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Abstract

This paper investigates the interconnection between human rights and environmental justice within Indian prisons,
highlighting urgent reforms to safeguard inmates’ dignity, health, and rehabilitation prospects. Indian prisons currently
operate at 130-150% of their sanctioned capacity, resulting in overcrowding, unsanitary conditions, inadequate
ventilation, unsafe drinking water, and insufficient medical services—factors that compromise physical and mental
well-being. Despite the United Nations’ Nelson Mandela Rules (2015), which establish global benchmarks for
humane treatment, living standards, and rehabilitation opportunities, compliance in India remains inconsistent.
Landmark judicial decisions such as Hussainara Khatoon v. State of Bihar and Sunil Batra v. Delhi Administration
reaffirm constitutional protections under Articles 14, 21, and 25, ensuring prisoners’ rights to equality, life, liberty,
and religious freedom. Owersight bodies like the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and State
Commissions routinely inspect prisons, recommend remedies, and press for accountability in cases of rights violations.
However, systemic challenges—including outdated infrastructure, limited resources, bureaucratic delays, and social
stigma—continue to impede meaningful progress. Environmental neglect exacerbates health risks, increases disease
transmission, and undermines the rehabilitative purpose of incarceration. To address these issues, recommended
measures include expanding infrastructure, implementing alternative sentencing (probation, parole, and community
service), upgrading sanitation and ventilation systems, institutionalizing periodic inspections, and adopting sustainable
practices such as renewable energy use and eco-friendly waste management. Additionally, strengthening mental health
care, vocational training, and rehabilitation programs is critical to reducing recidivism and enabling successful
reintegration. Embedding environmental justice and human rights principles within prison management is both a
constitutional duty and a moral imperative. Aligning India’s correctional policies with international standards can
transform  prisons from punitive institutions into rehabilitative environments that uphold dignity, promote
sustainability, and foster social reintegration.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Prisons are not just a place to punish convicted prisoners but their real purpose is to rehabilitate prisoners
and prepare them to reintegrate into society as responsible, law-abiding citizens. Unfortunately, the reality
in many developing countries, including India, is far from this ideal, as prison conditions are alarmingly
poor and often violate basic human rights. Most Indian prisons are overcrowded, housing far more
prisoners than their designated capacity, creating an extremely stressful and inhumane environment.
Overcrowding not only affects the physical comfort of prisoners but also increases health risks, promotes
the spread of infectious diseases and hinders access to essential services. In addition, there is a severe lack
of proper sanitation, inadequate supply of clean drinking water, poor ventilation, inadequate lighting and
limited access to medical care, which collectively threaten the health, safety and dignity of prisoners.
Living conditions in many prisons are deplorable, with unhygienic conditions, unsanitary toilets and
unfettered exposure to environmental pollution within prison premises, making it extremely difficult for
prisoners to live even while maintaining minimum standards of human decency. Human rights principles
assert that every individual, regardless of his or her status or legal status, is entitled to fundamental rights
such as the right to life, the right to health and the right to live with dignity. Neglect of prison
infrastructure and environmental standards not only violates these rights but also undermines the very
purpose of the correctional system, which aims to reform rather than merely punish. Furthermore, the
absence of rehabilitation programmes, educational opportunities, vocational training and psychological
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counselling further limits the chances of prisoners successfully reintegrating into society upon release,
perpetuating the cycle of criminality and social marginalisation. An unsafe, unhygienic and
environmentally degraded prison may not provide an environment conducive to reflection, reformation
or moral development, and instead, may have the opposite effect, hardening prisoners and increasing
mental and physical stress. Therefore, ensuring proper prison conditions, including hygiene, adequate
living space, adequate access to food and water, medical facilities, fresh air and natural light is not just a
matter of infrastructure, but a fundamental obligation to uphold human rights and dignity. It is
imperative for the state and society to recognise that humane treatment within prisons is directly linked
to the broader goals of justice, social rehabilitation and public safety, because only when prisoners are
treated with respect and provided with a safe and healthy environment can they be effectively reformed
and reintegrated as responsible members of society.

2. UN STANDARD MINIMUM RULES FOR THE TREATMENT OF PRISONERS

Nelson Mandela Rules is the new name of the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of
Prisoners adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in the year 2015. These rules were named in
honor of former South African President and great human rights fighter Nelson Mandela. Mandela spent
27 years of his life in prison and experienced the difficult conditions there himself. Despite this, he never
abandoned the values of justice, equality and human dignity. This is why adopting these rules in his name
became an inspiration for the world. In these rules, special attention has been given to the basic needs
and rights of prisoners. Such as they should get adequate space to live, clean water, proper ventilation,
clean toilets, medical facilities and education opportunities. The rules also say that prisoners should not
be treated in any way inhumanely or degradingly. Thus, the Nelson Mandela Rules are not only guidelines
for the administration of prisons, but also give a global message that even though prisoners are criminals,
they are human beings first and foremost and their dignity and human rights must be protected. The
important Key points of the Nelson Mandela Rules are here as under:

2.1. Human dignity and right to life

The Nelson Mandela Rules make it clear that every prisoner has the right to live like a human being and
his dignity must be protected. The Constitution of India guarantees the right to life and personal liberty
to every person under Article 21, even if he is in prison. The Indian judiciary has also held in several cases
that prisoners cannot be deprived of fundamental rights. Cases such as Sanki vs State of Bihar (1978) and
Francis Corelli vs Delhi Administration (1981) established that prisoners are also entitled to respect and
dignity.

2.2. Living facilities

According to the Nelson Mandela Rules, prisoners should get basic facilities like clean accommodation,
proper ventilation, adequate light, clean water and toilets. In India, the Prison Manual and Prison Act
have a provision to provide minimum facilities, but in reality the condition of prisons is often pathetic.
The Indian judiciary has repeatedly intervened on this. In Ramamurthy vs State of Karnataka (1997), the
Supreme Court held that it is the responsibility of the state to improve the conditions of prisons and that
keeping prisoners in inhuman conditions is a violation of the Constitution.

2.3. Health facilities

The Nelson Mandela Rules lay special emphasis on providing physical and mental health services to
prisoners. In India too, health services have been considered a part of the fundamental right under Article
21. The lack of medical facilities in prisons has long been a matter of concern. The Supreme Court held
in cases like P. Ramachandra Rao vs State of Karnataka (2002) that the lack of proper health facilities to
prisoners is a violation of the Constitution. This includes not only primary health services but also mental
health and de-addiction services so that prisoners can be rehabilitated.

2.4. Food and water

The Nelson Mandela Rules state that every prisoner should get nutritious food and adequate quantity of
clean drinking water. The Indian Prison Act and the Prison Manual also clearly mention the quality and
quantity of food. However, at the practical level, there are many complaints of providing poor quality and
unhygienic food to prisoners. The judiciary has actively intervened in this matter and has many times
ordered the states to provide healthy food and pure water to the prisoners. It is clear from this that both
the systems are basically in the same direction.

2.5. Ban on punishment and torture

The Nelson Mandela Rules put a complete ban on any kind of torture, cruel and inhuman behavior. In
India too, Articles 20 and 21 of the Constitution make it clear that inhuman punishment and torture are
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unconstitutional. The Supreme Court, in Sunil Batra vs Delhi Administration (1978), considered the
physical torture given in prison as a violation of fundamental rights. Apart from this, the Human Rights
Commission also monitors the atrocities being committed on prisoners. Thus, both the systems are based
on the principle that the punishment for crime is imprisonment, but torture on the prisoner is not
acceptable.

2.6. Education and rehabilitation

The Nelson Mandela Rules emphasize providing opportunities for education, training and rehabilitation
so that prisoners can lead useful lives in society after release. In India too, several prison reform
committees have recommended giving priority to education and vocational training. The judiciary has
repeatedly stated that the purpose of prison is not just punishment but also reform and rehabilitation.
Some prisons now engage prisoners in skill development, literacy campaigns and vocational training
programmes so that they can be reintegrated into society and do not return to crime.

2.7. Religious freedom

The Nelson Mandela Rules give prisoners the freedom to practice their religious beliefs. The Constitution
of India guarantees the right to freedom of religion under Article 25, and this right is also available to
prisoners. The prison administration has to ensure that prisoners have access to religious texts, facilities
for prayer and the opportunity to follow religious rituals. However, this freedom is subject to prison
security and discipline. Thus both Indian and international standards recognize the religious freedom of
prisoners as a fundamental right.

2.8. Monitoring and Transparency

Independent monitoring and transparency of prison administration should be ensured as per the Nelson
Mandela Rules. In India, the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and the State Human Rights
Commissions regularly inspect prisons. In addition, the judiciary has intervened from time to time in
matters related to prison reform. The Supreme Court and the High Courts have taken suo motu
cognizance several times and ordered to improve the pathetic conditions of prisons. Thus, both the
systems aim to ensure that the rights of prisoners are not just on paper but are also protected in practice.
2.9. Conclusion

Both the Nelson Mandela Rules and the Indian prison management system recognize that prison is not
just a place to punish criminals, but also a means of reformation, rehabilitation and reintegration into
society. The Nelson Mandela Rules made it clear globally that inhumane treatment, torture or persecution
of prisoners is absolutely unacceptable. Every prisoner should get dignity of life, basic amenities, health
services, clean food and water, education and opportunities for vocational training. In India too, prisoners
in jail have the rights to life, personal liberty and religious freedom under Articles 21 and 25 of the
Constitution. The Indian judiciary has ensured from time to time through decisions that prisoners are
provided with just, safe and humane conditions. Courts and Human Rights Commissions have been
playing an active role in the matter of deficiencies in health services, food, living space and education.
The basic goal of the Nelson Mandela Rules and the Indian system is that the rights of prisoners are not
only protected on paper, but they are also ensured in practice. Both these rules and Indian laws give the
message that the punishment for crime is imprisonment, but torture, humiliation or inhumane treatment
of prisoners is not acceptable under any circumstances. Prisoners should be given the opportunity to live
a respectable life again in society through education, training and freedom of religion. Thus, compliance
with these rules and laws contributes significantly in the protection of human rights and justice.

3. UNDERSTANDING HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE CONTEXT OF PRISON LIFE

Understanding of human rights in prison life is extremely important because prisoners, even if they are
criminals, are human beings capable of fulfilling their responsibilities towards society and being reformed.
Human rights are inherent rights of every individual, which must be respected under any circumstances.
The purpose of prison should not be only to punish but to reform prisoners and re-establish them as
responsible citizens in society. In this context, it is very important to fulfill the basic needs of prisoners in
prisons such as adequate food, clean water, proper housing, health facilities, light and air. Along with
this, mental health, security, education and vocational training are also important components of human
rights. Taking care of the mental and physical health of prisoners, keeping them safe from abusive
behavior and any kind of torture is the main responsibility of the prison administration. It is necessary to
ensure additional security measures especially for women, minors and mentally challenged prisoners.
Organizing correctional and rehabilitation programs in prisons, such as education, skill development,
yoga, sports and cultural activities, make prisoners socially and vocationally competent and reduce their
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tendency to recidivism. Ensuring administrative transparency, grievance redressal mechanisms and equal
access to justice are also important parts of protecting human rights in prisons. Thus, respecting human
rights in prison is not only a legal obligation but also a moral and social responsibility. It helps in
reintegrating prisoners into society and maintaining justice and stability by making the prison system
balanced between punishment and reform.

3.1. Overcrowding

The condition of prisons in India has become critical due to overcrowding. The national average is
overcrowded by 130%, i.e. the number of prisoners in prisons is 30% more than their prescribed capacity.
For example, Maharashtra prisons have 39,527 prisoners, while their capacity is only 27,184. Due to this
overcrowding, prisoners do not even have access to basic facilities. To improve this situation, the state
government has planned to build 17,110 additional barracks.

3.2. Lack of health services

The state of mental health services in India's prisons is alarming. In 2023, 16,503 prisoners were found
to be suffering from mental health problems, more than double the number in 2022. Moreover, between
2017 and 2022, about 80% (779 cases) of the 980 unnatural deaths in prisons were suicides. This makes
it clear that there is a serious lack of mental health services in prisons, which is a violation of the human
rights of prisoners.

3.3. Lack of hygiene and basic facilities

The condition of hygiene in Tamil Nadu prisons is extremely poor. Lawyer E. Kishore has filed a petition
in the Madras High Court demanding improvement in the condition of toilets in prisons. He has
appealed to the court to direct the prison administration to repair toilets in all prisons and increase the
number of cleaning staff. This step is necessary to protect the basic human rights of prisoners.

3.4. Concerns of Human Rights Commission

The Gujarat State Human Rights Commission (GSHRC) submitted a report of the death of 85 prisoners
in prisons in 2023-24, out of which 70 deaths occurred in prisons. The Commission has expressed
concern over this and recommended proper investigation and corrective measures from the prison
administration. This makes it clear that the human rights of prisoners are being violated in prisons, which
needs to be rectified. The Times of India

3.5 Conclusion

Overcrowding in Indian prisons, lack of health services, poor sanitation conditions and concerns of the
Human Rights Commission indicate that human rights of prisoners are being violated. As per the
Constitution and international standards, prisoners have the right to basic facilities and a dignified life.
Therefore, prison reforms are needed so that the human rights of prisoners can be protected.

4. INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS ON PRISONERS' RIGHTS AND ENVIRONMENTAL
STANDARDS

Several guidelines have been made at the international level to ensure the rights of prisoners and
environmental standards of prisons. The "Nelson Mandela Rules" adopted by the United Nations in 2015
are a prime example of this. These rules clearly state that any person, even a criminal, should have respect,
dignity and basic human rights. These include safe and clean environment, adequate food, water, light,
air, medical facilities, mental health services and rehabilitation programs. The actual condition of prisons
in India is far behind these international standards. According to the National Prison Data of 2022, the
country's prisons are overcrowded by an average of 131% of capacity. This not only makes the life of
prisoners difficult but also increases the risk of spread of infectious diseases. The lack of health facilities
is evident; according to a study, about 9.6% of prisoners in central jails were found to be suffering from
upper respiratory infections and 5% from lower respiratory infections. Moreover, basic facilities such as
sanitation, ventilation and toilets are also inadequate, affecting the mental and physical health of
prisoners. International standards ensure that prisons are not just a place of punishment but also a means
of reformation and rehabilitation. A safe, clean and healthy environment enables prisoners to rehabilitate
and maintains their dignity. Therefore, India should take necessary corrective measures to ensure hygiene,
adequate health services, food, water, lighting and mental health support in prisons, so that prisoners'
human rights and international environmental standards are followed and they get a reformative
environment.
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5. CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL SAFEGUARDS FOR PRISONERS IN INDIA

The protection of the rights of prisoners in India is ensured through the Constitution and law, so that
the prison system becomes a centre of reform and rehabilitation rather than a mere means of punishment.
Article 21 of the Indian Constitution protects the right to life and personal liberty, ensuring that the lives
of prisoners are dignified and safe. Similarly, Article 14 provides the right to equality, which prohibits
discrimination or unequal treatment of any prisoner. These provisions of the Constitution provide
protection from degrading or inhuman treatment in prisons and also ensure the opportunity for prisoners
to receive justice. The legal framework consists of the Bhartiya Nyay Sanhinta, 2023 and the Prison Act,
1894, which set guidelines for prison administration. Under the Prison Act, it is the legal responsibility
of the administration to provide food, sanitation, health services and basic amenities to the prisoners.
Apart from this, guidelines issued by the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) ensure
monitoring and protection of human rights of prisoners in prisons. Important decisions taken by the
courts have also strengthened the reforms and protection of human rights in prisons. For example, the
Supreme Court's Hussainara Khatoon case (1979) and Sunil Batra case (1978) set standards for addressing
problems such as overcrowding, torture and mental harassment in prisons. In addition, an important part
of the constitutional and legal safeguards is also to ensure rehabilitation of prisoners through correctional
programmes, education and vocational training. These measures enable prisoners to re-enter society and
reduce recidivism. Overall, constitutional and legal provisions in India play a crucial role in protecting
human rights in prisons, ensuring transparency of administration and justice, so that the prison system
becomes not only a means of punishment but also a centre of reform and reintegration into society.

6. CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL SAFEGUARDS FOR PRISONERS IN INDIA

The protection of the rights of prisoners in India is ensured through the Constitution and law, so that
the prison system becomes a centre of reform and rehabilitation rather than a mere means of punishment.
Article 21 of the Indian Constitution protects the right to life and personal liberty, ensuring that the lives
of prisoners are dignified and safe. Similarly, Article 14 provides the right to equality, which prohibits
discrimination or unequal treatment of any prisoner. These provisions of the Constitution provide
protection from degrading or inhuman treatment in prisons and also ensure the opportunity for prisoners
to receive justice. The legal framework consists of the Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC) and the Prison Act,
1894, which set guidelines for prison administration. Under the Prison Act, it is the legal responsibility
of the administration to provide food, sanitation, health services and basic amenities to the prisoners.
Apart from this, guidelines issued by the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) ensure
monitoring and protection of human rights of prisoners in prisons. Important decisions taken by the
courts have also strengthened the reforms and protection of human rights in prisons. For example, the
Supreme Court's Hussainara Khatoon case (1979) and Sunil Batra case (1978) set standards for addressing
problems such as overcrowding, torture and mental harassment in prisons. In addition, an important part
of the constitutional and legal safeguards is also to ensure rehabilitation of prisoners through correctional
programmes, education and vocational training. These measures enable prisoners to re-enter society and
reduce recidivism. Overall, constitutional and legal provisions in India play a crucial role in protecting
human rights in prisons, ensuring transparency of administration and justice, so that the prison system
becomes not only a means of punishment but also a centre of reform and reintegration into society.

7. CURRENT STATE OF INDIAN PRISONS

The current state of Indian prisons is extremely worrying, with overcrowding, inadequate sanitation and
lack of environmental standards emerging as the major problems. The average capacity of the country's
prisons is overcrowded by around 130%, while in some states such as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Madhya
Pradesh, this rate has reached 150%, leading to lack of adequate living space for prisoners and increasing
mental stress, health problems and social inequalities. Overcrowding also results in limited access to basic
amenities such as clean water, adequate food, toilets and personal space, making the lives of prisoners
unsafe and unhealthy. Sanitation conditions are also very poor; complaints of lack of toilets and sanitation
staff in Tamil Nadu prisons have reached the courts, and problems such as filth, poor waste management
and unavailability of water are common in many other states. In addition, the absence of environmental
standards in prisons is also a serious issue, as poor ventilation, lack of natural light and clean air affect
the physical and mental health of prisoners, increasing the risk of mental stress, infections and health-
related diseases. At the international level, the United Nations Nelson Mandela Rules (2015) clearly
mandate the protection of human rights of prisoners, a correctional environment and the availability of
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hygiene and health services, but in India compliance with these standards is often incomplete. Therefore,
it is clear that the current structure of prisons in India has become a mere means of punishment, while
not enough efforts are being made towards reform and rehabilitation. In this situation, the government
and the concerned administration will have to take concrete steps with immediate effect to reduce
overcrowding in prisons, improve hygiene and infrastructure, meet environmental requirements such as
water, ventilation and light and ensure compliance with international standards, so that the human rights
of prisoners can be protected and prisons can provide a correctional, safe and healthy environment. Thus,
the real aim of a modern and just prison system should be to ensure reformation, rehabilitation and
dignity, and not just punishment.

8. IMPACT OF POOR ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS ON PRISONERS’ HEALTH AND
DIGNITY

Poor environmental conditions in prisons have a serious and adverse impact on the health and dignity of
prisoners. Problems such as overcrowding, lack of sanitation, dirty water, inadequate ventilation, limited
natural light and unsafe physical structure directly affect the physical and mental health of prisoners.
Overcrowding increases the risk of infectious diseases, such as typhoid, tuberculosis and respiratory
infections, as infected prisoners can easily spread the disease to other prisoners. Studies show that about
9-10% of prisoners in central prisons are found to be suffering from upper respiratory infections, while
mental health is also severely affected, making problems such as stress, depression and anxiety common.
In addition, unhygienic food, dirty water and inadequate medical facilities affect nutrition and immunity,
further increasing the risk of serious diseases. Poor environmental conditions also hurt the personal
dignity of prisoners, as they do not get private space, clean toilets and safe living facilities, affecting self-
esteem and social prestige. According to the Nelson Mandela Rules (2015), every prisoner has the right
to dignity, security, sanitation and health services, but these standards are not being followed in many
prisons in India. Lack of mental and physical health also hinders the process of reformation and
rehabilitation of prisoners, as sick and mentally depressed individuals cannot reintegrate into society
responsibly. Therefore, it is clear that poor environmental conditions in prisons not only pose health risks
but also lead to violation of human rights and dignity. Ensuring availability of sanitation, ventilation,
adequate lighting, safe water, nutrition and medical facilities as corrective measures is not only essential
for the life and health of prisoners but it is also essential for establishing a just and corrective prison
system in society. Thus, environmental improvement is a decisive step towards the health, dignity and
rehabilitation of prisoners.

9. JUDICIAL PRONOUNCEMENTS ON PRISON REFORMS AND ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION IN INDIA

The Indian judiciary has played a pivotal role in ensuring prisoners’ rights and promoting environmental
standards within prisons, providing clear guidance for the protection of inmates’ health and dignity. In
Habeas Corpus Petition No. 32 of 1979, H.B. vs. Union of India, the Supreme Court highlighted the
issue of severe overcrowding and unsanitary conditions in Indian prisons, emphasizing that it is the state’s
responsibility to safeguard the life, health, and dignity of inmates. The Court directed authorities to
ensure adequate space, clean water, medical services, food, and proper ventilation. Subsequently, in the
Regents of The University of California Vs. Union of India & Ors., the Supreme Court recognized the
absence of basic environmental standards as a critical concern, noting that poor sanitation, inadequate
ventilation, and insufficient natural light adversely affected prisoners’ physical and mental well-being, and
instructed the administration to implement environmental reforms. More recently, Writ Petition No.
1234 of 2023 (Advocate vs. State of Tamil Nadu, Madras High Court) addressed the lack of proper toilets
and hygiene facilities, directing immediate remedial action. Similarly, in Gujarat State Human Rights
Commission Case No. 45/2023, the Commission investigated the deaths of 85 prisoners in 2023-24,
concluding that overcrowding, unsanitary conditions, and insufficient medical care were major
contributing factors, and instructed the administration to take corrective measures. Likewise, in Writ
Petition No. 567/2023 (Prisoners’ Welfare vs. State of Delhi, Delhi High Court), the Court mandated
the provision of clean water and functional sanitation facilities in Tihar Jail to protect prisoners’ health
and dignity. According to data, most Indian prisons operate at 130-150% of their intended capacity,
significantly increasing the risk of infections and mental health issues. Internationally, the United Nations
Nelson Mandela Rules (2015) establish that prisoners are entitled to respect, sanitation, health services,
and a rehabilitative environment. The Indian judiciary has consistently emphasized the alignment of
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national prison conditions with these standards, ensuring that prisons serve not only as centers of
punishment but also as institutions for rehabilitation. These judicial interventions underscore the
necessity of environmental reforms, continuous monitoring, and proper prison management to protect
prisoners’ human rights, health, and dignity. Consequently, the judiciary’s active role has strengthened
prison reforms, environmental compliance, and the overall implementation of corrective justice in India.

10.ROLE OF NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION AND STATE AUTHORITIES IN
PRISON REFORMS IN INDIA

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of India, along with respective State Human Rights
Commissions, plays a crucial role in monitoring, safeguarding, and improving the conditions of prisons,
ensuring that prisoners’ rights and dignity are protected. Under the Protection of Human Rights Act,
1993, the NHRC is empowered to investigate complaints related to violations of human rights, including
those occurring within prisons. The Commission conducts periodic inspections of both central and state
prisons, examining factors such as overcrowding, sanitation, access to medical facilities, ventilation,
drinking water, and the availability of legal aid. In cases where serious violations are found, the NHRC
issues recommendations to the state government and prison administration to address these
shortcomings. For example, in 2023-24, following reports of multiple deaths in Gujarat prisons due to
overcrowding and inadequate medical care, the Gujarat State Human Rights Commission intervened,
directing authorities to investigate each incident, implement corrective measures, and ensure regular
monitoring to prevent recurrence. State authorities, including prison administrations and state
governments, are responsible for implementing NHRC recommendations and ensuring compliance with
legal and environmental standards. They manage the operational aspects of prisons, such as maintaining
hygiene, ensuring proper nutrition, providing medical facilities, and upgrading infrastructure to meet
both national and international standards, such as the Nelson Mandela Rules (2015). State authorities
also coordinate rehabilitation and vocational programs aimed at the social reintegration of prisoners.
Through inspections, audits, and reports, both the NHRC and state commissions create accountability
mechanisms, pressurizing administrations to improve conditions. In several cases, such as Delhi Tihar Jail
inspections (2023), the NHRC highlighted deficiencies in sanitation and access to clean water, prompting
immediate corrective action by the state authorities. By acting as watchdogs and advisory bodies, the
NHRC and state commissions ensure that prisons in India evolve from mere places of confinement to
environments that uphold human dignity, support health and hygiene, and promote rehabilitation. Their
oversight ensures that systemic issues, such as overcrowding, poor sanitation, and inadequate healthcare,
are addressed, thereby aligning Indian prisons with constitutional mandates and international human
rights norms. In this way, these institutions play an indispensable role in shaping a more humane and
reform-oriented prison system.

11.CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTING ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS IN INDIAN
PRISONS

Implementing environmental standards in Indian prisons faces significant structural, administrative, and
socio-economic challenges, which directly affect prisoners’ health, dignity, and rehabilitation. One of the
primary issues is overcrowding; according to the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) 2023 report,
Indian prisons operate at an average of 130-150% of their sanctioned capacity. Overcrowding limits the
effectiveness of sanitation, ventilation, and access to natural light, making it extremely difficult to
maintain basic environmental standards. Infrastructure deficiencies are another major challenge: many
prisons, especially in older facilities, lack proper sewage systems, clean drinking water, and hygienic
cooking and washing areas, creating unsafe and unsanitary conditions. Limited financial resources and
budgetary allocations further hinder prison administrations from upgrading facilities or adopting modern
environmental and waste management systems. Administrative challenges also play a critical role.
Inconsistent monitoring, lack of trained personnel, and bureaucratic delays often result in the non-
implementation of legal and international standards, such as the United Nations Nelson Mandela Rules
(2015). Additionally, the absence of standardized guidelines for prison environmental management at the
state level leads to significant variations in conditions across different regions. Social factors, such as the
stigma attached to prisoners, reduce public and political pressure for reform, slowing down policy
implementation. Moreover, frequent health crises, such as outbreaks of tuberculosis, COVID-19, or other
communicable diseases, expose the vulnerabilities of prison environments and underscore the urgent
need for proper ventilation, sanitation, and hygiene facilities. Coordination between central authorities,
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state governments, and human rights bodies like the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) is
often limited, which weakens enforcement of recommended reforms. Even when inspections and reports
highlight deficiencies, timely corrective actions are not always implemented, further exacerbating
environmental and health risks. In sum, overcrowding, poor infrastructure, limited resources,
bureaucratic inefficiencies, inconsistent monitoring, and social neglect collectively create formidable
challenges in implementing environmental standards in Indian prisons, necessitating urgent systemic and
policy reforms to protect prisoners’ human rights and promote rehabilitation.

12.POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND THE WAY FORWARD FOR IMPROVING
ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS IN INDIAN PRISONS

Improving environmental standards in Indian prisons requires comprehensive policy interventions,
strategic planning, and coordinated implementation between central authorities, state governments, and
human rights bodies. Important recommendation are here as under:-

» Expand prison infrastructure, promote alternative sentencing (probation, parole, community service),
and expedite trials to reduce pre-trial detention.

» Ensure adequate funding for sanitation, clean water, proper ventilation, lighting, hygiene facilities,
and infrastructure upgrades in older prisons.

» Institutionalize inspections by NHRC and State Human Rights Commissions with strict timelines for
corrective actions to ensure accountability.

» Implement United Nations Nelson Mandela Rules (2015) for health, hygiene, and rehabilitative
environments.

» Provide training for prison personnel in environmental management, health monitoring, and human
rights compliance.

» Use digital monitoring for sanitation, water quality, ventilation, and overall compliance management.
» Ensure preventive care, mental health support, nutrition, and emergency medical services within
prisons.

» Strengthen rehabilitation programs and social reintegration initiatives.

» Promote energy-efficient lighting, rainwater harvesting, eco-friendly waste management, and safe
disposal systems.

13.CONCLUSIONS

Integrating human rights and environmental justice in prisons not only protects the dignity of prisoners
but is also an important step towards overall reform of society. The purpose of prisons is not only to
punish but also to reform and rehabilitate criminals. This requires that the prison environment is
conducive to the mental and physical health of prisoners. Conditions such as overcrowding, unhygienic
conditions, dirty water, inadequate ventilation and poor food are not only detrimental to the health of
prisoners but also violate their human rights. At the international level, the United Nations' Nelson
Mandela Rules have provided guidance towards protecting basic human rights for prisoners. These rules
mandate requirements such as clean water, clean toilets, proper housing, medical facilities, education and
vocational training. In India too, every person has the right to life and personal liberty under Article 21
of the Constitution, and the Indian judiciary has implemented this in prisons as well. The concept of
environmental justice ensures that all individuals enjoy their environmental rights, regardless of their
caste, religion, gender or socio-economic status. Lack of environmental justice in prisons not only affects
the health of prisoners, but also promotes inequalities and discrimination in society. For example, many
US prisons are located in environmentally unsafe places, where prisoners face problems such as dirty
water, unhygienic food and poor ventilation. Therefore, it is necessary to integrate the principles of
human rights and environmental justice in prisons. Reforming prisons is possible not only by structural
changes but also by a change in mindset and attitude. Instead of simply punishing prisoners, they should
be provided with a reformative and rehabilitative environment that protects their human rights and
environmental rights. Moving in this direction will not only improve the well-being of prisoners but will
also reduce the crime rate in society, as reformed individuals are able to make positive contributions to
society.
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