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Indian CSOs rejected the draft SDGs released by the United Nations’ Open working 

Group. In a Consultation held in Delhi on 21st and 22nd August, scores of NGOs 

concluded that the SDGs will not help either sustainability or development as they 

are set within the same framework that caused the problem. They lamented the lack 

of ambition and genuine efforts in the process, and emphasized that the SDGs 

process do not aim at going to the crux of the problem in looking for the solution 

and therefore, in their present shape are unlikely to address the major global 

challenges and crises of economy, food, fuel and climate. They challenged the 

developed nations to chart out genuine, equitable and democratic development 

pathways in a human rights approach and launching a frontal attack on poverty, 

inequality, underdevelopment and unsustainable consumption and production 

patterns. Simultaneously, they also asked the developing and poor countries to push 

for their positions on poverty eradication, hunger and food security, inequality, 

common but differentiated responsibility and means of implementation. The 

collective also urged the national government to create policy space to nationalize 

SDGs, and reiterated that SDGs will be effective only with the national action 

supported by global cooperation. 

The Consultation titled 

“Nationalizing Sustainable 

Development Debate and Goals” 

was organized by a collective of 

organizations including Beyond 

Copenhagen, Campaign on Peoples 

Development Effectiveness, 

CECOEDECON, FPA India, Ibon 

International, IPPF, Landesa, 

PAIRVI, South Asia Dialogues on 

Ecological Democracy and Third World Network. The Consultation was attended by 

over 100 NGOs from 16 states of India. 

The first panel dwelling on “from the MDGs to SDGs” was chaired by Ashish Kothari 

(Kalpavriksha). Opening the debate, Ajay Jha (PAIRVI) traced the sustainability 

debate from the Stockholm Conference and referred to various parallel processes 

addressing aimed at ensuring sustainability (viz. post 2015 & HLPF, SDGs, FfD, 

SE4ALL, UNFCCC etc). He said that the biggest impediments in the sustainability was 

the attempt to find solutions in the same conception of modernity and development 
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where benefits derived from scientific and technological innovation are considered 

as progress, casting externalities aside, and the fixation with simplicity (of the 

MDGs) which might have great reductionist effect on the SDGs.  

Govind Kelkar (Landesa) presented an analysis of 

performance of the MDGs and why a different approach is 

required for the SDGs. While she acknowledge the progress 

made on poverty, child and maternal mortality, primary 

education and girls education, access to drinking water, she 

reiterated that gender equality and global cooperation 

partnership for development have fared the worst. She 

emphasized that in the SDGs too, the MOI or global 

cooperation and women’s empowerment are headed to be the worst performing 

ones with goal on women’s empowerment not having any target at all. 

Ranja Sengupta (TWN) said that global 

cooperation had been the weakest link in the MDG 

process and in the SDGs too MOI do not promise 

supporting transformation of the scale that is 

required. The developing countries must hold 

their fort on poverty, inequality, CBDR, SCP and 

stronger MOI in further negotiations, she added. 

Speaking on partnership and accountability among multilateral 

actors, Joe Athialy (Bank Information Centre), presented case 

study of the World Bank. He said that WB though provides only 

3.3% of development finance; wield huge influence over the 

global processes and governments of countries. He added that 

the Bank’s structure is undemocratic, it functions under the 

thick veil of secrecy, the development model they promote is 

neoliberal, the conditionality they put on the countries are 

much nuanced (than in the 1980s) and it uses public money to 

promote private corporate interests. 

Lise Grande (UN Resident Coordinator, India) 

speaking on the occasion said that arriving at a 

global social pact in the world today which is 

geo-politically significantly different from 

2000 when the MDGs were adopted is not 

going to be easy as developed countries want it 

to be as vague as possible while developing 

and poor countries want it to reflect all global 

priorities. She added that the SDGs process has 

witnessed a power struggle between the member states and the UN secretariat, 

which has made the process more complex. 
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Ashish Kothari (kalpavriksha) in his 

chair’s remarks concluded that though 

MDGs have registered some progress on 

social and economic front but on 

environmental front we have seen a rapid 

regression since 2000. The sign of hope is 

that the government does acknowledge 

sustainability to be built into the planning 

process. However, environment, equity, 

and justice are not at the core of development model which is heavily focused on 

economic growth.  

In the second session Ashish Kothari talked on nationalizing the SDGs and a possible 

goals and targets framework. The session was chaired by Ranja Sengupta. Ashish 

emphasized that sustainable development cannot be achieved unless we get the 

focus on four dimensions of democracy: direct democracy, economic democracy, 

social justice and equity, and ecological sustainability. He presented a set of 10 

principles including principle of ecological integrity and limits, equity and justice, 

right to meaningful participation, responsibility, diversity, collective commons and 

solidarity, rights of nature, resilience and adaptability, subsidiarity and eco-

regionalism and interconnectedness. Based on these principles he suggested an 

elaborate framework of 7 goals followed by several targets and indicators. The 

thrust of his framework lied in respect to ecological limits and true and effective 

participation by people in the policymaking process. (Paper attached) 

The third session looked at transformation (need) in critical areas.  The session was 

co-chaired Amitabh Behar (WNTA) and Meher Engineer (scientist). 

Kavitha Kuruganti (ASHA) speaking of 

sustainable agriculture and food security, 

said that the SDGs is missing the 

opportunity to tackle rural poverty in 

developing and poor countries by 

continuing on some model of corporate, 

chemical and unsustainable agriculture. 

She insisted that tackling issues in 

agriculture as the most direct way to deal 

with poverty and development issues as 

agriculture has the maximum people employed in any sector, the largest women 

workers, the largest number of smallholders’ farmer and investing in agriculture 

means that most of the development goals of 

the country shall be met. She lamented the 

lack of emphasis on agroecology, which is the 

surest way to make it agriculture, food 

production and food security sustainable. 

Soumya Dutta (BJVJ) speaking on energy, 

climate change and disaster in the SDGs 
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expressed his dissatisfaction with the SDGs. He said that goals in the energy are 

even less ambitious than those in the SE4ALL, and the need for reduction in 

luxurious consumption and emission remains completely unaddressed. He also 

added that disaster has been dealt with inappropriately as the focus lies only on big 

disasters and sparing no attention on slow onset events. 

Paul Divakar (WNTA) spoke on poverty, 

exclusion and marginalization. He highlighted 

the need to see shifts between the MDGs and 

Post 2015 agenda. He held that CSO can play an 

important role to ensure that the sustainable 

development agenda does not remain an 

archive document.  He believed that though 

several shades of rights have been included in 

it yet SDGs stopped short of being a human rights document as it does embrace 

language of entitlement.  

Anisa Draboo (Landesa) said that they see access to land (and 

especially to women)  as a foundational link to transformations 

including social, economic, political and nutritional. She added 

that SDGs talk about access to land and resources, but they 

would have preferred a stronger language. She also emphasized 

that in the context of India, land is all the more relevant as 200 

million rural households do not have access to land at all, and 

should be one of the major goals for national SDGs. 

Bindiya Nimla (FPAI) stressed on consolidating 

the gains on the health sector from the MDGs. 

She added that there has been significant 

achievement in child survival and reducing 

maternal mortality, however, in developing 

countries in South Asia sexual and reproductive 

rights remains largely unprotected. Even the 

SDGs do not create a human rights framework 

to espouse SRHR, therefore, long term strategies are required to strengthen country 

level programmes, she quipped. 

Pooja Parvathy (Oxfam India) elaborated on the goal 16 

peaceful and inclusive societies, rule of law and accountable 

governance, emphasizing that targets are more rhetorical 

than with well defined operational mechanism and that 

concrete standards for measuring the results are lacking as 

are private sector accountability, monitoring and oversight, 

responsive governance accountability, and maintaining data 

system. 

The co-chairs concluded that the SDGs do not have the promise for the radical 

transformation that is required. They emphasized that at the level of communities a 
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number of sustainable practices exist, they need to be documented and promoted 

through appropriate policy measures. They also urged a broader alliance to engage 

with sustainable development debate and influence it at global, regional and 

national levels. 

On the day 2 major goals and targets were discussed 

beginning an orientation on how to frame goals and targets 

for national SDGs. Sushmita Choudhury (IPPF) and Anisa 

Draboo (Landesa) presented examples of how goals and 

targets can be devised for health and land. Later during the 

day, an engaging discussion took place taking into account 

major goals in the SDG like poverty, food security, 

agriculture, health, gender equality, MOI etc. 

Kavitha Kuruganti provided an example of 

nationalizing SDGs for sustainable agriculture 

and food security, with the objective titled as 

“End hunger by ensuring food sovereignty to 

achieve food and nutrition security, through 

promotion of sustainable agriculture and 

sustainable farm livelihoods,” and broken 

down into several targets emphasizing each 

problem area in agriculture.   

In the valedictory session senior members of the 

ruling political parties expressed their parties 

commitment to sustainable development. Mr. Sanjay 

Paswan (former Union Minister) offered to take the 

discussion to the relevant ministries and the 

negotiating team of the GOI. Mr. Chandrashekhar 

Sahu (former Member of Parliament and Agriculture 

Minister, Chhattisgarh) assured to help create a 

Multi party Parliamentary Forum on Climate Change 

and Sustainable Development, which will ensure a 

continuous dialogue with the government and civil 

society on these issues. 

The planning session concluded to launch a 

campaign on Nationalizing Sustainable Development debate and Goals, with the 

objectives of bringing more people in the dialogue, developing a set of National 

SDGs, creating a policy space for sustainability debates and providing feedback on 

the SDGs negotiations in the UN. The Consultation also resolved to organize 

regional, state and constituency consultations towards the end of nationalizing the 

debate. 
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