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ABSTRACT Safeguarding people's health has been the global priority amidst the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In Bhutan, emerging lessons show how nutrition and other 

aspects of health are intricately related to the management of food security during the 

current crisis, and beyond. The country’s leaders have used moral suasion alongside 

policy measures to demonstrate that good nutrition need not be a luxury.   
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INTRODUCTION

Global trade was already facing disruptions 

before the outbreak of the COVID-19 

pandemic, owing to weakened growth and 

heightened US-China tensions; agriculture 

commodities were being disproportionately 
1

affected.  Consequently, the provision of 

adequate food and the prevention and 

management of COVID-19 have become 

priorities for countries battling the pandemic; 

this is true as well for the countries of 

BIMSTEC, or the Bay of Bengal Initiative for 

Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 

Cooperation. This forced a rebalancing of 

agribusiness activities, and the new 

agriculture and food value chains that have 

emerged will likely remain in place as the 

pandemic recedes. As countries became wary 

of exporting food items, the market has had 

little choice but to adapt by substituting, 

complementing and replacing products, and 

increasing prices. 

Bhutan has a population of about 750,000 

(two-thirds of whom live in rural areas), a 

growth rate of 1.2 percent, and a per capita 
2 

income of US$3,423 (nominal). To a notable 

extent, the country has succeeded in 
3

eliminating abject poverty.  The overall 

unemployment rate of 3.1 percent fails to 

capture the challenge that among college-

educated youth, prior to COVID-19, joblessness 
4was at a high 67 percent.  This figure could 

likely have only risen amidst the pandemic. 

Although 98 percent of Bhutanese 

households are food-secure, 88 percent of 

children between six to 23 months are not 
5being given the minimum acceptable diet.  

Given that there is no widespread hunger in 

Bhutan, the government can focus efforts on 

boosting nutrition. Improved nutrition, 

especially among children and the elderly, 

requires serious attention from policymakers. 

The country’s experience in the food and 

agriculture sector during COVID-19 provides 

some insights on how this can be achieved. 
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Box 1: Agriculture in Bhutan

Productivity

Bhutan’s economy is dependent on the agriculture, livestock and forest sectors, which provide 
6livelihoods for about 57 percent of the population.  The contribution of these sectors to the GDP 

has been increasing in absolute terms year-on-year but the overall contribution has been 
7

declining, from 45.1 percent in 1981 to 13 percent in 2017.  

Adaptation

Farmers face various challenges, such as shortage of irrigation water, lack of agricultural 

workers, marginal land holdings, high transportation costs for inputs and marketing, and 

remote and scattered location of rural households.  The impact of climate change has 

manifested in the form of floods, windstorms, erratic rainfall, new pests and diseases, 

increasing human-wildlife conflicts, and higher incidence of forest fires.
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LESSONS FROM BHUTAN

Supply chains may not serve internal 

markets when external trade is disrupted

Bhutan has several entry points with India at 

border towns in West Bengal and Assam. 

Cordial bilateral ties and access to these 

markets have allowed the development of 

value chains in Bhutan’s fertile southern 

plains, far different from those in the 

mountainous interior and remote parts of the 

country. Essentially, one-third of Bhutan’s 

population have had easier access to a greater 

variety of food and vegetables at reasonable 

prices. Some interior regions of Bhutan have 

been dependent on India for food that have 

longer shelf lives, even though they could be 

grown within Bhutan. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic spread 

rapidly, the import and export of food items 

was interrupted, and the availability of 

commodities disrupted due to higher 

9
transport costs, hoarding, inflation  and, in 

some cases, disposal of food along different 
10parts of the supply chain.  Many parts of the 

food supply chains shifted entirely while 

others were shortened. Nevertheless, this 

provided an opportunity to rebalance and 

meet local needs through local production. 

The government, with assistance from 

development partners, has made efforts 

towards (i) achieving greater food self-
1 1

sufficiency;  (ii) improving logistical 
12efficiency,  partly aided by digital technology, 

which was not widely used in food supply 
13chains prior to the pandemic;  (iii) import 

14
substitution;  and (iv) engaging qualified 

15people in agriculture and food chains.  The 

pandemic has encouraged Bhutan to import 

only those food items that cannot be produced 

or substituted internally. 

BIMSTEC, of which Bhutan is a member, 

has regarded issues of food self-sufficiency 

and efficiency of food supply chains as among 
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Institutions

Subsistence farming is an integral part of the Bhutanese economy, though efforts and 

programmes targeted towards semi-commercialisation are undertaken through farmers’ 

groups and primary cooperatives development. Farming is mostly at a small scale and 

dominated by rain-fed dry land and wetland farming. It depends on the monsoon rain, which 

accounts for 60 to 90 percent of annual precipitation. An additional activity for farmers is 

livestock rearing.

Mitigation

Recognising the potential impacts of climate change on agriculture, the government has 

encouraged Climate-Smart Agriculture (CSA) to achieve food security under a changing climate 

and increased demand. However, farmers’ awareness of CSA and the associated opportunities 

and challenges is weak; the availability of CSA technologies is limited; and farmers do not have 

safety nets or alternative sources of livelihoods if investment activities fail.

8Source: World Bank, Climate Smart Agriculture Country Profile – Bhutan
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its priority agenda for several years. Following 

Bhutan’s lead, the other member countries 

can also look to replace food imports with local 

products, or procure these from their nearest 

BIMSTEC neighbour. Typically, the trade of 

agricultural produce does not fully account for 

impacts on self-sufficiency in the exporter 

country and hard currency needs of the 

importer nation, nor does it leverage e-

technologies. This appears to be changing. 

An important aspect in changing food 

supply chains in the BIMSTEC countries is the 

significant movement of people from urban to 

rural areas, and there is unlikely to be a rapid 

return of migrant workers. The impact of the 

May 2020 Amphan cyclone and the locust 

infestation in some BIMSTEC countries have 

also tested the resilience of the food supply 

chains.

Similar shifts may be seen in the supply 

chain of other sectors if the pandemic does not 

recede in the near future, but the change may 

not be as pronounced as in the food supply 

chain because they may be less critical or have 

a longer shelf life. 

E-technologies can be leveraged for 

essential services

Between August and September 2020, Bhutan 

imposed a nearly month-long countrywide 

lockdown to reduce the spread of COVID-19 

by restricting the movement of people. During 

this time, citizens were provided with one 

gigabyte of data free of charge to be able to use 

online services for the delivery of essential 
16

items.  Retailers allowed to operate were also 

able to connect with producers, other 

wholesalers and transporters to continue the 

supply of goods. Social media was used so that 

confined local zones could share information 

on infections and in contact tracing.   

Even after the lockdown ended, the 

communication channels remained, aiding 

the reduced movement of people. Retailers 

were able to procure food items that people 

needed, even if they did not usually sell these 

products. At the same time, there was 

available information on products and     

goods that were being sold at the nearby 

stores, and they could be ordered online. This 

shows that improved access to information 

and technology in times of crises can boost 

access to food. 

Changes in food supply chains are good but 

only in the long term

As food supply chains shift from being driven 

by demand instead of supply, Bhutan has 

initiated an exercise to map the sources of 
17

food to the nearest consumption centre  in a 

bid to encourage a quicker normalisation of 

food flow. This will also highlight the sector’s 

infrastructure needs, such as cold storage and 

warehousing, and may improve the efficiency 

of agricultural land use. But the country must 

also ensure nutrition and food diversity are 

considered. 

Consumer demands can drive innovation 

aided by digital platforms. For instance, in the 

future, the consumer may want access to the 

fields where food is grown to monitor the 

progress. In Bhutan, as in other countries, 

people began to experiment in growing their 

own food. To serve this trend, the agricultural 

ministry launched the e-RNR Crop Advisory 

app, which currently hosts information on 

four crops (tomato, chilli, cabbage and 
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cauliflower), from nursery management to 
18harvesting.  

Access to safe and sustainable produce will 

be a focus as the BIMSTEC countries develop. 

But all member countries must be willing to 

achieve this goal. Collaboration and data 

sharing is of paramount importance. This will 

encourage diversification in agribusiness at 

the producer level, and help farmers, 

middlemen and businesses build resilience 

against future shocks. Bhutan is considering 

allowing private investments in state-owned 

agribusiness entities to improve efficiency 
19especially in the agriculture sector.  

At the same time, the push to use e-

technologies and demand-driven food supply 

has given rise to several issues in Bhutan. 

First, rising prices and declining purchasing 

power has resulted in people consuming less 

nutritious food. This, in turn, has translated 

to increased malnutrition amongst children. 

School feeding programmes in remote areas 

provide nutritious and fortified food, which 

poor families may not be able to afford. 

Second, food handlers—transporters, 

traders, machine repairers, maintenance 

service providers and mobile food vendors— 

are more exposed to COVID-19 given the 

interactions with more people. Third, organic 

farming and the promotion of high-value 

crops have been deprioritised. Markets for 

such food items have been disrupted due to 

the breakdown in logistics and as the middle 

class’s reduced inclination to spend on such 

products. Finally, there has been an increased 

use of plastic bags as part of safety efforts in 

handling food and vegetables during the 

pandemic. 

Cross-border food trade arrangements 

must be updated regularly

In the past, Bhutan has seen instances where 

formal food trade arrangements needed 

updating. For instances, it was found that 

potatoes were not on the export list submitted 

by Bhutan. As a result, the export of potatoes 

from Bhutan came to an abrupt halt as India 

increased vigilance and inspection of goods 

moving across the border due to COVID-19. 

Bhutanese farmers sought the government’s 

intervention to export a larger harvest of 

potatoes, resulting in some delays as 

authorities worked to resolve the bureaucratic 
20

obstacle.  

Changes in dietary habits can boost health 

and economy, but need strong champions

The “mal” in “malnutrition” also refers to 

overnutrition. Indeed, Bhutan is seeing a 

growing burden of non-communicable 

diseases related to overnutrition. The 

Bhutanese consume rice in all meals, and there 

was rush to stock up on the grain when the 

pandemic hit. Bhutan imports half of its 
21annual rice requirements.  Nutritionally, this 

consumption is not healthy, and is a 

contributing factor to the rising incidence of 
22diabetes in the country.  
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Led by Prime Minister Lotay Tshering, a 

medical doctor, the government launched a 

campaign—Healthy DrukYul (healthy Bhutan) 

—to encourage a change in food habits from 

the traditional food of largely fat, salt and 

carbohydrates to a more vegetable and fibre-

based diet. Physical exercise was encouraged; 

for three hours each day during the lockdown, 

people were allowed to step outside their 

homes in the locality. The campaign has 

emphasised the importance of better nutrition 

in fighting COVID-19 and other diseases. It 

also encouraged people to start kitchen gardens 

and buy local food items, avoid food waste, and 

share with those who cannot afford it. 

Given rising prices and non-availability of 

vegetables and fruits, many Bhutanese could 

not adopt nutritious diets. Forty random 

respondents participated in a poll conducted 

by the author in mid-October 2020, seeking 

insights on altered food habits during the 
apandemic.  

Box 2: Overview of Bhutan’s food and nutrition situation

The lack of data on food and nutrition in Bhutan makes it difficult to offer a comprehensive 

overview of the national situation. Nevertheless, it is established that Bhutan experiences a 

malnutrition burden among its under-five population. The national prevalence of under-five 

stunting is 21 percent, and the prevalence of under-five wasting is 4 percent. In children aged six 

to 59 months, over 44 percent were found to be anaemic, as were 35.6 percent of women of 

reproductive age. 

Almost 40 percent of the Bhutanese population has at least one non-communicable disease 

(NCD), such as hypertension, diabetes, high cholesterol, alcohol-liver disease or tobacco-related 

diseases. NCDs are a major public health concern accounting for an estimated 62 percent of the 

country’s disease burden. According to health officials, deaths from NCDs increased from 53 

percent in 2011 to 69 percent in 2018. Among them, 53 percent died before 70 years.

23 24Sources: South Asia Monitor (2020) , Ministry of Health (2015)

Figure 1: Responses to the question: “Has there been a general change in food habits in 

your family since the pandemic?”

a The poll was conducted within the author’s social network on Facebook and LinkedIn.

Source: Author’s survey

Largely trends in diet 
(decreased rice, increased fruits 
and vegetable consumption): 28.2%

positive 

Minimal change in diet: 21.9% 

Largely trends in diet 
(increased rice, reduced fruits and 
vegetable consumption): 34.4%

negative 
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Under the scheme, the agricultural 

ministry will also provide technical assistance 

to farmers, if needed. In another plan, by using 

funds from the National Resilience Fund, a 

six-month interest waiver followed by a 50-

percent interest waiver for a further six 
28months until March 2021 has been provided.  

In addition, a deferment of most loans has 

worked out with financial institutions. These 

initiatives have helped maintain confidence in 

the Bhutanese economy. About 63 percent of 

the respondents to the author’s poll agreed 

that the provision of low-interest, collateral-

free loans was a good measure to assist 

farmers even though such interventions may 

heavily distort the market.

Practical approach to mental health and 

well-being

Physical isolation, financial hardships and the 

fear of job loss has had wide impacts, 

especially on the youth. Bhutan—which in 

2010 banned the sale of tobacco and its 

consumption in public, and only allowed the 

import of controlled amounts of tobacco 

products on payment of hefty taxes—lifted 
29

the ban due to the pandemic.  Despite the 

health risks posed by tobacco, the government 

recognised that the illegal trade of tobacco 

Although studies say that changing diets 

can reverse the damage caused by the food 

s y s t e m  t o  h u m a n  h e a l t h  a n d  t h e  
25environment,  bringing about this change is 

no easy task. For instance, Bhutan grows 

maize, wheat and quinoa but these grains are 

not part of the regular diet and concerted 

efforts must be made to drive their 

consumption. The Healthy DrukYul campaign 

suggests local vegetables be used as a 

substitute for rice. Avoiding a second serving 

of rice alone will save the country US$40 
26million or 2 percent of GDP.  The increased 

consumption of vegetables will serve another 

purpose as well; during the pandemic, a 

substantial volume of cabbage meant for 

exports was left over, which could have been 

consumed by the Bhutanese. 

Assist farmers

The banks will find it hard to maintain open 

credit lines to all players in the food supply 

chain if the pandemic continues for long. 

Other sources of cash must be tapped. The 

National Cottage and Small Industry 

Development Bank launched an investment 

scheme for farmers and the youth, with a loan 

ceiling of approximately US$6,500, which 
27

farmers can pay back after their harvest.

Figure 2: Responses to the question: “If there has been a change in food consumption, 

why did it happen?”

 

Source: Author’s survey
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products posed a greater threat of increased 

COVID-19 infections, opting instead to 

control its sale through state-owned outlets. 

About 63 percent of the respondents to the 

author’s poll agreed that this measure was 

more helpful than harmful.

Communicating failure

Many politicians tend to disguise weaknesses 

to maintain public confidence, but this can 

create more problems in the future. The 

Bhutanese government was quick to inform 

the public of systemic weaknesses, and 

delineate areas where the country erred in 
30ensuring food security.  Bhutan’s food 

marketing and distribution network was ill-

prepared to meet the challenges of the 

pandemic; its preservation and post-harvest 

management systems were weak, for instance. 

Nevertheless, the country encouraged 

preparations for the winter months, when 

local vegetable production is low. A 

contingency plan and standard operating 

procedures were prepared on “how to import 

and export local produces, ensure internal 

distribution and on what the [agricultural] 

Ministry should do and what local government 
31should do”.  

The government proactively tackled other 

issues as well after openly acknowledging 

them. It tasked Food Corporation Bhutan to 

import all produce and distribute these to 

private vendors to ensure a continuous supply 
32of vegetables.  At the same time, the Bhutan 

Agriculture and Food Regulatory Authority 

signed a memorandum of understanding with 

the Export Inspection Council of India to 

facilitate the import and ensure the safety of 

foods of animal origin. These steps have led to 

optimism among the Bhutanese; 88 percent 

of the respondents in the author’s survey 

viewed as positive the involvement in 

agriculture of those displaced from other 

sectors.

Bhutan has fared comparatively better than 

many other countries in tackling the COVID-

19 pandemic. The government’s national 

resilience fund totalling over US$400 million 
33

have been beneficial,  financial support for 

farmers and producers was prioritised, and the 

consumer protection and other agencies 

actively controlled the prices of essential items 
34to avoid a strain on the public.  There is 

general optimism that food supply will 

improve after the pandemic; 56 percent of 

respondents in the author’s poll were positive 

of a quick shift in food supply as a result of the 

pandemic, and 81 percent said that food 

quality and nutrition will improve after the 

pandemic. 

Despite being a relatively small country, 

Bhutan’s experiences in ensuring food security 

during the pandemic has many lessons for 

other countries, especially its fellow BIMSTEC 

members. This perhaps starts with mobilising 

a fund and supporting areas that best address 

the most critical issues. In the case of Bhutan, 

it was to prevent widespread outbreak of the 

disease, followed by ensuring adequate health 

and food services. This was followed by helping 

maintain people’s livelihoods as best as 

possible. The benefits of the deferment of 

principal and interest payments, cascaded to 

common people such as tenants, suppliers and 

employees of private businesses.  The Build 

Bhutan Project, for example, was quick to 

CONCLUSION
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employ displaced workers, returned migrants 

and others to projects where labour was 

necessary, where expatriate workers left, and 

in agricultural activities. An impetus towards 

greater use of digital technologies and more 

commercialisation of agriculture could be 

effected. In the process, leaders communicated 

regularly, both internally and externally, which 

helped solicit cooperation from its citizens and 

development partners. Similar measures can 

be altered or scaled up to serve the interests    

of countries through focused leadership that 

encourages people to cooperate and support 

policy initiatives.
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