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ENVIRONMENT ASSESSMENT SUMMARY1 

A. Introduction  
 
1. The integration of environment conservation and sustainability as a core 
development objective in Bhutan’s national development plans has been guided by the 
country’s concept of balanced sustainable development—measured by gross national 
happiness—and two key government documents: Bhutan 2020: A Vision for Peace, 
Prosperity and Happiness, a long-term vision document; and the National Environment 
Strategy (NES) of 1998.2 Bhutan has made remarkable progress on the socioeconomic front 
and toward achieving the Millennium Development Goals. However, challenges remain. 
About 12% of Bhutan’s people still live in poverty. The majority of them live in rural areas 
and are dependent on farming for a livelihood. Development in Bhutan is challenged by 
harsh geophysical conditions and weather induced calamities.3 Bhutan’s fragile mountain 
ecosystem is also vulnerable to the emerging risks of global warming.  
 
B. Current Environment Status and Key Challenges 
 
2. Today, 81% of the country is considered forest land and 71% as tree-crowned forest. 
Of the Bhutan’s total land area, 51% is under protected management systems. Bhutan emits 
negligible amounts of greenhouse gases, and its forest sequesters more carbon dioxide than 
it emits. However, industrial activities have been increasing and are contributing to more air, 
land, and water pollution. The number of vehicles in the country grew by about 250% during 
2000─2012. Vehicles are the biggest contributor to the country’s greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
3. Emerging environmental issues leading to poverty and other social challenges were 
highlighted in the government’s National Human Development Report 2011 and the 2012 
National Report to Rio+20 Summit (footnote 3).4 They include the following: 
 

(i) Water scarcity. Temperature rise is likely to affect water resources 
quantitatively and qualitatively. Hence, an integrated water resources 
management strategy has to be developed and implemented.  

(ii) Food insecurity. Climate changes have a host of impacts on agriculture and 
other food resources. These include a loss of crop diversity; the drying up of 
water sources; loss of soil moisture; forest degradation; invasion by noxious 
weeds, pests and diseases; soil erosion; and the loss of arable land. 

(iii) Urbanization. Rapid migration from rural to urban areas is leaving growing 
areas of Bhutan’s rural agricultural land fallow. It has also increased pressure 
on public utility services and environment in urban regions.  

(iv) Increased health problems. Population growth in urban areas has resulted 
in a rise in vehicular emissions, traffic congestion, and waste problems. This 
raises the risks of asthma, diarrhoea, malaria, and dengue for urban 
residents. The risk of injuries from traffic accidents has also increased with 
population and traffic growth.  

(v) Waste management. The management of municipal and industrial waste has 
emerged as an environmental problem, particularly in the bigger urban 
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centers of Thimphu and Phuentsholing and in industrial estates, such as 
Pasakha and Gomtu.  

(vi) Disaster risks. In addition to its fragile Himalayan mountain ecosystems, 
Bhutan is located in a seismically active zone. It is therefore highly vulnerable 
to such disasters as glacial lake outburst floods, flash floods, and landslides. 
It is also vulnerable to disasters resulting from severe weather events, such 
as wind storms, and from pest infestations and outbreaks of disease.  

 
C. Environmental Policies and Institutions  
 
4. Conserving the natural environment is deeply rooted in the culture, religion, and local 
beliefs of Bhutan, which is why attention to the environment is given high priority in national 
development and in two key strategy documents—the Bhutan 2020 long-term vision 
document the 1998 NES (para. 1, footnote 2).  
  
5. Other key elements of government policies include the National Environmental 
Protection Act of Bhutan 2007, which is the umbrella legislation that defines the roles and 
responsibilities of key agencies in environmental management and sets out requirements for 
the protection of the physical and ecological environment. The Environmental Assessment 
Act of Bhutan 2000 stipulates the requirements for conducting environmental assessments 
and obtaining environmental clearances. It is supported by regulations, sector guidelines, 
and codes of practice intended to guide its implementation. The Forest and Nature 
Conservation Act of Bhutan 1995, which lays down the requirements for extracting forest 
resources and protecting wildlife, is supported by rules on forest and nature conservation. 
The Waste Prevention and Management Act of Bhutan 2009 and regulations set out in 2012 
deal with waste management in the country. The Water Act of Bhutan 2011 sets out 
requirements for management and protection of water and water resources. The Bhutan 
National Adaptation Programme of Action prepared in 2006 highlights the country’s climate 
vulnerabilities and adaptation needs. In Conference of Parties (COP) 15 in Copenhagen, 
Bhutan committed to remaining carbon neutral.  
 
6. The National Environment Commission (NEC) is the highest decision-making body 
on matters concerning environmental management. The NEC secretariat is responsible for 
implementing policies and regulations formulated by the commission. It also serves as the 
national focal agency for climate change and the national apex agency for environmental 
management. To decentralize environmental management and make it highly participatory, 
the NEC secretariat has assigned specific responsibilities to the line ministries, district 
administration offices, and village administration offices. The Department of Forests and 
Park Services under the Ministry of Agriculture and Forests takes the lead in protecting 
forests and wildlife and managing protected areas. The monitoring of glacial lakes for risks of 
glacial lake outburst floods is done by the Department of Geology and Mines under the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs. The Department of Disaster Management under the Ministry of 
Home and Cultural Affairs is the key agency for coordinating responses to disasters.  
 
7. Other important agencies include the Bhutan Trust Fund for Environmental 
Conservation, an autonomous agency established to raise, manage, and grant funds for 
environmental management; and the Royal Society for Protection of Nature, the only 
national environmental nongovernmental organization in the country. Private sector 
participation in environmental management is limited so far, but interest is growing, 
particularly in areas such as waste recycling and management.   
 
D. ADB and Other Development Partners in Environment and Climate Change  
 
8. Bhutan’s five-year development planning has been guided by the Bhutan 2020 vision 
document and the NES (para 1, footnote 2). The 11th five-year plan for 2013–2018 is aimed 
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at furthering poverty reduction through a multidimensional poverty reduction strategy that 
addresses urban poverty, income inequality, and malnutrition. The key theme of this plan is 
“self-reliance and inclusive green socio-economic development.”  
 
9. The goals of ADB’s Strategy 2020 and the targets of the plan are closely aligned.5 All 
the environmental national and sectoral key result areas identified in the 11th plan are 
covered in Strategy 2020. The plan’s focus on reducing traffic congestion and transport 
emissions, improving waste management and energy efficiency, and strengthening 
sustainable natural resources management is in line with the special attention ADB is 
according climate change and livable cities under Strategy 2020. The strengthening of 
policies, legal tools, strategies, standards, and guidelines on the environment, which is 
ongoing in Bhutan, accord with the complementary environment actions called for in 
Strategy 2020. Strategy 2020 also calls on ADB to support rural transport infrastructure, 
irrigation, and water systems in the agriculture sector as part of its other areas of operations. 
Two priorities of the local governments in the 11th plan for climate-proofing of farm roads 
and improving irrigation are therefore also consistent with ADB’s strategy.  
 
10. The Bhutan One Programme, 2014─2018 under the United Nations Development 
Assistance Framework has intensified the focus on environment by expanding support into 
disaster risk management and climate change.6 The key areas of support from HELVETAS 
Swiss Intercooperation are governance and peace, rural economy, and skills development 
and education. Support from the Austrian Development Cooperation will continue to go to 
the energy, tourism, and governance sectors. The Japan International Cooperation Agency 
has adjusted its support for the 11th plan period slightly toward sustainable development and 
growth, and alleviation of vulnerabilities. The SNV Netherlands Development Organization 
will continue to support food and water resources adaptation in light of climate change. The 
World Wildlife Fund has been supporting environmental conservation activities, focusing on 
research and education, illegal wildlife trade, human wildlife conflict, and sustainable 
livelihoods. Recently they have also started inculcating climate smart approaches in 
protected area management. Support from the World Bank and the International Finance 
Corporation is focused on policy, planning, and strategy development for public–private 
partnerships, education and capacity building, hydropower, ecotourism, rural development, 
and infrastructure. In 2012, two environment programs to be executed by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forests were launched. The first was the European Union’s Global Climate 
Change Alliance Program to ensure the climate change readiness of the rural and natural 
resources sector in mainstreaming adaptation to climate change. The second was the 
Regional Indicative Program for capacity enhancement of Hindu-Kush-Himalayan region 
communities in adapting to climate change, managed by the International Centre for 
Integrated Mountain Development. 
 
E. Recommendations for ADB Support for Environment and Climate Change 
 
11. The government’s Economic Development Policy 2010 and its National Strategy and 
Action Plan for Low Carbon Development of 2012 both envision the creation of a low-carbon 
economy by following a green growth approach.7 However, the technical know-how and 
resources challenges to doing so are high. In Bhutan, climate adaptation and climate-
resilient development are more important than meeting climate mitigation commitments. 
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12. Through the United Nations Development Programme’s Low Emission Capacity 
Building Project, Bhutan will develop nationally appropriate mitigation actions and a low-
emission development strategy in the transport, housing, and waste management sectors. 
Due to its comparative advantages and commitment to reducing the carbon footprint of the 
region, ADB may be better placed to undertake implementation of these actions and 
strategies. However, their implementation will require capacity building of NEC including 
their district environment officers as well as other relevant sector agencies. Therefore it is 
recommended that ADB’s support for these actions ad strategies include capacity building.  
 
13. To integrate the government’s priorities in ADB’s new country partnership strategy for 
2014–2018, the following areas have been identified as relevant low-emission, climate-
resilient development initiatives: 
 

(i) Water. Water scarcity is an emerging issue in towns and is also a prominent 
reason why most of the agricultural lands remain fallow. An integrated water 
resources management strategy needs to be developed and implemented.  

(ii) Transport. Because rapid growth in the number of vehicles is increasing 
greenhouse gas emissions, the urban transport system needs to be 
improved, particularly in Thimphu and Phuentsholing, through the use of eco-
friendly transport modes and technologies.  

(iii) Waste prevention and management. Specific guidelines need to be 
developed for identifying and managing hazardous chemical and electronic 
wastes. The development of waste management infrastructure and facilities is 
also required, as well as capacity building for stakeholders, including civil 
societies and the private sector. Public awareness and the development of 
relevant curriculum for education systems also needed support. 

(iv) Rural infrastructure. Climate-proofing of farm roads and irrigation channels 
are two top priorities of the local governments in the 11th plan.  

(v) Sustainable mining. Capacity-building is needed for the stakeholders in 
mining, including the mining proponents, in conducting environment impact 
assessments and implementing environmental management plans.  

(vi) Industry. Support is needed for the development of tools and mechanisms to 
implement legislation and regulations on strategic environmental assessment, 
environmental impact assessment, environmental clearance, and 
environmental monitoring of industrial projects. 

(vii) Education. ADB could support the introduction of environment and climate 
change curriculum at health, engineering, and other science-based 
educational institutions.  

(viii) Human settlement and housing. ADB could provide support to develop 
policies, strategies, and action plans for building energy-efficient and disaster-
resilient human settlements and housing.  

(ix) Roads and bridges. ADB’s continuous support is needed for road projects 
similar to the completed Road Network Project I and ongoing Road Network 
Project II, with climate-proofing of national highways, district roads, rural 
access roads, and bridges.8 

(x) Energy and rural electrification. ADB’s continuous support is needed for 
renewable rural energy programs through formulation of energy efficiency 
policy and assistance in conducting alternative renewable energy studies and 
developing and implementing energy efficiency strategies and action plans. 
ADB could also finance additional hydropower development projects.    
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