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Introduction 
 

In April of 2008, around 3000 single women – widowed, divorced, separated or never 

married - of Himachal Pradesh marched to the state capital to demand their rights from 

the government in an unprecedented show of female solidarity and group lobbying 

power.  Their demands, presented before Chief Minister Prem Kumar Dhumal, were 

clear: free universal health care for single women, ration cards for women separated from 

their husbands, increased pension, property rights for tribal women, reservation of low-

skill, low-paying public sector jobs for single women, and finally, 2 acres of land from 

the government’s surplus land pool granted on long-term lease to any single woman who 

wished to earn a living as an independent farmer.  Dhumal promised to address some of 

these concerns immediately.  Before the thousands of women and the media 

representatives which had gathered to cover the event, he vowed to issue ration cards in 

single women's names; to make Himachal among the first states to give tribal women 

inheritance rights to land; to provide free health care and pensions for single women 

below the poverty line; and to attend to the many social security pension cases awaiting 

verdicts.  Never mind the outcome of these promises and the glaring neglect of certain 

key demands (which this report will address later).  This historic padyatra and the 

subsequent concessions given by the government represented a significant victory – both 

rhetorical and political – of the state’s more than 250,000 single women
1
.   

 

The group which organized this padyatra was Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan, or Single 

Women’s Empowerment Movement, and their victories that year went beyond the 

rhetorical.  Over the course of the previous three years, 14,566 women in Himachal 

Pradesh had been granted social security pensions under the Old Age Pension scheme, 

many of whom would never have even applied without the support and guidance of 

ENSS members.  From 2009 to 2010 the state’s budget allowance for such social 

security schemes was increased by nearly Rs. 300 million.  This and other structural 

changes in government policy towards single women have been impacted dramatically in 

the last decade by the dedicated members of ENSS.  Inspired by the work of Rajasthan’s 

Single Women’s Organization and with the help of current director Subhash 

Mendhapurkar, ENSS was founded in Himachal in 2005.  The organization wasted no 

time gaining members, supporters from the media and civil society sectors, and political 

victories such as the ones outlined above.  SUTRA (Social Uplift Through Rural Action), 

a comprehensive NGO which works in close association with ENSS, has had a far 

reaching and multifaceted impact in this small and hilly state at the foot of the 

Himalayas. Covering issues ranging from health and sanitation, to gender discrimination, 

to micro-financing among others, the ultimate goal of this people-centric organization 

has been to increase the social, economic and political participation of the most 

vulnerable members of society, and to help them improve their own circumstances 

through the power of knowledge and political action.  In the nine years since its 

inception, ENSS has continued and often expanded on the efforts of SUTRA, 

particularly those regarding women.  In addition to its dedication to grassroots political 
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activism, ENSS has successfully challenged deeply entrenched social values which 

threaten the right to happiness of marginalized individuals.    

 

The following report details the rationale for the creation of SUTRA and ENSS, their 

work towards inspiring social change and seeking political justice for the most 

vulnerable citizens (particularly the single women) of Himachal Pradesh, and the 

challenges facing the organization as it approaches a decade of service in the state.    

 

 

Himachal Pradesh: A Model For Hill-State Development 

 

 
Photo: An example of terraced farming favored in the hilly Himalayan region 

Himachal Pradesh has by all accounts reversed its own situation as a backwards and 

poorly performing small state to a veritable model for hill-state development in India.  In 

the first decade of this century, the region improved its indicators for political, economic 

and social development and outperformed most other states to become known as one of 

the most prosperous and peaceful states in India.  Politically, Himachal garnered a 

reputation as one of the most transparent and least corrupt states.  Economically, the state 

has seen dramatic improvements in the past few decades.  Himachal’s citizens enjoy the 

fourth highest per capita income in the country.  GDP (gross domestic product) saw a 

6.2% rise in 2012 compared to only 4.5% in the rest of India.
2
  With 87% of its 

population classifying as rural and an economy traditionally dominated by agriculture
3
, 

Himachal Pradesh has been gradually diversifying its economy to include industry 

(particularly hydroelectric power) and the service sector.  The tourism industry rose 

tremendously and continues to rise, more than doubling since 2005.
4
 This diversification 

of the economy has had both positive and negative connotations for the state’s farmers, 

as will be illustrated in following sections.  From a social standpoint, the state is known 

for its low crime rates (especially compared to neighboring states such as Punjab and 

Uttar Pradesh) and low levels of corruption (ranking second only to Kerala).
5
 This 
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progress, however, has slowed in recent years with a new government that has reordered 

the state’s priorities.  For example, while the state did achieve higher-than-average 

growth in 2012 the numbers were still considerably lower than 2010’s figure of 8.7%.  

This report will address how the recent decline in growth and reported clouding of 

government transparency has affected development in the state, particularly for those 

living on the margins.  However, all things taken into consideration, Himachal Pradesh 

has made enormous progress by many development indicators including literacy, 

mortality, age at marriage, longevity, GDP, and percentage of population below the 

poverty line. 
6
 

 

 

Fighting an Uphill Battle: Challenges Facing Single Women in Himachal 

Pradesh 

 

While Himachal Pradesh’s social indicators have improved since the last century, the 

state continues to be home to a class of significantly marginalized individuals.  The 

disabled, the elderly, the unemployed, non-property owners, and girls and women 

constitute this disadvantaged class.  Among women, quality of life may vary widely 

depending on factors such as income level, background and marital status.  These factors 

in turn are influenced by economics, politics (the relative power of a woman in her 

village and family unit), and social attitudes.  The following sections will review the 

impact of these three conditions on the lives of women, particularly single women, in the 

state. 

 

Social Challenges 
 

Even in the 21
st
 Century, when so many gains have been made towards women 

empowerment, many Indian women continue to be condemned to lives of dependency. 

From father to husband to son, a woman is often seen as a negligible detail of the male-

centric family unit. She is rarely given the dignity of an individual identity.  Single 

women are by far the most vulnerable in Indian society, as they have been cut off from 

what society deems the most sacred bond – the marital bond.  Without a husband, a 

woman is robbed of social recognition and may be seen by society as valueless, 

especially if she does not have children.  Considering the importance given to marriage 

in Indian society it is very difficult for women to maintain individual identities after 

marriage.  It is for this reason that widows and other single women find themselves in 

such a precarious position.  Without a husband to provide them with their sense of 

identity and social legitimacy, single women often lose the trust and support of those 

around them.   

 

This lack of social standing has myriad implications for single women.  Many are not 

permitted to participate in “happy occasions” such as birthdays, weddings or religious 

ceremonies.  Nirmal Chandel, the State Coordinator of Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan, sums 

up the state of single women today by stating that in many rural areas women who have 
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lost their husbands face extreme regulations and are the victims of various forms of 

violence.  Many are still forbidden from wearing colorful clothes and eating non-

vegetarian food.  Despite the fact that one in five households in Himachal today are 

headed by women
7
, those who choose to work outside the home to supplement their 

income often come under suspicion – they are easily targeted in accusations of illicit 

affairs and even, in some regions, witchcraft.  In accordance with the patriarchal nature 

of Indian society, single women often tend to be blamed for the failure of their 

marriages.  From infertility to physical appearance to simply “failing to make the 

husband happy”, countless explanations are cited as to why the woman is at fault for the 

dissolution of her marriage.  

 

A regrettable factor of many marriages is a gradual alienation of women from their 

traditional support systems.  Along with feelings of homesickness, married women often 

lack the companionship, support and advice of their natal family while they settle into 

their marital home.  Gradually, the relationship between a married woman and her natal 

family may become more distant, especially if one or both parents pass away.  In the 

event of widowhood or separation from the husband, women often find themselves in 

very vulnerable positions.  It is not uncommon that neither the marital nor the natal 

family is willing to “claim” a single woman.  They may prefer instead to give her a small 

maintenance allowance or even, in the case of the sasural, to take advantage of her 

isolation.  Brijwala, an ENSS member from Bilaspur District proudly raising two 

daughters, recalled the appalling treatment she faced in her husband’s home before her 

brother helped her to gain independence: “My in-laws never gave me or my children 

enough to eat.  I think women are also part of the problem of patriarchy when they fail to 

support and care for other women.”  Women may be treated as household servants, seen 

by their in-laws as “free labor” and exploited as such.  This is not the only way in which 

a single woman’s body may be manipulated against her will – an equally common kind 

of exploitation comes in the form of sexual harassment and assault.  In a society where 

the respect accorded a female has much to do with her marital status, women without 

husbands can be seen as “available” or “public property”.  They are thus highly 

vulnerable to sexual harassment and sexualized violence, often from their own fathers- or 

brothers-in-law.   

 

There are additional circumstances, including disability, old age and HIV/AIDS which 

further contribute to the marginalization of single women.  During the founding of 

SUTRA in Himachal Pradesh it was found that in some districts many women were HIV 

positive due to husbands who worked as migrant workers.  Individuals with this disease 

are highly stigmatized and make up one of the most disadvantaged classes in the 

population. 
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Political Challenges 
 

It is best to view the political challenges facing single women not as isolated phenomena 

but as intimately linked to the social factors discussed above.  Social mores about girls 

and women have a direct influence on how they are treated politically, as local policy 

makers tend to be influenced by such norms.  India’s 1950 Constitution ensures equal 

citizenship to all, but complicated administrative requirements and expensive legal 

procedures preclude many single women from benefiting from written laws (as in the 

case of those whose right to their deceased husbands’ property is usurped by in-laws).  

At the Panchayat level, this connection between society and women’s rights has several 

implications.  Often, females are never registered with the local Panchayats of either 

their natal home or their sasural.  This may be due to ignorance regarding procedure, or 

to a reluctance to acknowledge girl children.  In a society where births of girls are 

reported and celebrated considerably less than that of boys, it is easy to see how this lack 

of social recognition for girls and women transfers into the political sphere.  When 

women are not registered in a local Panchayat they are less likely to be able to contribute 

to or voice their concerns at village meetings.  It becomes difficult for them to gain 

political recognition and to access documents.  In the case of single women, this latter 

point is important.  In the event of a husband’s death, disappearance or in the case of 

divorce, local government officials may be unwilling to help an unregistered woman 

acquire the necessary certificates unless she is supported by her husband’s family.  

Women in love marriages may know very little about their husband’s family and find it 

difficult to access such information after his death or separation.  Without a death, 

divorce or other certificate proving their single status it is almost impossible for women 

to access government aid.  Panchayat Pradhans are often unwilling to automatically add 

widows to the BPL (below poverty line) list, a prerequisite for several government 

schemes.  Ration cards, a vital source of livelihood for single women without an income, 

are also difficult to come by for those who are not registered in local Panchayats.  The 

irony is that through this process of alienation and bureaucracy, government schemes 

designed specifically to assist single women who have no other avenue of support are 

often made the least accessible to those who need it most.  The changing role of 

government aid programs will be addressed later in this report. 

 

Another way in which the social-political connection impedes single women’s progress 

is by fostering ignorance and the reluctance of women to participate in politics.  Many 

women in rural areas are uneducated, illiterate and lacking social support systems. This 

is a disastrous combination which works to cut women off from the political process and 

knowledge gaining sources that are meant to help them.  Looking at the figures of single 

women in Himachal Pradesh, it becomes obvious that it is not a lack of people but a lack 

of information and unity which has thus far kept these women from reaching their full 

political potential.  Single women are well aware of their poor image in society and this 

awareness leads them to fear and avoid the very institutions that are meant to assist them.  

The resulting low self-esteem and depression that arises from all of these factors affect 

their long term emotional, mental and physical well-being.  
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Economic Challenges 

If the political structure draws from social norms, then the economic structures in which 

single women are bound are influenced by both society and politics.  Women are 

economically disenfranchised in the employment sector, questions of property rights, and 

a myriad of other areas.   

Male members of households are likely to source wage labor outside villages, leaving 

women to perform the bulk of the agricultural labor at home.  On one hand, this wage 

labor has helped bring considerable remittances from the cities to the countryside, 

resulting in a decline of the percentage of people living below the poverty line.  In fact 

the percentage of individuals in Himachal identifying as BPL decreased from 26.39% in 

1974 to 7.63% in 2000.
8
  On the other hand, this labor-driven migration has resulted in 

women becoming increasingly tied to the land, reducing their potential mobility and 

causing further isolation and marginalization.  If a woman is compelled to work outside 

the home, such as in the case of losing her husband, she may experience difficulty 

seeking employment due to her limited mobility.  She is also likely to feel limited by a 

lack of education, skills, and by social norms which deem it improper for women to work 

outside the house.  The majority of women perform unpaid labor within the household.  

Without the possibility of self-sufficiency, single women and their families become 

trapped in a cycle of poverty.   

 

In the case of land and property rights, many women are simply ignorant of their rights 

to property after the death of their husband or father.  The Hindu Succession Act of 1956 

enabled daughters, widows and mothers to inherit land on an equal footing with sons, but 

very few women will exercise this right because of the importance of sons and brothers 

for them at various crucial points in their lives.
9
  This lays bare the value-laden kinship 

structures within which the law operates.  While Indian law does give women claims to 

property, in reality it is often impossible for them to act on these claims without going 

against the grain of society.  Lacking property is not only a burden in and of itself; it also 

poses a serious obstacle to women seeking government pensions.  SUTRA has reported 

that in several districts of Himachal, single women with no property are denied pensions.  

Indeed, inefficient and corrupt government bureaucracies in many areas work against 

property-less people to deny them basic rights.  

There are other economic obstacles facing single women.  It is not uncommon, especially 

in farming communities, for husbands to die or disappear leaving large debts behind.  

Their widows must often shoulder these debts and considering the employment problem 

outlined above, this can prove impossible for them.  Lack of economic assets poses a 

serious challenge to women applying for pension schemes or loans.  Most pension 

schemes have a rigid set of guidelines which many single women do not fall under.  In 

fact, young widows with children have been found to benefit the least from such schemes 

as they fall outside the age bracket that is normally targeted by the government.  Those 

single women living with relatives or their husband’s families are at a particular 

disadvantage.  Qualification for pensions requires a minimum income level, and this 

minimum income is usually calculated as the total household income.  However, women 
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and their children do not always benefit from the household income.  In fact in the worst 

of circumstances they may be treated as burdens and relegated to a small corner of the 

house where they are lucky even to be fed, let alone given money for school tuition and 

other basic necessities.  Women who seek to take out loans to open small enterprises or 

repay pressing debts are denied by banks if they have no collateral.  With these obstacles 

to employment, pensions and loans, a cycle of poverty is perpetuated. 

 

The Rationale for an Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan 

A review of the social, political and economic factors working against single women 

makes it clear: in order to reverse the poverty cycle, serious structural changes must be 

made to these three institutions.  At the societal level, individual and communal 

perceptions of girls and women must change so that all women are given respect 

regardless of their income level or marital status.  Women themselves must be taught to 

assert their own rights.  At the political level, women must be helped to realize their full 

political potential through the power of organization and knowledge.  Local, state and 

national governments must become more sensitive to issues facing single women and 

they must acknowledge the social factors which influence the implementation of laws.  

At the economic level, women must be empowered to enter the workforce so they may 

attain financial independence.  The laws must be altered to accommodate single women 

under various circumstances.  With one in five households in Himachal Pradesh headed 

by single women, it is crucial to enable and mobilize these women not only for their 

individual benefit but for the benefit of their families and communities.  It is this need 

that brought Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan to Himachal Pradesh in 2005, and it is with a 

commitment to inspiring these changes that the organization continues to move forward. 

 

 

Organization Breakdown: Empowering Single Women at all Levels 

 

 
Photo: Radha Devi, prominent ENSS member and Head of ENSS sister organization Nishtha (center-right), poses with 

other attendees at ENSS’s 2014 annual statewide meeting in Shimla 
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In 2005, with the help of founder Subhash Mendhapurkar, Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan 

Rajasthan and the support of 200 Gram Panchayat members, as well as social activists 

and civil society organizations, ENSS Himachal was formed.  ENSS Himachal works 

towards pressuring the government to formulate policies with single women in mind, and 

helps them attain and maintain economic self-sufficiency and social agency.  ENSS 

lobbies the government to address and amend the inherent inadequacies of the law and 

the way in which it is enforced. It aims to increase women’s access to the law through 

grassroots organization, information dissemination workshops, and networking.  The 

organization rejects the patronizing approach of government ministries and demands a 

rights-based approach in addressing women’s issues.  It argues that the women of 

Himachal Pradesh are a significant contributing factor in the economic growth of the 

state, and are hence just as entitled to land and compensation as men. 

 

This voluntary action group (as its members prefer to call it) is funded through various 

government allowances, donations from international funding societies, and the United 

Nations Population Fund.  As of June 2014 it encompasses 7 districts, 21 blocks, and 396 

Panchayats.  Of the 7 districts in which ENSS conducts activities, it is directly active in 

Solan and Shimla and indirectly active in the remaining districts in collaboration with 

sister organizations (such as Kangra’s Nishtha).  ENSS Himachal Pradesh also extends 

beyond state boundaries as an active member of the National Forum for Single Women’s 

Rights.  No less than 533 civil society organizations lend their support to ENSS 

proceedings, and as of June 2014 the organization boasted 12,911 registered members, 

4,351 of whom are Dalit.  Membership is dominated by widows at 12,437 members.  The 

remaining members are composed of 171 abandoned women; 125 divorcees; 54 with 

husbands missing; 40 unmarried; 33 disabled; and 31 women infected with HIV/AIDS.  

SUTRA devotes programs to the following policy areas:  sanitation, women’s health, 

tribal welfare, the welfare of single women, balancing the sex ratio, micro-financing 

operations, HIV/AIDS prevention, ending domestic violence, and increasing the 

effective participation of women in Panchayats.  Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan was formed 

under SUTRA specifically to address single women’s issues, but has inevitably 

incorporated many of these other areas in doing so.  Indeed, the welfare of Himachal’s 

rural women is inextricably linked to all of these wider goals.  The most prominent 

objectives of ENSS are as follows. 

 

ENSS Objectives: 

 

 Providing a sense of identity as well as social and political recognition to single 

women and single women issues at the local, state and national levels 

 Challenging the established patriarchal and feudal systems and bringing change 

in societal and political perspectives regarding single women 

 Developing the capacity of rural people to take control of their own lives through 

the power of information and organization 

 Strengthening inter-district and interstate collaboration among single women 

through visits and issue-based networking 

 Speaking out against various forms of violence and discrimination perpetrated 

against single women 

 Engendering governance – giving government the gendered perspective it needs, 

to help women find their voice in policy creation and to provide women with a 
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secure environment for engaging in political activity; lobbying with the 

government to address all issues in a gender-sensitive and equity-based manner 

 Cultivating leadership qualities and capabilities to empower single women   

 

 

Recognizing the pressing social, financial and political hindrances facing single women 

in Himachal Pradesh, the members of ENSS have over the years developed a plan of 

action posited partly as a charter of demands directed to the government.  This plan and 

the accompanying demands are as follows. 

 

ENSS Recommendations for Promoting Single Women’s Rights:  

 

 Self-help groups and micro-loaning programs should be utilized to help 

women start their own small enterprises  

 Single women should be given priority in peripheral jobs at schools, 

anganwadis, hospitals and other public institutions to encourage women’s 

employment outside of the agricultural sector; these jobs would be “the 

lowest level government jobs that require no formal education, such as 

water carrier in the schools, paid at a below subsistence wage, but 

offering a modicum of financial stability”
10

 

 Government schemes, particularly the Mother Teresa grant, should have a 

simpler application process and take on a more inclusive attitude.  The 

Mother Teresa scheme should be expanded to include children up to age 

21; children being looked after by foster parents; children whose mothers 

have migrated to towns for work; and children of women who have been 

driven out of their sasural and are fighting court cases 

 Ration cards should be more widely available to single women to promote 

access to food, fuel and other basic necessities    

 Single women’s cases should be referred to fast-track courts in the case of 

contention with in-laws over land or absentee/non-cooperating husbands 

 Women who have been driven from their in-laws homes and are living in 

their natal homes must be declared as “independent person/family” and 

entered into the Parivar Registers of their Gram Panchayats 

 A pension policy like that in neighboring Haryana should be available to 

older single women 

 2 acres of land on long-term lease should be provided from the 

government’s surplus land pool to all single women who wish to work as 

self-employed farmers 

 Increased land rights for tribal women must be promoted 

 Free health care, including medication and tests, should be available to all 

single women 

   

With an aim towards reaching these goals, the members of ENSS have worked tirelessly 

to provide the necessary stepping stones women need to attain their full rights.  These 

include confidence-building and information dissemination workshops, which give 
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women and their families the necessary foundation from which they can begin to assert 

their rights on both a political and societal level; workshops to promote gender 

sensitivity and appropriate family planning; microcredit programs to promote financial 

independence among rural women; and many other programs and activities.  Since its 

establishment, ENSS has made great strides in furthering the social, economic and 

political condition of Himachal’s women. 

 

  

Achievements of Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan 
 

Addressing the Gender Gap and Promoting Conscientious Family Planning 

 

 
Photo: A multiday youth workshop at SUTRA headquarters sensitizes girls to gender issues  

 

Indian society is deeply rooted in the philosophy (voiced or otherwise) of male 

superiority and female inferiority.  This belief extends to family planning practices to 

culminate in an extreme gender bias which favors boy children at the expense of girls.  

Ultrasound technology, by all means a positive innovation, has paradoxically contributed 

to the growing problem of sex-selective abortions (SSA).  With the burgeoning of the 

middle class across the country, parents are attempting to realize higher aspirations for 

their children (including improved quality of education) even as they are restrained by 

limited resources and an increasingly expensive health care system.  Measures to limit 

family size to just one or two children are therefore becoming increasingly popular.  The 

result is often the abortion of less desirable female children.  Research has shown that 

families with male children are far more likely to go in for contraceptive measures than 

those without - In 2006 100% of women who already had two sons reported having no 

desire for further children, whereas 64% of women with 2 daughters and no sons 

reported the same.
11

 Sex selective abortions are outlawed but this is difficult to enforce, 

especially in states like Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Bihar which traditionally 

have poor quality of governance.  Himachal has historically not fared much better – in 
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2008 the districts of Shimla, Hamirpur and Sirmaur reported 898, 907 and 901 females 

respectively for every 1000 males. 

 

The government, in attempting to promote population control, has ultimately exacerbated 

gender disparities by emphasizing terminal birth control options to low-income families.  

On one hand, public efforts to reduce fertility have been “successful” – Himachal 

Pradesh’s fertility rate has gone from 3 to 1.9 children per woman since the early 1990’s 

and is now well below replacement level.
12

  However, this has come at a steep price.  In 

the words of Aditi Bishnoi in her article “Absentia in Himachal”, 

 

According to the child sex ratio data (2011 census), there are only 906 females 

per 1000 males in the age group 0 to 6 years. That’s even lower than the dismal 

national average of 914. Despite a law to prevent female foeticide – the Pre-

conception and Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques (PCPNDT) Act, 2003 – and a 

slew of schemes to encourage families to have daughters, son preference 

continues to be the dominant trend here. 

 

Families, while recognizing that a shortage of women is disadvantageous to society as a 

whole, tend to only consider the immediate and personal consequences of not producing 

a male child.  This can be seen as a kind of “every man for himself” paradox, in which 

everyone recognizes the need for change but no one is willing to sacrifice for the good of 

the whole.  SUTRA recognizes the need to address this paradox head-on, working to 

change traditional values regarding gender.  Since May of 2012, SUTRA has been 

working with the Population Foundation of India (PFI) to convert Panchayats into 

agencies that promote reproductive health services and reproductive rights.  One of these 

agencies is the Kanya Bachao Samiti (KBS) or Committee for Saving the Girl Child.  

The KBS is becoming a ground for fostering more informed, sensitive Panchayats and 

providing women and their families a safe platform for accessing and discussing non-

gender discriminating forms of family planning.  It focuses on encouraging informed 

family planning and proper care of pregnant women, reducing gender discrimination, 

preventing STDs and promoting non-terminal forms of birth control.  SUTRA, in 

collaboration with PFI, has facilitated the establishment of this localized voluntary group 

in 300 Panchayats across Solan, Sirmaur, Una, Mandi and Kangra districts.  Typically, 

Gram Panchayats only inform women about rural employment guarantee programs or 

issues related to water and food grain distribution.  In contrast, during KBS meetings 

undivided attention is given to issues of women’s heath, family planning and the 

declining sex ratio. Each KBS has between 15 to 30 members that include Panchayat 

members, ENSS members, anganwadi workers, members of local Self Help Groups, 

health workers and homemakers. 

 

The Kanya Bachao Samiti is part of a larger project being carried out by ENSS from 

May 2012 until April 2015.  The project is officially known as “Ensuring Reproductive 

Health and Rights for Women in Himachal Pradesh”.  The overarching goals of the 

project are destigmatizing health seeking behavior; reducing maternal and infant 

mortality through education and improved health facilities; addressing the child sex ratio 

and gender discriminating practices; and helping women gain access to reproductive 
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knowledge to help them make informed decisions to limit their family size in a way that 

does not prioritize male children. 

 

Due largely to lobbying by the National Forum for Single Women’s Rights with which 

ENSS collaborates, the Mukhya Mantri Kanyadan Yojna fund was increased in 2013 

from Rs. 6500 to Rs. 10,000
13

, and the maximum income to receive grants from the fund 

was raised from Rs. 20,000 to Rs. 35 ,000.  The Kanyadan Yojna fund is designed to 

help poor families pay for their daughters’ weddings and household necessities after 

marriage.  The direct effects of the program have been to greatly ease one of the major 

sources of financial strain on poor families.  Indirectly, a long-term successful 

implementation of the Kanyadan Yojna scheme may deter families from engaging in 

sex-selective abortion by removing the perceived financial “burden” of marrying off 

daughters.   

 

Acting at the grassroots as well as the government level to change gender discriminating 

practices, ENSS has already achieved results since commencing its work in 2005.  The 

sex ratio of Solan district has in the past decade been stabilized at 940 females per 1000 

males.  In areas where previously only the birth of a male child was celebrated, birthdays 

of 44 girls have been celebrated across 21 Gram Panchayats.  The parents of 74 girls 

opened recurring deposits in their names across 13 Gram Panchayats, and 23 savings 

accounts were opened for girls across 9 Gram Panchayats.  Thirty KBSs made pregnancy 

self-test kits available at local anganwadi centers.  Over 200 information dissemination 

meetings have been held at Mahila Mandals, with groups and with married couples. 

ENSS successfully pressured the Himachal government to remove the two child norm 

imposed on Panchayat representatives, making Himachal Pradesh the first state to 

overturn this severe policy.  This success highlights ENSS’s ability to engage in both 

policy-centric and people-centric advocacy to accomplish a goal.  On the social level, 

ENSS has fostered a palpable shift in societal attitudes regarding girl children.  Whereas 

just a decade ago women’s feelings towards girl children echoed those of neighboring 

states, now it is not uncommon to hear women speak of their daughters with a sense of 

pride.  Even women, particularly those members of ENSS, who have multiple daughters 

and no sons report being content with their children.  Brijwala of Bilaspur District says 

that her two daughters (she has no sons) are the greatest joy in her life.  “I have spared no 

expenses in educating my daughters,” she says with pride, “and thanks to my brother’s 

support I have been able to do so.  One of my daughters is completing her BCA after 

finishing a course in fashion design.  She says she will pursue her MCA afterwards, and I 

will support her in that also.”  It is clear that for these members of ENSS, discussing such 

issues as gender discrimination and female feticide among fellow members has helped to 

spread knowledge and promote a shift in attitudes toward girl children. 

  

 

Fighting Alcoholism and Domestic Violence in Villages 
 

Alcohol consumption is highly correlative with spousal violence and research shows that 

less educated women are most at risk.  According to the National Family Health Survey 

of Himachal Pradesh, only 22% of women who face domestic violence ever seek help.  
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SUTRA and the members of ENSS have therefore encouraged abused women to raise 

their voices and confront the sources of their suffering.  The relationship between alcohol 

abuse and domestic violence has prompted women in many villages to combine their 

efforts, fighting against both liquor vendors and abusive spouses.  Members of ENSS 

have fought to enforce a little-known law that liquor vendors must seek permission from 

the Panchayat before selling liquor.
14

  Women with alcoholic husbands have been 

mobilized in many villages to join their Panchayat.  Consequently, these women have 

moved from being barely represented in their Panchayat to in some cases forming a 

majority.  As such, through sheer power of numbers women facing alcoholic and abusive 

husbands are often able to prevent any new efforts to open liquor stores.  Information 

seminars have been organized to inform women of their rights under the Protection of 

Women from Domestic Violence Act (PWDVA).  Under this act, domestic violence is 

defined as any act which results in physical, sexual or psychological harm.  Village 

pressure groups have been organized to suppress spousal violence to the extent that it is 

no longer visibly practiced in many villages.   

  

 

Behen Teez and Fostering Female Empowerment 

 

 
Photo: ENSS members apply tilak during a celebration of Behen Teez 

 

Behen Teez festivals celebrating the bonds of sisterhood have been organized by ENSS 

members for the past four years.  Members celebrate by singing, dancing, sharing sweets 

and marking each other’s foreheads with tilak.  The aim of the festival is to strengthen 

the relationships among single women who have been denied by their families and to 

provide these women with a sense of belonging and self-worth.  Behen Teez festivals are 

an important aspect of fostering female solidarity and preparing disenfranchised women 

to stand together against sources of injustice and assert their rights.  Various media 

outlets have covered the celebrations. 

 

Through empowering single women and helping them find their identity outside of 

family and community affiliations, ENSS has nurtured a new generation of women who 

value independence and self-worth over rigid social customs.  Women have been brought 

out of their homes, and given the courage to don colorful clothes, sing, dance, and fight 

for their basic rights.  ENSS members have fostered an increased sense of sisterhood 
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among women of all castes and classes.  Previously, even among disadvantaged women 

there was a visible division between the upper and lower castes, especially regarding 

Dalits and scheduled tribes.  Through workshops and fieldwork SUTRA has managed to 

change these attitudes, strengthening solidarity among all single women and increasing 

the political weight of the organization.  The combined efforts of ENSS members have 

prompted all the major political parties and government officials of Himachal Pradesh to 

put single women’s issues on their agendas.  Members of the organization have been 

awarded at the local, district and state levels for their work, including during ceremonies 

organized on National Women’s Day. 

 

 

Microcredit Loans and Self-Help Groups 
 

Himachal Pradesh is rich in many diverse crops, with a burgeoning hydroelectric power 

industry and a robust tourism sector.  The state has a great deal of untapped potential for 

economic growth.  The public sector, which constitutes the bulk of employment and 

economic activity, is traditionally dominated by men.  This can be problematic for 

several reasons.  Male heads of households, especially in rural areas, are often 

susceptible to alcohol abuse and other activities which do not utilize income 

productively.  Being the prime income-earners of the family and in charge of all 

household finances, men are generally free to spend their income as they wish and are 

rarely held accountable for their financial behavior.  As a result, much of the income 

generated by male heads of households does not contribute to the overall well-being of 

the family.  Nor does it foster positive economic activity in communities.  In fact it has 

been confirmed time and again by studies done in low-income countries that extra 

income accrued to women is much more likely to be invested back into the household – 

in the form of tuition and medical fees for children, nutritious foods, and so on.
15

  

Therefore, providing women with more opportunities to earn income, and de-

stigmatizing women who choose to work outside of the home are priorities for SUTRA 

and ENSS.  Since the organization’s establishment in Himachal it has helped 2,133 

women find employment with MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act).    

 

In addition to supporting rural employment schemes such as MGNREGA, SUTRA has 

been a great proponent of microcredit as a way for women to gain economic 

independence.  In microcredit operations, groups of mutually accountable individuals, 

referred to as Self-Help Groups (SHGs), collectively take out loans from informal 

microcredit banks and hold each other responsible for repaying the loans on time.  The 

loans are utilized to invest in income-producing capital like livestock, or to establish 

small private enterprises such as daily needs shops.  Across the world microcredit 

beneficiaries are overwhelmingly female.  This can largely be explained by the fact that 

males tend to dominate traditional employment sectors.   The SHG system is 

characterized by much higher repayment rates than those seen in traditional banking.
16

  

Microcredit programs have helped women take control of the family finances through 

small-scale dairy and farming operations in villages that are plagued by alcohol abuse 
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and the resultant squandering of finances.  In Himachal, SHGs provide support at two 

levels: accessing loans for economic empowerment and providing organizational support 

in accessing government schemes. 

 

The Indian Government has long acknowledged the immense potential of microcredit for 

alleviating poverty, establishing initiatives such as the Swayam Sidha and Rashtriya 

Mahila Kosh programs.  These programs link SHGs with banks where members can gain 

access to microcredit loans.  They also offer skill improvement and marketing support, 

and provide low interest credit through NGOs and Self-Help Groups.  

 

SUTRA, recognizing a need to expand on these government efforts, established a 

microcredit operation of its own.  With the guidance of Subhash Mendhapurkar, women 

began to recognize the latent potential in the biologically abundant landscape of 

Himachal’s countryside.  They began to use microcredit to cultivate small, independent 

plots which utilized the productive capacity of the land.  Household incomes were 

supplemented as women increasingly took control of the proceeds from their land and 

directed their earning towards basic household necessities and investments in health and 

education. Through his understanding of ecology and women’s economic needs, 

Mendhapurkar also helped to bring about a change in the way the forestry department 

handled anti-erosion measures by convincing them to plant more small, crop-producing 

trees which benefited the women of the area.
17

  Thus, by utilizing microcredits and the 

rural ecology, SUTRA has helped women use the land to their full economic advantage. 

 

The organization functions as an informal bank, loaning money to groups of women at 

very low interest and using the returns to finance yet more loans.  Between 2012 and 

2013 3,246 women in the state benefited from microcredit loans.  Rs. 6 million were 

loaned out, with Rs. 3,652,300 recovered against a 3,134,800 target – meaning the 

repayment amount for that year exceeded expectations by over 5 lakh.  Two hundred 

twenty-one Self-Help Groups have been established among ENSS members in 

Dharampur, Nalagarh and Nahan, with a total of 3,256 members.  SUTRA has provided 

the infrastructure for SHGs to be established wherever they are needed across the state, 

with a Rs. 50 entrance fee per member.  After a period of 6 months the members are able 

to connect with banks from which they can receive loans for the purpose of income 

generating activities, such as purchasing cows, seeds or fertilizers and opening small 

shops.  SUTRA has also provided training to countless women which, combined with the 

microcredit loans, enables them to earn money on their own merit.  The benefits are 

endless. Women are able to learn skills such as small-scale construction, basket making, 

masonry, and shop keeping.  This brings them new status as self-sufficient, self-reliant 

individuals and in turn gives them a sense of self-worth never before experienced.  They 

are then able to pass this confidence onto their children, and even inspire their male 

relatives with their perseverance.  Ultimately entire communities are uplifted and begin 

to see the value of hard work, skill-building and village-level cooperatives.   
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Increasing Political Awareness and Activity of Women at the Local Level 

 

 
Photo: Single women at the annual statewide meeting discuss what it means to be an effective leader  

 

ENSS coordinators arrange one-day training camps at their office in Solan district to 

inform women about the organization’s activities and to encourage them to join.  Many 

of the women who attend go to great lengths to do so, coming on grueling bus rides from 

districts as remote as Kangra, Chamba and Kinnaur.  A priority of the organization is 

preparing the next generation of single women leaders from the 25-35 age bracket.  

Leadership building workshops are arranged to promote leadership skills and create an 

understanding of what effective leadership requires.  Future leaders learn how to address 

current as well as emerging challenges facing single women.  These workshops prepare 

women not only for leadership positions with ENSS itself, but also in their communities, 

be it within the Panchayat, community activist groups or other women’s empowerment 

organizations.  Since 2005 around 89 members of ENSS, including Nirmal Chandel, 

State Coordinator of ENSS Himachal, have contested elections at various levels of 

government in the state.  Twenty-five single-status women have won Panchayat 

elections, testament to the efficacy of ENSS’s efforts to empower women politically. 

 

ENSS has also initiated Jan Sunvais at the block and district levels.  These public 

hearings have evolved into grassroots problem-solving conferences where members help 

one another gain information to better navigate the government bureaucracy.  Issues 

discussed include the proper procedure for applying for various government schemes, 

and how to procure income, death and other certificates.  The Jan Sunvais have helped 

women develop courage and communication skills.  Through these meetings, women 

have learned how to properly articulate their problems and work together to find 

solutions.   

 

Another priority of ENSS has been encouraging women to become more involved in 

Gram Sabhas.  Acknowledging the potential obstacles facing many single women in 

participating in the traditional Gram Sabha, in 2007 SUTRA and ENSS initiated a 

campaign to request the state government to coordinate Mahila Gram Sabhas. The 

campaign was carried out at two levels: the community level and the mass level.  Sixteen 

meetings were held expounding on the necessity of a Mahila Gram Sabha and a petition 

bearing 9,757 signatures was submitted to local government officials.  A total of 15 
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rallies took place in which 2,588 women participated.  The government agreed and called 

the first Mahila Gram Sabha on 23rd September 2007.  Despite poor planning many 

women turned out, eager to have their voices heard. The strong response and the 

dedication of women to participate in these Mahila Gram Sabhas confirmed that 

ownership of the Gram Sabha can be transferred to women if enough efforts are made 

to engender and sensitize the institution.  In 2008 ENSS lobbied with Panchayat leaders 

for permission to carry out independent Mahila Gram Sabhas.  Since then Mahila Gram 

Sabhas have been held across all 7 districts covered by ENSS, in 20 blocks and with 

892 participants.  The objective of these meetings is to encourage women to raise their 

voice and to help them become more involved in village Panchayats. 

 

 

Information Dissemination and Research Publication 
 

In addition to the information workshops organized periodically at SUTRA’s 

headquarters, the organization has published several pamphlets, booklets, manuals and 

reports to spread awareness among single women and the general populace.  Booklets 

have been distributed covering topics such as the National Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act (published in 2005); gender-sensitizing guides for health service 

providers; female anatomy and physiology; organic farming; animal husbandry and 

veterinary care; the Himachal Pradesh Panchayati Raj Act of 1994; SHGs; and more.  

Research publications include, among many others: “A Study on the Relationship 

Between Pre-Birth Elimination of Female Foetus and Practice of Dowry”; “Public Health 

Delivery System”; “Gender Justice and Nyaya Panchayats in Himachal Pradesh”; and 

concurrent research on engendering NREGA. 

 

The purpose of these publications is to educate women about governmental procedures, 

social issues and their own rights.  On an individual level the merit of this achievement is 

obvious.  On a family and social level too, it is a fact that educating women is one of the 

best methods of educating the next generation and fighting poverty 

 

 

Helping Single Women Access Government Schemes 

For women lacking regular employment and adequate financial support from relatives, 

public welfare programs are indispensable.  The most common government schemes 

either directly or indirectly benefitting poor, rural, and single status women include: the 

Social Security and Old Age Pensions; the Mother Teresa Yojana for widows and their 

children; and the Mukhya Mantri Kanyadan Yojana to help finance the marriages of 

daughters and single women.  While these programs have undoubtedly benefitted 

countless women and their families in Himachal Pradesh, ENSS State Coordinator 

Nirmal Chandel believes they are not enough.  “While divorcees and widows get 

pensions or other benefits, what about the women whose divorce cases are pending 

indefinitely?” asks Ms. Chandel rhetorically, quoting the recent case of a woman whose 

husband became a sadhu, after which neither her parents nor her in-laws were willing to 

support her.  She is not alone in her concerns.  The organization has demanded that all 

such women whose court cases stagnate for more than three years should also get 



18 

 

pensions.
18

   Ms. Chandel stresses that many of the single women who have no 

alternative but to live with their in-laws or parents suffer humiliation and discrimination 

on a daily basis. She says that these women should be entitled to separate ration cards. 

Additionally, household income should not have an influence on single women’s 

eligibility for welfare schemes. 

 

Recognizing the inadequacies in current government aid programs, SUTRA works to 

increase women’s accessibility to financial benefits.  It accomplishes this at the populist 

level by informing women about the different programs available and helping them with 

the application process.  At the government level, SUTRA pressures government 

officials to rewrite schemes to better accommodate single women and their families.   

After the 2008 padyatra, 14,566 new social security pension cases were approved in the 

state. The following year, the budget for social security pensions saw a rise of nearly Rs. 

300 million, a 10% increase from the previous year.  The amount for social security 

pensions was increased from Rs. 500 to Rs. 550, pensions for disabled individuals were 

set at Rs. 750, and those for the elderly at Rs. 1000.  All of these changes will be enacted 

starting in 2014.  After 398 village Panchayats sent a proposal to the Chief Minister with 

the help of ENSS, the maximum income for pension eligibility was raised to Rs. 35 

thousand.  This was a big step in achieving greater government sensitivity towards single 

women who do not benefit from the household income.  Since 2005 SUTRA has helped 

452 women apply for widow pensions who may otherwise have not had the courage or 

capacity to do so on their own; 282 of those who applied were granted pensions.  It also 

helped 197 women complete forms for the Mother Teresa Grant, 111 of which were 

ultimately awarded the grant.  Finally SUTRA assisted 122 women in filing for the 

Mukhya Mantri Kanyadan Yojna, 68 of whom received it.  The organization is keen on 

changing the eligibility requirements for these pensions and grants so that more women 

can be approved.  In 2010, ENSS Himachal and its founder Subhash Mendhapurkar were 

awarded the Ashoka’s Change Makers Award for their efforts and for successfully 

enabling all 35 single women in Tikri village of Baijanth block to access government 

schemes.  Through continuous lobbying of the government, ENSS has managed to make 

the Principle of Equity applicable to widows’ pensions – meaning recognizing that a 

young widow with children to provide for is more in need of money than an elderly 

widow whose children are grown.  As a result, the state government announced a Rs. 

1000 grant to all young children of widows.  Himachal Pradesh is the first state to apply 

the Principle of Equity to widows’ pensions. 

 

 

Other Political Actions and Victories of ENSS 
 

 SUTRA has fought against the tribal inheritance law which states that only men 

may inherit property, by deeming this law unconstitutional under the Hindu 

Succession Act of 1956 which gave equal inheritance rights to men and women 

and made the wife the first inheritor of her husband’s property after his death.  

 

 After years of demands from ENSS, ration cards are finally being made available 

to female heads of household in Himachal Pradesh. The government has ordered 

ration depots to make single women their first priority.  This is a huge victory on 
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the social front as women are starting to be viewed by society and government 

institutions as individuals rather than as members of a patriarchal family unit. 

   

 The government increased the rate of gas cylinders from Rs. 400 to Rs. 1300, 

which increased financial strain on struggling single women.  Therefore ENSS 

members raised this issue in their Gram Sabhas and quarterly and biannual 

meetings.  They also sent a notice to the Chief Minister explaining how the new 

price was a burden to them.  The Chief Minister acknowledged the problem and 

returned the rate to Rs. 400.  This success illustrates the power of organization, 

basic education (to write letters), awareness (to be able to iterate why the price 

hike was such a problem), and numbers in lobbying with the government to 

achieve an objective. 

 

 Government bus fares have been made free for Muslim women on Eid. 

 

 

Future Challenges: Health, Education, and the Hunt for Government-Leased 

Land 
 

Now that the impact of SUTRA and ENSS on women’s rights in Himachal Pradesh has 

been illustrated, where do they go from here?  From a populist stance, the greatest 

challenges that these organizations will have to face pertain to privatization of health and 

education resources and the resultant increased financial strain on single women 

households.  The GDP-based growth model was popularized by Western-dominated 

international organizations like the World Trade Organization (WTO) and International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and has since been enthusiastically adopted by the Indian 

Government.  Initially favoring socialist policies, the Indian Government was obliged to 

seek loans from the IMF after facing an economic crisis.  As a condition for the loan, the 

government was required to undertake a series of structural economic reforms. The 

new neo-liberal policies included deregulating international trade, dismantling the public 

sector and privatizing industries.
19

 Subsequent leaders adopted this model as an engine 

for economic growth.  Beginning in 1991 the national economy underwent re-structuring 

– liberal privatization and globalization were taken as mantras for future development. 

The government began to place less emphasis on agricultural output and more on 

urbanization.  The quality of public facilities – most notably schools and hospitals – 

began to deteriorate as private interests began to fill the demand.  Today, public facilities 

are so widely regarded as subpar that families are all but forced to patronize their private 

counterparts.  The gradual privatization of basic resources like water, health and 

education has exacerbated the financial burden on poor families, and has yielded some 

drastic responses.  Most notably among these is civil unrest in the form of the Naxalite 

and other movements; extreme debt and the resulting suicides of farmers who become 

dependent on capital-intensive cash crops and GM crops; and, the result which most 

concerns SUTRA, the abortion of female fetuses.  Couples are pressured from all sides to 

limit their family size – by the government which promotes a two-child norm, and now 

by economic limitations which make having more than one or two children difficult.  

Naturally, families prefer to have male children as these are traditionally more socially 
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desirable as well as being a safer investment for parents in their old age.  Government 

policies which formerly enabled people to have smaller families are gradually being 

usurped by a neo-liberal economic structure which disables people from having large 

families by putting severe economic constraints on them.  It is thus that ensuring the 

financial and social welfare of single women and their families in the face of economic 

privatization will pose the greatest challenge to SUTRA in the coming years. 

 

 

Challenges in Maternal and Child Health 
   

Because spiraling costs of medical care is a “prominent cause of indebtedness in rural 

households today”
20

, SUTRA is stressing the need for access to free medical care.  So far 

the response of the government to demands for free health care has been scattered.  The 

National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) provides for comprehensive primary health care 

but its focus on maternal health excludes women whose children are already born.  In the 

past two decades immunization coverage in Himachal Pradesh has been reduced from 

84% to 73%.  The state has seen an increase in IMR (infant mortality rate), with 51 out 

of every 1000 girls and 47 per 1000 boys dying.
21

  Anemia among pregnant women has 

increased from 31% to 37 %, while 58% of children ages 6 to 35 months are anemic.
22

  

The infant mortality rate has been reduced from 56 per 1000 children in the early 90’s to 

36 per 1000, but there is a large disparity between urban (11) and rural areas (39).  Less 

than half of births in Himachal Pradesh take place with assistance from a health 

professional.
23

  These deficiencies in maternal and child health are partially attributed to 

“inaccessibility of health centres, because of the topography, poor infrastructure 

facilities, and frequent transfer of grassroot health workers.”
24

  The role of education in 

influencing women’s health-seeking behavior also cannot be ignored and will be 

discussed in more detail in the next section.  The cost of health care services is increasing 

due to an introduction of user fees and increasing tendencies amongst public health 

service providers to refer cases to private clinics.  The cost of in-hospital child delivery 

has risen from Rs. 10 thousand to Rs. 15 thousand.  Prices are rising on all fronts and yet 

only 6% of households report at least one member having any kind of health insurance, 

either public or private.   

   

On 24
th

 September 2007 SUTRA held a Jan Sunvai to enlighten public officials and 

the media that despite being considered among the best in the country, Himachal 

Pradesh’s public health care system is rife with issues . Women from four districts 

recounted their delivery experiences.  Negative experiences included hostile or 

unhelpful staff, unavailability of specialists, unhygienic conditions, and the heavy 
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cost of post-natal medicines and other materials.   In 2008 Chief Minister Prem Kumar 

Dhumal promised that rural single women would get free treatment for all ailments in 

government hospitals. 

 

To stress the need for the government to address the inherent problems in Himachal’s 

current public health system, ENSS has issued the following demands: 

 

 Enforcement of the Clinical Establishment Act, which requires private clinics to 

adhere to stricter regulations overseen by experienced committees of doctors  

 Action against public service providers who wantonly refer cases to private 

clinics 

 Regular employment of doctors and the abolishment of contract employment 

 Students who get admission to state-run medical schools under tribal quotas 

should be obligated to serve in tribal areas for a minimum period of 5 years after 

becoming certified doctors 

 In 2007 ENSS demanded under the Wada Na Toda Abhiyan banner that the state 

initiate a Movement on Reproductive Rights and redirect family welfare program 

funds toward saving girl children and temporary methods of contraception (as 

opposed to abortion and sterilization) 

 Himachal Pradesh should be declared a demographically challenged state and 

funds from family welfare programs should be redirected towards achieving the 

objectives of NRHM (namely gender balance) 

 Emphasis on condoms and other temporary forms of contraception rather than 

sterilization and abortion 

 Action against clinics which use ultrasound technology for sex determination and 

sex-selective abortions 

 Women forced to undergo sex determining ultrasounds and sex selective 

abortions must be treated as victims by the system 

 Safe abortion clinics with pre- and post- operation counseling should be provided 

 The sex ratio at primary health centers should be monitored and awarded 

accordingly 

 An anti-anemia program must be launched to combat the growing rates of anemia 

among women and children 

 The Janani Suraksha Yojana (part of the NRHM) must be expanded to cover all 

women (as of 2007 it only covered BPL, Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe 

women); it must also provide special nutrition for pregnant women  

 A removal of the 2-child norm promoted by the Janani Suraksha Yojana 

 The Health Department must work towards 100% statewide immunization 

coverage 

 

 

Challenges in Educating Rural Children and Women 
 

Education, especially for women, is necessary to increase human capital, contribute to 

job growth, improve the social environment, improve individual self-confidence and 

capabilities, and promote better health among women and their families.  Women’s 

education correlates both with family size and the overall health of families.  The 

National Family Health Survey (NFHS) of Himachal Pradesh conducted in 2006 
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revealed that women with 10 or more years of education on average have .5 fewer 

children than women with less education.  Educated women have the knowledge and 

confidence to seek health care for themselves and their children outside of the home.  

They are also more likely to support the educational aspirations of their own daughters.   

 

In the last twenty years an education revolution has transformed the state of education in 

Himachal Pradesh.  Previously on par with states like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, in the 

1990’s the government began issuing reforms, including the establishment of Village 

Education Committees (VECs) with a minimum 33% quota for female staff.  These 

reforms eventually made Himachal second only to Kerala in terms of enrollment rates 

and child literacy.
25

  However, there are social mores regarding girl’s education that can 

impede them from studying to their full potential.  The NFHS found that while there 

wasn’t much gender disparity among school-enrolled children up to age 15, from ages 15 

to 17 there was a sudden drop-off of female attendance rates, with 8% fewer girls 

attending school than boys.  Despite the strides Himachal has made in education there 

remains a 14% rate of disparity in literacy between adult women and men.  This, 

however, is dwarfed by the disparity in literacy between rural and urban women.  Only 

66% of rural women are literate compared to 86% of women in urban areas.  A number 

of constraints, including school accessibility in the hilly terrain, rural social values, and 

the seasonal use of youth labor in agriculture and domestic chores, help explain this.  

Inconsistencies in girl’s education are also linked to the health seeking behavior of adult 

women.  According to the 2006 National Family Health Survey, 84% of new mothers 

received iron and folic acid supplements (IFA), but only 38% of them consumed IFA for 

the recommended 90 days or more.  This suggests that even when hospitals fulfil the 

requirements for maternal supplements, inadequate information regarding the importance 

of maternal health leads many women to utilize these resources insufficiently.   Attempts 

have been made by the government to incentivize families to continue sending their 

daughters to school after Class X, including free uniforms, scholarships, free education 

for girls at all levels, a lunch program, free textbooks, and even scholarships at the pre- 

and post-matric levels.  However, a number of young women remain unenrolled or not in 

attendance at school.  Low school attendance rates are prominent among the 

disadvantaged classes – 47% of Scheduled Caste members and 53% of Scheduled Tribe 

members are illiterate.
26

 

 

A review of the need for educating children, particularly girls, and the continuing 

impediments to women’s education despite a range of government incentives, make it 

clear that SUTRA will need to play a significant role in the coming years to address 

these challenges.  Rural, Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe women must be targeted 

and solutions must be found to ensure universal education for all children.  It is 

important to note that while many government efforts have been made to raise and 

sustain enrollment rates, including free education for girls, families may not always see 

the education of girls as entirely “free” – they must also consider the opportunity costs of 

sending their daughters to school, including the loss of potential domestic labor and the 

risks associated with sending a girl alone into society.  It also cannot be overlooked that 
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government incentives only apply in government schools.  India’s recent introduction of 

neoliberal economic policies, which favor private establishments and neglect the 

importance of public institutions, has been greatly detrimental to the quality and 

reputation of public schools.  In practice, the varying quality of public schools – 

including high rates of teacher absenteeism, outdated teaching methods and materials, 

and lack of infrastructure – leads many parents to seek out comparatively better private 

schools for their children.  Those children who must attend public school may not 

receive the same quality of education as those attending private school.  All parents 

aspire to give their children the best education available, and here lies the problem for 

low-income parents, including many single women parents.  Private schools are vastly 

more expensive and while they may provide scholarships, they are not beholden to 

government policies of free tuition or materials.  As public schools fall into disuse and 

neglect and parents turn increasingly to the private sector to fulfil their children’s 

education requirements, the private sector increases in value and is therefore able to 

increase fees.  This makes it more difficult every year for struggling families to educate 

their children.   

 

Educating girls is therefore a complex issue and must be treated with understanding.  

SUTRA’s role will be to use its comprehensive understanding of these factors to 

influence government policy, change social values, and improve enrollment and literacy 

rates among rural girls.  The public education sector must be improved to accommodate 

the aspirations of families for their children.  Investments must be made in the 

infrastructure, teachers and curriculums of public schools so that low-income and single 

women households can provide affordable and quality education for their children.  

 

 

Demand for Land: Helping Women Farmers Realize Their Potential 

One of ENSS’s priorities today is the search for government-leased land.  The often-

voiced demand for 2 acres of government land on lease to women seeking self-

sustainability has so far gone unheeded.  In 2011, the Ekal Nari Kisan Cooperative 

Society, a coalition of women farmers composed of ENSS members, issued a 

memorandum to the Chief Minister requesting 50 acres of land on which to undertake 

communal farming.
27

  ENSS seeks to generate self-employment and financial 

independence among rural women by providing them with the skills and capital 

necessary for successful economic enterprising.  Workshops and Self-Help Groups have 

been remarkably successful in honing and developing skills among single women.  But 

accessing capital (in the form of land) has been a challenge.  Nirmal Chandel, State 

Coordinator of ENSS, continues to this day to meet with various government 

representatives to discuss the possibility of a land lease.  Her efforts have thus far been 

fruitless.  Officials excuse themselves from the issue, their reasons ranging from treasury 

constraints to preoccupation with other, more pressing issues.  The failure of the 

Himachal government to answer single women’s modest call for leased land represents 

not just a failure of civic duty, but also shortsightedness; the motivation to supply women 

with land to earn an income stems from a desire to help single women live with dignity 

and financial independence, but it has the indirect result of decreasing women’s 

dependence on government money and programs.  Moreover, at 71% the agriculture 
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sector provides the majority of employment in Himachal
28

 and 67% of employed women 

work in agriculture.
29

  It is therefore imperative that government officials recognize the 

importance of women farmers to the state’s economy and adjust their attitudes and 

policies accordingly.  With this in mind, Nirmal Chandel and Subhash Mendhapurkar 

continue to lead the march for single women’s right to land.  

 

Looking Forward: The Challenge of Sustaining SUTRA 
 

Despite being one of the most impactful voluntary organizations to influence gender 

politics and poverty reduction in Himachal Pradesh, in recent years SUTRA has faced its 

share of hardships.  Securing funding and ideological support have become increasingly 

difficult.  This is partly because the trend for funding NGOs has become urban-based and 

tends to support policy-centric rather than people-centric planning.  This has directed the 

attentions of investors towards groups which work directly with the government, often 

neglecting to hear the voices of normal individuals and failing to appropriately address 

the most fundamental needs of women and the rural poor.  Increasingly there is limited 

interest at the national level in investing in NGO work in Himachal, as it is considered a 

relatively advanced and progressive state.  It is largely thanks to internationally-sourced 

funding that SUTRA has been able to sustain its activities and member participation.  In 

an interview with The Week magazine, founder Subhash Mendhapurkar states that  

 

One of the biggest challenges facing voluntary organizations like SUTRA is the 

new neoliberal politico-economic structure which views individuals as profit-

making machines and which only views the bottom line… This mindset leaves 

little room for people-based social work and voluntary action. 

 

His words are corroborated by the fact that doctors in India are willing to pay to avoid 

rural postings and instead seek jobs abroad where the paychecks are big.
30

  It is only 

thanks to the dedication of the women of SUTRA that the organization continues to 

reach so many communities, but without government and investor support the 

organization may experience a decline in scope and influence. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This report has highlighted the role of two interconnected voluntary activist 

organizations in transforming the lives for Himachal’s downtrodden groups during the 

last decade.  SUTRA (the Society for Social Uplift Through Rural Action) has targeted 

economically disadvantaged and marginalized individuals, working at the grassroots and 

government levels to improve village infrastructure, sustain rights of rural people, and 

increase access to quality health and education.  ENSS (Ekal Nari Shakti Sangathan or 
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Single Women’s Empowerment Movement) has strongly promoted a single women’s 

agenda, empowering women through education and networking, encouraging women to 

become involved in local government, engaging the media to spread awareness about 

single women’s issues, and utilizing problem-solving workshops and mass cooperatives 

with the public and third sectors to find solutions to these issues.  The response of 

women across rural Himachal Pradesh has been astounding, and today more than 12 

thousand women, not to mention their families, are benefiting from the creed of 

education, empowerment and involvement spread by SUTRA and ENSS.  While ENSS 

has greatly impacted single women’s rights, political involvement, school enrollment 

rates and the sex ratio among other areas, it is still poised to face many challenges as it 

enters its tenth year of service in the state.  Addressing the health and education needs of 

single-women households in the face of increasing privatization, securing land for the 

many disenfranchised women farmers, and retaining public support and funding for its 

works, are among the most pressing concerns of SUTRA today.  With a leadership 

composed of impassioned and experienced individuals, and bolstered by the support of 

empowered and strong-willed members, SUTRA and ENSS are up for the challenge.        
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