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DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENT DEMOCRATS 

RESOLUTION 
 

AGAINST THE ZONING TEXT AMENDMENT FOR A PROPOSED REPLACEMENT JAIL AT 124-125 

WHITE STREET 

 

Downtown Independent Democrats supports the closing of Rikers island jail and is against the 

replacement jail at 124-125 White Street as currently proposed by the Mayor’s office. 

Downtown Independent Democrats recognizes the poor conditions at Rikers Island jail and the 

unacceptable treatment of the people incarcerated there. DID has long supported criminal justice 

reforms, a number of which have recently been implemented, that would substantially reduce the 

number of people housed in the NYC jail system. DID supports the objective of closing Rikers in favor of 

small borough-based jails as recommended in April 2017 by the Independent Commission on New York 

City Criminal Justice and Incarceration Reform, chaired by Judge Jonathan Lippman.  

This recommendation, as part of a significant report by the commission titled A More Just New York 
City, was followed by a report by the NYC Mayor’s office for Criminal Justice called Smaller, Safer, 
Fairer, outlining a plan to pursue a modern and more humane borough-based jail network in New York 

City. 

The proposal, rejected by Community Board 1, as part of this borough-based jail network, calls for the 

demolition of the current Manhattan Detention Center, 124-125 White Street, to be replaced by a single 

450-foot-tall, 1.3m square foot vertical jail, which would be the largest vertical jail in the world.  

We believe this proposal is deficient in many ways and should be opposed as currently presented, and we 
ask the city to reconsider this proposal to address the issues raised by Community Boards 1 and 3, 
Neighbors United Below Canal, and other neighborhood organizations. 

We would support a plan that creates humane conditions for the people incarcerated in our jail system 
and addresses the objections raised here and by these community organizations. 

Our principal reasons for opposition to the current proposal are: 

1. Concept. The plan being evaluated now is based on assumptions of the number of incarcerated 

individuals that have already changed significantly and will and should change even more. 

Recently enacted criminal justice reforms will significantly reduce the population of the NYC jails. 

While the city has already twice reduced its estimated number of required beds by over 20%, it has 

not reflected those changes in its plan. These changes and others would materially reduce the 

height and bulk of the proposed building and very likely change the entire structural plan. 

2. Fair Share. The fair share ordinance was passed to further the fair distribution of the burdens and 

benefits associated with City facilities. The City proposal indicates that the jail site selection is 

subject to Fair Share.  

Currently, lower Manhattan has 3 jails, with more than 1,600 beds (800 in MDC and another 800 

in the federal correction center), more than any other community in the city. To add another 

700 beds, totaling 2,300 beds or detainees, is excessive, as this is nearly 34% of the total for the 
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city. The City’s “Fair Share Analysis” states, this community’s bed-to- population ratio “is ranked 

second-highest in the city and exceeds the citywide ratio.” 

On 02/14/18, the Mayor and Council Speaker Corey Johnson announced that only 4 of the 5 

boroughs would shoulder the burden of closing Rikers Island. A different plan, one that includes 

Staten Island, a fairer distribution of beds across all the boroughs and the reduction overall in the 

number of estimated incarcerated individuals, would significantly change the current proposal. 

3. Tallest Experimental Jail in the World. The city has not responded to requests of examples of 

successful vertical jails similar in height to the proposed 450-foot-tall jail in Manhattan to 

counter experts who contend that horizontal jails are more effective and safer to operate. The 

city has not responded to requests of examples of successful detention centers with 

approximately 1,500 people incarcerated to counter experts, including Judge Lippman, who 

state that the optimal number of people incarcerated in one facility is 300.  

4. Impact on Seniors and the Local Community. Reports submitted to Community Board 1 by The 

Chinatown Core Block Association and Neighbors United Below Canal contend that, contrary to 

the claim in the city Environmental Impact Statement of no significant adverse public health 

impact, there is a risk to the seniors living in neighboring Chung Pak and well as everyone using 

Columbus Park who would be exposed to the noise and debris. 

5. Demolition of a Landmark Eligible Building. The 124-125 White Street Manhattan Detention 

Center is a multi-building complex. The South tower of the MDC, known as the “Tombs,” forms 

part of the Manhattan Criminal Courts Building, built by Wiley Corbett and Charles B. Meyers in 

1938-1941, and is a NYC Landmark eligible and NY State Registry eligible building. A substantial 

reduction in the planned beds generated by the reduced population estimate and a fairer 

distribution of that population across the boroughs would allow for an alternative proposal with 

interior renovations only to the South tower that would preserve the Manhattan Criminal Courts 

historical architectural complex. 

6. The process is flawed. The City is pursuing this proposal through a single Universal Land Use 

Review Process (ULURP) for the four borough-based jails. Each borough has unique issues that 

should be addressed independently of the others through a separate ULURP. 

We ask the City to pursue the objective of closing Rikers as part of multiple initiatives to improve 

conditions in the City jail system by presenting a revised community-based jail proposal separately for 

each borough that has addressed the above stated concerns and substantially reduced the size of the 

proposed Manhattan jail. 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT: 

Downtown Independent Democrats calls for the City to withdraw the current four-borough ULURP, 

reevaluate and redistribute the estimated number of required beds for each borough addressing the 

issues noted above, reassess, with community input, the proposed borough-based jail requirements 

accordingly and reinitiate the ULURP process separately for each borough. 


