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SIDE EVENT  
FORESTS AND MOUNTAINS IN THE POST-2015 DEVELOPMENT AGENDA 

Wednesday, 5th February 2014, United Nations, New York  
 

SPEAKING POINTS ON  
BHUTAN’S EXPERIENCES ON FORESTS AND MOUNTAINS IN THE POST-2015 

DEVELOPMENT AGENDA AND SDGS 
 

1. Let me start by thanking the FAO and the Mountain Partnership Secretariat for 
inviting me to speak at this side event on the important subject of forests and 
mountains in the Post-2015 Development agenda and SDGs.  
 

2. As a mountain country, blessed with a rich endowment of natural resources 
including forests, and where the lives of its people are deeply intertwined with 
that of forests, mountains and the larger ecosystem - I am happy to participate in 
this side event on the margins of the 8th OWG and have this opportunity to share 
our experiences. I am confident that our discussions will help highlight the 
importance of forests and mountains in the post-2015 development agenda and 
the SDGs.  

 
BHUTAN’S DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT 

3. In order to set the context for my remarks for today’s discussions, let me provide 
a brief background of my country in order to illustrate the importance that 
forests and mountains hold for our people and national development.  
 

4. Bhutan is a small land-locked and least developed country situated in the eastern 
Himalayas. The terrain is among the most rugged and mountainous in the world, 
bringing with it a set of development challenges. For centuries, our people, the 
majority of who live in the mountains, have preserved their natural resources 
and lived in balance with nature. Ensuring the integrity of mountains, forests, 
rivers and soil have been and continue to be vital to improve the living 
conditions of our people as well as for our development.  

 
5. The relationship between the Bhutanese people and the environment also has a 

spiritual dimension as key ecological areas, such as forests, rivers and mountains 
are generally recognized as the abodes of gods, goddesses and protective 
deities.  

 
6. This traditional respect for nature has enabled Bhutan to make good socio-

economic progress while at the same preserving its environment. This 
relationship has been encapsulated in our Constitution, which States that: “Every 
Bhutanese is a trustee of the Kingdom’s natural resources and environment for 
the benefit of the present and future generations’. Further, the Constitution 
requires Bhutan to maintain 60 percent forest coverage at all times to prevent 
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the degradation of mountain ecosystem. As a result of the traditionally high 
priority accorded to environmental conservation, Bhutan has been able to, 
today, maintain forest coverage of 71 percent, which serves as a carbon sink and 
an important biodiversity habitat as well as a source for gene pools for many 
globally significant and threatened species. 

 
7. Bhutan has a rich array of flora and fauna, being part of the Eastern Himalayan 

region that contains parts of three global biodiversity hotspots. Bhutan is host to 
60 eco-regions, 330 important Bird Areas, 53 Important Plant Areas, and a large 
number of wetlands and 29 Ramsar sites. Bhutan has set aside 51.32 percent of 
its geographical area as protected areas, which includes 5 national parks; 4 
Wildlife sanctuaries; 1 Strict Nature Reserve and biological corridors – making 
Bhutan host to one of the highest percentage of protected areas in the world. 
The rich biological diversity that we have today within the terrestrial and aquatic 
eco-systems has been an asset for social, economic, cultural and ecological 
development of our mountain communities.  

 
8. Bhutan has undergone fifty years of planned development. Our development 

approach has been guided by the concept of Gross National Happiness or GNH, 
which propounds that development must be guided by the higher vision of 
happiness and that it is the sacred responsibility of the state and government to 
create the conditions for people to work towards this vision through four pillars 
of: first, sustainable and equitable socio-economic development; second, 
conservation and sustainable utilisation and management of environment; third, 
preservation and promotion of culture; and fourth, promotion of good 
governance.  

 
9. The sustainable utilization and conservation of natural resources, including 

forests and mountains form a key aspect under the second pillar of conserving 
and sustainable management of the environment within the broader 
development vision of Gross National Happiness.  

 
FORESTRY AND MOUNTAINS IN DEVELOPMENT  

10. Our experience shows that mountains and forests are vital for sustainable 
development and for the wellbeing and happiness of our people. 
 

11. There are indeed many statistics and information that bring out the importance 
of mountains and forests in the post-2015 development agenda. Let me highlight 
few key points from our experience:  

 
a. Majority of our people live in the mountains. They depend on the 

mountain eco-systems for food, water, energy and other services. Hence, 
mountains matter in our quest for a people-centered development 
approach.  
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b. Mountains provide a number of important natural global capital goods, 

such as land, forests and water and key ecosystem services, such as 
hydropower, and biological diversity. They remain indispensable to 
improving the living conditions of the people.  

 
c. People living in the mountains are generally amongst the poorest and 

most vulnerable. If poverty is to be tackled comprehensively at the global 
level, we need to include people who live in the mountains.  

 
d. Mountains host the world’s biodiversity hot spots and Bhutan is a good 

example as explained earlier. Conservation and sustainable use of 
Biodiversity, form one of the main objectives of our development.   

 
e. Mountains are sources of sustainable energy such as hydropower. In the 

case of Bhutan, it has enabled us to develop hydropower projects, which 
is now a key driver of economic growth for Bhutan. 

 
f. Tourism is another important external revenue earner. Bhutan’s tourism 

policy of ‘High Value, Low Impact’ ensures limited impact of tourism on 
the culture and environment. Recognizing the huge potential that 
tourism can have on conservation and livelihoods of the local 
communities, particularly those living inside protected areas, the 
government has started pursuing ecotourism. It is based on the premise 
that, when carefully planned and managed, ecotourism can make a 
positive contribution to biodiversity conservation and protected area 
management, and at the same time contribute positively to the social 
and economic benefits to local communities.  

 
g. Within the mountain ecosystem, conservation of forests is key to 

alleviating poverty and pursuing inclusive and equitable economic 
growth.  

 
h. Adequate national policies and legislation are imperative to ensure 

sustainable mountain development. In this context, the Royal 
Government has enacted about 15 domestic legislations.  

 
i. The goals of the National Forest Policy of 2011 is to ensure that Bhutan’s 

forest resources and biodiversity are managed sustainably to produce a 
wide range of social, economic and environmental goods and services for 
the equitable benefit of all citizens and natural environment while still 
maintaining a minimum of 60 percent of the land under forest cover.  

 



 4 

j. All forests in the country are state owned and have been declared as 
Government Reserved Forests as per the Forest and Nature Conservation 
Act 1995.  

 
k. Bhutan continues to pursue programs geared towards the sound 

effective management of forest resources. For the 11th Five Year 
Development Plan (2013 to 2018), sustainable management of 
government reserve forests; forest landscapes and conservation of 
biodiversity; and integrated watershed management to ensure 
sustainable environmental services delivery are the three key programs 
defined to achieve the Forest policy goals of 2011.  

 
l. The partnership between the upstream and downstream farming 

communities in mountainous country with regard to utilization of natural 
resources, water use in particular is important. Enhancing knowledge and 
skills of rural communities and their participation are vital to combat the 
challenges and to ensure sustainable development of mountain 
ecosystems.   

 
m. Forests also contribute towards fighting climate change. The Himalayan 

region is already experiencing the impacts of climate change. The loss of 
snow and ice cover, retreating glaciers, changes in water cycle and 
increasing extreme events in mountain areas already threaten to reverse 
the hard earned gains in sustainable development. Studies have shown 
that temperature over the mountain areas will be several degrees higher 
than the lower region or the global average. For mountainous countries, 
a two-degree target is inadequate to avoid detrimental and dangerous 
impacts from climate change. Bhutan has, therefore, pledged to remain, 
for all times, a net carbon sink and carbon neutral country since 2009. 

 
n. Good management of forest landscape in a mountainous country like 

Bhutan is critical in the face of fast retreating glaciers of the Himalayas, to 
ensure continuous supply of water for drinking and sanitation, irrigation 
of crops and generation of hydropower. Science has also shown that the 
risks of flash floods, landslides and sediment loads in river systems are 
low or minimal when there is a good forest cover.  

 
o. In terms of international commitments, Bhutan is a party to 3 Rio sister 

Conventions (UNCBD, UNCCD, UNFCCC). Proper management of Forests 
resources can help tackle local and global environment issues 
simultaneously. It could also effectively reduce land degradation and 
desertification, improve conservation of local biodiversity, and enhance 
carbon sequestration. This approach creates the opportunity to build 
synergy among 3 Rio sister Conventions.  
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12. It is thus a matter of great satisfaction that given the kind of development 
approach that Bhutan has undertaken, we have made good progress in the 
socio-economic development fields while at the same time being able preserve 
our mountain ecosystem, including forests.  
 

FORESTS AND MOUNTAINS POST-2015 DEVELOPMENT AGENDA  
13. Let me now turn to the final part of my remarks on the question of the potential 

of forests and mountains in the SDGs. Given the critical importance that forests 
hold for Bhutan and other mountainous countries owing to the wide range of 
goods and services that mountains and forest provide, it goes without saying 
that a meaningful post-2015 agenda and SDGs should include mountains and 
forests as a key component. We owe this to the 12 percent of the world’s 
population that live in the mountains.  
 

14. When we talk of a universal agenda with local adaptability, this is the kind of 
agenda that we, as a mountain country, will look out for. In our view, mountains 
and forests is cross cutting in nature and touch on every aspect of development 
– be in terms of addressing poverty, enhancing food security, environmental 
sustainability, addressing climate change and natural disasters.  

 
15. The importance of mountains has been rightly recognized by the Rio+20 

Conference and in the Agenda 21 and the call is for states to strengthen 
collaborative action in these areas. There are already existing goals and targets 
under different mechanisms, including the MDGs, under the UN Forum on 
Forests and in the Aichi Biodiversity that could help advance mountains and 
forest issues. These goals and targets are interrelated and could be put together 
into a holistic package for consideration into the post-development agenda.  

 
16. Today, mountain ecosystems continue to experience increasing challenges in 

maintaining the goods and services provided by mountains. The global 
community and national governments would only stand to benefit from forging 
stronger collaboration for mountain development.  

 
17. As a LDC, effective of means of implementation, especially in terms of having 

access to adequate development assistance from development partners and 
capacity building is extremely important. It is one thing to have good policies and 
programmes, but if these are not backed up by adequate support in terms of 
ODA, then LDCs such as Bhutan are severely challenged to implement 
programmes geared towards sustainable mountain development. The support 
and cooperation of our development partners is therefore crucial as we strive to 
seek more innovative approaches to balancing our environmental aspirations 
and pressing developmental needs. Integration of mountains and SDGs should 
be backed up by an effective means of implementation for LDCs.  
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18. I cannot overemphasize the importance of tacking climate change for mountain 
countries that are the most vulnerable and suffer disproportionately from its 

adverse impacts. Bhutan on its part, has already declared that it will remain 

carbon neutral and ensure that its emissions are not more than what its forest 
sinks can offset. We however look forward to the support of the international 
community to help us meet this ambitious objective.  

 
19. In conclusion, we remain hopeful for wide support for integrating mountains in 

the post-2015 development agenda and the SDGs, which is an imperative to 
promote meaningful sustainable development for mountain countries. On 
Bhutan’s part, we are steadfast in our commitment to pursue sustainable 
development as the only way forward to a secure, peaceful, and happy future. 
We will continue to build on these efforts and our international commitments of 
ensuring economic growth within the boundaries of nature, addressing poverty, 
maintaining our forest coverage at 60 percent at all times and remaining carbon-
neutral and thereby contributing to the global fight against climate change in our 
own small way.  

 
20. Thank you for your attention.  

 
 


