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Understanding Environmental Sustainability in India's
North-East: A Comparative Study through the SDG
Index

Dipankar Saha, Giribabu M. and Ankit Biswas

India adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework of the
United Nation (UN) in 2015 for addressing the sustainable development which
is the primary factor for realization of environmental sustainability. Using the
SDG Index released by NITI Aayog, an attempt is made in this study to compare
the performance of North-Eastern State (NE) of India with the national
performance in environmental sustainability, in terms of SDG-6, 7, 11, 12, 13
and 15. The study shows the regional variability in SDG score among North-
Eastern Region (NER). It has been evidenced through the study that NER is
lagging behind in achieving SDG-11 in comparison to all India performance.
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| Introduction

"Sustainable development" encompasses a broader concept of "economic
development" that surpasses the antiquated notion of economic growth simply
measured by per capita GDP growth. However, it adopts a more expansive
interpretation of "human development," placing emphasis on the individual as both
the agent and recipient of growth. This perspective is assessed by various measures
of living standards and quality of life, surpassing the mere monitoring of progress
in material possessions (Becker 1964). The SDGs hold significant importance as
they offer a worldwide framework for tackling urgent problems like poverty,
inequality, climate change, and environmental degradation. The concepts of
sustainability and environmental protection are often intertwined. Moreover, the
term "sustainable" inherently signifies the enduring self-sustaining viability of any
given system, encompassing the endurance of ecological systems, as well as the
economic and social framework (Throsby 1997). The Millennium Development
Goal (MDG) framework, which has been in place since 2000, has been succeeded
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in 2015 by a new framework of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As per
the UN report, published by the World Commission on Environment and
Development and also known as the Brundtland report, “Sustainable development
is development that meets the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED
1987). The definition is elaborated upon in the 2030 Agenda for the
implementation of SDGs, which aims to end poverty and hunger while addressing
environmental concerns without ignoring social challenges related to wellbeing,
health, and education (Corvers et al., 2016). The UN's SDGs are ambitious in that
they aim to concurrently achieve significant environmental and human
development goals. However, given the potential trade-offs between ecological
sustainability and human dimensions, it is also necessary to have comprehensive
indicators that can highlight the most promising strategies for enhancing both
simultaneously (Henderson and Loreau 2023). The multifaceted concept of the
SDGs has been better understood, as it’s leading to the identification of several
interrelations between the environment, society, and economy (Diaz-Sarachaga,
Jato-Espino, and Castro-Fresno, 2018). In order to promote economic,
environmental, and social development, the United Nations (UN) created the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) as a guiding concept. SDGs incorporate
17 broad-based goals and associated 169 targets in an integrated way (Hak, et. al.
2016). Environmental sustainability is a crucial requirement for achieving
sustainable development. (Leffta, S.J. 2018).

India's North-Eastern Region (NER), which comprises 3.8 per cent of the
country's population and covers approximately eight per cent of India's total land
area, is a diverse and culturally vibrant region. Despite its natural beauty and
cultural past, this region has faced significant challenges in fostering sustainable
development. India's endorsement of the United WNations' Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 presented an opportunity to address the
challenges and advance the achievement of the SDGs. Numerous studies has been
documented the India’s performance towards achieving SDGs. However, there has
been lack of study in respect of SDGs and its performance in North-Eastern states
of India. In this context, this paper has made an attempt to compare the
performance of North-Eastern (NE) State of India with the national performance
in environmental sustainability, specifically with regard to SDG-6, 7, 11, 12, 13
and 15. The study also aims to identify the constraints to improving the
environmental sustainability of the Northeastern states.

Il Objectives of the Study

The aim of the study is as follows:

e  To compare the progress of NE States with the National average in terms of
achieving SDG-6, 7, 11, 12, 13 and 15.
e  To study the variability in SDG Scores of NER for the mentioned SDGs.
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Il Research Methodology

The study is purely based on secondary sources for its data. Data is mainly
collected from the SDG India Index and Dashboard 2020-2021 released by NITI
Aayog for its analysis on the performance of NE states of India. While SDG-6, 7,
11, 12, 13, 14 and 15 are promoting environmental sustainability, in the present
study performance is not analyzed only for the SDG-14 due to the data constraint.
The SDG score of NER has been analysed by using tabulation, weighted average,
weighted standard deviation and coefficient of variation which performed in the
MS Excel software. In addition, necessary information has been gathered from
scholarly journals, research papers, government reports, databases, reviews, and
other reliable sources.

IV Sustainable Development Goals

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, sanctioned by 193 Member States
during the UN General Assembly Summit in September 2015 and implemented
on January 1, 2016, encompasses a total of 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and 169 corresponding objectives. According to the United Nations
(2015), the key principle behind the global agenda for 2030 is universality, which
is referred to as "Leave No One Behind." The government of India has undertaken
the integration of efforts towards meeting the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 17 SDGs are as
follows:

Goal 1: No Poverty

Goal 2: Zero Hunger

Goal 3: Good Health and Well Being

Goal 4: Quality Education

Goal 5: Gender Equality

Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation

Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy

Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth

Goal 9: Industries, Innovation and Infrastructure

\4

Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities

Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities

Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production
Goal 13: Climate Action

Goal 14: Life Below Water

Goal 15: Life on Land

Goal 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions
Goal 17: Partnerships for the Goals

VvV V.V V VYV ¥V V VY V V V VY V V V V

Source: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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V Understanding of Environmental Sustainability and SDGs
Promoting Environmental Sustainability

The environment serves as the fundamental framework for sustaining life on our
planet, exerting influence over the survival, growth, and development of
individuals and their endeavours. Environmental sustainability refers to the ability
to preserve the beneficial qualities of the physical environment (Sutton, 2004). It’s
also the primary factor influencing the realisation of sustainable development.
Environmental sustainability is the process of making choices and acting in ways
that advance the preservation of the natural world, with a focus on maintaining the
environment's capacity to support human life and ensuring that human activity
does not negatively impact the environment (Bilsborrow 1992). It ensures the
health and preservation of ecosystems, including forests, oceans, wetlands, and
biodiversity. Natural ecosystem capacity, or ecological integrity, refers to the
comprehension of landscape and watershed natural system processes that inform
the creation of sensible economic development plans that protect these systems
(Flint 2004). The SDGs encompass a wide range of subjects, including the
management of natural resources, climate change, water-related issues, marine
issues, biodiversity and ecosystems, circular economy, environmentally sound
waste, and chemical management. Environmental sustainability is no longer a
commercial luxury, it is now a civic obligation (Ogori, et. al. 2022). It is a
prominent aspect for the health of present and future generations. The SDG
framework, which supports environmental sustainability by protecting and
optimising the resources for future generations. The key SDGs promoting the
environmental sustainability are Clean Water and Sanitation (Goal 6)
which ensures that everyone has access to clean water and sanitary facilities is
emphasized in Goal, Affordable and Clean Energy (Goal 7) mainly focuses on
ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all,
Sustainable Cities and Communities (Goal 11) which promotes waste
management, air pollution, urbanization, and access to green places, etc.,
Responsible Consumption and Production (Goal 12) promotes the use of
environmentally friendly techniques, waste minimization, sustainable chemical
and waste management, and resource efficiency, Climate Action (Goal 13) focuses
on urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts, Life Below Water (Goal
14) and Life on Land (Goal 15) ensures utilization of land and marine ecosystems,
respectively, is the focus of both SDGs and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17)
recognizes the importance of global partnerships in achieving all the SDGs,
including environmental sustainability.

VI Results and Discussion
According to the SDG India Index (2020-2021) published by NITI Aayog, India

experienced a 6-point increase in its total SDG score, rising from 60 in 2019 to 66
in 2020-2021. The SDG India Index assigns individual scores to each State and
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Union Territory Based on the 16 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
scores range from 0 to 100, with a score of 100 indicating that a State/Union
Territory has successfully attained the targets set for 2030 (NITI Aayog, 2020).
The classification of States and Union Territories is as follows: Aspirant (with an
SDG score ranging from 0 to 49), Performer (with an SDG score ranging from 50
to 64), Front-Runner (with an SDG score ranging from 65 to 99), and Achiever
(with an SDG score of 100). Performance of India and its North-Eastern States
(NE) in respect of SDG-6, 7, 11, 12, 13 and 15 (NITI Aayog 2020).

Table 1: SDG Score of NER and India

AREA Goal 6 Goal 7 Goal 11 Goal 12 Goal 13 Goal 15
India 83 92 79 74 54 66
Sikkim 89 100 85 76 65 73
Mizoram 85 100 61 87 66 48
Tripura 82 83 67 99 41 69
Manipur 87 96 65 89 57 60
Nagaland 87 69 48 91 69 63
?r‘:él:s“ilhal 67 85 39 77 58 93
Meghalaya 75 50 51 73 62 64
Assam 64 98 55 66 53 78

Source: https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking

Table 1 shows the SDG score of India's average and the north-castern states
of India with respect to SDG-6, 7, 11, 13, 15. According to the comprehensive
SDG report of NITI Aayog for 2020-2021, no states are classified as aspirant or
achiever. However, it has been observed that states have performed in both
categories for the specified SDGs. Further, from the table, there is a state-level
variation of NE states with national performance in attaining the SDG.

Table 2: Weighted Average SDG Score of NER

AREA Goal 6 Goal 7 Goal 11 Goal 12 Goal 13 Goal 15
Arunachal Pradesh 67 85 39 77 58 93
Assam 64 98 55 66 53 78
Manipur 87 96 65 89 57 60
Meghalaya 75 50 51 73 62 64
Mizoram 85 100 61 87 66 48
Nagaland 87 69 48 91 69 63
Sikkim 89 100 85 76 65 73
Tripura 82 83 67 99 41 69
Weighted Average Score of NER 80.53 88.39 61.80 83.53 60.06 70.79

Source: https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking
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Figure 1: Performance of NER in respect of SDG-6, 7, 11, 12, 13 & 15
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Table 2 and Figure 1 presents the SDG scores for six distinct SDGs in eight
states located in India's NER. There is notable variation in the scores seen
throughout the region, indicating diverse levels of progress towards achieving the
respective goals. Goal 7, which focuses on affordable and clean energy,
demonstrates strong progress, with a weighted average score of 88.39. In contrast,
Goal-13 (climate action) and Goal 11 (sustainable cities and communities) fall
behind with a weighted average score of 60.06 and 61.80, respectively. Sikkim
and Manipur demonstrate exceptional performance in multiple objectives, but
Arunachal Pradesh and Meghalaya exhibit relatively lower results in specific
domains.

Table 3: Average SDG Score of NER and India

AREA India Weighted Average Score of NER
Goal 6 83 80.53
Goal 7 92 88.39
Goal 11 79 61.80
Goal 12 74 83.53
Goal 13 54 60.06
Goal 15 66 70.79

Source: https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking and Authors own calculations.
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Figure 2: Progress of SDGs in India and NER
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Table 3 and Figure 2 displays the SDG score of India and weighted average
SDG score of NER. The comparison reveals that India exhibits superior
performance in respect of Goals 6, 7, and 11, with the exception of Goals 12, 13
and 15, wherein the NER scores are much lower than the national performance.
Goal 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) is particularly notable for its significantly
higher score in both India and the NER, indicating major advancements in this
domain at both levels. However, there is a considerable disparity in performance
for Goal 11, where India has achieved significantly greater scores compared to the
NER. On the other hand, the performance of the NER is relatively closer to the
national progress in Goals 6, 12, and 15.

Table 4: Variation in SDGs Performance in NER
SDG Goals NER Weighted Average Score  Weighted Standard Deviation Coefficient of Variation

Goal 6 80.53 9.25 11.49
Goal 7 88.39 15.58 17.63
Goal 11 61.80 14.46 23.40
Goal 12 83.53 10.90 13.05
Goal 13 60.06 8.24 13.72
Goal 15 70.79 13.64 19.27

Source: Authors own calculations.

The Goal-13, 6, and 12 indicate moderate variability from the mean value in
the average score of NER. Whereas, in terms of Goal-7, which exhibits a high
level of standard deviation, followed by 11 and 15. There is potential and wider
variability among the NER, which indicates inconsistent performance among the
states for these goals.

Coefficient of Variation (CV) which is used to measure the relative variability
in the NER Average Scores for the mentioned SDGs. Goals 11, 15 and 7 exhibit
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relatively high coefficients of variation, suggesting significant disparities in
progress among NER states in these areas. Conversely, Goals 6, 12 and 13 show
lower coefficients of variation, indicating more consistent performance across the
region. The CV for the respective goal is used to calculated by using the following
formula:

cv=2x 100
u

CV= Coefficient of Variation
o= Standard Deviation for the respective goal
pu= Mean value for the respective goal

Findings of the Study

1. Mizoram and Sikkim has achieved a full score of 100 in promoting the SDG-
7. Assam and Manipur have also shown progress than the national average.

2. In promoting the SDG-6, Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Sikkim have
shown significant improvement as their score is higher than the All-India
Score.

3. Arunachal Pradesh is least performing among NER in promoting SDG-11
followed by Nagaland.

4. There is significant gap of performance in SDG-12 score between the national
average and Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Tripura.

5. Almost all the NER state has great performance in achieving the SDG-13
except Assam and Tripura where there SDG score is less than India average.

6. Arunachal Pradesh has demonstrated significant advancements in SDG-15,
not only within the NER but also across other states in India.

7. The NER has performed better than all India as the average SDG score is
greater in promoting sustainable consumption and production patterns (SDG-
12), climate action (SDG-13) and life on land (SDG-15).

8. Goals 6, 7 and 12 show strong performances of NER and may serve as
positive examples for improvement in NER related to other goals.

Challenges Faced by NER and Way Forward

While there have been achievements, the NE states face significant challenges in
their efforts to achieve SDG-11 as the performance is below the Indian average.
From the studies and relevant literature as well as vision reports of NER states it
can be inferred that issues are multifaceted and impede the region's progress
toward sustainable development. Deficits in infrastructure are evident, especially
when it comes to SDG 11 with sustainable cities and communities. In the quest for
sustainable cities and communities, waste management emerges as a significant
obstacle. Adopting sustainable consumption habits is hampered by cultural and
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customary practices. The NE states are more vulnerable to landslides, floods, and
unpredictable weather due to climate change. Further, the current waste
management systems are strained by the quick urbanization, which adds to
pollution. This vulnerability makes it more difficult to manage agriculture and
water resources, as well as efforts towards overall sustainability. The SDGs'
effective implementation is hampered by a lack of knowledge and instruction
about them.

To overcome the obstacles and continue progress toward the SDGs in the

North-Eastern states, several steps can be taken:

1.

Utilising the region's natural beauty and cultural diversity to boost sustainable
tourism, at the same time, efforts should be made to enhance forest plantation
and conservation, promote sustainable management practices, and optimise
the utilisation of natural resources.

Promoting the use of renewable energy sources, such as solar and wind
power, to reduce dependence on fossil fuels. In addition, reducing plastic
waste, protecting water supplies, implementing efficient carbon trading in
many contexts, and other measures should be prioritised in the battle against
climate change.

Efforts should be aimed towards ensuring the proper execution of the
National Mission for a Green India, Integrated Development of Wildlife
Habitats, State Action Plan for Climate Change, and other relevant initiatives
in order to safeguard, restore, and advance the sustainable utilization of
terrestrial ecosystems, effectively manage forests in a sustainable manner,
combat desertification, halt and reverse land degradation, and mitigate
biodiversity loss.

Promote vocational training and skill development to entrepreneurship in the
areas of eco-friendly traditional industries.

Focus on promoting sustainable agriculture and rural development. This can
be achieved through initiatives that provide farmers with access to resources,
such as improved seeds, tools and equipment, and training on sustainable
farming practices.

Ensuring universal access to pure drinking water and sanitation facilities for
all through the national schemes such as Jal Jeevan Mission, Swachh Bharat
Mission, PMAY(R&U), and others state initiative programs should be
tackled.

The schemes such as Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Gram Jyoti Yojana, National
Solar Mission, Green Energy Corridor, Green Mission Project, etc., must be
strengthened and properly implemented to ensure affordable, reliable,
sustainable, and modern energy for households and business enterprises.
Efforts should be made to provide housing for all, waste collection at the
doorsteps of households in Towns and Cities, solid waste treatment and
management at the municipality, to improve urban mobility to promote cities
and human inhabitants inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.
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In the context of achieving the SDGs especially in the NE states the NITI
Aayog has made efforts to measure and strengthen the performance at districts
level of NE states under the initiatives of North-Eastern Region SDG Index
Dashboard, Baseline Report 2021-2022 in alignment with the SDG localization in
NER. This Index covers 15 SDGs and rank 120 districts of the region. Further, for
identifying the constraints in improving SDGs, NITI Forum for North-East in
2018. SDG scores attained by the states mainly depends on the indicators assigned
for the SDGs, the developed indicators should be in accordance with National
Indicator Framework, SDG India Index, as well as the State Indicator Framework
taking into consideration of availability of data and implementation of the
schemes, national level surveys, etc., other benefits extended by the govt. and
various institute in relation to SDGs. Overall, solutions that can be proposed to
overcome the obstacles to sustainable development in the North-Eastern state is
by focusing on sustainable agriculture, investing in modern infrastructure
development, and promoting renewable energy, increasing forest coverage, etc.,
progress can be made towards achieving the SDGs.

Conclusion

The study presents the connection between the environmental sustainability and
sustainable development of Northeastern (NE) states. NE states encompass a
group of states in various stages of industrialization and economic growth, facing
challenges such as income inequality, political instability, and limited access to
resources. This study presents a detailed assessment of the SDG Index Score of
the 8 NE states, shedding light on the intricate interplay between progress in SDGs
and sustainable development. Overall, this analysis underscores the complex and
multifaceted relationship between environmental sustainability and sustainable
Development of NE states. The progress of the relationship in terms of achieving
the SDGs varies from state to state. In certain goals such as SDG-6, 7 and 11 the
gap between NER and India is vast which is alarming. Further, from the result, it
has been observed that there is an inconsistency among the NER in terms of the
progress of the specified areas. This highlights the need for targeted interventions
to address disparities and promote more balanced progress towards achieving the
SDGs across the NER. Education, together with science and technology, has the
potential to serve as the fundamental basis for human development. The teaching
of environmentalism has the potential to enhance people's awareness and
engagement in safeguarding the environment, disseminate information and
expertise in environmental protection, and ultimately attain sustainable
development. Integrating the traditional indigenous knowledge with improved
science and technology will significantly improve local livelihoods while keeping
them balance with the local environment. Efforts should be made by the people as
well as the Government of India, Non-Government Organisations working
towards environmental sustainability to bring about an improvement in the SDGs
of NER as well as India.
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