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Abstract

The fourth parliamentary elections in Bhutan held between November 2023 and
January 2024 saw a record number of five political parties contesting for the 47-seat
National Assembly. For the first time, both the ruling and opposition parties were
ousted along with a new political party in the primary round. The general round
returned to power a party which formed the government between 2013 and 2018. A
brand-new party has been elected as the Opposition.

Fifteen years after the political transition, democracy is consolidating in Bhutan. This
stands out in the broader context of almost two decades of global democratic
recession. Besides free and fair elections as well as changes in government, opposition
and parliamentarians, there are other notable developments that attest to the
democratic consolidation.

Nonetheless, there are emerging challenges as well. Compared to the last three
general elections, voter turnout was lowest this time. Only two women were elected
making women representation the poorest so far. Urban voters are heavily influencing
electoral outcomes for rural constituents.

Far more worrying is the deepening political divide between eastern and western
Bhutan. The east voted almost entirely for the brand-new party led by a former
bureaucrat from the eastern district of Tashigang while the west voted for the party
led by former Prime Minister, who is from the western district of Haa. In this east-west
ethnic identity politics, Southern Bhutan with predominant population of Nepali
ethnicity is becoming the king-maker.
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