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“WHEN FORESTS ARE HOME: SOCIO-LEGAL
PERSPECTIVES ON ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND
THE RIGHTS OF TRIBAL COMMUNITIES IN INDIA”

AUTHORED BY - FARDEEN KHAN & MOHD SAIFULLAH KHAN

Abstract:
India's forest dwelling communities, with deep origins in forest ecosystems, historically
coexisted sustainably through spiritual harmony and Earth-centric practices. However,
accelerating industrialization, conservation directives, and displacement-driving projects
increasingly encroach upon ancestral lands, threatening tribal autonomy. This article critically
examines environmental justice's socio-legal dimensions in India at the intersection of tribal
rights and environmental governance. Landmark laws like the 2006 Forest Rights Act
alongside rulings including Orissa Mining Corporation v. Ministry of Environment and Forests
legally recognize indigenous self-rule albeit contradictions emerge in application. State-driven
conservation and resource extraction often disregard free, prior informed consent's principle,
yielding degradation ecological as well as inequity social. While protections exist legally for
tribal rights, a yawning implementation gap persists, leaving communities vulnerable to
eviction, marginalization and cultural identity loss. This work argues for a rights-based,
participatory environmental justice model prioritizing community-led forest stewardship, legal
accountability and sustainable development. Despite numerous frameworks aimed at
safeguarding tribal land and forest rights, limited empirical analysis explores ground-level
implementation. Most studies isolate environmental conservation or displacement as single
issues. This paper bridges that gap through an integrated socio-legal lens, underscoring

mechanisms needed to reconcile environmental protection with indigenous rights.

Keywords: Environmental Justice, Tribal Rights, Forest Governance, Socio-Legal

Framework, Indigenous Displacement.
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1. Introduction
In India, forests have long served not only as a natural resource but as cultural and spiritual
homes for millions of indigenous communities.! These communities maintained a harmonious
bond with the natural world, guided by ancestral traditions, oral histories, and sustainable
living.? For them, the forest is more than a source of subsistence—it forms the foundation of
their identity, social structure, and worldview. However, modern legal frameworks,
environmental regulations, and development-driven state policies often overlook this intrinsic
connection.> As a result, tribal populations frequently find themselves displaced,

disempowered, and marginalized in the name of conservation or economic advancement.*

The notion of environmental justice demands a fairer distribution of environmental advantages
and disadvantages across all communities. When applied to India’s tribal groups, this concept
challenges the deeply engrained socio-economic and legal inequalities that persist in spite of
constitutional protections and specific legislation. Over the years, laws such as the Scheduled
Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 and the
Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 have aimed to restore historical wrongs
by formally recognizing the rights of forest-dependent communities. Yet, the gap between law

and practice remains significant.

This research seeks to critically examine the socio-legal landscape surrounding tribal rights and
environmental justice in India. It interrogates how existing legal instruments function (or fail)
to safeguard tribal interests, especially when development initiatives, conservation policies, or
extractive industries take priority over indigenous sovereignty. By drawing on case law,
constitutional provisions, and lived experiences of tribal communities, the study aims to offer
a nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities in promoting a just and inclusive

environmental governance framework.

1 G. Sahu, “The Genesis, Process, and Implications of the Forest Rights Act, 2006,” 55 Economic & Political
Weekly 8 (2020).

2 Mubashira Zaidi, “Tribal Women’s Empowerment Through the Forest Rights Act, 2006 in Southern Rajasthan,”
25 Asian Journal of Women'’s Studies (2019).

% Harsh Khanchandani, “Forest Rights Act, 2006: a Double-Edged Sword for Forests in India,” Vidhi Mitra (2020).
4 “Implementation of Forest Rights Act in Scheduled Areas: A Study of Koraput District of Odisha,” Int’l Journal
of Dev Research (2023).
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2. Theoretical Framework
Understanding the socio-lawful elements between tribal networks and woods requires a
establishment worked on two interconnected ideas: natural equity and tribal character. These
structures give the lens through which existing laws, approaches, and rehearses can be viably

broke down.

2.1. Environmental Justice: Importance and Relevance

Ecological equity is more than only an natural concern—it is a request for value in how
environmental assets, dangers, and obligations are circulated among various social gatherings.
In its broadest feeling, environmental equity advances reasonable treatment and important
inclusion of all individuals, paying little heed to position, class, sexual orientation, or ethnicity,

in environmental basic leadership.®

In India, environmental equity takes on a layered intricacy because of socio-economic
disparities and set apart segregation. For tribal networks, environmental equity isn't simply
about admittance to clear air or water—it is about the lawful acknowledgment of their
entitlements to live, work, and support themselves in woodland biological systems, which are

regularly focused for mechanical advancement, mining, or protection.

2.2. Who Are India’s Tribal Communities?

India houses over 700 tribal groups, recognized under the constitution as Scheduled Tribes.
They account for around 8.6% of the population according to 2011 census records, dwelling
mainly in or around wooded areas. The charter provides special protections for tribal
communities as Articles 244, 342 acknowledge their uniqueness and disadvantages throughout

history.

While tribal societies are diverse in customs, languages, self-governance models and forest
interactions, a common thread is their deep dependence on wooded lands for livelihood,
medicine, nourishment and practices. Land signifies more than property for them—it's a sacred

ancestral entity sustaining both body and spirit.

5 Jayaram S. Samal, “Inclusive Development and Forest Rights Act 2006: A Critical Look,” 21 Journal of Public
Affairs (2020).
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2.3. Legal Anthropology of Tribal-Forest Relations

From a legal anthropological view, tribal relations with land follow oral collective custom,
unlike the state framework prioritizing ownership, documents and titles. Their systems
emphasize collective stewardship, rotational usage and spiritual responsibility towards nature.
This divergence breeds fundamental tension when tribal territories are evaluated or regulated
by statutes often disregarding indigenous land management norms shaped by colonial and
capitalist ideologies. Hence, the legally defined "rights" fail to capture lived realities and

traditional entitlements of forest communities.

2.4. Why a Socio-Legal Lens Is Essential

A purely legalistic approach to tribal rights over forests risks disregarding the broader social,
historic and cultural facets of dispossession. A socio-legal perspective acknowledges that law
doesn't exist independently—it's moulded by and interacts with power structures, community
standards, bureaucratic practices and political interests. By exploring the intersection of
jurisprudence, societal norms, and indigenous ways of life, this research aims to shine light on
why existing protections, though progressive on paper, regularly result in protracted quests for
justice, disputed claims over ancestral land, or outright displacement. It also probes how legal
acknowledgment can be rendered more meaningful through participatory self-governance and

respect for traditional knowledge systems.

The theoretical framework underscores that forests are not merely ecological zones, but living,
breathing spaces that are integral to tribal identity and continuity of heritage. Therefore, any
discussion regarding environmental safeguards or development must, fundamentally, be
grounded in fairness—not solely for the environment, but also for the communities who have

sustainably stewarded these lands across generations.

3. Legal Framework Guiding Indigenous Rights Over Forests
India's legal apparatus has noticeably evolved to acknowledge the rights of indigenous clans,
especially concerning forest territories and natural resources. However, the gap between
recognition in theory and actualization in practice remains immense. This section surveys the
major legislative and constitutional frameworks intended to shelter the rights of tribes dwelling

in forests and analyses the socio-juridical implications of their enforcement.
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The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act, commonly called the Forest Rights Act, addressed egregious historical injustices faced by
forest-dwelling communities.° During colonial rule and beyond, restrictive forest laws
systematically denied these groups their rights to the lands they had cultivated for generations.
The progressive 2006 law grants legal recognition of both individual and community
ownership over forest areas.” Eligible tribal households can now claim ownership of land they
have long farmed. They also have access to forest goods, pastures, water sources, and sacred
groves vital to their livelihoods. Most significantly, village assemblies direct the process of
acknowledging these rights, empowering local control and participation. Complementing
employment and enforcement of tribal self-governance is respected and mandatory before
projects are undertaken in their home regions. In theory, these laws ensure consent from local

peoples is necessary before development or appropriation of lands affecting their habitats.

However, contradictions sometimes emerge when other legislation runs parallel to or counter
to these inclusive statutes. For example, the still active 1927 Indian Forest Act® from the
colonial era considers forest dwellers as trespassers rather than stakeholders. It centralizes
authority over woodlands and has frequently criminalized customary access to ancestral
territories, conflicting directly with the more encompassing vision of the Forest Rights Act.
The Wildlife Protection Act of 1972° though crucial for biodiversity, has frequently
necessitated the coerced relocation of tribal communities from wildlife sanctuaries and tiger
reserves.'® These displacements, usually carried out without sufficient reparations or
rehabilitation, lead to the forfeiture of livelihoods, cultural fragmentation, and socioeconomic
marginalization. This conflict between conservation law and indigenous rights poses one of

India’s most pressing sociolegal dilemmas today.

From a constitutional vantage point, India accords particular safeguards to tribal populations
through Articles 244 and 342, as well as through the governance mechanisms outlined in
Schedules Five and Six. These provisions recognize the need for differential treatment of

6 Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, (Act No. 2
of 2007).

"R. S. De & A. Sen, “Forest Rights Act and the Reality of Rights: The Implementation Process in West Bengal”,
53(23) Economic & Political Weekly 45-53 (2018).

8 Indian Forest Act, 1927, (Act No. 16 of 1927).

® The Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, (Act No. 53 of 1972).

10 Kanchi Kohli & Manju Menon, “Displacing People for Conservation: The Wildlife Act and Tribal Rights”,
44(49) Economic & Political Weekly 18-20 (2009).
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indigenous communities regarding governance, land rights, and resource management.
Moreover, Article 21, which guarantees the right to life, has been judicially interpreted to
include the right to live with dignity and access to livelihood—both of which are intimately
tied to land and forest access for tribal communities. Despite these legal and constitutional
protections, the implementation on the ground remains deeply flawed. Claims filed under the
Forest Rights Act are regularly rejected without proper inquiry, and village councils are often
circumvented or manipulated during public hearings for mining, dams, or infrastructure
initiatives. Bureaucratic resistance, political interference, lack of awareness among indigenous
populations, and inadequate legal support systems further weaken the effectiveness of these
laws. While India's legal framework establishes protections for tribal forest communities, true
justice depends on consistent enforcement of these rights and prioritizing indigenous voices in
environmental decisions impacting their lands and livelihoods. Laws alone cannot remedy

historical wrongs if administrative reforms fail to decentralize control over forest resources.

Courts have played a central role in balancing tribal rights, conservation, and development
imperatives under India's constitution. Some notable rulings have upheld tribal self-governance
even when at cross-purposes with preservation agendas championed by state authorities.
However, certain judicial opinions revealed a tendency to privilege forest management
schemes that marginalized indigenous control. A critical survey of pivotal court decisions aims
to elucidate how the judiciary has shaped societal understandings and legal interpretations of
tribal sovereignty versus state preservation prerogatives regarding forest territories traditionally

inhabited by indigenous communities.

The Niyamgiri Judgment!! of 2013 stands out as one of the most pivotal decisions in
environmental jurisprudence. In this case, the apex court weighed whether Vedanta Resources
could mine the sacred Niyamgiri hills, revered by the Dongria Kondh tribe in Odisha.
Recognizing the deep cultural and religious ties between the community and the forested
region, the court mandated that village assemblies must decide if excavation should proceed.
This landmark ruling established community consent as a legal principle and reasserted the
authority granted to local councils under the Forest Rights Act. Not only did the decision
safeguard the area's ecological integrity, but it also upheld the tribal people's right to practice
their beliefs and sustain their livelihoods.

1 Orissa Mining Corporation v. Ministry of Environment and Forests, (2013) 6 SCC 476.
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However, not all judicial perspectives have proven so progressive. The T.N. Godavarman
Thirumulpad®? case, initiated in 1995 with the aim of conserving woodlands, led the Supreme
Court to adopt an expansive definition of what qualifies as a "forest.” While assisting attempts
to curb unlawful deforestation, it also increased central governmental and bureaucratic control
over territories traditionally used by indigenous groups, failing to sufficiently acknowledge
their customary rights. Various conservation efforts spawned by this case-imposed restrictions
on forest access that undermined the community rights guaranteed under the Forest Rights Act
for tribal peoples.

The highest court delivered another questionable verdict in 2019 by directing the displacement
of thousands of families from their ancestral lands. Longstanding claims under the Tribal
Rights Act had been denied for these communities inhabiting the forests. Environmental groups
petitioning the Supreme Court brought this matter forward and their arguments were accepted.
The legitimacy of the tribal claims was disputed and those refused rights were slated for
removal. This choice alarmed many as procedural failures and prejudices often tainted the
assessment of such petitions with too few legal options available. After widespread outrage and
government intervention, the eviction was stayed for the time being though it highlighted how
precariously these communities occupy contested places with clouded legal standing. Such
rulings reveal the contradictory stances taken. At one point, judgments acknowledge the
importance of consent and rights of tribes as seen in past cases centered on certain forested
regions. However, protection of wildlife or development agendas have also superseded
constitutional assurances meant for dwellers of woodlands in other instances. This
inconsistency points to deeper tensions at the core of environmental law in balancing ecological

priorities against ensuring justice and respecting humanity.

The court has both aided and imperiled indigenous groups depending on how issues were
framed before it. While affirming communal ownership through decisions like one relating to
a specific forest is favorable, steady interpretations grounded in protections are still required to
avoid portraying conservation and tribal livelihoods as mutually exclusive. As will be explored
next, implementing such safeguards faces increased problems at local levels with indifference
in administration and politics compounding bureaucratic inertia as communities strive to

defend occupancy against other demands on these territories.

12 (1997) 2 SCC 267.
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Despite strong legal protections for tribal forest rights in India, the reality on the ground tells a
different narrative. In numerous regions, the implementation of these laws lacks consistency,
is delayed, or intentionally impeded. The Forest Rights Act, meant to remedy historical
injustice, has itself become tangled in bureaucratic red tape, political obstructionism, and

systemic apathy, often rendering indigenous communities more susceptible than shielded.*®

One of the most pressing hurdles is the widespread denial of land and forest claims filed under
the Act. Many rejections stem from trivialities such as an absence of paperwork trails, illiteracy,
or minor procedural slip-ups. For tribal peoples whose connection to the woods emerges from
custom and spoken tradition rather than written documentation, satisfying the evidentiary
benchmarks mandated by authorities proves difficult. Frequently, officials misconstrue the
legislation or neglect to assist applicants in navigating the process, leading to thousands of
rightful claimants being labelled as “encroachers,” susceptible to eviction, harassment, or
prosecution. Moreover, the role of the Gram Sabha, which the law envisions as a potent
democratic body for validating and green-lighting claims, is regularly undermined. In several
cases, Gram Sabhas are either improperly convened, manipulated by local powerbrokers, or
their resolutions ignored by forest administrators. Rather than facilitating, forest departments
often function as gatekeepers, resisting the transfer of forest land control to tribal communities
due to institutional and ideological biases. This creates a clear schism between community-

based governance and bureaucratic models of forest management.

The conflict between environmental protection and indigenous inhabitation presents major
challenges. Regions designated as national parks, tiger preserves, and wildlife sanctuaries are
occasionally established without consulting local inhabitants. Entire villages have sometimes
been displaced under the guise of conservation—frequently without proper rehabilitation or
permission. For instance, in various tiger reserves, evictions have transpired even though FRA
claims were pending, contravening both the letter and spirit of the law. This has fueled a
growing resentment among tribal communities, who feel targeted by conservation policies that

fail to acknowledge their role as traditional caretakers of biodiversity.

Development-prompted displacement is an additional significant concern. Mega projects like

mining, dams, highways, and industrial zones are routinely approved on forest land despite

138, K. Mishra, “Tribal Land Rights and Administrative Resistance”, 56(13) EPW 4247 (2021).
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objections raised by local communities. Often, the processes of environmental and forest
clearance are hurriedly sanctioned without meaningful dialogue with the people most impacted.
The "consent" necessary under PESA and FRA is sometimes fabricated, obtained under duress,
or entirely sidestepped. In such scenarios, tribal communities are left to wage lengthy, costly
legal battles with restricted resources and little access to justice.'* Furthermore, the lack of
political will and bureaucratic accountability contributes notably to deficient implementation.
Numerous state governments have been slow to enact FRA, with some resisting it outright,
viewing it as a threat to forest department authority or industrial interests. Tribal communities
regularly lack legal assistance, awareness, and access to supportive institutions that could aid
them assert their rights. Additionally, there is inadequate training and sensitization of officials

involved in claim verification, leading to procedural violations and rejections.®

While India's laws aim to empower tribal communities, gaps persist between principles and
practice. Structural biases, bureaucratic resistance, and competing interests often undermine
legal protections for indigenous lands and livelihoods. Without sincere dedication to
constitutional values and mandatory safeguards, uncertainty, marginalization, and vulnerability

persist for those whose ancestral territories now face external development pressures.

4. Comparable struggles worldwide
Though some nations integrate indigenous rights and environmental stewardship more
effectively. Latin countries like Bolivia, Ecuador, and Colombia constitutionally recognize
Nature and collective control over ancestral territories, requiring consent before activities
impacting lands, livelihoods or culture. Bolivia's Law of Mother Earth directly links
governance to indigenous cosmologies, recognizing relationships between peoples and place.
International exemplars offer India guidance, demonstrating how contextualizing legal
frameworks within indigenous worldviews strengthens socio-environmental justice for all

forest-dwelling communities historically stewards of local ecologies and economies.

In Colombia, the Constitutional Court has delivered a pivotal judgment defending the
autonomy of native tribes. For instance, it prohibited huge-scale progress initiatives that

imperilled indigenous rights, stressing the “ethnic completeness and cultural endurance™ of

14 panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996, (Act No. 40 of 1996).
15 A. K. Jha, “Access Denied: Legal Aid for Tribal Claimants under FRA, Indian Journal of Law and Society”,
Vol. 12, No. 1, 2021, at 115.
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these communities. These lawful advancements exhibit how constitutional organization and
judiciary dynamism can offer vigorous security that middle indigenous knowledge and

approval.

4.1. Australia and Canada: Land Rights and Shared Control

Both Australia and Canada have made notable development in recognizing native name and
establishing joint administration structures for organic products. In Australia, the Mabo v.
Queensland® (1992) case denoted a turning point by lawfully perceiving the idea of native
name—the conventional rights and interests of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
individuals in land and waters. This droves to the Local Title Act of 1993, which permits
indigenous gatherings to guarantee unalienated Crown land and barter with governments and

private organizations for shared utilization or remuneration.

In Canada, the method has zeroed in on conciliation and shared administration. The Supreme
Court of Canada, in the Delgamuukw v. British Columbia 1'(1997) choice, stressed that
indigenous land rights are embedded in recorded occupancy and ought to be perceived even
without composed documentation. All the more as of late, joint administration arrangements
between First Nations and provincial governments permit for common choice making over
forest the board, creature security, and asset turn of events. These models help to guarantee that
indigenous points of view are not simply counselled yet proactively shape natural strategy.

4.2. New Zealand: Treaty-Based Approaches

The Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840 between the British Crown and Maori tribes, provides
a compelling model for New Zealand. Though historically contested, modern legislation and
jurisprudence increasingly treat this living document as guaranteeing Maori rights to land,
waterways, and natural resources.® The permanent Waitangi Tribunal listens to claims from
Maori communities regarding alleged Treaty breaches and recommends recompense or policy
alterations. In some cases, co-governance has been institutionalized, such as for the Whanganui
River, granted legal personhood and now jointly managed by indigenous and governmental

representatives.

16 (1992) 175 CLR 1.
1711997] 3 SCR 1010 (SCC).
18 Treaty of Waitangi (1840); Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River) Claims Settlement Act 2017 (NZ).
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5. Lessons for India
Several crucial principles emerge from these international experiences for advancing
environmental equity for indigenous peoples:

a) Acknowledging Customary Rights: Legal systems must recognize oral traditions,
customary land use, and non-Western knowledge as valid forms of ownership and
oversight.

b) Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC): Indigenous communities must retain veto
power over projects affecting their lands. Consent must be authentic, not symbolic or
coerced.

c) Shared Governance and Co-management: Joint responsibility in managing forests and
natural resources ensures more inclusive, sustainable, and democratic decision-making.

d) Legal Remedies and Accountability: Access to justice through specialized tribunals or
receptive courts is essential to ensure rights are not only declared but enforced.

e) While India's framework—particularly the Forest Rights Act and PESA shares some
ideals, actual implementation remains a substantial challenge. India can benefit from
adopting community-led governance, judicially enforcing consent, and administrative

reforms modelled after these international examples.

6. Recommendations and Policy Suggestions
Addressing the widening divide between legal assurances and realities on the ground demands
more than only political will but also systematic reforms, empowerment of local communities,
and administrative responsibility. The following proposals aim to strengthen the socio-legal
framework governing the rights of tribal communities over forest assets in India. Drawing from
domestic experiences and global best practices, these suggestions focus on improving justice,
ensuring dignity, and promoting sustainable co-existence.

6.1. Strengthen Enforcement Mechanisms for the Forest Rights Act (FRA)

While the FRA is landmark legislation, its potential remains largely unrealized due to deficient
enforcement. There is urgent necessity to simplify the claims process, ensure capacity building
locally, and provide legal aid to tribal claimants. Government agencies must proactively assist
claimants rather than act as adversaries. Distinct training should be furnished to district-level
officers, forest officials, and Gram Sabha members to sensitize them to the historical injustices
faced by forest dwellers.
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6.2. Empower Gram Sabhas and Guarantee their Autonomy

The legal empowerment of Gram Sabhas, as envisioned under FRA and PESA, should be
meaningfully implemented. Their decisions, particularly regarding forest resource
administration and consent to development initiatives—must be dealt with as legally binding,
not advisory. To prevent manipulation, guidelines should be established to ensure transparent
functioning, timely meetings, and inclusive participation, especially of women and

marginalized sub-groups within tribal communities.

6.3. Harmonize Conflicting Laws and Policies

There is an urgent need to reconcile the many legal contradictions between laws impacting
forest communities, including the Forest Rights Act, the Indian Forest Act, wildlife protection
statutes, and legislation governing land acquisition and infrastructure development. A
comprehensive review of these overlapping statutes should be conducted to align them with
India’'s constitutional commitments to tribal welfare and social equality. When clashes arise
between conservation directives and the rights of indigenous peoples, precedence must remain
with community-centric laws like the Forest Rights Act until full harmonization is achieved.

6.4. Formalize Free, Prior and Informed Consent Procedures

Drawing from global models of best practice, India ought to codify the principle of FPIC for
all forest-based initiatives involving development and conservation. Tribal groups must be
actively engaged from start to finish in planning processes, contributing not merely opinions
but real determinations. Such participation shall be conducted transparently with clear
documentation, access to information in local dialects, and sufficient time for internal

deliberation. Manipulating or falsifying consent will merit stern legal penalties.

6.5. Establish Specialized Courts for Indigenous Rights

Remote locales, lack of awareness, and judicial delays regularly obstruct justice for forest
communities. As such, the establishment of dedicated tribunals or fast-track courts handling
native and forest rights issues should be considered. These legal forums should embody cultural
sensitivity, empowerment under the law, geographic proximity, and representation from

indigenous peoples as well as experts in tribal jurisprudence.

6.6. Promote Co-Management and Community-Led Stewardship

India would do well to embrace models where tribal peoples are recognized as biodiversity's
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rightful guardians through co-management and community forest resource initiatives granting
localized control. Successful cases like those in Odisha and Maharashtra evidence that joint
forest management and CFR entitlements not only shelter ecosystems but also backing
livelihoods, cultural continuity, and ancestral ecological learning.

6.7. Promote Legal Awareness and Education Among Tribal Communities

A multifaceted outreach must circulate knowledge of applicable regulations throughout
indigenous territories. Cooperation between civic groups, universities, and public defenders
could widely spread specifics on the FRA, PESA, and related verdicts. Paraprofessionals and
volunteers prepared via training may operate as local specialists to help with paperwork,

submitting claims, and addressing grievances.

6.8. Integrate Indigenous Knowledge in Forest Governance

Communal wisdom systems, evolved across centuries of equilibrium with nature, offer
worthwhile insights for sustainable environmental administration. Policy must respect and
include these practices in forest and wildlife management frameworks. This also implies

recognizing traditional institutions, ceremonies, and seasonal cycles in state planning.

7. Conclusion

Woodlands are not solely locations of ecological importance; for millions of indigenous
communities in India, they represent the very essence of life, culture, identity, and survival.
This exploration has analysed the complex interplay between environmental justice and native
rights through a socio-legal lens, focusing on how India’s legal and constitutional framework
addresses (or fails to address) the needs and realities of forest-dwelling populations. While
progressive laws such as the Forest Rights Act (2006) and PESA (1996) provide a strong basis
for recognizing tribal autonomy, their inconsistent and frequently inadequate application
highlights a deep disconnect between law and lived experience.

Judicial interventions at times have affirmed the spirit of the Constitution as seen in the pivotal
Niyamgiri judgment though they too have revealed tribal rights' fragility when pit against
dominant accounts of eco-preservation and financial progress. Close to the ground,
bureaucratic barriers and detached powers coupled with forced displacements and lawful

illiteracy remain undermining basic citizenry belonging to tribes. Comparative worldwide
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encounters from Latin America and places like Canada, New Zealand and Australia unveil that
balancing environmental safeguarding with indigenous self-rule is achievable through shared
administration, legal pluralism and free, prior and informed assent being the guiding standard.
India stands now at a decisive turning point. As the weather disaster deepens and socio-
financial gaps stay unchanged, acknowledging tribes folk equally in green administration is no
longer just a matter of justice—it is key to sustainability. Guarding woodlands cannot be
separated from shielding those nurturing them over lifetimes. What is needed most at this hour
is a rights-centered, participatory and inclusive way respecting ancestral knowledge,
strengthening grassroots platforms like Village Councils and confirming no policy or
undertaking proceeds without real tribal approval. To echo the words of tribal rights advocate
C.K.Janu, "Forests are not merely our homes, they are our history, our shrines, our livelihood,
and our future." Upholding this reality in conduct and spirit is the sole path forward if India
truly seeks honouring the principles of equivalence, dignity and justice embodied in its

Constitution.
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