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Wildlife Conflicts & Tiger/Crocodile Victim Families in the Sundarbans 

Rights + Accountability + Field Action (Activist Documentation) 

 

Prologue: When death becomes paperwork 

In the Sundarbans, a death is rarely “just a death.” A tiger attack or a crocodile strike is followed by 

something quieter but equally brutal: the file, the form, the visit to the office, the question that implies 

blame —  “Did he have a permit?” And in that moment the family learns the second truth of the delta: 

you can lose a person to the forest, and then lose dignity to the system. 

This chapter documents that double violence—predation + administrative abandonment—and lays 

out a field-ready blueprint for justice: recognition, compensation, counselling, livelihood rebuilding, and 

prevention. 

 

1) The Sundarbans: a world heritage ecosystem, and a frontline of survival 

The Sundarbans is one of the world’s largest mangrove forests and a UNESCO World Heritage 

landscape (India’s site inscribed in 1987).  

It is also a working geography: fishers, crab collectors, honey collectors, woodcutters, and boat workers 

move through waterways that are also hunting routes for tigers and estuarine crocodiles. 

Human–wildlife conflict here is not an “exception.” It is built into the political economy of the delta: 

poverty, debt, embankment vulnerability, cyclone shocks, and a permit-driven forest administration that 

often treats marginal workers as suspects rather than citizens. 

 

2) Historical-chronological report: how conflict became both livelihood risk and rights crisis 

2.1 Before “Project Tiger”: a frontier managed by fear and extraction 

Long before modern conservation, the Sundarbans was controlled through forest management, policing, 

and extraction regimes. Communities developed cultural systems (Bonbibi/Dakshin Rai stories, rituals, 

taboos) to explain sudden disappearances and to negotiate fear. This cultural layer still shapes how 

victim families—especially widows—are treated socially today. 

2.2 Conservation era milestones: protection rises; legality hardens 

The modern era—Project Tiger and protected-area zoning—created a new problem: “illegal entry” 

becomes a weapon against victim families. 

Even when the death is real, compensation can be blocked because the victim was a “trespasser.” This 

is the birth of the rights crisis inside wildlife conflict. 

2.3 Tiger attacks: what the long-term data tells us 

WWF India notes that, in a key recorded window (1985–2008), 789 people were attacked and 666 died 

in tiger attacks in/around the Indian Sundarbans.  

Behind the numbers is a consistent occupational pattern: fishers, crab collectors, honey collectors—men 

whose labour happens on mudbanks and creeks where visibility is poor and escape routes are none. 
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2.4 Crocodile attacks: the under-reported tragedy 

A peer-reviewed study in Oryx documents 127 crocodile attacks (2000–2013) across 30 villages in five 

blocks, with clear seasonal peaks and strong links to livelihood activity near water.  

Crocodile conflict often produces survivors with permanent disability—turning households into lifelong 

caregivers with no formal support. 

 

3) Who the victims really are: the class profile of conflict 

Let’s say it plainly: Sundarbans conflict is a poverty tax. 

The victims are rarely tourists. They are workers whose choices are narrowed by debt, lack of land, and 

fragile livelihoods. The forest is dangerous—but it is also where income exists. 

When a worker dies: 

• the household loses its primary earner 

• children face dropout risk 

• debt deepens 

• the widow becomes vulnerable to stigma and exploitation 

• and the family may return to the same risky work because there is no alternative. 

This is why conflict must be treated as a social justice and labour rights issue, not only “conservation 

management.” 

 

4) “Tiger widows”: stigma as the second predator 

The widow of a tiger victim is not only grieving—she is often punished socially. 

A well-cited psychiatric study of 49 tiger widows documents cultural stigma, discrimination, and social 

rejection tied to tiger-killing and local belief systems.  

The same pattern is reported in Bangladesh’s Sundarbans too—widows are labelled as “husband 

eaters,” excluded, and blocked from livelihoods.  

What stigma does (in real life) 

Stigma is not “superstition” in the abstract. It becomes: 

• isolation from community spaces and ceremonies 

• restrictions on mobility and market work 

• harassment, blame, and moral policing 

• silence about the incident (families avoid reporting) 

• barriers to compensation (lack of paperwork, fear of interrogation) 

Stigma is a governance failure. It thrives where state and civil society do not intervene with protection, 

counselling, and public messaging. 

 

5) Rights framework: from “forest accident” to citizen entitlement 

This section is the spine of activist documentation: what families can legitimately demand. 

5.1 Compensation is not charity 
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India’s MoEFCC (via PIB) states that ex-gratia relief under centrally sponsored wildlife schemes was 

enhanced in December 2023, with ₹10 lakh for death or permanent incapacitation (and specified 

slabs for injuries).  

In November 2025, reporting on a Supreme Court direction states that: 

• ₹10 lakh ex-gratia for each human death caused by wildlife is mandatory, and 

• states should consider treating human–wildlife conflict as a “natural disaster” to strengthen 

relief mechanisms.  

Activist point: If compensation is a right, then delay is a violation. If death compensation is mandated, 

denial becomes discrimination. 

5.2 The Sundarbans “core area” trap—and the judiciary’s response 

A landmark Calcutta High Court order (January 2024) directed the West Bengal forest authority to pay 

₹5 lakh each to two widows whose husbands died in tiger attacks in the core area, calling denial for 

illegal entry “grossly disproportionate.”  

What this means for field action: 

Families must not be forced into administrative invisibility because a man died while trying to feed his 

family. Courts have signalled that life cannot be devalued by boundary technicalities. 

(Note: compensation rules can vary by scheme and state; always verify the latest applicable government 

order locally.)  

 

6) Field action model: Support to victim families (the 3-pillar system) 

A justice-based approach has three pillars: Psychosocial care, Financial stabilisation, Livelihood 

rebuilding. 

Pillar A: Counselling + psychosocial first aid (PSFA) 

Goal: prevent isolation, stigma, and mental health collapse. 

72-hour protocol (field-ready) 

1. Home visit by a trained worker/SHG leader (not police-style questioning) 

2. Safety + stabilisation: help organise food, childcare, immediate decisions 

3. Grief support: listening, normalising symptoms, reducing panic 

4. Stigma interruption: mobilise 2–3 respected community voices to publicly frame the death as a 

community tragedy, not “curse” 

5. Paperwork support: start a “support file” (see Annexure) 

30-day protocol 

• widow peer circle (monthly) 

• referral pathways for depression/PTSD symptoms 

• children’s schooling continuity plan (fees, uniforms, midday meal linkage) 

Why this is evidence-based: the tiger widows stigma study explicitly connects stigma with psychosocial 

harm and social rejection.  

Pillar B: Financial aid (staged, not symbolic) 

One cheque does not rebuild a household. Use a staged model: 
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1. Emergency grant (within 7 days): rituals, food, travel, immediate needs 

2. Bridge support (3–6 months): ration + minimum cash to prevent debt spiral 

3. Ex-gratia/compensation (time-bound): death/injury as per applicable norms  

4. Debt mediation: negotiate microcredit restructuring; prevent predatory lending 

Pillar C: Livelihood skill training (women-centered, low-risk, market-linked) 

If the goal is to reduce forest dependence, livelihoods must be safe + local + saleable. 

Core skill baskets 

• tailoring and garment finishing (school uniforms; local contracts) 

• food processing (pickles, snacks, basic packaging; SHG units) 

• poultry/duck rearing where feasible 

• small trade (tea/snack stall, dry fish processing in safe zones) 

• SHG enterprise support (bookkeeping, branding, digital payments) 

Existing models to learn from 

• Disha’s Tiger Widows Support Centre describes livelihood and health-support activities aimed at 

empowerment/self-sufficiency.  

• A rights-focused report describes Sundarban Bonobhumi Sangha (SBS), formed under guidance 

of a fish-workers’ union platform, providing paralegal support and livelihood training to 

wildlife-depredation-affected families.  

 

7) Legal and administrative steps: a “no-nonsense” pathway for victim families 

This is where activist work becomes practical. 

7.1 Immediate incident reporting: do it fast, do it safely 

• Report to local authority/forest outpost/police station as applicable 

• Record date/time/location, names of witnesses, boat details 

• If body is not recovered, secure witness statements and forest verification early 

Activist note: Many families avoid reporting due to fear of harassment. That silence later destroys 

compensation claims. A trained paralegal/NGO volunteer should accompany families to reduce 

intimidation. 

7.2 The documentation kit (create a “Victim Family File”) 

Must-have pages 

• identity proof (deceased + claimant) 

• relationship proof (widow/child) 

• incident report + witness statements 

• medical papers (injury cases) / death certificate (where possible) 

• bank details for transfer 

• any permit/licence records (if relevant) 

7.3 Grievance escalation ladder (what to do when officials delay/deny) 

1. Written application + receipt (never only verbal) 

2. Escalate to higher forest officer / district office with copies 
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3. Use local elected representatives to certify urgency 

4. Seek NGO paralegal support and media documentation 

5. Consider legal route (as in the Calcutta HC example)  

(This is general guidance, not legal advice; local legal counsel is recommended in contested cases.) 

 

8) Prevention and community safety: permits, safe zones, and emergency measures 

8.1 Permits: make the process visible to the people 

The Sundarban Tiger Reserve website notes that entry permissions can be obtained from the Field 

Director’s office at Canning and from points such as Sonakhali, Bagna, Sajnekhali, along with fee 

payments.  

For honey and beeswax, STR states collection occurs in April–May and permits are issued every year 

for honey collection.  

Field action: hold “permit literacy camps” each season so workers are not pushed into informal entry 

that later becomes a weapon against compensation. 

8.2 Emergency response: the missing link 

Minimum community emergency architecture: 

• village first responders trained in bleeding control and safe evacuation 

• pre-decided transport route (boat + road) 

• phone tree linking forest outpost, health facility, panchayat 

• post-incident “support desk” (counselling + documents) 

8.3 Barriers and interface management (what works, what needs scrutiny) 

Recent reporting in West Bengal links heightened nylon net fencing with fewer breaches/straying 

incidents in one division, comparing breaches in 2024 with fewer in 2025.  

But activists must ask: 

• Who maintains the nets? 

• Who is employed (local youth/SHGs)? 

• Are nets placed where communities say risk is highest? 

• Is there a transparent reporting system for breaches? 

Without accountability, even “good mitigation” becomes a photo-op. 

 

9) Government and NGO roles: accountability map 

9.1 Government duties (non-negotiable) 

Forest Department + District Administration must ensure: 

• time-bound relief aligned with applicable norms  

• clear SOPs for missing-body and core-area incidents 

• non-harassment protocols during reporting 

• safe interface infrastructure (ghats, signage, patrol coordination, barriers) 

9.2 NGO and community organisation duties (power-building) 

NGOs/collectives must ensure: 
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• paralegal accompaniment and document support (SBS-type model)  

• counselling and peer-support groups 

• livelihoods with market linkage 

• anti-stigma campaigns led by local women and SHGs 

• public tracking of pending cases (“compensation dashboard” at panchayat level) 

 

Annexure 1: The Victim Family Support Desk (one-page checklist) 

Within 24–72 hours 

• Incident details recorded (date/time/creek/forest block) 

• Witness list + phone numbers 

• Report filed + receipt obtained 

• Immediate ration/relief request submitted 

• Counselling home visit completed 

• Child schooling continuity plan started 

Within 7–15 days 

• All IDs collected 

• Relationship proof collected 

• Bank account verified 

• Medical/death certificate steps initiated 

• Compensation application submitted with copies 

Within 30 days 

• Follow-up letter (status request) submitted 

• Widow peer-support group joined 

• Livelihood plan (training + assets) finalised 

 

Annexure 2: Anti-stigma campaign script (field-ready) 

Core message (public): 

“This death is not a curse. This is a tragedy of our landscape and our livelihood. The widow is not 

responsible. She must be protected, supported, and respected.” 

Actions 

• public statement by panchayat + local leaders 

• community meal/solidarity visit 

• SHG enrolment and skill training priority 
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• school support for children 

Evidence basis: stigma documented among tiger widows with social rejection.  

 

Annexure 3: Suggested bibliography spine for your book chapter 

• UNESCO World Heritage Centre: Sundarbans (India inscription 1987).  

• WWF India: conflict coexistence work; long-term tiger attack figures.  

• Oryx (Cambridge Core): human–crocodile conflict dataset (2000–2013).  

• Indian Journal of Psychiatry study (via Europe PMC): stigma among tiger widows.  

• Press Information Bureau (MoEFCC): enhanced ex-gratia norms (Dec 2023).  

• Supreme Court direction reporting on ₹10 lakh compensation + “natural disaster” consideration 

(Nov 2025).  

• Calcutta High Court compensation order reporting (Jan 2024).  

• Sundarban Tiger Reserve official site: honey permits (April–May) + entry permissions.  

• Rights/field documentation on SBS paralegal + livelihood work (for accountability narrative).  

• Reporting on nylon net fencing changes and observed incident reductions (for mitigation critique).  

 


