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ABSTRACT: 

The tribal populations of India have remarkable cultural features and connections 

with nature, but they experience several issues such as poverty, marginalization, and 

displacement from their land, as well as exclusion in development efforts. Moreover, the 

target audience of the movement is tribal communities, which mostly remain sidelined. 

Although the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals adopted in 2015 were aimed 

at addressing poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation, the strategies 

developed so far have not sufficiently addressed the specific needs of the tribal population. 

To understand what links there are between the tribal communities of India and 

the SDGs by focusing on the most relevant goals, which are no poverty (SDG 1), quality 

education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), climate action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 

15). It also seeks to explain the challenges associated with the tribe and their contribution 

to promoting sustainability the community has been engaged in biodiversity preservation 

through land management. 

It argues the need to make tribal voices more heard and protect their right to 

speak in SDG implementation initiatives. Therefore, it urges attention to the ongoing SD 

approach to eliminating ‘tribal people,’ as this unfinished business cannot be addressed 

without the significant partnership of the Indian tribal population. 

 

INTRODUCTION:  

India’s tribal communities, 

known as Adivasis, comprise 8.6% of 

the country’s population, and an 

integral part of its cultural and 

ecological heritage. There are over 700 

officially recognized tribes in India, each 

with a unique identity, governance 

system, and practices. These 

communities are primarily concentrated 

in regions such as central India, the 

northeastern states, and southern and 

western India. Some of the most 

prominent tribal groups include the 

Gond, Bhil, Santhal, Munda, Khasi, and 

Naga, among others. Each group 

contributes to the country’s rich cultural 

diversity through its art, music, rituals, 

and oral traditions. 

Spread across forests, hills, and 

remote regions, these communities have 

preserved unique traditions and 
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sustainable ways of life, maintaining a 

deep connection to nature. Their 

traditional knowledge of biodiversity, 

agriculture, and resource management 

has not only supported their livelihoods 

but also contributed significantly to 

ecological conservation. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY:  

Assess the Impact of Poverty on 

Tribal Lives: To assess the effects of 

poverty, including the lack of resources 

and land scarcity in the case of tribal 

communities, SDG 1 focuses on poverty 

eradication. 

Evaluate Educational Barriers for 

Tribal Youth: To examine the 

education needs and gaps of tribal 

children, especially the cultural, 

linguistic, and infrastructural needs in 

the context of SDG 4 on Quality 

Education. 

Promote Gender Equality for Tribal 

Women: Focus on the tribal societies’ 

gender dynamics systems, which 

include the discrimination of women 

but also include women’s opportunities 

for development, particularly in SDG 5. 

Investigating Traditional Knowledge 

in Climate Action: To think of 

incorporating tribal peoples' ecological 

knowledge and practices into climate 

change actions in line with SDG 13. 

Strengthen the Tribal Peoples 

Sovereignty: To contribute to the SDG 

15 target on land use through 

advocating for better laws and practices 

to mitigate the threats posed by 

deforestation, mining, and urbanization 

to tribal lands. 

 OBJECTIVE:  

1. To analyze the emergence and 

evolution of sustainable 

development goals in India. 

2. To explore the role/influence of 

SDG on national policies and 

decision-making processes. 

3. To investigate the challenges in 

front of SDG and the tribal 

community. 

4. Recognizing the importance of 

tribal inclusion is crucial for 

achieving social justice and 

sustainable development. 

5. Tribal knowledge offers valuable 

insights into addressing global 

challenges like climate change 

and biodiversity loss, making 

their participation in 

development efforts essential. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD:  

The research methodology for 

this paper is primarily qualitative and 

exploratory, aiming to understand the 

intersection of India's tribal 

communities with the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

It focuses on identifying the challenges 

tribal communities face and how their 

traditional knowledge and practices can 

contribute to achieving these goals. The 

study uses a combination of secondary 

data analysis, case studies, and 

literature review to build a 



 

Young Researcher 
Vol. 13-Special Issue No.1/December 2024 

 

Rohit Rajendra Narayankar & Bhagavat B. Deshmukh 177 

comprehensive understanding of the 

subject matter. 

 

HYPOTHESIS:  

India’s tribal communities, with 

their traditional knowledge and 

sustainable practices, hold immense 

potential to contribute to the 

achievement of the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

However, this can only be realized 

through inclusive development 

strategies that respect tribal rights, 

address systemic inequalities, and 

integrate their cultural and ecological 

expertise into national policies. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE:  

 According to a report by the 

Ministry of Tribal Affairs (2018), 

over 45% of India's tribal 

households live below the poverty 

line, compared to the national 

average of 22%. 

 Tribal communities play a crucial 

role in conserving India’s 

biodiversity, yet their territories 

are under constant threat from 

deforestation, mining, and 

urbanization. The Forest Rights 

Act (2006) was landmark 

legislation aimed at securing land 

and resource rights for tribes, but 

its implementation remains 

inconsistent, as reported by 

Human Rights Watch (2019). A 

report by the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP, 

2020) highlights the role of tribal 

communities in protecting 

biodiversity-rich regions, calling 

for stronger protections against 

land exploitation. 

 A report by the World Bank 

(2011) highlights that the poverty 

headcount among India’s 

Scheduled Tribes (STs) is 

consistently higher than among 

other population groups. 

Addressing these inequities is 

essential to achieving SDG 1. 

 The Annual Status of Education 

Report (ASER, 2022) also finds 

that educational facilities in tribal 

areas are under-resourced, 

highlighting the urgent need for 

policy reforms targeting SDG 4. 

 The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC, 2019) 

also underscores the importance 

of indigenous knowledge systems 

in climate adaptation and 

mitigation strategies. 

This review synthesizes existing 

literature on tribal communities in 

India, their challenges, and their 

contributions to sustainable 

development, with a special focus on 

key SDGs such as poverty alleviation, 

education, gender equality, climate 

action, and biodiversity conservation. 

 

DISCUSSION/ARGUMENTS: 

SDG 1: No Poverty—Addressing the 

Economic Marginalization of Tribes: 
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Poverty is one of the most 

pressing issues facing tribal 

communities in India. According to the 

2011 Census, the tribal population has a 

much higher poverty rate than the 

national average, with 45% of tribal 

households living below the poverty 

line. The primary causes of this 

economic marginalization include 

limited access to education, healthcare, 

employment opportunities, and basic 

infrastructure. 

Many tribal communities rely on 

agriculture, often in the form of 

subsistence farming, and are dependent 

on forest-based livelihoods. However, 

the encroachment of forests for mining, 

agriculture, and development has led to 

a loss of land and livelihood 

opportunities. Additionally, the inability 

to access formal credit systems or 

markets further compounds their 

economic vulnerability. 

SDG 1, which aims to "end 

poverty in all its forms everywhere," is 

particularly relevant for tribal 

communities. To achieve this goal, 

targeted strategies must be 

implemented that focus on land rights, 

access to education and healthcare, and 

inclusion in the formal economy. The 

government must ensure that tribal 

populations have the legal right to their 

ancestral lands and that these rights are 

protected from encroachment by 

outside forces. Additionally, 

development programs should 

incorporate traditional knowledge into 

livelihood strategies, promoting 

sustainable practices that can offer both 

economic benefits and environmental 

protection. 

SDG 4: Quality Education—Bridging 

the Education Gap for Tribal Youth: 

Education is another critical area 

where tribal communities face 

significant challenges. While India has 

made strides in expanding access to 

education, the quality of education and 

the dropout rates among tribal children 

remain major concerns. Tribal 

communities often live in remote areas, 

far from schools, with few resources and 

inadequate infrastructure. Furthermore, 

there is a deep disconnect between the 

curricula used in schools and the lived 

experiences of tribal children. In many 

cases, language barriers, cultural 

differences, and discrimination create 

additional obstacles to education. 

SDG 4 focuses on ensuring 

inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promoting lifelong 

learning opportunities for all. For 

India’s tribal children, achieving this 

goal requires a multifaceted approach. 

Schools must be made more accessible 

to tribal children, with programs that 

provide transportation, hostel facilities, 

and scholarships for underprivileged 

students. The curriculum should be 

adapted to reflect the cultural and 

linguistic diversity of tribal children, 

with an emphasis on indigenous 

knowledge and history. Teacher training 

programs must be designed to increase 
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sensitivity to tribal cultures, and efforts 

should be made to encourage tribal 

youth to pursue higher education and 

vocational training. Additionally, 

community-led education initiatives 

that involve tribal elders and local 

leaders can play a key role in preserving 

indigenous languages and traditions 

while offering modern educational 

opportunities. 

SDG 5: Gender Equality—

Empowering Tribal Women: 

Gender inequality is deeply 

entrenched in many tribal communities, 

where women often face multiple layers 

of discrimination. Despite their vital 

contributions to family and community 

life, tribal women are often denied equal 

access to education, healthcare, and 

employment opportunities. In many 

tribal societies, patriarchal norms 

restrict women’s mobility and decision-

making power, both within the family 

and the community. 

SDG 5 calls for the achievement 

of gender equality and the 

empowerment of all women. For tribal 

women, this means addressing both 

gender-based violence and socio-

economic inequalities. However, it is 

important to recognize that many 

indigenous cultures have historically 

empowered women in unique ways. For 

example, several tribal communities in 

India have matrilineal systems, where 

women hold significant power in 

governance, property ownership, and 

social life. 

To promote gender equality in 

tribal communities, development 

programs must be culturally sensitive, 

recognizing women's diverse societal 

roles. This can involve supporting 

women’s leadership in community 

governance, promoting women’s access 

to land and property rights, and 

ensuring that women have access to 

healthcare, education, and economic 

opportunities. Moreover, policies that 

challenge discriminatory gender norms 

and promote women’s participation in 

decision-making processes are essential 

for empowering tribal women. 

SDG 13:   Climate Action—Tribal 

Knowledge in the Fight against 

Climate Change: 

Climate change is a growing 

concern for tribal communities in India, 

particularly those living in ecologically 

sensitive areas such as the Himalayas, 

coastal regions, and forests. Tribal 

populations are highly vulnerable to 

climate-related risks, including flooding, 

droughts, and changes in crop yields. 

Despite their vulnerability, tribal 

communities also possess valuable 

knowledge about sustainable land use 

and natural resource management that 

can contribute to mitigating climate 

change. 

SDG 13 aims to take urgent 

action to combat climate change and its 

impacts. For tribal communities, this 

means protecting their ancestral lands 

from deforestation, mining, and 

industrialization, all of which contribute 



 

Young Researcher 
Vol. 13-Special Issue No.1/December 2024 

 

Rohit Rajendra Narayankar & Bhagavat B. Deshmukh 180 

to climate change. It also involves 

incorporating traditional ecological 

knowledge into climate adaptation and 

mitigation strategies. For example, the 

use of controlled burns by Indigenous 

communities in the Australian outback 

has been proven to reduce the risk of 

catastrophic wildfires. Similarly, 

sustainable farming practices and 

biodiversity conservation strategies 

developed by tribal communities can 

play an important role in reducing 

carbon emissions and preserving 

ecosystems. 

Integrating indigenous 

knowledge into national and 

international climate policies can help 

make climate action more effective. In 

India, tribal communities should be 

given a seat at the table in climate 

change discussions, where they can 

contribute their insights on 

conservation, sustainable resource 

management, and climate resilience. 

SDG 15: Life on Land—Protecting 

Tribal Territories and Ecosystems: 

Tribal communities are the 

custodians of some of the world’s most 

biodiverse ecosystems, from the 

Western Ghats to the forests of central 

India. SDG 15, which seeks to protect, 

restore, and promote the sustainable 

use of terrestrial ecosystems, aligns 

closely with the interests of indigenous 

peoples, who have long been stewards 

of these lands. However, the 

encroachment of mining, industrial 

agriculture, and urbanization on tribal 

lands threatens both their livelihoods 

and the biodiversity they help preserve. 

To achieve SDG 15, India must recognize 

the land rights of tribal communities 

and ensure their active participation in 

conservation and land management 

initiatives. This includes strengthening 

legal protections for tribal land and 

ensuring that they are not displaced by 

development projects. Policies should 

also encourage tribal communities to 

engage in sustainable practices that 

protect ecosystems, such as 

agroforestry, wildlife conservation, and 

community-based forest management. 

 

FINDING: 

 The tribal population in India faces 

significantly higher poverty rates 

than the national average, 

compounded by displacement and 

lack of land rights. Also, they face 

limited access to credit, formal 

employment, and markets 

restricting economic opportunities 

for tribal communities. 

 High dropout rates and poor 

access to quality education are 

prevalent among tribal youth due 

to infrastructural gaps, language 

barriers, and cultural insensitivity 

in curricula. 

 Tribal women face layered 

discrimination, including limited 

access to healthcare, education, 

and economic resources, despite 

matrilineal systems in certain 

tribal groups. Gender-based 
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violence and restrictive social 

norms exacerbate inequalities. 

 Tribal communities possess 

invaluable traditional knowledge 

related to sustainable land use, 

agriculture, and biodiversity 

conservation. Despite this, their 

contributions to climate action and 

ecological preservation are often 

overlooked in mainstream 

policies. 

 Industrial activities, mining, and 

deforestation threaten tribal lands, 

leading to displacement and loss of 

livelihoods. Weak enforcement of 

laws like the Forest Rights Act has 

left many tribal communities 

vulnerable to exploitation. 

  

RECOMMENDATION:  

 Strengthening the enforcement of 

land rights under the Forest Rights 

Act to protect tribal territories and 

develop sustainable livelihood 

programs that integrate 

traditional practices, such as 

agroforestry and biodiversity 

conservation. Facilitate access to 

financial services, markets, and 

skill development for tribal 

populations. 

 Establish and upgrade schools in 

remote tribal areas with culturally 

relevant curricula that reflect 

tribal heritage and knowledge. 

Provide scholarships, hostel 

facilities, and transport to improve 

educational access for tribal 

children. 

 Strengthen legal frameworks to 

prevent gender-based violence 

and discrimination. Promote 

gender-inclusive policies and 

initiatives that enhance women’s 

access to education, healthcare, 

and livelihoods. Encourage 

women's participation in local 

governance and decision-making 

processes. 

 Involve tribal communities in 

decision-making related to 

environmental policies and 

conservation programs. Promote 

community-based forest 

management and agroecological 

practices. 

 Support tribal-led conservation 

initiatives and promote 

partnerships for biodiversity 

protection. Incentivize sustainable 

practices, such as ecotourism and 

organic farming, that align with 

tribal lifestyles. 

 Enforce strict protections against 

encroachment on tribal lands and 

implement comprehensive 

resettlement and rehabilitation 

plans where displacement is 

unavoidable. Increase 

transparency and accountability in 

the implementation of tribal 

welfare schemes. 

 

CONCLUSION: 
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India's tribal communities, with 

their unique cultural heritage and deep 

connection to nature, are integral to the 

nation's social and ecological diversity. 

Despite their contributions to 

biodiversity conservation and 

sustainable practices, they continue to 

face challenges like poverty, lack of 

education, gender disparity, and 

displacement. The Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) provide an 

opportunity to address these issues; 

however, current approaches often fail 

to fully incorporate the needs and 

potential of tribal populations. 

This study highlights the 

essential role of tribal knowledge and 

participation in achieving goals related 

to poverty alleviation, education, gender 

equality, climate action, and ecological 

preservation. A shift toward inclusive, 

culturally attuned, and rights-based 

policies is crucial. Effective 

implementation of programs like the 

Forest Rights Act and greater emphasis 

on tribal voices in decision-making are 

vital steps. Recognizing and respecting 

the contributions of tribal communities 

ensures not only justice but also 

progress toward truly sustainable 

development, leaving no one behind. 
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