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Good morning. My name is Matthew Brune and I serve as the Chief Operating Officer at the
Department of Social Services (“HRA/DSS”). I would like to thank Deputy Speaker Ayala,
Chair Schulman, Chair Krishnan, and the members of the committees on General Welfare,
Health, and Parks and Recreation for holding today’s hearing on the Hart Island Capital
Projects Proposal. We appreciate the Council’s continued focus on ensuring Hart Island
serves as a respectful, dignified, and uplifting final resting place for more than one million

New Yorkers.

At DSS, as with our sister agencies, we appreciate the tremendous responsibility that Hart
Island represents. As both the Council and past mayoral administrations have recognized,
Hart Island is unique. For more than 155 years, Hart Island has served as a resting place for
New Yorkers including: veterans of every war since the Civil War, as well as individuals
affected by every major public health crisis from the 1918 influenza pandemic, to the height
of the HIV/AIDS crisis in the 1980’s, to the COVID-19 pandemic. As stewards of Hart
Island, we remain committed to honoring and respecting both the decedents and their loved

ones.

DSS has a specialized role to play in this process. We understand the sensitivity that must
accompany service to loved ones in a time of mourning, and the circumstances applicants

face as they determine if burial at Hart Island suits their needs.

Management of Hart Island transitioned from the NYC Department of Correction to NYC
Parks and the Department of Social Services on July Ist, 2021. As part of that transition,
HRA/DSS assumed caretaker responsibilities for the island, managing basic maintenance and

oversees the interment and disinterment contract. We have worked in partnership with our



colleagues at the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner and NYC Parks to ensure our
administrative systems — whether around burial and interment, or around visitation and
locating information about loved ones, remain current and continue to serve the public’s

needs.

Turning now to Introduction 1408 sponsored by Deputy Speaker Ayala. The bill as written
would require HRA/DSS, in collaboration with NYC Parks and any other relevant agency, to
conduct a study to analyze Hart Island’s capacity for future public burials under existing
burial procedures, assess whether the procedures at Hart Island should be changed, and
develop recommendations if any changes are determined appropriate. A report would be
submitted to the Mayor, Speaker of the Council, and posted online with study findings and

recommendations within 180 days of the local law's effective date.

While HRA/DSS welcomes the opportunity to conduct this study with Parks, we are
concerned that 180 days would not provide enough time to complete a thorough analysis and
recommendations. We recommend extending the timeline to 18 months to allow adequate

time for contracting an expert consultant, conducting the study, and publishing the report.

We appreciate the opportunity to have offered this testimony on this important topic. I would
now turn it over to my colleague from the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner’s Office for

his testimony.
Office of the Chief Medical Examiner

Good morning, Chairs Krishnan, Schulman, and Deputy Speaker Ayala and Committee
members. My name is Vincent Ruggiero, Executive Director of Mortuary and Response
Operations at the New York City Office of Chief Medical Examiner, known to many New
Yorkers as OCME.

The City Charter tasks OCME with providing City Mortuary Services to the entirety of New
York City. One aspect of the City Mortuary Services provided by OCME to the families and
loved ones of decedents in our custody is to aid them in facilitating final disposition of their

loved ones for public burial at Hart Island if this option is elected. To this end, OCME’s



Outreach team regularly works to provide information and guidance to those seeking Hart
Island as their loved ones’ final resting place and works with our partners at DSS to ensure
that their final wishes are honored. Eligible next of kin may request a public burial at any
time, for either temporary or final disposition; there is no minimum requirement for this
request, and families may elect to disinter from Hart Island for private disposition at a later

date.

Our Outreach team also facilitates final disposition at Hart Island for decedents who have
been brought into OCME’s care and remain unclaimed. For cases where next-of-kin is
unknown, OCME utilizes a due diligence process (Outreach Due Diligence) to locate and
notify loved ones of the death to facilitate determination of final disposition. This process
involves collaboration with several external entities, including the City's Public
Administrators, NYPD Missing Persons Unit and foreign consular offices. Cases where next
of kin is unknown are also posted to the National Missing and Unidentified Persons System
database (NamUs), which is searchable by the general public. Once all due diligence
requirements have been met, any decedents for which next of kin remains unknown, and with
no other eligible claimant, will be referred for public burial in City Cemetery on Hart

Island.

Once a case has been referred for public burial, OCME staft prepare the decedents in caskets
with care and place them on a specially equipped vehicle for transportation to Hart Island.
Upon arrival at the City Island departure point, OCME staff connects with HRA staff and
board the DOT vehicle ferry to Hart Island. Following the brief ferry ride, our team proceeds
to the gravesite and assists HRA-designated staff with removing decedents from our vehicle
for immediate burial. A manifest containing information on all the buried decedents is signed
by both HRA and OCME, and burial is completed by HRA staff. OCME will request
assistance from HRA to disinter decedents from Hart Island for further identification or

investigative measures.



We appreciate this opportunity to provide testimony that offers a window into an important
but often invisible topic. I would like now to offer the floor to my colleague at the Parks

Department for her testimony.

NYC Parks

Good morning, Chair Krishnan, Chair Ayala, Chair Schulman, members of the Parks,
General Welfare and Health Committees and other Council Members. My name is Sarah
Neilson, and I serve as Chief of Policy and Long-Range Planning within the Environment
and Planning division at NYC Parks. Joining me are Matt Drury, Chief of Citywide
Legislative Affairs and Charles Handras, the Park Supervisor for Hart Island. We are also

very pleased to have been joined by our colleagues at HRA/DSS and OCME.

Thank you for having us here today to talk about Hart Island, which holds a significant place
in the city’s history and has tremendous meaning for countless people in New York City,

across the country, and around the world.

As you’ve just heard from our sister agency colleagues, Hart Island serves as the City's
public cemetery and is the final resting place of over one million individuals. It is one of the
largest public cemeteries in the country and has served New York City since 1869. While
Hart Island is currently only used for city burials, the island has had many uses since the 19th
Century, including a quarantine station, a psychiatric hospital, a tuberculosis ward, a reform

school, a homeless shelter, a rehabilitation facility, a military base, and a jail.

Pursuant to Local Law 210 of 2019, management of Hart Island was transferred from the
NYC Department of Correction to the NYC Parks and the NYC Human Resources
Association (HRA) in 2021. The City is committed to ensuring public access to the island
and providing several services to help individuals locate and visit loved ones buried on the
island. In an effort to make the island safe for guests and improve the visitor experience,
major upgrades have been made since the transfer of jurisdiction, including the demolition of
aging buildings, planting of new trees in wooded areas, and additional beautification efforts.

HRA/DSS, which manages burials and landscaping on the island, has created more navigable



conditions by clearing overgrowth that blocked grave plots for decades, and constructing a

seating area near the island’s ferry dock.

We have made improvements to the gravesite visitation process for families and loved ones
of those buried on the island, such as increasing the capacity for each visit, and shifting the
visitation times to make it more convenient for families and loved ones of those buried on the
island, many of whom travel long distances to make the visit. We typically offer two
visitation days per month, one on a Sunday and one on a Saturday, with 10AM & 1PM visits
each of those days. These visits are generally intended for individuals with close ties to
someone buried on the island, including family members, chosen family members, close
friends, and partners. Since NYC Parks began hosting the gravesite visitations in October

2021, over 2,200 individuals have been able to visit their loved ones on the island.

NYC Parks is proud of its dedicated ongoing effort to significantly increase access to the
island for the general public as well, while honoring the island’s unique and solemn role as
the final resting place for the deceased. In November 2023, we also introduced free Urban
Park Ranger interpretive tours for the general public, which have been very well received.
These tours mark the first time in the island’s history that public tours had been offered.
Since launching the program, the Urban Park Rangers have hosted over 1,100 participants on

twice-monthly public tours, and nearly 220 students on individual school group tours.

Our public tours are designed to inform visitors about the history of the island, reduce
historical stigmas surrounding its past, respectfully acknowledge those who are buried there,
and educate the public about the island’s role as critical city infrastructure. Our initial Hart
Island tours focused on the fascinating history of the northern part of the island, examining
how this island not only became the City's public burial ground, but also housed institutions
such as reformatory schools, rehabilitation programs, and a missile base. We then diversified
our programming in 2024 to offer tours of both the northern and southern portions of the
island, providing visitors with opportunities to see more of the island and learn more about
those who were laid to rest there, to highlight communities connected to Hart Island and
share their voices. The Rangers are now continuing to explore the history through the

development of thematic programming including Pride Month, Prisoner Justice Day and an



upcoming Veterans Day program. Our Urban Park Rangers have also hosted school groups at
Hart Island through our Natural Classroom program, which gives students a first-hand

experience to study sites of historic significance under NYC Parks’ jurisdiction.

In addition to these efforts to expand public access to the island, NYC Parks, in coordination
with other sister agency stakeholders, has recently completed the Hart Island Concept Plan,
an improvement study for the island, presenting a longer-term vision for physical
improvements to New York City's public cemetery. This concept plan seeks to preserve and
enhance Hart Island as the contemplative, quiet, and spiritual place that the public discovers
when they visit the island, and to improve the physical conditions and critical infrastructure
on Hart Island to better serve those who visit and those who manage its daily operations.
Moreover, this concept plan seeks to honor the history and people who are laid to rest on this
beautiful, peaceful island in Long Island Sound, as well as those who lived or worked on the

island over its fascinating history.

Our work to implement the concept plan began following the transfer of the property to the
jurisdiction of NYC Parks. As part of the concept plan process, we received detailed and
comprehensive public input from community members through two well-attended virtual
forums and a digital survey. Participants expressed a strong desire for NYC Parks to
prioritize the experience of family members visiting loved ones, including providing
restrooms, shade, and seating. In addition, NYC Parks heard a clear preference to preserve
the passive and contemplative character of the island, and that visits should remain a

peaceful experience for the family members of those buried on the island.

The goal of the concept plan is to improve conditions on the island, while making it easier
for the public to visit the island and pay their respects to those buried here. As of now, the
visitor experience to the island remains fairly austere — there are no restrooms, and there is
limited seating, as well as protection from extreme heat, rain, or other conditions. This
concept plan outlines a vision and framework of potential capital projects in response to
operational needs and public input while taking into consideration the ongoing logistical
necessities of burial operations being proudly overseen by our agency partners at HRA/DSS.

Enhancements to the island are also needed to ensure its ecological communities and



shorelines can be made resilient to erosion from coastal storms due to sea level rise and
global warming. This concept plan is meant to help the City make strategic investments and

identify necessary funding to improve the island.

The concept plan focuses on capital projects that are within the purview of NYC Parks to
develop and implement; such as a modest Welcome Center building; a concept for the
adaptive reuse of the island's historic chapel as a sacred space for remembrance; site-wide
circulation enhancements to make the island accessible; restoration and stabilization
approaches for natural areas and historic resources, and an upgraded maintenance and
operations compound. The plan also includes landscape management recommendations that
would extend the burial capacity of the island. We believe these proposed projects will help
augment the additional active capital work that is already underway, including the DOT

project to upgrade the ferry landing, and the DDC project to stabilize the historic Chapel.

In closing, our vision for Hart Island’s future seeks to balance moderately and incrementally
increased public access while honoring its emotional significance for the families and loved
ones of those interred there. The following vision statement for Hart Island was formed in
response to these priorities: A contemplative, quiet, and spiritual place. Visitors come to be
close to family members and loved ones, to engage with New York City's history, and to
admire the natural beauty of the island. As New York City's public cemetery, Hart Island

provides the essential service of burials for those most in need.

Thank you for allowing us to testify before you today and for your continued advocacy and
support for our city parks. We and our colleagues at HRA/DSS and OCME will now be

happy to answer any questions that you may have.



