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Abstract

An efficient judiciary stands as the fundamental pillar for both preserving democracy based on the constitution and
safeguarding individual rights. The judiciary system of India maintains its central position in the country while enduring
continuous delays in case settlement which restricts the provision of prompt justice to citizens. Millions of cases remain
pending at all levels of the Indian courts therefore "[ustice delayed is Justice denied"” accurately characterizes the situation.
The paper explores main procedural barriers and structural problems that lead to these time delays. The article examines
the procedural challenges due to complex and rigid laws together with numerous adjournments along with prolonged
periods for both pleading and serving court papers and obsolete court management practices. The article focuses on
structural problems including insufficient judicial facilities as well as judge shortages, excessive workloads and minimal
use of technological systems. This analysis evaluates judicial decisions along with legislative modifications including fast-
track courts and commercial courts and electronic-initiatives launched from the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis. The
piece provides multiple strategic reform proposals to enhance the efficiency of the Judiciary and rebuild public trust in the
judicial delivery structure. The proper resolution of these issues fundamentally protects the fundamental right to receive
just and timely justice which is accessible to everyone.
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Introduction

An efficient and accessible judiciary is the cornerstone of any constitutional democracy. It ensures the
protection of fundamental rights, upholds the rule of law, and acts as a vital check on the arbitrary exercise
of power! In India, the judiciary occupies a central role in maintaining constitutional values and social
justice. However, the effectiveness of the judiciary is gravely compromised when justice is not delivered
within a reasonable time. The age-old adage "justice delayed is justice denied" aptly captures this concern.2
When legal disputes remain unresolved for years, the very purpose of seeking justice is defeated, leading to
frustration, disillusionment, and a weakening of the democratic framework.

The Indian judicial system today faces a serious crisis of pendency and delay. According to the National
Judicial Data Grid, millions of cases remain pending at various levels of the judiciary, some languishing for
decades.? The increasing burden on the judiciary—aggravated by a low judge-to-population ratio,
procedural complexities, infrastructural inadequacies, and outdated administrative practices—has made
timely justice an exception rather than the norm. These persistent delays not only violate the fundamental
right to a speedy trial under Article 21 of the Constitution but also erode public confidence in the judicial
system, discourage economic investment,* and impose severe psychological burdens on litigants.>

This article seeks to examine the procedural and structural challenges that contribute to the delay in the
disposal of cases in India. It analyzes the complexity of procedural laws, the abuse of adjournments, and
deficiencies in case management that cripple court efficiency. Simultaneously, it explores structural issues
such as inadequate infrastructure, judicial vacancies, heavy caseloads, and the limited use of technology.
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Judicial pronouncements and legislative reforms aimed at addressing these problems are critically
assessed. Finally, the article offers practical suggestions for reform, emphasizing the urgent need for
systemic changes to ensure that justice delivery in India becomes not only accessible but also timely.
Achieving this transformation is essential to preserve the democratic ethos and the constitutional promise
of justice for all.

1. Evolution and Structure of the Indian Judiciary

The Indian judicial system has evolved through a layered historical journey, from colonial administrative
courts to a modern constitutional framework. During British rule, the judiciary was designed to serve
colonial interests, operating through a hierarchy that separated the imperial rulers from the Indian
populace. The establishment of the Federal Court in 1937 and later the Supreme Court in 1950 marked the
beginning of an independent and constitutional judiciary based on democratic principles. The post-
independence judicial structure was shaped by the Constitution of India, which aimed to create an
independent, impartial, and accessible system of justice grounded in the rule of law.6

India adopts a three-tier system of courts: at the apex is the Supreme Court, followed by High Courts in each
state or group of states, and below them, the Subordinate or District Courts, which function as the first point
of contact for most litigants.” The Constitution empowers the Supreme Court with original, appellate, and
advisory jurisdiction (Articles 32, 131-136), while High Courts exercise both original and appellate
jurisdiction within their territories. Subordinate courts are organized under the supervision of their
respective High Courts and include civil and criminal divisions.

A foundational principle of the Indian Constitution is the separation of powers between the legislature,
executive, and judiciary. Judicial independence is reinforced through safeguards such as security of tenure,
fixed salaries, and immunity in judicial conduct. ® However, despite these safeguards, the increasing burden
on the judiciary due to population growth, expanding legal rights, and rising litigation has overwhelmed
the system. India has one of the lowest judge-to-population ratios in the world—about 20 judges per million
populations—which is significantly lower than many developed countries.?

The growing complexity of laws, socio-economic development, and public interest litigation has further
contributed to rising case volumes. According to the National Judicial Data Grid, over 4.7 crore cases are
currently pending across all courts in India, underscoring the urgent need for administrative and
procedural reforms.?

2. Procedural Challenges

Delays in the Indian judicial system are significantly rooted in procedural inefficiencies, which impede the
timely disposal of cases. Although procedural safeguards are critical to ensuring fairness and justice, their
rigid and often outdated application contributes to excessive delays.

The Civil Procedure Code, 1908 remains a cornerstone of civil litigation but is often criticized for being
overly technical. Stages such as the filing of pleadings, framing of issues, admission and denial of
documents, and evidence presentation are frequently stretched over long durations due to insufficient
compliance with timelines.’® For example, non-filing of necessary documents with the plaint or written
statement often results in repeated adjournments, undermining judicial efficiency.1?

In criminal cases, the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 (BNSS) has replaced the Criminal
Procedure Code. Although the BNSS attempts to streamline the process, certain challenges persist. Section
346 of the BNSS mandates that inquiries and trials should proceed on a day-to-day basis until all attending
witnesses are examined, barring exceptional reasons recorded by the court.'>2 However, in practice, this is
seldom followed. Courts continue to grant frequent adjournments on flimsy grounds, despite clear
directives to the contrary.!3This culture of adjournments, often encouraged by counsel on both sides,
significantly prolongs trial durations.

Another persistent issue is the delay in filing documents and completion of pleadings, particularly in civil
cases. The CPC stipulates timelines for filing written statements and replies, but these are often violated.
Courts tend to grant liberal extensions, thus defeating the objective of time-bound resolution. * The same
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delay occurs in the submission of challans and case documents in criminal matters, leading to prolonged
pre-trial phases. ¢

Further, multiplicity of proceedings, such as interlocutory applications, revision petitions, and appeals,
contributes to fragmentation of cases. While these procedural rights are essential, their misuse as delay
tactics is widespread.!* Parties often file frivolous applications to stall proceedings, thereby diverting
attention from the main issues.

Another serious bottleneck is the inefficiency in the service of process. Summons and notices are often
delayed due to logistical hurdles and unaccountable serving staff. There are instances of false service
reports and non-compliance by police or process servers, which lead to adjournments and re-issuance of
summons.’> The BNSS and CPC both emphasize efficient service, yet this aspect remains largely
unregulated and poorly monitored.

The procedural delays in both civil and criminal trials remain a major obstacle to the timely delivery of
justice. While legislative reforms such as the BNSS 2023 offer hope, effective implementation, judicial
discipline, and strict adherence to procedural timelines are necessary to achieve real improvements.

3. Structural Challenges in the Indian Judicial System
a. Inadequate Judicial Infrastructure

One of the most pressing structural challenges confronting the Indian judiciary is the inadequate state of
its physical and human infrastructure. A large number of courts function in dilapidated buildings, lacking
even basic facilities such as proper lighting, washrooms, or storage for case files.® In many districts,
courtrooms are shared among multiple judges, and new judicial appointments are delayed due to the non-
availability of functioning courtrooms.!” Beyond physical space, the shortage of skilled support staff—
including stenographers, clerks, and bailiffs—further hampers court productivity. 18This infrastructure gap
is particularly severe in rural and semi-urban areas, where even the most basic technological tools are
unavailable, impeding smooth conduct of hearings and filings. Vacancies and Shortage of Judges

The shortage of judges is a long-standing issue that significantly contributes to delays in case disposal. India
has one of the lowest judge-to-population ratios in the world, with only about 21 judges per million people,
compared to 75 in the United States and over 50 in many European countries.!® Despite multiple
recommendations by the Law Commission and the Supreme Court, there has been little improvement in
filling vacancies promptly. As of recent data, hundreds of judicial posts remain vacant across High Courts
and subordinate courts.?? The appointment process is also lengthy, involving multiple layers of scrutiny
and executive approval, often leading to delays of several months or even years. This persistent shortage
results in enormous workloads for serving judges and prevents the system from keeping pace with the
growing number of cases.

b. Heavy Caseload and Pendency

The Indian judiciary is overwhelmed by a massive backlog of cases. According to data from the National
Judicial Data Grid (N]JDG), over 70,000 cases are pending before the Supreme Court, more than 60 lakhs
before High Courts, and approximately 4 crore cases are pending in subordinate courts.2! A large portion
of these are civil and criminal cases that have been pending for more than five years. The pendency has
only worsened in the post-pandemic period, where restricted court functioning further slowed down
disposals. This excessive caseload places tremendous pressure on judges, reduces the quality of justice, and
undermines public confidence in the judicial system.

c. Outdated Court Management Systems

India's court management system remains largely outdated, with poor listing practices, lack of digitized
case records, and insufficient use of scheduling and tracking tools.22 Courts often rely on manual registers
for listing cases, and file management is inefficient and unaccountable. Unlike some developed jurisdictions
that employ trained professional court managers, Indian courts are mostly administered by judicial officers
who are burdened with both adjudicatory and administrative responsibilities.23 This dual role diverts
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judges from core judicial functions and delays decision-making. The absence of standardized protocols for
case prioritization or disposal targets further adds to inconsistency and inefficiency.

d. Limited Use of Technology

Though the E-Courts Mission Mode Project was introduced with the goal of integrating technology into
court functioning, its implementation has been uneven. While some progress has been made such as the
introduction of e-filing, virtual hearings, and online cause lists adoption across states has been
inconsistent.2* Many lower courts continue to function manually, and the digital divide between urban and
rural areas persists. Additionally, lack of training and resistance to change among court staff and lawyers
has limited the effective utilization of available technology.2s The absence of real-time case tracking,
performance dashboards, or Al-based scheduling tools has meant that the judiciary has not yet realized the
full potential of digital transformation.

The structural barriers such as infrastructure deficiencies, judicial vacancies, overwhelming caseloads,
outdated management systems, and poor technological integration form a web of challenges that obstruct
access to timely justice. Unless these issues are addressed through sustained investment, institutional
reform, and technology-driven modernization, the ideal of efficient and accessible justice will remain
elusive.

4. Impact of Delay in Disposal of Cases

The delay in the disposal of cases has far-reaching consequences, not only for individual litigants but also
for the larger democratic and economic framework of the country. One of the most critical impacts is the
violation of the fundamental right to a speedy trial, enshrined under Article 21 of the Constitution of India.2é
The Supreme Court has consistently held that the right to a speedy trial is implicit within the right to life
and personal liberty. Prolonged litigation deprives individuals of timely justice, thereby rendering the
fundamental guarantee under Article 21 meaningless in practice.

Another significant impact is the erosion of public trust and confidence in the judiciary. When cases drag
on for years, sometimes even decades, the public perception of the judiciary as an efficient and impartial
institution weakens.?” Faith in the rule of law diminishes when the courts are seen as inaccessible or
ineffective. The belief that "justice delayed is justice denied" becomes a lived reality, particularly for
vulnerable sections of society who lack the resources to sustain long legal battles.

The economic cost of litigation delays is equally severe. Businesses often face uncertainty and financial
losses due to protracted commercial disputes.28 The inability to enforce contracts swiftly or resolve
corporate disagreements discourages investment, hampers ease of doing business, and ultimately affects
overall economic growth. Studies have shown that countries with efficient judicial systems experience
higher levels of domestic and foreign investment, underscoring the economic importance of timely dispute
resolution.

Finally, the psychological burden on litigants cannot be underestimated. Prolonged involvement in legal
proceedings imposes mental, emotional, and sometimes even physical stress on individuals, particularly in
criminal trials and family law disputes such as custody battles or divorce proceedings.?? Victims and
accused persons alike suffer from anxiety, depression, and loss of dignity during long legal processes, while
families are often torn apart by the uncertainty and financial strain of unresolved legal matters.

In sum, judicial delays corrode the very foundations of justice delivery, threatening constitutional
guarantees, economic development, public faith, and individual dignity. Addressing this challenge is not
merely a matter of administrative efficiency but a fundamental imperative to preserve the rule of law and
democratic values.

5. Judicial and Legislative Responses

Over the years, both the judiciary and the legislature in India have recognized the critical problem of delays
in the disposal of cases and have attempted various reforms to address these challenges. However, the
success of these interventions has been mixed, reflecting both progress and persistent gaps.
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Judicial Pronouncements

Through its major decisions the Supreme Court has effectively addressed the issue of delay as an important
matter of constitutional significance. In Hussainara Khatoon v. State of Bihar The Supreme Court
confirmed the right to a speedy trial as an essential part of Article 21.3 By taking this decision the Court
established a clear precedent which both defends undertrial prisoners’ constitutional rights regarding
lengthy incarceration and contends delay as a violation of those fundamental rights.

In Salem Advocate Bar Association v. Union of India3! the Court has effectively led active reforms to civil
procedures when issuing this ruling. According to the judgment multiple aspects of Civil Procedure Code
amendments received affirmation which included both speedier procedural timelines and ADR and
reduced procedural delays. The judicial body placed efficiency of case handling along with unnecessary
hearing postponements at the forefront of their discussions.

In Imtiyaz Ahmad v. State of Uttar Pradesh,?? the Court expressed serious concerns over the rising
pendency of cases, particularly in subordinate courts. It directed the government to commission empirical
studies on the judicial workload and to take measures for strengthening the justice delivery system, thereby
reinforcing the need for structural reforms.

Legislative Reforms

Legislative initiatives have complemented judicial efforts. Amendments to the CPC, particularly Order 17
Rule 1, seek to limit the number of adjournments granted to parties and impose costs for unnecessary
delays.33 The establishment of Fast-Track Courts and Commercial Courts aimed at expediting specific
categories of cases has shown positive, although limited, impact. The Gram Nyayalayas Act, 2008,
intended to bring justice closer to rural populations, represents another attempt at reducing the burden on
regular courts and improving accessibility.34

During the COVID-19 pandemic, India witnessed a technological leap in judicial functioning through e-
initiatives, notably Virtual Courts, e-filing, and video conferencing.3> These measures allowed courts to
continue functioning during lockdowns and demonstrated the potential of technology in overcoming
procedural delays.

Critical Assessment

While these reforms mark important steps forward, their effectiveness has been uneven. Judicial
pronouncements have often remained confined to landmark cases without consistent enforcement across
courts. Legislative reforms like fast-track courts and commercial courts have had limited reach, largely
concentrated in urban areas. E-initiatives, although promising, have exposed the digital divide between
urban and rural judicial institutions. Moreover, without addressing deeper structural issues like judicial
vacancies, inadequate infrastructure, and outdated court management systems, procedural reforms alone
cannot ensure timely justice.

Thus, while judicial and legislative interventions have contributed significantly to identifying and
addressing delays, a comprehensive, systemic overhaul remains the need of the hour.

Conclusion

The Indian judiciary, despite its critical role in upholding democracy and protecting constitutional rights,
continues to struggle under the weight of procedural and structural challenges. Persistent delays in case
disposal have undermined the fundamental right to a speedy trial under Article 21 and weakened public
confidence in the rule of law. The judicial delay crisis emerges from procedural problems combined with
intricate court procedures together with insufficient judges and poor courtroom facilities as well as
outmoded procedural systems and inconsistent adoption of technological solutions. Strategic reforms
derived from judicial rulings along with legislative adjustments have mostly resulted in fragmented
solutions to these issues. Survival of the judiciary depends on ongoing platform reforms because its inability
to deliver prompt judgments endangers its reputation.

Suggestions
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1. Strengthening Infrastructure

Judicial institutions require immediate substantial financial resources to build appropriate infrastructure.
The construction of new courtrooms together with facility upgrades and fixture provision for judges along
with lawyers and litigants establishes vital steps. The priority needs to expand toward rural and semi-urban
areas to enhance their infrastructure.

2. Filling Judicial Vacancies

All levels of the judiciary require immediate appointments to be placed as top priority. The establishment
of All India Judicial Services (AIJS) will justify both recruitment process efficiency and normalize
professional appointments while decreasing judicial vacancy-induced delays.

3. Improving Case Management

Modern case management systems must be introduced across courts. Professional court managers should
be appointed to handle administrative functions, allowing judges to focus exclusively on adjudication. Strict
adherence to scheduling and listing practices can prevent unnecessary delays.

4. Curbing Procedural Abuse

Courts should strictly enforce procedural timelines and discourage frivolous interlocutory applications and
adjournments. Imposing realistic costs on parties causing delays can serve as a strong deterrent against
procedural abuse.

5. Expanding and Strengthening Technology

The E-Courts Project must be expanded nationwide with greater emphasis on training judicial officers and
court staff. Introducing real-time case tracking, online dispute resolution, and Al-based scheduling tools
can dramatically improve efficiency. Bridging the digital divide between urban and rural courts is also
crucial.

Addressing procedural and structural delays requires a multi-pronged, sustained effort involving legislative
reforms, judicial willpower, administrative restructuring, and technological advancement. Ensuring timely
justice is essential not only for individual litigants but also for maintaining the public's faith in India's
democratic and constitutional ideals.
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