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Acquire the Land, Pay the Price: Madhya
Pradesh High Court Reaffirms Timely
Compensation as a Constitutional Right

<p>04.06.2026 Introduction Land acquisition occupies a delicate space between the State’s power to pursue
public infrastructure projects and the constitutional rights of individuals whose property is acquired for such
purposes. While developmental projects often necessitate compulsory acquisition of private land, the
legitimacy of such acquisition fundamentally rests upon the State’s obligation to provide fair and [...]</p>
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Introduction

Land acquisition occupies a delicate space between the State’s power to pursue public infrastructure projects and the
constitutional rights of individuals whose property is acquired for such purposes. While developmental projects often necessitate
compulsory acquisition of private land, the legitimacy of such acquisition fundamentally rests upon the State’s obligation to
provide fair and timely compensation to affected landowners. Delayed payment of compensation not only undermines public
confidence in the acquisition process but also raises serious constitutional concerns regarding deprivation of property.

In a significant ruling in Shanti Singh & Others v. State of Madhya Pradesh & Others,[1] the Madhya Pradesh High Court
reaffirmed that the right to receive compensation for acquired land is not a mere administrative formality or statutory concession,
but an essential component of the constitutional guarantee under Article 300-A of the Constitution of India. The Court held that
once land acquisition is completed and compensation has been duly determined, governmental authorities cannot indefinitely
withhold payment on the pretext of procedural or administrative delays.

The judgment serves as an important reminder that public interest projects cannot be pursued at the expense of constitutional
safeguards. By emphasizing the State’s obligation to ensure prompt disbursement of compensation, the Court reinforced the
principle that administrative inefficiencies cannot justify the continued deprivation of property without adequate recompense. The
decision is likely to have far-reaching implications for land acquisition proceedings, particularly those undertaken through mutual
consent mechanisms for infrastructure development projects.
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Background

The dispute arose from the acquisition of land owned by the petitioners in Sohagpur, District Shahdol, Madhya Pradesh, for the
construction of a National Highway connecting Umaria and Shahdol. Although a large-scale acquisition process had initially been
undertaken for the project, certain parcels of land belonging to the petitioners were inadvertently omitted from the acquisition
proceedings. Subsequently, upon identifying the necessity of these parcels for the completion of the highway project, the
authorities initiated their acquisition as “missing plots” under the Ministry of Road Transport and Highways’ policy dated 15 March
2016, which permits acquisition through mutual consent to facilitate expeditious infrastructure development.

Pursuant to the acquisition process, the competent authority assessed the value of the petitioners’ land and passed an award
determining compensation at ?3,35,40,000/-. The proposal for release of the compensation amount was thereafter forwarded to
the concerned authorities for necessary action. Despite the acquisition having been completed and the land being utilized for the
public project, the compensation amount remained unpaid. Repeated representations made by the petitioners seeking
disbursement of the adjudicated compensation failed to elicit any response from the authorities.

Aggrieved by the prolonged delay and contending that the continued withholding of compensation amounted to an infringement
of their constitutional right to property, the petitioners approached the Madhya Pradesh High Court under Article 226 of the
Constitution seeking a direction for immediate release and disbursement of the compensation determined in their favour.

Issues Before the Court

The principal question before the Court was whether the State authorities could withhold payment of compensation after:

1. Completion of the acquisition process;

2. Determination and quantification of compensation by the competent authority; and
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3. Utilisation of the acquired land for a public purpose.

The respondents contended that certain administrative and procedural formalities remained pending before disbursement could
be made.

The Court’s Analysis

The High Court noted at the outset that the material facts of the case were largely undisputed. It was not contested that the
petitioners’ land had been acquired for the construction of a National Highway, that the acquisition had been carried out in
accordance with the policy governing acquisition of “missing plots” through mutual consent, and that the competent authority had
already quantified and awarded compensation in favour of the petitioners. The controversy, therefore, was confined to the
respondents’ failure to release the compensation despite completion of the acquisition process.

Examining the justification advanced by the State, the Court found little merit in the contention that administrative and procedural
formalities were responsible for the delay. The Court observed that once the acquisition proceedings had attained finality and
compensation had been duly determined, the authorities were under a legal obligation to ensure its prompt disbursement.
Bureaucratic delays or internal administrative processes could not be invoked as a defence to deprive landowners of
compensation that had already been adjudicated and become payable.

A significant aspect of the Court’'s reasoning was its emphasis on the constitutional dimensions of compensation in land
acquisition matters. The Court held that the right to receive compensation for acquired property is intrinsically linked to the
protection afforded by Article 300-A of the Constitution. While the State may acquire private property for a public purpose in
accordance with law, such acquisition must be accompanied by fair and timely compensation. Failure to release compensation
after taking possession of the land effectively results in deprivation of property without meaningful legal protection.

The Court further observed that arbitrary delays in payment are inconsistent with the guarantee of equality under Article 14 of the
Constitution. Once the authorities themselves have assessed and approved the compensation amount, there remains no
legitimate basis for withholding payment indefinitely. Permitting administrative inefficiencies to override constitutional rights would
undermine both the rule of law and the integrity of the land acquisition process.

The Bench also highlighted the objective underlying the policy for acquisition of missing plots through mutual consent. Such
policies are designed to facilitate infrastructure projects by ensuring expeditious acquisition while simultaneously protecting the
interests of landowners through prompt payment. Delayed disbursement, according to the Court, defeats the very purpose of the
policy and erodes the confidence of citizens who voluntarily cooperate with public projects.

Accordingly, the Court concluded that the respondents’ conduct was legally unsustainable and that the petitioners were entitled
to immediate release of the compensation already determined in their favour.

Article 300-A and the Right to Compensation

A notable aspect of the judgment is the Court’s treatment of compensation as a constitutional right rather than a mere statutory
benefit. While Article 300-A permits deprivation of property by authority of law, such deprivation must be accompanied by
adherence to constitutional principles of fairness and legality.

The Court recognized that where the State has already taken possession of land and utilised it for public purposes, withholding
compensation defeats the constitutional balance between public interest and individual property rights. Timely payment is
therefore not merely an administrative requirement but an indispensable component of lawful acquisition.

Directions Issued by the Court

Having found no justification for the continued withholding of compensation, the Madhya Pradesh High Court allowed the writ
petition and issued a mandamus directing the concerned authorities to take immediate steps for release and disbursement of the
compensation amount already adjudicated in favour of the petitioners. The Court observed that once the compensation had been
quantified and the proposal for payment had been forwarded by the competent authority, the respondents were duty-bound to
ensure that the landowners received the amount without further delay.

Accordingly, the Court directed Government to complete all necessary formalities and disburse the compensation, subject only to
the absence of any other legal impediment. Recognising the prolonged delay already suffered by the petitioners, the Court
further stipulated that the payment should be made preferably within a period of eight weeks from the date of receipt of the
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certified copy of the order.

Through these directions, the Court sought to ensure effective enforcement of the petitioners’ constitutional and legal rights while
reiterating that administrative inefficiencies cannot be permitted to obstruct the timely payment of compensation following the
acquisition of private property for public purposes.

Conclusion

The judgment is a noteworthy reaffirmation of the constitutional safeguards governing land acquisition in India. By unequivocally
holding that administrative or procedural delays cannot justify the withholding of compensation once it has been determined, the
Madhya Pradesh High Court reinforced the principle that the right to property under Article 300-A extends beyond formal
acquisition procedures to encompass the timely receipt of compensation. The ruling highlights that developmental and
infrastructure objectives, however significant, cannot be pursued at the cost of constitutional rights and administrative
accountability. It further strengthens the jurisprudence that fair and prompt compensation is an indispensable component of
lawful acquisition, thereby providing important protection to landowners and ensuring greater transparency and efficiency in
public acquisition processes.
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