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$5 Million Jury Award in Strip-Search Case 

V"tc DeLucia/The New York Times 
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Class-Action Suit Over a J 0-Month Policy May Cost the City More 
By BENJA~N WEISER 

A Federal jury has ordered ~ew 
York City to pay S5 million to a 
woman who was strip-searched by 
jail guards, a verdict that could have 
broad financial ramifications for the 
city as it{aces a class-action lawsuit 
filed on b~half oi 5.1,000 people who 
say they were illegally strip-
searched. • 

It was the first decision against the 
city for its policy of strip-searching 
all people arrested and arraigned on 
minor charges in :Manhattan and 
Queens over a period of about 10 
months in 1996 and i997. 

The City Department of Correc­
tion said at the time that it adopted 
the policy "for ScC.mty purposes;· 
even though a Federal anoeals coun 
had ruled in 1986 that· the Foun.ri 
Amendment precluded srrin-searc.h­
es of people charged with misde­
meanors or other minor aff enses un­
less there was a reasonable suspi­
cion that weapons or contraband ";\""-as 
being conceaied.. 

The verdict, whici the citv wiJl 
appeal, was returned on Thursdav in 
Federal District Court in ~Ianhattan. 
It granted a smaller compensatory 

award of $19,600 to cover the wom­
an's pain and suffering as well as her 
medical expenses, in addition to its 
award of $5 million in punitive dam­
ages, city officials said yesterday. 

The verdict, along with a recent 
settlement in which the city agreed 
to pay $25,000 each to four Fordham 
University students who were strip­
searched by the police, suggests that 
the city may be facing a staggering 
bill in as it attempts to resolve yet 
another case: the class-action law­
suit filed on behalf of about 63,000 
people who claim they were illegally 
strip-searched during the time that 
the policy was in force. 

While the city has not conceded 
any liability, it acknowledged in 
court papers that the strip-searches 
were conducted by jail guards who 
had never been told of any legal 
requirements of reasonable suspi­
cion of hidden objects. 

A senior city official said last night 
ttiat the Giuliani administration was 
negotiating with lawyers for the 
class-action suit in hopes of resolving 
the matter before trial. 

The class action, said Michael D. 
Hess, the Corporation Counsel for the 

c:ry, ··:s a ver-,..- xrious case, and 
we're anempting to address the is­
sues in a way that :s fair to the class 
as ~eu as to the er.." 

··Toe money C21I't come from the 
sky.'' he added. ult would come from 
the raxpayers. There are multiple 
coccerns that our office has to ad-
dress.'' 

Ricard D. Emery and Matthew D. 
Br::nckerhoffy the lawyers handling 
the class-action !awsuit. said that 
even if the punirtre damages award 
is m-errurned. the compensatory ver­
dict ;muld be a use.'111 gauge of what 
a fur:; might awa..-d in their case. 

··we believe thar me city is going 
to :E construcm-e ai their approach 
to Sc:-Jing this :a..'=e.·· ~fr. Erner.· 
said. cting whar ::-e called "the e:i­
r:r~e :iarure of =.e tUrv's reaction 
wt.:□ de!Ilonsn-dcS the- city's e~ 
Sll..~ :or its ~-Eer attitude" in 
ad{;pting the st:rip-5earch policy. 

~e cry had a...-gi-.:e<l char the policy 
was ::ecessary ~e crowded con­
cfu::oc.s in the ce!ls ..here people are 
heic -;.rile awa.~g arraignmem 
heis::ened S<:C.lrt:. concerns. 

G :il affida"t.,it ~ed last year, the 
c.:::cf ·Jf the DeP<L-:::nent of Correc­
tion.. ~dward ReiuT. said, "I believe 
these searches n-re necessary to 
de~ and remm-e dangerous con­
traband. from the pre-arraignment 
imnares and area. and to insure, as 
far as practicable. a reasonable level 
of safecy-'' to inmaies and others. 

Ar last week·s trial of the suit 
brought on behalf of Debra Ciraolo, 
Judge Roben p_ Patterson said the 
1986 appeals court ruling left the city 

I 
without a defense and told the the 
jury to ignore tbe question of wheth-

1 . er the city was Iiabie and to decide 
'. only the size of the damage award . 

.. I think the judge recognized that 
there was a tlear constitutional 
standard that applied to strip­
searches of people charged with mis­
demeanors:· said Stephen H. Wei­
ner. who represented Ms. Ciraolo. 
~ Cira~lo. a Greenwich Village 

resident who worts as an city inter­
preter for the deaf,. was arrested in 
January 199i after a domestic dis-
pute. • ~ 

.. I felt so shamed...,. said Ms. Ci;­
aolo. 43.. .. I felt as if I was taken to the 
lowest hu~an emotion that anyone 
could possibly experience." -., 
.. -The j~cy found that the · city had 

acted m wanton disregard of or 
wanton indifference-- to Ms. Cirao­
lo's rights, the transcript shows. , 
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