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MUKHERJEE:  It is the 16th of November, 2009. I am Rohan Mukherjee, and I am with Dasho 

Kunzang Wangdi, the Chief Election Commissioner of the Election Commission 
of Bhutan. Sir, could I start by asking you to tell us a little bit about your 
background and your involvement with the government of Bhutan, how long you 
have been working, and in what positions? 

 
WANGDI:  As you know, I am Kunzang Wangdi, working as the Chief Election 

Commissioner of Bhutan. I finished schooling in Bhutan, after which I did my 
undergraduate in India, then did my Master's in the United States. After my 
education in India, I came back and joined the government service in the civil 
service. Then I went to study for a graduate degree in Penn State in the United 
States, basically with the aim of trying to help the government set up a merit-
based centralized personnel management system. So on return, I helped the 
government to set up the civil service commission, which is currently called the 
Royal Service Commission.  

 
 I have worked most part of my career service in the civil service commission, 

after which I did a stint in the Ministry of Trade and Industry as the Director in the 
ministry, basically directing, coordinating and sort of formulating policies and 
rules and regulations on the industrial and commercial sector.  After which I was 
transferred and then worked as the Director of the Royal Institute of 
Management, which is a civil service academy. So I worked there at a critical 
time when the building was being constructed, and I had to finish this and then 
set up the academic system there. Thereafter, in the year 2000, I was transferred 
to work in the Royal Audit Authority as the Auditor General of Bhutan. Till the end 
of 2005, I worked there as the Auditor General. 

 
 From the beginning of 2006 till now, I am here as the chief election 

commissioner, having been given the responsibility to set up the election system 
in the kingdom, which means setting up the office, drafting three laws and the 
accompanying up to two-to-three-dozen rules and regulations. And then training 
the Bhutanese people how to effectively take part in the democratic process. This 
meant basically educating the country more than two times, almost on a 
classroom mode, and also utilizing the IT technology and the video technology.  

 
 So we had to come up with radio jingles and TV advertisement programs, and 

conduct talk shows and interviews, put up posters on different issues, and come 
out with a voter guide.  We were able to conduct a mock election. A nationwide 
mock election-almost a real election, minus the live political parties and 
candidates. We used dummy parties and dummy candidates. The whole country 
was put through a drill. At the end of 2007, we conducted the national council 
elections. Then, beginning of 2008, we conducted the National Assembly 
Election. Thereafter the country has set up Parliament for the first time with an 
elected Council of Ministers. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  Thank you. There are a lot of very, very interesting things that you've done just 

since 2006, but even before that. We'll focus mainly on the period after 2005, on 
your role as the chief election commissioner. Could I start by asking how you 
were appointed the chief election commissioner? Whose decision was it to place 
you in this important position? 

 
 
WANGDI: I was summoned by The King, and was commanded that I am being transferred 

to work as the Chief Election Commissioner. The King was very categorical that I 
should make sure that there will be a successful election, a free and fair election. 
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Obviously, I was hesitant. I submitted to The King that “I would try”, as I cannot 
guarantee. But The King Commanded that “Trying is not good enough”. So I had 
to submit a commitment that I will make it happen ‘Yes Sir! I will do it!’. Basically, 
with the Constitution as the guide, and regular guidance and counseling from The 
King, we worked on creating a system which is basically, a Bhutanese system, a 
translation of the Constitution as far as the elections are concerned: of the 
provisions of the Constitution into an election system.  

 
 First, we wanted to know what kind of help, ad administration arrangement is 

required; secondly, in order that a body can do its job, what kind of laws it will 
require. We found out that we'll first have to have the Election Act. Then the 
Constitution also says that the elections in Bhutan are not going to be influenced 
by money power and muscle power, and particularly the election campaign is 
going to be state-financed. Parties and the candidates will not be allowed to 
spend freely and from any source. So then we felt there is a need for having a 
separate law which regulates how this aspect is going to be handled. So we have 
to come out with a public election fund bill. 

 
 So the Election Commission, as per the Constitution, is also responsible to 

conduct referendums. So we thought there was probably a need to hold a 
national referendum and therefore a bill. Initially I thought the national 
referendum is not too immediate or too urgent, and also is not too important. So 
we could wait. But The King Commanded that you've got to have at least a basic 
one. Then later on, we realized it is equally important, because if after having all 
the elections and all the parliamentary processes begun, if there is a situation 
that demands again the decision of people, the only one way is the use of a 
national referendum. So we thought the law for national referendum also has to 
be enacted. So we drafted that bill.  

 
 Side by side, we also have to see how the Constitution and how these laws will 

have to be operationalized further. So you have to think of rules, regulations, and 
guidelines. The simple things to the extent of designing the forms, worrying about 
what kind of technology we're going to use in terms of voting. We also have to 
think in terms of formation of parties, education of the voters, registration of 
voters, all these things.  

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  You didn't have a background in elections before you came to this position. So 

how did you go about developing these laws and regulations? 
 
WANGDI:  As you know, in 2008, it was made known worldwide, that we were going to have 

democracy. It was also made clear in the King's statements and speeches,that a 
five-year development plan will have to be approved by the First Parliament. And 
particularly the 2007-2008 and 2008-2009 budget will have to be approved by 
Parliament. We have a budget cycle which begins on July 1st every year. That 
again gave us 2008-not even for us a full half a year. It is half; if you're lucky.  
You get only half of that. No half of that. We're not going to get it, because in 
order that plans begin on July 1st, 2008, first the plan has to be drafted. Then it 
has to be put to Parliament. So it means Parliament has to be in place before 
July of 2008. Then we also have legal requirement in the Constitution itself, how 
much time we require for election works. 

 
 We thought that we had only end 2008 to complete the process but we found it to 

be March 2008 to complete the process. So we had to work backwards. And we 
have to see how fast we could. So quite a lot of things we had to do almost 
parallel. You're drafting the law, and you're also drafting the rules and 
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regulations. And also preparing other people at the same time, sort of educating 
people in the process. So we had to really, literally, I think race at the time.  

.  
 
MUKHERJEE:  How did you put together the technical expertise to draft these laws and 

regulations? 
 
WANGDI: First and foremost is, I think you have previously asked: no experience. So how? 

I think in Bhutan, our future, I don't know what shape it will take. But until now it is 
The King, particularly at the highest level position; he decided who should go 
where. And then, I think, who ever posted, he committed himself to do the best 
possible. Which means, given the responsibility, you try to find out yourself what 
this job requires. And then what the constitution requires, particularly in our case. 
Then, accordingly, tuning yourself to that in this process. We didn't have time to 
consult outsiders. So the Internet has been very useful for us. Then basically we 
have to work it out ourselves. I have a Commission, so two more colleagues. We 
put our issues. We sit over it again and again and then start evolving. Now at one 
point-what point you wanted to ask, the last question you had?     

  
MUKHERJEE:   About the technical expertise to put together this? 
 
WANGDI:  Basically we did it ourselves. Occasionally we referred to some other people, like 

we shared some documents with the Indian Election Commission. And then 
whenever there were visitors we showed it to them. But for us, most of the 
sounding board is The King. Because it is His Baby. He has-the way I look at it, 
as a country-as the prince, He knew someday He is going to be The King. Then 
when he became the crown prince, probably, He thought the future of Bhutan is 
going to be Democracy. So it is evident from His coronation speech, almost, that 
the process-I'm sure the prime minister or somebody must have told you as to 
the these, decentralization, devolution, and then the election of ministers by the 
National Assembly. Then the drafting of Constitution. All this process. He had, 
already, I think, charted the course where we're going to reach today.   

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So in designing these laws and regulations, did you consciously look to any other 

countries-you mentioned India? Did you look to any other countries, their models 
and how they were functioning, to get lessons for Bhutan? 

 
WANGDI: We did. As I said, we copied what we could get. Some, we used the comparative 

studies done by International IDEA [International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance] and some of the other bodies. But the main thing we have 
to evolve ourselves. The basic things originated out of the Constitution. So in 
order to operationalize, we worked on. We didn't have the luxury of the full-time 
neither to benefit from external expertise nor the internal. Because the thing is, 
we really had too little time. If we had somebody else, then personally we had to 
relate to him. Then we have to understand his ideas and thoughts and then we 
have to translate his ideas. So we had basically to do everything ourselves. Then 
we also had in the end to put it in a language the people of Bhutan will 
understand. Which means they have to understand it in the national language, 
not in English.     

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  You started this organization from scratch. How did you go about establishing the 

office? Were you free to recruit individuals to join the Election Commission, or 
were they put here by the Civil Service Commission?  
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WANGDI:  You'd wish-this is something we hope the country as a whole will sort of take as a 

requirement. That there is one body which is responsible to set up offices. In our 
case, the mandate is given. Then it is up to you to work on. At some stage, the 
civil service commission- they wanted us to go through it for things like this. As 
the first batch of people, most people are people who I myself identified I gave 
them a list, as these are people whom we want.  

 
 Then the second batch the civil service commission gave us. For the future, we 

are independent, so we have the law which says we can manage our own 
personnel and financial management. So we're going to do it on our own. We 
worked under very, very minimal staffing. But how we compensated for that is 
that we devoted almost 24 hours' time until the elections are over. So we worked 
weekends. No break, worked late nights, until the assignment is finished.       

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Did you have any trouble identifying the talented individuals that could help you 

in this task? 
 
WANGDI: No, having worked in the civil service commission-and also I had been working 

more towards the end, at critical operations, most of this at the senior level. I 
knew potential people. I sought their individual consent also, then gave the 
names and got them. So I don't know, it could have been a big problem, the staff, 
but the advantage for us is that the few whom we had didn't mind doing the extra 
work, because this is happening for the first time. Then as a country, a whole a 
lot of people were very, very grateful to The Fourth King.  

 
 Most people looked up as this is probably the most grand project. And probably 

this is His last project as a King. A lot of people thought that they had not been 
able to have an opportunity really to serve or Him or contribute to Him. To 
appreciate the kind of service He has done. So everybody, I think, full-heartedly 
cooperated and supported. So that made the job easy. And particularly the 
government, in terms of financial resources, they said, if the country has decided 
to have democracy and elections are required for that, government is willing to 
pay from its own coffer. So we didn't have any financial resource problem.  

 
 So in effect, towards the end, I think, we-probably, a big chunk of money, we 

gave back to them.    
 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Obviously, the individuals that you staffed this organization with were coming 

from various different departments. Did you take any steps to train them in 
understanding the modalities of elections? 

 
WANGDI:  I must tell you that as soon as I was appointed the Chief Election Commissioner, 

starting with India, there were a lot of countries were offering my officers and me 
to come and visit them. But because of time we refused other countries. But India 
we went. The Indians gave us an orientation. They presented at the national level 
what they do and how they do. Then they sent us also at the State level. And the 
state level were presented at two different levels.  

 
 Those had been an eye-opening exposure for us. We sent as officers for similar 

trips, as many as possible. Then we also sent for observing elections. I myself 
have observed an election only after our parliamentary elections were over. 
Because before I didn't have time. But right up to people-the security officers, key 
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officers, we sent them to observe Indian elections. So they got an idea as to how 
an election is run, what the job requires.  

 
 Then here we have to train, training of trainers. Through the training of trainers 

we have to train others. For every position we conducted workshops and 
sessions. So people got training in that.   

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  In motivating your own team and building a sense of mission behind this massive 

project, did you try to inculcate any new norms through incentives or 
management systems? 

 
WANGDI: No incentives. I must tell you, luckily no one grudged about it. I did not even, I 

think, or give them any decent meals. I said that's the job required. Occasionally, 
maybe tea or some (working) meal. But I basically said, we have the historic 
responsibility and opportunity. Let's do it. We'll make it happen. Particularly, the 
issue of the shortage of staff is not going to be treated as an excuse for not doing 
the job. No matter what, the first election we have to make it a success.     

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   Just on a technical point, at the beginning when you started in 2006, what was 

the strength of the commission overall, including all staff members? 
 
 
WANGDI:  When I started office, I had to bring a gentleman who looked after the 

administration and audit. Then my PA [personal assistant] and my driver. They 
wanted to come along with me. So I had to bring them with me to at least staff 
my immediate office. So we worked with them. After which we identified the 
commissioners, because two commissioners were required. So the 
commissioners joined by February. January we started. 16th of January 2016 we 
started the office, inaugurated the office.  

 
 Fortunately at that time, the Chief Justice as the Chairman of the Constitutional 

Drafting Commission, he has engaged one Indian election lawyer to draft a 
preliminary election bill. As a befitting the occasion, that was ceremonially 
handed over to me. That draft worked as the basis to start the process. I opened 
the office with four officers, my immediate colleagues from audit. Then after that, 
in February, the two commissioners joined. Then after, some more other senior 
officers joined, so like that.      

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Did you appoint the other two commissioners as well, or were they appointed by 

His Majesty? 
 
WANGDI: I had a say in helping in the preparing the panel, to be reviewed by the 

government, and then after which The King has made the decision. And then the 
Civil Service Commission issued the appointment orders. So that's how it went. 
In my case, The King had issued a Royal Decree. The copy which is framed in 
there with the two leaves in the frame. So that it said, I'm transferred from the 
Auditor General's post to work as Chief Election Commissioner to conduct the 
first parliamentary election and first local government elections.   

 
MUKHERJEE:  Over time, how has the staff grown in the commission? Today, how many people 

do you employ? 
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WANGDI:  The strength is still the same. A few support levels we have increased. We are 
just now reviewing our organization. We are working on a series of activities, 
including the service rules for the employees, the capacity building in terms of 
further studies and trainings, and other kinds of capacity building including the 
construction of the office. We are just now reaching the level of choosing the 
consultant to advise us on design and other things. So all these things are going 
on. Hopefully for 2013, we will have both the infrastructure - the hardware as well 
as software.     

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So going back again, you touched on a lot of the challenges that were there at 

the time. Looking back at the initial time when you started this position, what 
were the main challenges that you perceived in getting ready for 2008? 

 
WANGDI:  The main thing was whether we are going to be able to do it or not, will we have 

an election or not? Will we be able to form the parliament or not? If that doesn't 
happen, what happens? Because The King has-Poor King has said that by 2008 
you're going to have a democratic institution. He had also taken a decision which 
means, in the process He had handed over, when He handed it over, The King 
literally becomes the Head of State, not Head of Government. Now the future 
government is going to be only through the election. We elect Parliament. And 
Parliament, the ruling party will form the government. Now if these do not 
happen, what options do we have?  

 
 Which means whether there will be people who will form parties? Whether the 

voters will show up to vote or not? So these are some of the big challenges-
whether the elections will be safe or not? Because we had groups in Nepal who 
were not too happy with us. They had been going on telling the BBC [British 
Broadcasting Corporation] that we have deregistered people from voting. And 
excluded people from voting, and all those things. That there is discrimination. 
Then the so-called Maoist party started distributing pamphlets saying to stop the 
election. Then there were cases of IED [improvised explosive device] explosions 
going on right in the middle of Thimphu Town. 

 
 In the back of my mind, I was seeing blood flowing in some places, people dying, 

and voters not coming to vote. But the security people did a good job. And they 
could not do anything. The elections went safely. So we were happy for that.   

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So this issue of security, we will come back to it later. I just wanted to now talk a 

little bit about the 2008 election itself. Or actually, before that, the April 2007 
mock election. Whose idea was it to have this mock election? 

 
WANGDI: The Fourth King's. I think, in fact the Royal Decree says that. But the initial 

Command was that we will do two dry runs. And then we were concerned, that 
two dry runs, physically whether we would be able to do it or not? Secondly, I'm 
like, the real election, mock elections and all the trainings which all also involved 
some degree of voting: by then people might become "voter-apathetic". They 
might develop voter apathy. So these were concerns.  

 
 Then later on we revised our plans and said, we'll do only one round. But one 

round is as good as two rounds, because we did the primary round, then we did 
the other round, the general election. In the real election, we could avoid the 
primary round because there were only two political parties. Which meant the 
Bhutanese people have firstly done in the two rounds of training, so they had 
pressed the button minimum twice. Then the second thing they did primary 
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round, then the general election. Then we did seminars for the National Council. 
In that also we had put through some drill. Then we had the National Council 
Election, then we had the National Assembly Election. So this was from 2006 to 
2008, March 2008, a short period. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  And did you notice any voter fatigue? Was there any drop in the turnout across 

this? 
 
 
WANGDI:  Fortunately for the National Assembly the turnout was very good: 80. , In the 

world at that time it is probably one of the highest. Now probably some of the 
countries, Bangladesh, it looks like they had a higher. There are different factors. 
For the National Council, because also some did not see it as important as the 
National Assembly, we had less turnout. Then particularly for the second phase, 
we had to do two phases. So, the second phase, we had a heavy snowfall. So 
some did not want to come out. On the other hand, there was a big religious 
event happening in Bodhgaya in India, which is for a lot of the people who are 
stressing religion, it is like a Mecca of Buddhism. So they said, we will come for 
the National Assembly, but National Council we will skip it.  

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So the arrangements that you made for the mock election in April 2007, were 

they identical to the arrangements you made for the final, March 2008 assembly 
election-?  

 
WANGDI: It is the same. In fact, it is more tedious because we literally had to send people 

to remote places. One group had to hike ten days crossing snow-capped 
mountains, almost defying death, starving themselves, having snow bite 
[frostbite] and all kinds of things. So we sent-other group who walked for four 
days to reach a group of 14 voters with 25 electorate. And then voting turned out 
to be 14 people or something or so like that.  

 
 For the real election we have to airlift these people, because we have to make 

sure election administration is there on the day of poll. And one group we kept 
them from the National Council in the place until the National Assembly 
Elections. They were literally doing nothing but sleeping and waiting for the next 
election. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  How long was the gap between these? 
 
WANGDI:   It was almost three months. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  In setting up the mock election and further elections, how did you go about 

recruiting your poll workers? 
 
WANGDI: We invited. We could have gone straight, but we invited through a public 

notification that people should apply. So we maintained the panel. We trained 
them. Then during the time of election we appointed selected ones. We had 
made it clear that by law they cannot refuse this duty unless they have a valid 
reason. So most people out of excitement or out of this feeling of sense of 
contribution, as offering of sort of gratitude to The King, people did not mind 
coming forward.  

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Were the people who came forward mostly civil servants doing this extra job? 
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WANGDI:  Yes, right up to teachers. For the training also we went up to senior officers, 

because it has to be somebody who would be able to make judgment. Then poll 
observers. We had national observers. No matter whether international 
observation was there or not, we had our own national observers whose job was 
to see that elections being fair, including checking on us. So senior officers. Next, 
mid-level officers those who were physically fit. Who knew how to handle things, 
we appointed them as Returning Officers. The polling officers were mostly 
teachers. Presiding officers, were mostly senior teachers. Other members were 
teachers mostly. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  Could you give us a sense of the numbers in terms of-there are twenty districts-.  
 
 
WANGDI:  Including security officers, I think, it almost reaches 15,000 total. Those are more 

direct, you can call them. But indirect a lot of local government administration 
officers were, in some form or other, involved, in backstopping, you know. 

 
MUKHERJEE:   Did the Election Commission set up any regional offices to coordinate this? 
 
 
WANGDI:  No. Because we have in each Dzongkhag three officers, Dzongkhag electoral 

officers, Dzongkhag registration officer and delimitation assistant. So they are the 
core. Once elections are being announced, then the Returning Officers can have 
an office. They are fully equipped. And they are given full mandate take decision. 
Then the Dzongdags, we made them Chief Election Coordinators. So any 
backstopping that is required, Dzongkhag (One of the twenty administrative 
division of the country) can provide in terms of any support.      

 
MUKHERJEE:   So dzongdag is the-? 
 
WANGDI:  Head of the district, like Bhutan is divided into twenty Dzongkhags, each one 

Dzongkhag, so each Dzongdag who administers one of the 20 areas. 
 
MUKHERJEE:   So each of these individuals was made-? 
 
WANGDI:  Yes, Chief Election Coordinator. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  And the delimitation of constituencies, was that carried out by the Election 

Commission? 
 
WANGDI: This is a separate Commission, but the Chief Election Commissioner is also the 

Chairman of the Delimitation Commission. Then the two other commissioners are 
also members of the commission. But we have three other members. The 
Secretary of the Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs, the Secretary of the 
Ministry of Works and Human Settlement, and Surveyor General of Bhutan. So 
we are a six-member commission. We go over it, and then we delimit.     

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Did you have any special challenges in delimiting initially? 
 
WANGDI:  First and foremost, when we were given the work we have, we told the 

government that they will have to do some realignment of their administrative 
areas. So the government had to do some sort of re-demarcation. Like for 
instance, some areas of Thimphu, beyond Dochongla had to go to Punakha. 
Some had to go to Wangdi. Likewise areas from somewhere from down there 
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(lower Thimphu) was given to Paro, or some area from Paro was given to this 
side (Thimphu). A lot of places, where we thought some changes need to be 
made were  made by the Government.  

 
 So after that was finalized, then we started delimitation of constituencies. After 

we had delimited, then we had a delimitation hearing through the whole-country. 
With the hearing where changes suggested were made when it did make sense. 
One area which was put up wanted to be down, and one which was down 
wanted to be up. And where mutually agreed, so things like that. But we did not 
have serious issues as such. But for the local government we may have. 
Because that is more really going down to smaller areas, to the extent of may be 
the house dividing. So there we may have more complaints, and more 
inconveniences.       

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   How long did the entire delimitation exercise take you? 
 
WANGDI:   I think, we appointed the Delimitation Commission in April of 2006. So after they 

started working. Most of the groundwork had to be done by the surveyors and 
cartographers and all those people. You have to literally go to the digital 
information. So it took some time. But before we had to have maps ready, 
because it has to be done based on those actual things. 

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  And the surveyors and cartographers, were they provided by the Ministry of 

Works? 
 
 
WANGDI: Surveyors? Now it is called the Land Commission. Before it was called the 

Department of Land Records and Survey. We are still working on it continuously. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Coming to voter registration. This is an extremely difficult task in a lot of places, 

and given Bhutan's geography and territory. How did you go about that? 
 
WANGDI:   First of all we designed a form. Then we started distributing it to people to 

register. But then we found out that first and foremost, whoever is a Bhutanese 
citizen is eligible to register to vote in an election. Now, how do you know a 
person is a citizen or not is through the production or possession of citizenship 
identity card. The Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs had a program to issue a 
new biometric citizenship card. They had not finished, and then they expected 
they would finish in 2008. Their target was to finish in 2008. So we discussed 
with them, saying that 2008 was not good as we may have a problem in voting. 
So we requested. Then they said they would try to complete it in 2007.  

 
 At that time we requested 2007. At the end it was not good enough. So we also 

helped them in some ways. Halfway through 2007 they finished. Since they're 
doing the biometric and photo registration, we thought that there was no point 
subjecting a voter again taking photographs, that involved calling people, and 
everything. So rather, though we had registration arrangements ready we 
decided to use the civil registry information. They will give us those in an it-
readable form. Then we will work on preparing voter cards from this. So the voter 
information.  

 
 Once that we had in satisfactory form, then we shared with the people the draft 

electoral roll to see whether the information is correct or not. Based on which we 
prepared the voter photo identity card called VPIC issued to people. So that 
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process helped us-not really going through this tedious process of asking people 
to take photographs, and things like that. It helped us. But for the future, based 
on that, we will have to go by the individual registration process.  

 
 Just now, for Local Government Election, Dzongkhags election officers, for 

collecting the information, they're distributing forms. They're asking people who 
are coming of age to register and those who have not been included, if they want 
to be included to register. So this process is going on.  

 
 For Local Government, again, we will issue and draft one. Legally see whether 

you are included or not included. It is called “claims and objections”. So once that 
process is complete, then we issue the Final Electoral Roll for the Local 
Government Elections. 

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  And the electoral rolls that were made public for people to cross-check, were 

they published at the village level or the district level? 
 
WANGDI: We have put the facility. Now the present one is. We have said they have not 

uploaded it for some reasons. But for the first Parliament, actually, we have put it 
on this Electoral Roll and ECB website. So you could check whether you are in or 
not. I think even if somebody has the citizenship card numbers you could to 
check the others. Then this list is distributed to our offices, throughout our offices 
to public at least at a gewog office, the lowest block administration. The copy 
should be available for anyone to have a look at it. They can also ask from us for 
information- directly from us .  

 
 By law, we had to make sure, and for a candidate we have to give a copy. We 

are required to give a copy. 
 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So the first registration exercise that took place, by your assessments-what 

percentage of the voting-age population did you manage to register through that? 
 
WANGDI:  The thing is, it is difficult to say because religious people don't register. Members 

of Royal Family don't register. Then again voting is not compulsory. So we had 
around 318,000 people registered as voters. Now this number will go to-as of 
now, we have, I think 330 something. So this number may slightly increase when 
we get the final information for the Local Government Elections. So we started at 
318,000.   

 
MUKHERJEE:  The total population of Bhutan is close to 700,000? 
WANGDI:  It may be touching 700,000. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So roughly half the population was registered at that time? 
 
 
WANGDI:   I think so. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  And these are the individuals that went on to vote in the National Assembly and 

National Council elections? 
 
 
WANGDI: Yes. 
 



Innovations for Successful Societies    Series:  Governance Traps 
Oral History Program      Interview number:  L 8  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 

Use of this transcript is governed by ISS Terms of Use, available at www.princeton.edu/successfulsocieties 

11 

MUKHERJEE:  I see. OK. On the logistics of setting up poll votes, how did you go about-
especially in remote areas, how did you set up polling stations? 

 
 
WANGDI:  It is part of the administrative process. First of all, you decide how many polling 

stations in a constituency and where. We studied geography, everything, 
logistics, access route, everything. Then we decide. Because it should not be 
more than two hours' walking distance or two kilometers' distance far away. That 
sort of thing. So given a constituency, we will say with that information, (that card 
there), we will see how the settlement We tried to discourage use of private and 
religious places as much as possible. Which means we use mostly schools and 
public structures. Then where there is nothing, where we have places decided, 
where there is no place we get budget provision to erect temporary shades, 
plastic tents or something like that. We also make sure that there is a drinking 
water facility and there is some simple toilet facility. Then at every place, if there 
is not at the spot, nearby there is a medical facility easily accessible and 
reachable. Then each place is again, in terms of security, not to overwhelmed, 
there has to be minimal as possible. But if necessary, if the situation arises, there 
is an arrangement for effective handling of the security situation. So we graded 
the areas into serious, sensitive, non-sensitive, a high profile, low profile 
candidates areas. So accordingly we advised the police to make arrangements. 
Where Police is not enough, the army had to supplement.         

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  So that would have required a lot of coordination between-?   
 
WANGDI: Yes, army and police. We had separate Security Rules And Regulations. Then 

they have Standard Operating Procedures that, in terms of, they are going to 
have some other ways of doing it. Because we said that nothing will be left to 
chance. The security issue should not be a reason for not having elections. That 
was the criteria we see being fulfilled. 

  
 
MUKHERJEE:  And in the end the elections, all of them went off without-. 
 
WANGDI:  Smoothly, smoothly. I don't think there were any instances anywhere. Post 

election, somebody was coming back after a few days traveling the bomb went 
off. And I think there was some problem there, but nothing as far as I was 
concerned.  I didn't hear anything. The international observation, particularly the 
US [United States] State Department - I was telling the Americans last night that -
it was a big compliment for us. Because the moment our elections were over, the 
US State Department had started putting this streamer on their website 
“Congratulating the Kingdom of Bhutan for successful Elections”.  

 
 Then the European Union, they found out we were too strict. And our “Electoral 

Roll” they said is inclusive. We were accused of not allowing people to be 
included in it. I was telling the BBC, to show me the list. At that time (much before 
the electoral roll was even prepared) I did not even know how many voters were 
there and how they could allege us. Maybe that kind of information the European 
Union must have earlier had. But in the end, they categorically said, “the electoral 
roll was inclusive”. 

 
MUKHERJEE:   Aside from the European Union and the US State Department, did you have any 

other international observers? 
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WANGDI: International. Big way. Organized way, first is the EU. Then the Japanese came 
in a way second. Then we had the Indian. High-profile as well as the professional 
officers. Two levels. One is like the two formers foreign secretaries, and the Chief 
Election Commissioner came. Then at a more practical level, we had the officers 
from the Election Commission, including those from-for instance, particularly 
from, I think, Tamil Nadu or Kerala. The Chief Electoral Officer who came 
immediately after his successful and big state elections.  

 
 Then we had the Australian, US, the Canadian.  Indians we said. There was then 

the media. Whole world's media was here. Over, I think, 75 organizations and 
120 journalists. They were free to go wherever they wanted, whatever they 
wanted to do. The only thing I told them: if you don't mind, on the day you travel 
at least inform the nearest security people. Please notify your men, not for 
anything, because we didn't know whether where-who would be attacked or not. I 
said that we do not want “your safety”, for our selfish reasons, “to become our 
problem, because at every polling station we have only a few people. If some 
visitor gets hurt, then these people' leaving aside their duty-they may have to 
attend to your people. So, for mutual reasons. But we are not insisting in that you 
have to have security. We did have the capacity nor the interest to be suspicious 
and monitor your movement, but at least we would not like you to be harmed.”       

 
MUKHERJEE:   And all these observers and journalists, were they invited by the Kingdom of 

Bhutan, or did they-? 
 
 
WANGDI:  Officially we invited. But these are all countries that wanted to send.  The 

individuals wanted to come. Officially we had to-for formal purposes-we had to 
send official invitations. Basically, as a policy, we wanted only the UN. Most of 
UN and some countries. Countries with which we have bilateral relations. The 
concern was, we did not want the election system to be overwhelmed by - like 
the European Union came. They came very professional, fully equipped with all 
the highest, sophisticated technologies and everything. I think, with the security 
expert, information expert, legal expert and the statistical expert and all kinds of 
experts. With GPS technology, satellite phones and later on we found out how 
many. -I don't know, they might have equally spent on observing the election as 
much as we spent on conducting the election.     

  
 
MUKHERJEE:   And the assessments of all these observers were positive? 
 
WANGDI:  We were fortunate. Because if one were - could have - now we did not really 

worry about-. Because, as I was saying, we wanted to do a sincere job because 
we wanted to do it for ourselves. We are not doing it to please any country or 
anybody. We want this system thinking that it is best for the Bhutanese people. 
That is what The King has decided. And we believe. Then personally I say, I'm 
not here to waste my time. I don't know whether I'll be doing any useful job 
elsewhere or not, but the thing is that in this job, if I am going to play just an 
acting - I am not going to be doing this job. So, as long as, I'm personally happy 
that we did our thing. But, having said so, internationally it helped us quite a lot 
that we meant business and we were also willing to do it. And I think we also did 
it, so that's something!    

 
MUKHERJEE:  Going back to the topic of civic education. You mentioned in the beginning that 

you had to train the Bhutanese people on how to vote. What kinds of messages 
did you send out? 
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WANGDI: First and foremost-. I don't know whether I'll be answering directly-. First and 

foremost is while we were doing things that we're doing, we adopted a Voter 
Guide, bilingual voter guide in as simple a form as possible. That is basically 
trying to - anybody whom we cannot reach directly, or anybody who wants to 
know more about - we presumed, we took it for granted what kind of questions 
they'll have, so tried to answer. So we prepared a Voter Guide. It is an expensive 
publication, where, I think, in effect, the people who printed it, they're saying how 
many trucks of paper they had to import.  

 
 So it is. –Elections. Thankfully in an Electoral Voting Machine (EVM) has 

lessened our role considerably. Otherwise it is quite a big thing. Now when this 
voter guide was printed, what they were talking of, it is many truckloads of 
papers. When the Election Voting Machines came, the trucks were lining up on 
line. And then the boxes and boxes filled the space resulting in Storage problem. 
All kinds of problems. So we had prepared the Voter Guide.  

 
 Side by side, once our documents were ready, we took our laws to the Paro 

College of Education, one of the teacher training colleges. We told them that they 
can you act it out. So they went through our laws and with some token financial 
support, then teacher trainees, some formed parties, some became voters, some 
become administrators. They came out, may be I should give you a set of one, 
they acted it out as if it were a real election.  

 
 More than real election. In fact, once the media started covering, some thought 

elections were already in. And some thought that if this is what it is Bhutan do not 
need it. So we did that.  

 
 Then what we did is make posters for voter registration, for formation of parties. 

Stickers and all kinds of things. I'll give you, I don't know whether you got it, a 
book called Drukyul Decides. They had written a book by two people, so that 
contains most of the information. 

 
 Then we also had to make TV ads, radio ads. So this we had to disseminate as 

much as possible. Then talk shows. Then through the training, they tried to reach 
it. Then from the Palo College of Education, once they enacted it out, we asked 
one private company to make a documentary out of it with a title Democracy and 
Elections: The Bhutanese Way. So we distributed, made DVDs. We showed it on 
TV, and we asked to distribute this, and we screened wherever possible how to 
go about.  

 
 Then practically, we tried to capitalize all possible means of reaching to people 

as possible. We had songs, four or five songs. We had motivating songs: why 
you should be voting and your vote is sacred, and you're not bound by any 
concern, but think for the future of the country and for the future of your children; 
make the right choice, make the right decision. We did all those things.             

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Was the Election Commission playing the central coordinating role in terms of 

developing all these messages and different media? 
 
WANGDI:  Yes, we had to do it. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  The media itself, the newspaper and the TV channels-did you actively solicit their 

cooperation in helping you spread the word? 
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WANGDI: Yes, sometimes irritating-sometimes they had negative consequences, but on 
the whole I think they did a good job, because towards the end I' land up making 
a remark saying “we know that we do not always like each other. You need us 
and we need you.” They need us because they need news items. We need them 
because we have to reach out to as many as possible and with the correct 
information as possible. They had the ways and means of doing it. So at various 
stages I said, whatever time in which this comes except for one or two they did 
not take advantage. At a given time, we made ourselves available for them to ask 
questions, give information. We didn't want them to say that they're not getting 
anything from us. So that's there.  

 
 Then during the election we had an independent media-what we called- media 

arbitrator. So he will monitor on behalf of the government as to how the media is 
doing: a good job or not. The EU, it looks like they did a fantastic job too.  
Because they had -for each Bhutanese Television Station, they had the TV 
monitors monitoring the news, same with radios and with the print news, 
somebody dedicated in reading each of the papers. Because later on we could 
see that there were statistics such as What percentage, which party, which 
candidate, which paper supported, everything like that. So, likewise, our media 
arbitrator's office also had come out with a report. 

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   And was the performance of the media satisfactory for these elections? 
 
WANGDI:  I had no complaints. I think that for a young media, the only thing is this, as was 

later on when we did - after the election an evaluation. We called it Learning from 
Experience Program. We divided the whole country, so each commissioner 
spearheaded it. We called from a certain region all people involved in the election 
together to give their feedback. What would they have done differently? Is there 
anything that we did not do, or anything that we need to add, sort of thing?  So 
then we came out with a report called Learning from Experience Report. That 
report we have converted to an action plan.  

 
 From the action plan we have already, when we draft /- enacted the final bills, 

three bills through the parliament some points were added. Then in the rules and 
revisions we have incorporated most of -including in the bills, solutions given by 
international media and national media and the international observers. We have 
taken them into account. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  In between the mock election and the actual elections, what were the main 

lessons that you learned in the mock election that you could then apply to the 
actual one? 

 
 
WANGDI: The mock election. First and foremost it gave us confidence that people are 

capable of participating in that. The other interesting thing is, for mock election, 
what we did, since we are not going to have live candidates, we drew manifestos, 
colored manifestos. Then we said, the parties are going to be called by colors: 
red, green, yellow and blue. Then we gave yellow as more status-quo policies, 
red more industrial, green as environment, more emphasis on environment. Blue 
was also more or less like yellow, something like that. So we drew out a 
manifesto and called the parties Red, Green Yellow and Blue.  

 
 It so happened the yellow won, red trailed, and people had a lot of reasons then, 

probably the parties, that if they chose the yellow color probably would win. Then 
the media went and asked a third question: why did you vote, for whom did you 
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vote, and they said, I voted for yellow. Why did you vote for yellow? Because this 
is the color that represented the King Jigme. Things like that. So. therefore, after 
that, when the party symbols were given we said, No colors. We didn't want to 
use them. So that has become in a way a joke kind of thing, but then it just 
became a serious thing, so no colors.  

 
 When the parties came for symbols, one came with a horse and another came 

with a crane. So a small picture. Party colors are not distinctive. The colors that 
they wanted to use we didn't allow. So then the PDP [People's Democratic Party] 
is a horse, then they're saying that the horse mane has one color called “raka”. It 
is common with white horse, that kind of a horse. So if it is natural, you can use 
it. But later on they decided not to use it. OK. Now, as for the crane, it is a small 
picture. I didn't realize that in the bird’s eye there is color. So we didn't see the 
color, in particular I didn't nor ask. We allowed them to use the crane. At a later 
time, when the party started to blowing up this image on their banner, you could 
see the yellow or the reddish color or something. Then other parties started 
making complaints. Luckily we allowed the horse color, so I said as long as this is 
a natural part of the black-necked crane, we allowed you the same thing, you 
decided not to use this. That saved us. 

 
 Then another thing is, for instance, they wanted to-we didn't encourage, but they 

more or less went ahead coming out with T-shirts and things like that. Then we 
didn't allow anyone to use the national colors particularly, yellow or red colors, 
the national colors. It so happened that the other party distributed T-shirts and 
that T-shirt had these colors. You had this label no? Kind of national colors.  

 
 So we said, we allowed. They said, there you have allowed their party to use the 

national color. So they came documented with a set of T-shirts and all these 
things. Fortunately we found out that one shop dealer-not one shop dealer, I 
think, it was probably manufactured by somebody else and then it is distributed in 
Bhutan-all T-shirts had that label. So, there' was nothing we could do if 
commercially they have procured it and it happened without any intention, 
something like that. So these are in between some of the experiences.  

 
 Then the other serious thing is that once we started forming parties, people 

starting joining political parties. Most of them are ministers and civil servants. 
They have never been to their home town. So they were going there for the first 
time. I'm sure maybe in your own village some people recognize you, but the 
rest, the other parts of your Dzongkhag people don't even recognize you. So then 
they had to go and introduce themselves. Then it evolved into a program called 
familiarization tours. Which, was not planned and not expected, anticipated, but 
they had to do. That caused some situation. You know, this also has a 
ramification even to the extent-we have two parties, but parties are having 
financial sort of liabilities to be taken care. That's there. So to that extent you 
must be reading the paper saying that parties are getting closed down because 
there is this financial crisis and things like that. So it was a ripple effect of that 
unplanned kind of a development.                   

  
 
MUKHERJEE:   So these familiarization tours were funded by the parties themselves? 
 
WANGDI:  Candidates and parties, I think they did incur expenses. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  But the state financing of campaigns was not involved in this? 
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WANGDI: No, the state provides and then they have to spend only that much. The recent 
issue of the Kuensel editorial says that the individual candidates also spent more 
than what we allowed. So we are going to ask the paper, please substantiate 
your statement because it is an editorial. It is a serious thing. So we are asking 
them to substantiate. As far as we're concerned it has been observed, monitored, 
then the candidates and parties have filed their returns. There were very few 
minor excesses and things like this. The issue raised is not really an illegal thing, 
because it says you can take loans from a financial institution for your other kind 
of running expenses. Its bills are not necessarily spent during election time; it has 
gone into establishment, setting up offices and other kinds of overheads, things 
like that.   

 
MUKHERJEE:  On the issue of security, you mentioned that there were many threats from 

various groups, that they would destabilize the election process. Did you use 
your public campaigns to also assure the people that there would be safety and 
security?  

 
WANGDI:  Yes, we did. We did tell them that security would be provided there. You don't 

have to worry about, but bear in mind, I was worried because people-if they had 
been very successful, or if the people believed in them, then they would say that 
we are afraid to go to vote. But we told them that, right from the mock election, 
they have seen it, right from the mock election. Even for the Paro College of 
Education, if you see this thing, you will see. So that also helped even the police 
in trying to understand the role. Which places they have to guard, what kind of 
role they have to do. This was done by Paro College of Education. They did quite 
a good job. I think they gave their heart and soul and for some of these 
candidates winning and losing, so seriously. People losing, were almost crying. 
The people that were winning were sort of blushing, that sort of thing. Then at the 
end they also showed example of good practice, which is when you joined in this 
kind of game, one will win, one will lose. So once the game is over you should 
not carry any other negative things forward. The losing one facilitates, joins the 
celebration of the winning one, "they did it" kind of thing.       

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  That actually raises a very interesting point about the impact of elections. When 

you introduce a competitive process like an election and there are winners and 
losers and the winners get all of the benefits, because they get elected, this 
tends to create divisions in society. So was the Election Commission conscious 
of this impact of elections, and what did you do to overcome that? 

 
WANGDI: I think we were able-we had to exchange-we tell them that the rule of the game 

was clear, and then you also knew there was going to be outcome and you have 
to accept that. So you try to reach out to people as much as possible, and the 
ruling party, the party in power, they also made a concerted effort immediately 
after that, directly as well as to their own workers, to call people in a particular 
place and to say: don't think that we won't-that those of you who do not support, 
you are going to be sort of singled out or denied; it's going to be the same. And 
they say so. I think in the first place, people from taking sides, and some of them 
I think really took things very seriously. Therefore, I think, there are still people 
talking saying the communities are divided along the party lines. There is also 
good, as long as, I think, it doesn't become some of the situation in other 
countries resulting to death and murders and things like this. I think these are 
things that we have to learn because families, within family father supported one 
party and son supported other, and they themselves went on the media saying 
that. They had their own logical reasons why.  Which is, one way of playing safe. 
Other was that they were trying to appear supportive of both. You know.  
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 Companies, the family business, families divided on those lines. But I think we 

were learning.   
 
 
MUKHERJEE:   So the divisions have not yet reached a level where they might be a concern? 
 
 
WANGDI:   No, it did not. At campaigning time in some places it was almost on the verge of 

things getting serious or something like that. That is why we had to have a 
dispute settlement body. We had to sort it out.  I think, over a hundred disputes; 
some we fined, some we have warned, some candidates we have to sort of take 
them out.     

 
MUKHERJEE:   So the dispute settlement board was formed-? 
 
WANGDI: One of the Election Commissioners is the Chairman of this Dispute Settlement 

Body. Then the senior election officers. When necessary, we also involve the 
local government administration. We have a proper manual and procedures laid 
down which is fair as possible. It is an alternative resolving mechanism, because 
if you go to court, these court cases will take quite long. So we had to do it. Most 
of the cases we had resolved before the election results were out.  

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  You said you got about a hundred or more complaints. 
 
WANGDI:   Yes. 
 
MUKHERJEE:  Were the parties to the disputes when you gave your decision-when the board 

gave the decision-did they accept it? 
 
WANGDI:  Oh yes, they accepted it; I would say so. Any dispute-a fellow is getting unfair 

advantage - is not always happy. For this reason, the decision is hurting, and for 
the reason it was not what he expected maybe. But from our side, it was the 
fairest possible, because if the court looks at the case, I don't think, the court will 
find it anything wrong.   

 
MUKHERJEE:   So did any cases then go on to the court after being adjudicated by the board? 
 
 
WANGDI: No. Fortunately no. The election result, yes, one group petitioned the court. The 

court said-the court had dismissed the case.   
 
MUKHERJEE:  You mentioned electronic voting machines from India. Did you use them in every 

single constituency? 
 
WANGDI:  Yes, we used. 
 
MUKHERJEE:   I see, so the entire process was electronic. 
 
WANGDI:  Have you seen one yourself? 
 
 
MUKHERJEE:   I have not.  
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WANGDI:          I'll show you one because it is useful. A lot of people think of American elections 
or elsewhere and then say, oh, it is not reliable. But this machine (Indian EVM) is 
very much reliable; otherwise we wouldn't have used it. 

 
MUKHERJEE:   Did you find it cost-effective? 
 
WANGDI: It is cost-effective. Obviously: we bought it. Whatever we wanted, we bought it. 

But the Government of India was happy to reimburse the cost. So we got 
reimbursed.   

 
MUKHERJEE:  So how many of these machines were employed all over the country? 
 
WANGDI:  We had a total of 4,130. But that is number we bought t because at the time 

when we procured we didn't know how much we may actually use. We weren't 
even sure whether we had to conduct a local government elections at the same 
time. So we bought 4000. Then particularly given our situation, we also didn't 
want to take any chances. Every polling station, we provided for one standby 
machine. So if the first machine goes wrong, we have a second machine. So 
therefore 4000, it's too much for us. But if you count the Local Government 
Elections, the way we're looking at it now it may not be enough. For the 
Parliamentary Elections, it was more than what we required, because the 
National Council, we did it before.     

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   Is the technology designed in such a way that in places where there is no 

electricity-?  
 
WANGDI: It is battery-operated. What I call it is that it is the answer to all the criticism 

Indian elections were subject to in the past: vote rigging, vote capturing, vote 
dumping, and those kinds of things. So in this machine there is nothing you can 
do unless everybody who is involved in the election wants to as a team to fraud, 
which is going to be quite a big number of people involved. You can't play around 
with this machine secretly. It makes noise. You have to do things step-by-step. 
Every stage can be witnessed, it can be sealed. The machine, I think, some say 
looks at the end of a voting like somebody bandaged because there are so many 
seals, so many things hanging with different signatures. Nothing to chance.     

 
MUKHERJEE:   This must have-using this technology would have helped you count the results 

very fast. 
 
 
WANGDI:  Yes! Transportation. We didn't have to print ballot papers. We didn't have to 

transfer ballot papers. We didn't have to appoint too many people counting the 
ballot papers. The chance of making mistakes was very low. So five o'clock we 
closed the election, and at ten o’clock or so in the night we could declare the 
results. The whole World knows our election counting results on the same day of 
poll! 

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   How were the results transmitted from the remote locations? 
 
WANGDI: We worked out complete set of communication system. Where it is not possible 

we used satellite and motorola sets for communication including thuraya sets. So 
for the general election, there is no possibility of any communication snag. There 
are alternatives.  
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 This is my elections officer, he is also the authority on the election voting 
machine.    

 
MUKHERJEE:   I see.  
 
WANGDI:  He will explain it to you. These are our election songs.  
 
MUKHERJEE:  I'll just pause the tape right now. 
 
 Thank you for that demonstration of the electronic voting machine. So just a 

quick question on the security of these machines. At the various polling stations, 
do you make provisions for them to be securely stored and-? 

 
WANGDI: We have an elaborate arrangement: transportation, storage, use. We have 

separate guidelines and things like that. So nothing is to chance. We don't want 
any incident saying information is damaged or lost or stolen or anything. Every 
precaution is taken.  

 
 
MUKHERJEE:   I think, basically, we covered all the issues we were interested in. Just in closing: 

what are the lessons that you've learned from these four major elections that you 
organized: the mock elections, the National Assembly elections, the National 
Council elections, and the local government elections? Going forward, what will 
you say are the major lessons? 

 
 
WANGDI:  It has given us confidence that we can manage the elections. And it also showed 

us that whatever we're doing is working and is usable. I won't say that we are 
doing better than the Indian election system. But probably we have one of the 
best election management systems. 

 
 
MUKHERJEE:  And for leaders in other parts of the world who are facing similar challenges that 

you did in setting up elections in a very short period of time and making sure that 
they were free and fair and all the details are in place, do you have any words of 
advice for them? 

 
 
WANGDI:  First and foremost, I think the political will to support the election administration.  

Just give them the mandate and after giving the mandate support it with all the 
necessary resources without any conditions. Then let them do an election without 
any interference. Obviously, I think the election administration itself would be 
manned by people who would not be partisan, who are committed to seeing an 
election mission which in the end would bring out a dynamic democratic system 
in the country. 

 
MUKHERJEE:  All right, thank you very much. 
 
 


