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UNSW report reveals extraordinary increase in police strip searches  
 

On Thursday, 22 August at 10am, at DLA Piper in Martin Place, Sydney, Redfern Legal Centre will 
launch a detailed research report examining the use of police strip-search powers in New South 
Wales (see overleaf for media launch details). 
 
Redfern Legal Centre (RLC) is calling for immediate amendments to NSW strip-search laws as research 
reveals an almost twentyfold increase in strip searches in almost 12 years. 
 
The Rethinking Strip Searches by NSW Police report launched in Sydney today, commissioned by RLC, and 
prepared by UNSW Law academics Dr Michael Grewcock and Dr Vicki Sentas, says that the law is failing to 
provide police with clear guidance on conducting this invasive search procedure.  
 
“A strip search is the most invasive form of personal search available to police without a court order,” Dr 
Sentas says. “Yet over the past decade we have seen the number of strip searches continue to rise. Our 
findings reveal such searches are doing little to tackle serious drug crime.” 
 
Dr Sentas says the lack of publicly available data on strip searches, and on the exercise of police powers 
more broadly, is a major barrier to public accountability.  “NSW Police are able to record and release 
comprehensive data on the use of strip searches, and it is in the public interest that they do so immediately, 
as a first step to achieving greater transparency and guidance to protect the public,” she says.  
 
The first report of its kind in Australia, Rethinking Strip Searches by NSW Police looks at the operation of 
strip search laws across the country, exploring concerns around safeguards and transparency, and 
highlighting opportunities for law reform.  
 
The report finds: 

• Strip searches were used 277 times in the 12 months to 30 November 2006 compared to 5483 in 
the 12 months to 30 June 2018, an almost twentyfold increase in less than 12 years. 

• Police suspicion that a person possesses prohibited drugs accounts for 91% of all recorded reasons 
why police conduct a strip search (2018-19 financial year). 

• Unlawful strip searches are widespread 
• Drug detection dogs may be propelling unnecessary strip searches 
• Only 30% of strip searches in the field in the 2017/18 financial year resulted in a criminal charge  
• Less than 16.5% of all charges arising from strip searches result in charges of drug supply 
• Almost 82% of all charges are for personal possession of a prohibited drug 
• Almost half (45%) of all recorded strip searches in the 2017/18 financial year were of young people 

aged 25 years and younger 
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people accounted for 10% of all recorded strip searches in the 

field and 22% of all recorded strip searches in custody 
• The law is failing to protect children from being searched 
• Strip searches cause significant psycho-social harm   
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The report recommends: 

• The law must be clearer about what, when and how police should conduct a strip search   
• A strip search should be conducted in accordance with child protection principles 
• Strip searches of children in the field should be prohibited unless permission is obtained through a 

court order 
• The law should be clear that police cannot ever search genitals or breasts 
• Examples of “private places” for strip searches should be clearly defined 

 
RLC solicitor Samantha Lee says the extraordinary rise in strip searches signifies the law is not being 
applied as parliament intended – as a last resort.  “Strip searches are an invasive, humiliating and harmful 
process, and as such, should be only used in exceptional circumstances when no other alternative is 
available,” Ms Lee says. 
 
The solicitor and head of Police Accountability at RLC says the statistics reveal that strip searches are 
inflicting widespread harm on many in order to punish a few. “This report and its recommendations do not 
take away police powers to conduct a strip search, but merely limit such powers in the way parliament 
intended,” she says.  
 
“Updating police education and training material will not suffice. Clear guidance about police strip search 
procedure needs to be driven by clear and rigorous law. Without law reform, we will continue to see 
insufficient training and poorly informed decision-making from police conducting strip searches.”  
 
Report co-author Dr Michael Grewcock says that broadly defined thresholds in the law are a key cause of 
the increase in unlawful and unnecessary strip searches by police. “Our research suggests that NSW Police 
are using strip searches routinely with little regard for the law and their own internal guidelines,” Dr 
Grewcock says. “We need greater transparency and accountability regarding these practices.” 
 
Dr Sentas says most strip searches yield nothing of evidential value but can have a traumatic effect on the 
person searched. “Saturation policing with sniffer dogs at music festivals and railway stations or forcing 
teenagers to remove their clothes in the back of police vans does not make the community safer,” she says. 
“We need a serious discussion about how best to reform the law so that the police cannot abuse their 
powers.” 
 
An open letter was signed by more than 50 Australian legal organisations in June calling for reforms to NSW 
strip-search laws. The Redfern Legal Centre’s Safe and Sound campaign (www.safeandsound.org.au) to 
prevent the overuse of strip searches was launched in November last year. 
 

Download report:  Rethinking Strip Searches by NSW Police at: http://bit.ly/rethinkSS 
(The download will be available from 12:01am, 22 August 2019) 

 
ENDS 

Launch details: 
 
Date: Thursday 22 August 
Time: 10–11am 
Place: DLA Piper, Level 22, No.1 Martin Place, Sydney NSW 
 
Speakers:  
 

• Lucy Moore (a 19-year-old festival attendee who was strip searched, detained and banned from a 
public venue, despite nothing unlawful being found) 

• Samantha Lee (Head of Police Accountability, RLC) 
• Jeremy Styles (Solicitor, Aboriginal Legal Service) 
• Dr Michael Grewcock and Dr Vicki Sentas (report co-authors) 

 
 
Contact Finn O’Keefe, RLC Communications Manager on 02 9698 7277/ 0424 548 019, finn@rlc.org.au 
or Dominique Pendleton, UNSW on 02 9385 0445, 0422 156 007, d.pendleton@unsw.edu.au.   


