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Treatment improves

SOCIAL REINTEGRATION

“When patients come to us, most of them have had fallouts with their families. They have 
had fights with their parents or violent outbursts with their wives. But after stabilizing on the 
treatment, their families themselves come to us and report a drastic improvement in their 
behaviour. They say that they have returned to being the way they used to be before drug use. 
Many of them are also able to find jobs.” 

—Counsellor at an MMT centre 
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NAVNEET,
BATHINDA

“I got  into 
drugs in school.”
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“I was thrown 
out of school
by my principal, the day I was caught smoking 
smack. I managed to complete high school through 
distance learning. Since then, I have never been 
responsible for anything or anyone. I have never 
held a job and have lived off my parents.”
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NAVNEET SINGH 
began using drugs in 1993. “It started out of curiosity and lack of any other distraction. I never imagined that my habit could get 
me into so many problems. A few of us from school would get together, smoke heroin and spend the rest of the day watching TV 
and whiling away our time. We began with smoking and then moved on to injecting smack and abusing cough syrup. Day would 
turn into night, and night into day—I would be lying at a friend’s place, injecting. My parents scolded and hit me but it made no 
difference. I would walk out of the house and go to a friend’s place and the routine would repeat itself.”

“Both my brother and I were heavily addicted to drugs and we were wasting our lives away. Our family had three poultry farms, 
and because of our drug habit we had to sell them all, as the two of us refused to look after them. We did absolutely nothing to 
support ourselves or the family.” 

When Navneet’s family started looking for a match for him, they realized that they had to do something to put an end to his drug 
habit. Navneet says: “Both my brother and I were taken to a de-addiction centre where we stayed for six months. In the beginning 
I hated it, but after a while I got used to it. When the treatment ended, we came home and I got married. After a few years,          
I started having a lot of fights with my wife and parents. I got back to using heroin and norfin, but this time I injected myself alone 
at home. I would just lie in my bedroom, watch TV, drink tea and not leave the house at all.”

During this period a counsellor from the MMT centre visited Navneet’s family. Navneet and his brother were counselled and both 
enrolled into the MMT programme. Navneet describes his experience: “In the beginning I used to take injections along with 
methadone, but slowly the urge to inject stopped and I started feeling the effects of methadone. For the first time after a long 
while, I felt like I had the energy to work and I wanted to look for a job.”

“I now work as a security guard at one of Bathinda’s famous jewellery stores. 
I have 12-hour shifts and I do not feel tired. My employers don’t even know 
that I am a former drug user.”
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“I look 
healthy 
and feel fit.” 
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GONZALO,
IMPHAL

“I don’t 
remember ever
being able to 
spend quality 
time with my 
family.”
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“As a drug
user I would 
always be 
high.”

“I would try making conversation 
with my wife and eight year old 
son but would always end up 
talking about absurd things and 
very often I would just doze off 
mid-sentence. Both my wife and 
son would make fun of me and 
call me crazy.” 
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GONZALO 
has been an active heroin user and his wife, Roma, recalls how she found out about his drug habit: “We got married in 2004 and 
during my pregnancy I had blood pressure issues and was advised bed rest. It was during that time that I realized Gonzalo was on 
drugs. I have, since, tried my level best to keep him away from them.”

Gonzalo adds: “I have been to rehab for my drug addiction several times and I have tried buprenorphine, but failed each time 
because I am a ‘yes man’. I always end up saying yes to drugs. At the treatment centres, clients stay together and if one of us 
suggests that we do drugs, all of us say yes. I was always doing drugs, even while on the treatment, so after some time I didn’t 
see any point in continuing the treatment.”

Gonzalo found out about MMT through friends. He says, “It was time, I was tired of using heroin and wanted to give it up.” 
Gonzalo and Roma visited the MMT centre, where they met with counsellors and doctors, who conducted a medical assessment 
and explained the treatment to them. 

“I started with a very low dose of methadone and during that period I used to feel very fatigued. My entire body would ache and 
I’d feel the craving to inject. But then, my dosage was gradually increased and I started feeling stable. In the beginning I injected 
a number of times, even while on MMT, but it didn’t give me a kick. That’s when I stopped feeling the urge to use drugs.”

Gonzalo says that after taking his daily dose of methadone he feels active and is able to help Roma with the daily chores.          
Both Roma and Gonzalo see a drastic change in their life after his initiation into MMT.

Roma elaborates: “He spends a lot of time with our son, and our son, too, enjoys being with his father. He drops him to school 
every morning and then picks him up in the afternoon. We eat together like a family should. All this would have been impossible 
during his drug using days.”

Gonzalo says that he doesn’t want his son to know that his father used to be a drug user. 

“I don’t want my son to feel ashamed of me, so I make some lame excuses 
when I have to visit the MMT centre.” 
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‘‘But kids are very smart these days. They are very perceptive and, in fact, more than my wife, it is he who now monitors me.    
He will ask me all sorts of questions if I step out of the house at any time of the day. He wants to be with me throughout and 
wants me to take him along wherever I go.”

Financially, too, the family is now more stable. Roma says that during Gonzalo’s drug using days she would somehow try and run 
the household. She used to ask her parents for money, and on many nights she only had enough food to feed her son. 

Roma says: “My husband is a very skilled jeweller. Clients invariably like his intricate handiwork and everybody in our locality 
knows of his skill, but because of his drug habit, they used to be scared to hand over their gold to him. We would get orders to 
make imitations in silver, but never in gold.”

However, now that Gonzalo has quit using drugs and become more sincere with his work, he has started getting orders for gold 
jewellery.  When asked how this change came about, Roma is quick to respond: “People come to know. They can tell from his 
behaviour and his mannerisms. I am sure that they now see the change in him and are beginning to trust him.”

Roma is very aware that in their business, trust building is important. “Now that the orders are beginning to come in, I am careful 
to make sure that people can rely on us. The minute the piece is complete, I rush and hand it over to the client. I don’t keep it 
with us for long. People have slowly started having faith in Gonzalo and I want to make sure that we don’t let them down.” 

Gonzalo now financially contributes to the running of the house and Roma no longer needs to ask her parents for money. “I don’t 
mean to say that we have become rich and have lots of money, but we have enough to feed ourselves, cover our daily expenses 
and take care of our son’s education,” she adds.

Gonzalo’s health has also suffered due to his drug habit. He says: “By the grace of God, I am not HIV positive, but I do have 
hepatitis c.  I can’t even consider getting treated for it as I cannot afford it yet. I try not to think about it and just try to maintain 
my lifestyle. However, MMT has helped me a lot. At the centre I am offered other medical tests and treatment at a nominal price, 
which I wouldn’t have otherwise had access to.”

“I want to live a productive life now. I want to see my son growing up and        
I want to be there with him.”
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“I want to 
forget my drug 
using days.”
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SHEHZAAD,
MUMBAI

“Drugs robbed 
me of my 
health,
destroyed 
my reputation.”
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“They ruined 
my family life
and left me economically unstable. 
They took away my wife and  my 
son, and now I must make drugs a 
thing of my past.”
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SHEHZAAD, 35, 
started using drugs at the age of 10. “I had a fight with my father and ran away from our house in Najibabad, Uttar Pradesh, and 
went to Mumbai. There I started using drugs at Chaupati beach. A person known as Maharaj used to sit at Chaupati and it was he 
who initiated me into drugs. We used to sit around him while he spoke of philosophical matters. We would pass around a chillum 
and get high. I was young and didn’t know that the habit would end up destroying my life.”

“I started smoking charas socially. I did it for two weeks straight and soon felt like I couldn’t do without it. I started getting body 
aches, diarrhoea and was very sick. I didn’t feel like working at all. Soon I started buying charas on my own and using it on a 
regular basis. Three years later, I started injecting.”

A fisherman by profession, Shehzaad says that his habit used to cost him Rs. 1,500 a day and he even resorted to pick-pocketing 
and petty crime to satisfy his urge. He confesses: “I have stolen material like iron rods and cement from construction sites 
and then sold it. I used to get up early in the morning and head to the sites. I was, of course, caught and sent to jail on a few 
occasions.”

Shehzaad has also been caught by the police for chasing drugs at Bombay Central, Victoria Terminus and Marine Lines. On many 
occasions he recounts having overdosed and passing out on pavements. “I used to vomit and just lie on the pavement. A few hours 
later, when I gained consciousness, I would drag myself to the doctor.”

Shehzaad talks about how he lost his wife to his habit. “My wife left me after we fought over my drug habit. When we had gotten 
married I had stopped using drugs for a while. But after we had a son I started hanging out with all my old friends and started 
using again. My wife used to ask me not to do it but I would go behind her back and use drugs anyway. I would get up at 4 a.m. 
every day and go out to sea to catch fish. Then I would come home, have breakfast, give some money to my wife and head out 
to get my daily fix. Her friends and family were always talking of my drug habit and this would hurt her.”

After consuming drugs, Shehzaad often tended to get violent. He recounts one such experience: “One day I had just taken my 
daily fix and I was mending my fishing net. It is a painstaking job and requires a lot of concentration. My wife was in the adjoining 
room with her friends. I requested them to talk softly so I could concentrate on my work, but they didn’t listen to me. I was high 
and I couldn’t control my temper, so I picked up a water pipe lying next to me and hit her with it. That was just one of the many 
fights we got into. In hindsight, I think she was very patient with me but she, too, had had enough and she walked out on me, 
taking our son with her.”
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Shehzaad tried a number of treatment options for his addiction, including buprenorphine, but he used to have a lot of cravings 
and go through withdrawal. He would feel weak and if he missed his dose he would have fits. He says that he felt mentally 
unstable as well, and several times, in frustration, he would stop taking buprenorphine and end up having fits. 

In 2012, Shehzaad started MMT and has been very regular with the treatment so far. Talking about his experience with MMT, he 
says: “I feel physically and mentally nourished. Earlier I used to smoke nearly 25 beedis a day and now I don’t even feel like doing 
that. Maybe once in a while, after the afternoon meal, I might have one, but that’s all. On this medication I no longer have fits 
and do not feel like using drugs even if they are in front of me. Physically, too, I feel much better. My work involves heavy physical 
labour and earlier, I used to work very slowly, but now I work better and get things done much quicker.” Shehzaad now catches 
fish in the morning and sells bhelpuri and pani-puri at Chaupati beach in the evening. He saves a major part of his income and 
wants to return to his village.

“My wife has re-married and I think she is 
happy. I am happy for her. I haven’t seen my 
son since the day she walked out of my life. 
My heart longs to see him.”
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“I am now
saving to
build a house.”
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ROMEO,
IMPHAL

“I was helpless 
in the face of 
drugs.”
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“Every time
I looked at 
my wife I 
would feel 
ashamed.”

“I wished that I could have given her everything. 
This would have been possible, if only it were not 
for my addiction. Of course I had it in me to give 
her a good life, but I lost everything to heroin.”
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ROMEO, 33, 
got married 18 months ago. He says that his drug habit scarred his marriage. “While on drugs I used to constantly fight with my 
wife.”

“We used to make plans to go out together, but then I would get busy trying to buy drugs and I never stuck to our plans.           
There were times when she would wait for hours on end and I never showed up. I was more concerned about scoring my drugs.”

Romeo shares one such incident: “I had promised my wife that I would visit the temple with her family. It was an auspicious 
occasion and she had requested me well in advance. I promised her that I would be there. Then I left the house to get my daily 
fix. Unfortunately, that day I ran into problems while trying to buy drugs. There were police and commandos everywhere. It was 
already 7:30 p.m. and I was supposed to be home by 8 p.m. I knew very well that I needed to rush home but I couldn’t imagine 
leaving without getting my fix. I even switched off my mobile phone because I knew that my wife would start calling me soon. 
She was very upset with me that day.” 

Romeo says that a drug user is the busiest man on earth. He doesn’t have time for anyone or anything and is constantly trying to 
secure his next dose. “Sometimes, if I didn’t get my dose of heroin, I wouldn’t even eat my meals. On one occasion, I didn’t get 
my day’s fix until 10 p.m. and it was only after that that I ate my first meal.” 

Food, family, entertainment—everything fades away when you are on drugs. A teary Romeo adds, “My first priority was heroin.   
If I had to choose between drugs, money, gold and my family, I would have chosen drugs blindly. Heroin consumed me—admitting 
this hurts, but it is the truth.”

Romeo tried a number of drug treatment options but kept relapsing. He then started MMT and says that he has not looked at 
heroin ever since. 

“I have been on MMT for two years now and everyone around me is shocked 
and surprised. Now I have a set routine, I know that I have to be at the centre 
at a certain time to get my medicine, after which I start my day’s work.” 
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Romeo has always had his own business. He buys goods from the international market in Moreh and sells them locally in Imphal. 

During his drug using days he couldn’t even tend to his business, but now it has picked up. “I wouldn’t say that my business is doing 
very well, but I am working towards it. I want to establish it properly. Now I have the will and the motivation to do so.”

For the first two months, Romeo’s wife would accompany him to the MMT centre to see what he was doing there. She would speak 
to the nurses to understand the treatment better. 

“MMT has brought a smile to my wife’s face. Sometimes she says that this feels like a dream.”

Romeo laughs, “When I enrolled into MMT I used to look like Jesus Christ. I had a long flowing beard.  But now I feel like looking 
after myself and enjoy making the effort to look good.”

Romeo believes that MMT has been very effective in helping him move away from heroin. He feels that methadone, combined with 
the counselling he receives at the centre, has been key to his recovery. “I have my counsellors’ contact numbers and I can call 
them whenever I feel low. The centre has a very supportive environment.”

“I am sure my wife and family feel that I will start using again, because I have 
relapsed so many times in the past.”
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“I hope they 
have as much 
faith in me as 
I do in my 
recovery.”
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ABDUL, 
MUMBAI

“When I learnt 
that my 
husband 
was using drugs
I was shattered.”
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“I tried talking 
to him, to help 
him,
but my words fell on deaf ears. 
We used to fight a lot. I was very 
close to leaving him and walking 
out with my three children.”
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ABDUL, 
was supported by his wife, Scinda, during his worst days. She recounts: “He would go out and inject. When he came back home 
he would never be in his senses and would talk nonsense. He would climb up to the roof of the house and then scream that he 
was going to fall off. He would continue jumping on the roof, on the water pipes, and create a ruckus. Whenever I tried going up 
to help him down, he would start hitting me. I used to find it difficult to keep him under control.”

Scinda says that she found support in her sister-in-law, whose house she would send her children to. She adds: “The atmosphere 
at home was not good. I didn’t want the children to see their father in such a state, so I used to send them off.” 

Scinda talks about the daily torture of living with a drug dependent husband. “Abdul would lose his appetite and go without food 
the entire day. He hardly ate and did not let us eat either. On many occasions he would get food from outside but then distribute 
it among his friends and we would not get anything to eat.”

During  his drug using days, the family also went through economic hardship. Scinda recalls: “He never helped around the 
house; in fact he used to run away from his responsibilities. Our house was falling apart and we didn’t even have a proper 
staircase leading up to the house—with a four year old child, this was dangerous. Abdul used to take loans from people in the 
neighbourhood to satisfy his drug habit. Those people would then come to me and ask for their money back. I would be taken by 
surprise and had to ask Abdul’s older brother for help. It was humiliating but I had no other option.”

Abdul says that he would go to any extent to get money for his injections. He says: “My family had given out a few rooms on rent 
in our locality. Each time  the rent was due, I would go and collect it. I would not give the money to Scinda and use it on myself 
instead.”

“There was no income coming home. We couldn’t eat properly, there was no 
money for the family, for my children.”
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Abdul first started injecting fortwin on a doctor’s prescription when he fractured his 
foot. Once the pain went, Abdul continued injecting himself. 

Recounting his drug using days, Abdul remarks, “You could say it was a meaningless 
existence for me, and by extension, for my family.”

Scinda says that after some time Abdul realized that he could no longer carry on like that 
and that his children needed their father. That was when they found out about the MMT 
programme. 

Once on MMT, Abdul slowly started to cut down his injecting habit and also his drinking.         
He says: “Right now I am clean. On MMT I feel very different, it’s hard to describe. I no 
longer feel the need to take drugs.”

Both Abdul and Scinda also credit his recovery to the counselling he received alongside 
the methadone. Abdul recalls: “I used to go for regular counselling sessions. Through 
one-on-one as well as group sessions, we were taught how to handle cravings. We were 
shown through diagrams and charts how drugs and alcohol affect our body and how we 
could try and refrain from using such substances. The counsellors not only spoke to us 
about our addiction, but also walked us through day-to-day problems that used to cause 
fights at home.” 

Scinda adds: “I used to manage the house, the children and the finances. The work was 
overwhelming and I felt like I needed some support. The counsellor talked us through 
this and helped us distribute the responsibilities at home. It was these small things put 
together with the MMT that helped us return to a life of normalcy.”

“I won’t say that we are doing fantastically well, but   
I can say that I have realized my responsibilities.”
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“I am finally 
being the 
father my 
children need.”
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RAJESH,
IMPHAL

“I have 
always been 
an activist 
advocating 
the rights of 
drugs users.”
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“But I lost 
my loud
and strong 
voice
and was discriminated against during my 
drug using days. I was sidelined as an activist 
and felt that I was not being taken seriously. 
This affected my self esteem.”
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RAJESH, 
has been witness to the evolving drug situation in the north-eastern states of India. An activist from Imphal, he is a founding 
member of the Asian Network of People Using Drugs (ANPUD), has written many papers on the issues of drug use prevention 
and care, and has represented the community at international forums. He believes that his purpose is to work actively towards 
promoting the rights of drug users, and strengthening the mechanisms that govern these rights. 

As a drug user himself, however, Rajesh, has had his share of problems. He says, “I have been using drugs off and on for the past 
20 years and it has been very challenging for me to quit.”

Rajesh recounts his days as an active drug user: “I felt that professionally, I was being discriminated against. I was not taken 
seriously because of my drug habit. I was victimized and used to get very depressed. Activism was very close to my heart but         
I felt that I was being undermined.” 

“I attended rehab more than ten times and also tried buprenorphine, but I continued to feel the urge to inject. My whole life was 
centred on one single thing—drugs. I had hit rock bottom.”

Entering the MMT programme was a turning point in Rajesh’s life. “I knew that it was my last chance. I had seen my peers die 
because of drug use and I knew I had to give it my best shot.”

“Now my health has started stabilizing and I feel more in control of my life. Even as an activist, my involvement has increased, 
and I am able to give my work my 100 percent.” 

About his experience, Rajesh says: “My ideas have always been the same and I am the same person, but yes, people are now asking 
for my inputs and my mentorship. People now want to hear me out. I feel more empowered. Now I am even more committed to 
the cause. People’s perception of me has also changed.”

“Things have definitely changed for the better after MMT. Now I know the 
difference.” 
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“While I was an active drug user, I wouldn’t check my emails regularly and couldn’t be part of the dialogue as much as I am now.”

As an activist, Rajesh shares his opinions on MMT: “After experiencing the merits and witnessing the efficacy of MMT, we would 
like the government to scale up the programme and also extend it to include care and support. We like how MMT consists of 
an integrated approach and is placed within a medical setting. The staff here refers us for regular check-ups, including dental   
check-ups. Many of us didn’t even know about HIV and hepatitis c and these crucial tests are conducted here. Several of my peers 
have initiated ART only after enrolling into MMT.”  

Rajesh doesn’t hesitate to elaborate on what he perceives are its drawbacks: “I feel that the absence of take-away doses detracts 
from this treatment. Patients have to come each morning to take their medicine and this hinders their movement and sometimes 
their work too.” 

“I believe that MMT is a doorstep to integrated healthcare. In many cases, 
this is the first time that a drug user is introduced to healthcare and there are 
greater chances of him accepting it and adhering to the treatment if he's on 
MMT.”
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“I think 
take-away 
doses can 
ensure better 
service.”
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“Working with women patients is very different. We need to understand the stigma they face 
from their families and society. In that sense, we need to be more sensitive to their needs.   
The treatment has worked well for the women who have come to my centre, but I must 
mention that we take utmost care in making them comfortable here. We also try and keep        
a separate entrance and waiting area for them.” 

—Nurse at an MMT centre 

Treatment suited to the needs of 

WOMEN
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EKJOT,*
KAPURTHALA

“My boyfriend 
introduced me 
to drugs.” 
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“He gave me 
this white 
powder
and told me that it would help me with 
my insomnia. I took it with water. Little 
did I know I was actually consuming heroin. 
Very soon I was addicted. I even used it to 
try and lose weight.”
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EKJOT*, 23, 
says that her drug habit destroyed her family life. “I used to be very close to my brother, but after he got to know about my 
drug habit, he stopped speaking to me. He refused to acknowledge me as his sister and I felt that I had lost my brother.                         
He couldn’t stand being in the same room as me and we didn’t speak for months on end. My relationship with my father had always 
been strained. I would constantly crave his love and attention, even as a child. When he found out about my habit, things got 
even worse. Our interaction was limited and I felt like a stranger in my own house. My mother, however, was always exceptionally 
supportive and she has been the source of my strength. It is she who helped me through the treatment programme.”

Ekjot recalls that during the peak of her addiction she would steal money from home and even sold her mother’s jewellery to buy 
heroin. She narrates one such incident: “Once my parents realized that I was stealing money from home, they never left their 
wallets lying around the house and started locking their cupboards. But a drug user can really go to any extent to satisfy their 
craving, and so, one day when my parents were out, I called a locksmith and got him to make duplicate keys of their cupboards. 
One time, I didn’t realize that they were home and they caught me red-handed, stealing from their cupboard. It was the first 
time my father slapped me. I was very embarrassed.”

It was Ekjot’s boyfriend who introduced her to drugs. “After the initial bouts of nausea, I started enjoying the experience. I was 
18 years old at the time. After some time, I split up with him and decided to stay away from drugs. Soon I started gaining weight 
and thought that heroin might help me lose weight. I decided to use it for a week and then quit. That, of course, didn’t work out 
and I was addicted once again.” However, after a while, her strained family life got to Ekjot and she started feeling lonely and 
estranged. That is when she realized that she had to quit using heroin. 

“I had reached my breaking point. I went to my mother and told her that 
I needed help. I needed medical treatment. She brought me to the hospital in 
Kapurthala and my treatment began. Since then I have not touched heroin and 
I feel fine.”
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Ekjot adds that as a woman, accessing the treatment was not an issue for her. “I never faced any stigma. My family is very modern 
and they understand the treatment. At the centre, too, I found it easy to relate to the staff. I think I am privileged that way 
because I come from an educated background, but I can imagine that some women might face stigma when it comes to accessing 
treatment.” 

“My brother and father have slowly started accepting me, but I guess it will 
take a while for us to build our relationship. I can see that they have started 
trusting me now and I don’t want to let them down.”
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“At the centre
I never felt I 
was being 
judged for my 
addiction.”
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SONYA and NAVI,
KAPURTHALA

“Now that I am
 not doing 
 drugs myself
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I make sure
my daughter 
also stays 
clean.”
“I can now keep a strict check on her and feel responsible for her. 
We are supporting each other through the methadone treatment and 
this ensures that neither of us misses even a single day of it. We visit 
the centre together every morning and then start our day’s work.”
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SONYA, 30, 
started using drugs after some of her husband’s friends insisted she try it. She says: “My legs used to hurt constantly  and I often 
had heart palpitations. They persuaded me that drugs would relieve me of my pain and make me feel good. I resisted a couple 
of times, but eventually, I gave in. I still don’t know what it was that I was injecting, but it only took three to four times for me 
to get addicted.”

Once Sonya started injecting she got into a lot of problems at home. “I was constantly fighting and there was no peace in my life.”

Sonya’s drug habit led her to sex work. She recalls: “We had repair work going on at home and the labourers who used to come 
to our house would bring drugs. I would do drugs with them and then they would get physical with me. I tried to stop them, but 
didn’t succeed. I was very ashamed, but then, in order to support my drug habit, I started sex work. My life was already ruined 
and I felt that it wouldn’t make a difference.”

Sonya worked at a brothel for nearly a year. “There all of us would inject together. We would take turns to  buy the drugs. I used 
to inject five times a day, including just before working at night and then I would sleep through the day.”

During that time she was constantly fearful of the police. “While working at the brothel, I had a dreadful encounter with the 
police. One night, after I had finished with a client, I was about to leave the premises when there was a surprise police raid. 
There was a boy with me. We got on to a motorcycle and tried to run away. In the ensuing confusion I had a horrible fall and got 
badly injured. I still have the scars from that night.”

The neighbourhood soon learnt of Sonya’s ways and she says that she could no longer live in her hometown, Jalandhar.                          
“My extended family refused to acknowledge me and I became an outcast. That was when I moved away and came to Kapurthala.”

“I don’t remember ever having had a happy family life. I grew up with an 
alcoholic father. I was not educated and was married off very young. My first 
husband was sent to jail. It’s always been tough.” 
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NAVI,
Sonya’s daughter, also started using drugs. Sonya says: “My habit kept me so busy that I hardly knew what was happening in my 
only child’s life. My daughter moved out and started living with her boyfriend. She was still in school and I think that was when 
she started smoking and injecting. I had no idea. Her neighbour called me one day and told me that a lot of boys would visit her 
and they used to consume drugs together. I didn’t even know that she had secretly married the boy she was living with.”

Navi shares her experience: “I was 16 years old when I started using drugs. I was in school and my friends introduced me to it. Soon 
I started using on a regular basis. One day, after a period of continuous drug use, I started feeling faint in school and I couldn’t 
even open my eyes. My teachers sent me for a blood check and found out about my drug habit. I was expelled from school. I was 
not living at home, so my parents never came to know.  While on drugs, I used to constantly feel weak and had regular convulsions. 
I would faint very often.”

Sonya and Navi are both on the MMT programme at the hospital in Kapurthala. Sonya says: “I could feel the difference within 
three days of starting the treatment, and after 10 days, the pain in my legs had disappeared. I have stopped feeling breathless 
and I feel as if someone has blown life into me. I have started working again. I cook and clean in two houses and earn Rs. 2,500 
per month. I spend Rs. 1,500 on my house rent and use the rest for my daily expenses.”

Mother and daughter are hopeful about entering a new phase of their lives. They feel lucky to have chanced upon MMT. 

Though relatively new to the treatment, Navi also feels much better now. She says, “When I enrolled for the treatment I was 
very thin and my lips were blue, my skin was pale, and I hardly had any energy in me. I had dark circles under my eyes and would 
constantly feel sleepy. But now I feel fitter and look better.” 

“I have never had the home that every girl dreams of and deserves. When 
drugs gripped our lives I lost whatever little I had. Now I want to get back to 
studying.” 
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“Both of us
 are now trying
 for a better
 life.”
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KRITI*,
MUMBAI

*Name changed upon request

“As a woman 
drug user, I 
faced a lot of 
stigma from 
my family.”
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“My in-laws sent
me back home.”
“They just couldn’t understand the 
physical and emotional problems 
that led me to injecting fortwin. 
They asked me to return only 
when I was off drugs.”
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KRITI*
started having unbearable stomach aches when she was 21. “We went from one hospital to another but no doctor could diagnose 
the problem. When my stomach aches became more severe and frequent, I was prescribed phenergan and fortwin injections.      
It took two years for the doctors to diagnose me with Superior Mesenteric Artery Syndrome and I had to be operated on.” 

A year after the surgery, Kriti started having stomach aches again. “The pain came back, so I started injecting fortwin. As the pain 
started recurring more frequently, so did my injections. I would go to the local pharmacy, buy the drug and syringe, and inject 
myself. After a point I started injecting myself pre-emptively. I was addicted. There came a time when I was injecting myself up 
to three times a day.”

During this period Kriti got married and, within a few months, she was pregnant. “Even though I was pregnant, I kept injecting.   
I tried to stop but just couldn’t. Thankfully, I had a healthy baby boy. But my drug habit continued even during the time that 
I was nursing him. My husband and in-laws had no idea. When they found out there was a huge fight at home. They called my 
parents and asked them to take me home. All my relationships were strained. My husband tried supporting me but he couldn’t 
trust me any longer. My in-laws did not want a drug user in their house. My mother was very distraught and, on one occasion, she 
even slapped me.”

“I was forced to leave my baby and go and live with my parents. I was under a lot of pressure and had no one to turn to, so I 
tried to commit suicide.”

Kriti spent four months at her parents’ house and it was during that time that her husband heard about the MMT programme.    
He brought her to the hospital and she was accepted into the programme. 

“I had wanted to quit earlier but hadn’t known how to. I didn’t even think it 
was possible. I had tried to abstain on numerous occasions but I just couldn’t 
remain clean until I started MMT.”

*Name changed upon request
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Once she was on MMT, Kriti’s life started improving. “I am back to living with my husband and child and I can actually say that     
I have a family life now. This is something I really value. My in-laws have also accepted me back into their home and their lives.    
I have a lot of responsibilities. I look after the running of the house and have a two year old baby who keeps me very busy. I also 
pitch in at my husband’s business.”

However, as a woman drug user, Kriti has also had to face other issues. “I feel that my husband is still very insecure. He keeps 
asking me when I am going to complete the treatment. I can sense his apprehension every day as we walk into the centre.            
He asks the doctors how soon will my treatment end. It’s not that he doesn’t see the benefits it has brought me, but I feel there 
is a certain anxiety around his wife being on a drug de-addiction treatment.”

Both Kriti and her husband receive counselling at the centre and Kriti appreciates this all the more because she feels that only 
doctors can help her husband understand that her treatment needs to be long-term in order to be successful.

As she recovers, Kriti is hopeful of the future.

“I am glad that I have found a way out.”
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“At the 
moment I am 
only trying to 
focus on the 
positives in 
life.”
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MANPREET and BAGGA,
KAPURTHALA

“My husband 
and I would  
inject together.”
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“We would inject 
five to six times
a day.”

“Our children were young and 
we would dump them at my 
mother’s house because we knew 
we couldn’t look after them.”
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MANPREET and BAGGA
have a long history of drug use. Manpreet talks about how it began for her: “I started using drugs two years ago, when I was 20.    
I had had a huge fight with my husband and was very anxious. A friend suggested that I inject drugs to help cope with the stress. 
I began enjoying it and that is how it started. My children were very young and they were completely neglected. I would forget 
to feed them and often there would be no food for them at home. I never even bothered to send them to school. So I started 
leaving them with my mother, while I spent the whole day with my drug using friends.”

Manpreet’s husband, Bagga, was unaware of his wife’s habit. Manpreet says: “When he found out about it, he got mad.                          
He screamed at me, tied me up and locked me in a room. What I didn’t know then was that he was also an injector. I found out 
much later and when I did, we began injecting together. During that period we used to fight a lot. We tried quitting, but each 
time we tried we would have horrible withdrawal symptoms, and as soon as one of us gave in, the other followed.”  

Manpreet says there was never any money at home. “We spent all our money on drugs. I worked in people’s houses and Bagga 
was a painter. We started lying at our workplaces to get extra money. Soon we both lost our jobs.”

The couple is relatively new to the treatment, but they say that it is really helping them. Bagga remarks: “Our life has improved. 
We spend more time with the children and are now even considering sending them to school. Money is a problem, but since we 
are no longer spending on drugs, we have been able to save up for their schooling. Both of us have gone back to work.”

Manpreet also stresses the fact that both of them need each other now more than before.

 “Since both of us used to inject it is important that we both come out of it 
together. It is not only the treatment, the counselling has also really helped us 
as a couple.” 
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“The counselling 
here has helped 
us become each 
other’s support 
system.”
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NIRMALJIT,
BATHINDA

“When I got 
married, I did 
not know about 
his drug habit.”
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“My entire
family was in
shock.”
“I come from a conservative 
family where such things were 
unheard of.”
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NIRMALJIT 
share her experiences of her husband Surjit’s drug using days. 

Surjit recalls: “Drugs have always been a part of my life. There is a tradition of chewing opium in my family—all the men have 
done it. I was 13 years old when my father introduced me to opium. I started with small quantities but then slowly went up to 
20g a day. Very soon I moved to injections and would inject myself 15-20 times a day.” 

Nirmaljit says that she seriously considered leaving her husband, but her supportive family helped her through every stage of 
her husband’s addiction. “My parents supported me a lot, both emotionally and financially. My brother left his house and started 
living with us. Since Surjit was not capable of looking after the family business, my brother took over. He managed the business 
and supported us financially. I also completed my studies and took up a job in a local company.”

“Nobody wants to associate with a drug user. Surjit’s own brother asked for a bifurcation of the family business. He did not want 
to do business with a drug user. I found it hard to convey my concerns to my in-laws. They always believed that their son could 
do no wrong, and I was the one creating a fuss for no reason.”

Nirmaljit says that there came a time when Surjit used to be perpetually high and the family had given up on him. “Things got 
so out of control that even driving with him became dangerous. I used to always be nervous when he drove and one day we met 
with an accident and I fractured a rib.”

Surjit says he knew that he had to address his problem but he had failed so many times that he didn’t know of a way out.           
“All my relatives and friends took drugs. I couldn’t imagine a life outside of it.” 

When Surjit heard about MMT at the hospital he desperately wanted to give it a try. He says: “I have been on the treatment for 
nearly two years now and I haven’t touched drugs ever since. I am back to work and I manage my own property business. I am 
also encouraging my drug using friends to enrol for this treatment. They can see the change in me and I know they want the life 
that I have now.” Nirmaljit agrees and adds:

“Only I know what a nightmare my life was. I felt cheated. If they know about 
it, it is the duty of the parents to inform a girl about their son's drug habit 
before marriage. Why ruin a girl’s life?”
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“MMT saved
our marriage.”
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Treatment reduces

CONFLICT WITH THE LAW

“When patients enrol into the treatment, many of them tell us that they have had run-ins with 
the police. Some of them have also been to jail. Once on the  treatment, they no longer need 
the extra money for drugs and tend to stay away from unlawful activities.”   

—Doctor at an MMT centre 
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YAMEEN,
DELHI
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“In my drug 
using days 
I was always 
getting into 
trouble.”



112 “I got involved 
in brawls and 
ended up 
in jail.”
“I would invariably be picked up by the police 
sometimes because I was caught pickpocketing
or doing some other illegal activity, and 
sometimes just because I looked suspicious.”
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YAMEEN, 42, 
started using drugs at the age of eight. 

“I used to work in a beedi factory in Bareilly. The older boys there used to smoke charas and they initiated me into it. All those 
boys are dead now.” 

At the age of 10, Yameen was introduced to afeem. “I used to carry the mid-day meal to the fields for my family. There, on the 
sly, I used to consume afeem with the other men tending the fields.”

Yameen’s brother-in-law used to work in mango orchards and Yameen would occasionally help him out. He recounts: “There, in 
the orchard, under the shade of the mango trees, people used to prepare smack. I used to look at them and wonder what they 
were doing. I would sit and watch out for the police and they would prepare the smack in front of me and then sell it. That is how 
I started using smack. I did it for four months and within that time I learnt all about it- how to make, use, and sell it.”

Reliving those moments under the mango trees, Yameen says: “The high that I got from smack is indescribable. The pleasure is 
something that I can’t forget till date.”

In 2006, Yameen moved to Delhi from Bareilly. It was in Delhi that he started injecting. He says, “I used to inject smack, 
morphine, fortwin, whatever I could find easily”.

To support his habit, Yameen and his friends often resorted to unlawful means. He says: “A group of us used to go out, pickpocket 
and buy drugs with the stolen money. We would inject, after which I used to smoke a beedi; it felt unreal. Afterwards all of us 
would lie around, make conversation, barely able to keep our eyes open. We would be in a trance and that is how the rest of the 
day would be spent.”

His drug habits led Yameen to a constant tussle with the law.  

“The first time I went to jail was after a fight I had with my brother-in-law. 
He had made a rude comment about my drug habit.” 
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“We were in the marketplace and I grabbed a knife from next to me and attacked him. I hit him on his shoulder and blood started 
oozing out. I was under the influence of drugs and didn’t even realize what I had done. The police picked me up and locked me 
in prison.” 

“The second time I got into trouble with the police was when I was hanging out with Ustaad, who used to lead a group of 
pickpockets. One day he asked me to join him and on our way to the bus stand we got into a fight with a rival group of pickpockets. 
I stabbed a few people and was also stabbed a couple of times. I was once again put into jail.” 

“This other time the police picked me up from Ghazipur. I was doing nothing illegal, but they spotted injection marks on my arms 
and I was sent to prison for 15 days. During this period I was very frail, used to inject three times a day, had stab marks on my 
body and was constantly in conflict with the law.”

Yameen found out about the MMT programme through flyers distributed in his neighbourhood. “I enrolled for MMT at the very 
inception of the programme; in fact I was the first patient to register and receive methadone at this centre.” He says that once he 
started methadone his life slowly started changing. “I now spend time at home with my family and every evening I sell vegetables 
at the local market.”

Yameen’s family members are very happy with his progress. Yameen’s sister, Shaboo observes a huge change in her brother.  
“Earlier we didn’t like having him around the house. We kept away from him and made sure that the children didn’t spend too 
much time with him. But now he is much more responsible and helps with work around the house. He is working with the local 
NGO as a peer educator and three of his old friends have also joined the MMT programme.”

His 60 year-old mother, Jameela, is overcome by emotion when she talks about her son: “On this new treatment he is doing well, 
both mentally and physically. He is not violent anymore and is able to keep his emotions and actions in check. He spends time 
with his 10 nieces and nephews and helps them with their homework. He leads a more meaningful life.”

“He comes and gives me all the money he makes from his vegetable cart. I feel 
so proud that my son has finally been able to kick the habit.”
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“I do not use 
drugs any more
and have left 
those friends 
behind.”
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JOJO,
IMPHAL

“I have done 
things that I 
am now 
ashamed to 
admit.”
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“I have stolen 
money from 
my family,
sold a lot of valuable things from my house to get 
money for drugs. I even went to the extent of looting 
people for money.”
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JOJO, 36, 
belongs to the Tangkhul tribe and lives in Imphal. He started using drugs at the age of 16 and it took him no time to become a 
regular injector. His drug of choice was heroin. 

However, getting money for drugs was not that easy and Jojo admits that he has been in conflict with the law a number of times. 
Shyly, he shares his secret: “We were a group of seven to eight drug users. We used to gang up and go to all the shops in Paona 
market. Dressed in leather jackets and with caps on, we would pretend to be part of an underground group (non-state forces) 
and ask the shopkeepers for donations. If they didn’t volunteer the money, we would threaten them. Although we didn’t have 
any weapons on us, people used to get scared and would pay us anyway. We were never caught, however after some time the 
police caught on and chased us down several times.”

Jojo tried to completely give up drugs a number of times, but he relapsed each time. He says: “I have been to rehab four times 
and have been on Oral Substitution Therapy (OST) – buprenorphine once. It didn’t work for me because after taking my daily 
dose, all of us drug users used to hang out together in the Drop-in-Centre and talk about drugs. Talking to them made me slip 
back into my injecting habit very quickly.” 

Jojo has been on the MMT programme for more than a year and says that he is very happy. “I like it here. Unlike other OST 
programmes, this is in a hospital setting. I come here, take my daily medication, speak to the doctors and counsellors, and then 
go home. I don’t interact with other drug users and I am able to concentrate on my recovery.”

All the while that Jojo was on heroin, he used to be in constant trouble with the local police. But now things have changed. 

“I am no longer running away from the police or doing any illegal activities.    
I now realize the dangers and am slowly learning to be responsible for myself.”
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“I have now
started 
thinking about 
my future.”
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BALJINDER,
BATHINDA

123

“I have tried 
to quit once 
before this.”



124 “A doctor put
me on some 
medication.”
“It made me feel horrible. My head would spin, 
my hands would tremble, I could not focus my eyes
properly. In fact I think I felt better while I was 
on drugs than while I was on that medication.”
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BALJINDER SINGH
started using drugs in 1995, when he was 30. “I used to run a video cassette store and around 25 of us would hang out together.   
I started using drugs out of interest and curiosity. All of us boys would sit together and smoke smack. Then one day a doctor friend 
of mine came to my place and left behind around 1,000 norfin injections. I had no idea what norfin was but my friends told me 
that it was something wonderful and that I should try it. That is how it all started.”

Once Baljinder began using on a regular basis, his work life as well as his personal life started suffering. “I became irregular at 
work. I would never arrive on time and on many days I wouldn’t show up at all. I spent all my money with my friends. We would 
spend about Rs. 2,500 a day on drugs and the rest on very expensive clothes and meals in restaurants. I never contributed to the 
running of the house and my young wife had to struggle to make ends meet.”

After a while Baljinder shut his shop and started taking on contracts for painting oil tankers and large trucks. He recounts: “I had 
12 boys working for me. Most truck drivers use smack or afeem and I used to get my daily supply for free. We would sit together 
and smoke or inject, depending on the drug they had on them. It was during this time that my addiction got out of control.             
I would either be working with truck drivers or doing drugs with them.” 

Baljinder has had several overdose incidents. “It was mostly because I would end up mixing all sorts of drugs and sometimes 
consume more than my body could take. I used to pass out on the street and my friends would carry me home. All I would 
remember afterwards was the evening when I had injected and the following morning—nothing in between.”

“Prior to MMT, I tried other treatment options that were locally available. I went to a doctor who prescribed some medicines that              
I had to purchase from the pharmacy she owned. I used to feel sick and useless whilst on that medication and thought that it was 
more dangerous than the drugs I used to take, so I stopped the treatment.”  

It has been nearly 18 months that Baljinder has been on MMT and he says that he has completely stopped using drugs. 

“Having been on this treatment for a while now, I can confidently say that it 
has worked for me.”
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While on drugs, Baljinder had many run-ins with the police. He narrates one incident in particular, which deeply affected 
his life and still remains with him: “A young boy in our locality died of drug overdose. I was falsely charged for his death and 
somebody announced this at the local gurudwara. I admit that I used to sell smack, but I was very careful not to sell to children.                    
My neighbours and family members didn’t believe me and I was imprisoned. To my luck, the Deputy Superintendent of Police 
was a very positive and forward thinking person. He counselled me and asked me to stay in prison until the matter blew over.             
He also told me that if I was innocent then I should fight for it and prove it to everyone. I stayed in prison for three days, by which 
time the coroner’s report was out. It was proven that the boy had died of excessive consumption of pills and I had nothing to do 
with the incident. My name was cleared. Going back and living in the same locality, with those very people who had accused me 
was humiliating. But I had to do it and that was when I decided that I had to stop using drugs.”

Baljinder Singh was determined to return to a life of normalcy and he believes that MMT lent a huge helping hand. 

 “With MMT now I am clean and people around me know it. I run my own 
business and the people who had accused me earlier, now come and request 
me to employ their sons. Many of them also ask me to counsel their young 
boys. This, of course, makes me feel very proud of myself and I am thankful 
to God.”
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“I feel proud
that I was able 
to come out a 
winner.”





afterword 
Drug use affects people in more ways than one. The stories shared in this book bring out the many facets of their struggle. Apart 
from losing their health, drug users have also been in conflict with the law and have been marginalized by society. 

These people confess that they have lost out on several fronts—opportunities, relationships, time, money and happiness. They 
have often missed out on education, have had to quit their jobs, their relationships have fallen apart, they have had to face 
financial setbacks and, worst of all, they have been discriminated against. Many have attempted to move away from drugs on a 
number of occasions, but have failed. 

However, they have drawn strength and courage from their families, from their involvement in certain causes, and sometimes 
even from within their adversities, and have reached out for help.

Their will and resolve to seek support, their resilience and the desire to live the life they dreamed of is the story they wish to 
share. 
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Drug dependence is recognized as a chronic relapsing disorder, 
often compared to hypertension and diabetes, where the focus of 
treatment is on control rather than cure. Pharmacological treatment 
with opioid medication such as buprenorphine and methadone is 
a well-proven, long-term treatment for management of opioid 
dependence. It involves stabilizing a drug user on medication 
which helps in treating psychological conditions (cravings) and 
also helps ease the physical discomfort faced due to withdrawals. 
In particular, methadone has the distinction of being the most 
commonly used medication worldwide and one which has also been 
widely researched. 

Methadone Maintenance Treatment has helped drug users get back 
to their work, families and contribute to their communities.


