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Your Excellency, Lyonpo Wangdi Norbu, Minister of Finance, 

Mr. Hafiz Pasha, UN Assistant-Secretary-General, 

Honourable Participants, Ladies and Gentlemen

I am very pleased to be addressing the Royal Government of Bhutan and its development partners at this Ninth RTM on behalf of the United Nations System working in Bhutan.  The joint statement that I am about to deliver, and that which we have prepared together for tomorrow’s session, reflect the Secretary-General’s efforts to improve the operational effectiveness of the United Nations through better harmonization, coordination and cohesion. 

The United Nations System congratulates the Royal Government on its preparations for this meeting including the well-prepared RTM background document. In tomorrow’s sessions we will have a good opportunity to discuss priorities for the forthcoming plan as well as financing needs as Bhutan embarks on an ambitious programme of constitutional reform and continues its progress towards achievement of the MDGs. We look forward to tomorrow’s discussion centred around MDGs and good governance, and for now will address the issues of common interest. 

First, we thank the Secretary of Foreign Affairs and the Director of the Centre for Bhutan Studies for their briefings on major issues of common interest.

In intervening on both of the areas covered in the presentations, we take as a starting point the set of core values underpinning the United Nations. 

As you know, these are of universal significance, rooted in the principles of fundamental human rights for all without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, gender, language, origin, religion, or political opinion. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I will now say a few words about the people in the camps in eastern Nepal. 

We believe that the bilateral process between the Royal Government of Bhutan and the Government in Nepal has made progress and would at this time benefit from a redoubling of efforts. The Royal Government has shown time and again their ability and determination to deal successfully with the most complex and challenging of issues confronting the nation. Recently, this has been shown prominently in respect of two very different challenges: the resolution of the southern insecurity issue in 2003 and in the intense consultative process surrounding release of the Draft Constitution in 2005. 

This strength of mind and persistence are qualities that should continue to be drawn upon to resolve the issue of the people in the camps. 

We also believe that the international community stands ready to play its part in the formulation of a compassionate solution that is respectful of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the respective governments and of the human beings that are caught in an increasingly difficult situation. 

Given the progress already made and the willingness of the international community to support an acceptable solution, there is an opportunity at the current time to make progress, even bearing in mind the prevailing situation in Nepal.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

At this point, I would like to reiterate something said at the last RTM that remains valid:  “The longer these people stay in the camps, the worse it gets for them and the more difficult it becomes to reintegrate them, whether in Bhutan or elsewhere.  We are not calling for the return of all the people in the camps to Bhutan – that is a bilateral decision between the Governments of Bhutan and Nepal.  But until the last person in the camps is satisfactorily resettled, wherever that may be, and the last gates to the last camp are closed forever, empty, nobody will have peace of mind – not the people in the camps, nor the Governments of Bhutan and Nepal, nor their partners.”

Recognizing this, the United Nations System respectfully encourages the Royal Government to continue to engage the Government of Nepal and initiate discussions that would formulate a series of confidence building measures between the two parties. 

We are aware of the difficulties and understand there will be setbacks but this bi-lateral dialogue is critical to resolving the plight of the people in the camps. At the same time, we understand that Bhutan’s international partners stand ready and disposed to provide meaningful and substantive assistance to bring about a lasting solution. We also encourage these partners to continue to stand by Bhutan and to similarly engage the Government of Nepal on the subject.

Finally, the United Nations System respectfully offers whatever support lies within our means and which might be required, should a return to Bhutan of some people in the camps begin in the not too distant future. This support could be extended to take account of international partners, including those countries that have offered to take some of the people in the camps, so that within the larger grouping of countries, a solution may be worked out.

While such solution is worked out, it is also important to analyse the impact that this problem has had on relatives who remained in Bhutan. Since there is limited information on this, it would be necessary to examine more on this issue. However, it is important to de-link the two issues and to ensure that those who never left the country systematically enjoy equal access to services and amenities enjoyed by other citizens.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

As we are all aware, a major process of democratization and decentralization is underway in Bhutan leading to the adoption of a new Constitution in 2008. Over the next few years, the transformation of the country’s governance system to one based on a parliamentary democracy will bring significant changes and challenges not only to the Royal Government of Bhutan but also to the Bhutanese society at large. 

There is a need for concerted efforts by the Government, civil society and Bhutan’s international partners, including the United Nations, to ensure that this historic transition towards the democratic and decentralized governance system in Bhutan will succeed with enhanced levels of transparency, effectiveness and accountability.

Let me now turn to the draft Constitution.

The breadth of national consultation after the release of the draft Constitution in March 2005 has been exemplary. Communities across the country have had local meetings to share and discuss its content. Led by His Majesty and the Royal Government, there has been an extensive dialogue on the draft provisions. Tens of thousands have had the opportunity to express their opinions and provide comments. 

It can be seen that the drafters went through great pains to spell out a sound governance framework, providing explicit normative content and stating principles to promote social equality and equity in provision of public services.  The draft Constitution is also careful to minimise the possibilities for misuse of power, authority and public resources. The checks and balances are numerous and explicit. 

Several features in the draft Constitution are unique to the country, its history, religion, traditions, and culture. The United Nations System fully respects and supports this but would like to raise those aspects of the draft Constitution that have a bearing on internationally accepted norms and conventions with respect to democratic governance, rule of law, and the rights and freedoms of people. From this perspective, important considerations include the compatibility of constitutional provisions with Bhutan’s international obligations and the fundamental rights of persons and citizens.

As stated at the beginning, fundamental human rights are universal. Bhutan’s record of ratifying international conventions and treaties indicates a strong and consistent belief in international norms. It is important that the Constitution enforces such conventions and treaties ratified by Bhutan, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child. We are confident that the Constitution will indeed fulfil such expectations. The UN System working in Bhutan stands by the Royal Government as it undertakes the constitutional reform process and respectfully offers its support in its bold and challenging undertaking.

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, thanks to the farsighted development strategies of the past forty years, the people of Bhutan now enjoy far better living standards in peace and stability. We are confident that this will continue in the future strengthened by the profound changes in the system of governance now being introduced. 

The United Nations System working in Bhutan stands ready to support the Royal Government as it continues in its path of balanced and peaceful development and to help it deal with challenges arising from the issues of common interest discussed today.      

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.
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