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This year's Independence
Day Is somewhat unusual,
Covid-19 Is yet rampant, and
Bhutan is in the midst of a na-
tlonwide lockdown. But what
stands out in the midst of all
this, 1s the exemplary solldar-
Ity between longstanding
frlends, Bhutan and India in
combating the crisis together,
Golng forward, India will
stand alongside Bhutan to get
past Covid-19, and to ensure a
sustainable recovery.
Impaortantly and coin-
chding with Independence
Day 2020, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has launched
key initiatives, Atmanirbhar
Bharat or the Self Reliant
India Campaign, a new Na-
tional Education Policy and
the One Nation, One Ration
Card scheme, all of which are
almed at the socio-economic
development of the people of
India.

Aatmanirbhar Bharat is
chosen as the theme of
the T4th Independence
Day. What is the signifi-
canca?

Without exception, the
Covid-19 crisis has demon-
strated the importance of self-
sufficiency. Addressing the
nation on 12 May 2020, Prime
Mindster Shri Narendra Modi
recognized this imperative
and, accordingly, launched
the Aatma Nirbhar Bharat
Abhiyan or Self-Reliant India
Campaign. To deal with

the economic challenges
posed by the pandemic and
bring our economy back on
track, the Prime Minister an-
nounced a stimulus package
of nearly USS 270 billion (Rs.
20,000 billion ).

When Indla speaks of
self-rellance, we are not adva-
cating a self-centered system.
Rather, we believe that a self-
sufficient India, a country that
Is an emerging global leader,
will inevitably lead to a more
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prosperous world. Our alm Is
to ensure India's position as a
key participant in global sup-
ply chains. Through bullding
capacities at home, we also
Intend to contribute to mitl-
gating disruptions in glohal
markets. We see no contradic-
tion between wanting to bulld
our economic capacities and
looking to play a bigger role in
the global economy.

The Sell-Rellant India
Campalgn is structured
around five key pillars of
sirengthening our econo-
my, Infrastruciure, a sys-
tem driven by modemn
technology, our vibrant and
young demography, and
meeting our growing de-
mands by playing a bigger role
in the global supply chain.
Achieving rapid growth and
development will depend
substantially on successful
integration and assimilation of
all of these factors.

For instance, at the start of
the pandemic, India did not
produce sufficient medical
equipment such as ventila-
tors and personal protection
equipment kits. Today, after
having built up our capacities
over a period of a few months,
we are now producing these
items on a massive scale and
are even supplying them to
other countries, as well as to
our neighbours in the region,

Including Bhutan. This was
possible only because India
set out on a path to achieve
seli-sufficlency.

Furthermore, Prime
Minister Modl launched an
Agriculture Infrastructure
Fund of Rs. 1000 billlon on
9 August 2020, which will
beneflt farmers and help
agri-entrepreneurs in buld-
Ing farming assets and post-
harvest infrastructure, thereby
promotiing self-sufficiency in
the agriculiure sector. Simi-
larly, the Government of India
has decided to manufacture
101 defence items Indige-
nously, reflecting another step
towards sell-rellance,

dia's independence in 1947
laying the foundations of
close relations. How have
the relations changed?
Bhutan-India relations are
indeed privileged, serving as
an epitome of immaculate
neighbourly relations for the
rest of the world.

This multifaceted relation-
ship covers myriad areas: de-
velopment cooperation; hydro
power; trade and commerce;
education and, of course, our
shared historical, cultural
and people-to-people link-
ages. Importantly, and in this
technology-driven era, we are

also cooperating In new areas:
space sclence and technology,
Minancial technology coopera-
tlon and digital connectivity,

Currently, we are working
towards multiple goals which
were agreed during the visi
of Prime Minister Mod! In Au-
gust 2019, Taking lorward His
Majesty’s vision In harnessing
space resources for the benefit
of the country and its people,
both sides are collaborating
on the joint development of
a small satellite for Bhutan.
Other activities include, the
development of a geo-portal
system for Bhutan towards the
mapping of natural resources
as well as for disaster manage-
ment, using remote sensing
and geo-spatial data. India’s
National Knowledge Network
Is now connected to Bhutan's
DrukREN, creating thereby an
information highway, encour-
aging greater Interaction be-
tween our Universities, as well
as our research and student
communities.

We have also launched
STEM-based cooperation
initiatives that are aligned
with the priorities of the
Royal Government of Bhutan.
Subsequent to the signing of
Moz berween RUB and [1Ts
Delhi, Bombay and Kanpur
during the visit of Prime
Minister Modi to Bhutan last
year, Bhutanese engineering
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students are heading to our
prestigious IITs on full ride
scholarships, most notably
IIT Kanpur, IIT Bombay as
well as ITT Delhl. Further-
more, an annual Youth Ex-
change Programme has been
developed by the Ministry of
External Affalrs, Government
of India, with the active col-
laboration of the RUB and the
Roval Government of Bhutan,
which is poised 1o take off,
once the pandemic situation
Is behind us.

By October 2020 we
should see enhanced finan-
cial technology cooperation
between our two countries
through a full Inter-operabill-
ty of the RuPay card launched
Joinily by the Bhutanese and
Indian Prime Minlsters last
year, boosting e-paymenis,
both ways. We are also work-
Ing on the use of the Bharat
Interface for Money (BHIM)
App In Bhutan to promote
the culture of cashless pay-
ment on both our sides.

On Hydropower we
hawve recenily Inked the
Kholongchhu Concesslon
Agreement, the first joint
venture project between our
two countries which should
open up a whole new chapter
of beneficlal cooperation in
Bhutan's East.

We are also working
towards enhanced con-
nectivitles hetween our two
countries, we have recently
opened an additional trade
route through the Pasakha
Industrial Area, and we are
exploring rail connectivities
as well.

We are also honoured to
waork with Bhutan as you set
up a Multi-Disciplinary Super
Speciality Hospital in Thim-
phu, which will backstop the
existing health infrastructure
in the country.

Against the backdrop
of the Covid-19 pandemic,
India has extended the fullest
cooperation and support to
Bhutan in terms of ensuring
uninterrupted movement
of commodities, facilitating
the return of over 1,350 Bhu-
tanese nationals, handing
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over essentlal medicines and
medical supplies to Bhutan,
as well as the virtual training
of Bhutanese health profies-
slonals. We are honoured
that India’s gesture has been
publicly appreciated by the
Bhutanese leadership and
we view this as a refllection of
ihe special bonds of trust and
understanding between India
and Bhutan that have existed
over decades.

It is said that hydropower
has been the backbone of
Bhutan-Indiarelations.
As both countries look
forward to chart a 21st cen-
taury economic roadmap,
what new areas could be
of interest in new rela-
tions between Bhutan and
India?

Hydropower cooperation has
indeed been an Important pil-
lar of Indla-Bhutan relatlons,
and we remain committed to
partner with Bhutan in this
vital sector. for the mutual
benellt of our two couniries
and people. However, even as
Bhutan prepares its 21st Cen-
tury Economic Road Map, we
have begun exploring coop-
eration in new areas, In sync
with the priorities espoused
by His Majesty the King of
Bhutan, Including education,
technology, and innovation
with a focus on empowering
the youth.

During Prime Minister
Maodl's visit to Bhutan in
August 2019, we have jointy
launched a number of new
initiatives. In the space sector,
Thimphi Is now connected to
ISRO's South Asla Satellite and
our two teams are also work-
ing to develop a small satellite
for Bhutan. In the education
sector, the focus Is on STEM,
through an institutional te-
up between premier Indian
Institutes and thelr coun-
terparts In Bhutan. We have
established an Information
highway interconnection to
enhance knowledge-sharing
between Universities of both
our sides, through a tle up
between India’s National
Knowledge Network and Druk
REN. In the financial sector,
we have made great strides in
integrating our economies and
promoting cashless payments
through the introduction of

the RuPay cards tn Bhutan

and the subsequent launch

of Bhutan's Quick Response
code, which will enable the
use of the BHIM app, an In-
dian digital payment Interface,
in Bhutan.

A recent Important visit
was that of the Indlan Minlster
of Rallways and Commerce &
Industry, Shri Piyush Goyal,
to Bhutan for the frst-ever
‘Bhutan-India Start-Up Sum-
mit. One of the key outcomes
of the visit was a tie-up be-
tween Bhutanese agri-produc-
ers and major Indlan super-
markets for retall marketing
of Bhutanese organic food
products in India. Another
outcome was that the Con-
federation of Indian Industry,
one of India’s leading indusiry
assoclations, announced that
they would open their first
South Asla office In Bhutan,
which will factlitate enhanced
Indian investment in Bhutan,
providing as well real time
assistance & support to the
Bhutanese private sector,

On the connectivity
front, we have recently opened
a new land customs station at
Ahllay in Bhutan's southern
Industrial area of Pasakha.
This has not only facilitated
bilateral trade but has also led
to decongestion of vehicular
traffic along the busy Jalgaon-
Phuentsholing route. Our
two sides are also exploring
rall connectivities for further
bolstering trade and com-
merce for the benefit of our
two countries and people. We
are also committed to provid-
Ing technical support towards
a Multidisciplinary Super-Spe-
cialty Hospital in Thimphuy, to
backstop the existing health
Infrastructure In the country,

The Government of India
recently launched a New
Education Policy that in
PM Modi's words is the
foundation of “new India™
Education is one area Bhu-
tan had been gaining from
India's progress. How can
Bhutan benefit from the
NEP?

The recently launched Na-
tional Education Policy 2020
15 poised to bring about trans-
formational reforms in the
school and higher education
system in India. The principal
objective Is Universallzation
of Education with 100% Gross

Enrolment Ratio (GER) In
schoal education by 2030
and increase of 50% GER in
higher education by 2035.
Key aspects of NEP2020 that
should find resonance with
Bhutanese policy makers are:
the emphasis on Foundatlonal
Literacy and Numeracy with
no rigid separation between
academic streams as well as
extracurricular and vocational
streams In school; vocational
education to start from Class
6 with internships so that
on completing school, every
student is proficient In at least
one vocational skill; the higher
education curriculum to have
flexthility of subjects; multiple
entry/exit and transfer of
credit through an Academic
Bank of Credits; the setting up
of a Gender Inclusion Fund;
Special Education Zones for
disadvantaged regions and
groups; the use of technology
in digitally equipping schools,
teachers and students and
the Introduction of ‘coding”
from Class 6 onwards to equip
students with computational
skills, mathematical thinking
and a scientific temper from
an early age.

These key policy elements
draw immediate parallels
In Bhutan with vocational
education & skilling inding
focus through the Butld Bhu-
tan Project. The difficulties
being faced by students in
some Dzongkhags could be
overcome through Improve-
ment of digital facilitles
through a planning of Special
Education Zones. Stranded
students ordinarily enrolied
In Universitles abroad could
earn credits while smidying in
Bhutanese Higher Educational
Institutions, and complete
their degrees/ diplomas etc.
without loss of an academic
vear through the concept of
the Academic Credit Bank.

It was learnt that some
Bhutanese students were
selected on a special basis
to study in top Indian engi-
neering universities with
GOl scholarship. Please
elaborate.

We are deeply mindful of the
emphasis on STEM placed

by His Majesty the King of
Bhutan. In this vein, we have
since last vear fostered an
Institutional bufld-up between
our top-most technical instita-

tions and thelr counterparts in
Bhutan.

I am pleased to share that
pursuant to the announce-
ment of the Indla Bhutan
Friendship Scholarship in
2020, two students from Bhu-
tan will be heading to IIT, Kan-
pur this year, which Is a first
time achievement for Bhu-
tanese engineering students.
Similarly and marking another
first, two Bhutanese students
will soon be jolning 11T Bom-
bay and another student has
been provisionally admitted
to IIT Delh, all three being
reciplents of the Government
of India’s Nehru Wangchuck
Scholarship. The latest “suc-
cess' Is that one more student
has been accepted by ITT
Tirupati, another first for the
Bhutan-India friendship.

We are, indeed, delighted
that these talented youngsters
from Bhutan will be studying
at our best institutions.

One of the many reforms
in the Indian NEP is on
the use of technology.
Bhutan's similar vision
is challenged by connec-
tivity. The government
of Bhutanis trying fora
third internet gateway
from Bangladesh. Your
Excellency said the issue
is under consideration of
both sides and a mutually
acceptahle decision is ex-
pected within the sarliest
time frame. Any develop-
ments in this area?

The significance of con-
nectivity in this digital era
cannoi be overemphastzed.
The matter of a third Internet
gateway is under considera-
tion of our two sides, every
effort Is being made to work
towards a mutually acceptable
resolution of the matter.

In the wake of the pandem-
ic, some interest groups
had been threatening to
stop vehicles carrying es-
sentials to Bhutan from
Jaigaon if the border is not
opened for trade. Did the
Embassy intervena?

In full solidarity with the
Roval Government of Bhutan,
the Government of Indla has
ensured the uninterrupted
maovement of essential as well
as non-essential commodities
to Bhutan, through the Covid-
19 crisis, This will continue,

going forward. India will al-
ways stand alongside Bhutan.

India recently started
human trials of Covid-19
vaccines. The Bhutanese
government have ex-
pressed its interest tobe
a part of the trials. Would
the Gol facilitate any tests
in the country any soon?
The Government of India has
recelved Information related
o Bhutan’s Interest in being a
part of the Covid-19 trials. We
understand that private com-
panies who have developed
the vaccines will be conduct-
ing trials in keeping with the
established protocols for such
procedures.

The government is trying

Against the backdrop of the
Covid-19 pandemic, Bhutan
has re-prioritized Its 12th Plan
activities, The Government of
India is pleased to reinforce
Bhutan's efforts In minimiz-
ing the negative Impact of the
pandemic on the economy

of Bhutan. The fundamental
principle of India’s develop
ment conperation Is respect
for our partners, the prioritles,
wishes and asplrations of the
Bhutanese people being the
uppermost. In line with this
principle, we have agreed to
the addition of 10 new prior-
ity Projects in the Plan, as
identified by Bhutan. This
Includes assistance to the
‘Bulld Bhutan Project” as part
of the Economic Contingency
Plan for the skilling and re-
employment of Bhutanese

In domestic sectors, similar
to the ‘Atmanirbhar Bharat’
scheme of India. Aswell, a
focus on connectivity through
the construction of key roads
across Bhutan, and hospital
infrastructure in Eastern
Bhutan.

We are optimistic that
these Projects will backstop
the new priorities of the
Royal Government of Bhu-
tan, with a focus on youth
unemployment.



