Delimitation after Census 2027 may reshape
parliamentary representation whiletesting India’s
federal balance and democratic equality
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Recent Developments:

The Census 2027 is being conducted in a new digital framework, and its population data is expected to
become central to the next delimitation exercise. The Census authorities have notified the first-phase
houselisting period from 1 April to 30 September 2026, while population enumeration will follow in the
second phase.

The Election Commission of India states that the present parliamentary constituencies are based on the
2001 Census and that delimitation of constituenciesis constitutionally deferred until the first Census after
2026.

On 16 April 2026, the Government introduced the Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill, 2026, the
Delimitation Bill, 2026, and the Union Territories Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026 in the Lok Sabha.

The proposed constitutional amendment sought to modify the framework governing delimitation and
representation, while the Delimitation Bill proposed a new Delimitation Commission and repeal of the
Delimitation Act, 2002.

The Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill, 2026 was negatived by the Lok Sabha on 17 April 2026;
consequently, the proposed 2026 legidlative framework did not become law.

The debate nevertheless remains significant because the constitutional freeze on inter-State allocation of Lok
Sabha seats is linked to the first Census after 2026, making the Census 2027 a potential trigger for amajor
reconfiguration of political representation.

What is Delimitation?

Delimitation isthe statutory process of fixing or redrawing the territorial boundaries of L ok Sabha and
State L egislative Assembly constituencies to reflect changes in population.

Its principal objective isto maintain broadly comparable popul ation representation across constituencies and
thereby advance the democratic principle of “ one person, one vote, one value.”

In India, delimitation is undertaken by an independent, high-powered Delimitation Commission, whose
orders have the force of law and cannot be challenged before any court.

The Commission'sfinal orders are laid before the L ok Sabha and concerned State L egislative Assemblies,
but these Houses cannot modify the orders.

The Election Commission of India provides institutional and technical assistance during the delimitation
process, while the Commission conducts the actual readjustment.

Constitutional and L egal Framework:

Constitutional Provisions:
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e Article81: Provides for the composition of the Lok Sabha and envisages allocation of seats among States
broadly in proportion to their population, subject to constitutional qualifications.

e Article 82: Requires Parliament to provide by law for the readjustment of Lok Sabha seats and territorial
constituencies after each Census, subject to the constitutional framework in force.

e Article 170: Providesfor the composition and territorial division of State Legisative Assemblies and links
their readjustment to the Census-based delimitation framework.

e Articles 330 and 332: Provide for reservation of seats for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribesin the
Lok Sabha and State L egidlative Assemblies, respectively, based on population-related constitutional criteria.

Constitutional Freeze on I nter-State Seat Allocation:

e The 42nd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1976 froze the alocation of Lok Sabha seats among States and
the total strength of State L egisative Assemblies on the basis of the 1971 Census.

e Thefreeze wasintended to ensure that States adopting family planning and population stabilisation
measures were not politically penalised through areduction in their parliamentary representation.

e The 84th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2001 extended the freeze on inter-State allocation of seats until
the first Census conducted after 2026, while permitting limited readjustment of constituencies within States.

e The 87th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2003 enabled the readjustment of constituencies within States
using 2001 Census population figures without altering the total number of seats allocated to each Stete.

e Consequently, the present parliamentary constituency structure reflects a combination of 1971-based inter -
State seat allocation and subsequent internal constituency readjustment based on newer Census data.

History of Delimitation in India:

Major Delimitation Commissions:

e 1952 Commission: It was constituted under the Delimitation Commission Act, 1952, using the 1951
Census, and undertook the first post-Independence delimitation.

e 1963 Commission: It was constituted under the Delimitation Commission Act, 1962, following the 1961
Census and the reorganisation of States.

e 1973 Commission: It was constituted under the Delimitation Act, 1972, using the 1971 Census and
contributed to the subsequent parliamentary constituency framework.

e 2002 Commission: It was constituted under the Delimitation Act, 2002, using the 2001 Census for internal
constituency readjustment. The Election Commission records these as the four Delimitation Commissions
congtituted in India.

Why Delimitation after 2026 M atters:

Restoring Representative Equality:

e Population growth has occurred at different rates across States, resulting in substantial differencesin the
population represented by individual Members of Parliament.

¢ A fresh delimitation can reduce such disparities by creating constituencies with more comparable
populations.

e It can therefore strengthen the democratic principle of equal value of votes.

Reflecting Demographic Changes:

¢ Sincethelast mgor population benchmark used for inter-State allocation was the 1971 Census, India has
experienced substantial demographic, economic and spatial transformation.

e Rapid urbanisation, migration, fertility decline and regional demogr aphic diver gence have altered the
geographical distribution of population.
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e A new delimitation can therefore align political representation more closely with contemporary demographic
realities.

Women'’ s Political Representation:

e The 106th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2023, popularly associated with the Nari Shakti Vandan
Adhiniyam, provides for one-third reservation for women in the Lok Sabha and State Legislative
Assemblies.

e Itsimplementation is constitutionally linked to adelimitation exer cise following the publication of the
relevant Censusfigures.

e Therefore, the post-2026 delimitation process has implications not only for territorial representation but also
for the implementation of women's reservation.

Recalibration of SC/ST Representation:

e Delimitation can require readjustment of constituencies reserved for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes in accordance with updated population patterns and constitutional provisions.

e This can improve the geographical distribution of reserved constituencies and potentially strengthen
descriptive representation.

Major Challenges:

Federal Imbalance and Population Control:

e The principal controversy arises from the possibility that States with lower fertility rates and stronger
population stabilisation may receive a smaller proportion of the total Lok Sabha seats than their present share.

e Conversely, States with relatively higher population growth may gain alarger number of seats.

e This creates a tension between democr atic equality based on population and federal fair ness based on the
principle of not penalising successful population stabilisation.

North-South Political Representation:

¢ Southern States have generally achieved lower fertility rates and faster demographic stabilisation than several
northern States.

e A population-based redistribution could therefore alter the relative political weight of different regionsin the
Lok Sabha.

e Theissue has consequently acquired a strong North-South federal dimension involving representation,
fiscal contributions, development outcomes and political influence.

Representation versus Population Stabilisation:

e The existing freeze was partly designed to incentivise States to pursue family planning and population
control.

e A subsequent redistribution purely according to population could create the perception that States which
achieved demographic stabilisation are being politically disadvantaged.

e The challenge is therefore to reconcile r epr esentative democr acy with demographic responsibility.

Risk of Gerrymandering:

¢ Although delimitation is assigned to an independent Commission, constituency boundary design can have
major political consequences.

e Cracking refersto dispersing a particular voter group across several constituencies to reduce its electoral
influence.
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e Packing refersto concentrating a voter group into alimited number of constituencies, potentially reducing its
influence elsewhere.

e Transparent criteria, public consultation and objective geographical principles are therefore essential to
preserve electoral legitimacy.

Administrative and Political Complexity:

e A major increase in the number of constituencies would require extensive restructuring of electoral rolls,
polling infrastructure, administrative boundaries and parliamentary functioning.

e The process would also require coordination among the Union Government, Election Commission, State
authorities and the Census organi sation.

2026 Delimitation Proposal and Its Significance:

Proposed Delimitation Commission:

e The Delimitation Bill, 2026, introduced on 16 April 2026, proposed constitution of a Delimitation
Commission for readjusting Lok Sabha and State L egidlative Assembly seats.

e The proposed Commission wasto consist of a Chairperson who isor has been a Supreme Court Judge,
the Chief Election Commissioner or an Election Commissioner nominated by the Chief Election
Commissioner, and the State Election Commissioner of the concerned State.

e The Bill aso proposed associate member s from each State to assist the Commission in itswork.

e The proposal was intended to replace the existing legislative framework under the Delimitation Act, 2002,
but the associated constitutional amendment did not secure passage.

Proposed Change in Representation:

e The proposed constitutional framework sought to restore popul ation-based readjustment of seats after the
relevant Census.

e The debate centred on whether a new population-based allocation would significantly alter the present
balance of parliamentary representation among States.

e Theissue became particularly contentious because the proposed changes were linked with the
implementation of women's reser vation and the future size and composition of the Lok Sabha.

Delimitation and Federalism:

Why Federalism is at Stake:
e The Indian Constitution combines r epr esentative democracy with afederal distribution of political power

¢ Lok Sabha representation based strictly on population promotes electoral equality but can alter the relative
influence of States.

e Excessive concentration of parliamentary representation in high-population States could strengthen
demographic majoritarianism within the Union legislature.

e Conversely, maintaining outdated seat allocations indefinitely can weaken the principle that legislative
representation should reflect population.

Role of Rajya Sabha:

e The Rajya Sabha represents the States and therefore provides an institutional mechanism for reflecting
federal interests at the Union level.

e However, Rgjya Sabha representation is also broadly linked to State population, meaning it does not
completely neutralise the political consequences of Lok Sabha delimitation.
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e Strengthening deliberative and federal functions of the Rajya Sabha can therefore complement any future
reform of Lok Sabha representation.

Way Forward:

Build a Federal Consensus:

e The Union Government should undertake structured consultations with States, political parties,
constitutional expertsand civil society before finalising the post-2026 delimitation framework.

e A broad political consensus can reduce the perception that delimitation is merely an exercise in redistributing
political power.

Balance Population and Federal Equity:

e The framework should preserve the constitutional principle of equal representation while considering
mechanisms that prevent States from being disproportionately penalised for successful population
stabilisation.

e Any transitional mechanism should remain constitutionally defensible, transparent and based on objective
criteria.

Ensure Transparent Delimitation:

e The Delimitation Commission should publish clear criteria, demographic methodology and draft constituency
maps.

e Extensive public hearings and stakeholder consultations should be conducted before final orders are
issued.

e Digita mapping and Geographic I nformation System-based tools can improve accuracy, transparency and
public scrutiny.

Protect Electoral Integrity:

e Boundary determination should prioritise population equality, geographical compactness, administrative
convenience, communication links and community inter ests, subject to constitutional and statutory
requirements.

e Strong safeguards should prevent partisan manipulation of constituency boundaries.

Link Representation with Democratic I nclusion:

e The delimitation process should facilitate effective implementation of women's reservation and appropriate
readjustment of SC/ST reserved constituencies.
e Political representation should therefore address both territorial equality and social inclusion.

Delimitation ver sus Census:

Key Distinction:

e The Census determines popul ation-rel ated demographic information, whereas delimitation uses legally
prescribed population data to determine the territorial and numerical framework of electoral constituencies.

e Census data therefore provides the demographic foundation, while the Delimitation Commission performs
the constitutional and statutory electoral readjustment.

e Thetwo processes are institutionally distinct but closely connected in the post-2026 context.

UPSC Relevance:
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GS Paper I1:

e Indian Constitution: Articles 81, 82, 170, 330 and 332.

e Federalism: Tension between popul ation-based representation and protection of States that achieved
demographic stabilisation.

e Representation: Principle of one person, one vote, one value.

e Electoral Reforms: Constituency rationalisation, boundary determination and prevention of gerrymandering.

e WWomen'’s Representation: Constitutional linkage between delimitation and implementation of women's
reservation.

e Social Justice: Readjustment of SC/ST reserved constituencies.

Essay and Ethics:

e Theissueillustrates the tension between equality and equity, because equal population-based representation
may produce unequal political consequences for States with different demographic trajectories.

e It also raisesthe ethical question of whether governments should be rewarded or penalised for the long-term
success of public policies such as population stabilisation.

Value Addition for UPSC:

Constitutional Balance:

“Delimitation isnot merely a cartographic exercise; it isa constitutional balancing exer cise between elector al
equality, federal equity and social representation.”

Key Constitutional Linkage:

Census ? Population Data ? Delimitation ? Territorial Representation ? SC/ST Reservation ? Women’s
Reservation ? Electoral Equality

Mains Answer Framework:

e Introduction: Define delimitation and establish its connection with representative democracy.

e Body: Explain the constitutional framework, historical freeze, demographic divergence, federa concerns and
women's reservation.

e Critical Analysis. Balance “ one person, one vote, one value’ against the concern that popul ation-based
redistribution may penalise successful population stabilisation.

e Way Forward: Recommend political consensus, transparent methodol ogy, independent delimitation, public
consultation and constitutionally sound transitional mechanisms.

e Conclusion: Emphasise that successful delimitation must enhance demaocr atic legitimacy without
weakening cooper ative federalism
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