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IN COLORADO, A NEW BREED OF DEGRADING 
SEARCH IN PRISONS 

The ACLU and ACLU of Colorado this week called upon the Colorado Department of 

Corrections to abandon a new policy that subjects prisoners to degrading body cavity 

searches. According to press reports and letters sent to the ACLU by prisoners at

Denver Women's Correctional Facility (DWCF), prisoners now must hold open

labia as correctional officers, sometimes using a flashlight, sometimes positioning 

their faces only inches away from a prisoner's genitals, conduct an inspection. Reports 

even indicate that some prisoners have been forced to pull back the skin of their 

clitorises. These searches occur even when the guards have no particular reason to 

suspect concealment of contraband — correctional officers search prisoners' body

cavities on a frequent basis, after work assignments and visits from friends and family. 

Guards apparently have threatened prisoners who resist with pepper spray.

One prisoner describes the new procedure as follows in a letter to the ACLU:

The lift is treated differently by officers, but generally involves spreading 

your legs and parting your outer labia so an officer can do a visual 

inspection of your genitals. I have had to perform this procedure simply 

standing; from a sitting position with my legs spread eagle and having a

flashlight shined at my genitals; from a standing position with a foot 

perched on a toilet and an officer's face inches from my genitals; in front 

of multiple officers and once in front of an officer and two Life Safety 

trainees….

High rates of prior sexual abuse among women prisoners no doubt compound the 

suffering inflicted by the new procedure. According to one prisoner at DWCF:

Being a survivor of sexual trauma the new labia-lift procedure 

encouraged my post-traumatic stress disorder. I had periodic flashbacks 
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…. I have also witnessed women literally crying when they were subject 

to the labia lift…

Aside from the suffering and humiliation they inflict upon prisoners, the searches are 

unnecessary. They occur without any particular reason to suspect that a prisoner is 

attempting to conceal contraband. On top of that, the new requirement that prisoners 

hold open their labia adds little to existing procedures that already required invasive 

searches designed to uncover any contraband. One prisoner describes the difference 

between the old and new policies as follows:

T]he "proper" search (before the labia lift came about) is as follows: 

Remove all clothes, as an officer searches the seams/pockets/waistband 

and stand completely naked. Open the mouth; sweep fingers around 

tongue and along gum line. Fold forward ears while turning the head to 

expose behind them. Run fingers through hair, removing any ties or 

combs and if needed, bend over to shake long hair. Lift arms and if 

breasts are large, lift breasts. Turn around; lift each foot, wiggling toes. 

Turn your back to the officer, bend over, squat, and grab buttocks while 

coughing. The addition of the "labia lift" is to stand or sit, facing the 

officer, while spreading the labia open wide. 

In short, the new requirement that prisoners hold open their labia adds little to the 

search procedure — other than additional humiliation and suffering for DWCF 

prisoners. It's time for the Department of Corrections to abandon the new policy.
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We intend the comments portion of this blog to be a forum where you can freely express your views on blog 

postings and on comments made by other people. Given that, please understand that you are responsible for 

the material you post on the comments portion of this blog. The only postings that we ask that you refrain from 

posting and that we cannot permit on our website are requests for legal assistance and postings that could 

cause ACLU to incur legal liability. 

 

One important law in that regard is the prohibition on politically partisan activity. Given our nonprofit status, we 

may not endorse or oppose candidates for elective office. That means we cannot host comments on our site 

that show a preference for one candidate or party. Although we in no way wish to discourage you from that

activity elsewhere, we ask that you not engage in that activity on our website (or include links to other websites 

that do so). Additionally, given that we are subject to very specific rules concerning the collection of personally 

identifying information through our website (names, email addresses, home address, financial information, etc.), 

we ask that you not use the comments portion of this blog to solicit this information from users of our website. 

We also ask that you not use the comments portion for advertising or requests for legal assistance, and do not 

add to your comment links to other websites, as we cannot be responsible for the content on other websites.

 

We are not able to respond to unsolicited inquiries, complaints or requests for assistance sent to this blog. 

Please direct your complaint or request for assistance to the ACLU affiliate in your state. Requests for legal

assistance left in the blog comments will not receive a response or be published. 

 

Finally, the ACLU cannot guarantee the accuracy, completeness or usefulness of any information in the 

comment section and expressly disclaims any liability for any information in this section. 
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Anonymous Says:  

Aug 26th, 2010 at 12:12pm 

1.

Actually, the policy is not new and it is not just in Colorado prisons. It also is

the policy in federal prisons.

 

Name Anonymous  
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