
Introduction
The S top  the  S tr ip -S earches  C a m pa ign  
(SSSC) w as  in i t ia te d  by the  A rm a g h  C o ­
o rd in a t in g  G roup  fo l lo w in g  the  March 
1983 In te rn a t io n a l W o m e n ’s Day d e le ­
ga t io n  to  B e l fa s t  and A rm ag h  ja i l .  Som e 
w e eks  a f te r  the  d e le ga t io n ,  im p re s ­
s io n s  of the  v is i t  were  d is c u s s e d  at a 
ca l l -back  m ee t ing .  M any  w o m en  were 
keen to  take  a c t io n  on the  w o rs e n in g  
c o n d i t io n s  in the  ja i l .

Four w o m e n  on the  d e le g a t io n  had 
v is i te d  w o m e n  p r ison e rs  in A rm agh .  It 
em erged  f rom  the  v is i ts  th a t  the  
p r ison e rs  fe l t  it w a s  u rgen t  fo r  s o m e ­
th in g  to  be d o ne  ab o u t  the  sudden  
e s c a la t io n  o f  h a ra s s m e n t  by the 
reg im e, in p a r t ic u la r  the  s tr ip -sea rches .  
‘ D o n ’t let the m  break you, love ’ (see 
e lsew h e re  in pa m ph le t )  is a w o m a n  
p r is o n e r ’s a c c o u n t  of her f i rs t  exp e r­
ience  o f  be ing  s t r ip -se a rch ed  in 
A rm agh.

The A rm a g h  p r ison  ch a p la in s ,  
F a the rs  Faul and Murray, had a lready  
begun to  p ro te s t  ab o u t  the  str ip- 
sea rche s  in Ir ish new sp ape rs ,  bu t very 
l i t t le  in fo rm a t io n  had c o m e  ou t  ab ou t  
the m  in B r i ta in .  The SSSC w a s  fo rm ed  
w i th  the  a im  of p rov id ing  in fo rm a t io n  on 
the s t r ip -se a rch es  and to  e n cou rage  
peop le  in B r i ta in  to  pu t  p ressu re  on the  
g o ve rn m e n t  to  ha lt  the  p ra c t ice .

In May '83, the  SSSC p rodu ced  a le a f ­
let o u t l in in g  the  s i tu a t io n  in the  ja i l .  Th is  
w as  d is t r ib u te d  w id e ly  a m o n g s t  
w o m e n ’s g ro u p s  and on the  le f t  in 
Eng land , S c o t la n d  and W ales .  W om en  
w h o  had been on the  d e le g a t io n  w ro te  
a r t ic le s  w h ic h  were pu b l is h e d  in papers  
in c lu d in g  O u tw r i te ,  Spare  Rib, Big 
F lam e, C la s s  S trugg le ,  A na rc h y  and 
Peace N ew s (at home), as we l l  as in 
fe m in is t  and a n t i - im p e r ia l is t  pape rs  in 
H o l la n d  and  N o rth  A m er ica .  A press  
re lease was sent ou t  to  the  na t io n a l 
p ress but it d id  not lead to  any coverage.

The SSSC then in i t ia te d  a m ass  
le t te r -w r i t in g  ca m p a ig n .  A fa c ts h e e t  on 
the s t r ip -s e a rc h e s  to g e th e r  w i th  d ra f t  
le t te rs  of p ro te s t  to  the Pr ime M in is te r ,  
the  S ec re ta ry  o f  S ta te  fo r  N o r th e rn  
Ire land (Jam es Prior) and the G ove rno r  
o f  A rm a g h  (T hom as  M urtagh)  were  sent 
o u t  to a w ide  range of in f lu e n t ia l  peop le, 
w i th  a reques t fo r  the ir  support.  The l is t 
in c lud ed  MPs, MEPs, Lords, c o u n ­
c i l lo rs ,  t rade  u n io n is ts ,  re l ig iou s  and 
o th e r  p u b l ic  f igu res .  The pack w as  a lso  
sent to  fe m in is t  and an t i - im p e r ia l is t  
g ro u p s  and in d iv idu a ls .

S om e o f  these  peop le  d id  w r i te  le t te rs  
of p ro tes t ,  but overa l l  the  response  w as  
d is a p p o in t in g ly  sm a l l .  S om e  fo rw a rde d  
the  rep l ies  they  rece ived f rom  the  NIO to  
the  C a m p a ig n ,  and these  are ana lysed  
in the  s e c t io n ,  ‘The O f f ic ia l  Response '.

Kevin M c N a m a ra  MP b ro ug h t  the 
issue  of the s t r ip -se a rch es  be fore  
p a r l ia m e n t  on several o c c a s io n s  du r in g  
1983 by ask in g  q u e s t io n s  ab ou t  the  f re ­
qu e n c y  and a l leged  rea son s  for the 
s t r ip -sea rches .  The a n sw e rs  he rece iv ­
ed are set ou t  in the  s e c t io n  ‘C o m m e n ­
tary  on S tr ip -S e a rch ing  F ig u re s ’ .

In Ju ly  '83, the  SSC m et fou r  w o m en  
Labour M P s — Jo R icha rdson ,  Joan 
M aynard ,  C lare  Short  and Harr ie t  H a r­
man. They agreed to  ask pa r l ia m e n ta ry  
q u e s t io n s  on the  s i tu a t io n  in A rm agh, 
bu t the  House  w en t  in to  recess  soon 
a f te r  Jo  R icha rd son  had received one 
w r i t te n  answer.

C lare Short  v is i te d  A rm ag h  ja i l  in 
A u g u s t  and spoke  to  G overnor  M ur tagh  
but w as  not a l low ed  to  v is i t  the  w om en . 
Th is  w a s  de s p i te  the  fac t  th a t  MPs are 
suppo sed  to  have the r igh t  o f  a cce ss  to 
any p r isone r  in a B r i t ish  ja i l .

The SSSC a lso  w ro te  to  Hans  Jorgen 
Haagerup , the  MEP lead ing the  Euro­
pean enqu iry  in to  the  p o l i t ic a l  s i tu a t io n  
in N o r the rn  Ire land. W e asked  h im  to 
take  the  s i tu a t io n  in A rm ag h  in to  a c ­
c o u n t  in h is  in ve s t ig a t io n s ,  but he d id 
not rep ly  to  us.

S ince  the  s u m m e r  o f  ’83, m o t io n s  
c o n d e m n in g  the  s tr ip -se a rch es  in 
A rm ag h  have been passed  at var ious  
con fe ren ces .  The w o m e n ’s se c t io n  of 
Brent East Labour Party t r ied  to  send a 
m o t io n  on th is  to the  Labour Party C o n ­
ference, bu t  was u n s u c c e s s fu l .  In 
Novem ber,  C am de n  W o m e n ’s C o m m it ­
tee passed  a repor t  c o n d e m n in g  the 
s tr ip -sea rches ;  th is  w as  la te r a lso  p a s s ­
ed by the  fu l l  C o un c i l  M ee ting .  Is l in g ton  
and Le w is h a m  W o m e n ’s C o m m it te e s  
have now  passed  s im i la r  reports .

The s tr ip -se a rch  issue  has a lso  been 
taken  up by w o m e n ’s g ro up s  and 
W o m e n  and I re land g ro up s  in m any 
pa r ts  o f  E ng land  and S co t la nd .  Ir ish 
s o l id a r i ty  g roups  in E ng land  and 
S c o t la n d  a lso  gave suppo r t ,  as d id  the 
H -B lock /A rm ag h  C o m m it te e s  in 
A m s te rd a m  and New  Zea land  and the 
Ire land C o m m it te e ,  H o l land .

A p e t i t io n  c a l l in g  fo r  an end to  the 
s tr ip -se a rch es  w as  s igned  by peop le  all 
over the  coun try .

The SSSC m ade c o n ta c t  w i th  W om en  
in Prison, a g ro up  c a m p a ig n in g  fo r  the 
r ig h ts  o f  w o m e n  pr isoners .  Th is  he lped 
us to c o m p a re  the t re a tm e n t  o f  w om en  
in A rm ag h  w i th  tha t  of w o m en  in o ther  
B r i t ish  p r isons .  A m ore  tho ro u g h  c o m ­
pa r ison  w o u ld  be use fu l.

Dur ing  the e igh t  m o n th s  f rom  
F ebrua ry -S ep tem ber '83, the m o n th ly  
average nu m be r  o f  s t r ip -se a rch es  per 
w o m a n  s t r ip -sea rched  d ropped  g ra d ­
ua l ly  f rom  8 to 3 ' /2 . It w as  fe lt  tha t  th is  
m ig h t  be pa r t ly  due to the pu b l ic  p ro tes t  
tha t  h a d o c c u r re d .  However, the  num ber 
of s t r ip -se a rch es  per m o n th  on those  
w o m en  m os t  f requ en t ly  s t r ip -sea rched  
rem a ined  fa ir ly  c o n s ta n t .  The SSSC 
rea l ised  tha t  a l th o u g h  the p r ison  a u th ­
o r i t ie s  m ig h t  have dec ided  to reduce  the 
overal l f requ en cy  of s t r ip -se a rch es  for a 
period, it was  l ike ly  to inc rease  aga in  if 
and when the  p ro tes t  d ied  down.

F ru s t ra t io n  w as  fe lt  w i th  the d i f f i c u l ­
t ies  of k n o w in g  w ha t  was go in g  on in ­
s ide  the pr ison ,  as we ll as w i th  the u n ­
ce r ta in ty  as to  w he the r  a le t te r-w r i t ing  
ca m p a ig n  c o u ld  have any long - te rm  e f ­
fect. In S ep tem ber '83 tho se  w o m en  in

the SSSC w ho  fe lt  it w a s  w o r th  c o n t in ­
uing the  c a m p a ig n  a long  these  lines, 
dec ided  to  do so w i th in  the  A rm ag h  C o­
o rd in a t in g  Group, of w h ich  several were 
a lready  m em bers .

S ince then ou r  a c t iv i t ie s  have in c lu d ­
ed g iv ing  ta lk s  on the  s i tu a t io n  in 
A rm agh, urg ing  the Labour W o m e n ’s 
C o m m it te e s  to  take  up the  issue and 
p ro du c ing  th is  pam ph le t .  At t im e  o f  g o ­
ing to  press, we are p repa r ing  fo r  the 
p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the  p e t i t io n  c o n d e m n ­
ing the  s t r ip -sea rches  in March. Joan 
M aynard  MP has agreed to  hand it in to 
D ow n ing  S treet a f te r  a press c o n fe r ­
ence in the  House  o f  C o m m ons .

A f te r th e  1984 In te rn a t ion a l W o m e n 's  
Day d e le g a t io n  to  A rm agh, the  A rm agh  
C o -o rd ina t ing  G roup  w i l l  c o n s id e r  a 
fu tu re  cou rse  fo r  the  ca m p a ig n .  If you 
are in te res ted  in c o n t r ib u t in g ,  or w an t  
to fo rm  you r ow n c a m p a ig n in g  group , 
see the  a r t ic le  ‘W ha t  you can d o ’ .

A rm agh  C o -o rd ina t ing  G roup 
February  1984

As we go to press (February 22, ’83), it 
has been reported in the national press 
that 18 women are on hunger strike at 
Durham high-security prison in the 
north of England. These wom en are 
protesting at the appalling conditions  
in which they are being held. We wish  
them success.
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