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OVERSIGHT: “EXAMINING THE PARKS DEPARTMENT’S TREE MAINTENANCE PRACTICES”

INTRODUCTION


On February 25, 2014, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing, entitled “Examining the Parks Department’s Tree Maintenance Practices.”  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.  DPR maintains about 28,700 acres of parkland, including almost 4,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 63 swimming pools, 35 recreation centers and 14 miles of beaches.  These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year.

Trees provide many critical services to our communities.  They improve water quality by filtering water and diverting storm water run-off, increase property values, filter high-frequency noises and provide habitat for wild life.
  Most importantly, trees provide better air quality by reducing the presence of many air pollutants that cause serious health problems.
  
All trees growing in the public right-of-way, along streets and in parks and playgrounds, are under the jurisdiction of DPR.
  DPR, in conjunction with the borough forestry offices, provides a number of basic services for the roughly half million street trees.
  These include removing dead trees, pruning all trees, responding to storms and other emergencies and assisting with the control of invasive pests such as the Asian Longhorned beetle.  DPR, along with Partnership for Parks, a group that works to increase community support for and involvement in parks throughout New York City, provides training and tools for citizens who commit to taking care of young street trees.


DPR is also responsible for annually planting thousands of trees throughout City streets and parks.  Trees are planted upon request on a first-come first-served basis, although Parks also targets areas with the greatest needs for these services.  

In November 1997, DPR initiated a program of routine, block-by-block maintenance of street trees.  Representatives of DPR have stated that tree pruning using a block-by-block pattern would be a more efficient use of resources instead of pruning trees in response to geographically disparate public requests.
 DPR primarily uses outside contractors to prune and maintain approximately 600,000 street trees.

DPR also works with Trees New York, a not-for-profit organization consisting of volunteers who plant, preserve and protect trees and provide tree-related services, provide a Citizen Pruner Tree Care Course.
 The course consists of training in tree care, biology, identification and pruning.
  Upon completion, graduates are certified by Trees New York and DPR to prune street trees.
 

As part of then Mayor Bloomberg’s PlaNYC initiative, DPR, in a collaborative effort with the New York Restoration Project, launched the MillionTreesNYC program to plant and care for one million new trees throughout all five boroughs by 2017.
 The New York Restoration Project is a not-for-profit organization that helps to restore and preserve under-resourced parks, community gardens and other open spaces throughout the City.
 Since 2007, MillionTreesNYC has planted over 826,179 trees on a number of New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) campuses, parks, schoolyards, cultural institutions, cemeteries and along the City’s streets.
  
Tree Inspection Process

Tree inspection occurs on a regular basis by inspectors who look for any mechanical defects and signs of pathogen attack to a tree.
 Also, the environment adjacent to the tree is observed to identify any additional stress factors that may be contributing to a trees condition such as, construction work and power lines.
 After these initial inspections, the inspector will formulate an inspection report for the tree which includes any tree work recommendations such as pruning or removal.
 If an inspector discovers a defect, a further investigation of the tree is carried out using the IML Resistograph which maps internal wood decay.
  The IML Resistograph machine uses a small drill bit which is drilled into three to four points at the base of the trunk of the tree and the major root flares.
  The wood’s resistance to the drill is recorded on a strip of paper.
  The small drilling hole closes itself up without any damage to the tree.


Additionally, trees are inspected through the Parks Inspection Program (PIP), a program that inspects for dead trees, dead wood in trees greater than two inches in diameter, broken limbs lodged in the crown of a tree and low branches that interfere with pedestrian traffic.
 Over 5,000 PIP inspections are carried out annually and supervisors report any tree issues through an on-line data base used by borough managers to plan and track work requests.

Issues and Concerns Regarding Tree Maintenance
Although many City residents agree that greener streets are beneficial for communities, proper tree maintenance remains a major concern for New Yorkers.  It has been reported that “three of the top five categories of parks-related calls to 311, the city’s help line, involved complaints about trees.”
 It was also reported that newly planted trees were not being properly maintained, which has sometimes resulted in premature tree deaths.  In fact, DPR has stated that approximately eleven percent of newly installed trees, depending on location, die within two years of planting.

   The industry standard for tree pruning is once every seven to eight years.
 Several years ago, the regular pruning cycle was delayed to every fifteen to sixteen years as a result of budget cuts.
  In 2012, the City Council added $2 million to then Mayor Bloomberg’s proposed budget to increase the number of street trees pruned and expand the program to include trees in parks throughout the five boroughs.
 This additional funding added 30 tree pruners and climbers and increased the agency’s goal to prune 60,000 trees.
 In addition, DPR stated that this additional funding will assist the agency on getting back to the every seven to eight year pruning cycle throughout the City.
   

The natural growth of a curbside tree can sometimes damage its surrounding sidewalk, forcing property owners to make costly sidewalk repairs. Although property owners are generally responsible for installing, repairing and maintaining sidewalks adjoining their properties,
 DPR implemented the Trees and Sidewalks Program to facilitate repairs for damage done to sidewalks adjacent to one, two and three-family homes by a City tree.
 The program is designed to prioritize repairs based on the severity of damage, assist residents in making repairs, and ensure that trees are not damaged during repair.  In order to take part in the program, residents must notify the City, via 311 or other means, that a sidewalk adjacent to their property has been damaged by a City-owned tree.
 After an initial claim has been received, a DPR inspector visits the site to verify that the case falls under the Program.
 Once this has been affirmatively determined, the inspectors will rate the damage on a scale of 1 to 100 with 100 being the most severe, and leave with the resident an inspection report.
  

DPR prioritizes repairs based on this point scale.  The rating is determined by the severity of sidewalk damage, what percentage of the sidewalk is impacted by the damage, and whether the sidewalk is in a high- pedestrian traffic area.
  Property owners who wish to undertake the repairs themselves may obtain a free permit from DPR.
  

Recent Tree Accidents   

In July 2009, Sasha J. Blair-Goldensohn suffered brain and spinal injuries when he was struck by a heavy tree limb while walking near the 63rd Street entrance to Central Park.
 Mr. Blair-Goldensohn sued the City and the Central Park Conservancy for negligence.
 The City was ordered to pay Mr. Blair-Goldensohn $11.5 million for his injuries.
  

In 2010, there were a number of incidents involving falling tree limbs, as well as two tornadoes affecting Queens and Brooklyn which knocked over forty trees and badly damaged 130 other trees in Prospect Park.
 It was also reported that over 1,500 trees were damaged in the storm.
 Also that year, Elmaz Qyra was killed during snowy weather conditions while walking on the Literary Walk in Central Park when a branch that was weighed down by snow snapped off and struck him.
  The City paid $3 million to the family of Elmaz Qyra.
 On the same day, another tree fell on the east side of the park landing on a City bus and a car on Fifth Avenue.
  On June 26, 2010, 6-month-old Gianna Ricciutti was killed and her mother, Karla DelGallo, was critically injured from a falling tree branch in front of the Central Park Zoo.
  Most recently, on August 4, 2013, Yingyi Li-Dikov, who was six months pregnant, was killed by a falling tree while sitting on a park bench inside Kissena Park.
  A DPR spokesperson said the tree was about 70 years-old and was inspected on June 20th, approximately seven weeks before the incident.
  Also, the City agreed to pay $100,000 of a $750,000 settlement to Roberta Colores-Martinez, who fractured her skull as the result of a falling tree branch.
  A private tree company was ordered to pay the remaining $650,000 of the lawsuit.

Hurricane Sandy caused severe damage to trees including numerous fallen trees and downed and hanging tree limbs. As a result of the storm, City parks and playgrounds were closed for almost a week and approximately 8,577 fallen street trees, 3,365 fallen limbs and 1,297 hanging branches were recorded throughout the City by DPR.
   
Typically, DPR is responsible for tree emergencies on a daily basis, however, in a severe storm, the Office of Emergency Management convenes the Downed Tree Taskforce consisting of DPR, Police, Fire, 311, Sanitation, Transportation and representatives from major utility companies
 to clear roads and secure all damaged trees.
 Usually, DPR advises that if a tree has fallen or sustained storm damage, City residents should call 311, however, if a tree emergency has put lives in immediate danger, DPR advises to call 911.
  Hurricane Sandy however, required a more involved response.  The United States Forest Service wildland firefighters and interagency crews, who specialize in wildland firefighting and removal of dangerous limbs and trees affected by high wind storms, were mobilized immediately after the storm to clear downed trees, assist at FEMA facilities and provide communications support to local emergency response agencies.
  
After the storm, DPR responded to over 20,000 tree-service requests which resulted in more than 13,000 work orders
 and over $725 million in damage to 392 park sites.
 Most of the trees and tree limbs were grinded to wood chips which were used as mulch on tree and flower beds throughout the City to keep moisture in.
 As a result of the severe storms, a backlog in the removal of tree stumps throughout the City has developed.
  
CONCLUSION
This hearing will examine DPR’s tree inspection process to as it relates to maintaining the health of the City’s tree stock and keeping pedestrians safe from falling tree limbs.  The Committee will also explore how DPR expects to keep maintaining and inspecting trees throughout the five Boroughs as MillionTreesNYC approaches its goal of one million trees planted.
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