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INDIA’S SDG FOCUS & ITS HUMAN DEVELOPMENT ISSUES

Context
• India has made significant strides in its journey towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) set by the United Nations. However, the path is fraught with challenges, particularly in the realm of 
human development.

About the India and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
• Progress on SDGs: India’s commitment to the SDGs was prominently highlighted during the G20 Summit 

in New Delhi in 2023, where global leaders reaffirmed their dedication to accelerating the implementation 
of the UN Agenda 2030.

• The subsequent SDG Summit at the United Nations headquarters further emphasized the urgency of this 
mission.

• India has shown notable improvements in several areas. The Human Development Index (HDI) value for 
India increased from 0.434 in 1990 to 0.644 in 2022, reflecting a 48.4% rise.

• It is attributed to advancements in health, education, and income levels. However, India still ranks 134 out 
of 193 countries, indicating that there is much room for improvement.

India and SDGs
• India is focusing on several key Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to drive its development agenda.

• No Poverty (SDG 1): Efforts are being made to reduce poverty through various social welfare schemes 
and economic reforms.

• Zero Hunger (SDG 2): Initiatives like the Public Distribution System (PDS) and the National Food Security 
Act aim to ensure food security for all.

• Good Health and Well-being (SDG 3): Programs such as Ayushman Bharat are designed to provide 
affordable healthcare and improve health outcomes.

• Quality Education (SDG 4): The Right to Education Act and various scholarship programs aim to enhance 
access to quality education.

• Gender Equality (SDG 5): Schemes like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao focus on improving the status of 
women and girls.

• Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG 6): The Swachh Bharat Mission aims to provide clean drinking water 
and sanitation facilities.

• Affordable and Clean Energy (SDG 7): Initiatives like the Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana promote the 
use of clean cooking fuel and renewable energy sources.

• Decent Work and Economic Growth (SDG 8): Programs such as Make in India and Skill India aim to 
boost employment and economic growth.

• Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure (SDG 9): Investments in infrastructure and innovation are being 
promoted to support sustainable industrialization.

• Reduced Inequalities (SDG 10): Policies are being implemented to reduce income inequality and ensure 
social inclusion.

• Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11): The Smart Cities Mission focuses on creating sustainable 
and resilient urban areas.

• Climate Action (SDG 13): India is committed to reducing its carbon footprint and enhancing climate 
resilience through various environmental policies.

• Life Below Water (SDG 14) and Life on Land (SDG 15): Conservation efforts are being made to protect 
marine and terrestrial ecosystems.

• Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions (SDG 16): Efforts are being made to promote justice, 
transparency, and strong institutions.

• Partnerships for the Goals (SDG 17): India is fostering international cooperation and partnerships to 
achieve the SDGs.
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India’s Progress
• National Framework and Coordination: India’s approach to achieving the SDGs is coordinated by NITI 

Aayog, the government’s premier policy think tank. NITI Aayog has developed the SDG India Index, which 
tracks the progress of states and union territories on various SDG indicators.

 � It promotes competitive and cooperative federalism, encouraging states to improve their performance.
• Key Areas of Focus

 � No Poverty (SDG 1): Through initiatives like the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana and the Mahatma 
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), India has made substantial 
progress in reducing poverty.

 � Quality Education (SDG 4): The Right to Education Act and schemes like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
have improved access to education, particularly for girls and marginalized communities.

 � Gender Equality (SDG 5): Programs such as Beti Bachao Beti Padhao and the Pradhan Mantri 
Ujjwala Yojana have empowered women and promoted gender equality.

• Environmental Sustainability: India’s commitment to environmental sustainability is evident in its efforts to 
combat climate change (SDG 13) and promote life on land (SDG 15).

 � India has launched the National Action Plan on Climate Change and various afforestation 
programs to enhance its green cover.

• Health and Well-being: The Ayushman Bharat scheme, aimed at providing health coverage to millions of 
Indians, is a significant step towards achieving good health and well-being (SDG 3). This initiative seeks to 
make healthcare accessible and affordable for all.

Key Human Development Issues
• Despite these efforts, India faces substantial human development issues. According to the latest Human 

Development Report (HDR) by the UNDP, India is categorized under ‘medium human development’ with 
an HDI value of 0.644, ranking 134 out of 193 countries. 

 � It highlights the need for significant improvements in health, education, and income levels.
• Despite the progress, India faces significant human development challenges. The HDI report highlights 

several areas where India lags behind its neighbors.

• For instance, countries like Malaysia, Thailand, and China have better HDI rankings, underscoring the 
need for India to intensify its efforts.

• Health: SDG-3 focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being for all ages. While India has made 
strides in reducing child mortality and improving maternal health, issues like malnutrition and inadequate 
healthcare infrastructure remain pressing concerns.

 � Although initiatives like Ayushman Bharat aim to improve healthcare, access to quality medical 
services is still limited, especially in rural and remote areas.

• Education: SDG-4 aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education. India has made progress 
in increasing school enrollment rates, but the quality of education and dropout rates, particularly among 
marginalized communities, continue to be challenges.

 � While enrollment rates have improved, the quality of education and learning outcomes remain a 
concern. Many schools lack adequate infrastructure and trained teachers.

• Gender Equality: SDG-5 emphasizes gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls. India 
has made significant strides in this area, but gender disparities in education, employment, and political 
representation persist.

 � Gender disparities in education, employment, and health continue to pose significant challenges. 
Cultural norms and societal attitudes often impede progress towards gender equality.

• Economic Inequality: SDG-10 focuses on reducing inequality within and among countries. Income inequality 
and lack of access to quality employment opportunities are major issues that need to be addressed to 
achieve sustainable development.

 � Significant income inequality and regional disparities hinder uniform progress across the country. 
While urban areas may see rapid development, rural regions often lag behind.
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Other Challenges
• Poverty and Unemployment: Despite economic growth, poverty and unemployment remain persistent 

issues. Many people still lack access to basic necessities and stable employment opportunities.

• Environmental Degradation: Rapid industrialization and urbanization have led to environmental issues 
such as pollution, deforestation, and loss of biodiversity. These challenges complicate efforts to achieve 
sustainable development.

• Water and Sanitation: Despite progress under the Swachh Bharat Mission, access to clean water and 
sanitation facilities is still inadequate in many areas, affecting health and well-being.

• Infrastructure Deficits: Inadequate infrastructure, including transportation, energy, and digital connectivity, 
hampers economic growth and access to services.

• Governance and Institutional Capacity: Effective implementation of policies requires strong governance 
and institutional capacity. Corruption and bureaucratic inefficiencies can undermine development efforts.

• Climate Change: India is highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, including extreme weather 
events, which can disrupt development activities and exacerbate existing challenges.

• Resource Constraints: Limited financial and human resources can restrict the ability to implement and 
scale up SDG-related initiatives effectively.

Case Studies of SDG Implementation
• India has several successful case studies of SDG implementation that highlight innovative approaches and 

impactful outcomes.

• Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM): It aimed to eliminate open defecation and improve solid waste management. 

 � By October 2019, India declared itself open defecation free (ODF), with over 100 million toilets 
constructed in rural areas.

 � It significantly improved sanitation and hygiene, contributing to better health outcomes and environmental 
sustainability.

• Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP): It focuses on transforming 112 of India’s most underdeveloped 
districts by improving key indicators in health, education, agriculture, and basic infrastructure.

 � It uses a data-driven approach to identify gaps and implement targeted interventions, resulting in notable 
improvements in these districts.

• Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana (PMUY): It aims to provide clean cooking fuel to rural households. By 
providing subsidized LPG connections to women from below poverty line (BPL) families, the scheme has 
improved health outcomes by reducing indoor air pollution and empowering women.

• National Solar Mission: As part of its commitment to SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), India launched 
the National Solar Mission in 2010. The mission aims to increase the share of solar energy in the country’s 
energy mix. 

 � By 2022, India had installed over 40 GW of solar capacity, significantly contributing to its renewable 
energy targets.

• Digital India Initiative: It aims to transform India into a digitally empowered society and knowledge economy. 

 � By improving digital infrastructure, increasing internet connectivity, and promoting digital literacy, the 
initiative supports multiple SDGs, including quality education (SDG 4), decent work and economic 
growth (SDG 8), and industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9).

• Green Growth Initiatives: Various green growth initiatives, such as the promotion of electric vehicles and 
sustainable agriculture practices, are helping India achieve its climate action goals (SDG 13). 

 � These initiatives focus on reducing carbon emissions, conserving natural resources, and promoting 
sustainable development.

Lessons From India’s Approach For World
• Data-Driven Decision Making: India’s use of data to identify gaps and monitor progress, particularly 

through initiatives like the Aspirational Districts Programme, highlights the importance of evidence-based 
policy-making. 

 � By leveraging data analytics, countries can better target interventions and allocate resources efficiently.
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• Community Engagement: Programs like Swachh Bharat Mission have shown the power of community 
involvement in achieving large-scale behavioral change.

 � Engaging local communities and stakeholders ensures that initiatives are culturally relevant and widely 
accepted, leading to more sustainable outcomes.

• Public-Private Partnerships: India’s success in areas such as renewable energy and digital infrastructure 
underscores the benefits of public-private partnerships.

 � Collaborating with the private sector can bring in additional expertise, innovation, and funding, 
accelerating progress towards SDGs.

• Scalable Solutions: India’s ability to implement large-scale programs, such as the Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala 
Yojana, demonstrates the importance of designing scalable solutions. 

 � Countries can learn to develop and pilot initiatives on a smaller scale before expanding them nationwide.
• Inclusive Policies: Focusing on inclusivity, as seen in India’s efforts to reduce gender inequality and 

improve access to education and healthcare, is crucial.

 � Policies that address the needs of marginalized and vulnerable populations ensure that no one is left 
behind in the development process.

• Innovative Financing: India has explored various innovative financing mechanisms to support SDG 
implementation, including green bonds and social impact bonds. 

 � These financial instruments can mobilize additional resources and attract investment in sustainable 
development projects.

• Strong Institutional Frameworks: Building robust institutions and governance frameworks is essential for 
effective SDG implementation. 

 � India’s emphasis on strengthening institutions and improving transparency and accountability can serve 
as a model for other countries.

• Adaptability and Resilience: India’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which involved rapid mobilization 
of resources and adaptive strategies, highlights the importance of resilience. 

 � Countries can learn to build flexible systems that can quickly respond to emerging challenges and 
crises.

• International Cooperation: India’s active participation in global forums and its leadership in initiatives like 
the International Solar Alliance demonstrate the value of international cooperation. 

 � Sharing knowledge, best practices, and resources with other countries can enhance collective progress 
towards the SDGs.

Conclusion and Way Forward
• Strengthening Healthcare Systems: Investing in healthcare infrastructure, ensuring access to quality 

healthcare services, and addressing malnutrition are crucial steps.

• Improving Education Quality: Enhancing the quality of education, reducing dropout rates, and ensuring 
equitable access to education for all sections of society.

• Promoting Gender Equality: Implementing policies that promote gender equality in education, employment, 
and political representation.

• Reducing Economic Inequality: Creating more job opportunities, ensuring fair wages, and implementing 
social safety nets to support vulnerable populations.

• India’s journey towards achieving the SDGs is a testament to its determination and resilience. While 
significant progress has been made, addressing the human development issues is essential for realizing the 
vision of sustainable development. By focusing on these areas, India can pave the way for a more equitable 
and prosperous future.

Source: TH

Mains Practice Question
[Q]   How effectively has India’s focus on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) addressed its persistent 

human development challenges, such as poverty, inequality, and healthcare disparities?
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