
Introducing the
New York State

Clergy Jail Visiting Project

What Are County Jails?
There are more than 3,000 in the US, typically one per county. 
Unlike in state or federal prisons, most of the people held in 
them are awaiting trial, rather than convicted. Jails are typi-
cally run by sheriffs, who have great autonomy in setting poli-
cies and practices.

County Jails Do a Lot of Harm
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Holding Center death was homicide caused 
by deputies, report finds
WBFO-FM 88.7 | By Mike Desmond
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________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Jails are generally worse than prisons. Programs are sparse, 
so people are just warehoused. Excess force, racial discrimi-
nation, sexual abuse, and even deaths occur regularly. In Erie 
County NY, for example, deaths average 3 per year.1 Many 

jail deaths are gratuitous, 
stemming from jail mistakes, 
negligence, or officer actions, 
rather than natural causes.

Jails in New York State 
Operate in Secret
Jails in New York State are 
the opposite of transparent. 
Even county legislators, who 
have to fund county jails, only 
get information and access 

1 https://www.investigativepost.org/2024/09/10/erie-county-jail-deaths/

Perspectives from Two Erie County Clergy Visitors

Claudia Scheda, Episcopal Priest in Buffalo
My experience in correctional facilities with CJVP changed 
the way I viewed our justice system; but even more than that 
it changed the way I understood Jesus' imperative to visit the 
prisoner. My heart has been opened in a very real way to the 
much overlooked problem of human rights violations in the 
carceral system. I was struck by how many of the incarcerat-
ed persons voiced that there was no one that really listened to 
their concerns once they entered confinement.

Alex Lazarus-Klein, Reconstructionist/Reform Rabbi in Am-
herst
It was my honor, this past year, to participate in the Jail Visit-
ing Project. I had the opportunity to visit the two Erie County 
jails, joining other local clergy to tour each facility, meet with 
people incarcerated there, and identify and assess problems 
or issues that might need attention. Interviewing jail resi-
dents was an experience of both profound sadness and hope. I 
learned about their daily life and their treatment by staff. They 
shared stories of regret, as well as future dreams and aspira-
tions. In talking to several women, I heard about challenges 
getting feminine hygiene products, as well as healthy food. 
In the older of the two jails, I saw the poor condition of the 
women's section, the oldest part of the jail, which looked like it 
hadn't been renovated in decades, if ever. We also found kind 
and compassionate correction officers who were there to guide 
and assist us. Overall, the experience gave me a window into 
the experience of being incarcerated and the complexity of our 
correctional institutions. The Jail Visiting Project serves a vital 
role, ensuring fairness and transparency for the thousands of 
people currently incarcerated in Western New York.
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at the sheriff’s discretion. Freedom of information requests 
get answered extremely slowly or not at all. The state agency 
responsible for oversight gives out very little information. The 
Correctional Association of NY, which does independent in-
spections of state prisons, has no access to jails.

In New York State, We Have a Unique  
Opportunity to Create More Transparency
All states allow clergy to make 
pastoral visits to jails. 

In addition, New York, uniquely 
as far as we know, gives clergy in 
charge of congregations the same 
right of access to jails as it gives 
state legislators.2 From the text 
of the statute (COR §500-j), it’s 
clear that it authorizes inspection 
visits, not just pastoral ones.

In Erie County NY, teams of clergy operating under this law 
are making visits to our two county jails, entering housing 
areas, observing conditions, and conversing with incarcerated 
people about their experiences and treatment. The first public 
report of findings and recommendations, based on visits done 
so far, will appear near the end of 2024.

What started as a local project is now becoming a statewide 
one. In Rensselaer County, a group of clergy has organized and 
hopes to start visits soon. The Erie County project expects to 
expand to adjacent Niagara County. Advocates in other coun-
ties have expressed interest. The New York State Jails Justice 
Network has adopted the project, and is working to support 
and promote the use of this tool for transparency in counties 
around the state.

2 https://codes.findlaw.com/ny/correction-law/cor-sect-500-j/

Sponsorship
The project has been adopted as a mission of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), affirmed by the 2023 
convention of the Episcopal Diocese of Western New York, 
and sponsored by a variety of congregations and community 
groups in Erie County. Clergy from varied churches and one 
synagogue have served as jail visitors. The work has received 
financial support from the United Thank Offering of The Epis-
copal Church, the ELCA, the Unitarian-Universalist Fund for 
a Just Society, the Baird Foundation, the National Religious 
Campaign Against Torture, and Lutheran Charities of WNY.

Action
• If you are a clergy member in charge of a congregation (of

any faith), you can become a visitor in your county if it
already has a clergy visiting project; or if it doesn’t, contact
us to be included in a developing or future project.

• If you belong to a congregation, you can encourage the cler-
gy heading your congregation to become involved.

• If you are a county official – legislator, executive, or county
attorney – you can encourage your sheriff to follow §500-j,
negotiating with a clergy visiting project if it starts in your
county, rather than forcing the project to litigate.

• If you are a citizen, you can study what is happening (right
and wrong) in your jail, and support efforts for human
rights and transparency.

For further information, contact: 
Dr. Stephen Hart

Project Coordinator
evestay@live.com




