordable
rates.

LDC’s do not have to comply with TRIPS until 2016, and so
Bhutan should take full advantage of the flexibilities accorded
and in the meantime develop a pool of professionals from the
different departments to address all the issues of TRIPS. For
the Ministry of Health and especially the procurement
division of the EDP, it is important that key personnel are
trained to address these issues nationally and internationally

20 Rouselle, M.F. and Burnett, F. “Cost containment through
pharmaceutical procurement: A Caribbean case study,” International
Journal of Health Planning and Management, 11 (2): 135-57.
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so that uncertainties about patent status do not create a
barrier. They should also ensure that appropriate policies on
selection, purchase, appropriate taxes and prescribing
practices are drawn up so that these factors do not feature in
the rise of drug prices.2!

Bhutan should continue to push for simpler and faster
procedures to benefit from compulsory licenses, differential
pricing and the waiver of article 31 (f). With other partners
Bhutan should urge the WTO to explore new ways to benefit
poorer countries, such as equity pricing,??2 automatic
licensing and fixed royalties for patented drugs.23 It should
negotiate with India on parallel import mechanisms and also
on immediate export with a notification from Bhutan, without
the cumbersome procedure of getting a compulsory license in
India.24

Summary

Bhutan has an effective EDP with more than 90% of its
people having access to high quality medicines, mainly
generics imported from India. With India’s new patent laws,
the sustainability of the EDP and free health care policy is
threatened. Without a domestic pharmaceutical industry, a
compulsory license is unlikely to benefit Bhutan and we
should rely instead on the waiver issued by the council in
2003. It is important that Bhutan enact its own national laws
to safeguard affordability and access to quality drugs and
explore all the flexibilities accorded in the Doha Declaration.

21 Henry, D and Lexchin, J (2002). “The pharmaceutical industry as
a medicines provider,” The Lancet, 360: 1590-95.

22 Chaudhuri, S., Goldberg, P.K., and Jia, P. (2003). “The effect of
extending intellectual property rights protection to developing
countries: A case study of the Indian pharmaceutical marke,”
National Bureau of Economic Research, working paper 10159,
Cambridge.

23 Chaterjee, P. (2005). “India’s new patent may still hurt generic
drug supplies,” The lancet , 365: 1378

24 Ahmed, K. (2005). “India’s new patent bill threatens generic
industry,” The lancet, 5: 265.
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It should also build a strong technical professional team to
address these issues nationally and internationally. It is
important to forge ties with its neighbours within the region
to set up mechanisms to protect the fundamental right of its
citizens to quality health care. It must ensure that its citizens
have access to quality and effective drugs at a cost which the
country can afford. In this highly globalised and unequal
world, this will only be possible through its own political will.
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