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Abstract:

Access to justice for women in India is often impeded by socio-economic barriers, legal complexities, and gender-based discrimination. Alternative Dispute
Resolution (ADR) mechanisms, such as Nari Adalat (women's courts), offer community-driven solutions that enhance access to justice, particularly for marginalized
women. This paper examines the significance of Nari Adalat in resolving disputes through non-adversarial means, its impact on gender justice, and the systemic
challenges it faces. The study is based on an extensive review of policies, case studies, and recent data on Nari Adalat operations across all states and union territories
of India. The findings underscore the need for institutional recognition, legal backing, and resource allocation to strengthen ADR’s role in women's justice.
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Introduction

India has made significant legal advancements in promoting gender equality, yet many women continue to face insurmountable barriers when seeking
justice. These barriers include socio-economic disadvantages, lack of legal literacy, patriarchal structures, and procedural hurdles in the formal judiciary.
While laws like the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (PWDVA), 2005, and the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, exist to safeguard
women's rights, enforcement remains a challenge, particularly in rural areas. Gender-based violence, workplace discrimination, unequal access to
property, and family disputes further exacerbate the situation, making it difficult for women to assert their rights effectively.

Women in India, particularly those from marginalized communities, often find the legal system daunting and inaccessible. Court proceedings are complex,
time-consuming, and financially burdensome, discouraging many from seeking formal redress. The stigma associated with legal battles, especially in
cases of domestic violence and dowry disputes, further prevents women from approaching the judiciary. The backlog of cases in Indian courts also means
that justice is delayed, often rendering it ineffective.

Given these challenges, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) mechanisms like Nari Adalat (women’s courts) have emerged as vital platforms to provide
women with easier access to justice. These courts operate at the community level, relying on mediation, conciliation, and arbitration to settle disputes in
a manner that is accessible, culturally appropriate, and cost-effective. Nari Adalats are typically composed of trained women from local communities
who mediate disputes with a gender-sensitive approach. They offer a safe and supportive environment where women can voice their grievances without
fear of social or familial repercussions.

ADR mechanisms have gained prominence due to their ability to provide quicker resolutions compared to formal courts. Unlike adversarial court
proceedings, Nari Adalats emphasize reconciliation and mutual agreement, ensuring that women’s dignity and agency are preserved in the process. These
community-driven mechanisms not only address individual cases but also contribute to broader social change by challenging patriarchal norms and
increasing awareness about women’s legal rights.

The success of Nari Adalat has been documented in various states, where they have effectively resolved cases related to domestic violence, property
disputes, marital discord, and workplace harassment. Their impact is particularly significant in rural and semi-urban areas, where legal infrastructure is
weak, and women often lack the confidence to approach law enforcement authorities. However, despite their effectiveness, Nari Adalats face several
challenges, including lack of institutional support, absence of legal recognition, and limited financial resources.

This paper delves into the role of Nari Adalat, their operational structures, case studies from various Indian states and union territories, and the challenges
they face in achieving gender justice. By analyzing their impact and identifying areas for improvement, this study aims to highlight the importance of
strengthening ADR mechanisms as a crucial component of women’s access to justice in India.
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Literature Review

Overview

The literature on women’s access to justice and Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) mechanisms highlights the critical role of community-based justice
systems like Nari Adalat in addressing gender-related legal challenges. Various studies have explored the effectiveness of ADR in providing timely and
accessible solutions for women who face systemic barriers in the formal judiciary. This section reviews key scholarly works, policy documents, and case
studies to analyze the historical evolution, effectiveness, challenges, and future prospects of Nari Adalat in India.

Historical Evolution of ADR & Nari Adalat

The concept of ADR has deep roots in India, tracing back to traditional Panchayats and informal justice systems. However, the need for gender-sensitive
dispute resolution mechanisms led to the emergence of Nari Adalat, first pioneered in Gujarat in the 1990s with support from Mahila Samakhya, a
government initiative aimed at women's empowerment. According to Agarwal (2014), the introduction of Nari Adalat provided women with a structured
yet informal forum to seek justice without fear of societal backlash. Several studies, including Sharma (2018), emphasize that these women-led courts
have been instrumental in mitigating issues related to domestic violence, dowry harassment, and property disputes.

Effectiveness of Nari Adalat in Resolving Disputes

Empirical studies suggest that Nari Adalat has a high success rate in resolving disputes through mediation and conciliation. A study conducted by Rajan
& Menon (2020) in Uttar Pradesh found that over 65% of cases handled by Nari Adalat were resolved without requiring formal legal intervention.
Similarly, a report by the National Commission for Women (2021) indicates that women feel more comfortable approaching Nari Adalat due to its non-
adversarial approach and community-based mediation methods. The study also highlights that women are more likely to receive fair settlements through
Nari Adalat than through conventional legal channels, which are often expensive and time-consuming.

Challenges Faced by Nari Adalat
Despite its effectiveness, Nari Adalat faces several challenges that hinder its full potential. Key barriers include:

Lack of Legal Recognition: Studies by Desai (2019) and Patel (2022) argue that Nari Adalat lacks statutory backing, making its decisions non-
enforceable in a legal framework.

Limited Financial and Institutional Support: Research conducted by Gupta & Singh (2020) highlights that the absence of dedicated funding restricts
the operational efficiency of these women’s courts.

Resistance from Patriarchal Institutions: Reports from Women’s Rights NGOs suggest that local authorities and male-dominated legal structures often
undermine the legitimacy of Nari Adalat, limiting its scope of influence.

Regional Disparities in Implementation: While states like Gujarat and Kerala have robust Nari Adalat networks, reports by the National Law University
(2021) reveal that northeastern and tribal regions lack proper implementation due to logistical constraints.

Comparative Studies: Nari Adalat vs. Formal Judiciary

Several comparative studies have been conducted to assess the efficiency of Nari Adalat vis-a-vis the formal judicial system. A study by Mehta (2017)
comparing case resolution timelines found that while formal courts take an average of 2-5 years to settle domestic violence cases, Nari Adalat resolves
similar disputes within 3-6 months. Moreover, legal aid studies by the Indian Journal of Law and Gender Studies (2019) indicate that Nari Adalat’s cost-
effectiveness and accessibility make it a preferred option for marginalized women.

Future Directions and Policy Implications

Given the growing recognition of ADR mechanisms in India, scholars recommend that Nari Adalat be given formal legal status and integrated into
national women’s justice frameworks. A policy brief by UN Women (2022) suggests that the Indian government should institutionalize Nari Adalat
within District Legal Services Authorities (DLSA) to ensure sustainable operations and enforceability of decisions. Additionally, international case studies
from Bangladesh and Nepal show that community-based ADR mechanisms backed by legal frameworks have significantly improved access to justice for
women.

Inference

The existing body of literature underscores the vital role of Nari Adalat in addressing women’s justice needs in India. While its impact is substantial,
challenges such as legal recognition, financial constraints, and patriarchal resistance persist. Strengthening institutional support, increasing awareness,
and integrating Nari Adalat within the formal legal system could significantly enhance its effectiveness in ensuring gender justice. Future research should
focus on evaluating long-term policy implications and exploring scalable models for expanding Nari Adalat across India.
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Data on Nari Adalat Operations in India
State-wise and Union Territory-wise Distribution of Nari Adalat
As of 2024, the reach and effectiveness of Nari Adalat vary significantly across different regions:

Gujarat: Over 400 Nari Adalats have been established, with a resolution rate of 75%. They have been instrumental in handling cases of domestic violence,
property rights, and workplace harassment.

Maharashtra: 250+ active Nari Adalats, resolving over 60% of cases within six months. A notable case in Pune involved a woman reclaiming her rightful
inheritance after a prolonged family dispute.

Uttar Pradesh: Handles 500+ cases annually, with a focus on domestic violence and dowry disputes. However, resource constraints limit efficiency. In a
case from Varanasi, a woman was able to secure alimony and child custody through mediation.

Tamil Nadu: Integrated with women’s welfare programs, ensuring systematic support. Nari Adalats here have actively worked on marital disputes,
ensuring financial security for separated women.

Kerala: High legal literacy results in better ADR outcomes; 85% of cases result in amicable settlements. One case in Thiruvananthapuram saw a workplace
harassment issue resolved, leading to the employer being penalized.

Bihar & Jharkhand: Community-driven initiatives help in resolving cases, but lack of funding remains a challenge. In a case in Patna, a Nari Adalat
successfully mediated a dispute where a woman was denied her rightful dowry return after separation.

Rajasthan: Strong grassroots involvement; 70% of cases relate to domestic violence and dowry disputes. A case in Jaipur involved a young woman getting
justice after being thrown out of her marital home.

Northeast States: Limited reach due to geographic constraints, with only a handful of cases handled annually. In Assam, a tribal woman’s case of domestic
abuse was resolved through a culturally sensitive mediation process.

Union Territories (Delhi, Chandigarh, Puducherry, etc.): Integration with legal aid services ensures better success rates. A prominent case in Delhi
involved an acid attack survivor receiving financial compensation and legal action against the perpetrator through the intervention of a Nari Adalat.

State-wise and Union Territory-wise Distribution of Nari Adalat

|State/UT ||Number of Nari Adalats ||Reso|ution Rate ||Key Issues Handled ||Notab|e Cases
Gujarat 400+ 7506 D_omestlc violence, property||A woman secured flnanqal support_ after facing
disputes, workplace harassment domestic abuse and financial exploitation.
Maharashtra 250+ 60% (within six||Marital disputes, inheritance rights,||{A woman in Pune rgclalmed her rlg_htful inheritance
months) dowry-related cases after prolonged family dispute mediation.
Uttar Pradesh 500+ cases  handled||Limited by|{Domestic violence, dowry||A woman in Varanasi secured alimony and child
annually resources harassment, child custody custody through mediation.
. Integrated  with  welfare . Marital disputes, financial security||Several cases resolved ensuring maintenance
Tamil Nadu Systematic support
programs for women support for separated women.
High legal literacy! Workplace harassment, domestic|{{A harassment case in Thiruvananthapuram was
Kerala . 85% settlements . . ) . X A
improves ADR outcomes violence, marital discord resolved, leading to the employer’s penalization.

Community-driven Dowry disputes, family conflicts,||In Patna, a woman successfully reclaimed her dowry

Bihar & Jharkhand Funding constraints

initiatives property disputes through Nari Adalat mediation.
0,
. Strong grassroots .7OA’ of cases Dowry harassment, financial support||A Jaipur woman obtained justice after being thrown

Rajasthan : involve  domestic :

involvement . for women out of her marital home.

violence

Northeast States lelteq due to geographic Low reach D_omestlc violence, tribal family||In Assam, a tribal woman’s dome_suc abuse case was

constraints disputes resolved through cultural mediation.
Union Territories A Delhi acid attack survivor received financial

Integrated with legal aid|{Higher success||Workplace  harassment,  gender

(Delhi, Chandigarh, services rates discrimination, legal aid support

Puducherry, etc.)

compensation and legal action through Nari Adalat
intervention.

Case Study: Success Story from Gujarat

One of the most significant success stories of Nari Adalat comes from Gujarat, where a woman facing repeated domestic abuse and financial exploitation
from her in-laws sought justice. The Nari Adalat intervened, mediated discussions with the family, and ensured that she received financial support, as
well as a legal protection order from the local authorities. This case highlights how community-driven ADR mechanisms provide faster, victim-centric
justice compared to prolonged legal battles in formal courts.

Impact on Women’s Justice

The establishment of Nari Adalat has significantly contributed to improving women's access to justice by addressing a range of gender-related legal
issues. These grassroots-level ADR mechanisms help women resolve disputes in a manner that is non-adversarial, culturally sensitive, and efficient.
Below is an in-depth analysis of the impact Nari Adalat has had on women’s justice, supported by case studies, data, and examples.
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Percentage of
Category Cases Qutcomes Case Study
. - Uttar Pradesh, 2023: A woman in Varanasi suffering years of abuse received mediation
Domestic 60% - 40% cases resolved through mediation and support, leading to a written commitment from her husband to stop violent behavior
Violence reconciliation.- 20% cases proceed to legal action. Another case in Lucknow led to legal divorce with Nari Adalat’s legal assistance.
- 0, -
Dowry SOA’ cases res_olved _th_rough settlements. Bihar, 2022: A woman facing dowry threats in Patna was assisted in reclaiming her
Disputes 30% Families engaged in mediation to return dowry dowry items through Nari Adalat mediation, preventing further abuse
P items or negotiate fair compensation. y 4 P 9 '
- Legal documentation support.- Mediation||,_. i . . . . . .
Prope'rty & 15% ensures fair division of property among male and _Rajasthap, 2023: A W|d_ow in Jaipur d_enlgd her ances@ral _Iand rights received legal
Inheritance . intervention through Nari Adalat, resulting in a court ruling in her favor.
female heirs.
Workplace - E_n_1ployers held_ accountgble for' yvorkplace Delhi, 2023: A female employee filed a complaint against workplace harassment,
10% policies.- Counseling sessions facilitated for . - -
Harassment resolution leading to the termination of the offender and an official company apology.

State-wise and Union Territory-wise Distribution of Nari Adalat

State/UT Number  of Nari Resolution Rate Key Issues Handled Notable Cases
Adalats
. Domestic  violence, property||A woman secured financial support after facing
0,
Gujarat 400+ 5% disputes, workplace harassment ||domestic abuse and financial exploitation.
60%  (within  six||Marital disputes, inheritance|[{A woman in Pune reclaimed her rightful inheritance
Maharashtra 250+ - I e
months) rights, dowry-related cases after prolonged family dispute mediation.
500+ cases handled||, . . Domestic ~ violence,  dowry[|[A woman in Varanasi secured alimony and child
Uttar Pradesh annually Limited by resources harassment, child custody custody through mediation.
. Integrated with welfare . Marital ~ disputes,  financial{[Several cases resolved ensuring maintenance support
Tamil Nadu Systematic support .
programs security for women for separated women.
!—hgh legal literacy Workplace harassment, domestic||A harassment case in Thiruvananthapuram was
Kerala improves ADR]|85% settlements . . . . X N
outcomes violence, marital discord resolved, leading to the employer’s penalization.

Bihar & Jharkhand

Community-driven
initiatives

Funding constraints

Dowry disputes, family conflicts,
property disputes

In Patna, a woman successfully reclaimed her dowry
through Nari Adalat mediation.

. Strong grassroots||70% of cases involve||Dowry harassment, financial||A Jaipur woman obtained justice after being thrown out

Rajasthan ; L .

involvement domestic violence support for women of her marital home.

Limited due to Domestic violence, tribal family||In Assam, a tribal woman’s domestic abuse case was
Northeast States . . Low reach ; e

geographic constraints disputes resolved through cultural mediation.
Union ~ Territories (Delhi, Integrated with legal aid|| . Workplace harassment, gender A Delhi _aC|d attack survivor received flnanmal
Chandigarh, Puducherry, : Higher success rates L : compensation and legal action through Nari Adalat
etc.) services discrimination, legal aid support intervention.

Domestic Violence Cases

Domestic violence remains one of the most prevalent issues addressed by Nari Adalats. Studies indicate that nearly 60% of the cases brought before these
courts involve domestic abuse. The intervention of Nari Adalats has led to significant outcomes:

Mediation Success: Approximately 40% of domestic violence cases result in reconciliation, where the woman chooses to continue her marriage under
improved conditions, often with social monitoring in place.

Legal Redressal: 20% of cases proceed to formal legal action, where women receive legal assistance in pursuing justice through courts or law enforcement

agencies.

Case Study (Uttar Pradesh, 2023): A 32-year-old woman in Varanasi, who faced years of physical abuse, approached a Nari Adalat. After multiple
mediation sessions, the husband agreed to undergo counseling and signed a formal commitment to end violent behavior. In contrast, another case from
Lucknow saw the woman filing for divorce after unsuccessful mediation, aided by legal support from the Nari Adalat.

Dowry Disputes

Dowry-related harassment and violence are also commonly addressed by Nari Adalats. About 30% of the total cases involve dowry issues, with
settlements achieved in 50% of them.

Community Mediation: Families are brought together, and efforts are made to return dowry items or negotiate fair compensation for the bride.

Preventive Measures: Awareness campaigns conducted by Nari Adalats discourage the practice of dowry and promote gender equality in marriage.

Case Study (Bihar, 2022): A young woman in Patna was facing dowry-related threats. Nari Adalat intervened, leading to a formal settlement where the
in-laws agreed to return the dowry without further demands, thus preventing future abuse.

Property and Inheritance Rights

Women's access to property and inheritance rights remains limited due to patriarchal norms and legal complexities. Nari Adalats handle approximately

15% of such cases, ensuring:
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Legal Documentation Assistance: Helping women claim their rightful property through legal documentation and representation.
Family Mediation: Encouraging fair division of ancestral property among male and female heirs.

Case Study (Rajasthan, 2023): A widow in Jaipur was denied her share of ancestral land by her in-laws. The Nari Adalat facilitated legal intervention,
leading to a favorable court ruling in her favor.

Workplace Harassment
While workplace harassment cases form a smaller proportion (about 10%) of Nari Adalat cases, their impact is substantial.

State-wise and Union Territory-wise Distribution of Nari Adalat

Number of Nari

State/UT Adalats Resolution Rate Key Issues Handled Notable Cases

Gujarat 400+ 75% D_omestlc violence, property(|A worman secured_ﬁnar_wual suppo_rt after facing
disputes, workplace harassment ||domestic abuse and financial exploitation.

Maharashtra 250+ 60%  (within  six||Marital disputes, inheritance[{A woman in Pune reclaimed her rightful inheritance

months) rights, dowry-related cases after prolonged family dispute mediation.

500+ cases handled Domestic  violence,  dowry||A woman in Varanasi secured alimony and child

Uttar Pradesh Limited by resources

annually harassment, child custody custody through mediation.

Tamil Nadu Integrated with welfare Systematic support Marital ~ disputes,  financial||Several cases resolved ensuring maintenance support
programs 4 PP security for women for separated women.
High legal literacy| . . .

Kerala improves ADR||85% settlements Workplace harassment, domestic||A harassment case in Thiruvananthapuram was

violence, marital discord resolved, leading to the employer’s penalization.
outcomes

Community-driven Dowry disputes, family conflicts, |[In Patna, a woman successfully reclaimed her dowry

Bihar & Jharkhand Funding constraints

initiatives property disputes through Nari Adalat mediation.
. Strong grassroots|[70% of cases involve||Dowry harassment, financial||A Jaipur woman obtained justice after being thrown out
Rajasthan h e .
involvement domestic violence support for women of her marital home.
Northeast States Limited due to Low reach Domestic violence, tribal family||In Assam, a tribal woman’s domestic abuse case was
geographic constraints disputes resolved through cultural mediation.
Union Territories (Delhi, A Delhi acid attack survivor received financial

Integrated with legal aid
services

Workplace harassment, gender

Higher success rates discrimination, legal aid support

compensation and legal action through Nari Adalat
intervention.

Chandigarh, Puducherry,
etc.)

Employer Accountability: Employers are made aware of legal obligations regarding workplace safety for women.
Resolution through Counseling: Many cases are resolved through structured dialogue and mandatory policy enforcement.

Case Study (Delhi, 2023): A female employee facing persistent harassment at a private firm was assisted by Nari Adalat in filing a complaint with the
Internal Complaints Committee (ICC), which resulted in the termination of the offender and a formal apology from the company.

Overall Impact and Policy Implications

Nari Adalat’s interventions have led to substantial improvements in women's legal empowerment. The resolution rates and mediation successes indicate
a need for:

Stronger Institutional Backing: Integration with formal legal systems to ensure enforceability of settlements.
Legal Awareness Programs: Educating women about their rights through workshops and community outreach.

Government Support and Funding: Expanding Nari Adalat operations through increased funding and institutional support to improve efficiency and
accessibility.

The role of Nari Adalat in women's justice is indispensable. Strengthening their legal standing and operational capacity can significantly enhance gender
justice outcomes in India.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

Nari Adalat has emerged as an essential mechanism in ensuring access to justice for women, particularly those facing socio-economic disadvantages and
systemic gender discrimination. By providing an alternative to the formal judicial system, these community-driven courts offer a cost-effective, culturally
sensitive, and accessible means of dispute resolution. Despite their successes, several challenges persist, including limited legal recognition, financial
constraints, and deep-rooted patriarchal norms that undermine their legitimacy. The need for stronger institutional backing and integration with the formal
justice system is paramount for their long-term effectiveness.
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Key Findings
High Resolution Rate: Data shows that Nari Adalat resolves over 70% of cases through mediation and conciliation, reducing the burden on formal courts.
Common Disputes Addressed: Domestic violence, dowry-related issues, property rights, and workplace harassment form the bulk of cases handled.

State-Level Impact: While states like Gujarat and Kerala report high success rates, others like Bihar and Jharkhand struggle with funding and outreach
limitations.

Legal Gaps: The lack of formal legal status hinders enforcement of Nari Adalat’s decisions, making it crucial to provide legislative backing.

Case Study: Madhya Pradesh, 2023

A woman from Bhopal, facing domestic violence, approached Nari Adalat after her complaints to the police were dismissed as a ‘family matter.' The Nari
Adalat intervened, facilitated mediation, and secured a legal commitment from her husband to cease abusive behavior. In cases where mediation fails,
Nari Adalat provides legal referrals, ensuring women do not fall through the cracks of the justice system.

Recommendations

To enhance the impact and sustainability of Nari Adalat, the following measures should be implemented:

Legal Recognition & Integration

Provide statutory backing to Nari Adalat through legislative amendments, allowing their resolutions to be legally binding.
Integrate Nari Adalat with District Legal Services Authorities (DLSA) to ensure cases receive legal oversight when necessary.
Increased Financial & Institutional Support

Government funding should be allocated for training paralegal volunteers, infrastructure, and operational costs.

NGOs and civil society organizations should be encouraged to collaborate with Nari Adalat to extend their reach.

Awareness & Capacity Building

Conduct legal literacy programs to educate women about their rights and available legal resources.

Train community leaders and volunteers to handle cases efficiently and ensure fair mediation practices.

Monitoring & Evaluation

Establish a national database to track case outcomes, resolution rates, and areas requiring intervention.

Periodic assessments should be conducted to measure the effectiveness and impact of Nari Adalat.

Expanding to Remote & Underserved Areas

Special efforts should be made to set up Nari Adalat in remote and tribal regions where women have limited access to legal aid.
Digital solutions, such as helplines and online dispute resolution platforms, should be explored to supplement physical Nari Adalat structures.

Final Thoughts

The role of Nari Adalat in achieving gender justice in India is undeniable. By strengthening its legal framework, increasing resource allocation, and
fostering community engagement, these courts can serve as a more effective and sustainable solution to women’s access to justice. Government and civil
society collaboration will be key in ensuring that every woman, regardless of socio-economic background, can seek justice without fear or financial
burden.
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