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Abstract:

The Inner Line Permit (ILP) system in Nagaland is a travel regulation rooted in the colonial-era Bengal Eastern
Frontier Regulation of 1873. Designed to protect the rights, culture, and land of indigenous communities, it
mandates that non-resident Indian citizens obtain official permission to enter and stay in the state. This paper
explores the concept and function of ILP in Nagaland, examining its role in safeguarding indigenous cultural
identity, protecting land rights, and maintaining demographic balance. While the ILP has proven beneficial in
preserving the socio-cultural fabric and political autonomy of the Naga people, it also presents challenges such
as inconsistent enforcement, administrative inefficiencies, and economic limitations. By analysing both its
advantages and shortcomings, this study highlights the importance of ILP in Nagaland’s governance while

emphasizing the need for balanced reforms to ensure its effectiveness in a modern and connected India.
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Introduction:

Nestled in the hills of Northeast India, Nagaland is a land of vibrant tribal cultures, distinct languages, and
strong community bonds. To protect this unique social fabric, a special regulatory mechanism known as the
Inner Line Permit (ILP) has been put in place. Far more than a travel document, the ILP acts as a protective
boundary—shielding the indigenous population from unchecked migration, cultural dilution, and external
economic pressures. Though its roots trace back to a colonial-era law from 1873, the ILP has been redefined in
post-independence India to serve as a legal and cultural safeguard. In Nagaland, it holds special significance as
a continuation of promises made during the formation of the state, ensuring that land, identity, and governance
remain in the hands of its native communities. As the state moves forward amidst changing political and
economic landscapes, the ILP remains both a symbol and a tool of self-determination—raising important

questions about inclusion, protection, and progress in a diverse nation like India.

Objectives:

1. To understand the historical context of the Inner Line Permit (ILP) in Nagaland.

2. To explore the benefits and challenges of the ILP system in Nagaland.
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Methodology:

This study is based entirely on secondary sources and follows a qualitative research approach to examine the
Inner Line Permit (ILP) system in Nagaland. The researcher has utilized various secondary methods such as
articles, government regulations, constitutional provisions, historical documents, and official information
available on government websites to gather relevant data. Key documents such as the Bengal Eastern Frontier
Regulation (BEFR), 1873, the 16-Point Agreement, and recent government notifications have been reviewed to
trace the historical evolution and legal basis of the ILP in Nagaland. Additionally, the study draws on media
reports, policy statements, and academic commentaries to analyse the implementation, benefits, and challenges
of the ILP in the contemporary context. This qualitative, document-based approach allows for an in-depth
understanding of how the ILP functions as a legal and administrative tool for protecting indigenous rights, while

also highlighting areas where it faces limitations or needs reform.

What is Inner Line Permit (ILP)?

The Inner Line Permit (ILP) is a mandatory official travel document issued by the Government of India that
grants permission to Indian citizens who are not residents of certain Northeastern states to legally enter and
temporarily stay in specific protected or restricted areas. This regulation primarily applies to states of Northeast
India, namely Nagaland, Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram, and Manipur. The objective of the ILP system is to
regulate the movement of non-indigenous individuals into these sensitive regions to prevent overexploitation of

local resources, cultural erosion, and demographic imbalance.

The system is rooted in the Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation (BEFR) of 1873, a law introduced during the
British colonial period. Originally, the regulation was implemented to safeguard British economic and political
interests—particularly in relation to tea plantations and trade routes—»by limiting external access to hill and
tribal areas. Over time, however, this colonial regulation was repurposed in the post-independence period to
protect the land, culture, and rights of indigenous tribal communities. The ILP today acts as a vital mechanism
for maintaining the socio-cultural integrity and territorial rights of these communities by restricting unchecked

migration, land ownership, and commercial exploitation by outsiders.

Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation (BEFR), 1873:

The Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation (BEFR), 1873 is a landmark piece of legislation introduced during the
British colonial period in India. It was enacted by the British Government of India with the primary objective
of regulating access to certain tribal and frontier areas in the Northeastern region of the country. The regulation
established a formal boundary—known as the "Inner Line"—and mandated that anyone from outside these
protected regions, particularly British subjects (and later, Indian citizens), must obtain a special travel permit to

enter areas beyond this boundary.

At the time of its creation, the British were expanding their control into the Northeastern frontier, where various

indigenous hill tribes lived. These communities had distinct cultures, governance systems, and land-use
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practices. The British colonial administration viewed the tribal areas as politically sensitive and economically
strategic, especially due to their proximity to Burma (present-day Myanmar) and their importance in protecting
tea plantations, rubber forests, and other commercial ventures in the Assam region. The hill tribes, meanwhile,
were seen as resistant and occasionally hostile to British interests. To avoid direct conflict and maintain
administrative convenience, the British devised the BEFR as a barrier mechanism. It allowed them to prevent
unrestricted entry of settlers, traders, or speculators into tribal regions. Under the Bengal Eastern Frontier
Regulation (BEFR), 1873, the British administration implemented strict controls to regulate access to certain
tribal areas in Northeast India where non-native individuals were prohibited from entering these regions without
prior official approval. The regulation also barred outsiders from purchasing land or exploiting natural resources
within the designated Inner Line boundary. While broader political authority remained with the British, the
regulation allowed tribal communities to retain a degree of autonomy over their land, resources, and local
governance, thereby preserving their traditional structures and cultural identity. The Inner Line Permit was
instituted by the British initially to safeguard their commercial interests, particularly in the tea-growing plains
of Assam, from what they saw as “wild” tribal frontiers. It was designed to regulate access to frontier areas,
preventing non-natives from settling or exploiting resources beyond the “inner line”. The line separated the hill
tribes—regarded as unruly—from the plains under British control. Initially implemented to prevent tribal raids
and protect British commercial establishments, the ILP controlled movement and land access, forbidding non-

natives from owning land or permanently residing in the frontier regions.

Following India’s independence in 1947, the BEFR was retained and adapted by the Government of India,
especially in areas with vulnerable tribal populations. It continued to serve as a legal and administrative tool for
the protection of indigenous rights, cultural preservation, and land safeguards. The regulation today forms the
legal foundation for the Inner Line Permit system that is enforced in four Indian states: Nagaland, Arunachal

Pradesh, Mizoram, and Manipur.

In the postcolonial context, the relevance of the BEFR has evolved. While critics argue that it promotes isolation
and limits development by restricting access, supporters view it as essential for preserving the demographic,
cultural, and territorial integrity of indigenous tribal societies. It has also been invoked in public movements
and legal debates around immigration, land ownership, and identity politics in the region. Thus, the BEFR stands
out as an enduring colonial-era legislation that has not only shaped the history of administrative boundaries in

Northeast India but also continues to influence contemporary governance and ethnic relations.
Inner Line Permit in Nagaland:

After achieving statehood on December 1, 1963, Nagaland formally adopted the Inner Line Permit (ILP) system
as a key part of the constitutional and legal framework aimed at preserving the distinct cultural, social, and
territorial rights of its indigenous tribal communities. This measure was rooted in the 16-Point Agreement, a
historic accord signed between the Government of India and the Nagas. The agreement served as the

foundational document that led to the creation of the state of Nagaland within the Indian Union. One of its core
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assurances was that the land and its resources would remain under the ownership and control of the Naga people,
shielding them from external economic and demographic pressures. The ILP system emerged as a practical
instrument to implement this assurance, reinforcing the idea that non-Nagas should not be allowed to settle
permanently, acquire land, or freely access the state without permission. It is however, to be noted that ILP was
already applicable in the present-day Nagaland since the time the BEFR was passed in 1873.

Under the ILP framework, any citizen who is not a resident of Nagaland must first obtain an official travel
document, stating the purpose of their visit, place of stay, and duration of the intended stay in the state. The
system is designed to regulate and monitor the entry of outsiders, thereby maintaining the demographic integrity
and cultural fabric of Naga society. It acts as a legal filter to ensure that non-indigenous individuals do not
engage in activities such as land acquisition, long-term residence, which could potentially displace local customs
or communities. The administration of the ILP is handled by the Government of Nagaland, which has developed
both offline procedures and a dedicated online portal making it easier to apply Inner Line Permit desiring to
visit Nagaland. The Nagaland government has established distinct requirements, validity periods, and fees for
different ILP applicants wanting to visit Nagaland, including visitors, traders, labourers, priests, teachers, and

students. Based on the purpose of visit, the requirements and time period vary.

In response to growing concerns about increasing migration and urbanization, the scope of the ILP system has
been expanded in recent years. A significant policy shift occurred in March 2024, when the Government of
Nagaland extended ILP regulations to three additional districts—Chimoukedima, Niuland, and Dimapur—
areas that had previously been excluded from ILP enforcement. This decision came amid local demands to
tighten regulatory mechanisms in order to protect tribal populations from the rising influx of non-indigenous

individuals and to preserve the social and economic equilibrium of the state (Hindustan Times, 2024).

Inner Line Permit in Nagaland is bringing benefit to the state in the following ways:

1. Identity Preservation

One of the primary goals of the ILP is to protect the cultural and ethnic identity of the Naga tribes. Nagaland is
home to several major tribes, each with its own distinct language, customs, festivals, and traditional practices.
The ILP, by restricting the free flow of outsiders into the state, helps to minimize external cultural influences
and preserve indigenous heritage. Without such a protective framework, there is a legitimate concern that the
unique customs and languages of these tribes could be diluted over time by demographic shifts and cultural

homogenization.
2. Securing Land Rights

The ILP system legally prevents outsiders from acquiring land or permanently settling in Nagaland, thereby
safeguarding the land ownership rights of the tribal population. In a region where land is intrinsically tied to

identity, community, and heritage, this provision has been instrumental in ensuring that local people retain

JETIR2504519 ‘ Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org ‘ f125


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2025 JETIR April 2025, Volume 12, Issue 4 www .jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

control over their ancestral territory. This land protection is further supported by Article 371A of the Indian
Constitution, which ensures that no central law relating to ownership and transfer of land applies to Nagaland

unless the State Legislative Assembly agrees.

3. Demographic Control

One of the main goals of the ILP is to make sure that the tribal people of Nagaland continue to be the majority
in their own land. If too many outsiders were allowed to move in and stay, it could change the population
balance. This might affect the culture, traditions, and even the political influence of the tribal communities. The
ILP helps prevent this by acting like a filter—it only lets people in for short visits and does not allow them to
buy land or settle down permanently. This is especially important in towns, where population growth is faster.
Without the ILP, these areas could quickly become overcrowded with non-local people, putting pressure on
resources like jobs, housing, and services. It could also lead to the local communities losing their identity over

time.

By requiring a temporary permit and making sure visitors leave after their allowed time, the ILP helps protect
the unique culture and social structure of Nagaland’s tribes. It gives them a sense of control over their land and

their future.

4. Protecting traditions constitutionally

The continuation of the ILP system reinforces Nagaland’s special status within the Indian Union. As mentioned
in Article 371A, it reflects the commitment of the Indian state to respect local customs, autonomy, and
agreements made. Many residents view the ILP not only as a legal tool but also as a symbolic assertion of their

distinct political identity.
Challenges and Limitations of ILP in Nagaland:

Despite its many advantages, the ILP system in Nagaland faces several challenges that question its

effectiveness in the modern context.
1. Inconsistent Enforcement

For many years, Dimapur, the commercial and transportation hub of Nagaland, was exempted from the ILP
regime. This created a loophole, allowing people to enter the state through Dimapur and then move freely
without proper documentation. This undermined the very purpose of the permit system. Although the
government extended the ILP to Dimapur, Chiimoukedima, and Niuland districts in March 2024 (Hindustan
Times, 2024), this move came after significant public demand and years of concern over unregulated migration

and settlement.
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2. Administrative Gaps and Corruption

Another issue is the misuse and manipulation of the ILP process. There have been reports of permits being
issued illegally or without proper background checks, raising concerns about administrative inefficiency and
corruption. Without a reliable verification and tracking system, enforcement becomes difficult, and

unauthorized residents may remain in the state without consequences.
3. Economic Restrictions and Development Challenges

The ILP system has also been criticized for creating an economic barrier, especially for trade, tourism, and
investment. Tourists and entrepreneurs often find the permit process confusing or burdensome, which
discourages them from visiting or doing business in Nagaland. This can limit economic growth and employment

opportunities in the state.
4. Perception of Exclusion

Although the ILP was designed to protect indigenous rights, it sometimes creates a feeling of exclusion or
alienation among other Indian citizens. The permit system restricts free movement and can be seen as
contradictory to the idea of national unity and equality. Critics argue that the ILP contributes to the "mainland

vs Northeast™ divide, fostering a sense of separation between Nagaland and the rest of the country.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, the Inner Line Permit system in Nagaland has been partially successful in achieving its goals. It
has protected tribal identity, culture, and land rights, fulfilling its core purpose as envisioned during state
formation. However, challenges such as enforcement gaps, economic isolation, and limited administrative
capacity continue to affect its overall effectiveness. The ILP remains a necessary legal instrument in the eyes of
many Nagas, especially in the face of rapid modernization and migration. Going forward, the success of ILP
will depend on balanced reforms that strengthen legal protection for indigenous communities while also
allowing for economic development and greater integration with the rest of India. To address some of these
challenges, the Government of Nagaland has digitized the ILP process, allowing online applications through an
official portal. This move aims to improve transparency, streamline verification, and reduce corruption.
Additionally, expanding the ILP to previously exempted districts in 2024 shows a growing political will to

tighten and modernize the permit regime.
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