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Wildlife Conflicts and Tiger/Crocodile Victim Families in the Sundarbans 

(A historical-chronological account, lived realities of victim families,  

and pathways for support, justice, and safer coexistence) 

 

1) The Sundarbans: Where livelihood and danger share the same tide 

The Sundarbans is not simply a “forest” at the edge of the Bay of Bengal; it is a living delta—mud, 

mangrove roots, creeks, storms, and salt—where human survival and wild survival are tightly 

interlocked. India’s Sundarbans National Park (declared in 1984) forms the core of the Sundarbans Tiger 

Reserve (Project Tiger landscape, initiated in 1973), and it is also a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

(inscribed in 1987).  

In the Indian Sundarbans, millions live in the “fringe”—inhabited islands and embanked villages 

surrounding protected forest blocks. Their daily economy (fishing, crab collection, honey collection, 

fuelwood, small farming) often depends—directly or indirectly—on river access and forest-edge 

movement. This dependence is precisely where conflict is born: people enter risk zones because the risk 

is priced into poverty. 

The Sundarbans is also ecologically exceptional: the only mangrove habitat on earth that sustains a wild 

tiger population at scale, alongside estuarine (saltwater) crocodiles—apex predators whose territories 

overlap with human workspaces (creeks, banks, ghats, channels).  

 

2) A historical timeline of conflict: from “frontier forest” to regulated reserve 

Human–wildlife conflict in the Sundarbans is not “new.” What changes over time is who enters the forest, 

under what rules, and what support systems exist for families when tragedy strikes. 

2.1 Colonial-to-early postcolonial period: reclamation, resource extraction, and risk normalization 

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Sundarbans was being administered as a managed forest 

landscape (reserved forest demarcations and extraction regimes). The forest was simultaneously feared 

and used—danger became “occupational.” Families developed cultural frameworks (Bonbibi/Dakshin Rai 

traditions) to make sense of sudden death in a landscape where bodies can disappear into water and 

mangrove. (This cultural layer remains deeply relevant to how “victim families” are treated socially 

today.)  

2.2 1970s–1980s: the conservation era begins—Project Tiger and the protected-area map 

A turning point arrives with Project Tiger (1973) and the designation of tiger reserve management. The 

protected-area framework evolves: wildlife sanctuary status (1977), national park status (1984), and 

UNESCO recognition (1987).  

This era matters because conflict now becomes entangled with legality: entry permits, licensing, and 

boundaries (core/buffer). If a death occurs during “unauthorized entry,” families have historically 

struggled to claim compensation or even obtain recognition—creating a second trauma: administrative 

erasure. 

2.3 1985–2008: the long arc of recorded tiger deaths and injuries 
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Records compiled and cited by conservation organizations show the scale of the tragedy: between 1985 

and 2008, 789 people were attacked by tigers and 666 died; tiger “straying” incidents into villages were 

also recorded in large numbers.  

Another analysis of the same period reports 664 deaths and 126 injuries—highlighting that datasets 

differ depending on definitions (attack vs. death, reporting coverage, missing bodies, etc.).  

What stayed consistent across studies: 

• Most victims are working men—fishers, crab collectors, honey collectors—inside or near forest 

blocks. 

• Many attacks occur in outer-core/edge areas where human movement and tiger movement 

overlap.  

2.4 2000–2013: crocodile attacks emerge clearly in documented research 

Human–crocodile conflict has its own pattern—less mythologized in popular conversation than tiger 

conflict, but extremely real. A detailed study of estuarine crocodile conflict in the Indian Sundarbans 

documented 127 crocodile attacks between 2000 and 2013, showing seasonal peaks and strong links 

to livelihood activities around water access.  

In recent years, concern has grown alongside evidence of robust crocodile presence and monitoring: a 

2024–25 assessment reported saltwater crocodile estimates in the Sundarbans rising (reported range in 

news coverage), based on systematic transects and sightings.  

Greater crocodile visibility near human use-areas can intensify anxiety and conflict—especially when 

safe ghats, warning systems, and rapid rescue are weak. 

2.5 2020s: climate stress, mobility, and “conflict spikes” around shock years 

Cyclones, embankment breaches, and salinity intrusion reshape both livelihood options and wildlife 

movement. When agriculture fails or fishing access changes, forest-dependent work increases; when 

prey ecology shifts, tigers may appear closer to villages. Research and reporting increasingly link 

disasters and livelihood shocks to conflict patterns (without implying that “tigers become man-eaters by 

nature”—the driver is overlap and vulnerability).  

 

3) Who are the victims? From “forest accident” to lifelong family rupture 

A wildlife death in the Sundarbans is rarely a single event. It sets off a chain reaction that hits the 

household across five dimensions: 

1. Economic collapse: loss of the main earner; debt; costs of rituals, travel, medical attempts, and 

paperwork. 

2. Administrative struggle: death certification may be delayed or impossible if the body is 

unrecovered; compensation can be blocked by “permit” issues. 

3. Social stigma and exclusion: widows are often treated as bearers of misfortune. 

4. Psychological trauma: complicated grief, fear, nightmares, and isolation. 

5. Livelihood re-entry into risk: when support fails, families may return to the same dangerous 

work—repeating exposure. 
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4) “Tiger widows” (Byaghro-bidhoba / Bagh-bidhoba): stigma as a second violence 

In the Sundarbans, the widow of a tiger victim often becomes a symbol in community imagination—

someone “marked” by the forest. Academic and civil-society writing documents how widows may be 

labelled swami kheko (“husband-eater”), restricted from work, excluded from social events, and 

sometimes pushed to the edge of the village’s moral universe.  

This stigma has practical consequences: 

• It blocks livelihoods—women may be discouraged from fishing, crab collection, or market-

facing work.  

• It blocks claims—families may avoid reporting tiger deaths due to fear of legal scrutiny and 

social harassment, especially if the deceased entered a restricted zone.  

So the “tiger widow” becomes a victim of two systems at once: predation and prejudice. 

 

5) Crocodile victim families: the quieter crisis along creeks and ghats 

Crocodile attacks often occur at the most ordinary points of daily survival: collecting crabs, cleaning fish, 

washing, bathing, crossing, anchoring a boat, stepping into a creek at low tide. The Oryx study (2000–

2013) ties attacks closely to livelihood routines and spatial patterns, underscoring that crocodile conflict 

is not “random”—it is structured by where people must stand, wade, or bend.  

Compared to tiger attacks, crocodile attacks can leave survivors with severe injuries—arm, leg, and soft 

tissue trauma—creating long-term disability in families already living close to the edge. The burden then 

shifts to women: caregiving, debt management, income substitution, and navigating hospitals and 

paperwork. 

 

6) Support to victim families: what dignity-centered recovery should look like 

Support cannot be only a cheque—especially when grief, stigma, and livelihood insecurity are 

intertwined. A comprehensive support model should include (A) psychosocial care, (B) financial 

stabilization, and (C) safe livelihood rebuilding. 

6.1 Counseling and psychosocial first aid (PSFA) 

A practical community approach includes: 

• Immediate grief support within 24–72 hours: calming, listening, helping the family plan the first 

week, preventing isolation. 

• Stigma interruption: local leaders, SHGs, and panchayat members should publicly frame the 

death as a community tragedy, not a “curse.” 

• Widow peer circles: structured monthly circles reduce isolation and build collective voice. 

Programs and support centers focused on tiger widows explicitly combine livelihood skills with wellbeing 

and community support—showing the direction such work can take.  

6.2 Financial aid: emergency + bridge + long-term stabilization 

A staged financial package is more humane than a one-time payment: 

1. Emergency grant (funeral/ritual costs, travel, food) within days. 

2. Bridge support for 3–6 months (ration, school expenses, minimum cash). 
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3. Compensation/ex-gratia routed through transparent, time-bound processing. 

4. Debt resolution support (microcredit restructuring, interest negotiation). 

Where state welfare schemes for fishers exist (e.g., accidental death benefits), families should be helped 

to access them alongside wildlife compensation—because many victims are fishers/crab collectors by 

occupation.  

6.3 Livelihood skill training for widows and affected households 

Widow livelihood should be local, dignified, low-risk, and market-linked—so women are not pushed 

back into forest dependence. Typical skill baskets include: 

• Tailoring and garment finishing (school uniforms, local orders) 

• Food processing (pickles, snacks, honey value chain work outside core forest dependence) 

• Dry fish processing with safe-zone protocols 

• Poultry/goat rearing where feasible 

• SHG enterprise support: branding, packaging, basic bookkeeping, digital payments 

Civil society initiatives in the Sundarbans show how livelihood training + paralegal support can be 

bundled for tiger widows and other depredation-affected families.  

 

7) Legal and administrative steps: compensation, recognition, and the paperwork war 

This is where many families lose hope—because the system asks for documents that tragedy itself 

makes difficult to obtain. 

7.1 The compensation landscape (India): from state orders to national standards 

Central benchmark: In December 2023, India’s MoEFCC enhanced ex-gratia under centrally sponsored 

wildlife schemes; death/permanent incapacitation is listed at ₹10 lakh (with other slabs for injury etc.).  

Supreme Court (Nov 2025): reporting across multiple outlets notes the Court directed states to ensure 

₹10 lakh ex-gratia per human death due to wildlife and to actively consider treating human–wildlife 

conflict as a “natural disaster” for faster relief delivery.  

West Bengal practice (notably in Sundarbans): court reporting and case coverage indicates the West 

Bengal Forest Department’s compensation for death in such cases has been treated as ₹5 lakh under 

the relevant state order, and the Calcutta High Court has intervened when compensation was denied.  

7.2 Core vs buffer, “illegal entry,” and the courts 

A critical justice issue in Sundarbans has been whether families can be denied compensation if the 

death occurred in a “core” area or during prohibited entry. Calcutta High Court reporting notes that 

authorities cannot create arbitrary distinctions that defeat compensation where the death is established 

as wildlife depredation, and courts have directed disbursal in tiger-attack cases.  

Book-relevant implication: 

Victim recognition must be based on harm suffered, not on bureaucratic boundary games—especially in 

a landscape where boundaries on water are not visible to fishers in fog, tide, and storm. 

7.3 A practical step-by-step pathway (what families typically must do) 

While exact documents vary by scheme and year, most compensation/recognition processes revolve 

around a core set: 
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1. Immediate reporting to local police/administration/forest outpost (as applicable) 

2. Inquest/post-mortem (if body recovered) 

3. Cause-of-death certification referencing wildlife attack 

4. Identity + relationship documents (widow/heir proof) 

5. Bank account linkage for transfer 

6. Permit/licensing records (where forest entry permits, boat licensing, or fisher registration is part 

of the system) 

Because permits and licensing are central to Sundarbans livelihoods (including boat licensing issues 

reported in fisher communities), legal-awareness support is essential—families need help organizing 

proof of livelihood status and forest access compliance.  

 

8) Community awareness: safe zones, permits, and emergency measures during forest access 

Prevention in the Sundarbans has to be operational—tied to the way people actually work. 

8.1 Safe zones and “no-go” mental maps 

Community training should develop: 

• Seasonal risk calendars (tiger movement periods, crocodile basking seasons, cyclone months) 

• Creek risk mapping (known crocodile zones; narrow channels; low-visibility bends) 

• Work timing protocols (avoid dawn/dusk in high-risk creeks; avoid solitary entry) 

8.2 Permit processes: clarity and accessibility 

Official guidance for entry permissions into Sundarban Tiger Reserve exists for visitors (and separately 

for livelihood-based forest produce systems). STR information notes permissions and fee structures 

through designated offices/points.  

For honey and beeswax collection, STR explicitly notes that permits are issued annually and the 

collection season is April–May.  

For livelihood communities, the rule-of-law message must be paired with accessibility: if licensing 

delays push people to “go without papers,” then conflict risk rises and compensation battles become 

harsher afterward.  

8.3 Emergency measures: what should happen during an incident 

A functional emergency protocol should include: 

• Village first responders trained in bleeding control, safe rescue, and transport 

• Rapid referral to nearest block hospital with pre-alert mechanism 

• Forest–community communication (radio/phone tree) 

• Post-incident family support desk (documents + counseling + welfare) 

Cross-border learning is relevant too: Bangladesh-side initiatives describe trained village tiger response 

teams and community coexistence models; these show how community capacity can prevent panic, 

retaliation, and repeat harm.  

 

9) Government and NGO roles: what each must do—and where partnerships matter 

9.1 Government’s role (Forest Department + district administration + welfare departments) 
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Core responsibilities should include: 

• Risk reduction: fencing/lighting where appropriate, safe ghat development, warning signage, 

patrol coordination 

• Fast relief: time-bound ex-gratia processing aligned with national standards and court directions  

• Victim recognition: ensure that “missing body” cases have a humane pathway to recognition 

(not endless limbo) 

• Livelihood alternatives: tie compensation with access to SHG credit, skill missions, fisheries 

support, and pension schemes 

9.2 NGO and civil society role 

NGOs often do what the state cannot do quickly at the last mile: 

• Paralegal support (forms, follow-ups, hearings, documents) 

• Counseling and stigma reduction 

• Skill and enterprise training with market linkages 

• Collective organization so widows aren’t alone 

Examples include widow-focused support initiatives and collectives providing paralegal and livelihood 

training for depredation-affected families.  

International and multilateral voices have also highlighted “tiger widows” as an invisible crisis—useful for 

advocacy and funding narratives.  

 

10) Toward a justice-and-safety framework for the Sundarbans 

A book chapter on Sundarbans conflict must end not in despair, but in a grounded framework: 

1. Make compensation automatic, fast, and dignified (aligned to the ₹10 lakh national 

benchmark for death, with clear injury slabs).  

2. Separate survival livelihood from criminalization: enforce rules, yes—but don’t punish 

families after death by erasing them administratively. Courts have already signaled this direction.  

3. Institutionalize counseling + anti-stigma work as part of wildlife management (not as charity).  

4. Build safer work architecture: safe ghats, mapped creeks, community responders, rapid 

medical transport. 

5. Create alternative livelihoods at scale so women and youth can exit risky forest dependence—

tailoring, food processing, value-chain roles, SHG enterprises.  

6. Strengthen data integrity: reconcile tiger/crocodile incident datasets; include “missing body” 

cases; publish transparent annual conflict reports. 

 


