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I. INTRODUCTION

The Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan, referred to as ‘Drukyul’, or the Land of the Thunder Dragon, by the 
Bhutanese is a small (area: 38,394 km2, or slightly larger than Switzerland) landlocked nation, situated between 
China (Tibet) and India, straddling the southern slopes of the eastern Himalayas. The Kingdom has an east-
west extent of about 300 km and a north-south extent of 170 km, and comprises mostly evergreen forest-clad 
mountains. The country has a long (470 km) border with Tibet (China’s Xizang Autonomous Region) to the 
north and northwest and a longer combined one (605 km) with the Indian state of Sikkim to the west, Poschim 
Banga (formerly, West Bengal) to the southwest, Assam to the south and southeast, and Arunachal Pradesh to 
the east. Sikkim, a tiny state of the Indian union separates Bhutan from Nepal, while Poschim Banga separates 
it from Bangladesh. The traditional border with Tibet follows the Chumbi valley watershed in the northwest 
and the crest of the Himalayas in the north while the border with India in the south is dictated by a treaty with 
British India in the Nineteenth Century; that frontier essentially follows the contours made by the Himalayan 
foothills with the plains. The border with Tibet is traditional, following the watershed of the Chumbi Valley in 
the northwest and the crest of the Himalayas in the north.

Estimates of forest cover in the Kingdom vary from about 81% (Anonymous 2011), to 55% (Meyfroidt 
and Lambin 2010). According to the latter source, closed or partially closed forests account for 22% of Bhutan, 
and about seven percent is under permanent snow and glaciers. About three percent is cultivated or consists of 
agricultural land, while another four percent is counted as meadows and pastures. The rest of the land is either 
barren, rocky, or scrubland (Anonymous 2012).

II. PHYSIOGRAPHY
 
Bhutan is a mountainous country (Figs. 1, 2) with elevations ranging from 160 m to above 7,000 m asl. Jhomo 
Lhari, the highest peak, overlooks Chumbi Valley towards the west and is 7314 m asl, with 19 other peaks 
exceeding 7000 m asl. The snow-capped Great Himalayan Range has peaks exceeding 7500 m asl and extends 
along the Bhutan-China border in the north and consists of many glaciated mountain peaks with an arctic climate 
at the highest elevations. Drained by snow-fed rivers, alpine areas in the north provide pasture for livestock 
tended by a sparse population that practices transhumance (described as seasonal human migration, with their 
livestock, between summer and winter pastures, especially in montane regions).

The Inner Himalayas are the southward spurs of the Great Himalayan Range. Mount Jowo Durshing, The 
Black Mountains, in central Bhutan, form a watershed between two major river systems, the Mo Chhu and the 
Drangme Chhu. Peaks in the Black Mountains range between 1500 m and 2700 m asl and fast-flowing rivers 
have carved out spectacular gorges in the lower mountane areas. The woodlands of the central region provide 
most of Bhutan’s valuable forest production. Eastern Bhutan is divided by another southward spur. Western 
Bhutan has fertile, cultivated valleys and terraced river basins. In the south, the Southern Hills, or Siwalik Hills, 
forming the foothills of the Himalayas, are covered with dense deciduous forest; alluvial lowland river valleys 
are interspersed with mountains that reach ca. 1500 m asl. The foothills descend into subtropical plains. 

III. CLIMATE AND VEGETATION
 
Bhutan’s climate is as varied as its elevations and, like most of tropical/subtropical Asia, is affected by the 
monsoons. Western Bhutan is particularly affected by monsoons that bring between 60 and 90 percent of the 
region’s rainfall. The climate is humid and subtropical in the southern plains and foothills, temperate in the inner 
Himalayan valleys of the southern and central regions, and cold in the north, with year-round snow on the main 
Himalayan summits. Temperatures vary according to elevation. In Thimphu, the capital city located at 2320 
m asl in west-central Bhutan, temperatures range from approximately 14° to 25°C during the monsoon season 
(June to September) but drop to a range of -3°C to 14°C in mid-winter (January). Most of the central portion of 
the country experiences a cool, temperate climate year round. In the south, a hot, humid climate helps maintain 
a rather even temperature range of 15–30°C year-round, although temperatures sometimes exceed 35°C in the 
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