Women in US prisons face widespread abuse

Sexual misconduct and various forms of abuse of women inmates so pervade the US correctional system that human rights violation are virtually rights  a daily part of prison life, according to a comprehensive new report by Amnesty International. 

________________________________________________________________________

'AMNESTY International has found that sexual abuse is virtually a fact of life for incarcerated women in the US,' William F Schulz, executive director of Amnesty International USA, said at a news conference on 4 March in Washington, DC. 'Our report documents other kinds of human rights violations, including prison guards who shackle women's legs to bedposts during labour and medical staff who refuse to authorise treatment for life-threatening illnesses.' 

Not Part of My Sentence: Violations of the Human Rights of Women in Custody was released against a backdrop of a dramatic growth in the numbers of women in prison. The population has nearly tripled since 1985 to 138,000. Mandatory minimums and other sentencing guidelines imposed in the ‘war on drugs’ have strapped many first-time, non-violent female offenders-mostly low-level players – with excessive sentences

'Sexual abuse of women inmates is torture, plain and simple. Shackling and medical neglect of women inmates constitutes cruel inhuman and degrading treatment,' Dr Schulz said. 'These human rights violations must not stand. Amnesty International has launched a nationwide campaign to end these abuses and to restore the human rights of incarcerated women.’ 

While the Amnesty report calls for enforcement of laws protecting women from sexual abuse, it also underscores the fact that 12 states have no law prohibiting sexual contact between women and their jailers. They include Alabama, Kentucky, Massachusetts,Minnesota, Montana, Oregon, Nebraska, Utah, Vermont, Washington, WestVirginia and Wisconsin. The legislature in Virginia, a target of Amnesty's actions, in the end of February adopted a measure prohibiting custodial sexual contact in state facilities. 

The release of Amnesty International's report was accompanied by legislative action in these 12 states. Some 200 cities and towns across the United States were also the sites of speak-outs, letter-writing campaigns to inmates, petition drives and other public events. These activities were held to mark both the release of the Amnesty report and International Women's Day on 8 March. 

Not a foreign affair 

Amnesty International groups around the world released the report on 4 March; Amnesty 

International USA also held news conferences in Boston, Minneapolis, Richmond and Seattle – all sites where no state law prohibits custodial sexual misconduct-and in Richmond, VA. The report was part of Amnesty's year-long campaign focusing on the status of human rights in the United States under the banner, 'Human rights are not just a foreign affair.' 

Despite the proliferation of women in US penal institutions, the corrections system has failed to adjust to the gender-specific needs of the population. The report maintains that the climate of sexual abuse by prison guards is fuelled by a lack of oversight and disciplinary action against sexual misconduct. 

Some of the following issues are addressed in the report: 

● Custodial oversight of women is largely assumed by male guards, contrary to international standards that call for female prisoners to be supervised only by female guards. Seventy per cent of guards in US federal women's institutions are men. Conversely, in Canada 9l% of guards in women's facilities are women. 

● Male prison staff routinely conduct strip-and-pat searches, scrutinise women in showers, and monitor female inmates by video. 

Physical restraints 

● Denial of medical care is widespread. Life-threatening illnesses go unchecked or without adequate treatment. The report cites the case of one woman whose request for attention to protruding lumps on her breast remained unanswered for nearly a decade. She eventually underwent a double mastectomy and hysterectomy for breast and uterine cancer. 

● Physical restraints including shackles are used on women inmates, including pregnant women during labour, presenting health risks to women inmates and their newborns. The report recounts one case involving a woman locked in restraints as her baby came down the birth canal. Even with the assistance of doctors, she could not open her legs wide enough to make room for the baby until a guard finally unlocked the shackles. 

● Racial minorities have been disproportionately affected .African-American women are eight times more likely to be incarcerated than white women; and Hispanic women are four times more likely
● Women asylum-seekers are often subjected to harsh treatment. While awaiting action on Immigration and Naturalisation Service (INS) claims, they often languish in penal institutions facing the same human rights violations all women prisoners face. Many times they are placed in ce1ls with hardened criminals. 

Even in states that criminalise custodial sexual contact, law enforcement is lax. For example, in Michigan, the Justice Department has launched an investigation of widespread abuse. In California, numerous lawsuits have been filed alleging systematic abuse by prison authorities in the state system. 

In the federal system, the US Attorney for the Northern District of California recently issued a 17-count indictment against a guard for sexual abuses that date back to 1992 at the federal prison at Dublin. That facility was at the centre of a settlement agreement between the Justice Department and three women inmates last year, which pushed the Federal Bureau of Prisons to institute corrective training and victim-complaint policies at federal facilities nationwide. 
Shackled during labour

Giving birth while incarcerated was one of the most horrifying experiences of my life. While enduring intense labour pains, I was handcuffed while being taken to the hospital, even though I was in a secured vehicle with a metal grating between the driver' s and passenger's compartments and with no interior door handles on the passenger doors. With the handcuffs on, I could not even hold my stomach to get some comfort from the pain... At the hospital I was shackled to a metal bedpost by my right ankle throughout seven hours of labour, although a correctional officer was in the room with me at all times. The shackles were not removed until 30 minutes prior to my delivery... Imagine being shackled to a metal bedpost, excruciating pains going through my body, and not being able to adjust myself to even try to feel any type of comfort, trying to move and with each turn having hard, cold metal restraining my movements. Not only was this painful, it was traumatising, and very stressful for myself and also for my child... Even animals would not be shackled during labour, a household dog or a cow on a farm... The birth of a child is supposed to be a joyous experience and I was robbed of the joy of my daughter's birth... Is it really necessary to handcuff and shackle mothers who are in labour? With all the other security measures that were in place and with my minimum security status, did they really have to put me and my infant through that torture? 

Statement of Warnice Robinson, imprisoned in Illinois for shoplifting.
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