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       ABSTRACT 

The National Symposium was designed to bring together various levels of stakeholders responsible for 

addressing gender-based violence in Bhutan. The gathering was envisioned as a forum for sharing current 

practices and to establish a platform for discussion and brainstorming. The intention was to address how 

relevant agencies respond individually and as a network of service providers to domestic and gender-based 

violence. Through these discussions, stakeholders identified key areas of improvement necessary for 

strengthening their institutional and collective capacity to provide essential services in a timely, effective, just 

and compassionate manner. 
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Terminology 
 

For the purposes of this report, domestic violence is defined in accordance with the Domestic Violence 

Prevention Act of Bhutan 2013 as “…any act, omission or behavior towards a person that results in physical, 

sexual, emotional or economic abuse.”1 

 

The United Nations General Assembly adopted the term violence against women as defined in the 1993 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women as, "…any act of gender-based violence that results in, 

or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 

acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life."2 

 

Gender-based violence and violence against women are often used interchangeably. The premise of gender-

based violence and violence against women are essentially the same with the exception that gender-based 

violence, “refers to violence directed against a person because of his or her gender and expectations of his or 

her role in a society or culture.”3 Therefore, the term captures violence towards all individuals regardless of their 

identification on the sexuality spectrum. 

  

                                                        
1Domestic Violence Prevention Act of Bhutan (2013). Ch. II, §§ 3,4, 5. Available here. 
2United Nations. General Assembly. A/RES/48/104. December 1993. Article 1. Available here. 
3 Gender-based Violence as defined by UN Women. Available here. 

http://www.ncwc.gov.bt/en/files/publication/Domestic%20Violence%20Prevention%20Act%20of%20Bhutan%20%202013%20(DVPA).pdf
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r104.htm
http://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/295-defining-violence-against-women-and-girls.html
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A Word on Volunteers 
 
RENEW Community Based Support System Volunteers (CBSS) and the Ministry of Health’s Multi Sectoral Task 

Force (MSTF) are a vibrant, dedicated and humble group of individuals in constant service within their respective 

communities. CBSS and MSTF respond to the most challenging and emotional needs of women and men, young 

and old. As volunteering is truly within the spirit of Bhutanese culture, they represent the best of a nation – the 

selfless shine of someone who provides a sliver of acceptance, hope, understanding or security for victims of 

abuse and violence, individuals at their most difficult points in life. 

 

Without a network as strong and committed as the CBSS and MSTF, servicing survivors of domestic and gender-

based violence would be nearly impossible given the resource and geographic challenges facing much of Bhutan. 

Their eyes and ears have become a source of knowledge and information for not only RENEW but many other 

agencies and organizations who rely on the volunteers to shed light on a situation that would otherwise remain 

in the shadows.  

 

There is a strong need to continue supporting the role and efficacy of the CBSS and MSTF. Their positions must 

receive the necessary support and resources to ensure they can engage within communities without sacrificing 

quality and capacity. This includes not merely financial resources but, what more prominently surfaced during 

the two-day Symposium was the need for CBSS and MSTF to have clear guidelines and reporting procedures in 

place; to have consistent access to a knowledge pool of experts and resources who will provide guidance on 

counseling, crises intervention; as well as direct access to police and health officials within their Dzongkhags; 

and the legitimacy from the broader community to continue their work with the necessary support and 

respect.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: CBSS & MSTF establish four pledges towards ending gender-based violence in Bhutan 

Respect 
Dignity of 
Women

Act Self, 
Educate 

Others, To 
Eliminate 
Violence 

against Women

To Strive, To 
Seek, To Find 
a Dawn for a 
Violence Free 

Society

Dignity and 
Respect 
Always
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Rationale for a National Symposium 
 
The National Symposium was designed to bring together various levels of stakeholders responsible for 

addressing gender-based violence in Bhutan. The gathering was envisioned as a forum for sharing current 

practices and to establish a platform for discussion and brainstorming. The intention was to address how 

relevant agencies respond individually and as a network of service providers to domestic and gender-based 

violence. Through these discussions, stakeholders identified key areas of improvement necessary for 

strengthening their institutional and collective capacity to provide essential services in a timely, effective, just 

and compassionate manner. 

 

The Symposium was organized into three categories of presenters and panelists: 

 Initial Responders: the first points of contact for a survivor or affected individual. 

 Access to Justice: what is justice and how is it perceived and accessed? 

 Moving Forward: how can we improve our national machinery to ensure Bhutan is doing all it can to 

prevent and respond to gender-based violence? 

 

Based on the increasing number of cases coming to the RENEW Secretariat, to the police and to health care 

professionals, it is evident that awareness is slowly spreading and individuals are seeking care and remedy from 

specialized support services. 

 

Protections for women and children have been guaranteed into the legal fabric of Bhutanese society through 

the Domestic Violence Prevention Act (2013), the Child Adoption Act (2012) and the Child Care and Protection 

Act (2011). These Acts, and the provisions for incorporating them, are widely recognized from policy makers to 

grassroots organizations and community actors. Of essential importance to putting these policies into practice is 

how stakeholders across the country are implementing the Acts and strengthening their merit. As one CSO 

stated, “Without the strong legs of implementation to stand on, the Acts will fall down unnecessarily”.  

 

Despite the best intentions to implement the provisions put forward in the DVPA, the missing link of 

appropriate communication and cooperation exists amongst many service providers and stakeholders. The 

strengths and weaknesses of their services and programs are not adequately measured due to the lack of a 

comprehensive monitoring and evaluation mechanism in the country. To date, there has been no assessment 

done on the impact being made in the lives of women and children at large and survivors of violence in 

particular. With this missing link, agencies tend to work in isolation, without harnessing their collective 

strength and thus develop overlapping mandates. By bringing together relevant stakeholders RENEW hopes 

to initiate a process of strengthening cooperative action to ensure healthy and long-lasting outcomes for 

women and families across Bhutan who otherwise would have suffered in silence. 
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Outcome and Recommendations 
 
This report is the result of the experiences, conversations, brainstorming and thoughts shared during the two-

day National Symposium. Together the participants and presenters crossed their usual lines of duty and 

established a dialogue for prevention, raising awareness, recourse and remedy for survivors of domestic and 

gender-based violence.  

 

This is an ongoing conversation and process of establishing appropriate and more robust channels of prevention 

and response. It is hoped that through such discourse, stakeholders can implement a well-tuned and 

appropriate nation-wide machinery to address violence in a manner that is preventive, protective, accessible 

and reliable. 

 

Recommendations 
 
The following are the first tier of suggestions – the umbrella recommendations for those found within the body 

of the report. They are based on discussion generated during the Symposium and from the comprehensive 

review of papers presented in this publication. Peppered throughout the “Initial Responders” and “Access to 

Justice” sections are more specific recommendations as they were shared by Symposium presenters and 

participants. We hope that these suggestions provide a springboard for discussion and lead to implementable 

practices that will bear fruitful outcomes for a more integrated, informed and holistic platform of action. 

 
 

 
Recommendations for the Community of Stakeholders 
 
 

1) Outreach and Advocacy: Guarantee funding dedicated for outreach and advocacy programs. Programs 

should target and engage the various communities across Bhutan and adjust accordingly. Including, but 

not limited to:  

• Actively reach out to traditional communities and those in rural areas. 

• Provide resources in the most common language(s) of the targeted region. 

• Outreach and advocacy should use terms and references that are easy to understand. 

• Present topics in print, visual, and audio formats; as far as possible.  

• Continue promoting current media mechanisms (e.g.: Yeshey Dawa); consider other forms of 

messaging such as youth-theater, etc. 

• Include senior citizens as a special target audience for outreach programs. Can the social values 

upheld and symbolized by senior citizens engage other audiences? 
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2) Prevention: Build on outreach and advocacy with ongoing prevention programs initiated through 

consistent practices. Ensure these programs are monitoring for impact over time. 

• Specialized especially for those in the medical and legal professions. 

• Focus on reaching marginalized groups. 

• Identify what the primary concerns are (regarding gender-based violence) within rural communities. 

Are there crosscutting similarities that can be woven into a “common” rural prevention program 

(consider tailoring the programs per region)? 

• Identify key programs that reflect the youth perspective; include programs for youth recently out of 

grade 12 and still within local communities.  

• Engage actively with educators and schools to develop national programming to discuss abuse in the 

school, family and home. Including a nation-wide discussion on actions within schools and how this 

informs the upcoming generations (ex: gendering in the classroom, corporal punishment, etc.). 

• Work with spiritual leaders and identify ways they can engage with the community and promote 

non-tolerance towards domestic and gender-based violence. 

 

3) Unified Data Gathering and Sharing: Identify what data would expand the depth of our national 

understanding and how it can increase the capability the RGoB, agencies and organizations to build 

more appropriate preventative and response mechanisms and programs. Including: 

• Create a uniform and systematic data collection and management system.4 

• Incorporate a common reporting system that is accessible and manageable for the community of 

stakeholders to monitor, update and utilize. 

• Conduct training on how to collect clean and sound data; how to gather it, share it and use it in a 

compelling and informative manner (in coordination with NSB).  

• Design ongoing data collection strategies. Are the right questions being asked at the right time?  

• Train stakeholders on how to use data as a tool for making evidence based decision-making. 

• Reduce data duplication amongst agencies/stakeholders. 

 

4) (Bi)-Annual Coordination Meeting: Key stakeholders will commit to coming together annually or bi-

annually as part of the “16 Days of Activism” around the International Day for the Elimination of 

Violence against Women (each year in late November). This meeting will provide an ongoing forum for 

discussing programs; response efforts; policy implementation; advocacy; and how stakeholders are 

monitoring their initiatives on gender-based violence. This would be hosted on a rotating basis with 

each agency/stakeholder taking turns convening the meeting. 

  

                                                        
4Statement by Aum Kunzang Lhamu National Commission for Women and Children at Bhutan National Symposium. 
November 25, 2016. “Comprehensive data collection system, Central Management Information System (CMIS) – will have 
a platform to streamline all these issues and create efficient and effective information and reporting systems.” 
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5) Monitoring and Evaluation: Monitoring and evaluation of programs, interventions and services is 

essential to the forward progress and success of each organization. Currently there is a bevy of 

information produced on outputs but very little on the impact of services and the outcome of 

programs, initiatives, responses and machinery specific to sexual and gender based violence.  

• Relevant organizations agree to report on the status of their evaluations in a transparent effort to 

share information, provide support, and feed into a cross-sector report that could: identify how 

Bhutan is responding to GBV (in general); if and how Bhutan is meeting the goals of SDG 5, and how 

the strategies in place meet and add to the development of the Five Year Plans.  

• NCWC headlines this in line with their [already developed] system of data management. 

• Include follow-up with victims of violence. 

 

6) Introduce a “Say No to Gender-Based Violence” day each week.5 Institute a national zero tolerance day 

for gender-based violence. This falls in line with other “zero tolerance” days and will serve as a day for 

sensitization and national recognition of gender-based violence. Police officers, government officials, 

and other visible persons can wear an orange ribbon6 on this day to serve as a reminder and show of 

support.  

 

7) Establish “Safe Houses” across the country: Provide homes that are private, secure and comfortable to 

protect women and children in need of an immediate safe space (currently only one exists in the entire 

country). 

• These homes should address both short-term and longer-term emergency needs.  

• The RGoB shall provide the physical space as stipulated per the Domestic Violence Prevention Act.7 

• The Ministry of Health should ensure there is a temporary safe space provided in each clinic and 

hospital. 

• RENEW and NCWC will provide technical support and guidance as necessary. 

• Management and overseeing of each space must meet a national standard and be inspected 

regularly to ensure the quality of care and services, housing, etc., meets the highest standards.  

• Ensure the space is available for entire families, including older children (male and female youth), 

especially older boys. At present, older boys (14 years of age and older) are not allowed into the 

existing RENEW Happy Home. RENEW (the managing organization) has not been able to 

accommodate families – in particular those who have older boys due to a lack of facilities, space and 

resources. 

  

                                                        
5 The “Zero Tolerance” campaign should be promoted by the RGoB or one of the Ministries, and informed by RENEW and 
NCWC. 
6 Orange ribbons are a suggestion as orange is the color of the International Day to Eliminate Violence against Women. 
7Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2013. Chapter III, Article 39. “The government shall endeavor to provide assistance to 
the community to establish facilities to provide adequate shelter for victim who has no home to live in or is not able to live 
at home.”  
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Recommendations for Capacity Building of Volunteers/CBSS Members 

 
 

8) Legal Aid Guide: Legal Aid is yet unavailable for the majority of victims of gender-based violence. 

Without access to any guidance from legal officers, we recommend the provision of a legal aid guide to 

be utilized by authorized individuals who have undergone a comprehensive training. This guide shall not 

displace legal guidance provided by a certified legal officer, however, in the absence of a legal officer 

it can fulfill the needs of immediate access to information and identification of the steps involved in 

seeking legal interventions. A guide would include common questions and answers; terminology; and 

expectations of various outcomes throughout the process. This should be the product of a joint effort 

informed by the legal officer(s) at RENEW, NCWC and include the expertise of the OAG, JSW School of 

Law, BNLI, and other relevant local experts. 

 

9) Mediation: Train CBSS Volunteers in appropriate mediation or intervention procedures. Identify how 

dispute resolution techniques can be utilized in an effective and legal manner and provide trainings to 

select volunteers who will take on these roles. 

 

10) Strengthening of Counseling Skills: The Bhutan Board of Certified Counselors (BBCC) could be called 

upon to prepare a guide and training for CBSS and MSTF on best practices for engaging in a sensitive and 

healthy manner with clients in distress. 

 

11) Strengthen Data Collection and Reporting (for MSTF and CBSS): 

• Develop a universal confidential documentation system for client intake and all other necessary 

forms and information that MSTF and CBSS must gather.  

• Determine a reporting system and timeframe for sharing the above documentation from the 

Dzongkhags to the Secretariat. 

• Streamline the data reporting through an online portal (if accessible by CBSS and MSTF). 

 

12) Establish an Information Network: Formalize a relationship between local leaders and service 

providers such as RENEW (including CBSS and MSTF) and NCWC. Current information sharing is on an 

ad-hoc basis and heavily driven by personal relationships and connections. Through formalizing a 

mandatory referral pathway, there will be far less room for cases to fall through the cracks. 
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Violence Towards Women in Bhutan 
 
 

Violence against women in Bhutan is a silent 

and pervasive occurrence. Too often victims of 

abuse suffer in shame and acceptance of their 

physical and emotional wounds. Families and 

communities hide the conflicts or simply ignore 

them, assuming it cannot be that bad or that it 

is a private matter not to be meddled with. 

Women in Bhutan have consistently reported 

that they anticipate and receive abuse over 

minor issues such as arriving home late, burning a meal or otherwise not performing their “wifely/womanly 

duties” in accordance to their partner’s expectations.  

 

While it is true that Bhutanese women enjoy rights on par with men and may not face overt discrimination, one 

cannot refute that subtle discrimination between men and women is routinely found. 

 

Prevalence of Violence 

 

In 2007 RENEW conducted the first study in Bhutan on violence against women. While the study only 

encompassed rural and urban areas of Thimphu, they found that 77 percent of the female respondents accepted 

intimate partner violence as justified for one reason or another. In 2010, as part of the Bhutan Multi Indicator 

Survey (BMIS) conducted by the National Statistics Bureau (NSB), it was revealed that 68.4 percent of women, 

nation-wide, accepted domestic violence as typically justified. Two years later, in 2012, the Ministry of Health 

produced a National Health Survey and reported that 74 percent of Bhutanese women accepted domestic 

violence as justifiable.  

 

With this level of social acceptance, the true number of Bhutanese women who experience sexual violence 

remains in the shadows, undocumented and under-reported. Bhutanese women commonly accept abuse as 

their plight or their ‘karma’ whilst the culture of silence they practice prevents them from accessing what public 

services are available. Rarely reporting violence to the authorities, many women and men are functioning under 

the false premise that such behavior does not constitute abuse and is not a crime.  

 

Due in part to the increase in nationwide advocacy and sensitization campaigns, the number of women coming 

forward to seek help and report violence is increasing each year. Services and programs tailored to respond to 

their needs are also growing. The Royal Government of Bhutan is committed to improving available services and 

access to justice in order to better protect their women and girls. Nevertheless, like any other country, Bhutan 

faces challenges and realizes that there is no immediate remedy.   

“Ending violence against women; there are many factors 
we have discussed but the most important is deeply 
engrained in our society and tradition. If we don’t change 
ourselves, and the mindset of people in our communities, 
then it is not going to shift. Ending violence against 
women is a social change, an attitudinal change. If we 
don’t try to make the social change we will not change this 
deeply engrained attitude.”  
– Panel Moderator 
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Perceptions of Violence 
 
What causes domestic violence in Bhutan? Are there identifiable triggers for violence towards women? These 

are extremely difficult questions to answer, especially without the existence of comprehensive data available on 

these issues within Bhutan. What we can consider, however, are the existing societal perceptions and the 

acceptance of violent, harassing, or harmful behaviors towards women.  

 

Symposium participants echoed the “justifiability” reported in the findings of the RENEW, BMIS and the MoH 

studies. They also pointed to a general 

normalization of violence and high 

acceptance of what is tolerable amongst 

intimate partners in Bhutan. This 

tolerance leads to a lack of response, 

reporting and addressing of abuse at the 

family, community and, until more recent 

years, the national level.  

 
Bhutan is a very self-aware society, deeply committed to the wellbeing of the environment, Buddhism, culture 

and language. As a nation devoted to the happiness and balance of environmental and social cohesion, there 

must be an equal and adamant insistence on the protection of women and families. There cannot and will not 

be a shift in the rates of violence towards women unless there is an unwavering social commitment to say no to 

sexual and gender based violence.  

 

Finding Support 
 
Underlying the under-reported violence is a lack of familial and community support compounded by the fear of 

stigmatization within one’s community. As one Panelist stated, “…cases are reported only when the survivor, 

family members or friends consider the violence or abuse to be significant. They consider a slap as normal and 

as a means of keeping a woman under control. There is always the question, “at which point is it legitimate to 

report violence and what will be the reaction of a woman’s family, her friends, her community?” 

 

It is natural to fear disruption in one’s life. Add financial dependence, confusion of one’s rights and suddenly 

reporting a partner, no matter how abusive, can seem extremely daunting or ill advised by family members. This 

fear should not be allowed to shackle someone to an abusive relationship. With this understanding, the RGoB is 

urged to put into place official mechanisms to assist and protect individuals brave enough to report the 

violence and protect themselves and safeguard their families.  

  

“The root cause [of violence] is found at a deeper 
level…with the belief that a physical act committed towards 
a partner is acceptable or expected. This is not acceptable. 
Men are not inherently violent towards women and most 
men are not violent when they drink. This is something that 
can be addressed through preventative steps and action.” 
 – Symposium Panelist 
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The Impact of Violence on Children and Youth 

 

Children are also subject to abuse and suffer the consequences of an unbalanced and violent home. They are 

burdened not only with physical injury or suffering but also psychological and emotional impacts that they may 

carry for years and bring into future relationships. A cycle of violence is quite easy to build but so much more 

difficult to interrupt and halt. This is why we encourage stakeholders across Bhutan to invest in the promotion 

of advocacy and awareness raising in schools and with children as an influential method for breaking this 

cycle and preventing future abuse. 

 

Youth will one-day establish their own families and they too must be included in this conversation. Active 

engagement with youth is vital. They are influential in the home, influential within their social communities and 

are the best teachers for their cohorts. Through education and engagement they can become some of the 

biggest allies and vocal promoters for ending the acceptance of gender-based violence. RENEW and other 

institutions should continue to grow and establish the role of their youth networks8 by guaranteeing 

resources and a platform for youth outreach programs. Engaging youth within their own communities has 

boundless potential and can lead to further collaboration amongst the various youth driven organizations. 

 

The Role of Men 

 

Men are part of this conversation as well. It would be unfair to claim that men are always the perpetrators. Men 

can also be victims of violence and sexual abuse. These instances are most likely far less reported and somewhat 

less frequent – yet they are no less significant than the violence 

experienced by women.  

 

Men are not advocates for violence and most men would agree that 

they would not want their mother, sister, or daughter or wife harmed. Yet the male voice is rarely publically 

heard in the conversation of violence towards women and in the household. Therefore we would like to call 

upon men to take up this underlying responsibility and speak out, advocate and raise awareness on behalf of 

healthy, non-violent relationships that are based on respect, equality and partnership.  

 

  

                                                        
8 Youth based organizations and networks such as the Druk Adolescent’s Initiative on Sexual Awareness Network (DAISAN) 
at RENEW; and other youth networks such as the Youth Development Fund; and the Department of Youth and Sports under 
the Ministry of Education. 

“To the men, you need to also work 
hard to foster and bring harmony to 
families.”  - Symposium Panelist 
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Symposium Brief 

  
 

The following sections on initial responders and access to justice are a culmination of the paper and panel presentations 

and the group discussions throughout the Symposium. Each of the sections presents a cross-section of the main points 

highlighted along with sector specific recommendations derived from this discourse. 

 

Initial Responders 
 

Initial responders are the agencies and organizations, women and men with the unique and challenging role of 

receiving a survivor and helping them with their next steps. The gravity of this position brings grave 

responsibility and forward thinking. The process by which a survivor’s ability to report, recover and make 

informed decisions, in a safe and confident manner, are set into motion by these first interactions after an 

incident occurs.  

 

When we think of who may be at the helm of such decisions we think of trusted community members, the 

police, health care professionals, counselors and registrars, amongst others. Equally important but less visible 

are those who are behind the scenes and determining legislation and designing policy that will legitimate the 

mechanisms that enable these processes to take shape and become actionable.  

 

Violence against women is both a private and a public concern. The nature of abuse is extremely personal, with 

sexual or domestic violence being even more so. Whether one feels pain, anger, fear or shame, the emotions are 

intense and intimate. To seek recourse or remedy, of any form, the survivor must make the decision to go 

“public” and share her experience. Her first step must be met with an equivalent amount of care and 

confidentiality. “Where do I go and what will they ask of me?” Imagine yourself in her shoes, how would you 

navigate this process? 

 

Who are the Initial Responders? 

 

Ensuring an individual knows whom to contact and where to seek help is critical. Without this initial 

knowledge we cannot expect anyone to come forward and receive services. The first point of contact may be a 

Community Based Support System Volunteer (CBSS) or a police officer, the health care professional on duty at 

the clinic or the officer in charge at the Women and Child Protection Desk (WCPD). Whomever it is they must be 

accessible and easy to identify. These initial responders must have the proper training, the technical toolbox 

and the compassion to understand how to explain the possible next steps so the survivor is informed and able to 

determine how to proceed. Of similar importance is that the service provider is aware of their own personal 

limitations and capacity, before making promises or setting false expectations for the survivor.   
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Community Based Volunteers 

 

The Community Based Support System is comprised of volunteers who are quite often a first step (and possibly 

the only step) for many individuals in an urgent or difficult circumstance. They are a trusted and known entity 

within many communities. Because of this, CBSS report that they are often stretched in terms of time, resources 

and clarity on the scope of their capabilities.  

 

Volunteers can work independently, yet more frequently they work closely with other initial responders in their 

districts. Police, health care professionals and the CBSS must have a trusting relationship and clear 

understanding of where one role ends and the other begins. The CBSS often accompany a survivor to the police 

or clinic to help provide an explanation of the process and provide emotional support.  

 

CBSS Volunteers also work in close collaboration with the local Multi-Sectoral Task Force (MSTF) from the 

Ministry of Health. The intention of this partnership is to strengthen the impact of volunteers and interventions 

within communities across the country. While the CBSS volunteers and MSTF retain independent mandates they 

contribute to one another’s efficacy. Below is a simple snapshot of overarching roles and responsibilities for 

each individual entity as well as shared interventions. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Volunteer Considerations 
 
Upholding the spirit of volunteerism in Bhutan, CBSS and MSTF representatives from all twenty Dzongkhags took 

part in the Symposium. The nearly 80 participating volunteers contributed their first hand experiences and 

knowledge in vital ways. The experiences of the CBSS and MSTF directly reflect how the Acts and response 

mechanisms are being implemented on the ground and how these processes are working for survivors of 

gender-based violence. General comments are highlighted below and provide a snapshot of questions raised by 

volunteers: 

• How far can I go into mediation and what are my responsibilities for reporting on these mediations? 

• We are engaging with women, children and men at extremely sensitive times in their lives; how can 

we ensure our counseling is skilled and appropriate? 

CBSS (RENEW) 
DV & GBV 

awareness & 
sensitization; 

empowerment of 
women & children 

MSTF (MoH) 
Awareness, 

sensitization & 
education on 

HIV/AIDS, STIs, NCDs 
& communicable 

diseases 

CBSS & MSTF 
Shared observance & 
celebration of global 

days; cooperative 
sensitization, 

awareness & education 
campaigns; joint 

outreach programs 

Figure 2: Roles and responsibilities of CBSS & MSTF 
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• There are so few lawyers in Bhutan and getting sound legal advice is extremely difficult. How do I 

advise a client when they do not have a marriage certificate, or are not included in the national 

census?  

• There is not a clear network of first responders [in all Dzongkhags] that is always reachable or 

responsive. How should we navigate the proper channels of intervention in a timely and effective 

manner? 

• The distance between clients and the nearest CBSS is often quite far and, given geographical and 

financial limitations, it can be extremely difficult for a client to reach the CBSS. 

• With these limitations (see above) clients rarely continue with any follow-on care or services. 

• Expectations of the CBSS by the clients can be unrealistic. Clients are often afraid, have little trust in 

others and want the CBSS to respond to all of their needs. 

 

The Police as Initial Responders 

 

The Royal Bhutan Police (RBP) is dedicated to developing progressive response mechanisms for sensitive cases 

of violence against women and children. For the wellbeing of those marginalized by violence, the RBP has 

established a multi-layered system with specialized Women and Child Units and Desks under the supervision of 

the Women and Child Division (at the RBP Thimphu Headquarters). These family and female friendly spaces 

intend to offer a private and safe space staffed with police officers specifically trained and sensitized on 

necessary response mechanisms for women coming in under sensitive circumstances.  

 

According to the RBP, the National Commission for Women and Children (NCWC) is an important implementing 

partner with regards to upholding women’s rights and extending physical protection. They also work closely with 

RENEW and coordinate with the CBSS in each of the Dzongkhags. Supplementing their district level Units and 

Desks, the RBP intends to continue their support of women and girls through the introduction of additional 

mechanisms. In 2016, the RBP inaugurated the Youth Development and Rehabilitation Centre (for girls) at 

Tsimasham in Chhukha Dzongkhag. In response to issues pertaining specifically to youth, they have instituted a 

pre-trial center for girls and boys in Phuentsholing and a pre-trial center for boys and girls in Thimphu is under 

construction at the RBP Headquarters.  

 

Suggested Ways Forward for the RBP 

 

The RBP hopes to continue acting with sensitivity and to develop a capable infrastructure for servicing women 

and children. The following considerations for the RBP to recognize arose during the Symposium (in no particular 

order): 

• Extend reliable and consistently available support services into rural areas. 

• Ensure all male and female members of the force receive training specific to issues of gender-based 

violence and that they are fluent in appropriate response measures that are gender and family 

sensitive. 

• Develop gender-disaggregated methods for all reporting procedures. 

• Continue advocacy programs promoting non-violence in the home. 
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• Respond equally to all calls for assistance and take the reports of violence towards women (especially 

in the home) as a serious offense. 

• Improve their reputation amongst women as being reliable and considerate of their situation. 

• Increase the efficacy and number of Women and Child Protection Desks/Units across the country. 

Currently there are only three Women and Child Protection Units in Bhutan (in Thimphu, Paro, and 

Phuentsholing) and eight Women and Child Protection Desks across the nation.  

 

Initial Response by Health Care Professionals 

 

Health services are essential to the emotional and physical resilience of a survivor of gender-based violence. The 

accessibility to health care and the services available per clinic, unit, hospital, etc., varies around the country 

though Universal Health Care is guaranteed to all individuals in Bhutan. This is a very progressive policy and thus 

encourages individuals to seek care for injuries and ailments. However, given the provision of free care, 

hospitals and clinics are typically overcrowded with long wait times and staffed with overwhelmed health care 

professionals.  

 

When a victim of violence comes to the hospital or clinic (and does not disclose how they received injuries), the 

source of their injury is often not questioned or detected. To date, the majority of medical personnel have not 

been trained to ask key questions in order to identify possible victims of violence. According to the Ministry of 

Health, the majority of medical staff has not been trained to pinpoint warning signs and signals frequently 

present in victims of sexual and domestic violence. Even when an individual is identified as a victim of violence, 

standard operating procedures and guidelines have yet to be put into place for the provisions of care, 

documentation and reporting of such cases.  

 

Health care providers suggested that heath care intervention for violence needs to be incorporated into the 

standard medical practice; thereby increasing the likelihood of early detection and treatment. The longer-

term impact that gender-based violence has on women’s health is yet unrecognized within the healthcare 

system. Survivors often only receive immediate medical treatment and are not referred for further support, 

psychological, etc. 

 

One Stop Crisis Centre  

 

Section 35 of the Domestic Violence Protection Act stipulates the establishment of a “One-Stop Crises Centre 

which shall facilitate the victims in receiving the medical treatment and maintain records of  

 

treatments of victims.”9 The first (and only) One-Stop Crisis Centre (OSCC) was established in 2016 and serves as 

the only facility (nationwide) to have a forensics expert and the corresponding facilities to conduct forensic 

analysis. The Centre is meant to provide an easy to access, private space for medical treatment and forensic 

investigation. Medical professionals within the Centre however report that the forensic and toxicology unit does 

not have the essential equipment to carry out necessary procedures and they limited with their range of testing. 

                                                        
9Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2013. Ch. V, §35, at 18. 
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Due to these insufficient resources, many cases of sexual assault are litigated based on incomplete or inaccurate 

medical analysis. 

 

Despite these challenges, the OSCC provides a number of services that are simply unavailable anywhere else in 

the country. Large caseloads are common and the Centre is not fully staffed with the necessary professionals to 

meet the needs of those seeking help. In addition to improving the training of medical staff to handle cases of 

gender-based violence and updating the medical equipment, Doctors within the OSCC recommend the 

following: 

• Start a 24 hour service with in-ward facilities allowing for “in-patient” treatment. This will not only 

improve the medical care but also function as temporary shelter and protective space. 

• Improve the dianostic capabilities so that perpetrators can be prosecuted with accurate evidence. 

 

Suggested Ways Forward 

 

Symposium presenters and participants felt the following points are necessary for improving the response and 

services provided by health care professionals for survivors of gender-based violence: 

• Privacy and confidentiality must be emphasized and adhered to by medical personnel. 

• Institute a Code of Ethics for health care providers specifically detailing the essentiality of privacy and 

confidentiality in cases of gender-based violence. 

• Follow-on care should be introduced to monitor “at-risk” cases. 

• Urgent care must be available at all hours, all days. Survivors do not only seek help during business 

hours. CBSS remain on call at all hours and report difficulties when clinics or other urgent care providers 

are unavailable. 

• Evidence or adequate documentation is unlikely to be obtained from current medical examinations. 

Losing this initial information can prohibit justice from taking shape or stymie the legal process. 

• Accurate and appropriate data must be gathered. There is no appropriate data currently collected on 

patients and many cases of violence remain unreported. 

• Develop universal intake and referral forms. 

• Gender-based violence training for healthcare workers must be developed and delivered at regular 

intervals, nationwide (doctors, nurses, registrars, etc.) 
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Counseling and Guidance 

 

RENEW is a familiar organization to many Bhutanese. With counseling as its core service provision, RENEW 

counselors are seasoned professionals who listen and guide individuals, couples and families. Women who seek 

the assistance of a certified counselor are taking a brave step by refusing to hide from the harmful impacts of 

violence.  

 

Counseling Services 

 

Counselors within RENEW provide 

free sessions to individuals who come 

in upon own initiative as well as those 

referred to RENEW by the police, health clinics/hospitals, schools, and a host of other referral pathways. Each 

client can expect to engage in private and confidential sessions with a counselor trained and certified by the 

Bhutan Board of Certified Counselors. After initial sessions have concluded, counselors follow-up with each 

client within weeks, months and even after a year or more. Counselors report that ongoing and open 

relationships with clients continue long after the initial visits. Wives and husbands alike will call for support or 

validation of actions and feelings, at times asking for counseling intervention or assistance.  

 

Cultural Perceptions of Intervention  

 

Cultural norms play an intrinsic role and prevent women [in some parts of Bhutan] from accessing counselors. 

RENEW counselors report that their role is often viewed with skepticism. Initially criticized as an unnecessary 

intervention in personal relationships, the concept of speaking with a counselor to discuss a personal conflict did 

not resonate with the Bhutanese public. In RENEW’s first year, counselors waited for clients to come forward. 

They soon realized that this method was not effective. Women were unfamiliar with this form of “assistance 

seeking” from an unknown individual. Over time, word has spread of the benefit of seeking outside guidance 

and thus shifted the perceptions of counseling. Fast forward thirteen years and the counselors can see that 

through their efforts, greater trust and familiarity has blossomed.  

 

Informal support networks are common amongst friends and family members as women who sought counseling 

services take the concepts and rights awareness gained through counseling back to their social circles. Former 

clients help friends and encourage them to also get help. Frequent referrals to RENEW from outside 

stakeholders such as the police, health clinics, hospitals and even the media indicate society’s increasing 

acceptance of the benefits of receiving emotional and psychological support. According to active counselors, the 

challenge now is to encourage individuals and couples to access counseling prior to reaching a point of severe 

escalation – rather than waiting for a breaking point in the relationship.  

  

“We are very happy to have the DVPA because it gives the 
responsibility to the community, we are now just waiting for the 
strict implementation of the Act.” - Counselor 
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Formalize Cooperation with Local Leaders 

 

According to Counselors, coordination with local government leaders is essential to reaching women and 

families in need. Bhutanese communities are typically close knit and serve the role as an extended family. The 

eyes and ears of those in the community are valuable for alerting leaders when situations are abusive. 

Counselors point out that communication through community leaders about the rights and dignity of individuals 

can also be one avenue of advocacy, one with a more pervasive reach. Currently the communication between 

local leaders and RENEW counselors, CBSS, MSTF are typically active because of personal relationships and 

connections. What this means is that communications and informal understandings or agreements are on an ad-

hoc basis and not mandatory nor guaranteed. The current network exists due to the careful communication 

between RENEW staff and members of the community. While this method is functional, it is not optimal. 

Counselors and the RENEW Secretariat would like to Ensure the support of local leadership through an official 

relationship and mandatory reporting. One of the challenges of guaranteeing consistent support from local 

leaders is due to elections every five years, which often bring in new leaders and a new effort of relationship 

building. RENEW would like to support sensitization trainings on gender-based violence for local leaders, at 

relevant intervals, with the intention of maintaining consistent response and referral mechanisms for women 

and families. 

 

Urban Bhutan is a landscape undergoing rapid change. The mechanisms of support typical in rural communities 

are not present in these urban environments. Individuals and families can frequently find themselves no longer 

able to rely on strong social safety nets. In this context, RENEW and other service providers urge stakeholders 

to work side-by-side to build a robust network that is capable of responding to these shifting social dynamics. 

 

Reporting 

 

The Domestic Violence Protection Act (DVPA) validates the rights and protections of women and establishes the 

legal groundwork and responsibility of the state in response and preventative interventions for domestic 

violence. Despite the overwhelming support of the Act, Symposium participants urge that the DVPA needs to 

“find its legs” as they feel the DVPA is more about “talking” than acting. Direct implementation of Act must be 

prominent within the next five-year-plan and not merely a talking point. 

 

Specifically, counselors and victims of violence cite a lack of adequate reporting or documentation of a 

“situational analysis” during the inquiry and investigation stage of an incident. In their words, often the police 

do not take cases of domestic violence seriously, resulting in the failure of a detailed enough report to present 

to the court. These women will often look to RENEW for a more detailed report that they can take to court. At 

present, there are no counselors within the Police units, and [according to Symposium presenters] many police 

are not yet gender sensitized. Counselors and CBSS volunteers have also found that repeat reports of violence 

are frequently not acted upon, rather, the more persistent the woman may  

 

 

be in reporting [to the police] or asking for help, the greater the likelihood is that she will be viewed as unstable 

or bothersome, ignored and sent home. 
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Suggested Ways Forward 

 

• Reach more clients through stronger formal local networks. When clients feel the support behind them 

they are more confident in their ability to move forward. 

• Under certain jurisdictions Counselors are not able to support clients and their access to justice. Networks 

of transparency are needed within jurisdictions where women still face barriers for seeking equal and fair 

provisions of service. 

• Reach out to child victims of abuse through school counselors and teachers. RENEW proposes an annual 

meeting to ensure schools are maintaining standards of monitoring students’ well-being and reporting 

incidents of abuse. 

• Support the implementation of the DVPA through informing government initiatives and planning. 

• Service providers must have intentional reflection on their work and open feedback from other service 

providers. Regular feedback loops should be instituted regarding services and actions as well as assessment 

of one’s own services provisions. 
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Access to Justice 
 

 

Bhutan’s legal professionals are grappling with a young formal system of justice - one that is growing alongside a 

culture deeply rooted in traditional dispute mechanisms. As 

a sector, they face a general populace apprehensive of a 

system that appears, from the general perspective, largely 

inaccessible and distinct from more traditional forms of 

dispute resolution. 

 

The justice sector does not seek to replicate the process of 

traditional dispute resolution but does face the challenge of 

meeting societal expectations informed by traditional 

outcomes. As one Judge related, “There is a social stigma of going to court. Individuals who go to courts or 

people who are seen in the vicinity of the courts are viewed as people who do not get along with others. At 

times, these people are also associated with commission of crime. Going to court is seen as the last resort”. 

 

Traditional Dispute Resolution 

 

The national institute responsible for the provision of nationwide mediation trainings has found that “amicable 

resolution of disputes in the communities minimized or mitigated the divisive effects of litigation, preserving the 

age-old culture of inter-dependence and harmonious co-existence of people in the communities.”10 Dispute 

resolution practices within a community or family can prove transformative for many situations that arise 

between partners and can have a great impact in addressing familial issues before they reach a point of 

escalation. 

 

Limitations of dispute resolution do exist and, within Bhutan, traditional dispute resolution/mediation is 

discouraged and illegal per cases of domestic violence. According to the DVPA, any act of mediation in a case of 

domestic violence is punishable by a criminal proceeding. It is thus important to remember that domestic 

violence in Bhutan includes any “…any act, omission or behavior towards a person that results in physical, 

sexual, emotional or economic abuse.”11 Yet because formal justice mechanisms are viewed as prohibitive, 

many families continue to seek local dispute resolution or mediation in these cases. Survivors of violence who 

have sought local mediation frequently report to legal officers that the mediators are often biased and wish to 

resolve the dispute with a harmonious outcome, an outcome that often conflicts with the needs or the best 

interests of the victim of violence.  

 

 

Increased commitment is necessary from the justice sector to further educate and prepare their clerks, 

registrars, lawyers and judiciary to handle cases of gender-based violence. Through this demonstrated 

                                                        
10Norbu, Jangchuk. The Role of the Bhutan National Legal Institute. Bhutan National Symposium. 2016. 
11 Ibid 9. 

“If our people have no access to lawyers, 
if our women are marginalized members 
of society and do not have knowledge of 
the process and information on their 
rights; they do not have access to justice. 
More importantly there is no access to 
justice if the legal system is weak – it has 
to be strong and accessible.”  
– Symposium Presenter 



 
 

 P a g e  | 28 

The Bhutanese Pledge: A Shared Commitment Towards Eliminating Violence against Women (November 24 & 25, 2016) 

 

commitment in action we will likely see a shift in the willingness of women to formally bring their cases forward. 

Over time, the perceptions of the court system are likely to improve and a middle path may bloom between the 

traditional and formal systems of justice in a way that best suites Bhutanese women and families. This will 

inform future practices and procedures in reference to family disputes and the handling of cases of gender-

based violence.  

 

Understanding Policy and Procedure 

 

As stated by a court registrar, “once in the courtroom, judges are prone to explain legal procedures and 

terminology [to those seeking legal remedy] with the intention of preventing any misgivings of the law.” A 

judge’s willingness to communicate in a manner so that those seeking access to the justice system can 

understand is not automatic, and requires substantial collective effort on the part of all who are involved in 

running the justice system. This is an applaudable approach and not the position typically taken by a judge and 

one would hope that this could instead trickle down into a form of advocacy at the community level. Despite 

these best efforts, the clarification and technical assistance most women and men need is necessary prior to 

reaching the Bench. Prior to approaching the court is where a deep information and awareness gap is found.  

 

(In)accessibility of Legal Aid 

 

Women commonly report facing difficult barriers when they approach courts and maneuver through the legal 

system without assistance. The absence of legal advocates translates into further uncertainty for those 

seeking justice and diminishes any reassurance in the legal system. The result is that families will routinely 

advise members against pursuing any form of legal remedy in the courts.  

 

The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan and the Domestic Violence Prevention Act each retain a provision 

guaranteeing access to legal aid for any person irrespective of economic or other disabilities. Unfortunately in 

practice, legal aid remains almost entirely unavailable across the country.1213 Despite the deep need, “…courts 

do not have proper guidelines to make legal aid available to the victims of domestic violence… legal aid is only 

made available for those who are mentally unsound.”14 According to legal professionals, the implementation of 

a legal aid framework, regulations and implementing body needs to be taken forward, however, with very little 

“man power” and few legal officers and lawyers in Bhutan, this provision remains unfulfilled. 

 

Symposium panelists felt that with the formal justice system came a new set of standards [legally bound 

standards]. These new ‘standards’ leave many individuals legally uninformed and unable to understand the 

court process and terminology. With legal aid simply out of reach for most Bhutanese, the system thus becomes 

prohibitive, especially to those who are uneducated, illiterate or unable to pay for and/or access a legal 

                                                        
12 The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan. Article 9.6 – “The State shall endeavour to provide legal aid to secure justice, 
which shall not be denied to any person by reason of economic or other disabilities.” 
13Domestic Violence Protection Act 2013. Section 27 (4) – “The Protection Officer shall assist the victim to avail free legal aid 
and relief provided under the relevant law.” 
14Drangpon Ugyen Tshering. Royal Court of Justice. November 25, 2016, at the National Symposium. 
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professional to decipher and explain the legality of their situation. This lack of understanding significantly 

curtails a woman’s ability to avail and access courts and legal information (including websites, etc.), both of 

which are intrinsically important and significantly instrumental in redressing their grievances.15 

 

Few organizations offer legal aid services and, of these, the majority are in Thimphu. One such organization is 

RENEW and their reported need for legal advising is great. RENEW’s one legal officer single-handedly advises 

nearly eighty-percent of the clients who come into the Center. For confused clients, access to confidential legal 

aid provides a source of clarity and reassurance. Without access to legal aid these individuals would never 

receive sound, sensitive and realistic guidance for their own and their family’s wellbeing.  

 

Specialized Benches 

 

Privacy and priority are essential to settling cases of domestic dispute and sexual violence. Women and child 

friendly judicial procedures require the increased sensitization of the courts as well as the introduction of 

specialized courts or benches. The Concluding Observations [for Bhutan, 2016] of the CEDAW Committee on 

Gender Based Violence against Women called for specialized courts that address gender-based violence against 

women, including domestic violence, to be established.16  Already committed to the implementation of such 

benches, the Thimphu Dzongkhag inaugurated a specialized bench for child and family related cases in 

December of 201617  and the justice sector has committed to implementing other such benches on an “as 

needed or priority” basis.18. The Director of the National Commission for Women and Children cites the need for 

specialized courts as something “to work towards as outlined in CEDAW.” And that, “…until we have these 

courts, we will rely on family courts to sensitively handle such cases [of domestic violence].”19 

 

Building Capacity 

 

The nation’s first law school, the Jigme Singye Wangchuck School of Law (JSW Law), is a key institution that will 

ameliorate some of the current stress on the justice sector in the upcoming years. JSW Law School will welcome 

its first students in the summer of 2017 and graduate their first lawyers in 2022. These students will be the first-

ever Bhutanese trained lawyers to practice law in Bhutan. Their academic and legal training will be infused with 

practical and theoretical learning through a robust legal education. JSW Law’s pedagogical practice will instill 

hands on skills mixed with sound legal expertise reflecting communities across Bhutan. It is hoped that these 

young lawyers will fill a nationwide void of legal experts and also be prepared to represent local communities 

and individuals around the country. 

                                                        
15Registrar, High Court of Bhutan. November 25, 2016, at the National Symposium. 
16 CEDAW/C/BTN/CO/8-9. 18 November 2016. Section C -11(c) “Ensure that specialised courts for women and children are 
well resourced and accessible, and that women are informed through awareness raising programmes about the legal 
remedies available to them.” 
17 This bench has been a longer-term priority for the justice sector and is also in accordance with the Concluding 
Observations of the 8th and 9th Combined CEDAW Periodic Report for Bhutan, 2016. 
18 According to a Supreme Court of Bhutan Registrar. November 25, 2016, at the National Symposium. 
19 Aum Kunzang Lhamu, Director of the National Commission for Women and Children (NCWC). November 25, 2016, at the 
National Symposium. 
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Practice Meets Practicality: a local example 

 

In Bhutan, local leaders or elders within the community traditionally handled disputes, marriages and other 

family and community issues. A Mangmi is a deputy community leader who even today continues to provide 

guidance and mediations for many communities across Bhutan. Mangmi’s also see their role shifting as they 

learn to work in parallel with the formal legal system. One such Mangmi shared an anecdote similar to one many 

women encounter:“For instance, a young girl from a rural village wanted a divorce but it was difficult because 

she initiated the divorce, so she has to pay… She happens to be from a very poor family and has no financial 

resources. Her husband refuses to travel the long distance to the district court to file for divorce. So she will be 

unable to continue with the legal process. What should she do? How do I advise her? She wants out of the 

relationship [legally] but is trapped.”  

 

While this seems trivial, the reality is that many women find significant challenge to officially begin or end their 

marriages. To obtain a legal Marriage Certificate (MC), a couple must travel to the nearest district court (this 

could be days away) and file for the MC. Similarly, to file for divorce the same two individuals must both travel 

back to the district court. Where, upon their arrival, they may be told to return in one or more day’s time. This is 

an extremely burdensome task for individuals who are economically challenged by this process and/or 

experiencing trauma related to their partner. For women who are economically dependent upon their husbands 

the inability to get a legal divorce translates into zero safeguards for financial assistance or spousal/child support 

once separated.  

 

Such situations are common and CBSS volunteers cite that abusive spouses often will not accompany a woman 

to the court thus impairing a legal disconnection from the abusive relationship. These seemingly simple 

processes are conflicted by the blending of tradition and legality and what is done on paper verses in practice. 
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Suggested Ways Forward 

 

As Bhutan’s democracy ages so too will its justice sector and the fine-tuning of how laws and regulations best 

serve and protect the population. Decisions made now need not be hasty and will have a long-lasting impact on 

the relationship between with the legal sector and the society they are serving. With the intention to increase 

the viability of access to justice in Bhutan, the following recommendations emerged throughout the Symposium:  

• Engage traditional/alternative dispute resolution (TDR/ADR) community (elders) with clear guidelines 

on what issues must be handled in a court of law and what issues are perfectly harmonious with TDR. 

• Determine who will provide legal aid and how this will be balanced by an already small and over-

committed society of lawyers. 

• Working with community leaders, activists and elders – raise awareness on legal remedies and how to 

access lawyers, legal aid, courts, etc. 

• Strengthen the legal units in institutions such as RENEW and NCWC. 

• Continue to prioritize specialized family benches that will also focus on women and gender-based 

violence. 

• Extend resources to include advocacy to raise awareness on the court system in multiple relevant 

languages and in an easy to understand rhetoric. 

• Private legal firms must commit to lawyer/client confidentiality and ensure they have private meeting 

spaces for clients that are conducive for victims of violence.  
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Moving Forward 
 

The first priority for developing robust machinery is to ensure the protection of those afflicted by gender-based 

violence. This is not merely to meet the goals put into place by the Constitution, the Domestic Violence 

Prevention Act and international treaties, but to establish the highest standards of protection and security for the 

women, men and children of Bhutan. Here, we would like to note that in addition to the contributions discussed 

above, a paper on Bhutan’s Alcohol Policy was presented during the Symposium (included here on pg. . 

Recognized as an aggravating factor and acknowledged trigger in many instances of domestic violence, alcohol 

abuse is on the rise in Bhutan. While it is not a centre-point of this report, action taken to address the 

relationship between excessive alcohol consumption and the impact it has on families and households is vital to 

the overarching goals Bhutan has in reducing gender-based violence.  

 

Numerous recommendations target raising awareness, capacity building and devising systems of response. While 

these are vital and essential recommendations we must also remember to establish strong and specific strategies 

of prevention. Without a unified commitment for preventative programming, there will be a relentless wave of 

issues to keep at bay and struggle against.  

 

Throughout the Symposium it remained clear that participants from all sectors were determined to create a more 

holistic national response mechanism that captures individuals, incidents and trends through building a national 

machinery that is flexible and able to adjust as necessary over time. Agencies and organizations, individuals and 

communities all have the opportunity to pursue action and take up any number of the recommendations put 

forward by the diverse group of experts gathered during the Symposium. Let’s pledge to share this commitment 

and accept our collective responsibility to stand strong together and ensure that every Bhutanese is afforded 

equal opportunity to flourish in a safe environment and to achieve happiness. 
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Stakeholder Prepared Papers 
 
 

RENEW invited experts in relevant sectors to prepare a paper highlighting the efforts and challenges they 

personally or organizationally face in regards to domestic and gender-based violence. Additionally, panel 

presenters prepared briefs highlighting their role as gatekeepers and initial responders. These papers were the 

backbone of presentations during the Symposium and later updated for the purpose of this publication. The 

following papers and briefs represent the perspectives and unique experiences of these individuals. 

 

 

 
Understanding of Gender in Bhutan 
 
By Kunzang Lhamu 
National Commission for Women and Children 
 

 

 

Gender, as we know it in Bhutan is a term that has given rise to much confusion. Even now, if we ask the person 

sitting near you the answer will be “gender means women.” So my first task is to demystify this much talked 

about but highly misunderstood term – Gender. Gender refers to the socially constructed roles and 

responsibilities of men and women that are created within our families, our societies and our cultures. The 

concept of gender also includes the expectations held about the characteristics, aptitudes and likely behaviors of 

both women and men (femininity and masculinity).  

 

1975 was the year when women’s issues were placed on the global agenda for the first time - it was declared as 

the International Women’s Year by the United Nations General Assembly. Subsequently, the observation of the 

United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985) was a worldwide effort to examine the status and rights of 

women. 

 

In 1979, the General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW). This entered into force in 1981 and set an international standard for what was meant by 

equality between women and men. Bhutan ratified the CEDAW in the same year without any reservations, which 

indicated the strong commitment of the Government in ensuring the rights of women. 

 

In 1985, the Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women was adopted which was to be 

implemented by the year 2000.   

 

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPFA) in August 1995 gave further impetus to the empowerment 

and advancement of women, including the right to freedom guaranteeing them the possibility of realizing their 

full potential and shaping their lives in accordance with their own aspirations. 
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In the world, there has been important progress in achieving gender equality. Many Governments have enacted 

legislation to promote equality between women and men and have established national machineries to ensure 

the mainstreaming of gender perspectives in all spheres of society. International agencies too have focused 

greater attention on women's status and roles. 

 

In Bhutan, the journey has not been an easy one. While considered as a country where women enjoy relative 

freedom and equality in many spheres of life, the Bhutanese woman is not without her share of problems. The 

status of women in Bhutan is influenced by socio-cultural perceptions that generally hold women as less 

confident, capable and strong and sexually more vulnerable than men. This has influenced access to education, 

employment and public decision-making and presented a greater challenge, as it is to do with the more subdued 

and indirect forms of gender bias. 

 

The Constitution of The Kingdom of Bhutan, 2008 provides the overall legal framework for women’s 

empowerment where in: fundamental rights are equally bestowed on men and women; fundamental duties 

mandate every Bhutanese not to tolerate abuse of women; principles of state policies intend and guide actions to 

eliminate discrimination against women and children; and it also recognizes ratified international treaties like the 

CEDAW as a deemed law of the Kingdom. 

 

The enactment of specific legislations like the Child Care and Protection Act 2011 and the Domestic Violence 

Prevention Act 2013 provides platforms for women’s rights to be protected. Emergence of such laws, is a 

translation of the strong political will and enabling environment existing in the country. 

 

The philosophy of Gross National Happiness (GNH) is integral in Bhutan’s growth process. In practice, GNH strives 

to create an environment wherein every man, woman and child is included and benefits from development and 

growth.  

 

Every policy in Bhutan requires to be screened using the GNH Policy Screening Tool, which has gender equality as 

one of the parameters in rating a policy and also the requirement in the Policy Protocol to review policies from a 

gender perspective. This has curbed gender blind policies and led to the development of a number of policies 

that are gender sensitive and responsive.  

 

The Five Year Plans (FYP), which direct the development process in Bhutan has evolved from a women in 

development approach to a more gendered approach and by the 10th FYP (2008-2013), a major shift towards 

gender mainstreaming and the collection of sex-disaggregated data was experienced with the implementation of 

the National Plan of Action on Gender. In the 11th FYP, included a National Key Result Area specifically for gender 

equality, “Gender Friendly Environment for Women’s Participation.” In 2012, the Gender Responsive Planning 

and Budgeting initiative was launched and piloted in three key ministries. The inclusion of mandatory gender 

equality indicators in the 2016-17 Annual Performance Agreements of all the sectors in the Government is also an 

important step taken for mainstreaming gender issues.   

The growing strength of civil society organizations in Bhutan has become a driving force for change. Our CSOs 

have played an important advocacy role in advancing legislation or mechanisms to ensure the promotion and 

protection of women and have become the catalysts for new approaches to development. The important role 

that CSOs play and the need to work together is being increasingly recognized and formed one of the key areas of 

discussion in the preparatory consultations leading up to the formulation of the 12th Plan Guidelines.  
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In the recent presentation of our country report to the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women on 27th October 2016, while the Committee commended Bhutan on the various 

initiatives taken, they also cautioned us on the critical areas of concern that remained and possible gender gaps 

that would emerge.  

 

Since we are observing the International Day to End Violence Against Women, I would like to highlight the 

Concluding Observations of the CEDAW Committee on gender based violence against women: 

1. It was emphasized that all cases of violence against women and girls must be thoroughly and effectively 

investigated and perpetrators are prosecuted and adequately punished.  

2. Specialized courts to address gender based VAW including DV to be established. 

3. Raise awareness to eliminate women’s social acceptance of domestic violence and address the root 

causes for non-reporting by women victims of violence. 

4. Amendment of the DVPA 2013 to preclude the settlement of domestic violence cases through mediation. 

5. Establish a coordinated, multi-sectoral system of support services for victims and survivors of gender-

based violence in line with the SOP on Case Management and Referral System on Women and Children in 

Difficult Circumstances. 

6. Develop a clear plan and adequate budget for the implementation of the DVPA 2013 and undertake a 

needs assessment to establish the demand for shelters by women victims of violence and provide 

support to CSOs operating such shelters. 

7. Continue to enhance the capacities of the Royal Bhutan Police and other law enforcement agencies to 

prevent and respond to cases of gender-based violence against women and girls. 

 

Going forward, NCWC will draft a Gender Equality Policy, which will provide policy directives for promoting 

gender equality and improving coordination and accountability. Simultaneously the development of a Strategy 

and Action Plan will take place, which will also include actions based on the Concluding Observations of the 8th 

and 9th Combined CEDAW Periodic Report. 

 

Other interventions include: a nationwide study on the prevalence of Violence Against Women in 2017; 

development of a Central Information Management System to house all information on protection issues related 

to women and children; establishment of a Toll Free Helpline; training on the SOP on case management and 

referral system for WCDC; establishment of Dzongkhag Women and Children Committees; and appointment of 

Protection Officers. The overall objective is to establish a sustainable and effective protection system in the 

country. 

 

As we participate and observe the International Day on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, and 

reflecting on the theme of the Symposium, I would like to end by saying that eliminating violence against women 

requires the support and efforts of stakeholders across all levels of society and we must take on this issue 

wholeheartedly and in collaboration as a shared responsibility, if we are to succeed in rooting out this evil from 

our society forever.  
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Report on the Two-Day Seminar on Understanding Gender in Bhutan: Issues and Challenges 
 
By Sangay Tshechu & Tashi Chophel 
Sherubtse College 
 

 

 

The seminar on “Understanding Gender in Bhutan: Issues and Challenges” was organized on 27th and 28th of 

October 2016 at Sherubtse College, Royal University of Bhutan, Trashigang. As the seminar was organized by the 

team from the Sherubtse Initiative for Gender Learning and Research (SIGLR), Mr. Tashi Chophel and Ms. Sangay 

Tshechu as being a part of the SIGLR, made a presentation based on their findings and observations from the two 

day seminar at a symposium organized by RENEW on ‘eliminating domestic violence against women’. The 

presentation emphasized on the report based on the gender themes such as education, substance abuse, 

domestic violence, LGBTIQ, politics and mental health.  

 

The notion of gender seems simple but runs deep in society. While gender is a concept that is socially constructed 

and not biologically created, people, especially students, often misunderstand sex from gender. Gender is a 

culturally constructed idea that refers to women and men as social groups and it gives society the power to 

consider appropriate roles for men and women. Sex is the biological distinction that defines men and women. 

Therefore, a gender difference is due to nurture and a sex difference is due to nature.  

 

Gendering is a process of socializing and ascribing to specific gender roles. Gendered is reflecting the experience 

of gender socialization process. Women and men have different ways to approach the same things that they face 

in the society and learn to have such approaches because of the expectations, social stigmatization and cultural 

values that people hold based on binary norms (norms that are grounded in two distinct options, male or female) 

as based on one’s physical anatomy. 

 

The process of gendered and gendering is instilled by various socializing agents such as the institution of 

education, family, and media. In the institution of education, curriculum and teachers have assumed and asserted 

certain gender specific roles. Thereby, having an effect in the enrollment of male and female students in the 

tertiary level where more male students are enrolled in sciences whereas female students are enrolled in arts 

and humanities and social sciences courses 

 

In the political arena, holding public positions were traditionally male oriented which led to women being 

hesitant to join politics. Therefore, the concept of equality and equity with regard to women and politics in 

Bhutan was deliberated. People were of the view that quota system should not be introduced in Bhutan given the 

maturity of the democracy in Bhutan. Educating citizens on democratic values and civic engagement is of utmost 

priority. 

 

The issue of domestic violence has been associated with women because of the visibility of cases typically 

reported; therefore, the concept of “gender inclusive” with regard to domestic violence was also discussed 

during the SIGLR conference. The report also deliberated on factors contributing to domestic violence in Bhutan.  
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Mental health and substance abuse was treated as a male issue and had been done so until the 1970’s. Research 

has been done on these issues from the perspective of gender and it was found that both men and women 

undergo these issues. However, the taboo associated to these issues discourages men and women to seek 

assistance of any kind. 

 

LGBTIQ is a relatively new concept in Bhutan and is treated as a foreign idea. There is a misconception that 

LGBTIQ is a lifestyle choice and not a natural disposition, possibly genetic or biological. This theme was included 

especially to understand gender from a nonbinary lens, meaning that individuals may not identify as just male or 

female at all times. During the SIGLR conference, participants were welcoming of a presenter who identified 

himself as gay and the attending teachers took a pledge to be gender inclusive in their own teaching and learning 

processes within their schools.  

 

Gender is relatively new issue in Bhutan, and is considered as foreign idea. Therefore, SIGLR feels that the 

concept of Gender should be explored through a Bhutanese lens and made relevant to Bhutanese society. 
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Initial Responders 
 

 
Royal Bhutan Police: An Organizational Perspective on Prevention  
and Responding to Violence Against Women 
 
By Major Norbu Zangpo & Major Lobzang Phuntsho 
Royal Bhutan Police 
 
 
 

The Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB) has always accorded the highest priority to the gender equality, 

empowerment and wellbeing of women. In 1981, Bhutan became one of the few governments to have ratified 

the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women without attaching any 

reservations. CEDAW articulates that governments should do all they can so that girls and women are treated 

equally and that nothing stops girls and women from enjoying their rights. It obliges the government to take all 

necessary or special actions that may be required to ensure girls and women actually experience equality in their 

lives.  

 

The establishment of National Commission for Women and Children (NCWC) on the 6th of May 2004 is testament 

of the importance the government attached to the gender equality and empowerment. The NCWC is the national 

mechanism for coordinating and monitoring activities related to women and child rights, and reporting to treaty 

bodies.  

 

Advances in Law Enforcement 

 

The Royal Bhutan Police (RBP) as the premiere law enforcement agency plays a key role in upholding the rights of 

women and delivering protection services that are sensitive to the needs of women and children. RBP is an 

important implementing partner of NCWC with regards to upholding women’s rights and extending protection 

services.  

 

In keeping with the international treaty ratified by the government and adoption of the national legislations, the 

first Woman and Child Protection Unit (WCPU) within the police was established at Thimphu Police Station on 1st 

of April 2007. Over the years, the WCPU services are expanded to Phuentsholing, Paro and Thimphu Police 

stations. Today, eight other Police Stations, within various Dzongkhags, have Woman and Child Protection Desks 

(WPCD). These service stations provide separate women and child friendly space with access to protected 

interview area for victims and witnesses. The officer and staff heading the units and desks respectively are 

trained and sensitized on women and child friendly policing services.  

 

On 1st March 2013, the Woman and Child Protection Division (WCPD) was established at the Royal Bhutan Police 

Headquarters, Thimphu. This was set up in accordance with the section 129 of RBP Act 2009. Furthermore, the 

provisions under the Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2013 and Child Care and Protection Act 2011, also 

requires its need.  

This Division directs and monitors the field units and desks that are mandated to protect and investigate criminal 

cases involving women and children. In line with the functions, the Division is also responsible for coordinating 
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and monitoring with the other stakeholders and implementing activities related to protecting and promoting 

women’s rights and gender equality. The RBP also has nominated its female officers and staff as part of the 

Gender Focal Point Network initiated by NCWC. 

 

On Protection of Women and Children   

 

The most critical structural support to ensure continued delivery of women and child friendly police services have 

been the creation of the Women and Child Protection Division at the Police Headquarters and the Units and 

Desks in the field stations covering various Dzongkhags. On the initiatives on the legislation, the Royal Bhutan 

Police Act of 2009 provides for an enabling law empowering RBP to establish Woman and Child Protection 

Division, Units and Desks to provide better services to women and children. 

 

At a strategic level, RBP has the policy to carry out stringent prosecution of the offenders perpetuating violence 

against women and children. The provisions of the Penal Code of Bhutan, Domestic Violence Prevention Act and 

Child Care and Protection Act are enforced in a manner that is stringent and expedient. Many female officers and 

other ranks are recruited and trained to empower women in general and RBP in particular. RBP continues to 

collaborate with the development partners to carry out coordinated efforts to end violence against women and 

children. 

 

Promoting Women and Child Friendly Services  

 

To further strengthen and make the protection services friendly for women and children accessing criminal 

justice system, RBP in collaboration with partner agencies have developed Women and Child friendly police 

training curriculum for the recruits. The curriculum has three modules that cover First Responders, Protected 

Interview and Specialist Investigation which are geared towards guaranteeing that each police personnel who 

completes the training academy has the knowledge, skills and the aptitude to deliver women and child friendly 

police services.  

At the same time, the Standard Operation Procedures (SOP) while dealing with women and child victims, witness 

and complainants have also been developed. For example, female detainees are escorted and frisked by lady 

police personnel and civilian ladies in absence of lady police personnel. Handcuffs shall never be used unless 

otherwise in the interest of the women. The women have a separate remand house.  

 

Advocacy Programs 

 

RBP continues to carry out advocacy program on the laws and the penalties through the roll out of various police 

and community partnership programs such as Police Youth Partnership Programs, Police Out of School Youth 

Partnership Program, Friends of Police including the school sensitization programs and road shows on domestic 

violence. The Community Police Centers and the Mobile Community Policing are also an effective partners in 

responding to calls for police support. 

 

Collaboration Projects 

RBP continues to engage with interested partner agencies to garner support to develop structures and human 

resource capacities to meet the expectation of the end users and fulfill the provisions articulated in the laws such 

as CCPA and DVPA. 
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RBP in collaboration with Save the Children (Italy) completed the project on construction of rehabilitation center 

for girls at Youth Development and Rehabilitation Centre at Tsimasham. It was inaugurated on 24 June 2016. A 

pre-trial center for girls and boys has also been constructed in Phuentsholing. The pre-trial center for boys and 

girls in Thimphu is under construction at RBP headquarters. 

 

Under the child justice project, RBP in collaboration with UNICEF and technical Assistance of Scottish Police 

College have brought out Aide de memoir for RBP and Women and Child friendly police training curriculum for 

the recruits containing three modules that cover First Responders, Protected Interview and Specialist 

Investigation for Police Training College, Jigmiling, Gelephu. 

 

The Training of Trainers (TOT) on Woman and Child Friendly Policing to officers and other ranks from Divisions 

and RBP HQs to enable them to further roll out the Women and Child friendly police training curriculum have also 

been completed. As a pilot project, RBP will soon commission a separate Woman and Child Interview room in 

Thimphu Police Station. 

 

Initiatives for Police Family Empowerment 

 

The Thimsung Woman’s Voluntary Group (TWVG), established in July 2000, is a voluntary group that carries out 

various activities to empower the wives of police personnel. Under His Majesty’s HOPE project for Armed Forces, 

RBP has received gracious support in terms of a multipurpose structure in 2015 and various skills development 

programmes to empower the families of the Police personnel. As an implementing partner of the HOPE project, 

RBP and Thimsung Women’s Voluntary Group has been actively engaged to develop the livelihood skills of the 

dependent wives of the Police personnel and promote income generations through the skills acquired. In this 

line, the RBP is initiating development of a crèche at the work place for female staff bearing children. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Royal Bhutan Police is a front line agency that routinely comes in contact with crimes involving women and 

children. Our officers deal with victims and the perpetrators on a daily basis and therefore their ability to identify, 

report, respond to the situation is critical determinant of the quality of service and professionalism of RBP. 

 

Therefore, RBP will be proactively pursuing capacity building of officers and other ranks as first responders, to 

carry out proficient investigative interview and develop them as specialist investigators. The RBP is also investing 

in coordination and collaboration with partner agencies and stakeholders to solicit support for expansion of 

women and child friendly desks. We hope that with these efforts we can continue to eliminate all forms of 

violence against the women and children in Bhutan.  
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Women and Child Protection Units 
 
By Lieutenant Sampa Choden 
Royal Bhutan Police 
 

 
 
We all know that domestic violence issues are a global problem and they are also present here in Bhutan. In my 

experience, cases are reported only when the survivor, family members or friends consider the violence or abuse 

to be significant. They consider a slap as normal and as a means of keeping a woman under control. Increasingly, 

during an argument, those involved do not consider when a household good breaks as being violence or when a 

man hangs out at a Draying [song & dance bar] or other clubs. Being with another woman or when a 

husband/partner has a girlfriend is not thought of as wrong. Likewise, unwanted sex with a partner, staring at a 

woman in an unwanted gesture, sending text messages, repeated harassing calls; these behaviors are not 

considered – by most individuals – as sexual abuse or harassment. When a man undergoes an extramarital affair, 

media and technology is often misused. Too often, people only think of rape as abuse but all these behaviors and 

acts are abusive. 

 

As an Officer in the Women and Child Protection Unit (WCPU), my first objective is to protect the victim and 

apprehend the perpetrator. The WCPU is housed in the police station yet is specifically designed to respond to 

the needs of women and children who come to us. Currently there are three WCPU’s in the country, they are 

found in Thimphu, Paro, and Phuntsholing. As we are limited to these three Units we cannot adequately service 

women in other parts of the country. To address this gap, Women and Child Protection Desks were introduced to 

supplement the police stations in other Dzongkhags; today there are eight WCPDs across the country.  

 

We [WCPU/WCPD/RBP] do not have a safe house nor temporary shelter for women and children, the only one is 

with RENEW and we need another one. We also do not have someone trained in the Desks to appropriately 

respond as a counselor. However, we are able to provide services to women and men on the following: 

• Protect their basic rights and sensitize them as to what this means. 

• Assist them in providing a medical support. 

• Provision of legal aid. The WPCU has no legal officer designated for dealing with domestic violence. 

However, the dealing officers inform clients of the court proceedings and how to go about [legal 

procedures].  

• Assist them in providing a safe home like with their relatives or friends.  

• General counseling is provided though not by a trained counselor (as we have none on staff). We advise 

and counsel as needed on practical experience based issues.  

• Refer them to the other support services if need be. Women are not always willing to proceed to other 

forms of service; they may be hesitant or fearful. Some are not aware of the support services that are 

actually available so we always informed them of what their options are. 

• Provide them other pertinent support based on circumstance.  

 

We receive a variety of cases at our Unit. Our more typical cases involve individuals with the following 

background: 
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• Women from low-income households. 

• Women having little or no support from the family. 

• Housewives and other women who are financially dependent on partners.  

• Women who are mentally challenged. 

• Women from Eastern and Southern parts of Bhutan.  

• Alcohol dependents. 

• Women or girls working in entertainment/night clubs, and hotels.  

• Illiterate married women. 

• Elderly women. Especially violence caused due to property dispute and family interference. (No reported 

cases of elderly men at the Paro Unit) 

 

These individuals come in for a range of needs and assistance some of the more common issues we handle are: 

• Women frequently abused by their partners and then stigmatized by family members and society at 

large. 

• Women who are over controlled and ruled by their partners. 

• Women unaware of their basic rights and unable to understand how to access justice. 

• Mostly women who are too dependent on their partners (morally and financially).  

• Young girls trapped in an early marriage. They are neglected and not accepted by the partners after 

getting pregnant. 

• Those who need an abortion. 

• Individuals with mental health issues due to being abused by partner or misunderstandings in a 

relationship that leads to suicide or attempted suicide. 

• Children who have been threatened with harm during the course of family violence. 

• Children who have been sexually abused (mostly molestation and rape).  

• Children neglected by parents due to violence in the family. 

• Children that are into drugs and criminal activities due to lack of love and care by parents and due to lack 

of good parenting.  

 

I will conclude with a few suggestions that would greatly enhance our ability to provide effective services and 

ensure that we are meeting the expectations and needs of women and children from various communities. With 

time, we hope to be able to:  

• Improve support services at far and rural areas.  

• Staff the WCPU and WCPD with trained or certified counselors. 

• Have a permanent and accessible safe home in more Dzongkhags. 

• Provide basic funding to support the victims financially. 

• Build stronger coordination among the stakeholders. We currently work closely with the Office of the 

Attorney General (OAG), NCWC, RENEW and the hospital.  

• Enable adequate infrastructure to deliver the service more effectively.  

• Establish more One-Stop Crises Centres. 
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Emergency Response and Health Care 
 

 
Ministry of Health: Addressing Violence Against Women 
 
By Dr. Pandup Tshering 
Ministry of Health 
 

Violence against women is a public health problem, this is because whenever there is a victim of violence they 

come to the health center and they need counseling and medical services.  

 

Looking at our statistics in Bhutan seems confusing. In 2005 there were only 78 reported incidents of domestic 

violence and in 2015 there were 325. Perhaps this is due to increased reporting systems but it also may be due to 

the increased awareness of what constitutes violence against women. Since 2011 we have had a policy that is 

very woman and child sensitive. The national health policy has specific provisions stating that we provide services 

with equity and justice and is accessible to all. We also have provisions in the health policy stating that healthcare 

professionals are to provide services with informed consent and in privacy and confidentiality. We have many 

statistics and plans that are for getting gender mainstreamed. It has been taken into consideration. If you see our 

national policies we have tried to improve our services.  

 

As for the Domestic Violence Prevention Act, it has a provision that the Ministry of Health (MoH) is to establish 

appropriate facilities with trained medical and health personnel to cater to victims of domestic violence; and to 

create a ‘One Stop Crisis Centre’ which shall facilitate the victims in receiving the medical treatment and maintain 

records of treatments of victims. 

 

Unfortunately, we also have a lot of challenges and issues. There is only one One-Stop Crisis Centre (OSCC) at the 

Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital (JDWNRH) and it is staffed with only three professionals. We 

are providing services to others who are looking for treatment for health issues that are specific for women and 

children. There is also no formal way to understand the extent of domestic violence and if women are getting 

assistance or accessing health care. For example, when a victim of violence comes they may not be detected as 

they my not have someone trained to receive them and ask key relevant questions in order to identify if this 

person needs additional care as a possible victim of domestic violence. Nor do we have a way of knowing how 

many women are accessing our services, as there is no unified system of record keeping.  

 

Mostly we do not take the proper history of the victim or patient, we don’t know if they are abused. We don’t 

follow up with them after they leave, whom do they go home to and who takes them out. As a sector, we need to 

do better with assisting women and providing them services.  

 

For female victims of violence, there is an emergency department and victims are taken to the OSCC department. 

Within most other areas and hospitals this does not exist and they are treated as other patients and without 

special consideration. In the districts there are no the OSCCs because there is no capacity for them as there 

should be. If you see our health facilities they are so crowded and we lack a place of where we can properly 

examine victims of domestic violence and abuse and we need to have extra place so we can provide counseling 

and conduct more advocacy and training programs. 
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One-Stop Crisis Centre 
 
By Dr. Norbu 
Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital 
 

 
 
I would like to discuss what we are doing to address the issue of domestic violence and sexual assault at the 

Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Memorial Hospital (JDWNRH), in Thimphu. In our One-Stop Crisis Centre (OSCC) 

at JDWNRH, we provide medical and medico-legal services (provided by health professionals trained in legal 

medecine and forensic medecine) to victims and perpetrators of domestic and sexual violence. The OSCC 

mandate is to provide a timely, sensitive and thorough response to women, girls, boys, elderly people and men 

who have been victims to violence, sometimes sexual or other. The majority of our patients are women and 

children. In addition we also see perpetrators of domestic and sexual violence, who are mostly men. We also 

have to fill out documentation for the administration of justice. We do not have the facilities to do proper 

analysis on toxicology or other types of analyses. In the future, we plan to set up a laboratory so we can perform 

these tests.  

 

From our OSCC, we provide the following services to our patients: 

a. Treatment of injuries 

b. Treatment for existing medical conditions 

c. Psychological first aid/crisis intervention 

d. Pregnancy testing and emergency contraception 

e. Screening and treatment of sexually transmitted infections including HIV/AIDS and Hepatitus B and 

Hepatitus C. 

f. Medico-legal report for legal proceedings. 

g. Referral to relevant agencies for social and shelter support. 

 

Some victims have injured themselves, trying to kill themselves to relieve them from their suffering and 

sometimes to get attention from others. Their needs are very diverse. From our centre we provide mainly 

medical services. However, some of the clients need additional services like shelter, protection as well as legal 

and financial support which we are not able to provide at the moment from our centre. To make our centre more 

effective we need to add the following services: 

a. Start 24 hour service with in ward facilities so that our patients can be treated as in patient. This will 

not only improve the medical care but also function as temporary shelter and protection. 

b. Improve our dianostic capabilities so that perpetrators can be prosecuted with accurate evidence. 
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Basic Health Units 
 
By Shacha Dema 
Basic Health Unit 
 

 
Domestic violence is very common and occurs at some point in the lives of many women. However, many 

obstacles seem to keep women away from seeking help whether from formal or informal networks. Very few 

women seek help from the agencies that are specifically mandated to provide services to victims of violence. 

Women who experience the violence may have serious health consequences in the immediate and long term 

such as physical, psychological, and reproductive health problems. Health sectors play a key role in responding to 

domestic violence and, similar to Royal Bhutan Police, health care workers are the front line in the battle to 

identify victims of the violence, treat and refer them to the organization that can best help them.  

 

Compared to men, women are more often victims of domestic and sexual violence and more women come to our 

health centers seeking services or treatment resulting from violence. When a woman comes to the health center 

we take a detailed history, perform physical examinations from head to toe, provide symptomatic treatment and 

offer supportive care like psychological support and reassurance. If the case is very serious and needs referral, we 

refer it to the higher health centers for further investigation and treatment. We also help individuals seek help 

from concerned agencies like RENEW, NCWC and RBP, only if they are willing. Sometimes women are reluctant to 

seek help and think that it is a family matter, so they accept the violence. In these situations we respect the 

patient’s autonomy and maintain confidentiality.  

 

Some of the common cases related to violence that we see in the health centers are cut injuries, bruises, 

abrasions and lacerations as a result of physical abuse. The psychological health consequences we most 

commonly treat are depression, stress, anxiety, self-harm and suicide attempts. Other common cases that we 

encounter are related to sexual and reproductive health like unwanted pregnancy, as a result of partners not 

allowing women to avail family planning services; abortion cases due to unwanted pregnancies; sexually 

transmitted infection cases because of multiple sexual partners; and pregnancy related complications. The 

behavioral health effects such as harmful alcohol use and going for multiple sexual partners are also seen. Child 

abuse cases are rarely seen in the health centers. 

 

In order to help women who are experiencing intimate violence in the family or outside the family, I suggest 

some few points that should be taken into consideration and the services that need to be enhanced to make 

these services more effective:  

• Heath care intervention for violence needs to be incorporated into the standard medical care. 

• Health data and reporting systems should be established to enable and guide healthcare workers through 

the process of providing care.  

• Accurate data related to violence must be gathered. There is no appropriate data currently collected and 

many cases remain unreported. 

• There are no proper standard operating procedures and guidelines on the provision of care in response 

to victims and how and where to report the cases related to violence. 
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Counseling 
 

 
Why RENEW? 
 
By Karma Choden 
RENEW 
 
 
 

The issue of domestic violence is not only an issue for RENEW but one for all of us. As a reminder, RENEW stands 

for Respect Educate Nurture Empower Women it was the conceptualization of the Her Majesty the Queen 

Mother in early 2000. As Her Majesty traveled and met with the people of Bhutan, especially the women, they 

expressed their intimate problems and emphasized that they did not have a place to report these problems, this 

is how RENEW was conceptualized in early 2000. The first MoU was signed and supported by the Ministry of 

Health (MoH) in 2003. In 2004 RENEW was established as a Civil Society Organization (CSO). With the mission to, 

“better the lives of survivors of gender based violence and to reintegrate them as economically and socially 

productive members of society.” 

 

RENEW was established with a broad vision. Some say it is too broad but we say it must be broad if we need to 

support many and bring happiness; we must have it broad.  

The objectives are:  

• To promote gender equality and equity to prevent violence against women; 

• To provide support and care services for survivors of violence in the Bhutanese society; 

• To curb gender-based violence and ensure a happy society. 

 

All the work we have done in the past twelve years has been guided by our own internal policies and guidelines. 

We abide by our own policies and articles of association. As an institution, we are very thankful for the various 

Acts (Child Care and Protection Act and Domestic Violence Prevention Act) that have been put into place, this 

means that RENEW has a strengthening of law behind our services and cause. The staff and counselors of RENEW 

are legally allowed to see victims and to provide services. The service provider according to the Domestic 

Violence Prevention Act must be a CSO. Sections 37, 38, 39 are where it states that Community Based Support 

System Volunteers (CBSS) are legally conducting their work at the community level.20 

  

                                                        
20Domestic Violence Prevention Act of Bhutan 2013. Ch. V., §§ 37, 38 & 39, at 19. 
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Accessing Counseling Services 

 

The RENEW Counseling Department provides individual, couple and family counseling. RENEW provides interim 

protection for women and children as well as longer-term protection through shelter services. Within the CSO we 

also provide basic medical and legal services.  

 

Our clients typically walk in for services without making a prior appointment and accordingly they are provided 

with services after an initial assessment. These initial assessments are always conducted by RENEW counselors 

and the first session of counseling is always an individual counseling session. It is viewed that most couples 

approach RENEW when they have already tried other means of resolving their issues and then come into the 

counseling sessions with a pre-determined decision. In our assessment form, we do have a section where we 

need to tick if the client is feeling the same or if they feel calmer after the session than before. This means that 

the counselors need to ensure that the clients are feeling safe and protected when they are in RENEW. 

Counselors also need to draw a safety plan in case of risk involved. If the home environment seems bit risky, 

options are given for the client to avail shelter facilities or inform the family member/relatives and alert them of 

the risk. There is also a provision for seeking a protection order from the court as stipulated within the Domestic 

Violence Prevention Act. 

 

It is unfortunate that most clients come to RENEW when their personal situation or the relationship has already 

failed. Culturally, our communities were close knit and families would be there at all times, however with more 

nuclear families in the urban towns now, family and community support is no longer there. We see more women 

(the direct victims), rather than couples or men, coming into RENEW for assistance. We have found that there is a 

higher rate of successfully improving a relationship when couples initially come to RENEW together rather than 

when we (as Counselors) forcefully call the partner (typically the man) to attend counseling sessions. 

 

Women who come to us with a pre-determined decision on how to move forward are much more likely to seek 

legal intervention or legal services. Most of the cases we handle do require legal intervention, even in instances 

of reconciliation.  

 

The Marriage Act gives RENEW an opportunity to settle marriage and other legal services. The Marriage Act gives 

the legal footing for any couple to get a divorce outside the court if they have acquired a Marriage Certificate, the 

settlement can be done not only by the formal organization like RENEW but also can be settled by any individuals 

who have experience in dealing with such issues and by those certified ‘Jabmis’.  

 

Apart from legal, counseling and medical services RENEW has a livelihood program that is in place and in line with 

our mission to engage women and promote strategies so they can become economically independent. Over 85 

percent of the women coming to RENEW are not economically independent.  

 

There has been criticism that RENEW supports women irrespective of who has defaulted the relationship, this is 

incorrect. RENEW supports those who are victims of domestic and/or gender-based violence. However, the 

misconceptions about RENEW are cleared once the clients come to the Center and after attending the counseling 

session. The perpetrators, especially the men, after talking to the counselors understand that RENEW is a place 

where they too are given the opportunity to express their opinion and make decisions accordingly with what 

would work best for their family. 
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Establishing Certified Counselors: The Bhutan Board of Certified Counselors 
 
By Tshering Dolkar 
RENEW  
 

 
 
The movement of counseling in Bhutan dates back to 1996 when His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck issued a 

decree that a systematic counseling and guidance program needs to be issued in the schools to address the 

growing issues facing students. His Majesty also commanded that counselors must be well trained, qualified and 

that the counseling profession must be professionalized to avoid the misuse of the profession. The Bhutan Board 

of Certified Counselors (BBCC) was thus organically conceived and developed as a need for the country. This is 

not only for RENEW but we have counselors in all different sectors and institutions – both public and private, 

BBCC will help the procession to grow in all sectors.  

 

In 2013 the BBCC was launched. The movement took quite some time to come to fruition and because of this it 

was only in 2015 that we were able to formally establish it through the Cabinet. The BBCC will register, certify 

and train Bhutanese counselors. Thus far 114 professionals have registered for training.  

 

The Domestic Violence Prevention Act states that all responders must be qualified and certified.21 We are dealing 

with human minds and human minds are very sensitive. Either you make them or break them. I know everyone is 

qualified to provide advice but there must be some standards and training. We are working closely with the 

Bhutan medical and health council act – after we become a part of them we will have the legality through the act 

to perform our counseling.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
21Domestic Violence Prevention Act 2013. Ch. VI, § 50, at 52, 53. “The Court at any stage of the proceeding under this Act 
may direct the defendant or victim, either singly or jointly to undergo counseling with any service provider who possesses 
such qualification and experience in counseling or institution identified by Competent Authority which renders counseling to 
the victims of the domestic violence.” 
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Finding Support Through Counseling 
 

By Kesang Dolkar 
RENEW 
 
 
 
Since its establishment, RENEW has consistently received a variety of counseling cases. The majority of cases are 

domestic violence and most are related to alcohol and extramarital affairs.  Between January and November 

2016, RENEW received 81 cases of abuse; 88 cases of neglect; 52 cases of extramarital concerns; and 56 cases of 

mental instability. Most of the people who come to us are women and children. More than 2,800 women came in 

for support within our first 11 years (2004-2015). However, we believe this number does not accurately reflect 

the true prevalence of domestic violence throughout Bhutan, mainly because the level of acceptance is high 

among women and they feel that it is their destiny to receive violence as a result of sins in a past life. Many 

women are also socially and financially dependent on their partners, which also hinders them from coming in for 

assistance or reporting their partners. 

 

As soon as a client comes to RENEW the first person they meet is a counselor. We initially fill out a client intake 

form and screening assessment to make sure that their problems are prioritized, if this includes physical violence 

it goes to the forensic unit and then police. If it is extra marital or negligence they are referred to a counselor for 

individual, couple or family counseling. Each client will have a minimum of three sessions and then are sometimes 

referred for legal advising. In the meantime we do a risk assessment to determine if they need to go to the 

shelter. If not, then we follow up and ensure they are safe once returning home. Many are not able to meet the 

expectations of RENEW and do not have information about their partners. Sometimes they do not know their 

partner’s true names, etc. Affected individuals come with a lot of trauma and hope their problems can be solved 

on the first day. Of course, these issues cannot be solved in one session. We try to tell them that it takes time to 

resolve these deep issues.  

 
 

 
Community Based Support System 
 
By Chimmi Dem 
CBSS Volunteer 
 

 
 
I take pride in being an active volunteer. In my community we have so many challenges to face. As a volunteer we 

are known as a service provider. Domestic violence and other social problems related to domestic violence are 

the primary issues I encounter as a RENEW volunteer (CBSS). The majority of my clients are victims of domestic 

violence. Women, children and men all come to receive services.  

 

The expectations are not to get justice for what they have gone through, but for the injuries and bruises from 

being battered. They may be very hungry very lost and very sad. Additionally before the session starts we have to 
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ask, “How comfortable do you feel?” Being a CBSS is more of humanitarian work in the community. It is not only 

the counseling or the taking to the police but there are so many things we do in the community. At times it is 

disheartening to see a woman with bruises, cuts, pain, broken ribs. It is said that if it is a criminal case we must go 

to the police.  

We take them to the police and they find there is no 

way for them to report it because of the woman’s 

dependence [on her husband] and they must go back 

home. For this, the bruises and battered body are 

still not given justice. This is also violence against 

these women. We have to provide a medical report 

but there is no service and no one who can provide these tests, therefore we are losing the evidence. If the nurse 

is on leave there is no way to have evidence. If we need to go to court we have lost our evidence, our clients lose 

faith in us.  

 

We also face serious problems when it is related to census issues. The laws pertaining to these issues link access 

to services and access to justice. This keeps many from being able to receive justice and appropriate services.  

 

Despite the above-mentioned issues, the majority of our clients are getting the services required and when their 

needs are beyond the scope of our mandate, we refer them to various organizations and authorities. Services 

that need to be enhanced to make response more effective are: 

• Adequate forensic experts in the hospital. 

• Advanced training on mediation skills  

• Advanced training on legal issues and the provision of legal advice 

• Proper channels of intervention 

• Provision of services to women and families within the Armed forces. 

 

As volunteers, we are not yet fully respected by everyone in the community – it so happens that the perpetrator 

may say, “Who is RENEW and who are you to intervene?” Therefore not wanting to accept us as legitimate actors 

in the community. This makes our job more difficult and we hope to have more support from community leaders 

and others who can validate our role so we can be as effective as possible. 

 

  

“When we encounter the survivor and try to go to the 
hospital or center that can help us, we are told that no 
one is there, they are unavailable and we cannot 
access the services. Therefore, the incident may go 
unreported there is an extreme discrepancy in data 
between RENEW and the government.” – Symposium 
Participant 
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Access to Justice 

 
 

 

Domestic Violence and Access to Justice 
 
By Ugyen Tshering,  
Royal Court of Justice 
 

 
 
Introduction 

Domestic violence is a worldwide phenomenon. Recent reports reveal that family violence has plagued every part 

of the world, including developed countries. In Sweden, for instance, there is a rise in assaults against women, 

with 22,400 reports being lodged in the year 2003.22 In Spain, there has been an increase in the number of 

women killed by their partner or ex-partner. In France, a woman is killed by her partner every four days.23 Bhutan 

is no exception to domestic violence. 

 

One of the ways in which the offence of domestic violence can be discouraged, prevented and mitigated is 

through legal intervention. Fortunately, Bhutan has one of the most modern, progressive and comprehensive 

laws for ensuring gender equality and for the protection of women against violence. The Constitution has 

extensive provisions that provide gender equality and protection to women. The Constitution provides protection 

to women in four separate portions of the text: in the Preamble, the Fundamental Rights chapter, the 

Fundamental Duties chapter, and the Principles of State Policy.24In addition to the Constitution, other general 

laws such as the Civil and Criminal Procedure Code,25 (hereafter CCPC) the Marriage Act,26 the Inheritance Act,27 

and the Child Care and Protection Act28 have provisions relating to the protection of women. The Parliament 

enacted the Domestic Violence Prevention Act (hereafter DVPA) in 2013.29 The Act represents a significant step 

towards advancing women’s rights, and is unique in its comprehensive categorization of domestic violence, which 

represents a departure from the narrower categorization of violence against women listed in other legislations. 

                                                        
22Puan Sri Datin Serin Saaswathy Dev, “Protection of Victims, Particularly W and Children, Against Domestic Violence, Sexual 
Offences and Human Trafficking,” 2006 
23Ibid 
24 The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, 2008 
25 The Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, 2001 
26 The Marriage Act of the Kingdom of Bhutan, 1980 
27 The Inheritance Act, 1980 
28 The Child Care and Protection Act, 2011 
29 The Domestic Violence Prevention Act, 2013 

“We have all these instruments and are in quite a good state but the only challenge is that we still have a lot 
of challenges, the first is the practical challenge. Rural areas are especially missing the information. You talk 
about very remote areas the exposure of violence towards women may be the highest there. In Laya [Gasa 
Dzongkhag] there are no such facilities, for victims of such cases we cannot imagine the practical realities of 
helping them there. Think about the financial implications. In the urban areas we have a lot of access and 
facilities but even in our own situation we have to think ten times if we really want to take the risk to go to 
court. You need to have a lot of time, not to mention the familial perceptions.” – Symposium Moderator 
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This landmark DVPA expanded the definition of domestic violence to include verbal, emotional, sexual, and 

economic abuse, and allows women criminal redress for violations of the Act.  

 

In addition to the domestic legislations, Bhutan has ratified international conventions and treaties such as the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child. These international conventions have the same force of law as the domestic legislations. 

According to Article 10, Section 25 of the Constitution, the international treaties, conventions, Protocols and 

Agreements shall be deemed to be the law of the Kingdom upon ratification by Parliament. Section 29 of the 

CCPC provides that “The Royal Courts of Justice shall apply International Convention, Covenant, Treaty and 

Protocol that are duly acceded by the Royal Government of Bhutan and ratified by the National Assembly of 

Bhutan.” Accordingly, the courts in Bhutan interpret and apply these conventions and treaties in their judgments.  

 

However, it is not enough to have policies and laws in place. There must be measures in place to permit or 

facilitate the de facto realization of the de jure provisions. The victims must have access to justice and must be 

able to defend their rights, freedoms and interests. 

 

Access to Justice  

 

The high-sounding laws and legal principles will remain “mere paper tigers” if there is no access or recourse to 

justice for victims of domestic and gender violence. Right of access to justice for women is therefore essential to 

the realization of the rights granted by the laws. Article 2 (c) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (hereafter CEDAW) “requires States to ‘establish legal protection of the rights of 

women on an equal basis with men and to ensure through competent national tribunals and other public 

institutions the effective protection of women against any act of discrimination.” Bhutan presented its CEDAW 

report to the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination against Women on 26th October 2016. The Committee 

has recommended that Bhutan must: 

 

a) Ensure that women have effective access to justice in all parts of the State party, particularly women 

living in rural areas, by addressing concerns regarding physical accessibility; and  

b) Take into account the guidance provided by the Committee in its General Recommendation No. 33 (2015) 

on women’s access to justice especially when establishing its national regulatory framework on legal aid. 

The right of access to justice for women is essential to the realization of all the rights protected under the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. It is a fundamental element of the 

rule of law and good governance, together with the independence, impartiality, integrity and credibility of the 

judiciary.30 

 

Access to justice is more than improving an individual’s access to courts or guaranteeing legal representation. 

Access to justice is the ability of people to seek and obtain remedy through formal or informal institutions of 

justice for grievance. There is no access to justice where citizens fear the system; where the justice system is 

financially inaccessible, where individuals have no legal representation or where they do not have information or 

                                                        
30Committee on the Elimination of Violence against Women. General recommendation on women’s access to justice. 23 July 
2015. CEDAW/C/GC/33. 
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knowledge of rights.31 It also encompasses justiciability, availability, accessibility, and good quality, the provision 

of remedies for victims and the accountability of justice systems. The right to access to justice is, therefore 

multidimensional.32 

 

Judiciary & Access to Justice  

 

The Constitution mandates the Judiciary to “safeguard, uphold, and administer Justice fairly and independently 

without fear, favour or undue delay in accordance with the Rule of Law to inspire trust and confidence and to 

enhance access to Justice”.33 The judiciary of Bhutan exercises this constitutional mandate and the judicial 

authority through the four-tier court system namely, the Supreme Court as the final appellate court, the High 

Court, twenty District Courts and fifteen Dungkhag or subordinate Courts. The Judiciary has a total of 579 

employees. Sixty percent of the employees are women. 

 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) was introduced in the judiciary in 1991. All the courts are 

computerized. ICT has helped the Judiciary in adjudicating and dispensing cases faster, easier and better, and in 

furthering the objectives of justice. The judiciary developed the Case Information System (CIS) with the following 

objectives in mind: 

 

• To facilitate retrieval of precedents for enhancing a uniform sentencing system through computerization 

of case data; 

• Expediting the drafting of the judgments and furthering the objectives of justice through computerization 

of qualitative and quantitative information for analysis; and  

• To study the trend of the cases in the various courts with the submission of Case Statistic Report to the 

Chief Justice by the respective courts on a monthly basis.  

 

The CIS was upgraded to Case Management System (CMS) in 2015. In addition to realizing the above objectives, 

the CMS enhances transparency and accountability of the judiciary.  

 

The Judiciary of Bhutan recognizes that judicial strategies and reforms are not events, but rather long term 

processes. The Judiciary, therefore, engages in continuous reforms in order fulfill its constitutional mandates of 

making justice accessible, preventing undue delays, ensuring efficient and effective delivery of justice, making 

courts user friendly and upholding the rule of law. Over the years, the Chief Justice of Bhutan issued several 

notifications clarifying the anomalies that existed in the laws and court process. This has not only expedited the 

cases in the courts but has also brought about consistency in the procedure and judgments rendered by the 

courts.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        
31 Nancy K. Lemon, “Access to Justice: Can Domestic Violence Courts Better Address the Need of Non-English Speaking 
Victims of Domestic Violence,” Berkeley Journal of Gender, Law & Justice, Vol.21, 2013. 
32 Ibid. 9.  
33The Constitution of Kingdom of Bhutan, Article 21, Section 1. 
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Case Statistics of 2015 

 

According to the 2015 case status, 24,211 cases were filed of which only 18,720 were admitted and registered for 

adjudication. The highest numbers of cases were registered in Thimphu, Phuentsholing, Samtse and Wangdue 

with 5,874, 1,363, 953 and 938, respectively. From the total of 18,523 cases decided by the District Courts in the 

country, 14,444 cases were decided within 108 days. (77.98% of cases were decided in less than 108 days). Out of 

18,523 cases decided, the number of cases appealed to the High Court was 408. (Percentage of appeal was 

2.20%. Out of 408 cases appealed to the High Court from the district courts, 142 cases were appealed to the 

Supreme Court from High Court (34.8%). As of the 31stDecember, 2015; 1,516 cases were pending. The total 

pendency is 3.03%.34 

 

Judicial Process: Enhancing Access to Justice 

 

The procedural law comprises rules by which a court hears and determines the dispute between parties. The 

procedural law ensures a fair and consistent application of due process to cases that come before the courts. The 

CCPC, the Bench Book and the Judicial Forms are the main procedural laws which govern the judicial process.  

 

Article 8.5 of the Constitution obliges the State to provide justice through a fair, transparent and expeditious 

process. The judicial process handles cases efficiently according to set principles and procedures, including 

equality before the law35 and equal application of the law36. Application of the laws equally regardless of the 

identity of the parties is critical to creating a semblance of fairness and legitimacy. This involves applying the laws 

in a non discriminatory manner and treating all parties equally in the courtroom. All persons appearing before the 

courts are entitled to a fair and open trial.37 The courts are mandated to decide the cases impartially on the basis 

of fact and in accordance with the rule of law.38 

 

As can be seen from the case statistics of 2015, the judiciary is not plagued by the problem of backlog of cases. 

For each case, the judge is required to make a hearing calendar.39 Once the case is admitted and assigned a 

registration number, the judge is mandated to conduct the preliminary hearing with 10 days, in a criminal case; 

and within 108 days in a civil case. The courts are mandated to complete all civil cases within eighteen months 

and all criminal cases within 108 days. 

 

The judicial process ensures access to justice for the litigants. The litigants are charged a minimal fee of only Nu. 

50. A person has the right to consult and to be represented by a Jabmi.40 Article 9.6 of the Constitution obliges 

the State to provide legal aid to secure justice. Section 34 of the CCPC provides that the State shall provide legal 

                                                        
34The Annual Report of the Judiciary, 2015 
35The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, Article 7, Section 15 and the Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 3 and 
section 6. 
36 The Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 6. 
37 The Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 4. 
38 The Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 5. 
39  The Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 79.  
40 The Constitution, Article 7, Section 21 & the Civil and Criminal Procedure Code, Section 33. 
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aid to an indigent accused. Similarly, Section 86 (c) of the Evidence Act provides that if an accused cannot afford a 

Jabmi, “the Government will provide him with a Jabmi.”41 

 

Family and Child Bench 

As part of the reforms to enhance access to justice for women and children, the Thimphu District Court 

established a specialized Bench for women and children. The Chief Justice of Bhutan inaugurated the Family and 

Child Bench on 21st December 2016. The Bench is expected to fulfill the following objectives: 

 

(a) Enhance access to justice for women and children and victims of domestic violence 

(b) Address domestic violence effectively and create greater safety for victims 

(c) Bring more consistency in procedures, treatment of litigants, rulings, and orders.  

(d) Bring greater confidence on the part of the community that the justice system is responding effectively to 

domestic violence.  

(e) Create greater system accountability. 

 

Challenges and Practical Considerations/Gaps 

 

The following are the challenges and practical considerations that affect access to justice: 

 

1) There is a social stigma of going to court. Individuals who go to courts or people who are seen in the 

vicinity of the courts are seen as people who do not get along with others. At times, these people are also 

associated with commission of crime. Going to court is seen as the last resort. 

 

2) Women victims of domestic violence confront numerous obstacles when trying to gain access to the legal 

system. Obtaining legal advice is probably the first and biggest challenge that women victims face. 

Victims of domestic violence often have neither resources nor support of the wider family, especially in 

the traditional rural areas and with the minority population. Even in the cities and towns, there are not 

enough practicing lawyers. 

 

3) There is lack of trust and confidence in the legal system. Bhutanese have limited understanding of the 

operation of court systems. This at the outset damages the reputation of the Judiciary as the unfettered 

institution of justice. Perpetuating public trust and confidence in this changing society is one of the 

recurrent challenges faced by the Judiciary. 

 

4) Legal formalities such as court language, form of petition, requirement of legal stamp are seen as 

impediments to access to justice. Until the Supreme Court clarified the law recently, there was a lot of 

misunderstanding amongst the litigants, lawyers and even the judges as to the court language and the 

right of parties to the use of language in court. While some believed that a litigant could make his 

submission in the language he understood, the common view, albeit misconceived, held by many judges 

and courts was that Dzongkha was the court language and the court proceedings were to be conducted 

only in the language of the court. The common view that Dzongkha is the court language is not only 

misconceived and wrong but is also against the principles of fair trial. Firstly, there was no law in the 

                                                        
41 The Evidence Act of the Kingdom of Bhutan, 2005 



 
 

 P a g e  | 56 

The Bhutanese Pledge: A Shared Commitment Towards Eliminating Violence against Women (November 24 & 25, 2016) 

 

country that required the courts in Bhutan to conduct the proceedings in the Dzongkha language. Section 

187 of the CCPC only provides that the criminal charge has to be in the “language of the court.” However, 

there is no law that specifies Dzongkha as the language of the court. Secondly, it is the right of the 

litigants to have their cases adjudicated in the language they understand. It is believed that the inability 

of a litigant to understand the language used in court can create significant barriers to justice. Thus, a 

number of international treaties recognize the right of individuals to be informed of charges against them 

in a language they understand and the right to an interpreter if they cannot understand the language 

used in court. For example, the Council of Europe has taken up this concern in their Convention on 

Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence which states that: “Parties 

shall take the necessary legislative or other measures to ensure that victims receive adequate and timely 

information on available support services and legal measures in a language they understand.”42 

 

5) Bhutanese have limited understanding of the legal processes and operation of court systems. Many 

women victims have no knowledge of the basic laws that affect and protect them. For example, not a 

single case has been filed for sexual harassment in the workplace or for marital rape. There is a need to 

increase public and media understanding of the laws related to women, role of judges, the operation of 

the court system, and the fundamental importance of judicial independence. The Rule of Law 

presupposes not just the existence of laws and rules but also that they should be known in advance so as 

to facilitate the proper application of the law. It is not enough to have in place an adequate body of laws. 

Equally important is the need to publish and disseminate those laws and legal information and bring 

them to the knowledge and attention of the population. The principle that ignorance of law is not a 

defense presupposes that citizens are informed about the laws and legal processes. Therefore, legal 

education and dissemination of legal information must be accorded greater emphasis. 

 

6) Justice delayed is justice denied. But at the same time, justice hurried is justice buried. The requirement 

to dispose of the criminal cases within 108 days and the civil cases in 18 months affects the quality of the 

judgments as well as the legal process. In the process of completing the cases on time, judges will skip 

the conduct of many important legal processes such as the granting of temporary restraining orders, 

protection orders and injunctions.  

 

Anomalies in the Domestic Violence Protection Act 

 

Since the DVPA is the first comprehensive domestic violence law in Bhutan, a critical analysis of the Act is 

essential. Although such comprehensive legislation is a necessary first step to the realization of women's rights, 

many problems arise in the implementation and enforcement of the legislation. There are also provisions in the 

Act that require amendment. Therefore, it is necessary to critically analyse the Act and point out the anomalies.  

 

1) Right to File Case: Article 21, Section 18 of the Constitution gives a person the right to file cases in the 

courts.43 This right is subject to Article 7, Section 23 of the Constitution and Section 31 and 120 of the 

Civil and Criminal Procedure Code. According to Section 31.1 of the CCPC, a case can be filed only by four 

                                                        
42Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. Istanbul, 
11.V.2011.Article 19. 
43 Article 21. 18 of the Constitution provides “Every person has the right to approach the courts in matters arising out of the 
Constitution or other laws subject to Section 23 of Article 7.” 
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categories of person namely the representative of the State, prosecutor or Jabmi hired by the State, the 

police officer, the victim or the next of kin of the victim, the aggrieved person or his kin or Jabmi. 

According to Section 31.2 of the CCPC, the petitioner must have the locus standi or the legal standing to 

file the case. Legal Standing or “something to lose” doctrine is the right of an individual to make a legal 

claim or seek judicial enforcement of a duty or a right. To have standing, the person must be aggrieved or 

must show that he or she is injured. In other words, a person cannot bring a suit before the courts unless 

the plaintiff can demonstrate that he or she is, or will, imminently be harmed by the law or action of 

another person.  

 

Section 19 of the DVPA provide that a petition on domestic violence may be filed before the court by the 

Royal Bhutan Police, the victim, the complainant, the protection officer, the Competent Authority or 

service providers. Some of the individuals or institutions identified by the Section are not “aggrieved” 

persons as required by Section 120 and 31 of the CCPC. Is there a conflict between Section 19 of DVPA 

Act and Sections 31 and 120 of CCPC as to legal standing of the persons identified by the sections?  

 

Going by the way Sections 120 and 31 are interpreted by the courts in Bhutan, there is a strong argument 

and a case of conflict between Section 19 of the DVPA and Sections 31 and 120 of the CCPC. The courts 

may not accept domestic violence cases filed by service providers and complainants on grounds that they 

lack the legal standing. The three possible arguments that can be made against this conflict or in support 

of Section 19 of DVPA are the Last in Time Rule, the Rule of Implied Exception and the definition of 

“persons” in the CCPC.  

 

The last in time rule states that if two legislations conflict, the most recent law will prevail. Therefore, the 

DVPA which was enacted recently in 2013 will prevail over CCPC which was enacted in 2001.  

 

According to the Latin maxim Generalis Specialibus Non Derogant or the Rule of Implied Exception, a 

general law must yield to a special law. Therefore, it may be argued that DVPA, being the special law 

must have precedence over the general law.   

 

Article 7.23 and 21.18 of the Constitution gives every “person” the right to approach courts. Section 

215.8 of the CCPC defines a person as "Person includes an individual, partnership, corporation, 

organisation, enterprise, agency, department, subdivision, or other legal entity whether public or private 

and successor, representative, or agent of one of them.” Therefore, it can be argued that individuals and 

institutions identified under Section 19 of DVPA are persons and therefore, have the right to approach 

courts as granted by Article 7.23 and 21.18 of the Constitution. 

 

2) Civil wrongs or torts are different from crime. Civil wrongs are “private” wrongs or breaches of the legal 

duty owed to others. Crimes are “public” wrongs in violation of criminal statutes. Criminal cases involve a 

prosecutor, who is present on behalf of the state, and a defendant. Civil cases involve at least one 

plaintiff, the person who has been injured, and at least one defendant, the person who did the act or 

omission causing the injury. Criminal wrongs are punished by imprisonment and fines. On the other hand, 

victims of civil wrongs are compensated with money for their injuries or damages. Just as crimes and civil 

wrongs are different, the manner in which the civil and criminal cases are processed or tried are also 

different. The criminal process starts with the arrest and detention of the accused, and the filing of the 
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criminal charges by the prosecuting agencies such as the Royal Bhutan Police (hereinafter RBP) and the 

Office of Attorney General (hereinafter OAG). The relevancy and admissibility of the evidence as well as 

the standard of proof is also different in the criminal case. Article 7, Section 1 of the Constitution requires 

the courts to follow the due process enshrined in the Constitution and the laws. Moreover, as expressed 

in the near doctrinal adage that “It is better to set one hundred guilty free than convict one innocent” so 

often quoted by legal fraternity, the accused has the fundamental right to be presumed innocent until 

proven guilty as enshrined under Article 7, Section 16 of the Constitution. The court can convict the 

accused only if the charges are “proved beyond reasonable doubt” in accordance with Section 96.2 of the 

CCPC. On the other hand, the standard of proof required in a civil case is the “preponderance of proof.” 

The Supreme Court issued the Notification dated 17th July, 2015, which provide that courts are not 

allowed to pass criminal sanctions in a civil case, and that if the court comes to know that crimes have 

been committed, the courts must hand over the case to the investigating and prosecuting agencies for 

filing of criminal charges. 

 

According to Chapter VIII of the DVPA, a person who violates the provisions of the DVPA is liable to be 

punished in accordance with the Penal Code. The violation of the provisions of DVPA is, therefore, 

considered as crime. However, Section 19 of the DVPA allows private individuals such as the victim 

herself, the service providers and complainants to file civil cases without the involvement of the 

government investigating or prosecuting agencies. Firstly, the conviction of the accused when the case is 

filed as a civil case by the victim, service providers and the complainant goes against the basic 

jurisprudence of the distinction of crime and civil wrong. Secondly, it goes against the Supreme Court 

Order dated 17thJuly, 2015.  

 

Therefore, there is a need to amend and harmonize Section 19 and Chapter VIII of the DVPA. The victim, 

service providers and the complainant should be able to file a civil case but seek the relief of 

compensation and damages instead of the criminal conviction of the accused.  The criminal case for the 

conviction of the accused should be left with the state investigation and prosecuting agencies such as the 

RBP and OAG. If the intention of the DVPA is to allow the victim to file actionable torts such as assault, 

battery, infliction of emotional distress, there is a need to specifically provide for such rights in the Act.  

 

3) Section 22 of the DVPA authorizes the police personnel to compromise a case and release the accused. 

This Section defeats the very purpose of the DVPA to prevent domestic violence and to ensure a prompt 

and just legal remedy for the victims of domestic violence. If the objectives of the DVPA are to be 

realized, domestic violence should not be considered a de minimis just as Section 22 does. The rule of de 

minimis crime is a legal doctrine where the court refuses to consider trifling matters as articulated in the 

legal maxims de minimis non curat praetor (The praetor does not concern himself with trifles), de minimis 

non curatlex (The law does not concern itself with trifles) and aquila non capitmuscas (the eagle does not 

catch flies). Many legal jurisdictions allow minor crimes to be compromised under the de minimis rule. 

However, most countries consider domestic violence as a serious crime and have intentionally excluded 

domestic violence from this rule. 

 

When Bhutan presented the CEDAW report, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women also raised its concerns against Section 22 of DVPA and has recommended amendment of the 

Section. Section 22 also conflicts with the general principle that a crime, as public wrong, cannot be 
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compromised. Specifically, the Section conflicts with Section 111 of the Royal Bhutan Police which 

provides that police personnel shall not decide or compromise a case. Therefore, if the objectives of the 

DVPA are to be fulfilled, Section 22 of the DVPA needs to be amended. 

 

4) The penalty provisions for the offence of domestic violence prescribed under Chapter VIII of the DVPA 

makes reference to the Penal Code of Bhutan. The punishment for the crime of domestic violence is the 

same as the punishment for the general offence of assault and battery prescribed in the Penal Code. In 

other words, domestic violence is not different from the offence of assault and battery. The aggravating 

factors provided in Section 83 of the DVPA are also the same as the aggravating factors for other crimes 

enumerated in Section 22 of the Penal Code of Bhutan. Domestic violence is a serious crime and the fact 

of the defendant having committed the crime of domestic violence ipso facto should be an aggravating 

factor. 

 

Therefore, the DVPA needs to identify domestic violence as an offence more serious that assault and 

battery under the Penal Code. The penalty for domestic violence also needs to be enhanced.  

 

5) The domestic violence cases filed before the courts today by RBP and OAG are filed as violation of the 

battery provisions under the Penal Code, and not as domestic violence cases. As a result, the Case 

Management System of the Judiciary, which records the statistics, has no categorization on domestic 

violence cases for recording the offence. The cases are recorded as assault, battery and marital disputes 

and not as domestic violence cases. Therefore, no records of domestic violence cases are available with 

the courts. There is a need for the RBP and the OAG to file the domestic violence cases under the DVPA 

and not under the Penal Code of Bhutan.  

 

 Domestic violence, violence against women, sexual offences and other forms of violence must always be 

condemned, whether it takes place within the family or outside the home. Bhutan has comprehensive 

and progressive laws to protect women against violence. With the passage of the DVPA in 2013, Bhutan 

made a giant step to deal with domestic violence. The strict implementation of the DVPA will definitely 

send out a strong message of the seriousness with which Bhutan regards domestic violence as a menace 

to be ended. 
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Who has Access to Justice? 
 
By Gyelpo 
High Court of Bhutan 

 
 
 
What does “access to justice” really entail? Effective access is access to information and is used in the form of 

justice. Many people think that it is just the physical access. Access to justice is more than the physical; it is more 

than merely justice to the legal system. It 

is the ability of our people to seek and 

obtain formal and informal institutions of 

justice and how that complies with 

human rights standards. There is no access to justice where our citizens fear the system, especially marginalized 

groups [such as] women, the disabled, and children. 

 

If our citizens fear the system there is no access to justice. If the justice system is financially inaccessible, if our 

people have no access to lawyers, if our women are marginalized members of society and do not have the 

information on the rights the process and knowledge; they do not have access to justice. More importantly there 

is no access to justice if the legal system is weak – it has to be strong and accessible.  

Access to justice is very important and one of the most heroic things for human rights. The court of justice is not 

the only custodian of access to justice. Any one of us can help where the victims come to lodge a complaint until 

the adjudication of guilt of the offender. All of the relevant agencies are holders to the access of justice. Justice 

starts at home and should never be compromised. The vulnerability of victims of domestic violence makes the 

discourse of access to justice a topical and imperative one. 

 

Access to justice is defined as the ability of people to seek and obtain a remedy through formal or informal 

institutions of justice for grievances in compliance with human rights standards.44  Thus, it is the mandate of all 

the actors to coordinate and cooperate in making our justice system accessible so that it is effective, efficient and 

reliable. The following are some of the issues I personally see when the cases come to my court. The issues 

reflected here are solely personal and do not necessarily reflect that of the organization where I work.  

 

• The Judicial Personnel may not possess adequate skills to handle domestic violence cases. The 

adjudication of domestic violence cases warrants the need of specialized knowledge and skills in 

domestic violence issues; 

• The Royal Court of Justice, as the most important player in the administration of justice, lacks proper 

infrastructure and specialized Benches/Courts. This is crucial because while the court is being sensitive to 

domestic violence cases, in many instances, the victims and offenders are kept alike with any other 

litigants; 

                                                        
44United States Institute of Peace. 7.8 Necessary Condition: Access to Justice. Retrieved from http://www.usip.org/guiding-
principles-stabilization-and-reconstruction-the-web-version/7-rule-law/access-justice& UN DOC. 

“Let us ignite the flames of justice in order to wipe out the 
marshy and muddy horribleness of violence against women 
in our society.”  

http://www.usip.org/guiding-principles-stabilization-and-reconstruction-the-web-version/7-rule-law/access-justice
http://www.usip.org/guiding-principles-stabilization-and-reconstruction-the-web-version/7-rule-law/access-justice
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• Most of the victims of domestic violence are economically disadvantaged, illiterate and ‘legally’ illiterate. 

This seriously curtails their ability to avail and access courts, legal assistance offices, and other relevant 

justice offices; legal information, including websites; etc. which are intrinsically important and 

significantly instrumental in redressing their grievances; 

• The courts do not have proper guidelines to make the legal aid available to the victims of domestic 

violence. 

Another issue to consider is whether Bhutan should just have a Legal Aid Guideline or Legal Aid Act. The choice 

over these two should delineate the responsibilities. It definitely is not because of lack of interest and time nor 

resource. I can, however, attribute the matter partly to the absence of Bar Council in Bhutan. In many of the 

jurisdictions beyond Bhutan, Bar Councils play a pivotal role in ensuring the legal aid is provided. If Bhutan is to 

have a Legal Aid Act, it is the mandate of the legislature to enact the law. If it has to be left at guideline level, the 

executive branch could be most appropriate in coming up with a guideline as legal aid has to be made available 

right from the beginning and not only when the cases have reached the courts.  

 

As the legal aid principle is a noble one that evokes hope for many of our disadvantaged members of the society, 

it must provoke actions from all of the stakeholders including CSOs, law-enforcement and adjudicating agencies 

in coming up with a proper framework for the legal aid. A stakeholder consultation and meeting may be carried 

out in order to chart out the understandings the agencies involved in the administration of justice shall have as to 

what role which agency shall undertake in regard to legal aid. 

 

In order to overcome some of the issues the courts face, policies and plans are in pipeline to establish Family and 

Child Bench/Court on a needs basis. It is expected to adjudicate the domestic violence cases expeditiously as 

required by the Domestic Violence Prevention Act. While to have a specialized bench across every Dzongkhag 

would be an idealistic goal for the Judiciary, it may not be feasible by measure of resources and logic to establish 

specialized bench in all Dzongkhags. Such specialized benches may need to be established on a prioritized and 

needs basis. One of the crucial criteria in determining a needs basis could be case statistics available for a 

particular district. At the present scenario, Thimphu by far receives more number of domestic violence and family 

related cases for the obvious reasons that every one of us knows. It does not make sense to have specialized 

bench in a district that receives a very minimum number of domestic violence and family cases. It will rather put 

an unwarranted pressure on the government exchequer. I do not however claim that such benches are not 

necessary. The Royal Court of Justice has to be realistic and progressive in this matter.  

 

While the court is and has to be the neutral arbiter to adjudicate domestic violence cases, it is however being 

very open in explaining the court procedure to the victims so that they are in a better position to lodge 

complaints. Once the survivors are better acquainted with the procedural aspects, they are in a better position to 

either press charges against the offenders or in a better position to properly lodge their complaints.  
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Provision of Legal Aid in RENEW 
 
By Gaki Yangzom 
RENEW 
 
 
 

RENEW’s objective for providing legal services is based on the perspective of providing legal advice. Eighty 

percent of the cases that reach RENEW’s counselors are referred access to legal advice. The typical individuals 

who are looking for legal resolution want to know about alimony, etc. As RENEW currently only has one legal 

officer and no other legal support, it remains a challenge to settle their cases appropriately through counselors 

and legal aid. Without a stronger legal unit, RENEW must in turn refer these clients to outside private lawyers and 

to the courts. With so many women seeking assistance, it is very important to expand the legal unit within 

RENEW. We can only do the curative part but we could do the advocacy and preventative part if we had a larger 

legal unit within RENEW. 

 

Some of the challenges facing accessing justice include the lack of a women and child court. This absence deters 

many families from moving forward with a legal process. Without a separate court to hear these cases, they will 

go through the standard process and, because the caseload of the court is very heavy, especially in Thimphu, 

these cases take a long period of time to be heard and settled. This may change once the Thimphu Dzongkhag 

formally begins to utilize the new women and child bench that has been initiated. The Bench promises to provide 

expeditious services for these cases. Though our policies and Acts include a provision for such Courts or Benches, 

we have remained without either for this long time.  

 

At the moment, RENEW is providing legal services for women and children throughout the country.  The majority 

of domestic violence cases surrounding women and children come to RENEW. The volunteers of RENEW, at the 

Dzongkhag level, try to provide services to the best of their ability but often need to refer clients to the Thimphu 

head office for legal services. As the only legal officer, I provide assistance and guidance in person and over the 

phone.  

 

Coordination amongst the various stakeholders to improve access to justice and access to legal aid is still missing. 

If we are not able to coordinate we cannot enhance our response to individuals in need. Private legal firms may 

be providing legal and drafting services for matrimonial discourse but they charge fees that are prohibitive to 

many individuals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 P a g e  | 63 

The Bhutanese Pledge: A Shared Commitment Towards Eliminating Violence against Women (November 24 & 25, 2016) 

 

 

 

The Role of the Bhutan National Legal Institute 

 

By Jangchuk Norbu 

Bhutan National Legal Institute 

 

 

 

The Bhutan National Legal Institute (BNLI) was established under Section 86 of the Judicial Service Act of Bhutan, 

2007. BNLI strongly believes that “the rule of law should uphold access to justice and be meted out without 

undue delay” particularly through legal dissemination and awareness campaigns for the general public. The 

Institute is mandated to provide continual legal education for in-service judicial personnel and to enhance the 

quality of the justice delivery system, to conduct legal education and awareness programs to the public to 

enhance their understanding of rights and responsibilities within Bhutanese society, and to cater other ancillary 

services as per the needs of the judiciary. The Institute also provides various trainings to enhance the effective 

administration of the justice delivery system and uphold the rule of law in Bhutan. 

 

Legal Dissemination 

 

Legal dissemination holds a larger part of the Institute’s mandate. The maxim “ignorance of law is no excuse” 

assumes that every citizen is informed about the laws, existing legislations and legal processes. Unfortunately, 

around 40.5% (National Statistic Bureau, Bhutan Data Sheet 2010) of Bhutan’s population is illiterate and the 

majority of Bhutanese live in rural areas. The citizens’ access to the legal system and assertion of their rights is 

constrained by lack of knowledge of the law and the complexities of the legal system. Today, the body of 

legislations and legal rules has grown in proportion and has become more complex. Legal literacy and 

dissemination therefore is an indispensable means for effective social and economic participation, contributing to 

human development, poverty reduction and advancement of society. 

 

During the legal dissemination program, new legislations and amendments of the Acts are more focused to the 

general public at large. The Acts like Domestic Violence Prevention Act, 2013, Child Care and Protection Act, 2011 

and Child Adoption Act, 2012 are given more importance. The Institute travelled to many far-flung areas covering 

1,000 people from different walks of life since 2013. The awareness program is even aired through BBS and 

Kuzoo FM. This year, the Domestic Violence Prevention Act was disseminated to the people of Barshong Gewog, 

Tsirang. 

 

ADR (Mediation)  

 

In recent years, the huge volume of caseloads in the Courts has indicated that our society is moving towards 

more litigation than mediation. Thus, the Institute thereby organized a nationwide Consultative ADR (Mediation) 

Training to 205 Mangmis of 205 Gewogs in 2013. All female local leaders (GAOs, Mangmis and Tshogpas) were 

trained on mediation skills and techniques in 2014. In 2015 and 2016, Chiwog Tshogpas of 1,044 Chiwogs under 

20 Dzongkhags were provided training on Mediation Skills and Techniques. Today, the Institute is pleased to see 

that 15,316 cases were resolved in community itself through mediation from 2012 to June 2016. 
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Advantages of ADR  

 

In general, mediation reduces the burden of court, permitting the judiciary to focus attention and resources on a 

smaller docket of cases requiring a higher level of legal sophistication. Amicable resolution of disputes in the 

communities also minimized or mitigated the divisive effects of the litigation, and preserved the age-old culture 

of inter-dependence and harmonious co-existence of people in the communities. Further, it helps the time and 

cost savings to disputants of an informal mediation process reducing the burden of justice on individuals and 

communities. Mediation not only promotes amity and relationship with the neighbors, but also strengthens and 

rejuvenates familial relationship and cooperation.  

 

ADR in relation to Domestic Violence 

 

Criminal cases are not allowed to mediate. Therefore, the Institute does not encourage mediating even petty 

criminal cases. Sometimes, minor cases are preferred to mediate if the same is authorized by law to do so. 

Domestic violence related issues, being criminal in nature, are not encouraged too. However, the DVPA, 2013 

authorizes the police personnel to mutually settle the cases looking into the severity of violence committed by 

the perpetrator and also respecting the views of the victim taking into consideration the enumerated factors 

mentioned in the Act. Unless otherwise authorized by concerned authorities, even the domestic violence related 

issues are not encouraged to mediate.  

 

The Institute does not have any statistics on domestic violence related issues. It is a sheer presumption that the 

domestic violence in most of the cases must be considered and taken as matrimonial and other civil related 

issues. And accordingly, mediation must have been taken place.  

 

Conclusion 

 

As a mandate of the Institute, we work towards creating legal awareness to the general public at large. People 

are made aware on their rights and duties under certain legislations. Above all, important and relevant provisions 

on DVPA are much focused during legal awareness programs. The Institute so far had created a legal awareness 

program on DVPA more than 10 times through various modus operandi during trainings and legal awareness 

program. 

 

The Institute also provides ADR (Mediation) training to various offices, agencies, stakeholders and different levels 

of people. This noble training will not only contribute substantially towards the accomplishment of the Institute’s 

goals and mandates, it will also have a long term impact on enhancing effective administration of justice delivery 

system and upholding rule of law in the country. 
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Community Leader Perspective 
 
By Tshering  
Former Mangmi  
 

 
 
Domestic violence is an issue out in our communities. The main problems are with too much alcohol, jealousy 

(often stemming from individuals under the influence of too much alcohol), mobiles and intervention by parents 

between the couple. I handle so many marital cases, such as when one partner has an extra marital affair. Cases 

dealing with extra marital affairs are particularly difficult. 

 

There are also a large number of cases stemming from misuse of social network(s) and people accessing them 

with their mobile phones. Most recently, out of 15 total cases, I resolved 11 through mediation. We have 

divorced a few couples and have made outside referrals when required. As someone who handles many cases for 

couples, I feel the Marriage Act needs to be amended. 

 

One of the most important things to understand is that around seventy percent of Bhutanese people are living in 

the rural areas. Whatever development happens it has to start from the rural perspective. For instance, a girl 

wanted divorce but it was difficult because since she initiated the divorce she has to pay. But she happens to be 

from a poor family so she will be unable to continue with the legal process because she has no financial 

resources. What should she do, she needs out of the relationship but is trapped.  

 

It is very important to have public participation at the grassroots level, especially when laws are being drawn up 

and enacted here in Bhutan. As someone serving within the community the main challenges I see are with the 

people who are economically disadvantaged. They are not able to understand the laws and rules. Laws and rules 

are in place but there is a lack of implementation on following and responding to them. 

 

One reason we [Mangmi’s] are successful is because people in the community trust us and are comfortable to 

come to or call upon us for intervention. I am happy to fill that role and am happy to help those who are in need.  
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The Value of Data   
 
By Cheda Jamtsho 
National Statistics Bureau 
 

 
According to the United Nations General Assembly (1993), violence against women is a human rights violation. It 

can have both social and economic 

impacts. The Constitution of 

Bhutan, Article 9, supports the 

elimination of all forms of 

discrimination and exploitation 

against women including abuse 

and violence either in public or 

private sphere 45 . Data and the 

importance of gender-

disaggregated data is identified in 

numerous international 

documents, most notably it is 

discussed in Sustainable 

Development Goal 5, Gender 

Equality.46 

 

Although data is scarce, there is information available 

on violence against women in Bhutan. While using 

the data, one must be careful whether the source is 

administrative or a national survey; we need to know 

this before quoting numbers and saying that the 

scale is xyz. It is also important to know if the data is 

at the local, state, or at national level. Similarly, the 

methodology used for collecting the data also needs 

to be understood before using the data so that good 

data is not wrongly interpreted or used. 

 

Currently in Bhutan, the sources of data on violence 

against women are: administrative and/or survey 

data that comes from a variety of agencies and 

                                                        
45The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, §9.3 (2008). “The State shall endeavor to create a civil society free of 
oppression, discrimination and violence, based on the rule of law, protection of human rights and dignity, and to ensure the 
fundamental rights and freedoms of the people.”  
46 Sustainable Development Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. Available at un.org. 

“How important are numbers in our country? Should we look to numbers 
[data] to solve our problems before developing an intervention?”  
– Symposium Participant 
 
“Yes and no. Yes, because we need quantitative data to monitor the programs 
and interventions Let’s say the police or the MoH are administering a program. 
After the program we need to do an assessment if the program is successful or 
not. In that sense the quantitative data is very important. Based on the 
qualitative aspect of the data, because the quantitative data is not sufficient 
on its own. We need focus groups or in-depth interviews to derive indicators 
and get more substantial information. Qualitative studies show us how and 
what the situation is and the perception of domestic violence, the subjective 
perspective. Numbers alone cannot solve problems; we have to interpret or 
analyze these numbers to transform them into good information and support 
evidence-based decision-making. Even in a small country like Bhutan you need 
to do planning and make decisions. Therefore, reliable information is very 
important.”- NSB 

Methodology 
Source Scale 

Data 
from 

Surveys 

Administrative 
Data 

Statistical 
Agency 

Data 

Qualitative 
Data 

Types of 
Data 

Figure 3: Typical examples of sources of data 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/
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organizations. The National Statistics Bureau conducted the Bhutan Multiple Indicator Survey (BMIS) in 2010 and 

while the BMIS is not a specific survey on violence against women, to better understand women’s social status 

evaluation, the survey included questions on domestic violence.  

 

Other frequently cited surveys include the National Health Survey (NHS) of 2012, and Violence Against Women 

conducted by Ministry of Health and NCWC respectively. Similarly, NHS 2012 was not specific survey for 

collecting data on domestic violence.  

 

Why is there a data-gap on VAW? The data gap arises when there is mismatch between the need and what is 

found in the current situation. In other words, data on women related issues is limited. The reasons may be that 

the data is not disaggregated by sex; the budget may be limited for conducting women specific national surveys; 

improper administrative records maintained by relevant agencies; inconsistency in the records maintained by the 

agencies; lack of reliable data; data duplication; and violence against women is still a sensitive issue for many. 

 

The need to have gender specific data has 

been important to measure women’s 

inclusion in social, economic, educational, 

and political arena. If data is not collected 

on VAW, understanding and solving the 

issue will remain to be another critical 

issue. I think such is the current situation 

in Bhutan. As such, this will prevent the 

government from completely 

comprehending the constraints faced by 

women in general. Therefore, only by 

collecting reliable and consistent data can 

policy makers fully understand the issues 

and formulate relevant policy, programs, 

and measure progress.     

 

Do we address this problem or bridge the gap? First, it is important to identify where the key gaps exists. Second, 

how do we collect the data? To elaborate further, can it be collected through daily administrative records 

maintained by relevant agencies/organizations? Should it require conducting specific surveys? Can it be 

incorporated into surveys conducted by other relevant agencies? Lastly, how will the data be used? So that data 

is not collected for the sake of data collection but is collected to inform policy and decision-making, thereby 

improving women’s inclusion in the process of economic growth and development. 

 

Having looked into the need for data, I would like to put this question to the floor, “can we eliminate violence 

against women if we have reliable data, political will, institutional set-up [willingness and capacity], a holistic 

development paradigm and protective laws? 

 

Figure 4: Origination points for data gaps 
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Data alone does not tackle the problem of domestic violence. I think the Gross National Happiness paradigm, the 

laws, and the political views are not sufficient enough to counteract violence against women. Together with 

these tools in place, people are required to make appropriate social changes, for example, changes in cultural 

beliefs, norms, traditions and stereotypical thinking through self-reflective transformation. In other words, these 

social changes have to come from perceptional and behavioral transformation within us, and thus within society. 

It is, however, a subjective matter that is intangible in nature and difficult to measure. Lastly, putting it concisely, 

solving the problem of VAW requires a combination of quantitative and qualitative data, political will, laws, 

institutional set-up, and change in mindset of the people towards VAW. 

 

At this point of time, without any data gap mapping done, it is difficult to pin-point what various ministries, 

agencies, private sector, and NGO’s should do to improve the data gap on VAW.  Nonetheless, in general, 

organizations should access their data based on need and policy relevance; disaggregate data by sex; common 

administrative data collection format (For instance, battery case may be both reported to police and RENEW or 

NCWC which may results in data inconsistency due to double counting, and vice-versa if not reported); include 

questions on VAW in national surveys (For example, NHS and BMIS) and surveys conducted by other agencies, if 

feasible; and encourage doing research or interpreting available administrative data.  

 
 
 
 
  



 
 

 P a g e  | 69 

The Bhutanese Pledge: A Shared Commitment Towards Eliminating Violence against Women (November 24 & 25, 2016) 

 

 

 
Bhutan’s First National Policy to Reduce the Harmful Use of Alcohol 
 
By Mindu Dorji 
Ministry of Health 
 
 

 

Why an Alcohol Policy? 

 

The Royal government of Bhutan was concerned about the excessive use of alcohol across the country and thus 

created the “National Policy and Strategic Framework to Reduce Harmful Use of Alcohol (2015 – 2016).” The 

Policy was approved during the 90th session of the Lhengye Zhungtshog, in December 2015, and clearly outlines 

the roles of every sector including public, private, NGOs/CSO and the community. By passing this policy we are 

motivated by the vision to establish “a nation free of alcohol related harm” and reminded not to completely stop 

drinking alcohol, instead we must stop using alcohol in excess. 

 

Why do we want to introduce an alcohol policy and what type of alcohol related situations do we have in this 

country?  

 

In the Bhutanese culture and tradition, consumption of alcohol is deeply rooted while the use of alcohol is 

causally linked to more than 200 medical conditions, youth crime, domestic violence, and road traffic injury. In 

the traditional Bhutanese society, people share drinks when they meet or depart. Alcohol serves as a consolatory 

treat during bereavement, as part of relaxed ambience and pleasant sensation during festivities. Festivals and 

other social events are organized with alcohol. The tradition of offering Tshogchang to official and other 

important guests as a welcome gesture is an example of the social function of alcohol. 

 
Figure 5: Tshogchang (home-brewed alcohol) prepared to serve to official guests 



 
 

 P a g e  | 70 

The Bhutanese Pledge: A Shared Commitment Towards Eliminating Violence against Women (November 24 & 25, 2016) 

 

Alcohol is an addictive drug; it alters cognitive and psychomotor functions, and causes behavioral dis-inhibition 

causing severe risks to individuals and society. Globally, and in Bhutan, the basic nature of alcohol is underplayed 

to promote it as a socially acceptable commodity. Excessive use of alcohol can result in serious health problems, 

affect interpersonal relationships, and increase the risk of violence, accidents, and road crashes. Alcohol use also 

has adverse socio-economic consequences due to loss of productivity, premature deaths and disabilities.  

 

The adverse health and economic consequences of excessive alcohol use to individuals, families, and society are 

well documented. The prevalence of alcohol consumption is increasing and poses a serious threat to our 

collective wellbeing. So how can we be the agents of change for this culture we have? In Bhutan, the alcohol 

related situations per capita are much more than those in the rest of the world. Even in the regions, the 

abstention rate from alcohol is higher in our country than in the regional average.  

 

Considering these negative externalities, the perceived economic benefits of alcohol is much less than the actual 

trade returns. In order to reduce the harms related to alcohol, the regulations and policies in existence must be 

diligently enforced through forging partnerships among multi-sector agencies and communities. The production, 

sale and promotion of alcohol must also be carefully regulated.  

 

Prevalence and Consumption Patterns  

 

Research from many countries shows that high per capita consumption and high density of liquor outlets are 

linked to harmful use of alcohol, violence, injury and deaths. The per capita adult (>15 years of age) pure alcohol 

consumption among Bhutanese is much more than the global consumption (8.47 litres versus 6.2 liters). The 

South East Asian regional alcohol abstention rate is 80.4%, while only 64.7% of the Bhutanese abstain from 

alcohol. Among Bhutanese, drinking is not only pervasive, those who drink, mostly consume in a hazardous 

manner. Every 2 in 5 currently drink alcohol, and among them, 1 in 5 engage in heavy episodic drinking (6+ drinks 

on any occasion).47  

 

Availability and Accessibility 

 

There are two common sources of alcohol products in Bhutan - homebrewed and industrial distilled alcohol. 

Among rural people, ara is widely consumed. Ara is produced at homes for family consumption, though some 

people also produce this drink for cash income going against the prohibition. The home brewed continue to be 

cheaper and are considered as the drink of low-income groups. This drink is produced from any grain that could 

be used in other better ways.  

 

However, industrial alcohol is quickly 

penetrating the rural areas as a 

consequence of the alcohol industry’s 

effective marketing and distribution 

                                                        
47 Royal Government of Bhutan. National Policy and Strategic Framework To Reduce Harmful Use of Alcohol 2015-2020. 
December 2, 2015. Page 10. Available at gnhc.gov.bt. 

“It is hard to imagine that we have that number of 
alcohol outlets in Thimphu! Compare that to the number 
of bookstores.” - Symposium Participant 

http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/FINAL_APPROVED-ALCOHOL-POLICY-AND-STRATEGIC-FRAMEWORK-latest.pdf
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system. Industrial alcohol is the chief source in urban areas. Alcohol in Bhutan is cheaply available compared to 

neighboring countries. Over the years domestic production of alcohol has increased as have the number of 

alcohol outlets. When traveling around Bhutan, you see such huge stacks of bottles in the rural areas; it is really 

reaching these areas. There are 5,407 outlets (retail, wholesale and bars) around the country or 1 outlet for 

every 98 Bhutanese above 15 years of age. Thimphu has 922 outlets. Even the smallest Dzongkhags have at least 

50.  

 

 
Figure 6: Number of alcohol related outlets per Dzongkhag in 2015 

 
Impact of Excessive Alcohol Consumption 

 

The difficulty for the police and authorities for supervision of alcohol is quite difficult. The trend of alcohol 

consumption leading to mental and behavior disorders are increasing. Health cases are on the rise, as are 

hospital/clinic admissions and deaths due to alcohol. Alcohol liver disease is the leading cause of death in Bhutan; 

7% of traffic accidents and 70% of perpetrators are under alcohol influence, if we cut down alcohol we can really 

reduce the cases of domestic violence, matrimonial problems and suicide. In Bhutan 15.9% of pregnant women 

consume alcohol.  

 

The economic burdens and treatment costs of alcohol related treatments in hospitals are quite high. Even with 

the return of alcohol sales we are losing four billion Ngultrum per year due to direct and indirect costs of alcohol. 

The annual hospital treatment cost of alcoholism alone, which represents a fraction of the total burden, was 

estimated at Nu. 29-30 million during the period 2005 – 2009. The economic returns from alcohol sales is 

approximately 1 billion (or 1% of GDP), while the economic burden could approximately amount to 5 billion 

(2014) due to excessive alcohol consumption including direct/indirect, social cost, loss of productivity, premature 

death, damaged property & foregone income. 

 

Alcohol Policy Objectives 
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The National Policy and Strategic Framework to Reduce Harmful Use of Alcohol has the following objectives: 

• Reduce morbidity and mortality from harmful use of alcohol by 50% by the end of 2020 

• Reduce social problems from harmful use of alcohol by 5% at the end of 2020 

• Strengthen the enforcement of existing alcohol policies and legal provisions 

• Empower communities to reduce the harmful use of alcohol  

 

What can we do to reduce harmful use of Alcohol? 

• Re-enforce the implementation of the existing rules and regulations on alcohol by every relevant 

agencies 

• Reduce availability, accessibility & affordability of alcohol 

• Revise tax and penalties related to alcohol 

• Reduce the numbers of alcohol outlets 

• Revise the licensing rules of alcohol 

• Strengthen monitoring and supervisions 

• Strengthen awareness program on alcohol by every relevant agencies 

• Active Involvement of community leaders, CBSS, MSTF, CSOs/Volunteers in creating awareness on 

harmful use of alcohol.  

 

In order to succeed, we must have more conversations, cooperation and collaborations amongst stakeholders. 

We must work together to establish widespread advocacy and support to deter the excessive use of alcohol and 

achieve “a nation free of alcohol harm.”   
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Annex A 
 

 
Symposium Welcome Address 
Tandin Wangmo, RENEW Executive Director 
November 23, 2016 
 
 
I have this great honor of welcoming all our distinguished guests to the Inaugural session of our Three Day 

National Symposium on the Theme – “The Bhutanese Pledge: A shared commitment towards eliminating 

gender based violence in Bhutan” and we hope that you all will have a wonderful morning with us.  

 

Your Majesty’s unwavering passion and guidance has been the greatest source of inspiration all of us at RENEW, 

our volunteers and to all those we serve. Had it not been for Your Majesty’s relentless efforts to advocate against 

family violence, many Bhutanese families would still be within the dark chasm of violence. For that, the entire 

family of RENEW will be forever grateful la.  

 

We also have the honor of welcoming Your Excellency, The Australian Ambassador to Bhutan, Ms. Harinder Sidhu 

to our humble program today. Your Excellency’s gracious presence here with us today is symbolic of both the 

government and the people of Australia’s generosity and support of our work in Bhutan.  

 

Violence against women continues to be a global pandemic. Around the world- at least one woman in every three 

has been beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime, most often in the hands of someone they 

know, love and trust and yes, this happens in Bhutan too.  Let us acknowledge this dreadful fact today and also 

the fact that it is preventable.  

 

Violence against women and girls includes physical, sexual, psychological, and economic abuse. It is often known 

as “gender- based” violence because it evolves in part from women's subordinate status in the society. Many 

cultures have beliefs, norms, and social institutions that legitimize and therefore perpetuate violence against 

women. The same acts that would be punished if directed at an employer, a neighbor, or an acquaintance often 

go unchallenged when men direct them at women, especially within the family. We must change this and I 

believe that this is possible if all of us put in our concerted efforts together. 

 

Ending physical and sexual violence requires long-term commitment and strategies involving all parts of society. 

Apart from the commitment of the government to end violence against women, community-based strategies can 

focus on empowering women, reaching out to men, and changing the beliefs and attitudes that permit abusive 

behavior. That is one of the main reasons why RENEW was founded by Her Majesty Gyalyum Sangay Choden 

Wangchuck, and that is why we have put in this humble effort to bring together stakeholders for a three day 

national symposium, to have a better understanding of how we can work together towards a common vision of a 

Happier Society, and also to identify the gaps between policies and services in combating domestic violence in 

Bhutan. This will not only enable us to make relevant recommendations, but also prepare ourselves better in 

providing efficient services to our community.  
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Your Majesty, Excellencies – Today we are very honored and proud to present two events at the inaugural 

session of the symposium: 

 

1. Launching of the Three I’s – a comprehensive drama module designed especially for our youth volunteers 

(DAISAN) with various youth related issues. We hope the MOE will help us take it forward to the schools and 

institutions. We are confident that our Youth will enjoy enacting the various chapters in it. 

 

2. Yours Truly, Bum Jarim – a monologue with true stories of seven Bhutanese women, you will see that these are 

our own stories and these are only a few of the stories that inspire us at RENEW and our volunteers to work 

harder, to be there for someone who needs us the most.  

 
We hope you will have a very enjoyable morning with us today. Welcome again and Tashi Delek la! 
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Inauguration of Symposium 
Harinder Sidhu, Australian Ambassador to Bhutan 
November 23, 2016 
 
 
Your Majesty, the Queen Mother, Gyalyum Sangay Choden Wangchuck, Lyonpos, Dashos, Ms. Tandin Wangmo 

(Executive Director of RENEW), distinguished guests ladies and gentlemen. This Symposium is taking place in the 

context of international day for the Elimination of Violence against Women. And I am honored to be invited by 

your Majesty to mark this important day. I am very grateful for the warm welcome that you have extended to me 

and my colleagues from Australia. There is no country in the world that has achieved gender equality. There is no 

country in the world that has got it right. And this goes equally for the scourge of domestic violence. I stand here 

as Australian, from a country which is very different to Bhutan, where you might have imagined the sort of 

society we have, issues we face are very different. On these terrible effects on domestic violence, we are not very 

far apart. So we have so much on this issue to learn from each other, we have so much to work on together 

whether that’s in our efforts to increase women’s economic participation or to end violence against women and 

girls or indeed to make sure that women are equally represented in leadership and decision making. One of these 

things cannot stand apart from the other as they all work together. On all of these, I commend Her Majesty on 

the extraordinary achievements of RENEW.  

 

RENEW’s work as a leader of the national effort to combat violence against women and the range of services it 

provides on counseling services, health and empowerment programmes and economic livelihood trainings, family 

planning and advocacy that reach all the services are testament of Your Majesty’s vision and passion and also to 

the commitment to creativity and hard work of your team at RENEW. Recognizing the vital role that RENEW is 

playing in transforming lives of women and girls in Bhutan, I am honored to be in Bhutan today. I look forward to 

listening to and learning from your experiences especially through the outstanding programmes that RENEW has 

put together. But ultimately, I am here to lend Australia’s support to Bhutan’s effort to achieve gender equality 

and to fight domestic violence. Eliminating violence against women everywhere is a priority for the Australian 

government. It is a key part of foreign policy and for overseas aid programmes.  

 

The Australian government looks forward to expanding its collaboration with Bhutan in this work. Violence 

against women is significant human right violation. It has profound and devastating impacts on its victims, on 

communities and on society as a whole. The most important thing is, we know that women and girls cannot 

achieve that potential when they live with violence or with the fear of violence. We know that means we can’t 

harness the potential, the energy, the creativity, the inspiration of half of our population if they don’t feel safe at 

the first place. Globally, more than one in every three women has been facing sexually abused in some other way 

most often by someone she knows. Ending violence against women is a huge challenge for one that we can 

address by providing support to those who have been subjected to violence. And more importantly, this is 

becoming increasingly the case in taking a stand against an attitude and behavior that allows this to happen.  

 

Australia is committed to supporting and partnering with other countries to end violence against women through 

supporting services or the justice system and preventing violence in the first place. Today provides us an 
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opportunity to do two things. One is to deeply consider the issues and stake and second to take a stand to put a 

stop to violence against women. And for all of these, the Australian government and can say, and me personally 

as a woman in my position, I am personally very proud that Australia is partnering RENEW to fulfill the aspirations 

of so many women and to address their challenges. 
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Annex B 
 
International Day to Eliminate Violence against Women – Official UN Statements 
November 25, 2016 
 
“Today is a very important day, especially as a woman and the daughter of a mother who was married at age 
13. If you ask many of our mothers [here in Bhutan] “at what age did you marry?” most of them would tell us 
that they married below the age of 18. We are here given the sacrifices our mothers and fathers made for us. 
We need to translate this into action for those who cannot come here today and have their voices heard. So 
today we [UNFPA, Bhutan] re-commit to enforce this commitment to end violence against women. And do not 
forget your mothers who were married at this young age.” – Symposium Presenter 
 

 
Statement from the United Nations Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon on the International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence against Women November 25, 2016 
 
 
At long last, there is growing global recognition that violence against women and girls is a human rights violation, 

public health pandemic and serious obstacle to sustainable development.  Yet there is still much more we can 

and must do to turn this awareness into meaningful prevention and response. 

 

Violence against women and girls imposes large-scale costs on families, communities and economies.  When 

women cannot work as a result of violence, their employment may be put at risk, jeopardizing much-needed 

income, autonomy and their ability to leave abusive relationships.  Violence against women also results in lost 

productivity for businesses, and drains resources from social services, the justice system and health-care 

agencies. Domestic and intimate partner violence remains widespread, compounded by impunity for those 

crimes.  The net result is enormous suffering as well as the exclusion of women from playing their full and rightful 

roles in society. 

 

The world cannot afford to pay this price. Women and girls cannot afford it – and should not have to.  Yet such 

violence persists every day, around the world.  And efforts to address this challenge, although rich in political 

commitment, are chronically under-funded. 

 

Since 2008, I have led the UNiTE campaign to End Violence against Women, which calls for global action to 

increase resources and promote solutions.  I call on governments to show their commitment by dramatically 

increasing national spending in all relevant areas, including in support of women’s movements and civil society 

organizations.  I also encourage world leaders to contribute to UN Women and to the United Nations Trust Fund 

to End Violence against Women.  We look as well to the private sector, philanthropies and concerned citizens to 

do their part. 

 

Today, we are seeing the world lit up in orange, symbolizing a bright future for women and girls. With dedicated 

investment, we can keep these lights shining, uphold human rights and eliminate violence against women and 

girls for good. 
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Statement by Dr. Babatunde Osotimehin, Executive Director of UNFPA, the United Nations Population 
Fund, on the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, 25 November 2016 
 
 
This is 2016 and yet one in three women worldwide still experiences or has experienced some form of physical or 

sexual violence, usually perpetrated by someone she knows. Moreover, millions of women and girls have been 

subjected to other forms of violence and harmful practices, such as female genital mutilation, which affect an 

estimated 200 million women and girls, or child marriage, with one in three girls in developing countries being 

married off before the age of 18. 

 

The health consequences of violence are enormous and include permanent disability, lingering psychological 

trauma, unwanted pregnancies and complications associated with forced or unsafe abortions. Exposure to, and 

fear of, violence deprive women and girls of their rights--to education, health and decent livelihoods. 

 

Protecting women and girls from violence and harmful practices is not only a moral and human rights imperative; 

it is also critical to the economic and social progress of nations. Agenda 2030 and the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals aim for inclusive, equitable growth that leaves no one behind. But every day, millions of 

women and girls are being held back by the forces of violence that prevent them from realizing their full potential 

in life. And that diminished potential in turn threatens to hamper progress towards these goals. 

 

Underlying the scourge of violence and harmful practices against women is gender inequality. Gender equality is 

a prerequisite for the full realization of women’s and girls’ human rights and for the advancement and well being 

of individuals, families, communities and countries. 

 

UNFPA, the United Nations Population Fund, works to eliminate gender-based violence in countries around the 

world, many of which are affected by conflict or natural disasters, and where the risk of violence against women 

and girls is high. Last year alone, the Fund invested more than $93 million in the prevention of and response to 

gender-based violence and harmful practices in developing countries and in humanitarian crisis situations. 

 

Sadly, discrimination against women and girls remains pervasive in every society. It is one of our greatest 

obstacles to socio-economic development. The unaddressed needs are immense. That is why, on this day, we at 

UNFPA renew our commitment to do everything in our power to put an end to violence against women and girls, 

and we call on all of our partners to join us in committing to make violence against women a girls a thing of the 

past! 
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Annex C 
 
Symposium Presenters 
 

Moderators  
 

Siok Sian Pek-Dorji is the founder and Executive Director of the Bhutan Centre for Media 

and Democracy, a civil society organisation dedicated to creating a culture for democracy in 

Bhutan. She has worked extensively with government ministries, NGOs, the UN system and 

development partners in media and development projects with a special interest in women 

and youth, the social sector and culture. Active in all aspects of media management, 

planning, production, research, and training, she has produced numerous documentaries 

and publications for broadcasters.  

 

 

Dechen Wangmo is the founder and the Executive Director for the Bhutan Cancer Society. 

Madam Dechen has served extensively as an independent consultant working with a cross 

section of public and private sector organizations, governments and NGOs in the field of 

public health and social development throughout Asia, Central and North America. Madam 

Wangmo holds a Master’s Degree in Public Health (Global Health Epidemiology) from Yale 

University. 

 

 

 

 Dorji Dhradhul is currently serving as the Dzongdag (Governor) of Gasa Dzongkhag. For 

more than 20 years he worked in Renewable Natural Resources (RNR) sectors from 

technical to managerial roles and in the areas of RNR extension, education, communication, 

research, agricultural marketing, cooperatives, rural finance and corporate management. 

 He is the author of the novel Escapades, Awakenings and received his Master’s Degree in 

Agriculture Extension from the University of Reading, UK.  

 

 

Dr. Singye Namgyel is the CEO of Thuksey Research and Consultancy. He is specialized in the 

areas of leadership and management and served as the Director General of Sherubtse 

College, Bhutan. He is the recipient of the Druk Thuksey medal and is the prolific author of 

five books and 25 research articles.  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Paper Presenters  
 

 

Cheda Jamtsho is a Research Officer in the Socio-Economic Analysis and Research Division 

at the National Statistics Bureau of Bhutan. He holds a Masters Degree in Economics from 

Tokyo International University, Japan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jangchuck Norbu is a Legal officer with the Bhutan National Legal Institute. He is 

responsible for legal awareness programs including  ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) 

trainings to the local leaders, and for organizing and training in-service legal professionals. 

He holds a Post Graduate Diploma in National Law from the Royal Institute of Management, 

Bhutan. 

 

 

 

 

Karma Choden is the Head of the Counseling Unit at RENEW. As one of their most senior 

counselors, she has been working with RENEW since 2006. Madam Karma has a Masters 

Degree in Human Service Counseling from  Curtin University of Technology, Australia.   

 

 

 

 

 

Kunzang Lhamu is the Director of the National Commission for Women and Children 

(NCWC).  Throughout her career, she has spearheaded poverty programs, the development 

of national resettlement strategies, the national population policy, evaluation policies and 

protocols, gender research and analysis and the integration of cross-cutting issues into 

development policies and planning.  Madam Kunzang has a Master’s Degree in Public Policy 

from the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National University of Singapore.  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Mindu Dorji is the Chief Program Officer in the Department of Public Health for the Ministry 

of Health.  He received his Masters Degree in Health Service Management from Curtin 

University of Technology, Perth, Australia.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Major Norbu Zangpo is currently the Additional Superintendent for the Crime Prevention 

Division at the Royal Bhutan Police Headquarters in Thimphu. He also serves as the 

Officiating Superintendent for the Women and Child Protection Division at RBP HQs. Major 

Norbu has a Masters Degree in Public Administration specializing in Police Administration 

and Community relations.   

 

 

 

 

Dr. Pandup Tshering works in the Department of Medical Services within the Ministry of 

Health. He has a MBBS from Chittagong Medical College, Bangladesh  and a Masters in 

Public Health (Health System  Development) from Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, 

Thailand.   

 

 

 

 

 

Sangay Tshechu is a Lecturer in the Programme of Media Studies at Sherubtse College, 

Royal University of Bhutan.  She currently serves as the Head of School, Arts and 

Humanities programme and holds a Master’s Degree in Communication and Arts from 

 Bangkok University, Thailand.  
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Tashi Chophel is a Lecturer in the Department of Political Science and Sociology  at 

Sherubtse College, Royal University of Bhutan. He received his Master’s Degree from the 

University of Duesto, Bilbao Spain in NOHA International Humanitarian Action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tshering Dolkar is a certified Counselor with RENEW and serves as the Director 

for Professional Services which includes; the RENEW Counseling Department, Gawailing 

Happy Home and the Bhutan Board for Certified Counselors (BBCC). As a pioneer in the field 

of counseling, she is trying to professionalize counseling profession in Bhutan through the 

established Bhutan Board for Certified Counselors (BBCC). Tshering has a Master’s Degree 

in psychology and counseling from the   

University of New Brunswick, Canada and University of Phoenix, USA.  

 

 

 

Drangpon Ugyen Tshering is a Judge on Bench V in the Thimphu District Court, Royal Court 

of Justice. He received his LLM in International & Comparative Law at George Washington 

University Law School in the United States. 
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Panelists  
 

Chimmi Dem is a businesswoman and social worker. Madam Chimmi has worked as a 

RENEW CBSS Volunteer since 2013  and is also an active member of the RENEW Working 

Board Committee.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gaki Yangzom is the Legal Officer with RENEW. She obtained an LLB from ILS Law College, 

Pune India and has a Post Graduate Diploma in Law from the Royal  Institute of 

Management, Bhutan.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gyelpo is currently the Court Registrar within the High Court of Bhutan. Previously Gyelpo 

served as a Court Registrar in the Supreme  Court of Bhutan and for Bench I, of the 

Thimphu District Court.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kesang Dolkar is a Counselor with RENEW. She Graduated from Madras Christian College.  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Dr. Norbu works with the Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital (JDWNRH) as 

the Head of Department and Forensic Medicine Specialist, Department of Forensic 

Medicine. Dr. Norbu has an MD in Forensic Medicine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lieutenant Sampa Choden works with the Royal Bhutan Police (RBP) within the Women and 

Child Protection Unit in Paro. She graduated from Sherubtse College and has been with the 

RBP since 2012.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

Shacha Dema is a Senior Health Assistant at the Kuzhugchen Basic Health Unit in Thimphu. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tshering worked as a Gewog Tshogpa for three years and Gewog Mangmi for five years in 

Doteng Gewog, Paro. He retired in 2016. 
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