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Case study (The Living Fortresses: How Bhutan Saved Its Soul by Involving
Its People)

High in the Himalayas, the Kingdom of Bhutan is a land where ancient traditions breathe
alongside the modern world. Its most majestic treasures are its Dzongs—immense fortress-
monasteries that serve as the spiritual, administrative, and cultural heart of their communities.
For centuries, these structures, built without nails from timber and stone, have watched over
the valleys. But by the late 20th century, time was taking its toll. Many Dzongs were suffering
from decay, rot, and damage from fires and earthquakes. The question wasn't if they should be

saved, but iow.

A top-down government order to restore them would have been easy. But Bhutan understood
that these were not just old buildings to be repaired like museums. They were living, beating
hearts of their communities. To fix the bricks and wood without involving the people who gave
them meaning would have been to risk losing their soul in the process. This is the story of how
Bhutan saved its Dzongs by weaving everyone into the effort.

The Need for a Collective Effort: Why Everyone Had a Seat at the Table

Imagine a project to restore a cathedral that is both a city hall, a monastery, and a community
center all in one. Who do you listen to? The government officials who work there? The monks
who pray there? The townspeople who gather there for festivals? The answer, for Bhutan, was

all of them.

Involving multiple stakeholders was not just important; it was essential. The knowledge needed
to restore a Dzong correctly wasn't found in a single engineering manual. It was held in the
memories of elderly craftsmen, the sacred texts of monastic bodies, and the collective history

of the local community. A purely technical restoration could have used modern concrete and



steel, making the structure stronger but robbing it of its authenticity and spiritual significance.
Furthermore, these projects were incredibly expensive. Without buy-in from across society,
they risked being seen as a government vanity project rather than a national priority. True
success meant the restored Dzong had to be functionally, spiritually, and culturally intact for

the next generation.

The Weavers of the Tapestry: The Key Participants
The restoration of a Dzong became a national conversation, with many voices contributing to
the outcome.

o The Government: The King and agencies like the Department of Culture provided the
vision, funding, and overall coordination. They were the stewards, ensuring the work
met national standards.

e The Monastic Body: This was perhaps the most crucial voice. Senior monks were
consulted on every detail to ensure that sacred geometries were respected, religious
artworks were correctly recreated, and the spiritual integrity of the space was
maintained. Their approval was non-negotiable.

e The Local Community: The people living around the Dzong were not passive
observers. They provided local materials, such as specific types of stone and clay. More
importantly, they held the oral histories and collective memory of the place, offering
insights that no blueprint could.

e The Master Craftsmen (The Zow): These are the inheritors of centuries-old building
techniques. The carvers, painters, and masons were the ones with the practical, hands-
on knowledge. Involving them wasn't just about hiring labor; it was about honouring
and preserving a living craft. They trained a new generation of apprentices on these
projects, ensuring the skills would not die.

e The Private Sector & NGOs: Local businesses supplied materials and logistics, while
international NGOs and UNESCO sometimes provided technical expertise and funding,
connecting Bhutan to global best practices in conservation.

The Fruits of Collaboration: What Was Achieved Together

The outcomes of this inclusive approach were profound. The most famous example is the
spectacular restoration of the Punakha Dzong after a fire in 1986 and later, the post-earthquake
restoration of the Trongsa Dzong.

The main result was not just a repaired building, but a reinvigorated institution. The Dzongs

emerged from the process stronger than ever, both physically and socially. The collaborative



process itself became a form of nation-building, strengthening the bonds between the

government, the clergy, and the people. It also led to the creation of formal institutes for

traditional arts, ensuring that the specialized knowledge of the Zow would be preserved and

passed on, rather than being lost.

A Deeper, More Meaningful Preservation

The benefits to the sites themselves were immeasurable.

Improved, Authentic Conservation: The Dzongs were restored as they were meant to
be, using traditional materials and techniques. This wasn't a facade of history; it was a
genuine continuation of a living architectural tradition. The buildings retained their
ability to breathe and flex, making them more resilient.

Sustainable Tourism Development: Because the Dzongs remain fully functioning
centers of daily life, they offer visitors an authentic experience, not a sterile museum
piece. Tourists witness a living culture, which commands deeper respect and aligns with
Bhutan's philosophy of "High Value, Low Impact" tourism.

Conflict Resolution: By giving all stakeholders a voice from the beginning, potential
conflicts—between modern needs and traditional designs, or between religious sanctity
and public access—were discussed and resolved collaboratively, not imposed from
above.

Enhanced Visitor & Community Experience: A visitor to Punakha Dzong today doesn't
just see an ancient fortress. They feel its heartbeat. They see monks praying in perfectly
restored halls, officials working in offices with centuries-old carvings, and families
gathering in courtyards that have hosted festivals for generations. The site is alive, and

that is the most powerful visitor experience of all.

In the end, Bhutan teaches us that the most sustainable form of conservation is one that embeds

a site deeply into the lives of its people. By treating the restoration of its Dzongs as a collective

responsibility, Bhutan didn't just save its historic buildings; it strengthened the very cultural

fabric that makes it unique. The fortresses stand today not as relics of a lost past, but as active,

cherished participants in Bhutan's present and future.



