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Cornered In the wild: Trapped
tigers spark conservation debate

As human encroachment, tourism
and habitat fragmentation continue
to blur the boundaries between
nature and civilisation write BKP
Sinha and Arvind Kumar Jha A viral
video capturing a distressing scene
of a tigress and her cubs blocked by
a throng of safari vehicles in
Maharashtra's Umred Pauni
Karhandla Wildlife Sanctuary has
recently stirred significant concern
and legal action. The Bombay High
Court has taken suo-motu cog-
nizance of the incident. Soon after,
the Supreme Court sought a uniform
national policy for managing the
country's tiger reserves. The harrow-
ing sight of the tiger family, seem-
ingly gripped by fear while navigat-
Ing the available space, serves as a
poignant metaphor for the troubling
dynamics between humans and
wildlife, whether inside a tiger
reserve or not. Mankind's relentless
drive to dominate and exploit nature
has led to a disturbingly eroded
sense of ecological sanity. Tigers,
magnificent predators endowed with
a formidable set of adaptations, have
long been revered for their prowess.
Their sharp teeth and claws, excep-
tional vision and hearing, flexible
spines and explosive bursts of speed
enable them to efficiently stalk and
capture prey.Their striped coats act
as camouflage, making them elusive
both as hunters and as well as prey.
Tigers, being solitary creatures, are
known to be fiercely territorial,
marking their domains with scents,
claw marks, and vocalisations.While
frequent and close encounters with
tigers may thrill tourists, these expe-
riences come at a significant cost to
the animals' well-being. Increased
human presence not only exacer-
bates stress and vulnerability among
these majestic creatures but also
alters their natural behaviour. After
several populist initiatives to regu-
larise forest encroachments, the
Forest Rights Act (FRA) was legis-
lated in 2006. It marked an era of
mass-scale recognition of habitation,
self-cultivation, and community for-
est resource rights. However, it has
also resulted in new encroachments
and a notable influx of human popu-
lations into forest areas increasing
the proximity and chances of con-
flict between wildlife and
humans.The data from the Ministry
of Tribal Affairs shows that by
November 2024, an overwhelming
4.35 million (85.7 per cent) out of
5.07 million claims under the FRA
had been disposed of. Titles on for-
est rights in 33 million acres of for-
est land having been given, illegal
occupation continues in the rejected
cases which are 36.5 per cent in left-
wing affected states and 60 per cent
In others.The absence of a final
deadline for claim submission, ease
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securing recommendations from
Gram Sabhas that many times are
not held, the prevalent use of the
FRA as a political tool, and the qual-
ity of scrutiny at the authorities’ lev-
els have created an environment
encouraging encroachers confident
of regularisation. In Gujarat, 434
cases have been disposed of, and
Maharashtra accepted 4,322 new
individual forest rights claims in
November while distributing 498
titles. Triggered by legislation, such
a trend of ingress into wildlife habi-
tats iIs unprecedented. There has
been a significant surge in recogni-
tion of community forest resource
rights (CFRR) after the FRA Rules
were amended in 2012. Management
rights of forests have been granted
to communities by violating the eli-
gibility conditions stipulated in sec-
tions 3(1)(i) and 4(3) of the FRA.
Not sparing even tiger reserves and
National Parks and Sanctuaries, such
rights are granted, for example, in
huge areas in Chhattisgarh in
Dhamtari (5,544 ha), Achankmar
and Sitanadi Udanti tiger reserves
(12,527 ha), 60 per cent of Billigiri
Wildlife Sanctuary in Karnataka,
and the Tansa Sanctuary in
Maharashtra.Such actions do trigger
a surge of human presence within
wildlife habitats. As regards human
casualties resulting from tiger
attacks, they were recorded at 110 in
2022 and 82 in 2023. Data from the
National Tiger Conservation
Authority (NTCA), however, sheds
light on troubling trends in tiger
mortality. In 2021 and 2022, tiger
deaths within reserves exceeded
those outside. However, this pattern
reversed in 2023 and 2024, with
more tiger fatalities occurring out-
side protected areas. As of January
2025, 17 tiger deaths have been
reported, 12 of which occurred out-
side reserves. The conversion of
spared areas into shared spaces
impacts the behaviour of wildlife.
Tigers are no exception.They natu-
rally respect territorial boundaries
but get forced to venture into human
habitations due to encroachment and
habitat degradation. It does result in
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harm to locals, mostly

accidental and out of

hunger rather than

retaliatory or revenge-

ful. People, however,
~In contrast to their
< erstwhile prevalent
i sp|r|t of tolerance and
/L. co-existence, mostly
(A respond now through

' 'g retaliation or out of
45 vengeance resulting in
- the escalation of
m human-wildlife con-

., flict.In an unprece-

dented move, the
Odisha state government issued an
order in 2024 holding forest officials
accountable for tiger deaths which
has stirred conversations about the
responsibilities and challenges faced
by foresters in balancing conserva-
tion efforts with the rights and safety
of people. The interaction between
humans and wildlife species that are
naturally active during the day (diur-
nal) or at dawn and dusk (crepuscu-
lar) face substantial behavioural
changes when their activity patterns
overlap with human activities. In the
case of recreational activities in
parks also, animals that typically
forage or hunt during these times
may alter their routines due to the
presence of people, leading to stress
and changes in feeding, mating, and
territorial behaviours. Inside and
near forests, light pollution, such as
artificial lighting from streetlights,
homes and recreational areas dis-
rupts wildlife in numerous ways.lIt
can interfere with their natural
movement patterns, making it diffi-
cult for animals to navigate their
habitats, find food, or avoid preda-
tors. Light pollution can also impact
predation, as predators might find it
easier to spot prey, or conversely,
prey might become disoriented and
more vulnerable. Additionally, artifi-
cial lighting can affect reproductive
behaviours, as many species rely on
natural light cues for mating rituals
and timing. The current approach of
providing electricity etc. to interior
forest habitations, seemingly benefi-
cial for human populations, does
pose a significant threat to long-term
wildlife conservation. Along with
this, large-scale proposals such as
those recently announced in
Telangana and Nagarhole (Coorg
district) of Karnataka must consider
their potential impact on human-
wildlife conflict too.Mitigating
adverse impacts on wildlife necessi-
tates more than merely avoiding
times when human activities overlap
with wildlife activities. Even if
human disturbances occur outside of
wildlife activity periods, the large-
scale nature of such disturbances can
still have a profound effect on
wildlife. These disturbances often

displace animals from their natural
habitats, causing significant behav-
ioural changes that can threaten even
their survival. Instances from the
area near Pench National Park in
Maharashtra highlight the negative
consequences of the changed behav-
iour of tigers. In one such case, a
tiger in Parshiwni village attacked
only tethered cattle, easy prey.
During the necropsy of this tiger,
excessive fat was found due to
changes in its behaviour and diet.In
the Ramtek area tigers have exhibit-
ed a concerning loss of territorial
instincts indicating a breakdown in
their natural order and social struc-
ture. Another tiger from the Kanhan
region displayed unusual behaviour
by regularly avoiding consuming its
kill. Such avoidance suggests, prima
facie, a high level of stress and dis-
turbance. Such instances are alarm-
ing as they simply indicate that the
natural predator-prey dynamics and
status of the health of the tiger popu-
lation are compromised. Minimising
disturbance to wildlife is paramount
inside tiger reserves. However, with
the current onslaught by humans and
the pace of blurring of ecosystem
boundaries, a more nuanced
approach is necessary which
requires a deeper understanding of
the spatial and temporal dynamics of
wildlife movement, recognition of
the varying levels of sensitivity
among different species, and consid-
eration of a broader ecological con-
text that includes fragmented land-
scapes, human settlements, and the
impacts of climate change.While the
whole country is eagerly waiting for
an early decision in the matter of
Wildlife first and Ors Vs Union of
India & Ors (109/2008) from the
Supreme Court, the need for a
national policy framework for not
just tiger reserves but for all habitats
cannot be overstated. It should be
implemented by State Governments
while duly considering the local
contexts and the unique challenges
faced by each region.Evicting illegal
encroachments on forest and wildlife
habitats and relocating the genuine
right-holders onto non-forest areas
with adequate infrastructure should
be the first step towards restoration
of the ecological integrity of our nat-
ural systems.The impacts of climate
change and natural disasters are no
longer theoretical threats but stark
realities. Recognizing the broader
public interest in wildlife conserva-
tion and ecosystem sustainability,
the Ministry of Environment,
Forests and Climate Change, the
National Tiger Conservation
Authority, and the Ministry of Tribal
Affairs must collaborate closely to
develop and implement effective
conservation strategies that address
these challenges.




Finance Minister has unveiled a for-
ward-looking Budget that reinforces
India’s commitment to financial inclu-
sion, innovation and sustainable eco-
nomic growth.Finance Minister,
Nirmala Sitharaman has presented a
forward-thinking and progressive
Union Budget 2025-26 that reinforces
India’s steadfast journey toward Viksit
Bharat. This year’s budget is a reflec-
tion of the government’s unwavering
commitment to fostering financial
inclusion, driving innovation and
ensuring sustainable economic growth.
By laying a robust foundation for a
digital-first economy, it not only
addresses the present needs of busi-
nesses and individuals but also sets a
visionary course for the future of
India’s financial ecosystem. The fin-
tech sector has been a cornerstone of
India’s digital transformation, playing
an instrumental role in expanding
financial accessibility, empowering
MSMEs, and accelerating the adoption
of digital transactions. The govern-
ment’s continued emphasis on foster-
ing a light-touch regulatory environ-
ment, strengthening digital public
infrastructure, and enhancing credit
availability for small businesses and
startups is a significant step forward in
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unlocking new avenues for fintech
innovation. These strategic meas-
ures will help fintech companies
drive greater financial inclusion
and economic resilience across the
country.

Some of the most impactful high-
lights of this budget for the fintech
ecosystem include: Grameen
Credit Score Framework — A
groundbreaking initiative aimed at
transforming rural financial
empowerment by enabling better
credit access for Self-Help Group
(SHG) members and underserved
rural communities. This will facil- |
itate greater participation of rural
enterprises in the formal economy.
Revamped Central KYC Registry — A
much-needed step toward simplifying
compliance requirements for financial
institutions, reducing redundancies,
and enhancing the ease of doing busi-
ness across banking and fintech sec-
tors. Expansion of Digital Public
Infrastructure — Initiatives such as
BharatTradeNet will play a pivotal role
in streamlining trade financing and
documentation processes, ensuring
seamless digital transactions, and bol-
stering India’s position as a global
trade hub. Higher Credit Availability
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for MSMEs and Startups — Enhanced
credit card limits for micro-enterprises,
alongside expanded guarantee cover
programs, will provide vital financial
support to budding entrepreneurs and
small businesses, fueling economic
growth and job creation. As we look
ahead, the fiscal year 2025-26 presents
enormous opportunities for fintech
players like us at i-exceed to drive
groundbreaking innovations in banking
and financial services. With strong reg-
ulatory support and government-led
initiatives, we are well-positioned to:
Scale digital banking and embedded
finance solutions to cater to unbanked
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and underbanked seg-
ments, fostering a more
B inclusive financial land-
scape. Leverage cutting-
B edge technologies such
B as Al, blockchain, and
automation to enhance
regulatory compliance,
improve credit risk
assessment, and strength-
en fraud prevention
mechanisms. Accelerate
the adoption of digital
lending and payment
solutions by seamlessly
integrating with India’s

7 rapidly evolving financial
ecosystem, thereby enhancing user
experience and operational efficien-
cies. The budget’s strong focus on
inclusive growth, digital empower-
ment, and financial accessibility aligns
perfectly with our vision of creating
next-generation fintech solutions that
bridge gaps, simplify processes, and
unlock new growth opportunities for
businesses and individuals alike. The
year ahead promises to be a transfor-
mative one for India’s fintech land-
scape. We must seize this momentum,
foster collaboration, and continue to
innovate relentlessly.

Rethinking the Places of Worship Act 1991

The Supreme Court’s interim order bar-
ring civil courts from hearing suits
related to places of worship has reignit-
ed debate over the Places of Worship
Act, 1991A special bench of the
Supreme Court led by CJI Sanjiv
Khanna, on December 12, 2024, had
barred all the civil courts from enter-
taining any fresh or pending suits relat-
ed to the places of worship, in effect,
validating the Act for an interim period,
even before hearing the constitutional
challenge to it.The Places of Worship
Act was enacted to serve as a legislative
firewall against religious disputes over
the places of worship. It seeks to bar
conversion of places of worship and
freezes their religious character as they
existed on August 15, 1947, with an
exception for the Ram Janmabhoomi-
Babri Masjid dispute.

Judicial Review and the Rule of Law
The abatement of suits and other legal
proceedings in relation to the places of
worship, as sought to be done through
Parliament by a legislative fiat in 1991,
goes contrary to the basic feature of the
rule of law and judicial review as held
in Indira Gandhi vs Raj Narain, among
others. In India, and other parliamen-
tary democracies, the view of the
Parliament, served through its mem-
bers, often portrayed as an eternal “will
of the people,” free from all fetters, is
misplaced: it is not only anathema to
democratic and constitutional thoughts
of our republic but also problematic in
its philosophical underpinnings from
where it stems out.The Parliament’s act
of granting immunity to certain legal
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disputes is based on a fallacious
hypothesis that Parliament is a symbol
of the continuous ‘will of the people’
and, consequently, not answerable to
the courts. However, the Indian consti-
tution establishes the principle of con-
stitutional supremacy, as opposed to
unchecked parliamentary sovereignty,
which ensures that even parliamentary
legislation, though reflecting the will of
the people, is subject to judicial review.
This is traceable from Article 13(2),
which reinforces that parliamentary
laws cannot override the fundamental
rights guaranteed by the Constitution
and remain subject to constitutional
constraints and judicial scrutiny. Hence,
an act passed by the Parliament—the
Places of Worship Act, in this case—
cannot annihilate the fundamental right
of freedom of worship enshrined under
Avrticles 25 and 26, as well as the text of
the Preamble.

Treating equals as unequal

The Places of Worship Act, neverthe-
less, made its effect inapplicable to the

hitherto Ram Janma Bhumi-
Babri Masjid dispute, by way of
Section 5, acknowledging its
special significance emanating
from being present at a particu-
| lar site while excluding other
o similarly placed temples, viz
= Kashi Vishwanath and Krishna
| Janma Bhumi, also derive their
8 significance from being located
§ at specific sites/places.
In this manner, the Act has creat-
8 ed an unreasonable and arbitrary
classification against Article 14
of the Constitution by treating
Ram Janma Bhumi as a separate class
in itself. The Supreme Court in
Royappa has held that “equality is anti-
thetic to arbitrariness. In fact, equality
and arbitrariness are sworn enemies;
one belongs to the rule of law in a
republic while the other, to the whim
and caprice of an absolute monarch.
Where an act is arbitrary, it is implicit in
it that it is unequal both according to
political logic and constitutional law
and therefore violative of Article 14.” In
addition, under the two-pronged Article
14 test, first settled by the Supreme
Court in Anwar Ali Sarkar, any legisla-
tive classification that provides advan-
tages and disadvantages on a differen-
tial ground will be declared as unconsti-
tutional:
(a) if there is no intelligible differentia
between the classification made, which
distinguishes those that are grouped
from those that have been excluded;
(b) if that differentia does not have a
rational relation to the object sought to

be achieved by the statute in question.
The classification made under the Act is
unconstitutional for two primary rea-
sons:First, the exemption accorded to
Ram Janma Bhumi presumes the rights
of the parties attached to the Ayodhya
dispute to be more equal and holier than
the rights of similarly placed parties
about the other two religious sites
(Kashi & Mathura); secondly, the clas-
sification is devoid of any factual basis
and based on a premise that abatement
of legal proceedings for reclamation of
religious sites other than Ram Janma
Bhumi will ease communal tensions in
the country.Even assuming so, a routine
law and order situation cannot be the
basis for the suspension of a constitu-
tional right. The unreasonable classifi-
cation carved out by the Act and placing
a bar on parties attached to disputes
concerning places of worship from
knocking on the court’s door warrant
serious re-evaluation. The door of the
courts, in a functioning democracy,
based on a written constitution, must
always be ajar to the victims of wrong-
doings.Having said that, invalidating
the entire Act, at this stage, may not be
the most pragmatic course of action. In
that case, following the terms of “ut res
magis valeat quam pereat” (it is better
for a thing to have an effect than to be
void), a more measured approach would
entail reading down the Act to extend
the benefit of Section 5 [exemption
from the Act, as done with Ram Janma
Bhumi] to two other similarly placed
temples (Kashi & Mathura), rather than
invalidating it entirely.
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