
g

PPPOOOPPPUUULLLAAATTTIIIOOONNN AAANNNDDD DDDEEEVVVEEELLLOOOPPPMMMEEENNNTTT

SSSIIITTTUUUAAATTTIIIOOONNN AAANNNAAALLLYYYSSSIIISSS

BBBHHHUUUTTTAAANNN 222000111000

Research & Evaluation Division, Gross National Happiness Commission
Thimphu, Bhutan



2

   TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE ...................................................................................................................................4

1. INTRODUCTION......................................................................................................................................4

CHAPTER TWO.................................................................................................................................11

2. POPULATION DYNAMICS ..................................................................................................................11
2.1 Population data sources ................................................................................................................................... 11
2.2 Population size and growth.............................................................................................................................. 11
2.3 Age and sex structure....................................................................................................................................... 11
2.4 Population density and spatial distribution ...................................................................................................... 14
2.5 Fertility levels, trends and determinants .......................................................................................................... 15
2.6 Mortality levels, trends and determinants ........................................................................................................ 18
2.7 Disability ......................................................................................................................................................... 20
2.8 Urbanization and Migration............................................................................................................................. 21

CHAPTER THREE ............................................................................................................................25

3. POPULATION AND ENVIRONMENT................................................................................................25
3.1 Human activities and environment linkage...................................................................................................... 25
3.2 Population density ........................................................................................................................................... 25
3.3 Climate change and natural disaster ................................................................................................................ 25
3.4 Agriculture....................................................................................................................................................... 26
3.5 Livestock ......................................................................................................................................................... 26
3.6 Forests.............................................................................................................................................................. 27
3.7 Water ............................................................................................................................................................... 27
3.8 Minerals and Mining........................................................................................................................................ 28
3.9 Energy.............................................................................................................................................................. 29
3.10 Air ............................................................................................................................................................... 30
3.11 Urbanization and the environment .............................................................................................................. 31
3.12 Biodiversity................................................................................................................................................. 32

CHAPTER FOUR...............................................................................................................................34

4. POPULATION AND THE ECONOMY................................................................................................34
4.1 Economic growth and population .................................................................................................................... 34
4.2 Demographic aspects of savings................................................................................................................. 35
4.3 Dependency ratio.......................................................................................................................................... 35
4.4 Positive impact of changing age structure- Window of opportunity ............................................................... 36
4.5 Labor force and its impact on the economy..................................................................................................... 36
4.6 Labor and Employment ................................................................................................................................... 37
4.7 MDG and social indicators .............................................................................................................................. 38

CHAPTER FIVE ................................................................................................................................40

5. POVERTY DIMENSION........................................................................................................................40
5.1 Poverty and population .................................................................................................................................... 40
5.2 Poverty levels and trends ................................................................................................................................. 40
5.3 Population and poverty differentials ................................................................................................................ 41
5.4 Poverty and health ........................................................................................................................................... 41
5.5 Poverty and education...................................................................................................................................... 43
5.6 Migration and poverty ..................................................................................................................................... 43
5.7 Poverty and housing ........................................................................................................................................ 44
5.8 Urbanization and poverty ................................................................................................................................ 45
5.9    Youth and unemployment ................................................................................................................................ 45
5.10 Poverty and MDG goals.............................................................................................................................. 46

CHAPTER SIX ...................................................................................................................................48

6. REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH.............................................................................................................48
6.1 Health Care System in Bhutan......................................................................................................................... 48
6.2 Reproductive Health (RH) ............................................................................................................................... 48
6.3 Safe Motherhood including EmOC ................................................................................................................. 49
6.4 Antenatal Care ................................................................................................................................................. 49



3

6.5 Postnatal Care .................................................................................................................................................. 50
6.6 Newborn Care.................................................................................................................................................. 50
6.7 Maternal, infant and child mortality ................................................................................................................ 50
6.8 Family Planning............................................................................................................................................... 51
6.9 Morbidity, screening and prevention of cervical & breast cancer ................................................................... 53
6.10 Reproductive Tract Infections (RTIs) including STI/HIV .......................................................................... 54
6.11 Prevention and management of abortion complications ............................................................................. 55
6.12 Prevention and management of Infertility................................................................................................... 55
6.13 Adolescent Sexual Reproductive Health..................................................................................................... 56
6.14 Increasing Trend in Drug Abuse ................................................................................................................. 56
6.15 Status of Health MDG goals ....................................................................................................................... 56
6.16 Reproductive health outcome versus economic status ................................................................................ 57
6.17 Quality and effectiveness in health care service delivery ........................................................................... 57

CHAPTER SEVEN.............................................................................................................................59

7. GENDER...................................................................................................................................................59
7.1 The Concept of Gender Mainstreaming........................................................................................................... 59
7.2 Gender concerns in development..................................................................................................................... 59
7.3 Sex composition, headship and property rights ............................................................................................... 59
7.4 Literacy and Enrolment in Schools.................................................................................................................. 60
7.5 Gender and health ............................................................................................................................................ 61
7.6 Women and Poverty ........................................................................................................................................ 63
7.7 Labour force participation ............................................................................................................................... 64
7.8 Women in public and political life .................................................................................................................. 65
7.9 Birth, Marriage and Death Registration........................................................................................................... 66
7.10 Gender and Environment ............................................................................................................................ 66
7.11 Constitutional and Legal Provisions ........................................................................................................... 67
7.12 Government Institutions on gender issues .................................................................................................. 68
7.13 Data gaps in gender mainstreaming ............................................................................................................ 68

8. ANNEXURES .................................................................................................................................69
Additional tables ....................................................................................................................................................... 69



4

CHAPTER ONE

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Country Background
Bhutan covers an area of 38, 394 sq. km and is largely mountainous with altitudes ranging 
from 300 meters in the south to 7300 meters in the north. Of the total land area, 72.5 percent
is covered with forests which include 26 percent of land designated as protected areas and 
9 percent as biological corridors (RNR, MoA). The country has a rich biodiversity and has 
been declared as one of the ten global biodiversity ‘hotspots.’ 

The country is largely an agrarian economy with 79 percent of its population engaged in 
agriculture and livestock farming. According to RNR statistics 2000, only about 7.8 percent
of the land is arable. Farm mechanization is limited by the steep terrain and traditional 
farming practices are followed.

The form of government is that of a Democratic Constitutional Monarchy, which was 
established in 2008. Administratively the country is divided into 20 Dzongkhags comprised 
of 205 Gewogs.

Figure 1: Map of Bhutan

Source: National Land Commission Secretariat

1.2 Population and Development

Bhutan has made significant strides in economic, social, and demographic achievements 
ever since the launch of planned development in 1961. All along the course of development, 
owing to the mountainous terrain and limited natural resources, the perceived high growth 
of population was considered as an obstacle to progress. Under such circumstances, 
cautious policies and plans helped Bhutan succeed in achieving much of what has been 
achieved without depleting its natural environment. For example, by opting for long term 
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As part of the GNHC/UNFPA Project on Preparation of the Population Perspective Plan 
for Bhutan: the following population-related documents were prepared:

1. The Population Situation Analysis Report (PSAR) – focuses on carrying out a 
situation analysis of the population dynamics, population and environment, 
population and economy, the poverty dimension, reproductive health and 
population and gender; 

2. The Population Perspective Plan (PPP) - Based on the findings from the PSAR, the 
PPP outlines the population policy context highlighting major population and 
development issues and presenting the goals and strategies.  The PP also includes a 
proposal and strategies for the establishment of an institutional mechanism to 
coordinate, monitor and implement the population policy. 

3. PPP-Action Plan – An action plan has been prepared emanating from the goals and 
strategies under the PPP. It includes activities, indicators and responsible 
implementing and coordinating bodies. 

1.3 Issues, Trends and Challenges 

Demographic Challenges – The country faces declining but still high fertility and high 
population growth rates, increasing but still limited level of contraceptive use, population 
momentum, demographic bonus, rise in adolescent and youth population, slow but steady 

Key Milestones in the formulation of the Population Documents 

April 2008 Brainstorming session on population and development (Task    
Force formation)

May 2008 1st Task Force meeting

June to August 2008 Development of preliminary situation analysis report which 
presented the current demographic situation of the country  

October 2008 Recruitment of consultant (further work on the situation analysis 
report and population perspective plan in consultation with 
sectors)

March 2009 Stakeholder Workshop (development of action plans)

April to May 2009 Bilateral discussions on the population action plans with major 
sectors 

June to July 2009 Internal review of draft documents

August 2009 Population Retreat (1 week)

September to November 2009 Dissemination of draft documents for comments

December to February 2010 Incorporation of feedback and comments and refinement of draft
documents. Draft documents ready for submission to GNH
Commission.

August 2010 Presented to the GNH Commission.
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CHAPTER TWO

2. POPULATION DYNAMICS

2.1 Population data sources 
The Population and Housing Census of Bhutan 2005 (PHCB 2005) is the main source of 
population data. Other sources of data are from the various national surveys, censuses, and 
administrative data, namely the National Health Surveys 1994 and 2000; Demographic 
Survey 1984; the RNR Censuses; Bhutan Living Standard Surveys; Poverty Reports;
National Labor Force Surveys; Annual General Statistics Reports of the MoE, Annual 
Health Bulletins and other data collected by various sectors and autonomous agencies. The 
analysis of future population projections is sourced from the Population Projections,
Bhutan 2005-2030 which is based on the PHCB 2005 prepared by the National Statistics 
Bureau (NSB). 

The NSB is the central agency for the collection, production and dissemination of official 
statistics. The respective line ministries and agencies are responsible for primary and 
secondary data collection on areas directly relevant to their sectors. As such, the NSB and
sector agencies are key data sources. 

Most of the sample surveys produce data at the national level. The conduct of well 
coordinated and more frequent surveys that enable production of data at smaller 
geographical levels such as the Gewog and village levels needs to be strengthened.

2.2 Population size and growth
According to the PHCB 2005, the total population of Bhutan was 634,982 persons.  By 2015 
and 2030 the population is projected to be  757,000 and 887,000 respectively (Population 
Projections of Bhutan, 2005-2030, NSB). This shows an increase of 45 percent between 2005 
and 2030

Between 1984 and 1994, the population grew steadily although the rate of growth slowed. 
The annual population growth rate in 1984 was 2.6 percent (Demographic Health Survey
(DHS), 1984) which increased to 3.1 percent in 1994, mainly due to the then high level of 
fertility against the sharp decline in mortality. In 2000, the population growth rate declined 
to 2.6 percent (National Health Survey (NHS), 2000) and further to 1.8 percent in 2005
(PHCB 2005). During this period there was a swift decline in fertility against modest 
improvements in mortality rates. The indirect method1 was used for calculation of the 
growth rates.

2.3 Age and sex structure 
The age structure has a direct influence on population change. A classification of the 
population by three broad age groups, shows that children aged 0-14 constitute a large 
proportion of the total population. This proportion declined from 37.2 percent in 1984

                                                
1 The indirect measure of the total fertility rate utilizes the data on child ever born by women of 15-49 years of age. 
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(Statistical Year Book (SYB) 1985)  to 33.1 percent in 2005. It is expected to further 
decline to 22.8 percent by the year 2030. The proportion of the elderly population (65+
years) was 4.3 percent in 1984 and 4.7 percent in 2005 and is estimated to increase to 6.6
percent in 2030. 

Table 1: percentage distribution of the population by broad age group

Age group
2005 2030

Total Male Female Total Male Female

0 - 14 33.1 31.7 34.6 22.8 22.4 23.3

15-19 11.8 11.2 12.5 9.2 9.1 9.4

20-24 11.1 12.1 10.1 9.0 8.8 9.1

25-59 37.0 38.1 35.7 48.9 49.5 48.2

60-64 2.3 2.3 2.3 3.6 3.7 3.4

65 + 4.7 4.6 4.8 6.6 6.5 6.6

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Population Projections, NSB 2005 

The median age2 of the population, as per the PHCB 2005 is 22 years. This implies that the 
population will continue to increase in the near future as a result of a large proportion of 
young population entering the reproductive age.  The median age is expected to be 31 years 
by 2030 which is indicative of a decrease in the proportion of young population.

A common measure of the sex composition of the population is the sex ratio or the number 
of males per 100 females. The resident sex ratio in 2005 was 111 males per 100 females 
which is attributed to the presence of a large expatriate male labor force employed in the 
construction industry. The sex ratio at birth which is also termed as the secondary sex ratio 
was 101 males for every 100 females in 2005. Generally, this sex ratio is normally assumed 
to be 105 boys to 100 girls.

The ageing index3 in 2005 was 14 percent. This means that there were 14 elderly persons for 
every 100 children. The elderly population will  continue to grow steadily with the 
improvement in health status and increasing life expectancy. 

The dependency ratio4 provides a rough measure of the burden of dependency that the age 
structure imposes on a population. A very significant aspect of rapid population growth is 
the resultant problem of dependency burden. In 1985, the dependency ratio of 71 percent
(SYB 1985) was due to the large proportion of young population reflective of the period of 
high fertility. With the decline in fertility in  recent decades, the dependency ratio declined 
to 61 percent in 2005. It is expected to further decline  in the next two decades due to falling 
fertility until the time when the proportion of elderly population will begin to increase. 
                                                
2 The median age is the age at which the population is divided equally into two halves. 
3 The ageing index is the ratio of elderly persons (65+ years) to every 100 children below the age of 15.
4 The dependency ratio is the ratio of children below 15 years of age and elderly  population (65+ years) to the size of the 
working population (15-64 years).
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The age structure and sex composition of the population is represented by the pyramids 
for different periods of time in figures 2 (a), (b) and (c). The figures depicting the 
distribution of population by age and sex are useful in the formulation of public policies 
and determining development needs, challenges and opportunities before the country. The 
sex structure of the population ascertains the specific requirements of the male and female 
population.   

Figure 2(a): Population Structure 1984                   
Figure 2(b): Population Structure 2005        

Source: Demographic Health Survey, 1984 Source: PHCB 2005

Figure 2(c): Population Structure 2030
It is observed that the population pyramid in 
1984 has a broad base representing a larger 
proportion of population in the younger age 
groups. This is indicative of the high level of 
fertility during the 1980s. By 2005, the pyramid 
shows the change in population structure 
particularly at the base which  starts to constrict. 
The decline in fertility causes a narrowing of the 
base of the population

Source: Population Projections, NSB 2007                     structure. With fertility expected to continue to 
fall in the next few decades, the pyramid in the year 2030 assumes a columnar shape with 
the apex bulging. It happens due to the decline in the less than 15 population and increase 
in the proportion of the working and the elderly population.  

2.3.1 Population momentum

The term population momentum refers to the tendency of a population to continue to grow 
beyond the time when replacement level fertility5 is achieved. Population estimations 
under two scenarios i.e. under the assumption that replacement level is achieved by 2012 
and 2020 show that the population will continue to grow. If replacement level is reached by 

                                                
5 Replacement level fertility is the level of fertility at which the population exactly replaces itself i.e. an average of 2.1 
children per woman.
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2012, the population will still continue to grow and reach 920,000 in 2045. On the other 
hand, if the replacement level is reached by 2020, the population size will increase to 
around 992,000 by 2045. .

The initial stage of demographic transition is characterized by high birth and death rates. 
Mortality declines much faster than fertility. This introduces a time lag between declines in 
fertility and mortality so the growth rate is still high. As both births and deaths begin to fall 
equally, the population will stabilize after achieving replacement level fertility.

2.3.2 Demographic bonus
Demographic bonus is defined as the economic opportunity presented by a large labor 
force and a low dependency ratio. The overall dependency ratio in Bhutan in 1984 was 71
percent which declined to 61 percent in 2005, resulting in a large labor force as a
percentage of total population. This period of inflated labor population, offers the 
opportunity for enhanced productivity and accelerated progress. This window of 
opportunity offered by the population structure is termed as the demographic bonus. The 
demographic bonus lasts  for a short period of time until  population aging sets in. When 
not complemented by appropriate strategies, it may have negative implications.

2.4 Population density and spatial distribution
According to the PHCB 2005, the country’s population density was 16 persons per square 
kilometer and it is estimated to increase to 23 persons per square kilometer by 2030. The 
population density was highest in Thimphu Dzongkhag with a density of 54 persons per 
square kilometer followed by Chhukha and Samtse each with densities of 40 persons per 
square kilometer. On the other hand, Gasa Dzongkhag was the least populated with 1 
person per square kilometer, followed by Lhuentse Dzongkhag with 5 persons per square
kilometer.  

In 2005, around 31 percent of the total population of Bhutan resided in the urban areas. 
Thimphu city is the largest urban center in the country accounting for  about 75 percent of 
the total urban population. The rapid increase in the proportion of population in the urban 
areas is mainly due to the migration of population from the rural to urban areas. 

The graph in Figure 3 shows uneven spatial distribution of population. Thimphu 
Dzongkhag is the most populous with 15.5 percent of the country’s total population 
followed by Chhukha with 11.7 percent of the country’s total population.
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                   Figure 3: Population distribution across Dzongkhags

2.5 Fertility levels, trends and determinants

According to the World Population Policies Report 2007 UNDESA the global total fertility 
declined from 4.5 children per woman in 1970-75 to an estimated 2.6 children in 2005-2010. 
Amongst the 150 developing countries, fertility has reached below replacement level in 28 
of the countries while it remains above 5 children per woman in 27. In this respect, Bhutan 
has a fertility rate heading for the replacement level fertility around the end of the next 
decade. Over the past few decades there has been a consistent decline in the TFR which 
declined from 5.6 in 1994 (NHS 1994) to 3.6 in 2005. The replacement level of 2.1 is 
estimated to be reached by 2020.

Figure 4: Crude Birth Rate and Crude Death Rate
Prior to the population and housing 
census in 2005 demographic data were 
obtained from the national health surveys. 
The crude birth rate (CBR)6 estimates were 
fairly high in the 80s and the 90s. At the 
growth rate of 3.1 percent in 1994 the 
population would have doubled in every 
23 years.

Source: DHS 1984 &1994; NHS 2000; PHCB 2005

However, the CBR declined from 39.9 per 1,000 population in 1994 to 34.1 in 2000 and 
further to 26.1 in 2005. This may be compared to the Crude Death Rate7 (CDR) of 13.4 per 
1000 population in 1984 that declined to 8.64 in 1994 and to 7 in 2005. The decline in the 
CBR may be attributed to the improvement in school enrolment, particularly that of girls, 
improved retention in schools and employment. There has been an increase in the

                                                
6 The number of births per 1,000 population.

7 The number of deaths per 1,000 population.




