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YOUTH VIOLENCE: MULTI- PARTY APPROACH TO ADDRESSING THE ISSUE 

Youth related issues in Bhutan have been a major concern for some years now. But the more recent 
has been that of inhuman acts resorting to extreme violent… stabbing.  These acts, not once or twice 
but media reporting cases every other day put all of us into helpless dismay. Law enforcing agencies 
have become busy and are engaged ever more than before. They maintain that most of the 
perpetrators are school dropouts and unemployed youths.  

Newspapers, public documents, reports, formal and informal deliberations tend to subscribe to 
family, education, and unemployment as the root causes of youth violence. While there are some 
truths in external and circumstantial causes not many seem to dwell on the cruel nature of human 
beings. All of us are the descendants of cave men who once lived on flesh and blood of animals. If 
every human being has Buddha nature and capacity for compassion equally there are elements of 
animalism and cruelty. That is why there are atrocities around the world and killing continues despite 
preaching on spiritualism.     

I find Nell’s (2006) article, “Cruelty’s rewards: The gratifications of perpetrators and spectators” 
rather apt. According to Nell cruelty occurs in three stages of predation, hunting and power coupled 
by aggression. Some of us watch National Geographic Channel and witness how lions, hyenas, tigers, 
wolves kill other animals, a clear demonstration of cruelty and dominant aggression.  The exposition 
of cruelty is to deliberately inflict physical or psychological pain on others and sometimes self. 
Malcolm Potts (2006) maintains the evolution of same-species killing or to attack its own kind is to 
expand their territory. In the same vein wars between nations, ethnic groups, beliefs are 
demonstrations of cruelty’s utility. Our youths resorting to stabbing fellow beings are partly a 
depiction of instinct of same species-killing. The good news however is, the environment has 
potential to regulate the natural cruelty and polish into making civilized beings.  
 
I like to propose some six multi-party approaches to addressing the menace of youth violence in 
Bhutan. I also am aware that some of these suggestions have been made earlier in various forum 
formally or informally.   
  
(1) Educational institutions  
We learn that most of the culprits and perpetrators are dropouts, mostly from schools and some from 
colleges or training institutions. There are four possible reasons for dropouts: (a) fail in the exams and 
do not want to repeat anymore; (b) parents or family’s choice to keep at home; (c) expelled by school 
or educational institutions authorities on disciplinary grounds; and (d) students themselves staying 
away from schools either of peer pressure or on some personal choice.  
 
All these four causes and problems can be addressed through a multi-party approach and common 
understanding backed by legal instruments. Teaching learning atmosphere should be conducive so 
that there is no failure. Infact there should be ZERO failure policy upto Class X- the basic education. 
This already has a legal backing because it is proclaimed in our Constitution. Most of the Class X 
graduates are hardly 15 years, still children and they are too young to be employed. When a student 
has been declared failed it is the end of the decision for that year. But we need to ask a series of 
professional and managerial questions on why a student has failed: (a) Has he/she failed because of 
inferior intellectual capacities of individual students? (b) Has he/she failed because of difficulty level 
of subject(s)? (c) Has he/she failed because of sheer carelessness? (d) Has he/she failed because of 
ineffective teaching and delivery on part of teachers? (e) Has he/she failed because of inadequate 
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resources (books, stationeries, teaching learning materials, and teachers)? (f) Has he/she failed 
because of assessment and examinations system? Our Continuous Assessment is supposed to address 
these questions. It is important to challenge ourselves by asking these questions: (i) How many 
schools and teachers get closer to a student, know him/her, pay individual attention? (ii) What 
individualized plan is in place to help cope academically and other aspects of development? (iii) 
Have all means and strategies to help a student been exhausted in course of the year before the final 
verdict, “fail”, is declared?   
 
We should also make sure that almost 100% of students in the education system should complete 
Class XII. This will address two important issues. One, all children would reach the employment age 
of 18 years; two, they grow physically, emotionally and intellectually and should become more 
responsible. Any parent, relative or guardians keeping any dropout children at home without 
completing Class X or Class XII and without any gainful engagements should be made to face legal 
instruments. Much has been said on this but it appears to have remained in words or in paper. School 
and educational institutions should try to minimize the option of terminating students. It is 
understandable to resort to this decision when all other options are exhausted. However, 
understanding among schools and institutions should be established to transfer students who are 
expelled on disciplinary grounds. If financial and economic constraint is the cause for dropping out 
all means should be explored to support the students.   
 
It is time Ministry of Education revised its student-teacher ratio. The current ratio of 1:32 is still too 
high. Although schools located in rural places may have 10-15 students or less in a class schools in 
urban places still suffer from overcrowded classes with over 50 students. The student-ratio should be 
revised to 1:25 but this should not be a general formula to work out teacher requisition in small and 
rural schools. Teachers’ workload policy needs to be revisited as well. We see many teachers, 
especially in rural places teaching all 8 periods a day and all 42 periods a week leaving no space to 
breathe. It would be unfair to ask our teachers to function like machines, even machineries break 
down. Teachers should teach 3-4 periods a day and not more than 20 periods a week. This would 
mean the need for more teachers and have financial implications on the government. The proposed 
revised teacher-student ratio and workload should serve some positive educational purposes: (a) 
teachers get quality time to reflect upon their teaching, do proper lesson planning and assessment of 
student works; (b) teachers get opportunity to spend quality time with their students during schools 
hours. A doable tutorial schedule should be worked out for giving attention to students (small group 
or individual). We should at the same time commend for some schools have initiated these services to 
students, but they largely remain in isolated schools and in a sporadic manner. (c) Teachers get time 
to get down with professional development activities (additional reading, research, interaction, etc).  
 
It is sad to read stories in papers that some students, especially in urban areas are reported to be 
involving in criminal cases (either after school hours or during weekends). This is an indication that 
students do not have constructive things to do. It depends on teachers on how the students are kept 
engaged academically and otherwise productive. By and large students dread their teachers and 
academic tasks given to them. This comes with quality teaching, individual attention, meticulous 
assessment and critical feedback of home tasks, firm follow up (chasing students), assigning 
additional readings, making learning fun. With the existing structure and work load many of our 
teachers are not able to do these, largely because of time constraint. There is a need to think out of the 
box, bring change by aiming high. One educationist says, “It is not that we aim too high and fail, but 
aim too low and succeed”.                 
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(2) Mass participation in educational programs for wholesome development  
Educational programs such as scouting, dancing, games and sports, culture, cleaning campaign, 
community policing, so on are organized for wholesome development of students at all levels. One of 
the objectives for organizing these activities is to engage students so that they keep away from anti-
social and unlawful acts. But on the contrary youth violence continues including the involvement of 
students. What I notice is already good students participate in these activities making them better. 
Schools also select good students to represent in regional and national competitions, further depriving 
those who need attention. In higher education institutions like colleges there are dozens of clubs, 
societies, forum, units for which the participation and membership is on students’ interest and 
volunteer basis. We also know some students who are into substance abuse and need attention and 
engage them productively. What surprises (unpleasantly) us is that most of these students do not 
come forward to join these activities. They always try to find time to engage in those unproductive 
activities. I believe these back benchers need more attention. There is a need to revisit how the extra 
and co-curricular activities are organized and participated at all levels in order that the intended 
purpose is realized. Strategies should ensure the breaking of boundaries and striking the cords to 
reaching the unreached and cater services to most needy individuals.  
 
(3) Employment and gainful engagement 
One of the claimed causes for criminal activities is unemployment. This can be true to some extent 
but needs a systematic study to establish the claim. One of the reasons why some may not fully 
subscribe to the claim is the involvement of school and college students in criminal acts who should 
not fall under unemployment status. All the employing agencies: Ministry of Labour and Human 
Resources (MoLHR), Royal Civil Service Commission (RCSC), other Ministries, Corporate 
Agencies, Private Companies should cooperate and collaborate to address youth issue which is a 
national concern. All means should be explored so that there is no one left without employment, even 
at the cost of compromising some rigid elements (if any) in the existing recruitment rules and 
regulations. Internationally, eligible age for employment is 18 years, someone below this is still a 
child, and child labour is illegal. If educational institutions have done their part I believe employment 
agencies’ work could become easier.  
 
If all the school and college graduates cannot be employed in regular status, strategies should be 
explored to atleast engage them gainfully for an interim period. It might be worth to institute Social 
Welfare Scheme for unemployed individuals through three modalities: (1) by paying them daily 
subsistence for certain period of time (may be upto 12 months) while they should look for 
employment; (2) government to give grants to those prospective employing agencies; and (3) 
establish a public-private partnership (PPP) to employ youths or those looking for employment. The 
relevant government agencies namely trade; customs can exempt taxes or any other levies from those 
private and/or corporate firms which takes in more employees in addition to their staffing pattern. 
There is always something to do for any number of employees provided there is a good leadership.  
 
One might argue that these ideas would waste resources by employing more people than is necessary. 
But the counter argument is that the government anyway spends a lot on law enforcing agencies, 
medical facilities, detention centres, etc. In the final analysis the cost to the nation might be same or 
less. But we will save the cost of tainted societal image that the youths tend to cast.  
 
The MoLHR must be commended for taking initiatives to reduce unemployment rates. But some 
more radical approaches may be tried out to resolve the pending issues (pardon me if I am innocent 
of these measures that are already in place). Maintain personal data base of those who seek 
employment, chase them whether or not they apply when there are job vacancy announcements. 
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Something should be done if they make too many choices at the cost of remaining unemployed 
including having to repay the subsistence paid through welfare scheme.  
 
Farming is a case in point. It is a fact that hectares of cultivable land across the country remain 
fallow. Once rich paddy fields are now meadow where cattle graze, what they were once large flat 
potato growing areas are now forests where wilds live. It is not because our farmers are lazy; simply 
there are not many people. Our education system has facilitated in sending village children far, 
farther and farthest away from their ancestral homes. Attending Primary Education move them few 
hours from their homes; progressing to Secondary Education take them few days farther from their 
family; and availing Tertiary Education opportunities takes them still far away and never to return. 
The point is not about children getting education, but train the unemployed youths in farming, 
mechanize farming. Those who are interested and those who wait too long looking for employment 
should be asked to do the farming. We do not say it is their job but “social service while waiting”. 
Pay them well, share part of the sale of the products. To some this approach might sound like 
communism and communist way of doing, but if it is helpful, worth trying out. Let’s make use of 
large flat land in Bumthang, Sarpang, Trashigang, Samdrup Jongkhar, Pema Gatshel and elsewhere. 
Let’s grow those crops that would sell well within Bhutan, in India, and in the region. Try sugarcane, 
fruits, and all kinds of vegetables, why not become champion of all-season greens. The expertise and 
involvement of our RNR-RCs would be handy. Much has been done by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and we see encouraging results especially in the dairy and livestock products. We also know acres of 
cultivable land next to some RNR-RCs are fast covering with shrubs.  
 
The nation was once informed of producing hundreds of educated/literate skilled construction 
workers after undergoing VTI’s training programmes. There was also the idea of venturing into 
contract works in construction companies in other countries where the workforce of this category is 
in demand (if our country cannot employ them or the graduates do not prefer working in Bhutan). I 
believe this proposition still has values. An author on change, Belding (2006) says, “If you have to 
swallow a frog, it’s good idea if you don’t stare at it too long” (p. 101).  

(4) Bhutanese Culture: Compassion should have its limits 
Much has been said on the importance of parents, guardians, and family in upbringing children and 
youths. We must also commend our parents for their wonderful parenting of children. Too 
compassionate sometimes tend to be counterproductive. Two issues warrant some elaborations. One 
is in relation to their children and young family members involving in anti-social and criminal acts. 
One way or the other they must be aware of what is happening under their nose or should sense some 
indications of something going wrong. Compassionate attitude of parents and family at large try to 
protect the youths. Many perhaps do not put in efforts for prevention or curative measures. This 
passive method of managing issues brew into bigger crimes and becomes regretfully too late. We also 
observe parents avoid telling the truth or pretending to be innocent. Parents, guardians, relatives, 
siblings have crucial roles both in preventing and controlling youth violence. Roles and 
responsibilities should follow in this order: pastoral care, parenting, counseling, role modeling to 
disciplining, and upholding laws by reporting to agencies concerned in case of serious unlawful acts 
when nothing works. When a repeated offender faces law having to go behind the bar, a 
parent/guardian should be held more responsible in addition to signing an undertaking. Any act of 
offence (depending on the nature and gravity) must be very expensive as it involves tremendous 
amount of time and resources of the law enforcers, that involves investigation, sheltering, feeding and 
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resolving of a case. What may be considered instituting is a mechanism to levy these administrative 
costs to the party concerned (parents, guardians, educational institutions, schools, organizations) as 
appropriate and after thorough investigations.      

The other concerns the compassion of sheltering and feeding unemployed adult children (18 years 
and above), siblings, cousins, nieces. On the one hand many try but luck does not favour them for 
months and sometimes for years. On the other hand there are some who are too choosy of the type of 
jobs and locations, not willing to be posted to remote places coupled by the entertaining lifestyles of 
Thimphu. They continue to burden their hosts, who are sometimes distant uncles and cousins. It 
should be alright now to tell their job seeking gests including children to take up any job that will 
sustain their life. There should be a communication between parents/guardians and the employing 
agencies to update on the job seeking youths. Compassion should not prevail at the cost of causing 
social problems and family pressures.  

Sometimes compassion can be equated to “none of my business” attitude. Quite often we see youths 
especially in towns and its suburbs in odd time, at odd places, and in odd acts. One might wonder 
how many of us stop, gently ask with an intention of preventing them from resorting to more serious 
problems in case they are into some suspicious acts. If the situation is seen to be dangerous reporting 
to the law enforcing agency should be the next step. This will go a long way in preventing situation 
going out of hand. Dodging off by saying “it is the duty of police” is a disservice to the society.       

(5) Law and Law Enforcing Agencies: Firm and fast versus soft and slow 
Youths and for that matter anybody become abnormal when they are influenced by alcohol, drugs or 
any intoxicating substance some of which are banned or under control by law. It is in this negatively 
elated state that they resort to taking law in their hands. In our context national law enforcing 
agencies are Royal Bhutan Police (RBP), Bhutan Narcotic Control Authority (BNCA), Trade, and 
Customs. Law enforcing personnel are human beings and part of well knit Bhutanese society. We 
should commend the law enforcers for their job well done, perhaps under difficult circumstances. 
Recently the RBP has initiated a lot of partnership programmes involving schools, colleges, parents, 
society, etc. What still appears to the public eyes sometimes is too slow and too soft approach that 
gives room to offenders to repeat the same offence. In the recent past stabbing cases were reported 
one after another. The media reported that the culprits were caught, identified yet more stabbings 
were reported, and this cruel act still continues. One can only guess either the culprits do not see/hear 
media, or they know that nothing much is done to their offence or are prepared to face anything or 
what else? We also notice too many compromises allowed between the victims and perpetrators 
sometimes at the cost of undermining serious unlawful acts. If comprises and “mutual understanding 
or nangdrig” helps curb the issues in question we should encourage. But most of the culprits who are 
freed through mutual agreement seem to repeat the offences.  

Against these backdrops one is tempted to ask a series of questions in relation to law against 
violence. (1) Are the provisions in the law too international that distance from our local context? (2) 
Are the provisions in the law too compassionate that facilitate brewing of more violence? (3) Do the 
provisions in the law unfairly tie the hands of law enforcers from doing their duties? (4) Are the law 
enforcing agencies and personnel downplaying the provisions? (5) Is it because the Bhutanese 
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societal culture and the law are inseparably interwoven? (6) Or do Bhutanese generally enjoy 
breaking laws? These questions deserve some reflections.   

6) Sharing of information  
We are aware that relevant agencies namely RBP, BNCA, rehab centres, hospitals do have records of 
youths who have been in conflict with laws. Sometimes in higher education institutions (probably in 
schools too) we spend a lot of time in trying to know the students who resort to anti-social and 
unlawful acts. When we know them some harms have already been done to him/her, to the 
community of institution and to the society at large. What is also possible is that agencies concerned 
must be spending a lot of time in identifying who and what of the culprits.  
 
I believe these strategies might be worth considered: (1) Schools, Colleges, Institutions, and all 
relevant organizations to create a data base of all the youths, students or individuals who show some 
symptoms of running into problems, (2) Data base of youths, students who have been in troubles and 
share information and records with ALL RELEVANT AGENCIES (schools, colleges, institutions, 
employers, law enforcers, etc). Detailed information could include his/her personal track records, 
parents/guardians information such as socio-economic background. Key identity could be Citizenship 
ID No or any that is authentic and uniform. To begin with share the existing information which will 
help plan preventive measures. We learn that some bad habits are picked up after getting into 
colleges. But the students who are into substance abuse report that this habit is a continuation from 
schools, some of them started as early as in Class VIII.        
  
The detailed information should not be used to bar from opportunities but to help individuals and 
prevent from possible violence and potential serious harms that might inflict to the individual and the 
community at large. The data to a large extent should be maintained with some degree of 
confidentiality. Our National Statistical Bureau (NSB), in addition to maintaining the record of 
general demographic data and other economic indicators may also consider having a data base of 
“differently capable population”.       

Conclusion 
This opinion paper is written with the best of intention to help have clean streets in Bhutan: clean of 
youths who loiter around without any sense of direction and purpose, and clean of stabbings and 
unlawful activities. The author believes in all sincerity that if all parties come together and do their 
part (failing which may be made to face legal instrument) our youths can be molded and corrected; 
after all they are human beings who must possess some elements of Buddha nature. Some ideas 
expressed in this paper are rather radical and might raise the eye-brow of some stakeholders 
concerned, while many must be already in place- accept my apology for being innocent. They should 
not be considered repetition but the re-iteration of issues at hand.   
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