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Abstract:

India, home to the world's largest youth population, stands at a critical juncture in its journey
toward sustainable development. As the nation strives to meet the United Nations' Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030, the active involvement of its youth has become both a
necessity and an opportunity. This paper explores the multifaceted role of young Indians as
catalysts for sustainable development across social, economic, and environmental domains. It
examines how youth engagement, innovation, and activism are shaping local and national
sustainability efforts, with a particular focus on education, entrepreneurship, digital activism,
and participation in policy-making processes. Drawing on case studies, surveys, and interviews,
the study highlights key youth-led initiatives and evaluates their impact on community
resilience, environmental conservation, and inclusive growth. The research also identifies
structural barriers—such as lack of access to resources, limited policy inclusion, and socio-
economic disparities—that hinder meaningful youth participation. Finally, the paper offers
strategic recommendations for fostering youth empowerment through education reform, skill
development, and enhanced civic engagement. By recognizing young Indians not only as
beneficiaries but also as agents of change, this study underscores their pivotal role in driving
India’s sustainable future
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1.Introduction

India is home to the world’s largest youth population, with over 600 million people under
the age of 25.The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda emphasizes the role of youth as key
stakeholders in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In India, young people are
increasingly engaging in sustainability-related activities—from grassroots activism and
innovation to advocacy and entrepreneurship.

This paper investigates how Indian youth are contributing to the SDGs and identifies the
systemic barriers limiting their participation. It aims to provide a framework for strengthening
youth involvement in national and local sustainability efforts.
2.Youth-Driven Contributions
2.1 Climate Action and Environmental Sustainability

Young people have emerged as powerful voices in climate advocacy. Globally, movements

such as Fridays for Future and Extinction Rebellion Youth have galvanized millions of youth to
demand stronger environmental policies.
In India, youth-led organizations like Youth for Climate India and individuals like Licypriya
Kangujam exemplify environmental activism. Projects such as clean-up drives, tree-planting
campaigns, and local water conservation initiatives reflect grassroots action in support of SDG
13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land).
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2.2 Innovation and Entrepreneurship

Youth are leveraging technology and innovation to create scalable solutions for pressing
development challenges. Social enterprises such as:
Agro Wave — reduces food waste by streamlining farm-to-market logistics.
Reap Benefit — empowers youth to solve local civic problems using data and design thinking.
Help Us Green — recycles floral waste into incense sticks and compost, providing employment
and reducing river pollution.
2.3 Education and Awareness

Education is both a tool and a result of youth contributions. From participating in
environmental clubs to designing sustainability curricula, youth are influencing educational
institutions. Programs such as Eco Clubs (India) and online learning platforms like UNDP’s
Youth Co:Lab promote sustainable thinking among students.
Youth are also spreading awareness through digital campaigns, storytelling, and journalism, as
seen in platforms like Youth Ki Awaaz.
2.4 Civic Engagement and Policy Participation

Increasingly, young people are involved in advocacy, voting movements, and local
governance. Although youth are underrepresented in formal political structures, initiatives such
as mock youth parliaments, policy fellowships, and local consultative forums are providing entry
points into civic life.
3. Challenges to Youth Engagement

1. Despite their potential, youth face barriers including:

2. Limited representation in policy-making forums.

3. Digital and economic divides, especially in rural areas.

4. Tokenism, with youth often sidelined from actual decision-making roles.
Only 8% of Indian youth believe their opinions influence national policies
4. Barriers to Youth Participation in Sustainable Development

Despite the enthusiasm, creativity, and energy that youth bring to sustainable

development, their full potential is often constrained by several systemic and structural
barriers. These limitations occur across socioeconomic, political, and institutional domains,
reducing the effectiveness and inclusivity of youth contributions. Below is a comprehensive
explanation of the major obstacles faced by young people:
4.1. Limited Access to Financial Resources

One of the most pressing barriers is the lack of funding for youth-led projects, startups, and
social initiatives. Young people, particularly those from low-income backgrounds, often struggle
to secure loans, grants, or investments to launch sustainability-focused ventures.
Startups and social enterprises require seed capital, but many funding institutions view youth-
led projects as high-risk.

Government funding schemes exist (e.g., Startup India, PM YUVA), but access is limited by
complex procedures, lack of awareness, or urban bias.
Informal youth groups and grassroots initiatives may lack legal registration, making them
ineligible for formal funding channels.
4.2. Digital Divide and Educational Inequities
The digital divide disproportionately affects rural and marginalized youth, creating unequal
opportunities for participation:

1. In India, internet penetration remains significantly lower in rural areas, especially
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among young women and disadvantaged communities.
2. Access to information, online learning platforms, or digital activism opportunities is
heavily skewed toward urban, English-speaking youth.
3. STEM education and sustainability-related training remain underdeveloped in public
schools, limiting awareness of SDG-related issues.
Educational inequality not only restricts knowledge acquisition but also narrows the pipeline
for youth to enter green jobs or contribute to climate innovation.
3. Tokenistic Involvement in Policy and Governance
Although many governments and institutions promote “youth inclusion,” the reality often falls
short. Young people are frequently engaged in a tokenistic manner—invited to events or
consultations without genuine influence or follow-up.
1. Youth voices are underrepresented in parliaments, urban planning committees, and
environmental boards.
2. Policies may be designed for youth, but rarely with youth.
3. Youth parliaments or model UN events may serve as symbolic exercises rather than
mechanisms of actual policy influence.
This lack of institutional trust and empowerment leads to disengagement and a sense that youth
contributions are undervalued.
4. Socioeconomic and Gender Inequality
Socioeconomic status and gender play major roles in determining the ability of youth to
participate in development activities:
1. Youth from low-income or tribal communities often prioritize immediate survival needs
over long-term sustainability engagement.
2. Young women and youth face discrimination, mobility restrictions, and safety concerns
that limit their public engagement.
3. Structural barriers such as caste discrimination or geographic isolation (e.g., hilly or
remote areas) also reduce participation opportunities.
These inequalities result in a non-representative youth movement that often excludes the very
communities most affected by unsustainable development.
5. Short-Term Project Cycles and Inconsistent Support
Government schemes, NGO programs, and donor-funded projects targeting youth often
operate on short-term funding cycles (6 months to 2 years). This poses several problems:
Young participants lose momentum when support ends.
Projects that require long-term engagement—such as climate resilience, education reform, or
community empowerment—cannot be completed.
Evaluation and feedback loops are often neglected, leading to repeated mistakes and missed
learning opportunities.
This lack of sustained engagement limits the lasting impact of youth involvement.
6. Limited Civic Education and Awareness
Many young people are unaware of their rights, responsibilities, and opportunities to
engage in sustainable development or governance processes:
1. Civic education is often missing from school curricula.
2. Youth may lack knowledge about public policy, local governance structures, or
environmental regulations.
3. Language and bureaucratic barriers discourage them from participating in public
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hearings or development planning.

This knowledge gap prevents young people from becoming active citizens capable of holding
institutions accountable or proposing policy alternatives.
7. Psychological and Social Barriers

Finally, youth voices are often dismissed by older generations as inexperienced or
unrealistic, which can lead to discouragement and self-doubt:
Stereotypes like “young people are idealistic but impractical” weaken youth confidence and
limit intergenerational collaboration.
The pressure to conform to traditional career paths or family expectations also deters youth
from unconventional roles in activism or social entrepreneurship.
Mental health challenges, particularly after the COVID-19 pandemic, further hinder meaningful
participation.
Strategies to Strengthen Youth Engagement
A. Policy and Institutional Frameworks
Establish youth advisory councils at local and national levels.
Include youth representatives in sustainability committees.
Mandate youth quotas or consultation requirements in climate planning.
B. Education and Capacity Building
Integrate sustainability and civic education into national curricula.
Offer leadership and entrepreneurship training in green sectors.
Support access to climate-related scholarships and research grants.
C. Funding and Resource Access
Create youth-focused grants and microfunds for sustainability projects.
Partner with NGOs and international donors to scale youth initiatives.
D. Inclusive Platforms and Digital Tools
Leverage social media and digital platforms to amplify youth voices.
Develop open-source sustainability tools for youth-led projects.
8. Conclusion

Youth face a complex web of barriers that limit their ability to participate fully in
sustainable development. These include economic constraints, social inequalities, digital
exclusion, and institutional weaknesses. Addressing these challenges requires targeted,
inclusive, and long-term strategies that recognize youth not just as beneficiaries but as partners
and leaders in shaping a sustainable future.
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