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A Broken System: How New York City Is Failing
Transgender Inmates

In June 2019, Layleen Polanco, a transgender woman awaiting trial at Rikers Island because she could not 
afford $500 bail, was found dead in her solitary confinement cell.[1]  After an investigation that took an extensive 
period of time and external pressure to complete, New York City’s Board of Correction found that Polanco died 
from an epileptic seizure, which corrections officers entirely missed due to their neglect and lack of properly timed 
monitoring checks.[2]  This prompted public outrage and a wave of protests surrounding not only Polanco’s death, 
but also the extreme levels of violence faced by trans women, especially those of color, both in and out of carceral 
settings.[3]  In response, the Board of Correction formed the LGBTQ+ Affairs Unit to facilitate programming for 
LGBTQ+ inmates in NYC jails and specifically provide gender-affirming support to transgender inmates, including 
housing those individuals in facilities consistent with their gender identity.[4]

This slow progress came to a halt in 2022, after newly-elected New York City Mayor Eric Adams appointed 
Louis Molina as Commissioner of the New York Department of Corrections, “whose administration immediately” 
gutted the LGBTQ+ Affairs Unit.[5]  Despite evidence that transgender individuals are safer when placed in 
corrections housing which reflects their gender identity,[6] all attempts to actualize this plan have been 
abandoned under Commissioner Molina.[7]  This has led to further violence for transgender women in men’s jail 
facilities, now without even the possible support or protection from the Affairs Unit, and blatant transphobia both 
from cis male inmates and corrections officers.[8]  Trans women at Rikers are being left behind by a system that 
doesn’t believe in their existence in the first place, often referring to them as men and denying them care.[9]  

Against mounting reports of egregious violence against transgender women in Rikers, some have taken to 
courts to seek damages and/or relocation to gender-aligned housing.[10]  One such suit was brought by Latee 
Brockington, a trans woman imprisoned at Rikers, who alleged that jail officials allowed her to be sexually 
assaulted by other inmates three times over the course of six months, despite requests to be transferred to a facility 
which conformed with her gender.[11]  Even if Brockington is victorious on her claims, her suit is unlikely to lead 
to systemic changes given the Department of Corrections’ continued mistreatment of transgender inmates.[12]  
Despite there being a history of solutions to keep transgender inmates safe, including a separate gay and 
transgender wing at Rikers Island,[13] the Department of Corrections continues to turn a blind eye to the 
catastrophes being left in its destructive wake.[14] 

The City of New York owes solutions to transgender inmates, especially trans women of color, who are 
already facing the ills of an irreparably broken justice system which often punishes them not only by incarcerating 
them, but also by placing them into inherently dangerous facilities.[15]  Cloaked by a purported mission to re-
prioritize law enforcement and fight violent crime, Mayor Adams and Commissioner Molina are reinforcing the ills 
of incarceration and causing unprecedented violence against transgender women of color.[16]  They deserve 
better, and Commissioner Molina should prioritize reinstating the LGBTQ+ Affairs Unit to ensure real progress 
can be made for an exceedingly vulnerable population.[17]    
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