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ABSTRACT

The intersection of environmental laws and Indigenous rights in India presents a complex and
evolving legal landscape where the protection of natural resources often clashes with the rights
of Indigenous communities. This paper examines how Indian laws address Indigenous people’s
rights (Scheduled Tribes or Adivasis) in environmental governance, comparing these
frameworks with approaches in other countries such as “Canada, Australia, and Brazil”. While
India has constitutional provisions and laws like “the Forest Rights Act, 2006 that recognize
Indigenous land rights, implementation remains inconsistent, leading to conflicts over land
acquisition, deforestation, and industrial projects. In contrast, countries like “Canada and
Australia” have established stronger legal mechanisms for Indigenous participation in
environmental decision-making, such as treaty agreements and co-management systems.
“Brazil”, despite progressive laws, faces similar challenges to India, with Indigenous lands
frequently threatened by extractive industries. This comparative analysis highlights key gaps
in India’s legal framework, including weak enforcement, limited consultation processes, and
inadequate recognition of Indigenous knowledge in conservation efforts.

The study argues that integrating Indigenous rights into environmental laws is a matter of
justice and essential for sustainable development. Lessons from global examples suggest that
empowering Indigenous communities with land ownership, consent rights, and collaborative
governance can lead to better environmental outcomes. The paper concludes with
recommendations for India to strengthen its policies by adopting best practices from other
nations while addressing local socio-legal challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between environmental protection laws and the rights of indigenous
communities in India represents one of the most pressing yet unresolved dilemmas in
contemporary governance. For generations, India's tribal populations have maintained an
intricate, symbiotic relationship with their natural surroundings, developing sustainable
practices that have preserved ecosystems while meeting their subsistence needs. These
communities, officially designated as “Scheduled Tribes under the Indian Constitution,”* view
forests as economic resources and sacred spaces intrinsically tied to their cultural identity and
spiritual beliefs. However, the modern framework of environmental legislation frequently fails
to recognize this profound connection, instead imposing rigid conservation models that often
displace or marginalize these traditional stewards of the land. This fundamental disconnect
between legal structures and ground realities has created persistent conflicts across India’s tribal
heartlands.

India’'s constitutional framework provides nominal protections for tribal communities through
special provisions like “the Fifth and Sixth Schedules,” which grant limited autonomy in tribal-
majority regions. The landmark “Forest Rights Act of 2006” marked a significant attempt to
rectify historical injustices by formally recognizing the land claims of forest-dwelling
communities. Despite these progressive legislative measures, the implementation remains
deeply flawed, with bureaucratic inertia, corporate lobbying, and systemic discrimination
routinely undermining the law's intended benefits. The gap between policy promises and on-
ground realities has resulted in numerous instances where indigenous groups find themselves
criminalized for practicing their traditional livelihoods. At the same time, powerful commercial
interests receive state support for extractive projects in the same territories.

The judicial system has occasionally intervened to address these imbalances, as demonstrated
in the historic “Niyamgiri verdict”,> where the Supreme Court upheld “the Dongria Kondh
tribe's” right to reject a bauxite mining project in their sacred hills. This 2013 judgment
established the crucial precedent of requiring free, prior, and informed consent from affected
tribal communities before approving developmental projects. However, such legal victories
remain exceptional rather than systemic solutions, with many indigenous communities
continuing to face dispossession through coercive land acquisition for dams, mines, and
wildlife sanctuaries. The persistent struggles of these communities reveal how environmental
governance in India often privileges conservation ideologies or commercial interests over

human rights and traditional ecological knowledge.

! The Constitution of India, 1950, art. 342.
2 Orissa Mining Corp. Ltd. v. Ministry of Env’t & Forests, (2013) 6 S.C.C. 476 (India).
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A deeper examination of forest governance reveals how colonial-era paradigms influence
contemporary environmental policies. “The Indian Forest Act,”® a British colonial legislation,
established state control over forest resources while criminalizing traditional tribal practices.
Despite independence and subsequent constitutional protections, this paternalistic approach
persists in modern conservation strategies that frequently exclude Indigenous voices from
decision-making. Wildlife protection laws often create national parks and sanctuaries without
consultation with local tribes, rendering them trespassers in their ancestral lands. This historical
continuity of exclusionary conservation raises critical questions about whether India's
environmental legal framework has truly decolonized or merely repackaged colonial attitudes
under new terminology.

The conflict between conservation objectives and tribal rights manifests most acutely in
protected area management. Across India's tiger reserves and national parks, Indigenous
communities routinely face forced relocations justified under the banner of wildlife protection.
While conservationists argue that these measures are necessary to protect endangered species,
the human cost is frequently overlooked. Displaced tribal families often end up in resettlement
colonies lacking basic amenities or livelihood opportunities, their traditional knowledge and
sustainable practices rendered obsolete in unfamiliar environments. This approach violates
fundamental rights and may be ecologically counterproductive, as evidenced by studies
showing how indigenous practices often enhance biodiversity rather than threaten it.

Mining and industrial projects in tribal areas present another dimension of this complex issue.
India's mineral-rich regions disproportionately overlap with tribal territories, creating constant
pressure for resource extraction. “The Samatha judgment of 19972 was a watershed moment
where the Supreme Court prohibited private mining in scheduled areas, recognizing tribal land
rights. However, subsequent governments have found ways to circumvent this ruling through
creative interpretations and legislative amendments. The ongoing struggles in places like
Jharkhand's coal belt or “Odisha's bauxite-rich” regions demonstrate how economic priorities
consistently override tribal welfare, despite constitutional safeguards and judicial
pronouncements.

Hydropower development has similarly displaced countless tribal communities while causing
irreversible ecological damage. “The Sardar Sarovar Dam” project on the Narmada River
became emblematic of this struggle, displacing over 40,000 families, primarily tribal while
generating questionable benefits. “The Narmada Bachao Andolan,” led by tribal activists and
supported by civil society, highlighted how mega-projects routinely violate environmental
norms and human rights with impunity.* Lessons remain unlearned two decades after the

3 Samatha v. State of Andhra Pradesh, (1997) 8 S.C.C. 191 (India).
4 Narmada Bachao Andolan, The Sardar Sarovar Dam: Displacement, Environmental Destruction and Human
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movement's peak as new dam projects continue to displace vulnerable communities without
proper rehabilitation or consent.

“The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act, 2006 was conceived as a corrective to these historical injustices. Recognizing individual
and community forest rights aimed to restore tribal sovereignty over ancestral lands. However,
implementation failures have rendered it largely ineffective in many states. Bureaucratic
hurdles, lack of awareness among beneficiaries, and deliberate obstruction by forest
departments have prevented most eligible claimants from securing titles. In some cases, the
communities the law meant to protect have been branded as encroachers and evicted from lands
they've inhabited for generations.

Wildlife conservation laws present another layer of conflict. “The Wildlife Protection Act of
1972” empowers authorities to establish protected areas with little regard for existing human
settlements. While amendments have introduced provisions for recognizing community rights
in critical wildlife habitats, these remain poorly implemented. The case of “the Soliga tribe in
Karnataka's Biligiri Rangaswamy Temple Tiger Reserve” demonstrates the potential and
pitfalls of such measures. After prolonged legal battles, the Soligas won recognition of their
right to coexist with tigers but continued facing restrictions on their traditional practices.®

The criminalization of traditional livelihoods under forest laws remains a persistent issue.
Tribal communities practicing shifting cultivation or collecting minor forest produce often face
legal action for “forest offenses.” This paradox highlights how environmental legislation
frequently protects trees and animals while criminalizing the humans who have lived
sustainably with them for centuries. The widespread arrests under archaic laws like “the Indian
Forest Act” demonstrate the urgent need for legal reforms distinguishing between genuine
conservation threats and traditional subsistence activities.

Climate change policies have introduced new complexities to this already fraught relationship.
India's commitments under international agreements like “the Paris Accord” have led to
ambitious afforestation and renewable energy projects, many located in tribal areas. While
framed as sustainable development, these initiatives often replicate past patterns of exclusion.
Solar parks and wind farms frequently appropriate tribal lands without proper consent or
benefit-sharing, while “REDD+ programs” risk commodifying forests at the expense of
traditional users. The emerging green economy thus presents both opportunities and threats for
indigenous communities.

Rights Violations (2005), https://www.narmada.org.
5 Jay Mazoomdaar, Soliga Tribe First to Get Right to Stay in Tiger Reserve, Indian Express (Oct. 5, 2011),
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/soliga-tribe-first-to-get-right-to-stay-in-tiger-reserve/.
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The intellectual property dimension adds another layer to this multifaceted issue. Tribal
communities possess invaluable knowledge of medicinal plants and sustainable agricultural
practices yet benefit little from the commercialization of this knowledge. Cases of biopiracy,
where corporations patent traditional remedies without compensation to source communities,
highlight the need for stronger legal protections of indigenous intellectual property rights. The
absence of effective mechanisms to protect and reward traditional knowledge further
exacerbates the economic marginalization of tribal populations.

Education and language policies also intersect with environmental governance in ways that
disadvantage tribal communities. Mainstream environmental education rarely incorporates
Indigenous ecological knowledge, while language barriers prevent many tribes from effectively
engaging with legal processes. This cognitive injustice compounds the material disadvantages
faced by tribal communities, making it harder for them to assert their rights within formal
governance structures. The resulting knowledge gap perpetuates power imbalances in
environmental decision-making.

Grassroots resistance movements have emerged as a significant counterforce to these systemic
injustices. From “the Chipko movement's” tree-hugging protests to contemporary struggles
against mining projects, tribal communities have developed innovative strategies to defend
their rights.® These movements often bridge environmental and human rights concerns,
challenging the artificial separation between nature and culture in mainstream conservation
paradigms. Their persistence despite state repression and corporate power demonstrates the
resilience of indigenous environmental ethics.

The media's role in shaping public perception of these conflicts remains problematic.
Mainstream coverage often frames tribal resistance as anti-development or portrays indigenous
communities as obstacles to progress. Rarely do media narratives highlight the sophisticated
ecological knowledge embedded in traditional practices or the hypocrisy of punishing
subsistence activities while condoning large-scale commercial exploitation. This biased
representation influences policy debates and public opinion, further marginalizing indigenous
perspectives.

International human rights frameworks offer potential avenues for addressing these systemic
issues. While India has ratified conventions like “ILO 169 in principle, their provisions remain
poorly implemented. “The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples”
provides necessary standards but lacks enforcement mechanisms. Nevertheless, the growing
global indigenous rights movement offers hope for stronger solidarity and pressure for

6 Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya 161-75
(Univ. of Cal. Press 2000).
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domestic reforms.’

Technological solutions present both promises and perils in this context. While digital tools
like GIS mapping can help document tribal land claims, they may also facilitate more
sophisticated forms of surveillance and control. The digitization of forest governance risks
excluding communities with limited technological access, potentially creating new forms of
marginalization even as it promises greater transparency.

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated existing vulnerabilities of tribal
communities. Lockdown restrictions severely impacted forest-dependent livelihoods, while
conservation authorities used the crisis to intensify control over protected areas.
Simultaneously, indigenous knowledge systems demonstrated remarkable resilience in
managing the health crisis, suggesting alternative paradigms for sustainable living that
mainstream society has much to learn from.

Reconciling environmental protection with indigenous rights requires fundamental shifts in
governance philosophy. This transformation could be moving beyond token consultations to
genuine power-sharing arrangements, recognizing Indigenous territories as autonomous
conservation zones, and incorporating traditional knowledge into policy frameworks. The
alternative continuing current patterns of exclusion and conflict promises only further
ecological degradation and human suffering.

Hence, India's ability to harmonize environmental laws with indigenous rights will test its
commitment to ecological sustainability and social justice. The solutions lie not in choosing
between conservation and tribal welfare but in recognizing their fundamental interdependence.
As climate change accelerates and biodiversity declines, the world has much to learn from
Indigenous communities who have maintained sustainable relationships with nature for
millennia. Their rights and knowledge systems may be the key to solving local conflicts and
global environmental crises.

Comparative Analysis with International Standards

The recognition of tribal land rights in India appears progressive on paper but falters in
implementation, unlike Norway, where “the Sami Parliament™® enjoys real decision-making
power over ancestral territories. While Indian laws like “the Forest Rights Act”® remain

" G.A. Res. 61/295, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, U.N. Doc. A/RES/61/295
(Sept. 13, 2007).

8 Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation (Norway), The Sami Parliament,
https://www.regjeringen.no/en/topics/indigenous-peoples-and-minorities/Sami-people/sami-parliament/id2006120/
(last visited Apr. 12, 2025).

% The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, No. 2 of
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entangled in red tape, “the Scandinavian model” demonstrates how administrative autonomy
can make legal rights tangible for Indigenous communities. This contrast became evident when
“Dongria Kondh’s victory in India’s Niyamgiri case” failed to establish a replicable framework,
whereas “Sami reindeer” herders routinely influenced Nordic land-use policies. Wildlife
conservation approaches reveal another divergence when comparing India to Kenya. The
Maasai’s successful coexistence model in “Nairobi National Park” shows how pastoralist
knowledge can enhance biodiversity, contrasting with India’s frequent relocations from tiger
reserves. Recent conflicts in India’s “Melghat region,” where forest officials criminalized tribal
honey gatherers as “poachers,” exemplify this missed opportunity for collaborative
conservation seen in African savanna management.

The “Philippines” demonstrates more robust mechanisms for indigenous consent than India’s
often perfunctory public hearings. When the Tagbanwa people secured ancestral domain titles
in Coron Island, it created enforceable protections absent in India’s limited Community Forest
Rights grants. This difference surfaces starkly in mining conflicts. While “India’s Hasdeo
Aranya protests” face ongoing police repression, Filipino courts have upheld Indigenous veto
powers since “the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act, 1997”.10

“South Africa’s” constitutional recognition of customary law surpasses India’s patchy
implementation of the Fifth Schedule. “The Richtersveld case” proved transformative by
validating Indigenous land claims through traditional evidence, unlike India’s reliance on
colonial-era records that often erase tribal presence.!! This legal contract enables Khoisan
communities to reclaim territories in ways India’s Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups
cannot. “Mexico’s” community forestry enterprises outperform India’s Joint Forest
Management in economic empowerment. Oaxaca’s Indigenous cooperatives sustainably
harvest timber while generating livelihoods, which sharply contrasts India’s restrictions on
minor forest produce trade that keeps tribal gatherers in poverty. The tendu leaf collectors of
Central India could benefit from such market-oriented yet culturally grounded models.
Indonesia’s social forestry program covers over 12 million hectares, dwarfing India’s
community rights recognition. When Adivasis in “Chhattisgarh’s Bastar region” struggles for
title over mere hectares, their counterparts in Sumatra’s customary forests exercise governance
across entire watersheds. This scale difference reveals how bureaucratic hesitancy limits India’s
forest democracy.

“Canada’s” impact-benefit agreements for resource projects offer models India’s mining

2007, India Code (2007).

10 Aishwarya S. lyer, In Hasdeo, Tribals Protest Mining on Forest Land, but Chhattisgarh Govt Doesn’t Budge,
Scroll.in (June 5, 2022), https://scroll.in/article/1025275/in-hasdeo-tribals-protest-mining-on-forest-land-but-
chhattisgarh-govt-doesnt-budge.

1 Richtersveld Cmty. v. Alexkor Ltd., 2003 (2) S.A. 104 (C.C.) (S. Afr.).
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districts sorely need.'> While “the Attawapiskat First Nation”'® negotiates revenue sharing and
employment guarantees, India’s PESA provisions remain underutilized in mineral-rich Odisha
and Jharkhand. The recent Supreme Court order on tribal consent for bauxite mining in
“Visakhapatnam” could learn from such North American precedents. Peru’s prior consultation
law (Consulta Previa) mandates earlier and more meaningful engagement than India’s last-
minute public hearings. The protracted struggle over India’s Polavaram dam, where Gond
tribes received notices after project approval, contrasts sharply with Andean protocols ensuring
Indigenous participation from feasibility studies onward.

Australia’s Native Title determinations incorporate oral histories as valid evidence, unlike
India’s reliance on outdated settlement records. When the Yolngu people proved continuous
connection through songlines in the Sea Rights case, it highlighted what India’s Baiga tribe
cannot do despite their profound knowledge of Kanha’s ecosystems being dismissed as
“unverifiable.” Brazil’s environmental agency IBAMA collaborates with indigenous guards for
forest protection, while India’s forest department often views tribal stewards as encroachers.*
The Bhil tribe’s fire prevention systems in Madhya Pradesh’s dry forests receive no institutional
support, unlike the Kayapo’s recognized fire management partnerships in the Amazon.

Sweden’s Sami tax-funded reindeer husbandry boards demonstrate how India could better
resource tribal self-governance. Where “the Soligas of Karnataka’s BR Hills fight” for basic
healthcare access, Scandinavian parliaments fund specialized indigenous services — a disparity
underscoring India’s welfare delivery gaps in scheduled areas.

Ecuador’s constitutional Rights of Nature provisions align with tribal cosmovision’s better than
India’s legal dualism. “The Bishnoi community’s sacralized khejri trees in Rajasthan” embody
similar principles but lack the constitutional backing given to Ecuador’s Pachamama (Earth
Mother) jurisprudence. Namibia’s community conservancies generate tourism revenue for
indigenous owners, unlike India’s tiger reserves, where tribal claims get extinguished. The
Mogya tribe’s traditional tracking skills could enhance Ranthambhore’s ecotourism, just as
Himba guides would enrich Namib desert safaris if only management paradigms shifted.
Bolivia’s “Living Well” (Vivir Bien) policies institutionalize indigenous sustainability ethics,
while India’s tribal agriculture wisdom remains marginalized. The Warli’s climate-resilient
millet systems in Maharashtra could transform rainfed farming, given the policy space Bolivia
accords to ancestral agroecology. “The United States™ tribal sovereignty model allows nations
like the Navajo to develop mineral resources autonomously, in sharp contrast to India’s state-

12 Gwen Bridge, Impact and Benefit Agreements: Tools for Sustainable Development?, 23 J. Envtl. L. & Prac. 1
(2010).

13 Attawapiskat First Nation v. Ontario, [2011] O.N.S.C. 1108 (Can.).

14 Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renovaveis (IBAMA),
https://www.gov.br/ibama/ (last visited Apr. 12, 2025).
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controlled mining in scheduled areas.’® The recent SC order on auctioning tribal lands in
Chhattisgarh reveals this power imbalance.

“Finland’s Sami Education Institute” preserves reindeer herding knowledge through formal
curricula, while India’s Ashram schools erase tribal ecological literacy. “The Irula snake-
catcher’s zoological” expertise deserves institutional recognition in Madras University’s
biodiversity programs. “Chile’s Mapuche territorial” conflicts mirror India’s Naxalite unrest,
but its constitutional reform process now includes Indigenous representatives unlike India’s
stalled “Tribal Advisory Councils”. The proposed expansion of Fifth Schedule areas could
learn from this “South American” inclusivity. Colombia’s Constitutional Court has pioneered
rulings like the Atrato River case granting rights to nature and guardianship to indigenous
groups, while India’s Ganga rights verdict remains unimplemented. The differences in judicial
follow-through reveal much about enforcement priorities. “Botswana’s High Court” recently
affirmed Bushmen’s water rights in the Kalahari, setting a precedent India’s thirsty Sahariya
tribes in Rajasthan need. When survival traditions become litigation victories, it transforms
Indigenous environmental justice a lesson from southern Africa.*®

Conclusion

The complex interplay between environmental governance and tribal rights in India reveals a
persistent gap between legal promises and lived realities. Despite progressive legislation aimed
at protecting indigenous communities, the implementation of these laws remains fraught with
contradictions, leaving tribal populations vulnerable to displacement and marginalization. The
“Forest Rights Act of 2006”, while groundbreaking in its intent, has failed to deliver justice to
millions of forest dwellers due to bureaucratic delays, lack of awareness, and deliberate
obstruction by authorities. This systemic failure highlights a deeper issue the continued
dominance of colonial-era forest management paradigms that prioritize state control over
community stewardship.

Judicial interventions have occasionally provided temporary relief, as seen in the Niyamgiri
and Samatha judgments, which upheld the principle of tribal consent over land use. However,
these rulings remain isolated victories rather than systemic reforms, with many communities
still fighting for basic recognition of their rights. The repeated clashes over mining projects,
dams, and wildlife sanctuaries underscore how economic interests consistently override
constitutional safeguards. The recent eviction drives targeting tribal settlements in protected
areas further expose the hypocrisy of conservation policies that criminalize traditional

15 Kerr-McGee Corp. v. Navajo Tribe of Indians, 471 U.S. 195 (1985).
16 Matsipane Mosetlhanyane & Others v. Attorney General, High Court of Botswana, Civ. Case No.
MAHLB- 000393-10 (Jan. 27, 2011).
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inhabitants while permitting commercial exploitation.

The erosion of indigenous knowledge systems presents another critical challenge. Tribal
communities possess centuries of ecological wisdom that could enhance sustainable
development, yet their practices are often dismissed as outdated or illegal. The criminalization
of shifting cultivation, minor forest produce collection, and other subsistence activities reveals
a fundamental disconnect between legal frameworks and ground realities. Instead of integrating
this knowledge into modern conservation strategies, policymakers impose top-down solutions
that disrupt age-old sustainable practices. This not only impoverishes tribal livelihoods but also
weakens biodiversity protection by excluding those who understand local ecosystems best.

The lack of meaningful consultation in decision-making processes remains a glaring flaw in
India’s governance model. While laws mandate community participation, consultations are
often reduced to formalities in practice, with decisions already made in favor of industrial or
conservation interests. The struggles of communities in Hasdeo Aranya and “Narmada Valley”
illustrate how public hearings frequently serve as rubber stamps rather than genuine democratic
exercises. Without enforceable mechanisms ensuring free, prior, and informed consent, tribal
voices remain sidelined in matters affecting their survival.

Compensation and rehabilitation frameworks further compound the injustice. Displaced
families frequently receive inadequate monetary settlements that fail to account for the loss of
cultural heritage and traditional livelihoods. Unlike models that prioritize land-for-land
exchanges or skill-based rehabilitation, India’s approach often leaves tribal communities
stranded in resettlement colonies with no viable means of sustenance. “The Sardar Sarovar
Dam oustees” decades-long struggle for proper rehabilitation stands as a stark reminder of how
development continues to come at the cost of tribal welfare.

The intellectual property rights regime also fails to protect traditional knowledge from
exploitation. Cases of biopiracy, where corporations patent tribal remedies without consent or
benefit-sharing, highlight the absence of legal safeguards. Despite international agreements
calling for the protection of indigenous innovations, India’s mechanisms remain weak,
allowing the commercialization of tribal wisdom without fair returns to its rightful custodians.
This economic marginalization perpetuates cycles of poverty and dependency, further
alienating communities from their ancestral resources.

Grassroots resistance movements have emerged as a powerful counterforce, demonstrating the
resilience of tribal communities in defending their rights. From “the Pathalgadi movement’s”
assertion of self-governance to the ongoing protests against mining in Chhattisgarh, these
struggles reveal a growing demand for dignity and autonomy. However, the state’s response,
often through repression or criminalization, exposes the unwillingness to engage in genuine
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dialogue. Labelling such movements as anti-development ignores their legitimate grievances
and reinforces historical patterns of exclusion.

Climate change policies present both an opportunity and a threat. While tribal communities
have historically adapted to ecological shifts, top-down conservation projects often exclude
them from decision-making, worsening their vulnerability. Afforestation drives and renewable
energy initiatives, though environmentally necessary, frequently encroach on tribal lands
without consent, replicating past injustices under the guise of sustainability. A just transition
requires centering Indigenous voices in climate action, recognizing their role as natural
stewards rather than obstacles to progress.

The path forward demands a fundamental reimagining of governance structures. Legal reforms
must move beyond symbolic recognition to enforceable rights, ensuring tribal participation in
environmental decision-making at every level. Conservation strategies should integrate
traditional knowledge rather than displacing it, creating collaborative models that benefit both
ecosystems and communities. Most importantly, policymakers must confront the colonial
legacy that still shapes forest and land laws, replacing exclusion with equity.

Ultimately, the true test of India’s environmental and social justice commitments lies in its
ability to harmonize tribal rights with ecological preservation. The solutions exist—in the
wisdom of indigenous practices, the potential of inclusive policies, and the resilience of
communities fighting for their survival. What remains missing is the political will to bridge the
gap between law and justice, ensuring that the guardians of India’s forests are no longer its
casualties. Only by addressing these systemic failures can the nation move toward a future
where development does not come at the cost of dignity, where conservation is not a tool of
dispossession, and where tribal rights are finally treated as inseparable from environmental
sustainability.

Suggestions

1. Strengthen implementation of existing protective legislation by establishing
independent monitoring bodies with tribal representation to ensure proper enforcement
at ground level.

2. Develop clear protocols for obtaining genuine free, prior and informed consent through
culturally appropriate consultation processes before approving projects affecting
indigenous lands.

3. Create specialized fast-track courts to handle land rights disputes and environmental
cases involving tribal communities to reduce prolonged legal battles.
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4.

10.

Reform conservation approaches to incorporate traditional ecological knowledge by
training forest officials in collaborative management techniques with tribal
communities.

Establish permanent platforms for indigenous representatives to participate in policy-
making at district, state and national levels regarding natural resource management.
Implement comprehensive rehabilitation frameworks that prioritize land-for-land
compensation and livelihood restoration when displacement becomes unavoidable.
Launch nationwide digital literacy programs tailored for tribal youth to help them
navigate legal systems while preserving traditional knowledge systems.

Introduce stronger safeguards against biopiracy by creating accessible mechanisms for
tribal groups to register and benefit from their traditional innovations.

Revise educational curricula to include indigenous environmental practices and
languages in schools located in tribal majority areas.

Develop conflict resolution mechanisms that blend traditional tribal governance
systems with formal judicial processes for addressing environmental disputes.
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