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INTRODUCTION


On November 5, 2014, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing, entitled “An Examination of the Department of Parks and Recreation’s Community Parks Initiative.” 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

During the late 1970’s, New York City experienced a financial crisis that led to massive budget cuts for all city agencies including DPR, which left many of the City’s Parks 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, which 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. Many advocates question whether this model of funding for City parks has led to inequities in the state of care for some public parks.
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.
 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. These organizations 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, where pursuant to an agreement with the City, the Bryant park 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.

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. Some of these groups include 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 and The New York Restoration Project (NYRP) which helps to restore and preserve under-resourced parks, community gardens and other open spaces throughout the City.
 

PARK EQUITY CONCERNS 
Over the last decade the amount of open space in the City 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 and Brooklyn Bridge Park have been built while large sums of capital money have 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.
 Some have argued 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 private volunteer groups may struggle to raise any money.
 
 It has been 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, 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 and increased reliance on private dollars 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. 
While the trend of private funding part of the parks system has grown, particularly throughout the last decade, public spending has remained mostly stagnant and even decreased when accounting for inflation. The fiscal crises of the 1970s started the 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 2015 is $429.5 million, which by dollar amount is the largest operating budget ever for DPR, but only represents about 0.6 percent of the City budget.
 The current Capital budget provides approximately $1.8 billion including $500 million in non-city funds. Additionally, the 2007 maintenance budget was less than it was for 1986, when adjusting for inflation using 2006 dollars
 and 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, though the two most recent budgets have seen a slight reversal in this trend.
 
Those who argue that park inequity remains a serious issue, often focus on the allocation of resources as it relates to proper park maintenance, the allocation of staff, the allocation of capital funds and public safety.
Maintenance
The maintenance of parks throughout the five boroughs has continued to raise concerns regarding inequity throughout the park system. DPR determines the overall condition of parks through its Parks Inspection Program (PIP). Each inspected park is given a rating for overall condition and for cleanliness, which includes numerous ratable park features.
 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 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. This makes it difficult to assess what the specific maintenance needs are for specific parks as well as immediate staffing needs.
 DPR is however in the process of addressing this issue with the development of a program called OPS 21 that will use data analytics to provide daily feedback and tracking of maintenance work and improve staff allocation for park maintenance.

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 2015 budget increased the full-time headcount and funds 3,898 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.
 
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 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.
  For Fiscal Year 2015, the Council funded an additional $5 million for the addition of about 80 new PEP officers. 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. It has been argue that 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 publicly funded parks that have to share a pool of PEP officers allocated by borough rather than by park.

Use of Capital Funds
Another factor relating to DPR’s increased reliance on private dollars has to do with its capital process. 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 process and contributes to inequity throughout the park system, since many 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 a separate discretionary capital budget would give DPR greater control over its capital spending and more efficiently direct capital spending to the infrastructure and maintenance needs of a wider range of large and small parks throughout the entire City.
 
IDEAS TO IMPROVE PARK EQUITY 

Numerous proposals have sought to address concerns relating to park disparity. 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 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. Dedicated taxes, some argue, provide more consistent funding streams for park systems, which enables them to more easily plan and budget for each year and lowers the risk that revenues will be subject to the 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. 
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.
 
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.
 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.
The Community Parks Initiative

On October 7, 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio and DPR Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver launched the Community Parks Initiative (CPI), which is the first phase of DPR’s Framework for an Equitable Future Plan to increase quality, maintenance and accessibility to parks in low-income communities throughout the five boroughs.
 CPI is intended to be the first phase of a series of immediate and long-term initiatives to address park equity issues by improving the distribution of resources in the City’s park system.
 The initiative intends to benefit approximately 220,000 New Yorkers living within a 10-minute walk of the targeted parks and will eventually rebuild approximately 65.5 acres of parkland.

Under this plan, DPR expects to achieve eight other near-term goals to improve parks such as:

“Programming for Neighborhoods in Need

Through the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice NYCHA Initiative and Partnering with the Mayor’s Fund to Advance New York City’s Open Spaces/Play Spaces program and the Administration for Children’s Services, launch interagency partnerships to efficiently deliver expanded recreational programming and services at targeted locations.

Standardized Maintenance

Expand pilot operations and maintenance efficiency programs and deploy additional maintenance and horticulture staff to underperforming districts citywide.

Streamlined Capital Process
Work internally and externally to address inefficiencies in the capital process. Introduce added transparency by releasing a publicly accessible capital projects tracking tool as the first in a series of improvements.

Parks Needs Assessment

Develop and implement a citywide parks needs assessment strategy.

Utilization Program

Pilot DPR’ first citywide, comprehensive study of park user rates, attitudes, and activities.

Parkland Expansion

Update the City’s parkland development strategy to align with the demands of growing neighborhoods, making a concentrated effort to serve underresourced neighborhoods and areas outside a 10-minute walk of a park.

Recreation Center Renovations

Advance into design a major physical improvement program at 17 DPR recreation centers throughout the city to increase the quality and capacity of existing facilities and better serve neighborhoods with year-round programs and classes.

Regional Parks Strategy

Follow CPI’s approach to analyze opportunities to finance, invest in, and sustain improvements to larger parks that provide a wider array of recreational amenities that are accessible to multiple neighborhoods and serve diverse constituencies.”

In crafting the initiative, DPR surveyed parks across the five boroughs to assess such parks’ capital needs.
 In deciding where to focus the initiative, DPR designated CPI zones, areas located in communities that are densely populated with high percentages of residents who have income levels below the poverty line.
 The analysis then identified parks that had received less than $250,000 of capital investment over the last 20 years, examined places with high need for improvement and programming opportunities and screened for neighborhoods with the greatest needs.
 Of the 134 parks identified in lower-income areas that had extreme capital needs, 35 small parks were prioritized for reconstruction.
 These parks include:

	Brooklyn

Jesse Owens Playground

Saratoga Ballfields

Stockton Playground


Stroud Playground

Ten Eyck Playground


Thomas Boyland Park

	Staten Island

Arrochar Playground

DeMatti Playground

Grandview Playground

Levy Playground

McDonald Playground
	Queens

Astoria Heights Playground

Bowne Playground

Corona Mac Park/Simeone Louis Park

Rockaway Community Park

Van Alst Playground

	Bronx

Hunts Point Playground

Little Claremont Park

Lyons Square Playground

Melrose Commons Site 32

Playground 52 LII

Ranaqua Park

Saw Mill Playground

Seabury Park
	Manhattan

Carmansville Playground

Henry M. Jackson Playground

James Weldon Johnson Playground

Luther Gulick Playground

Martin Luther King Playground

Playground 103 CIII

Sol Lain Playground

St. Nicholas Playground North

White Playground
	


The first phase of CPI intends to target a full re-creation of these 35 small community parks in 55 neighborhoods through a $130 million capital investment, of which $9.4 million is Council funding.
 The funding includes a mayoral commitment of more than $110 million, and will leverage an additional nearly $20 million in funds from elected officials and grant sources, $7.2 million in expense funding for Fiscal Year 2015, of which $4.6 million is Council funding, and $36.3 million in capital funding from the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) for green infrastructure improvements at these park sites.
 DEP funds will create more resilient park designs to enable revitalized park spaces to manage stormwater, keeping it out of the combined sewer system and help reduce combined sewage overflows that occasionally occur during heavy rainfall.
 In its entirety, the initiative’s first phase represents over $173 million in capital and expense funding.
 
CPI will also provide DPR-staffed recreational programs for youth, mobile fitness classes and programs, including Kids in Motion and Shape Up NYC, to promote healthy living and active lifestyles at approximately 100 parks in targeted communities.
 In addition, CPI will provide over 70 new seasonal and full-time jobs in park maintenance, horticulture, and recreational programming, as well as approximately 15 permanent design and 14 outreach, planning and other supporting staff positions through a $1.4 million in annual mayoral funding.
 Capital projects will be supported by a community outreach coordinator to engage with community stakeholders, such as “friends of” groups, and help them build their own capacity to advocate and help care for their parks.
 The program will also engage agencies, including DEP, the Department of Education, the New York City Housing Authority, and the Administration for Children’s Services to advocate for the parks.

DPR will begin enacting CPI by placing new seasonal playground associates and DPR staff at parks throughout CPI zones to increase access to programs for children and improve cleanliness in parks.
 In addition, DPR will conduct a baseline usership analysis and opinion survey of parks scheduled for capital and other improvements.
 Also, DPR will hold community visioning sessions around capital project sites, CPI capital design and project management teams will begin the capital process, schedule and staff capital projects in all five boroughs and generate immediate park improvement projects.

CONCLUSION

At this hearing, the Committee will examine whether the Community Parks Initiative is a sufficient plan to address inequality in the parks system and whether additional efforts are needed to ensure an equitably funded park system. 
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