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INTRODUCTION


On December 16, 2014, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing, entitled “The State of Natural Areas Under the Care of the Parks Department.” Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), as well as parks conservancies and alliances, parks advocates, environmental advocates and community organizations have been invited to testify.
BACKGROUND

The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  DPR maintains about 29,000 acres of parkland, including almost 5,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 66 swimming pools, 48 recreation centers and 14 miles of beaches. These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year.

Of the City’s 29,000 acres of parkland, approximately 10,000 acres are natural areas made of ponds, forests and other habitats.
 Natural areas filter and purify air, improve water quality and act as flood control.
 These forests and wetlands encompass over 2,000 species of plants and 350 species of birds.
  
The City’s 5,300 acres of forests 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.
  The impact of shade from trees can result in room temperatures 20 degrees lower in non-insulated houses during hot summers, and a 50 percent reduction in cooling costs which can result in healthier cities and reduces pollution control costs.
  In addition, natural areas provide a break from the intensity of city life, create passive recreational opportunities for residents and visitors and provide youth with outdoor recreational opportunities that can lower the incidence of childhood obesity and diabetes.

The City’s 3,100 acres of wetlands are transition areas between uplands and aquatic habitats
.  Generally, wetlands include swamps, marshes, bogs and wet meadows.
  The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) defines wetlands as “areas where land and water meet. As transitional areas between aquatic and upland plant and animal communities, wetlands often have some of the qualities of both kinds of animal and plant communities. Wetlands also occur where the groundwater occurs near or at the surface, saturating the soil and the root zone of the plants that grow there.”
  Wetlands also provide vital food and habitat for clams, crabs, and juvenile fish, as well as offering shelter and nesting sites for species of migratory waterfowl.

The marshes of New York are of great ecological importance and perform an essential role in controlling floods and in protecting a vast swath of the City’s shorefront from storms and erosion.”
  Furthermore, wetlands “are vital for protection of the environment and public health.  Wetlands are transitional areas that act as buffers between open waters and uplands and provide functions that: filter pollution, purifying our drinking water, and protecting rivers, lakes, and coastal waters from pollution, such as sediment, nutrients, chemical contaminants, and bacteria…”
  Moreover, “in the New York City drinking water watershed, the pollution filtration and aquifer recharge provided by wetlands is extremely important for protecting the quality of water that serves over nine million people.  Wetland environments act as buffers for streams, rivers, lakes, and drinking reservoirs because they trap, uptake and transform harmful nutrients, heavy metals, pesticides, and organic pollutants before they can flow into downgradient water bodies.”

Finally, wetlands provide areas for recreation, education and research.
  Often wetlands are the only green space remaining in an increasingly developed urban area.
  New York City once contained 224,000 acres of freshwater wetlands. This valuable ecosystem was able to slow erosion, prevent flooding by retaining storm waters and filter and decompose pollutants. In the past 200 years most of this land has been filled for construction, development or dredged for transport.  Only 2,000 acres of freshwater wetland, or less than one percent of the historical freshwater wetlands remain in the City today, and many species that once called these wetlands home have been lost forever.
  Coastal wetlands in New York historically covered approximately 100,000 acres but seventy-five percent of coastal wetlands in New York City, including salt fresh tidal marshes, have also been lost. 
Managing Natural Areas

In 1984, DPR established the Natural Resources Group (NRG) consisting of biologists, natural resource managers, mapping scientists and restoration ecologists who develop and implement management programs for protection, acquisition, and restoration of the City's natural resources.
  In addition, working in partnership with DPR, the Natural Areas Conservancy (NAC) was established in 2012 and represents the advancement of urban park management with a focus on science-based regional planning, ensuring healthy forests and promoting coastal resilience citywide.
  NAC has an advisory board including members of the Trust for Public Land, Foundation for Landscape Studies, the Wildlife Conservation Society, the United States Forest Service, American Museum of Natural History New York City Audubon, New York City Department of Environmental Protection, the Nature Conservancy and the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority, among others.

NAC plants trees and shrubs to stimulate and supplement natural regeneration, carefully monitor natural areas and assists DPR in restoring wetlands and other aquatic resources.
  Currently, NAC is growing beach grass on coastal dunes to protect areas from destructive waves, restoring the city’s wetlands, maintaining and protecting forests and conducting a study on the health and conditions of natural areas throughout the City.
   

CHALLENGES FACING NATURAL AREAS

The well-being of the City’s natural areas and its biodiversity face numerous threats as conversion of land to economically productive uses through agriculture, forestry, mineral and fossil fuel extraction, and urban development have historically contributed to fragmentation, degradation and destruction of ecosystems and habitats. 
 Illegal recreation, invasive species infestation and harm resulting from climate change also pose significant threats. 


Natural areas are generally monitored less often when compared to developed parks and populated areas of the City.
 This makes such areas vulnerable to various types off illegal activity, including use of all-terrain vehicles, biking in unauthorized areas, dumping of trash, abandoning vehicles, poaching and paint ball.
 Such actions contribute to undermining the ecological integrity of these natural areas.

New York City is a major port city which makes it attractive for the introduction of non-native plant species for horticultural use.
 These invasive species impact the City’s native ecosystem, with non-native tree species often out-competing native oak and hickory trees. Each year, as invasive species gain more ground throughout the city’s ecosystem, more of the region’s naturally occurring vegetation is lost, which contributes to the diminishing of plant and animal diversity. Once established, invasive plants decrease the diversity of native plants by crowding out native plants and competing for resources such as water.
 Some invasive species also distribute mild toxins that are harmful to native species as a natural system of gaining ground.
  A decrease in biodiversity brought on by invasive species decreases the visual and inherent value of our natural areas. To combat this, constant maintenance and restorative work is required to eradicate or lessen the effect of these species and preserve the integrity of natural areas.  Encouraging the planting of native species is also a critical part of preventing the dominance of invasive species. 
As wetlands, forests and other natural areas offer substantial sustainability and resiliency benefits, their preservation is of critical importance. However, issues resulting from climate change-related impacts, including storm surge and wind from extreme weather events and changes in average temperatures, pose serious threats to these natural areas.  During Hurricane Sandy, 3,000 acres (30%) of natural areas were inundated and considered at risk.
 Those numbers are expected rise to 3,300 acres (33%) and 3,500 acres (35%) in the projected 2020 and 2050 100 year floodplan respectively.
 Modest climate changes can also result in serious damage to the many species of plants and animals found in the city’s parks that have evolved over long periods of time to exist in a climate that is rapidly changing.
 Even without extreme weather events, gradual negative impacts can harm New York’s natural areas.
 For example, gradual sea level rise over time and slowly increased variability in precipitation may lead to the loss of salt marsh habitats along the coastline, endangering plant and animal species.
 Additionally, changes in ocean temperature may affect the distribution of various aquatic life in New York Harbor, while sealevel rise and other chronic changes could impact the water levels and chemistry of area freshwater ponds, as well as regular tidal flooding around the City, especially in parks in South Queens, Alley Pond Park in northern Queens and Pelham Bay Park in the Bronx, all of which contain natural areas.

NATURAL AREA REASEARCH EFFORTS

In an effort to better catalogue and understand the overall health and condition of the City’s natural areas, NAC is in the process of completing the first comprehensive ecological assessment of all 10,000 acres of the City’s natural areas.
  The two year assessment will survey natural areas within the City’s parkland, including salt marsh, freshwater wetlands, forests and grasslands.
 It will use systematic random sampling of these areas and measure soil characteristics, vegetation structure, composition and health in order to collect the necessary data.
 The goal of this assessment is to provide an inventory of biodiversity and an evaluation of the ecological health of natural areas, which will be used to develop analytic tools to improve prioritization of conservation, protection and management activities, as well as establish a baseline condition to help evaluate change over time.
  The assessment involves surveying about 1,500 sites across the five boroughs. In 2014, the work was carried out by five forest research teams and two other teams focusing on marshes and wetlands, with each unit being assigned geographic information system (GIS) coordinates for the sites they were responsible for visiting.
  Teams surveyed 20 parks, including Pelham Bay Park, Van Cortlandt Park, Riverdale Park, Bronx Forest Park, Seton Falls, and Givans Creek Park in the Bronx, with some 2,000 species of native plants being catalogued.
 

The New York City Urban Field Station, which is partnership between NAC and the USDA Forest Service and engaged in work to supporting research about social-ecological systems and natural resource management, is also engaged in evaluating the use of natural areas by studying the use of such areas by City residents.
 This “social assessment” has involved more than 20 researchers who have visited almost 40 parks between 2013 and 2104.
  Field research was conducted in collaboration with a team from the Jamaica Bay Restoration Corps, a workforce development program funded by the United States Department of Labor to support individuals from historically underserved communities that were most impacted by the by Hurricane Sandy.
 The teams from NAC and the Forest service trained members of this Corps in various research methods, including interviews, qualitative and quantitative site observations and photo-documentation.
 At each park, which was visited multiple times, researchers gathered information about such park’s use, programming areas, natural areas primarily by conducting interviews with park-goers and observing their behavior.
  Researchers also looked for evidence of other human activity such as unofficial paths, graffiti and homeless camps. The survey collected 618 interviews in 2013 and more than 1,000 this past summer.
 The end goal of this assessment is to produce a white paper with individual park profiles, databases, maps and photographs, while providing information to policymakers and planners about the uses, values and perceptions of public lands in order to encourage community conservation.


Another recent effort to further the understanding and preservation of natural areas has been the creation of Science and Resilience Center at Jamaica Bay (the Center). Jamaica Bay is one of the City’s largest natural features, covering over 10,000 acres of parkland in Brooklyn and Queens overseen by the DPR and the federal government.
 The Bay provides an ideal area to conduct research that can aid in the study and preservation of other natural areas as it contains numerous native habitats such as salt marshes, forests and freshwater ponds, as well as numerous types of wildlife, including over 50 species of butterflies and a bird sanctuary of about 330 species.
 In 2012, the City and the United States Department of the Interior signed a landmark Cooperative Management Agreement governing Jamaica Bay-Rockaway Parks that in part established this center to spur research and fieldwork in the Bay.
 The Center is a partnership among academic institutions, government agencies, non-governmental organizations and community groups and is currently hosted by Brooklyn College, but will relocate to Jamaica Bay once a permanent facility is built.
 The Center will facilitate an exchange of information among policymakers and academics on issues of coastal and urban resiliency that are relevant to the City and other cities around world. 
 The Center also will address local issues specifically facing the Bay, including efforts to improve water quality and the restoration of degraded natural areas.  Currently, the center is in the process of securing a $3.6 million grant from the United States Department of the Interior’s Hurricane Sandy Mitigation Funding program to develop projects that will advance the understanding of resiliency in urban ecosystems by focusing on high priority areas such as, climate change, resilient ecosystems, water quality, restoration science and storm damage reduction.
 It is also in the process of establishing a “Community Extension Service,” which hoped to improve public engagement in preservation efforts by facilitating communication and collaboration between local communities and the researchers working at the Center.

 

The hope behind these efforts is that they'll help the City figure out how to most effectively use its resources to support the role that natural areas play in the lives of City residents with the goal of developing more concrete metrics for deciding whether an area of parkland is healthy or not and what efforts should be taken to further its preservation.
CONCLUSION

Natural areas in New York City are a vital part of its landscape and efforts to preserve them and obtain a better understanding of their condition are necessary.  At this hearing, the Committee hopes to determine what the health of these natural areas are and examine data that can help inform policy makers and advocates regarding the work that needs to be done to better maintain them and promote public engagement.
� See, Natural Areas Initiative, New Yorkers For Parks Website, http://www.ny4p.org/research/other-reports/or-naturalareas02.pdf


� Id.


� See, http://naturalareasnyc.org/what/


� See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, “East Harlem Community Forestry Management Plan,” p. 5 August 2006. http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets/east_harlem_forest_plan/East_Harlem_Plan.pdf.


� Id.


� See, Natural Areas Initiative, New Yorkers For Parks Website, http://www.ny4p.org/research/other-reports/or-naturalareas02.pdf


� Id.


� www.dec.gov.ny.gov/lands/4937.html


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/cgi-bin/epaprintonly.cgi" �http://www.epa.gov/cgi-bin/epaprintonly.cgi�., id.


� http://www.dec.state.ny.us/website/dfwmr/habitat/fwwprog.htm


� Id.


� “Jamaica Bay”, Eric Goldstein of the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), GothamGazette.com - Environment, August, 2002 � HYPERLINK "http://www.gothamgazette.com/environment/aug.o2.shtml" �http://www.gothamgazette.com/environment/aug.o2.shtml�


� New York State Wetlands Legislation Proposed, Riverkeeper, p. 4 at http://www.rivekeepeer.org/campaign.php/wateshed/you_can_do/672


� Id.


�  www.dec.gov.ny.gov/lands/4937.html


� Id.


� See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, www.nycgovparks.org/parks/prospectpark.


� See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, http://www.nycgovparks.org/greening/natural-resources-group.


� Id.


� See, http://naturalareasnyc.org/who/


� See, http://naturalareasnyc.org/what/


� See, http://naturalareasnyc.org/current/


� Jennifer L. Eastman, Urban Biosphere Reserves: Integrating Conservation, Community and Sustainability, 27 Wm. & Mary Environmental Law and Policy Review 707, Spring 2003, p. 712.


� Report, Natural Areas Initiative, New Yorkers for Parks and New York City Audubon, 2002.  http://www.ny4p.org/research/other-reports/or-naturalareas02.pdf.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id., see also National Wildlife Federation website on invasive species. � HYPERLINK "http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Threats-to-Wildlife/Invasive-Species.aspx" �http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Threats-to-Wildlife/Invasive-Species.aspx�. 


� Id.


� New York City. Special Initiative for Rebuilding and Resiliency. New York, New York: 2013, p 195.


� Id at p 197.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id at p 199.


� Id.


� See Natural Areas Conservancy website, http://naturalareasnyc.org/current/.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Jarret Murphy, “Huge Surveys Seek to Understand the Soil and Spirit of City’s Parks,” CityLimits.org, October 2, 2014.


� Id.


� Id, Information about the assessment process also provided to Council staff from NAC staff.


� Id.


� 2013 Annual Progress Report, New York City Urban Field Station, January 2014,


 � HYPERLINK "http://www.nrs.fs.fed.us/nyc/local-resources/downloads/NYC-UFS-2013-Annual-Progress-Report.pdf" �http://www.nrs.fs.fed.us/nyc/local-resources/downloads/NYC-UFS-2013-Annual-Progress-Report.pdf�. 


� Id. 


� See supra note 5.


� Id.


� Id.


� New York City. Special Initiative for Rebuilding and Resiliency. New York, New York: 2013, p 191.


� Id.


� Id.


� See Jamaica Bay Science and Resiliency Institute website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.srijb.org/" �http://www.srijb.org/�. The members of the partnership include the National Park Service, the City of New York, and a Consortium of nine research institutions including the City University of New York (CUNY), Columbia University, Cornell University, Rutgers University’s Institute of Marine and Coastal Sciences, NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies, New York Sea Grant, Stevens Institute of Technology, Stony Brook University (SUNY), and the Wildlife Conservation Society


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.





11

[image: image1.png]


_1480284115.doc
[image: image1.png]






