Laws to conserve wildlife

India has developed a comprehensive and evolving legal framework for wildlife conservation
since gaining independence in 1947. This transformation reflects shifts in ecological
awareness, biodiversity priorities, international commitments, and constitutional
mandates.

Here is a detailed overview of how India has shaped its wildlife conservation laws post-
independence:

1. Early Years (1947-1970): Fragmented and Ineffective Protection
Legal Status

e Wildlife protection was governed by provincial (state) laws, many of which were
outdated and focused on regulating hunting rights rather than conservation.

e Examples: The Indian Forest Act (1927) and various princely state laws permitted
controlled hunting.

Key Issues
e Lack of national coordination.
e Weak penalties for violations.
e No clear distinction between protected and non-protected species.

e Widespread hunting, deforestation, and loss of habitat post-independence due to
development projects.

2. The Turning Point: Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
Overview
¢ Enacted as the first centralised and comprehensive wildlife law in India.

e Passed in response to growing concerns over the alarming decline of species,
particularly tigers.

Key Provisions

e Created schedules (I-VI) to classify animals and plants with varying levels of
protection.

e Hunting, trade, and possession of wildlife (especially Schedule I species) prohibited.

e Allowed the creation of protected areas: National Parks, Wildlife Sanctuaries,
Conservation Reserves.



e Laid the foundation for wildlife crime enforcement and regulatory agencies.
Impact
¢ Unified and standardized wildlife protection across all states.

e Became the backbone of India’s wildlife conservation strategy.

3. Constitutional Support and Institutional Strengthening (Post-1976)
Constitutional Amendments

¢ 42nd Amendment (1976) shifted forests and wildlife from the State List to the
Concurrent List, allowing both the Centre and States to legislate.

e Inserted Article 48A (Directive Principles): "The State shall endeavour to protect and
improve the environment and to safeguard the forests and wildlife of the country.”

e Introduced Article 51A(g) (Fundamental Duty): Every citizen has a duty to protect and
improve the natural environment.

New Institutions
o National Wildlife Board and later State Wildlife Boards.

¢ Forest Departments strengthened with wildlife wings.

4. Major Conservation Initiatives and Legal Developments
Project Tiger (1973)

e Launched for tiger conservation; led to the establishment of tiger reserves and tighter
control on forest encroachment.

e Later given statutory backing through amendments to the Wildlife Act (2006) with the
creation of the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA).

Project Elephant (1992)
e Focused on elephant corridors, habitats, and conflict management.
Amendments to the Wildlife (Protection) Act

e 1991 Amendment: Introduced protection for plant species, banned hunting of all wild
animals, created Conservation Reserves and Community Reserves.

e 2002 Amendment: Added more structure to wildlife crime regulation and community
involvement.

e 2006 Amendment: Established the NTCA and Wildlife Crime Control Bureau
(WCCB).



5. Environmental Jurisprudence and Judicial Activism
Key Court Interventions

e Supreme Court and High Courts have played a vital role in strengthening wildlife
protection.

e Important cases include:

o Centre for Environmental Law v. Union of India: Reinforced protection of
endangered species.

o TN. Godavarman Thirumulpad v. Union of India: Expanded the definition of
forests and banned commercial activity in protected areas.

Public Interest Litigations (PILs)

e (Citizens and NGOs increasingly used PILs to challenge poaching, encroachment, and
illegal trade.

6. India’s Global Commitments and Their Influence
International Conventions
India is a signatory to:

e CITES (1976) - Regulates international wildlife trade.

e Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 1992) - Guides national biodiversity
strategies.

e CMS (Convention on Migratory Species).

These have led to domestic law reforms and better monitoring of endangered species and trade.

7. Recent Developments and Modern Challenges
Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act, 2022
e Implemented in 2023.
e Key changes:
o Increased penalties for wildlife crimes.
o Improved regulation of wildlife trade (especially exotic species).
o Streamlined enforcement by updating and simplifying Schedules.
o More power to the WCCB to combat organized wildlife trafficking.
Technology in Conservation

e Use of camera traps, drones, GIS, and Al for monitoring protected areas and species.



e Digital platforms like WildSeve and e-Parivesh assist in reporting wildlife conflicts and
environmental clearances.

8. Continuing Challenges
« Human-wildlife conflict, especially near protected areas.
e Illegal trade in exotic and native species.
¢ Inadequate funding and staffing of forest departments.

e Balancing development projects with conservation goals.

India’s wildlife conservation laws have evolved from fragmented colonial rules to a
scientifically grounded, constitutionally supported, and internationally aligned
framework. However, effective implementation, political will, and public participation remain
crucial to safeguarding India’s rich biodiversity for the future.

A comprehensive list of major wildlife protection laws and related regulations in India,
including constitutional provisions, central legislation, and key rules and amendments:

List of Wildlife Protection Laws in India
1. The Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972

e Purpose: Provides the legal framework for the protection of wild animals, birds, and
plants.

¢ Key Provisions:
o Establishes schedules categorizing species with different levels of protection.

o Allows for the creation of National Parks, Wildlife Sanctuaries, Conservation
Reserves, and Community Reserves.

o Prohibits hunting, poaching, trading, and possession of wildlife listed in
protected schedules.

o Empowers officers to seize and penalize offenders.

2. The Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Acts
Several amendments have been made to strengthen the original 1972 Act:
Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act, 1991

¢ Introduced complete ban on hunting.

¢ Included plant species for protection.



e Created provisions for Conservation Reserves.
Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act, 2002
¢ Empowered local communities in conservation.
e Strengthened enforcement mechanisms.
Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act, 2006
e Established the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA).
e Setup the Wildlife Crime Control Bureau (WCCB).
Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act, 2022 (Enforced in 2023)
e Streamlined species schedules.
e Added provisions for the protection of exotic species.
e Increased penalties for wildlife crimes.

e Aligned Indian law more closely with CITES obligations.

3. The Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980

e Purpose: Restricts the diversion of forest land for non-forest purposes without prior
approval from the Central Government.

e Important for wildlife as forest habitat is essential for species survival.

4. The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986
¢ Enacted after the Bhopal Gas Tragedy.

e Provides authority to the central government to take measures to protect and improve
the environment, including wildlife habitats.

e Used to frame rules like eco-sensitive zones around protected areas.

5. The Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act, 1960

e Although focused on domestic and captive animals, it also protects wild animals in
captivity or under human control (e.g., zoo animals, temple elephants, animals used in
entertainment).

e Used alongside the Wildlife Protection Act in certain contexts.

6. Biological Diversity Act, 2002

e Implements India’s obligations under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).



e Regulates access to biological resources and ensures conservation of species and
habitats.

7. Indian Forest Act, 1927

e Though colonial in origin, this Act is still used to classify forests (reserved, protected,
village) and regulate activities within them.

e Provides penalties for illegal hunting, grazing, and deforestation.

Important Rules and Regulations Under These Acts
1. Wildlife (Transactions and Taxidermy) Rules, 1973
e Regulate the possession and handling of wildlife articles like skins, antlers, etc.
2. Wildlife (Specified Plant Stock Declaration) Central Rules, 1995
e Protects endangered plant species.
3. Wildlife Crime Control Bureau (WCCB) Rules, 2007
e Details the functioning of the WCCB, responsible for combating organized wildlife crime.
4. National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) Guidelines

e Issued under the 2006 amendment for tiger reserves and conflict mitigation.

Constitutional Provisions Related to Wildlife

e Article 48A: State shall protect and improve the environment and safeguard forests and
wildlife.

e Article 51A(g): It is the fundamental duty of every citizen to protect and improve the
natural environment including forests and wildlife.

e 7th Schedule (Concurrent List): Forests and protection of wild animals and birds fall
under the Concurrent List, allowing both Centre and States to make laws.

Major Advantages in the Implementation of Wildlife Protection Laws in India
1. Comprehensive Legislative Framework

India has developed one of the most extensive legal frameworks for wildlife conservation in the
world. The Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, in particular, provides a structured and all-
encompassing approach to the protection of wildlife, ranging from prohibition of hunting and
poaching to the establishment of protected areas and regulation of trade in wild species. The
legal framework is further supported by several amendments and complementary laws such as
the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980 and the Biological Diversity Act, 2002.



2. Constitutional Mandate

Wildlife conservation is enshrined in the Indian Constitution through Articles 48A and 51A(g).
Article 48A, a Directive Principle of State Policy, directs the State to protect and improve the
environment and to safeguard forests and wildlife. Article 51A(g) imposes a fundamental duty
on citizens to protect and improve the natural environment, including wildlife. These
constitutional provisions provide strong normative support to the legislative framework and
guide the judiciary in interpreting laws related to environmental and wildlife protection.

3. Protection of Endangered Species

The classification of species into different schedules under the Wildlife (Protection) Act allows
for a targeted and priority-based protection approach. Schedule I species, which include tigers,
elephants, and rhinoceroses, receive the highest level of legal protection, including stringent
penalties for any violations. This system helps prioritize conservation efforts for critically
endangered species.

4. Creation of Protected Areas

The law empowers authorities to declare specific areas as National Parks, Wildlife Sanctuaries,
Conservation Reserves, and Community Reserves. As a result, India now hosts over 100 national
parks and more than 500 wildlife sanctuaries, which serve as vital habitats for numerous flora
and fauna and act as core zones for biodiversity conservation.

5. Control over Wildlife Trade

The Wildlife Protection Act, in conjunction with India's commitments under the Convention on

International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), plays a significant

role in curbing the illegal trade in wildlife and wildlife-derived products. Enforcement agencies

such as the Wildlife Crime Control Bureau (WCCB) are empowered to investigate and prosecute
cases of illegal wildlife trafficking.

6. Involvement of the Judiciary and Public Interest Litigation

The Indian judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court and various High Courts, has played a
proactive role in expanding the interpretation and scope of wildlife protection laws. Judicial
interventions through Public Interest Litigations (PILs) have resulted in significant
environmental jurisprudence, including bans on activities such as Jallikattu, forest
encroachments, and illegal mining in protected areas.

7. Support from Civil Society and NGOs

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), wildlife activists, and environmental advocates have
played a significant role in the implementation and monitoring of wildlife laws. Their efforts in
awareness-building, legal advocacy, rescue operations, and habitat restoration have
complemented governmental action and enhanced the impact of wildlife conservation efforts.

Major Challenges in the Implementation of Wildlife Protection Laws in India

1. Inadequate Enforcement Mechanisms



Despite the existence of strong legislation, enforcement remains a significant challenge. Many
forest departments face a shortage of trained personnel, inadequate resources, and outdated
equipment. These constraints hinder the ability to patrol large forested areas, investigate
wildlife crimes effectively, and respond to emergencies such as poaching or forest fires.

2. Human-Wildlife Conflict

The expansion of human settlements, agriculture, and infrastructure into forest areas has
increased the frequency and intensity of human-wildlife conflicts. Such incidents often lead to
retaliatory Kkillings of wild animals, especially elephants, leopards, and tigers. Although wildlife
laws seek to protect such species, the lack of prompt compensation mechanisms and community
involvement often undermines these efforts.

3. Illegal Wildlife Trade and Poaching

India remains both a source and a transit country in the global illegal wildlife trade. High-value
species such as pangolins, tigers, and exotic birds are targeted by organized trafficking
networks. The sophistication of these networks, often using digital platforms and cross-border
smuggling routes, presents a significant challenge to enforcement agencies.

4., Political and Bureaucratic Constraints

Implementation of wildlife laws is frequently hampered by political interference and
bureaucratic delays. Development pressures, including infrastructure projects, mining, and
agriculture, are often prioritized over conservation, even in ecologically sensitive zones.
Environmental clearances may be granted without adequate scrutiny of their impact on wildlife
habitats.

5.Inadequate Penalties and Outdated Legal Provisions

Although the Wildlife Protection Act has been amended periodically, certain provisions—
especially under older laws like the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act, 1960—continue to
carry minimal penalties that do not serve as effective deterrents. Wildlife crimes are often
treated as bailable offenses, leading to low conviction rates and repeat offenses.

6. Limited Community Participation

While the laws recognize the need for involving local communities in conservation, in practice,
there is often a lack of meaningful engagement. Forest-dwelling and tribal communities may be
displaced from their traditional lands or denied access to forest resources without adequate
rehabilitation. This alienation may reduce their willingness to cooperate in conservation efforts.

7. Overlap and Conflict with Development Laws

There exists a significant conflict between wildlife protection and other laws governing land
acquisition, mining, and infrastructure development. In some instances, projects are approved
within or near protected areas, undermining conservation goals and violating the ecological
integrity of habitats.

India’s legal framework for wildlife conservation is robust, well-articulated, and constitutionally
supported. It has made considerable progress in species protection, habitat preservation, and
biodiversity conservation. However, its successful implementation is impeded by a variety of



systemic, socio-economic, and administrative challenges. Addressing these issues requires a
multi-pronged approach involving legal reforms, institutional strengthening, increased public
participation, and a balanced integration of conservation and development goals.
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