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Advancing Justice: Prison Reforms in India

-Sumit Kumar
Abstract
The main purpose of prison reform in India is to address key problems affecting the prison
system, like overcrowding, bad living conditions, lack of medical care and inadequate
rehabilitation programs. Since time immemorial, India’s prison system has emerged from
various colonial practices and seen numerous reforms and committees among them the Mulla
Committee and the Krishna Iyer Committee that resulted in the introduction of the Model
Prison Manual in 2016. Nevertheless, rampant issues such as bureaucratic red tape, funding
deficiencies and social prejudice still exist. Some recent changes attained through judicial
interventions, technological advancements and greater involvement by civil society groups.
Notwithstanding these developments though, people continue to suffer with overcrowded jails
alongside poor infrastructure, vulnerability of some individuals within the system still thrives
without any form of support. Therefore holistic strategies entailing legal reforms alongside
improved administrative practices need to aim at these reforms as they are more likely to
facilitate change. This abstract captures on-going struggle for humane/effective prison reform

in India focusing on sustained efforts/innovative solutions.

Keywords: Prison reform in India, overcrowding in prisons, prison living conditions,
rehabilitation programs, Mulla Committee, Krishna Iyer Committee, Model Prison Manual

2016, judicial interventions, prison infrastructure, technological advancements in prisons.
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Prison reforms are essential to reform its prisons to solve problems such as overcrowding,
cruelty, lack of adequate medical provision, and absence of any rehabilitation programmes
among inmates. Prisons in India have a long history which goes back to the time when the
country was under the British rule, they had been made primarily as a means of punishment
and less so for caring about inmates’ health or their rights. There arose a necessity for a more
humane and fair system post-independence hence the formation of diverse committees and
commissions to make recommendations. Key steps taken include Mulla Committee’s emphasis
on humanizing prisons and Krishna Iyer Committee’s concern with women prisoners
throughout time. In 2016, the Model Prison Manual was introduced. It served as a detailed and
all inclusive instruction manual on how to manage prisons while at the same time kept stressing
the rights of prisoners as well as their rehabilitation. However, there are still some issues
including bureaucratic red tape, inadequate finances, and social discrimination among others
that need to be addressed. Reaching significant and sustainable prison reforms in India requires
a comprehensive strategy that combines changes in legislation, improvements within

administrative bodies and civil society’s full engagement.

Historical overview of the Indian Prison System
The prison system has significantly changed over many centuries due to the changes in political
power, administrative philosophies, and social attitudes towards crime and punishment. Here
is a historical overview:

e Ancient and Medieval Periods
During ancient period, punishments for crimes had huge difference ranging from fines to
corporal punishment and banishment. There was no common practice of sending offenders to
prison as is the case in modern justice systems. Instead, social rejection and the obligation to
repair damages was a typical manner of inflicting punishment.
During the medieval period, particularly under the rule of different families such as the
Mughals, imprisonment came to be employed more systematically. Fortresses and castles were
sometimes used as detention facilities and the inmates usually were other political contenders
and convicts. The main concern was still primarily deterrence alongside punishment instead of

recuperation.
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e Colonial Period
The British set up more organized prisons in India. The administration and management of
prisoners were regulated under the Indian Prisons Act of 1894 which put stress on discipline,
security and punishment. They were known for their hard labour, overcrowding and harsh
living conditions.
After gaining independence in 1947, India inherited the prison system established by the
British. The initial focus was on maintaining law and order rather than reforming the prison

system. However, over time, the need for prison reforms became more evident.

Key Milestones in Post-Independence Reforms

o All India Jail Reforms Committee (Mulla Committee, 1980-1983): This committee,
chaired by Justice A.N. Mulla, has been one of the major efforts towards reforming
prisons. Its recommendations were inclusive calling for humanization of prisons, better
living conditions and concentrating on rehabilitation of inmates.

o Krishna Iyer Committee (1987): The committee chaired by Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer
was concerned with the situation of female prisoners with an emphasis on their specific
requirements and rights; as a result, it facilitated some important changes towards
enhancing the way in which female convicts are treated and their living conditions
inside jails.

e  Model Prison Manual (2016): The Model Prison Manual has been released in order to
achieve uniformity and enhance administration in prisons throughout the nation by the
Ministry of Home Affairs. As much as the Model Prison Manual is concerned, it
comprises wide ranging directives that govern prison organization among them

inmates’ rights, inmates’ counselling and follow-up programs among others.

Contemporary Period
e Judicial Interventions: The judiciary has been very active in advocating for reforms of
the prisons. It has also been pointed out by several decisions from the highest court in

the country the necessity to make jails better, respect the rights of incarcerated persons,

VOLUME 1 ISSUE 2, 2024
journal@legalonus.com|+919140433246

58



https://legalonus.com/?swcfpc=1

LegalOnus ISSN: 3048-8338

Aequitas Sequitur Legem
“A Quality Initiative For Legal Development, Undertaken By Legalonus”

LEGALONUS LAW JOURNAL (LLJ)

and ensure that those who are accused of committing a crime are not detained

indefinitely before they are found guilty.
In the case of Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration® the Supreme Court of India issued
comprehensive guidelines on the treatment of prisoners, emphasizing their rights to humane
conditions and protection from torture and ill-treatment. The court also highlighted the need
for regular inspections and oversight.
In the case of Hussainara Khatoon v. State of Bihar®® the Supreme Court ruled that the right to
a speedy trial is a fundamental right under Article 21 of the Constitution. The court ordered the
release of prisoners who had been detained for longer than the maximum possible sentence for
their alleged offenses.
In the case of R.D. Upadhyay v. State of Andhra Pradesh & Ors®® the Supreme Court laid down
specific guidelines to ensure the welfare of children accompanying their mothers in prison,
including proper nutrition, healthcare, and educational facilities.
In the case of Sheela Barse v. State of Maharashtra® the Supreme Court ruled that female
prisoners, like their male counterparts, are entitled to humane and dignified treatment. The
Court issued several directions to improve the conditions of female prisons, including ensuring
better sanitary facilities, healthcare, and overall treatment.
In the case of N.S. Kanwar v. State of Punjab® the Supreme Court ruled that delays in the trial
process could significantly impact the rights of detainees and ordered that measures be taken
to ensure timely trials. The Court emphasized the need for reform in the judicial system to
prevent undue delays and improve the management of pre-trial detention.
In the case of Gurdev Singh v. State of Punjab®3 the Supreme Court directed improvements in
prison conditions and emphasized the importance of adhering to constitutional standards. The
Court highlighted the need for the state to ensure that prisoners are treated humanely and that

their rights are respected.

48 Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration (1978) 4 SCC 409

49 Hussainara Khatoon & Ors vs Home Secretary, State Of Bihar, 1979 AIR 1369, 1979 SCR (3) 532
50 R.D. Upadhyay v. State of Andhra Pradesh & Ors, (2006) 7 SCC 350

51 Sheela Barse v. State of Maharashtra (1983) 2 SCC 96

52 N.S. Kanwar v. State of Punjab, (2002) 1 SCC 521

53 Gurdev Singh v. State of Punjab (2002) 2 SCC 350
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e Policy Reforms and Technological Advancements: Technology has become an explicit
key to exclusive management of prison systems based on the implementation of digital
jails and video conferencing during court hearings in the recent years. Moreover, other
policies have come up to support non-custodial measures including probation and
parole aimed at decongesting prisons.

o  Supreme Court Guidelines on Virtual Hearings (2020): The guidelines emphasized
the use of video conferencing for hearings, including those involving prisoners. The
court acknowledged the need for technological solutions to mitigate the risks posed by

in-person gatherings and ensure access to justice.

In Re: Guidelines for Court Functioning through Video Conferencing during COVID-19
Pandemic (2020): The Supreme Court issued a set of guidelines for conducting virtual
hearings across all courts in India. These guidelines were aimed at maintaining social
distancing while ensuring that legal proceedings could continue smoothly. The guidelines

applied to all cases, including bail applications and trials involving under-trial prisoners.

Civil Society and NGO Involvement: Non-governmental organizations and civil society
groups have been actively involved in advocating for prisoner rights and supporting
rehabilitation programs. They play a crucial role in highlighting issues within the prison system

and providing support services to prisoners and their families.

Current challenges in India Prisons
Indian prisons face numerous challenges that hinder the effective administration and

rehabilitation of inmates. Here are some of the most pressing current challenges:

Overcrowding
High Prison Population: Indian prisons often have more people than they can accommodate
comfortably. This in turn leads to substandard living, congestion and heightened anxieties

between detainees.
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Under trial Prisoners: A serious fraction of the jail population is made up of accused persons
awaiting trial for long. Overcrowding and lengthy detention without conviction are caused by
delays in the court process.

1. Poor Living Condition
Inadequate Facilities: Many prisons lack basic facilities such as clean water, proper sanitation,
and sufficient bedding. This can lead to health problems and lower the overall quality of life
for inmates.
Substandard Healthcare: Medical care in prisons is limited most times characterized by a lack
of enough medical personnel, inadequate mental health services as well as not enough medical
supplies and infrastructure.

2. Lack of Rehabilitation and Reintegration Programs
Insufficient Vocational Training and Education: Rehabilitation programs that provide
vocational training, education, and skill development are limited. This affects inmates' ability
to reintegrate into society and find employment post-release.
Psychological Support: Inmates lack adequate mental health services and counselling that
usually exposes them to problems such as stress, depression, and other mental health issues.

3. Human right Violation
Abuse and Torture: Reports of abuse, torture, and ill-treatment by prison staff are not
uncommon. This includes physical violence, psychological abuse, and denial of basic rights.
Lack of Legal Aid: Many prisoners, especially those from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds, lack access to legal aid. This results in prolonged detention and difficulties in
navigating the legal system.

4. Administrative and Structural Issues
Corruption and Mismanagement: Corruption within prison administration can result in
prisoners being exploited, resources being wrongly distributed, and inefficiency in prison
management generally.
Staff Shortages and Training: Staffing is often inadequate in correctional facilities and the staff
who are there may be inadequately trained in some cases - in the use of up-to-date penal and
rehabilitating procedures in accordance with human rights observance.

5. Vulnerable group
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Women Prisoners.: Specific challenges faced by women in prison such as lack of gender-
sensitive facilities, insufficient healthcare, and there is little support for pregnant women as
well mothers who have children.

Juvenile Offenders: Often, facilities and programs for juvenile offenders are insufficient. They
require different approach putting more emphasis on education and rehabilitation rather than
punishment.

Elderly and Disabled Prisoners: The elderly and disabled inmates are usually not taken care
of as expected because there are no special attention and facilities for them. This results in

additional marginalization and negligence.

6. Technological and Modernization Gaps
Inadequate Use of Technology: Though e-prison systems and video conferencing have been
attempted, their adoption remains spotty. Many prison facilities still depend on old techniques
in record-keeping and communication.
Security Concerns: It is always hard work to maintain safety for everyone in prison from those
locked up in there (inmates) up to their keepers (staff) and even the building structures itself.
Duties often entail avoiding fights between detainees and guards; blocking any attempts at

smuggling illegal items into the justice system; keeping things in order.

Government Initiative for Prison Reforms

Government has taken some steps forward as it tries to enhance its correctional facilities
through a number of programs and transformations that deal with many issues including
overcrowding, rehabilitation, infrastructure upgrading and prisoner rights. As stipulated in the
Model Prison Manual 2016 which is used to guide prison management; this focuses more on
conservative or rehabilitative means rather than punitive ones. For instance, the government
has set aside resources for modernizing the jails; these may cover improvement of facilities,
ensuring safety measures as well as other essentials needed by inmates. The E-Prisons Project
aims to introduce technology in prison administration, streamlining operations and maintaining
prisoner records. Open prisons have been introduced in some states, allowing inmates to work

outside during the day and promoting their rehabilitation and reintegration into society.
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Measures to safeguard prisoners' rights include ensuring legal aid, improving medical facilities,
and addressing issues related to under trial prisoners to reduce overcrowding. Vocational
training and education programs enhance inmates' employability post-release, while mental
health and de-addiction programs help them cope with stress and substance abuse issues. Under
trial Review Committees expedite trials to reduce the number of under trials languishing in
prisons. Special measures for women prisoners include creches, better healthcare, and separate
facilities. Reintegration programs, such as halfway homes and job placement services, support
released prisoners' transition back into society. Collaboration with human rights commissions
and NGOs plays a crucial role in monitoring prison conditions and advocating for prisoners'
rights. Community-based alternatives to incarceration, like community service orders,
probation, and parole, aim to reduce the prison population and promote rehabilitation. These
initiatives reflect a shift towards a more humane and reformative approach in the Indian prison
system, aiming to improve conditions within prisons and support the rehabilitation and

reintegration of inmates.

Impact of Overcrowding in Prisons

Overcrowding in prisons has an in-depth impact on both inmates as well as the prison system
as whole. It results to poor living conditions characterised by inadequate space, a lack of
sanitation and healthcare facilities. Overcrowding increases health problems spreading diseases
rapidly thus making it difficult to provide proper medical treatment. Moreover, it causes more
inmates’ tensions thus contributing to hostility which has a negative effect on rehabilitation.
The resource and staft strain leads to inadequate supervision and support so that carrying out
reform programs becomes tricky. Crowded prisons have high percentage of pre-trial detainees
meaning delays in justice access while their detention keeps on without conviction. Such
situation not only violates their rights but is also against principles of justice and fairness. The
overall implications of overcrowding in Indian prisons indicate that there is an urgent need for
comprehensive reforms in order to ease the burden placed upon the prison system in regard

with inmates’ well-being and rehabilitation.

Rehabilitation and reintegration Programs
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Rehabilitation and reintegration programs in prisons focus on preparing inmates for a
successful return to society, addressing the root causes of criminal behaviour, and reducing
recidivism. These programs include vocational training and education, which enhance inmates'
skills and employability, thereby increasing their chances of finding employment post-release.
Mental health and de-addiction programs help inmates cope with psychological issues and
substance abuse, promoting overall well-being. Educational initiatives, including literacy
classes and higher education opportunities, aim to equip inmates with knowledge and
qualifications that can aid their reintegration. Counselling and therapy sessions address
emotional and behavioural issues, fostering personal development and positive change.
Community service, probation and parole offer alternatives to incarceration, allowing inmates
to reintegrate gradually while being monitored and supported. Reintegration programs also
provide halfway homes and job placement services, offering a supportive environment and
practical assistance as inmate’s transition back into society. Collaboration with NGOs and
community organizations enhances these efforts, ensuring a holistic approach to rehabilitation.
These comprehensive programs reflect a shift towards a more humane and effective prison

system, focusing on transforming inmates into productive and law-abiding citizens.

Judicial and Legal Reforms for Prisons

Prisons are based on judicial and legal reforms which will resolve systemic problems, treat
prisoners fairly and bring justice in the system. The most crucial steps in this regard are the use
of fast-track courts and review committees to speed up the processing of cases, which helps
reduce the under trial population and lessen congestion there. Legal aid services are being
strengthened by ensuring that all inmates have access to competent lawyers including those
who cannot afford one. The introduction of alternatives like plea bargaining or community
service provides less severe options than incarceration, promoting restorative justice.
Appropriate reforms also include increasing oversight and accountability for prison
administration through regular inspections by judges and human rights commissions to monitor
conditions and protect inmates’ rights. In addition, legal provisions have been altered to meet

international standards like humane treatment of prisoners and their rehabilitation. The
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integration of technology—including e-courts and video conferencing for court hearings—

aims at streamlining legal processes so as to minimize delays.

Case studies of successful Prison Reforms
1. Tihar Jail, Delhi

Tihar Jail, one of the largest prison complexes in South Asia, has implemented several
successful reforms. The introduction of vocational training programs, including tailoring,
carpentry, and baking, has provided inmates with skills that enhance their employability post-
release. The jail has also set up an in-house radio station, Tihar FM, which broadcasts
educational and recreational programs, helping inmates stay informed and entertained.
Additionally, the prison has initiated educational programs in collaboration with the Indira
Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), enabling inmates to pursue higher education and

gain qualifications during their incarceration.

2. Yerwada Central Jail, Maharashtra
Yerwada Central Jail in Pune has been notable for its rehabilitation and reintegration programs.
The prison has established a large-scale carpentry unit where inmates manufacture furniture,
which is then sold in the market. The earnings from these sales are used to support inmates'
families, contributing to their financial stability. Yerwada Jail also offers various educational
and vocational training programs, including computer literacy courses, which equip inmates
with essential skills for their reintegration into society. The prison has also embraced the
concept of open prisons, allowing selected inmates to work outside during the day and return
in the evening, fostering a sense of responsibility and aiding their transition back into the
community.

3. Vellore Central Prison, Tamil Nadu
Vellore Central Prison has implemented innovative agricultural programs as part of its
rehabilitation efforts. Inmates are engaged in organic farming within the prison premises,
producing vegetables and fruits that are used to feed the prison population. This initiative not
only provides inmates with agricultural skills but also contributes to their physical and mental
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well-being. The prison has also introduced yoga and meditation programs to help inmates
manage stress and improve their mental health. Additionally, Vellore Central Prison runs
vocational training courses in tailoring, embroidery, and handicrafts, enabling inmates to
develop skills that can support their livelihoods after release.
4. Poojappura Central Jail, Kerala

Poojappura Central Jail in Kerala has gained recognition for its innovative and humane
approach to prison management. The jail has implemented a program called "Freedom from
Addiction," which provides comprehensive de-addiction and rehabilitation services to inmates
struggling with substance abuse. This program includes counselling, medical treatment, and
follow-up support to help inmates overcome addiction and reintegrate into society. The prison
also runs a bakery unit where inmates are trained in baking and confectionery production.
Products from the bakery are sold under the brand name "Freedom Sweets," providing inmates

with valuable vocational skills and generating revenue to support prison initiatives.

Role of Non-Governmental Organization in Prison Reforms

An NGO plays a significant role in liberating us from the labyrinth prison systems globally by
addressing a mix of concerns through particular interventions. Advocacy is the most essential
function of such organizations. They labour endlessly to persuade legislators and decision
makers so that they can pass laws which will guarantee better jail terms, humane treatment as
well as encourage reform instead of retribution. Non-governmental organizations use their
platforms to highlight the issues inside correctional facilities which are commonly ignored
issues due to lack of overcrowding, substandard health care facility, and misuse of power. The
political drive serves as the necessary element in pushing the legislative body forward to come
up with the relevant rules.

As an independent observer, NGOs are watchful guardians of prisons, making sure that prisons
follow human rights standards issued at national and international levels. In order to collect
data and testimonies from inmates and staff during these visits and inspections, they take notes
as they make regular tours. This information is then compiled into comprehensive reports that
show the abuses inmates face and put forward proposals for urgent reform. In their oversight

function, NGOs serve as watchdogs to ensure prisons comply with national and global
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standards on human rights. These reports are useful in keeping prison authorities accountable
and pushing for amendments in policies at both national and international levels.

NGOs give crucial services which directly affect the lives of inmates. Legal aid services assist
prisoners to manipulate the judicial system ensuring their rights are not disregarded and they
are given fair trials. The educational and vocational training programs offered by NGOs equip
inmates with the skills and knowledge that are needed for them to be reintegrated into the
society after being released, hence reducing chances of re-offending. Meanwhile, mental health
and drug abuse counselling tackle root causes of criminality by enhancing mental well-being

as well as aiding rehabilitation.

Policy Recommendation for Future Prison Reforms

Future prison reforms should focus on addressing current issues and improving the prison
system by making comprehensive and sustainable changes. It is essential to reduce
overcrowding, which can be done by instituting alternative punishment options including
community service, probation, and electronic monitoring for minor or non-violent offences.
Moreover, the quickening of trial processes, reinforcement of under trial Review Committees
and establishment of fast-track courts would help in minimizing the population of under trial
prisoners. In order to ensure humane living conditions within prisons, proper infrastructural
upgrades are necessary such as modern facilities, good sanitation services as well as health care
facilities. To enable successful reintegration into society after serving their sentences there is a
need to expand rehabilitation and reintegration programs that cover a range of vocational
training opportunities, educational schemes, mental health support systems and drug abuse
treatment programmes. In addition, legal aid programmes must be improved so that all inmates
can access quality legal services especially those who cannot afford them. Legal processes may
also be simplified through technological advancements like the introduction of e-courts or
video conferencing during court sessions which help reduce cases backlog. By mandating
judicial officers and human rights commissions to conduct regular inspections, we can improve
monitoring and responsibility to ensure that prisoners are treated humanely and have their
rights. NGOs and community groups can play an important role in rehabilitation and post-

release assistance. Lastly, the modification of laws in line with global norms would strengthen
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emphasis on humane treatment of inmates as well as their rehabilitation which will lead

towards building a more efficient, equitable and humane penitentiary system within India.

Conclusion

The prison system faces a myriad of challenges that impede its effectiveness and humanitarian
goals. Overcrowding, inadequate living conditions, and insufficient rehabilitation programs
highlight the urgent need for comprehensive reform. Issues such as human rights violations,
lack of adequate healthcare, and the special needs of vulnerable groups further complicate the
situation. Additionally, administrative inefficiencies, out-dated legislation, and societal stigma
contribute to the systemic issues within the prison system.

Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach that includes legal and policy
reforms, improved infrastructure, enhanced staff training, and robust rehabilitation programs.
Active collaboration between the government, judiciary, civil society, and non-governmental
organizations is crucial to driving meaningful change. By prioritizing human rights, effective
rehabilitation, and reintegration, India can develop a prison system that not only upholds justice
but also fosters the potential for positive transformation and reintegration of inmates into

society.
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