Bhutan

The Kingdom of Bhutan is a rare example of proactive environmental protection. Rather than wait to try to save species in decline this tiny nation has acted to protect habitat and species with forethought.  The fact that Bhutan is a monarchy makes it easier to move swiftly and decisively toward such sweeping environmental protections.  Where other nations might have good intentions but get caught in endless process resulting in grindingly slow change, Bhutan’s king simply made a declaration in 1974 that 60% of its land would be set aside as forest. Still, despite stellar preservation efforts, Bhutan faces threats to its wildlife and habitat.  Due to the country’s incredible biological richness, the loss of which has global implications, many developed nations and organizations are taking a keen interest in helping Bhutan’s protected areas deal with various threats. 

History

In 1972 Jigme Singye Wanchuck became the king and set upon a path of modernizing and democratizing Bhutan.  He proved to be quite a visionary, instituting a policy of Gross National Happiness as a Buddhist antidote to the concept of Gross National Product and rejecting the typical measure of a nation’s well-being on a solely economic scale. In 1974, when he was merely 18 years old, the king set aside 60% of the nation as “forested forever” land. 
 Today, more than 74% of land in Bhutan is forested and 26% of that is made up of nine protected areas: four national parks, four wildlife sanctuaries and one strict nature reserve.
 Governmental Structure

· The Kingdom of Bhutan is “peacefully evolving from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy” with an executive branch, a legislative branch and a judiciary branch.  The nation is made up of 4 zones and 20 districts. Bhutan has a two-party system.

Incredible biodiversity

· Bhutan harbors snow leopard, Bengal tigers, Himalayan black bear, common leopard, yak, blue sheep, marmot, raven, takin, fox, wildboar, sambar, musk deer, wild dog, pika, clouded leopard, 
red panda, golden langur, 449 species of birds . Barking deer, wild boar, wild dog and fox. Rhinoceros, gaur, wild buffalo and elephant. Cats like Bengal tiger, leopard, clouded leopard, marble cat also roam in this park. Others such pygmy hog, hornbill and peacock

Current and Future Threats

· Poaching and Poverty- Although Bhutan has a mandated conservation plan and the killing of animals is frowned on in the Buddhist faith practiced by Bhutanese, poaching is a serious threat to conservation efforts.  The Asian market for endangered species body parts is highly lucrative and the population of Bhutan is very poor. 

· Population pressure- Bhutan’s growing population is in the process of undergoing what could be called “cautious modernization” and with modernization comes that appetite for resource-intensive lifestyles that typically conflict with conservation. It will be interesting to see how over time the government balances the needs of its people with habitat and endangered species conservation goals.  The WWF is working on a project to develop a plan whose focus will be on local environmental management and sustainable use of natural resources. It is possible that Bhutan may continue its trend of thinking ahead of the curve and planning intelligently for the future.

· Climate change and Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs)-  There are 677 glaciers and 2,674 glacial lakes in Bhutan. Of these, a total of 25 glacial lakes pose potentially high risk for GLOFs. The Bhutanese government is unable, on its own, to bear the total cost of reducing the threat of flooding from rising water levels.  UN member nations acting through a consortium called the Global Environment Facility and private non-profits such as the World Wildlife Fund are working together to assist Bhutan in reducing its GLOF risk through a program to establish community disaster preparedness, an early warning system, and artificial lake level management. 
  Still, the potential for loss of life, critical infrastructure, social order is potentially cataclysmic.  Experts anticipate a major GLOF by 2010. 
It is hard to predict what the future holds for Bhutan. Although they have developed an enviable network of protected areas linked by wildlife corridors and rich with biodiversity, the threats that this tiny nation faces on its march to democracy are serious and the most serious one, climate change, is beyond Bhutan’s control.  As one of the least developed nations in Asia, it is responsible for a fraction of the greenhouse gases which are inching the earth’s thermometer ever higher, yet it stands to suffer cataclysmic destructive floods as its glaciers melt.  Climate change also threatens Bhutan’s protected areas as a poor but growing population presses on the boundaries seeking firewood, food and living space.  
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