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Summary

Studies have shown illicit drug use to be considerably high in women’s prisons in Queensland and violence, although less common than in men’s prisons, to also be present. In response, the Queensland Government has introduced a range of different measures to minimize prison violence and illicit drug use in prisons. Of these measures, strip searches are of particular interest as their effectiveness in combating drug use and maintaining security in prisons has been highly contested. 

According to official explanations, strip searching is an effective method of contraband prevention because it detects contraband on inmates and/or visitors, and also deters inmates from using illicit drugs or having contraband in their possession (QDCS, 2004; Russo, 1999). In addition to preventing illicit drug use in prisons, strip-searching is also used to minimize incidents of violence and escapes from prisons by detecting and preventing the entry of items that could be used by inmates to harm themselves or others or to escape (QDCS, 2004, p.10). 

However, there are also a number of disadvantages to strip searching, the most important being the negative effects strip searches have upon prisoner’s emotional well-being, and the general lack of contraband that strip searches detect on inmates and visitors despite the widespread drug use in prisons (Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002; Kilroy, 2000). Thus, the present paper discusses the issue of illicit drug use and violence in women’s prisons and the practice of strip searching that has been developed to address this problem.

1 INTRODUCTION

Just as in general society, drug use is also present in prisons, particularly in women’s prisons (Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002; Kilroy, 2000). And although less common that in men’s prisons, violence also takes place in women’s prisons and occurs for a variety of reasons (Pollock, 2002, p.123). Although the reasons behind women’s drug use and violence are complex, they are nevertheless problematic because they undermine the efforts of prison programs to rehabilitate inmates, and they compromise the health and safety of inmates, prison staff and the general community (QDCS, 2004). 

In response to the widespread drug use in prisons, Queensland Corrections Department has implemented a range of strategies that aim to prevent drugs from entering the prison system, as well as those that aim to rehabilitate offenders and treat their drug addictions (QDCS, 2004). Although such an approach involves a range of different policies, the present paper will only concern itself with searches, specifically strip searches, as their effectiveness has been widely debated and contested (ADCQ, 2006; Kilroy, 2000; Sisters Inside, 2001; Russo, 1999; Simmering & Diamond, 1996). 

The present paper examines the drug use and violence in women’s prisons and the government’s response to this problem with the introduction of strip searches. It discusses the powers of the prison staff to strip search inmates and the benefits and drawbacks of using strip searches in women’s prisons. Finally, the paper ends with a list of recommendations and various alternative models to strip searching. 

2 PREVALENCE OF DRUG USE AND VIOLENCE IN WOMEN’S PRISONS 

2.1 Drug use

In Australia, a number of government and non-governmental studies have found drug taking behaviors to be very common among imprisoned women (ADCQ, 2006; Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002; Kilroy, 2000). For example, a recent study on female prisoners in Queensland found that over 62 per cent had used illicit drugs prior to incarceration, while up to 25 per cent of women continued using illicit drugs during the term of imprisonment (Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002). Other studies using self-report methods have found illicit drug use amongst incarcerated women to be as high as 51 per cent (Kilroy, 2000). In addition, injecting drug use is also common in Queensland prisons, with around 16 per cent of female prisoners reporting drug injection during imprisonment and of those over 61 per cent reported sharing needles with someone else (Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002).

Although drug use is common amongst the prison population, the reasons behind women’s drug taking are very diverse and complex. For some women, drugs provide a release from reality, and a way of coping with the oppressive prison culture and boredom (DJV, 2002; Russo, 1999, p.16). For many women drug use begins at an early age and is often precipitated by a history of sexual, physical or emotional abuse (Denton, 1994). A considerable portion of women with drug addictions have a family history of drug and alcohol problems, have suffered family breakdown, lived on the streets, or have been placed on a care order as children (Denton, 1994, p.34). Thus, as Denton (1994, p.35) observes, for a significant number of women drugs are not a recreation but a coping strategy, a way of blocking out the emotional trauma and negative memories from childhood or adulthood. 

2.2 Violence

Although violence takes place in both men’s and women’s prisons, violence in women’s prisons is extremely rare in comparison to men’s prisons (Pollock, 2002, p.123). This is because, unlike in men’s prisons, violence in women’s prisons usually takes place between two individuals who are in a personal relationship, or it occurs due to perceived theft (Pollock, 2002). Therefore, violence between female prisoners is usually personal and thus it is less likely to result in serious injury (Pollock, 2002). Women in prisons are also less likely to manufacture or carry weapons compared to incarcerated men, which further reduces the likelihood of serious violence in women’s prisons (Pollock, 2002). Evidently then, violence in women’s prisons is not as serious an issue as it is for men’s prisons. Pollock (2002, p.198) confirms this, arguing that even the prison administrators do not take violence between women seriously, and that complaints made by women in prisons are not taken as seriously as those made by men. 

Similar to drug use, the reasons behind prisoner violence are complex and diverse. Many inmates often see violence as the only solution to a problem, or they retaliate in response to an oppressive prison culture, staff brutality and general boredom and a lack of stimulation (Carlton, 2001). Yet despite the fact that violence between women in prisons is extremely low, there is a perception in the general community of violent female prisoners or “butchess” who terrorize the weaker prisoners (Faith, 1993). Also, as Sim (2004) points out, official explanations of inmate violence often skew the public idea of prison culture and inmate behavior because inmates are portrayed as a group of violent predators while prison staff are portrayed as the innocent victims.  

3 QUEENSLAND GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE

The official response of the correctional departments to the prison drug problem has been a focus on deterrence, detection and prevention of illicit drugs, as well as an emphasis on demand reduction, supply reduction and treatment of inmates (ADCQ, 2004, p.11). Strip searches form an important part of this response in that they are used to both detect illicit drugs on inmates and visitors as well as to deter drug trafficking and drug use by inmates (ADCQ, 2004, p.10). 

In its simplest form, a strip search involves a visual examination of an inmate’s body and clothing by prison officers (Russo, 1999). During a strip search, officers are not permitted to touch the inmate and according to procedure, strip searches must be conducted in a professional manner and without undue humiliation for the inmate (ADCQ, 2006; Russo, 1999). According to procedure, a strip search of a female prisoner requires the inmate to remove all her clothing, one item at a time, in the presence of two or more prison officers (Ewart, 1995). She is then required to hand each item of clothing over to the guards for inspection. Although the guards are required to be female, Queensland regulations allow a male guard to be present if there is an insufficient number of female staff available (Russo, 1999). After having her clothes inspected by the guards, the prisoner must open her mouth for inspection, run her fingers through her hair and lift up both arms for inspection, as well as to spread her fingers and lift her breasts for inspection. Then the prisoner is required to turn her back to the officers and lift up one leg at a time and wriggle her toes to dislodge any hidden material. Finally, she is ordered to spread her legs and bend over for vaginal and anal inspection. If she has her period, she may be required to take out her tampon and show it to the guards before placing it in a bag and being issued a new one (ADCQ, 2006; Ewart, 1995). Legislation specifies that prisons must keep a record of each strip or body search, including the names of individuals present during the search, and the details of anything found or seized on the person (ADCQ, 2006). This allows prisons to monitor the amount of contraband that is present in prisons and modify their procedures accordingly.   

4 ISSUES IN RELATION TO STRIP SEARCHING

4.1 Contraband detection
Although strip searches represent only one aspect of the government’s response to contraband detection and illicit drug use in prisons, some academics have noted a number of problems to this approach (Hampton, 1993; Russo, 1999), as in practice the focus appears to be more on the punitive aspects of the strategy (such as strip searches) while the rehabilitative aspects are being neglected. The recent report by the Anti-Discrimination Commission Queensland (2006, p.90) has acknowledged this issue, observing that women who are on remand or are incarcerated for less than twelve months in Queensland are not given access to substance abuse and relapse prevention programs, and yet all women in prisons are equally strip searched for contraband. Having in mind that the average sentence served by women in prison is about two months (DCS, cited in ADCQ, 2006, p.90), this means that a significant proportion of women who enter the prison system with a drug addiction must either manage the withdrawal effects on their own or keep using drugs during incarceration. According to Denton (1994), it is extremely difficult for women to discontinue using drugs on their own, because some of the withdrawal effects can be very serious and can include psychotic episodes and suicidal tendencies. It has therefore been suggested that some women may continue using drugs inside prisons (Denton, 1994; Kilroy, 2000), because the withdrawal effects are too strong for them to discontinue drug use on their own.    

In addition, a number of critics have challenged the effectiveness of strip searching in detecting contraband on inmates and visitors, and have labeled it as both inefficient and as contributing to the drug use of incarcerated women (Russo, 1999; Simmering & Diamond, 1995; Sisters Inside, 2005a). Although official documents justify using strip searches for the detection of contraband and prevention of “widespread illicit drug use” (QDCS, 2004, p.9), this claim has been challenged in a number of studies that found strip searches to rarely detect any significant contraband. For example, McCulloch & George (forthcoming) discuss how in a one-year period in 1995 a total of 523 strip searches took place in a Victorian minimum-security prison, of which only three detected any contraband – a chewing gum packet, cigarette lighters, some meat and spices. Similarly, Sisters Inside (2005) revealed that 1400 strip-searches conducted in the period before the opening of Brisbane Women’s Correctional Centre detected no contraband at all. Likewise, Simmering and Diamond (1996, p.38) discuss how in 1995 the Tasmanian prison department admitted to finding no significant contraband in the five years of strip searching female inmates. And yet on the other hand, studies have consistently found that a significant proportion of women in prisons still find ways of obtaining illicit drugs (Denton, 1994; Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002; Kilroy, 2000).

It has also been suggested that strip-searching may contribute to illicit drug use by inmates (Russo, 1999; Cook & Davies, 1999). According to this perspective, because a significant number of women in Queensland prisons are victims of previous sexual and/or physical assault (Hockings, Young, Falconer & O’Rourke, 2002; Kilroy, 2001), for some of those women strip searches are experienced as a reminder of the trauma (ADCQ, 2006, p.72), and so some women choose to self-medicate with illicit drugs in order to block out negative thoughts and memories (Cook & Davies, 1999). 

4.2 Violence and self-harm

In terms of prisoner violence, some studies have also indicated that strip-searching may contribute to women’s violence and self-harm in prison rather than help prevent them. Because the dominant culture socializes women to be modest and “cover up” in clothing, a woman’s sense of identity is often intertwined in clothing, and clothes become part of a woman’s identity and personality (WASS, 1987). And yet once incarcerated, women are subjected to a procedure that can not only be argued as being sexual in nature, but which also violates the prescribed norms of modesty of women by stripping them naked. Many women have reported experiencing a sense of helplessness every time they are strip-searched (ADCQ, 2006, p.73), because if they resist the search their clothes can be forcibly removed and they can be punished for resisting a search (Simmering & Diamond, 1996). For these reasons, some women may experience strip-searches as deeply humiliating and a violation of their body (WASS, 1987).

The feelings of helplessness that some women experience each time they are strip-searched may eventually turn into anger and rage for those women who believe they are unjustly targeted and harassed by the prison guards (Ewart, 1995). In these situations, some women may self-harm or attempt suicide (Russo, 1999). One inmate explains her self-mutilation by saying “I do it to myself instead of hurting someone else” (cited in Denton, 1994, p.36). Another prisoner explains how “you were nearly crying when you knew you were going to be strip-searched. It made you very angry and very violent too” (cited in Aretxaga, 2001a, p.15). These women may become violent and lash out, as was the case with Paula Richardson, a Victorian inmate who assaulted a staff member shortly after being forcibly strip-searched (see Heffey, 2002). 

The findings of a three year pilot study that reduced the number of strip-searches in women’s prisons in Victoria provide further support against the use of strip-searching as a security measure. The pilot revealed that a reduction in the number of strip-searches carried out on female inmates resulted in fewer behavioral incidents such as self-harming as well as fewer assaults between prisoners and assaults on staff members (cited in McCulloch & George, forthcoming). These findings provide further evidence against the use of strip-searching on female prisoners, and suggest that strip-searching may exacerbate the levels of violence and unrest in women’s prisons. 

It then appears that strip-searching, rather than preventing violence and prisoner self harm, may play a significant role in contributing to the violent behavior of women because it is humiliating and it leaves women feeling violated and abused. As Scraton, Sim & Skidmore (1991) conclude, prison violence and unrest cannot ever be understood without examining the environment and the factors that motivate some inmates to resort to violence. 

4.3 Impact on women 

In addition to questioning the use of strip-searching as a contraband and security strategy in women’s prisons, some studies have also questioned the potential impacts of strip-searching on female prisoners. In a 1989 study where interviews were conducted with fourteen women who have been strip-searched, it was concluded that strip-searches can be damaging to women’s self esteem, psychological well-being and sexuality (UCASS, 1989). Not only were strip-searches experienced as extremely humiliating by some women, but the feelings of anger, low self-esteem and fear of authority remained with many women long after the process of strip-searching was over (UCASS, 1989). Strip searches have also been labeled as a form of sexual assault because some prisoners report experiencing symptoms akin to victims of rape (see Aretxaga, 2001; George, 1993; Sisters Inside, 2005b; UCASS, 1989). As one inmate in Aretxaga’s (2001) study explains:
You feel as if you were nothing, you feel degraded. It’s like a rape of some kind. They are ripping the bra and the panties off you, you felt like crying, you felt like rolling back in a ball and getting into the corner and never coming out of there again! (Brenda, cited in Aretxaga, 2001a, p.15). 

4 RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Anti Discrimination Queensland Report

In examining the strip searching policy for women in Queensland prisons, the recent report released by the Anti Discrimination Commission Queensland (2006, p.73) concluded that because strip searching can re-traumatize some women who have been sexually abused in the past, it effectively undermines any efforts made on behalf of corrections department to rehabilitate women and rebuild their self-esteem. The report also found that a significant number of women elected not to have contact visits from friends and family members mainly because they knew they would have to be strip searched afterwards (ADCQ, 2006, p.73). 

In light of those findings, the Anti Discrimination Commission Queensland (2006, p.76) made a number of recommendations in relation to strip searching policy, the most significant of those being that the corrections department should reduce the number of routine strip searches that are conducted on women in secure prison units, and that it should be aware of any new developments and procedures that could replace strip searches and be less intrusive in nature.

5.2 Alternatives to strip searching 

Recently, significant progress has been made in the field of body scan technology with the development of new X-Ray machines that scan an inmate’s body and thus replace the “traditional” methods such as strip-searches (Smith, 1995). These systems scan prisoners’ bodies using a very low dose of x-rays and return the image of the scanned individual together with any contraband concealed on their body (Smith, 1995). Thus, such technology is not only better equipped than strip searching to detect contraband on inmates (Smith, 1995), but is also less susceptible to being abused by prison staff, and is less likely to cause discomfort and embarrassment to a prisoner as strip searching does. Some of these technologies are safely used in parts of Australia such as NSW and Western Australia (ABC, 2004; WADJ 2003) as well as in parts of Europe (ADCQ, 2006). Other suggested alternatives to strip searching include pat down searches that do not require the inmate to strip naked, the use of random strip searching instead of routine strip searches, and the use of prison overalls by inmates during contact visits (ADCQ, 2006). 

5 CONCLUSION

Strip searching is a significant and commonly used method of contraband detection in Australian prisons, and it is used in both men’s and women’s prisons. Due to the significant presence of drugs and violence in women’s prisons, strip searches are used to detect and prevent the entry of contraband items such as weapons or drugs and thus ensure the safety of prisoners, staff and visitors. 

However, despite the fact that strip searches are justified as a necessary contraband strategy, their effectiveness at detecting contraband items on inmates is questionable as illicit drug use and violence are still present in women’s prisons. In addition, the negative impact that strip searches have on women’s self-esteem and general well-being indicate that strip searching may in fact contribute to prisoner drug use and violence, and that it may therefore need to be replaced by a more efficient and less intrusive search method. Recent technological advances have made such a change possible, with a variety of low-dose x-ray machines becoming available to search for contraband items on prisoners. These technologies are not only more immune to abuse by staff, but are also more accurate and minimize the discomfort and humiliation experienced by inmates. 

Other procedures, such as pat down searches and prison overalls are also available to either solely replace strip searches, or to be used in combination with other less intrusive methods. Many of these technologies and methods have already been implemented both in parts of Australia as well as overseas. It is therefore important for correctional facilities in Queensland to consider and incorporate these alternative methods, both to aid and improve the process of contraband detection, as well as to minimize the humiliation experienced by the inmates who are being searched for contraband.  
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