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Traditional healing practices, deeply embedded in Indigenous wisdom and cultural traditions, are essential for enhancing community resilience and facilitating adaptation to climate change. These comprehensive methods not only focus on physical and mental health but also encourage sustainable relationships with the environment. By promoting a sense of balance with nature, traditional healers such as shamans, joint fixers, astrologers, local doctors and balneotherapy often possess valuable ecological insights that contribute to biodiversity preservation, responsible resource management, and ecosystem rehabilitation. Their methodologies, including the application of medicinal plants, performances of rituals, religious advices and cautioning communities about the importance of protecting environment are intricately linked to local climatic conditions, providing valuable perspectives on environmental changes and adaptation techniques. Additionally, traditional healing nurtures social unity and cultural identity, enabling communities to collaboratively address climate-related challenges. The integration of traditional healing practices with contemporary adaptation strategies can lead to more inclusive and culturally sensitive approaches to climate resilience, ensuring that both ecological and human health are prioritized amid the pressing global climate crisis. Using qualitative method of data collection, and testing water samples in labs, the findings aim to validate traditional beliefs of healing methods in Bhutan with scientific findings, and create awareness among the Bhutanese about the importance of Indigenous knowledge in environmental conservation


Introduction

Traditional healing systems in Bhutan comprise the use of medicinal herbs, balneotherapy, traditional healers, and spiritual fulfilments. All these are deeply rooted in Buddhist philosophy and are closely linked to environmental conservation. The traditional methods of healing in Bhutan are grouped under ‘Sowa Rigpa’ (Health knowledge or the traditional Himalayan medical system) and maintain a strong commitment to environmental preservation. 

Medicinal plants and the areas where they are grown are protected through conservation policies, ensuring sustainability in the long run, thereby ensuring access to natural healing resources for future generations and providing support for climate change mitigation.  Hot springs and mineral springs are believed to be the abode of the deities and spirits that warrant propitiation through rituals, offerings, and respect for the sacred places. All the hot springs and mineral springs used for hot stone baths are considered sacrosanct and, thus, become part of environmentally conserved areas. Traditional healers who use medicinal plants consider not only physical symptoms but also psychological, spiritual, and environmental factors.

Balneotherapy, on the other hand, benefits human health and contributes to environmental conservation in several ways. Thermal and mineral springs are naturally occurring, self-replenishing, and low-impact therapeutic options compared to medical treatments while also reducing pharmaceutical waste. Proper management of these resources ensures long-term sustainability. The use of geothermal energy decreases dependence on fossil fuels, and protected surrounding areas serve as habitats for various plant and animal species. All these processes minimize environmental impact while maintaining health benefits. 

Objectives

The objectives of this study are:

· Preserve and document traditional knowledge for future generations

· Validate traditional healing beliefs with scientific findings. 

· Encourage eco-tourism for environmental sustainability 

Methodology

This study used a mixed method of qualitative and quantitative approaches. In-depth interviews were conducted using a semi-structured questionnaire with hot spring users, managers, and the elderly with background knowledge of traditional healing. Participant observations were also conducted. For the quantitative method, water samples were collected and tested in labs both within Bhutan and in Kolkata, India.

Ethical procedures ensuring anonymity and respecting the confidentiality of participants were followed according to the Royal University of Bhutan Ethical Guidelines. 

The locations of the study are the hot springs of Gasa district, Koma, and Chhubu in Punakha district in Bhutan, and two hot stone baths in Gangtey, in Wangdue Phodrang district.

Findings

This study found that the traditional healing system in Bhutan has both social, health and environmental benefits. Socially, participation in traditional healing practices enhanced family bonding when family members gathered to make plans to visit hot springs, supported elderly care by younger generations by accompanying the elders for treatments, relieved stress, and provided mental well-being through relaxation. The practice also encouraged social interaction and cultural exchange between visitors from different parts of the country. The lab findings of the mineral contents such as sodium, sulfur, iron, PH, and others validated traditional beliefs that balneotherapy helps with the healing process of musculoskeletal pain and various other ailments. The reverence for the sacred places supports environmental conservation and helps with climate change mitigation and adaptations. This knowledge can be passed on to future generations.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

· Informing policy and development programs by providing evidence to policymakers and development practitioners on the environmental benefits of integrating traditional practices into health, education, and community development programs.

· There are dozens of hot springs in Bhutan, and most of them remain inaccessible due to difficult terrain and a lack of knowledge about the existence of such hot springs. This study will recommend encouraging further research about other unknown hot springs so that eco-tourism can be promoted through natural therapies, aligning with environmental sustainability. 








