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Bhutan - RTM

UN System Statement on priority areas for 10th five year plan

(Geneva, 16 Feb. 2006)

Your Excellency, Lyonpo Wangdi Norbu, Hon’ble Minister of Finance

Mr. Hafiz Pasha, UN Assistant Secretary-General, 

Excellencies, Colleagues, ladies and gentlemen

The United Nations system congratulates the Royal Government on the very informative presentations made, and the general high quality of dialogue. This UN joint statement focuses on some of the priority areas that require further work and support to ensure development effectiveness in Bhutan.

Bhutan’s development in little more than a generation has been remarkable. 

Since 1961, the country has progressed from a situation of practically no schools, hospitals or rural infrastructure to one where, for example, over 80% of the population has access to safe water and net school enrolment has reached 70%. 

While enjoying an impressive economic growth rate, the country has followed a path of balanced development, taking into account environmental sustainability and cultural values. As a result, the current socio-economic situation of the country is incomparable to the time when development activities started and Bhutan should be considered as a model in development terms. 

1. Poverty reduction and the MDGs

The Millennium Development Goals have been the national priorities of the RGoB as reflected in its five-year development plans. 

Thanks to the farsighted development strategies of the past forty years, Bhutan has already achieved three of the eighteen MDG targets and several others are on track. This is highly satisfactory and commendable, particularly in light of Bhutan’s starting point in the early 1960s. 

However, as with any other country undergoing rapid economic progress, there remain important challenges for Bhutan as it progresses towards attainment of the MDGs by 2015. Almost 32% of the population lives below the national poverty line with significantly higher levels of poverty experienced in rural areas and in the east of the country. 

Challenges also remain in extending access and quality of social services as well as in generating adequate employment opportunities for an increasingly well-educated workforce. 

For Bhutan to achieve the goal of halving poverty by 2015, it is important to continue the national efforts towards sustained and equitable economic growth combined with effective implementation of differentiated poverty interventions. 

The Royal Government recognizes that its pro-poor development strategy must aim at raising the productivity of rural poor people as clearly reflected in the RTM background document. 

Such a strategy could aim at providing opportunities to the rural poor to undertake value-added productive activities. This could also include, for example, further development of a skilled workforce; marketing and product development support; and differentiated programmes for the poor and women. 

Such programmes could include providing nutrition programmes, access to markets, and promoting an inclusive financial sector with emphasis on developing financial services providers for rural women. These would have multiplier effects on improving the wellbeing of the family. 

Related to rural poverty reduction is the question of economic diversification. While hydropower will remain the central plank of the economy, rising unemployment requires that Bhutan develop a strategy for economic diversification, with particular emphasis on labour-intensive and high-value, low-volume industries. This could encompass natural and cultural resource-based activities such as niche agricultural products (including organic), forestry products, handicrafts and tourism. 

Given the small size of the economy, trade is expected to play an increasing role in poverty reduction and private sector development. 

Ongoing negotiation of Bhutan’s accession to the WTO represents both an opportunity and a challenge. The opportunity is to create an enabling legal and operating framework to encourage business and trade development. And the challenge is how to ensure sustained and balanced economic development, which also promotes Bhutanese cultural values and traditional knowledge. 

Consistent with its pro-poor growth strategy, the Government has closely followed a policy of balanced regional development. 

Although numerous rural infrastructure projects and area-based programmes have been initiated in different parts of the country, greatly benefiting hitherto isolated areas, more remains to be done to ensure the socio-economic impact of such interventions and reduce regional imbalances, in line with Government’s development policy of GNH and as reflected in Article 9 of the draft Constitution. 

By the standards of other countries in South Asia, the situation of women in Bhutan is favourable. Nevertheless, while great efforts are being taken by the Royal Government, the maternal mortality rate in Bhutan is still more than double the global average. 

In addition, although gender gaps have been narrowing rapidly at school, there is still a gap in terms of achieving gender equality when it comes to the world of work. From 2000 to 2002, women accounted for 25% of total recruitment in corporate and private organizations. Similarly, 26% of civil servants are women, the majority of these in the lower grades. 

This can be attributed to the relatively low female literacy rate and educational levels of women in Bhutan. More effort is needed to ensure women’s rights and access to necessary services and opportunities in order to achieve the MDGs.  

Bhutan is to be congratulated on initiating a National HIV/AIDS programme in 1998, several years before the first case of HIV was diagnosed in Bhutan in 1992. While figures on HIV/AIDS prevalence in Bhutan are quite low, it is important to deepen and widen HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention programmes for young people. 

2. Good Governance

As we are all aware, a major process of democratization and decentralization is underway, culminating in the adoption of a new Constitution from 2008. 

The process of implementation will bring sweeping changes to the country’s fundamental governance system, political and administrative and societal. The changing roles and responsibilities of the different branches of government under a parliamentary democracy will be significant. 

This will require a process of accelerated institutional strengthening and human resource development at the national and local levels. Mechanisms for ensuring free and fair elections, accountability of public officials through strengthening of anti-corruption and audit procedures, and establishing monitoring and evaluation systems, to name a few, require further support. 

Another important area where more work needs to be done is in the area of data. To further enhance the implementation of national plans and policies we need to strengthen institutional capacity for disaggregated data collection, monitoring and evaluation, and fill in the data gaps currently existing. Such a system will help both the Government and its development partners get a clearer understanding of the present situation and accordingly align programmes and activities. 

The establishment of the National Statistical Bureau demonstrates the importance the Government places on data collection and the release of the 2005 National Population and Housing Census results should help significantly to improve data availability for research and analysis. It is encouraging to note that a Poverty Monitoring and Assessment Unit will be set up soon to coordinate, consolidate and harmonize data from existing poverty monitoring systems to produce timely, concrete and useful information and analysis for decision makers. 

3. Development Effectiveness
Development assistance works best when it is fully aligned with national priorities and delivery systems.  This message came across loud and clear in the March 2005 Paris Declaration on aid effectiveness, when developed and developing countries as well as multilateral and bilateral development institutions resolved to take far reaching and monitorable actions to reform the ways ODA is delivered and managed. 

Working with the Government of Bhutan, the UN System will play a full and active part in helping to realize the aspirations of the Paris Declaration. Firstly, as part of a common programming process, the four UN Development Group Executive Committee agencies (UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF and WFP) have agreed to formulate a common country programme from the next programming cycle. This is an important simplification compared to past practice in which each agency formulated a separate country programme.

Secondly, several initiatives for simplification to reduce transaction costs have been started. For example, procedures on procurement and auditing are being reviewed to simplify the process based on using the national system. This will involve not only UN agencies but also other donor partners. 

Thirdly, a process of in-country coordination meetings has been initiated by the Government, with three held on major thematic areas since the last RTM. These meetings provide an important forum for information exchange and substantive discussion between Bhutan and its development partners. The positive experience indicates the value of continuing such meetings to include, for example, the social sectors. The UN System would be most willing to continue to support the Government in organizing such coordination meetings.

Bhutan has shown itself to be highly effective in utilizing ODA. The donor community should also play its part in working with the Government to eliminate duplication of efforts and rationalize activities to make them as cost effective and results-oriented as possible. We reaffirm our commitment to accelerate progress in implementation.

The United Nations system assists Bhutan in almost all areas of the country’s development activities, with assistance especially focused on the Millennium Development Goals. 
In 2004, the latest year for which comprehensive expenditure data is available, the United Nations System delivered over 12 million US dollars (the figure includes both grant and loan).

2006 is a crucial year for the UN agencies as we prepare the next United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) which covers the same period as the 10th Five Year Plan of the Royal Government. 

A series of consultations are already planned not only within the UN system but also with all the stakeholders including the Royal Government, donor partners and civil society organizations. 

The priorities of the next UNDAF will be determined during these consultation processes, and the outcome of this RTM will contribute to identifying our areas of assistance. 

In the interest of time, please find attached Part Two to our statement, which highlights some of the broad cooperation areas of the UN agencies funds and programmes working in Bhutan. Many of these programmes benefit from generous assistance from bilateral partners represented in this room, for which we are truly grateful. 

Turning now to the overall ODA situation, in the view of the UN System, Bhutan is entering a period of change in which continued support will play a vital role. 

Introducing a new governance system, continuing to improve rural infrastructure to reach poor and isolated communities, ensuring the MDGs are achieved by 2015, all put a great strain on Government resources. 

ODA can help to ensure a smooth transition and proper implementation of the nation’s major democratization and decentralization process; it can help to ensure the right of every Bhutanese to participate in the democratic governance of the country as enshrined in the Constitution, and to achieve the MDGs. 

ODA can help Bhutan at this critical juncture make a smooth transition to the new system and ensure the expectations of the people under a new parliamentary democracy are not let down. 

Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, Bhutan’s development policy of Gross National Happiness continues to inspire us in the United Nations. The concept is a strong reminder that we all are ultimately working for happiness of the people in the world.  

It is our deep commitment to work closely with the Royal Government of Bhutan and with other development partners to further enhance the happiness of people in Bhutan. 

Thank you.

Resident UN agencies 

assisting Bhutan: 
UNICEF, WFP, UNFPA, WHO, FAO,     

                                                   UNDP, UNCDF, UNV

Non-resident UN agencies 

assisting Bhutan:  
IFAD, ITU, ITC, UNCTAD, UNEP, UNESCO, UN-HABITAT, UNIDO, UNIFEM, UNODC, UPU, WIPO, UNESCAP, ICAO, UNAIDS, UNITAR, WMO, UNWTO

                                                                                                                                 Part Two

A Section on some of UN System’s areas of support to Bhutan:
Good Governance:
UNICEF, UNFPA, UNIFEM and UNDP are supporting the Royal Government in the implementation of major human rights conventions to which the Government is a signatory: Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  It is being undertaken in close partnership with the newly established National Commission for Women and Children. UNIFEM offers technical assistance on key gender issues and will facilitate the development of a SAARC Gender Data Base in which Bhutan is an integral player. UNCDF and UNDP are supporting decentralization and local development through institutional strengthening at national and local level, direct capital assistance (block grants) to locally elected government bodies and the introduction of enhanced local accountability mechanisms.  As the Constitution is going to be implemented, the UN system is committed to provide necessary assistance to ensure smooth transition to the new political system based on parliamentary democracy with further decentralization.
Poverty Reduction:
Most resident including specialized UN agencies are involved in programmes related to poverty reduction in remote disadvantaged areas. UNICEF is supporting non-formal education programme to promote female literacy, access to information, knowledge and skills. WFP and FAO are working on food security. FAO and UNDP coordinate their technical assistance in increasing agricultural productivity, organic farming and marketing. UNICEF and UNDP are supporting the Planning Commission Secretariat and the National Statistical Bureau on poverty analysis and implementing the DevInfo. UNCDF and UNDP are building local-level capacity for public expenditure management, planning and participation leading to improved small-scale infrastructure and service delivery in rural areas. UNESCAP will continue to provide technical assistance in the period of 2007-2012 in the thematic areas of poverty reduction, management, globalization and addressing emerging social issues. Specific activities include the promotion of rural-urban linkages in poverty reduction, facilitation of transport networks, and assistance in multi-lateral trade negotiations. UNIDO together with UNESCO has been in contact with the Royal Government to initiate programme development and cooperation to promote sustainable creative industries, with the aim of developing small scale industries, creating jobs, improving livelihoods and preserving Bhutan’s cultural heritage. UNIDO would also assist Bhutan in developing a private sector culture, promoting women and youth employment through entrepreneurship development in the tourism sector, contributing to poverty reduction. IFAD will continue to support rural poverty reduction efforts in the six eastern districts with a much greater attention to skills development and capacity building at the grassroots level, support for the decentralized institutions and the promotion of market linkages. 
Education:
UNICEF and WFP pursue programmes that enhance retention and learning outcomes, which includes the construction of new community schools, improving school water and sanitation, school feeding in remote schools, curriculum reform and the implementation of a ‘child-friendly school’  package. UNDP focuses on the strengthening of income-generation components and civic education. 

Health:

UNICEF, UNFPA and WHO focus on the reduction of maternal mortality. The Royal Government’s policy of strengthening the outreach and quality of antenatal care services and ensuring that the services, trained staff and facilities are available to provide institutional deliveries for all pregnant women is the key to reducing Bhutan’s still high maternal mortality rate. It will also have a significant impact on reducing neonatal mortality and therefore reducing infant and under-5 mortality rates. The Health Trust Fund for vaccines and essential drugs to all the population supported by many donors attending this meeting reached 19 million US dollars, almost its target (24 million US dollars) and is already functioning. WHO and UNICEF work on the provision and improvement of emergency obstetric care services through training and the provision of essential equipment at district level and in Grade 1 Basic Health Units. 
HIV/AIDS:
The UN agencies, through the HIV/AIDS Theme Group, focus on advocacy and coordination. UNFPA and UNICEF support life-skills-based education including its introduction from at least grade 6 within the formal curriculum. UNICEF and WHO work together on issues concerning the prevention of mother-to-child transmission and strengthening care for pediatric cases of HIV/AIDS. In addition to this, the UN agencies also work on the provision/facilitation of specific technical support to government and building of capacity and experience with key government partners. UNAIDS is formalizing its presence in Bhutan together with its co-sponsor UN agencies and will be working with the Royal Government along with the UN Country Team on a regular basis.
Environment and natural disaster management:
WFP and UNDP cooperate in the distribution of fuel efficient stoves to community schools and training on cooking technology.  UNICEF and WFP work together to improve water and environmental sanitation. UNEP also provides assistance in environmental planning. WMO also contributes to the mitigation of human and property losses through improved forecast services and early warnings as well as disaster risk assessments. The UN Disaster Management Team in Bhutan is supporting the Royal Government in developing a National Disaster Management Strategy and mechanism.
ICT for development:
In the area of information and communication technologies, International Telecommunication Union (ITU) assists the Royal Government in making the benefits of ICT available to all. Priority areas are:1) Rural telecommunication development 2) Development of infrastructure and introduction of new technologies and services 3) Sector restructuring; and 4) Human resources development/management. The financial contribution is estimated at some 2.5 million Swiss Francs during the 10th FYP period. UNESCAP also assists in this area through its support for the promotion of ICT for development through e-learning and community e-centres. UNCTAD also provides supports to SMEs in e-business and ICTs through training events and consultancy services to the Bhutan Chamber of Commerce and Industry. UPU assists Bhutan in the development of communications and access to new technology. 
It works to ensure that the three dimensions of the postal network – physical, financial and electronic – can create the ideal conditions to develop economies and societies, promote electronic commerce and help to close the digital divide. UPU technical assistance will continue to help Bhutan modernize its postal network. 
Sustainable Tourism industry:
The UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) recognizes a need for the tourism industry to be regulated so that its development is managed and controlled on a sustainable basis.  In this regard, in collaboration with SNV, it has assisted the Royal Government of Bhutan in the formulation of a Sustainable Tourism Legislation for the country.  The Law provides clear and concise regulations that would ensure the sustainable development and management of tourism at both the central and local levels. UNWTO will continue to provide assistance to realize the potential of tourism sector in creating more employment especially women and children and also in generating foreign revenue. UNESCAP also supports programmes pertaining to sustainable tourism.
Strengthening of intellectual property system:
WIPO will continue to assist in further strengthening of the intellectual property system of Bhutan. Specific projects shall focus on the continued modernization of the legislative and institutional framework for the management of intellectual property, as well as enhancing the capacity of the public and private sector to effectively use the intellectual property system for promoting innovation, competitiveness and economic growth.

Trade and WTO accession:

This is an area of technical cooperation provided by UNCTAD to Bhutan. This entails policy advice, training of the negotiating team on both substance and procedures and assistance in the preparation of initial offers on goods and services. In the context of promoting the fuller integration of Bhutan into the global economy, ITC will play a role in strengthening Bhutanese private sector through enhanced capacity in the design of trade development strategies aimed at export diversification and expanded market access. UNIDO has been providing assistance to Bhutan in the area of standardization, metrology, testing and quality through a regional market access project for the LDCs in the SAARC region. UNIDO will continue to assist Bhutan in this regard through the implementation of the second phase of the project. 
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