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National Experience in COVID-19 Response- Bhutan 

 

Q. How does the public health system in LDCs respond to the pandemic? What adaptive measures 

including building capacity in testing and treatment and institutional arrangements have been 

adopted? What health-related policy measures have you undertaken in response to the COVID- 19 

crisis and what have been your actions to mitigate socio-economic consequences of it? How have 

you been able to finance these responses?  

 

The basic scientific consensus and the general rule of thumb when it comes to the pandemic is that 

countries with less resources and weaker health systems must strengthen their prevention and 

surveillance measures so that the outbreak of the virus in the communities is prevented and does not go 

out of control. Although the same applies to almost any country irrespective of their socio-economic 

status, it is primarily relevant for LDCs or poorer countries as they would not have the required health 

systems and resources to manage a full-blown virus transmission.  

 

Keeping this in mind, the goal of the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB) and Ministry of Health 

(MOH) from day one has been that all responses to the pandemic and COVID 19 preventive measures 

that were put in place was focused to ensure that we keep our communities and people safe from the 

virus. In view of it, the following measures were taken by the government. 

 

• Bhutan started institutionalized COVID-19 surveillance system at all the Point of Entry (POEs) 

beginning January 2020 which was 2 months before the virus actually entered the country. The 

surveillance system consisted of screening for flu-like symptoms and fever with thermal 

scanners and thermal guns. 
 

• Bhutan started putting all people coming from overseas under quarantine facility for 14 days 

beginning 14th March 2020 initially and then for 21 days beginning 31st March 2020. All costs 

such as room fares and fooding for people kept under quarantine was covered by the 

government. Furthermore, everyone was kept in tourist grade hotels to ensure good adherence 

and comfort. 
 

• Bhutan adopted the 3 Ts (Test, Trace and Treat) strategy for combating the pandemic and 

rigorously engaged this strategy in our response. All available multilateral and bilateral ties and 

possible assistance were explored to ensure the availability of adequate resources (such as 

testing kits, PPEs, manpower) to effectively implement the 3Ts, while unmet financial resources 

were financed from the government’s own resources. 
 

• Adopting a very stringent approach towards COVID 19 testing from the very early days, the 

MoH tested all repatriating and incoming Bhutanese at different stages of their stay in the 

quarantine facilities. Both active and passive frontliners were also frequently tested for the 

virus. 
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• As an intervention that is very unique to Bhutan, the MoH set up 54 Flu clinics across the 

country to enhance early and easy detection of the virus, and also to keep flu cases away from 

the mainstream health facilities thereby safeguarding them from the pandemic. 
 

• Since Human Resources in the Health sector remained to be a major challenge during the onset 

of the pandemic, the government went all out in training our health workers in infection control 

measures such as donning and doffing of PPEs, case management for COVID-19, COVID-19 

testing and basic surveillance. The government also trained frontline workers like volunteers 

and armed force personnel on basic surveillance and infection control measures. In addition to 

it, the MoH fast-tracked the recruitment of  25 general doctors, 16 lab personnel and 86 nurses 

available in the job market to ensure adequate health personnel to manage the pandemic, and 

also to ensure that provision of other essential health services are not hampered and that free 

and important health care services such as immunization, medical care for people with chronic 

illnesses, cervical cancer screening, and vital MCH services are continuously provided. 
 

Furthermore, 337 volunteers, consisting of members of parliament, civil servants, private entrepreneurs 

and employees, students and other volunteers, were trained as basic frontline responders for COVID-

19. 

 

In addition to the above: 

 

• Strong and efficient border control systems were put in place in order to reduce the risk of cross 

border transmission of the virus.  
 

• Timely national and community lockdowns were implemented to ensure that there are no 

further transmission of the virus.  
 

• Active surveillance through enhanced testing in the affected towns and districts were carried out 

in order to trace potential cases and put them under quarantine and isolation. 
 

In regard to treatment, the government also set up a total of 8 Isolation Facilities with 4 COVID 

Centers across the country. 

 

The government is also working on other measures to decongest certain public places such as the main 

vegetable farmer’s market in the Capital city where a large number of people congregate for vegetable 

and grocery shopping. Constructions of mini vegetable markets and outlets have begun in all zones 

across the city landscape to allow social distancing, enhanced hygiene and reduce crowding.   

 

In terms of financing the pandemic responses, it has been largely financed from the government’s own 

resources and supplemented through various bilateral and multilateral financing both in cash and kind. 

Various citizen’s initiatives where members of the general public came together and voluntarily made 

donations both in cash and kind. The RGoB also availed a loan of Nu. 375 million (around USD 5 

million) from the World Bank to finance pandemic responses.  
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Bilaterally, the Governments of India, Japan, Austria, Bangladesh, Canada, South Korea and the United 

States supported Bhutan’s COVID-19 cause through various donations. Major and prominent 

multilateral developmental partners such as WHO, UNICEF, GFATM, GAVI, Helvetas, Save the 

Children, USAID, UNFPA and UNDP and FAO also supported the COVID 19 cause. In addition, 

financial institutions like the World Bank and the ADB have provided financial assistance both in the 

form loan and grant 

 

Q. What social protection measures have been taken to protect the livelihoods of people, 

particularly the vulnerable population, informal workers, migrants and women? What measures 

have been taken to keep business afloat?  

  

Under the leadership and guidance of His Majesty the King, the government have introduced monetary 

and fiscal measures to stimulate the economy since mid-May 2020 and launched Economic 

Contingency Plan (ECP) focusing on the most COVID-19 impacted sectors like tourism, construction 

and agriculture with fund size of Nu.4,558 million (around USD 65 million). The ECP is aimed to 

generate employment and income through skilling, reskilling, enterprise training, diversifying and 

revamping economic products, promote internal markets and exports. Under ECP, through Build 

Bhutan Project, the government have launched and is supporting specialized firms which covers six 

construction trades-electrical, plumbing, construction carpentry, steel fabrication, masonry and painting 

in order to skill/reskill and engage youth, laid off and overseas returnees, who have as well as  do not 

have knowhow in these trades aimed to address workforce gap, and  build national workforce with 

skills to meet demand in the construction sector and to keep it moving in this pandemic period and 

beyond.   

  

The monetary and fiscal measures will support all businesses, big and small for a period of six to 12 

months, through a combination of interventions and measures which are loan deferments, interest 

waiver and tax breaks for businesses and individuals.   

  

Monetary measures have eased debt pressure through the deferment of loans for one year without penal 

interest. For borrowers who are willing and able to service their loans during this period, the financial 

institutions have offered to reduce the interest by one percent point as an added incentive. Further, for 

business continuity, new soft-term bridging loans at a highly concessional interest rate of 5% for 

businesses have also been initiated. Micro loans for agriculture and soft loans to Cottage and Small 

industries (CSIs) at 2% and 4% interest rates, respectively, have also been extended by another 12 

months by the National CSI Development Bank.  

  

While providing highly concessional interest rates to borrowers (at below the minimum lending rate), 

the interests of depositors will also be protected and deposit rates will not be reduced. The government 

will continue to implement fiscal measures to boost domestic demand, increase economic activities, 

generate employment and ensure stability and growth by prioritizing and frontloading capital 

investments of the ongoing 12 Five Year Plan (12 FYP 2018-2023), which is under implementation. To 

support this, procurement guidelines have also been simplified and streamlined to ease and fast track 

implementation including providing preferential treatment for use of locally available resources and 

goods.  

  

http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/
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Further, to ease cash flow, targeted tax deferments and rental waivers have been provided to the 

businesses and individuals, which has allowed private building owners to also reduce rents and aid 

renters whose income have been affected by the pandemic. With the implementation of these measures, 

the government is optimistic that it will boost and give confidence to the private sector and individuals 

for them to continue to play an active role in the economic growth and employment generation in this 

challenging period. 

  

Recognizing the importance of the private sector in economic revival and economic growth, the 

government also launched the National Credit Guarantee Scheme (NCGS) as a counter cyclical policy 

measure during the COVID 19 pandemic situation in Oct 2020. The NCGS will provide collateral free 

loans to the aspiring entrepreneurs and startups to establish a viable business entity with 10% equity to 

be financed by cottage and small category borrowers. The government through NCGS will provide and 

guarantee loan financing up to 50% or Nu.30 million (USD 0.4 million) whichever is lower to the 

medium and large category borrowers and the balance will be shared between lender and the borrower. 

The CGS will also be available for upgradation of businesses from CSI to medium and medium to large 

category. 

  

The government is also giving focus to investments in technology and innovation to sail through the 

pandemic, to put the economy back in its path to recovery and growth, and to create jobs of the future. 

E-learning technology and teaching was introduced and mobile vouchers to students without access to 

the internet have been provided to carry out distance learning, while teachers are encouraged and made 

to visit students without access to e-learning and other facilities to impart teachings.    

  

His Majesty the King through the Druk Gyalpo’s Relief Kidu Fund granted subsistence support to those 

who have been displaced from work by COVID-19 pandemic and are unemployed. The fund provides 

income support to people who have lost their jobs because of COVID 19, low income people who are 

vulnerable and do not have other alternate sources of livelihood. Under the Royal initiative, people 

above the age of 70 are granted with multivitamins, vitamin C, face masks and soaps. The same facility 

was also provided to people below 60 years of age with chronic illnesses. 

 

Compared to the previous year, the number of gender-based cases received by the National 

Commission for Women and Children has increased and besides referral and response services, it has 

become imperative to cater the basic needs of the clients such as food, clothing and shelter including 

the meeting of the ancillary and incidental expenses. A contingency plan on gender and child protection 

was developed and implemented to respond to issues on gender and child protection during the 

COVID-19 pandemic that looks into gender-based violence, women’s economic empowerment, sexual 

and reproductive health, mental health and unpaid care and household responsibilities.  

 

In addition, Disabled Persons' Association of Bhutan have also undertaken training of frontline workers 

on caring for/interacting with Persons with Disabilities with support from the government and the UN. 

Participants from various regions of the country and government such as health workers, armed forces 

personnel, parliamentarians, government officials and other volunteers were trained and educated.  
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Q. What are the short and long-term socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on achieving goals and 

targets of the IPoA and sustainable development? How has COVID-19 affected the graduation 

process of LDCs?  

 

With the COVID-19 pandemic showing no sign of slowing down, economic downturn has become a 

reality and it has become certain that the economy will take more than a year to rebound and now even 

greater uncertainty has dawned because of resurgence and spikes in COVID 19 cases in other parts of 

the world. In Bhutan’s case, the GDP is projected to contract to around -2.1 in 2020 due to lockdown, 

border closure, movement restriction and shut down of many businesses and industries particularly 

tourism leading to many socio-economic issues and challenges in the areas of education, health, 

poverty and vulnerable people.   

  

Bhutan is set to graduate from the list of LDCs by 2023 and therefore the 12FYP (2018-2023) is the 

transition plan for smooth graduation, in addition to being the first major step towards implementing 

SDGs. Since the focus now is to save lives, protect livelihood, manage the pandemic in the most cost 

effective and efficient ways and revive the economy, the 12 FYP is undergoing a review both in terms 

of rationalization and resource allocation. The government is also undertaking fiscal consolidation 

exercise of the 12 FYP to accommodate and finance emerging COVID 19 priority plan activities and 

fast-track major 12FYP activities to reboot the economy, create employment, skilling and reskilling of 

people to prepare them for new jobs, and support businesses and industries.  

  

The short-term impacts of the pandemic are fairly evident with the direct overwhelming effects on the 

health sector. The huge hit on the tourism and related service sector has already led to wage and income 

fall that may critically lead to an increase in immediate loss of livelihood and poverty. The disruption in 

financial position and normal access to education increases the likelihood of inequality and poor quality 

of education in the country amongst many. Having repatriated a substantial amount of Bhutanese from 

foreign countries, mostly youth, presently aggravates the unemployment pool in the nation as well. 

Against these short-term impacts, the more crippling footprints of the pandemic may leave the nation in 

an increasing government debt, negative social impacts such as online addiction, mental health 

problems, and people falling into poverty.  

 

All these might impact smooth implementation of LDC and SDG related activities and realization of 

the objectives of the 12 FYP which is also a strategy to achieve smooth transition of Bhutan from LDC 

status by 2023 and to achieve priority SDG targets till 2023.  

 

Q. To what extent has the crisis affected exports (including tourism) and external financing 

(including remittances, FDI, external debt and official development assistance)? 

 

The impacts have been multidimensional with the list of affected sectors expanding rapidly. The 

immediate impacts resulting from the travel restriction however, were disproportionately borne by the 

tourism and allied sectors.  Tourism forms a cornerstone of Bhutan’s economy. In addition to being the 

single largest contributor of convertible currency, its linkages in the form of generating employment 

directly and inducing demand in allied sectors such as accommodation and transportation is significant. 

It is evident that the tourism and allied sectors have been hit the hardest and expect that it will take at 

least 2 years for a revival in economic activity and spending patterns.  

http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/
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Subsequently, the restriction on entry of foreign workers severely impacted the construction and allied 

industries that depend heavily on imported manpower. The construction sector is one of the hardest hit 

sectors, with most construction projects coming to a standstill primarily due to shortage of labour. And 

in projects, where labour is available, shortage of construction materials is equally impeding the 

progress of works. Majority of the construction materials and tools have to be imported from India and 

beyond. Other sectors such as the financial sector, retail sector, and transportation have strong linkages 

with the construction sector. Therefore, failure of the construction sector has already impacted the 

already flagging economy and other sectors. 

The restriction on travel, exit of foreign labor and repatriation of Bhutanese working overseas will have 

a significant impact on FDI and flow of remittances. The commitments towards official development 

assistance (ODA) remain unaffected and have been helpful in reprogramming some funds towards 

COVID-19 relief in addition to additional COVID-19 response support from development partners. 

However, it is clear that we will face a vastly altered geo-political and economic landscape once the 

pandemic dissipates. We can expect countries to adopt aggressive drives to attract investment, tourism, 

or any sort of demand to revive economic activities.  If we are to rebound swiftly on the path towards 

recovery and prosperity, we will require focused, coordinated, innovative and competitive initiatives 

and strategic economic planning.  

Q. What has been the impact on priority sectors identified in your development strategies and on the 

overall implementation of these strategies? 

 

As explained under the previous questions, the impacts of the pandemic on the tourism, construction, 

manufacturing and allied sectors have indefinitely become a challenge in implementing the 12th Five 

Year Plan(12 FYP), that strategically charts out and strives to achieve the development objectives and 

outcomes for the next five years including targets of SDGs and LDC graduation.  

 

In order to overcome the present economic disruptions and with a view to stabilize the economy and 

stimulate growth, the government has undertaken fiscal consolidation exercise and rationalization and 

reprioritization of the 12 FYP to accommodate and finance emerging plan activities and fast-track the 

implementation of 12 FYP activities and wherever possible frontload the investments. Particular 

emphasis has been placed on revitalizing the rural economy, creating employment opportunities 

amongst others and supporting affected households, businesses and industries through various 

monetary and fiscal measures. The focus sectors will include tourism, agriculture and infrastructure. 

This will impact the initial size, scope, strategy and objective of our development strategies and 

resources clearly planned for implementation in our 12 FYP.   

 

Q. What are the main (actual and expected) impacts on economic growth, poverty and inequality, 

employment, health, gender, education, food security and the environment? 

 

It is evident that this is a truly global disruption. The long-term impacts are arguably more severe for 

developing countries like Bhutan. As countries that are still in the process of strengthening institutions 

and developing economic foundations, the disruption is derailing long term priorities. In Bhutan, 

following years of tepid growth, an anticipated rebound in 2020 was expected to herald a period of 

sustained growth. Much of this was predicated on a jump in energy exports, strong growth in services 

and a pick-up in public spending. The pandemic has significantly dampened these prospects. With 

http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/
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widespread supply chain and demand disruptions many businesses face insolvency. This has been 

reinforced by layoffs across the board resulting in lower household incomes and livelihood disruption. 

 

Nevertheless, the situation has also opened avenues to expedite certain priorities, harness synergy, re-

orient our approaches such as trying out new business models, fix systems to build resilience and 

harnessing IT enabled services in every facet from education to retail business. Bhutan began 

implementing the ‘Education in Emergency’ (EiE) plans and the adapted curricula as an interim 

measure when it entered the Orange zone on 6 March 2020. Since then it has moved to EiE Phase II 

and is considering various options for re-opening of schools. To minimize the disruption to learning 

and teaching, the EIE phase prioritizes to make the education system more resilient and less vulnerable 

to such future ebbs and flows through means such as main-streaming e-learning, and allowing 

flexibility in the curriculum, pedagogy, delivery, assessment, etc.  

On the employment and production front, we are restricted to domestic alternatives thereby providing a 

platform for building a national workforce and strengthening domestic manufacturing. It is critical that 

we consider this recess as an opportunity to pursue either a strengthening or strategic reorientation of 

important domains of our economy and society. 

Even while prioritizing health and safety angles over purely economic activity, we must now also 

consider the importance of non-COVID-19 aspects of health and safety: neglect of other diseases, 

postponement of screening and preventative health check-ups and routine vaccinations, and future 

habituation to avoiding hospitals. There are also increased risks and additional burdens that women or 

girls and children face during the COVID-19 pandemic, including violence at home; these are 

exacerbated by lack of essential protective services and social networks during the restriction on routine 

activities.  Economic stress and uncertainty have led to heightened tensions at home often leading 

to increased alcohol consumption. Evidence from helplines and media reports in Bhutan, just as around 

the world, show rise in violence against women and girls. The pandemic has unfortunately compounded 

already existing deep-rooted inequalities and harmful practices against women and girls, the effects of 

which will linger long after the pandemic is over.  

Q. What recovery plans have been designed? What are the inadequacies and constraints in achieving 

an inclusive, resilient and sustainable recovery?   

  

Some of the details of recovery plans are highlighted in the answers to the previous questions. In order 

to build resilience, confidence and security of our people and businesses, as we face unprecedented 

economic difficulties such as this pandemic, a National Resilience Fund of Nu 30 billion (which is 

about 16% of GDP) (Around USD 40 Million) was put in place to support the Comprehensive National 

Response to the Challenges of the COVID-19 Pandemic. The support included the grant of the His 

Majesty’s Relief Kidu for individuals directly affected by the pandemic and the grant of interest 

waivers. In addition, several fiscal and monetary measures as mentioned above, were launched to boost 

economic activities, sustain growth and employment, and support the impacted households and 

individuals. The immediate grant of the Royal Kidu for affected individuals, and interest waiver and 

other government interventions have alleviated the economic difficulties and uncertainties faced by the 

people and businesses. 

  

http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/
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རྒྱལ་ཡོངས་དགའ་སྐྱིད་དཔལ་འཛོམས་ལྷན་ཚོགས།། 
 

དཔལ་ལྡན་འབྲུག་གཞུང་།། 
རྒྱལ་ཡོངས་དགའ་སྐྱིད་དཔལ་འཛོམས་ལྷན་

ཚོགས།། 

 

The Economic Contingency Plan (ECP) is giving focus to the affected sectors such as Agriculture, 

Tourism and Construction and subsequent ECP series will support additional sectors/areas such 

as manufacturing, entrepreneurism and start-ups. The fiscal and monetary measures under 

implementation will continue as per their objectives and targets. The government is also working 

towards meeting the labor demand during the pandemic as an opportunity for replacement with local 

labor by employing skilled and unskilled Bhutanese workers for the construction works.  

 

On the economy as a whole, Bhutan is currently developing a 21st Century Economic Roadmap of a 

10-year timeframe underpinned by innovation and technology to achieve high income society 

goals.  This will help us to enlarge our economic self-reliance, opportunities and choices, to transition 

smoothly from the LDC status and put us in the path of economic sustainability, as well as support 

recovery plans of our economy affected by the pandemic. 

  

Q. What support from the international community has been received to help cope with the 

pandemic? What are the shortfalls? What type of additional support did you receive to address 

Covid-19 and its impacts? In what areas would your country particularly need additional 

international support? 

 

The external assistance received from development partners have substantially capacitated Bhutan in 

handling and managing the pandemic. Indeed, Bhutan today is complimented for containing and 

managing the pandemic well with very low COVID-19 cases and Zero death. Till date, as a response to 

the pandemic, Bhutan  received financial and in-kind  assistance from the World Bank, ADB, 

Government of India, The European Union, Government of Japan (JICA),  Austria, Republic of Korea, 

KOICA, Honorary Consul of Korea in Bhutan, Bangladesh, USA, Canada, Singapore, Save the 

Children, UN Secretary General’s Trust Fund for COVID-19, WHO, UNICEF, Global Fund 

(GFATM), FAO, UNDP, UNFPA, WFP, UNRCO, Bhutan Foundation (USAID) and Helvetas.  

 

Besides the external grant. Bhutan also received loan from the two international financial institutions to 

respond to the COVID-19:  Interest free loan from the World Bank investment project financing and 

Cat DDO windows and concessional borrowing from ADB. These loan supports are specific to the 

pandemic response, and in addition to the regular country partnership assistance   

 

In our response to the pandemic, we realized development partners showing solidarity and flexibility to 

support countries and doing what they can. We urge development partners, especially the financial 

institutions to continue with the same spirit and fight this common cause. 

   

Bhutan will require additional international support, if any, to recover its economy, especially the 

sectors that have been impacted the most, but are critical and play a pivotal role for Bhutan’s economy. 

The sectors include tourism, manufacturing and construction sector, agriculture, health, education, 

water and any programs culminating to export promotion, import substitution and employment 

generation. 
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