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My name is Hope Hernandez, and I am very happy to be here today.  I am a survivor of prisoner rape and I serve on Just Detention International’s Survivor Council.  As part of my work with JDI, I had the honor of being present in the Oval Office in September 2003, when President Bush signed the Prison Rape Elimination Act into law.  To me, the release of today’s national standards is the next big milestone in the effort to end sexual abuse in our prisons and jails.

In 1997, I was raped by a corrections officer in a hospital ward of a Washington D.C. jail.  I was 23 at the time and going through serious drug withdrawal.  I started out in a rehabilitation facility, but was sent to jail after my withdrawal symptoms got too severe.  When I got to the jail, there was so much noise at night I couldn't sleep.  The women were fighting with each other and laughing until 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning.  I yelled something like "I can't take this any more. I need to get some sleep," and they sent me to the psych doctors, who decided I was a suicide risk.  I wasn't.  I was very tired and very ill and dealing with things that I didn't understand.  They put me in a paper jumpsuit in a large room by myself on the medical unit, where there were both male and female inmates.  They put me on a lot of medications, and I slept a lot and was dazed when awake. 

I had been begging for a shower for two weeks.  Finally, at about 2:30 one morning, this guard came into my cell and said I could go take a shower.  He had a towel a new paper jumpsuit and some shampoo.  After being incarcerated for three months, I had learned to do what the guards told me to do.  If they tell you to squat, you squat.  If they say go into that stall, you go into that stall.  If they say eat now, you eat. I was compliant.  I had no desire to cause trouble and I had every reason to believe that I was being directed by trained professionals.  That's the psychology of incarceration.  The guards have the power, and the inmates do not.

When the guard took me to the shower in the middle of the night, I had no reason to suspect foul play.  He led me to a separate room with locking doors that had its own bathroom and shower.  He waited in the hall.  The light was hurting my eyes, so I turned it off and got undressed.  He came in while I was still in the shower stall.  Before I knew it, he was in the stall raping me.  In addition to being heavily medicated, it was 2:30 or 3 o'clock in the morning, and he had awakened me from a dead sleep.  It was like I was on a 30-second delay.  Then suddenly, he was leading me back to my cell.  I felt myself screaming inside, but the sound wasn't making it out of my throat.  As we passed, I saw the night nurses fast asleep in their office.

I slept through the whole next day, and the next night he did it again.  He led me to a bed, and after he had finished he handed me a paper jumpsuit.  I was putting it on and still had an arm and a breast exposed as the shift captain walked in.  My rapist had already pulled his pants up, but the shift captain saw it and asked him what he was doing.  He said he was helping me get dressed.

I told a nurse what had happened, and they took me to the hospital to do a rape kit.  But the officer had used a condom.  The rape kit came back inconclusive.  The jail administrators dropped my complaint suggesting perhaps I was hallucinating.  I didn't hallucinate what happened in that shower or in the bed on the next night.  I didn't hallucinate being raped.  It was the shift captain who finally reported the officer and the rapes.  The guard was suspended 7 days with pay and returned to duty. 

On the one-year anniversary of the rapes, I kept seeing the guard's face over me.  I got so angry because I wanted to see something besides his face.  I punched the wall so hard that I broke my hand.  I got so sick thinking about being raped that I threw up.  I had just begun therapy and could not see a time when this would not dominate my life.   I was hopeless.  

It's been twelve years now, many of those spent in therapy with a kindhearted social worker named Rob Schaff at the Montgomery County Victims Assistance and Sexual Assault Program-THANKS ROB.   He was the one who connected me with Just Detention International.  The rapes will stay with me for the rest of my life. I wouldn’t wish my experience on any human being.   I have not allowed it to destroy my life.   With a lot of support and love, I got clean and have remained drug free.   I am a mother of two children.  I went to school after jail and now have a Master’s degree in social work.   

The release of today’s standards gives me hope and reaffirms my commitment to protecting the right of inmates to be free from sexual abuse so that no one, no matter how young, vulnerable or sick, will have to go through the terrible experiences that I did.  As it happens, I was never sentenced to any time.  But that isn’t even the point.  Regardless of what crime someone might have committed, rape must never be part of the penalty. 

Thank you for letting me speak today.
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