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Bhutan 2034: A New Era in Sustainable

and Innovative Tourism
Carissa Nimah
Introduction

In 2024, Bhutan celebrates the golden jubilee of its tourism sector, a period
during which the industry has evolved remarkably from its infancy to
become a world-renowned model of sustainability and responsible tourism.
The nation’s strategic “high value, low volume” approach to tourism is
highly regarded across the globe and plays a pivotal role in the preservation
of Bhutan’s unspoiled natural environment and its rich cultural heritage.

The country now boasts an array of luxury accommodations and
exceptional homestays and offers guest experiences that highlight a unique
world of ancient traditions and festivities. With tourism figures on an
upward trajectory, Bhutan’s achievements over these 50 years underscore
its successful and thoughtful navigation through the tourism industry’s
evolving landscape, supported by experienced tour operators, guides,
hoteliers and other stakeholders who all contribute to tourism in Bhutan.

2034 —'The Scenario

As we project a decade into the future, let us imagine the landscape of
tourism in Bhutan by 2034. Amidst a revolution characterised by space
travel, virtual experiences, metaverse explorations,and Al-driven adventures,
how does Bhutan carve its niche? In this envisioned future, specifically the
year 2034, we explore how Bhutan, renowned for its distinctive charm and
commitment to sustainability, maintains its unique allure.

While many countries contend with the escalating challenges of over-
tourism and cultural erosion, Bhutan emerges as a sanctuary of authenticity
and exclusivity. This speculative glimpse into 2034 offers a narrative on
how Bhutan could continue to enchant travellers seeking refuge from the
homogenised travel experiences proliferating worldwide.
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In this scenario, with the world’s population approaching nine billion
and the impact of mass tourism intensifying, nations worldwide have
adopted Bhutan’s pioneering approach of implementing tourist fees to
safeguard their natural and cultural assets. Bhutan’s efforts of being the
first to introduce a guest fee in 1974 have been meticulously chronicled
and analysed in numerous case studies and articles - from Botswana to
the Bahamas. Bhutan itself continues to refine its strategy to preserve its
environment and heritage.

The number of visitors to Bhutan escalates impressively from 103,000 in
2023 to over one million annually in 2034, albeit with carefully planned
regional and seasonal distribution supported by better air, road, and rail
connectivity. Bhutan’s visitor profiles reflect a diverse mix of nationalities and
demographics; yet are all unified in their quest for something extraordinary,
and find themselves drawn by Bhutan’s magnetic charm. Despite this
surge in tourism, Bhutan remains a very safe place for travellers to visit,
maintaining its reputation for tranquility and hospitality.

The “Bhutan Believe” national brand, once met with scepticism, matures
into a powerful emblem of the country’s vision, blending heritage with
progress. It captures Bhutan’s essence, a nation honouring its past while
navigating the future with innovation and insight.

Bhutan’s Strategic Approach

Bhutan’s commitment to Gross National Happiness continues to underscore
its “Development with Values” philosophy and inform various strategies in
all areas, including tourism, which emphasises quality over quantity. The
country remains a custodian of its unique spiritual and cultural heritage
and its tourism model prioritises its ecological and cultural ethos while
embracing beneficial and non-invasive technological advancements.

The Gelephu Mindfulness City (GMC) reflects this fusion, emerging
as a sanctuary where ancient wisdom and modern advancements merge,
and offering visitors a visionary experience of sustainable tourism and
urban living. The introduction of GMC, with its modern amenities like
enhanced transportation, ease of access, and familiar brand stores, is poised
to transform it into a welcoming hub for those previously deterred by
Bhutan’s perceived ruggedness, potentially establishing GMC as the main
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gateway and positioning the rest of Bhutan as an authentic “outback” travel
experience.

Every year, the GMC welcomes guests who enjoy its Vajrayana centres of
spirituality, its various meditation and Buddhism courses, and who attend
its World Environmental Forum, similar to the one held in Davos.

Infrastructure and Service Upgrades

Over the pastdecade,since 2024, Bhutan has revolutionised its infrastructure
and services, significantly boosting the tourism sector. The country’s aviation
has expanded, offering more flights and routes, and enhancing accessibility
for international visitors. Western travellers have direct connectivity to
Bhutan through major airports in the Middle East and Europe, while
Bhutanese airlines have also partnered with international airliners; easing
travel for guests (i.e. end-to-end checked luggage). An expanded network
of helicopters enables guests the opportunity to visit the less accessible
regions of Bhutan. Enhanced online payment systems have improved the
convenience and enjoyment of guests, reflecting a broader shift toward
digital integration across Bhutan’s tourism industry, both on-site and prior
to arrival.

This era of digital enhancement spans the entire tourism landscape,
making interactions smoother and cutting down on needless bureaucracy
and paperwork. For instance, personalised passport systems allow trusted
travellers to visit and/or return with ease. Bhutan has also made great strides
in educating and training its tourism workforce, ensuring they meet the
high standards expected in today’s hospitality world which has improved
the quality of service across the board.

Efforts to streamline services have reduced red tape and increased efficiency,
while investment in staft education and training has raised service quality
to meet global standards. The increase in employment demand causes
Bhutanese working abroad to return home, bringing their experience
learned in international hospitality with them. Additionally, efforts in waste
management have markedly improved guest satisfaction. Regulatory and
operational enhancements have made doing business in Bhutan smoother
and more responsive to guests’ needs, reflecting the country’s commitment
to hospitality excellence.
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Bhutanese cuisine has become globally recognised and applauded, spurring
the growth of restaurants across the nation, and motivating guests to
explore more expansively within Bhutan to experience its diverse regional
specialties.

In addition, Bhutan invested in better infrastructure for guests with
disabilities or mobility issues, allowing it to be positioned as a truly
accessible destination.

Environmental Management

Over the years, Bhutan has meticulously preserved its breathtaking
landscapes and natural splendour, thanks to a steadfast commitment to
environmental guardianship. The nation’s approach to tourism, deeply
entrenched in sustainability and conservation, plays a pivotal role in
safeguarding its environmental sanctity, setting a benchmark for ecological
responsibility globally. In line with this, Bhutan launched an exciting range
of eco-friendly guest activities that not only showcase its natural wonders
but also emphasise their protection and sustainability.

These experiences allow visitors to delve into some of the planet’s most
pristine and ecologically rich areas, promoting a culture of conservation
and respect for nature. Engaging activities like fishing for the elusive golden
mahseer, bird watching, zero waste culinary tours, tracking the rare snow
leopard, climate change education trails, eco-village homestays, wildlife
safaris, and photography tours dedicated to nature, have all resonated with
guests who prioritise environmental mindfulness.

Impact programmes have been implemented to encourage and incentivise
guests to travel with less carbon emissions and to contribute to Bhutan’s
efforts to remain carbon-negative. Furthermore, zones have been established
within the boundaries of national parks that permit a set number of guests
to visit the most protected regions of the parks while also creating a buffer
between the parks and communities in an effort to prevent human-wildlife
conflicts.
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Technology

Bhutan’s innovative approach of integrating its rich traditions with cutting-
edge technology garnered widespread media attention. The nation adeptly
harnessed technological advancements to augment the guest experience
and provide valuable feedback to the tourism industry for means of
development, all the while safeguarding its environmental and cultural
heritage.

Visitors remarked that the use of Al and virtual reality in select locations
across Bhutan was a game-changer, complementing rather than
overshadowing the genuine Bhutanese encounters and the invaluable

insights provided by the guides.

It was fascinating for them to virtually interact with historical figures like
Drukpa Kuenley, diving deeper into his unconventional Buddhist teachings.
Families embarked on a virtual treasure hunt guided by Pema Lingpa and
experienced a simulated trek alongside a Migoi (yeti) in eastern Bhutan.
These innovative engagements deeply enriched their understanding and
appreciation of Bhutan’s cultural depth and legacy.

Family Travel and Educational Tourism

In an era where travel extends beyond the confines of leisure, Bhutan
cleverly incorporated family engagement and educational enrichment
into its tourism narrative. By forging partnerships with educational
entities around the globe, Bhutan has curated programmes that attract
students, academics, and the intellectually curious to explore its distinctive
ecosystems, sustainability initiatives, Buddhist practices, culture, and the
dynamics of the Himalayas. This also stimulated more partnerships that
benefitted local entrepreneurs, who partnered with the students to form
new business ventures.

These interesting educational journeys, championed by Bhutan’s tour
operators, offer rich, enlightening itineraries that educate and inform
travellers of all ages. Families exploring Bhutan immerse themselves in
the country’s wildlife, students retrace the paths of renowned Buddhist
practitioners, and researchers collaborate with local Bhutanese to gain
insights into eco-conscious living. These all aim to impart knowledge

116



Volume 10, Issue 1

and foster a global community respectful of our interconnected planet,
enhancing Bhutan’s contribution to international understanding.

In parallel, Bhutan also enhanced family-oriented travel services, ensuring
that its educational offerings are complemented by world-class facilities.
With an eye on the complex needs of family travellers, Bhutan has boosted
its hospitality infrastructure, transportation, and entertainment options
to provide delightful, hassle-free, and enriching experiences for families,
including those travelling with infants. Family lodges, interactive cultural
sessions, and nature activities engage travellers of all ages, blending fun
with learning. Innovations like adventure zones, and child-focused cultural
tours, merge entertainment with education.

This blend of family travel and educational tourism has also enhanced
the kingdom’s soft power on the world stage. It underscores Bhutan’s
role as a thought leader and a beacon of enlightenment, extending its
educational outreach far beyond its borders. It also cements its stature as a
nation that cherishes and nurtures the values of knowledge, wisdom, and
interconnectedness.

Art and Culture

Bhutan’s investment in enhancing its cultural offerings has greatly enriched
its travel experience, most notably through the inauguration of a premier
museum in collaboration with a renowned global entity. This museum is a
treasure trove of Bhutanese heritage, presenting national artifacts while also
welcoming international exhibits and fostering cross-cultural interactions.
It stands as a vibrant hub, celebrating Bhutanese artistic, historical, and
spiritual traditions and affirming the nation’s role as a custodian of human
heritage.

To further immerse visitors in Bhutanese history and culture, guided
walking tours were also launched across its various districts. The immersive
tours, led by knowledgeable guides, bring to life the legends, traditions, and
livelihoods of the local people.

Additionally, Bhutan has introduced art-centric journeys exploring its

dynamic art scene. These excursions take guests from traditional thangka
painting studios to art galleries, spotlighting the nation’s creativity.
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Beyond their aesthetic appeal, these art tours encourage interactions
with Bhutanese artists, creating avenues for cultural dialogue and mutual
inspiration. They invite travellers to delve deeper into Bhutanese art forms,
promoting a broader understanding and appreciation of their significance
within the global artistic community. Monks have become the guardian
of these tourism experiences. They are trained in communication and art
preservation; with Bhutan becoming the first society where the monks are
in direct interaction with the guests so that they can learn firsthand from
those who have dedicated their lives to preserving their spiritual lineage.

Wellness

A decade after the transformative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
allure of wellness travel has not only endured but has expanded, becoming
a cornerstone of international tourism. Bhutan, renowned for its pristine
landscapes and long association with traditional healing, has positioned
itself at the forefront of this sector.

Bhutan has capitalised on its ambience and medicinal traditions to enhance
its offerings in health and wellness tourism. The country now features a
diverse range of holistic retreats that blend ancient Bhutanese healing
practices with modern wellness skills. Guests at these retreats immerse
themselves in practices that combine age-old rituals, herbal remedies, and
spiritual wellness, to achieve deep healing and awareness.

Across Bhutan, various tourism providers offer experiences that aim to
harmonise the physical, mental, and spiritual needs of their guests. Nestled
in beautiful mountain hideaways, meditation and yoga retreats provide
personalised programmes that encourage serenity and self-discovery.
Wellness centres offer traditional Bhutanese treatments that use only
native plants, minerals, and age-old healing methods. Hotels encourage
meditation and yoga as the daily morning activity. People travel from
all over the world to bathe in the world’s most medicinal natural hot
springs (which are known to heal a wide variety of illnesses), set in natural
landscapes with clean and modern amenities. Wild, medicinal herbs are
widely available for guests to take during their travels and their benefits are
clearly labelled since many Western guests are unfamiliar with them.
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Adventure Tourism

Over the last 10 years, since 2024, Bhutan has carved out its niche as an
unparalleled haven for adventure seekers. While the kingdom continues to
honour its sacred virgin peaks by restricting climbs above 7,000 metres, it
invites adventurers to explore its lesser heights. Other activities like rafting,
paragliding, zip-lining, and bungee jumping are hugely popular, all tailored
to the thrill-seeker, yet grounded in respect for Bhutan’s traditions and
environment.

The Snowman Race, considered one of the hardest ultra-marathons in the
world, is now one of the world’s most prestigious ultra-marathon events,
drawing elite athletes and significant global attention and sponsorship.
The same applies to the Tour of the Dragon cycle race. But Bhutan also
pioneers sustainable thrill, integrating eco-friendly innovations like cable
cars that blend seamlessly with the natural panorama and cutting-edge
helicopter tours powered by green aviation fuels.

Entertainment

Bhutan is making waves in the global entertainment scene, emerging as a
favourite destination for international film productions and music concerts.
Filmmakers from around the world are drawn to its untouched natural
beauty and rich cultural backdrop, making it a hotspot for a variety of
cinematic projects. At the same time, they conscientiously craft content that
respects Bhutan’s cultural heritage, maintaining a delicate balance between
artistic expression and cultural integrity. Guests flock to see the locations
where their favourite films were shot in Bhutan or see their favourite artists
perform.

At the same time, there is a burgeoning scene in Bhutanese film and music
that is starting to make its mark. The local film industry is blossoming,
showcasing a range of genres that appeal to audiences both at home
and abroad, and capturing the essence of Bhutan’s stories and traditions.
Bhutanese music is also hitting its stride, merging traditional tunes with
modern vibes to create a unique sound that is uniquely Bhutanese.
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'This surge in film and music has helped project Bhutanese culture onto the
world stage. It has offered a platform for Bhutan to tell its own stories and
celebrate its heritage.

Making What is Possible, Happen

Looking to the future, Bhutan is setting a powerful example, illustrating
how innovation can align with preserving cultural and environmental
treasures. This strategy mirrors a global movement toward travel that is
more authentic and ethical, showcasing how tourism can develop in sync
with nature and heritage in our digital, global era.

Bhutan already offers a variety of deep and meaningful travel experiences
that position Bhutan as a top travel destination and emphasise the vital
need to protect its environment and culture for the next generations.
It will just take a little bit more to take Bhutan tourism into a new era
of sustainable and innovative travel, but the potential is there, and the
potential for Bhutan is huge.

As Bhutan’s tourism sector advances, it will become stronger, more
sustainable, and more in tune with what today’s travellers seek, securing
Bhutan’s place as an emblem of cultural richness and unspoiled nature on
the world travel stage.
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