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Abstract The author spent six months in Bhutan in 2010 at the request of the Royal University
of Bhutan (RUB). Her brief was to advise how to improve the standard of the libraries of the ten
constituent RUB colleges, particularly relating to library services for users. The original study
investigated the current state of RUB academic libraries. Once this state was identified and
evaluated, it was necessary to decide what should, and realistically could, be done to improve
the constituent libraries and align them more closely to western academic libraries. Very little
has been written or published about academic libraries in Bhutan. The main method utilised
was situational analysis, involving the design of a rubric for identifying common factors of
libraries, followed by time spent working in each library to gather information. In most
libraries, this consisted of at least a week spent working with staff and assessing the library.
Observation was used and recorded photographically. Also, library staff was interviewed infor-
mally, as was staff in the Office of the Vice Chancellor (OVC) of the RUB. At the conclusion of
each library visit, a brief report making specific recommendations pertaining to that library
was presented to the library staff member in charge; both to provide feedback prior to the
final report, and to give library staff documentation to pass on to the campus Director and
Dean of Academic Affairs who facilitated the visit. In addition to the brief memoranda
provided to each library, a final report was presented to the OVC in a workshop setting with
opportunities for stakeholders to ask questions. A more detailed report with supporting appen-
dices was also provided to the OVC. Seven main recommendations were contained in the
report with the seventh recommendation having several sub-sections relating to a number
of staffing issues. This paper introduces readers to an area of academic librarianship about
which little has been written or known outside of Bhutan. The descriptive analysis of Bhuta-
nese academic libraries in 2010 will provide comparative data for other developing countries.
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Introduction

In April 2010 the author commenced a six month contract
with the Royal University of Bhutan (RUB). Prior to arrival,
a document outlining terms for that contract was received
by the author. One of the three (subsequently amended to
four) itemised goals of the contract was the following:

“Development of RUB library service standards: A task
force, led by the Chief Librarian of Samtse College of
Education has been working on overall service standards
for all RUB libraries. Sylvia Ransom will provide critical
inputs, in consultation with the Chief Librarian of SCE,
into refining the document. Amongst others, the docu-
ment should have service standards that are a) achiev-
able and pragmatic for all colleges of RUB b)
comprehensive enough to cover services of a typical
university library system.” (Yangkha, 2010)

With forty years’ experience in all types of libraries, but
primarily in academic libraries, and with most of that
experience in the areas of reference and user education,
the author was excited about the experience she could
offer to the RUB.

The author’s experience of Bhutan was limited, con-
sisting of a trekking holiday in 2007, as well having worked
with teachers and university students from Bhutan when
attending and working at the University of New England
(UNE). The UNE is a regional university in Australia with
a history of School of Education involvement in AusAID and
Unesco projects that assist teacher education in Bhutan. A
number of UNE academics have worked in Bhutan and
provided advice and information. The Bhutanese students
and teachers who attended UNE were engaging and intel-
ligent. It was through working with lecturers in the School
of Education and through personal contacts with the
Bhutanese students that the contract with the RUB was
arranged.

For readers unfamiliar with the country, Bhutan is
a landlocked country of nearly 39,000 sq kms which is
approximately the size of Switzerland. It is bordered on the
north by Tibet and on the south by India. It has a population
of less than 700,000 with a median age of 23. It is
a constitutional monarchy and the majority of its pop-
ulation are Buddhist. To many, it is best known for the
statement the fourth King of Bhutan made which is that
gross national happiness is more important than gross
national product. The country is 70% covered by forest and
the majority of its population are subsistence farmers. Due
to its geography and previous government policies, devel-
opment has been limited. A road connection into neigh-
bouring India was only completed in the 1960s, and
television was introduced at the end of the twentieth
century. Dzongkha is its official language, but English is also
the official instruction language in schools (Bhutan National
Statistics Bureau, 2009; Wangchuk, 2010).

The RUB came into existence in 2003. Two of its colleges
have been in existence since the 1960s: Sherubtse College,
located in the east in Kanglung, which offers Bachelor level
degrees in the arts and sciences and business, and the
National Institute of Education, which subsequently
became the Samtse Teachers College. In 2005, the nine

campuses were joined by the Jigme Namgyel Polytechnic
located in Deothang in the southeast which provides
undergraduate and certificate level engineering qualifica-
tions. The other campuses, which are spread across the
country, include the College of Science and Technology
(CST), which offers a range of engineering qualifications
and is located in Rinchending near the Indian border; the
Gaeddu College of Business Studies which has taken over
the business programmes of Sherubtse College; the Royal
Institute of Health Sciences, located adjacent to the
National Hospital in the capital, Thimphu, and offering
degrees in nursing, medical technology and a bachelor level
qualification in public health; the National Institute of
Traditional Medicine (NITM) also located in Thimphu; the
Institute of Language and Culture Studies, currently located
in Semtokha, but moving to Trongsa in 2011, which offers
bachelor and certificate level courses in the areas as
included in its title; the College of Natural Resources (CNR)
located in Lobeysa which offers programmes in agriculture,
animal science and forestry; and the Paro College of
Education which is the second teacher training college in
the country.

Through the wise use of international aid money and
a long term development plan that will expand courses
offered and course levels at multiple campuses, the RUB
plans to offer PhDs within the next five years. The 2008 RUB
document entitled the Wheel of Academic Law outlines the
rationale and procedure for introducing new courses and
programmes at the RUB. All the campuses of the RUB are
currently undergoing impressive expansion. New buildings,
to include student accommodation, are under construction.
The Bhutan Ministry of Education released its Tertiary
Education Policy in July 2010 and libraries and library stan-
dards are specifically mentioned in the policy document.

In the library provision area, two college libraries have
moved into new premises, and five more are planned in the
next two years. Funding for the new buildings has come from
international aid, with Helvetas of Switzerland as a major
provider. Stock in libraries is often limited to multiple copies
of text books and access to electronic resources is also
limited due to a range of factors. Strategic initiatives are
needed to bring the disparate college libraries together.

Methodology

Upon arrival in Bhutan, the author was provided with
a schedule of work indicating that at least a week would be
spent at each of the ten campuses of the RUB. This would
permit a situational analysis of libraries at every campus.
Background material was provided in a report prepared in
2008, which included data on the RUB libraries and also
included a number of library related recommendations
(Maxwell, Reid, Gyamtso & Dorji, 2008). A rubric for data
collection while at each campus was initially designed using
the data from this 2008 report. The author’s home base for
more than half the time while in Bhutan was the Samtse
College of Education. Samtse College is the home of the
Centre for University Learning and Teaching (CULT) which is
a body providing support for the teaching staff at the RUB
through workshops and a specialised collection of library
materials.
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