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The debate on sustainability is growing in Bhutan. It includes the type of food citizens consume and how this can affect their
dietary habits, health and environmental sustainability. In 2019, Bhutan imported more than 12,102 metric tonnes of meat
worth Nu. 1,134 billion. As figures show, an overwhelming majority of Bhutanese consume animal flesh. A survey conducted
in 2010 showed that while 5% of Bhutanese claimed to be vegetarian, only 2% actually consumed a vegetarian diet. Even
though 99% of Bhutanese are against cruelty to animals, the majority of people favor a diet rich in animal flesh. Clearly,
Bhutanese need to consume more plant-based food to overcome health risks and safeguard the environment.

Evidence supporting shift to vegetarianism
One of the most important arguments in favour of a vegetarian diet, is environmental sustainability. Meat production drives
deforestation in order to achieve higher output of grain, soy and other forms of livestock feed. However, scientific evidence
shows that higher number of livestock, which encourages meat production, leads to increased generation of methane. This is
detrimental for the environment, which already suffers from unusual weather patterns such as erratic rainfall and high
frequency of wild forest fires. Data from Department of Livestock shows that emissions from cattle account for 73%
of livestock emissions. Meat production is also resource inefficient as it uses water, land and energy. For society as a whole,
the health impact of converting to a vegetarian diet cannot be overemphasized. Academic studies have shown that a
vegetarian diet leads to lesser health risks, especially with advancing age, and enhances life expectancy. Each year,
Bhutan sees increasing number of cases of chronic heart disease, high cholesterol, strokes and breast cancer. Thus, a strong
argument exists in favour of moving to a vegetarian diet to improve human health.

Drivers encouraging vegetarianism
The most powerful drivers in society that can
encourage Bhutanese to move to a vegetarian diet
are:
Role of the media: Bhutan has a vibrant media,
which can spread awareness of the benefits of a
healthier, vegetarian diet. Consumers now seek
more information on organic food and the health
risks of meat-based diets. Issues surrounding
vegetarian food and environmental sustainability,
including carbon footprint of manufacturing
processes, also attract keen attention. Driven by
media information campaigns and market signals,
many businesses are focusing on ‘healthy food’
segment such as fruits and juices to cater to a
health-conscious population. Recent research
shows that media campaigns can influence people’s
expectations about how much fruits and
vegetables people should consume. For instance,
media campaigns in the 1990s disseminated
information among the local population on
nutrition benefits from fruits and vegetables, and
consumption of nutritious food. Thus, consumption
of organic and other plant- based varieties of food
can be promoted with suitable media promotion.

Technological Innovation: Bhutan is behind in high
technological innovation in the food processing industry, which
could become the country’s largest manufacturing industry,
particularly now due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Currently,
most innovation is directed at production of meat-based and
dairy products. However, the government must incentivize
small producers of healthy plant-based vegetarian food and
provide tax incentives and support innovative manufacturers.
This can supplement intrinsic innovative capabilities of food
producers and help in the long-term shift to a vegetarian diet.
Agricultural R&D funding: The government has not invested
significantly in agricultural Research and Development. Strong
funding for public research is a key driver to encourage a shift
to vegetarian diets, and increased R&D in organic farming and
other plant-based food can enhance production and
consumption.
Civil Society: A robust civil society, numerous nongovernmental advocacy groups, and enthusiastic individuals will
play a crucial role to shape public opinion. For instance, the
Jangsem Meatless Monday initiated by Karma Dendup, a former
producer of Bhutan Broadcasting Service, focuses on health
benefits, spiritual benefits, animal welfare and environmental
benefits of becoming meatless. The opportunity to establish a
vegan society by prominent religious figures or a communitybased, non-profit organization to advocate a sustainable,
vegetarian diet is critical.

The Way Forward

Conclusion

Farmers’ markets and consumer linkages: The government
must encourage farmers’ markets and formulate suitable
policies. Such markets provide an important avenue for
consumers to purchase fresh farm produce, fruits and
vegetables. Currently, people procure their food from
grocery stores and markets that carry both local and
imported produce from Indian commercial farms. Farmers’
markets are gaining importance following greater
consumer interest in food quality, carbon footprint and
farming techniques.

By tradition and popular custom, the majority of Bhutanese
consume meat and fish. This unhealthy dietary preference has
to change to benefit from a healthier lifestyle and to promote
environmental sustainability. The government and civil
society have vital roles to support this societal shift in
behavior, and help develop the manufacturing base and
market for fresh plant-based food such as vegetables and
fruits and its derivatives. Government support for rural
agriculture and regulatory enforcement can go a long way to
ensure sustainability of both production, marketing and
consumption. Our rural communities can be incentivized to
move from purely subsistence farming to a more marketoriented platform and help the country gain food selfsufficiency in key areas. This is of high strategic value during
the ongoing Covid19 pandemic. Both media and civil society
have large roles to play as well, along with advocacy and
guidance from health experts and spiritual leaders. Through
a collective national effort, not only can vegetarianism guide
the Bhutanese people to healthier, longer lives, but also
ensure that increased production and consumption help
meet national objectives of food security.

Through such organized outlets, farmers can benefit
directly from higher returns on their produce. Fruit and
vegetable producers will be encouraged to enhance
output. However, farmers’ markets face challenges such
as competition from bigger supermarkets, ensuring food
safety and adherence to stringent retail trade laws. The
government can encourage such outlets through policy and
operational support.
Rural agriculture and marketing: Again, government
support can make all the difference here, to encourage rural
agriculture, especially production of fruits and vegetables,
and market such produce. The government could adopt a
clear strategy to encourage food production among rural
communities, provide irrigation and financial support, and
help sell their produce through farmers’ markets and other
retail outlets. Media and civil society can be engaged to
help communities take up fruit and vegetable farming, and
provide valuable information on marketing opportunities,
channels, and links to consumers.
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Regulatory framework: A strong regulatory framework can
be the third leg of a sustainable farming stool. Through
strong, favourable legislation, authorities can enforce
regulatory reforms tha include improved food labeling,
reduced burden on manufacturers, advocacy among
consumers for healthier consumption choices, etc. Such
regulations exist at very basic levels, and need to be
strengthened to ensure food safety, consumer benefits, and
conscious socially-driven support for organic rural
agriculture. Here too, the media and civil society can play
a crucial role in promoting awareness.
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