
STATEMENT ON THE VERA INSTITUTE OF JUSTICE’S FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE 
NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTION, RELATING TO THE SAFE ALTERNATIVES TO 
SEGREGATION INITIATIVE  
 
Over the last few years, the Department of Correction (DOC) has fundamentally changed the way we 
manage our population, including reducing our use of punitive segregation (PS) by more than 85% and 
replacing a punitive-based management model with a system that incentivizes positive behavior. These 
changes began in late 2014 with the elimination of PS for adolescents and have been ongoing in the last 
three years. In early 2015, DOC partnered with the Vera Institute of Justice’s Safe Alternatives to 
Segregation Initiative to examine the use of segregation by the DOC, so that Vera could provide 
recommediatons for additional reforms to safely reduce the overuse of this practice.  
 
Vera’s report serves as an important assessment of our initial roll-out of our reforms, helps guide us 
through our next steps, and highlights areas where we need to focus even more attention. Vera’s 
assessment was conducted between April 2015 and September 2016.  The data analysis and data-based 
findings focused on 2015, during the first year after sweeping punitive segregation reforms were 
implemented and the 14-Point Anti-Violence Reform Agenda was being introduced to the Department.  
Vera’s assessment also included meetings, focus groups, and interviews with staff at all levels, and 
incarcerated individuals, observations of disciplinary hearings, and tours of facilities.  
 
DOC’s reforms have continued since Vera’s assessment period. Before the report was issued, DOC had 
already implemented or begun implementing about one-third of the recommendations.  Many of the 
remaining recommendations will be incorporated in various forms as the Department continues its 
progress. These future reform efforts will be informed by Vera’s findings and recommendations.  Teams 
of senior managers at the Department have formed a collection of working groups to examine Vera’s 
findings and recommendations and determine how to best incorporate them into the Department’s 
reform agenda. These working groups will also identify new areas of improvement and oversee the 
implementation of continued reforms. The first four working groups are:  
 

 The Alternative Sanctions and Informal Responses group, which will develop infraction 
sanctions that do not rely on segregation. Some of these sanctions already exist in our model 
facilities, including earned incentives that can be lost as a result of an infraction.  

 The Process Transparency and Procedural Justice group, which will ensure that all new policies 
and procedures are codified consistently and made available to inmates and staff.  

 

https://storage.googleapis.com/vera-web-assets/downloads/Publications/safe-alternatives-segregation-initiative-findings-recommendations/legacy_downloads/safe-alternatives-segregation-initiative-findings-recommendations-nycsas.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/vera-web-assets/downloads/Publications/safe-alternatives-segregation-initiative-findings-recommendations/legacy_downloads/safe-alternatives-segregation-initiative-findings-recommendations-nycsas.pdf


 

 The Restructure the Restricted Housing Unit group, which will rebuild the Restricted Housing 
Unit (RHU) model to better complement the recent punitive segregation reforms, such as the 
shorter sentences and length of stay limits.  

 The Populations in Punitive Segregation group, which will determine whether minorities 
continue to be placed disproportionately in punitive segregation, what drives that 
disproportionality, and what policies and procedural changes should be made to ameliorate this 
issue.  

 
Each of these working groups is comprised of uniformed and non-uniformed staff representing an array 
of ranks. Each is chaired by a senior department manager – either a deputy commissioner or a bureau 
chief. The working groups have recently begun meeting, with fruitful discussion on each topic.  
 
Reforms That Have Been Implemented  
 
Punitive Segregation Changes  
In early 2015, DOC fundamentally transformed the way we use punitive segregation. Instead of using 
traditional punitive segregation (where someone may be in his/her cell for up to 23 hours each day) as a 
one-size-fits-all response to any rule violation, it became a targeted response to only the most serious 
acts of violence. The strictly punitive model was replaced by a continuum of management tools that 
encourage positive behavior, provide appropriate responses to behavioral challenges, and create a safer 
environment for staff and inmates alike.  
 
Before 2015, any inmate found guilty of violating a rule was sentenced to up to 90 days in PS. There 
were no length of stay limits and everyone who went to PS was locked in for up to 23 hours each day. PS 
time that was earned in recent previous incarcerations may have been served upon readmission to 
custody (within a year or two of discharge).  
 
Today, traditional PS is only used in response to a violent, serious infraction (such as a stabbing, slashing, 
or causing serious injury to another person) and in most cases sentences are limited to  30 days (a 2/3 
reduction from the previous maximum sentence). Those who commit lower level or non-violent 
infractions may serve time in a less restrictive PS unit, known as PS Lite, where they are locked in their 
cells for no more than 16 hours per day and are allowed to congregate in the dayroom for up to seven 
hours per day. The lowest level infractions do not result in any PS sentence at all. Length of stay limits 
prohibit people from serving more than thirty consecutive days or sixty days in six months in any PS unit, 
except in very limited circumstances.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, PS is only a tool for adults with no serious mental illness. Seriously mentally 
ill individuals and all individuals under the age of 22 are not housed in any type of punitive segregation 
unit.  
 
Alternatives to PS  
DOC is creating a system in which the response to negative behavior is not simply punitive; we are 
striving to address the underlying causes of that behavior. For persistently violent inmates, the 
Enhanced Supervision Housing (ESH) units provide targeted programming in a safe environment, so that 
individuals may receive services such as anger management, counseling, and vocational training. Since 
the report’s examination period began, ESH has evolved into a multi-level system that allows someone 



to move through levels and receive additional privileges based on positive behavior, until he can 
eventually earn his way back to general population. For young people, additional tools are available to 
address individuals’ needs. Adolescents may go to a Transitional Restorative Unit (TRU) or Second 
Chance, which resemble General Population (GP) units except with fewer adolescents, more staff, and a 
more scheduled day. Young Adults (18-21 year olds) may go to ESH, Secure Unit, TRU, or Second Chance. 
DOC wants to change behavior, not just control it, so we continue to develop an array of options to 
serve individuals’ needs.  
 
GP Changes  
Most importantly, DOC is not simply responding to infractions; we have remodeled GP to prevent them. 
The Accelerated Programming Unit (APU) model for GP houses, which is based on the 14-Point Anti-
Violence Reform Agenda, incorporates incentive-based management models. Inmates who don’t infract 
and exhibit positive behavior receive incentives such as late lock in, extra recreation and visit time, and 
access to additional sought-after programming options. These options not only positively reinforce 
behaviors, but they offer sanctioning options for infractions that do not require someone to be moved 
to a restrictive housing unit. This new system has been rolled out in four model facilities so far and will 
eventually be the model for all GP units.  
 
Additionally, DOC has committed to offering five hours of programming to all inmates every day. This 
programming emphasis started with those with highest risks and needs, but is expanding Department-
wide. By giving incarcerated individuals productive ways to use their time, we can create safer 
environments in the facilities and better prepare these people to return to our communities.  
 
Next Steps  
 
DOC continues to roll out our reform agenda, and will incorporate many of the Vera Institute of Justice’s 
recommendations into our work. We will continue Model Facility transformation until all GP units follow 
the APU model. Additional and innovative programming will continue to be introduced. As stated above, 
the Department is creating a number of working groups to look for new areas of improvement, including 
some identified in the report. We will develop more alternatives to infraction responses that address 
underlying needs and not just actions, continue to assess the models for units that we have, work with 
partners to create individualized case plans for problematic inmates, strengthen internal auditing 
systems, continue to identify areas where policies might need to be adjusted, and examine the effect of 
segregated housing on various populations.  
 
DOC thanks Vera for their work. This report is a valuable and comprehensive examination of the use of 

segregation by DOC at the start of the reform period and provides recommendations that will certainly 

inform our work moving forward. 

Click here for more information on the Vera Institute of Justice’s Safe Alternatives to Segregation 

Initiative. 

https://www.vera.org/blog/momentum-builds-in-2017-to-reduce-the-use-of-solitary-confinement
https://www.vera.org/blog/momentum-builds-in-2017-to-reduce-the-use-of-solitary-confinement

