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T H E  B H U TA N E S E  R E F U G E E

First migration of families from Nepal 
to Bhutan. Bhutan’s spiritual ruler, Lama 
Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal, signs 
formal document with Nepal King Ram 
Shah to recruit 50 families of skilled 
Nepali artisans to construct Buddhist 
Dzongs (fortified buildings housing 
Buddhist schools) and monasteries in 
Bhutan.  They receive citizenship. 

Bhutan invites Nepali citizens to 
immigrate to Bhutan to clear the 
jungles in the south, establish fertile 
terraced farmlands and farm the lands. 
These lands later would provide the 
majority of Bhutan’s food supply.

Britain hands 
over India, 
creating India’s 
independence. 
Britain defines 
the boundaries of 
Bhutan.

The Nationality Law 
of Bhutan enacted.  In 
it, Bhutan’s King Jigme 

Dorji Wangchuck grants 
Bhutanese citizenship 
to Bhutanese Nepali’s 

“permanently domiciled” 
(living) in Bhutan, as well as 

their direct descendants.  

India takes over small territories bordering 
Bhutan.  Bhutan’s isolated monarchy and 

inability to defend itself leads to agreement 
that India would control Bhutan’s foreign policy.  

India wants access to Bhutan’s hydro-electric 
power resources and fears a “Greater Nepal” 

movement of ethnic Nepali living in India’s “7 
Sisters” states in Northeast India.

Bhutan enacts a Citizenship Act dubbed 
“One Nation. One People.” which 
strictly targets the growing ethnic 

Nepali Bhutanese population who were 
predominantly farmers in the south.  The 

act’s intent is to “purify” the country 
into one homogenous Buddhist religion, 

education and culture, and to remove 
Bhutanese Nepali citizens from the nation.

Bhutan conducts a census but only 
in the southern region where the 
Bhutanese-Nepali citizens live. King 
Wangchuck demands residents produce 
a land tax receipt specifically from the 
year 1958 or be designated an “illegal 
immigrant.”  He fears the growing 
Bhutanese Nepali population and 
wants to strip them of their citizenship, 
even though they have lived there for 
generations.

The Bhutanese-Nepali 
population makes up 
close to one-third 
of Bhutan’s 600,000 
population.

With their land, homes, culture, 
religion, jobs, and rights being 
stripped away, some Bhutanese 
Nepali citizens hold peaceful 
demonstrations in southern Bhutan.  
King Wangchuk sends his army in to 
violently crack down on protesters, 
harass families and Bhutanese Nepali 

villages.  Thousands of men arrested arbitrarily, tortured and 
held in prison.  Some die.  Women raped.  Homes burned.  
The King’s army goes door to door, confiscating citizenship 
cards.  They give families 24 hours to leave Bhutan.  They 
force individuals, under duress, to sign “Voluntary Migration 
Forms” that say they are leaving the country “happily” of 
their own will.

Sources: Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, The Washington Post, Foreign Policy, The Nation, The Guardian, The Norwegian Refugee 
Council, Refugee Survey Quarterly, Kanak Mani Dixit/Himal Southasian, and BCCO. 
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Bhutanese refugees began fleeing Bhutan in late 
1990, arriving in India.  They set up ramshackle 
camps and hope to return to Bhutan.  Bhutan’s 
persecution of the Bhutanese Nepali only increases.  
India refuses requests to establish a refugee camp.  
A group of 94 refugees crosses into Nepal and 
establishes a makeshift camp — called Maidhar — 
by the banks of the Kankai Mai River in February 
1991.  Thousands of refugee families arrive every 
month to the Maidhar camp.  With overcrowding, 
unclean water and poor 
sanitation, river flooding, 
and few resources 
or medical help, 
conditions grow grim.  
Outbreaks of cholera 
and dysentery kill 
thousands, including 
many children, over 
the next year.  

The UN Refugee Agency UNHCR 
and the government of Nepal 
recognize the humanitarian disaster 
and agree to establish UN refugee 
camps in Nepal to house the 
burgeoning refugee numbers.

The United States offers to resettle 
60,000 of the Bhutanese refugees.  
Several other countries, including 
Canada, New Zealand and Australia, 
follow suit.

The number of Bhutanese refugees 
living in the seven UN camps tops 
108,000.  Thousands more live 
without refugee status protection in 
Nepal and India.

On February 28, 2008, the first 
Bhutanese refugee, Pingala 
Dhital, and her family arrive in 
Seattle. In June 2008, the first Bhutanese 
refugee families arrive in Columbus, Ohio, to start 
their new lives.

The first Bhutanese refugee families in Columbus form 
the Bhutanese-Nepali Community of Columbus (BNCC) 

civic organization in September 2009 to serve the needs 
of the increasing population.  In March 2012, BNCC 

receives 501(c)3 IRS designation, and is renamed the 
Bhutanese Community of Central Ohio in 2017.

BCCO awarded HHS Office 
of Refugee Resettlement 
3-year grant to provide case 
management direct services, 
build capacity and expand 
community engagement.

Ohio State University analysis puts the total number of 
Bhutanese refugees in Central Ohio at 23,347.

BCCO awarded HHS Office of Refugee 
Resettlement 3-year grant, as well as Franklin 
County Commissioners Catalyst grant to 
provide case management direct services, 
build capacity, improve mental health 
services, and strengthen student and parent 
success in Columbus schools.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
crisis, the BCCO creates an innovative 
program called BRAVE to provide culturally 
appropriate trusted health information, 
screenings, PPE, food, medications and fiscal 
support, and access to vaccines for refugees.  
The BRAVE model is adopted by other cities 
in the U.S.
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