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In late 2003, the Oregon Department of Corrections undertook a study to learn the incidence of voluntary inmate behaviors that are determined to be high risks for transmission of blood-borne pathogens. Also included in the survey were questions regarding the frequency of prison rape.

The survey results showed that high-risk behaviors are less prevalent in Oregon’s prisons than most national estimates. With the exception of sexual assault, these behaviors are voluntary. Except for consensual sex among females, high-risk behaviors are most prevalent in medium and maximum custody male prisons, and least prevalent in minimum-custody male prisons.

In response to the survey report, the Oregon Department of Corrections is taking the following actions:

1. A high-level steering committee meets monthly to set direction and make policy decisions to reduce high-risk inmate behaviors and eliminate prison rape. It oversees and guides the work of the following two groups:

2. The Prison Rape Elimination Policy Group – composed of central administrators, Health Services, Counseling and Treatment Services, and institution security experts – is well on its way toward recommending a comprehensive and unified policy regarding sexual assaults in Oregon’s prisons. Policy components include:

· Creating a culture of zero tolerance for sexual assaults and that encourages reporting of every assault that occurs. This includes staff training to understand and fully appreciate the significance of sexual assault and the necessity of its eradication.

· Protecting the confidentiality and safety of inmates who report sexual assaults.

· Providing protection from assault: Identifying potential victims and perpetrators and using that information to reduce the occurrence of sexual assault.

· Ensuring use of an effective, standardized process to investigate and resolve reports of sexual assault, including coordinating the preservation of evidence, involvement of State Police, and the criminal prosecution of perpetrators.

· Making inmate access to medical and mental health care confidential and as simple as possible, including acute and long-term care, and sexually transmitted disease (STD)/HIV testing and treatment.

3. The High-Risk Inmate Behavior Policy Group was recently formed and will meet for the first time in late May. It is composed of Department of Corrections experts and will include representatives from the Department of Human Services Public Health, appointed by State Epidemiologist Mel Kohn. This group will look at the survey report and make recommendations for changes in DOC policy and practice that both preserve prison security and help reduce the risks of transmitting blood-borne pathogens – including Hepatitis C and HIV – through voluntary acts such as tattooing, body piercing, IV drug use and consensual sex. Areas to be discussed and evaluated include proposals to:

· Use non-DOC staff to provide inmate education programs on Hepatitis and HIV.

· Consider alternatives to illegal tattooing and body piercing in prisons.

· Reduce intravenous drug use through new methodology for random urinalysis and increase the number of tests for known drug users (random dates, but not necessarily random inmates).

· Other means of reducing high-risk behaviors or ameliorating those risks.

Summary

The Oregon Department of Corrections takes seriously the issues of sexual assault and voluntary high-risk behaviors in prisons. The DOC is seeking and using expertise both inside and outside the agency to eliminate these behaviors, both to reduce the pain and suffering of incarcerated persons and to protect the public health of our communities as these offenders are released from prison.

For more information, please contact DOC Special Projects Manager Nancy Sellers at 
(503) 945-9225 or by e-mail: nancy.sellers@state.or.us.
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