
Health & Safety in Bhutan: Medical Care, Vaccinations &

Travel Insurance
Health  12 min read

Bhutan is one of the safest countries in the world for travelers, but its high-altitude terrain and remote valleys

require specific health preparations. Here is your essential guide to staying healthy and safe in the Land of

the Thunder Dragon.

Travel Insurance: Recommended, Not Required

While you can now clear immigration without showing an insurance policy, here is why most travelers still opt for one.

The High-Altitude Factor: If you are trekking the Druk Path or Jomolhari, a simple ankle sprain or acute mountain sickness (AMS)
could require a helicopter. Without insurance, a private medical evacuation can cost upwards of $5,000 – $10,000 USD.

Trip Disruptions: Bhutan's weather is unpredictable. Flight delays at Paro or Gelephu due to cloud cover are common. Insurance that
covers trip interruption can save you significant last-minute rebooking costs.

Medical Care: The GNH Approach

One of the most remarkable aspects of Bhutan is its commitment to healthcare.

Basic Care is a Right: In an emergency, basic medical consultations and treatments at state-run hospitals (like the National Referral
Hospital in Thimphu) are provided free of charge, even to tourists. This is a direct reflection of the Gross National Happiness
philosophy.

Facilities: Thimphu and Paro have modern facilities. However, in remote districts like Lhuentse or Gasa, medical centers are basic.
For serious conditions, patients are often evacuated to Thimphu or Bangkok.

Managing Altitude Sickness (AMS)

Bhutan's average elevation is high, and most tourist hubs sit between 2,200m and 3,000m.

Acclimatization: Spend your first two nights in Thimphu or Paro before heading over high passes like Dochula.

Hydration: The mountain air is dry. Drink 3+ liters of water daily.

Travel Guide

Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 1



Pro Tips

If you feel a persistent headache or nausea, tell your guide immediately. Bhutanese guides are highly trained in identifying AMS
symptoms and carry pulse oximeters.

Vaccinations & Preventive Health

While no specific shots are "legally required" to enter Bhutan (unless traveling from a Yellow Fever zone), health professionals
generally suggest:

Routine Shots: Tetanus, Typhoid, and Hepatitis A.

Rabies: Bhutan has many stray dogs (the "Solar Dogs" who sleep by day and bark by night). While a rabies vaccination isn't
mandatory, avoid petting stray animals.

The "Chili" Alert: Bhutanese food is incredibly spicy. If you aren't used to heat, ask your guide for "tourist-style" Ema Datshi (chili
and cheese) to avoid "Himalayan belly."

Safety and Smoke-Free Laws

Personal Safety: Bhutan is consistently ranked as one of the safest countries in Asia. Crime against tourists is extremely rare.

Tobacco Laws: Bhutan is a smoke-free nation. You can bring a limited amount of tobacco for personal use, but you must declare it
at customs and pay a 100% tax. Smoking in public places (including streets, restaurants, and parks) is strictly prohibited and carries
heavy fines.

Quick Health Checklist

☐ Personal Meds: Bring a full supply; Western brands are hard to find in rural valleys.

☐ Motion Sickness: The roads are famous for their "bends." Bring Dramamine.

☐ Sun Protection: The Himalayan sun is intense. High-SPF sunscreen and lip balm are essentials.

Pre-Existing Medical Conditions

If you have existing health conditions, proper planning ensures a safe and enjoyable trip to Bhutan.

Heart Conditions: Altitude increases cardiovascular strain. Consult your cardiologist before visiting. Paro (2,200m) and
Thimphu (2,350m) are moderate, but high passes reach 3,800m+.

Travel Guide

Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 2



Respiratory Issues: Asthma and COPD patients should carry extra medication and inhalers. Air quality is excellent, but
thin air at altitude requires adjustment.

Diabetes: Bring sufficient supplies - insulin and testing equipment are scarce outside Thimphu. The active nature of
touring (walking, climbing stairs) may affect blood sugar levels.

Mobility Issues: Many temples and dzongs have steep stairs. Discuss limitations with your operator to create an
accessible itinerary.

Important: Carry a medical summary letter from your doctor in English, detailing conditions, medications, and emergency
procedures.

Women's Health Considerations

Female travelers should prepare for limited availability of certain products in Bhutan.

Menstrual Products: Basic pads are available in Thimphu and Paro pharmacies, but tampons and menstrual cups are
rare. Bring your preferred products from home.

Altitude Effects: Some women experience changes in their menstrual cycle at altitude. Headaches and fatigue may be
more pronounced during periods.

Birth Control: Bring sufficient supplies from home. Emergency contraception is difficult to find and may require a
doctor's visit.

UTI Prevention: Long drives with limited restroom stops can increase UTI risk. Stay hydrated, but communicate
bathroom needs to your guide.

Tip: Pack a small kit with personal health items as pharmacies in remote areas have very limited stock.

Mental Health & Wellness

Travel, altitude, and new environments can affect mental wellbeing. Here's how to stay balanced.

Jet Lag: Flying east from Europe/Americas causes significant jet lag. Arrive a day early if possible and expose yourself to
morning sunlight.

Altitude Effects on Mood: Reduced oxygen can cause irritability, anxiety, and sleep disturbances. These symptoms
typically resolve within 2-3 days.
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Pace Yourself: Bhutan's itineraries can be intensive. Don't hesitate to request rest time. Your guide understands that
wellness matters.

Spiritual Atmosphere: Many visitors find Bhutan's Buddhist environment deeply calming. Meditation sessions and
monastery visits can enhance mental wellbeing.

Wellness Tip: Request a traditional hot stone bath (Dotsho) - the warm mineral-infused water is excellent for both physical
and mental relaxation.

Pharmacy & Medication Availability

Understanding what's available locally helps you pack appropriately.

Pharmacy Locations: Pharmacies exist in Thimphu, Paro, Punakha, and district towns. Most close by 7-8 PM. Sunday
hours are limited.

Available Medications: Basic painkillers (paracetamol), antibiotics, anti-diarrhea medication, and common remedies are
stocked. Brand names differ from Western equivalents.

Prescription Requirements: Many medications require prescriptions. Bring a doctor's letter for controlled substances to
avoid issues at customs.

Traditional Medicine: Bhutan has a parallel traditional medicine system. The Indigenous Hospital in Thimphu offers
consultations for those interested in herbal treatments.

Pack These: Antihistamines, anti-diarrhea tablets, rehydration salts, antiseptic cream, blister plasters, and any prescription
medications with their original packaging.

Environmental Health Hazards

Bhutan's natural environment presents unique health considerations.

Sun Exposure: UV radiation increases 10-12% per 1,000m elevation. Apply SPF 50+ sunscreen every 2-3 hours, even on
cloudy days. Sunglasses with UV protection are essential.

Leeches: During monsoon season (June-August), leeches are common on trails. Wear long pants tucked into socks, use
DEET repellent, and check yourself after hikes.

Stray Dogs: Bhutan has many "solar dogs" (sleep by day, bark at night). Avoid petting strays. While rabies is controlled,
bites require immediate medical attention.

Travel Guide

Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 4Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 4Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 4Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 4



Insects: Mosquitoes are present in lower elevations (southern Bhutan). Use repellent in evenings. Malaria risk is minimal
but exists in border areas.

Tip: The higher you go, the fewer insects you'll encounter. Most popular tourist areas above 2,000m have minimal insect
issues.

Emergency Contacts & Procedures

Knowing what to do in emergencies provides peace of mind during your travels.

Emergency Number: Dial 112 for general emergencies (police, ambulance, fire) - this works throughout Bhutan.

Medical Emergencies: Contact your guide immediately - they are trained to coordinate emergency response. Your tour
operator has 24/7 emergency contacts.

Helicopter Evacuation: Available for serious emergencies in remote areas. Druk Air operates medical evacuations.
Costs range from $5,000-15,000 without insurance.

Embassy Contacts: Most countries don't have embassies in Bhutan. Your nearest embassy is likely in New Delhi, India.
Register with your home country's travel advisory service before departure.

Critical: Save your travel insurance emergency number, tour operator contact, and hotel numbers in your phone offline
before arriving.

Medical Facility Directory

Major medical facilities in Bhutan for tourist reference.

Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital (Thimphu):  The country's main hospital with the best facilities.
Emergency, surgery, and specialist departments available. Phone: +975-2-322496

Paro Hospital: Good general facilities serving the tourist hub. Located near the town center. Phone: +975-8-271233

Punakha Hospital: District hospital with basic emergency care. Phone: +975-2-584247

Private Clinics: Several private clinics in Thimphu offer faster service for non-emergencies. Your guide can recommend
based on your location.

Good to Know: Basic medical consultations at government hospitals are free for tourists - a reflection of Bhutan's Gross
National Happiness philosophy.
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Post-Trip Health Monitoring

Some health issues may appear after returning home. Know what to watch for.

Traveler's Diarrhea: Can develop up to 2 weeks after exposure. If symptoms persist beyond 3 days, see a doctor and
mention your travel to Bhutan.

Respiratory Infections: Coughs and colds picked up at altitude may linger. Persistent symptoms warrant medical
attention.

Altitude Recovery: Post-altitude fatigue is normal for 1-2 days after returning to lower elevations. Unusual tiredness
beyond a week should be checked.

Skin Issues: Intense sun exposure may cause delayed reactions. Monitor for unusual moles or skin changes in the weeks
following your trip.

Tip: Keep your travel health records for at least 6 months after your trip in case of any delayed health issues.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is Bhutan safe for tourists?

Extremely safe. Bhutan has one of the lowest crime rates in the world. Violent crime against tourists is virtually unheard of. Your
guide accompanies you throughout for additional security.

What vaccinations do I need for Bhutan?

No vaccinations are legally required. Recommended: Hepatitis A, Typhoid, and routine vaccinations (MMR, tetanus). Consult a
travel doctor 4-6 weeks before departure.

Will I get altitude sickness?

Possible at higher elevations. Paro (2,200m) and Thimphu (2,350m) are moderate. Stay hydrated, avoid alcohol initially, and
acclimatize for 1-2 days. Symptoms include headache and fatigue.

Is travel insurance required?

Strongly recommended and often required by tour operators. Ensure coverage for high altitude (up to 5,000m if trekking) and
emergency evacuation.

Can I drink the tap water?

No, drink only bottled or purified water. Bottled water is readily available everywhere. Avoid ice in drinks outside tourist hotels.
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What happens if I need to see a doctor?

Your guide will arrange medical care. Basic consultations at government hospitals are free for tourists. Private clinics in Thimphu
offer faster service. For serious issues, evacuation to Thimphu or Bangkok may be arranged.

Are there pharmacies in Bhutan?

Yes, pharmacies exist in Thimphu, Paro, Punakha, and district towns with basic medications. However, Western brand names differ
and specialized medicines are limited. Bring all essential medications from home.

What is the emergency number in Bhutan?

Dial 112 for all emergencies (police, ambulance, fire). Your guide is your best first contact for any emergency as they can
coordinate local response and communicate in Dzongkha.

Should I bring a first aid kit?

Yes, a basic kit is recommended: painkillers, antihistamines, anti-diarrhea tablets, rehydration salts, antiseptic cream, blister
plasters, and personal prescription medications with original packaging.

Is there malaria in Bhutan?

Minimal risk exists only in southern lowland border areas below 1,700m. Most tourist destinations (Paro, Thimphu, Punakha,
Bumthang) are malaria-free. Consult your doctor if visiting southern regions.

Can I bring my prescription medications?

Yes, bring all prescription medications in original packaging with a doctor's letter explaining your medical needs. For controlled
substances, carry documentation to present at customs if requested.

Need More Information?

Contact our Bhutan travel experts for personalized advice.

bywaysinquiry@gmail.com | +975 77 220 614 | www.byways.bt

Travel Guide

Feb 15, 2026 byways.bt 7


