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This book is dedicated to all those litigants who are suffering from long delays in their court cases filed in Indian courts. 
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Preface
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The Indian court system today carries one of the heaviest burdens in the world. Cases move slowly, hearings are short, and backlogs run into crores. For many litigants, a court case does not feel like a path to justice but a long period of uncertainty, expense and stress. When disputes remain unresolved for years, sometimes decades, ordinary citizens lose faith in the very system meant to protect their rights.

This book aims to explain, in plain language, why delays occur and what can be done to fix them. We look at how different kinds of cases, such as property disputes, criminal matters, family conflicts, get stuck at various stages. We examine the role of police and government agencies, the shortage of judges, outdated procedures, and even the tactics used by litigants to prolong cases. We also discuss how technology, including recent advances such as AI tools and digital courts, is beginning to reshape the justice system.

The goal of this book is simple: to help readers understand the scale of the problem and the reforms needed to make justice faster, fairer and more accessible. Improving the system will require both political will and administrative effort, but the solutions are within reach if pursued with seriousness and consistency.
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Chapter 1: Problem of delays in court cases
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The Indian court system has the problem of slow disposal of justice, with some court cases taking decades to get a verdict. In this chapter, we discuss the scale of the problem by sharing some data about the number of pending cases and how long it takes to resolve them.

As the saying goes, justice delayed is justice denied. Cases pending for a long time lead to unnecessary stress and financial costs for litigants, and may result in denial of justice altogether. In criminal cases, this leads to undertrials languishing in prison for years despite their guilt not being proved. Therefore, this delay of resolution is a problem that urgently needs tackling.

1.1 Time taken for disposal of court cases

The civil cases in Indian courts typically take years or decades to resolve, from the time when the case is started till the time the final verdict is made by the court. In this section we discuss the average time taken in various cases. 

An article in the Wire magazine analyzed government data to find that 37 lakhs cases took 0–20 years to reach a verdict, 6.4 lakh cases took 20–30 years and about 2 lakh cases took more than 30 years.

The recent Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdown has worsened the situation. As per a report by India today, between Jan to Sep 2020, the number of cases increased by 12.4% in high courts and 6.6% in lower courts.  
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Figure: Graph showing the number of cases, with time taken to resolve them (in years)

One important reason for the long time taken for disposal of cases is the high number of pending court cases, as we see in the following section. 

1.2 High number of pending court cases

India has almost 4 crore total pending cases in Supreme court, high courts and lower courts, as of 2020. This is as per a written reply by the government in parliament, published in a Bloomberg quint article. Of these 70% are civil cases and remaining 30% are criminal cases. In the high courts and supreme courts, most of the pending cases are civil cases, while the criminal cases are more in lower courts. This number has further increased since then because of the Covid-19 lockdowns, and is close to 4.5 crore. 
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Figure: Graph showing growth in numbers of total pending cases in various Indian courts.

Among these, Allahabad high court had the highest number of cases, followed by Punjab and Haryana High Court and Madras High Court, while the high courts in north eastern states had relatively lower numbers of pending cases. 

There are around 10000 courts in India, including one supreme court, 25 high courts and the remaining lower courts including district courts. The approximate breakdown of the number of cases in various courts is as follows, as per the cited data from National Judicial Data grid. 

	Supreme Court — 69000 pending cases

	High courts — 58.5 lakh cases

	Lower courts — 3.9 crore pending cases


Here too, in high courts almost a quarter of the cases were pending for over 10 years. 
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Figure: Graph showing approximate number of pending cases in different types of courts
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Figure: Graph showing number and time taken for civil and criminal cases pending in lower courts (District and Taluka courts), as per the data from the National Judicial Data Grid

1.3 High number of undertrials in prison in criminal court cases

Due to pending criminal cases, the number of undertrials in prison was more than double (70%) of the number of convicts, as per a 2020 report in the Hindu newspaper. 3.28 lakh prison inmates were undergoing trial in 2020. 1.6 crore criminal cases were pending for more than a year, while 22 lakh cases were pending for more than 10 years. Due to this, the period of confinement increased for undertrials.  

This is especially worrying because the undertrials are those whose guilt is not proven and have not yet been convicted by the court, but they are still in jail rather than out on bail. The principles of “innocent until proven guilty” and the right to liberty enshrined in the Indian constitution seem to be getting violated due to this. 

1.4 Multiple dates and less time for hearings

The phrase “Tareekh pe Tareekh” by Sunny Deol from the famous Bollywood movie, Damini, is a reality in Indian courts today. Cases typically keep getting next date after next date, without receiving enough time for a proper hearing in the court. 

As per a recent report by India today based on a survey by Daksh, the average time for each hearing in Patna high court was just 2 minutes. 

1.5 Slow disposal rate in the courts

As per a report by PRS legislative research, the disposal rate for court cases is between 28% to 55% in various courts in India. This means that fewer number of cases get disposed each year compared to the number of fresh cases filed. Because of this, the number of cases keep increasing year by year. 

1.6 Public Perception and Loss of Faith

Citizens increasingly view courts as inaccessible, slow, and unaffordable. This perception gap between constitutional ideals and ground reality has led many to avoid formal courts altogether, opting for informal or extrajudicial mechanisms instead.

1.7 Conclusion

In this chapter we have gone through a few statistics of the slow disposal of cases and high number of pending cases in the Indian courts. The scale of the problem is huge and hence, a solution is urgently needed. 
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