


There have been numerous official reports documenting the 
extreme violence and neglect at New York City’s Rikers Island jail 
complex (“Rikers” or “Rikers Island”).1 Not only do people 
incarcerated at Rikers witness and experience harm, but people have 
died as a result of abuse and neglect.2 Over the course of 2021, 15 
people died while incarcerated at Rikers Island,3 and as of September 
30, 2022, another 16 people have died in Department of Correction 
(DOC) custody.4 This crisis is especially concerning for the youngest 
people incarcerated at Rikers: emerging adults. Young people, from 
ages 18 to 25, are in a distinct developmental stage called “emerging 
adulthood,” during which they are particularly vulnerable to the 
violent, traumatizing environment at Rikers, which impedes their 
healthy transition to adulthood.5 It is worth noting that almost all 
of the young people held at Rikers Island are being held while a case 
is pending; they have not been convicted and are presumed 
innocent.6 Also, a large majority of emerging adults in DOC custody 
are Black and a small minority are white,7 disproportionality that 
reflects the systemic racism that is the foundation of the criminal 
legal system. Presently, the data collected and/or publicly shared 
by the City regarding the young people incarcerated in DOC custody 
are limited, do not include ethnicity, do not distinguish between 
people incarcerated at Rikers Island and those in other DOC 
facilities, and do not examine each year of age of emerging 
adulthood.8 What is available is highlighted below, along with 
recommendations for immediate action.
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Eme rg in g  a du l ts ,  a ge s  18  to  25 ,  ma ke  u p a l mo st  o n e -qu a r te r  
o f  th e  pe o pl e  in ca rce rate d at  R ike r s  I s l a n d a n d a re ,  a s  a n  a ge  
g ro u p,  o ve r re pre s e n te d.  T h e  2020 ce n s u s  e st imate s ,  th e  mo st  
re ce n t  a va i l a bl e ,  in dicate  th at  18-  to  24-yea r-o l ds  ma de  u p 
8 .4% o f  th e  ge n e ra l  Ne w Yo r k  C i ty  ( NYC )  po pu l at io n ,9  wh i l e  a s  
o f  Ju l y  22 ,  2022,  e me rg in g  a du l ts  ( a ge s  18-25)  ma de  u p 23.2% 
o f  th e  po pu l at io n  in ca rce rate d in  Ne w Yo r k  C i ty  De pa r tme n t  
o f  C o r re ct io n  ( DO C )  fa c i l i t ie s .1 0
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T h e  va st  ma jo r i ty  o f  pe o pl e  in ca rce rate d at  R ike r s  a re  ma l e ,1 1  
a n d th is  i s  a l s o  t r u e  a mo n g  th e  e me rg in g  a du l t  po pu l at io n .  
O n  Ju l y  22 ,  2022,  o f  th e  5 ,642  pe o pl e  in ca rce rate d o f  a l l  a ge s  
a c ro s s  NYC ’s  DO C  fa c i l i t ie s ,  5 ,304  ( 94%)  we re  ma l e  a n d 338  
( 6%)  we re  fe ma l e .1 2  A mo n g st  th e  1 ,312  e me rg in g  a du l ts  in  
DO C  c u sto dy o n  th e  s a me  date ,  1 ,249  ( 95%)  we re  ma l e  a n d 63  
we re  ( 5%)  fe ma l e .1 3



O ve ra l l ,  B l a c k  a n d I n dige n o u s  e me rg in g  a du l ts ,  a ge s  18  to  25 ,  
a re  sta r k l y  o ve r- re pre s e n te d at  R ike r s .1 4  O n  Ju l y  22 ,  2022,  o u t  
o f  1 ,309  e me rg in g  a du l ts  in  DO C  c u sto dy,  845  we re  B l a c k  
( 64 .5%) ,  374  we re  O th e r  ( 28 .5%) ,  69  we re  Wh ite  ( 5 .3%) ,  19  
we re  Nat ive  A me r ica n  ( 1 .5%) ,  a n d 2  we re  A s ia n  ( 0 .15%) .1 5  I n  
th e  ge n e ra l  po pu l at io n  ( o f  a l l  a ge s )  in  Ne w Yo r k  C i ty,  24% o f  
pe o pl e  ide n t i fy  a s  B l a c k ,  29% His pa n ic  o r  Lat in o,  32% Wh ite  
( n ot  His pa n ic  o r  Lat in o ) ,  0 .4% Nat ive  A me r ica n ,  a n d 14% 
A s ia n .1 6
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I n  te r ms  o f  l ega l  statu s ,  th e  va st  ma jo r i ty  o f  e me rg in g  a du l ts  
a re  be in g  deta in e d ( pre -t r ia l )  a n d a re  pre s u me d in n o ce n t .  O n  
Ju l y  22 ,  2022,  90% o f  th e  pe o pl e  in  DO C  c u sto dy we re  
deta in e d ( with  o n l y  10% co n victe d) . 1 7  A cco rdin g  to  R ike r s ’s  
co u r t-o rde re d fe de ra l  mo n ito r, 1 8  “ [ t ] h e  c u r re n t  o ve ra l l  l e n g th  
o f  sta y  fo r  a n  in ca rce rate d in div idu a l  i s  a bo u t  100  da ys ,  wh ic h  
is  th re e  t ime s  th e  n at io n a l  a ve ra ge  ( 30  da ys )  a n d s ig n i f ica n t l y  
e xce e ds  mo st  oth e r  l a rge  ja i l  s yste ms .” 1 9



A cco rdin g  to  in mate  d is c h a rge  data ,  fo r  e me rg in g  a du l ts  
in ca rce rate d a s  o f  S e pte mbe r  13 ,  2022,  th e  me dia n  l e n g th  o f  
sta y  is  141  da ys ,  co mpa re d to  133  da ys  fo r  n o n  e me rg in g  
a du l ts . 2 0  O n  Ju l y  22 ,  2022,  a  tota l  o f  201  e me rg in g  a du l ts  h a d 
be e n  in  DO C  c u sto dy fo r  1  to  2  yea r s ,  a n d 112  fo r  mo re  th a n  2  
yea r s .2 1  B l a c k  a n d A s ia n  e me rg in g  a du l ts  a ppea re d to  h a ve  
th e  l o n ge st  me dia n  l e n g th s  o f  sta y  a mo n g  th e  18-  to  25-yea r-
o l d  a ge  g ro u p,  a s  s h o wn  in  th e  c h a r t  be l o w.2 2
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Ex po s u re s  to  h a r m a n d v io l e n ce  du r in g  th e  d ist in ct  
de ve l o pme n ta l  sta ge  o f  e me rg in g  a du l th o o d l ea ve s  a n  
in de l ib l e  ma r k  o n  th e  l i fe  co u r s e ,  a s  yo u n g  pe o pl e  a re  
impa cte d by  e x po s u re  to  v io l e n ce  in to  a du l th o o d.2 3  
En co u n te r s  with  v io l e n ce ,  a s  both  v ict ims  a n d pe r petrato r s ,  
te n d to  pea k du r in g  e me rg in g  a du l th o o d;2 4  th e  c r imin a l  l ega l  
s yste m,  a n d pa r t ic u l a r l y  ca rce ra l  s ett in g s  s u c h  a s  R ike r s  
I s l a n d,  pe r petu ate s  a n d co n ce n trate s  e x po s u re s  to  v io l e n ce .2 5  
Eme rg in g  a du l ts  a re  ma de  v ict ims  o f  h a r m a n d v io l e n ce  by  
sta ff  at  R ike r s  I s l a n d at  e xtre me l y  h ig h  rate s .  T h e  mo st  re ce n t  
pu bl ic l y  a va i l a bl e  data  a re  l imite d to  yo u n ge r  e me rg in g  
a du l ts ,  a ge s  18  to  21 ,  bu t  s h o w th at  f ro m Ja n u a r y  1  to  Ju n e  
30,  2021,  th e s e  yo u n ge r  e me rg in g  a du l ts  co mpr is e d o n l y  8% 
o f  th e  De pa r tme n t ’s  a ve ra ge  da i l y  po pu l at io n  bu t  we re  
in vo l ve d in  22% o f  th e  re po r te d u s e s  o f  fo rce  by  sta ff.2 6  Wh i l e  
n ot  a l l  u s e s  o f  fo rce  a re  n e ce s s a r i l y  e xce s s ive  o r  re s u l t  in  
ph ys ica l  h a r m,  th is  h ig h  f re qu e n c y  o f  fo rce  o n  th e  e me rg in g  
a du l t  po pu l at io n  is  t ra u ma - in du c in g  a n d re f l e cts  a  h ig h l y  
c h a ot ic  a n d v io l e n t  e n vi ro n me n t .2 7  Fu r th e r,  wi tn e s s in g  
v io l e n ce  in  pr is o n s  h a s  be e n  fo u n d to  be  a  f re qu e n t  
e x pe r ie n ce  e ve n  in  fa c i l i t ie s  l e s s  n oto r io u s  fo r  c h a o s  a n d 
v io l e n ce ,  a n d ca u s e s  v ict imizat io n  o f  pe o pl e  rega rdl e s s  o f  
a ge .2 8  T h e  rate  o f  u s e  o f  fo rce  a ga in st  18-yea r-o l ds  ( in  RNDC )  
wa s  pa r t ic u l a r l y  h ig h  at  th e  mo st  re ce n t  re po r t in g ,  th e  
h ig h e st  l e ve l  s in ce  Ju l y  2018 a n d mo re  th a n  twice  a s  h ig h  a s  
th at  e x pe r ie n ce d by  19-  to  21-yea r-o l ds .2 9





Victimization and harm
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I n  a ddit io n ,  e me rg in g  a du l ts  at  R ike r s  I s l a n d a re  f re qu e n t l y  
fo rce d in to  s i tu at io n s  o f  e xtre me  is o l at io n ,  e x pe r ie n c in g  
n u me ro u s  “ l o c kdo wn s”  o r  “ l o c k- in s”  th at  o fte n  e xte n d fo r  
mu l t ip l e  da ys .3 0  S o c ia l  i s o l at io n  a n d l a c k  o f  st imu l i  h a ve  
be e n  s h o wn  to  be  e xtre me l y  detr ime n ta l  to  yo u n g  pe o pl e ,3 1  
a n d,  a s  n ote d in  th e  fe de ra l  co u r t-a ppo in te d mo n ito r in g  
re po r ts ,  i s  co mpo u n de d by  th e  a bs e n ce  o f  a ppro pr iate  
pro g ra mmin g  a n d s u ppo r t  pro vide d to  yo u n g  pe o pl e ,  a n d 
in s u ff ic ie n t  re c reat io n  t ime .3 2  T h e s e  l a c k  o f  s e r v ice s  a n d 
o ppo r tu n it ie s  ca u s e  fu r th e r  h a r m to  th is  po pu l at io n ,  a s  
d is c u s s e d in  mo re  deta i l  be l o w.
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A l l  yo u n g  pe o pl e  n e e d s u ppo r ts  a n d s e r v ice s  to  h e l p  fa c i l i tate  
th e  t ra n s i t io n  to  h ea l th y  a du l th o o d.  A cce s s  to  
de ve l o pme n ta l l y  a ppro pr iate  e du cat io n ,  h ea l th ,  me n ta l  
h ea l th ,  wo r kfo rce  de ve l o pme n t ,  a n d oth e r  o ppo r tu n it ie s  to  
l ea r n  a n d g ro w,  wh ic h  ta ke  e me rg in g  a du l ts '  u n iqu e  
de ve l o pme n ta l  statu s  in to  a cco u n t ,  a re  n e ce s s a r y  fo r  th e  
t ra n s i t io n  to wa rds  in c rea s e d in de pe n de n ce .  At  th e  s a me  t ime ,  
yo u n g  pe o pl e  n e e d a cce s s  to  co mmu n ity  co n n e ct io n s  to  
pro vide  v i ta l  re l at io n s h ips  th at  s e r ve  a s  a  fo u n dat io n  fo r  
g ro wth  a n d de ve l o pme n t .  Esta bl is h in g  th e s e  h ea l th y  
re l at io n s h ips  with  th e i r  fa mi l y,  f r ie n ds ,  a n d co mmu n ity  
me mbe r s  pro vide s  sta bi l i ty  a n d s u ppo r t  a s  yo u n g  pe o pl e  
e x pe r ime n t  a n d ma ke  mista ke s  o n  th e i r  wa y  to  a du l th o o d.3 3  
Re s ea rc h  s h o ws  th at  mo re  de ve l o pme n ta l l y  a ppro pr iate  
re s po n s e s  to  e me rg in g  a du l ts  l ea d to  h ea l th ie r  o u tco me s  th a n  
t ra dit io n a l  pu n it ive  a pproa c h e s  a n d,  co n s e qu e n t l y,  in c rea s e  
pu bl ic  s a fety.3 4  




Research and Experience Show Emerging Adults Need 
Developmentally Appropriate Supports and Services in the 

Community
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Ja i l s ,  a n d pa r t ic u l a r l y  R ike r s  I s l a n d,  do  n ot  pro vide  th e s e  
n e ce s s a r y  s u ppo r ts  a n d s e r v ice s ,  bu t  in stea d fo c u s  
e xc l u s ive l y  o n  pu n is h me n t  a n d is o l at io n ,  a n d c u t  yo u n g  
pe o pl e  o ff  f ro m c r i t ica l  re l at io n s h ips ,  s e r v ice s ,  pro g ra ms ,  a n d 
o ppo r tu n it ie s .3 5  A s  ju st  o n e  e xa mpl e ,  ma n y yo u n g  pe o pl e  in  
co n ta ct  with  th e  l ega l  s yste m re qu ire  s pe c ia l  e du cat io n  
s e r v ice s ,3 6  a n d a l th o u g h  th e  l ega l  r ig h t  to  a n  a ca de mic  
e du cat io n  e xte n ds  to  a ge  22 ,  fe w a re  in fo r me d o f  th e  
o ppo r tu n it ie s  a va i l a bl e  to  th e m a n d a du l t  ca rce ra l  fa c i l i t ie s  
l ike  R ike r s  I s l a n d o fte n  l a c k  pro pe r  pro g ra mmin g .3 7  



Eme rg in g  a du l ts  in  co n ta ct  with  th e  c r imin a l  l ega l  s yste m a re  
h ig h l y  l ike l y  to  h a ve  e x pe r ie n ce d t ra u ma ,  a n d co n t in u e  to  
e x pe r ie n ce  t ra u ma  with in  th e  s yste m;  th e y  th e re fo re  n e e d 
a cce s s  to  a ge -a ppro pr iate  me n ta l  h ea l th  a n d me dica l  ca re ,  
wh ic h  th e  A me r ica n  A ca de my o f  Pe diatr ic s  s a ys  ca n  e xte n d 
th ro u g h  th e  pe diatr ic  s yste m u n t i l  at  l ea st  a ge  21 .3 8  T h e  
ca rce ra l  s yste m is  ro ote d in  is o l at io n  a n d deg ra dat io n ,  wh ic h  
impe de s  h ea l th y  de ve l o pme n t .  Eme rg in g  a du l ts  a re  be st  
s e r ve d th ro u g h  n etwo r ks  a n d o rga n izat io n s  th at  pro vide  
s u ppo r ts  a n d s e r v ice s  in  th e i r  co mmu n it ie s .

“No one seems to know how is it that young 
adults finish up in these awful spaces, 23 
hours a day, confined behind plexiglass 

without no human contact at all, no 
programming and actually no clarity on 

how they can get out or what they need to 
get out of those punitive segregation 

spaces”



                            Felipe Franco, Senior Fellow for Young Adult Practice at The Annie E. Casey Foundation and 
Member of the New York City Board of Correction



Source data: Courtney Gross. (July 12, 2022). Oversight board calls for action after another Rikers death. Spectrum News NY1.
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We  kn o w f ro m a  l o n g  l ist  o f  o ff ic ia l ,  we l l -do c u me n te d re po r ts  
th at  th e  e x pe r ie n ce  o f  be in g  in ca rce rate d at  R ike r s  I s l a n d is  
t ra u matic  a n d th at  th is  ca n  be  pa r t ic u l a r l y  h a r mfu l  fo r  th e  
yo u n ge st  a n d mo st  vu l n e ra bl e  pe o pl e  at  R ike r s ,  e me rg in g  
a du l ts ,  th e  l a rge  ma jo r i ty  o f  wh o m a re  B l a c k .3 9  T h e re  h a ve  
be e n  s o me  atte mpts  to  impro ve  th e  co n dit io n s  o f  
co n f in e me n t  a n d ma ke  Rike r s  I s l a n d mo re  h a bita bl e  a n d s a fe r  
fo r  yo u n g  pe o pl e ,  in c l u din g  du r in g  th e  7-mo n th  pe r io d in  
2021 wh e n  V in ce n t  S c h ira l d i  wa s  C o mmis s io n e r  o f  DO C .  
C o mmis s io n e r  S c h ira l d i  de s ig n ate d sta ff  a n d h i re d e x pe r t  
co n s u l ta n ts  to  de s ig n  s pe c ia l ize d co r re ct io n a l  u n i ts  fo r  18-  to  
21-yea r-o l ds .4 0  Esta bl is h in g  de ve l o pme n ta l l y  a ppro pr iate  
s o l u t io n s ,  a s  s pe c ia l  u n i ts ,  i s  a  h ea vy  l ift  a n d re qu ire s  a  
s ig n i f ica n t  in ve stme n t  f ro m l ea de r s h ip  ( wh ic h  h a s  s in ce  
c h a n ge d to  re s u me  a  mo re  t ra di t io n a l  a n d l e s s  
de ve l o pme n ta l l y  ta i l o re d a pproa c h  th at  re l ie s  mo re  o n  
is o l at io n  a n d s u ppre s s io n ) . 4 1  C o u n te r in g  th e  t ra dit io n a l  
c u l tu re  f ro m with in  ja i l s  r u n s  co n tra r y  to  a  de ve l o pme n ta l l y  
a ppro pr iate  a pproa c h  a n d ca n  be  diff ic u l t ,  i f  n ot  impo s s ibl e ,  
to  s u sta in .4 2  



To  bette r  u n de r sta n d th e  c h a l l e n ge s  e x pe r ie n ce d a n d 
re s o u rce s  n e e de d to  in stea d bu i l d  a  ro bu st  s yste m o f  
co mmu n ity-ba s e d re s po n s e s  to  a l l ege d l a wbrea kin g  by  
e me rg in g  a du l ts ,  th e  C i ty  s h o u l d  mo re  e ffe ct ive l y  co l l e ct ,  
fo c u s  o n ,  a n d pu bl ic l y  s h a re  data  s pe c i f ic  to  in ca rce rate d 
in div idu a l s  in  th e  c r i t ica l  l i fe  sta ge  o f  e me rg in g  a du l th o o d,  
f ro m a ge  18  to  25 .4 3  Data  t ra n s pa re n c y  a n d,  th e re by,  s yste mic  
a cco u n ta bi l i ty,  a re  wo e fu l l y  in a de qu ate  at  R ike r s  I s l a n d.




Recommendations
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I t  i s  n ot  po s s ibl e  to  c h a n ge  Rike r s  I s l a n d to  be  fu l l y  
de ve l o pme n ta l l y  a ppro pr iate .  I n stea d,  th e  pr io r i ty  s h o u l d  be  
to  a g g re s s ive l y  re du ce  th e  po pu l at io n  o f  R ike r s  I s l a n d in  
pre pa rat io n  fo r  i ts  p l a n n e d c l o s u re  by  2027.  T h is  in c l u de s  a n  
imme diate  a n d s ig n i f ica n t  in ve stme n t  in  pro vidin g  e ffe ct ive  
a l te r n at ive s  to  dete n t io n .  E l e cte d pro s e c u to r s  s h o u l d  a do pt  a  
po l ic y  th at  ba i l  s h o u l d  n ot  be  re qu e ste d in  ca s e s  in vo l v in g  
e me rg in g  a du l ts  e xce pt  in  o n l y  a  h a n dfu l  o f  ca s e s  th at  co u l d  
n ot  be  a ppro pr iate l y  h a n dl e d by  th e  A l te r n at ive  to  
I n ca rce rat io n  C o u r ts  a n d/o r  u s in g  re s o u rce s  a va i l a bl e  in  th e  
co mmu n ity.  



I n  th e  ra re  ca s e s  wh e n  yo u n g  pe o pl e  a re  go in g  to  be  h e l d ,  i t  
s h o u l d  n ot  be  at  R ike r s  I s l a n d.  I n stea d,  th e  a dmin ist rat io n  
s h o u l d  l o o k to  be st  a n d pro mis in g  pra ct ice s  with in  ju ve n i l e  
mo de l s  th at  a re  f ra me d a ro u n d po s i t ive  yo u th  de ve l o pme n t .  
Fo r  e xa mpl e ,  Ne w Yo r k  C i ty  re ce n t l y  ( 2012)  in st i tu te d th e  
C l o s e  to  Ho me  I n i t iat ive  to  u s e  mo re  de ve l o pme n ta l l y  
a ppro pr iate  re s po n s e s  to  ju ve n i l e s ,  mo vin g  yo u n g  pe o pl e  
f ro m fa r  a wa y ca rce ra l  fa c i l i t ie s  to  mo re  de ve l o pme n ta l l y  
a ppro pr iate ,  h o me -ba s e d a n d h o me -l ike  a l te r n at ive s  in  th e  
C i ty. 4 4  Ul t imate l y,  yo u n g  pe o pl e  a re  be st  s e r ve d in  th e i r  
co mmu n it ie s .4 5  Re l y in g  o n  th e  va st  a r ra y  o f  co mmu n ity  
pro vide r s  a n d oth e r  mo de l s ,  in c l u din g  re sto rat ive  ju st ice  
pra ct ice s  l ike  C o mmo n  Ju st ice ,4 6  o r  th e  A rc h e s  pro bat io n  
mo de l  wh ic h  re l ie s  o n  “c re dibl e  me s s e n ge r s”  to  de l ive r  
s e r v ice s ,4 7  ca n  e s c h e w re l ia n ce  at  R ike r s  I s l a n d.
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 E xpand  t he  d e f init ion of  “young 
ad ul t hood ” to inc l ud e  1 8- 2 5 - ye ar- ol d s

 Col l e c t  data on t his  d is t inc t  popul at ion 
and  e s tabl is h data t rans pare nc y

 Inve s t  in and  us e  al t e rnat ive  to 
incarc e rat ion court s  and  ot he r program s  
to s top d e taining (and  s e nt e nc ing) 
e m e rging ad ul t s  at  Rike rs

 Re m ove  al l  e m e rging ad ul t s  f rom  Rik e rs  
and  f ol l ow s ucc e s s f ul  com m unit y- bas e d  
m od e l s  and  t hos e  in al t e rnat ive  s e t t ings  
to im pl e m e nt  m ore  e f f e c t ive ,  
d e ve l opm e ntal l y appropriat e  re s pons e s  
to e m e rging ad ul t s .


Key takeaways - nyc should immediately:
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