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ABSTRACT 
This research critically examines the socio-legal implications of the Narcotic Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, concentrating on its effectiveness, 
enforcement challenges, and the non-existence of satisfactory rehabilitation measures in 
addressing drug abuse in India. The primary objective is to assess how the NDPS Act, 
originally intended to combat drug trafficking and abuse, has resulted in unintended 
consequences, including the over-criminalisation of drug users, overcrowded prisons, 
and limited access to rehabilitation services. The study employs a qualitative 
methodology, analysing the text of the NDPS Act, relevant case laws, legal literature, and 
international best practices, particularly Portugal's decriminalisation model, to highlight 
India's drug policy's shortcomings and potential reforms. 
Key findings reveal that whilst the NDPS Act presents stringent consequences for drug-
associated offences, its recognition of criminalisation rather than rehabilitation has 
exacerbated public health problems, leading to stigmatisation and social marginalisation 
of drug users. The Act's enforcement challenges, including inconsistent implementation, 
corruption, and lack of resources, have further limited its success. The loss of the 
difference between drug traffickers and customers under the Act has contributed to a 
cycle of punitive measures that fail to address addiction as a health problem. 
Based on these findings, the study proposes several reforms, including the integration of 
rehabilitation-focused strategies, differentiation between traffickers and users, judicial 
reforms to expedite drug-related trials, and the acceptance of a community health 
methodology for drug abuse. This research contributes to ongoing legal reforms by 
critically analysing the NDPS Act and recommending a more effective and humane drug 
control strategy in India. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The issue of narcotic capsules and psychotropic substances has been a longstanding challenge in India, deeply 

intertwined with both its ancient and socio-economic context issue of narcotic capsules and psychotropic materials has 
been a longstanding challenge in India, deeply intertwined with both its ancient and socio-economic context. 
Traditionally, India has been home to various psychoactive substances that have been part of cultural practices and 
medicine. Drugs such as cannabis, opium, and even hashish were used in religious rituals and folk medicine for centuries. 
However, in the 20th century, with globalisation and the upward thrust of synthetic pills, India began to witness an 
alarming surge in drug abuse, particularly among its youth1. The widespread availability of not just traditional 
substances but also synthetic and pharmaceutical drugs such as methamphetamine, heroin, and opioids has escalated 
the condition, transforming it into a public health and law enforcement challenge. The Narcotic Drugs and 

 
1Arya, K., & Kumar, R. R. (2018). Traditions, globalization and drug abuse in North-East India: Highlighting the renewed concerns of an organized 

drug crime. In R. K. Das & B. Debbarma (Eds.), Globalization and culture: Issues and perspectives (pp. xx–xx). Mittal Publications. 
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Psychotropic Substances Act (NDPS Act), 19852, was endorsed as a response to this growing crisis, to curb drug abuse, 
trafficking, and illicit trade. The research problem lies in the socio-legal challenges posed by the NDPS Act, specifically 
its effectiveness in combating drug abuse and its enforcement challenges. The NDPS Act, while framed to prevent 
drug trafficking and use, has faced implementation issues such as inconsistent enforcement, resource constraints, 
and corruption within law enforcement agencies.  

This study focuses on how the NDPS Act addresses, or fails to address, the socio-legal challenges associated 
with drug abuse in India. By critically examining the punitive nature of the Act, its enforcement flaws, and the absence 
of adequate rehabilitation programs, this paper aims to assess the broader implications of the Act on drug users, 
marginalised communities, and society at large. It explores the socio-economic burden of drug misuse, the 
consequences of criminalising addiction, and how the NDPS Act, despite its well-intended provisions, has inadvertently 
perpetuated the very issues it seeks to solve. 

This learning is relevant to India's current legal and public health landscape. With an increasing number of drug-
related issues in the country, including rising addiction rates, fatalities, and the economic burden on the healthcare and 
law enforcement systems, a reform of the NDPS Act is urgent. This study contributes to the ongoing legal reforms by 
critically analysing the existing framework and providing recommendations for policy changes that focus on 
rehabilitation over punishment, harm reduction, and improving enforcement3.  

 
1.1. ANALYSING THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK SURROUNDING NARCOTIC DRUGS IN INDIA: A 

CRITICAL REVIEW 
The problem of drug abuse in India is intricately connected to its socio-financial, cultural, and legal structures. 

India's felony framework for controlling narcotic drugs is particularly based on the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 
Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, which has been a cornerstone in India's efforts to combat drug abuse. The NDPS Act has 
been essential in India's combat against narcotics, laying down strict consequences for the ownership, possession, 
transportation, and use of illegal drugs. The failure of the NDPS Act to incorporate a robust rehabilitation component has 
also been a point of contention. While the Act allows rehabilitation, it primarily focuses on punitive measures, with 
limited resources allocated for treatment and the reintegration of individuals into society. Studies indicate that the lack 
of adequate rehabilitation services and the slow judicial processes significantly undermine the Act's potential to reduce 
the prevalence of drug abuse effectively4. 

Comparing India's technique to worldwide developments, Portugal's decriminalization version gives insights. In 
2001, Portugal legalized the ownership of small quantities of medicine for private use, transferring the focus from 
punitive measures to public health approaches, including prevention, treatment, and harm reduction. In comparison, 
India's endured criminalization frequently results in the marginalization of drug customers, creating limitations to 
remedy and recuperation. The important distinction lies in the expertise that dependency is a fitness issue in preference 
to merely a criminal one. In Mexico, where partial decriminalization was introduced, the absence of a strengthened health 
sector led to inadequate support for individuals referred for treatment5. From a legal standpoint, India's NDPS Act also 
falls short compared to international medicinal use standards. Countries like Switzerland and Canada have taken steps 
to incorporate heroin-assisted treatment for opioid use disorders. This measure has been proven effective in reducing 
crime and improving health outcomes6. India's drug policy must evolve beyond disciplinary measures to a system that 
addresses the health, social, and financial dimensions of drug abuse, promoting rehabilitation and reintegration rather 
than marginalization7. 

 

 
2 The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985 No. 61 of 1985 
1. 3 Kumar J , Narcotic Drugs And Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985 Act (LXI) Of 1985 At A Glance, referred from: 

https://www.legalserviceindia.com/legal/article-7218-narcotic-drugs-and-psychotropic-substances-act-1985-act-lxi-ofv 
2. 4 Zunkel, E., &Siegler, A. (2020). The Federal Judiciary's Role in Drug Law Reform in an Era of Congressional Dysfunction. Ohio St. J. Crim. L., 18, 

283. 
3. 5 Balhara, Y. P. S., Sarkar, S., & Singh, S. (2023). Medical Use, Decriminalization, and Legalization of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances—What Does It Mean and What Is Its Current Status in India? Indian journal of psychological medicine, 45(2), 179-184. 
6Smart, R., & Reuter, P. (2022). Does heroin‐assisted treatment reduce crime? A review of randomized‐controlled trials. Addiction, 117(3), 518-531. 
7Thakur, B., & Mittal, N. (2021). Drug policy in India: An analysis. International Annals of Criminology, 59(1), 88-97. 
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1.2. LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF NARCOTIC DRUGS AND PSYCHOTROPIC SUBSTANCES IN INDIA  

The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985 (NDPS Act) is the foundation of India's criminal law 
aimed toward regulating and controlling the trafficking and abuse of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances. This 
Act consolidates India's responsibilities under the worldwide drug control conventions and lays down stringent 
provisions to fight illicit trafficking, manufacturing, and abuse of narcotics. The Act has been amended several times 
(1989, 2001, 2014, and 2021) to enhance its effectiveness and address emerging demanding situations. In this 
evaluation, we will evaluate the important provisions of the NDPS Act, the challenges in implementation, the socio-
criminal implications of its punitive measures, and the case laws that have shaped its interpretation. 

 
2. KEY PROVISIONS OF THE NDPS ACT 

Section 8, This provision prohibits the cultivation of the coca plant, opium poppy, and cannabis plant until 
authorised for specific purposes, including clinical or medical use. 

Section 9, The Central Government has the authority to regulate and permit controlled substances under strict 
conditions8. 

Sections 15 to 21 outline consequences for felonies related to the trafficking and illegal possession of narcotics, 
distinguishing between small, lesser than commercial, and commercial quantities. The penalty choices range from 
custody for a few years to life detention or the death penalty for repeat offenders involved in commercial trafficking. 

Section 27, this section punishes individuals who consume narcotic drugs or psychotropic substances, with 
different penalties grounded on the type and number of the substance consumed. Consumption of certain drugs like 
cocaine and heroin attracts imprisonment of up to one year, while others may lead to six months in jail. 

 
3. AMENDMENTS TO THE NDPS ACT 

The NDPS Act has undergone numerous amendments to make it more stringent and adapt to new drug enforcement 
challenges9. 

1989 Amendment, this amendment familiarised necessities for the penalisation of property derived from drug 
trafficking and imposed harsher penalties on repeat offenders. 

The 2001 Amendment made key changes to the Act, including allowing the death penalty for drug offenders 
convicted of operating in large quantities of narcotics like heroin and cocaine.  

2014 Amendment, this amendment was intended to create a balance between penalising illicit drug trade and 
promoting public health by regulating the use of medicinal cannabis and other drugs used for medical purposes.  

2021 Amendment, the recent amendment enhanced the provisions regarding asset forfeiture for offenders 
involved in large-scale trafficking and placed more stringent regulations on financial crimes associated with the illicit 
drug trade.  

 
4. SOCIO-LEGAL IMPLICATIONS: 

The NDPS Act has been criticised for its over-criminalization, particularly for minor offenses such as the ownership 
of small amounts of drugs for personal use10. While the intention is to deter the spread of drug abuse, these stringent 
punishments disproportionately affect marginalised communities. Many individuals, particularly from lower socio-
economic backgrounds, are arrested under the Act for possessing small amounts of substances, often without the 
resources to secure an effective legal defence. The criminalisation of drug use creates a societal stigma that makes it 

 
8Dave, S. (2023). Critical Analysis and Assessment of NDPS Act and Trafficking from an Indian Legislation Perspective. Issue 2 Indian JL & Legal 
Rsch., 5, 1. 
9 Chatterjee, S. (2022). Drug Policy of India with Special Emphasis on NDPS Act, 1985. Issue 3 Indian JL & Legal Rsch., 4, 1. 
10 Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985 
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difficult for individuals to reintegrate into society after serving their sentences. The fear of social exclusion and limited 
opportunities for rehabilitation exacerbate the challenges of recovery from addiction11. 

Case Laws 
The judiciary has played a critical role in deciphering the NDPS Act and addressing its application. Landmark case 

laws have shaped their implementation: 
• State of Rajasthan v. Gurmail Singh (2012). 12The Supreme Court upheld the rigorous sentencing provisions 

of the NDPS Act, reaffirming the importance of strict penalties for drug trafficking. The court emphasised that 
drug abuse is a national security threat, justifying the imposition of harsh penalties to deter traffickers and users. 

• Shiv Kumar Yadav v. Union of India (2016): In this case, the Delhi High Court ruled on using confession 
evidence under the NDPS Act, setting a precedent for how confessions made by accused persons during arrest 
and investigation should be handled. 

The NDPS Act is a crucial part of India's criminal law to govern narcotic drugs and psychotropic materials. However, 
it faces tremendous challenges in its enforcement. The socio-legal implications of its punitive measures, specifically in 
terms of over-criminalisation and their disproportionate effect on marginalised groups, raise vital concerns.  

 
5. SOCIO-LEGAL IMPACT OF THE NDPS ACT  

The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, has had a big socio-legal effect on India's 
approach to drug abuse, dependency, and trafficking. While the Act was initially designed to cut back the unlawful 
production, exchange, and intake of narcotic drugs and psychotropic materials, its software has caused a series of 
unintended consequences. These include the criminalisation of addiction, overcrowding of prisons, and an increased 
focus on punishment rather than rehabilitation13. The Act's approach, which treats drug addiction as a criminal offence, 
has had particularly harsh implications for marginalised communities, often exacerbating their socio-economic 
vulnerabilities.  

The impact of the NDPS Act is particularly pronounced in marginalised communities, where drug abuse is often 
more prevalent due to a combination of socio-economic factors. Access to rehabilitation services is extremely limited in 
rural and low-income urban neighbourhoods. The absence of adequate mental health care, addiction treatment centres, 
and community-based support systems leaves many individuals vulnerable to the devastating effects of drug addiction14. 
The NDPS Act does not provide any significant infrastructure for the rehabilitation of drug addicts, instead focusing 
primarily on punitive measures.  

From a public health perspective, the NDPS Act is deeply flawed. The Act treats habit as a criminal subject rather 
than a medical disorder, which has significant implications for the way drug users are treated by society. By criminalising 
drug use, the Act reinforces the stigma surrounding addiction, making it more difficult for persons to seek aid without 
fear of legal consequences. This stigma can lead to social separation, mental health issues, and further entrenchment of 
substance abuse. India's reliance on criminalisation under the NDPS Act perpetuates a punitive framework that fails to 
address the underlying health needs of persons struggling with addiction15. 

 
6. COMPARATIVE LEGAL ANALYSIS 

India's method of drug regulation, primarily through the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985 
(NDPS Act), is characterized by strict punitive measures aimed at reducing drug trafficking and abuse16. However, this 
approach has attracted criticism, particularly for its failure to differentiate between drug operators and traffickers, and 
its over-reliance on criminalization. In comparison, international models such as Portugal's decriminalization 

 
11 National Action Plan for Drug Demand Reduction (NAPDDR) 2018-2025 
12 Gurmail Singh V. State of Rajasthan Court: Rajasthan High Court, Date: May 15, 2023 
13National Drug Dependence Treatment Centre (NDDTC) reports and publications. 
14Reports from NGOs and civil society organizations working on drug abuse prevention and rehabilitation. 
15S. Mahawar, NDPS Act: Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1885 (2022), referred from: https://blog.ipleaders.in/ndps-act-narcotic-
drugs-and-psychotropic-substances-act-1985/ 
16Studies and articles from academic journals on drug abuse in India. 
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approach present an alternative framework for addressing drug-related issues, emphasizing public health rather than 
punitive responses.  

 
6.1. INDIA'S APPROACH TO DRUG CONTROL 

The NDPS Act, enacted in 1985, criminalizes the manufacture, ownership, sale, and possession of narcotic pills and 
psychotropic substances. The law was changed and implemented in reaction to India's duties under global drug 
management conventions, which include the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961, and the United Nations 
Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances, 1988. Over the years, the Act has been 
amended to encompass stricter penalties for offenders, with provisions along with the necessary death penalty for repeat 
offenders and obligatory imprisonment for drug traffickers.  

 
6.2. INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES: THE CASE OF PORTUGAL 

In stark contrast to India's punitive approach, Portugal's drug policy, enacted in 2001, provides a 
decriminalization model. Under this version, drug possession for personal use has been decriminalized, which means 
that people caught with small quantities of medicine are not arrested or jailed. Instead, they're a panel of health 
professionals who verify their desires and decide whether or not they ought to get hold of treatment, counselling, or 
education about drug use. This model has been hailed for its public health focus, prioritizing treatment and 
rehabilitation over punishment17. 

 
6.3. POTENTIAL FOR REFORM IN INDIA 

India could consider integrating elements of Portugal's decriminalization model into its legal system, especially 
considering the socio-legal challenges discussed earlier. One potential reform would be to decriminalize small-scale 
drug use for personal consumption. This shift would prevent the criminalization of individuals struggling with addiction 
and allow the government to focus resources on treating addiction rather than punishing users. A public health 
approach would involve expanding access to rehabilitation centers and mental health services, ensuring that drug 
users receive the treatment and support they need18. 

Furthermore, India could strengthen its harm reduction strategies, such as providing access to opioid 
substitution therapy (OST) and other evidence-based treatment programs, as seen in Portugal. The National Action 
Plan for Drug Demand Reduction (NAPDDR), which aims to reduce drug demand through prevention and 
rehabilitation, could be enhanced by incorporating harm reduction principles and integrating medical professionals 
into the rehabilitation process. This would require a shift in how the government views drug addiction, recognizing it as 
a health condition rather than a criminal act. India's present-day method of drug control under the NDPS Act focuses 
closely on punitive measures, which have led to overcrowded prisons and a failure to address the underlying health 
problems related to drug addiction.  

 
7. FUTURE SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

The socio-prison evaluation of the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, unveils vital gaps 
in addressing drug abuse via basic, punitive measures19. Future studies can discover the ability of decriminalisation as 
an approach to lessen the stigmatisation of drug users whilst emphasising rehabilitation and damage reduction. Learning 
from worldwide models like Portugal's decriminalisation policy, which has efficiently shifted the focal point from 
criminalisation to public health, India can look into pathways to reform its felony framework to prioritise rehabilitation 
over punishment20. 

 
17World Health Organization (WHO) reports on drug abuse and public health. 
18Madras, B. K., Ahmad, N. J., Wen, J., &Sharfstein, J. S. (2020). Improving access to evidence-based medical treatment for opioid use disorder: 
strategies to address key barriers within the treatment system. NAM perspectives, 2020, 10-31478. 
19 Sharma, Y. (2023). Evaluating the Effectiveness of Legal Measures in Combatting Drug Trafficking under the NDPS Act. Jus Corpus LJ, 4, 116. 
20 Vadakkedom, A. V. (2022). A Comprehensive Analysis on the Provision of Bail under Section 37 of the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances, 1985. Part 1 Indian J. Integrated Rsch. L., 2, 1. 
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Additionally, there's scope for exploring community-based rehabilitation applications that combine legal aid, mental 
fitness aid, and vocational schooling. Research can raise awareness on the effectiveness of such packages in reducing 
relapse rates and facilitating the social reintegration of former drug users. This might also consist of reading the position 
of non-governmental organisations (NGOS) and network medical experts in extending assistance to marginalised groups 
disproportionately affected by stringent criminal measures21. 

Technological interventions also present an area for improvement. Implementing digital monitoring and telehealth 
systems can enhance access to rehabilitation offerings, especially in rural and underserved regions. Future studies 
should analyse the impact of cell fitness packages and online counselling offerings on healing outcomes for substance 
users. 

Furthermore, coverage-pushed studies ought to examine the effect of amendments to the NDPS Act on lowering 
prison overcrowding and transferring judicial priorities toward large traffickers instead of small-scale users.22 This 
would necessitate empirical research into judicial reforms aimed at rapidly monitoring drug-associated trials and 
ensuring proportional sentencing. 

The broader socio-legal implications of a health-oriented approach to drug abuse, including its results on law 
enforcement, jail populations, and public health, require particular exploration. Future studies can contribute to a more 
humane and powerful drug coverage in India, aligning criminal justice systems with worldwide exceptional practices for 
damage reduction and rehabilitation. 

 
8. CONCLUSION  

This research has severely analysed the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, highlighting 
significant socio-legal challenges in its implementation. While the Act was designed to reduce drug abuse and trafficking, 
it has inadvertently contributed to the over-criminalisation of drug users, overcrowded prisons, and inadequate 
rehabilitation measures. The evaluation exhibits that the NDPS Act, with its stringent punitive measures, fails to 
distinguish between drug traffickers and users, treating addiction in most cases as a criminal difficulty rather than a 
health situation. This technique has caused a cycle of punishment without addressing the root causes of addiction or 
offering good enough aid for healing. 

The key findings of this study underscore the urgent need for comprehensive reform in India's drug laws. The over-
reliance on criminalisation and the lack of a robust rehabilitation framework have perpetuated the public health crisis 
related to drug abuse. Furthermore, the enforcement challenges, such as corruption and inadequate resources, have 
impeded the effectiveness of the Act, leaving the criminal justice system overwhelmed with non-violent offenders rather 
than focusing on tackling major drug trafficking operations. 
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