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INTRODUCTION


On September 17, 2013, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Melissa Mark-Viverito, will hold an oversight hearing entitled: “The Role of Conservancies in Managing City Parks.”  Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), as well as parks conservancies and alliances, parks advocates and community organizations have been invited to testify.

BACKGROUND

DPR maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  The agency maintains 28,000 acres of developed, natural, and undeveloped parkland, which constitutes 14 percent of the City’s landmass, and includes one of the City’s largest park areas, Central Park.
  
During the 1970’s, New York City experienced financial difficulties that led to massive budget cuts to all city agencies including DPR.
  These budget reductions left many of the City’s Parks in a state of disrepair or neglect due to the lack of sufficient funding to provide the necessary level of maintenance and upkeep.
 In order to continue providing upkeep, DPR initiated agreements with private, not-for-profit organizations to contribute and take on most of the responsibilities to maintain certain parks.
 These agreements became known as public- private partnerships which led to the creation of private non-profit organizations that would run, maintain and offer programming in certain DPR parks.
    

PARK CONSERVANCIES

Today, there are numerous private organizations that have agreements with DPR to maintain city parkland.  One of the earliest organizations created to maintain City parkland is the Central Park Conservancy (CPC), which in many ways serves as the model for other conservancies and partnerships. Central Park was the first landscaped public park in the United States featuring vast landscapes, ball-fields, tennis courts, a zoo, concessions and playgrounds.  The park is currently divided into approximately 49 sections, each assigned a master gardener,
 and draws over 20 million visitors each year.
 During the fiscal collapse in the 1970’s, Central Park had so deteriorated due to lack of maintenance, that CPC was formed in 1980 under the leadership of then Mayor Koch, then Parks Commissioner Gordin Davis and then Central Park Administrator Betsy Barlow Rogers, for the purpose of promoting and assisting the restoration, maintenance and management of the park.  Since its inception, CPC has received in excess of $250 million through fundraising, donations, fees from special events and concessions which it has used to revitalize Central Park.
  

CPC is ultimately accountable to the City of New York, and all capital improvements in the park must be approved by DPR.
 CPC is funded primarily from contributions made by individuals, corporations, and foundations within the metropolitan area, as well as project and contract revenue pursuant to its partnership agreement with DPR.  These amounts are used to fund major capital improvements, provide horticulture care and maintenance, and offer programs for volunteers and visitors of Central Park.
 

In 1998, the City awarded CPC a management contract that ensures the continuing maintenance, public programming, and capital restoration of Central Park.
 This contract was renewed for another eight years on April 27, 2006 and was recently renewed in 2013.
 Under the contract, CPC is responsible for landscape maintenance, replacement of dead trees and plants, mowing and reseeding/resodding, graffiti removal, cleaning playgrounds and comfort stations, clearing walkways, cleaning drains, sewers and walkways, repairing benches, and maintaining and repairing structures and monuments. Additionally, under the new contract CPC has additional responsibilities, including maintaining fountains at five other parks, landscaping at eight parks and training workers who will work in these parks.

Other similarly structured public- private partnerships include the Bronx River Alliance, the Randall’s Island Park Alliance, Friends of the High Line, the New York Restoration Project and the Prospect Park Alliance which have agreements with DPR to run certain day-to-day operations in their respective park, though DPR is ultimately responsible for such parks and can terminate these agreements at any time, for any purpose. 

There are also public-private partnerships where the organization running the park has almost complete control of the park with little or no funding coming from the City. One major example of this is Bryant Park. The Bryant Park Corporation was also formed in the 1980’s when Bryant Park was in disrepair as a result of the fiscal crisis of the 1970’s.  In 1988, a fifteen year agreement was signed giving the Bryant Park Corporation management and maintenance responsibilities of the park.
 Under the agreement, the corporation receives no funding from the City and all if its expenditures are supported through special property tax assessments on commercial property owners in the area and through concession and event revenues earned in the park.
 Other similarly managed parks include the Brooklyn Bridge Park, Battery Park and Hudson River Park.  Through State and City legislation, these organizations manage and run the day-to-day operation of each park, while holding the property in trust for the City.
OTHER PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS IN PARKS


In addition to entities that run and maintain parks, there are entities that perform functions in public parks such as providing community building, programming and maintenance services. Partnership for Parks, a joint program of the City Parks Foundation and DPR, works to start, strengthen and support neighborhood park groups and to link these groups together so that they can learn from each other and become a strong collective whole.
 Partnership for Parks uses “outreach coordinators” to tap into community, City and private resources to mobilize people into “Friends of the Park” groups, which connect local people and organizations with the City in order to work as partners to improve the park.
 In addition, Partnerships for Parks provides technical assistance to help groups grow stronger and educate people on how to care and maintain the areas they serve, as well as providing information and access to funds.

Partnership for Parks also hold annual “It’s My Park” days in May and October, where nearly five thousand volunteers are brought to more than 180 sites in all five boroughs.
  Through this program volunteer projects are organized, as well as free cultural events in neighborhood parks ranging from horticulture to painting projects, kayaking, dance performance and other activities.
 The large-scale events help both new and established groups and help promote groups and bring park advocacy into the public eye.
  

Another example of the role of public-private partnerships is the Adopt-A-Park program, a public-private initiative to raise money to support all of the property within the jurisdiction of DPR, including small playgrounds and greenstreets to beachfronts, pools and recreation centers.
 Through this program, citizens, corporations, and community groups are able to directly help fund a local park, playground, recreation center, pool, beach, ball field and even a park ranger truck.
 

Additionally, the New York Restoration Project (NYRP) was founded in 1995 primarily to restore and preserve under-resourced parks, community gardens and other open spaces throughout the City after it was discovered that parts of Fort Washington Park and Fort Tryon Park we being used as garbage dumps.
 NYRP raises money to upgrade several parks, including Swindler Cove, Sherman Creek Park on the Harlem River and now runs the park pursuant to an agreement with DPR.
 In 1999, then-New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani announced plans to auction 114 community gardens to developers.
  NYRP, along with the Trust for Public Land raised the $4.2 million necessary to purchase these gardens so they would remain open to the public.  NYRP now owns and manages 52 community gardens throughout the City.

Finally, as part of Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s PlaNYC initiative, DPR, in a collaborative effort with the NYRP, launched the MillionTreesNYC program to plant and care for one million new trees throughout all five boroughs by 2017.
  Since 2007, MillionTreesNYC has planted a number of trees on New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) campuses, parks and City streets
 and is focused on planting new trees in schoolyards, cultural institutions, cemeteries and other public areas.
 Additionally, MillionTreesNYC launched the MillionTreesNYC Training Program to educate and train young adults in urban forestry and landscaping.
  
Issues and Concerns

The amount of open space under the City’s has grown tremendously throughout the term of the Bloomberg Administration as 750 acres of parkland has been added with $3.9 billion in capital funding invested in new and renovated parks.
 Large destination parks, such as the High Line, Hudson River Park, Brooklyn Bridge Park and Governors Island have been built or are being built while large sums of capital money has been invested for the growth of additional space.  These signature parks, many of which are operated by conservancies, have also attracted large private donations.  For example, in 2012, $100 million was donated to Central Park and $20 million given to the High Line, while Flushing Meadows Corona Park attracted only $5,000 the entire year in donations.
 Certain City officials have encouraged increased private funding, arguing that it will ensure that signature parks have the resources to remain properly maintained while accommodating the large number of visitors per year.
 However, some argue that such donations and private funding have also highlighted the difference in status between parks in well-off districts and those, like Flushing Meadows Corona Park in Queens or Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, that are in less affluent communities, where conservancies and friends groups struggle to raise any money.
 This has given rise to a perception that a disparity is being created between large destination parks and parks in less affluent neighborhoods which are unable to attract large amounts of funding from private sources.

The trend of increased private involvement and funding of the parks system has grown, particularly since the start of the 2008 recession.  DPR has faced numerous budget cuts, resulting in staff cuts and hiring freezes that have hindered the department’s ability to care for its 29,000 acre system.
 The budget for DPR fell from $367 million in 2008 to $337.5 million by Fiscal Year 2013. The most recent budget for Fiscal Year 2014 saw a rebound in DPR’s budget to $380 million. Some have argued that increasing the number of public-private partnerships and private funding has been one way to augment DPR’s diminished budget, but questions remain as to whether this has resulted in replacing rather than augmenting public funds. For example, 10 years ago, for Prospect Park, the City contributed about 60 percent to its budget, but presently public funding accounts for only 40 percent of the Park’s budget, requiring the Prospect Park alliance to cover the rest.
 Additionally, conservancies spend approximately $87 million annually on parks that they run, but it has been claimed that about 20 percent of those funds were spent on fundraising, overhead and other non-programmatic activities, and not providing a direct benefit to these parks.
 Others have raised concerns that the apparent growing number of conservancies will continue to result in diminished public funding of the City’s parks system, or  result in an unequal park system that could eventually lead to the privatization of the public’s open space.

Another concern often cited regarding conservancies is the structure of the agreements that govern their responsibilities and their relationship with DPR.  These agreements, often referred to as “conservancy arrangements” spell out the responsibilities of a conservancy including its governance structure, maintenance requirements, programming and event requirements, avenues of funding and reporting requirements.  Each conservancy agreement is separately negotiated, depending on the conservancy’s unique situation and its provisions can vary widely from agreement to agreement.
 This lack of uniformity, standardization and transparency regarding the structure of these agreements further contributes to an unevenly run parks system. It appears that the common factor among all conservancy arrangements includes provisions ensuring that DPR retains ultimate control over the park and that DPR is responsible for major policy decisions, such as the right to issue requests for proposals, approve events, determine and enforce rules and approve the design and construction of all capital projects.
   However, other provisions typically found in conservancy arrangements, such as the allocation of concession revenues, division of responsibilities between DPR and the conservancy, staff allocation and incentives given for charitable activity usually do not conform to each other.
 For example, CPC receives money from the City to hire staff, while other conservancies like the Madison Square Park Conservancy, reimburse the City for staff that is assigned to them.
 Some parks are assigned staff employed and supervised by DPR, while some supervise staff themselves.
 Some conservancies like the Prospect Park Alliance or Randall’s Island Alliance may keep some or all of the revenue generated from concessions, while CPC does not operate concessions, but receives a payment from the City based on concession revenue generated.
 Additionally, the Van Cortlandt Park Conservancy and NYRP can keep some of its concession revenue, with NYRP allowed to use its profits from the New Leaf Café in Fort Tryon Park (which NYRP manages) to fund improvements, such as bathroom renovations.
 Advocates have argued that a standard agreement or template with common contractual terms and provisions should be developed incorporating the best practices from existing agreements in order to ensure more consistency in the performance of conservancies and limit the sentiment that some conservancies are favored over others.

CONCLUSION

At this hearing, the Committee will examine exactly how conservancies work and their overall success rate in maintaining some of the City’s parks and whether the apparent increasing trend in the use of conservancies to run parks is a beneficial model for the parks system.
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