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My name is Brian King, and I work with the Vera Institute of Justice’s Greater Justice New York
initiative. Vera works to end mass incarceration, protect immigrants’ rights, ensure dignity for people
behind bars, and build safe, thriving communities. While my colleagues in Vera’s Advancing
Universal Representation initiative have submitted testimony and requested time to speak
concerning immigration issues, I am writing with respect to criminal justice legislation and the
urgent need to fund and implement existing laws—all of which are essential to reducing
incarceration, improving prison conditions, and delivering safety and justice to our communities.

We commend the governor’s proposed legislation on ghost guns, as well as her prior support for the
ptison omnibus bill." Advocates have called for these reforms, and we were glad to see some of
them included in the Executive Budget.? The budget is also notable for what it omits: we applaud
the absence of further rollbacks to commonsense criminal justice reforms.

Even amid a challenging national political environment—where this year’s budget and legislative
session will rightly focus on immigration and affordability—New York can still advance safety,
justice, and accountability. As outlined below, we can do this through legislation that will increase
safety for everyone in our prisons and by finally adequately funding Raise the Age.

Improve prison safety, alleviate the staffing crisis, and save taxpayer funds by revisiting
New York’s sentencing and early release laws

New York prisons have had a difficult 14 months. In December 2024, corrections officers murdered
Robert Brooks in a medical unit at Marcy Correctional.” A few months later, Messiah Nantwi was
murdered at Mid-State Correctional Facility. An illegal work strike by corrections officers then
exacerbated an existing staffing shortage. The governor expects that deploying National Guard
troops to fill staffing gaps will cost the state $1.2 billion through the end of 2026.°

To the governor’s credit, she responded decisively to Robert Brooks’s murder, both in the
immediate aftermath and later by signing a slimmed-down version of the omnibus prison bill.* While
other organizations and coalitions will speak to the need for broader reforms around prison
conditions, oversight, and accountability, Vera supports legislation that advances the original goals
of the omnibus bill, along with legislation like the CARE Act that ensures human dignity behind
bars.

In addition to these measures, we must address the excessive prison sentences that are unnecessarily
crowding our facilities at great cost as well as our insufficient rehabilitative efforts. Vera
recommends the following legislation, which would increase access to programming, prioritize and
incentivize rehabilitation, improve safety and wellness for incarcerated people and corrections
professionals, and better prepare people for success after release—all of which will increase public
safety.
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Fix merit time through the Earned Time Act.”New York’s merit time credit structure—
also known as “earned time”—is overdue for change. The availability of merit time credits is
vital to safer facilities, as research shows that when incarcerated people participate in
treatment and programming, the result is improved safety for incarcerated people,
corrections professionals, and members of the community.’ Yet, as of December 2025, more
than 71 percent of the prison population (more than 24,000 people) was ineligible for merit
time credits, solely because they were serving time for a violent offense." By limiting
incentives and opportunities for early release, New York’s laws disincentivize people from
engaging in programs that support personal growth, education, and emotional regulation—
necessary goals for people convicted of all offenses. Indeed, studies have shown that
restricting merit time eligibility negatively affects behavior inside facilities and increases
recidivism."

Revisit long sentences through the Second Look Act.” New York should join the
growing number of red and blue states that have passed laws like the Second Look Act,
which allows judges to review and reconsider excessive sentences aftera person has served a
significant portion of time." These laws incentivize good behavior in prison, reward
rehabilitation, and ensure the state does not spend taxpayer money incarcerating people who
pose no threat to public safety. New York’s top judges, unions, and a broad public coalition
support the Second Look Act.™

Expand the Limited Credit Time Allowance (LCTA)." This bill would increase the
existing limited credit time allowance for incarcerated people serving sentences for violent
offenses from six months to two years. This matters because these people are currently
ineligible for merit time, and the prospect of earning six months off a long sentence is not
compelling. By increasing the time from six months to two years, the state can provide a
significant incentive for people serving lengthy sentences to engage in programming and
rehabilitative efforts.

Allow consideration of mitigating circumstances in guilty pleas." Under current law,
New York prohibits prosecutors, defendants, and judges from agreeing to certain plea deals,
either because plea deals cannot be more than one level below the indicted offense by law,
or because “predicate offenders” are subject to mandatory minimum sentences. This
legislation fixes that problem by allowing for consideration of mitigating circumstances in
the context of a plea bargain that would otherwise be constrained by mandatory minimums.
It does so in two ways: First, it removes arbitrary restrictions that limit plea deals to just one
felony class below the charged indictment. Second, it allows the court to accept plea
agreements with sentences below mandatory minimums for people with at least one prior
telony conviction. These changes would ensure that sentences better reflect the
circumstances of the crime and promote justice over rigidity.

Support community stability through the Treatment Court Expansion Act (TCEA)."
New York’s jails and prisons have become the default psychiatric facility for far too many
New Yorkers—especiallyin New York City, where more people in jail custody are classified
or self-identified as having mental health needs than those who ate not.' Research shows
incarceration worsens mental health, increasing the likelihood of future arrests.” A carceral
system so ineffective that it makes people more likely to be reincarcerated benefits no one.
The TCEA would expand diversion opportunities to include people with mental health
issues and disabilities charged with certain offenses, leading to better individual outcomes
and increased public safety.



Each of these laws would lessen the strain on our correctional system; create safer, more structured
prison environments; and prepare people for more successful community reentry, making us all
safer. Importantly, in an antagonistic national political climate that has involved federal funding cuts
and the threat of more cuts, many of these measures will deliver an immediate benefit: reducing the
prison population, reducing recidivism, and bringing budgetary relief.

Distribute Raise the Age funds to community-based service providers to increase safety and
improve youth outcomes

A fundamental promise of Raise the Age was that it would be paired with significant funding to
build the infrastructure necessary to provide justice-involved adolescents with high-quality programs
and services. Today, however, almost nine years after the bill’s passage, over one billion dollars
approptiated for Raise the Age remain undistributed.”” Of the funds that have been distributed, very
little has reached community-based organizations that provide critical services and programming to
youth. Instead, most of the money has gone towards detention.”

Fully funding Raise the Age would allow New York to fully accomplish the goals of the legislation:
not only treating children differently from adults in sentencing and detention decisions, but also
providing counties with the resources needed to stand up services that deliver the safest outcomes
through proven, evidence-based practices. These services include violence interruption, mentoring,
mental and behavioral health, substance use treatment, pathways back to school, good paying jobs,
and stable housing. Building this infrastructure across the state means putting funds directly into the
hands of community-based organizations that provide these services and programs.

One way to ensure more funds go to services—not detention—is through the Youth Justice
Innovation Fund (S. 643 / A. 8491). Administered by the Division of Criminal Justice Setvices, the
fund would allocate $50 million (or 20 percent of the annual $250 million appropriation) to directly
fund community-based otganizations.” If passed, it would allow community-based otganizations to
bypass county mechanisms to access funding, even in counties with different priorities.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support of safety, accountability, and justice
for New York. Please do not hesitate to contact me at bking(@vera.org if the Vera Institute of
Justice may provide further support to you all.
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