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Abstract 

Sustainable development has moved to the core of India’s policy agenda, reflecting the need to 

reconcile rapid economic expansion with environmental stewardship and social inclusion. This 

article refines and synthesizes India’s sustainability trajectory across interlinked domains—

governance frameworks, poverty reduction, energy transition, urban air quality and mobility, 

water security, food systems and forests, human development, and financing—while 

foregrounding the trade-offs that shape outcomes. Anchored in the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), India’s approach integrates national instruments such as the SDG India Index, 

the National Clean Air Programme, the Jal Jeevan Mission, and a growing portfolio of green-

industrial policies, including the National Green Hydrogen Mission. We review progress on 

multidimensional poverty reduction, the scaling of non-fossil electricity, sanitation and WASH 

(Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) systems, and forest and landscape restoration, alongside 

persistent challenges: sub-national capacity gaps, asset functionality and service quality, grid 

and storage bottlenecks, and the health burden of pollution. The paper argues that achieving the 

2030 agenda requires a decisive shift from asset creation to lifecycle service delivery; 

accelerated transmission, storage, and market reforms to integrate renewables; stronger, 

outcomes-linked intergovernmental fiscal incentives; and adaptive social protection to buffer 

climate shocks. By consolidating evidence across sectors and levels of government, the study 

outlines a realistic pathway that aligns growth, equity, and ecological resilience, positioning 

India to translate policy ambition into durable systems change. 

Introduction 

Sustainable development in India has evolved from a peripheral consideration to a central pillar 

of national planning and governance. As one of the world’s fastest-growing large economies, 

India faces the dual challenge of maintaining high economic growth while ensuring 

environmental protection and social equity. The concept, articulated by the Brundtland 

Commission (1987) as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

https://jetjournal.us/


UGC CARE  I 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

ISSN: 2168-2259 (online) 

(https://jetjournal.us/) 

Volume 14, Issue 2 – June 2024 

 

Copyright ©  | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

 

407 

 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs,” is acutely relevant in the Indian 

context, where the scale of population and ecological diversity intensifies both risks and 

opportunities. 

The adoption of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 

provided India with an international framework to localize sustainability within its 

developmental priorities. The Government of India, through NITI Aayog, institutionalized the 

SDG India Index to benchmark progress across states and union territories. This initiative, 

along with annual Voluntary National Reviews submitted to the UN, reflects the country’s 

commitment to evidence-based policymaking and cooperative federalism. Yet, India’s 

trajectory is not without tensions: rapid urbanization strains water and waste management 

systems; rising energy demand challenges commitments to decarbonization; and regional 

disparities hinder equitable progress. 

India’s sustainability commitments have also been shaped by global negotiations. At the 

26th Conference of the Parties (COP26) in Glasgow, the government announced its Panchamrit 

strategy, including a pledge to achieve net-zero emissions by 2070 and a target of 500 

gigawatts of non-fossil energy capacity by 2030. These commitments are aligned with national 

priorities such as energy security, industrial competitiveness, and rural livelihoods. Subsequent 

policy instruments—including the National Green Hydrogen Mission and the expansion of 

clean mobility initiatives—demonstrate a willingness to invest in next-generation technologies 

while balancing affordability and accessibility. 

This article provides a comprehensive analysis of India’s sustainable development 

pathway. It examines institutional frameworks, sectoral strategies, and social outcomes while 

highlighting persistent bottlenecks and structural trade-offs. By integrating evidence from 

energy transition, urban governance, water and sanitation, agriculture, and human development, 

the study seeks to illuminate how India can reconcile its ambitious economic aspirations with 

the imperatives of equity and ecological resilience. Ultimately, the paper argues that the 

success of India’s sustainable development agenda depends on strengthening governance, 

scaling climate-resilient infrastructure, and embedding inclusivity in policy design and 

implementation. 
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India’s SDG Architecture and Poverty Reduction 

India has been proactive in localizing the global SDG agenda within its national and sub-

national governance frameworks. A landmark initiative in this regard is the SDG India Index, 

developed by NITI Aayog in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP). The index, first launched in 2018, benchmarks states and union territories across 17 

SDGs using official data sources, creating a competitive yet cooperative platform for progress. 

Over successive editions, the index has expanded to incorporate dimensions such as financing, 

partnerships, and sub-state localization. 

The 2023–24 edition of the SDG Index underscores both progress and disparities. While states 

such as Kerala and Himachal Pradesh have emerged as front-runners on clean energy and 

sanitation, persistent gaps remain in domains like learning outcomes, gender equality, and 

environmental quality. Importantly, the index is now more tightly integrated into state-level 

planning processes, with governments using it not only as a performance benchmarking tool 

but also as a guide for policy prioritization. This institutionalization of the index reflects India’s 

commitment to embedding sustainability into federal governance structures. 

The SDG Index also plays a normative role by reinforcing the principles of cooperative and 

competitive federalism. States are incentivized to learn from peers while being held 

accountable through transparent reporting. This mechanism of peer comparison—combined 

with fiscal and programmatic nudges—strengthens the institutional architecture required for 

meeting the 2030 Agenda. Perhaps the most striking achievement of India’s sustainable 

development journey has been the rapid reduction of multidimensional poverty. According to 

NITI Aayog (2023), the proportion of people living in multidimensional poverty declined from 

29.17% in 2013–14 to 11.28% in 2022–23, lifting approximately 248 million people out of 

deprivation within a decade. This transformation is driven by improvements across 12 

indicators, including nutrition, child mortality, education, access to clean cooking fuel, 

sanitation, housing, electricity, and financial inclusion.  

Public programs have been central to this shift. Initiatives such as the Pradhan Mantri 

Awas Yojana (housing), Swachh Bharat Mission (sanitation), Ujjwala Yojana (clean 

cooking fuel), Saubhagya scheme (electricity access), and Jan Dhan Yojana (financial 

inclusion) have collectively enhanced living standards for millions. Moreover, targeted social 
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transfers and food security schemes provided buffers against economic shocks, particularly 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, sustaining poverty reduction requires moving beyond asset provision toward 

resilient service delivery. Functional water connections, reliable electricity, and sustainable 

sanitation systems remain uneven across regions. Climate change poses additional risks: floods, 

droughts, and heatwaves disproportionately affect vulnerable populations, threatening to 

reverse hard-won gains. Thus, embedding climate resilience into poverty alleviation 

programs—through climate-proofed infrastructure, adaptive social protection, and livelihood 

diversification—is critical for consolidating progress. 

In sum, India’s SDG architecture reflects a dual focus: institutional mechanisms (like the 

SDG Index) that enable evidence-based governance, and poverty reduction programs that 

deliver tangible social outcomes. Together, these have laid a strong foundation, but the 

challenge ahead lies in ensuring equity, resilience, and quality of services. 

Energy Transition: Scale, Security, and Systems 

India’s energy transition is anchored in its net-zero commitment by 2070 and the ambitious 

target of installing 500 gigawatts (GW) of non-fossil fuel capacity by 2030. This target 

represents a structural shift in the country’s development model, positioning renewables not 

just as a climate imperative but as a pathway to energy security and industrial competitiveness. 

As of mid-2025, non-fossil energy sources—including renewables, large hydro, and nuclear—

constitute nearly half of India’s installed power capacity. This milestone underscores rapid 

progress, though coal still accounts for a dominant share of actual generation due to its higher 

load factors and role in balancing intermittency. 

The trajectory highlights a core dilemma: while renewables are scaling rapidly, electricity 

demand is growing even faster, necessitating careful balancing between expanding clean 

energy and meeting near-term security needs. 

The Coal Conundrum: Coal occupies a paradoxical position in India’s energy landscape. On the 

one hand, the government has approved new coal capacity to meet rising demand, hedge 

against renewable variability, and ensure affordable power supply. On the other hand, coal is 

the single largest contributor to greenhouse gas emissions and local air pollution. The coal 

https://jetjournal.us/


UGC CARE  I 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

ISSN: 2168-2259 (online) 

(https://jetjournal.us/) 

Volume 14, Issue 2 – June 2024 

 

Copyright ©  | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

 

410 

 

conundrum thus reflects the tension between developmental imperatives and environmental 

goals. Recent analyses emphasize the need for accelerated investments in transmission 

infrastructure, grid flexibility, and storage solutions to reduce reliance on coal while 

maintaining system reliability. Without such reforms, coal risks remaining a “default option” in 

the energy mix, delaying the pace of de-carbonization. 

Green Hydrogen as a Hard-to-Abate Solution: The National Green Hydrogen Mission 

(NGHM), launched in January 2023 with an outlay of ₹19,744 crores, represents a landmark 

intervention in decarbonizing hard-to-abate sectors. Its target of producing 5 million metric 

tonnes of green hydrogen annually by 2030 aims to reduce import dependence on fossil 

fuels, create export opportunities, and decarbonize industries such as steel, cement, refining, 

and fertilizers. 

The mission focuses on three pillars: (i) scaling electrolyzer manufacturing, (ii) creating 

demand in priority sectors through blending mandates and incentives, and (iii) enabling 

infrastructure for storage, transport, and export. Success, however, will depend on overcoming 

challenges such as the high cost of electrolysis, integration with renewable energy sources, and 

building global competitiveness in a rapidly evolving market. 

Transmission, Storage, and Market Design: High renewable energy (RE) penetration requires 

systemic reforms in electricity markets and infrastructure. Investments in national green 

corridors, high-voltage direct current (HVDC) lines, and grid-scale storage (pumped hydro 

and battery energy storage systems) are critical to ensuring a stable supply. Emerging pumped 

storage projects in states like Odisha illustrate India’s pivot toward firm capacity. Coupled with 

ancillary services markets, real-time dispatch reforms, and improved state distribution 

utility finances, these measures will determine whether India can absorb the massive 

expansion of renewables. At present, renewable additions—though robust—must almost 

double annually to align with the 2030 target. Achieving this scale requires not only 

infrastructure but also policy predictability, financial viability of power purchase 

agreements (PPAs), and demand-side flexibility. 

Thus, India’s energy transition demonstrates both ambition and constraint. The 

expansion of non-fossil fuel capacity and the launch of green hydrogen initiatives reflect a 

forward-looking strategy, but coal dependence, storage bottlenecks, and financial fragility in 
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the power sector highlight structural challenges. A successful transition will require a multi-

pronged approach, accelerating renewables and storage, reforming power markets, and 

embedding industrial decarbonization policies that align with long-term climate goals while 

ensuring affordability and reliability. 

Cities, Air Quality, and Mobility 

Air pollution has emerged as one of the most severe constraints on sustainable development in 

India, with implications for health, productivity, and urban liveability. The National Clean Air 

Programme (NCAP), launched in 2019, set a target of reducing PM2.5 and PM10 

concentrations by 20–30% by 2024 (from 2017 levels), later revised to a 40% reduction by 

2026. While incremental improvements have been documented in select cities, especially those 

implementing source-specific interventions, overall progress remains uneven. The National 

Capital Region (NCR) and other parts of northern India continue to record some of the highest 

PM2.5 concentrations globally. The Air Quality Life Index (University of Chicago) estimates 

that prolonged PM 2.5 exposure reduces the average Indian’s life expectancy by several years 

compared to WHO guidelines. This highlights the magnitude of the public health crisis, as air 

pollution contributes to respiratory diseases, cardiovascular conditions, and premature 

mortality. Policy interventions under NCAP have included tighter emission standards for 

industries, promotion of cleaner fuels, stricter vehicular norms (BS-VI), and enhanced 

monitoring. However, challenges remain in implementation, enforcement, and inter-state 

coordination, particularly for addressing transboundary pollution sources such as stubble 

burning. 

Urban Sanitation and Solid Waste Management: The Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) has been 

one of the most visible and transformative initiatives in the realm of sanitation. Since its launch 

in 2014, SBM has drastically expanded access to household toilets and declared rural India 

open-defecation free (ODF) by 2019. The second phase, SBM-Grameen II, emphasizes 

sustaining ODF status and transitioning toward “ODF Plus,” which integrates solid and liquid 

waste management. By 2024, official reviews indicated that more than 95% of villages had 

achieved ODF Plus certification, signaling improvements in hygiene and behavior change. 

Similarly, SBM-Urban 2.0 has focused on fecal sludge treatment plants, mechanized cleaning, 

and plastic waste management. Yet, field reports point to challenges in asset functionality—
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non-operational toilets, lack of water supply, and inadequate financing for long-term operations 

and maintenance. 

Thus, while sanitation access has improved dramatically, the focus must now shift to 

service quality, sustainability, and community ownership. A lifecycle approach to 

sanitation—beyond infrastructure creation—will be critical to ensuring lasting impacts on 

public health and dignity. 

Clean Mobility and Electrification: Mobility in Indian cities is undergoing a gradual but critical 

transition. The government has adopted a suite of policies to reduce transport-related emissions, 

including BS-VI fuel norms, vehicle scrappage policies, and incentives for electric vehicles 

(EVs). Under the Faster Adoption and Manufacturing of Hybrid and Electric Vehicles 

(FAME II) scheme, subsidies have been extended to electric two-wheelers, buses, and 

charging infrastructure. Two-wheelers and three-wheelers have emerged as the frontrunners in 

EV adoption, driven by cost competitiveness and last-mile connectivity needs. However, the 

scaling of EVs in buses, freight vehicles, and passenger cars has been slower, constrained by 

high upfront costs, battery supply chain limitations, and inadequate charging networks. The 

success of transport de-carbonization hinges on a combination of infrastructure investment, 

grid readiness, and targeted incentives. Urban electrification of public transport fleets, 

particularly in heavily polluted cities, could yield significant air quality and equity benefits. At 

the same time, improving non-motorized transport infrastructure (cycling lanes, pedestrian 

pathways) and enhancing public transit systems will be essential to reducing congestion, 

emissions, and urban inequities. 

Water Security and WASH 

Water security is a foundational element of sustainable development, linking health, 

livelihoods, and gender equity. In 2019, the Government of India launched the Jal Jeevan 

Mission (JJM) with the ambitious goal of providing functional household tap connections 

(FHTCs) to all rural households by 2024. Beyond physical connections, the mission 

emphasizes source sustainability, greywater management, and community ownership. One of 

the mission’s strengths lies in its transparency: through digital dashboards and village-level 

data portals, progress can be tracked in near real time. By mid-2025, tens of millions of 

households had been connected, marking significant gains in access. The initiative also 
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prioritizes the participation of women in village water committees, thereby reinforcing social 

inclusion and accountability. 

However, concerns have been raised about the functionality and quality of assets. 

Independent audits and parliamentary reviews have noted discrepancies between official 

reports and on-ground realities, such as irregular water supply, poor-quality pipelines, and 

challenges in ensuring safe drinking water in arsenic- and fluoride-affected regions. As such, 

the long-term success of JJM depends not only on expanding coverage but also on ensuring 

service reliability, water safety, and local governance capacity. 

Water Resilience: Beyond household-level access, India faces profound challenges in ensuring 

hydrological sustainability. Several river basins—including the Ganga, Cauvery, and 

Godavari—are under increasing stress from over-extraction, pollution, and climate variability. 

Groundwater, which provides nearly 60% of irrigation and 80% of drinking water, is depleting 

rapidly in many states, threatening long-term resilience. Addressing these challenges requires a 

shift from project-driven interventions to integrated water resource management (IWRM). 

Linking JJM with watershed development programs, irrigation modernization, and 

aquifer recharge initiatives could reduce seasonal distress and enhance long-term water 

security. Nature-based solutions such as wetland restoration, rainwater harvesting, and 

catchment protection offer co-benefits for ecosystems and communities alike. Climate change 

amplifies risks: erratic monsoons, prolonged droughts, and intensified floods threaten both 

water availability and quality. Building climate resilience into water governance is therefore 

essential. This includes early-warning systems, decentralized storage solutions, climate-

smart irrigation practices, and regulatory reforms to prevent unsustainable groundwater 

exploitation. 

Food Systems, Land, and Forests 

Agriculture remains the backbone of India’s rural economy, employing nearly half of the 

workforce and serving as a key determinant of food security. However, it is also highly 

vulnerable to climate variability, with rising temperatures, erratic rainfall, and extreme 

weather events directly affecting yields and farmer livelihoods. At the same time, agriculture 

contributes significantly to greenhouse gas emissions, particularly through methane from rice 

cultivation and livestock, nitrous oxide from fertilizer use, and carbon release from crop residue 
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burning. A transition toward climate-smart agriculture (CSA) is therefore central to India’s 

sustainable development agenda. Key strategies include: 

 Micro-irrigation and water-efficient practices, which reduce stress on groundwater 

while improving resilience against droughts. 

 Resilient crop varieties and seed systems, tailored to withstand climate shocks and 

enhance productivity. 

 Digital agriculture and advisory services, enabling farmers to access climate 

forecasts, precision farming tools, and market intelligence. 

 Decentralized renewable energy solutions—such as solar pumps and biomass-based 

technologies—that reduce emissions while expanding access to affordable power. 

Policies like the Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchai Yojana (PMKSY) and the promotion of 

natural farming demonstrate efforts to align agricultural productivity with ecological 

sustainability. Nevertheless, challenges persist. Price signals, procurement systems, and 

subsidies often favor water-intensive crops like rice and sugarcane, exacerbating resource 

depletion. Furthermore, smallholder farmers face barriers in adopting climate-smart 

technologies due to limited access to finance, credit, and insurance. 

A deeper integration of risk transfer mechanisms, such as weather-based insurance schemes 

and income diversification programs, could help buffer farmers from shocks. Coupled with 

investments in rural infrastructure, digital connectivity, and value-chain resilience, CSA can 

simultaneously advance productivity, environmental sustainability, and rural prosperity.  

Forests and Carbon Stock: Forests play a critical role in India’s sustainable development 

agenda by providing ecosystem services, enhancing biodiversity, and contributing to carbon 

sequestration. According to the India State of Forest Report (ISFR) 2023, forest and tree 

cover account for approximately 25.17% of India’s geographical area—reflecting 

incremental progress toward the long-standing policy aspiration of one-third coverage. While 

the overall cover has grown modestly, the quality and ecological integrity of forests remain 

concerns. Deforestation, degradation, and fragmentation continue in many regions due to 

infrastructure expansion, mining, and encroachments. Moreover, compensatory afforestation 

programs have often been criticized for prioritizing monoculture plantations over ecologically 

diverse forests, thereby limiting biodiversity and ecosystem resilience. 
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To address these gaps, India has promoted initiatives such as agroforestry, degraded 

land restoration, and biodiversity corridor protection. Agroforestry, in particular, holds 

promise as it integrates livelihood support for farmers with carbon sequestration and landscape 

restoration. Similarly, mangrove regeneration and urban greening initiatives have begun to gain 

traction, offering nature-based solutions to climate change. Forests are also central to 

community well-being, especially for tribal and forest-fringe populations. Strengthening the 

Forest Rights Act (2006) and ensuring meaningful participation of local communities in forest 

governance are vital for achieving both social justice and environmental goals. 

In the global context, India’s forestry commitments are aligned with the Paris 

Agreement and the country’s pledge to create an additional carbon sink of 2.5–3 billion tonnes 

of CO₂ equivalent by 2030. Achieving this will require not just incremental gains in forest 

cover but also a shift toward nature-positive development, where ecological integrity and 

community rights are prioritized alongside climate mitigation. 

Social Outcomes and Human Development 

Sustainable development in India cannot be evaluated solely through economic or 

environmental indicators; it must ultimately be judged by its impact on human well-being and 

social equity. In recent years, India has made remarkable progress in reducing 

multidimensional poverty, improving access to basic services, and strengthening social safety 

nets. Yet, persistent gaps in health, education, and nutrition underscore the need for sustained 

policy attention. The decline in multidimensional poverty—from nearly 30% in 2013–14 to 

just over 11% in 2022–23—is a transformative achievement, driven by large-scale public 

programs in housing, sanitation, clean cooking, electricity, and financial inclusion. These gains 

reflect the capacity of targeted, well-funded initiatives to deliver rapid improvements when 

supported by robust monitoring and political commitment. However, challenges remain in 

ensuring the quality and reliability of services. Access to a school or health center does not 

guarantee meaningful learning outcomes or effective treatment, and the persistence of 

inequality—across gender, caste, and region—continues to undermine inclusive development. 

Health outcomes illustrate these tensions. While infant and maternal mortality rates 

have declined steadily, gaps in rural health infrastructure, shortages of trained medical 

personnel, and high out-of-pocket expenditures pose barriers to universal health coverage. The 
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COVID-19 pandemic exposed the fragility of public health systems, emphasizing the need for 

resilient, climate-proofed health infrastructure that can withstand both pandemics and 

climate-related shocks. Similarly, nutrition remains a stubborn challenge: despite 

improvements in food availability, indicators such as child stunting and anemia among 

women remain high, reflecting deep structural issues in dietary diversity, healthcare access, 

and social norms. 

Education is another critical domain. Over the past two decades, enrollment rates have 

increased substantially, supported by schemes like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and the Right to 

Education Act. However, learning outcomes remain weak, with the Annual Status of 

Education Report (ASER) highlighting persistent deficits in foundational literacy and 

numeracy. The pandemic further exacerbated these challenges, as prolonged school closures 

widened digital divides and disproportionately affected disadvantaged groups. Addressing this 

requires a shift from enrollment-driven strategies to learning-oriented reforms, supported by 

teacher training, digital innovations, and community engagement. 

Social protection systems have expanded significantly, with direct benefit transfers, 

food security programs, and employment guarantees providing critical safety nets. However, 

climate change introduces new risks that threaten to reverse human development gains. 

Heatwaves, floods, and cyclones disproportionately affect the poor, damaging housing, 

livelihoods, and health. This calls for a new generation of adaptive social protection 

programs that integrate early-warning systems, scalable cash transfers, and climate-resilient 

housing. 

In sum, while India has demonstrated the potential of public programs to deliver large-

scale social improvements, the sustainability of these gains depends on moving from access to 

quality, addressing deep-rooted inequalities, and embedding resilience against climate and 

economic shocks. Human development, therefore, must remain at the center of India’s 

sustainable development strategy, ensuring that progress in other domains translates into 

tangible improvements in people’s lives. 

Finance, Institutions, and Federalism 

Achieving India’s sustainable development and climate goals will require unprecedented levels 

of financing, robust institutional mechanisms, and effective coordination between national and 
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sub-national governments. Estimates suggest that trillions of dollars in cumulative investment 

will be needed to fund renewable energy expansion, resilient infrastructure, clean mobility, and 

adaptive social protection over the next decade. Mobilizing such resources requires a blended 

financing approach, combining public budgets, multilateral development bank support, 

concessional climate funds, and private capital. Recent initiatives illustrate how India is 

experimenting with innovative financial instruments. For instance, the National Green 

Hydrogen Mission has adopted a “de-risk and crowd-in” model by providing capital 

expenditure subsidies, demand aggregation mechanisms, and ecosystem-building support to 

encourage private participation. Similar models—such as viability gap funding for battery 

storage, results-based financing for air quality, and concessional lending for water and 

sanitation—could help channel capital into areas where social returns exceed private incentives. 

Strengthening domestic capital markets, particularly green bonds and infrastructure investment 

trusts, will also be critical in bridging financing gaps. 

Equally important is the role of institutions and governance frameworks. India’s 

progress with the SDG India Index demonstrates how transparent benchmarking and 

competitive federalism can incentivize performance at the state level. By ranking states and 

union territories across SDG indicators, the index has fostered healthy competition while also 

highlighting areas where cooperative action is necessary. This model of evidence-based 

governance is a notable innovation, yet its effectiveness depends on how far it is integrated into 

fiscal decision-making. Tying a greater portion of intergovernmental transfers and performance 

grants to measurable outcomes in domains such as air quality, water efficiency, and learning 

outcomes could enhance accountability and accelerate progress. 

At the same time, India’s federal structure introduces challenges of capacity and fiscal 

space. States vary widely in institutional strength, financial health, and administrative 

capability. Energy transition, for example, depends heavily on state-level electricity distribution 

reforms, yet many state utilities face chronic financial distress. Similarly, progress in sanitation, 

water, and urban governance is uneven, reflecting disparities in state capacity. National-level 

vision must therefore be complemented by empowered state and local governments, 

supported with technical assistance, flexible financing, and performance-linked incentives. 

In sum, financing and governance represent the backbone of India’s sustainable 

development agenda. Without adequate resources, institutional reforms, and effective federal 
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coordination, sectoral initiatives will remain fragmented and unsustainable. Conversely, a well-

designed blend of innovative financing mechanisms, evidence-based policymaking, and 

competitive yet cooperative federalism can provide the enabling environment necessary to 

translate ambitious goals into durable systems change. 

Risks and Trade-offs 

India’s sustainable development pathway is defined as much by the management of structural 

tensions as by the pursuit of quantified targets. These tensions manifest across energy, 

infrastructure, and governance domains, creating trade-offs that must be carefully navigated to 

ensure balanced progress. One major tension lies between energy security and 

decarbonization speed. India’s surging electricity demand requires reliable baseload power, 

which has often meant continued reliance on coal. At the same time, rapid scaling of renewable 

energy is essential to meet climate commitments and reduce pollution. The challenge is not a 

binary choice between coal and renewables, but rather the design of a system that integrates 

storage, transmission, and demand-side flexibility to balance growth with sustainability. 

Another trade-off emerges between asset creation and service quality. Programs such 

as the Jal Jeevan Mission and Swachh Bharat Mission have succeeded in expanding access to 

water connections and sanitation facilities. Yet, evidence shows that infrastructure provision 

alone does not guarantee reliable service. Functionality of assets, availability of water sources, 

and sustained financing for operations and maintenance determine whether these investments 

deliver long-term benefits. Without addressing these factors, there is a risk of slippage and 

disillusionment among communities. 

A third structural risk is the gap between national targets and state capacity. 

Ambitious commitments on renewable energy, air quality, or water supply often depend on 

state-level execution. However, states vary widely in institutional capacity, fiscal resources, 

and governance quality. This divergence threatens to create uneven progress, with high-

performing states moving ahead while lagging regions fall further behind. Strengthening 

competitive federalism—through outcome-based incentives, capacity-building, and fiscal 

transfers tied to measurable progress—can help narrow this gap. 

Finally, climate change itself acts as a risk multiplier, amplifying vulnerabilities across 

systems. Extreme weather events—heatwaves, floods, droughts, and cyclones—pose growing 
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threats to infrastructure, agriculture, and human health. Unless resilience is mainstreamed into 

planning and investment, developmental gains risk being reversed. 

In short, India’s sustainability journey is characterized by interlocking trade-offs: 

ensuring energy security while pursuing de-carbonization, moving beyond asset creation to 

guarantee service quality, and aligning national ambitions with sub-national capacity. 

Navigating these tensions requires integrated, multi-scalar strategies that prioritize long-term 

systems resilience over short-term fixes. 

A Realistic Pathway to 2030 and Beyond 

To meet its 2030 Sustainable Development Goals and longer-term climate commitments, India 

must focus on a set of actionable priorities: 

 Accelerate renewable energy deployment by doubling the annual pace of capacity 

additions and transmission build-out. This requires streamlined approvals, land 

acquisition reforms, and standardized auctions for grid-scale storage. 

 Integrate firm power solutions through pumped storage and battery systems, 

supported by modernized dispatch practices, real-time markets, and ancillary services. 

 Strengthen air quality management by addressing pollution at its sources—industrial 

fuel switching, dust control in construction, and expanded clean mobility—while 

ensuring monitoring integrity and transparent fund utilization. 

 Build water resilience by linking Jal Jeevan Mission with aquifer recharge, climate-

smart irrigation, and independent audits to ensure functionality and safety of tap 

connections. 

 Promote nature-positive development through agroforestry, mangrove restoration, 

and ecologically sound afforestation, aligning biodiversity protection with community 

rights. 

 Enhance adaptive social protection by scaling cash transfers, heat-health action plans, 

resilient housing, and early-warning systems to shield vulnerable populations from 

climate extremes. 

 Strengthen green industrial policy with predictable incentives for sectors such as 

hydrogen, batteries, and clean manufacturing, ensuring both domestic competitiveness 

and export readiness. 

https://jetjournal.us/


UGC CARE  I 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

ISSN: 2168-2259 (online) 

(https://jetjournal.us/) 

Volume 14, Issue 2 – June 2024 

 

Copyright ©  | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

 

420 

 

 Deepen cooperative federalism by tying intergovernmental transfers and fiscal 

incentives more directly to SDG outcomes, particularly in air quality, education, and 

health. 

These steps represent a pragmatic yet ambitious pathway. They emphasize not only expanding 

infrastructure but also ensuring quality, resilience, and inclusivity—conditions essential for 

durable systems change. 

Conclusion 

India’s sustainable development trajectory demonstrates significant achievements, including a 

sharp decline in multidimensional poverty, expansion of sanitation and clean energy access, 

and the institutionalization of SDG monitoring. These gains highlight the potential of large-

scale public programs and technological transitions when supported by robust governance and 

policy commitment. However, progress remains uneven. Persistent air pollution, growing water 

stress, regional disparities in state capacity, and the continued reliance on coal present 

structural challenges. Rapid urbanization further strains infrastructure, creating service quality 

gaps that undermine environmental and social outcomes. The way forward requires moving 

from infrastructure creation to service delivery, embedding climate resilience across 

sectors, and strengthening federal cooperation with outcome-based incentives. By 

prioritizing quality, equity, and resilience, India can balance economic growth with social 

inclusion and environmental sustainability, positioning itself as a model for the Global South. 

References 

Agarwal, A., & Narain, S. (1991). Global warming in an unequal world: A case of environmental colonialism. 

New Delhi: Centre for Science and Environment. 

Chakravarty, S., & Dey, A. (2021). Sustainable development goals and India: Performance, policies, and 

prospects. Economic and Political Weekly, 56(4), 45–54. 

Government of India. (2022). SDG India index and dashboard 2021–22: Partnerships in the decade of action. 

NITI Aayog. https://www.niti.gov.in 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2022). Climate change 2022: Impacts, adaptation and vulnerability. 

Cambridge University Press. 

Jha, R., & Murthy, K. V. B. (2003). An inverse global environmental Kuznets curve. Journal of Comparative 

Economics, 31(2), 352–368. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-5967(03)00011-6 

Ministry of New and Renewable Energy. (2023). Annual report 2022–23. Government of India. 

https://mnre.gov.in 

https://jetjournal.us/
https://www.niti.gov.in/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-5967(03)00011-6
https://mnre.gov.in/


UGC CARE  I 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

ISSN: 2168-2259 (online) 

(https://jetjournal.us/) 

Volume 14, Issue 2 – June 2024 

 

Copyright ©  | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

 

421 

 

NITI Aayog. (2021). Voluntary national review (VNR) report on the implementation of sustainable development 

goals. Government of India. https://www.niti.gov.in 

Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. Oxford University Press. 

Sharma, R., & Singh, P. (2020). Renewable energy transition in India: Opportunities and challenges. Energy 

Policy, 144, 111–118. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2020.111618 

United Nations. (2015). Transforming our world: The 2030 agenda for sustainable development. United Nations. 

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda 

World Bank. (2022). World development indicators. https://databank.worldbank.org 

 

https://jetjournal.us/
https://www.niti.gov.in/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2020.111618
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://databank.worldbank.org/

