Wangdi et al. Pastoralism: Research, Policy and Practice
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13570-021-00196-3

(2021) 11:6

Pastoralism: Research, Policy
and Practice

RESEARCH Open Access

Setting the mountain ablaze? The Royal
Highland Festival in Bhutan from the semi-

nomads’ perspective

Jigme Wangdi', Tashi Dorji* and Kesang Wangchuk?®”

Check for
updates

Abstract

venue to other highland areas.

A study was conducted to assess the effects of the Royal Highland Festival (RHF) from the perspective of yak
herders in Laya, Bhutan. Sixty-six respondents were randomly selected from amongst the domicile herders who
were regular visitors to the festival. A survey was carried out through a questionnaire with mixed questions.
Herders' opinions suggest good progress of RHF as reflected by improved community vitality and networking with
stakeholders. Tourists, both international and domestic, were the major contributors to the income of yak herders
during the festival. Livestock products were the biggest income earner, followed by homestays. Herders were
encouraged to produce more quantities of livestock products and desired to diversify yak products. Animal shows
were adequate and encouraged breed improvement. The grazing resources and the environment were unharmed
by the presence of animals in the festival. However, yak herders expressed concerns over the lack of skills and
knowledge for yak product diversification and management of festival waste. Herders felt the need to shift the
festival venue to benefit highlanders in other areas of Bhutan. The study recommends authorities to consider
imparting skills to Laya communities on developing diverse and value-added yak products. Homestay owners
require more capacity to manage and maintain farmhouses with proper sanitation. Effective management of festival
wastes calls for a farsighted plan. Finally, to inculcate a sense of pride and ownership, the communities of Laya
must be empowered to self-organize the festival, while government authorities should consider shifting the festival
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Introduction

Festivals and events have social and cultural significance
with a festive character depicting a public celebration of
some concept or fact (Janiskee 1980). They hold a long
historical trajectory and exemplify the cultures and tradi-
tions of various pasts (Quinn 2009). The importance of
festivals and events is well-reflected in the ways people
set aside time and space for them (Turner 1982). Festiv-
ities attract people from all groups; hence, festivals and
events reinforce the ties and harmony between people,
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improve social lives, and connect people with cultural
heritage. Matheson (2005) finds festivals and events to
encapsulate a sense of place and peoples’ identities. With
strategic planning and well-defined goals supported by
the right partners and resources, community festivals
can make a significant contribution to rural development
through the creation of jobs and support to local busi-
nesses (Irshad 2011). Many researchers attribute the re-
cent proliferation of festivals and events to their tourism
potential (Prentice and Andersen 2003; Gursoy et al
2004; Quinn 2009).

In the Hindu Kush Himalayas (HKH), festivals and
events are integral to mountain society. The multi-
cultural diversity results in different festivals across the
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Himalayas. Largely related to religion and culture
(Honeyguide to the mountains 2021), most cultural festi-
vals and events in the HKH promote societal growth
and reinforce community vitality through a range of ex-
hibitions, cultural performances, and displays of trad-
itional artworks (Himalayan Voices 2021). While the
age-old festivals continue to flourish, new cultural festi-
vals are increasing within the Himalayan region (Honey-
guide to the mountains 2021). The recent proliferation
could be associated with communities seeking to re-
assert their identities that face cultural erosion by rapid
globalization processes (Fjell 2007). This is best exempli-
fied by “Beef festivals” that assert the cultural rights and
identity of Dalit people in India (Natrajan 2018) and
“Easter Festival” that assert the identity of Sami people
in Norway (Jaeger and Mykletun 2013). The growth in
the number of these festivals also reflects the struggles
to overcome challenges of new social, economic, and
political environments (Picard and Robinson 2006).
Studies that have evaluated the impacts of the festival on
rural economies report both social and economic im-
pacts (Mair and Duffy 2018; Alves et al. 2010; Gibson
and Stewart 2009; Chhabra et al. 2003). However, a few
studies found a social impact to extend beyond eco-
nomic impact (Irshad 2011; Chhabra et al. 2003). Unlike
in the past, modern festivals are pursued to bring about
economic benefits to the rural communities (Walo et al.
2011; Mbaiwa and Sakuze 2009).

Amongst the Himalayan countries, Bhutan has been
steadfast in promoting new festivals. The Royal Highland
Festival (RHF) is the most recent in Bhutan and has
grown popular in a short period (RIM 2018). RHF aims
to maintain the existence of highland communities, pre-
serve highland culture and identity, and improve the
socio-economic condition of highlanders (Royal Institute
of Management 2018; Gasa Dzongkhag 2017). Four
years have passed since RHF began in 2016, and there
has been only one study by Bhutan’s Royal Institute of
Management (RIM) that investigated the festival experi-
ences of visitors (RIM 2018). Although the study covered
a large range of respondents, it spreads thinly in present-
ing salient findings and recommendations. Specifically,
RIM’s study falls short of an in-depth investigation into
the RHF'’s effects on the yak herding communities of Laya.
In most studies on festivals, the socio-cultural impact is
an under-researched field (Asvanyi and Jaszberenyi 2017).

Livestock herding as the mainstay of highlanders in
Bhutan is stressed through interventions targeted to ease
the drudgery of herding yak in the harsh environment.
The RHF was first introduced on 16 October 2016 to
commemorate the birth of the Prince, 400 years of the
Founder of Bhutan, and the birth year of Guru Rimpoche
who introduced Buddhism in Bhutan (Gasa Dzongkhag
2019). RHF is a very important intervention to make the
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highland environment attractive, possibly through en-
hancement of the economic well-being of highland com-
munities, which is expected to lure the future generation
into practising the highland way of life. Yet, there is a
lack of evidence to suggest if RHF has met the intended
purpose. Hence, this study seeks to fill the void by carry-
ing out an in-depth analysis of the RHF effects on yak
herding communities of Laya. The study objective was
to generate science-based information on the critical im-
pacts of RHF at various levels from the perspective of
the yak herding community in Laya. The information is
envisioned to help authorities in improvising the festival
to accomplish the long-term goal.

Study site

The RHF is organized in Laya, located in the north-
western part of Gasa District. Laya is one of the most re-
mote places in Bhutan. Layaps, the inhabitants of Laya,
live a semi-nomadic lifestyle. The Laya community is
known for its tradition of polyandry to keep families and
property together, although this custom is declining.
The community also has a tradition of child marriage.
They rear yaks and also keep small ponies. Due to the
cold weather, few crops are planted. The community
earns a good income from the sale of caterpillar fungus,
which is an important part of traditional Chinese
medicine.

The main site of the festival is Longang at an altitude
of about 4000 masl. Laya has a relatively high yak popu-
lation of 6398 (DoL 2020). It is inhabited by a small
population of about 1108 in 213 households (Gasa
Dzongkhag 2019), mostly dependent on yak farming.
Laya experiences moderately cold and wet summers
(June to August), followed by freezing winter (November to
April). Herdsmen practice transhumant agro-pastoralism
and migrate to lower elevations in winter and vice versa in
summer.

Description of RHF

The festival is a 2-day annual event held every fall. The
RHF begins with Buelwa (a traditional gift offering) and
Auley (traditional epic poem/song recitation). This is a
testament to the loyalty and respect of the Laya commu-
nity for the dynamic and visionary leadership of the
Bhutanese monarchs. People from all groups, including
representatives of highland communities and tourists,
gather in Laya to celebrate the festival. The festival in-
troduces the yak-based life, the presence of a unique no-
madic culture, and a peaceful environment. Government
agencies involved in the RHF organization are the Gasa
Administration, the Ministry of Agriculture and Forest,
and His Majesty’s Secretariat. RHF’s main attractions in-
clude traditional folk dance, yak, mastiff performances,
Laya run, traditional sporting events, and entertainment
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by the Bhutanese entertainment industry. In addition to
promoting knowledge-sharing between professionals and
highlanders, the festival raises awareness of highland
culture, health (animals and humans), innovation, waste
management, and hygiene promotion. Other highlanders
participating in the festival are from the Bhutanese dis-
tricts of Bumthang, Haa, Lhuentse, Paro, Thimphu,
Trongsa, Trashigang, Trashiyangtse, and Wangdue. With
the facilitation of the International Centre for Integrated
Mountain Development (ICIMOD), the highlanders of
neighbouring Sikkim and Nepal also participate in the
festival, exhibiting a variety of highland products and
knowledge.

Methodology

Selection of respondents

For selecting respondents, we employed the snowball
sampling technique (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981) at two
stages. In the first stage, researchers, development
workers, and local government bodies were consulted on
the type of respondents that the survey should cover. In
the second stage, the community leaders were consulted
who recommended residents, actively engaged in the fes-
tival, as potential respondents of the survey interviews.
This led to a set of criteria for the selection of respon-
dents. The criteria required a respondent to be a domi-
ciled resident of the Laya yak herding community and a
regular visitor to RHF. Regardless of gender, the criteria
resulted in the selection of 66 key respondents from
amongst the yak-herding members in 2019. The respon-
dents comprised over 71% males and approximately 29%
females. Most respondents being males could be as-
cribed to men comprising the larger portion of the hu-
man population in Laya (Gasa Dzongkhag 2019). The
greater number of men at the festival site indicated that
men take part in public events such as RHF while the
domestic chores leave less time for women to engage in
other activities. Besides yak herding, yak herdsmen are
also reported to engage more in off-farm activities
(Wangchuk and Wangdi 2015). Figure 1 presents the
characteristics of respondents.

Field interview

Respondents were interviewed during the RHF in Octo-
ber 2019. The qualitative data was collected through a
questionnaire survey with mixed questions. All questions
were directed to the respondents whose answers repre-
sented their perceptions. The authors conducted face-to-
face interviews at the festival venue, and respondents
answered the survey questions. The pre-tested semi-
structured questionnaire was strategically divided into
five sections to understand the key indicators of success-
ful RHF from the respondents’ perspective. Questions
sought respondents’ opinions on the improvement of
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RHF over the years, awareness of the RHF’s objective,
and the current duration of RHF. The authors collected
the opinions of respondents on the importance of RHF
to yak herders. Respondents also offered information on
the economic benefits of the RHF and the community
vitality in the highland. The questions sought informa-
tion on respondents’ sources of income and their contri-
butions. Respondents identified the strength and
weaknesses of RHF from a livestock perspective. In the
entire survey, the qualitative data represented the re-
spondents’ perceptions.

Throughout the questionnaire, the validity and reliabil-
ity of the information were defined by the 3-point Likert
scale (Likert 1932), which was used to simplify the infor-
mation. A 3-point scale was used against the commonly
applied 5-point scale since the validity and reliability of
the information are independent of the scale points
employed by Likert-type items (Jacoby and Mitchell
1971). This scale was used to collect information about
whether respondents agreed, disagreed, or did not know
the answers to the survey questions.

Data analysis

The survey data were processed in Microsoft Excel 2019.
The data were cleaned and validated before exporting to
the Statistical Packages for Social Science (SPSS) version
25 (IBM 2009). The data were descriptively analysed in
SPSS. Frequencies and percentages were used to
summarize and interpret qualitative information.

Results and discussion

Conduct of RHF and festival participants

RHF has progressed over the years and received a highly
positive response from international tourists (RIM
2018). RIM (2018) reported the growing popularity of
RHF, and both highlanders and international tourists
were highly satisfied with the festival. The popularity
could be ascribed largely to the uniqueness of the cele-
bration, having a mix of cutting edge and events such as
conventional offerings, conventional sports contest, and
Laya run. The popularity of RHF also underscores the
concerted and collaborative efforts of government agen-
cies and local governments of the Gasa District.

The respondents’ opinions displayed in Table 1
showed that not all respondents were mindful of the ob-
jectives of RHF. It implies that despite 4 years of RHF,
the organizers are yet to accomplish full communication
of the quintessence of RHF to a more extensive populace
in Laya. It could also be inferred as a certain smaller sec-
tion of highlanders failing to consider RHF important.
Hence, there is an inconsistency to a common presump-
tion that highlanders view RHF as necessary to their sur-
vival and sovereignty. More efforts are needed from
festival organizers to reiterate the objectives of the RHF
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celebration through the community leaders and local
governments.

The festival duration of 2 days was found adequate, in
contrast to a smaller section of respondents who found
the duration inadequate. The inadequate duration felt by
a small proportion of respondents may appear insignifi-
cant, but it signals a need to re-examine whether the
current duration will be adequate in the future. This is

Table 1 General opinions of herders on RHF

Yes No Do not know
Has RHF improved over the years? 773 167 6.00
Are you aware of the objectives of RHF? 790 760 134
Is the festival duration adequate? 652 310 380

because as the festival grows with time and sees a huge
inflow of participants in the future, it may have to im-
provise to include more events, for which 2 days may
not be adequate to meet the demands of future visitors
and participants.

Amongst the visitors outside the Gasa District, almost
30% participated in the Laya run, followed by govern-
ment officials (Fig. 2). It indicates Laya run as one of the
main attractions to participants outside the district. The
Laya run is a 25-km race to the festival site and marks
the beginning of the RHEF. Since the run is adventurous
and takes participants across beautiful scenery, it attracts
participants from all groups and has grown popular with
international tourists over a brief period. Contrary to the
prediction of RIM (2018) that the number of runners
will decline in the future, the recent official record shows
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an increase in 2019 (Gasa Dzongkhag 2019), suggesting
the growing popularity of Laya run to the domestic and
foreign participants alike.

Economic effects of RHF

The festival capitalizes on economic opportunities to en-
courage and motivate highlanders to continue the cul-
ture and tradition of yak herding. Although this study
was unable to uncover how RHF contributed to boosting
the economy on several levels, a few key variables were
used to comprehend the economic effect of the festival.
Tourists in general were the biggest contributor to the
total income of yak herders (Fig. 3). However, the disag-
gregated data showed international tourists as a bigger
contributor than domestic tourists. It reflects the grow-
ing popularity of RHF with international tourists who
generally are keen to explore and experience the trad-
itional and cultural life of rural Bhutan.

Livestock products were the most important source of
income, followed by homestays. The livestock products
are mainly meat and dairy products of yak that enjoy
high demand by consumers, mainly the Bhutanese. The
high demand results from the small quantity of supply.
Some common yak products are fresh and dried meat,
soft and hard cheese, fermented cheese, curd, etc. Live-
stock products not only help to combat food insecurity
and malnutrition in the mountains but also generate
cash incomes to reduce poverty and improve resilience
(Maltsoglou and Taniguchi 2004; Gautam 2002). How-
ever, livestock product diversification is challenged by
the lack of skills and knowledge. Wangchuk et al. (2019)

reported a similar issue as the stumbling block to an en-
hanced income of highlanders in western Bhutan.

The homestay was the second most important source
of income and suggests spending by festival visitors on
homestays in Laya. Homestays have picked up since the
start of RHF in 2016. Macek (2012) reported a homestay
programme as a suitable and viable community eco-
nomic development tool in rural settlements. A good
earning from homestays reflects the growing interest of
visitors to spend on experiencing the unique traditional
Bhutanese hospitality in a typical farmhouse of semi-
nomads in Bhutan. Close interaction with highland
people and experiencing their lifestyle and culture were
found as the unique selling point of RHF (RIM 2018).
Further, the homestays are offered at a reasonable price
from Nu. 1000 to Nu. 2000 («US$ 15-30 a night) inclu-
sive of breakfast and dinner (Gasa Dzongkhag 2019).
Handicraft was the least important source, and only
about 5% of respondents earned income from handicraft
sales. This is a total contrast to urban Bhutan where
handicraft business is reported to be lucrative, allowing a
business person to earn over US$ 400.00 in a day during
the peak tourist season (Business Bhutan 2017).

Portering and transportation were the third important
source of income. Most respondents owned horses,
highlighting the importance of equines (mules and don-
keys) in the lives of highlanders in Laya. For remote
mountain communities that have difficult access to neces-
sities, horses are more of a lifeline. It is worth noting that
over the years, with growing tourism, the use of horses for
transporting tourist goods has become a lucrative business
venture for highlanders (Daily Bhutan 2020). A single
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horse is hired out at the rate of Nu. 800 (=US$ 11) per
horse per day, which earns a monthly income of Nu. 24,
000 (=US$ 350) from a single horse (Gasa Dzongkhag
2017), which explains why a large proportion of respon-
dents owned a good number of horses in Laya. Currently,
Laya has 1597 equines, the highest amongst 205 adminis-
trative blocks in Bhutan (DoL 2020).

Social effects of RHF

RHF has improved over the last 4 years, which has en-
hanced community vitality and improved networking
(Table 2). It highlights the positive effect of RHF on fos-
tering the vitality of community life that is necessary for
sustaining core values and achieving the goals of Gross
National Happiness (GNH) in Bhutan (Kinga 2008). The
festival brings people from remote regions of Gasa to-
gether, sparking joy and enthusiasm of meeting fellow
herders after a long time. RHF offers an opportunity for
improved networking for Laya herders to connect with
other highlanders from within and outside Bhutan. The

display of a yak product “dog chew” at the festival by a
herder from Nepal was a new experience for the Laya
herders. It was through interactions that the Laya
herders learned how yak milk could fetch a higher price
if it is processed into hard cheese suited for pet dogs in
the USA. Similar experiences were shared amongst the
herders of yak-rearing countries in Asia during the Sixth
International Yak Conference in China, where the con-
ference recommended establishing local and regional
yak herders’ networks (Dorji et al. 2019). It exemplifies
how networking could be vital in providing the ability to
collaborate with experts for growth and success in any
venture (Fredin 2018). In this context, RHF serves as a
forum for Bhutanese and non-Bhutanese highlanders to
exchange new entrepreneurship ideas, particularly on
the development of yak products.

Although most respondents were undecided on produ-
cing more yak products, the festival has encouraged
herders to produce more quantities of these products for
RHF. The yak products fetch good income and
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Social variable

Respondents (%)

Yes No Do not know

Community impacts of RHF

- The conduct of RHF has improved over the years. 773 16.7 6.00

+ RHF has strengthened community vitality. 93.9 0.00 6.10

+ RHF has improved the networking with ex- and in-country yak herders. 773 1.50 212
Livestock impacts of RHF

+ RHF encourages to produce more yak products. 394 12.1 485

- | want to diversify livestock products and handicraft for RHF. 69.7 6.10 242

-Livestock activities are adequate in RHF. 486 16.9 345

-Animal shows were beneficial. 484 21.7 299

RHF will help to improve yak and livestock breeds. 65.2 1.50 333
Environmental impacts of RHF

« RHF is important to yak herding. 97.0 1.50 1.50

« RHF harms grazing resources. 9.10 530 379

« RHF harms the environment. 4.50 60.6 348

+ Waste management is a concern in RHF. 530 4.50 424
RHF in future

- It is important to organize a similar festival in other parts of Bhutan. 83.1 1.53 154

« RHF is encouraging the young generation to take up yak farming. 820 0.00 18.0

« RHF will meet its objectives. 84.0 0.00 16.0

encourage herders to increase their herd sizes (Dorji
et al. 2020). Since the selling of yak products was the lar-
gest earner in RHF, the respondents wish to diversify
products along with handicrafts. It suggests the herders’
interest in increasing income from livestock items.

The number of livestock events during the festival was
also deemed sufficient by most respondents. The princi-
pal highlights of livestock events are animal parades, ani-
mal contests, and horse races (Gasa Dzongkhag 2017).
The parade is an emblem of the festival, and decorated
animals are paraded on the festival ground with the trad-
itional music. Amongst livestock activities, animal shows
were the most beneficial, as they offered an opportunity
to showcase good breeds of domestic animals. It sup-
ports the exhibition’s aim to educate participants about
the value of preserving animals of good quality. Further,
the recognition of good breeds could encourage the
herding community to conserve indigenous animals.
Thus, most respondents agree that RHF will help to de-
velop animal breeds in the future.

RHF is critical to yak herding. The significance of RHF
to yak herding lies in the fact that the festival is largely
livestock-based, and numerous veterinarians and animal
breeders gather at the festival, bringing with them import-
ant livestock services. The festival is also attended by nu-
merous development agencies that are actively engaged in
rural development missions. In such a scenario, RHF

could potentially draw the attention of these agencies to
the issues of yak herding and generate interest to inter-
vene towards saving the deteriorating herding culture.

Despite having several types of animals in the festival,
no harmful effects had occurred to the grazing resources
and the environment. This reflects the well-planned and
efficient management of resources by the festival orga-
nizers. The festival requires the animals to be tethered
and fed at the festival site. On the contrary, many have
concerns about waste management during the festival.
Although the festival provides good memories, it is the
local community and authorities who are left to manage
the festival waste. The main concern could be on man-
aging non-biodegradable wastes.

It has been over fours of RHF being held in Laya and
respondents felt the need to shift the festival venue to
other parts of Bhutan’s highland that are facing similar
issues. It concurs with the recommendation of RIM
(2018) that options must be explored to locate the festi-
val venue to other highland areas. A shift in venue could
have two positive effects. First, it will help boost the
economies in other regions of the highlands. Second, it
could generate a sense of the importance of yak herders’
presence in highlands. RHF seems to encourage the
young generation to take up yak farming despite their
dwindling population after Cordyceps (caterpillar fungus)
collection started in 2004 (Wangchuk and Wangdi
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2015). Considering increasing access to education and
other income-earning opportunities causing rural out-
migration, it is premature to infer that RHF could lure
young herders into practising yak herding in the future.

Policy recommendations

The study showed a poor diversity of yak products avail-
able at the festival. Hence, focussed attention is needed
on yak product diversification, which could contribute
to enhancing the appeal of the festival. In achieving this,
the government may consider it a priority to impart
skills and capacity development training to the herding
community of Laya. In particular, the handicraft busi-
ness has not yet realized its potential. However, a prior
study is necessary to understand the opportunities and
guide the herding community to develop new and di-
verse products.

Homestays have great potential to earn more income
for the residents of Laya. As the visitors and tourists
have direct interactions with the host, homestays could
be looked upon as a gateway to community-based tour-
ism in Laya. Nonetheless, there are shortcomings such
as poor sanitation, poor hygiene, and poor food diversity.
The tourism stakeholders, together with the local gov-
ernment of Laya, may consider addressing these issues
as an immediate priority to promoting homestay entre-
preneurship in Laya.

Littering and waste management are likely to demand
special attention. Organizers may adopt a renewed ap-
proach of public education to instil a sense of responsi-
bility amongst festival visitors on waste management.
Finally, for long-term sustenance, it is essential to em-
power communities of Laya to self-organize the festival,
while government agencies should consider shifting the
festival venue to other highland areas.

Conclusion

The perceptions captured by this study largely represent
that of the male residents. The RHF has both economic
and social impacts on yak herding communities in Laya.
The social impact extends beyond economic impact.
There are a few important areas of RHF that need the
attention of organizers. Although livestock products are
the biggest income earner, the diversity of these prod-
ucts is rather poor. Dairy products are limited largely to
butter and cheese. Despite 4 years of holding the festival,
the authorities have made no attempts to address this
issue. There is an opportunity to enhance income from
livestock products. A pragmatic strategy lies in dairy
product diversification, which should target a wide range
of customers beyond Bhutanese. Homestays are in their
infancy, and there is a need to build the capacity of
households to manage and maintain homestays with
proper sanitation and hygiene. As Bhutan continues to
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see a surge in tourist arrival annually, there will be a
great demand for decent homestays in rural areas.
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