
NALSA (National Legal 
Services Authority)
Understanding the common misconceptions and realities about India's 
statutory authority for legal aid and justice access.
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Core Functions and Structure Misconceptions

o  NALSA is a judicial body that tries cases
'  NALSA is a statutory authority (Legal Services 
Authorities Act, 1987) to provide legal aid and 
promote legal literacy 4 it does not adjudicate 
disputes.

o  NALSA provides free lawyers only to 
criminals
'  It provides free legal services to eligible persons 

in civil and criminal matters per the statute.

o  NALSA's mandate is only court 
representation
'  Includes legal aid, Lok Adalats, legal literacy, 

mediation and alternative dispute mechanisms.

o  NALSA is only a Central body; States have 
no role
'  There is a network: National, State, District 

Authorities and Taluk Legal Services Committees.

o  NALSA can force a lawyer on a party 
against their will
'  It provides eligibility-based assistance; party 
consent is involved in representation choices.

o  NALSA runs Lok Adalats only 
occasionally
'  Lok Adalats are core NALSA functions; many 

permanent and periodic Lok Adalats organised by 
NALSA bodies.

o  NALSA handles only indigent litigants
'  Primarily focused on the marginalised, but 

statutory eligibility covers several disadvantaged 
categories.

o  NALSA advice is merely symbolic
'  It provides legal advice, counselling and 

assistance that materially affects access to justice.

o  NALSA is the same as Legal Aid Clinics in 
colleges
'  Legal Aid Clinics complement NALSA but NALSA 
is the statutory institutional framework.

o  NALSA has unlimited funding and reach
'  Funds are limited, and implementation varies 

across states/districts.
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Service Delivery and Operational Misconceptions

o  NALSA cannot organise mediation or 
conciliation
'  NALSA actively promotes mediation, Lok Adalats 

and ADR to reduce pendency.

o  NALSA's schemes are discretionary and 
non-justiciable
'  While administrative, statutory mandates create 

enforceable expectations; courts monitor NALSA 
functioning.

o  NALSA only helps during trials
'  It assists in pre-litigation, legal advice, negotiation, 

and litigation phases.

o  NALSA can represent a party in any 
international forum
'  NALSA's mandate is domestic legal services; 
international representation is beyond its scope.

o  NALSA's appointment of panel lawyers is 
arbitrary
'  Paneling follows state rules and eligibility criteria, 

though transparency can vary.

o  NALSA is only reactive (helps only when 
approached)
'  NALSA also does outreach, awareness, legal 
literacy and proactive schemes.

o  NALSA duplicates State legal services
'  It coordinates with State/District authorities to avoid 

duplication and ensure coverage.

o  NALSA can refuse legal aid where justice 
requires it
'  Decisions must align with statutory criteria and 

principles of equity; denial can be challenged.

o  NALSA funding means free counsel is 
poor quality
'  Quality varies; training, standards and oversight aim 
to ensure competent representation.

o  NALSA cannot advise on rights before 
police/arrest
'  NALSA schemes include pre-arrest legal advice 
and legal aid at police stations in many jurisdictions.
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Scope and Implementation Misconceptions

o  NALSA only organises Lok Adalats for 
civil matters
'  Lok Adalats under NALSA handle civil, family and 

compoundable criminal matters.

o  NALSA cannot assist victims in 
enforcement of social welfare schemes
'  Legal aid includes enforcement of statutory 
entitlements and welfare benefits.

o  NALSA is apolitical and cannot be 
critiqued
'  It's an administrative body and subject to 

accountability, audit and judicial review.

o  NALSA's reach is uniform across India
'  Implementation varies by state/district capacity 

and funding.

o  NALSA replaced the need for public 
defenders
'  It supplements legal aid; public defender models 

are an alternative, not identical to NALSA's 
framework.

o  NALSA cannot run specialised legal aid 
(e.g., for transgender persons)
'  NALSA runs targeted schemes for marginalised 
groups and collaborates with NGOs and specialists.

o  NALSA awards are binding like court 
decrees
'  NALSA can facilitate settlements in Lok Adalats 

which become binding decrees; NALSA itself doesn't 
adjudicate.

o  NALSA creates independent legal 
standards
'  It operates within statutory and judicial 
frameworks, not to create standalone law.

o  NALSA assistance is only post-arrest
'  It provides pre-trial legal counselling, bail 
assistance and court representation as needed.

o  NALSA's role is limited to urban centres
'  A central goal is rural outreach via district/taluk 
committees and mobile legal aid camps.
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