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Bhutan’s nature conservation policy aims to integrate nature conservation and eco-
nomic development. This policy is guided by a Buddhist attitude that places coexis-
tence with nature over exploitation of nature for economic gain. We looked at how 
nature conservation policy affected everyday life and economic activities of local com-
munities and what this may imply for the country’s long-term socioeconomic develop-
ment. The study includes a field survey involving 210 local residents in two national 
parks. The results indicated that there is support for nature conservation in local com-
munities despite the significant restrictions on the use of non–timber forest products 
and the loss of crops to wild animals. However, the compensation schemes are inade-
quate which may lead to depopulation and the abandonment of land in rural areas.
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Bhutan has a strong nature conservation policy. This policy is firmly grounded in 
the principles of the country’s development philosophy, which emphasizes the 

importance of achieving gross National Happiness (gNH) over gross Domestic 
Product (gDP), and the firmly established ethos of conservation in Buddhism. 
Conservation is the central tenet of Buddhism (see Royal government of Bhutan 
[RgoB], 1996), which believes in preserving nature and the sanctity of life. as a 
result, the importance of protecting nature in all its manifestations has permeated 
Bhutanese consciousness and has become integrated into the Bhutanese value sys-
tem. Due to economic globalization and a media boom, however, the Bhutanese are 
now increasingly exposed to the Western lifestyle. This is creating tensions between 
the state, civil society, and the market. The state imposes a strict conservation policy, 
whereas the market and the civil society strive for more material wealth. The challenge 
facing the policy maker is how to create a balance in the development process. To 
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this end, an environmental strategy called the middle path strategy has been adopted, 
the aim of which is to bring about balanced development by avoiding extremes in 
materialism on the one hand and environmentalism on the other (see Rinzin, ten 
Velthuis, & Vermeulen, 2007; Rinzin, Vermeulen, & glasbergen, 2007b).

The present study is premised on the hypothesis that conservation policy will be 
widely accepted in a Buddhist country even if it affects people’s day-to-day eco-
nomic activities. Our large-scale analysis tests this hypothesis and discusses the 
results in the context of the international debate on the effectiveness of different 
approaches to conservation in relationship to local communities. The aims of this 
article are to analyze

•	 how nature conservation policy is defined and implemented in Bhutan?
•	 how Buddhism influences the attitudes of local people toward nature conservation?
•	 the level of acceptance of nature conservation policy in local communities; and
•	 the effects of nature conservation policy on the economic activities of local 

communities.

empirical research on the policy effects and public acceptance is fairly new in 
Bhutan. a comparable study on public acceptance reported opposition to the national 
park, but the scope of this study is very limited, missing an analysis of the conserva-
tion policy in practice (Wang, Lassoie, & Curtis, 2006). This article presents results 
of the analysis of the implementation of conservation policies in Bhutan and links it 
to a broad public survey.

Before discussing the method and the results, we first discuss the position of 
Bhutan’s specific approach in the context of the international discourse on nature 
conservation policies in developing countries.

Development-based nature conservation in developing countries has been a 
popular topic in the developed countries since the 1990s. Development assistance 
for these countries has therefore invariably included environmental and nature con-
servation programs. This conservation paradigm introduced the nature–society rela-
tionship (abakerli, 2001) as an important step toward sustaining human well-being, 
that is, preserving and at the same time using natural resources.

Until fairly recently, a top-down approach was adopted toward conservation man-
agement, a legacy inherited from american and British colonial powers. The effects 
have been felt in african, Latin american, and asian countries alike (Buergin, 2003; 
Colchester, 2004; Fraga, 2006; Ylhaisi, 2003). as a result, the conservation para-
digm faces three problems in developing countries.

First, with its exclusionary models of land management through the establish-
ment of “national parks,” the conservation paradigm denied indigenous peoples their 
rights (Colchester, 2004). all too often, social, economic, and biological decisions 
in the overall development policy are taken with limited research and information 
(Dear & Myers, 2005; Kamppinen & Walls, 1999; Natori, Fukui, & Hikasa, 2005; 
Pullin & Knight, 2003; Slattery, 2002; Valutis & Mullen, 2000).
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Second, the development of tourism has been a selling point for developing economies 
to commit to nature conservation programs. according to abakerli (2001), this has deeply 
influenced environmental policies in developing countries and has become a source of 
tension between the need for local people to earn a livelihood and the management of 
protected areas (abakerli, 2001; Christopoulou & Tsachalidis, 2004; Roper, 2000).

The third problem lies in the failure to justify conservation on religious and cul-
tural grounds rather than on purely economic or scientific ones. This has led to local 
people being sidelined when it comes to the management of protected areas (Sekhar, 
2003). What is needed then is a strategy that could reduce the tension between the 
community and conservation management.

In african and South american countries, conservation is regarded as a secondary 
issue, with priority being given to poverty eradication. Negotiation with indigenous 
peoples therefore represents one of the most critical challenges for the long-term future 
of natural ecosystems in the region (Fearnside, 2003). The support of these peoples for 
conservation is minimal since it tends to hamper their traditional access to natural 
resources and is felt to undermine economic progress in the region (Huber, 2001). a 
number of case studies have indicated that conservation is perceived as a Western desire 
to maintain “pristine nature” in the developing world for tourism (Roper, 2000). Soto, 
Munthali, and Breen (2001) argue that in the context of today’s world, conservation 
cannot be separated from human development and that where conservation does not 
take account of social and economic factors, it is doomed to failure. They further argue 
that, however, involving communities in policy formulation and management can pro-
mote successful conservation partnerships (Fraga, 2006; Soto et al., 2001).

Sentiment in South asia, including China, is different from that in africa and 
South america. according to Maikhuri, Nautiyal, Rao, and Saxena (2001), policy–
people conflicts on conservation are as common in the Himalayas as elsewhere in 
the developing world, but vary enormously in terms of their nature and magnitude.

Case studies show that although people in China accept conservation policy, they 
regard economic development as more important. The main problem is the lack of 
control over economic activities around the protected areas due to population pres-
sure, which renders parks incapable of achieving their intended goal (Yang & Xu, 
2003). accordingly, in the Wolong Biosphere Reserve, local people claimed sub-
stantial compensation for loss of land for crops to forest protection and for higher 
electricity prices (Lin, Zhang, & Chen, 2005; Yang & Xu, 2003). Likewise, people 
in Mongolia, although they support nature protection, have shown no intention of 
reducing herd sizes or discontinuing grazing for the benefit of wildlife without 
compensation (Maroney, 2005).

Case studies in India reveal public support for the government’s conservation 
policy, but conflicts have arisen over resettlement, restrictions on resource use, 
human/animal/crops conflicts, and inadequate compensation schemes (Mukherjee & 
Board, 2004; Rao, Maikhuri, Nautiyal, & Saxena, 2002; Rao, Nautiyal, Maikhuri, & 
Saxena, 2003).



180  The Journal of environment & Development

In Nepal, although attitudes to conservation are generally positive, they are influ-
enced by the way the people are treated (McLean & Stræde, 2003). For instance, the 
attitudes of people living in and around parks and reserves managed by “fences and 
fines” are different from those of people in areas where the community-based con-
servation (CBC) approach is followed. People showed less regard for parks and 
reserves managed by the state where resource collection is allowed on a permit basis 
than for the CBC approach. This is because the resources are regarded as common 
property (Metha & Heinen, 2001). according to Maroney (2005), these conflicts can 
be resolved by allowing local representation in management programs based on 
community involvement that provide direct benefits. another way to engender local 
support is to implement Integrated Conservation and Development Projects (ICDPs) 
that meet the goals of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) for sustainable 
use around the protected areas (Sekhar, 2003).

a survey by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) of the effectiveness of the manage-
ment of almost 200 protected areas in 34 countries concluded that a consistent prob-
lem has been the “failure to manage relations with people—local communities and 
indigenous peoples—and also the management of tourists” (WWF, 2004). In view 
of these problems, WWF International identified several challenges. The first was 
the question of how to develop a conservation policy which is based on the religious 
and cultural ethos of the local communities. The second challenge was to design an 
implementation strategy that guarantees the participation of the members of those 
communities. Last, there is the need to popularize nature conservation, making tour-
ism development the key to socioeconomic development of the local community 
without threatening the local culture and the ecosystem.

These observations on the need for community involvement are very relevant in the 
context of Bhutan’s unique ecological and societal situation. Situated on the vulnerable 
fringe of the Himalayan range, precocious management of its ecosystems is required. In 
addition, based on its Buddhist culture, Bhutan’s government indeed introduced a rather 
unique sustainable development policy—the middle path strategy—aiming for gross 
national happiness (see, for a more detailed analysis, Rinzin, Vermeulen, et al., 2007). 
This strategy combines four so-called pillars of development, namely, sustainable and 
equitable economic development, ecological preservation, cultural preservation, and 
good governance. In this context, ICDPs were introduced as a means to achieve a bal-
anced development. Yet some authors report unbalanced impacts. Wang, Curtis, and 
Lassoie (2006) report about farmers in the Jigme Singye Wangchuck National Park suf-
fering major financial losses annually due to crop damage by wildlife.

In conclusion, we come to the following general description of the major issues. 
The developed economies prefer to conserve pristine nature for leisure. as there is 
no need to relocate local communities and there is no human–wildlife conflict, the 
general public rarely opposes the policies in their countries. By contrast, the major-
ity of the population in developing countries still lives close to the natural world. 
The export of Western ideology, scientific knowledge, and management tools to the 
 developing countries through development assistance creates an imbalance in the 
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socioeconomic dynamics. In africa and amazonia, this raises the question of why 
nature conservation is necessary when basic human welfare is still lacking. although 
this conflict may be less obvious in the Himalayan region, where the need for nature 
conservation is generally accepted, the question remains which nature protection 
approach fits in best with the religion and culture.

Method

To answer this question, we applied a mixed study, combining policy analysis 
with a survey on the perceptions and acceptation of conservation policies. This study 
was a part of a larger research project analyzing the implementation of Bhutan’s 
sustainable development policy (see also Rinzin, 2006; Rinzin, ten Velthuis, et al., 
2007; Rinzin, Vermeulen, et al., 2007).

To start with, we carried out a policy analysis, identifying policy maker’s assump-
tions, targets, instruments, and the implementation practice. Data sources included 
encompassing published and unpublished reports, documents and workshop reports 
of the government. We also interviewed government officials in the nature conserva-
tion department, park managers and park rangers in the various field offices, and 
district administration officials. We also interviewed an expert at the nature conser-
vation department who provided technical backstopping for park management at 
field level. Five park rangers and two district officials were interviewed.

To analyze the impacts for local people interviews, we conducted interviews with 
local park residents in July 2005. The interviewers were recruited on the basis of 
their experience and knowledge of the local language and culture. The research 
assistants, who were selected for the study, were trained in research methods and 
interviewing techniques for a week. The interviews were conducted simultaneously 
in two parks, the Jigme Dorji National Parks (JDNP) and the Thrumsingla National 
Park (TNP), using a structured questionnaire, after the first testing of the question-
naire. Lists of villages were prepared in advance in consultation with the park rang-
ers to secure a representative sample of the views of people residing in and around 
the two parks. The respondents from these selected target groups were selected at 
random. For the survey of local people, one person was interviewed in each of 210 
households in 8 of the 20 districts in the country.

Local people residing in parks are wary about giving information, and to collect 
information, the prior approval of the government is required. accordingly, approval was 
requested from the Secretary of the Ministry of agriculture, and once given, that consent 
was formally communicated to all district administrators, park managers, and rangers. 
assistance was also requested through other formal channels wherever possible.

The data were processed using SPSS software and analyzed using basic descrip-
tive statistical tools, that is, frequency and cross tabulations. When relevant, differ-
ences between the two parks were tested, using chi-square, with the two subsample 
sizes being n = 83 and n = 127.
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Study Area

Bhutan

Located in the eastern Himalayas, Bhutan lies between two bio-geographical 
realms: the Palaearctic realm of temperate euro-asia and the Indo-Malayan realm of 
the Indian subcontinent. Bhutan provides a habitat for some 165 species of mammals, 
more than 700 species of birds, and at least 5,000 species of vascular plants. although 
there are few endemic plant genera in the eastern Himalayas, endemism is prevalent 
at the species and subspecies level. Consequently, by contrast with many countries, 
Bhutan has both significant endemism and high biodiversity (RgoB, 2001).

Forest covers 72% of Bhutan’s total land area of 38,394 km2. The system of pro-
tected areas was established in the 1960s. The system was reviewed several times 
between 1983 and 1991 with the help of the WWF’s Bhutan Program. The result is 
that Bhutan’s protected area system covered approximately 26% of the country’s total 
land area in the study period,1 with four national parks, one strict nature reserve, and 
four wildlife sanctuaries. a further 9% of the land area is designated as biological 
corridors. Six conservation areas have also been established for the conservation of 
specific species such as the black-necked crane, the white belly heron, and the tiger.

Two National Parks

Study Area 1: JDNP. The JDNP, covering an area of 4,393 km2, was established 
in 1974 and is the largest of the four major national parks in Bhutan. It is located in 
the western part of the kingdom at 27º35’ to 28º12’30” N and 89º16’ to 90º17’ e and 
lies at altitudes ranging from 1,400 to 7,000 meters above sea level (Figure 1). The 
northern boundary of the conservation area coincides with the border between 
Bhutan and China. The area covers the administrative jurisdictions of four districts—
Paro, Thimphu, gasa, and Punakha. The JDNP represents an important reserve of 
alpine glaciers, meadows and scrub lands, alpine and subalpine conifer forest, warm 
and cool temperate broad-leaf forest, rivers and streams, and the flora and fauna 
which constitute these ecosystems. Particular species of wildlife for which the park 
provides a home include blue sheep, takins, bears, musk deer, marmots, red panda, 
and several species of pheasants. It is also a refuge for species which are threatened 
or endemic to the region, such as the tiger and the snow leopard.

around 6,500 people, comprising about 651 households, live within the JDNP 
(RgoB, Nature Conservation Division, 2002). These local communities are directly 
or indirectly dependent on the resources in the park for their livelihoods. The eco-
nomic activities of the population are park pastoralism in the north and subsistence 
farming in the south (Table 1). Households in the north depend on trading and selling 
yak produce in exchange for rice, chili peppers, salt, tea leaves, sugar, clothing, and 
other amenities, whereas the communities living in the south of the park derive most 
of their livelihood from agriculture and contract labor.
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Study Area 2: TNP. The TNP was established in 1998. It lies at 27º12’ N and 
90º44’-91º12’ e and covers an area of 768 km2 (Figure 1). Its elevation ranges from 
1,000 to 4,000 m above sea level. The park is located at the centre of four districts 
in the eastern and central region of the country—Bumthang, Zhemgang, Lhuntse, 
and Mongar. The park is regarded as special as it combines all the different vegeta-
tion zones in Bhutan and contains 21 species that are endemic to Bhutan. Some 68 
species of mammals are known to exist in the park. Tigers are found at altitudes 
between 2,840 and 4,000 m. Some 341 species of birds, including globally threatened 
rare birds, are also known to occur around the park.

Figure 1
Study Areas: Jigme Dorji National Park (JDNP) and  

Thrumsingla National Park (TNP)
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Table 1
Main Economic Activities Carried Out in the Park Areas

 
Park

Jigme Dorji 
National Park 
 

Thrumsingla 
National Park

 
Basis of Livelihood

Yak herding
Seminomadic
Dry land cultivation
Paddy cultivation
Yak/cattle herding
Potato cash crop
Shifting cultivation
Cattle migration

 
Total Population

 6,500 
 
 

 10,500

 
Districts Covered

Thimphu
Paro
gasa
Punakha
Jakar
Mongar
Lhuntse
Zhemgang
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Some 10,500 people live in communities in four districts in and around the park. 
These communities subsist mainly on farming and livestock rearing. There is year-
round cattle’s grazing inside the park. Shifting agriculture is heavily practiced in 
these areas, which are also known for producing local artifacts from cane and 
bamboo (Table 1).

Results A: Policy Analysis

The government’s overall policy objective for biodiversity conservation is to 
integrate nature conservation into economic development plans, with an emphasis 
on communities living within the protected areas and the buffer zones. The present 
analysis gives a brief background of the nature conservation policy, park manage-
ment system, and the existing rules and regulations.

Since the Forest act of 1969, the basis of Bhutanese policies and laws pertaining 
to conservation have progressed from forest-based land management to sustained 
yield principles and approaches. The 1969 Forest act focused on traditional forest 
protection and introduced user permits. The revised 1991 Forest act recognized the 
need for systematic management of conservation areas and to consider the economic 
needs of the local communities living in and around the conservation areas. This act 
declared all nonprivate forest land to be government-owned forest reserves. In 1995, 
the National assembly decreed that 60% of the country would remain under forest 
cover for all time. The amended Forest and Nature Conservation act of 1995 there-
fore mandated the establishment of protected areas and the management system. The 
act also requires that the conservation of biodiversity should be guided by conserva-
tion values and should benefit the Bhutanese people. Over the years, the government 
has issued several acts, regulations, and orders, which provide the legal framework 
for the measures taken by the park managements to achieve the conservation goals.

each national park prepared management plans based on the legislation. The 
basic park management plans include three management tools—zoning of park areas, 
law enforcement, and ICDPs (RgoB, 2003). Park areas are zoned to demarcate dif-
ferent zones with the aim of developing ecologically and economically viable land 
use in the park and the adjoining areas, protecting wildlife and their habitats in the 
parks, and meeting the needs of the resident communities without adversely affect-
ing the ecosystems of the park. The zoning system includes core zones, multiple-use 
zones, and buffer zones. The restrictions in effect vary from one zone to another 
(Table 2). Core zones are fully protected areas, and no human-related use is permit-
ted. Multiple-use zones are designated areas within protected areas where the aim is 
to encourage prudent socioeconomic development for the local community and nor-
mal farming activities are allowed. These zones also include areas for settlement, 
agriculture, visitors, forest utilization, and grazing. Buffer zones are areas estab-
lished to provide an additional layer of protection at the periphery of protected areas, 
where restricted or regulated use of natural resources is permitted.
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Table 2
Basic Protection Regimes for Various Zones Based 

on the Forest and Nature Conservation Rules

 
activity

Construction of any 
nature

Settlement or 
cultivation

Commercial logging 

Noncommercial 
logging

grazing 
 
 

Firewood 
collection—dry 

Firewood 
collection—wet

Social forestry 
 

Research 
 

Taking wildlife 

Fishing 
 

extraction of soil, 
stone, sand, mud—
for domestic use

extraction of soil, 
stone, sand, mud—
for commercial use

Miscellaneous 
nontimber forest 
products—
commercial

Miscellaneous 
nontimber forest 
products—
noncommercial

 
Core Zone

No 

No 

No 

No 

No, except in case of 
traditional right 
and management 
plan is not violated

No 
 

No 

No 
 

Yes with permit and 
in the management 
plan

No 

No 
 

No 
 

No 
 

No 
 
 

No

Multiple Use Zone 
(Within Park)

Yes, but only with permit 

Yes, but only with permit 

No

Yes, but only with permit 

Yes, but only within 
designated area 
 

Yes, but only for local 
resident for domestic 
use

Yes, with permit 

Yes, but community 
forest only, otherwise 
with permit

Yes with permit and 
contemplated by mgt 
plan

Yes, but only with permit 

Yes, but only with permit 
and in designated 
fishing zone

Yes, within 2 km radius 
of user resident 

Yes, within 50 feet radius 
of construction site 
only

Yes 
 
 

Yes, but only with permit

Buffer Zone and Corridors 
(Outside Park Boundaries)

Yes, but not allowed in 
government forest

Yes

Yes, after consultation 
with park

Yes, with permit 

Yes, but may be regulated 
in government reserved 
forest 

Yes, from nearby forest 
 

Yes, with permit 

Yes, after registration 
 

Yes, but may be regulated 
in government reserved 
forest

Yes, only in crop 
protection

Yes, but only with permit 
 

Yes, within 2 km radius of 
user resident 

Yes, but may be regulated 
in government reserved 
forest

Yes 
 
 

Yes, but only with permit

 Restrictions Within each Zone
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The conservation policy does not, however, allow the displacement of resident 
local communities from the park areas. Therefore, if there is a cluster of communi-
ties within the core zone, further zoning of land use within that zone will be required, 
followed by regulation and monitoring according to the rules and regulations for 
nature conservation. The concept of zoning tries to address specific local conditions, 
such as the existence of traditional rules on grazing rights or the communal use of 
forest, and to combine them with sustainable use of renewable resources. The recent 
Forest and Nature Conservation Rules shown in Table 2 set out the legal framework 
for implementing the management plans, which provides for a significant degree of 
decentralization, land-use planning, and the concept of management by zoning.

The ICDP program is employed as a development tool to enhance the socioeco-
nomic potential of the local communities living in the park areas. The government’s 
approach with this program is to consider the local communities as a partner in con-
servation rather than as a threat to conservation. The park management process itself 
entails the need to involve and empower the local people. The concept of ICDP is 
intended to fulfill the dual objectives of promoting socioeconomic development for 
people living within the park and supporting the government’s biodiversity conser-
vation efforts. The programs include the provision of development services, environ-
mental education and awareness, enterprise development, and the like. The objective 
of the ICDP is therefore to encourage community participation through the follow-
ing planning process:

•	 The ICDP must be integrated in district planning cycles;
•	 The detailed planning of ICDP activities is prepared and discussed first at the local 

development committee meeting;
•	 The plan is then submitted to the district development committee for further discus-

sion and incorporation into the overall district development plan;
•	 The district administration is responsible for its implementation.

Summarizing, we can conclude that the national conservation policy increasingly 
aims for community participation in national parks management. This is remarkable 
in the light of the low acceptance of national parks, as reported by Wang, Lassoie, 
et al. (2006). To understand this, we need to have a better view on the experiences 
of the park inhabitants.

Results B: Public Perceptions of the Policy 
and Its Impact on Their Lives

a total of 210 local residents and 9 state officials in the two national parks were 
interviewed during this study. The results shown below represent the opinions of the 
local residents of the two parks. Wherever we found significant differences of 



Rinzin et al. / Nature Conservation and Human Well-Being in Bhutan  187

opinions between the residents of the two parks, we have reported the findings 
separately (applying the chi-square with significance levels < .01). For comparison, 
the opinions of the state officials are also mentioned where appropriate.

The Buddhist View of Nature Conservation

as Table 3 illustrates, Buddhism has an influence on people’s attitudes. a major-
ity of the respondents among state officials (62%) and in the local communities 
(67%) confirmed that Buddhism has a significant influence on their lives. about 
75% of the state officials and 71% of the local residents felt Buddhism had a major 
influence on their attitude toward nature conservation, whereas 25% of the state 
respondents and 27% of the local residents felt Buddhism had no influence at all. 
Furthermore, 53% of the local community mentioned the need to preserve sacred 
forest that had been inherited from their ancestors. These results are consistent with 
other studies (Rinzin, Vermeulen, et al., 2007). Respondents were also asked to 
comment on several statements about the importance of nature. a large majority 
(81%) agreed that nature is an important source of food, whereas opinions on the 
exploitation of nature for income were equally strong favoring the use of natural 
resources, with 88% for and 12% against. Some 84% agreed that nature has its own 
inherent value.

People’s Perception of Nature Conservation  
Policy and Its Impact on the Way of Life

In another study on the public perception of the middle path strategy, we regis-
tered an overwhelming support (97%) for the government’s nature conservation 
policy (Rinzin, Vermeulen, et al., 2007b, p. 60). Yet in this study, we saw that 15% 
of the respondents from the local communities in the JDNP do not support the con-
servation policy. a majority (78%) of these respondents also said they were aware 
of the goal of nature conservation. Furthermore, 82% felt the conservation goals 
were properly communicated to them. Our results show a different tendency than the 
study by Wang, Lassoie, et al. (2006) in another Bhutanese national park, where 
52% answered no to the question, “Do you like the park and its policy?” Yet these 
answers to their fairly general question can be understood if we look more into detail 
to the experiences of the park inhabitants.

In our study, 43% of the respondents felt the rules were strict and 32% considered 
them to be very strict, whereas 25% felt they were not strict (Table 4). about 52% 
of the respondents saw changes in the pattern of land use after the establishment of 
the park. Most respondents (61%) saw the ban on community forest management 
including ownership and carrying on activities in forests and on shifting cultivation 
practices as the main causes of the change in land use.
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The opinion about changes in the amount of land under cultivation is mixed. In all, 
45% of the respondents felt the amount of land under cultivation had declined, 
whereas 43% saw there was no change and 13% said it had increased. Cattle migra-
tion, a serious concern of the government, was by most residents not perceived to 
have changed in the parks, but about 20% of the respondents claimed movement was 
restricted completely after the introduction of new conservation rules and regulations. 
The history of shifting cultivation is insignificant in JDNP compared to TNP. In 
JDNP, people living in higher altitude are either nomadic or seminomadic, and those 
living in the lower altitude practice mostly wet-land cultivation, whereas in TNP, the 
shifting cultivation practice was very significant (RgoB, 2001, 2005a).

Opinions on the issues of land use and the effect of the rules and regulations on 
cattle migration differed significantly between the two national parks (Table 5).  

Table 3
The Influence of Buddhism on People’s Attitudes 

Toward Nature Conservation (n = 219)

 State (n = 9) Local People (n = 210)

Questions and Reactions % %

How much is your life influenced by Buddhism?
Very much 62.2 66.5
Some influence 25.0 33.1
Not very much 12.5 0.5

How much of your attitude toward nature conservation is attributable to Buddhism?
Positive 75 71.4
Negative — 1.7
Neutral 25 26.7

are there any protected areas in your village that have been inherited from your ancestors?
Yes  53.3
No  21.0
Not applicable  25.7

Do you agree with the following statements about nature?
a) Nature is important as a source of food

Fully agree  81.2
agree to some extent  14.4
Do not agree  4.3

b) Nature is to be exploited for income
Fully agree  44.4
agree to some extent  43.7
Do not agree  12.0

c) Nature is something valuable in its 
 own right

Fully agree  84.1
agree to some extent  15.3
Do not agree  0.5



Rinzin et al. / Nature Conservation and Human Well-Being in Bhutan  189

a significant majority (76%) of the respondents in the TNP felt that land use had 
changed since the establishment of the park, compared to 24% of the respondents in 
JDNP. Furthermore, 59% of the respondents in the local communities in TNP felt 
there had been a decline in land use, whereas no significant changes appear to have 
been experienced in the JDNP. Respondents from the TNP more often felt that the 
cattle migration rules had affected their lives than the respondents from the JDNP.

Socioeconomic Benefits and Cost of Nature 
Conservation to the Local Communities

The government introduced ICDPs in the nature conservation areas with the goal 
of furthering the socioeconomic development of the local residents and thus reduc-
ing their dependence on the surrounding natural resources. answers to our survey 
question (“Has the forest cover increased after the establishment of the park?”) show 
that practically all respondents (99%) felt there had been an increase in forest cover 
in recent years. We also asked, “In your opinion, how does the park affect your life 
as compared to before?” The results were that 35% answering their life is “most 
satisfactory” and 63% saying “satisfactory” since the area had been designated as a 
nature conservation area. Table 6 presents more specific results of responses with 
respect to ICDP activities. a majority of respondents reported significant improvements 

Table 4
People’s Perception of and Support for Government Policy (n = 210)

 Responses (%)

Do you think park management rules are
Not strict 25.4
Strict 42.9
Very strict 31.7

Has there been a change in land use since the establishment of the park?
Yes 52.2
No 47.8

If so, what are the changes?
Community forest and shifting cultivation practice disallowed 61
government taking control of pasture land 17
Increased yield due to improved seed supplied 22

area of land under cultivation increasing or decreasing?
Increase 12.9
Decrease 44.8
Same as before 42.3

Did park establishment change traditional norms of cattle migration?
Changed to no movement 3.8
Restricted movement 20.0
Same as before 76.2
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in a range of services: education (82%), agriculture (80%), animal husbandry (79%), 
and health (73%). The respondents also experienced improvements in forest 
resources (75%) and water supply (67%). However, services requiring a major 
capital investment, such as electricity, irrigation, and farm roads do appear to have 
improved by a lesser degree.

Further comparison of local people’s opinions on the provision of farm roads, 
irrigation, and electricity (Table 7) reveals slight differences of opinion between the 
people living in one or the other of the parks. JDNP has benefited more from road 
development, whereas TNP has benefited more from irrigation and electricity.

Table 5
People’s Perception on the Impact of Park Rules

 JDNP (%) TNP (%)

Has there been a change in land use since the establishment of the park?
Yes 13.23 75.98
No 86.77 24.02

area of land under cultivation increasing or decreasing?
Increase 22.97 14.95
Decrease 28.38 50.88
Same as before 48.65 34.2

Did park establishment change traditional norms of cattle migration?
No movement 2.43 2.97
Restricted movement 7.23 26.56
Same as before 90.35 70.47

Note: Jigme Dorji National Park: n = 83; Thrumsingla National Park: n = 127; Chi-square = 87.265, 
43.034, 71.419, all p = .000.

Table 6
Opinion on the Benefits of Parks (n = 210)

 Yes No

Since the establishment of the park, have you seen improvement in
education 81.8 18.2
government subsidy for agriculture 80.4 19.6
Increase in quality of livestock 78.5 21.5
Increase in forest resources 74.8 25.2
Health facilities 73.1 26.9
Drinking water 66.8 33.2
Increase in extension service 64.3 35.7
agriculture extension service 53.7 46.3
electricity 38.0 62.0
Irrigation 34.9 65.1
Farm road 29.6 70.4
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We then surveyed the adverse effects of nature conservation activities on the 
well-being of the local communities. The results are shown in Table 8. a large 
majority of the respondents (93%) felt the nature conservation rules restricted their 
use of timber and wood for fuel, whereas 75% of the respondents felt the harvest of 
non–timber forest products was also partially controlled by the government.

Table 9 shows the findings concerning the impact of wild animals on the local 
economy. Some 73% of the respondents felt that wild animals caused damage to 
crops; between one and four family members spent, on average, at least 4 months 
each year guarding their crops at night (mentioned by 71%). Wild animals that 
caused damage to crops were deer, wild pigs, and monkeys (84%), whereas bears 
(42%) also caused damage to livestock, as did snow leopards, leopards, and tigers 
(30%). The villagers were eligible for compensation for the loss of livestock to tigers 
or snow leopards, but it was only partially compensated (69%), and 23% said they 
did not receive any compensation at all. However, no compensation was available 
for crops destroyed by any kind of wild animal. The state respondents agreed on the 
incidence of wildlife depredation on crops and livestock, but 89% said the compen-
sation scheme was only applicable to livestock depredation. This scheme was cur-
rently funded from the WWF tiger compensation scheme.

analysis of the opinions of the respondents from the different parks shows that 
more respondents from TNP (93%) than from JDNP (70%) tend to believe that wild 
animals destroy crops.

Table 10 shows how the forest and nature conservation rules have affected the 
use of non–timber forest products in the perception of the inhabitants. These new 
rules imply that for domestic use, which are small quantities for personal use, one 

Table 7
Differences in Opinions on the Benefits of Parks:  

Two Parks Compared (n = 210)

Opinion on the Benefits     
of Parks Jigme Dorji National Park (%) Thrumsingla National Park (%)

Farm road
Yes 46.2 27.6
No 53.8 72.4

Irrigation
Yes 39.4 45.7
No 60.6 54.3

Supply of electricity
Yes 31.1 41.2
No 68.8 58.8

Note: Chi-square = 86.78, 89.945, 41.485, all p = .000.
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does not need to get a permit in the multiple use zones, and therefore it is free of 
costs. However, for commercial use, such as for sale on the market or supply in 
large quantities, one must get a permit from the forestry office, which has to be 
paid for. These rules appear to be not fully understood, as Table 10 shows. Harvest 
of non–timber forest products such as food for personal use was perceived as free 
by 75%, whereas the free use for domestic purposes was often misunderstood as 
not being for free for the following products: fuel wood (70%), medicinal herbs 
(65%), and cane and bamboo (56%).

Table 8
Cost to the Local People as a Consequence of Nature 

Conservation Areas (in Percentage; n = 210)

are there new rules restricting the use of timber and fuel wood?
Yes 92.9
No 7.1

How did they affect you?
Banned the use 2.4
Banned to certain extent 92.4
Free use 5.2

How do new rules affect use of other forest resources?
No restriction 12.9
Partially controlled 75.2
Fully restricted 0.5
Not applicable 8.4

Table 9
Cost to People: Crop and Livestock Depredation 

by Wild Animals (in Percentage; n = 210)

Do you have cases of wild animals destroying crops?
Yes 73.2
No 26.8

Do you spend time guarding crops at night?
Yes 71.1
No 28.9

Which wild animals cause problems?
Snow leopard/leopard/tiger (domestic animals) 30.0
Bear (crop/domestic animals) 41.9
Others (monkeys, deer, wild pigs, porcupine) 84.3

How is loss of livestock to predators compensated?
Fully 8.6
Partially 68.6
Not at all 22.9
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Impact on Local Art, Culture, and Property Ownership

Table 11 reveals the impacts of the new rules on local arts and crafts. In the areas 
we surveyed, the local communities produced at least four kinds of arts and crafts. 
about 76% indicated that the park rules did not affect these arts and crafts. However, 
24% of the respondents felt the permit system had adversely affected their work. 
according to 62% of the respondents, the new system ignored the traditional norms 
of resource management. Nevertheless, 69% of the people are still positive toward 
nature conservation policy.

as we showed in the beginning of this section, Bhutan’s conservation policy 
enjoys strong support of the local communities, but we now discussed various dis-
contents. according to Metha and Heinen (2001), one way of generating community 
support is through community-based development.

In general, this observed strong public support for the nature conservation policy 
in both national parks contradicts the results of the study by Wang, Curtis, et al. 
(2006). This can be explained by looking at the more detailed questioning in our 
study. To a certain extent, ICDP activities are responsible for achieving a high level 
of satisfaction, with increased benefits in education, health, agriculture, and animal 
husbandry extension services (Table 6). at the same time, these activities are seen 
as a source of tension.

Our interviews with district officials, park managers, and inhabitants of the park 
also showed that if ICDP is poorly managed, it can be a source of tension between 
the district officials, the park management, the local communities, and the wildlife. 
The district officials do not approve of direct implementation of ICDP activities by the 
park management. They feel that it is the responsibility of the districts, whereas the 
park managers feel they are better trained to deal with the public on sensitive con-
servation issues. Representatives of the park management, meanwhile, feel that local 
people expect them to do everything instead of getting involved in development 
activities themselves. In our interviews, they accused local people of being more 

Table 10
Perceptions of Respondents Concerning Use of Certain 

Nontimber Forest Products Free of Charge, for Payment 
or Being Unaware of Any Rules (See Table 2; n = 210)

Nonforest Products Free (%) For Payment (%) Not applicable (%)

Food for personal use 74.8 24.8 0.5
Fuel wood for domestic use 30.0 70.0 0.0
Collection of medicinal herbs 39.8 49.7 10.5
Medicinal herbs for commercial use 24.7 64.9 10.3
Cane and bamboo for domestic use 32.0 56.2 11.9
Cane and bamboo for commercial use 12.3 67.3 20.5
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concerned about receiving their share of direct benefits like barbed wire, corrugated 
iron sheets (CgI), solar lights, and so on, whereas locals blame the conservation 
program for not providing electricity, irrigation, and the like.

We have to bear in mind that the present assessment describes the attitude of the local 
communities at a time when the implementation of nature conservation rules and regula-
tions has been in operation for barely 2 years. Our visits to the park rangers’ offices 
during this study indicated that the offices are newly established and are poorly staffed, 
with the result that the park rangers admitted that implementation of rules has not been 
effective. Similar studies in future would be able to establish whether people’s perception 
of government policy and their attitudes toward nature conservation remain positive 
despite its negative impact on their lives. Changes in this respect could be a result of 
changing attitudes toward religion, economic well-being, and traditional rights.

What we see here is that the nature conservation policy as such has been hailed 
as good policy but that the practical implementation of the policy has been flawed. 
The government adopted an ICDP approach; in fact, JDNP was the first park to 
implement this practice, and in this respect it actually failed. In practice, the ICDP 
activities were developed in projects linked to foreign donors. One implication was 
that the involved mainstream development agents did not want ICDP activities to be 
carried out into the villages by the Department of Nature Conservation without 
incorporating into the Five Year Development Plan of the country.

Table 11
Impact on Local Culture and Traditions (in Percentage; n = 210)

What kind of traditional arts and crafts produced?
Clothes 21.6
Hats 18.3
Bamboo materials 33.3
Other 26.2

Have park rules changed (or negatively affected, as change could be positive or negative) the production  
 of these arts and crafts?

Yes 23.7
No 76.3

How did park rules change the traditional way in which community forestry management was practiced?
given full support to old system 17.9
The old system was adapted 9.0
Introduced the new system and ignored old 62.2
Not applicable 10.9

How does the new system affect ownership?
Remains community property 55.1
Changed to government property 44.9

How does it change your attitude?
Positive 68.5
Negative 31.5
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Discussion

The Role of Buddhism in Attitudes to Conservation

Basing conservation policy on religion and local culture can be an important 
source for success when working with the traditional local communities. Our present 
study explores how local communities perceive nature conservation rules and regula-
tions from the perspective of Buddhist principles. The majority of the respondents 
among state officials and residents of local communities agreed that Buddhism had a 
major influence on their lives (66.5% answering “very much influence” in Table 3). 
So, Buddhism seems to have a strong influence on attitudes toward nature conserva-
tion. Many local communities seem to respect traditional beliefs by preserving sacred 
forests. They consider the forest to be an important source of food but not as some-
thing to be exploited for economic gain. Most people also see it as a valuable source 
of spiritual health (84%). This indicates people’s close ties with nature as a provider 
of economic sustenance and spiritual well-being. It also indicates that Buddhism has 
some influence in shaping people’s attitudes toward the environment.

Buddhism looks at nature differently than other religions (Palmer & Bisset, 
1989). For Buddhists, everything in this world is “impermanent,” including material 
wealth. Buddhists believe that all lives are interconnected, and thus abstention from 
killing living creatures lies at the heart of Buddhist moral values. another belief is 
the theory of “karma,” the karmic cycle of birth and rebirth, the law of cause and 
effect. Buddhists believe that a person can be reborn in any form, for example, as a 
god or demigod in the upper realm or as a human or an animal, depending on the 
merits accumulated through virtuous deeds (Nelissen, Van Der Straaten, & Klinkers, 
1998; White, 1994). These virtues take the form of a gentle nonviolent attitude 
toward living creatures (Silva, 1992).

Impacts on Traditional Rights, Use 
of Resources, and Attitudes to Conservation

Nature conservation policy and park regulations in Bhutan have significant 
effects on the economic activities of the local communities. These regulations 
include the ban on shifting cultivation practices, community forestry management 
practices, and increasing government intervention to control pastureland and wild-
life depredation of crops and domestic livestock. Some of these actions may be 
responsible for a decline in land use for agricultural cultivation (Table 4).

The implications of these findings must be understood in relationship to the local 
dependency on subsistence farming and the national economy. Recent figures show 
that agriculture contributed 26.2% to the total economy and provided a livelihood 
for 79% of the population in 2003 (Central Statistical Organisation, 2005). This 
contribution came from 7.7% of the land available for cultivation (RgoB, 2004). 
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Shifting cultivation is practiced on 64% of the 7.7% of the land under cultivation; 
the ban on shifting cultivation could therefore have a significant impact on the local 
economy and also on the national economy, as the possibilities for agriculture are 
limited by nature conservation policy.

Restrictions on the use of forest resources and wildlife depredation of crops 
and domestic livestock have been the subject of international discussion, includ-
ing various recent studies in the Himalayan region. exclusion of people from the 
forest to protect biodiversity often antagonizes local communities (arjunan, 
Holmes, Puyravaud, & Davidar, 2006). Our study shows that in Bhutan, a large 
majority of the people feel that the use of timber, fuel wood, and other forest 
resources is controlled. Restrictions on these traditional user rights tend to increase 
competition for the limited resources during the season, while at the same time 
they tend to take less care of the resources as they feel they have become common 
property.

The present study revealed the government’s disregard for the traditional norms 
of the local people. The nature conservation rules have ignored the traditional norms 
of resource management and introduced new rules (Table 11). The restrictions on the 
use of nontimber products also appear to have affected the production of traditional 
local artifacts. an earlier study on community forest management yielded similar 
results (Wangchuk, 2001). This may be attributable to a colonial-style, top-down 
approach to forestry management which is largely influenced by donor countries 
(Buergin, 2003; Colchester, 2004).

Nomadic Pastoralist and Conservation Issues

Cattle’s herding in Bhutan is the principal economic activity of the seminomadic 
pastoralists living in the nature conservation areas (Table 5). In view of the fragility 
of the Himalayan mountain ecosystem, the migration of cattle and their intensive 
grazing pattern are a source of concern to the government (although grazing has 
been going on for centuries). Concerted efforts have been made to reduce the size of 
the herds in recent years. Recent studies on the impact of cattle grazing in the alpine 
and subalpine region have found that cattle grazing and seasonal migration pose a 
serious threat to the ecosystem due to overgrazing (gyamtsho, 1996, 2002; Muradin, 
2002; Norbu, 2002; Roder, 2002; Wangchuk, 2002). One of the reasons given was 
the lack of control of grazing at the boundary between government forest and indi-
vidual pasture land (gyamtsho, 2002; Norbu, 2002). Our survey shows that in 
Bhutan, the establishment of the parks did not have any effect on cattle migration 
(Table 5). However, this may not pose a serious threat, since gyamtsho (2002) and 
Roder (2002) concluded that moderate grazing is stimulatory and beneficial to range 
land ecosystems, especially in the alpine and mid-alpine region (gyamtsho, 2002; 
Roder, 2002).
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Conservation Policy and Human–Wildlife Conflict

Wildlife depredation on crops and domestic livestock is a widespread problem in 
developing countries, but many recent studies have shown that it appears to be more 
prevalent in the Himalayas (Mukherjee & Board, 2004; Rao et al., 2002; Wang, 
Curtis, et al., 2006).

Wildlife depredation on crops and domestic livestock in Bhutan is felt a threaten-
ing problem in remote communities. Between one and four family members invest 
at least 4 months a year on average in warding off wild animals (Table 9). During 
this study, the visit to the JDNP was marked by such incidents. Over two nights, a 
snow leopard killed a bull and a mule and injured another bull. at the same time, a 
bear attacked the poultry shed of a household and destroyed all the animals. These 
incidents appear to be daily occurrences for those communities in and around the 
park areas.

Compensation appears to be either inadequate or nonexistent. Compensation is 
only granted for livestock that is killed by endangered species, such as the snow 
leopard and the tiger. No compensation is paid for crops that are damaged or for 
livestock killed by other predators. Interviews with local people and the park offi-
cials reveal that there is no institutional funding mechanism in place. The present 
compensation scheme is funded entirely by private donations from a foreign indi-
vidual, and the administrative procedures appear to be complicated and lengthy.2 It 
seems as though the compensation scheme is a temporary scheme designed to sway 
local communities and to earn credibility in the initial stage of implementing con-
servation rules and regulations. This could backfire if the government later adopts a 
more callous attitude (Rao et al., 2002; Sekhar, 2003), possibly leading to retaliatory 
action against the predators. another related consequence has been observed in a 
recent study of rural–urban migration conducted by the Ministry of agriculture. 
about 3% of the rural–urban drift was attributed to crop damage by wild animals 
(RgoB, 2005), and unless there is a structural solution, rural–urban drift might 
intensify in the future. In reality, livestock depredation and crop damage by wildlife 
are two areas of concern that are now emerging as the main issue and problem 
encountered by the local communities throughout Bhutan (RgoB, 2002). Likewise, 
it appears that similar problems are common to more countries covered by recent 
studies in the Himalayan region (Mukherjee & Board, 2004; Rao et al., 2002).

Conservation as a Basis for Income Generation

The conservation efforts have been promoted as a way of addressing the needs of 
the local communities to earn a livelihood and encouraging sustainable practices 
(arjunan et al., 2006). The benefits could result either from the direct investment 
made by the government in the protected areas or from the survival of some forest 
products as a result of conservation efforts. The direct benefits come from investments 



198  The Journal of environment & Development

through ICDP activities, development services, and the employment opportunities 
provided by the park management.

Harvest of exotic mushrooms. another important but latent benefit to local com-
munities is the liberalization of harvesting of high-altitude mushrooms, Cordyceps 
and Matsutake Tricholoma, which grow in pine forests in both the parks covered by 
the study. The harvesting of Cordyceps was banned until 2004, but controlled har-
vesting has now been introduced (Namgyel, 2005). according to the Ministry of 
agriculture’s marketing division, the average price of a kilogram of dry Cordyceps 
at auction during 2004/2005 was US$1,194. During a visit by the first author to one 
of the auction yards in JDNP in 2005, the highest price achieved was US$1,860 per 
kilogram. The harvesting of Masutake is a community-managed activity, but its suc-
cess is hampered by poor access by road, the perishable nature of the crop, and 
dependence on foreign markets. The average farm-gate price in 2005 was US$10 per 
kilogram. The local communities have benefited from sales to local customers. More 
recently in 2008, permits for Cordyceps were greatly expanded, which could poten-
tially lead to greater competition and reduced volume for area residents.

Employment. employment opportunities for local communities appear to be 
another incentive for better participation in nature conservation. Community par-
ticipation in conservation management is considered important for generating local 
support (Maroney, 2005; Sekhar, 2003; Ylhaisi, 2003). Yet the involvement of local 
residents in park management is often typically low in developing countries 
(Colchester, 2004). However, this study shows that the participation of communi-
ties is high, which is a result of the ICDP program. The park management employs 
local people as guards, caretakers, or local information officers on a temporary 
basis. But we see that most employment is on the lowest ranks in the management 
hierarchy, and the people concerned will have little influence on management deci-
sions in the parks. This is a result of the lack of proper modern education. But this 
situation is likely to improve in due course, as more local leaders are expected to 
be appointed once the government’s decentralization program becomes fully opera-
tional (RgoB, 2002).

Conclusions

Returning to the research questions, our conclusion is that the strong conservation 
policy stance of the government reflects a top-down approach and is not balanced as 
it is disproportionately skewed toward the conservation of nature. This reflects the 
influence of donor countries and their policies (this has recently been discussed in 
Bhutan; see Swiss Development Cooperation and Social Forestry Division Department 
of Forest [RgoB], 2008). as such, it contradicts the overall sustainable development 
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policy of Bhutan, which emphasizes a balance between environmental conservation, 
cultural conservation, economic progress, and good governance (RgoB, 1996; see 
also Rinzin, 2006; Rinzin, Vermeulen, et al., 2007). Buddhism is important in shap-
ing positive attitudes toward nature conservation among local people, although less 
important than originally expected given that this study was carried out in rural com-
munities. There is full support for nature conservation, and people are satisfied with 
their way of life. However, people are disgruntled at the change in ownership of land 
and with having to live within the constraints of new conservation rules and regula-
tions. The conservation management program, the ICDP activities, had little impact 
on easing the tension between local communities and wildlife. The wildlife depreda-
tion of crops and domestic livestock is detrimental to the local economy as these are 
the only sources of livelihood. The long-term success of the conservation goals can-
not be achieved unless an appropriate compensation scheme is worked out. a likely 
consequence if this problem is not resolved is an increase in the urban population as 
it could lead to depopulation of rural areas and abandonment of agriculture, which 
means those people who belong to farming community are forced to leave their 
homes.

The government also did not pay much attention regarding the impacts on the 
traditional norms of the local people while implementing the nature conservation 
rules. The traditional norms of resource management were ignored, and new rules 
were introduced. The restrictions on the use of nontimber products also appear to 
have affected the production of traditional local arts and crafts.

The idea of conservation is not new to the Bhutanese people. It is ingrained in their 
traditional way of life. Policy choices should capitalize on this existing potential by 
providing conservation education rather than weakening it by imposing new rules and 
regulations, thereby depriving people of the sense of traditional community ownership.

Notes

1. With the establishment of another protected area in the north in 2008, more than 50% of Bhutan is 
in some form of conservation status.

2. Source: Interviews with the park managers.
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