Int. No. 804

By Council Members Crowley, Oddo, Vacca, Lander, Brewer, Cabrera, Dromm, Eugene, Jackson, James, Koo, Koppell, Koslowitz, Levin, Palma, Rose, Wills, Mendez, Mark-Viverito, Van Bramer and Halloran 

..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the Department of Correction to put its Hart’s Island visitation policy in writing, post it on its website, and make it available to anyone who requests a copy.

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section 1.  Legislative findings and intent.  The Council finds that the Department of Correction maintains and operates the City Cemetery, commonly known as Potter’s Field, located on Hart’s Island, in Long Island Sound, off the coast of City Island in the Bronx.  Additionally, the Council finds that Hart’s Island was first used by the City as a public cemetery in 1869 and that there are currently more than 850,000 people buried in Potter’s Field. In 2010 alone, 670 adults and 476 infants were buried and 81 exhumations were performed at Potter’s Field. Those buried on the island are either unclaimed, unidentified, or have been sent to the island by their families because they could not afford a private burial.

 The Council further finds that, with limited exception, the Department of Correction presently restricts visitation to Hart’s Island to those who can establish a relationship with a decedent, to the satisfaction of the Department, at which time the Department will arrange for a “closure” visit. Additionally, the Council finds that the Department has been allowing a small group of advocates for the homeless to visit the cemetery on a bi-monthly basis.

 The Council further finds that, based on testimony presented by the Department before the Council’s Fire and Criminal Justice Services Committee, the Department has not reduced its Hart’s Island visitation policy to writing and the details of that policy are not currently available to the public. The Council finds this has led to confusion regarding: (i) who can visit the Island; (ii) the nature of the proof required to establish a relationship to a decedent satisfactory to the Department; and (iii) what the nature of the relationship between a decedent and prospective visitor must be to make the prospective visitor eligible to visit. 

In light of the fact that many people want to pay their respects to friends and loved ones who have been buried on Hart’s Island and that the current visitation policy of the Department is both restrictive and unclear, making it inhospitable for prospective mourners, the Council finds that the Department should reduce its Hart’s Island visitation policy to writing, post the policy on its website and make it available to anyone who requests a copy.  

§2.
Chapter 1 of Title 9 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 9-132 to read as follows:   

§ 9-132.  Hart’s Island visitation policy. a. The department of correction shall reduce its Hart’s Island visitation policy to writing, post such policy on the department of correction website and make it available to anyone who requests a copy.

§3.  This local law shall take effect thirty days after it shall have become a law.
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