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ABSTRACT

The rapid proliferation of synthetic and novel psychoactive substances, owing to their diverse chemical formulations and ease of
accessibility, has confronted contemporary legal systems with fundamental challenges. In Iran, although the 2010 amendment
to the Anti-Narcotics Law constituted a crucial step toward the criminalization of these substances, the prevailing criminal policy
continues to oscillate between punitive approaches and treatment-oriented measures. Employing a descriptive-analytical
method, the present study seeks to examine the three dimensions of Iran’s criminal, preventive, and therapeutic policies
concerning psychotropic substances and to critically assess the challenges confronting these policies. The findings demonstrate
that, despite recognizing concepts such as “harm reduction,” Iran’s criminal policy remains dominated by “penal populism” and
repressive approaches. This tendency is concretely manifested in the predominance of compulsory treatment under Article 16
over voluntary treatment under Article 15 and in the expansion of the prison population. From a legislative perspective,
delegating the identification and classification of new substances to executive bodies, as stipulated in Note 1 to Article 8, conflicts
with the principle of legality of crimes and punishments and the constitutional prohibition against the delegation of legislative
authority, as enshrined in Articles 36 and 85 of the Constitution. Furthermore, the failure to consider the purity of substances
during judicial proceedings and the absence of a comprehensive legal definition of novel psychoactive substances have
diminished the effectiveness of criminal justice responses. In the field of prevention, the predominance of situational and law-
enforcement measures over social prevention has contributed to the emergence of the “revolving-door” phenomenon, whereby
users repeatedly return to the cycle of substance use and criminal offending. The findings emphasize the necessity of a paradigm
shift from a security-oriented approach to a public-health-oriented approach, the adoption of an analogue-based criminalization
framework to address changes in the chemical composition of substances, the development of therapeutic jurisprudence, and
the strengthening of post-release aftercare services. Reforming existing policies requires establishing an appropriate balance
between criminal justice instruments and supportive measures, ensuring conformity with international human rights standards,
and entrusting the management of treatment processes to specialized health and social institutions.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The rapid expansion of synthetic and novel psychoactive substances has become one of the most
serious challenges confronting contemporary systems of criminal justice, public health, and social
security. Unlike traditional narcotic drugs, many psychoactive substances can be produced through
relatively simple laboratory processes, altered through minor modifications in their molecular
structures, and distributed through flexible and decentralized networks. These characteristics have
transformed conventional patterns of substance dependence, trafficking, consumption, and drug-
related offending. From a toxicological and criminological perspective, psychoactive substances
include natural or synthesized compounds that cross the blood—brain barrier and alter cognitive,
perceptual, emotional, and behavioral functions by affecting the central nervous system (Saki, 2014).
In Iranian law, however, the legal delimitation of this category remains problematic because the
statutory framework does not always clearly distinguish among traditional narcotics, synthetic
stimulants, hallucinogens, pharmaceutical substances susceptible to misuse, and newly emerging
psychoactive compounds. Before the 2010 amendment to the Anti-Narcotics Law, the term
“psychotropic substance” was primarily associated with pharmaceutical and medically supervised
uses. The 2010 amendment constituted an important legislative turning point by bringing non-
pharmaceutical industrial psychotropic substances, including methamphetamine, within the scope
of severe criminal sanctions (Akbari, 2014). Nevertheless, the dynamic and mutable nature of these
substances continues to challenge the effectiveness of traditional criminal-law instruments. The
central problem addressed in this study is therefore the structural tension between the rapid
evolution of psychoactive substances and the relatively rigid mechanisms of criminalization,
prevention, prosecution, and treatment in Iranian law. The study assumes that Iran’s criminal policy
remains disproportionately dominated by punitive and security-oriented responses, while
preventive, therapeutic, rehabilitative, and harm-reduction mechanisms have not received
equivalent institutional support (Farajiha & Moghaddasi, 2014).
The present research adopts a descriptive-analytical method and examines statutory provisions,
legal doctrine, judicial approaches, international instruments, and specialized literature concerning
Iran’s criminal, preventive, and therapeutic policies toward psychoactive substances. Its principal
objective is to evaluate whether the existing legal framework provides a coherent and effective
response to the multiple dimensions of production, trafficking, distribution, possession,
consumption, dependence, treatment, and social reintegration. The analysis is structured around
three interrelated dimensions of criminal policy: punitive intervention, preventive policy, and
treatment-oriented responses. A coherent criminal policy requires coordination among these three
dimensions because punishment alone cannot sustainably reduce either the supply of or demand for
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psychoactive substances (Ardabili, 2013). The research also examines the historical development of
Iranian legislation. The first phase began with the 1975 law concerning psychotropic substances and
Iran’s acceptance of the 1971 international framework, during which regulation remained
predominantly medical and supervisory. The second phase extended from the adoption of the Anti-
Narcotics Law in 1988 until the 2010 amendment and was characterized by a legislative gap
regarding many industrial psychoactive substances (Rahmdel, 2006). The third phase commenced
with the 2010 amendment, which introduced stringent criminalization and linked non-
pharmaceutical industrial psychoactive substances to the severe sanctions prescribed under Article
8. The fourth phase emerged through the 2017 addition of Article 45, which restricted the application
of capital punishment to specified aggravating circumstances, including armed activity, leadership
of organized groups, and possession of quantities exceeding statutory thresholds (Mousavi Mojab et
al., 2020). Although these reforms reflect gradual legislative adaptation, they have not produced a
fully coherent model capable of reconciling flexibility, legality, proportionality, public health, and
effective enforcement.

The findings indicate that Article 8 of the Anti-Narcotics Law remains the primary statutory basis
for responding to offenses involving industrial psychoactive substances. The legislature has adopted
a quantity-based, graduated system of punishment applicable to production, manufacture,
importation, transportation, possession, concealment, sale, and distribution. The sanctions range
from fines and flogging to long-term imprisonment, confiscation of criminal proceeds, and, under
aggravated conditions, capital punishment. By placing substances such as methamphetamine within
the same punitive framework as heroin, morphine, and cocaine, the legislature has largely eliminated
the distinction between industrial psychotropic substances and high-risk traditional narcotics for
sentencing purposes (Sadeghi et al., 2017). This approach has increased punitive severity but has also
generated serious questions regarding proportionality, individualized sentencing, and the actual role
of the offender within the criminal network. Small-scale distributors, dependent users,
intermediaries, and organized traffickers may become subject to a legal structure that relies heavily
on the weight of the seized substance rather than on the offender’s culpability, the substance’s purity,
its active pharmacological content, or the degree of social harm caused. The reliance on gross rather
than net weight is particularly problematic when industrial substances are mixed with inactive
materials, because it may lead to punishments that exceed the actual dangerousness of the conduct
(Ghannad, 2000). Another major challenge concerns Note 1 to Article 8, which authorizes the
identification of newly emerging psychoactive substances through proposals by the Ministry of
Health and the Anti-Narcotics Headquarters, subject to approval by the Council of Ministers.
Although this mechanism facilitates a faster response to newly developed compounds, it raises
constitutional concerns because identifying a prohibited substance effectively determines an element
of the offense and therefore implicates the principle of legality and the prohibition against delegating
criminal legislation (Omidi, 2003).

The study further demonstrates that Iran’s criminal policy is marked by an imbalance between
punitive enforcement, social prevention, and treatment. The punitive dimension continues to be
shaped by deterrence, incapacitation, and penal severity, as reflected in the extensive use of
imprisonment, flogging, financial penalties, confiscation, and capital punishment (Rahmdel, 2015).
Although differentiated treatment is formally contemplated for organized traffickers, small-scale
sellers, and consumers, the criminal justice system remains heavily engaged with lower-level actors,
while the flexible and profitable structure of illegal markets allows principal organizers to replace
arrested couriers and retailers. Severe penalties have therefore not consistently disrupted supply
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networks or produced a sustainable decline in consumption. The profitability of illicit psychoactive-
substance markets may instead encourage professionalization, price increases, network adaptation,
and the recruitment of socially vulnerable individuals (Pourbaferani & Masaeli, 2017). Preventive
policy likewise remains disproportionately focused on situational and law-enforcement measures,
including border control, seizure operations, surveillance, and restrictions on chemical precursors.
While these measures are necessary, they are insufficient without social prevention addressing
poverty, unemployment, family conflict, psychological vulnerability, social exclusion, educational
failure, and limited life skills (Zali et al., 2018). Public education, school-based training, media
awareness, family involvement, and the participation of civil-society organizations are essential to
reducing vulnerability and preventing initial consumption (Ehteshami et al., 2024). However,
preventive and rehabilitative institutions often suffer from limited resources, fragmented
responsibilities, insufficient coordination, and the absence of an integrated information system
connecting police, courts, treatment centers, welfare organizations, prisons, and post-release
services.

The therapeutic dimension reveals a further contradiction between the formal recognition of
addiction as a health-related disorder and the continued predominance of compulsory, security-
oriented intervention. Article 15 of the Anti-Narcotics Law provides that dependent persons who
voluntarily seek treatment from authorized centers may be protected from prosecution, thereby
recognizing voluntary treatment and therapeutic suspension of criminal proceedings (Saki, 2001). By
contrast, Article 16 authorizes the compulsory transfer of publicly visible or noncompliant dependent
persons to mandatory treatment centers pursuant to judicial orders. Although this measure is
formally characterized as therapeutic and rehabilitative, its deprivation-of-liberty component and its
implementation under judicial and security supervision may give it a quasi-penal character (Ashouri,
2003). In practice, compulsory treatment frequently overshadows voluntary care, while inadequate
post-treatment services contribute to repeated relapse, re-arrest, and re-entry into mandatory
centers. This pattern resembles the criminological phenomenon of the “revolving door,” in which
individuals repeatedly circulate between substance use, policing, compulsory treatment, and social
exclusion. Effective treatment cannot be limited to temporary physical abstinence; it requires
psychological services, family intervention, vocational training, employment assistance, temporary
housing, health insurance, social-work follow-up, stigma reduction, and long-term aftercare. The
study consequently proposes reforms at the legislative, judicial, and executive levels. Legislatively,
Iran should adopt a precise and scientifically informed definition of psychoactive substances,
develop a carefully supervised analogue-based or chemical-group classification mechanism, reform
Note 1 to Article 8, and distinguish more clearly among organized trafficking, major production,
retail distribution, possession for personal use, and individual consumption (Zeinali, 2017).
Judicially, specialized or treatment-oriented courts, individualized assessments, alternatives to
imprisonment, conditional suspension, and expert evaluation of purity, active substance content,
intent, and offender role should be expanded (Malek-Mohammadi & Dehghani, 2023). Executive
responsibility for treatment should also be transferred more decisively to specialized health and
social institutions.

In conclusion, the study finds that Iran’s current policy toward psychoactive substances has
undergone significant legislative development but remains fragmented, punitive, and insufficiently
responsive to the scientific, social, and public-health dimensions of the problem. The rapid chemical
modification of emerging substances, the ambiguity of statutory definitions, the delegation of
substance classification to executive authorities, the emphasis on gross weight, the extensive use of
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severe punishment, and the institutional dominance of compulsory treatment collectively reduce the
coherence and effectiveness of the existing framework. A sustainable policy must balance social
security with public health, supply control with demand reduction, and criminal accountability with
treatment and social support. Criminal intervention should principally target organized, violent, and
profit-driven trafficking networks, while dependent users and low-level offenders should be directed
toward evidence-based treatment, rehabilitation, and supervised social reintegration. Prevention
must move beyond episodic awareness campaigns and become a continuous, community-based
process addressing the social and psychological conditions that increase vulnerability to substance
use. At the same time, treatment centers must cease functioning as quasi-correctional institutions
and instead operate as specialized health and welfare facilities supported by effective post-release
and relapse-prevention services. Ultimately, the desirable model for Iranian law is a balanced,
dynamic, health-oriented, rights-respecting, and evidence-based criminal policy capable of
responding rapidly to newly emerging psychoactive substances without violating the principles of
legality, proportionality, human dignity, and legal certainty.
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