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I am Reverend Sharon White-Harrigan and I am the Executive Director of the Women’s 

Community Justice Association (WCJA). We advocate for the women and gender-expansive 

people at the Rose M. Singer Center on Rikers Island. In addition to being the Director of 

WCJA, I am a licensed social worker and ordained minister.  

 

I was also detained at Rosie’s in the 1990’s, so I speak from personal and professional 

experience when I say that solitary confinement is especially harmful to women. The City 

Council must pass Intro No 549 to end the harm that this isolation causes to our mothers, 

daughters and sisters.  

 

Our hearts go out to all the families who have lost loved ones at Rikers. Three years ago, Layleen 

Polanco died at Rosie’s after being placed in solitary confinement–or “the bing” as we used to 

call it. Layleen never should have been at Rosie’s in the first place. She was there because she 

couldn’t afford bail of $501. She should have been released to the community and given 

resources.  

 

Instead, Layleen was placed in a solitary cell, even though a doctor warned against it because she 

had a history of epilepsy. Her death never should have happened. She should be alive and 

celebrating her 30th birthday next month. Her sister Melania has been a tireless advocate in 

making sure that Layleen is never forgotten.  

 

Women and gender-expansive people arrive at Rosie’s with unique traumas that are made worse 

by solitary. The Women’s Community Justice Association released a report with the Lippman 

Commission called Path to Under 100 in June which found that 82 percent of those at Rosie’s 

have a mental health diagnosis, compared to 49 percent of men. Twenty-seven percent of women 

have been diagnosed with a Serious Mental Illness. The report also found that 93 percent 

diverted from Rosie’s are survivors of intimate partner violence.  

 

The women and gender-expansive people are coming to Rosie’s having already been through so 

much neglect, abuse, and trauma. Solitary disrupts treatment and services, and strains 

connections to their children and families.  Keeping them in isolation compounds harm and 

leaves people worse off than when they arrived.  

 

Right now, there are 350 women and gender-expansive people at Rosie’s. The city’s plan to 

close Rikers aims for 100, and the Path to Under 100 report outlines how we can get below that 

goal. At the height of COVID the Rosie’s population got down to 149. New York City must do it 

again to keep our families and communities connected and safe.  
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