
  

Bhutan 2015 Expedition

78 yo monk at Taksang Monastery



  

Synopsis

a) Learn as much as possible about the medical/health needs
of the country:  document visits to hospitals, outpost clinics, etc.

b) Engage members of Bhutan's medical community making
contacts for future work.

c) Participate in medical/surgical outreach programs.

d) Based on above:  Initiate medical philanthropic program(s)
in Bhutan.

e) Ethnophotographic documentation of Bhutanese culture
and society. 



TEAM
Physician Scientist: James W. Larrick MD PhD

Sunnyvale, California, USA
California Physician and Surgeon License #:  G45346
NPI #:1275960783; DEA#: AL2482785

Logistics: Sonam Tobgay, Translator, guide
Chenga Tshering, Driver

Bhutanese MDs: Dr. Lotay Tshering
Dr. Thupten Palzang

Valuable support: Leslie Loven, Jun Chen

Financial Support: LaRuke Development; Panorama Research

Contact:  Jwlarrick@gmail.com; cell: +1-415-264-6311



  

Bhutan: sandwiched between 
India and Tibet (China)



  

Bhutan is landlocked:
Himalayas to north

Highest point – Gangkhar Puensum: 7,570 metres (24,840 ft); Highest unclimbed mountain in the world.

Lowest point –  98 m (322 ft), valley of Drangme Chhu, where the river crosses the border with India.



  

Kingdom of Bhutan
འབྲུག་རྒྱལ་ཁབ་ (Dzongkha)

Capital Thimphu

Population (2012) 742,737[3] (165th)

Area 38,394 km2, (136th)
14,824 sq. mi.

GDP (nominal) per capita $2,730 

Currency Bhutanese ngultrum (BTN)  65/$1USD
Indian Rupee (INR)

Language Dzongkha

Government Unitary parliamentary constitutional
monarchy

King  (House of Wangchuck) Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck

Religion Vajrayana Buddhism



History of Bhutan
7th century AD. Tibetan king Songtsän Gampo (reigned 627–649), a convert to Buddhism, extended the Tibetan Empire
into Sikkim and Bhutan, ordered the construction of two Buddhist temples, at Bumthang in central Bhutan and at Kyichu
(near Paro).

746 – Buddhism expanded by King Sindhu Rāja, an exiled Indian king who established a government in Bumthang at
Chakhar Gutho Palace. Dzong in the Paro valley, built in 1646

Trashigang Dzong, built in 1659.

Much of early Bhutanese history is unclear because most of the records were destroyed when fire ravaged the ancient
capital, Punakha, in 1827.

Various subsects of Buddhism emerged; patronized by the various Mongol warlords.

After the decline of the Yuan dynasty in the 14th century, these subsects vied with each other for supremacy in the
political and religious landscape, eventually leading to the ascendancy of the Drukpa Lineage by the 16th century.

Until the early 17th century, Bhutan existed as a patchwork of minor warring fiefdoms, when the area was unified by the
Tibetan lama and military leader Ngawang Namgyal, who had fled religious persecution in Tibet.

Namgyal built network of impregnable dzongs or fortresses, and promulgated the Tsa Yig, a code of law that helped to
bring local lords under centralized control.

Many such dzong still exist and are active centers of religion and district administration.

After Ngawang Namgyal's death in 1651, his passing was kept secret for 54 years! after a period of consolidation, Bhutan
lapsed into internal conflict.

1711 Bhutan went to war against the Mughal Empire and its Subedars, who restored Koch Bihar in the south.

18th century, the Bhutanese invaded and occupied the kingdom of Cooch Behar to the south.

1772, Cooch Behar appealed to  British East India Company – assisted them in ousting the Bhutanese and later in
attacking Bhutan itself in 1774. Peace treaty  signed –  Bhutan agreed to retreat to its pre-1730 borders. However, peace
was tenuous, and border skirmishes with British  continued for next 100 years. Skirmishes led to Duar War (1864–65), a
confrontation for control of the Bengal Duars. After Bhutan lost the war, the Treaty of Sinchula signed between British
India and Bhutan. As part of the war reparations, the Duars were ceded to UK in exchange for rent of Rs. 50,000. The
treaty ended all hostilities between British India and Bhutan.



House of Wangchuck – 5 Kings since 1907

2011 wedding of present king (#5)

#1 #2 #3 #4



Politics
Constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary form of government. 

The Druk Gyalpo (Dragon King) is the head of state: King Jigme Khesar Namgyel
Wangchuck  (5th Wangchuck).

Tashichho Dzong in Thimphu is seat of government since 1952.

Universal suffrage

Legislative power vested in both the government and the National Assembly:

National Council, upper house with 25 elected members
National Assembly with 47 elected lawmakers from political parties

Executive power is exercised by Council of Ministers led by Prime Minister.

Legal system originates from the semi-theocratic Tsa Yig code; influenced by English
Common Law during 20th century. Chief Justice is administrative head of judiciary.

First general elections for National Assembly held 3/24/2008. Major contestants: Bhutan
Peace and Prosperity Party (DPT) and the People's Democratic Party (PDP).  DPT won
45 out of 47 seats. Jigme Thinley, Bhutan's former permanent representative to United
Nations, served as Prime Minister from 2008 to 2013.

In 2013 PDP came to power winning 32 seats with 54.88% of  vote.
PDP leader Tshering Tobgay is current Prime Minister.



Recent history
1907: Ugyen Wangchuck unanimously chosen hereditary king by assembly of leading Buddhist monks,
government officials, and heads of important families.

1910: Bhutan signed the Treaty of Punakha, giving Britain control of Bhutan's foreign affairs and meant that
Bhutan was treated as an Indian princely state.

Aug 8,1949: Treaty similar to that of 1910 with Britain signed with newly independent India (Aug 15,1947).

1953: King Jigme Dorji Wangchuck establishes country's legislature – a 130-member National Assembly –
to promote a more democratic form of governance.

1965: King set up Royal Advisory Council; 1968  forms a Cabinet.

1971:  Bhutan admitted to United Nations,

July 1972: Jigme Singye Wangchuck ascends to the throne at the age of sixteen after the death of his
father, Dorji Wangchuck.

Bhutan's absolute monarchy changed to constitutional monarchy: King Jigme Singye
Wangchuck transferred most of his administrative powers to the Council of Cabinet Ministers
and allowing for impeachment of the King by a two-thirds majority of the National Assembly.

1999: Government lifts ban on TV & Internet, making Bhutan one of last countries to introduce television.

Dec. 2005: King Jigme Singye Wangchuck announced that he would abdicate the throne in his son's favour
in 2008. On Dec. 14, 2006, he announces that he would be abdicating immediately.

1st national parliamentary elections in December 2007 and March 2008.

Nov. 6, 2008:  28yo Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck, eldest son of King Jigme Singye Wangchuck,
crowned King



Economy

Second fastest growing economy WW:   22.4%. 

Subsistence agriculture (55% of population), forestry, tourism and the sale of hydroelectric
power to India, e.g. Tala Hydroelectric Power Station.  

Agricultural produce includes rice, chilies, dairy (some yak, mostly cow) products,
buckwheat, barley, root crops, apples, and citrus and maize at lower elevations. Industries
include cement, wood products, processed fruits, alcoholic beverages and calcium carbide.

Cottage industry:  handicrafts, weaving, manufacture of religious art for home altars

No railways: plans to link southern Bhutan into Indian Railways

Bhutan and India signed a 'free trade' accord in 2008: Bhutanese imports/exports with third
markets to transit India without tariffs.

Limited industry: cement, steel, and ferroalloy have been set up. Most development
projects, such as road construction, rely on Indian contract labour. 

Recent growth in technology sector, e.g.  green tech and consumer Internet/e-commerce.

In May 2012, Thimphu TechPark launched in the capital and incubates start-ups via the
Bhutan Innovation and Technology Centre (BITC).



  

Bhutan's military

Royal Bhutan Army is Bhutan's military service, includes the Royal Bodyguard and the
Royal Bhutan Police.

Membership is voluntary and the minimum age for recruitment is 18.

 

Standing army numbers ~16,000

Trained by the Indian Army.

Annual budget of about US$13.7 million (1.8 percent of GDP).

Landlocked Bhutan has no navy.

No air force or army aviation corps.

Army relies on the Eastern Air Command of the Indian Air Force for air assistance.



King, Queen with present government

Their images are everywhere!

The Queen has personally sponsored universal HPV vaccinations for girls at age 12,
funding from Australian Cervical Cancer Assn.: 
See:   http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/body/fighting-hpv-in-bhutan.html



  

Bhutan is a Buddhist Country



  

Devout men and women



  

Rice paddies everywhere!

>50% of population are farmers:
barefoot risk of snakebite



  



Road signs!



  

Public Health Snapshot
Hospitals

Reference hospitals 3
District hospitals 19+ Thimphu
Basic Health Units (BHU) Multiple:  depends on district needs

Medical doctors

~220 MDs;  ~100 “specialists”

10 Surgeons: 1 urologist/1 oncology/1 peds/1 neuro/7 orthopods

12 Internal medicine:  1 nephrologist/1 cardiologist/1 GI/3 dermatologists

3 Psychiatrists 

15 OBGYNs

9 Pediatricians

10 Opthalmologists

No Neurologists



National Reference Hospital, Thimphu





  

Basic laboratory services



  

National Reference Hospital
National healthcare:  universal and free

No interventional cardiology (e.g. stents)

No interventional radiology

No open heart surgery

Limited neurosurgery

No availability of biopharmaceuticals

Patients referred to Indian hospitals



  

National Traditional Medicine Center



  

Medical and surgical outreach clinics with 
Dr. Tshering Lotay, urological surgeon 

Plotting our future outreach clinic agenda

lotay444@gmail.com; Cell #:  +975-1716-2399 

mailto:lotay444@gmail.com


  

Veneration of monks



  

Outreach to Monks
Monks meditate 3 years, 3 months, 3 weeks,
3 days

No outside communication

Except medical emergencies

18 monks have serious GI complaints

All:  GI ultrasound, endoscoped; Rapid HCV,
HBV and HIV viral tests;  H. pylori test
mostly negative,  eye examines, etc.

No evidence of cancer, mostly chronic
gastritis







District hospital visit



Laparoscopic gall bladder removals (18!)
in District Hospital





  



Punakha District 
Hospital



Dr. Thupten Palzang 
CMO Punahka District Hospital

+975-17378887/
+975 77250808
<thuptenp@gmail.com>

Pungtang Dechen Photrang
Dzong (meaning "the palace
of great happiness or bliss"), is
located just across the river
from the hospital!

mailto:thuptenp@gmail.com


Punahka District Hospital



Queen Mother's Chest X-ray!

=

85 yo Queen Mother came to hospital
complaining of pleuritic chest pain.

Non-productive sputum, CXR shows
aortic calcification, Sl. enlarged heart and
clean lung fields, ECG normal.

DX:  Bronchitis?

n.b. – She is the mother of the four
daughters that married Wangchuk King
#4, who abdictated in 2008 in favor of his
28 yo son, the present king. 



Archery is Bhutan's National Sport 

Young man accidentally received arrow above his R
knee sustaining serious damage to his distal femur!



Rudimentary blood bank: local police are
typed and asked to donate in emergencies



  

Basic Health Units



  

Taksang – Tiger's nest



=

Panorama of Himalayan Peaks

If you're the king you get an entire mountain range named in your honor!



, 

Highest unclimbed mountain in the world – 7570 m (24,836 feet)

Located on Chinese border in north Bhutan

Climbing mountains >6,000 metres prohibited since 1994, why?

(1) Peaks felt to be sacred homes of protective deities and spirits

(2) Lack of high-altitude rescue resources from closer than India 

Since 2003, no mountaineering allowed within Bhutan

Gangkhar Puensum

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gangkhar_Puensum


Silent Tsunami:
Glacier Lake Outburst Flood

● Oct 7, 1994, partial collapse of moraine along edge of Bhutan's Luggye Lake
released a glacial outburst flood that killed 21 people and swept away livestock,
crops, and homes.

● Luggye Lake broke through the moraine at the southwest corner, and the flood
scoured a path down the Pho Cho River. 

● Another dangerous lake: Thorthormi Glacier Lake and the unstable moraine
separating it from Raphstreng Lake, to the west.

● Raphstreng Lake is ~80 meters below the lake forming at the terminus of
Thorthormi Glacier:  an outburst flood from Thorthormi into Raphstreng could
easily cause the lower lake to overflow!

● Bhutan has begun a project to lower the water levels of both glacial lakes. 

● Because area is too unstable for heavy equipment hand labor wil widen the
outlet channels and allow lake water to drain in a more controlled way.



Natural-color image of southern slopes of Bhutan’s Table Mountain shows
where the 1994 glacial outburst flood occurred.

Site of 1994 outburst

Step 1: Raphstreng breaks into Thorthomi

Step 2: Thorthomi breaks into Pho Cho River



Bhutanese ethnic cleansing?
In 1990s, Bhutan expelled or forced to leave most of its ethnic Lhotshampa population, one-fifth of the country's entire
population, demanding conformity in religion, dress, and language.

Motivated by concern that this fast-growing Nepali minority were starting to revolt for a separate independent state,
recalling similar events that caused the collapse of the nearby kingdom of Sikkim in 1975. 

Lhotshampas were arrested and expelled from the country and their property was expropriated.

An alleged harassment campaign escalating in the early 1990s ensued, and afterwards Bhutanese security forces
began expelling people. 

According to the UNHCR, more than 107,000 Bhutanese refugees living in seven camps in eastern Nepal have been
documented as of 2008.

Whether all inhabitants are in fact refugees is questionable because the UNHCR did not check the initial inhabitants of
the refugee camps adequately.

The facilities inside the camp, which were reportedly better than in the surroundings, provided a strong motivation for
Nepalese to seek admittance. 

After many years in refugee camps, many inhabitants are now moving to host nations such as Canada, Norway, the
United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States as refugees. The United States has admitted 60,773 refugees from
fiscal years 2008 through 2012.

The Nepalese government does not permit citizenship for Bhutanese refugees, so most of them have become
stateless.

Careful scrutiny has been used to prevent their relatives from getting ID cards and voting rights.

Bhutan considers the political parties of these refugees illegal and terrorist in nature.

Human rights groups initially claimed the government interfered with individual rights by requiring all citizens, including
ethnic minority members, to wear the traditional dress of the ethnic majority in public places. The government strictly
enforced the law in Buddhist religious buildings, government offices, schools, official functions, and public ceremonies.



Future work

Material and stipend support for Dr. Lotay team

High altitude hematological studies with Dr. Palzang

Help organize outreach programs in rural Bhutan

Ethnophotographic documentation



Bhutan – a unique spiritual space
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