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INTRODUCTION


On April 23, 2014, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing, entitled “Equity in Parks: Do Disparities Exist in the Care of the City’s Open Space?”  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 29,000 acres of developed, natural, and undeveloped parkland, which constitutes 14 percent of the City’s landmass, 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.

During the late 1970’s, New York City experienced a financial crisis that led to massive budget cuts for all city agencies including DPR.
  As a result, many of the City’s Parks were left in a state of disrepair.
 In order to continue providing upkeep, DPR began to initiate agreements with not-for-profit organizations to take on the responsibilities of maintaining certain parks.
 These public-private partnerships helped to lessen the direct public investment required for such parks.
 Over time, this practice has expanded to other parks and has resulted in a structure where the parks system in New York City is funded by a mix of public and private dollars and cared for by public employees, private sector workers and many volunteers.  This model of funding for City parks has led many to question whether a disparity has been created between large well-known parks that have access to private funding and those that do not.
PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS 
Today, there are approximately twenty conservancies, alliances or similar entities that have contractual 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.
  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. 
 

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.

Below is a listing of the total assets of some conservancies, alliances or similar entities that have a role in managing certain parks from tax year 2011and 2012:

Central Park Conservancy $216,837,164

Prospect Park Alliance $13,884,632

Bryant Park Corporation $12,283,653

Friends of the High Line $58,890,301

Randalls Island Park Alliance $5,013,566

Madison Square Park Conservancy $11,006,879

Bronx River Alliance $1,429,383

New York Restoration Project $12,411,143

Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy $1,169,442

In addition to the entities that run and maintain parks, there are private entities that perform functions in public parks such as providing community building, programming and maintenance services that are relied upon for some form of park care as well. 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.

 


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.
 

Finally, 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.
 NYRP also owns and manages 52 community gardens throughout the City.

PARK SYSTEMS IN OTHER JURISDICTIONS

It was reported that no other park system in America relies as much on other people’s money as New York City parks have.
 Half of the City’s parks and playgrounds depend on some type of private group for maintenance.
  While other large cities such as San Francisco, Chicago and Atlanta have sophisticated program revenue and event fee structures, such cities depend on “Friends of” groups, donations and volunteers as a supplement to park care, rather than a reliance on a conservancy structure.

In Chicago for example, the Chicago Park District (CPD), owns and maintains approximately 8,100-acres of green space and is considered a separate agency of the City of Chicago.
 CPD is an independent taxing authority which operates on a budget of approximately $425.6 million.  While the CPD is responsible for the vast majority of the city’s public parks, Chicago’s Millennium Park is an example of Chicago’s experimentation of the public-private model.  Millennium Park, a former rail yard, parking lot and under used parkland, was developed through public funding and private donations totaling $475 million for the park’s construction.
  The City funded $270 million which involved the expansion of a Tax Increment Finance District that provided $95 million in financing,
 while construction bonds and private donors funded the remaining construction costs of the park.
  The 24.5-acre park, which is now an outdoor cultural venue with gardens, ice skating, concerts, restaurants and interactive public art, is operated and maintained by the Millennium Park Inc (whose total assets were approximately $35,264,025 in 2012), in a similar structure to Central Park.
 

Some notable park conservancies in other cities include the Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy, the Houston Parks Board, the Louisville Olmstead Parks Conservancy, Forest Park Forever in St. Louis and the Piedmont Park Conservancy in Atlanta.
  Additionally, the Fairmount Park Conservancy (FPC) is a citywide support group that works with the Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Department.  FPC takes an active leadership role in raising funds for and guiding the park system, however, FPC is not responsible for operation and maintenance responsibilities of the park.
  These conservancies have annual expenses ranging from $2 to $6 million, but none have assumed responsibility for maintenance and operations as in the case of some conservancies in New York City.

The City of Minneapolis earned the first ever “five park bench” rating on the Trust for Public Land’s “ParkScore” index, finishing first among the 50 United States largest U.S. cities.
  The City’s 6,400-acre parkland is governed, maintained and developed by the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board (MPRB) with a budget of approximately $100 million.
  MPRB acquires funding from sources that include property tax revenue, state bonding money, the regional Metropolitan Council and also from the state Legislature.  Minneapolis ranked high in park access and services with 94 percent of Minneapolis residents live within 10 minutes of a park.
    

ISSUES AND CONCERNS 
The fiscal crises of the 1970s started a trend of diminished public spending on the park system.  For example, park spending represented about 1.4 percent of the City budget in 1960, 0.86 percent in 1986, 0.65 in 1991 and 0.52 in 2000.
 Currently, DPR’s expense budget for fiscal year 2014 is $380 million, which by dollar amount is the largest operating budget ever for DPR, but only represents about 0.5 percent of the City budget.
 The four-year Capital commitment plan provides approximately $2 billion including $527 million in non-city funds in for Fiscal Years 2014 – 2017 for Capital construction and reconstruction projects for the DPR. Of that amount, approximately $1.5 billion is for Fiscal 2014.  Compared to other large cities, Boston’s total budget for the year 2014 was $2.6 billion, with $17, 126,480 (0.7% of the entire budget) devoted to parks, Chicago’s total budget for 2013-2014 was $8.6 billion, with $425.6 (4.9%) million devoted to parks.  Los Angeles devoted $194,745,285 (0.9%) of the city’s $21 billion budget.  Philadelphia devoted $51(1.13%) million of the city’s $4.5 billion budget and San Francisco devoted $160.3 (2.02%) million of the city’s $7.9 billion budget.

Over the last decade the amount of open space under the City’s has grown tremendously, as 750 acres of parkland have 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.
 
Some however, argue that such donations and private funding have also highlighted the difference in status between parks in well-off areas 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 has been fostered among the City’s parks that are not equally funded with flagship parks having strong public-private partnerships and benefitting from tax revenue from BIDs, as in the case of Bryant Park, while many neighborhood parks endure insufficient funding and deferred maintenance.


The trend of increased private involvement and funding of the parks system has grown, particularly throughout the last decade, while public spending has remained mostly stagnant and even decreased when accounting for inflation.  For example, the 2007 maintenance budget was less than it was for 1986, when adjusting for inflation using 2006 dollars.
 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 its current $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.

Staff Numbers and Allocation
The allocation and funding for DPR full-time staff has also contributed to the perception of inequity in the parks system. Instead of funding a majority full time maintenance staff, over 75 percent of the maintenance staff is made up of Job Training Participants (JTP), who are hired on a temporary seasonal basis and rarely given the opportunity for full time employment.
 During the budget cuts that lasted from 2008 to 2013, parks personnel was a primary target with a 40 percent cut in full time staff and 62 percent cut to the JTP workforce during that time period.
 The FY 2014 budget increased the full-time headcount and the recent proposed budget would fund 3,803 full time positions.
 DPR staff cuts were also a practice in the 1990s where full time staffing fell 47 percent from 4,285 in 1991 to 2,275 in 1997.
 It was during this time that DPR began to rely on temporary workers through the federally funded Work Experience Program (WEP) and JTP in order to supplement lost full time employees.
 Reductions over time in full time staff have forced DPR to change how it allocates its workforce throughout the park system by moving resources away from specific parks in into the borough offices, which provides DPR with greater flexibility in allocating limited staff across park districts.
 Part time workers usually work across park districts instead of being assigned to specific parks.
 
Public Safety 
Parks Enforcement Patrol (PEP) officers who are the uniformed force who help enforce the rules throughout the park system, have also been subject to cuts over the years, with some questioning whether their overall numbers and allocation throughout the system has resulted in a disparity when it comes safeguarding public safety.  PEP officer numbers dwindled to fewer than 100 by Fiscal Year 2013.
 For Fiscal year 2014, the trend started to reverse with 81 additional PEP officers being hired.
  The current allocation of PEP officers is as follows: 28 in the Bronx, 34 in Brooklyn, 28 in Manhattan, 34 in Queens, 28 in Staten Island and 10 assigned Citywide.
  Additionally, there are about 90 separate PEP officers who are assigned to specific parks that pay DPR for the PEP services. Such parks include Hudson River Park, Battery Park, Brooklyn Bridge Park, Riverside Park South, Washington Square Park, Madison Square Park, Randall’s Island and the Conservatory Gardens in Central Park.
  These parks are largely privately funded and are able to pay for PEP officers who are officially stationed at a specific park.  Some have questioned whether this practice creates a safety disparity when a small number of privately funded parks have a larger proportionate share of PEP officers, when compared to the publicly funded parks throughout the City that have to share a pool of PEP officers allocated by borough rather than by park.

Maintenance
The maintenance of parks throughout the five boroughs continues to raise concerns regarding inequity throughout the park system.  DPR determines the overall condition of parks through its Parks Inspection Program (PIP). Through PIP, inspectors use handheld computers and digital cameras to document conditions and collect data while performing nearly 5,000 inspections each year.
 Each inspected park is given a rating for overall condition and for cleanliness, which includes numerous ratable park features.
 The data is disseminated to the boroughs through the Parks’ intranet on a daily basis, so that management can react to problems quickly.  Data from this program has indicated that the number of parks rated as acceptable for overall conditions rose from a low of 36 percent in 1994 to 82 percent in 2012, while the citywide cleanliness rating rose from 73 percent in 1994 to 88% in 2012.
   The most recent data from the beginning of Fiscal Year 2014 indicates that the ratings for overall condition and cleanliness were respectively as follows: Citywide, 87.8% and 92.1%; the Bronx, 86.8% and 91%; Brooklyn, 86% and 90%; Manhattan, 87.8% and 92.3%; Queens, 89.1% and 93.2%; and Staten Island, 91.5% and 96.4%.
 Though improvements have been made over time, many parks are still maintained inadequately and those that were not deemed adequate were often found in lower income neighborhoods.
 
A 2013 study on the condition of 43 large parks between 20 and 500 acres in size concluded that DPR does not have enough resources to keep up with the demand of maintaining its 29,000 acres of parkland.
 The study, which examined lawns, drinking fountains, sitting areas, courts, playgrounds, trees and bathrooms also found that such large parks were outperformed by smaller parks in 2012 when it came to the PIP ratings with cleanliness ratings of 87 percent and 77% respectively. The study gave the parks it surveyed a B-plus score (88 out of 100) and found that while more features improved than declined between 2010 and 2012, the pattern was not consistent as features such as water fountains and lawns improved in some parks, while other features such as playground equipment declined, resulting in scores that “mask considerable variability in the performance of features from park to park and within parks from year to year.” Part of the maintenance inconsistencies may have to do with the fact that DPR doesn’t have a system for tracking park use.  Though it tracks use at various facilities such as recreation centers, pools and tennis courts, it does not for parks.
  This makes it difficult to assess what the specific maintenance needs are for specific parks as well as immediate staffing needs.

Use of Capital Funds
Another factor relating to DPR’s increased reliance on private dollars has to do with its capital process. Currently, for the vast majority of capital projects, DPR is reliant on discretionary allocations from various elected officials whose priorities might differ with those of DPR.
 Some have advocated that DPR should have its own discretionary capital budget to enable it to better plan and budget for capital projects over the long term.
 The concern is that the lack of its own capital budget adds to the inefficiency of the overall process and contributes to inequity throughout the park system, since many large projects are concentrated in large landmark parks, making it very difficult for DPR to plan for long-term capital maintenance and improvement of all of its parks.
 It has been argued that if DPR had a separate discretionary capital budget or greater control over its capital spending, it could more efficiently direct capital spending to the infrastructure and maintenance needs of a wider range of large and small parks throughout the entire City.
 
Capital dollars have also been increasingly relied upon by DPR in order to perform routine maintenance and repairs. Capital funds for park projects have increased significantly in recent years, and lump sum budget items for generically named items such as “construction, improvements to tennis courts and miscellaneous parks, playgrounds and structures” are allocated funds, but are not tied to specific parks or facilities.
  DPR staff will then decide how to use such funds for repairs or reconstruction of park facilities.  This capital funding of routine repairs, which is normally should be paid for through the operating budget, results in increasing the debt burden to the City diminishes the incentive to conduct preventative and replace equipment more rapidly.
IDEAS TO IMPROVE PARKS FUNDING

There have been numerous proposals seeking to address apparent concerns relating to park disparity.  Most such proposals seek to reallocate and/or increase the amount of funding dedicated for parks through public and private financing. These recommendations agree that the current park funding structure is lacking in some regard and needs to be adjusted to properly accommodate the well-being of the City’s open space.


One approach is through the creation of special parks districts (SPDs).  SPDs are basically independent government units that have administrative and fiscal independence from local governments.  SPDs can issue bonds and generally have taxing authority and often have jurisdiction over single cities or sometimes multiple regions within a state.
 Most SPDs are funded by a combination of dedicated property tax revenues (ranging from 3.8 to 30 cents per $1000 of assessed value), user fees, revenues from special events, sales taxes and sometimes philanthropy and must generally balance their budgets relying only on these funding sources.  The Chicago Park District is a similar model to an SPD.  Other SPDs include the Charleston County Park and Recreation Commission in South Carolina, the East Bay Regional Park District in Northern California and Great Rivers Greenway in the St. Louis metropolitan area.
  Dedicated sales taxes are also used by various jurisdictions, including Kansas City, Missouri, Missouri state parks, Minnesota and Arkansas state parks while in August of 2013 King County, Washington, where Seattle is located, voters approved an additional property tax for parks and trails.
 Dedicated taxes, some argue, provide a more consistent for park systems, which enables them to more easily plan and budget for each year and lowers the risk that revenues will be directed away from parks and subject to the politics and unpredictability of local budgeting processes.

Another proposal has to do with reallocating percentages of funds raised by conservancies that operate certain City parks and distributing them to smaller neighborhood parks.  This idea has been proposed by New York State Senator Daniel Squadron and would create a “Neighborhood Parks Alliance” that would form partnerships between conservancies that have operating budgets over $5 million and parks that are in need of more resources.
 A conservancy would commit 20 percent of its budget to parks in need. The parks in need would become members by gathering signatures from local residents, establishing their own conservancy group, and receiving commitments from the Parks Department and local Council members to at least maintain current government funding levels. A board to run the Neighborhood Parks Alliance would be established under DPR to distribute funds to City parks that have been rated as unacceptable through its PIP program in the prior two years.

Spreading philanthropic donations to parks citywide rather than being focused on a few specific parks is a concept that has also been proposed.   The idea would be modeled on the Open Space Alliance which raises private funds for open space similarly to conservancies, but unlike conservancies, it focuses its resources on maintaining open space throughout the entire North Brooklyn/Community Board 1 neighborhood.
 With such a community-wide or citywide model funded by private and public dollars instead of a park specific model, it is thought that resources would be able to more easily be provided for a wider range parks in a given community or throughout the City.
 
Finally, increasing DPR’s expense budget to an amount that provides all the resources it needs to run and maintain all of the City’s parks and park properties may be the most obvious suggestion.  As mentioned earlier, the DPR budget has largely been stagnant over recent decades in terms of real dollar amounts and its percentage of the entire City budget.  Advocates continue to argue that any solution to parks funding issues must begin with the public budget.
  Core functions such as tree care and staffing have traditionally been subject to annual budget negotiations rather than being included in its baseline. It is argued that such activities that are central to DPR’s mission should not be subject to such uncertainty.
  One specific proposal would be to create a “neighborhood parks fund” of about $10 million which could for example could fund core services such as 100 full-time workers to staff playgrounds, 50 full-time gardeners to help maintain midsized neighborhood parks, as well as increasing the overall budget to fund shorter cycles of park-tree pruning and stump removal.
 Sufficient funding of DPR’s budget, it is argued, will be a quick way to make a difference for parks that are most in need.
CONCLUSION

At this hearing, the Committee will examine whether New York City’s structure for funding and maintaining its open space has resulted in inequalities among various parks, including whether the apparent increasing trend in the use of private money to fund parks is a beneficial model for the parks system.
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