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COURAGE OF YOUNG ABORIGINAL WOMAN STRIP SEARCHED IN AMC RESULTS IN FINDING THAT 

THE HUMAN RIGHTS ACT IS ROUTINELY BREACHED IN THE PRISON AND TO RECOMMENDATION 

THAT STRIP SEARCH REGIME BE ABANDONED 

 

Julie Tongs, CEO of Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services today 

thanked the Inspector of Corrections, Mr Neil McAllister for the report prepared by his Office 

into the shameful strip search, earlier this year, of a vulnerable Aboriginal woman in the AMC. 

Julie Tongs said: “I wish to acknowledge at the outset the courage and fortitude of the young 

Aboriginal woman, who lives with significant health issues, and who having been subjected to 

a demeaning and nightmarish strip search in the AMC, made the gruelling details of her 

treatment publicly available to the media and the Australian public in an attempt, as she said in 

her letter, to force ACT Corrective Services to respect the human rights of people detained in 

the AMC. She explained her motivation thus: “No one should be made to experience what I 

have had to. If this can change even the smallest thing then something good has come out of 

my misery.” 

“Her courageous decision to release the horrifying details of her treatment led to the Inspector 

of Corrections, Mr Neil McAllister and his Office undertaking a detailed inquiry into her 

treatment and more broadly into the strip search regime at the AMC which, I understand, 

involves the conduct of hundreds of strip searches every year.” 

“It is an indictment of AMC management, Corrective Services and the ACT Government that 

the Inspector of Corrections did not equivocate in finding that the decision to conduct a forced 

strip search in this instance: “Did not comply with the Human Rights Act 2004 (ACT).”  

Inspector McAllister expanded on his finding that the detainees’ human rights had been 

breached in this instance in the following terms: “The practice of a person being held down by 

officers in TPPE to have clothes removed or cut off is highly degrading and traumatising. 

Where there is time to plan a use of force to carry out a strip search, it is inexcusable that senior 

operational staff are not directed by policy or procedure or trained to consider the human rights 

impact of the practice.” 

Julie Tongs said the following formal findings of Inspector McAllister highlight the gravity 

and range of the failings of the Government in its treatment of the Aboriginal detainee at the 

centre of this travesty. 



The detainee was calm and in a safe location at the time the use of force commenced, and 

constant observations would have been an appropriate alternative to a forced strip search. 

• That while the detainee was subject to a use of force to remove her clothes there were 

at times up to 12 staff in the immediate vicinity including at least two male staff. 

• The other male detainees in the CSU could not view the use of force strip search but it 

was clear some of them knew what was going on because they could hear the incident 

and verbally engaged from their cells. 

• Justice Health staff were not present for the strip search. 

• The practice of mandatory strip-searching no entry to the CSU is inconsistent with the 

Human Rights Act. Strip-searching engages and limits the right to humane treatment 

when deprived of liberty (s19), protection from cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 

(s10) and the right to privacy (s12). 

• The use of force to carry out the strip-search on the detainee was not a last resort as 

required by the Corrections Management Act. In other words, it was in breach of the 

Act. 

• The ACT Corrective Services policies and procedures relevant to the planned use of 

force to conduct a trip search do not refer to the requirement in the Human Rights Act 

2004 for decision makers to properly consider human rights in decision making. 

• ACT Corrective Services did not properly consider the detainees human rights in 

making the decision to conduct a forced strip search, and the forced strip search was 

incompatible with the detainees’ human rights. Therefore, ACT Corrective Services has 

acted inconsistently with its public authority obligations under section 40B of the 

Human Rights Act 2004. 

Julie Tongs said: “It needs to be remembered this is a single example by just one of the 

hundreds of people, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal who have been subjected to strip searches 

in the AMC under the same conditions and circumstances and presumably with similar disdain 

for or ignorance of their human and other legal rights.”   

“It is to be hoped that having now been forced by the Inspector of Corrections to acknowledge 

the flagrant breaching by it of this, and certainly other, detainees human rights that the 

Government do the right thing and commit to the establishment of an appropriate compensation 

scheme and save affected detainees the trauma of pursuing individual legal action against it.” 

“In similar vein I urge the Government and its officials to stop pretending that the Alexander 

Maconochie Centre is committed to the human rights of detainees let alone being human rights 

compliant. This report has exploded that repetitive and nauseous claim once and for all.” 

“The treatment by the ACT Government of the Aboriginal woman the subject, and instigator, 

of this report by the Inspector of Corrections, is nothing short of shameful. It shames us all and 

my fear is that it is reflective of the treatment of Aboriginal and other marginalised people in 

Canberra in all aspects of the ACT justice system and it is why I and the overwhelming majority 

of the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership are demanding a Royal 

Commission into all aspects of its operation.” 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

For further information please contact Julie Tongs OAM on 0418 206 156. 


