Biodiversity

Saving native species from

brink of extinction
BTFEC’s initiative towards the conservation and sustainable
management of agro-biodiversity in the 21st century
By Rabi C Dahal

B

hutan is ranked in
the top 10 percent of
countries with the
highest species density in the
world. The diverse geophysical
elements of high, rugged
mountains interlaced with
deep valleys of microclimatic
environments have endowed
Bhutan with an array of
biodiversity, both wild and
domestic.
In response to rapid
modernization and growing
economic opportunities in
Bhutan, livestock farming
practices continue to evolve
resulting in improved
livelihood and reduced rural
poverty. However, more
focus on commercial aspect of
livestock farming has resulted
in an increase in high-yielding
breeds. And as a result, many
indigenous species are almost
on the verge of extinction.
The main domestic livestock
across Bhutan are cattle, yaks,
poultry, pigs, sheep, and dogs.
Statistics indicate that the
native species of poultry, yak,
sheep, and dog, among others,
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are declining and, therefore, a
need is felt to conserve these
valuable genetics.
Climate change is posing
a challenge not only to
agricultural crops but also to
livestock of smallholder farmers
of Bhutan. In order to sustain
rural livelihoods, it is critical to
identify livestock breeds that
are climate resilient. Indigenous

breeds are well known for their
survival in the native tracks of
their origin. Native livestock
breeds will prove to be more
resilient and adaptable to
climate change.
Towards this, Bhutan
government with grants
from Bhutan Trust Fund for
Environmental Conservation
(BTFEC) has undertaken
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numerous initiatives such as
the establishment of national
native poultry breeding centre,
national yak breeding farm,
national mastiff breeding centre,
and improvement of national
sheep breeding centre.
Native Poultry (yubja) to
become a climate resilient
farming component
These days, people in rural
Bhutan see fewer yubjas – native
poultry birds – and many
villagers are already missing the
sound of roosters crowing on
their rooftops. Local eggs and
chicken are almost non-existent.
The introduction of exotic birds
in the country through various
rural development programmes
has led to indiscriminate
breeding, resulting in the loss of
pure native Bhutanese birds.
Taking this as a threat to our
own breed of poultry birds, the
government in 2017 established
the yubja breeding and
conservation centre in Lhuentse
with financial assistance from
BTFEC.
Bhutan has 10 indigenous
lines of chicken among which
Yubja Kaap, Yubja Naap,
and Bja Belochem are slowly
becoming rare in the country.
Indigenous poultry breeds are
highly adapted to the local
environment, and are also an
integral part of the lifestyle of
the rural people. The native
poultry birds also have cultural

significance in the dietary
richness and are believed to
have medicinal values. This
initiative aims to make the
conservation of native poultry
breeds viable by promoting a
successful business model.
Conserving and promoting
Bhutanese Mastiff dog
Bhutanese Mastiff dog,
Bjop-Khyi, has been part of the
Bhutanese nomad’s cultural
identity for centuries. The
breed is known for its guarding

instincts to safeguard owners’
properties, animal herds, flocks,
villages, and monasteries. The
pure Mastiff is a magnanimous
dog breed that stands tall,
elegant and is a pride of the
owner.
However, the Bhutanese
Mastiff seen today has lost its
inherent genetic characteristics.
The resistance of this dog
breed to diseases and its
natural guarding instincts have
diminished due to improper
breeding. Uncontrolled mating
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with non-descript dogs and lack
of breeders has significantly
contributed to the degradation
of the gene pool of this fabulous
dog.
It is of utmost importance
to conserve this magnificent
breed’s qualities in order to
preserve the cultural identity
of the nomads. Towards this,
the government with grants
from BTFEC, through High
Altitude Northern Areas
(HANAs) funding modalities,
has established the National
Mastiff Breeding Centre in
Gasa. The centre will take lead
in conservation of pure line
Bhutanese Mastiff dog through
selective breeding. The centre
will also enable locals to buy
this dog breed at a reasonable
price and support private
entrepreneurs for Mastiff
breeding in the country. It will
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also conduct research and will
be the centre for excellence
in Bhutanese Mastiff dog
breeding.
Centre of Excellence for Yaks
Yak farming in Bhutan is an
important source of livelihood
for highland transhumant
herders of 10 districts. Yak

population, as of 2015, was
38,222 belonging to 994
households. Yak farming
is recognized as critical to
maintaining the mountain
ecosystem.
With the advancement of
socio-economic development,
herders are migrating to the
urban and in lowland areas,
vacating the frontiers. This
trend is of concern not only
in terms of gradual loss of
tradition and culture associated
with transhumant herding and
loss of biological diversity, but
also in deterioration of yak
quality.
To address these concerns,
interventions such as enabling
policy on grazing rights,
integrated yak service centre,
livelihood development
through yak farming are
carried out. The government
with grants from BTFEC has
established the National Yak
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Breeding Farm in Haa. The farm
will address the deteriorating
yak genetics and initiate yak
farming as rural economic
enterprise linking to ecotourism. The farm at Chonaphu,
Haa, serves as the winter base
camp and Chaladophu as
summer camp. Chaladophu
is one-day walk from motor
road and has infrastructure
for product processing unit,
sales counter, health centre,
and transit camp. The yaks
will move between these two
camps through the traditional
migratory route.

wool. Realising the importance
of sheep for the highlanders,
systematic breeding
interventions were initiated in
Merak with winter grazing in
Khaling. In 1965, the breeding
trial began with import of 100
Rampur Bushire sheep from
Himachal Pradesh in India.
To improve the sheep breed,
additional sheep farm was
established along with yak at

Dechenpelrithang, Bumthang,
in 1974.
The centre at
Dechenpelrithang imported
Kashmiri Merino from India to
enhance the wool productivity.
However, the very fine wool
was too delicate for manual
processing, and thus, the breed
was gradually phased out. It
was replaced by a comeback
breed – a dual-purpose breed

Reviving Bhutanese sheep
breeds
Sheep was once a reliable
source of income and
livelihood, especially for
herders of high altitude
northern areas of Bhutan. The
sheep were reared for meat and
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for wool and meat – from
Australia in 1989. Owing to
numerous challenges, the sheep
farming rapidly declined. In
2014, there were only 10,778
sheep recorded in Bhutan.
With more than a decade
of low profile and lesser
development priority accorded
to sheep farming, the future
of sheep farming and its
associated culture looked bleak
unless effective measures were
put in place for its revival.
With funding from BTFEC,
the Ministry of Agriculture and
Forests has initiated restocking
the farm. Work at the National
Sheep Breeding Centre focuses
on revitalizing pasturage,
maintaining and growing
Bhutanese sheep breeds
through breeding programmes
and granting sheep to local
farmers, and promoting new
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markets for local wool and wool
products. The subproject has
had successes in revitalizing
several hectares of pasturagesilage production has increased
two times, a healthy flock of
over 350 sheep of four local
species are recorded, wool
production is up four times, and
over 100 sheep are provided to
the local farmers. At the same
time, more than 165 farmers
from Phobjikha, Chumey,
Merak and Samtse were trained
in wool processing and product
development.
Meanwhile in Sertsam,
Lhuentse, the government
has established a farm to
conserve dairy, Nublang breed,
and produce high quality
indigenous sex-sorted heifer for
breed improvement.
All these measures take us
a step closer to fulfilling our

national goals of enhancing
food and nutrition security,
promoting breed improvement,
conserving indigenous breeds
in the country, enhancing
production efficiency and
livestock services delivery,
conserving pure line native
breed through selective
breeding, reviving the use of
native breeds as an integral part
of Bhutanese farming system,
and enabling rural people to
earn income through farming.

RABI C DAHAL is Communications
Officer at Bhutan Trust Fund for
Environmental Conservation.
He can be contacted at
rabi@bhutantrustfund.bt
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