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The Fire Department has 
told uniformed employees 
that it is “working diligent-
ly” to get a coronavirus vac-
cine to be administered to 
an undetermined number of 
first-responders by later this 
month and that it will not be 
mandatory.

An FDNY spokesperson 
said the volume of doses that 
the department would be allo-
cated was not under its control 
but that it was anticipated 
that priority would be given 
to employees who were most 
frequently in contact with 
patients.

Two Look Promising

According to the Nov. 27 de-
partment order, the two vac-
cines closest to being released 
are from Pfizer/BioNTech 
and Moderna, which in their 
clinical trials appeared to be 
95-percent effective after two 
injections spaced three-to-four 
weeks apart.

Its Emergency Medical 
Technicians and firefighters 
were 15 times more likely 
than the general public to 
be infected during the initial 
COVID-19 outbreak, accord-
ing to a study led by Dr. David 
Prezant, the FDNY’s Chief 
Medical Officer and a Profes-
sor of Medicine at Albert Ein-
stein College of Medicine.

The researchers also found 
that EMTs were five times 
more likely than firefighters 
to develop a severe COVID 
infection.

During the study period, 
62 responders contracted a 
severe COVID infection, with 
four Emergency Medical Ser-
vice workers dying.

Union Concerns

“Some of us are still skepti-
cal after our 9/11 experience, 
when the Federal Govern-
ment said something was safe 
and it turned out to be dead-
ly for thousands,” said Oren 
Barzilay, president of District 
Council 37’s Local 2507, which 
represents EMTs. “We would 
want the state and city health-
care experts to independently 
investigate the efficacy of the 
vaccine and whatever poten-
tial side effects there might 
be, which so far are not being 
talked about.”

Vincent Variale, president 
of DC 37 Local 3621, which 
represents EMS officers, said 
during a phone interview the 
debate over the COVID-19 
vaccine reminded him of the 
controversy several years 

ago regarding the H1N1 flu 
vaccine.

“They [FDNY] wanted to 
make it mandatory and we 
said absolutely not—we would 
retain the right to control 
what goes into our body,” he 
said. “We were successful then 
because our members are not 
guinea pigs.”

The Local 3621 president 
said he hoped the department 
would track any members 
who take the vaccine in terms 
of potential side effects. “You 
want to be paying attention 
to the potential impacts on 
females, blacks and Hispanics 
that are represented on our 
workforce,” he said.

UFA Also Wary

“I would hope that the 
FDNY would investigate the 
side-effects first,” said Andy 
Ansbro, the Uniformed Fire-
fighters Association’s presi-
dent. “I have read that they 
are suggesting you should 
take the next day off because 
of how hard it can hit you.”

He said that a survey to 
which 2,053 union members 
responded showed that  55 
percent of them were opposed 
to being vaccinated, indicating 
that the Fire  Department 
must do more to convince 
them it’s safe.

“Everybody wants this virus 
to go away, but nobody wants 
to be a guinea pig,” Mr. Ansbro 
explained.

Several national polls have 
shown that as the debate 
about the pandemic became 
increasingly partisan, public 
confidence slipped regarding 
any vaccine that the Federal 
Government might offer.

That was borne out in the 
health survey of Metropoli-
tan Transportation Authority 
workers conducted by the 

NYU School of Global Public 
Health in cooperation with 
Transport Workers Union Lo-
cal 100.

Only 30% Willing

Only 30 percent of the re-
spondents said they would 
trust whatever vaccine was of-
fered, with another 38 percent 
undecided.

Both Governor Cuomo and 
Mayor de Blasio have commit-
ted to have an independent 
scientific evaluation of the effi-
cacy of any vaccine before dis-
tributing it to first-responders 
and health-care workers.

In October, Mr. Cuomo 
expressed skepticism about 
any vaccine produced by the 
Trump Administration’s “Op-
eration Warp Speed.”

“You are going to say to the 
American people, now here’s a 
vaccine, it is new, it was done 
quickly, but trust this Feder-
al administration and their 
health administration that it’s 
safe? And we’re not 100 per-
cent sure of the consequences? 
I think it’s going to be a very 
skeptical American public 
about taking the vaccine, and 
it should be,” he told ABC 
News.

At his Oct. 22 press briefing, 
Mayor de Blasio pledged, “We 
are not going to treat anybody 
as less than as a valued civil 
servant. We are not going to 
do something unless we are 
100 percent sure. That means 
the state and the city togeth-
er are going to be vetting any 
vaccine.”

Dr. Jay Varma, one of the 
nation’s leading epidemiolo-
gists and the Mayor’s top coro-
navirus adviser, said public 
skepticism was to be expected 
after Mr. Trump dubbed the 
program “Operation Warp 
Speed.”
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OREN BARZILAY: Skeptical 
about Feds’ assurances.
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Correction Board Also Working to End Practice

The city’s piecemeal efforts 
to end solitary confinement 
within its jails got added 
impetus last week with the 
introduction of City Council 
legislation that would ban 
the practice altogether.

Punitive segregation, as 
the method of isolating in-
mates is also known, is al-
ready prohibited for persons 
under 22 and for those with 
serious mental illnesses and 
medical conditions. But fol-
lowing resistance from the 
de Blasio administration, 
efforts by the Board of Cor-
rection, the city’s jail-over-
sight panel, to curtail if not 
entirely end solitary tailed 
off last year. 

Mayor Changes Mind

In June, however, Mayor 
de Blasio promised an end 
to the practice and convened 
a four-person working group, 
charging them with revisit-
ing the issue. The move came 
days after the Department of 
Correction announced disci-
plinary steps against correc-
tion officers implicated in the 
June 2019 death of Layleen 
Polanco, a 27-year-old trans-
gender woman, while she was 
being held in solitary. 

Despite pronounced oppo-
sition from correction unions, 
including the effective res-
ignation from the working 
group by Benny Boscio, the 
president of the Correction 
Officers’ Benevolent Associa-
tion, the panel returned with 
a recommendation to the 
Board of Correction that the 
practice be abolished. 

The board’s rules commit-
tee is now drawing up a direc-
tive that, after years of effort 
by advocates and lawmakers, 
would make New York City 
the first large metropolis to 
end solitary. 

But some have lament-
ed and even criticized the 
Board of Correction’s earlier 
attempts to put a halt to soli-
tary, saying that its rule-mak-
ing process was too solicitous 
of DOC concerns. That sen-
timent was underscored by 
Ms. Polanco’s older sister, 
Melania Brown, who fiercely 
rebuked both the DOC and 
the board for not yet having 
put an end to the practice. 

‘No Justice for Sister’

“Is it ever going to end?” 
she asked during the Board 
of Correction’s Nov. 10 meet-
ing. “There’s no justice for my 
sister until this system is end-
ed...She deserves way more 
than what happened to her 

at the hands of the govern-
ment. This system needs to be 
broken down completely and 
built from the ground up.” 

The board, with the Mayor’s 
sanction, now has an effective 
endorsement to do away with 
solitary once and for all and 
is expected to propose a new 
rule governing solitary this 
month. And while any board 
rule would need the city Law 
Department to sign off, it 
would not need the Council’s 
approval. Still, the Criminal 
Justice Committee will dis-
cuss legislation, introduced by 
Councilman Daniel Dromm, 
who has long campaigned 
against the use of solitary, 
that would end the practice.

The committee’s Chairman, 
Keith Powers, said there is 
widespread support among 
Council Members to do away 
with punitive segregation. 

“We think this practice is 
inhumane and needs to be 
changed,” he said. 

Mr. Powers has on several 
occasions addressed the topic, 
including in a Sept. 9 letter he 
and Public Advocate Jumaane 
Williams wrote to the Mayor, 
DOC Commissioner Cynthia 
Brann and BOC Chair Jen-
nifer Jones Austin in which 
they expressed their “disap-
pointment” in the stalled BOC 
rulemaking effort last year. 

‘No Deterrent Value’

He and Mr. Williams out-
lined the “guiding principles” 
they wanted the Mayor’s 
working group to follow as 
they began their discussions. 
Foremost among them was 
the elimination of solitary 
in favor of “alternative” 
methods of confinement and 
initiatives that have demon-
strably positive outcomes. 

“There is not one study 
that speaks to the rehabilita-
tive, restorative or deterrent 
value of solitary confine-
ment,” they wrote. 

Mr. Powers said the Com-
mittee hearing is not de-
signed to usurp the Board 
of Correction’s process but 
rather to further raise the 
issue’s profile by discussing 
the working group’s findings.  

“We think this is a good 
opportunity to hear about 
their recommendation and to 
talk about the long-term fu-
ture” of solitary confinement, 
he said Dec. 1. “We think the 
Council has a role to play,” in-
cluding with regard to “new 
models” of incarceration.  

‘Harm and Danger’

Mr. Powers said that while 
there was “a groundswell of 
support” within the Council 

for, at the least, radically 
changing the rules governing 
solitary, the hearing would 
give everyone a chance to 
air out their opinions on the 
practice. 

Among those could be Jo-
seph Russo, the president of 
the Assistant Deputy War-
dens/Dep uty Wardens Asso-
ciation, who said that fully 
doing away with punitive 
segregation would only “em-
bolden” those inmates and 
detainees who are intent on 
wreaking havoc and violence 
inside the jails. 

“There’s little consequence 
for criminal behavior,” he 
said, adding that violent in-
cidents, including the rate of 
assaults on correction staff, 
has increased even as the 
inmate population has de-
clined. “The inmates are out 
of control.”

Although Mr. Russo ac-
knowledged some lawmak-
ers had “good intentions” 
when advocating for the 
prohibition of solitary, he 
suggested that the city’s 
progressive political climate 
was obscuring a real need 
for repercussions when pris-
oners cross certain lines, 
and particularly when they 
engage in violent behavior 
toward staff. 

Cure Worse Than Illness?

He said that recent efforts 
at reform had been coun-
terproductive. “Results are 
nowhere to be found. The 
inmates are emboldened 
with each step they take,” 
he said. “There’s good inten-
tions here. But the actions 
they’re taking are causing 
problems and harm and 
danger to other people,” 
such as other inmates and 
corrections staff. 

Alluding to the recent 
slashing on the arm of a 
Correction Officer by a sus-
pected gang member, Mr. 
Boscio, the COBA president, 
said the legislation being 
considered by the Council’s 
Criminal Justice Committee 
is “reckless.” 

The union leader noted 
year-over-year increases in 
inmate assaults on staff, 
which according to the most 
recent Mayor’s Management 
Report had climbed from a 
rate of 12.5 to 15.8 last fis-
cal year, in characterizing 
this latest incident as “not 
isolated.” 

The legislation, he said in 
a statement, would “threat-
en the lives of everyone in 
our jails…[and] as great a 
threat to our officers as the 
inmates who are assaulting 
us with impunity.”

Eliminating ‘Solitary’ in City Jails 
On Council Panel’s Agenda
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OVERLY PUNITIVE: City Councilman Keith Powers, second from left, said there is wide-
spread support among Council Members to do away with solitary confinement in the 
city’s jails. He and others, including Public Advocate Jumaane Williams, favor alternative 
methods of confinement. Jail union leaders, though, are vehemently opposed to doing 
away with the practice.

By RICHARD KHAVKINE

JOSEPH RUSSO: Bill will 
cause harm in system.

FDNY: Virus Vaccine Available For 
EMS, Firefighters Later in Dec.
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THIS TIME IT’S NOT THE FLU:One member of the Fire De-
partment two months ago was given a flu shot that is 
recommended but not mandatory, and both Emergency 
Medical Service and fire-union officials say that because 
of uncertainty about the coronavirus vaccines that could 
soon be available to their members, they want getting that 
shot to be voluntary as well.

BY BOB HENNELLY

Won’t Be Mandatory; Unions Leery of Side-Effects

The de Blasio administra-
tion’s shift of 90 Fire Preven-
tion Inspectors to help sup-
press a second wave of the 
coronavirus in “hot spots” 
poses an “obvious danger to 
public safety,” their union 
told a City Council hearing 
Nov. 17.

“As a result  of  this 

reassignment, over 640 
fire-suppression tests were 
canceled which were previ-
ously ‘temporarily’ delayed 
from March and April of this 
year,” testified Deputy Fire 
Inspector Michael Reardon. 
“In total, over 1,500 field 
inspections were canceled 
including re-inspections, 

Fire Inspectors Alarmed 
By COVID-19 Diversion

Union: An Obvious Danger 

By BOB HENNELLY 

Continued on Page 11


