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Reinventing Rikers:
The Independent Commission on NYC Criminal Justice and 

Incarceration Reform

What is Rikers Island?
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 Dutch settlers owned the island 
beginning 1664.  1884 - sold to 
NYC.  1932 - became a city jail.

 Island houses 9 city jails
 413 acres, much of it landfill
 7500 inmates:  75% pretrial, 13% 

serving sentence, 6% parole 
violators. 

 9 out of 10 minority. 55% black, 
34% Hispanic.

 19% - serious mental illness.
 Good news: Since 1991, NYC 

has shrunk its daily jail numbers 
from 20,000 to less than 10,000 
(52% reduction).  
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Rikers:  A legacy of problems
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 Decrepit, outdated 
physical facilities.

 Pervasive reports of 
mistreatment

 Young Kalief Browder’s 
suicide in 2015 – after 
spending three years at 
Rikers – captured media 
and public attention.   

The Independent Commission on NYC 
Criminal Justice & Incarceration Reform:
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 Appointed by NYC Council Speaker early 2016

 Chair: former NY State Chief Judge Jonathan Lippman

 27 commissioners – from CJ, law, academia, business, 
philanthropy, social services, formerly incarcerated.

 Staff: Vera Institute of Justice, CUNY Institute of State 
& Local Governance, Center for Court Innovation

 No government funding

 Mission: Study NYC’s criminal justice system with a 
special focus on what should be done with Rikers
Island
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The Commission’s Process
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 Studied the NYC criminal 
justice system – and Rikers –
for over a year.

 Heard from dozens of 
experts, CJ officials, 
formerly incarcerated 
individuals, the faith 
community, and constituent 
groups.

 Held community meetings 
and workshops

 Undertook extensive data 
analysis and studied model 
practices in other 
jurisdictions

What did we find?
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 Conditions at Rikers create “a toxic environment” both for 
inmates and CO’s. Many facilities are falling apart. 

 Culture of violence pervades Rikers

 Physical isolation places enormous burden on families, 
CO’s, and attorneys -- and makes getting inmates to court 
incredibly difficult

 An “expensive penal colony.” Annual cost for inmate at 
Rikers - $247,000, one of most costly jail systems in U.S.

 Chair termed Rikers “a mass incarceration model that stains 
everything it touches.”
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Our “bottom line” recommendation

The Rikers Jail complex has to close.
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• New approach to incarceration 
required

• Confinement still needed for those 
who pose threat

• Reforms can cut NYC jail population 
in half in 10 years

• Replace with 5 smaller borough-
based community jails near courts

• Plan redevelopment of Rikers Island

Rethinking Incarceration
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 Goal: For a fairer and more effective CJ system, reduce the daily 
jail population below 5,000.

 Create arrest “off-ramps”
- Neighborhood-based crime prevention strategies
- Low-level misdemeanor diversion program
- Mental health cases to community-based services 

 Reduce pre-trial detention
- Expand use of pretrial supervision
- Work toward eliminating money bail

 Reduce case processing delays
 Expand sentencing alternatives

- Look at availability of evidence-based alternatives to longer sentences
- Eliminate short jail sentences of 30 days or less
- Raise the age of criminal responsibility from 16 to 18.
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The Future of Jails
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 Goal: Phase out Rikers over 10 years. Then tear it down. Build small-
scale community jails in the 5 boroughs near courts and civic areas.

 Borough-based model – Overall capacity 5500 beds

 Work with community on locations

 Forward-looking design for jails and rehabilitative focus 

 Re-entry planning upon arrival; vocational and educational services; 
family friendly visiting space. 

 Invest in state-of-the-art training academy for staff.  Special focus: De-
escalation and communication skills, procedural justice, how to  handle 
the mentally ill.

 Focus with leadership:  Changing the Rikers culture.

 Costs: $11 B.  Savings of $1.6B annually (staff).  After 10 years, annual 
savings of $540 million.  

Reimagining the Island
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 Goal: Transforming the Island from a blight to an asset
 Opportunity:  In a huge city with no space – 400 open acres!  But 

challenges: (a) Height limit (due to LaGuardia); (b) mainly 
landfill; (c ) no subway.

 We recommended two options:
 First, an expanded LaGuardia airport to reduce delays, along 

with infrastructure components such as water treatment and 
composting facilities 

 Second, water treatment and composting facilities and an energy-
from-waste facility - to support new green industries. 

 In both options: A public memorial acknowledging the legacy of 
suffering of those incarcerated on the island.

 Give the island a new name?
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Report released; DeBlasio backing
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 Report released April 2
 Unanimous backing by 

Commissioners
 Endorsed by 3 of 5 

NYC District Attorneys

 Mayor DeBlasio jumped 
ahead March 31 and 
endorsed the “bottom 
line” to close Rikers –
reversing his prior 
stance.

What happens now – and in the future?
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 June –DeBlasio report outlines plan
for reforms to close Rikers

- Steps to reduce population to 5000 by 2027
- Challenge: Siting for the community jails
- Attention to upgrading Rikers in the interim and improving 

transportation for families

 Mayor expected to refocus on Rikers after November 
(likely) reelection 

 Independent Commission – Work continues with 
implementation focus.  City Council has provided 
funding for our continuation.

 Question for future: Can 10-year plan work?
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Questions?
Laurie O. Robinson

Clarence J. Robinson Professor of Criminology, Law & Society

lrobin17@gmu.edu
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