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THE EDITORIAL ARGUMENT

The creation of five new districts in Ladakh — Nubra, Sham, Changthang, Zanskar, and Drass — announced by

LG Vinai Kumar Saxena on April 27, 2026, is welcome news for a region whose administrative architecture has

been inadequate for its geography. But a district is a unit of administration, not a unit of governance. The

expansion of Ladakh’s district map from 2 to 7 addresses one of the most visible problems of the Union

Territory’s governance: the vast distances citizens must travel to access state services. It does not address the

more fundamental problem: that Ladakh is governed by a Lieutenant Governor, not by an elected legislature.

WHAT THE NEW DISTRICTS FIX

Ladakh is the largest Union Territory by area (~59,146 sq km — larger than Haryana and Punjab combined) but

until today had only two districts: Leh and Kargil. This has meant that residents of Nubra Valley (Shyok-Nubra

river valley, bordering Pakistan’s Siachen sector) had to travel 150+ km to reach Leh district headquarters for

any official matter. Zanskar Valley — cut off from the rest of Ladakh for 6+ months annually by snow — had no

resident district administration at all. Changthang plateau, which borders China along the Line of Actual

Control and includes the Pangong Tso area, had no local administrative centre despite its extraordinary

strategic sensitivity.

Five new districts with local headquarters changes this. A resident of Padum (new Zanskar district

headquarters) now has an accessible district collectorate. A Changthang villager near the LAC boundary has a

district administration that is physically present in their geography. This matters for delivery of welfare services,

land records, birth and death certificates, and disaster response.
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WHAT THE NEW DISTRICTS DO NOT FIX

Since October 31, 2019 — when the Jammu & Kashmir Reorganisation Act bifurcated the erstwhile state into

two Union Territories — Ladakh has been governed as a UT without a legislature. The LG makes all significant

decisions. Parliament represents Ladakh through its single Lok Sabha constituency. The Ladakh Autonomous

Hill Development Councils (LAHDC) — elected bodies for Leh and Kargil — have devolved powers over local

issues, but cannot legislate.

Ladakh’s major political parties — the National Conference, the BJP’s own allies, and newly formed regional

platforms — have consistently demanded either statehood or a legislature. The principal arguments: decisions

affecting Ladakh’s land, culture, and economy should be made by elected Ladakhi representatives, not by

bureaucrats appointed by New Delhi. Ladakh’s land and tribal protections — which in J&K state were provided

by Article 35A (now abrogated) — have not been fully replaced.

New districts do not give Ladakhis legislative power. They give them more accessible district officers. The

difference is significant.

THE SECURITY DIMENSION

Ladakh’s creation as a UT without a legislature was partly motivated by strategic logic: the Central Government

wanted tighter administrative and security control over a region with a 1,597 km LAC border with China and a

LoC border with Pakistan. The post-Galwan (2020) face-off — and the ongoing negotiations at the Changthang

frontier — make Central control of strategic decisions in Ladakh a hard security requirement.

This is a genuine tension. The Changthang district — now formally constituted, with headquarters at Nyoma —

shares its geography with the most contested sections of the India-China LAC: Depsang Plains, Demchok, and

Hot Springs. The strategic logic for strong Central oversight in this district is clear.

But strategic control of defence and foreign affairs does not require that Ladakhi citizens have no say in their

land rights, environmental governance, or local economy. A legislature with limited jurisdiction — analogous to

Puducherry’s assembly, which co-exists with Central administration — could provide democratic accountability

without compromising strategic control.

THE DEVOLUTION GAP

The LAHDC councils for Leh and Kargil have powers over local issues but lack fiscal autonomy and legislative

authority. Since the formation of the UT, successive LGs have made the most significant decisions about

Ladakh’s future — including the new district structure — without any formal mechanism for consulting elected

representatives.
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The new districts, to be genuinely useful, need to be accompanied by a meaningful extension of LAHDC powers

— particularly over land use, tourism regulation, and environmental management. Without this, the district

headquarters will be administrative outposts of the LG’s secretariat, not centres of local governance.

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS2 — Polity UT governance; LAHDC; Centre-UT relations; J&K Reorganisation Act

GS2 — Governance District administration; decentralisation; democratic accountability

GS2 — IR LAC dispute; Changthang strategic geography

Mains Keywords: Ladakh new districts, LAHDC, Ladakh statehood demand, J&K Reorganisation Act 2019,

UT without legislature, Changthang LAC, administrative decentralisation, governance deficit

Prelims Facts Corner

ITEM FACT

New districts Nubra, Sham, Changthang, Zanskar, Drass

Old districts Leh, Kargil

Total districts now 7

LG approval date April 27, 2026

Ladakh area ~59,146 sq km

Ladakh UT effective October 31, 2019

LAHDC Elected bodies for Leh and Kargil with devolved powers

Ladakh Lok Sabha 1 constituency

Changthang significance Borders China LAC; Pangong Tso; Depsang; Demchok

Ladakh demand Statehood or legislature
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