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A B S T R A C T

Typically, conservation is achieved by excluding, evacuating, or legally dismissing the rights of 
local/native people from using protected areas, resulting in evictions, ongoing distress, and 
dejection among many Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) worldwide. However, 
the Biligiri Rangaswamy Temple Wildlife Sanctuary (BRTWS) in the Western Ghats offers a 
unique example of conservation where local tribal people, Soligas, have persisted and been living 
with tigers, elephants, bears, leopards, and other wild animals for millennia. In the past, they 
managed the forest which, under the colonial and later modern conservation policies, has been 
restricted and penalised. However, Soligas’ continuous existence in the Sanctuary suggests that 
people’s knowledge and skills must be contributing to enable them to co-exist with wild animals. 
Our integrated analysis of ecological, socio-cultural, and policy aspects and experience of working 
with Soligas in the BRT landscape typifies the importance of locals’ knowledge in managing the 
forest — urging the need to recognise and support IPLCs’ work for achieving conservation as well 
as socio-economic outcomes. This Note highlights the necessity to understand, recognise, and 
embrace IPLCs’ knowledge systems from a conservation context. Emerging future economic op
portunities through Nature-based Solutions, if developed equitably, sustainably, and in culturally 
appropriate ways in line with IPLCs’ aspirations and responsibilities, can benefit both wildlife and 
people, while reducing wildlife conflicts and delivering multiple-faceted conservation outcomes 
globally.

1. Introduction

With growing recognition of nature and nature’s services to people and their economies in recent years the need to reverse nature’s 
degradation is becoming central to many organisations’ businesses (DasGupta 2021; Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services [IPBES] 2019). The United Nations Global Biodiversity Framework [GBF] during the 15th Conference of the 
Parties, in 2022, set the targets to protect 30 % of land and water by 2030 (30×30 target; https://www.cbd.int/article/cop15-cbd- 
press-release-final-19dec2022). Guided by these targets, efforts to prevent further decline, protect biodiversity, and limit an in
crease in average global temperature are considered high-priority action areas for several global organisations such as IPBES, the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD); International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), many State governments, 
Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), and Indigenous organisations across the globe (WYSS Campaign for Nature, 2020). A key 
question is how to effectively conserve nature and the remaining biodiversity while meeting the growing needs of human population.
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An effective and logical way to conserve biodiversity, in the contemporary Anthropocene, is actively involving people in con
servation in contrast to the prevailing exclusionary, colonial approach, called Fortress Conservation. Particularly, Indigenous Peoples 
and Local Communities (IPLCs) across the globe over millennia have played a key role by living with nature that includes some high- 
value conservation areas, most of which are now declared as Protected Areas (PAs) (WYSS Campaign for Nature, 2020). India is no 
exception to this where Adivasi people (‘adi’ means original and ‘vasi’ means inhabitants) comprise 10.2 million people, i.e. 8–9 % of 
the total Indian population. In the process of establishing PAs since India’s colonial past and later independence in 1947, many Adivasis 
have experienced evictions, displacements, and violations of their land rights, disruptions to culture and traditional knowledges and 
skills under different government regulations such as the Forest Conservation Act (1927) which was revised in 1980 and the Wildlife 
Protection Act (1972) (Rai et al., 2021). Whereas, living with nature has been an integral part of Adivasi living over millennia, and in so 
doing, they have developed specific knowledge and skills over time to manage the forests which contribute to delivering ecosystem 
services not just for them but also for the wider global public (Rai et al., 2021; Balasubramanian and Sangha, 2021; Madegowda and 
Rao, 2017; Madegowda, 2013; Ramakrishnan, 2005). However, to date, there is little recognition of Adivasi or more broadly IPLCs’ 
role in managing the natural landscapes in India and many other countries, despite growing recognition worldwide although mainly 
through international platforms led either by the UN or some NGOs (WWF et al., 2021; IPBES, 2019; Reytar and Veit, 2017; Rights and 
Resources Initiative, 2015; Dawson et al., 2021; 2023).

In this article, we illustrate conservation from an Indian Indigenous community’s perspectives of living with tigers and other wild 
animals within a famous global biodiversity hotspot, the Western Ghats, offering insights into how people managed the area in the 
past, live with wildlife, and suffered under the colonial policies and the Fortress Conservation approach. We further offer Nature-based 
Solutions (NbS) that can afford a win-win situation for people and government authorities for managing forests, delivering conser
vation outcomes, and enhancing the socio-economic situation of local communities.

2. Methodology and site description

The Western Ghats of India, covering an area of 164,280 km2, along with the island of Sri Lanka, represents one of the 36 global 
biodiversity hotspots, and are listed as a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2012 for its exceptionally high level of biological diversity 
and endemism. Within the Western Ghats, the Biligiri Rangaswamy Temple Wildlife Sanctuary (BRTWS)—commonly called the BRT 
Hills, was declared a Wildlife Sanctuary in 1974, and now covers an area of 574 km2 (Fig. 1). In 2011, this sanctuary was declared a 

Fig. 1. The Biligiri Hills region with Soligas settlements (triangular dots) within the Western Ghats (subset maps of the Western Ghats in India on the 
right side) (Source: Mallegowda et al# 2015).
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Tiger Reserve. Currently, the Sanctuary is home to about 70 tigers, >300 elephants, and many other animals such as deer (Axis axis; 
Rusa unicolor), bison (gaur; Bos gaurus), and leopard (Panthera pardus fusca), among other unique flora and fauna. 

Soligas, the local tribal people, are an integral part of the BRT landscape and have been living within the area for millennia 
(Madegowda, 2013). They are called ‘the children of Bamboo’ meaning they have originated from Bamboo. They used to practice 
hunting and shifting agriculture, but this has changed under the current conservation regimes. There are about >40,000 people who 
live in and around the Sanctuary including the nearby towns and villages. Since colonial times, and in particular the establishment of 
the Wildlife Sanctuary in 1974 and later Tiger Reserve in 2011, many Adivasis have experienced evictions. To date, more than 1,000 
tribal families live within and near the BRTWS, comprising ~12,500 people (Balasubramanian and Sangha, 2023). However, about 
three-fourths of the population had to leave the region due to external pressure.

For this research, we analysed the existing literature on conservation, and related policies, and interacted with Soliga elders via 
workshops and informal interviews and observations, to understand and integrate information from social, political and conservation 
perspectives. The online search with Booleans such as biodiversity, forest management, weeds and pests, socio-economics, and cultural 
values in combination with ‘Soligas’, ‘Western Ghats’, and ‘Biligiri Rangaswamy Wildlife Sanctuary’ (and Biligiri Hills), using Google 
Scholar and Web of Science (including the research database containing thousands of journals and other sources at our institute li
brary), only revealed 10–15 articles. So, we relied on our experience in the region, especially C. Madegowda a researcher from the local 
community, to identify the key researchers and their publications, and then applied a snowball approach to find other relevant sources 
of literature. Hence, our literature search has been limited to mostly known sources who have either worked in the region and/or 
published focusing on Soligas, the BRT Hills and the overall Western Ghats. For policy analysis, we searched the Government of India 
and other related websites (see Supplementary Material).

Several reports have been published, but mostly concentrating on either the ecological, political or socio-economic issues of forest 
use and management (Ministry of Environment and ForestsMoEF, 2011; MoEF, 2013; Ramesh, 1989; Sundaram and Hiremath, 2012; 
Mallegowda et al., 2015; Madegowda and Rao, 2013; 2017 and others). In this Note, we integrate these issues to understand the 
people’s role in forest management, analyse the impact of current policies, and suggest potential solutions. In addition, in late 2022 
and 2023, we held workshops with Soliga elders to discuss their concerns and views on managing the forest and since then have had 
several informal conversations and meetings with senior members, including the 2nd author C. Madegowda. Overall, literature review, 
workshops, informal meetings, authors’ experience working in the field over 15–20 years and observations have informed the research 
presented here.

3. Current policies and legislation affecting Soligas and their conservation efforts in the BRT Hills

To protect biodiversity and associated high-value conservation areas, the Government of India has passed various laws and leg
islations since its independence in 1947, mostly following the colonial conservation approach (Rai et al., 2019; 2021). One of the most 

Image 1. Soligas living within the BRT region, Western Ghats.
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critical and guiding legislation is the Forest (Conservation) Act 1927, developed by the British for their own benefit including har
vesting timber to generate revenue, whereas the use of fuelwood by tribal people was prohibited. This Act affected the most 
forest-dependent tribal communities, by giving power to the British Government to declare any land covered with trees as government 
forest and make their own rules to manage. It diminished people’s millennia-old rights to use, value or manage forests, including 
village forests, and forcefully evicted people and banned any human/cultivation activities that many local and tribal communities 
historically carried to sustain their livelihoods (see Supplementary Material). Much later, the 1927 Act was revised in the form of the 
Forest Conservation Act 1980, which narrowly focused on conservation and brought in restrictions on State governments for using 
forests for non-forest purposes unless permitted. This Act protected four types of areas: reserved forests, protected forests, village 
forests and private forests but with little or no consideration of tribal or Adivasi communities.

Only the National Forest Policy 1980 and the Forest Rights Act 2006 are the key legal instruments that have recognised tribal 
communities’ connections or more appropriately, their dependence for livelihoods on forests. These two policy instruments have 
allowed for Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) collection, while equally encouraging Adivasi communities to find alternative 
livelihoods. There is a lack of understanding or realisation among the policymakers and forest management authorities that Adivasi 
people while sustaining their livelihoods from the forest also have much broader cultural and spiritual two-way relationships with their 
landscapes that contribute to people’s well-being as well as to the management of the forest (Balasubramanian and Sangha, 2021). 
Currently, Soligas have very limited rights to manage the forest, if any (Rai et al., 2021). However, Soligas’ involvement in the 
management of the forest can deliver multiple benefits including many ecosystem services (e.g. air quality, carbon and water regu
lation) for the local and wider public. Such an involvement will enhance locals’ cultural and spiritual connections that play a critical 
role in their well-being as well as in passing on intergenerational forest knowledge (Sangha, 2021; Sangha and Russell-Smith, 2017; 
Ramakrishnan et al., 2005).

3.1. The impact of forest policies & legislation on Soligas

Since the introduction of conservation-related legislation in the 1970s in India, Soligas have experienced serious evictions and 
restricted access to land and forest resources in the BRT region (Madegowda, 2013; Agnihotri et al., 2021). In the 1970s, about 70 % of 
the Soligas were forcefully removed from the reserve with the implementation of the Wildlife Protection Act in 1972. Their huts were 
burnt. Now these people have no access to land. The remaining 30 % survived in the deep interior parts of the BRT Hills and along the 
tracks in the forest (details in Madegowda, 2013; Rai et al., 2019). Over the years, these people have been fighting for their rights to 
access land. The Government policies and initiatives have been focused on developing alternative livelihood opportunities, and 
establishing permanent settlements for Soligas, called ‘Podu’, providing a collective place for the community—each family with just 
one small room and some with a small piece of land (Madegowda and Rao, 2013). Currently, there are 61 Podus, out of which 19 are 
located within the tiger reserve and the remaining 42 are distributed at the periphery or adjoining areas of the Sanctuary (Fig. 1; 
Madegowda and Rao, 2013; Mallegowda et al., 2015). In 2011, declaring the area as Tiger Reserve further imposed restrictions on 
Soligas. For example, the NTFPs that Soligas used to collect previously were banned and then tendered to outsiders which resulted in 
resentment, economic crisis and threatened Soligas’ livelihoods (Madegowda, 2013; Madegowda and Rao, 2013).

During this struggle over the years, there are many lessons to learn from Soligas, especially their persistence and collective efforts to 
access land since the 1980s. Due to tribal people’s struggle across India, the Forest Rights Act was passed in 2006 allowing the Adivasis 
[The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers’ Recognition of Forest Rights] to have a bundle of rights including access 
to land, NTFPs, fishing, grazing, cultural and conservation rights (Madegowda, 2013; Chemmencheri, 2013). However, these rights are 
not automatically granted to tribal communities; people are required to apply for permits which can be a time-consuming process. For 

Image 2. Soligas local shop in the BRT region.
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Soligas, only after protests and liaising with various government authorities and NGOs (e.g. The Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology 
and the Environment [ATREE], Vivekananda Girijana Kalyana Kendra, and Zilla Budakattu Girijana Abhivrudhi Sangha) over the 
years, people were able to regain their individual and community rights in 2010. For land, only those who stayed within the forest after 
evictions could regain their rights to 1-2 acres of land, which is unequally distributed among a few individual families, with many yet 
left landless (Madegowda and Rao, 2017).

With the implementation of the Forest Rights Act (2006), the collection and sale of NTFPs by Soligas empowered them to work and 
earn some income while living inside the Sanctuary, as informed by the workshop participants. The Government established the Large- 
scale Adivasi Multipurpose Cooperative Societies (LAMPS), and now Soligas sell their NTFPs to LAMPS through a local shop in the 
village, owned and operated by them where locals can sell their products to visitors (Image 2). This has especially helped women in the 
community to be actively involved in the local economy by collecting, cultivating and selling local produce (homegrown crops and 
NTFPs) (Balasubramanian and Sangha, 2023). During workshop discussions, it was suggested that currently, about 50–60 % of the 
population collects NTFPs for their livelihoods, and some work outside the region in nearby towns on daily wage labour. Along with 
the collection of NTFPs, the cultivation of coffee, pepper, and other cash and non-cash crops has also become an important source of 
income (Madegowda and Rao, 2017). However, the current government initiatives focus on developing alternative livelihoods but 
ignore that overall tribal well-being extends much beyond livelihoods. For this, the emerging conservation-related economies that can 
afford great potential are yet to be explored.

4. Transformation of current conservation approaches is required

At present, the Wildlife Sanctuary/Tiger Reserve is in poor condition, with the spread of invasive weeds such as Lantana camara 
over 80 % of the area. This seriously impacts wildlife, especially tigers and elephants for their habitat and provision of food (Agnihotri 
et al., 2021; Rai et al., 2021), and the availability of NTFPs and cultural and spiritual services for Soligas (as informed by the workshop 
participants).

During workshop discussions, participants suggested that they traditionally managed the BRT area by applying mosaic litter 
burning and swidden agriculture at a small, fine scale level (Agnihotri et al., 2021). People used to clear land to cultivate for 2–3 years 
which helped a variety of grass species to colonise after abandoning the area—serving as a food source for many herbivores and 
consequently carnivores, especially tigers (Madegowda, 2013; Agnihotri et al., 2021). Another example that participants mentioned of 
traditional forest management is when collecting NTFPs they leave some behind for wildlife— applying cultural norms and rules. 
Worshipping various elements of nature with hundreds of sacred sites across the landscape is also another common ritual. Workshop 
participants reported that they have a fine-scale knowledge of the landscape knowing where tigers and elephants mostly live and walk, 
and where to find bees for honey or particular trees. They specifically emphasised their two-way relationship with the BRT landscape - 
for obtaining NTFPs and other benefits from the forest, and in return, they care for the forest as part of their responsibility (also evident 
among other IPLCs; Sangha and Russell-Smith, 2017)—an important difference from the mainstream population where the emphasis is 
on obtaining services to maximize profits but not on being responsible for returning to nature. Incomprehensively, such mainstream 
thinking is also evident in the global ecosystem services frameworks developed by the MEA (2005) and IPBES (2016).

From a scientific perspective, Indigenous peoples’ cultural practices and norms for managing the area equate to modern envi
ronment management – the terminology used in conservation science (Sangha and Russell-Smith, 2017). As revealed during work
shops, elders have specific skills to suggest what animal is approaching and in what mood (angry, calm, etc.), using the sound of birds 
and other animals particularly monkeys, how to live in and respect the forest, and what customs and rituals to follow to keep the 
community safe (workshop participants shared their stories on each of these topics). Following traditions, Soligas worship the tiger as 
‘Huliverapa’. Wild boar, elephants, snakes, and other wild animals are also worshipped, belonging to different clans. There are specific 
animals for each of the six clans or ‘Kulas’. Hence, together Soligas embrace almost all the wild animals in the Sanctuary. Soliga elders 
say:

“We are part of the animals. We’re living with tigers for centuries. We know tiger and elephant behaviour and they know ours. We know their 
smell and sound, and we do not go to those places. Lots of birds ring alarm bells so we move to different areas. Monkeys and langurs give call 
sounds. These are life skills. We look after the forest and leave somethings for the animals, for example, we do not take all the honey, we leave 
some there for the animals. We worship tiger, elephant and bison.”

There are hundreds of sacred and cultural places embedded within the Biligiri landscape for which people hold ongoing re
lationships through various customs, cultural practices, ceremonies and norms (authors’ observations and discussions with workshop 
participants; Mandal et al., 2010; Madegowda, 2013). The importance of such cultural norms is that people hold an intimate rela
tionship with the wildlife and other natural elements of the landscape. Such infused co-existence of Soligas with the BRT landscape, 
especially tigers, challenges the contemporary, predominant, notion of conservation where typically human-focused benefits and 
values dominate, and exclusion principles are applied resulting often in serious human-wildlife conflicts.

Using Soliga’s example, we argue that local people managing the forests that they live in, with support from government and non- 
government authorities, can help achieve faster and better conservation outcomes. Globally, IPLCs managing 32 % of lands contribute 
to delivering several ecosystem services (the benefits that humans derive from nature) to the public (WWF et al., 2021; Sangha, 2020). 
Key examples of various ecosystem services include the provision of fresh and clean air and water to the nearby highly populated areas, 
especially in the case of Soligas the people in Bengaluru; and regulation of water and climate; eco-tourism; and the prevention of 
wildfires, landslides and soil erosion to protect the residential and cropping areas downstream, saving enormous costs both to the 
private and public agencies (Balasubramanian and Sangha, 2021; Ministry of Environment and ForestsMoEF, 2011; MoEF, 2013). 
Balasubramanian and Sangha (2021) estimated the economic value of ecosystem services from five protected areas in the Western 
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Ghats at US$ 612 million/yr (values in 2021), in addition to a significant source of income for the state governments. Soligas residing 
within the region, having fine-scale knowledge of the landscape and skills to manage the area, offer a significant opportunity benefiting 
the public, state governments including forest and tribal/indigenous welfare departments and emergency management agencies for 
reducing the risk of natural hazards. A two-way relationship between Soligas and the Sanctuary landscape (including wildlife) and the 
provisioning of a range of ecosystem services to the wider public need to be acknowledged and understood to achieve desirable 
outcomes, both for Soligas and conservation.

Based on our experience working with Soligas, we recommend a collaborative, inclusive, equitable, and systematic approach to 
conservation, including Adivasi people and their value systems in management while developing culturally appropriate incentivising 
mechanisms. Given the growing emphasis on preserving 30×30 of land and water by 2030, there are feasible economic opportunities 
for IPLCs (Sangha et al., 2024). These opportunities, if designed and implemented in collaboration with locals, offer cost-effective 
solutions to socio-economic and ecological problems. Establishing a fair, ground-up, incentivising scheme for the delivery of 
ecosystem services such as protecting biodiversity or eradicating weeds, and providing resources and access to land to locals to manage 
the natural landscape affords significant benefits for the State Governments and the general public. These benefits at the local scale 
include employment and on-land learning of traditional knowledge, managing weeds and pests; sustaining wildlife through provi
sioning food and habitat; supporting people’s subsistence living including the collection of NTFPs and cultural and spiritual con
nections; and providing knowledge and skills to future generations to continue practising sustainable living in the BRT Hills in 
harmony with tigers, elephants, and other animals.

Globally, IPBES, UNEP, and UN-led Finance Initiative and several other organisations have highlighted the need to significantly 
invest in nature-based solutions (NbS) and economies to protect biodiversity (IPBES, 2019; WWF et al., 2021). The natural landscapes 
with IPLCs residing within the area, practising traditional knowledge and demonstrating the ability to manage the forest, can be 
prioritised for future NbS-related investment. Incentivised NbS, if appropriately developed in consultation with IPLCs, will create 
ongoing, culturally appropriate economies for Adivasi/tribal communities and protect biodiversity (Sangha, 2020, 2023; Sangha et al., 
2022). Such an integrated approach will also help realise 10 (i.e. 1,2,3,4,5,6,8,10,13,15) out of the 17 UN Sustainable Development 
Goals along with the protection of biodiversity whilst enabling IPLCs to lead their lives in their own ways.
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