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Forward by Chairperson

We have passed a decade in our resettled lands. We have achieved a
lot, but we have lot to do ahead. We have overcome significant chal-
lenges during this transition but have brightened up our future. The
tunnel ahead has the light for our new generation.

We are gradually settling well and engage within the community we
live in. We are happy, progressive and positive with our better future.
While it is important that we adopt with the new culture, system and
social environment, we must strive to reflect our past. Our history is
the true reflection of our identity and guidance to future prosperity.

Our root to Bhutan must continue to ring our ears while our culture
and language must remind us and our newer generation about our
identity. Our connection with Bhutan and Nepal, we may like it or
not, will determine whether we would be able to preserve our identity
in the new countries.

We have made progress to this front. However, it is important that we
question ourselves if these progress and plans are sustainable and
lasting. It is at this juncture we realise the importance of collecting
and analysing the community stories and their sustained impact.

This souvenir is a first step towards collecting and publishing analyt-
ical masterpieces on our challenges, achievements, weakness and
strengths—about what we have done and what must do ahead. This
is our first attempt for intellectual discourses on our present, past
and future. We hope the community intellectuals will join hand for its
continuation. Such a gesture will tremendously support creating a
vibrant, live, strong, cohesive and sustainable future of our proud
Bhutanese community.

Let our future generation feel proud of what we have done.

Sushil Niroula
Chairperson
Bhutanese Australian Association of South Australia (BAASA)



The Bhutan Nostalgia

By Indra Adhikari
What is left for us to call ourselves Bhutanese?

Our mnemonic bond with Nepal is growing in the similar speed as
our relation with Bhutan is eroding. While we in theory call ourselves
Bhutanese, we tend gradually to build stronger relation with Nepal,
not with Bhutan. This does not mean anything wrong as we bolster
our relation with ancestors but we are coy with the land we were
born in and the country our identity is defined by.

The complication over our identity is widening. We have neither for-
gotten our Bhutanese national identity and Nepali cultural identity
nor have we fully accepted the nationality of the country we are reset-
tled in. We hung ourselves in triangular balance whereby choosing
one point is tricky, cynical and thorny.

As the generation born in Nepal, in camps, is taking lead in our re-
settled community, we are finding harder to distinguish ourselves
from Nepalese diaspora. Same language and similar culture and so-
cial values push us closer to Nepal than to Bhutan - in the eyes of
our foreign-friends. The only difference we have our previous nation-
ality—that too with marginal influence.

Nonetheless, it’s time we question ourselves about what have we
done to embed the Bhutanese nationality for our new generation
born in Nepal and the resettled country. Or do we reinforce to elimi-
nate Bhutan from our lineage and reconnect with Nepal. Which an-
cestry do we let our youngsters know?

But what is our ancestry?

We have inconclusive debate, a very fragile debate, on whether
should trace our ancestry to Nepal or Bhutan. To make our Bhutan-
ese-hood stronger, we cite the migration of Nepali families from old
kingdom of Gorkha and Kathmandu valley to Bhutan to support Ti-
betan Buddhist saint Shabdrung establish his power in Bhutan in
seventeenth century. Nepal, as a nation, was not in imagination at
that time. Nepali was a pre-historic identity. This is the very reason
the political movement for Nepali-speaking community in northeast
India is dominated by Gorkha-identity.
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Historically, though our migration story in Bhutan dates back to 17th
century, bigger migration was in later half of the nineteenth century.

Today, many of our families comprise of four generations evolving
from four different scenarios. We have quite a big chunk in grand-
parent generation who were born either in Nepal or India but mar-
ried to Bhutanese. The parent generation is a pure stock of Bhutan-
born whereas half of children-generation was born in Bhutan and
half in Nepal. The grandchildren are now born in the country we are
resettled.

The perception, thought and ideology for these four generations,
when it comes to identifying who we are, have cosmic differences.
These differences could be conscious or sub-conscious or motivated
by social and family connections. These differences, knowingly or
unknowingly, are certain to bring striking debates, possibly unre-
solvable and inconclusive. The twist and turns on what our newer
generation call themselves would be determined by their assessment
about past, present and future. The idea of defining and presentation
of identity will be shaped by the political, social and economic cir-
cumstances of their lifetime. But the path that we dig today would
guide them where should they trace their ancestry — Bhutan or Nepal
and determine whether their bond should be stronger with Bhutan
or Nepal or at equidistance.

Our Bhutan Connection

We have defined our ‘official’ identity based on our nationality. We
regard ourselves Bhutanese because we have connection with Bhu-
tan. Our heart still beats for Bhutan. We still dream to see Bhutan,
visit Bhutan. We not only have left behind our friend, families and
relatives but our gems of emotions, memories, properties and
sweats. We drained our blood for the prosperity of that country. We
set the economic foundation for the country because of which the
country is now making such a tremendous progress.

We have pain emitting out of our suffering caused by eviction. We
are disgruntled against the rulers of Bhutan for denying our basic
human rights and democratic freedoms. Our dispute is with the rul-
ers, not with the country — the land. We value our trust and relations
with land.

As long as we regard ourselves Bhutanese, our connection with Bhu-
tan must not terminate. We should not only have emotional but
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physical and economical connection the country. We wish to see and
visit our relatives and family members. As we build our economic
strength, we would like to invest there.

For our dreams to come true, we should continue dreaming. We
should dream with open eyes and we continue our persistent efforts
to make this dream come true. Let’s envision travelling to Bhutan
freely in our generation.

Diplomatic sensitivities

Practically, our democratic struggle fended off due to coy act of Indi-
an government. But let’s not blame the third party when we failed to
make our unified presence in pursuing our goals. India has every
right to protect its interest in Bhutan. The geopolitical strategies for
India are to ensure Bhutan remains within its armpit. To stop China
advancing in Bhutan, as in Nepal, India has to ensure it remains on
the side of the rulers.

Our effort for Indian support failed to garner any positive result only
because we based our advocacy in Kathmandu, not Delhi despite
knowing the fact that key to refugee resolution lies with India. We
failed to convince the Indian political and bureaucratic elites that
our repatriation would further strengthen the Indian interest there.

We remained too reliant on Nepal while the country itself was strug-
gling to maintain peace and stability. We faintly lobbied the interna-
tional community without taking India into confidence.

That was the past story, we cannot change the course anymore. We
must not forget even today that key to access into Bhutan is still in
Delhi. While we make attempts to get access to Bhutan, we must
keep in mind we are not putting any risk to Indian interests. The
strategic location of Bhutan means India will always be cautious
about anything related to Bhutan. While this buffer zone was crucial
for centuries to wade off war, this could also be the reason for two
world powers go for war in future. As such, India will always be sen-
sitive to whatever happens in Bhutan and whoever, outside Bhutan,
make effort to built link with this Himalayan kingdom.

This is not about being loyal to India but being practical about geo-
political situation. When we don’t have capacity to challenge the
world’s largest democracy, we would be better off finding alternatives
to achieve our goals.
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The democratic struggle must change its course. We claim Bhutan
has is farce democracy but as world accepts it, there is now way our
claims would be heard or will have place in any discourses related to
Bhutan. It may not have come the way we wanted it to be but it has
now fundamental characteristics of adult franchise, elected executive
and legislative and separate judiciary.

The Bhutanese Diaspora

The resettlement process was getting a momentum by late 2008. The
trend clearly showed Bhutanese diaspora is going to be very big. De-
spite initial hiccups, bigger number of exiled Bhutanese was getting
ready to fly west for settlement.

It was at this stage, I remember Vidhyapani, Buddha Mani and my-
self in Bhutanese media-in-exile team discussed about the idea of
Non-Resident Bhutanese. The NRN concept was already leaving its
impact in Nepal, politically and economically, and as a journalist in
the mainstream Nepalese media, I had closely followed the NRN
movement, discussed their ideas, positions and agendas personally.

Following a brief discussion in the small Bhutanese media team in
Kathmandu we approached to political leaders in exile such as Dr D
N S Dhakal, Late Rongthong Kuenley Dorji, Balaram Poudel, Narad
Adhikari, Thinley Penjor, T N Rizal and others intellectuals who
have, by then resettled to third countries. With fruitful and positive
outcomes from these discussions, we initiated the debate on the idea
of NRB through apfanews.com

The concept had traction of crowd initially but gradually faded away.
A group under Dr Dhakal’s guidance still pursue the idea at a re-
duced scale. In occasional discussions, we remained divided with no
valid reasons and no creative discourses. Many of us remain silent
critics of the vision rather than active constructive debates. In gen-
eral we are not yet ready to adore the vision of NRB and its idealistic
framework and its broader future prospects of enabling us connect-
ing our homeland.

Possibilities of future connection

Re-establishing link with Bhutan is not an unrealistic vision or a
utopian idea. It could be achieved through personal or organisational
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connection or through diplomatic channels. As long as we identify
ourselves as Bhutanese, one of the foremost things for us to do is re-
connect with Bhutan. If our actions are concentrated on assimilation
in the country we are resettled, it gives no meaning in claiming
‘Bhutanese’ as our past. The glory of reconnecting with the country
we were forced to leave cannot be complemented by the luxury,
amenities, prosperity and opulence of the country we live in. Recon-
nection adds flavour and richness to our re-energised lives.

There could be multiple and many creative ways we can connect with
Bhutan. I have tried exploring few of those many means.

1. Political lobbying

We lack political connection in the country we live in. It’s just been a
decade we have encountered new country and most of this time we
spent in learning the language, culture, system and way of life. There
was only small window for us to concentrate on building political
connection. We have hardly talked to our politicians what we wanted
to do and what they could do to help us achieve our dreams. Political
connection does not necessary mean becoming party members or fol-
lowers. It is more to do with our frequency of holding discussion with
political leaders and presenting our proposals.

Most countries where we resettled have good bilateral relations with
Bhutan. Some of them, including Australia, are major donors to Bhu-
tan’s development projects. Australia provides the highest number of
scholarship for Bhutanese to pursue higher education. Australia and
the United States continue to become the favourite destinations for
Bhutan, either for higher studies or migration.

We must convert this positive vibe in our favour. We must persistent-
ly lobby the political and bureaucratic circle to put pressure on Bhu-
tan to open door for us to visit and see our relatives, friends and fam-
ily members. Many of our friends and families back in refugee camps
still aspire to return Bhutan. Our engagement with the governments
should also focus on holding dialogue with Bhutan to ensure these
aspirants are given chance to see Bhutan.

2. Connection for social justice

We assume, Bhutan government will not accept or tolerate any form
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of investments — for profit or not for profit — we intend to make in
Bhutan. We haven’t tested it yet. We assume, Bhutan will not accept
our application for travel as a tourist. We haven'’t tried yet, at least
from here in Australia. Our assumptions are based on our experienc-
es as Bhutanese refugees in Nepal. We tend not to like the being
called ‘Bhutanese Refugee’ any more yet we continue to accept our-
selves within that circle, at least when it comes to connection with
Bhutan. Even if we accept our individual or direct investments are
unacceptable in Bhutan, we have looked at the alternatives. We have
remained within the four walls.

A lot of not-for-profit organisation of the country we are resettled
work, directly or indirectly, in Bhutan. There are individuals too, who
have endeavoured their time and energy towards maturing relations
with Bhutan and enrich Bhutanese progress and prosperity. So far,
we have hardly met with these individuals and organisations and
expressed our interest to serve through them.

We must spare energy to engage with these individuals and organisa-
tions and make efforts to contribute for Bhutan’s progress. Our en-
gagement with Bhutan through these not-for-profit institutions, ab-
solutely with no political motives, may possibly open doors for us to
travel to Bhutan, see our friends and families and make investments.
Additionally we would be able to contribute productively to the pro-
gress and prosperity of the Bhutanese society and retain our Bhu-
tanese-Diaspora identity.

3. Sponsoring our relatives

Higher education in Bhutan is rare and expensive. There are limited
seats in the government and private colleges for higher education.
Every year when Class X examinations results are published, govern-
ment sets cut-off point for students to get college enrolment. Those
under the enrolment have to either find cheap colleges in India or
look for low-paid job. Those who have influence avail foreign scholar-
ship while those who can afford go overseas themselves.

However, large number of Bhutanese, who does not have decent in-
come, cannot afford to help their children pursue higher education.
They come mostly from the rural community, economically marginal-
ised and socially deprived communities. Failure to provide children
with higher education means these families continue to live the circle
of poverty, marginalisation and backwardness.
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As we make our economic status stronger and avail wider opportuni-
ties, we ought to shoulder responsibilities to create opportunities for
those economically and socially marginalised communities in Bhu-
tan. We must make every effort to find alternative help and sponsor
these students to travel to developed countries to pursue their uni-
versity education dreams and open gates of opportunities for them.
This will be the biggest contribution we can bring any changes to the
life of economically and socially marginalised communities and to
enlighten them about real human rights, democratic values and indi-
vidual liberties.

Freedom and liberty does not necessarily come from political move-
ment, they come with stronger foundation with education and oppor-
tunities to acquaint with.

4. Support for advocates of family connection

Family connection is fundamental to the wellbeing of an individual.
It’s the basics of human rights. Voices of many in Bhutan, who seek
to connect with their families in resettled countries, have been cur-
tailed. There are reported instances where local government officials
and elected local government representatives indiscriminately target
individuals who maintain relations with their relatives and friends
resettled abroad. There are instances where individuals, who meet
their ‘refugee’ relatives, economically blackmailed, threatened of jail
sentences on charges of sedition and treason.

Bhutan has adopted the democratic system of government and ac-
cepted the universal declaration for guarantee of human rights.
These rights include right to travel, migration, speak and connect
with family members and relatives.

We must concentrate our work towards providing economic, moral
and social support to those from Bhutan who advocate for rebuilding
and reconnecting with their family and relatives in Diaspora. These
advocates would be vital in putting pressure on political parties in
the Bhutanese parliament to make policy changes allowing us to re-
visit Bhutan and see our families and relatives.

5. Economic connection

Our journey towards economic prosperity is marching steadily. And
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our desire for investments that gives us profits and solid returns as
well as satisfaction is growing. Bhutan does have enormous potential
for smaller investors with market expansion and improved export to
India. As we develop entrepreneurship and investment potentialities
among us, Bhutan could one of the ideal destinations for us to make
investments. We have passion, enthusiasm and emotions attached to
the economic and social prosperity of the country we were born in.
Investment in Bhutan not only will give us profits and returns but
also emotional satisfaction and social connection.

India is major investors in Bhutan. However, Indian investments are
concentrated on mega projects such as hydropower. Bhutan has po-
tential for smaller investments in cash crops, energy production oth-
er than through hydropower, hospitality, tourism, herbal medicines,
information technology, call centres etc.

With no political intentions or agendas, it’s time that we start search-
ing avenues to divert our investments to Bhutan. We should be able
to convey message to the government of Bhutan that our engagement
in Bhutan will not only boosts the social wellbeing through family
connection but also provides economic benefits for Bhutan. In addi-
tion, this will further enhances the bilateral relations between Bhu-
tan and the countries we now live in.

6. Special humanitarian program for those not resettled

The settlement process has come to conclusion. There are over 7,000
our countrymen still lingering in Nepal with hopes to get repatriated.
They have rejected the offer of bigger dreams, brighter future and
wider hopes but maintained the pure love and affection with the
country they were born in. We must salute their endeavour and dedi-
cation towards respectful repatriation.

The association shall endeavour its utmost capacity to work for a re-
spectful solution for those willing to repatriate. The association shall
stand firm in its support that governments of Nepal and Bhutan
must agree to provide safe passage for this small population return to
their country. UNHCR must work with the countries who offered set-
tlement of the last refugee population and India through diplomatic
channels to ensure Bhutan abide by its commitments to repatriate
the remaining exiled Bhutanese.

This repatriation will facilitate deeper connection between Bhutan
and its Diaspora.
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Efforts and Bhutan’s criticism

Those of us in resettled country and in exile make every efforts to
criticise Bhutan government. That’s a natural and emotional expres-
sion from a banished citizens—with no prospects of getting justice.

On top of that it’s time for us to sit back and make self-evaluation if
we've really made consistent and productive effort to go back. Not
necessarily. We remain divided—our leadership remained divided,
our efforts remained divided. The division remains even after reset-
tlement. Few attempts that we made to connect with Bhutan turned
futile in absence of the unified force, strong leadership.

This gives us ample reasons why we should turn the handle to criti-
cism to ourselves and accept the fact that if sincere, unified and con-
sistent efforts were made, the results would have been different.

Together, the way we make our efforts to connect with Bhutan must
change. Being critical of Bhutan should not be the wholesome solu-
tion but acceptance of our new circumstances and new approaches
to link with the country our identity attaches to must be devised.
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Reflecting my service to Bhutanese in exile

By Prof Dr Manfred Ringhofer

Congratulation to all former Bhutanese refugees re-
settled in South Australial

Your families had lived peacefully in southern parts of
Bhutan, but this peace has been destroyed through
the forcefully eviction by government, police and mili-
tary forces.

Perhaps not everybody know me and the assistance AHURA JAPAN
has given to the refugees cause, therefore please allow me to present
a short history of our activities.

Since January 1990, when Amnesty International, first in the history
of Amnesty and of Bhutan, asked the government for the release of
imprisoned 6 leaders of the democratic movement, I have been in-
volved in the cause of Bhutanese refugees, as chairperson of Amnesty
Nara 45 Group. We were writing hundreds of cards and letters to the
King of Bhutan, the Foreign Minister, Home Minister, Representative
of Bhutan in Geneva and Prime Minister of India, to release the lead-
ers.

“Our prisoner of conscience” has been Ratan Gazmere, who also had
to flee to Nepal after his release. After my first visit of the refugee
camps in March 1993, contacting many refugees, I felt myself the
first time in my life, the necessity to establish an NGO, after return-
ing to Japan. On July 7th  (PFHRB founding day) together with
Jeannie Donald, former English teacher in Daga and Mitsu Evang, an
A.I. member, we established AHURA JAPAN, because we decided to
cooperate with Ahura Bhutan (Association of Human Rights Activists
Bhutan).

In the following years we gave donations for treatment of rape and
torture victims at CIVICT in Kathmandu, for the refugee schools
(books, dictionaries, stationary, material for physical experiments,
music instruments, drawing materials, sport goods, etc.) and scholar-
ships for more than 70 class 11 and 12 students to study in India.
Also about 120 teachers got incentives for their books and stay at
universities in Nepal and India.

We donated material for play centers, financial assistance for urgent
medical cases, but later on also for preparation after resettlement,
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namely computer course or driving license expenses.

We gave donations to the Peace Marchers, joined them and I was
happy to meet some oft them the last years in Adelaide and Mel-
bourne.

I remember the workshop I conducted in Beldangi 2 with 2 groups of
mainly teachers about the negotiation between a “developing” coun-
try (Nebhutania) and an “advanced” country (Capitonia). At that time
I never thought, it would be in future necessary for the participants
to resettle in 3rd countries in the future. Still everybody had the
hope for returning to Bhutan.

In my opinion, one of the main culprits of forcing most of the refu-
gees to live in 3rd countries are not only the Government and the
rulers of Bhutan, but also the United Nations, especially UNHCR,
which never could arrange an international conference to solve the
problem or pressure Bhutan to repatriate the refugees. Of course In-
dia and Nepal were also responsible.

Myself could also not foresee to meet a lot of friends and former stu-
dents of AHURA JAPAN some years later in Australia. 2013, first
time in Adelaide, arriving at the airport and also some days later at
a special reunion in my honor at Indra Adhikari's house, where I re-
ceived from BAASA chairperson Suren Ghaley a Certificate of Recog-
nition to honor my dedicated, selfless and philanthropic service ren-
dered to the Bhutanese in exile.

I was really extremely surprised, moved and honored, a gathering I
will remember all my life. But it’s also true that not only myself, but
also all the AHURA JAPAN’s members and all Japanese I brought to
the refugee camps, who went with their own pocket money, all the
donors had been honored that time, because without their activities
AHURA JAPAN could not have achieved so much. In addition all do-
nations and profit from AHURA JAPAN's activities has been used to
give scholarships and buy educational material and nobody (me in-
cluded) have received any cent for journey and stay in Nepal.

I never expected to be honored in such a way and also to receive the
kindness and hospitality of the Bhutanese living in Adelaide, Mel-
bourne and Sydney, which I enjoyed the last five years coming al-
ways in August to Australia.

During these five years many told me their family history, which gave
me a lot of new mosaic stones in my picture of the former refugees
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lives, but also an understanding of their present life and the prob-
lems of acculturation and acceptance in society.

The struggle you had and still have in some aspects is not so difficult
for me to imagine. When I started to live in Japan from 1976 on, I
experienced all kinds of culture shocks, especially in human rela-
tionship, in communication style, etc. For you all, coming from refu-
gee camps, this discrepancy between life in Bhutan, in the camps
and in a western style society, is for everybody without doubt a big
hurdle to clear.

As I have seen so far, BAASA and other NGO's are like a lot of indi-
viduals, dedicated to preserve their culture and traditions which is
quite important for the identity of the elder generations, but also for
the younger and youngest ones.

But otherwise it is not easy to make a compromise between tradition
and western style democracy values.

Since 5 years I had the chance to contact responsible officers from
immigration and ethnic liaison, and also contacted a lot of people
working in NGO's. Everywhere people told me “the Bhutanese refu-
gees are the smartest they had so far”. Only the cast issue has been
mentioned, which should be a task for all Bhutanese to alleviate
from inside the community.

One of my favorite slogans is “Acknowledge of Equality in Diversity
and Diversity in Equality!” Another one is “Problems exist to be
solved!”

There are still a lot of problems to be solved for Bhutanese living in
third countries, especially Australial The older generation wants to
see what happened with their house and property in Bhutan, but are
not given a visa by Bhutanese authorities in Australia. From an In-
ternational Law viewpoint this is a violation which should not be tol-
erated. Also many of former refugees had lost a huge property but
had been expelled from Bhutan receiving nothing or nearly nothing.

Concerning a return of refugees aiming to live in Bhutan, it is also a
very difficult topic to solve.

Coming back to Bhutanese life in South Australia. As mentioned al-
ready above, preserving the original culture for the young generation
to give them confidence with their special identity is important, but
also parents and grand-parents responsibility to offer the kids a lot
of information about their personal life and ethnic community life
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history in Bhutan.

If they do so, the young generation will understand why the English
and computer literacy of the elder generation is not as good as
theirs. This looks to be a recent problem, which I heard last year
from many people.

All generations should strive to create a better intergenerational un-
derstanding, helping each other to solve their present identity strug-
gles towards an establishing of a “new” ethnic community identity in
diaspora. In the families or at gatherings all generations should have
the chance to openly discuss their various problems.

The Bhutanese community contacts with government and public offi-
cials. NGO’s and other ethnic communities are a proof that the inte-
gration of the former Bhutanese refugees is progressing in a positive
way. But of course still a lot has to be done, especially if you look at
the above mentioned issues.

Therefore I hope that in future the true integration of the Bhutanese
will further contribute to the benefit of Australia’s society and wish
all the best for all Bhutanese.

(The writer is the chairperson of AHURA JAPAN)
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Bhutanese in Nepal: Torn Between Local
Solution and Repatriation

By Dr Govinda Rizal

There was a time when Bhutanese refugees need-
ed no introduction in Nepal. They were every-
where in Nepal- in guise or in disguise. That was
between 1991 and 2017. The situation has
changed. There are fewer refugees compared to
the strength of 2006 when the Refugee organiza-

tions carried out a census with an intention to relocate them to third
countries for good. Soon after the holistic census of 2006/2007, the
Third Country Resettlement (TCR) of the Refugees from the camps to
nine first world countries began- as planned by the UNHCR and the
core group of Countries for Bhutanese refugees in Nepal (Core
Group). Those left behind in the camps and in Nepal number be-
tween four and ten thousand. This wide variation in the number is
the core of the complexity that sustains problem infinitely.

Various sources claim that there are thirty-five hundred to four
thousand residual refugees in two camps at Pathri and Beldangi.
There are people who were once registered refugees but got deregis-
tered if they missed the census without a reason. While a majority of
the people in the small population are dedicated to repatriation re-
gardless of other available options-whether they are gloomy or glit-
tering, the one option at hand is a local solution. As long as refugees
don’t ask for integration in Nepal, openly and convincingly, there is
little the government of Nepal (GON) or UNHCR can do in that direc-
tion. However, significant steps on local assimilation are underway.
The schools in the refugee camps are limited to primary level. For
secondary level education refugee children are accommodated in lo-
cal schools. The upcoming generation is growing up with Nepali syl-
labus and Nepali nationalism. For them, Bhutan is everything they
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see in the camp and learn in the local schools. The factors playing
within the camp and with the refugees are as active as ever. The so-
ciety is divided into fragments of all spheres. Adult literacy programs
are done away with.

The camp administration carried out by three groups -representing
refugees, UNHCR and the GON consist of people whose knowledge
on Bhutan is news-based. On the pretext of donor fatigue, social
benefits and sustenance are withdrawn compelling the campmates to
move out of the camp for survival. Registered adult refugees are pro-
vided individual bank accounts. They can earn and safe-keep their
earnings and withdraw with an ATM. The refugees who cannot sign
or read digits have to visit the banks and deal over counters. It is not
much a help to the old, sick and helper-less refugees. Whenever do-
nors see a sunshine, they add some amount to the accounts. The
beneficiaries can use the money as per their need. Gradually, the
refugees can calculate their income and expenditure. There is no as-
surance to the end of the situation. But the temporary huts have a
definite life. There are attempts to upgrade the huts to semi-
permanent- with longer life and minimum impact on the land. The
plan to electrify the camps is not public. Local markets are decorated
with attractive and expensive gadgets. There is no easy money to ac-
cess them. As the agencies are in a process of leaving behind the ref-
ugees on their own, the players of easier and lucrative money are al-
ready experimenting their ideas in the camps. There are examples of
the Drug trade and flesh bargain to mention. Given one more
chance, most of the refugees aged between eighteen and sixty years
or those are asked to make an independent living will opt for TCR.

RFID cards are provided to registered refugees. This identity card
issued by the government of Nepal (Ministry of Home Affairs) on the
recommendation of UNHCR reads “The bearer of this card is a refu-
gee from Bhutan. Any assistance accorded to this individual would
be most appreciated.” The cards are valid until mid of 2022. It
doesn’t mention if the card can be used as a work permit in Nepal.
No organization- government or international - has mentioned the
acceptance of refugees in Nepalese work market. However, the un-
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derstanding is that the refugees can do taxable jobs in Nepal. Based
on the card, refugees can apply for driving licenses. However, to start
an organization or an enterprise, Nepalese citizens must be incorpo-
rated too. Whether a refugee can work legally in Nepal or not; it's no-
where in black and white. However, Refugees are accepted for work
at a personal level, based on the understanding and outlook of the
employer.

The most expected options are the family reunion and the repatria-
tion. The family reunion has been the most neglected and un-
discussed issue. After the TCR, families are fragmented and scat-
tered. Those who got resettled and earn well may be able to visit
their relatives. Those in the camp are torn apart- some relatives are
in Bhutan and others are in third countries. Many Drukpas are not
registered as refugees in Nepal. They are either in Kathmandu or in
Jhapa. They live on their own. But they have turned out to be state-
less and document-less refugees. They cannot start a business, send
children to schools or travel freely. They cannot even stay in hotels
and guest houses that ask for identity cards.

A few but influential political leaders are left behind in Nepal. With-
out a strong base, support from other countries, support from inter-
national figures, their activities are reduced to the consolation of re-
maining refugees. To name a few, TN Rizal, Dr. Bhampa Rai,
Balaram Powdel, Dr. DNS Dhakal, Rinzin Dorji, Kesang Lhendup,
NB Giri etc. seem convinced to land up in Bhutan. Some of the
above leaders themselves or their close relatives are sick. Many of
the leaders don’t have their children with them for physical support.
Their travel outside Nepal is limited. The travel document is one of
such limitations. I am used to the hassles involved in the process of
acquiring TD. Through experience, I have found some smoother ways
to acquire TD. In 2016 it took nine months to acquire the TD. In
2017, it was possible in less than two months. Dr. DNS Dhakal, NB
Giri, and Balaram Poudyel have appraised the officials involved in
the process regarding the hassles. Their influence has worked to
some extent. One of the major concerns of TN Rizal is that he is de-
prived of his travel outside Nepal for medical treatment.
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The leaders have become the target of grievances and accusation of
resettled folks. They are still a big source of hope to the people inside
Bhutan and in the camps. Even after all the refugees are gone from
the camp, the GON will have the onus to take care of the political
leaders who are determined to stay in Nepal until their wish for hon-
ourable repatriation is fulfilled.

Besides the unregistered and de-registered refugees, there are refu-
gees who have criminal records and had served sentences. People
who were behind bars on criminal charges were culled out of the
process for TCR. Despite their interest in TCR, many of their re-
quests were repeatedly rejected. They have already served their sen-
tences in Nepal, but their guilt doesn’t seem redeemed. The resettling
countries continue to consider them criminals and treat them as
such. Many people who originated from Bhutan but were never ac-
cepted as refugees make a frequent visit to the refugee-related offices
for a consideration.

Some Bhutanese refugees who had acquired Nepalese citizenship
have had to renounce their Bhutanese citizenship or refugee status
or both. It isn’t an open window practice. The local leaders aware of
the trend ignore the new citizens as long as they are not their hin-
drances. There has been no formal call or guidance for the refugees
to acquire Nepalese citizenships. The voice of the refugees seeking
Nepalese citizenship is too weak, if at all.

The resettled folks periodically visit camps and they come with extra
confidence to travel further until Bhutan. The refugees in the camp
have become the guides to guide the folks to Bhutan or establish
links with the people inside. The people inside generally ignore a few
visitors and the government has neither accepted nor repelled its for-
mer citizens- now in disguise. The number of money transfer agen-
cies which had mushroomed in the camps, following the TCR, that
later appeared in the border towns have now moved into Bhutan.

Although the refugees continue to receive misguided and misleading
information, the issue has not lost its impetuous existence over
years. The fate of the Bhutanese people depends on the interplay of
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the Government policies of Nepal and Bhutan, an interest of Indian
leaders and international organization on the issue, the stand of the
refugees, support of the resettled folks and reaction of the local pop-
ulations of Bhutan and Nepal. The refugee’s struggle is now confined
to the limited population in the camp and the struggle for justice is
in limbo. When the relocated folks are celebrating a decade of TCR-
an option most elites appreciate now- the residual refugees in Nepal
is the only link that connects the resettled folks to Bhutan. The offi-
cial and diplomatic influence on Bhutan is yielding little result worth
for news. The refugee generator Royal Government of Bhutan (RGOB)
was for long accused of evading the issue. In Bhutan, the govern-
ment has changed but the system and people in the system have
not. The government has agreed to revisit the issue after the 2018
election to conclude the refugee saga in the most logical way. The few
political parties contesting the 2018 election are too meek to talk
about the issue. They have no mandate from the throne to speak.
The core group of countries are in a wait and see the reaction- situa-
tion. The visit of the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to shape
the election result in Bhutan is also expected to influence the
RGOB’s stand on the refugees. The refugees adamant on repatriation
are either age-worn or are without support. The RGOB has assured
the international community including the USA and other members
of the core group and friends of Bhutan, to take back all its people
who can prove their roots in Bhutan and agree to return on the basis
of the earlier (1993 - 2003) agreements Between Bhutan and Nepal.
It has asked for assurances from the government of Nepal, following
the repatriation which is expected to be a rational, rapid, and re-
warding repatriation, to close the chapter for good. The UNHCR is
said to have worked on a list of about sixteen hundred people for re-
patriation.

The Bhutanese refugees are expected to be back home within mid-
2019 if not the refugee issue will have to hunt their luck elsewhere.
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Driving a Paradigm Shift in Refugee
Settlement

From a Need-Based Approach to Strength-Based Approach

By Dr Om Dhungel
Introduction

When migrants and refugees settle in a new
country and a new environment, they face a
number of initial settlement challenges. The way
we approach these challenges will mean a com-
munity completely relying on outside help or on

the other hand, a community which will harness
its own resources.

If we think in terms of needs, problems and deficiencies such as lack
of education and training or local experience and services are de-
signed and delivered by outside experts, people will be positioned as
passive, powerless and dependent on outside help and assistance.

On the other hand, we can start on the premises that people are re-
sourceful and gifted and will be more likely to draw upon the skills
from within the community to address issues and solve problems.
Outside assistance and resources may still be required but the peo-
ple are more engaged and capable of setting the agenda and shaping
their futures . Relying only on external help means the system will
collapse once the external input ceases.

Key learnings from an international study

In 2016, I was selected as one of the inaugural Social Change Fellows
by the Westpac Bicentennial Foundation http://
bicentennial.westpacgroup.com.au/alumni/ with the Fellowship pro-
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gram aimed at creating “positive social change in Australia by invest-
ing in people who have the drive and innovative ideas to improve the
social wellbeing of Australians”.

As part of my Fellowship, I travelled to Norway, the United States of
America, Canada and New Zealand and met with community devel-
opment and refugee settlement experts and relevant organisations. I
also met with Bhutanese communities resettled under the humani-
tarian settlement program from the Bhutanese refugee camps in Ne-
pal as well as a wide range of people involved in refugee settlement
and had the opportunity to learn both operational and strategic as-
pects of refugee settlement. This article is based on this study tour
as well as over twenty five years of my experience in volunteering and
in particular my work with fellow Bhutanese community members
both here in Australia as well as in refugee camps in Nepal.

On completion of my year-long Fellowship, I have pulled together a
report titled: Changing the Debate on Refugees from “Sharing the
Burden” to “Sharing the Opportunity”, which can be accessed from
my website by clicking the following link: Thttp://
www.omdhungel.com/resources/.

It may be worth noting here that, in undertaking the overseas study
tour, I initially set out to find best practice in refugee settlement and
more broadly community development. However, I found that it was
about valuing and nurturing the local rather than ‘a best practice’
that can be applied across the board and instead came up with some
guiding principles. I believe these principles are relevant to govern-
ments, service providers and other organisations working on refugee
settlement and related areas. The report also highlights unique value
propositions of each organisation that I met during the overseas trip
- Each organisation had its own uniqueness underscoring the oppor-
tunity to learn from each other, the need to work collaboratively and
build on each other’s strengths.
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Bhutanese refugee settlement experience from around the
world.

1. Resettled Bhutanese refugees very grateful to the host coun-
tries and committed to start a new life - the overarching message
that I received from the resettled Bhutanese community was: “We
want to learn the local language and/or develop necessary skills, uti-
lise our skills as appropriate depending on individual situation, so
that we will be able to work and give back to the wider community
which has so generously welcomed us”. Having spent extended peri-
od of time in refugee camps, upon resettlement people were generally
very committed and keen to start a new life despite the challenges. It
meant learning the local language, acquiring new skills and getting a
job or starting a business.

2. Common interest and care for the whole - Every community
and the leadership that I met were passionate about doing some-
thing for the community. There was this inner desire which is a great
foundation for engagement and involvement and work collectively for
the care for the whole and greater good of the community and the
society. However, this was in many ways at odds with western socie-
ties where the scale has tipped in favour of individual rights in an
environment of withering public space.

3. Overwhelming aspiration for home ownership - Families are
generally very driven and committed to buy their own home. The as-
piration to own their own home has been a major motivating factor
for people to learn the local language, acquire skills and seek em-
ployment or start a business so that they can borrow to buy their
own home. For instance in Sydney, over 60% of families have bought
their own homes within 5-6 years of their arrival under the humani-
tarian settlement program.

4. Prior existence of Bhutanese community members has very
positive impact - The prior existence of Bhutanese community mem-
bers in places where refugees have been settled has had a very posi-
tive impact on the success of settlement. Having settled earlier, they
were able to provide guidance, advice and assist the new arrivals in
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their settlement journey.

S. Successful settlement — Successful settlement meant different
things to different people. However, generally learning the local lan-
guage, getting into employment and buying a house were considered
important for a successful settlement. There was also a common trait
in people who considered themselves successfully settled and happy.
They were close-knit families, operating as a unit, making well
thought-out decisions based on individual and the family’s collective
aspiration and well-being. There were also close community connec-
tions and people were integrating well in the local community and the
wider society, which gave them a strong sense of belonging.

0. Inspiring success stories - Every resettlement that I visited has
produced a number of very inspiring success stories. Because of time
constraint and my limited interaction with the wider community, I
wasn't able to capture all the major highlights. However, based on my
interaction, the following stood out:

a. Norway: Settlement in Norway was quite challenging including
the language and fairly harsh climate. However, a number of people,
particularly youths had not only learnt the language but also ac-
quired skills and qualifications and gone on to find employment fairly
quickly. Ramesh Gautam, an Energy Engineering student at Univer-
sity of Tromse was a stand-out. In addition to his studies, he was
teaching in a local high school. Ramesh was one of the most active
volunteers in the community, well-regarded and respected in the
community and in particular providing mentoring and guidance to
youth and seen as a role model. With a keen interest in literature and
journalism since his childhood, he is also well-known in the wider
Bhutanese diaspora as a writer, journalist and blogger.

I was also most inspired to meet some women who had lost their
husbands back in the refugee camp or while in Bhutan and resettled
as single mothers had gone even further by having bought their own
homes.

b. Pittsburgh, USA: The community as a whole seem to be doing
very well with a very committed and dedicated leadership team led by
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Rup Narayan Pokhrel. In addition to individual successes including
high number of business ownership, the Bhutanese community is
well regarded by service providers and other stakeholders including
the local government. Its involvement in the local government annual
planning process is a demonstration of its standing in the wider
community. The initial settlement was also made easier by the pres-
ence of people like Kishor Pradhan who had settled in Pittsburgh
much earlier.

c. Atlanta, USA: Another thriving Bhutanese community. There
are a number of initiatives, driven and managed by different groups
from within the community. Although there was a feeling of 'we could
be more united and work more collaboratively', in my view, the nec-
essary infrastructure was already there and it just needed to be lev-
eraged by each initiative / group. A number of people were working
with settlement service providers which included Yeshey Pelzom and
Bahadur Subba on managerial roles. Active civic participation was
important in successful resettlement and Birendra Dhakal had
shown the leadership by standing for local elections.

d. Halifax, Canada: Although only in their early twenties, I was
most impressed with Rupesh Dhungana and Kharga Bahadur
Bhandari for their leadership and their focus on the welfare of the
community as a whole. Personally they have achieved significantly
including graduating recently with Bachelor degrees. In addition, I
found their leadership in the community as highly commendable.
When I asked them what their priority was when they first arrived in
Halifax, it was the welfare of senior members of the community in
addition to their own studies and career. Through their initiative, a
number of community activities and informal get-together are now
organised including those specific for seniors to help them deal with
the issue of isolation.

e. Lethbridge, Canada: Women in general seem to be doing very
well with high employment rate and around 80% of working age
women reported to have acquired driving license.

The prior existence of Bhutanese community members including
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Hemlal Timsina, Usha Tamang, Mandhoj Tamang and their families
have had a very positive influence in the community. The new arri-
vals received initial settlement support by way of guidance with day
to day needs as well as education, training and employment. The
Timsina and Tamang families are held in high regard and are seen
pivotal to cohesion and harmony and resulting in a close-knit com-
munity.

f. Christ Church and Palmerston North, New Zealand: Reset-
tled Bhutanese communities in Christ Church and Palmerston North
have settled quite well and were well-regarded by the wider commu-
nity including the local councils and elected officials. The community
leadership in both places comprised of many young people and were
very committed and enthusiastic to learn and lead.

Noteworthy in both these places were people who had learnt the lan-
guage, acquired driving license, gone on to find employment and
bought their own homes. Similar to other countries, there were a
number of people working with service providers including those of-
fering English language classes.

7. Bhutanese refugee settlement considered more successful com-
pared to other communities - In every resettlement place that I visit-
ed, relevant government departments, settlement service providers
and other stakeholders generally consider Bhutanese refugee settle-
ment as more successful compared to other communities. The Bhu-
tanese community is also seen as more organised and working cohe-
sively as a community. Views from people that I interacted suggest
that this can be partly attributed to the very well-organised refugee
camps in Nepal, where people volunteered for the general good,
helped each other and learnt to live in harmony.

8. Initial settlement challenges and adapting with the shift from
community care to service economy — receiving services from service
providers

Starting with acceptance - coming to terms with the reality of living
in a foreign land, people are faced with the initial challenges of set-
tling in a completely new environment. There are likely issues of iso-
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lation particularly for the elderly, need for positive engagement par-
ticularly for youth, and generally learning language, developing skills
necessary to get into the workforce and transitioning to employment.

For the newly arrived refugees who generally come from a community
based support system, the availability of a wide range of ‘services’
and ‘service providers’ is at times overwhelming. The availability and
the need to access services outside the community setting has in
many instances led to the erosion of family discipline since individu-
als feel that they can access the ‘services’ they require in the ‘market’
rather than work on building relationships, listen to family elders
and opt for care from the family or the community.

9. Role reversal and change in family dynamics - Traditionally
parents have provided for and had to a large extent, control of the
family and generally a level of discipline. The family as a whole was
an important structure with individuals adding to the collective — it
was an inside out approach. Children would be guided by parents
and generally consulted or took permission from parents for any ma-
jor decisions. This was no more the case in many families when chil-
dren, upon reaching the official ‘adult’ age opted to make their own
decisions with little or no regard to the views of their parents.

There was in many instances total collapse of family discipline with
children coming home and going out as they willed; mothers cooking
daily meals and waiting for children only to be told that they have
already eaten outside and resulting in disheartened mothers and food
wastage. The situation was too much to bear for many parents since
many of them had sacrificed everything to provide the very best they
could afford for their children.

10. Socio-economic status realignment - when people settled in dif-
ferent countries and different places, their individual and family cir-
cumstances change significantly. Socio-economic status in Bhutan
and generally the developing world are quite entrenched and normal-
ly take a long time to change. However, it is not the same in devel-
oped countries where refugees are settled. People who started work-
ing early or families that had more working members progressed
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quickly and enhanced their economic as well as social status irre-
spective of their standing back home or in the refugee camp. It was
particularly interesting and encouraging to note that people were
able to overcome the entrenched caste-based socio-economic dis-
crimination and disparities of the past.

11. Erosion of community and social capital is negatively impacting
the quality of life - It has been observed that the shift from collective
to individualism and the erosion of community and social capital is
negatively impacting the quality of life for many.

12. Community Organisations and structures - Every resettled
Bhutanese community that I visited had set up one or more organi-
sation(s) aimed at ‘serving’ the community. Community initiatives
have been generally based on the skills and strengths available with-
in the respective community groups. Each community was resettling
in its own unique way and knowledge was being developed in the liv-
ing situations. Given the success stories emerging from every settle-
ment, it was clear that community work and community develop-
ment generally cannot be practiced from a prescriptive framework.

However, community organisations were facing challenges with oper-
ating and managing themselves resulting in emergence of additional
organisations when differences arose within existing ones. Communi-
ty organisations were generally set up in the traditional top-down,
hierarchical approach practiced back home or in the refugee camps
and didn’t suit the purpose and clearly needed a rethink.

Role of community leadership in driving positive settlement out-
comes

Adapting to democratic culture and collective decision making

People fleeing from persecution generally do not come from a demo-
cratic culture; they are more used to a top down, command and con-
trol structure. This approach will neither be conducive nor effective
in a community development setting. Building a community requires
a different mindset. It requires a more collaborative and consultative
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approach; engaging people, identifying leadership at different levels
and nurturing them to drive different aspects of community develop-
ment.

It is also about creating champions in the community and nurturing
collective leadership. Leadership requires a democratic mindset and
leading by example and not just giving instructions. Respect for ex-
pertise and experience and dealing appropriately with people who
can add value to the organisation and the community in general is
vital for the long term sustainable development of a community.

Ability to build rapport, connect with and work across generations

Leading a single interest group is about espousing and advocating
the cause of that particular group. However, for a holistic approach
to community development, a community leader needs to be able to
work with diverse groups including various interest groups such as
gender or faith based as well as intergenerational groups such as
youth or seniors.

Community interest first above personal including individual and fami-
ly interest in dealing with community matters

As with any organisational responsibility, taking a leadership role in
a community organisation means the interest of the community
comes first while dealing with community matters. This is often chal-
lenging in a community setting since the community often comprises
of relatives and friends and people who are close to you.

Sense of Humour

It is not all work but there needs to be fun too. A leader should be
able to see things from different perspective and be able to laugh and
encourage personal discussions such as weekend plans and other
social activities.

34



Managing growth and sustainability

As the community settles and grows the community dynamics chang-
es. So do the people’s aspirations and expectations. Programs and
activities in the community need to be reviewed and adapted to suit
the changing environment. As people’s priorities change, the commu-
nity needs to work towards a robust system to ensure that it builds
on the success of the past and move smoothly to the next level of its
settlement journey. This requires creating the right environment and
developing future direction that entails preserving the community
cohesion and harmony and the interconnectedness that binds it to-
gether. It also involves preserving best of its tradition, culture and
religion while at the same time adapting to the local environment. As
recent migrants, the community has an opportunity to be progressive
and create a new way of life taking the best of both worlds — what the
community brought with it and the Australian way.

The transition from a refugee camp to settlement in Australia or any
other settlement country means a life of abundance from a life of
scarcity. While it is important to have the basic necessities met, the
material wealth that one is exposed to in the new environment can be
overwhelming. People often get confused between needs and wants
which results in their inability to prioritise expenses. For example, a
mobile phone may be a necessity for communication but it is not nec-
essary to have the latest phone which may cost many times more
than a basic handset. It is the same with toys for children where you
can buy an inexpensive educational toy as against buying something
expensive only because someone else has it. Experience in working
with refugee families show that if people are not able to manage their
budget well, they often land up having no money to pay for their elec-
tricity bill or other essentials while perhaps paying monthly instal-
ment for an expensive mobile handset.

To help people how not to get drawn into materialism, early on, it is
important to raise awareness of such issues and empower them to be
able to make judgement about needs and wants. It is sometimes the
ability to say ‘No’ and teach children the value of what they already
have rather than comparing with others and wanting to have the
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‘best’, or the ‘expensive’ toys. It is challenging specially for migrant
and refugee families where children see things on television or see
what others have and ask for the same. However, if parents are
aware and are empowered with skills and the ability to deal with
such situations rather than blame the society for ‘injustice’, it makes
a great start to long term sustainable society — with new arrivals
adapting to the new environment rather than creating pockets of
poverty.

At an organisational level, because of the availability of funding in
settlement countries, community organisations are tempted to apply
for such funding without first assessing if the intended project can
be undertaken by utilising the internal resources. An asset based
approach by first utilising the resources from within the community
will lead to more sustainable community development. This would
also mean reduced reliance on external sources of funding and in
turn less to deal with money and its management. While external
funding may sometimes be required to initiate and execute some pro-
grams, the challenge is for service providers to work collaboratively
and enhance community capacity building. Rather than taking over
and adopting a top down approach, being an agent of change and
strengthening the community will allow funding bodies and service
providers to move on and replicate their efforts in other communities
and other areas. Money through external funding can potentially be
a major source of misunderstanding and discord in newly emerging
communities unless there are proper checks and balances. So it is
extremely important to develop policies, procedures and proper rec-
ord keeping to provide transparency and also to avoid any misuse of
funds.

Integration with the wider community

For the purpose of this article, integration is defined in cultural
terms as the free association of people from different racial and eth-
nic backgrounds. It is about coming together of different group of
people, in particular the newly arrived refugees and migrants learn-
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ing about the country and the people and adapting to the new envi-
ronment. It is building relationship with your neighbour, with the
group of people that you interact and associate with on a day to day
basis. It is not amalgamation. Rather it is making the best of both
worlds — retaining the best of what you bring in and learn the best
practices from the wider community. It is a state of combination or
the process of combining into completeness and harmony. If people
genuinely embrace the differences and learn from each other, it adds
to the richness of the community and society as a whole.

Successful integration will mean maintaining a balance between
what a newly emerging community does internally promoting its tra-
dition and culture and what it can learn from the wider community
through active engagement and participation in external activities.
Maintaining this balance by making necessary adjustments will be
an ongoing challenge particularly as the second generation come up
of age.

Conclusion

At a macro level, the outcome of successful refugee settlement and
community development is a widely shared vision for the future of
the community, a community that has an enhanced level of citizen
engagement and participation. It is also about strengthened individ-
uals and an expanded leadership base, better use of resources from
within the community and the commitment to continuous learning
and willingness to adapt.

Refugee settlement and associated community development is an
ongoing process. It needs adapting to the changing external and in-
ternal factors as well as ongoing reinvestment of time and effort in
the community, driving motivation and the fostering of new and di-
verse transformational leaders.

From a global refugee settlement perspective, over 100,000 Bhutan-
ese refugees from the UNHCR camps in Nepal have been resettled in
seven developed countries since the program first began in 2008.
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The success of Bhutanese refugee settlement in different countries as
well as the refugee camps in Nepal being noted as one of the best run
camps is a clear demonstration of the value of driving a paradigm
shift in refugee settlement from a Need-Based Approach to a Strength
-Based Approach. This is the first such refugee resettlement program
of this scale implemented by the UNHCR with the support of Core
Group countries. The resettlement program warrants a close look at
different aspects that contributed to this success including the way
the refugee camps were managed, education and other activities in
the camps, the role of refugee leadership and other relevant factors.
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The Europe Advocacy Mission

By Ram Karki

Since my arrival as an asylum seeker in The Neth-
erlands during end 2002 I have been campaigning
and lobbying vigorously against the grave viola-
tions of Human Rights in Bhutan. Netherlands as
one of the most significant development partner of
Bhutan needs to be informed about the gross mis-
use of its funds by Royal Government of Bhutan.
That was the major reason why I decided to seek
political asylum here in The Netherlands.

On 10th December 2003 with the support of Global Human Rights
Defence (GHRD), a Hague based rights body we addressed the Mem-
bers of Dutch Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs. Our ad-
dress was mainly focussed on the following issues:-

1. Deteriorating situation of Bhutanese refugees in Nepal and the
denial by Bhutan to repatriate them back with honour and dig
nity.

2. Worsening situation of political prisoners in Bhutan’s prisons.

3. Misuse of Dutch funds by Bhutan meant for the development
purposes.

4. Gross violation of Human Rights in southern Bhutan mostly of

those relatives of evicted Bhutanese.

We submitted the petition praying for their immediate intervention to
resolve the crisis mentioned above.

During October 2004 together with Mr. Tek Nath Rizal, I addressed a
huge gathering of European Union leaders at its Headquarters in
Brussels, Belgium. Mr. Rizal was accorded a very warm welcome by
the concerned EU leaders and listened him with undue attention. EU
politician including the then Head of European Parliament for South
Asia Mrs. Nina Gill were impressed and pledged their support and
solidarity to the Bhutanese refugees and their struggle for Human
Rights in Bhutan. Later in the afternoon of the same day European
Commission (EU executive body) warmly welcomed us at their South
Asia department office. The meeting was very fruitful as Mr. Rizal’s
request for EU fund to upgrade the education system in the camps
was agreed at the highest level. There was also a broad agreement to
issue visa to Mr. Rizal by French Embassy in Kathmandu, whenever
he wanted to visit Europe for his human rights related works.
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After the departure of Mr. Rizal from Europe to Kathmandu I did not
see any follow up to all such developments. I was also not authorized
to make follow up on Mr. Rizal’s behalf thus to my understanding no
practical implementations of the above agreement took place.

We also met Head of Head of South Asia Desk at the Dutch Foreign
Ministry and discussed in length about Bhutan’s ethnic cleansing
policy and other related issues. He assured our team that he will
take up the case with concerned authority in Bhutan.

I consider this hit and run policy of our leadership (absence of timely
follow up) was the biggest obstacles to the success of our movement.

Our campaign took a big step when Bhutan decided to appear for the
first time to present its Human Rights document at the UN Human
Rights Council Universal Periodic Review in December 2009. Bhu-
tanese Human Rights Activists living in Germany, Netherlands, Den-
mark and Norway coordinated a joint programs at United Nations
Complex in Geneva during December 2009. On 4th December a
demonstration was held at the UN plain in Geneva. We were strongly
present at the UPR session where Bhutan presented its Human
Rights Report. Our strong lobby among the stakeholders made a big
impact resulting in vicious criticism on the treatment of southern
Bhutanese by Bhutan government.

During our stay at Geneva we met numerous UN high level officials
at UNHCR headquarter, UN Human Rights Council Headquarters,
Lutheran World federation headquarters and other concerned bod-
ies. We were very kindly supported by then Nepalese Ambassador at
Geneva Dr. Dinesh Bhattarai and his staffs.

On 4th December 2009 a meeting of the Bhutanese Human Rights
Activists at Geneva felt the need to organize a coordinated program
in future instead of individuals participations. Thus through a gen-
eral consensus a Bhutanese Advocacy Forum (Europe) was formed
under the coordinator ship of Mr. Durga Giri.

On 10th March 2010 three member BAF delegation were present
when a report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review
(Bhutan) was presented with 99 recommendations to Bhutan Gov-
ernment and its progress report of implementation to be tabled its
UPR in 4 years. Many countries like USA, The Netherlands, UK, Nor-
way, Slovakia etc vehemently criticized Bhutan’s policy against the
ethnic Lhotsampas community and asked it to resolve the refugee
crisis amicably.
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On 25th Jan 2010 5 members BAF team met various EU high rank-
ing officials at their offices in Brussels. We extended our appreciation
for their generous support to Bhutanese refugee in the camps and
their strong voice against Human Rights violation at UPR session in
December 2009 at Geneva. A details report of the present human
rights crisis in Bhutan and a list of political prisoners was submitted
to the head of EP delegate for Bhutan and South Asia.

On 7th December 2011 I was one of the keynote speaker at the
Dutch Parliament hearing on Human Rights situation in south Asia
with the full bench of Dutch foreign affairs committee members as
audience. Bhutanese political prisoners issues was my major high-
light and pressed them for their release.

I was one of the speaker together with Taslima Nasreen and Anura-
dha Koirala at a conference entitled "Protecting Minority Rights in
South Asia” at the EU Parliament in Brussels on Thursday 8 Decem-
ber 2011. It was organized by The Hague based Global Human
Rights Defence. During my address all the issue related to Bhutan-
ese refugees was included with various recommendations. A strong
audience of around 200 dignitaries at the European parliament have
taken a deep interest in our issue.

On 8th May 2012 two member BAF team briefed with a detail
presentations about the ethnic cleansing in Bhutan at the South
Asian Democratic Forum (SADF) a thank tank based in Brussels.
BAF team screened the documentary, Politics of Bhutan by Jogen
Gazmere, a former Al prisoner of conscience, followed by a power
point presentation on the genesis of Bhutanese refugee crisis at
South Asia Democratic Forum (SADF). Paulo Casaca, Founder and
Executive Director of the SADF, appreciated our presentation and
vowed to work for its resolution.

On the same afternoon we met Jean Lambert, Chairperson of the Eu-
ropean Parliament’s Delegation for Relations with South Asia at her
office in European Parliament, Brussels. Lhotsampas cultural inva-
sion, changing of names of villages, cities etc, political prisoners,
election malafide, exclusion of significant numbers of Lhotsampas
from democratic process etc. were details discussed on the occasion.

On October 2015 I appeared at a Dutch national television prime
time news hour together with Jigme Y Thinley discussing about
GNH. I vehemently opposed Thinley’s argument of happiness in Bhu-
tan.
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On 19th February 2017 the only human rights and refugee related
museum at the Hague opened its refugee section with me as one of
the 8 refugees as ambassador. My detailed refugee life story was rec-
orded in a big screen where everyday thousands of vistor watch. My
bakhu which I was wearing during my running away from Bhutan
found a safe display at this museum. Even after my death my story
and valuable will remain mortal at this museum.

Main drawbacks of our movement in Europe are as follows :-

1. Lack of strong follow up with the concerned institutions.

2. Absence of practical information and credible proof thereof
about our claim of particular cases of human rights violations
in Bhutan.

3. Lack of committed activists who could spare their time and re
sources for the cause without remunerations.

4. Resettled Bhutanese were less interested in such activities and

even those who are interested were instigated by others for not
involving in such works. Thus for fear of imaginary backlashes
from the host countries they opposed such activities.

S. No coordinated effort by the leaders and lack of confidence
among ourselves to take up formidable Bhutan at the interna
tional forums.

Had there been a credible and sustainable effort by a group of com-
mitted and well versed Bhutanese activists there would of course be
effective and result oriented. Thus i feel we will certainly succeed in
our following goals if we work jointly in the days to come:-

Releasing all political prisoners from jails in Bhutan.
Safeguarding the human rights of those stateless in Bhutan.

To make Bhutan’s democracy more inclusive and vibrant.

To strengthen our ties with our people in Bhutan and build
confidence and friendship with the political institutions in
Bhutan.

S. We could work towards reconciliation which could help us to
establish our non resident status with Bhutan.

PN
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The Bhutanese Ethnic School in
South Australia

Master Piece of commitments to Nepali language
and culture

By Devi Pokhrel,
(with inputs by Lok Poudyel)
Background

Bhutanese Ethnic School was established in 17
March 2012 in Salisbury by a group of committed
and hardworking Bhutanese South Australians. It
has been running since then under an auspice
guidance of Bhutanese Australian Association of &
South Australia (BAASA). The school is run one day §
a week on Saturdays in line with South Australian §
School Calendar.

One of the essential reasons of initiating this school was an urge
from Bhutanese Seniors who attended the senior’s weekly social
gathering due to the fact that their grandchildren and children at
home stopped communicating with them due to language barrier.
Initially, the seniors attending the gathering contributed gold coins,
sometimes up to five to ten dollars, as they gather with peers weekly.

Community also felt an immediate need of a Nepali language and
cultural school to make younger generation read and write Nepali
language, the mother tongue, and promote culture, as they progress
with their English language and career aspirations and not forget in
the days and years to come.

As the idea emerged and a large number of parents were interested
in enrolling their kids, the resources were very minimal. Though at
its conception phase, many volunteers expressed their interest of
helping in as teachers, due to work, study and other commitments,
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many of them could not unleash their full potential helping kids
learn the language.

Classroom infrastructure; diminishing kids’ interest because of non-
Australian curriculum and proper teaching methods and aids, lack to
teacher training; failure to convince younger generation the necessity
of learning language in integration with their mainstream studies and
future career goals; also, some form of intra community opposition
and derision were primary challenges faced by then budding Bhutan-
ese Ethnic School (BES).

Some of the volunteer teachers used to carry available materials and
teaching aids in a carry bag on their cars; they used to move class-
rooms from one local school to the other whichever was available on
request, where kids of all ages were crammed into one room and mul-
tiple teachers were teaching, as there was no stable learning centre at
the community level.

Current Status and Organisational Structure

There are about 140 students currently attending the school, of
which majority of them are in the age group of 4-7 years. Serving this
number of students are 33 volunteers including teaching, non-
teaching and cultural instructors. The head of the school is the Prin-
cipal who is assisted by Vice-principal. In addition to this encourag-
ing number of volunteers, the BES have appointed a Curriculum Co-
ordinator, a Cultural Co-ordinator and a Volunteer Co-ordinator.
From this year onwards, they are bringing on board a Librarian and a
Public Desk Officer to help in running library and to maintain public
relationship as well as to answer public’s queries.

The School Management Board (SMB) is comprised of Chairperson,
Vice-chairperson, Secretary, Treasurer and Assistant Treasurer. Each
member of the SMB comes from Bhutanese community. The main
function of the SMB is to oversee an entire administration, organise
logistics, maintain book, manage and apply grant funding.

The classes are run in Salisbury Primary School, an arrangement to
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use this school has been made in good faith i.e. there is no formal
agreement between the school and the BES. It is very positive ges-
ture to allow use their classrooms help a local community group
which is enduring to integrate in the mainstream Australian society
also keeping their language and culture intact.

The BES supports Salisbury Primary School to pay for electricity us-
age in return and also pays a little amount towards Public Liability
Insurance policy on a per student basis.

Past and Current Activities

In the beginning, the School Management Board and the teachers
teamed up to endeavour hard to attract kids and motivate parents to
send them to learn language. The team even managed to order Nepali
text books from Nepal and print Bhutanese Ethnic School embossed
polo T-shirts from the community donation contribution, which were
distributed free as an inducement. That might or might not have had
positive impact, the school upheld their goal, dedication and vision
with positive energy and same level of motivation to continue.

Apart of teaching basics of the language including letters, numbers
and basic grammar, the students attending the school are given op-
portunities to learn about importance of cultural values, norms, cos-
tumes, music and dance and sports. They have made a huge im-
provement in this ground, thanks to dedicated and hardworking vol-
unteers who selflessly serve to help attain this progress. The stu-
dents are also taught to develop speaking, writing and reading skills
in their own language, which are tested from time to measure to
their achievement and progress.

The BES host Dashain and Tihar cultural shows with the student’s
active participation ranging from organising events to performance.
The students not only take part in other major intra community
events which are organised across the year at various occasions but
also showcase guest performance in inter community events and
other high-level events representing Bhutanese community. The stu-
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dents are also given an opportunity of excursions or similar tours.

From this year, the BES have prepared their own school academic
calendar enlisting all activities, functions and holidays. The school
family is expected to follow this calendar way forward.

The BES also promote their activities in social media like Facebook
and YouTube.

Recognition, Training and Funding

The BES is registered member of with Ethnic Schools Association of
South Australia Inc. since 2013. The Ethnic Schools Association of
SA Inc. (ESA) is the umbrella body representing 97 ethnic school au-
thorities teaching 48 languages in South Australia.

The BES has successfully met the criteria set by the association.
This association also provides a number of workshops and trainings
dealing with teaching activities, First Aid, child safe environments,
working with children checks for the volunteer teachers. These train-
ings and screenings activities have helped the school very positively
in steering its traditional way of teaching language towards main-
stream Australian system. In terms of fees for the abovementioned
trainings and other activities, while the ESA provides the Depart-
ment of Communities and Social Inclusions’ working with children
screening and First Aid training for free, the BES pay for the rest.

Some of the teachers have given accreditation in teaching ethnic lan-
guages by the ESA and a few are in progressing in this pathway.
This accreditation is not equivalent mainstream school teaching.

Apart from providing workshops to the teachers, the association also
provides a substantial level of funding annually on a per student ba-
sis, which is the only source of funding at this stage, to support
school to run planned activities. This funding increases as number
of students goes up, hence the BES is very committed and working
towards attracting more students by launching interesting teaching
methods and increasing extra-curricular activities.
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Achievements and Strengths

The BES have very proud achievements in six years’ time. In this
short span of time, Bhutanese School was successful in getting a
membership of the ESA, which meant that Nepali language school
run by Bhutanese in living in South Australia has been recognised
and have a voice.

Lately, the BES have attracted more students in comparison to the
time it was launched, thanks to introduction of robust teaching sys-
tems and other co-curricular activities as a result of the trainings
provided by the ESA. Increasing number of parents are seemed to be
interested to send their children to make their two hours of a week-
end productive.

The BES have been successful in inculcating the values of mother
language and the culture in Australia. The students have been very
proactive in demonstrating this outcome by partaking in cultural ac-
tivities and linguistic programs. The Bhutanese community in South
Australia has gained more exposure to other communities as they
participate in cross cultural events. Bhutanese Australian Associa-
tion of South Australia (BAASA) has been supportive and has taken
guardianship of the school since its establishment in opening this
exposure opportunities to the patrons of the school.

Some students have improved a lot in a way that they are able to
contribute to the Bhutanese community run weekly radio show Radio
Pahichaan (formerly Yuba Sansar), participate in poem and story rec-
itation at the literary events and anchoring community cultural
shows. These outcomes generated by the BES have helped them
boost their confidence and public speaking skills.

The BES has been one of the greatest influences on introduction of
Nepali Language as an elective subject in three northern suburb state
high schools. A good number of Bhutanese students attending these
schools have taken Nepali subject as their one of the electives which
is expected to help in their Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
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(ATAR) if they wish to go university after high school. The current
Principal of the BES and a couple of volunteer teachers have gained
an employment to teach this subject at these high school on the
state’s pay roll, which is a huge boost for the BES and has been a
massive contribution to the in kicking its primary goals.

Impressed with the way the BES has been running to bring some dif-
ferences in the community, some Bhutanese communities in other
states of Australia have also started similar classes while others are
actively considering taking such steps soon and also start lobbying
respective state governments to allow Nepali language as an elective
as SA schools have done. It is not an exaggeration of say the BES has
been leading by example in this ground which other Bhutanese com-
munities have followed the way.

Challenges and Weakness

Despite a significant success and achievements, it would be unfair to
say the challenges faced by the BES since inception have disap-
peared. Some of the problems discussed above in this report are still
prevalent, for example attracting and retaining students; parents’
lack understanding of the importance of language and culture. Even
some of community’s educated parents have failed to acknowledge
the differences made by the BES hitherto and putting on trust on the
school system seems to be very hard gig for them.

There are risks of diminishing financial support due to change of po-
litical forces in the state which could make harder for smooth func-
tioning of the school.

As current volunteer teachers progress with their personal careers,
an equal risk of attracting interested and committed teaching mem-
bers cannot be denied, due to unavailability of time.

One of the challenges that impedes the advancement of the BES is a
lack of infrastructure like proper classrooms meeting Australian
guidelines, library and community cultural centre. The current ar-
rangement of classroom is subject to change any time owing to any
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circumstance and in case of such fall out, a reactive action to organ-
ise for a backup plan may not necessarily. Apart from this, the BES
have not been able to gather a stock of culturally important items,
costumes and musical instruments for imparting cultural knowledge
which is one of the primary objectives.

The most important dimension that has not been progressed yet all
this time is a development of effective curriculum reflecting a current
need. This has discouraged teachers, students and parents quite sig-
nificantly as due to lack of curriculum based syllabus there is no
strong guidelines for objective oriented teaching and learning plan.

Speaking of challenges, the BES acknowledge that the volunteer
teachers are not fully and professionally trained, because of which
teaching and learning has not been better than it could have been.
Also, dealing children with bad behaviour has been an issue always
been an issue and will be, due to unavailability appropriate re-
sources, man power and training.

The BES has not been able catch-up with other peer schools and
mainstream schools in terms of usage of technologies like computer
and projector, let alone smart technologies, in teaching. This is one
of the week grounds that demotivates students and teacher indulge
in their relationship. This is also a contributing factor of existing
children’s discontinuation of attending school as well as a failure of
attract new ones.

Setting goals and an executing plan is of paramount importance in
any organisation. It is not evident that the BES have developed a
strategic plan and objectives looking into the future because of which
it will be difficult perusing the agenda as well continue making pro-
gress.

Future Opportunities

The BES have a strong commitment and important responsibility to
serve the community from language and cultural perspective. The
commitment should expand laying out an ambitious plan to continue
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help Bhutanese — Nepali children as long as they are able to in an
improved and innovative way.

It is undeniably important for the BES to make high level input into
developing curriculum and focus on creating a strategic plan. This
will pave way towards achieving objective and kicking goals. Appar-
ently, a close consulting with experts from overseas and locally is re-
quired in setting up the curriculum and developing strategic plan.

The BES have an opportunity and also should embrace it to incentiv-
ise the volunteer teachers and other staff so retain and encourage
them to service the community on this good cause. Though they are
far behind on this bold plan, yet haven’t put that off the table but
they are considering starting with a basic level of support and incen-
tives like petrol and other gift cards in the near future.

There are massive opportunities for the BES to work with other simi-
lar ethnic schools in the state, perhaps at interstate Bhutanese com-
munities level and share knowledge of operation, lobbying for finan-
cial support etc.

The BES also look to advance in terms of implementing emerging
technologies like smartboard, computerised system of teaching and
learning. As the students attend their regular school they have come
across a whole bunch of technology integrated in the learning pro-
cess, they expect high which the BES have been unable to deliver be-
cause they cannot afford due to limited funding.

In the near future, the BES have plans to expand and vitalise the ex-
isting small internal library or work with the local public libraries to
stock-up language and cultural learning resources. The other thing
the BES have a plan in investing time and resources is at creating a
small stock of culturally significant items to help the children learn
and make an intimate relationship with our culture and tradition as
well as continue promoting and preserve it.
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