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India's Best SDG Rank, Yet Hunger Persists
- Down to Earth 29 June 2026 @

Source: ujiyari.com — researched, fact-checked & UPSC-mapped

INTERVIEW ANGLE

§

"If India has climbed to its best-ever SDG rank, why does hunger remain a 'major challenge'?
Does a single composite index help or mislead policymakers?"

Source: Original editorial »  Down to Earth

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources (https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/)

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

At the Hamburg Sustainability Conference, the 2026 UN SDG Index placed India at its highest-ever rank, a
genuine achievement after a decade of effort. But the same Sustainable Development (https://ujiyari.com/terms/sus
tainable-development/) Report flags hunger as a continuing major challenge. The juxtaposition is instructive: a

country can post its best composite score yet still be failing on one of the most fundamental goals of all, Zero

Hunger. The story behind the headline number is what aspirants and policymakers must read.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

India climbed to 94th of 167 (score 68.3) in the 2026 UN SDG Index, up from 99th, among the biggest movers
since 2015. But Zero Hunger (SDG 2) remains a major challenge. A composite rank averages 17 goals, so
strong performers mask laggards. The fix for hunger is dietary diversity and nutrition, not just calorie

sufficiency.
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

CONCEPT WHAT IT MEANS WHY IT MATTERS

SDG Index Composite score across all 17 SDGs, 0 to 100 Enables ranking but averages out sectoral
failures

India’s 2026 rank 94th of 167, score 68.3, up from 9gth Highest-ever; +18 places since 2015

SDG 2 (Zero Ending hunger and all forms of malnutrition Flagged as a major challenge for India

Hunger) by 2030

Hidden hunger Micronutrient (iron, vitamin) deficiency Drives anaemia, stunting; invisible in
despite calories calorie counts

Dietary diversity Range of food groups consumed, not just The real lever for nutrition, beyond calorie
energy sufficiency

THE ANALYSIS

® The progress is real and earned. A rise to 94th with a score of 68.3, and +18 places since 2015,

reflects gains in poverty reduction, energy access, financial inclusion and digital and physical

infrastructure. This deserves acknowledgement.

© But the aggregate masks the parts. A composite index is an average across 17 goals. Strong
performers, say, affordable energy or sanitation, can statistically offset a laggard like Zero Hunger,

so a rising rank can coexist with a stagnant or worsening sector.

3 India’s hunger is a quality problem. The challenge is shifting from calorie deficiency to dietary
monotony, hidden hunger (micronutrient deficiency), anaemia and stunting. Cereal-heavy diets

deliver calories but not adequate proteins, vitamins or minerals.

O Calories are not nutrition. A food-security policy built around grain distribution addresses
hunger of the stomach, not malnutrition of the body. SDG 2 explicitly targets all forms of

malnutrition, not merely undernourishment.

> The SDGs are designed as indivisible. With 169 targets across 17 goals under the 2030
Agenda, the framework warns against trading one goal off against another, exactly the risk a

composite rank invites.

O 1ndices should inform, not anaesthetise. The danger is that a celebratory headline number

dulls policy urgency on the sectors still failing the poorest.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

CARRY THESE INTO THE EXAM HALL.

SDGs: 17 goals, 169 targets, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by the UN in
2015; SDG 2 is Zero Hunger.

2026 UN SDG Index (Sustainable Development Report): India 94th of 167, score 68.3, up from
9oth; +18 places since 2015, among the biggest movers (China +14).

Producer: SDG Index produced by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) with
Bertelsmann Stiftung; presented at the Hamburg Sustainability Conference.

India’s domestic tracker: NITI Aayog SDG India Index, distinct from the UN index.

Hunger metrics: undernourishment, child stunting, wasting, anaemia; “hidden hunger” =
micronutrient deficiency.

Schemes: POSHAN Abhiyaan, PM-POSHAN (mid-day meal), PDS under NFSA 2013, fortified rice
distribution.

THE DEBATE

Argument that the rank misleads: A single composite score lets gains elsewhere paper over persistent

hunger, lulling policymakers into complacency on the goal that matters most for human capability.

Argument that the index is valuable: Composite indices enable cross-country comparison, create
accountability, and capture a multidimensional story no single metric can. Abandoning them for fear of

averaging would lose a powerful policy tool.

Balanced verdict: Both are right. The index is a useful thermometer but a poor verdict. The mature
response is to read the headline rank alongside goal-wise dashboards, celebrate genuine progress, and refuse
to let a rising aggregate excuse stagnation (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/stagnation/) on Zero Hunger. The fix is not to

discard the index but to disaggregate it.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

Whenever a composite or headline number is offered as proof of success, ask what it is averaging and which
components are hidden inside it. A rising aggregate can conceal a falling sub-component. This habit applies
to GDP per capita (vs inequality), literacy rates (vs learning outcomes), and any index that bundles uneven

parts.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Strong gains (energy, infra, poverty) + weak goal (hunger) -> composite SDG score rises
-> headline rank improves -> sectoral failure on SDG 2 hidden -> disaggregate dashboard

-> shift from calories to dietary diversity + nutrition

THE WAY FORWARD

o Read the rank with the dashboard, pairing the composite score with goal-wise performance so

SDG 2 is never lost in the average.

® pivot food policy to nutrition, from calorie sufficiency to dietary diversity, fortification (https://uji

yari.com/vocab/fortification/) and biofortification of staples.

3] Target the vulnerable, scaling maternal and child nutrition, anaemia reduction and the first

1,000 days through POSHAN Abhiyaan and PM-POSHAN.

4] Diversify the food basket, promoting millets, pulses and protein access alongside cereals in

public distribution.

5] Strengthen data and accountability, using India’s own SDG India Index to localise targets to

States and districts.

THE TAKEAWAY BOX

Use the rank-vs-hunger paradox (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/paradox/) to argue that composite indices must be

disaggregated, and that SDG 2 demands a nutrition-centred, not calorie-centred, food policy.

“The rank is a thermometer, not a verdict; a rising aggregate must not anaesthetise policy to hunger on the

plate of the poorest.”

SDGs = 17 goals, 169 targets, 2030 Agenda (2015); India 94th of 167in 2026 UN SDG Index, score 68.3;
SDSN; NITI Aayog SDG India Index; hidden hunger; POSHAN Abhiyaan; NFSA 2013.

Should governments publicise flattering composite ranks when key sub-goals are failing? Where is the line

between legitimate communication and complacency?

“How far do you agree that the focus on the GDP growth rate has done more harm than good to the

wellbeing of the people?” and questions on food security and malnutrition (GS2/GS3).

Global Hunger Index (https://ujiyari.com/reports/global-hunger-index-2025/) debates, NFSA, millet promotion,

fortification policy, and the human-development-vs-growth discourse.

Sources: Down To Earth (https://www.downtoearth.org.in), Sustainable Development Report (https://dashboards.sdg

index.org), NITI Aayog (https://www.niti.gov.in)
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

India’s best-ever 2026 SDG Index rank reflects genuine progress,
but persistent hunger and undernutrition show that a high
composite rank can conceal failures on specific goals, and the
answer to SDG 2 is dietary diversity and nutrition, not merely
calorie access.

(
v SUPPORTING
* India climbed to its highest-ever position (94th of 167, score 68.3) in the 2026 UN SDG
Index, up from 99th, among the biggest movers since 2015.
* Zero Hunger (SDG 2) remains a major challenge, undernutrition and dietary monotony
persist even as average calorie sufficiency improves.
* A composite score aggregates across 17 goals, so strong performers can statistically offset
laggards, hiding sectoral distress.
\
(
A COUNTER
Composite indices are still valuable: they enable cross-country comparison, drive
accountability and capture a multidimensional development story that single metrics miss.
\
(
— WAY FORWARD
Read the rank alongside goal-wise dashboards; shift food policy from calorie sufficiency to
dietary diversity, micronutrients, biofortification and women-and-child nutrition.
\
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QUESTION

India recorded its highest-ever rank in the 2026 UN SDG Index, yet hunger and undernutrition persist as
major challenges. Critically examine how composite indices can mask sectoral failures, and suggest a
nutrition-centred path to SDG 2. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

India’s climb to its highest-ever rank in the 2026 UN SDG Index is a milestone worth acknowledging, but it
carries a caution. A composite index is an average, and averages can flatter even as a critical sector, here,

hunger, continues to fail the most vulnerable.

BODY

In the 2026 Sustainable Development Report, India rose to 94th of 167 countries with a score of 68.3, up
from 99th, registering one of the largest improvements (+18 places since 2015) among major economies.
Yet the same report flags major challenges on several goals, with Zero Hunger (SDG 2) prominent among
them.

The paradox is methodological and real: a composite score aggregates 17 goals, so gains in energy access,
infrastructure or poverty reduction can statistically offset persistent undernutrition. India’s hunger problem
is increasingly one of quality, not just quantity, dietary monotony, micronutrient deficiency (‘hidden
hunger’), anaemia among women and children, and stunting, even where calorie access has improved.

The SDGs, 17 goals and 169 targets under the 2030 Agenda adopted in 2015, were designed to be
indivisible precisely so that no goal is traded off. The policy response must therefore look past the headline
rank to goal-wise dashboards, and pivot food security from calorie sufficiency toward dietary diversity,

fortification, biofortification and targeted maternal and child nutrition.

CONCLUSION

The rank is real progress and should be celebrated, but it is a thermometer, not a verdict. India’s task is to
ensure that a rising aggregate does not anaesthetise policy to the persistence of hunger on the plate of its

poorest.
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