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 Bhutan Slowly Joins High-Tech Society 

BY:  Michael Zielenziger; KNIGHT RIDDER NEWS SERVICE 

BODY: 
THIMPHU, Bhutan -- Atop these windswept and unforgiving Himalayan mountains, the world's last Buddhist kingdom has turned itself into a laboratory for a brave social experiment: Can a Spartan rural society join the high-tech world without surrendering its soul? 

Bhutan's enticing retort: Gross National Happiness. 

After centuries of self-imposed isolation, this postage stamp of a monarchy stuck between the Great Wall of China and India's Taj Mahal is slowly unlocking its doors to the outside, even as it refuses to cast aside its Buddhist identity and culture. 

King Jigme Singye Wangchuk proposed the term Gross National Happiness to differentiate his nation of 600,000 yak herders, subsistence farmers and Buddhist monks eking out their existence at the top of the world from those obsessed with material well-being. More than just a slogan, Gross National Happiness seems to have succeeded in delivering compassionate development. It isn't just the singing traffic police, who never seem to give out tickets as they wander this capital city bereft of traffic lights. 

Or the happy-go-lucky, crimson-robed monks, who sometimes can be found shrieking with laughter as they cavort through the countryside on flat-bed trucks. 

Whether measured by the nation's giant leaps in life expectancy, its plunging rates of infant mortality or its growing cadre of Western-educated technocrats, Bhutan so far has proved able to absorb the best parts of the modern world without leaving its own values behind. 

Bhutan would seem an unlikely place to learn lessons on the importance of balanced innovation. This territory, about half the size of Indiana, is memorable mostly for its dark pine forests and impossible peaks, its flapping prayer flags and sheer mountain gorges, its valleys secured with giant fortresses of stone. 

Yet Bhutan's determination to preserve a unique identity against what it calls the "monoculture" of the larger world has relevance beyond its borders. Many Americans, no doubt, can identify with the Bhutanese dilemma as they wade into the vortex of a wired world, warily confronting mind-numbing technological change that makes life spin faster as it undermines economic fundamentals and social norms. 

Saying no 

By taking Gross National Happiness as its mantra, Bhutan has provided some stark and dramatic examples of roads not taken in the course of courting economic growth. What other nation, for instance, would: 

[] Close a marble mine because it did not like the way it looked? 

[] Refuse to clear-cut its massive forests and instead put two-thirds of the nation's landmass into perpetual timberland cover? 

[] Strictly limit the number of tourists who can enter the country each year, and effectively specify they be well-heeled? Each must pay at least $200 per day just for the privilege of visiting. 

A two-week journey through one of the world's most secluded and undeveloped nations demonstrates that in spite of their years of isolation, the Bhutanese welcome the forces of modern technology. 

"We felt the compulsion of globalization," explained Foreign Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley. "We see ourselves as a society that must change." At the same time, "we are very conscious of the fact that certain aspects of our culture need to be preserved. Culturally we are changing, but we want to remain Bhutanese." 

In the last three decades, Bhutan started a system of free public schools, where basic instruction is conducted in English. It began sending its best students overseas for advanced study. (Ninety-nine percent return home after their schooling, the government says.) 

Gradually, it began introducing some of the best elements of Western science and technology to its poor, mountain-based, agrarian society, even as it maintained adherence to a strict form of Mahayana Buddhism, which teaches that compassion and service to humanity are as important as the wisdom of individual enlightenment. 

Introducing TV 

Bhutan has maintained its distance from the modern trappings of consumerism. This is one nation without McDonald's, Starbucks or Benetton, not to mention neon signs and traffic lights. 

The government spends 20 percent of its budget on education and health. Free health care is provided even in some of the nation's most remote villages. Birth control has become a national priority. Life expectancy is 66 years, up from 35 years in 1960. 

Last year, to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the king's reign, the government lifted its prohibition on TV and started its own station. It also flipped the switch for the nation's first Internet service provider. Now the Internet is a local telephone call away nationwide. 

Even now, despite its leaps forward, Bhutan is not a jeans and T-shirt sort of country. 

Women usually wear ankle-length gowns known as kira. Men look so alike in their ghos that the only way to tell a senior government leader or even the king from a farmer is by the color of his scarf. 

But Bhutan is also quickly becoming a place where students such as 23-year-old Chhodup, son of an illiterate farmer, are learning about computer networking while reading the New York Times online every day. 

"I have never set foot outside of Bhutan," explained Chhodup, who like many Bhutanese has only one name. "But now I've been to almost every country through the Internet." 

Karma Nidup, Chhodup's computer instructor at the Royal Institute of Management, said his father is an illiterate yak herder who lives a two-day hike from the closest road. "It's a little tough explaining to him what exactly I do," he deadpanned. 

Spiritual happiness 

"Of course modernization is a threat, but we don't have the choice," said Bhutan's minister of culture, Sangay Wangchuk. His job is to preserve the nation's fragile heritage of monasteries and religious artifacts, as well as its spiritual beliefs. "We must have modernization, but within our own culture and tradition." 

"That's the real meaning of Gross National Happiness," said Wangchuk, an ex-monk who still shaves his head. "We want the Bhutanese to have not only material but spiritual happiness as well." 

Some analysts wonder whether Bhutan can truly preserve its identity as it opens to the outside world. Others say the government is not aggressive enough in tackling the challenge of basic economic development, especially in the impoverished rural areas. 

"If we make positive use of the new technology, definitely it will help us," Lama P.S. Dorjie, a Buddhist monk clad in a long crimson robe and sunglasses, said as he paused between rituals in a supreme prayer ceremony at a seventh-century temple in Bhutan's Bumthang Valley. "It all depends on the purity of the perceptions in your mind. 

"If you are a wise person, then television will not change you. If you are an evil person, TV will not make you good. You will still be evil. So the inner happiness is what counts. The rest is just illusion." 

Then he laughed. 




