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Foreword

Twenty-five years back, when Sikkim became the twenty-second State of India, the State had very limited

development space both in economic and political sense. The onset of democracy and building of economic

structures changed the entire profile of Sikkim. From a traditional economy with feudal slant, Sikkim has emerged

as a modern and robust State of today. And the presentation of Human Development Reports is the collective

gesture of the State Government to realign with the changing nuances of time.

Sikkim is the third State in India to produce the Human Development Report. The Sikkim Human Develop-

ment Report 2001 is both the outcome of the world-wide discourse on a new development paradigm and our

serious search for broader development measures. We have already devised and worked on highly people-centric

development projects in the State. The human development approach has presented to us a framework of

understanding development interventions we have made and measuring the results therein.

Though this Report has commended Sikkim’s achievement, it is quite critical about some of the government

policies particularly on non-merit and indiscriminate subsidies. Our Government has accepted this Report and

has already started implementing some of the far-reaching recommendations made therein.

My Government has been successful in restoring people’s faith in democracy and a democratically elected

Government. Every Sikkimese can now participate in the democratic and political development process in a fearless

and free manner. As a result, we have perhaps an unparalleled distinction of being a State with very high degree

of political stability and a well-established tradition of social harmony.

Like in other states of India, the Government has always been viewed as an authority in Sikkim. This meant

that the development role has to be played by the Government alone. It has severely impacted upon the resources

that could otherwise be tapped from sources other than that of the Government.

This is why we are trying to revive the bond of volunteerism that used to traditionally characterize Sikkimese

society. It has been widely felt that there is ample space for NGOs to work in the area of development in Sikkim.

Politically also, there is a consensus that the way forward is to encourage private participation in many of our

programmes. This is another message that invariably figures in this Report. We are sensitizing the people, politicians

and bureaucracy about the dire need to have efficient management of existing utilities and infrastructure already

created. This can be effectively done though NGO and private sector participation.

My Government strongly believes that if the skills of our people are harnessed in a more planned and scientific

manner, they will change the entire face of governance, productivity and efficiency in the State.

I take this opportunity to congratulate Professor Mahendra P. Lama, a well-known development economist

from New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University for presenting to us an objectively critical and incisive Report. There

is a range of fresh insights and revelations in this Report that my Government has found to be very useful in

reorienting and reshaping our development policies in future. I would like to believe that all my Cabinet colleagues,

MLAs and the implementing agencies will break out of the hitherto stereotyped tendency to walk on the beaten

path and come up with creative and innovative measures to uplift the Sikkimese people.

The Research team was supported by a very eminent Board of Advisors in producing this Report. I am personally



grateful to Dr Anil Agarwal, Director, Centre for Science and Environment; Professor Muchkund Dubey, former

Foreign Secretary and presently President, Council for Social Development, New Delhi; Dr (Mrs) Rohini Nayyar,

Advisor, Planning Commission, New Delhi; Dr T.S. Papola, Head, Mountain Division, International Centre for

Integrated Mountain Development, Kathmandu; Dr R. Sudarshan, Senior Economist, United Nations Development

Programme, New Delhi and Dr K. Seeta Prabhu, Head, Human Development Resources Centre, United Nations

Development Programme, New Delhi. I highly value their advices and support to the people of Sikkim.

Let me also state how grateful my Government has been to the Planning Commission in Delhi and United

Nations Development Programme. Our grateful acknowledgements to Shri K.C. Pant, Vice Chairman, Planning;

Commission, Dr Brenda Gael McSweeney, UN Resident Coordinator and Resident Representative, UNDP, in India

and Shri Kamaluddin Ahmed, Member, Planning Commission, New Delhi.

Let me assure everyone that my Government will sincerely try to implement the recommendations made in

this significant Sikkim Human Development Report 2001.
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Introduction

Human Development: Concept and relevance

Human development has been defined as ‘a process of enlarging people’s choices’. This approach to development

places people at the centre and treats them as active subjects and not passive beneficiaries. Human beings and

the expansion of their capabilities are treated as ends rather than means for sustainable growth. This concept is

one of the most important attempts to formulate alternative development theories and strategies to replace the

neo-classical ‘trickle down growth’ theory.

United Nation Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) Global Human Development Reports (HDRs), pioneered

by the late Mahbub ul Haq in 1990, introduced and carried forward the concept and messages of human

development. They have analysed crucial themes related to human development and, as advocacy documents,

have stimulated discussions. In fact, they have addressed a global and diverse audience—international and national

governments, policy makers, planners, opinion leaders, parliamentarians, media, Non-Government Organizations

(NGOs) and all the members of what is now called the ‘human development movement’.

The world-wide response to the issue of ‘human development’ has been immense in recent years. The global

development community has increasingly recognized that development policy should be centred around people’s

choices and their capabilities and, therefore, ‘human development’ should be accorded the highest priority in

public policies in order to combat poverty and deprivation.

Human Development Reports have also proposed simple composite indices such as Human Development

Index (HDI), Gender Development Index (GDI), Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) and Human Poverty

Index (HPI) to reflect the status of human development, gender development, empowerment of women and

human poverty. These indicators go beyond both the traditional income based measures of economic growth (viz.

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and per capita income as well as Head Count Ratio (HCR)) of poverty and include

non-income dimensions such as knowledge and longevity. With all the limitations that are intrinsic to simple

indices and averages, these indicators have helped in highlighting the message that the world’s backlog of human

deprivation needs to be removed on a priority basis if growth and development, have to be sustainable, in an era

of globalization.

The HDRs are about the well-being of people—widening of their choices, measuring deprivation, highlighting

the shortcomings of the present development strategy, areas of concern to the people and identification of new

resources and partnerships for more effective action. It suggests an alternative policy framework for developing

the much required human capabilities in the medium term.

The human development approach attributes the persistence of human deprivation despite high growth rates

during the last few decades to the lack of a political will to undertake suitable policies to ensure that growth

generates jobs, improves the literacy and health status of the poor and empowers women. This approach regards

people as the real source of wealth and emphasizes the formation of human capabilities. It envisages the expansion

of human capabilities and their extensive use. It advocates the widening of choices available to people.
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The HDRs have been critical about growing disparities among people. In most developing countries abject

poverty large-scale unemployment and lack of basic amenities continue to persist and grow. The socio-economic

conditions of developing countries have been adversely affected due to deteriorating terms of trade, volatile

exchange rates, mounting debt burden, asymmetric world trading order and persisting resource crunch.

The human development approach has been very emphatic in driving home the point that an increase at the

level of income is not the only objective of social progress. It should comprise a much larger basket of choices

and entitlements, including a longer and healthier life and an expansion of social and political freedom. This in

turn requires widening the scope of peoples’ participation in all spheres.

Financing human development policies has emerged as a major challenge, especially in the light of resource

constraints that face national governments and international development partners. After reviewing potential

sources of funds, the HDRs found that substantial resources could be mobilized by restructuring budgets and

resetting the priorities of international assistance.

National budgets and implementation arrangements may require further restructuring to maximize the impact

of every rupee spent. If such adjustments are made and appropriate priorities are set in order, substantial funds

can be generated from the existing level of resources available to a State. With appropriate changes in priorities

for resource allocation and innovative modalities of development action, it is argued that even the poorest country

in the world can generate enough resources for financing human development.

Taking the cue from global HDRs, more than 100 National HDRs have been prepared. India has not only

provided the pool of talent for the global HDR but has also pioneered innovative sub-national HDRs. After Madhya

Pradesh and Karnataka, the Government of Sikkim is the third in the country and the first in the East and North-East

to prepare this significant document.

Why Sikkim HDR

The Sikkim HDR advocates governance for sustainable human development as the guiding principle for State and

civil society action in Sikkim. It highlights the importance of focusing on people and their capabilities and

opportunities as the goal of development efforts. Its objectives are:
 

• To provide a comprehensive view of the state of human development in Sikkim, highlight critical concerns and

issues and examine emerging challenges.

• To highlight major policy interventions made by the Government of Sikkim in the arena of human development

in the State.

• To develop Human Development Index (HDI) and Gender-related Development Index (GDI) at the State and

district levels.

• To advocate a policy dialogue in recognition of the need for equity and people-centred policy focus and to

create an environment for achieving human development.

• To identify the extent of data gaps in the State.
 

Since this is the first HDR prepared for Sikkim, it is designed to be comprehensive in terms of sectoral coverage.

Sikkim is a pioneer hill State to prepare a HDR, which is expected to promote a deeper and a more sympathetic

understanding of the challenges and opportunities for human development action in the State. This will leverage

greater resources and partnership with national and international development partners, especially the government

and donor community. The HDR will also largely indicate the urge and effort made by the people of Sikkim in

joining the national mainstream and becoming an integral part of ‘globalization with a human face’.

An attempt is also made to provide innovative policy guidelines to initiate policies to improve the level of

human progress in the State. The main thrust of this Report is on changing mind-sets and perceptions about the
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root cause of human deprivation in the State and the designing of appropriate policy instruments. As the

distinguished public servant and journalist, of Sikkim, C.D. Rai puts it:

Mental make up is the biggest stumbling block to human development. Our people have thought that ‘government
service’ is the most secure area for any person, big or small, irrespective of whether he is a clerk, teacher or secretary.
But, they forget, that with the increase in population and increasing educational facilities, graduates and masters
are roaming in the market as ‘educated unemployed youth’ because government jobs are saturated. Neither these
educated unemployed youth nor their parents and guardians have developed the capacity to see job opportunities
beyond what the government can provide. Otherwise in this age of computer, science and information technology,
will there be any dearth of opportunity, if one is prepared to do hard work? Our people, for that matter the so called
educated group, must be able to see beyond their noses and go forward to compete in every field and create
opportunities for themselves and others.

Overview 4
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Population, Poverty and Planning

Introduction

Sikkim, with a total area of 7,096 sq km, constitutes 0.22 per cent of the total geographical area of India. According

to the regional divisions defined by the Census of India, the State is one of the four micro regions of the

north-eastern Himalayas (the others being Darjeeling and Dooars areas of West Bengal, and Arunachal Pradesh).

The State is divided into four districts—South, North, East and West (Registrar General of India, 1989).

Completely landlocked and criss-crossed by green valleys, high peaks, and rippling rivers, decorated by a

spectacular array of the most exotic and colourful orchids, Sikkim is referred to as nye-ma-el (heaven) by the

Lepchas, which means ‘new palace’ in Nepali, and denzong (land of rice) by the Bhutias. It lies in the north-eastern

Himalayas, between 27°04′46′′  to 28°07′48′′  North latitude and 80°00′58′′  to 88°55′25′′  East longitude. It is

bound on the north by China (Tibet plateau), on the east by Chumbi Valley of Tibet and Bhutan, on the west by

Nepal and on the south by Darjeeling district of West Bengal.

The State, being part of the Inner Himalayan mountain ranges, has elevations ranging from 300 to 7000 metres

above Mean Sea Level (MSL). Nearly two-thirds of its territory consists of very high mountains, which are

perpetually covered with snow from which glaciers like Talung and Zemu descend. These mountains, including

the third highest mountain in the world—Kanchenjunga (8,598 m)—are located in northwest Sikkim (Waddel,

1899).

The green cover of the State is critical for sustaining livelihoods in agriculture, animal husbandry, and tourism.

Forest resources have catered to the requirements of local communities and tourism. Therefore, investment in the

forestry sector is quite crucial, particularly when this provides sustainability to the general physical environment.

The geographical and climatic characteristics of the State have deeply influenced its economic and social

development. Human settlements and economic activities have been built around local ecology and terrain. The

impact of climatic change due to global warming and other factors has to be considered. This is also relevant in

the context of natural disasters that are occurring with increasing frequency in recent years.

Environmental preservation, therefore, takes a high priority for sustainable human development in Sikkim.

Environment preservation might also contribute to the preservation of traditional values and the promotion of

eco-tourism. So far, however, tourism, which has steadily increased its contribution to the local economy by

generating income and employment, has had an adverse impact on the fragile mountain environment. For instance,

the opening up of the Changu Lake to an increasing number of tourists has strained the capacity of this pristine



resort. The shops, vehicles, garbage and animals around the lake certainly do not go well with the carrying capacity

of the lake site.

Thus, the economy-environment dualism is vital in Sikkim. Issues related to displacement, rehabilitation, and

resettlement, which are too often acute but silent, have to be addressed. The national debate on development and

displacement has been quite influential in creating an environmental awareness and civil society action in Sikkim.

This has helped in focusing the need to involve civil society in the designing of projects. However, more needs to

be done in this direction.

Demographic profile

According to the 2001 Census of India, the population of Sikkim was 540,493, of which 46.7 per cent were women

(Table A1). An increase of 33 per cent was registered in the decade 1991–2001, while over the century 1891–1991,

an increase of more than 12 times was recorded (Box 1.1). However, the population of Sikkim, continues to

account, even in 2001, for only 0.05 per cent of the country’s population.

 

The Scheduled Tribe (ST) population (Lepcha and Bhutia including Chumbipa, Dopthapa, Dukpa, Kagatey,

Sherpa, Tibetan, Tromopa and Yolmo) constitutes over 22 per cent of the population, whereas Scheduled Caste

(SC) population (Kami, Damai, Lobar, Sarki and Majhi) constitutes only 5.93 per cent (Box 1.2). Following the

trend of all States in India, except Kerala and Uttar Pradesh, the proportion of SC population increased between

1981 and 1991. In contrast, the pattern of change for ST population, which varied widely across the country, was

one of decline. The backward castes (Tamang, Gurung, Rai, Limbu, Sunwar) also constitute a significant section

of the population.

Box 1.1—Variations in population growth

The decadal population growth rate of Sikkim, according to the Census data, has been inconsistent as

compared to that of the country as a whole.

The highest growth rate was recorded between 1901 and 1911, while a decline (of 6,199 persons) was recorded

in the following decade (1911–21). This decline has been partly attributed to deaths resulting from the great

influenza epidemic of 1917 and partly to the death of Gurkha soldiers from Sikkim in World War I. Since

then, for half a century (from 1921 to 1971), population growth was steady but low. Between 1971–81, there

was a substantial increase (at a rate of 5.07 per cent per annum), especially in the urban areas. This could

be attributed to the merger of Sikkim with the Indian Union and the subsequent in-migration triggered off

by large-scale development activities in the State. In the following decade (1981–91), population continued

to grow although at a much lower rate (an average of 2.85 per cent per annum), whereas in 1991–2001, the

rate of growth was higher, at 3.29 per cent.

Population growth rates varied across districts. The North district recorded the highest decennial increase of

almost 104 per cent in 1971–81, and the lowest increase of 18 per cent during 1981–91. Except the West

district, for which the high growth rate is attributed to the opening of this district, mainly on account of

heavy public investments on infrastructure, all districts recorded a sharp fall in the decadal growth rate

between 1981 and 1991 (Table A2).
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The distribution of population in the State, which has three major communities—the Lepchas, the Bhutias

and the Nepali, experienced wide variations (Box 1.3). In terms of religious beliefs, the population of Sikkim is

predominantly Hindu (68 per cent). Buddhists are quite a large community (27 per cent), and Christians represent

3 per cent of the total population.

Box 1.2—Majhi: The fisherfolk of Sikkim

The Majhis (boatmen), who are declared as Scheduled Castes in the State, abound in the Majhi gaon near

Jorethang in south Sikkim and Majhitar near Rangpo in the east. Some of the oldest living families now live

near Pedong and Algarah (in Darjeeling district) near the ruins and remnants of old forts. Traditionally they

lived in caves, river beds, and near precipice or madeyaksha, or in huts of bamboo and wood. Though they

have their own dialect Majhi, they speak Nepali.

There are legends associated with the Majhis. It is believed that Majhis emerged when boatmen had to ply

men to earth through a vast mass of water. Even today if a boat capsizes, it is usually the Majhis who take

out their diving equipment and rescue the victims.

The Majhis gradually started working as agricultural labourers with Lepchas and Sarkis. While there are still

quite a few of them who make a living as agricultural labourers, wood workers, milk sellers and labourers,

many of them own and control land. Majhis have adopted modern occupations such as teaching, politics,

and electric works. They also work in nearby distilleries and other plants. Some of them carry sand from the

river bed, while others contribute to the development of tourism by taking to rafting near Burdang, even at

the height of the monsoons. To conserve and promote the traditional profession of majhis, the government

has developed fish ponds. Thus, many of them own fish ponds.

The Majhis worship the river god, the moon god and lord Shiva. They follow the Hindu calendar with 365

days, months varying from 29 to 32 days. They have their own thankari, the exorcist. Besides death, the most

important customs and rites are associated with birth and marriage. The mother is kept in seclusion and

puja is performed for her. Then there is bhaat khuwai (first offer of grains), and nauran (naming ceremony).

Marriages by elopement co-exist with arranged marriages. Marriage by elopement, however, is later accepted

and celebrated by the family and community; openly, depending upon the family’s economic condition.

Families are mainly patrilineal and property is always inherited by the eldest male Majhi. Only in exceptional

cases does a female member inherit property.

Box 1.3—Demographic constituents

According to The Gazetteer of Sikhim (1891), Nepalis with 56 per cent (including Murmi) constituted a

majority of the population followed by the Lepchas (19 per cent) and Bhutias (16 per cent). There were

other constituents like the Khambus and slaves. More than a hundred years later, the share of Lepcha

population has gone down to 14 per cent whereas that of the Nepalis climbed to almost 70 per cent with

the Bhutias constituting more or less the same proportion.

All these three ethnic groups have their own language, culture and social practices, and have a strong

socio-cultural bond among themselves (Risley, 1894).
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In 1991, the total number of households in Sikkim was 76,329 (Table A3). These households were distributed

in 411 revenue blocks, 447 villages and 8 towns in the State (Table A4). Of the total households in the State, over

90 per cent resided in the rural areas thereby making Sikkim predominantly a rural economy. The average household

size was 5.3. The highest household size of 5.5 was recorded in the South district and the lowest of 4.7 was in

the North district.

The North district, comprising 60 per cent of the total geographical area, accounted for hardly 8 per cent of

the total population (Table 1.1). Despite the fact that this district witnessed the highest decadal growth rate during

1971–81, its density, with 7 persons per sq km in 1991, was insignificant. The majority of the North district

population (55 per cent) belonged to STs, while only 4 per cent belonged to SCs. It may be noted that this district

had the highest proportion of ST to the total population in the State.

TABLE 1.1—DISTRICTS’ ADMINISTRATIVE SHARE IN STATE POPULATION AND GEOGRAPHICAL PROFILE (1991)

Districts Revenue blocks Area (Sq km) Per cent Per cent Population Density

Rural Urban (No per sq km)

1 North 10.95 59.55 7.69 97.43 2.57 7

2 East 29.20 13.44 43.90 82.14 17.86 187

3 South 32.85 10.57 24.26 97.39 2.61 131

4 West 27.01 16.43 24.15 98.21 1.79 84

5 Total 411 7,096 406,457 90.89 9.10 57

Source: Registrar General of India (1991), Sikkim: District Census Handbook, Part XII—A & B, Series 22, Directorate of Census
Operations, Sikkim, Government of India.

  

The East district, where the State capital Gangtok is located, is the most heavily populated district. With less

than 14 per cent of the geographical area of the State, in 1991, this district accounted for 44 per cent of the

population, implying a density of 187 persons per sq km. Its share of SC to the total population (7 per cent) was

the highest in the State, followed closely by that of the South district (6 per cent). The North district, in contrast,

had the lowest share of SC (4 per cent) to the total population and the highest share of ST (55 per cent) to total

population. In terms of proportion of ST (21 per cent), the East district ranked in fact second (Table 1.2).

TABLE 1.2—DISTRICT-WISE DISTRIBUTION OF SCHEDULED CASTE & SCHEDULED TRIBE POPULATION (1991)

District % of SC to Total Population % of ST to Total Population

North 4.00 55

East 7.00 21

South 6.00 17

West 5.00 20

Sikkim 24,084 (5.93) 90,907 (22)

Source: Registrar General of India (1991), Census of India, 1991, Government of India.
 

In the last 20 years, Sikkim has registered a steady decline in both birth rates and death rates at a pace faster

than that of the country as a whole (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). In fact, the crude death rate of Sikkim is one of the lowest

among the States and Union Territories in India.
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FIG. 1.1—BIRTH RATES: SIKKIM AND INDIA (1981–97)

Source: Government of Sikkim, Sikkim in Brief, 1998, Bureau of Economics and Statistics, Gangtok, June 1999.

FIG. 1.2—DEATH RATES: SIKKIM AND INDIA (1981–97)

Source: Government of Sikkim, Sikkim in Brief, 1998, Bureau of Economics and Statistics, Gangtok, June 1999.

 

Infant Mortality Rates (IMRs) in Sikkim have always been lower than those for the nation (Fig. 1.3). In the

late 1980s a sharp decline has been recorded (moving from 77 per thousand in 1988–90 to 37 per thousand in

1992–4). However, since 1993–5, there has been an increase in IMR (moving from 47 per thousand to 51 per

thousand), that is indeed disturbing.
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FIG. 1.3—THREE YEAR MOVING AVERAGE OF INFANT MORTALITY RATE

(PER THOUSAND)

Source: Government of Sikkim, Sikkim in Brief, 1998, Bureau of Economics and Statistics, Gangtok, June 1999.

 

Population projections indicate that the annual growth rate will continue to be almost double that of the

national average during the period from 1991 to 2016. As per these projections, the population of Sikkim would

be 739,000 by 2016 (Table 1.3). This high rate of growth points to the need for interventions in the area of

population management in the State.

TABLE 1.3—PROJECTED POPULATION 1996–2016

Year Total Male Female Urban population (%)

1996 485,000 257,000 229,000 10.30

2001 570,000 296,000 274,000 11.64

2006 654,000 335,000 318,000 13.12

2011 714,000 363,000 351,000 14.76

2016 739,000 373,000 366,000 16.56

Source: Registrar General of India (1991), State Profile 1991—India, Census of India 1991, Government of India.
 

A positive feature, however, is that Sikkim has a very young demographic profile, with only 4.5 per cent of

its population in the 60+ age group (Table A5). Population in the 0–14 age cohort is 39 per cent of the total

population, while 60 per cent of the total population is below 24 years. Thus, State policies should focus more

on the youth who, if properly motivated and trained, could be of tremendous value to the State building process.

Trends in sex ratio

An important feature of the demographic trends in Sikkim is that till 2001 the sex ratio was much lower than the

national average. This could have been caused, among other factors, by in-migration of a large number of male

workers (Box 1.4).
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Between 1991 and 2001 the sex ratio dropped in Sikkim from 878 to 875, the lowest in relation to the other

north-eastern States. In 1991, there were 878 women per 1000 men, as compared to 927 at the national level (Fig.

1.4). The ratio was even lower in urban areas, being as low as 581 in Mangan in the North and 620 in Namchi in

the South (Table 1.4). In rural areas it was relatively higher, being as high as 928 in Soreng in the West district. The

North district recorded the lowest female-male ratio in the State, being 836 in rural areas and 581 in urban areas. It

also ranked second, the East district ranking first (948), in terms of lowest sex ratio in the age group 0–6 years (960).

TABLE 1.4-SEX RATIO IN RURAL AND TOWN AREAS OF SIKKIM (1991) (FEMALES PER 1000 MALES)

Districts Rural Urban

North 836 581
Chungthang 782
Mangan (HQ) 852 581

East 883 759
Gangtok (HQ) 875 764
Pakyong 901
Rangpo 778
Singtam 712

South 898 693
Namchi (HQ) 914 620
Ravong 872 –
Jorethang – 719

West 919 760
Gyalshing 910 626
Soreng (HQ) 928
Nayabazar 866

Sikkim 892 750

Note: HQ: District Headquarter.
Source: Sikkim: Registrar General of India (1991), District Census Handbook, Part XII—A & B, Series-22, pp. 42–3, Directorate of 

Census Operations, Sikkim, Government of India.

Box 1.4—Migration into Sikkim

In-migration to Sikkim became more conspicuous after 1975, when Sikkim became a constituent State of
India and large amounts of resources were allocated for developmental purposes.

According to the Census data on migration, which primarily covers migration by place of (i) birth and
(ii) last residence, between 1971 and 1981 Sikkim recorded a very high level of in-migration (35 per cent).
By 1991 the percentage of migrants to the State decreased in both categories, moving from 19 to 13 per cent
by place of birth, and from 16 to 9 per cent by place of last residence. The proportion of male in-migrants
has always been higher than that of women, although between 1981 and 1991 a decline was recorded (moving
from 61 per cent in 1981 to 57 per cent in 1991) (Table A6).

An analysis of the origin of migrants in the ‘by birth’ category reveals that while there was a steady decline
in the proportion of in-migrants from abroad (moving from over 46 per cent in 1971, to 43 per cent in 1981
and 35 per cent in 1991), there was an increase in the proportion of in-migrants from within the country
(moving from 54 per cent to 65 per cent between 1971 and 1991). Thus, by 1991, the percentage of in-migrants
from within India was higher than that of in-migrants from abroad.

P O P U L A T I O N ,  P O V E R T Y  A N D  P L A N N I N G  •  11



FIG. 1.4—SIKKIM AND INDIA: DECENNIAL SEX RATIO (1901–2001)

Source: Government of Sikkim, Sikkim in Brief, 1998, Bureau of Economics and Statistics, Gangtok, June 1999.
 

Interestingly, the female population in the age group 0–29 years was relatively higher than that of the male.

This led to a much higher sex ratio (over 90 per cent) for this group. The sex ratio was substantially lower for the

30+ age group, dropping to 655/1000 for the 55–59 age group. It again improved steadily for the 60–64 age

group, and was as high as 86 per cent for the 80+ age group (Table 1.5). The steady improvement in the sex ratio

in the 60+ age group points to the fact that women who survive the 30–59 years mortality zone tend to have a

similar life span as that of men.

TABLE 1.5—DISTRIBUTION OF SEX RATIO BY AGE GROUP

Age Group F/M Ratio (in %)
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Age Group F/M Ratio (in %)

65–69 74.70

70–74 72.47

75–79 77.89

80+ 85.65

Age not stated 83.78

Total 87.80

Source: Registrar General of India (1991), Census of India, 1991, Government of India.
 

One possible reason behind these trends in sex ratios according to age groups could be that mortality rate

among women in the 30–59 age group was relatively higher than in the 20–29 and 60+ age groups.

The highest decline in the ratio was recorded during 1971–81, which coincides with the high influx of migrant

workers. The overwhelming proportion of male population among the migrants is also corroborated by the fact

that it constituted as high as 61.54 per cent, 60.88 per cent and 56.88 per cent of the total migrants in 1971, 1981

and 1991 respectively.

Poverty and livelihoods

The persistence of poverty in this hill State is in stark contrast to its relatively high achievement in the social sectors

as compared to the national average. However, this could be explained by considering that Sikkim remained

marginalized from the development activities that characterized mainstream India. Prior to its merger with India,

its very political economy did not, in fact, permit Sikkim to entertain development interventions of a democratic

variety. Only in the last 25 years, the philosophy of growth with equity and self-reliance in the planned

development of the State has become important.

TABLE 1.6—NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION BELOW POVERTY LINE FROM 1973 TO 1994

(MODIFIED EXPERT GROUP)

RURAL URBAN COMBINED

Years No. of persons
(million)

% of total No. of persons
(million)

% of total No. of persons
(million)

% of total

1973–74 0.11 52.67 0.010 36.92 0.118 50.86

1977–78 0.14 59.82 0.013 32.71 0.154 55.69

1983 0.12 42.60 0.010 21.73 0.134 39.71

1987–88 0.13 39.35 0.004 9.94 0.135 36.00

1993–94 0.18 45.01 0.003 7.73 0.184 41.43

Note: Poverty ratio of Assam is used for Sikkim.
 

According to the Planning Commission estimates, based on the Expert Group Recommendations, except in

1993–9 the percentage of people below the poverty line in Sikkim has continued to be lower than the national

average except in 1993–4. Though, Sikkim recorded a decline in the incidence of poverty in the decade 1977–87,

it suddenly increased in 1993–4 moving from 36 per cent in 1987–8 to 41.43 in 1993–4. While the decrease in

urban poverty has been constant, rural poverty decreases have alternated with increases (Table 1.6). In 1993–4,

(Table 2.5 continued)
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45.01 per cent of rural population was below the poverty line, while in urban areas only 7.73 per cent of the

population was below the poverty line.

The overall trend in poverty HCR for Sikkim, which stagnates and even records a small increase between

1987–8 and 1993–4, does not seem to indicate any significant impact of government programmes to reduce

income poverty levels. However, given the ongoing debate on the reliability of income poverty measures, especially

for small hill-states and in the North-East, it would be difficult to draw meaningful conclusions. Nationally uniform

methodologies and baskets of consumption, in fact, may miss out on the dynamics of deprivation in the hill

regions, which have their own unique features. Further, in Sikkim, as part of the northeastern States, the poverty

ratios of Assam are used as the base line.

According to an innovative use of raw data on household expenditure from the National Sample Survey (NSS)

43rd and 50th rounds, poverty estimates based on six possible methodologies have been calculated for all Indian

States (Box 1.5).

It is interesting to note that according to those, also for the period 1987–8 and 1993–4, the HCR poverty

Box 1.5—An array of poverty estimates

Dubey and Gangopadhyay (1998), have provided poverty estimates for all Indian States using six possible
methodologies. The calculations are on the basis of raw data on household expenditure from the NSS 43rd
and 50th rounds. Income data was not used because:

• It is not reliable at the household level and not available at the regional level.

• After correcting for prices, income measures the potential consumption of the household or the individual,
while expenditure-based poverty estimates relate more closely to the actual consumption of the individual
or household.

The criteria of physical contiguity and similar profiles, as indicated by economic and demographic parameters,
has been used in assigning Poverty lines to States like Sikkim, which were not among the 20 States that
followed two alternative tracks based on minimum normative food basket and the calorific norm. Thus,
Dubey and Gangopadhyaya have used the price level of rural Manipur and urban Meghalaya to compute
the poverty figures of Sikkim.

The approaches to poverty HCR computation are:

1. OPL: Poverty line based on the official norm and updated using disaggregated price adjustment
suggested by Minhas et al (1988).

2. EOPL: Poverty line based on the official norm and updated using price adjustment suggested by Expert
Group (1993).

3. APL: Poverty line based on the alternative norm and updated using disaggregated price adjustment
suggested by Minhas et al (1988).

4. AIOPL: All India OPL used for all the States/regions.

5. AIEOPL: All India EOPL used for all the States/regions.

6. AIAPL: All India APL used for all the States/regions.

The advantage of estimating poverty based on this array of approaches is that it allows the reader or user of
the poverty data to select the most suitable approach, based on her/his requirements. This set of poverty
figures is an innovation, based on the principle of choice, that needs to be sustained for further rounds of
poverty surveys.
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trends of Sikkim do conform to the national trend of a secular decline. However, the range of decline varies

according to the approach used. Between 1987–8 and 1993–4, the highest reduction was recorded using the AIAPL

(moving from 26.70 per cent to 10.68 per cent), while the lowest reduction was recorded using the APL approach

(moving from 26.09 per cent to 25.26 per cent). Further, the AIAPL approach recorded the most spectacular decline

in urban poverty (from 26.89 per cent to 1.63 per cent), and the AIOPL approach recorded the highest reduction

in rural poverty (from 39.67 per cent to 24.45 per cent). Clearly, depending on the choice of approach, the

evaluation of poverty eradication in Sikkim can range from the average to the spectacular.

Based on the norms and assessment format devised by the Ministry of Rural Development, Government of

India, Sikkim’s Department of Rural Development has also estimated the percentage of families below the poverty

line through a Below Poverty Line (BPL) Survey. Taking a norm of Rs 11,000 per annum per family as the threshold

level, the State Bureau of Economics and Statistics estimated that 71 per cent of the total families were still below

the poverty line in 1995. These high estimates of the BPL Surveys have been criticized both on grounds of

methodology and non-sampling error. In eligibility surveys, in fact, it is difficult to exclude those who want to be

included as potential beneficiaries.

The State Bureau also attempted to estimate the number of people living below the poverty line by adopting

the calorie intake method and expenditure method as followed by the Planning Commission. The Ninth Five Year

Plan estimated that approximately 57 per cent of the rural and 25 per cent of the urban families are living below

the poverty line in Sikkim.

Clearly, there is further scope for improving poverty estimates for Sikkim. The Government of Sikkim has

recently set up a task force to carry out a comprehensive poverty survey.

In the absence of reliable income distribution data, one can roughly check the equality/inequality of income

distribution by checking indices like per capita ranking, per capita income growth rate and poverty estimates.

In the case of Sikkim, though the per capita ranking has been going up over the years, its poverty ranking has

sharply gone down. Among the 25 Indian States, in 1983–4 Sikkim ranked 12 both in terms of highes t per capita

income and HCR (Table 1.7). By 1993–4 the State was able to rank 10 in terms of per capita income, but its

ranking vis-à-vis poverty was extremely low, 4, indicating a sharp increase in poverty in the State. The incidence

of poverty in Sikkim in 1993–4 was in fact the highest of all the north-eastern States, and was only better than

Bihar, Orissa and West Bengal.

TABLE 1.7—RANKING OF THE HILL STATES (OUT OF 25 STATES) IN TERMS OF PER CAPITA NET STATE

DOMESTIC PRODUCT (AT CURRENT PRICE) AND POVERTY

States 1983–84 1987–88 1993–94

Per Capita Rank Poverty Rank Per Capita Rank Poverty Rank Per Capita Rank Poverty Rank

ArunachalPradesh 6 8 8 8 7 7

Assam 19 9 19 9 19 5
Himachal Pradesh 8 25 15 23 14 15
Manipur 16 16 12 17 18 13

Meghalaya 18 14 16 14 17 9
Mizoram 22 17 6 18 11 17
Nagaland 9 13 10 13 9 9

Sikkim 12 12 7 10 10 4
Tripura 24 11 22 11 24 8

Source: Compiled by the author.
Notes: (a) Per capita income rank is in the ascending order, i.e. Arunachal Pradesh’s per capita income was the 6th highest in the 

country in 1983–4; 
(b) Poverty ranking is on the basis of descending order. The State with the highest poverty level being ranked 25.
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This can be interpreted in many ways:
 

• Firstly, the high per capita income vis-à-vis a very high poverty status implies that income distribution is

very skewed in Sikkim. The coexistence of extremely affluent segments with the astonishingly poor over-

whelming majority has been common to many States in the North-East.

• Secondly, since most of the poverty-stricken people are concentrated in rural areas, the urban-rural gap, in

terms of both distribution of income and asset creation, could emerge in a very precarious manner. In the

long run, this may go against environmental security and socio-economic sustainability of the State.

• Thirdly, the syndrome of income concentration indicates a deviation in the fundamental principle of

objective governance and management of the economy wherein the guiding philosophy has been to

distribute national wealth across the State in an increasingly equitable manner.
 

In the light of the need to create and sustain livelihood opportunities, it may be useful to examine trends in

workforce composition in the State. According to the Census data, between 1981 and 1991 the absolute number

of workers increased from 153,000 to 169,000, while the percentage of total workers to the total population

decreased from 48.4 to 41.7, which is among the highest levels of decline in India. The percentage of non-workers

to total population recorded an increase of 6.7 percentage points. Work opportunities in Sikkim, therefore, seem

to be precarious. This has an adverse impact on women, who in 1991, represented nearly 38 per cent of the

workforce, as against the national average of 20 per cent.

Promotion of employment, as a strategy against poverty, is a goal to which the Government of Sikkim attaches

high importance, as also reflected in the Annual Plan 2000–1. Its main aim, in fact, is strengthening the key sectors

of the economy, which would progressively reduce unemployment, alleviate poverty and improve the quality of

life of the people, particularly in rural and backward areas.

It is essential to re-engineer state strategies and plan priorities accordingly, with a strong focus on building

capabilities, improving survival rates, and harnessing the human development potential of the youth. This can be

accomplished through strengthening the role of women in governance, and local mechanisms of accountability

and transparency; which can make plan outlays and civil society action more effective.

Planning: Structural shift, allocative prudence and future priorities

The Planning process dates back to 1954, when the concept of planned development was initiated. In the first Seven

Year Plan (1954–60) and the two Five Year Plans (1961–6 and 1966–71), which were financed by the Government

of India, planned development was outside the revenue-expenditure processes of the State budget (Box 1.6).

Box 1.6—Planning philosophy

The Fifth Five Year Plan Document (1976–7 to 1980–1—which was Sikkim’s first post-merger plan period)

stated that:

Sikkim has entered upon an era of intensive development after the historic constitutional change of April,
1975, through which the State joined the mainstream of national life, becoming the 22nd State of the Indian
Union. Switch-over from a monarchical system to democratic government has naturally generated great
enthusiasm, and rising expectations in the people of the State. The back-log of development that has to be
made up in order to reach the level of other similarly placed States in the Union has rendered the task of
planned development extremely difficult and challenging but at the same time an exciting adventure . . .
Nevertheless the rural population of Sikkim, who have fought bravely for the changing of the old order and
who have sacrificed in the past, have to be provided at least the national minimum needs.
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In the 1960s, the hill areas of India were divided in two categories: areas which are co-terminus with the

boundaries of the State or Union Territory (i.e., hill states and union territories, also called Special Category States);

and areas which form part of a State (Designated Hill Areas) and are covered under the Hill Area Development

Programme (HADP).1 According to this classification, Sikkim is a Special Category State. Central assistance for

its development plans is pre-empted from the divisible pool before making allocations from it to the other States

categorized as ‘non-Special Category States’. Central assistance is also given on a liberal basis with 90 per cent as

grant and 10 per cent as loan to Sikkim as compared to 30 per cent as grant and 70 per cent as loan to other

non-Special Category States.

Over the last nine Five Year Plans, there has been a steady increase in the total plan outlay of Sikkim. In the

Ninth Five Year Plan, as compared to Rs 32.4 million in the First Plan, it increased to Rs 16 billion (about 500

fold). This is also almost 122 per cent increase over the Eighth Plan outlay of Rs 7.2 billion. However, people’s

perception is that this has not translated into qualitative services (Box 1.7).
 

 

Considering sectoral and sub-sectoral plan allocations in Sikkim from First to the Ninth Plan, some distinct

trends can be drawn (Table 1.8). Agriculture and allied activities, which have been the mainstay of the majority

of the people, have received on an average 20 per cent of the total plan outlay upto the Seventh Plan. Since then

this crucial sector’s share has shown a tendency to decline, being as low as 13.6 per cent in the Eighth Plan. Power

sector has a share of almost 20 per cent—which is double of what it used to be during the entire plan period

since 1954. The other vital infrastructural area of roads and bridges has fallen to less than 10 per cent. Further,

though some social sectors, e.g. education, have improved their share, allocation to health has been low. The

expenditure on social services amounted to 2.0384 billion in 1999–2000, which represented 13.19 per cent of

the total revenue expenditure. Industry and tourism have also obtained low plan resources.

Structural change, generally reflected in the shift from the primary to the secondary sector, is virtually absent

in Sikkim. Industries, in fact, are still a low priority item in Sikkim’s plan process. The share of the primary sector

Box 1.7—Maintenance functions and non-plan expenditure

‘Mancheko bani bigriyo, hami sabai kuro tyasai paos bhanchao’  (People’s habits have been spoilt, we want all

the things free of cost), this is what an enlightened farmer in Rumtek village told us. As a result, the quality

of service has gone down steadily. Government creates facilities but cannot maintain them. So they will not

be sustainable and will last only its initial few years. Many people therefore, want a qualitative service and

they don’t mind paying for this. They give examples of telephone service in the government run sector and

local television cable service in the private run business. The emphasis should therefore be on cost sharing.

This will ensure success and sustainability.

However, the State Government blames the low priority given to the non-plan expenditure by the previous

Finance Commissions for this. Its recent Memorandum mentioned that

a damaged road or an ill-equipped school or dispensary with no medicines is more irritating than its total
absence. Petty works requiring only a few thousand rupees are allowed to remain in abeyance causing
unnecessary annoyance and hardship to the general public. Garbage dumps, uncovered public drains, unsani-
tary market places, lack of public conveniences lead to spread of diseases and pollute the environment. . . .
Perhaps with a small outlay the place could be saved. . . . A lot remains to be done as the situation in Sikkim
is no longer different than anywhere else (Government of Sikkim, 1998b).

 
1. These later areas were identified by a Committee of the National Development Council (NDC) in 1965.
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to the State’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), has gone down over the years. However, its contribution has not

steadily decreased, registering an increase when there was a sharp decline in the contribution of tertiary sector.

This shift back and forth, from the primary sector has to be studied more seriously by making a systematic

decomposition of sectoral and sub-sectoral performance. The steady rise in the tertiary sector’s contribution also

needs to be comprehensively analysed for the formulation of future policy strategies.

TABLE 1.8—SECTORAL AND SUB-SECTORAL PLAN ALLOCATION IN SIKKIM (1954–2002)

Sectors
I Plan
(1954–
61) %

II Plan
(1961–
66) %

III Plan
(1966–
71) %

IV Plan
(1971–
75) %

V Plan
(1974–
79) %

VI Plan
(1980–
85) %

VII Plan
(1985–
90) %

VIII Plan
(1992–
97) %

IX Plan
(1998–

2002) %

Agriculture & 
Allied Activities

21.5 20.0 15.0 14.2 15.9 26.0 21.1 13.6 17.1

Power 9.2 8.3 7.3 8.8 10.0 9.4 17.4 24.9 19.4

Industries 4.3 0.5 6.7 3.5 6.6 4.2 4.0 3.85 4.2

Roads and Bridges 42.8 40.5 43.4 36.3 26.1 22.3 6.4 14.8 9.6

Road Transport 5.2 6.9 4.1 3.5 3.1 4.9 3.2 1.85 0.8

Education 7.4 12.4 7.9 8.8 7.4 7.0 12.2 10.7 12.5

Health 7.1 7.2 9.4 4.1 4.5 3.5 2.5 1.11 3.1

Tourism – 0.8 0.4 4.4 2.0 1.5 0.9 15.2 3.59

Others* 2.5 3.4 5.8 16 24.4 21.2 32.3 14.0 29.7

Total Outlay 
(Rs Millions)

32.4 63.7 97.1 203.6 401.0 1,478.0 2,824.0 7,245.0 16,028.0

Note: * Others include rural development, irrigation and flood control, communications and other social, general and economic 
services.

Source: Computed from various Plan Documents, Government of Sikkim, Gangtok.
 

In Sikkim, the structural shift has been slower than in the country as a whole. In 1995–6, India’s shares were

30.58 per cent (primary), 25.47 per cent (secondary) and 43.94 per cent (tertiary), while the respective shares for

Sikkim were 52 per cent, 13 per cent and 34 per cent (Table 1.9).

TABLE 1.9—STRUCTURAL SHIFT IN THE SIKKIMESE ECONOMY

Sectors Years

1980–81 1985–86 1990–91 1995–96

Primary 51.59 50.96 46.49 52.03

Secondary 18.10 16.45 12.97 13.65

Tertiary 30.30 32.58 40.53 34.31

Source: Government of Sikkim (1998), Sikkim Ninth Five Year Plan 1997–2002, Volume-1 and Sikkim in Brief 1998, Bureau of 
Economics and Statistics, Planning and Development Department, Gangtok.

State Domestic Product

Sikkim’s steady economic growth at a macro level is reflected both in its GDP and per-capita income. Both of

them at constant prices recorded a steady increase between 1980 and 1992, the highest growth in 1987

(Table 1.10).
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TABLE 1.10—SIKKIM NET STATE DOMESTIC PRODUCT AND PER CAPITA INCOME AT CONSTANT PRICES

Years Domestic Product
Rs (Thousand)

Annual Growth Rate
%

Per capita income
Rs (thousand)

Annual Growth Rate
%

1980–81 489,800 157,100

1981–82 521,900 6.55 161,100 2.55

1982–83 588,200 12.70 175,000 8.63

1983–84 614,200 4.42 175,800 0.46

1984–85 694,600 13.09 191,900 9.16

1985–86 755,900 8.82 201,700 5.11

1986–87 891,700 17.96 229,700 13.88

1987–88 1,075,500 20.61 267,800 16.59

1988–89 1,149,000 6.83 292,400 9.19

1989–90 1,228,900 5.51 311,800 6.63

1990–91 1,353,200 10.11 336,900 8.05

1991–92 1,442,900 6.63 349,200 3.65

Source: Ministry of Finance, Economic Survey, Government of India, various issues.
 

This brings in the larger issue of reviewing the entire data collection process, which includes methodology

and content analysis. For example, one of the very crucial contributors to State Domestic Product (SDP) has been

the agriculture sector in which food production continues to play a very critical role. However, food production

data is also often questioned by both the officials in Sikkim and independent analysts. The unrealistically high

level data of food production has never helped in bringing down the import of foodgrains from outside through

the Public Distribution System.

Conclusion

Population growth and its implication for employment, as well as the achievement of a balanced sex ratio are

among the development challenges Sikkim is facing in the new millennium. Planning has to take into account

these factors, also in the effort to combat poverty. Thus, some policy suggestions:
 

• It is essential to have a clear vision of the level of income that the State wants to achieve and when and what

level of employment it wants to generate.

• Human resource planning for the future though very crucial, has not yet been undertaken by the State. This

needs to be done keeping in view both the development needs and resource constraints of the State.

• The organizational structure of the State has to be strengthened. This can be done largely by constituting a State

Planning Board, which is necessary under the 73rd and 74th Amendments of the Constitution. It is essential

to ensure that the planning process is conducted by professionals and experts. The need of the hour is to

consolidate advantages in the areas, which have already made significant progress and make inroads into the

areas where they are lacking.

• There is virtually no data available on critical areas of economic planning such as capital formation, savings

rate, credit pattern, life expectancy etc. The reporting units of National Surveys need to be strengthened further
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so that the data system can be engendered. The Bureau of Economics and Statistics also needs to be strengthened

in the light of its vital functions.

• Administrative machinery has to be made more responsive to the needs of the people. In a State like Sikkim

decentralization needs to be achieved using innovative mechanisms, as there are serious problems of inacces-

sibility.

• Social sector should increasingly be prioritized with very pointed target groups, particularly in the context of

ongoing economic reforms.

• After many years of planned development and several development interventions made by the government, it

is very essential to now focus on selected areas and sectors that have so far remained largely untouched.
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Building Human Capabilities:
Health, Education and the Status of Women

Health

Before its merger with the Indian Union in 1975, Sikkim had only one major hospital—the Gangtok Sir Tashi

Namgyal Memorial (STNM) Hospital, which was established in 1917 with 50 beds and three doctors, and

expanded later with some specialized departments.

Difficult terrain, which increases the unit cost of service delivery, as well as resource constraints, had their

impact in terms of unmet health targets in the State. The progress made since the merger period is nevertheless

laudable. It must be appreciated that while in 1980 only 0.04 per cent of the State budgetary resources were

allocated to health, in 1990 the allocation increased to 0.43 per cent and further to 5 per cent in 1998.

Since 1975, there has been a considerable expansion of the public health infrastructure (Box 2.1).

Box 2.1—Improvements in health infrastructure

In Sikkim, on account of consistent investments in the health sector the number of hospitals as well as the

bed strength and facilities for diagnosis and treatment have been upgraded considerably.

In 1979, Sikkim had only four district hospitals (located at Singtam, Gyalshing, Namchi and Mangan) in

addition to the Central Referral Hospital at Gangtok. What began as a 50-bed hospital in Gangtok in 1917,

has now expanded to 300 beds with a comprehensive array of specialized services. Advanced facilities in

cardiology with a modern intensive coronary unit have also been introduced. A State-level blood bank and

transfusion unit with facilities for HIV screening has also been set up and a 500-bed central referral hospital

at Tadong near Gangtok has been completed.

Today there are 24 Primary Health Centres (PHCs), 147 Primary Health Sub-Centres (PHSCs) and 4

Community Health Centres in the State. This makes Sikkim possibly the only State in the country to achieve

the national norm of establishing 1 primary health centre for 20,000 people and 1 PHSC for 3,000 people

(on the basis of a projected population growth in 1998).

As against the initial phase of the 1970s, when these PHCs were grossly under-staffed and pharmacists ran

many dispensaries, in the late 1990s, there were 1–3 doctors, as well as para-medical personnel, for each

PHC. All the PHCs have electricity connections and most of them have an ambulance. The utilization pattern

of health services indicates that the overwhelming majority of the people depend on the PHCs and PHSCs

(Table 2.1) (Chutani and Gyatso, 1993; Gyatso and Bagdass, 1998).



TABLE 2.1—UTILIZATION (IN PERCENTAGE) PATTERN OF VARIOUS HEALTH SERVICES (RURAL AREAS)

East West North South Urban

1989 1997 1989 1997 1989 1997 1989 1997 1989 1997

Hospital 14.9 42.49 4.7 45.28 5.1 18.87 20.5 25.0 35.8 51.76

PHC/PHSC 35.8 49.22 50.2 47.17 38.3 52.83 46.5 72.0 34.4 25.88

Independent 
Practitioners

2.5 0.00 4.2 0.00 9.8 3.77 2.4 2.3 0.00 1.80

Private 1.0 8.29 4.7 5.66 8.5 22.64 1.8 0.8 5.3 17.65

Others 0.7 0.00 0.9 1.89 6.1 1.89 0.5 0.0 0.7 4.71

Source: Chutani and Gyatso (1993), p. 87, Gyatso and Bagdass (1998), p. 122.
 

The emphasis has been on providing preventive, promotive and curative services in the rural areas. Efforts

have been made to reduce infant and maternal mortality, in conformity with strategies to achieve the goal of

health for all.

However, traditional medicine has continued to play an important role in the State. Many of the modern day

health workers (including the crucial compounder in the Primary Health Centres) are very often also traditional

faith healers. In a typical blend of tradition and modernity, they work in a hospital or health centre during the

day, but perform the traditional tasks of a faith healer in the evening (Box 2.2).

The Family Welfare and Mother and Child Health (MCH) Programme, introduced in 1976–7, has had a

significant impact:

• In 1976–7, hardly 30 per cent of infants were immunized. This has increased to 62 per cent in 1997.

• Basic health services in the periphery and remote areas are provided by 293 indigenous dais (midwives),

345 health guides and a host of trained paramedics.

• Free family planning services are on offer to eligible couples through hospitals, PACs and PHSCs. Couple

protection rate has increased from 2 per cent to 20.6 per cent.

• A comprehensive programme, the Schools Health Programme initiated in 1979, covers students from Class I

to V with services like immunization, health check up, health education and teachers’ training.

Box 2.2-Traditional systems of medicine in Sikkim

Sikkim is the land of faith healers. You name a disease and there is a medicine indigenously developed,
based on local resources and imbued with a strong spiritual element. There are a large number of traditional
healers—Dhami, Jhankri, Phendongba and Bonbo in the Nepali community Pow and Nejum in the Bhutia
community and Bumthing in the Lepcha community. For these powerful faith healers, ‘jhar phuk’ is the key
word and the first step in an interestingly complicated but inexpensive course of treatment.

Even ten years ago, the most usual ‘first resort’ treatment for a villager used to be a traditional faith healer.
In some cases, these faith healers are very effective as they have practical knowledge of the disease and have
also experimented with treatment using indigenous medicines. However, as the literary rate improved and
awareness of other options grew through modern mass media, allopathic treatment started getting increas-
ingly accepted by the villagers. This has led to a greater recourse to PHCs and PHSCs.

There has been a lot of interest in documenting traditional systems of medicine (TSM) and assessing the
possibility of using the natural biodiversity heritage for local community based health care. Local people’s
knowledge of traditional system of health care, with scientific analysis and interpretation of mystic beliefs,
are some of the areas that need further research and, documentation.
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• The percentage of expectant mothers receiving antenatal care from the State health agencies in rural areas

rose from 3 per cent in 1979 to 58 per cent in 1997.

• The percentage of non-institutional deliveries has also declined from 95 per cent in 1979 to 7.4 per cent

in 1997.
 

The results of improved health care are also partially reflected in changes in birth and death rates, which have

been constantly lower than the national average since 1981. By 1997 the birth rate in Sikkim had reduced to 19.8

per thousand, as against the national average of 27.2 per thousand, while the death rate was 6.5 per thousand as

against the national figure of 8.9 per thousand population. The decline in the mortality rate is an indicator of

better delivery of health care services, improved nutrition and higher rates of women’s literacy.

Yet, malnutrition and under-nutrition continue to be a cause of concern. A 1989 survey of the record of age,

weight and height and calculation of nutritional index indicated that:
 

• 29 per cent of the mothers were under nourished.

• 14.8 per cent were stunted (height less than 145 cms).

• Over 40 per cent of children under 5 years of age were suffering from various degrees of malnutrition.
 

However, figures for 1998–9 from National Family Health Survey (NFHS) show an improvement with regard to

severe and moderate undernourishment for children under age 3, being 4.2 per cent and 20.6 per cent respectively.

as against the national average of 18 per cent and 47 per cent. While these figures continue to be better than the

national average, the challenge of nutrition security before the State is still formidable. In 1998–9, in fact, a large

proportion of both women (61 per cent as against 52 per cent at the national level) and children (77 per cent as

against 74 per cent at the national level) were reported as suffering from anaemia.

Diseases related to inadequate environmental sanitation, tuberculosis, goitre anal alcoholism continues to

occupy an important place in the State health profile. At the same time new problems, e.g. HIV/AIDS and

reappearance of malaria are very disturbing. Thus, it has been suggested that at least 7 per cent of the Plan outlay

and 5 per cent of the non-plan outlay should be earmarked for this sector.

Environmental sanitation

Though most of the villages have piped water, a large number of households continue to depend on streams,

rivers, ponds and springs. In 1989 tap water was used by 84 per cent of the household in rural areas (88 per cent

in urban areas) as against 51 per cent in 1979 (Table 2.2).

Dependence on traditional sources like spring water is higher in rural areas (17 per cent), and in particular

in rural North district (33.1 per cent), than in urban areas (12 per cent). Surprisingly, in the urban areas of South

district 31 per cent rely on springs for drinking water. (Table 2.3).

TABLE 2.2—ENVIRONMENTAL SANITATION AND OTHER HEALTH AMENITIES IN RURAL SIKKIM (IN PERCENT)

Amenities 1979 1989 1997

Tap water using households 51.0* 84.0* 77.8

Excreta disposal in the fields (defecation) 81.6 62.2 46.4

Pucca houses 18.0 34.0 27.0

Mothers receiving antenatal care 3.0 61.0 58.0

Deliveries by relatives, untrained village dais # and others 95.0 68.0 57.0

Notes: * Rest of the families took water from stream, rivers and ponds; # Midwives.
Source: Government of Sikkim, Department of Health, Gangtok.
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TABLE 2.3—DISTRICT-WISE PERCENTAGE OF FAMILIES WITH ACCESS TO VARIOUS SOURCES OF DRINKING WATER

Source East West South North All Districts

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

Tap 74.8 89.9 85.7 76.4 78.0 61.6 63.6 91.4 77.8 84.5

Spring 20.0 8.1 10.4 15.1 15.5 31.1 33.1 6.9 17.1 12.3

Others 5.2 1.9 3.9 8.5 6.5 7.3 3.2 1.6 5.1 3.2

Source: Gyatso and Bagdass (1998), pp. 37–141.
 

Like elsewhere in the country, large populations in rural Sikkim (82 per cent in 1979 and 46 per cent in 1997)

still use open fields for defecation (Box 2.3). The bore hole latrines are, however, gaining ground. Even in 1989,

more than a quarter (27 per cent) of urban households still did not have access to a sanitary toilet. There is however,

an increasing prevalence of septic tank (58 per cent), bore hole (11 per cent), and service latrines (0.7 per cent).

An improvement in the housing characteristics has been recorded recently by the National Health Family

Survey. According to this Survey, in 1998–9, 84.6 per cent of the household had access to drinking water (piped

or from a hand pump), and 72.7 per cent of them had a toilet or a latrine facility. In both cases, Sikkim did better

than the national average which was with 77.9 per cent and 35.9 per cent respectively.

Box 2.3—Health and sanitation linkages: Lessons from IPI survey

In November 1995, a random sample survey of Intestinal Parasitic Infection (IPI) of 239 people of 58 families
of Ranipool, Singtam-Ranipool, Song-Gankha, Martam and Sazong-Rumtem in east Sikkim, was conducted
by National Institute of Communicable Diseases, New Delhi. According to its findings, there was an overall
prevalence of IPI cases (65.3 per cent), of which 56.1 per cent was pathogenic parasitic infection.

The high rates of soil transmitted helminthiases (worm infections) in pre-school children is closely linked
with the habit of indiscriminate defecation around the houses. As 54.37 per cent of the total households of
this village practice open air defecation, it was not unusual to find such a high prevalence rate. Even after
the introduction of drugs, 40 per cent of the stool sample tested were infected with one or more parasitic
species.

Intestinal Parasitic Infection occurs mainly due to faecal contamination of drinking water, open-air defeca-
tion, low standard of food and personal hygiene and lack of health education. Protection and purification
of drinking water supplies, improvement of basic sanitation and promotion of food and personal hygiene
are essential measures to interrupt transmission of such infections. Sanitary measures followed by health
education will have a cumulative effect on the reduction of IPI morbidity.

Thus, the following measures are essential:

• Provision of safe drinking water.

• Improvement of environmental sanitation.

• Health education with sustained anti-Helminthic campaign.

• Periodic screening for intestinal parasites.

• Periodic mass deworming till the parasite rate reaches acceptable level.

• Proper screening for intestinal parasites during school health check ups.

• Supplementary feedings like mid-day meals at Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) Centres
and in primary sections of schools must be combined with periodic deworming so that these programmes
yield maximum results.
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Persistence of tuberculosis

According to the Gangtok Times (24 January 2000), 170 tuberculosis (TB) cases (over 2000 per annum) are detected

every month in Sikkim. Against a national average of just over 40 TB cases per one hundred thousand population,

the figure for Sikkim stands at 87 cases. With a cure rate of less than one-third, the progress in combating this

disease and mortality resulting from it has been slow. Low levels of awareness and poor living conditions

compound the prevalence and impact of this disease.

Under the Tuberculosis Control Programme a 60-bed District Tuberculosis Centre (DTC) exists at Namchi and

10-bed mini DTC have been established in the other three districts. However, rather than hospitalization, the stress

now has been on treatment at home. Over the last few years, 11,029 TB cases have been detected and treated. The

record for the last two years in the STNM Hospital indicates that 10 per cent of the patients admitted and treated in

the hospital died of TB in 1998. This is much higher than the proportion of death cases due to infectious colitis,

enteritis, gastroenteritis, and cholera (0.7 per cent). It may also be noted that while the percentage of deaths due to

infectious colitis, enteritis, gastroenteritis, and cholera declined between 1997 and 1998, that due to TB increased.

A disturbing feature, which threatens to increase the mortality rate, is a steady growth of drug-resistant strains

of TB (Box 2.4). This phenomenon result from irregular medication, discontinuation of treatment and reluctance to

go for treatment-factors that are linked to the stigma attached to the disease and the increasing cost of treatment.

Once the disease becomes a ‘resistant category’, stronger and more expensive medication (100 times more than the

normal cost) is required and the treatment period is prolonged. Clearly, the challenge of TB needs to be addressed

on a priority basis, through both improved awareness and patient literacy as also greater resource allocation.

 

Box 2.4—TB in Sikkim: A practitioner’s perspective

As I see it, tuberculosis is the major health problem in the State of Sikkim. No doubt there is a resurgence

of tuberculosis all over the world and as such Sikkim is no exception. However, in Sikkim somehow the

problem seems to be growing day by day and it has reached frightening proportions. The number of cases

of Multi Drug Resistant (MDR) tuberculosis is growing day by day. Even ordinary cases seem to be requiring

drug treatment for a much longer period as compared to cases in the past. The reasons for such a problem

could be many. No doubt hill people do tend to be more prone to tuberculosis as compared to those in the

plains. However, there are certain things we could do to decrease the spread of the disease.

People here have a very bad habit of spitting here and there. This definitely helps the spread of the bacteria

especially in a cold climate like ours. Improved housing, prevention of over-crowding and spreading

awareness as to the mode of spread of the disease would also help. Further with the spread of MDR

tuberculosis, I believe it is unwise to continue the system of domiciliary treatment of tuberculosis. A time

has come where we have to go back to the old system of admitting all positive cases, MDR and other cases

not likely to take regular treatment at home.

The treatment of such cases has to be supervised and it has to be ensured that every dose of medication is

taken as prescribed. This has to be continued until it is felt safe to let the patient continue to have treatment

at home unsupervised. Here, again, health education is very important to dispel ignorance and superstition

about the disease and to let people know that tuberculosis can be completely cured if treated properly and

in time.

                                       —Dr K. Bhandari
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Goitre

Sikkim had been declared as a goitre-endemic State on the basis of the sample survey conducted by Indian Council

of Medical Research (ICMR), and falls in the hyper-endemic region for Iodine Deficient Disorder (IDD). A

Government of India survey (1976) showed goitre prevalence to be 37.81 per cent in Sikkim. A random survey

conducted by ICMR (1982) indicated the prevalence of goitre in the State to be around 56.6 per cent.

Another survey (1989–91) conducted by the Government of Sikkim on IDD in all the four districts of the

State found the prevalence of goitre to the extent of 54.03 per cent and the incidence of cretinism at 3.46 per

cent. While cretinism (extreme iodine deficiency leading to mental retardation) was prevalent among people who

were more than 51 years old, goitre was three times higher among women as compared to men. The East district

recorded the highest prevalence of both goitre (60.92 per cent) and cretins (4.93 per cent), while the North district

recorded the lowest (45.84 per cent and 1.67 per cent respectively) (Pulger, Rai, Shankar Rai, 1992).

Recent survey data has shown a decline in the prevalence of cretenism in all the districts. Though it is still

relatively a little higher in the South district particularly among males (9.19 per thousand), the overall prevalence

has come down and is as low as 6.51 (male) and 4.94 (female) per thousand in the State. This decline can be

partially attributed to the effectiveness of the interventions of the State Government in this respect (Box 2.5).

 

 

Unlike many other parts of the country, Sikkim does not lack awareness about the importance of iodized salt.

The key issue today is the retention of adequate iodine content, particularly in the rural conditions, which limit

the effectiveness of IDD interventions.

Box 2.5—Combating goitre in Sikkim

The Government has a four-pronged strategy to combat goitre:

• The Goitre Control Programmes Implementation Committee was constituted in 1984 under the Chair-
manship of the Health and Family Welfare Minister of the State. In order to coordinate with other
departments like food and water, an inter-sectoral Coordination Committee has also been constituted.

• The Government of Sikkim started procuring and distributing iodised salt more than ten years ago. Sale
of non-iodised salt throughout the State has been banned since 1985 under the Prevention of Food
Adulteration Act 1954. Only iodised salt is allowed to enter or be sold in the State, with checking done
by the district administration, food inspectors and the police. The department procures iodised salt right
from the source. The consumption per annum is 5130 MTs. There is no subsidy provided for iodised salt.
In close coordination with the Health and Family Welfare Department, the iodine content in the iodised
salt is checked before distribution to consumers. Since the shelf life of iodised salt is limited, particularly
in the humid conditions of Sikkim, a special effort is made to make people aware of the techniques to
preserve the properties of iodine.

• Iodine monitoring laboratories have been set up in all the four districts and Gangtok to ensure that a
minimum requirement of iodine is maintained in the iodised salt.

• Thyroid Research Centre has also been set up at Namchi in 1989 for diagnosis, treatment and research
in Iodine Deficient Disorder (IDD). This centre has already done a commendable job in survey and
treatment of IDD cases.
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Alcoholism in Sikkim

‘Sikkimese are very fond of alcohol’ is the general impression of people in the rest of the country—just as most people

are convinced that all hill people in the hills drink a lot of alcohol. There are social stigmas attached to drinking, but

no celebration or occasion can be complete without alcohol, mostly indigenous but increasingly foreign.

Hill people themselves subscribe to the notion that alcohol is essential for their climatic conditions. Moreover,

alcohol is easily available in all the districts of Sikkim. The indigenously manufactured brews like rakshi, chhang

and tongba are also relatively much cheaper than anywhere else. Sikkim breweries are known for their products

in the Eastern Himalayas.

Data pertaining to alcohol consumption and alcohol-related illnesses contradicts the popular belief that

alcoholism is the norm in Sikkim. According to the data from surveys conducted in 1989 and 1997, there has

been a decline in the number of people consuming alcohol. In 1997, 18 per cent of rural population (as against

21 per cent in 1989) and 7 per cent of urban population (as against 12 per cent in 1989) were consuming alcohol

(Chutani and Gyatso 1989 and Gyatso and Bagdass 1998). Alcoholism among women is much lower than that

among their male counterparts both in urban and rural areas (Table 2.4).

TABLE 2.4—PREVALENCE (IN PERCENTAGE) OF ALCOHOLISM IN SIKKIM

1989 1997

Male Female Total Male Female Total

Rural 25.7 15.3 20.80 21.23 14.69 18.19

Urban 15.8 9.0 12.51 9.86 2.57 6.63

Source: Chutani and Gyatso (1993), pp 79–81; Gyatso and Bagdass (1998), pp 114–16.
 

However, the comparatively high percentages of alcoholism, especially in the vulnerable age groups (teenagers

and prime earning age cohort from 21–50+ years) are a major cause for concern (Table 2.5).

The Family Counselling Centre (FCC) at Gangtok run by the Association for Social Health in India reported

that they are dealing with an increasing number of alcoholism-related cases. Out of the total reported cases of 25

in 1993–4, alcoholism constituted as high as 32 per cent and out of the 31 reported uses in 1997–8, it constituted

42 per cent. The FCC attached to the police headquarters in Gangtok also reported more or less the same trend.

TABLE 2.5—AGE-WISE PREVALENCE (IN PERCENTAGE) OF ALCOHOLISM IN SIKKIM

1989 1997      

Rural Urban Rural Urban      

14 and below 0.53 0.36 0.83 0.11

15–20 7.70 1.70 5.78 1.00

21–30 32.60 17.00 23.27 6.87

31–40 55.60 31.20 38.28 17.24

41–50 43.80 33.80 45.95 19.19

51 and above 50.20 42.20 46.83 15.97 (weighted average)

Source: Chutani and Gyatso (1993), pp. 79–81; Gyatso and Bagdass (1998), pp. 114–16

Challenges and concerns

The major concerns in the health sector today are related to both the changing nature of heal th requirements and

the pressure on the existing health amenities. Health problems related to environmental pollution, improper
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sanitation and potable water supply continue to remain alive in the rural areas of Sikkim. At the same time,

especially in urban areas, there is a gradual emergence of diseases like HIV/AIDS, cardiac illnesses and diabetes,

along with the re-emergence of stronger strains of TB and malaria.

Emphasis should be on preventive health, for which health awareness needs to be strengthened. For instance,

deworming of the whole population—along the lines of the pulse polio campaign—is vital. Greater efforts are

required to promote health literacy through activities like camps, orientation programmes, mass media, distribu-

tion of literature and health exhibitions. Health security and community financing of local health initiatives could

be key strategies for greater effectiveness of health care at the local level.

Given the challenges and concerns in the health sector, it might be imperative for the State Government to

conduct a detailed appraisal of manpower availability in this sector both in technical and non-technical categories.

Such a data bank will facilitate an appropriate health manpower strategy and help improve the effectiveness of

health care in Sikkim.

In order to improve the inter-sectoral linkages that determine health outcomes, the involvement of village

Panchayats and user groups is important.

Education: A historical overview

Four modes of education have been prevalent at different periods in the history of Sikkim.

Traditional education of Sikkim was very life-centred, practical and experience based. The famous Nepali

saying ‘pari guni ke ham, haolo joti mang’, meaning ‘What is the use of reading and writing as ultimately you have

to plough the field’ reflected the thinking of the people of that time. Growing children, till attainment of

adolescence, obtained hands-on knowledge of things, ceremonies, and functions. The family was the focal point

of nearly all educational endeavours with a key role being played by women.

Apart from the reading of Buddhist religious literature at home, education in Sikkim for most of the nineteenth

century was of the monastic type (Box 2.6). The monastic schools imparted religious education for the preparation

Box 2.6—Monastic schools

Sidkeong Tulku was the only Sikkimese ruler to have been educated abroad at the University of Oxford, and
he gave a new dimension to education in Sikkim. In 1909, he founded Enchey School as a monastic school
at Gangtok. This is today a higher secondary school.

The charter written in Tibetan establishing the school makes an interesting reading (Prakasha Veda, 1976).
Its English translation reads:

We, Barmyak Rimpoche, the Head Lama and all the others have gathered for this auspicious celebration on
Wednesday, the 29th day of the 8th month of the ‘earth bird’ year in the Rabjung 15. We appoint C huze Rigzin
as the first Tibetan teacher to impart instruction to the monk novices from different monasteries in Sikkim in
religious philosophy, the writing and grammar of Tibetan and Tibetan literature.

Let the teachers strive, through their teaching, to accomplish Bodhichitte for our benefit and the benefit of all
beings-in their teaching let them be painstaking and not harsh to their pupils. The pupils, too, should conduct
themselves according to the rule. They should emulate the kindness of their teachers and obey their orders.
They should not be found wanting in any way. The teachers should report this to us. The teachers should also
investigate closely before granting leave to their pupils to visit other places.

This is decreed on the auspicious day mentioned above from Gangtok.

Gangtok
12th October, 1909                                Sidkeong Tulku
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of monks to priesthood. Schools in Tashiding, Tulung, Pemayongtse and Sangnachaling monasteries were famous

as centres of monastic education in those days (Jangira, 1977).

The genesis of these schools could be traced back to the arrival of Buddhism in Sikkim. Famous scholars like

Shanta Rakshita and Guru Padma-Sambhava brought Buddhism to Tibet, which was later brought back to Sikkim

by the Tibetan lamas, who consecrated the first ruler of Sikkim at Yuksom and thus got the support of temporal

power as well. Even today the Ecclesiastical Department in the Government of Sikkim has recorded 163 monasteries

and temples all over Sikkim excluding the small shrines.

Monasteries and temples have made a significant contribution to education in Sikkim. Buddhist literature,

especially the Mahayana and Tantric texts, were available in Tibetan, which has been the medium of instruction.

The fundamental Buddhist teaching and chanting of some important prayers included in religious books,

formed the curriculum of monastic education. The curriculum also included the study of diversified subjects such

as painting, sculpture, astrology, mathematics, medicine, philosophy, literature, tantra and so on. The Shedas

(Monastic Colleges for Higher Studies in Buddhist Literature) at Deorali and Rumtek are primarily aimed at

reviving the formal educational role of the monasteries.

Christian Missionary Education in Sikkim began in the late nineteenth century with some support from the

landlords/Kazis, some of whose schools had been handed over to Scottish Missionaries. On the whole Christian

missionary activity was not favoured by the Maharaja. The missionaries were not allowed to live in Gangtok. In

1924, Mary Scott was allowed to open a school for girls in Gangtok. The first matriculation class passed the

examination (four candidates) in 1945 and the school continued to grow, becoming a recognized higher secondary

school in 1961 (Ritchie, 1977). A striking feature of the Christian Missionary schools for girls was ‘industrial’

teaching mainly sewing and knitting. ‘Vocational training’ was also a part of the curriculum. In fact, for many

years until the beginning of the twentieth century, primary schools set up by the church offered the only means

of basic education.

The Bhutia Boarding School (1906) was the first government school in Sikkim. The second government school,

Nepali Boarding School was started in 1907 in today’s Lal Bazaar area. In 1924, the government amalgamated

the Bhutia and Nepali Boarding Schools into what has grown today to become the Sir Tashi Namgyal Academy.

By the year 1920, Sikkim had 21 schools (6 government schools, 13 mission schools and 2 schools under

landlords). This number continued to increase over the years. In 1961, at the end of the First Plan period, the

number of schools in Sikkim was in fact 182, registering an increase of 107 per cent as against in 1954, when

there were only 88 schools.

Education in the post-merger period

Since 1975, following the merger of Sikkim with the Indian Union, there has been a steady increase in the number

of schools and in the number of teachers. In 1998–9 out of the total number of 1,474 schools in the State, 50

per cent were pre-primary schools, followed by primary schools (34 per cent), middle school (9 per cent),

secondary schools (5 per cent) and higher secondary schools (2 per cent).

Schools however, are unevenly distributed across districts. Due to its low population density, the North district

has the lowest concentration of schools. In 1998–9, hardly 10 per cent of pre-primary schools were located in the

North district, against 31 per cent in the East district and 29 per cent in the South district. Its percentage share

was nearly 11 per cent of primary schools, while it was as low as 7 per cent for middle and higher secondary

schools.

It is interesting to observe that 50 per cent of the schools employed hardly 10 per cent of the total number

of teachers. This can be attributed to the fact that there are a number of schools where the school teacher ratio is

hardly 1 : 1.02. Primary schools with 35 per cent share in the total number of schools account for a major share
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of the total number of teachers of 7,771 in the State. Middle schools account for 22 per cent of the total number

of teachers followed by; secondary schools (19 per cent), and higher secondary schools (14 per cent).

The improvement recorded in the education sector can be partially attributed to the fact that the strategic

thrust areas have been:

• Education for all

• Provision of quality education.

• Access to schools within walking distance of each village.

• Improvement in school infrastructure.

• Formalized system of teacher recruitment.

• Encouragement of education to the weaker sections of society.

• Widening scope of vocational education.

• Establishment of technical colleges.

Also, the education sector has been receiving high priority in the State. This is reflected in the quantum jump

in expenditure on this sector during the last three plan periods. In the Sixth Plan period (1980–5) the expenditure

in the education sector was Rs 145.877 million, against a budget allocation of Rs 8.3 million. This differential

increased in the Seventh Plan period (1985–90), when against a budget allocation of 264 million the expenditure

was of Rs 394.62 million, and further in the Eighth Plan period (1992–7) with an allocation of 606 million and

an expenditure of Rs 872.198 million.

Literacy rates among the population aged 7 years and above have also gone up steadily; moving from 17 per

cent in 1971 to nearly 57 per cent in 1991. During the same period the rise in female literacy rate has been very

impressive, moving from 8.9 per cent to over 46 per cent. It may be also noted that between 1981 and 1991,

Sikkim recorded the second highest improvement (of 15.31 percentage points) in literacy rates among the

north-eastern States.1

In 1991, the East district recorded the highest literacy rates (65.1 per cent). It ranked first also in rural literacy

(61.4 per cent), while the South district recorded the highest urban literacy rates (82.6 per cent).

In 1991, the highest proportions of literates were those with below primary level education (36.1 per cent),

whereas very low proportion of literates had education levels of graduation and above (3.4 per cent).

In view of the distribution of Sikkim’s population among various age groups there is a need for increasing

the number of colleges and technical institutes in the State. The present figure of three full time colleges is in fact

insufficient. There is also a need for a full-fledged university, which will give a new thrust to research and academic

activities in the State (Box 2.7).
 

Box 2.7—The need for more research

Social science research in the State of Sikkim is inadequate despite several incentives provided by the State.

There are many reasons for this including the fact that English education started off late and there are no

secondary and senior secondary boards in Sikkim and the State is fully dependent on Central Boards.

There is no immediate sign of introducing post-graduate courses in the existing institutions. University Grants

Commission (UGC) and national social science institutes like the Indian Council of Social Science Research

(ICSSR) and Indian Council of Historical Research (ICHR) have not shown interest either in starting post-

graduate courses or supporting research relating to the State of Sikkim. Very few scholars from North Bengal

University and other universities have undertaken research on the socio-political and economic aspects of

1. Arunachal Pradesh ranked first with an increment of 16.11 percentage points.
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The education system in Sikkim needs to place greater emphasis on vocational education so that learning and

skill formation can be related to the employment market. As of today there are 4 vocational /technical institutions

in the State in contrast to the Kothari Commission recommendation that at least 20 per cent of students in classes

IX and X be directed towards vocational courses (Table 2.6).

TABLE 2.6—TECHNICAL/VOCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS (BOTH PRIVATE AND PUBLIC)

Institute Name Discipline  Location 1975 1999

lnst. of Industrial training Draftsmanship, Plumber,  Motor Mechanic Rangpo – 1

Advanced Tech. Training Centre Computer Bordang – 1

CCCT Polytechnic Computer Namchi – 1

Himalayan Inst. of Pharmacy Pharmacy Deorali – 1

Source: Government of Sikkim, Department of Education, Gangtok.
 

The mushrooming of various technical institutes in some nearby towns and cities tike Calcutta, Guwahati and

Siliguri seems to indicate that there is a burgeoning demand for professional and skill based education in the

region.

However, a great emphasis has to be given to science education, as the promotion of ‘scientific temper’ is

critical for the sustainability of the Sikkimese economy and environment.

Subsidies and privatization

Subsidized education is based on merit. The Ved Prakash Report of 1976 recognized that poverty was a strong

deterrent for schooling and made recommendations to make education less expensive and to extend financial

support to the weaker sections of the society. Towards this end, education has been made free for boys upto

Class VIII and for girls upto class XI. Text books upto class VIII have been subsidized and are now sold to students

at 50 per cent of their market price (Box 2.8). A general impression is that the standard of education has gone

down as education has become a free public good.

In response to the demand for ‘better education’, a large number of private schools have come up in the last

few years. This has happened despite the State Government subsidies and incentives to children in government-

sponsored schools. In 1996–7 out of the estimated 154 private schools, 50 per cent were located in the East district,

Sikkim. Published materials available in the market are based on visits to Gangtok but are not based on

field-work analysis.

Some science research is carried out in Sikkim by UGC, ICAR, G.B. Pant Institute and the DST, but the output

does not seem to measure up to the pressing demands of the State. Until autonomous boards for secondary

and senior secondary levels and a university of Sikkim are created, it is difficult to promote research,

particularly in the social sciences.

Above all a central library in the State is essential and the State Government has to take positive steps in

this regard based on the methods of modern library science. The existing Sikkim Research Institute of

Tibetology can be activated to promote researches on Buddhism and Tibetan language.

   — K.R. Chakaravarthi, Head, Department of Political Science, Sikkim Government College, Gangtok.
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23 per cent in the South district and 20 per cent in the West district (Table 2.7). According to a survey by the

Bureau of Economics and Statistics, which covered 112 schools in 1996–7, there were 12,783 students 884 teachers

in private schools. The total salary bill of these schools was Rs 12.8 million per annum.

TABLE 2.7—PRIVATE SCHOOLS IN SIKKIM (1996–71)

North East South West Total

Schools 10 77 36 31 154

Information received 4 52 32 24 112

Number of students 318 8,869 2,650 946 12,783

Number of teachers/staff 16 566 199 103 884

Total salary (Rs) 494 916 8 660 237

Source: Government of Sikkim, Department of Education, Gangtok.
 

Most of the private schools charge much higher fees than government schools and have English as the medium

of instruction. The success of private schools is an indication of the fact that the quality and standard of education

in the public sector are not commensurate with the expectations of parents. It appears that a large number of

people are willing to pay for the education of their children, in particular English education. Private schools are

felt to be more accountable as far as the performance of students is concerned.

The analysis thus far indicates that there is a need to rationalize the existing structure of the education system.

This can be done by streamlining the functioning of the Directorate of Education to focus on the improvement

of curriculum and student services.

Though the relevant Act to set up a board of secondary education was passed by the Sikkim Legislature in the

1980s, it has not come into force thus far. The constitution of a State-level advisory board on education will go

a long way in providing the education sector a concrete long-term direction.

There is also a need for improving the preparation, motivation and deployment of teachers and for inspection

Box 2.8—Subsidies for education

To make education as accessible as possible, especially for the poorer sections of the society, the following

subsidies have been extended:

• Free textbooks (Pre-Primary/I to Class XII) and free tuition started in the 80s; free exercise books
(Pre-Primary/I to Class XII) after 1994.

• Free uniforms from Pre-Primary to Class V.

• No tuition fees from Pre-Primary to Class XII.

• Mid-day meal from Pre-Primary to Class V since 1995.

These subsidies are quite popular. Parents do not have to spend anything on their children’s education.

Adversely, students do not have to fear the risk of discontinuation of the facilities even if they fail in the

annual examination and are detained in the same class.

However, in the absence of proper targeting and monitoring of achievements, subsidies tend to become

ineffective. This is more so because they are given regardless of the socio-economic background of the

beneficiaries.
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and supervision of schools in remote areas. Further, poor maintenance and inadequate infrastructure of existing

schools needs to be addressed. Decentralization of school maintenance could therefore be explored.

Education and prospects for employment

Education has a high potential as a sector for employment generation in Sikkim. There are good opportunities

for opening residential schools particularly in South Sikkim. Earlier, the three hill sub-divisions of Darjeeling,

Kurseong and Kalimpong used to provide the best schools for the entire Eastern Himalayan region. Thousands

of students from the North-East, Bengal, Bihar, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh and many other foreign countries

studied there. However, due to the political disturbances in the hills over the last 15 years, the functioning of these

schools has been disrupted and their appeal has declined. This can be a major opportunity for Sikkim, which has

some of the best locations for boarding schools and similar institutions.

For many years now, the Sikkimese have been going to other States for both regular and professional education

in the social sciences, engineering, medicine, architecture and chartered accountancy. This has been facilitated by

the special quota for admission to these courses, which were extended to Sikkim to compensate for its late entry

into the Indian system of education. These quotas have been very effective—the overwhelming majority of medical

doctors and engineers in Sikkim have studied against reserved seats.

However, a great emphasis within the State has to be given to training in engineering and other professional

areas, as well as to strengthening disciplines like computer software and information technology, accountancy,

chemistry, physics, medicine, business management, rural development and tourism. The demand for specialized

management personnel will increase with the growing complexity and size of industrial establishments and other

tertiary sector activities like tourism and trade. Equally vital will be apprenticeship programmes, as several new

collaborative ventures are likely to be set up.

In view of these challenges, the Sikkim Government would need to make necessary changes in its laws and

policies. This would involve looking at issues related to land acquisition and investment regimes, reservation of

seats for the Sikkimese, regulations regarding admission of students from other countries, and affiliation of these

schools with the best secondary boards.

Women and children

In Sikkim, women constitute nearly 47 per cent of the total population. Their social position in the State seems

to be better than that in the rest of the country. Women are not secluded, while instances of infanticide or

dowry-related deaths have not been reported. Women also play a major role in trading activities, which allows

them to participate in decision-making far more than in most other States in India.

In contrast to the unfavourable sex ratio in the population as a whole, the number of women in government

employment is greater than that of men. Women are more visible in the public sphere in Sikkim than is the norm

for India and South-Asia as a whole.

The status of women in Sikkim—their economic contribution, socio-cultural autonomy, authority, involvement

in the decision-making process within the household—varies across communities. The practice of polyandry

among tribal communities could be one of the variables explaining the higher value attached to women. Similarly,

local religious practice also plays a role in influencing the status of women (Dhamala, 1985).

Women’s work is an important underpinning of society and economy in Sikkim as it is elsewhere. The fact

that in 1999 the number of women headed households in Sikkim’s rural areas (143 per thousand) was higher

than the national average indicates not only the impact of migration but also the status accorded to women in

the State (Table 2.8).
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TABLE 2.8—FEMALE HEADED HOUSEHOLDS IN SIKKIM (PER 1000 HOUSEHOLDS)

Residence Sikkim India 

Rural 143 104

Urban 83 99

Source: Government of Sikkim, Sikkim in Brief, Bureau of Economics and Statistics, 
    Gangtok, June 1999.

 

A woman is considered to be an asset in the household and commands a bride price, but she has no rights of

inheritance. It is only when a daughter remains unmarried that parents customarily transfer some property to her.

Participation of women in economic activities, is high in Sikkim. The women, especially in the rural areas,

are involved in agricultural operations from sowing to harvesting. It has been their responsibility traditionally, to

collect fuel wood and fodder for the family, and fetch water from dharas (springs) in vessels which they carry in

a doko (basket) on their backs. They are responsible for all domestic tasks including the caring for domestic animals.

Women also work as paid agricultural labourers, construction workers, and take part in economic activities like

selling of vegetables in the market place. They contribute to the income of the family also through their traditional

skills in spinning and weaving.

Given the geographical conditions of rugged steep terrain, heavy rainfall etc., the women have to directly bear

the brunt of all climatic hazards. The heavy load of work in the daily lives of Sikkimese women has serious

implications for their health. This is more so because the families are large in Sikkim—30 per cent of rural families

and 22 per cent of urban families have more than 6 members. Heavy workload coupled with early marriages,

between 16–20 years, take their toll on women’s health. This is reflected in the declining sex ratio in the age group

of 29–60 in Sikkim.

Girl child: Some critical facets

Traditionally there has been no discrimination against the girl child in Sikkimese society.  Girls and boys are given

equal status in the family. Unlike many other States, no female foeticide has been reported from Sikkim. Sex-

determination tests are unheard of. Nevertheless, girls in Sikkim are underprivileged in terms of their education,

early marriage and health.

Education

The reasons for the slow spread of education among girls in Sikkim are, as elsewhere, poverty, social customs,

negative parental attitudes, poor accessibility to schools and the non-availability of schools which have women

teachers. The State Government is considering several measures to address these issues. These include the

establishment of separate primary and junior high schools for girls, wherever there is a demand, and the expansion

of facilities for higher secondary education in the exclusive girls’ secondary schools at Gangtok, Deorali, Namchi

and Gyalshing.

The introduction of free education is government schools in terms of books, uniform and mid-day meal up

to the age of 5 years, have definitely attracted more and more girls to the schooling system. These benefits are

extended to all the girls in a family, whereas in the case of boys, the benefits are limited to two per family.

Early marriage

Low participation of girls in education has a direct impact on their social chances and future prospects. This is
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reflected in the prevalence of early marriages, in both rural and urban areas, as well as in all the three communities,

the Lepchas, the Bhutias and the Nepalis. (Box 2.9).

 

In rural Sikkim, 32 per cent of the girls were married before they were 18 years and another 34 per cent got

married by the time they were 20 (Table 2.9). This implies that 66 per cent (60 per cent in 1997) of the girls got

married by the year they attained 20 in 1989. The average age at marriage for girls is 14–20 years, while for men

it is between 18–25 years.

TABLE 2.9—AGE AT MARRIAGE AMONG MEN AND WOMEN IN SIKKIM

Age at 
Marriage (yrs)

1989 1997

Rural (%) Urban (%) Rural (%) Urban (%) Rural (%) Urban (%) Rural (%) Urban (%)

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men

14 4.0 1.3 9.30 0.54 4.75 1.87 8.81 1.91

15–17 28.1
(32.1)

5.7
(7.0)

29.50
(38.80)

4.6
(5.14)

20.90
(25.65)

5.95
(7.82)

26.35
(35.16)

6.09
(8.00)

18–20 34.2
(66.3)

23.1
(30.1)

36.00
(74.80)

21.7
(26.84)

34.90
(60.55)

20.18
(28.00)

35.38
(70.54)

25.77
(33.77)

21–25 19.9 30.0 19.70 42.30 23.57 35.78 20.27 38.75

26–30 10.2 26.7 4.10 22.2 8.11 20.13 4.88 17.90

31 + 2.4 10.5 0.35 4.9 3.19 10.35 1.23 6.94

Note: Figures in brackets indicate cumulative total.
Source: Chutani and Gyatso (1993); Gyatso and Bagdass (1998).

Box 2.9—Early marriage in Sikkim

At the heart of early marriage in Sikkim, is the system of socially sanctioned elopement (bhagaune pratha).
This system probably evolved because of the strict caste system prevailing in Nepali society. Under this system,
caste exogamy was strictly prohibited for both the higher and lower castes. Faced with the threat of social
ostracization and sometimes severe punishments for inter-caste marriage, bhagaune pratha evolved as a
mechanism for social acceptance.

Bhagaune pratha allows a boy and a girl from different castes and social backgrounds to elope. After three
days of living together, the boy’s family goes to the house of the girl to inform them of the whereabouts
and well being of the girl. Some amount of money, alcohol and milk are paid to the girl’s parents, and the
marriage is formalized. Though parents may not be happy, they are forced to accept the marriage on account
of both social and moral pressure. This continues to be a major mode of marriage between castes and to a
certain extent between communities.

High levels of expenditure that have to be incurred in traditional marriage ceremonies have also helped to
give sanction to bhagaune pratha.

Unfortunately, this practice of elopement has for the last few decades become increasingly casual—to the
extent that young girls and boys who want to avoid going to school or take up any family responsibility
often elope. Fortunately, it has not led to any violence. Almost every family/home has suffered from this
phenomenon of untimely marriage.
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The situation seems to be more alarming in the urban areas. Among the married women surveyed in 1989,

almost 39 per cent got married before they turned 17 years and another 36 per cent by the time they attained 20

years of age. Though this situation improved in 1997, almost 71 per cent of urban women got married before

they attained 20 years.

Although the issue of early marriage has to be addressed in Sikkim, ii should be noticed that the median age

at first marriage in 1998–9 was higher (19.8) than that at the national level (16.4). In the effort to reduce the

incidence of early marriages in the State, a Small Family Scheme was started in 1997 (Box 2.10).

 
Health issues

The system of under-age marriage and early motherhood has a debilitating impact on the health of girls and

women. To discourage this, a strong focus on adolescent health education including sex education is needed in

the school curriculum.

An institutionalized mechanism of sensitizing the young boys and girls to the ill effects of early marriage

should be introduced. There should also be effective implementation of the Child Marriage Restraint Act. So far

this act has never been operationalized either as a punitive measure or as a deterrent.

Women’s empowerment

The role of women’s empowerment for a just society was highlighted in the Beijing Conference (1995). Sikkim

has a tradition of collective decision making by communities through the institution of the ‘Dzumsa’. However

traditional institutions do not witness a significant role for women. The empowerment of women however, has

to be at the core of state strategies and action.

Both the Central and State governments have introduced a number of programmes, e.g. Mahila Samriddhi

Yojana, Balika Samriddhi Yojana and the Small Family Scheme, to promote both women’s welfare and their

empowerment. Gender concerns have been addressed in the State through an array of women-specific welfare and

empowerment programmes (Government of Sikkim, 1998c).

Though the stipulated one-third reservation for women in Panchayats has been fully implemented, in reality

the situation is characterized by low participation in Panchayat meetings and surrogate representation. There is a

need to encourage women members to meet separately and discuss major policy and development issues, as well

as strategize them to tackle domestic violence. Gender issues raised in Panchayat meetings mostly pertain to

violence, such as wife beating by an alcoholic male member and husband bringing home a second wife. These

Box 2.10—Small Family Scheme

Measures have been taken by the government to control early marriages. The ‘Small Family Scheme’ has
been started by the State government throughout the State from April 1997. Under this scheme, girls who
have attained the age of 13 years are given financial incentives. This aims at controlling population by delayed
marriage and at reducing female mortality rate.

Girls who are 13 years of age as on April 1, 1997, and who are not married, receive a fixed deposit certificate
of Rs 2,000 from the State Bank of Sikkim in their names. The Scheme provides an incentive of Rs 2,000 if
she marries after the completion of 21 years, an additional incentive of Rs 500 if she marries at the age of
22 and if she marries at the age of 23, an additional incentive of Rs 1,000 is paid to her. So far this scheme
has covered over 1,200 children.
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issues which are usually pushed under the carpet in other States, are openly discussed in Sikkim, and this is an

encouraging sign.

However, in the absence of either a comprehensive study on gender related issues in Sikkim or any gender

audit of the development programmes of the State government, it is difficult to make a correct assessment of the

situation of women. In order to mainstream gender concerns into the core of development planning and action,

public debate on gender issues needs to be encouraged, with the involvement of media, NGOs, researchers and

social activists, along with the government and international development partners. It is hoped that with the

setting up of State Women’s Commission, the agenda of gender equality will be placed at the centre of the State’s

development strategies.

Trends in HDI and GDI

Sikkim has made substantial progress in achieving a relatively high level of literacy rate, providing basic health

services to the people, rendering material support to school going children. A positive trend between 1991, 1995

and 1998 was recorded both in terms of literacy rates as well as those of life expectancy. This has contributed to

an increase in HDI and GDI values over this decade. The growth rate of HDI slowed down from 2.75 per cent

between 1991 and 1995 to 1.85 per cent between 1995 and 1998 (Table 2.10). This decline was due to overall

retrogression of all the related indices of the HDI, except for the Per Capita Income Index (PCYI).

TABLE 2.10—HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX AND ITS COMPONENTS (1991, 1995 AND 1998)

Year District
Life

Expectancy
Literacy
Index

Enrolment
Ratio Index

Educational
Attainment

Index
Per Capita

Income Index

Human
Development

Index

State 0.625 0.569 0.436 0.525 0.274 0.454

North 0.478 0.535 0.351 0.473 0.221 0.391

1991 East 0.690 0.651 0.458 0.587 0.228 0.501

West 0.647 0.456 0.423 0.445 0.205 0.432

South 0.653 0.541 0.433 0.505 0.203 0.454

State 0.650 0.674 0.476 0.608 0.253 0.504

North 0.498 0.657 0.382 0.565 0.252 0.439

1995 East 0.715 0.748 0.500 0.665 0.269 0.550

West 0.672 0.587 0.462 0.545 0.238 0.485

South 0.678 0.638 0.472 0.583 0.242 0.501

State 0.663 0.738 0.448 0.641 0.292 0.532

North 0.512 0.730 0.362 0.607 0.282 0.467

1998 East 0.730 0.806 0.470 0.694 0.310 0.578

West 0.687 0.666 0.436 0.589 0.271 0.576

South 0.692 0.696 0.446 0.613 0.282 0.529

Source: Calculated by the author.
 

The East district, where the State capital is located and substantial public investments are made, has consistently

recorded the highest achievements in human development indicators in the State. At the other end of the spectrum

is the North district, which has the largest district in terms of geographical area. However, due to the rugged terrain,

settlements are highly scattered, communication is very difficult, and health and educational facilities are limited.
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The Gender-related Development Index (GDI) has consistently improved between 1991 and 1998 (Table 2.11).

TABLE 2.11—GENDER DEVELOPMENT INDEX AND ITS COMPONENTS (1991, 1995 AND 1998)

Year District
Life Expectancy

at Birth
Educational

Attainment Index
Per Capita

Income Index
Gender

Development Index

1991 State 0.627 0.515 0.193 0.445

North 0.480 0.460 0.202 0.381

East 0.693 0.579 0.193 0.488

West 0.648 0.432 0.195 0.425

South 0.655 0.500 0.187 0.447

1995 State 0.651 0.616 0.230 0.499

North 0.501 0.577 0.233 0.437

East 0.717 0.670 0.230 0.539

West 0.672 0.557 0.228 0.485

South 0.680 0.672 0.224 0.525

1998 State 0.665 0.655 0.266 0.528

North 0.513 0.629 0.261 0.467

East 0.732 0.702 0.266 0.567

West 0.687 0.610 0.259 0.518

South 0.694 0.757 0.261 0.571

Source: Calculated by the author.
 

Between 1991 and 1995 the GDI values registered a sharp rise due to a substantial increase in the values of

Education Attainment Index (EAI) and PCYI, which had been hovering around 5 per cent per annum. Only in

the case of life expectancy at birth, the growth rate remained below the level of 1 per cent per annum. However,

the pace of GDI increase declined significantly between 1995 and 1998. Although the growth rate of PCYI increased

significantly also between 1995 and 1998, there was a slow down in the growth of EAI. The subdued performance

of GDI in 1998 is due to the decline in the score of deprivation index of enrolment rate for both male and female.

Though the districts have shown persistent rise in GDI values, the rate of improvement has varied widely

among the districts. For example, the affluent East district scored 0.488 in 1991, whereas the North district scored

just 0.381 in the same year. However, the extent of inter-district variations in GDI is declining over the years. The

East district has reached 0.567, whereas the North has improved to 0.407 in 1998.

Conclusion

The State seems to have recorded several achievements, reflected also in the level of the HDI and GDI, in the

social sectors. However, a greater focus on strengthening elementary education is required. Further, vocational

education needs to be emphasized to cater to a large number of youth. Greater attention has to be paid to reduce

the incidence of communicable diseases.

Sikkim’s human development achievements compare favourably with the national average and with other

states in the North-East. However, the challenges of quality and easier access need to be addressed further. Successes

in school education can be sustained through improvements in quality and more effective linkages with the job

market. Given the critical role and potential of youth in Sikkim’s human development, a focus on technical and

higher education as also upon health and livelihood related issues of adolescents is the need of the hour.
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