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The New York State prison system has for years besmng the nation’s worst when it comes to
the overuse of solitary confinement. At any giviemet about 3,800 inmates across the state are
held in windowless isolation for 23 hours a day, Wlast majority for disciplinary infractions.

The average length of a stay in solitary is fiventhg, and from 2007 to 201dgarly 2,800
peoplewere in solitary for a year or more.

On Wednesday, corrections officiaisok a major stefoward reform by agreeingriew
guidelinesfor the maximum length prisoners may be placesbirtary. The state will also curb
the use of solitary for the most vulnerable groopmmates: those younger than 18 will receive
at least five hours of exercise and other programgroutside their cell five days a week, making
New York the largest prison system yet to end tlostrextreme form of isolation for juveniles.
Solitary confinement will be presumptively prohdutfor pregnant women, and inmates with
developmental disabilities will be held there fermore than 30 days.

These changes come after a similar reform in the& Xerk City jail system. In Januaryil
officials announcethat they had stopped sending mentally ill inm&besolitary, where they
spent an average of nearly eight weeks. Those esvaat now being diverted to psychiatric
treatment in jail.

Wednesday’s agreement was the result of lawsuithreg prisoners, one of whom spent more
than two years in solitary confinement for filirgde legal documents. Those suits are now on
hold, and will be settled within two years if twateide experts — one chosen by the
Department of Corrections and one byitbes York Civil Liberties Uniopwhich is representing
the plaintiffs — find that the reform efforts hasecceeded. The experts will also issue
recommendations on the role of solitary confinenenihe prison disciplinary system.

But it shouldn’t take two years to confirm what haisg been evident about the widespread and
frequently unjust use of solitary confinement. V@htlmay be necessary in very rare instances, it
is almost never effective at changing an inmatetsavior for the better.

A study published Feb. 12 in The American Jourfid@ublic Healthfiound thaiNew York City
jail inmates placed in solitary confinement weranmheseven times as likely to harm themselves



as those in the general jail population. The effeas most pronounced among juveniles and the
severely mentally ill.

This will come as no surprise to most other advdm@ions, where solitary confinement is used
sparingly, if at all. A 2011 United Nations repodiled for the banning of the practice in all but
extraordinary circumstances, and even then onlg fmaximum of 15 days.

Prison guards are opposed to the changes, feabirgalidown in prison order and risk to their
own safety. But states likéaine andMississippihave substantially reduced the use of solitary as
punishment without an increase in prison violence.

The rampant use of solitary is also financiallyustainable, often costing many times more than
regular incarceration. Anthony Annucci, the actwagnmissioner of New York’s Corrections
Department, was right to call the changes to sglitanfinement policy both “more humane”

and still protective of “safety and security.” S&n@5 percent of prisoners eventually return to
society, it is crucial that their treatment whitegrison give them the best chance possible to
succeed on the outside.



