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Even under normal circumstances, living behind bars is a challenge. Studies show that for each

year a person is incarcerated, they can expect to lose two years off of their life expectancy. The
coronavirus pandemic has turned that grim everyday reality into desperation.

Over the past year, more than 2,600 of the 35,000 people locked in New York state’s prisons

have tested positive for COVID-19. Twenty of them have died. As of this month, authorities have
been forced to suspend visitation at six correctional facilities due to widespread contagion.

The looming threat of infection among people who are confined in close quarters has spurred
calls for their early release. In response, Governor Andrew Cuomo’s administration has acted to

release some 2,200 people convicted of nonviolent crimes and who were within a few months

of their scheduled release; another 800 recent parole violators were also released.

The other way out is executive clemency, the unchallenged right of the governor to deliver

mercy to those who have expressed remorse and transformed themselves behind bars. To be

eligible, according to the statute, an incarcerated person must have already served at least one-
half of their sentence, and to have demonstrated “exceptional strides in self-development and

improvement.”

New York has one of the highest rates of people serving life or its equivalent in prison, says

Steven Zeidman, director of the Criminal Defense Clinic at the CUNY School of Law. Altogether,

he estimates, there are some 9,000 people serving sentences that will keep them in prison for
the rest of their lives. Overwhelmingly, most of them are people of color. Thousands of them

have made the kind of changes in their lives and outlook that merit consideration, says
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