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First and foremost, I would like to extend to all our international visitors and esteemed educators from 16 countries the very warmest welcome to the Kingdom of Bhutan.  We are deeply honoured that you are freely giving us your very precious time and the profound gift of your vast knowledge and experience.  Our little country, perched in the high Himalayas, is not the easiest place in the world to reach, and I am deeply moved that you have made a very great effort to get here, enduring long plane rides and, I am sure, considerable discomfort, jet lag, and sleeplessness along the way. The only reason I can imagine you are doing all this is that we must hold—very deep in our hearts—a shared vision, understanding, and determination to create a better world for our children.

I hope you will forgive me if I tell you frankly, right from the start, that we intend to exploit you mercilessly in the coming week. This is an extraordinarily rare and precious opportunity—not only for Bhutan, but for the world at large—to have assembled in one room some of the world’s leading practitioners of those educational approaches that can nurture the very best of human qualities and potential.  And so, all of us here in Bhutan—educators, officials, students, curriculum design specialists and more—intend to listen and to learn intently, and literally to milk your wisdom and expertise for all it’s worth so that we can quickly and genuinely put into practice the very methods you have so long advocated. I know from your responses to our pre-workshop survey on your educational vision and goals—that we already share deeply the view of what needs to be done and why.  What we want to know now is how to do it! 
While I shall not conceal our intent to exploit you in this way, I am also not embarrassed to say that what we accomplish in this room this week may — and indeed should — have a powerful and positive impact far beyond the borders of this country. In this globalised and interconnected world, what happens in any country has meaning for the larger world — for better and, sadly, often for worse.   We have learnt the hard way that carbon spewed into the atmosphere in Houston, London, and Sydney will cause flooding and devastation in Tuvalu and Bangladesh, and threaten the livelihood of Inuit and the very survival of polar bears in the Arctic Circle.  But equally, and perhaps ever more so, we know that the world is yearning for, and ever more desperately needs, working models of sane and responsible behaviour, and above all of a change in consciousness to which education is surely the key. 
At the United Nations recently, I was deeply discouraged to see a world faced with unparalleled challenges being offered only partial, disconnected and piecemeal solutions to this or that particular crisis, whether in energy, food, poverty, resource degradation, water shortage, economic collapse, terrorism, or climate change. What was patently missing—both in the analysis and in the solutions offered—was any understanding of the common disease underlying the symptoms and of the deep malaise that threatens our collective wellbeing and survival.  In fact, many of the solutions offered—like financial stimulus packages designed to spur more growth and spending—will not only return us to the dubious temporary comfort of living in debt and delusion, but are the very cause of our most serious present global problems. To address the greed, materialism, and consumerist fallacy that have turned us into mindless economic animals, and are destroying the planet, requires nothing less than a change of consciousness and hence of lifestyle. Education is the key. 
The good news is that—even as current economic, financial, and natural systems collapse—there is also increasing awareness that the temporary material satisfaction of fleeting desires leads to misery rather than happiness. Until just a few years ago, we in Bhutan used to think that our esteemed King’s proclamation three decades ago that “Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross National Product” was our own unique and particular take on life, on development, and on the world. Never once did I even hear His Majesty use the phrase ‘economic growth’! So I guess we were content to think of ourselves as distant and isolated ‘odd balls” in a world obsessed with growth and materialism. In the last few years, however, we’re somewhat embarrassed to find our remote little country the subject of increasing scrutiny and envy by a world deeply dissatisfied with its way of life. 
To be honest, we spent some years shying away from the responsibility of presenting GNH  in acceptable terms and  translating it amply into practical action by simply taking refuge in the vision, concept, and the term itself.  I now know that this option no longer exists.  For the world and for all living beings with which we share this planet, as much as for ourselves, we have no choice but to demonstrate that we are worthy of the scrutiny to which we are subjected, by practising what we preach.  And I am absolutely convinced that there is no more effective, comprehensive, and far-reaching way to put GNH fully into practice and to realize our shared vision and goals—not in a frustratingly piecemeal way but so that our collective national consciousness naturally translates into enlightened action—than to infuse our education system fully and properly with the humane and ecological principles and values of Gross National Happiness.  If we want to be of any service to ourselves, let alone to the larger world, there is no better way than to begin here. 
In short, I now know that what we do here in this room this week is not important only for this little Himalayan Kingdom, but for the world, for humanity, and for so many non-human species whose very survival depends on what we as humans do.  We’re deeply aware that what we are trying to do here is unprecedented. There are no road maps. While individual schools in different parts of the world—at least eleven of which are represented right here in this room—have created brilliant and transformative curricula and learning environments from which we’ll learn a lot this week, no country has ever attempted to transform its entire educational system along the lines we propose.  So I genuinely believe that what you generously contribute to Bhutan this week must also have a transformative effect on educational systems, and thus on society at large, far beyond our borders. 
Because I am now so concerned to see words translated into action, I want to ask you please to spend no more than a day on defining and articulating our shared vision and goals, and then move right into the “how to,” based in the hard reality of where we presently are.  Of course we have to start with vision. Without that, we’d have no clear sense of purpose or direction, and we’d quickly drown in a sea of disconnected and incoherent ideas—however good and even brilliant they may be. 
But we in Bhutan have now spent several years trying to define, understand, and wrap our minds around what we ourselves mean by ‘Gross National Happiness’, and I believe we have come some way in that endeavour. What began really as an intuitive and felt sense has now been articulated, expressed, and even measured in some depth and detail: 
· First we have now clearly distinguished the ‘happiness’ component in GNH from the fleeting, pleasurable ‘feel good’ moods so often associated with that term. We know that true abiding happiness cannot exist while others suffer, and comes only from serving others, living in harmony with nature, and realizing our innate wisdom and the true and brilliant nature of our own minds. 
· Second, we have defined GNH as a development path that judiciously balances sustainable and equitable economic development with environmental conservation, good governance, and the dynamism and wisdom of our profound and ancient culture.
· Third, we have even developed a GNH index that measures key conditions of wellbeing like physical and mental health, community vitality, work-life balance, living standards, civic engagement, and the ecological integrity on which the whole human endeavour depends.
· And fourth, we have identified education as the glue that holds the whole enterprise together. If we are ignorant of the natural world, how can we effectively protect it? If we don’t know that smoking, junk food, and physical inactivity are unhealthy, how can we have a healthy citizenry? If we are ignorant of politics and of national issues, how can we cast an informed vote? If we are ignorant of the extraordinary teachings of Guru Rinpoche, Zhabdrug Ngawang Namgyal, and other great masters who taught and practised right here in Bhutan, how can we appreciate our legacy, embody our own culture, and serve the world?

….Which brings us right to our present endeavour and challenge. We’ve actually reached the point where we no longer need to obsess too much more about definitions and concepts when we talk about GNH. If we want to help ourselves and the world, we now have to act decisively and effectively so that we embody what we express, and so that our behaviour and actions, rather than just our words and good intentions, not only realize the vision of our enlightened monarchs but act as a genuine and worthy example for a world desperate for sanity. 
So, from Wednesday through Saturday, let’s focus on how we can do this given the practical realities we face? What does a GNH-infused science curriculum actually look like? How can we learn math and history and language and even sports so that they fully reflect GNH values? How can genuine community service and meditative disciplines be practically integrated into our learning centres? How can we physically design our schools so that they embody GNH principles? And how do we assess teachers and students in ways that are less draconian, stressful, and competitive than our current standardized exams?
One reason I am urging such a practical focus is my own growing sense of urgency and immediacy that itself stems from three key factors:
1) So far, we have managed to conserve our forests, wildlife, and natural environment rather more successfully than many other nations; our culture is still relatively vibrant; and we have been blessed with a century of enlightened leadership, peace, and harmony. But as Bhutan moves rapidly from a traditional value-oriented society to a modern economy, we ourselves are in serious danger of going off track in ways that are clearly visible to us in Bhutan (and increasingly even to casual visitors). I remember rather nostalgically, and not so long ago, how the road to the Dzong was brimming with people walking to and from work in the mornings and afternoons, cheerfully chatting and socializing. Going to work was a joyful ritual of social interaction – an opportunity for making and nurturing friendship. They’re mostly gone now, replaced by cars, a status symbol, burning fossil fuel —those who walk now see themselves as ‘have-nots’. These and other highly questionable changes are happening at a dizzying rate.
The sad thing is that even those who want to appear well off by owning a car very often cannot afford it, and take out large loans that expose themselves and their families to unnecessary risks. A recent survey here in Thimphu found that 75% of those who drive to work do not drive more than 3 km — the minimal daily walking distance considered essential for good health.  It is truly frightening to see how rapidly the materialist ethos has grown from just a few years ago, and it is precisely that rapidity that engenders my sense of urgency in wanting to see GNH principles and values embodied quickly in our educational system.
2) Second, my sense of urgency stems from the very nature and magnitude of our shared endeavour here—which is immense, unprecedented, and with the dauntingly high objective of transforming the consciousness of our people and nation.  If we had the luxury of time, we would spread what we have set out to do this week over many years and several dozen workshops.  But we don’t have that luxury, and we therefore run the serious danger of setting our goals so high and wanting to do so much that we fail to take a practical first step.  Even if we are not fully satisfied that we are doing everything we deeply want to do and see, may I please entreat you this week not to sacrifice modest steps in the right direction at the altar of unattainable goals and overly ambitious leaps that may backfire and delay real progress. To my mind, the greatest risk in our upcoming discussions this week is that we become trapped by the enormity of our task, and substitute high-sounding pretension for real action. If, on the other hand, we can produce some concrete and tangible changes in our educational system in the next year that clearly and truly express GNH principles and values, I have confidence that the momentum of moving in the right direction will naturally carry us forward ever more rapidly, firmly, and deeply.
3) Third, my sense of immediacy stems directly from the political reality of our fledgling democracy—the youngest in the world. This government happens to be deeply committed to a GNH development path.  But terms of office in a democratic system are limited, and we don’t know what the next government may do or what its priorities will be.  It could easily go down the development path of almost all other countries—plundering the natural world in the name of economic growth, as communities disintegrate and our profound ancient culture becomes an antiquated museum piece replaced by McDonalds, Walmart, and such like symbols of development.  It may be my own Buddhist background that gives me a deeply felt sense of impermanence, but I have a very strong feeling that if we don’t seize the moment now and achieve something tangible and transformative in these three years, we may not get another chance. 

Lest this talk of democratic changes of government be misconstrued as a political platform, let me assure you that my commitment to Gross National Happiness and to the vision of our compassionate and wise monarchs has nothing to do with political considerations. Quite the contrary…! The only measure of success in transforming our educational system is that the frame we create is truly indestructible and that it will thereby effectively withstand all challenges from an extraordinarily seductive and increasingly sophisticated, powerful, and manipulative materialist and consumerist world. Equally, that framework—based on the most profound human and ecological values—will transcend politics entirely and withstand any political attempt to dismantle it. We have a word for such indestructibility in our language—dorji—which means diamond-like—and it stems from our ancient teachings on the true and indestructible nature of mind that is characterized by innate wisdom and expressed in natural compassion. Whatever change we make in our educational system, however modest in curriculum or other practical terms, must be characterized by that indestructible wisdom, compassion, and humanity.

It should be clear by now that, while much of my concern is motivated by what I see happening here in Bhutan and by my immediate responsibility to my people and to this country, there is nothing in the principles of Gross National Happiness that is not fundamentally universal. I firmly believe that if we succeed in our shared endeavour this week, and if we bring GNH effectively into our educational system here, then whatever we do is entirely applicable to educational systems in your own countries and throughout the world.  Thimphu happens to be the location of our dialogue, but its echo should be global. 
Although I have taken too much of your time already, and dinner beckons, please indulge me for just a few minutes more, as my passion for this subject  compels me to speak my mind. I wish, now, to move from the general to the very specific to express a deep concern about our discussions this week, which I know is going to take me into dangerous territory with this group of esteemed educators. In fact, I am sure some of you will consider me old-fashioned and an anachronism in what I’m about to say. 
I have listened to many educational consultants over the years who have advised us to promote ‘modern’ educational principles like learning by discovering rather than rote learning, about teachers being facilitators rather than authoritative sources of knowledge, about replacing fear by confidence in the classroom atmosphere, and more. You know what I’m talking about. These and other high-sounding principles espoused by the typical modern educators sound progressive, but I don’t want to confuse them even slightly with what I believe our goals are this week. 

For example, I think there is a place for the teacher literally as “guru”  or at least as an exemplar, rather than just facilitator. I was actually heartened by several of your survey responses in which quite a few of you insisted that the most important element in any educational transformation is that the teacher must “embody” the principles and values we seek to embed in our educational system. I heartily agree. But this is much more than seeing the teacher as mere “facilitator”. On the contrary, a teacher who truly embodies GNH principles and values is also an authentic and natural authority figure, to whom respect and even reverence are due.  Personally, I am deeply disturbed when I hear of teachers in some western countries being abused by students and for whom life in the classroom is a nightmare.  

And I do worry when I hear ‘modern’ educational consultants disparage memorization. Old-fashioned as it may sound, I also believe there is an important place in education for memorization, and for the discipline engendered by learning how to recite poetry or key passages from literature from memory.  Efficient storage and retrieval of knowledge by way of memory are indispensable life skills.
I worry also when I hear educators reject the notion of fear in the name of building confidence. Of course, confidence and courage are very important. But so is the ability to sense fear. Without genuine, and even earth-shattering, fear of the consequences of climate change, we would blithely continue to consume, indulge, and emit greenhouse gases as if there were no tomorrow. And if you’ll allow a reference to my Buddhist heritage, I think there is nothing like a healthy fear of consequences in the next life to encourage basic decent and ethical behaviour in this one. I would go so far as to say that, with false pride and arrogance, we are headed for social and natural calamity. How much of the trouble the world is in now is the result of failing to fear the consequences of our actions? Indeed, some of our greatest teachers have taught that true confidence and genuine courage come precisely from being intimately familiar with fear. I am not sure we are on the right track when we describe fear and confidence in either/or terms.
I am now speaking very personally, of course. But I do worry that modern educational systems that unwittingly undermine values like honour, valour, loyalty, allegiance, and devotion may also fray the basic fibre of good character, subtly denigrate ethics, and thereby serve to produce consumers driven by personal success and ambition.  I say this because, in my experience, there is a danger that noble holistic educational principles can be misleadingly invoked to disparage discipline, belittle teachers, and promote a false ‘feel good’ ethos that encourages self-indulgence but has little to do with serving others and the world. I only ask that this week we not confuse GNH principles and values with the language of the so called ethics of modern education.
Before you dismiss me as a totally old-fashioned stick-in-the-mud, let me assure you that I place as much, if not more, importance on evaluating teachers and school administration as students. I am hoping that you can devote a session this week to discussing how teachers and school principals should be evaluated according to GNH guidelines. What kind of teacher conduct is in accord with GNH values, and how might a staff meeting be conducted according to GNH principles? What GNH-inspired targets and activities might be expected of a teacher in the course of a day’s work? And what instructions might we give to our school inspectors to assess schools on GNH lines? 
And while we are on assessment, how can we evaluate the degree to which GNH principles and values are genuinely internalized? What is the point of being a model student during school hours if he is a rude vandal on the street? And what is the point of cleaning up a school and making it spotless if that same garbage is then dumped in a pristine natural place? A genuinely GNH-inspired educational system would ensure that these values are so deeply felt and internalized that they manifest simply and naturally in all situations—in and out of school.

And finally, how about assessing and evaluating ourselves and our own behaviour?  If “learning by doing” is, as I am sure we all agree, the way to go, then the time has come to practise what we preach. To that end I am truly delighted that we’ll bring our profound and ancient contemplative traditions and practices right into this dialogue by beginning each day with a few minutes of meditation to clear our minds, and end each day by dedicating the merit of our work to all beings. Many thanks to Dr. Simmer-Brown for writing—especially for this workshop—the beautiful dedication of merit that’s in the back of our delegate books. That small daily reminder that our work only exists to serve others is, I think, the very essence of Gross National Happiness. 

And we won’t only talk about ecological literacy and sustainability education. We’ll practice it this week. I am so pleased that we are making a special effort to source and serve food that is sustainably grown by local farmers—thus not only reducing food miles, fossil fuel use, and greenhouse gas emissions, but also supporting our local economy. We are serving more vegetarian than meat dishes, thus not only saving lives but reducing the ecological footprint of the food we eat. And we are reducing waste, plastics, and energy use. Please help us reduce food waste by taking just what you will eat onto your plates, and please separate your waste into the labelled baskets provided. 
And most challenging of all, I spoke earlier of some of the woes of our growing car culture. If you live within 20 or 30 minutes of the venue, why not leave your car at home this week and walk here? If you live further away, Kunzang and Nima on our staff have kindly arranged pooled transportation and special bus pick-ups that will save greenhouse gas emissions and might even promote convivial interactions.  Please avail yourself of this wonderful service, even if just as an experiment. Yes—some of this involves a change in habit and even a different sense of time —leaving just a little extra time to get here and back. But maybe we’d be modelling through our actions the very learning and behaviour we want to engender in our educational systems. Our actions could even lay the perfect ground for our new government initiative to give away bicycles to those who undertake to walk to and from work. We’re erecting bicycle stands in choice locations, and we want to turn Thimphu into a pedestrian and bicycling city. That’s education and learning too! 
I am excited about what we are about to do together here this week that my only regret is that this workshop clashes with our National Assembly sessions. In our new democracy, it’s imperative that I’m in the National Assembly as much as possible. But I will join you here whenever I can, and I’ve already arranged to receive daily briefings at the end of each day on what’s happening here, so that I can keep very closely in touch. 

We share the noblest possible aspiration—to see young people graduate from our educational system with a deeply felt care for nature and for each other, steeped in their culture, seeing reality clearly, living in harmony with the natural world and with their neighbours, and acting wisely for the benefit of all beings. But our true challenge is to translate this aspiration into action. There will be only one criterion to evaluate the success of our week together—and that is if we can look back 6 months and a year from now and see precisely the concrete actions and benefits that emerged from it. May our efforts be crowned with success, and may you have a wonderful and enjoyable time here in the Kingdom of Bhutan.

TASHI DELEK !
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