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The National Alliance on Mental Illness-New York State (NAMI-NYS) would like to thank you for the 
opportunity to provide testimony on behalf of those living with mental illness in New York’s criminal 
justice system. 
 
As jails and prisons are currently replacing the asylums of yesterday as the most likely destination for 
people living with a severe mental illness, NAMI-NYS is concerned about the welfare of the significant 
population of those incarcerated who are suffering from a mental illness.  The main concerns we have 
are: 
 

1. Regulating the use of solitary confinement. 
2. Identifying inmates who have a mental illness and making sure they are provided the proper 

medication and care as to not progress their illness. 
3. Ensuring that all corrections officers are given Crisis Intervention Training so they know the 

correct way to handle incidents involving inmates with mental illness. 
 
Solitary confinement exacerbates mental illness symptoms, and the trauma inflicted by solitary 
confinement often triggers mental illness in those not afflicted upon entering incarceration. 
 
NAMI-NYS recently held its annual Educational Conference, and one of the sessions, entitled 
Understanding the Mental Health Impact of Solitary Confinement, featured noted speaker Johnny Perez, 
a young man who experienced the effects of solitary confinement first-hand while awaiting trial at 
Riker’s Island.  Mr. Perez was only 16 years old at the time, and the psychological scars proved to be 
severe and long lasting. Mr. Perez gave harrowing recollections of his experience in solitary and how the 
lack of any social interactions and being subjected to the constant blistering heat which caused the “the 
walls to sweat,” drove him to the edge of madness. 
 
Solitary confinement can lead to a disastrous deterioration of one’s mental health that perpetuates 
long-term psychiatric issues. We urge that you introduce alternative therapeutic and rehabilitative 
confinement options, as well as limit the length of time a person may be in segregated confinement. We 
also strongly advocate for reforms that would exclude certain persons from being placed in segregated 
confinement, especially people with preexisting psychiatric disorders. This is why NAMI-NYS is 
advocating for the passage of A. 1346A/S.05900 which would adopt recommendations made by the 
United Nations Committee against Torture in the use of solitary confinement in New York prisons and 
jails. 
 

Another session of the NAMI-NYS conference saw Chicago’s Sheriff Tom Dart speak on the innovative 

reforms he instituted within the Cook County, Illinois Jail system.  These reforms included screening all 

incoming inmates to determine if they are suffering from a mental illness and then providing separate 

housing with mental health recovery services designed to help them manage their disease and prevent 

future cases of recidivism. These proactive steps are designed to save the tax payers in the long term as 

they prevent the need for future costly services such as emergency room services and future 

incarcerations. We urge the New York Correctional System to adopt similar reforms. 

 

Sheriff Dart also detailed how his corrections officers are trained in crisis intervention.  NAMI-NYS has 

long advocated for crisis intervention training for police officers throughout New York State as it 



produces the most positive outcomes between law enforcement and people living with a mental illness. 

Considering the high percentage of individuals living with mental illness in New York’s prison system, we 

believe that all corrections, parole and probation officers must receive CIT training. NAMI-NYS 

advocated strongly for the passage of A.00836/S.00633 which is designed to reduce the number of 

prison suicides by providing additional training to corrections officers and staff.  We were thrilled that 

this important measure passed both houses of the legislature and that it was delivered to Governor 

Cuomo’s desk on November 30th. We urge you to express to the Governor the importance of signing this 

bill into law. 

 

Finally, we feel that there must be better access for inmates to see mental health professionals while 

incarcerated and that they are given proper access to treatment upon release from prison. 


