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THIMPHU, Bhutan: It’s Saturday in Bhutan and
Lotay Tshering has just completed urinary blad-
der repair surgery on a patient at the Jigme Dorji
Wangchuck National Referral Hospital. But
Tshering is no ordinary doctor. During the week,
he also happens to be prime minister in the Hi-
malayan kingdom famous for measuring citizens’
Gross National Happiness.

“For me it’s a de-stresser,” said Tshering, who
was elected prime minister of the nation of
750,000 people last year in only its third dem-
ocratic election since the end of absolute monar-
chy in 2008. “Some people play golf, some do
archery, and I like to operate. I am just spending
my weekends here,” the 50-year-old said. No
one at the hospital bats an eyelid as Tshering,
wearing a faded lab coat and crocs, walks
through the busy corridors. Nurses and hospital
attendants continue with their jobs as normal.

A case apart    
The Buddhist kingdom is in many ways a case

apart, benchmarking itself on happiness instead
of economic growth. One of the pillars of Gross
National Happiness is conservation of the envi-
ronment. Bhutan is carbon negative and its con-
stitution mandates that 60 percent of the
country remains forested. It is also big on eco-
tourism and charges a daily fee of $250 per vis-
itor in high season.

The capital Thimphu has no traffic lights, the
sale of tobacco is banned, and television was
only allowed in 1999. Archery competitions, with
liberal amounts of the local firewater, are a na-
tional craze. Phalluses painted on houses to
ward off evil are also a common sight. But the
“Land of the Thunder Dragon” also has its prob-
lems, among them corruption, rural poverty,
youth unemployment and criminal gangs.

Tshering, who trained in Bangladesh, Japan,
Australia and the United States, began his polit-
ical career in 2013, but his party failed to make
headway in that year’s election. After losing,
King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck com-
manded him to lead a team of doctors and travel
with the monarch’s entourage to far-flung vil-
lages to provide free medical treatment. Now as
prime minister, he spends Saturdays treating pa-
tients referred to him and Thursday mornings of-
fering medical advice to trainees and doctors.
Sunday is family time.

Back in the prime minister’s office, a lab coat
hangs on the back of his chair. This, he said,
serves as a reminder of his election pledge to
focus on healthcare. Patients don’t have to pay
directly for healthcare in Bhutan, but Tshering
says that much more remains to be done despite
important strides in medical treatment.

While the country has seen major improve-
ments in life expectancy, a reduction in infant

mortality and the elimination of many infectious
diseases, the number of lifestyle diseases-in-
cluding alcoholism and diabetes-is on the rise.
“We must now slowly put more focus on sec-
ondary and tertiary healthcare,” Tshering said.

At the hospital, Tshering’s patient, a 40-year-

old man named Bumthap who underwent a five-
hour bladder repair surgery, told AFP he was
pleased with the results. “Now that I have been
operated on by the prime minister, who is con-
sidered one of the best doctors in the country, I
feel more relieved,” he said. — AFP

In happy Bhutan, the 
PM is a doc on Saturdays

Tshering to focus on healthcare as lifestyle diseases rise

THIMPHU, Bhutan: In this photo Bhutan’s Prime Minister Lotay Tshering treats a patient at the Na-
tional Referral Hospital in the Bhutanese capital Thimphu. — AFP

Suu Kyi tries to save 
face with Myanmar 
reporters’ release
YANGON: After relentless diplomatic pressure and global out-
rage, fallen democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi finally decided that
a pardon for two Myanmar journalists jailed for reporting on a
Rohingya massacre was the only way to resolve an issue that has
dogged her government for nearly 18 months. Observers say the
unexpected release of the two Reuters reporters was a political
decision timed to save face for the country’s civilian leader, after
a vigorous international campaign that saw Amal Clooney join
their legal team, Time magazine put the pair on their cover, and
journalism awards and honors pile up-including the prestigious
Pulitzer Prize.

A presidential pardon freed Wa Lone, 33, and Kyaw Soe Oo,
29, from prison on Tuesday to a media frenzy and messages of
congratulations from the White House to UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres. The pair spent more than 500 days behind bars
under colonial-era state secrets convictions after probing the ex-
trajudicial killing of 10 Rohingya Muslims during a military crack-
down. Global attention on the reporters and the damage already
done to the country’s reputation were “potentially costly” to the
government, said independent analyst Richard Horsey.

Nobel Laureate Suu Kyi-already seen as a pariah by many for
perceived complicity in the Rohingya’s plight-provoked outcry
when she refused to intervene, insisting “rule of law” must be fol-
lowed. The abrupt decision to release the pair this week was made
because Myanmar’s leaders had “taken into consideration the
long-term interest of (the) country”, said government spokesman
Zaw Htay. Retired Thai diplomat Kobsak Chutikul, who has

worked in an advisory capacity to Suu Kyi’s government, told AFP
that senior officials had all known a pardon must be granted at
some point but “nobody felt they could bring this up with her”.
Political timing was also a factor, observers say. Myanmar is due
to go to the polls next year and this was a chance to “get it out of
the way” beforehand rather than risk overshadowing the vote,
Kobsak said.

Albatross round their necks   
Behind the international condemnation, backroom diplomacy

appears to have played a key role in convincing Suu Kyi to pardon
the reporters. One man waiting among the crowds outside the
gates of Yangon’s notorious Insein Prison was British health ex-
pert Lord Ara Darzi, whose name barely came up during regular
media coverage of the saga. A close confidant of Suu Kyi, he has
regularly visited the country over the past two years in an advi-
sory role on a Rakhine state commission.

But he has known the leader for years, and hosted her in Lon-
don after her release from house arrest. “From what I hear, he fi-
nally found the opportunity to convince Suu Kyi this was an
albatross hanging round their necks,” said Kobsak, who served
alongside Darzi on another Myanmar government commission.
The discussion would have taken place “behind the scenes, in
quiet conversations in her house”, he added.

Darzi later hinted about his role to reporters at a press con-
ference following the journalists’ release. “The lesson is simple:
dialogue works even in the most difficult of circumstances,” he
said. Presidential pardons are traditionally granted around the
Myanmar new year in April. Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo were
freed in the third amnesty in just over a week that saw a total of
23,000 prisoners released. The pair were handed a seven-year
jail sentence last September, upheld first by Yangon’s High Court
and then the country’s Supreme Court last month.

Reuters maintained the duo were imprisoned in retaliation for
their expose, while legal experts argued the case was riddled with
irregularities. — AFP

Sri Lanka Catholic 
schools to reopen 
after attacks
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s Catholic Church yesterday an-
nounced it will reopen its schools next week for the first time
since Easter Sunday bombings killed 258 people. Cardinal
Malcolm Ranjith said the schools would open Tuesday after
remaining shut following fears of a repeat of the April 21 at-
tacks on three churches and three luxury hotels. “We have
decided to open all Catholic schools on May 14,” Ranjith told
reporters in Colombo following a meeting between the coun-
try’s 12 bishops and President Maithripala Sirisena in
Colombo yesterday.

All state-run schools-more than 10,000 in total-had re-
sumed classes on Monday after police and security forces
deployed armed guards. But attendance has been low despite
a raft of new security measures, including parking restric-
tions near schools. Ranjith also said regular Sunday services
would resume at all Catholic churches in Colombo from Sun-
day while a special service will be held Thursday at Ne-
gombo, north of the capital.

St Sebastian’s church in Negombo where over 100 people
were killed will hold an open mass yesterday evening, for the
first time since the attack, Ranjith said. The government has
blamed a local group, the National Thowheeth Jama’ath
(NTJ), for the bombings that also wounded nearly 500 peo-
ple. Islamic State claimed responsibility and the bombers
filmed themselves making a pledge of allegiance to the group
before the attacks. — AFP


