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ABSTRACT 

Delays in the justice system undermine the rule of law, diminish public trust, 
and exacerbate social injustice. This paper examines the multifaceted causes 
of judicial delay—ranging from procedural complexity and resource 
constraints to socio-cultural factors—and analyzes their consequences on 
litigants and society. Drawing on comparative data, case studies, and expert 
interviews, the study proposes targeted reforms including procedural 
simplification, alternative dispute resolution (ADR), digitalization, and 
institutional capacity-building. The findings underscore the need for an 
integrated approach to expedite legal processes while safeguarding due 
process. 

 

Introduction 

The adage “justice delayed is justice denied” captures a fundamental challenge confronting 

judicial systems worldwide. In many jurisdictions, case backlogs stretch for years, eroding 

litigants’ confidence and imposing economic and psychological costs. This paper aims to map 

the terrain of delay in the justice system, identify root causes, and offer evidence-based 

recommendations. 

Research Objectives 

• Identify and categorize the key factors that contribute to delays in judicial processes. 

• Assess the impact of delay on stakeholders, including litigants, lawyers, and the courts. 

• Propose pragmatic reforms to reduce delay without compromising fairness. 

Scope and Significance 

The study focuses primarily on civil and criminal court systems in common law jurisdictions, 
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with illustrative examples from India, the United Kingdom, and Canada. By synthesizing 

qualitative and quantitative insights, the research contributes to policy debates on judicial 

reform. 

Delays in Global Justice Systems: Causes, Impact, and Reforms 

Judicial delays are a pervasive issue worldwide, affecting civil, criminal, commercial, and 

family courts. Pending cases accumulate rapidly as filings outpace dispositions, undermining 

the right to a timely trial. The Council of Europe’s judicial efficiency body (CEPEJ) notes that 

backlogs stem from factors like inadequate legal frameworks, insufficient resources, and poor 

case management, all of which “lead to substantial delays… and have a negative impact on 

public perception and confidence, Global rankings (e.g. World Justice Project) show many 

countries fare poorly on “speed of justice”, and recent analyses attribute that to chronic under-

staffing and rising caseloads theprint.inuscourts.gov. This report examines the latest causes of 

delay (2023–2025), their effects on justice delivery, and reform efforts (national and 

international) to improve court efficiency, drawing on expert commentary, data and case 

studies from South Asia, Europe, North America and Africa. 

Global Pending Court Cases: Summary Table 

Region / Country Court Level Pending Cases Date / Year Source 

India All courts ~52 million 2025  

 Subordinate courts ~41.5 million May 2022  

 High Courts ~5.9 million May 2022  

 Supreme Court ~70–83 thousand 2022–2024  

Pakistan All courts ~2.26 million H2 2023  
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 Supreme Court ~57 thousand March 2024  

Bangladesh All courts ~4.2 million March 2023  

United Kingdom Crown Court (criminal) ~73 thousand Sept 2024  

 Employment Tribunal ~50 thousand End 2024  

 

Observations 

• India leads the world with over 52 million pending cases, including 41.5 million in 

lower courts, 5.9 million in high courts, and 70,000–83,000 in the Supreme Court. 

• Pakistan faces over 2.26 million pending court cases, with around 57,000 in the 

Supreme Court alone. 

• Bangladesh has approximately 4.2 million pending matters, averaging an overload 

of 2,300 cases 

• In the UK, the Crown Court’s criminal backlog is around 73,000 cases, some delayed 

until 2028, and the Employment Tribunal is handling 50,000 pending claims. 

Causes of Judicial Delays 

• Resource Constraints – Judges and staff shortages are a primary bottleneck. In India, 

for example, roughly one-third of High Court judge positions and 25% of court staff 

posts are vacant, crippling capacity. Similarly, the U.S. federal judiciary reports severe 

shortages of Article III judges, contributing to a civil caseload that has piled up 346% 

over 20 years uscourts.gov. In Pakistan, only about 4,000 judges serve a population of 

240 million (1 judge per 62,000 people), leaving the Supreme Court with just 17 judges 

to handle a rapidly growing docket. Africa also faces chronic under-resourcing – South 

Africa has stagnated at ~250 judges nationwide despite rising demand allafrica.com, 

and Bangladesh operates with only ~2,100 judges (≈1 per 90,000 people) tbsnews.net. 
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• Heavy Case Influx – Courts in many jurisdictions see new cases outnumbering 

closures. In India’s trial courts, lower courts disposed 23 million cases in 2024, yet 25 

million were newly filed in the same period theprint.in, implying the system can never 

catch up without massive efficiency gains. In the U.S., the number of civil cases 

pending over 3 years rose from ~18,000 in 2004 to over 81,600 by 2024. Pakistan’s 

courts register hundreds of thousands of new cases annually (e.g. >380,000 in one year 

in district courts) while still backlogged, due in part to government agencies generating 

about half the filings linkedin.com. In Tanzania, roughly 200,000 cases enter the courts 

each year but only ~60% are resolved (60% clearance rate), causing backlogs to grow 

indefinitely worldbank.org. High population growth, economic disputes and expanded 

jurisdiction (e.g. new commercial or family courts) also swell dockets. 

• Procedural Inefficiencies – Lengthy procedures and frequent adjournments worsen 

delays. Many legal systems still allow litigation tactics that multiply hearings. For 

example, Bangladesh’s outdated procedural laws permit repeated adjournments and 

“unnecessary delays” that lawyers exploit to prolong civil cases tbsnews.net. Pakistan’s 

system has “outdated procedures” and few case-management tools, meaning judges 

often grant delays by default linkedin.comtribune.com.pk. In Kenya, the Chief Justice 

has noted that “endless adjournments on frivolous grounds” are a major cause of 

backlog sciencedirect.com. Even where laws allow speedy trial, enforcement is weak; 

e.g. South Africa’s judicial norms call for judgments within 3 months, but courts now 

use a 6-month benchmark, and many rulings take years to deliver allafrica.com. 

• Technology and Systems Gaps – Many courts rely on manual case files, paper filings 

and legacy IT, which slows processing. In Bangladesh, “manual systems for filing and 

record-keeping…are time-consuming and prone to errors”. Tanzania’s reform 

experience showed manual, event-driven processes where over half of cases take 

months just to move to preliminary hearings worldbank.org. Delays arise when judges 

must travel for circuit courts (as in Tanzania and South Africa) and then return to heavy 

backlogs at main courts worldbank.orgallafrica.com. On the other hand, digital 

initiatives are often uneven: COVID-era e-filing worked in big cities but rural courts 

lagged, as in Bangladesh tbsnews.net. 

• Legal Complexity and Workload – Complex or high-profile cases drag on. Criminal 
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cases increasingly involve massive electronic evidence (“e-discovery”), causing U.S. 

federal judges to note that richer data can slow rather than speed trials uscourts.gov. 

Specialist courts (commercial, intellectual property, etc.) can concentrate difficult 

cases: e.g. the Johannesburg Labour Court in South Africa handles the bulk of labor 

cases nationwide and has built up years of pending judgments 

allafrica.comallafrica.com. High appellate activity and overlapping jurisdictions (e.g. 

multiple constitutional petitions in Pakistan) also create dense caseloads. 

• Backlog Legacy – Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic created a surge of post-

lockdown cases that many systems are still clearing. Surveys indicate that, globally, 

pandemic constraints had “greatly increased” court congestion, though by 2023 some 

easing appeared (fewer respondents reported rising delays in the U.S. survey) 

thomsonreuters.comthomsonreuters.com. Nevertheless, clearing the accumulated 

backlog can take many years even if current filings are stable – as India's example 

shows, even disposing 23m cases annually cannot reduce an expanding backlog without 

a 40% sustained productivity boost theprint.in. 

Impact on Justice Delivery 

Delays degrade the effectiveness and fairness of justice 

• “Justice Denied” for Litigants – Prolonged waits inflict real harm. Victims of serious 

crimes experience trauma when trials drag on. A UK Victims’ Commissioner report 

(Mar 2025) found 48% of victims had their Crown Court trial dates changed (often 

multiple times) victimscommissioner.org.uk, causing years-long uncertainty. These 

delays “intensify victims’ trauma, disrupting lives, straining relationships, and 

threatening employment” victimscommissioner.org.uk. One victim recounted losing 

“five years of [her] life” to the court process victimscommissioner.org.uk. In England 

and Wales, the Crown Court backlog reached 73,105 cases by Sept 2024 (the highest 

on record), prompting an independent review. NAO analysis warns that over a quarter 

of those pending cases had waited a year or more, and ~6,000 for 2+ years, risking 

witnesses’ memories fading or victims withdrawing. 

• Economic and Social Costs – Delays impose economic costs and social harm. In the 

U.S., a bench officer noted “case delays can force businesses to halt production lines 
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and leave employees out of work indefinitely” uscourts.gov. Waiting on court rulings 

also stalls property rights and contract enforcement. Bangladesh’s 4.2 million-case 

backlog, for instance, is seen as hindering economic progress by tying up land disputes 

and commercial claims tbsnews.net. Delays also inflate legal costs: U.S. litigants pay 

more in attorney fees and expert costs when cases linger years. For defendants, 

extended pre-trial detention is a major concern: as one judge noted, rising e-discovery 

has lengthened criminal cases so much that defendants now spend more time in jail 

awaiting trial than before. 

Regional Case Studies 

India: India’s courts are famously overburdened. A recent survey ranked India 131/140 on 

judicial speed (below Pakistan and Sudan). Lower courts in 2024 cleared ~23m cases but 

admitted ~25m new ones, meaning the backlog only grows theprint.in. Causes include chronic 

vacancy rates (nearly 1/3 of High Court judgeships unfilled theprint.in), archaic procedures, 

and under-resourced courts. The Supreme Court and Bar associations have long pushed for 

reforms: by 2025, the government budgeted billions for the e-Courts Phase-III program, which 

includes AI-driven case management and legal analytics to “streamline operations, reduce 

delays, and make justice more accessible” pib.gov.inpib.gov.in. Other measures include 

expanding court infrastructure, encouraging mediation (National Legal Services Authority), 

and piloting night courts for criminal cases. 

Pakistan: Pakistan’s backlog is acute: by March 2025 about 57,000 cases were pending in the 

Supreme Court and ~2.4 million in other courts. The court system suffers from a severe judge 

shortage (as noted) and systemic issues like outdated procedures and lack of case tracking 

tribune.com.pklinkedin.com. The newly appointed Chief Justice has launched judicial reforms 

aimed at digitization (e-affidavit e-filing, online certified copies) to improve efficiency. 

However, entrenched challenges remain: multiple First Information Reports on identical 

charges are sometimes filed in different jurisdictions, causing duplicative trials. Calls for 

reform echo around measures such as more judges, better case-management systems, fast-track 

courts for minor disputes, and promotion of mediation to alleviate court burdens 

linkedin.comlinkedin.com. 

Bangladesh: The judiciary here is similarly strained. A 2025 analysis reports over 4.2 

million pending cases, a historic high. Only 2,100 judges serve a population of ~170 million, 
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so each judge faces enormous dockets. Civil disputes (especially land cases) are notorious for 

decades-long litigation due to repeated adjournments. As a result, nearly 80% of Bangladesh’s 

prison population are undertrial detainees awaiting trial tbsnews.net, a human-rights concern. 

The government has begun introducing digitization (e-filing, virtual hearings in major courts) 

and updated laws, but progress is uneven: most rural courts still lack basic IT systems. Legal 

experts recommend expanding judicial infrastructure, training more judges/staff, and 

strengthening case-management rules to restore timely justice. 

Europe (United Kingdom) 

United Kingdom (England & Wales): The criminal courts have faced a major backlog crisis. 

By Sept 2024 the Crown Court’s open caseload hit 73,105 cases (nearly double pre-pandemic 

levels). The backlog is ageing: NAO found 26% of cases have waited 1+ year and over 6,000 

waited 2+ years. These delays have dire effects on victims and defendants, leading to mental 

distress and risks of trial collapse. In response, the government commissioned Sir Brian 

Leveson’s independent review of criminal court processes. The NAO reports that efforts to add 

courts, sitting days and judges have so far not been quantified for their cost, and stubborn issues 

(like lack of prison space for remand prisoners) continue to push cases out. Civil courts also 

saw pandemic backlogs, but e-filing and remote hearings have helped. The UK Court Service 

is investing in digital filing and case-tracking systems. A recent House of Lords briefing notes 

that while a certain backlog is unavoidable (to keep courts busy), the current excess caseload 

“significantly increases delays”. 

United States 

In the U.S. federal courts, case processing delays have become acute in both civil and criminal 

dockets. The Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts reports that civil cases pending more 

than 3 years jumped 346% (from ~18k to ~82k) over two decades. Many district courts now 

average 3–4 year waits to trial for civil cases, far above the national 2-year average. Judges 

attribute this to a fixed number of judgeships: Chief Judge Randy Crane noted that adding new 

judges “will dramatically decrease the backlog”. The federal judiciary has formally requested 

dozens of new judgeships (the proposed JUDGES Act includes ~66 new district judges) to 

match caseload growth. 

Case delays also have direct consequences: an estimate found a typical case takes ~695 days 
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from offense to resolution in the Crown Court (UK) nao.org.uk, and similar figures hold in 

U.S. District Courts where any trial can take years. One practical impact is economic: federal 

judges note businesses remain in legal limbo, and communities lack clarity on legal precedents 

uscourts.gov. Criminal defendants are affected too: with limited resources, courts must 

prioritize speedy trials under the Sixth Amendment, but voluminous electronic evidence means 

even prosecutors’ cases can slow. The judiciary has temporarily relied on magistrate judges 

and senior (retired) judges to sit by designation, but official reports caution these are “Band-

Aid” fixes that cannot substitute for more Article III judges. 

Africa (South Africa, Tanzania) 

South Africa: Judicial delay is a serious concern in South Africa. GroundUp reports show the 

number of “late judgments” (reserved for over 6 months) in higher courts has more than 

doubled since 2019, with 220 pending as of August 2024. Only about 250 judges serve the 

nation’s courts, a level that “has remained largely unchanged for years” despite growing 

demand. For example, the Gauteng High Court (Johannesburg) is scheduling trials as far out 

as 2031. The backlog is overwhelmingly civil: in 2022/23, about 93% of superior court cases 

were civil matters (road accidents, government liability, etc.), with only 3% criminal. This 

focus on civil cases (often involving protracted evidence) exacerbates delays. Judges and 

researchers warn that rising workloads are unmatched by new appointments or staff 

allafrica.com. The Department of Justice has acknowledged these pressures in reports, noting 

that judges on circuit duty must shoulder multiple courts when away, forcing them to write 

judgments in off-hours allafrica.com. Reforms are in progress: the Chief Justice plans a Court 

Online rollout (digital civil e-filing) by 2026 to improve efficiency allafrica.com, and training 

is being provided on case management. However, experts emphasize that without substantial 

increases in judicial capacity and support staff, backlogs will persist. 

Tanzania: Tanzania offers a positive example of reform. A World Bank–supported Judicial 

Modernization Project (CCJMP) has created “one-stop” justice centers combining multiple 

courts (family, criminal, civil) under one roof and digitizing case tracking. At the Temeke 

center (Dar es Salaam), 17,467 cases were filed between 2021–2024 and 16,328 disposed, 

leaving a backlog of just 1,139. Across the project’s courts, case clearance rates rose: backlog 

as a percentage fell from 11% in 2021 to 3% by 2024. Key measures included online case 

registration and e-judiciary systems, public e-publication of judgments (from 3% to 54% 
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published online), and prioritizing vulnerable litigants (childcare, legal aid on-site). The World 

Bank reports this has built public confidence (courts’ trust rating rose from 61% to 88% by 

2023). Tanzania’s initiative illustrates how institutional reforms – physical integration of 

services, digital case management, and process streamlining – can sharply reduce delays and 

backlogs. 

Reform Initiatives and Solutions 

Across jurisdictions, reforms to speed up justice delivery are taking shape. Common themes 

and recent initiatives include: 

• Expanding Judicial Resources: Many countries are adding judges and support staff. The 

U.S. Congress is considering the JUDGES Act to create dozens of new federal 

judgeships. Pakistan’s leadership has acknowledged the need to fill judicial vacancies 

and increase benches. Judicial commissions and justice departments often recommend 

annual judgeship appointments tied to caseload. 

• Digital Case Management: Technology-driven case tracking and e-filing are proving 

effective. India’s e-Courts Phase III (₹7,210 crore budget) integrates AI tools for 

scheduling and backlog prediction, aiming to “optimize judicial resources”. South 

Africa’s Court Online and Tanzania’s e-judiciary show how digital workflows can raise 

clearance rates. The CEPEJ tool itself urges courts to gather electronic data on case 

flow and use it to set targets and monitor progress. Automated reminders and online 

file submission reduce adjournments. 

• Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) and Fast-Track Courts: To relieve courts of 

minor cases, many systems are promoting mediation, arbitration or special tribunals. 

Pakistan’s legal community suggests channeling petty civil disputes to arbitration and 

establishing fast-track courts for commercial or labor cases. Similarly, some European 

countries mandate mediation before trial for certain cases. The logic is to divert cases 

away from congested dockets, so judges focus on complex trials. 

• Procedure and Case Management Reform: New rules are being adopted to curb delays. 

For instance, India’s Supreme Court and Parliament have introduced strict timelines for 

trial stages (the Criminal Procedure Code has time limits for investigation and charge 
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sheets). Courts are increasingly using time limits on interlocutory applications and 

written submissions. Judicial case managers or “case officers” are being appointed in 

some jurisdictions to oversee the progression of a case (a practice common in the UK 

and now tried in India). 

• Monitoring and Backlog Targets: Inspired by private-sector metrics, justice systems 

now routinely measure indicators like clearance rate (cases disposed ÷ filed), pending 

case age, and disposition time. The U.S. Federal Courts report average disposition 

times annually, highlighting which districts lag. In the UK, MoJ sets numeric targets 

(e.g. reduce Crown Court backlog to 53,000 by 2025, though that target was missed). 

The CEPEJ toolkit recommends each country perform root-cause analysis of delays and 

then define targets at judge, court, and system levels. 

• Supporting Victims and Stakeholders: Recognizing human impacts, some reforms 

focus on victims’ needs. England’s Victims’ Commissioner recommends dedicated 

liaison officers to keep victims informed of trial dates, and emergency funding for 

victim support to handle extended wait times victimscommissioner.org.uk. More 

broadly, improving court communication (e.g. online case dashboards accessible to 

litigants) can mitigate the sense of alienation and uncertainty that comes with delays. 

• International Cooperation: Multilateral bodies and donors support judicial reforms. The 

World Bank, UNDP and regional development banks fund projects (as in Tanzania) to 

modernize courts, train judges in efficient case management, and embed performance 

monitoring. The Council of Europe’s CEPEJ shares best practices across member 

states. Even nonjudicial organizations like the OECD and Transparency International 

highlight the importance of timely justice for social development. Peer learning 

networks (e.g. G-20 justice working groups, Commonwealth conferences) also spread 

innovative ideas (like night courts or mobile courts). 

• Comparative Insights: Different systems offer lessons. For instance, Singapore and 

certain Nordic courts handle heavy dockets efficiently through rigorous triaging and 

pre-trial conferences (screening non-meritorious cases early) – ideas now being piloted 

in India and elsewhere. The Texas (USA) or Singapore model of incentivized case 

clearance (e.g. performance evaluations tied to speed) is cited by some reformers. In all 
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cases, tailoring reforms to local context is key: the CEPEJ stresses that solutions must 

be “adaptable to the specific needs of a judicial system” rather than one-size-fits-all. 

Judicial delay is a multi-dimensional problem requiring multi-pronged solutions. The recent 

focus (2023–2025) has been on diagnosing backlogs with data, boosting resources, 

streamlining procedures, and leveraging technology. Where reforms have been implemented 

(e.g. Tanzania’s modernized courts), the benefits are evident: backlog rates and processing 

times have fallen, and public confidence has risen worldbank.org. Continued comparative 

learning—drawing on expert recommendations and cross-country case studies—will be critical 

to ensure that courts worldwide can deliver justice promptly and fairly. 

Sources: Authoritative justice-sector reports, government statistics, and media/think-tank 

analyses have been used throughout. Notable references include empirical data from judiciary 

reports and World Bank case studies, expert commentaries in The Economist and The Print, 

and official reviews by audit offices and bar associations, as cited above. 

Conclusion 

Judicial delay is not just a legal issue; it is a socio-economic problem that affects millions. 

Countries around the world are experimenting with reforms to reduce backlogs and improve 

access to justice. While challenges remain, particularly in resource-poor settings, the 

momentum for change is growing. Global collaboration, technology, and a commitment to 

procedural fairness are essential to ensure that justice is not only done, but done in time. 
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