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Dear Chair Sherman:

As Speaker of the City Council, 1 have been actively engaged in all of the issues
surrounding our city jails. I have visited Rikers Island multiple times, including the punitive
segregation unit just 2 months ago. | have repeatedly said that we need to do more than
close Rikers if we are going to truly change the culture of the Department of Correction.
And | have also said repeatedly, and publicly, that solitary confinement is cruel and
unusual.! It is torture.? It is degrading.® And it is sick and unacceptable.* | said it on March
24, 2015; May 9, 2016; May 26, 2016, and just two months ago on October 17, 2019.

And | am here to say today, unequivocally, that solitary confinement must be banned
altogether.

And when | say that we should ban solitary, |1 do not mean that we should introduce new
solitary units and call them something else, like separation status. | do not mean that we
should continue to allow teenagers or anyone else to be shackled to desks while they are
“out of their cells” for the next two years, or that we should allow for the existence of units
where “rec time” means being let out into a small cage. I mean that we must get rid of
punitive segregation, punitive segregation 2, restricted housing units, and anything else that
looks and feels like solitary confinement.
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We know that the impacts of solitary are devastating. Dr. Homer Venters discovered that
people in solitary are 7 times more likely to engage in self harm, and 6 times as likely to
engage in fatal self-harm.®> Psychiatrist Stuart Grassian concluded that solitary can cause
hallucinations, panic attacks and paranoia.® Layleen Polanco,” Jason Echeverria,® Bradley
Ballard,® and Kalief Browder,® may they rest in peace, might have been alive today if we
hadn’t put them in solitary.

But solitary is not just deeply and morally wrong. It also doesn’t work. In fact, there is no
proof that solitary has any significant effect on reducing violence. A study cited by the
National Institute of Justice in 2016 stated that “there is little evidence that administrative
segregation has had effects on overall levels of violence within individual institutions or
across correctional systems.”! Studies of new supermax prisons which only have solitary
units, in Minnesota, Illinois, and Arizona showed no significant difference in violence after
their opening.? And here in New York City, though some claim that solitary is necessary
to keep staff and persons in custody safe, the data indicates that the Department’s drastic
cuts in its use of solitary in 2015 did not impact the rates of violence or the use of force in
our jails — sadly, many of those rates rose steadily before 2015 and have continued to rise
at roughly the same rates ever since.

In Colorado, where correctional administrators decreased the use of solitary by 85% in
2012, studies showed that assaults on staff, assaults between people in custody, and use of
force all declined in the four years after their changes went into effect.!* The impact of
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solitary goes beyond the walls of a jail, studies from states like Florida and Washington
show that recidivism rates are dramatically higher for those who were incarcerated in
solitary confinement.*®

We can do better. In San Francisco, where they provide people with some of the most
violent histories with targeted group programming through the Resolve to Stop Violence
Program (RSVP), recidivism for program recipients is down 46.3%,® and the number of
violent incidents per year within units with this program went down from twenty-four to
one.t’

Meaningful alternatives to solitary confinement exist not only across the country, but also
right here in New York City. Just look at the success of the Clinical Alternative to Punitive
Segregation (CAPS) units. The people in those units, but for a diagnosis with a Serious
Mental IlIness, would be housed in some form of solitary confinement. But instead, we
have chosen to give them treatment, group therapy, and constant programming. And what
is the result? A 50% increase in medication adherence, a 25% decrease in both self-injury
and injuries sustained as a result of fights, an 85% reduction in 30-day re-hospitalization
rates.’® And zero incidents of Class A Use of Force or recovery of contraband.'® Compare
that to the thirty-seven instances of contraband found in ESH in the last quarter, or the 5
instances of Class A use of force.?°

| visited a solitary confinement unit this year and | was horrified. These cells are a stain on
our city. | refuse to believe that we cannot do better.
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Members of the Board, | am asking you to listen not just to me, but to the cries for help of
the people who are living in solitary; to the advocates and the survivors of solitary
confinement who have come to Board hearings time and time again to relive the trauma of
their experiences, hoping that we will move to the right side of history.

We can get there. You can change the rules. Change the cap on solitary confinement from
15 days to 0, no exceptions. Mandate truly therapeutic and treatment-based units that give
people at least 14 hours out of their cells, with at least 7 hours of congregate programming.
And do not allow one more day to go by where we continue to use enhanced restraints.

I am proud of the work that this Board has done to better the lives of people in jail custody.
These rules are a good start, and | am in support of many of their provisions. The
elimination of $25 fines is important to ensure that we are not further impoverishing people
who are already too poor to pay bail. Requiring the DOC to provide the Board with a
written, comprehensive implementation plan is necessary to ensure that the Department
doesn’t open new solitary units and disguise them with another name. These are good
things. But I am asking you to go further. The people in our city’s jails need you to go
further: to end solitary confinement, once and for all.

Thank you.

Sincerely,

GG —

COREY JOHNSON
Speaker



