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LEGAL SERVICES AUTHORITY (DLSA) – ACCESS, 

ELIGIBILITY, AND CASE LAW 

 
1. LEGAL FOUNDATION 

 The Legal Services Authorities Act, 1987 
was enacted to provide free and competent 
legal services to weaker sections of society. 

 Every State has a State Legal Services 
Authority (SLSA), and each district has a 
District Legal Services Authority (DLSA) 
headed by the District Judge. 

 The rules and regulations framed under this 
Act are sometimes referred to as the Legal 
Services Regulations (LSR / DLSR). 

 
2. WHO IS ELIGIBLE (SECTION 12 OF THE 
ACT, 1987) 

Free legal services are not universal – they are 
provided to certain categories of people. The 
eligible persons are: 
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1. Women and children (irrespective of 
income). 
Example: A woman filing a domestic 
violence complaint under the DV Act is 
automatically entitled. 

 

2. Members of Scheduled Castes (SC) and 
Scheduled Tribes (ST). 
Example: An SC student facing caste-based 
discrimination can get free representation. 

 

3. Industrial workmen. 
Example: A dismissed factory worker 
seeking reinstatement under the Industrial 
Disputes Act. 

 

4. Persons in custody. 
o Includes undertrial prisoners, persons in 

protective homes, juvenile homes, 
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psychiatric hospitals. 
Example: An undertrial accused of theft 
can get free legal aid for bail. 

 

5. Persons with disability or mental 
illness. 
Example: A blind man in a land dispute can 
get free lawyer services. 

 

6. Victims of mass disaster, ethnic 
violence, caste atrocity, flood, drought, 
earthquake, industrial disaster. 
Example: A Bhopal Gas Tragedy victim was 
entitled to free legal aid. 

 

7. Persons below poverty line (BPL). 
Example: A rickshaw puller unable to afford 
court fees. 
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3. WHAT BENEFITS ARE GIVEN 

 Free Advocate from the DLSA panel. 
 Exemption from court fees. 
 Free certified copies and documentation. 
 Legal counselling and advice. 
 Lok Adalat settlement without expenses. 
 Victim compensation schemes in criminal 

cases. 

 
4. HOW TO APPLY (STEP BY STEP) 

1. Application Form – Available at the 
DLSA office (usually in District Court 
Complex) or online on State Legal Services 
Authority website. 

2. Submit proof of eligibility – e.g., BPL 
card, caste certificate, prison certificate, 
disability certificate. 

3. Verification – The DLSA verifies the 
eligibility. 

4. Appointment of Lawyer – A panel 
advocate is appointed free of cost. 
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5. Proceedings – The advocate represents 
the applicant in court, or the case may be 
referred to Lok Adalat. 

 
5. IMPORTANT JUDGMENTS (SUPRA CASE 
LAW) 

(A) HUSSAINARA KHATOON V. STATE OF BIHAR 
(AIR 1979 SC 1369) 

 Landmark judgment where SC held right to 
free legal aid and speedy trial is part of 
Article 21 (Right to Life and Personal 
Liberty). 

 Basis for establishing legal aid services in 
India. 

(B) KHATRI (II) V. STATE OF BIHAR (AIR 1981 SC 
928) 

 Supreme Court held that the State is 
constitutionally bound to provide free legal 
aid to an accused not able to afford a 
lawyer. 
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(C) SUK DAS V. UNION TERRITORY OF 
ARUNACHAL PRADESH (AIR 1986 SC 991) 

 SC set aside conviction because the accused 
was not informed about his right to free 
legal aid. 

 Court said free legal aid is not a “charity” 
but a fundamental right under Article 21. 

(D) LEGAL AID COMMITTEE V. UNION OF 
INDIA (1994 SCC 738) 

 SC reiterated that legal aid is a substantive 
right, not a procedural formality. 

 
6. EXAMPLES OF ACTUAL USE 

 A widow filing for maintenance under 
Section 125 CrPC can get a free lawyer via 
DLSA. 

 A prisoner awaiting trial for 2 years without 
lawyer was assigned free counsel by DLSA 
under the jail legal aid program. 
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 A family affected by a flood disaster applied 
to DLSA for free legal assistance to claim 
government compensation. 

 
7. KEY TAKEAWAY 

 Who can get it? → Women, children, SC/ST, 
BPL, prisoners, disaster victims, disabled, 
and workmen. 

 How to get it? → Apply at District Court’s 
DLSA office (or online), prove eligibility, and 
a free lawyer + legal benefits will be given. 

 Why important? → Because it ensures 
“Access to Justice for All”, as guaranteed by 
Article 39A of the Constitution. 

 

DLSR (District Legal Services Regulation / 
Authority) is not about monetary profit but 
about legal empowerment. 
It guarantees that no person is denied justice 
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on the grounds of poverty, ignorance, or social 
disadvantage. 

 
  

“Laws are fet only when the 

individual comes into conflict 
with them.” 
- Suzanne Lafollette 

 


