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1. Introduction 

Forests in Bhutan represent one of the most important natural resources of the country. Latest figures show that 72.5% of the country’s total land area is covered by different forest types, ranging from sub tropical forests in the south to alpine forest ecosystem in the North. The Department of Forests, under the Ministry of Agriculture is the primary agency vested with the responsibility to sustainably manage and conserve various tracts of forest lands in the country. Given the nature of forest tenure system in Bhutan, the forestry department plays a major role in the management and development of the sector. However, with close to 79% of the population, dependent on subsistence agriculture, forestry also plays a major in the overall productivity of the farming systems and its contribution towards enhancing the socio economic development of the country. During the process of evolution and refinement of such programs, the principles of conservation and sustainability have always been assigned the highest priority and subsequently, appropriate and effective mechanisms of environmental monitoring and evaluation systems have also been developed in tandem with the development of the major forestry programs in the country.

However, the role of forests is also changing, with the increasing population and changing needs of the society at large. Forestry therefore is not only limited to wood production in a traditional sense, but it is emerging to encompass a wide variety of issues, of both national and international importance. Recognizing the multiple benefits of forest and its potential to enhance the socioeconomic development of the country, Bhutan has always emphasized the importance of conservation and sustainable management of forest resources. Over the years, with the enactment of series of laws and long term policies, the Department of Forests has been successful in increasing the coverage of national forests and institutionalizing the process and system of sustained supply of forest resources from designated and well managed forest areas like the ‘Forest management units’
 across the country. Forest areas of special conservation significance have also been designated as national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and biological corridors. Such a network of protected area system now constitutes more than 30% of the total land area of Bhutan. 
However, with the rapid pace of development in the country and the increasing need for private sector development, forest resources and areas are increasingly coming under pressure from the needs of a wide range of developmental activities. Therefore, in order to address the rising demands and aspirations of the people, the government has been pursuing the strategy of multiple objective approaches and enlisting more meaningful participation of the stakeholders in managing and conserving the vast forest resources of the country.  

In view of the past experiences and current realities, the Forest Department is also continually re-aligning its implementation approaches and programs and developing appropriate management strategies to cater to the emerging issues and opportunities. However, amidst a wide array of challenges faced by the department of forests, some of the key issues, still pertains to human resource and institutional development, addressing priority research needs and generating scientific and socio economic information on the forests of Bhutan. 
2. Forest Policy and legal Framework

The long term Forest policy of Bhutan clearly recognizes the importance of conservation and sustainable management of forest resources. With the current population of approximately 600,000 people, the provisions of the prevailing policy are fairly conducive for national implementation.  However appropriate regulatory and legal frameworks are being developed on a timely basis to cope with the changing socio economic and political realities in the country. Particularly in 2008, Bhutan will be witnessing its historic political transition from Kingdom to Parliamentary Democracy. 
2.1 Bhutan Forest Act (1969)

This Act provides the first legal framework for regulating forest resources in the country and consolidates numerous directives relating to forest rights, forest products and royalties. The Act stipulates that at least 60% of the country should remain forested at all times to come.
2.2 National Forest Policy (1974)

This is the first formal statement of forest policy in Bhutan. It takes into consideration economic development and focuses on the protection and preservation of renewable natural resources (RGoB, 2002). The main objectives of the forest policy are related to conservation, afforestation, resource survey, forest utilization, wildlife and recreation, forest administration and training, investment and revenue generation, and forest research and development. One of the main objectives is to maintain a minimum of 60% of the land area under forest cover. 
2.3 Forest and Nature Conservation Act (1995)

The National Assembly (parliament) of Bhutan revised the Bhutan Forest Act of 1969 and ratified the new act as the ‘Forest and Nature Conservation Act’ in 1995. It provides a revised legal framework for the protection and sustainable use of forests, wildlife and related natural resources for the benefit of present and future generations. The new Act made provisions for community forestry management and the enhancement of protected area network of parks and wildlife sanctuaries in the country.
In continuation, appropriate rules and regulations for implementation of the Act was also framed and widely discussed with the key stakeholders, prior to its endorsement for implementation.
2.4 Environmental Assessment Act (2000)

This Act establishes general procedures for the assessment of potential effects of strategic plans, policies, programs and projects on the environment, and for the determination of policies and measures to reduce potential adverse effects and to promote environmental benefits thereof. Under the purview of this Act, all projects that have potential environmental impacts are legally mandated to be subject to Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), prior to its approval for operation.
3. Role of Forests and Environment in the Bhutanese Context

The overriding policy of the Government in the Forestry sector is to conserve and sustainably manage forest resources based on the functions and potentials of various tracts of forest lands. Amidst various traditional management systems of state forest resources, the department have also launched upon a more participatory approach to forest management and conservation with the appropriate provision of legal frameworks and enabling resources. The diverse programs implemented by the department are a clear recognition of the on going and emerging priorities recognized by the forestry sector for the overall socio economic development of the country.  With the rapid transition from a subsistence rural based economy to a more market based economy, Bhutan’s urban and industrial development programs are increasingly exerting pressure on the natural resource base of the country. However, recognizing the importance of environmental conservation in the long run, Bhutan has already integrated conservation and sustainable management of forest resources into its mainstream economic development program under the overarching development philosophy of “Gross National Happiness”. The new Constitution of the country also mandates the maintenance of minimum of 60% forest cover at all times to come and to safeguard the environmental resources for the benefit of present and future generations. 
3.1 The Social Dimension of Forestry 

Forestry in Bhutan is intricately linked with the livelihoods and the well being of the rural society. With 79% agrarian based population, forestry plays a vital role in the productivity of farmlands and for supplying the much needed forest products for the large rural populace. The farming community still continues to use forests lands for grazing and collection of farm manure and a whole range of non-timber forest products for food, medicine etc. The well-protected watershed and catchments provide a continual supply of both drinking and irrigating water to the farming community. Forests and its allied products find a special place in the social and religious fabric of the Bhutanese society. The intricate linkage and the connection of forests to rural livelihood in the Bhutanese context are important dimensions that require adequate attention and recognition during the implementation of various forestry development programs. Even from religious and spiritual perspective, the importance of forest conservation is well embodied in the age old religious texts and teachings of Lord Buddha.
3.2 The Environmental Dimension of Forestry

The forestry sector in Bhutan has adopted a conservation oriented policy from its inception as a formal government institution in the 1950s. As a result of such a visionary policy and with a clear demonstration of its political commitment and will over the years, the country is currently seen as an exemplary nation in leading and initiating conservation efforts both regionally and internationally. Having gained the status of a ‘Biological hotspot’, Bhutan has set aside a total of 35% of land area under some form of protected area system and continues to develop its conservation programs in a more holistic manner, that are both conducive to local realities and international obligations. To demonstrate its commitment in upholding the values of conservation, Bhutan has ratified several international environmental agreements and conventions. In Bhutan the paradox of conservation and development is seen as an opportunity and as a consequence it ensures that development is sustainable and conservation is not undermined in its pursuit for market based development reforms. The Bhutanese approach to such a development strategy is popularly referred as the “the Middle Path Approach”.
3.3 The Economic Dimension of Forestry

With a comprehensive land use plan formalized for the entire country, Bhutan has earmarked strategic forest areas for production function on a sustainable basis. The legal framework, namely, the Revised Forest and Nature Conservation of Act of 1995, obliges the department to produce timber on a sustained yield basis with the prescription of a comprehensive forest management plan approved by the Ministry.  Within the purview of such a management framework, the department produces around 230,000m3 of timber as part of the annual allowable cut. The current rate of production represents  only 20% of the potentially available annual allowable cut for the whole country. The Forestry sector still contributes 10% of the GDP growth of the country. The policy of maintaining at least 60% forest cover at all times ensures the protection of major watersheds that directly and indirectly sustain the productivity of Bhutan’s major revenue generating sector – the hydropower sector. In addition, with a network of protected areas and Forest management units, forests across different elevation zones are protected and sustainably managed to ensure a contiguous cover of vegetation, that conserves the habitats of many charismatic faunal species and ensures ‘in situ’ conservation of several important floral species as well. One of the important gains from such conservation efforts is the growing ecotourism industry. Combined with the enormous resource of cultural and traditional heritage, the development of the Eco tourism industry, presents as one of the important revenue and employment generating sector.
The following excerpt from the National Development Vision document called the ‘Bhutan 2020’ emphasizes the commitment of the government in greening its national accounts in the long term:

“We should accord priority to the adaptation of our system of national accounts to include environmental satellite accounts. The ‘greening’ of our system of national accounts would certainly result in higher GDP estimates than those arrived at through conventional routes. However this would not be its main value. More importantly, it would help to provide us with quantitative indicators of the importance of the environment to our economy and of the sustainability of our development path. In this sense, the greening of our system of national accounts would contribute to the quantification of Gross National Happiness” (Bhutan 2020, 1999)
5. Development Partners in the Forestry and Environment Sector

Both bilateral and multilateral assistance have been highly instrumental in the development of the forestry sector in Bhutan. The earliest assistance provided by the Government of India, Swiss Government and the FAO of the United Nations have contributed immensely in the institutionalization process of the department in the early seventies and eighties. Through the years Bhutan has collaborated and sought assistance from various international NGOs, and Bilateral and Multilateral Overseas Development Assistance programs. National innovative funding mechanisms like the Bhutan Trust Fund for Environmental Conservation continues to support various government and civil society programs in the field of environmental conservation.
6. Recent Achievements in the Forestry and Environment Sector 

· Forest Management Codes of Best Practices, 2003

· National Afforestation Master Plan 2003

· Biodiversity Action Plan 2001

· Revised Forest and Nature Conservation Rules 2003

· Operationalization of ‘Sakteng’
 Wildlife Sanctuary 2003

· Finalization of Forest Resources Potential Assessment 2002
· Inception Issue of the Annual Forestry Facts and Figures Booklet 2001
· Creation of an independent Forest Information Management Section 2002
· Launching of the Tiger Conservation Fund 2003
· Establishment of Bhutan’s first Environmental and Forestry Institute 2005

· Champion of the Earth Award, UNEP, 2005 (conferred to the King and the people of Bhutan)
· J Paul Getty Conservation Award for Conservation Leadership, 2006 (conferred to His Majesty the King of Bhutan)
7. Challenges and Opportunities 

7.1 Forestry and Poverty alleviation 

Most often, communities that exhibit significant dependence on forest resources for their livelihoods are often the poorest households. With the lack of private ownership of lands, these communities derive much needed resources from the state forests. National Studies in the past have shown that there is a significant rural population that depends on forest food to supplement their daily nutritional intake, particularly during the lean agricultural season. Rural and other poorer communities also derive monetary income from forestry operations during the lean agricultural season.  Recognizing the role of forests in alleviating poverty and improving the livelihoods of many communities, the department continues to address such needs through a system of maintaining subsidies for the rural population in obtaining forestry resources for various household needs. Traditional rights pertaining to forest rituals, grazing and other access rights are still upheld in the current legal and regulatory frameworks. With the promotion of social and community forestry programs, the department has increased the avenues for rural communities to participate and take ownership in the management of forest resources in the vicinity of their villages. Such programs can increase the availability of forest resources and foster equity in forest resource allocation. 
7.2 Developmental activities and forest resource supply 

With the rapid pace of modernization in the country, there is an increasing demand for forestlands for conversion into urban and peri- urban areas. Bhutan being a developing country, the current phase of development also entails varying scales of infrastructure development which has placed a significant demand for timber and other construction materials, like sand and stone. However, foreseeing such demands, Bhutan has launched upon a more careful and cautious development planning process in light of its emphasis on conservation and sustainable development. The timely enactment of the Environmental Assessment Act of 2000 ensures that all development projects require an initial environmental clearance. The timber requirement in the country for these projects are also being supplied and regulated with the preparation of a comprehensive sustainable forest management plans for all area of forests that are subjected to timber production. The progress of activities in the Forest management units (FMU) are also subjected to periodic and systematic monitoring and evaluation process. 
7.3 Forest fire

Given the scattered location of the villages and other forms of settlements as a result of physical terrain conditions, the proximity of anthropogenic activities to forests as a result, are highly increased. Rural villages depending on open fires for lighting and other outdoor activities can highly elevate the likelihood of fires being spread into the forests. Another aspect on the causes of forest fire is the increasing accumulation of forest debris, compounded with marked dry season, which can ultimately contribute to forest fires. For instance, in the fire prone districts, more than 20 forest fire incidences are reported annually. Other causes are also linked to negligence during outdoor activity and deliberate lighting of forest fires. Considering the difficulties of access, terrain and the nature of forest fires, the department has adopted a preventive strategy rather than a reactive strategy to curbing forest fires. Given the lack of resources and constraints of field conditions, fire fighting can be highly challenging an risky business. Under the Social Forestry Division, a project funded by the Bhutan Environmental Trust Fund is currently underway to address the issues and opportunities in organizing awareness campaigns, building capacity to prevent and fight fires and developing a national forest fire strategy in collaboration with countries that have significant experience in dealing with forest fires. 
7.4 Lack of appropriate and accurate information and trained human resource capacity. 

With the overriding policy of conservation and sustainable management of forest resources, the department is increasingly faced with the challenges of gathering and updating baseline information for the preparation of sustainable forest management and biodiversity monitoring and assessment plans. The responsibilities associated with these programs are continually demanding better systems of management and upto date information resources. However, the lack of adequate and trained human resource in such areas are affecting the timely implementation of such programs. In the absence of such resources and information, the department is aware of the serious concerns associated with unsustainable management practices over time. Therefore recognizing the potential threats posed from such constraints, the forestry department is planning to increase its investments in human resource development and the inventory of its biodiversity resource base.  However with limited financial resources, such efforts are time consuming and cannot be implemented as a comprehensive package to address the needs of human resource development and biodiversity survey and inventory at the national level. 
7.5 Road network expansion. 

Like in many other countries, the construction of roads through the forest can lead to major forest resource depletion as a result of easy access. The availability of road in the forest can also lead to illegal activities like poaching, forest fire and encroachment.   At the ecosystem level roads can gradually cause forest fragmentation and subsequently degradation of the ecosystem in the longer run. However, on the other hand, the villagers always demand access as one of their major development programs from the government.  In a mountainous terrain, timely transportation of agricultural produce to the markets constitutes a major constraint as result of lack of adequate motorable access.  Given the importance of roads in the overall socio economic development of the country, the department is constantly working with the relevant agencies in the planning and implementation of road network expansion. A national system of obtaining prior forestry and environmental clearance for road construction has been institutionalized.

7.6 Grazing and Selective Cutting.  

In several accessible areas, traditional forms of migratory and free range grazing in the forest are still prevalent. Particularly in the forest management units, the impact of grazing is more severe on the  reforestation program where, cattle grazing have significantly reduced the survival rates of planted seedlings and natural rgeneration. Studies in eastern Bhutan have shown that as a result of selective browsing by cattle, forest composition is gradually becoming less diverse. Rural subsidies in house building timber and fuelwood are also taking its toll on the unmanaged natural forest by selectively cutting prime timber (best phenotypes) for rural construction purposes. In response to the huge volume of subsidized timber allocated for the rural populace, the department has a special sub program in its five yearly development plan to prepare guidelines, manuals and simplified forest management plans for areas that are outside the mainstream Forest management units (FMU). Such a system of management regimes will gradually streamline the management and supply of forest resources from the state forests.  
7.7 Biodiversity conservation.  

Forests are the storehouse of genetic biodiversity. Therefore forest management units are planned for integrated conservation and sustainable management of biological resources in the forest ecosystem. The forest management units and the protected areas are managed in accordance with the approved management plans that are prepared in close consultation with the key stakeholders. Even in the production forests, adequate environmental safeguards are imposed as part of the environmental assessment requirements. However, although Bhutan can take justifiable pride in the efforts made to conserve and protect the environment so far, much work still remains in the area of biodiversity surveys, forest regeneration and human resource development in specialized fields of profession.
In the pursuit for professional development and incorporation of modern systems of resource management, Bhutan is also equally aware of the need to respect and promote traditional and informal arrangements that often embody a profound understanding of local ecosystems and represent a tangible expression of cultural and spiritual heritage of the Bhutanese people. 
The challenge is thus to achieve a balance between the need for modern management that can advance the cause of environmental conservation and the need to respect and maintain informal arrangements that have demonstrated the potential to achieve sustainable development in a sometimes harsh and unforgiving environment (Bhutan 2020). 







� Dechen Dorji, Director, Ugyen Wangchuck Environmental and Forestry Institute, Lamegompa Bumthang, Bhutan   dechendorji@druknet.bt


� Forest Management Units (FMUs) are state forest areas of sizes ranging from 5000- 15000 ha designated for the production of timber and non timber forest products, managed on the principle of sustained yield. Comprehensive management plans, based on multi resource inventory and socio economic information, is a pre requisite by law, prior to its implementation. Such forest areas now constitute about 6% of the total forest area of the country.


� ‘Sakteng” Wildlife Sanctuary is located in eastern Bhutan with a total land area of 755 Sq Km. It consist of some of the important temperate forest ecosystem of the eastern Himalayas. 
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