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My name is Sebastian Solomon, and | am the associate director of the Vera Institute of
Justice’s Greater Justice New York program. Vera works to end mass incarceration, protect
immigrants’ rights, ensure dignity for people behind bars, and build safe, thriving
communities. Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony.

We applaud the Senate and Assembly committees for turning their attention to safety,
transparency, and accountability inside state correctional facilities. The recent wildcat
strikes, alongside the deaths of Robert Brooks and Messiah Nantwi, have demonstrated
the seriousness of these issues.” The current state of our prisons causes trauma and harm
to both incarcerated people and staff, ultimately making all New Yorkers less safe.?
Increasing transparency and accountability will, in turn, increase safety.

Incarceration is costly, both in terms of public funds and the toll it takes on individuals,
families, and broader communities, who suffer from financial strain, emotional distress,
and social stigma.® Pursuing true safety means questioning who is in our prisons, for how
long, and under what conditions, as well as how our facilities give people the tools they
need to succeed upon release.

My testimony will focus on how the legislature can improve safety, transparency, and
accountability by:

1. passing the Earned Time and Second Look Acts;

2. passing a package of bills titled “Prison Safety is Public Safety: Robert Brooks

Transparency and Accountability;”

passing Fair and Timely Parole and Elder Parole Reform; and

4. equipping corrections and parole professionals with the resources necessary to
carry out their jobs effectively and with dignity.

w

Please do not hesitate to contact Alana Sivin, director of the Greater Justice New York
program, at asivin@vera.org if the Vera Institute of Justice can provide further support to
you.

Passing the Earned Time and Second Look Acts

To improve safety in our prisons, we need to prioritize and incentivize participation in
rehabilitative programming. Passing the Earned Time and Second Look Acts will do just
that.
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The Earned Time Act will change New York’s merit time laws to incentivize program
participation more widely than existing restrictions allow. For too long, New York has
restricted access to merit time credits. The vast majority of people incarcerated are
ineligible solely because they are serving time for a violent offense, a restriction that dates
to the Pataki administration in the 1990s.* Yet the benefits of rehabilitative programming
for all participants are clear, regardless of their crime of conviction.® Removing merit time
credit restrictions will incentivize participation in programming, which will improve
behavior to make prisons safer for incarcerated people and staff alike, safely reduce the
prison population, and improve post-release outcomes, reducing recidivism and
increasing public safety.®

In tandem with the Earned Time Act, the Second Look Act will help make our system more
rehabilitative. Second Look laws allow judges to review individual cases after a person has
served a significant amount of time to determine if that person has been rehabilitated such
that their sentence should be reduced. This legal mechanism rewards rehabilitation and
ensures that the state does not waste public funds incarcerating people who are no longer
a threat to public safety.’

Both the Earned Time and Second Look Acts have the public’s overwhelming support. In
October 2024, Vera commissioned polling of 500 New Yorkers—representative of the
state’s geographies and demographics—regarding these two policies.® The polling found
that 74 percent of New Yorkers support allowing people to earn time off their sentence,
including majority support across all age groups, gender and racial groups, and self-
identified political categories. Similarly, 68 percent support allowing judges to reassess
sentences, also including a majority across demographics.

Passing the Earned Time and Second Look Acts willimprove safety both within the state’s
prisons and its communities. We urge the Senate and Assembly to pass these bills swiftly.

Passing a package of three bills titled “Prison Safety is Public Safety: Robert Brooks
Transparency and Accountability”

We urge the Assembly and Senate to support a package of three bills titled “Prison Safety
is Public Safety: Robert Brooks Transparency and Accountability.”® Together, these bills
will improve safety, transparency, and accountability by creating more oversight
mechanisms for New York’s correctional facilities and ensuring that prison staff who break
the law face consequences.

The first bill lays out a disciplinary procedure that enables the Department of Corrections
and Community Supervision (DOCCS) commissioner to hold staff accountable when they
engage in serious misconduct. This is important because existing practices rely on outside
arbitrators and suffer from unreasonable union influence. As an example of the current
system’s failure, an analysis by the Marshall Project found that of 290 cases in which



DOCCS tried to fire officers or supervisors it says physically abused incarcerated
individuals or covered up mistreatment, DOCCS was only able to terminate officers in 28
cases.™

The second bill creates a new Office of the Correctional Ombudsperson, which will be
responsible for oversight of DOCCS’s internal affairs and disciplinary processes, as well as
oversight of all jail and prison policies, practices, programs, and procedures. The recent
wildcat strikes and deaths of Robert Brooks and Messiah Nantwi highlight the need for this
type of independent agency to address some of the standards and processes that lead to
harmful outcomes.

The third bill gives the Correctional Association of New York (CANY) access to DOCCS
records and the ability to visit correctional facilities at any time and without notice. It also
requires CANY to issue periodic reports and recommendations based on their work. This
bill will allow for more transparent prison oversight and accountability.

Passing Fair and Timely Parole and Elder Parole

Parole is intended to build safety inside and outside prisons. It disincentivizes misconduct
during incarceration, incentivizes participation in programs that reduce recidivism and
prepare people for success upon release, and ultimately allows people who pose a
minimal safety risk to return home, reunite with their families, and contribute to their
broader communities.”” Unwarranted parole denials translate to larger—and therefore
costlier—prison populations, as well as ongoing harm to incarcerated people and their
networks.'?

Fair and Timely Parole will increase the transparency of the parole process, incentivize
programming and good behavior, and ultimately improve safety both within prisons and
outside. It will direct the Board of Parole commissioners to assess candidates for parole
based on their current public safety risk instead of the risk that person posed at the time of
conviction. The bill amends the parole hearing process to focus on the ways in which
someone has taken accountability for their actions and prepared to return to society. This
will stop commissioners from repeatedly denying parole-seekers based solely on their
original crimes, which they cannot go back and change.™

In addition, Elder Parole will improve justice and cut down on unnecessary incarceration
by giving parole-seekers aged 55 and over who have already served 15 years of their
sentence the opportunity to make their case for release. It will not automatically release
anyone—it will simply give people the chance to make their case to the Parole Board. If
granted parole, these elderly New Yorkers will be able to live their remaining days in dignity,
surrounded by family and community. As data from DOCCS shows, the overwhelming
majority of elderly incarcerated people pose no public safety risk.'



Equipping corrections and parole professionals with the resources necessary to carry
out their jobs effectively and with dignity

Corrections professionals are tasked with helping incarcerated people grow and change.
Their jobs can be difficult given the stressful working environment and the toll that prison
takes on both corrections professionals and incarcerated people, as evidenced by the
recent corrections officer strike. Research has shown that, compared to the general
population, corrections professionals have higher rates of depression and post-traumatic
stress, higher rates of suicide, and significantly reduced lifespans.’®

We recommend that the legislature fund

e training for corrections professionals focused on emotional intelligence, mental
health awareness and practices, de-escalation, and transformational leadership;

e easy, anonymous access to quality mental health services such as independent
therapists, on-site wellness rooms, as well as physical exercise and other avenues
to promote wellness; and

e adequate time off to rest and recuperate between shifts.

All these investments will ensure that corrections professionals are better equipped to
carry out the difficult tasks of supervision and support within prisons and in communities.’

Finally, we urge the legislature to couple the legislation mentioned here with funding
increases for parole officers. Passing Earned Time, Second Look, Fair and Timely, and
Elder Parole legislation will increase eligibility for in-prison programming and enable
people to be released from prison sooner—which both corrections professionals and
incarcerated people agree will improve conditions behind bars and reduce violence. To
implement these pieces of legislation adequately, parole office will need additional
support so that they can take on the increased responsibilities they will have with more
people on parole.
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