
International Journal of Advanced Research and 

Multidisciplinary Trends (IJARMT) 
     An International Open Access, Peer-Reviewed Refereed Journal 

 Impact Factor: 7.2    Website: https://ijarmt.com      ISSN No.: 3048-9458 

 

Volume-3, Issue-2, April-June 2026                                                                                 17        

THE IMPACT OF ADMINISTRATIVE TRIBUNALS ON INDIAN 

GOVERNANCE 
 

1Dr. Akshay Bhatt 
 

Faculty, Department of Political Science, Prof. Rajendra Singh (Rajju Bhaiyya) State 

University Prayagraj 
 

2Mr. Mayank Rai 
 

Faculty, Department of Law, Prof. Rajendra Singh (Rajju Bhaiyya) State University, 

Prayagraj 
 

ABSTRACT 

Administrative tribunals in India are quasi-judicial bodies created to provide speedy, expert, 

and relatively inexpensive adjudication of disputes arising primarily from the expanding 

administrative state. Constitutionally anchored in Articles 323A and 323B and implemented 

through the Administrative Tribunals Act, 1985, they were intended to reduce judicial backlog, 

professionalize adjudication in specialized areas such as service law and taxation, and enhance 

administrative accountability. This paper analyzes the origin, structure, functioning, and impact 

of administrative tribunals—particularly the Central Administrative Tribunal (CAT) and State 

Administrative Tribunals (SATs)—on Indian governance, drawing on doctrinal developments, 

empirical assessments, and critical scholarship. It argues that tribunals have made a significant 

but uneven contribution to efficiency and access to justice, while also generating enduring 

concerns about independence, constitutionalism, and institutional design. 

KEYWORDS: Administrative tribunals; Central Administrative Tribunal; service 
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INTRODUCTION 

The growth of the modern regulatory and welfare state in India after independence produced a 

vast expansion of administrative decision-making in areas such as public employment, 

taxation, social security, and industrial relations.[1][6] 

Traditional civil courts, organized along generalist lines and following formal procedures, 

struggled to cope with the volume and technical complexity of disputes arising from 

administrative action, contributing to chronic backlog and delay.[9][1] In response, India 

followed international trends in "tribunalisation" by creating specialized administrative 

tribunals that combine legal and technical expertise and employ relatively flexible 

procedures.[4][10] 

The central policy question is whether these tribunals have in fact improved the quality of 

governance—understood broadly as the efficiency, accountability, and fairness with which 

public power is exercised. 

 Concept and Legal Basis of Administrative Tribunals 

Administrative tribunals are quasi-judicial authorities that adjudicate disputes arising out of 

administrative or statutory powers but are distinct from regular courts in composition, 

procedure, and often in subject-matter specialization.[10][6] 
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They are expected to function with judicial standards of fairness and reasoned decision-making 

while retaining flexibility and informality suited to technical or policy-laden questions.[1][6] 

In India, the constitutional foundation for tribunals dealing with administrative and other 

matters is provided by Part XIV-A, inserted by the Forty-second Amendment Act, 1976, which 

introduced Articles 323A and 323B.[4][10] 

Article 323A empowers Parliament to establish administrative tribunals for service matters of 

public servants, while Article 323B allows Parliament and state legislatures to create tribunals 

for specified areas such as taxation, industrial disputes, land reforms, and elections.[4][10] 

The Administrative Tribunals Act, 1985 operationalizes Article 323A by providing for the 

establishment of the Central Administrative Tribunal and State Administrative Tribunals and 

defining their jurisdiction, powers, and procedures. [7] 

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF TRIBUNALISATION IN INDIA 

 Pre-Constitutional Origins of Specialized Adjudication 

The idea of specialized tribunals pre-dates the Constitution, with the Income Tax Appellate 

Tribunal created in 1941 as an early example of quasi-judicial adjudication in a technical field. 

To appreciate the significance of this institutional innovation, it is necessary to understand the 

administrative and judicial landscape of colonial India. The British Indian legal system had 

inherited a generalist court structure modeled on English common law courts, organized 

hierarchically from district civil and criminal courts through High Courts to the Privy Council. 

While this structure served broad adjudicative functions adequately, it was increasingly ill-

suited to the resolution of disputes arising from the expanding revenue, taxation, and regulatory 

apparatus of the colonial state. 

The Income Tax Appellate Tribunal, established under the Income Tax Act of 1922 and 

formally constituted in 1941, represented a deliberate departure from this generalist model. It 

was staffed by members combining legal expertise with knowledge of accountancy and 

revenue administration, and it followed simplified procedures designed to ensure faster, more 

expert resolution of tax disputes without the formality and delay characteristic of ordinary civil 

litigation. Its success demonstrated that specialized quasi-judicial bodies could deliver 

adjudication of higher technical quality and greater procedural efficiency than generalist courts 

in domain-specific matters. This institutional proof of concept would later inform the much 

broader programme of tribunalisation that followed independence and constitutional 

consolidation. 

Other pre-constitutional antecedents included industrial and labour tribunals established under 

wartime and emergency legislation to manage industrial disputes in strategically important 

sectors. These bodies similarly combined adjudicative functions with technical and policy 

expertise, handling disputes about wages, working conditions, and trade union recognition that 

required familiarity with both legal norms and industrial relations realities. Their operation 

helped embed the idea that in a modern administrative state, the resolution of many categories 

of disputes required institutional forms that went beyond the traditional court model. 
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 Post-Independence Proliferation of Sector-Specific Tribunals 

Post-independence, the proliferation of regulatory statutes in taxation, labour, and socio-

economic welfare led to the establishment of various sector-specific tribunals even before Part 

XIV-A was introduced. The Constitution of India, adopted in 1950, committed the new 

republic to an ambitious programme of social and economic transformation embodied in the 

Directive Principles of State Policy. This transformative agenda required an unprecedented 

expansion of state regulatory capacity—in land reform, industrial regulation, labour welfare, 

price control, foreign exchange management, and social insurance. Each of these domains 

generated large volumes of disputes that the ordinary court system, already burdened, was 

structurally unprepared to absorb. 

Parliament and state legislatures responded by progressively creating specialized adjudicatory 

bodies tailored to particular regulatory regimes. The Central Administrative Tribunal's 

predecessors in the service law domain included various administrative mechanisms for 

resolving government employee grievances. The industrial adjudication system created under 

the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 involved a hierarchy of conciliation officers, labour courts, 

industrial tribunals, and national tribunals, each with differentiated jurisdiction over various 

categories of industrial disputes. Similarly, specialized appellate bodies were created under the 

Central Excise Act, the Customs Act, and various state tax statutes to handle the rapidly 

growing volume of indirect tax disputes. 

This proliferation was not the product of a coherent institutional design philosophy but rather 

a pragmatic, statute-by-statute response to the demands of specific regulatory regimes. The 

result was a diverse and somewhat uncoordinated landscape of quasi-judicial bodies operating 

under different parent statutes, with varying compositions, procedures, standards of review, 

and appellate structures. While each individual tribunal addressed the workload problem in its 

own sector, the overall effect was institutional fragmentation and the absence of any common 

framework governing the design, independence, or accountability of these bodies. It was 

against this backdrop of ad hoc proliferation that the political and constitutional impetus for a 

comprehensive framework grew in the 1970s. 

 The Forty-Second Amendment and Constitutional Recognition 

The Forty-second Amendment, enacted during the Emergency period, sought to rationalize and 

expand this process by constitutionally recognizing tribunals and envisaging a partial exclusion 

of High Courts' jurisdiction over matters allocated to such bodies. Enacted in 1976, the Forty-

second Amendment was the most sweeping constitutional revision in India's post-

independence history, touching virtually every dimension of the constitutional framework. 

Among its many provisions, it introduced Part XIV-A into the Constitution, comprising 

Articles 323A and 323B, which for the first time gave constitutional sanction and a systematic 

framework to the establishment of administrative and other tribunals. 

Article 323A empowered Parliament to establish administrative tribunals for adjudicating 

disputes relating to recruitment and conditions of service of persons appointed to public 

services and posts in connection with the affairs of the Union or any state. Article 323B 

authorized both Parliament and state legislatures to create tribunals for a broader range of 
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specified matters, including taxation, foreign exchange, import and export, industrial and 

labour disputes, land reform, ceiling on urban property, elections to Parliament and state 

legislatures, and production, procurement, supply, and distribution of essential commodities. 

The constitutional recognition of tribunals under Part XIV-A was accompanied by a 

significant—and ultimately controversial—provision allowing for the exclusion or curtailment 

of the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court under Article 136 and the High Courts under Articles 

226 and 227 over matters falling within the tribunals' jurisdiction. This attempted jurisdictional 

exclusion reflected the underlying political rationale of the amendment: to insulate certain 

categories of governmental action from judicial scrutiny through constitutional courts, 

particularly in areas such as service law where the executive had frequently found itself 

constrained by High Court decisions. The constitutional legitimacy and practical consequences 

of this exclusionary intent would become the subject of major judicial controversy in the 

decades that followed. 

 The Administrative Tribunals Act, 1985 and Subsequent Developments 

Parliament subsequently adopted the Administrative Tribunals Act, 1985, which came into 

force on 1 July 1985 and created the Central Administrative Tribunal for service disputes of 

central government employees, with provision for State Administrative Tribunals at the request 

of state governments. The Act represented the principal legislative implementation of Article 

323A and established the Central Administrative Tribunal as a specialized forum for the 

adjudication of service disputes of central government employees, a category of litigation that 

had historically generated a substantial portion of the High Courts' writ jurisdiction. 

The Central Administrative Tribunal was organized with a Principal Bench in New Delhi and 

additional benches at major cities across the country, making it geographically accessible to 

government servants in different regions. Its composition was designed to blend legal expertise 

with administrative experience: each bench consists of a Judicial Member, typically a retired 

judge or a person with substantial legal experience, and an Administrative Member, drawn 

from senior levels of the Indian Administrative Service or equivalent central services. This 

hybrid composition reflected the founding assumption that effective adjudication of service 

disputes required not only legal knowledge but also an understanding of administrative practice 

and the realities of government service. 

Over time, additional tribunals such as the Armed Forces Tribunal were also created to address 

specialized service-related grievances. The Armed Forces Tribunal, established under the 

Armed Forces Tribunal Act, 2007, extended the tribunal model to disputes involving members 

of the armed forces—a category of service personnel whose conditions of employment, 

disciplinary procedures, and service entitlements are governed by distinct statutory frameworks 

reflecting the unique nature of military service. Its creation illustrated the continued vitality of 

the tribunalisation approach as a policy tool for managing specialized adjudicatory demands 

generated by large public service establishments. Taken together, these successive institutional 

developments trace a trajectory of expanding and deepening reliance on specialized quasi-

judicial adjudication as a defining feature of India's administrative governance architecture. 
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INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN: COMPOSITION, JURISDICTION, AND PROCEDURE 

 Composition and Structure of the Central Administrative Tribunal 

The Administrative Tribunals Act, 1985 provides that the Central Administrative Tribunal 

consists of a Chairman and other Judicial and Administrative Members, typically combining 

persons with judicial experience and senior civil service backgrounds. This hybrid composition 

is not merely a procedural formality; it reflects a deliberate institutional philosophy rooted in 

the conviction that effective adjudication of service disputes demands a fusion of two distinct 

but complementary forms of expertise. Legal expertise ensures that adjudication is grounded 

in constitutional and statutory norms, procedural fairness, and principles of natural justice. 

Administrative expertise ensures that the practical realities of public employment—the 

hierarchical structures of government service, the conventions of departmental decision-

making, and the operational constraints facing public employers—are understood and 

appropriately weighed in the adjudicative process. 

The Chairman of the Central Administrative Tribunal is required to be a person who is or has 

been a Judge of a High Court, ensuring that the highest adjudicative officer of the institution 

carries unimpeachable judicial credentials and familiarity with constitutional standards. 

Judicial Members are similarly drawn from persons who have held judicial office at the level 

of a District Judge or above, or who have practised as advocates in High Courts for a substantial 

number of years. Administrative Members, by contrast, are drawn from the Indian 

Administrative Service or equivalent central services, typically at the level of Additional 

Secretary to the Government of India or above, bringing to the bench a firsthand understanding 

of government service conditions, departmental procedures, and administrative culture. 

The Central Administrative Tribunal operates through a Principal Bench located in New Delhi 

and multiple Circuit and Additional Benches spread across major cities, including Allahabad, 

Bengaluru, Chandigarh, Chennai, Hyderabad, Kolkata, and Mumbai, among others. This 

geographic spread is a significant institutional feature, making the tribunal accessible to central 

government employees located across the country and reducing the need for litigants to travel 

to the capital to seek redress. Each bench ordinarily sits as a division bench comprising one 

Judicial Member and one Administrative Member, thereby ensuring that the dual-expertise 

model is maintained at every level of adjudication. 

 Jurisdiction: Scope and Boundaries 

CAT exercises jurisdiction over recruitment and conditions of service of persons appointed to 

public services and posts in connection with the affairs of the Union and certain local or public 

sector bodies under central control. The jurisdictional scope of the Central Administrative 

Tribunal is thus both broad and precisely defined. It encompasses all matters relating to the 

recruitment, appointment, confirmation, seniority, promotion, pay and allowances, leave, 

transfer, disciplinary proceedings, retirement, pension, and other service entitlements of central 

government employees, including members of the All-India Services and employees of certain 

Union Territories and public sector bodies notified under the Act. 

The territorial and personal scope of jurisdiction is significant for understanding the tribunal's 

governance impact. Central government employment in India encompasses millions of 
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individuals across a vast array of departments, ministries, attached offices, and subordinate 

agencies. Service disputes in this domain historically constituted an enormous share of the writ 

petition caseload of High Courts, particularly those of Delhi, Allahabad, and other courts with 

large administrative jurisdictions. The creation of CAT was expressly intended to divert this 

category of litigation from the High Courts, freeing judicial resources for other constitutional 

and civil matters while providing a more expert and efficient forum for service law 

adjudication. 

It is important to note that CAT's jurisdiction is confined to service matters and does not extend 

to broader questions of constitutional law or fundamental rights unconnected to service 

relationships. Where a petitioner's grievance involves not merely the service relationship but 

also a violation of fundamental rights of a general character, the interplay between CAT's 

jurisdiction and the High Courts' writ jurisdiction under Articles 226 and 227 of the 

Constitution has been a recurring source of litigation and doctrinal refinement. 

 Procedure: Flexibility, Natural Justice, and Judicial Powers 

Tribunals follow procedures that are less formal than civil courts; they are not bound by the 

strict rules of the Civil Procedure Code, and they may regulate their own procedures subject to 

principles of natural justice. This procedural flexibility is one of the defining institutional 

advantages of the tribunal model over ordinary civil litigation. The strict procedural rules 

governing civil courts—including requirements relating to pleadings, written statements, 

discovery, interrogatories, and the examination of witnesses—while designed to ensure 

procedural fairness, also generate substantial delay, complexity, and cost that can render 

litigation inaccessible to ordinary litigants. By empowering tribunals to regulate their own 

procedures, the Act enables a more streamlined and responsive adjudicative process tailored to 

the nature and volume of service disputes. 

Despite this procedural flexibility, tribunals remain firmly anchored to the principles of natural 

justice, which require that no person be condemned unheard, that decision-makers be free from 

bias, and that decisions be supported by reasons. These principles, enforced through judicial 

review by constitutional courts, ensure that procedural informality does not collapse into 

procedural arbitrariness. In practice, CAT proceedings involve the filing of original 

applications, service of notice on respondent authorities, filing of counter replies, and oral or 

written arguments—a process that, while less elaborate than civil court procedure, still affords 

parties a meaningful opportunity to present their cases and challenge the government's position. 

They have powers of a civil court in respect of summoning witnesses, receiving evidence, and 

issuing commissions, and their decisions are binding on the parties subject to appeal or judicial 

review within the constitutional framework clarified by the Supreme Court. These civil court 

powers are essential to the effective exercise of the tribunal's adjudicative functions. The ability 

to summon witnesses and compel the production of documents enables the tribunal to build a 

complete factual record, particularly in disciplinary proceedings where the government may 

resist full disclosure of its decision-making processes. The power to issue commissions allows 

for the examination of witnesses at a distance or the inspection of documents and local 

conditions where relevant to the dispute. Taken together, these procedural attributes position 
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the Central Administrative Tribunal as a genuinely adjudicative institution—not merely a 

consultative or recommendatory body—capable of delivering binding, enforceable decisions 

that hold the executive to account under law. 

LANDMARK JUDICIAL DECISIONS SHAPING TRIBUNAL GOVERNANCE 

The constitutional validity of the Administrative Tribunals Act and the exclusion of High Court 

jurisdiction were challenged in S.P. Sampath Kumar v. Union of India, where the Supreme 

Court upheld the Act but insisted that tribunals must provide an effective and real substitute 

for High Courts in service matters.[4] 

The Court emphasized the need for independence, security of tenure, and appropriate 

qualifications of tribunal members as conditions for constitutional legitimacy.[10][4] 

In L. Chandra Kumar v. Union of India, a seven-judge bench reconsidered this approach and 

held that the power of judicial review vested in the High Courts under Articles 226 and 227 

and in the Supreme Court under Article 32 forms part of the basic structure of the Constitution. 

[5][9]  

The Court invalidated provisions that excluded High Court jurisdiction over decisions of 

tribunals and held that tribunal decisions are subject to scrutiny by constitutional courts, 

effectively re-establishing a multi-tier system of review. [9][4] 

This judgment significantly altered the place of tribunals in the constitutional architecture, 

affirming their role as first-instance specialized adjudicators but not as substitutes for 

constitutional courts. [5][9] 

IMPACT ON JUDICIAL WORKLOAD AND EFFICIENCY 

One of the primary goals of administrative tribunals was to alleviate the caseload of 

conventional courts, especially in service matters, thereby enabling High Courts and the 

Supreme Court to focus on core constitutional and civil-criminal adjudication. [1][4] 

Studies and official commentary suggest that tribunals have disposed of large numbers of 

service disputes and have often been able to follow faster timelines than traditional courts, 

particularly in their early years. [6][9][1] 

Empirical assessments, however, point to a mixed record. 

Some research indicates that while tribunals initially reduced the inflow of service cases to 

High Courts, the subsequent restoration of constitutional review in L. Chandra Kumar 

reintroduced a second tier of litigation as parties frequently challenged tribunal orders in High 

Courts. [9] 

Further, several tribunals have themselves experienced significant backlogs due to vacancies, 

inadequate infrastructure, and procedural delays, undermining the promise of speedy and 

inexpensive justice. [6][9] 

Table 1. Illustrative Governance Objectives and Outcomes of Administrative Tribunals 

Governance 

objective 

Intended role of 

tribunals 

Observed outcome (India) 

Reduce High Court 

backlog in service 

matters 

Divert service disputes to 

specialized bodies under 

Article 323A 

Initial reduction, but backlog re-

emerged after restoration of judicial 

review and due to tribunal delays[4][9] 
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Provide speedy and 

inexpensive justice 

Simplified procedures, 

sectoral expertise, lower 

cost for litigants 

Faster disposal in some phases; delays 

and costs increased where vacancies 

and procedural complexity 

grew[1][6][9] 

Enhance 

administrative 

accountability 

Subject administrative 

action to specialized 

scrutiny and reasoned 

orders 

Improved scrutiny in many service 

matters; concerns persist about 

executive dominance over 

appointments and tenure[1][6] 

Professionalize 

adjudication in 

technical fields 

Blend of judicial and 

technical members 

Gains in expertise, though questions 

raised on adequacy of legal training of 

some administrative members[1][10] 

IMPACT ON ADMINISTRATIVE ACCOUNTABILITY AND RULE OF LAW 

Administrative tribunals contribute to accountability by subjecting executive decisions 

especially in public employment—to independent scrutiny based on law and evidence. [1][6] 

They help ensure compliance with statutory and constitutional requirements, minimize 

arbitrariness, and foster a culture of reasoned decision-making in public administration. [9][1] 

Tribunals also facilitate access to justice for civil servants and, in some sectors, for ordinary 

citizens by offering relatively less formal, more accessible forums than traditional courts. [6][9] 

This reinforces the rule of law by making legal remedies more practically available, particularly 

in routine, high-volume disputes where delay can have serious livelihood implications. [1][6] 

At the same time, the effectiveness of this accountability function depends heavily on 

institutional independence, quality of adjudication, and the enforceability of tribunal orders, all 

of which vary across tribunals and over time. [6][9] 

RELATIONSHIP WITH CONSTITUTIONAL COURTS AND THE SEPARATION OF 

POWERS 

The tribunal system raises complex questions about separation of powers and the appropriate 

allocation of judicial functions among courts and quasi-judicial bodies. 

Constitutional design in Part XIV-A reflected an attempt to balance efficiency and 

specialization with judicial supremacy by placing tribunals under the ultimate control of the 

Supreme Court and, as clarified later, the High Courts. [4] [11] 

After L. Chandra Kumar, tribunals are positioned as supplemental, not substitutional, 

institutions within the judicial hierarchy, subject to constitutional review in order to protect the 

basic structure.[5][9] 

This arrangement seeks to harness the advantages of specialization without compromising the 

core judicial function of safeguarding fundamental rights and constitutional norms.[12][5] 

However, the dual-layer system can also lead to duplication, forum shopping, and uncertainty, 

prompting periodic calls for rationalization and better integration of tribunals within the overall 

judicial system. [6][9] 

CRITICISMS AND STRUCTURAL CHALLENGES 

Scholars and practitioners have raised several concerns regarding the functioning of 

administrative tribunals in India. 
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First, questions of independence arise from the fact that many tribunals are administratively 

controlled by the very ministries whose decisions they review, particularly in respect of 

appointments, service conditions, and finances of tribunal members. [6][9] 

This raises apprehensions about subtle executive influence and undermines public confidence 

in impartial adjudication. 

Second, vacancies in tribunal positions and inadequate infrastructure have often produced 

significant backlogs, eroding the promise of speedy justice. [9][6] 

Third, the multiplicity of tribunals with overlapping jurisdictions has sometimes caused 

confusion for litigants and lawyers, and has complicated the task of ensuring coherent and 

consistent development of law.[4][6] 

Finally, concerns have been expressed about the quality of reasoning, adherence to precedent, 

and legal expertise in some tribunals, especially where administrative members dominate 

benches without strong judicial leadership.[1][9] 

 
Fig. 1. Administrative Tribunals in Practice 

Central Administrative Tribunal entrance 

The physical and institutional presence of tribunals across India symbolizes the shift toward 

specialized administrative justice. 

Images of Central Administrative Tribunal benches and buildings highlight their status as 

distinct yet integral components of the justice delivery system. 

REFORM PROPOSALS AND EMERGING TRENDS 

Recent scholarship and official reports advocate structural reforms to strengthen the tribunal 

system while clarifying its relationship with the constitutional judiciary. [6][9] 

Proposals include consolidating fragmented tribunals into a more coherent system, ensuring 

that all tribunals are brought under an independent umbrella body for appointments and 

administration, and enhancing the role of the judiciary in selection and oversight of members. 

[9][6] 

Other recommendations emphasize improved case management, digitalization of procedures, 

transparent publication of orders, and better training in both law and public administration for 

tribunal members.[1][6] 
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There is also debate on whether some categories of disputes—particularly those involving 

complex constitutional questions—should remain within the exclusive domain of High Courts, 

while tribunals focus on fact-intensive and technical determinations.[4][9] 

 Overall Assessment of Impact on Indian Governance 

Taken as a whole, administrative tribunals have become indispensable institutions in India's 

governance landscape, particularly in the management of public employment and other 

specialized domains.[1][6] 

They have contributed to partial decongestion of regular courts, promoted specialized 

adjudication, and provided additional avenues for holding the executive to account in day-to-

day administration.[9][1] 

At the same time, the tribunal system has not fully delivered on its founding promises of 

speedy, inexpensive, and expert justice due to persistent design and implementation deficits. 

[6][9] 

From a governance perspective, their impact is therefore best described as significant but 

uneven, strengthening administrative justice in many respects while leaving unresolved 

concerns about independence, coherence, and constitutional accountability. [4][1][9] 

CONCLUSION 

Administrative tribunals in India represent a major institutional innovation aimed at adapting 

the justice system to the demands of a complex administrative state. Constitutionally grounded 

in Articles 323A and 323B and shaped by landmark decisions such as S.P. Sampath Kumar 

and L. Chandra Kumar, they have carved out an important—though contested—niche in the 

governance architecture. Their impact on Indian governance has been to provide specialized, 

and at times more accessible, forums for redress of grievances, thereby contributing to 

efficiency and accountability. Yet, without reforms to secure independence, streamline 

structures, and integrate tribunals more coherently with constitutional courts, their 

transformative potential will remain only partially realized. 
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