Living in Quarantine and Lockdown in Bhutan
by Marianne Frei and Claudio Zingg
Since December 28th we are in Bhutan for the Bhutan Middle Management Program (BMMHP). We
should have finally started Phase V of BMMHP on January 3rd. After postponing the course again and
again since July 2020, we were optimistic that this time it would work out. But already the journey
from Switzerland to Bhutan was paved with obstacles. Among other difficulties, we were not allowed
to board the flight to Bangkok by a misinformed Finnair manager in Helsinki and we had to return to
Switzerland for a fortnight without having achieved anything. This was the reason for a next
postponement of our course. But two weeks later, after overcoming a few other obstacles on the
way to Bhutan, we finally made it to Paro.

Arriving in Paro in special Times
After arriving in Paro, we were lined up on the tarmac in groups according to our quarantine hotels
and our luggage was disinfected. Afterwards, all passengers were taken to their respective
quarantine hotels in different buses.

Quarantine
Everybody who is entering Bhutan has to spend 14 days in quarantine. We were lucky to have a
bungalow at Kichu Resort in Paro.
The first morning we woke up, we were surprised by heavy snowfall, which didn’t happen since 2018.
That's why our Bhutanese friends wrote to us that we brought the snow along from Switzerland and
therefore good luck as well. The "First Day of Snowfall" is always considered "very auspicious" in
Bhutan. After two days, however, the sun was shining again, and the snow was melting very fast.

Unlike the quarantine hotels in Thimphu, we were allowed to walk around the bungalow with no
other social contacts (80 steps). In Thimphu the rules are very strict during quarantine and
sometimes you are not even allowed to look out of the open window. We enjoyed watching and
listening to the Paro River which was flowing right next to our bungalow and our friends sent us
packages with “goodies” to add to the rather simple meals. We really felt well taken care off. We
even received a coffee machine and several packages of real coffee.

Quarantine Hotel Kichu Resort Paro

Quarantine Hotel 89 Thimphu

Time between Quarantine and Lockdown
After 2 weeks in quarantine, we were allowed to leave the quarantine hotel after the second PCR
test on January 12th. For the first time after two years, we met our colleagues from the Bhutan
Middle Management Hotel Program (BMMHP) at the Royal Institute of Tourism and Hospitality RITH.
We went to work with great enthusiasm after almost 30 Zoom meetings between Switzerland and
Bhutan over the last few months.
We were very excited as well to meet some Board members of our sister organization Bhutan
Switzerland Society (BSS). In an informal meeting we discussed and agreed on the plans for the next
weeks. Our colleagues had already started to prepare for an event on February 5th to celebrate the
20th anniversary of BSS.

Meeting BSS Board members Lyonpo Dr. Kinzang Dorji (President), Dragyel Tenzin Dorjee and Tashi Ragbyel

Blackout
But then on Sunday, January 16th, we woke up to
the news from our friends that a total blackout for
24 hours had been imposed on practically the
whole country. No one was allowed to leave the
house or the property where the house is
situated.
The week before, many Indian workers who had
recently been allowed back into the country,
tested positive. One of them was out of
quarantine and in contact with many people as a
truck driver for drinking water.

We were once again very privileged. The spacious
and beautiful flat we rented in "Villa Italia" is
located in a large garden surrounded by a wall.
We were allowed to walk our rounds in the
garden or sit on the balcony.

Lockdown
Then on Sunday evening, after new Covid cases had been discovered, a lockdown of 72 hours was
imposed over most of the country. Three days later the lockdown was extended to January 30th. For
the next few days, Bhutan counted the highest number of positive cases since the beginning of the
pandemic in 2020.

Our Zone (above Norzim Lham)

Our Movement Passes (8am – 11am)

”Lockdown” means in Thimphu that the whole city is divided into zones. In each zone there are some
shops allowed to be open for urgent daily essentials. Every resident receives a "Movement Pass",
which entitles him or her to move within the zone for three hours per day. We could apply online for
the card which was personally delivered to us by the desuups (civil guards) within one day.

Ready for shopping with Françoise Pommaret
(President Amis du Bhoutan)

No traffic on Norzim Lham

Lockdown from Zone to Mega Zone

Thimphu is divided into 45 zones and 4 mega
zones. From Wednesday afternoon onwards, we
were allowed to move around in our "mega zone"
(on foot or bike only).

Since we are staying in a house in the center of town, quite a few grocery shops are open in the
neighborhood. Before entering the shops, you have to register with a special tracing app via QR code.

Thimphu is otherwise very lively with more and more traffic. Now the streets are ours. At the main
intersection there is no traffic at all. The dogs and the policeman have time to check an occasional
car with a special permit going by.

Where can we find the next open shop?

Even horses are looking for food on Norzim Lham

Everywhere in the city, desuups in orange uniform check that rules and regulations are followed

Lockdown tightened from Mega Zone to Zone
On Thursday, January 27th at around 3 pm, BBS (Bhutanese TV station) wrote on their Facebook site
that five people had tested positive in Thimphu. This message went through the social networks like
a storm. It was clear to everyone that this meant again a further tightening of the lockdown.
Immediately, people flocked to the shops. Within a short time, a long queue formed in front of our
closest vegetable market. Many people knew, they would be cut off from this shopping opportunity
the next day because they don’t live in the zone where the market is located.

The government reacted immediately according to its policy. Two hours later, the decree was online:
As of 6 o'clock the same evening, people again were only allowed to move around in the small zones
during three allocated hours per day.

Desuups warming up during their duty

Hand washing facilities everywhere in the city

Mass Testing in Thimphu
From January 28th – 30th (Friday till Sunday), there will additionally be a mass testing in the whole
city of Thimphu. 15’000 people will be tested. At least one person from each house or household has
to be tested. On the testing day, all shops in the test zones will be closed for the whole day.

People queue up for the tests at the parking lot of Changlimithang Stadium

And the Bhutanese People?
These are the impressions of Tshewang Wangchuk, Executive Director of the “Bhutan Foundation”
(Newsletter Bhutan Foundation January 2022):
“While the (Bhutanese) people are largely compliant, and you can hardly see anyone out on the
streets, one does get a sense of general fatigue with the pandemic overall here in Thimphu. After all,
it is not easy for the many Bhutanese living with joint families, small children, aging grandparents,
and several generations under the same roof to also be able to join virtual meetings and school
lessons.
With practice from a few previous rounds of lockdowns, the quick dash to the designated
neighborhood grocery store followed by a brief bout of walking outside (socially distanced) to get
some fresh air comes naturally. I'm happy to report that everyone I've seen around town is staying
focused on safety–masks on, appropriate distances, and no crowds or gatherings at all. The only
wanderers about town are the stray animals looking for a morsel of food. With active contact tracing
and testing, we are hopeful that the spread will be contained soon and that we should be able to get
back to normal life.”

Hard hit Tourism Industry
The participants of our Bhutan Middle Management Hotel Program (BMMHP) are all coming from
the Tourism and Hospitality Industry. They were asked to share with us a write-up about their
professional experiences since March 2020. Only a few of them were still employed after tourism
was suspended, mostly with a reduced salary. Many of them got at least 50% of their salary from HM
Kidu Relief Fund. Some of them tried to make a living with whatever work they could find. But living
in Thimphu with only half the salary is quite a challenge. Some write that for the first time in their life
they are looking carefully on how much they are spending and that they are cautiously planning
ahead based on a private budget.
As outsiders we get the impression that through the tireless support and presence of HM the King
the perseverance of the Bhutanese people seems to be still strong.
For the government it’s a very tough and challenging time. On social media critical voices are
appearing.

HE the Prime Minister and the Health Minister explaining the newest measures in the battle against COVID-19

We are wondering, for how long it will be necessary for the government to focus on protecting the
physical health of the Bhutanese people and risking an impact on the psychological health of the
individuals and the economy of the country.
For us and for the start of our course it means continuing “to wait and see”. We keep our fingers
crossed.

Thimphu, 29.1.2022

