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Wildlife Conflicts and Tiger/Crocodile Victim Families in the Sundarbans 

A historical-chronological narrative, victim-family realities, and a practical roadmap for  

support, compensation, and safer forest access 

 

Prologue: “The river kept its silence.” 

At low tide, the mudflats look harmless—like a wide, wet courtyard. At high tide, the same place 

becomes a moving sheet of water hiding channels, roots, and shadows. In the Sundarbans, danger isn’t 

always a dramatic roar. Often it is quiet: a splash, a scream cut short, a boat returning with one man 

missing, and a family standing at the embankment asking the same questions the forest refuses to 

answer. 

This chapter is about those families—tiger-victim families and crocodile-victim families—who live with 

two kinds of loss: the loss caused by wildlife conflict, and the loss produced by society and 

administration when grief turns into stigma, and death becomes a paperwork problem. 

 

1. The Sundarbans: a living delta where survival overlaps with predators 

The Sundarbans is the world’s largest mangrove landscape, spread across India and Bangladesh, a web 

of islands, mudflats, and tidal waterways. UNESCO describes it as one of the most biologically 

productive ecosystems, with tigers adapted to swimming long distances and living in a water-dominated 

terrain.  

This ecology matters because work and risk occupy the same space. In the Indian Sundarbans, many 

people depend on fishing, crab collection, honey collection, and river-based movement—the same 

creeks and forest edges where tigers and estuarine crocodiles patrol. 

Conflict here is rarely a “random accident.” It is structured by: 

• livelihood dependence on water and forest produce, 

• poverty and debt, 

• permits and policing, 

• climate shocks that shrink safer options, 

• and predator ecology in a shifting delta. 

 

2. A chronological history of conflict: how “forest risk” became a social and administrative 

battlefield 

2.1 Milestones that reshaped access, legality, and conflict 

A quick timeline helps explain why victim families often fight two battles: one with the forest, another with 

the state. 

Chronology Box: Key turning points 

• 1973: Project Tiger launched nationally.  

• 1977: Sundarbans area notified as Wildlife Sanctuary (core protection strengthens).  

• 1984: Sundarbans National Park established (core protection hardens further).  

• 1987: UNESCO World Heritage inscription of Sundarbans National Park (India).  
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• 1985–2008: documented period of high tiger attacks and fatalities (see below).  

• 2000–2013: major dataset on crocodile attacks recorded across blocks/villages.  

• 3 June 2022: MoEFCC guidelines issued to states/UTs for preventing/managing human–wildlife 

conflict.  

• Dec 2023: Central ex-gratia enhanced from ₹5 lakh to ₹10 lakh for deaths under certain centrally 

sponsored wildlife schemes.  

• Jan 18, 2024: Calcutta High Court orders compensation for two “tiger widows” even though 

deaths occurred in core area; denial seen as disproportionate.  

• Nov 2025: Supreme Court directs states to consider classifying human–wildlife conflict as a 

“natural disaster” and mandates ₹10 lakh ex-gratia for deaths.  

• 2025 (reporting): improvements/heightening of nylon net barriers linked with fewer tiger straying 

incidents in one forest division.  

What changed over time: 

As protection increased, forest entry became more regulated (permits, zones, and enforcement). 

That’s good for conservation—but it also created a harsh reality: when a worker dies during 

“unauthorized entry,” families may be refused compensation or delayed endlessly, pushing them into 

deeper poverty and silence. (Courts have increasingly challenged this logic.)  

 

3. Tiger victims: the historical record and the occupational pattern 

3.1 What the longer dataset shows 

WWF India notes that between 1985 and 2008, 789 people were attacked by tigers and 666 died, 

alongside many tiger-straying incidents into fringe villages.  

Behind these numbers is a familiar pattern: 

• Victims are mostly men engaged in fishing, crab collection, honey collection, fuelwood 

gathering—work that pulls them into creek edges and forest interiors. 

• Many incidents occur in liminal zones—where forest and settlement blur, and where tide, fog, 

and fatigue decide how “visible” rules and boundaries really are. 

3.2 The two arenas of conflict 

Tiger conflict in the Sundarbans is not one single phenomenon. It has two arenas: 

A) Forest-interior conflict (livelihood risk): 

Workers enter mangroves for survival. Attacks here often leave no body, which later becomes an 

administrative trap (no post-mortem, no “proof,” no compensation). 

B) Village-edge conflict (tiger straying): 

Tigers sometimes cross into settlements, particularly near river edges. This triggers panic, injury, 

retaliatory impulses, and demands for barriers and response teams. 

3.3 Mitigation attempts: what has been tried (and what has limits) 

The Sundarbans is famous for improvised deterrents—most famously rear-facing masks meant to 

prevent ambush from behind (the idea being that tigers avoid “eye contact”). This method has circulated 

widely enough that other states discuss adopting it “Sundarbans-style.”  
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More structural is the push for physical barriers at the forest-village interface. Reporting and research 

describe nylon net fencing along parts of the boundary as a relatively low-cost method to reduce straying 

when maintained with community participation.  

Important caution: 

No single trick solves a livelihood-driven conflict. Masks may help in specific contexts; barriers help 

mainly with straying. Neither replaces what families need most: safer work architecture, quick 

rescue/medical response, and dignified post-incident support. 

 

4. Crocodile victim families: a quieter, waterborne tragedy 

4.1 The clearest study window (2000–2013) 

A major peer-reviewed analysis of estuarine crocodile conflict in the Indian Sundarban documented 127 

crocodile attacks during 2000–2013, collected across villages and blocks, with seasonal patterns 

(winter peak reported) and strong linkage to livelihood routines around water.  

4.2 Why crocodile conflict hits differently 

Crocodile attacks often occur: 

• at ghats and creek edges, 

• while collecting crabs or fish, 

• during crossing/anchoring, 

• during washing/bathing, 

• when visibility is poor and tide conditions shift. 

Unlike many tiger incidents, crocodile incidents can produce survivors with catastrophic injuries—

disability, chronic pain, inability to fish or work—turning families into long-term care units with no safety 

net. 

 

5. Victim families after the incident: five layers of harm 

A wildlife death or disability in Sundarbans typically triggers five cascading harms: 

1. Economic collapse: primary earner gone; debt deepens; children pulled from school. 

2. Administrative shock: death certificates, police reports, forest verification, bank linkage. 

3. Social stigma: especially on widows—exclusion becomes routine. 

4. Psychological trauma: grief, fear, isolation, insomnia, “complicated mourning.” 

5. Return to risk: when support fails, families re-enter forest dependence. 

This is why “compensation only” doesn’t work. The harm is multi-dimensional. 

 

6. Tiger widows: stigma as the “second predator” 

6.1 How stigma is culturally produced 

A widely cited mental health study of “tiger widows” documents intense stigma—social rejection, blame, 

and exclusion linked to cultural meanings attached to tiger death.  

A public-facing analysis from King’s College London also describes how religion, myth, and cultural 

narratives combine with conflict to produce an ostracised category of women.  
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On the Bangladesh side, recent journalism similarly documents widows being labelled “husband-eaters,” 

excluded socially, and pushed into deeper precarity amid inadequate compensation access.  

6.2 What stigma does in practical terms 

Stigma is not just an “attitude.” It becomes: 

• blocked livelihoods (“don’t go to market,” “don’t attend events”), 

• blocked mobility (women isolated at home), 

• vulnerability to exploitation and unsafe migration, 

• silence about deaths (fear of police/forest harassment), 

• and a generational effect: children inherit shame and financial strain. 

 

7. Support to victim families: a recovery model that actually fits the Sundarbans 

Think of support as three linked pillars: 

Pillar A: Counseling + psychosocial first aid (PSFA) 

A practical, village-ready PSFA package: 

Within 72 hours 

• a trained local worker/SHG leader visits, 

• listens without interrogation, 

• helps family plan the week (food, school, rituals, paperwork), 

• screens for acute distress (panic, dissociation, suicidal ideation), 

• prevents isolation (neighbours encouraged to accompany, not avoid). 

Within 1 month 

• widow peer-circle meetings, 

• grief support + safety planning, 

• stigma interruption: public messaging by panchayat/faith/community leaders. 

Why this matters: 

The psychiatry literature on tiger widows explicitly argues for community ecocultural mental health 

approaches to reduce stigma and misery.  

Pillar B: Financial aid in stages (not a one-off cheque) 

A humane model: 

1. Emergency relief (immediate cash + ration support) 

2. Bridge support (3–6 months) to prevent debt spiral 

3. Ex-gratia/compensation (time-bound processing) 

4. Debt mediation (microcredit restructuring, interest renegotiation) 

Pillar C: Livelihood rebuilding (widow-centric, low-risk, market-linked) 

Livelihood training should be local + dignified + low exposure to forest danger: 

• tailoring (uniform stitching, school contracts), 

• food processing (pickle/snacks, packaging work), 

• poultry/goat rearing where feasible, 

• SHG micro-enterprises with bookkeeping and market linkage, 
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• climate-resilient kitchen gardens and seed support. 

On-the-ground examples exist: 

• The Sundarban Bonobhumi Sangha (SBS) collective is described as providing paralegal 

support and livelihood training for wildlife-depredation-affected families, formed under guidance 

of a fish-workers’ union platform.  

• Disha’s Tiger Widows Support Centre describes livelihood skill-building and health-support 

activities aimed at self-sufficiency.  

• Media reporting documents livelihood aid projects (seeds/chicks/spawn; cultivation/poultry/fishing 

support) linked to tiger widows in the Sundarbans.  

 

8. Legal and administrative steps: compensation and recognition (what families must navigate) 

8.1 National policy signals (what “should” happen) 

• Dec 2023 (MoEFCC/PIB): Central ex-gratia under certain centrally sponsored wildlife schemes 

enhanced from ₹5 lakh to ₹10 lakh for deaths.  

• Nov 2025 (Supreme Court): reporting indicates the Court directed states to consider classifying 

human–wildlife conflict as a “natural disaster” and mandated ₹10 lakh ex-gratia per death.  

• MoEFCC guidance framework: the Ministry has issued conflict-management guidelines to 

states/UTs (notably referenced in PIB material).  

8.2 West Bengal and the Sundarbans: the core-area controversy and court intervention 

A landmark moment came when the Calcutta High Court directed compensation of ₹5 lakh each to two 

widows whose husbands died in tiger attacks while entering the core area, and criticised denial as 

disproportionate.  

Why this matters for your chapter: 

This isn’t only about money. It is about recognition—whether the state treats a victim as a human life 

lost, or as a “trespass problem” whose family can be punished after death. 

8.3 The “paperwork war”: why families get stuck 

Victim families often face: 

• missing bodies (no post-mortem), 

• delayed cause-of-death certification, 

• fear of police reports if forest entry is questioned, 

• lack of bank access and document mismatch. 

8.4 A field-ready compensation checklist (for a book annexure) 

Minimum evidence package (typical) 

• ID and address proof of deceased 

• proof of relationship/heir (widow/children) 

• incident report: forest dept/police/panchayat statement 

• death certificate / inquest / post-mortem (if body recovered) 

• bank account details for DBT transfer 

• livelihood proof where relevant (fisher registration/boat papers/permit records) 
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Book tip: present this as a one-page “Family Support Desk Form”—so local volunteers can collect 

documents gently, without blaming. 

 

9. Community awareness for safer forest access: safe zones, permits, emergency measures 

9.1 “Safe zone” education must be practical, not moralistic 

Communities need: 

• seasonal risk calendars (cyclone months; visibility/tide risk), 

• creek risk mapping (narrow channels, known crocodile stretches), 

• buddy rules (no solo work in high-risk creeks), 

• time rules (avoid dawn/dusk in specific contexts), 

• safe ghat design and warnings. 

9.2 Permits and processes: clarity reduces both conflict and compensation denial 

The Sundarban Tiger Reserve’s official site notes entry permissions obtainable from designated 

offices/points (Canning, Sonakhali, Bagna, Sajnekhali) with fees.  

For forest produce, the STR notes honey/beeswax collection in April–May and that permits are issued 

annually.  

Critical link: 

When permit systems are confusing, costly, or delayed, people enter informally—raising risk and later 

enabling compensation denial. Permit literacy is therefore a safety tool. 

9.3 Emergency measures: what a functioning response looks like 

A minimum emergency architecture: 

• village first responders trained in bleeding control and safe evacuation, 

• a pre-decided transport route (boat + road) to nearest facility, 

• forest–community communication chain (phones/radio where possible), 

• a post-incident “family support desk” for documents + counseling. 

Cross-border learning is useful: Bangladesh has structured community volunteer mechanisms like the 

Village Tiger Response Team (VTRT) formed with the Forest Department and conservation partners to 

manage human–tiger interactions and data.  

 

10. Government and NGO roles: what each must do (and why partnership is non-negotiable) 

Government (Forest + District + Welfare) 

Must guarantee: 

• fast, dignified relief aligned with national benchmarks and court directions  

• transparent compensation SOPs (with missing-body pathways) 

• investment in barriers/response where appropriate (e.g., nylon nets where effective)  

• livelihood alternatives through SHG missions, skills programs, pensions, fisheries support 

NGOs, unions, community organisations 

Best placed to deliver: 

• paralegal support and case follow-up (e.g., SBS model)  
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• counseling, stigma reduction, widow groups 

• livelihood skill training and market linkage (e.g., support centres)  

• “bridge support” that prevents child labour and school dropout 

 

Annexure A: Three composite case vignettes you can include (book-ready) 

(Composite vignettes are fictionalised but built from common documented patterns; you can later replace 

them with field interviews.) 

Vignette 1: The missing body problem 

A crab collector doesn’t return. The boat crew says “tiger.” No body is found. The widow is told: no post-

mortem, no cause-of-death, no compensation. Neighbours advise silence because the husband may not 

have had a valid permit. She stops going to the market because people whisper she is “unlucky.” Her 

son quits school and joins a net-mending unit. 

Themes: missing-body compensation pathway; stigma; school dropout. 

Vignette 2: The crocodile survivor 

A man washing nets at a creek edge is pulled down. He survives with a crushed arm and partial 

disability. The family sells livestock for hospital costs. Compensation is unclear because the incident is 

treated as “accident.” The wife becomes primary earner, but faces harassment when negotiating loans. 

Themes: disability support; medical debt; livelihood transition. 

Vignette 3: The court route 

Two widows file petitions after compensation denial because the deaths occurred in the “core area.” The 

case becomes a turning point; court orders relief and criticises the denial. The widows still wait months 

for processing, but now other families approach them for guidance. 

Themes: legal empowerment; precedent; delayed implementation.  

 

Annexure B: A one-page training module outline (community-ready) 

Module 1: “Know the zones” (60 min) 

• maps: core/buffer/settlement edges 

• why boundaries feel invisible on water 

• do’s/don’ts for high-risk creeks 

Module 2: “Permits & proof” (45 min) 

• where permissions are obtained  

• what documents to carry 

• what to do after an incident (reporting without panic) 

Module 3: “First response” (90 min) 

• bleeding control 

• safe evacuation protocols 

• who calls whom (forest outpost, police, health) 

Module 4: “Family support desk” (60 min) 

• stigma interruption messages 
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• document checklist 

• referrals to counselling and livelihood support 

 

Suggested reading & source spine  

• UNESCO World Heritage documentation on Sundarbans NP  

• WWF India conflict figures (1985–2008)  

• Oryx peer-reviewed crocodile conflict study (2000–2013)  

• Indian Journal of Psychiatry study on tiger widow stigma  

• MoEFCC/PIB ex-gratia enhancement (Dec 2023)  

• Supreme Court direction reporting (Nov 2025)  

• Calcutta High Court compensation order reporting (Jan 2024)  

• STR official notes on permits and NTFP (honey April–May)  

• Social/legal analysis of tiger widows and paralegal support (SBS)  

 

 


