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INTRODUCTION


On December 3, 2015, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing entitled, “An Examination of the City's Parks Without Borders Initiative.” Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation are expected to testify, as well as parks advocates and concerned community groups.

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, 35 recreation centers and 14 miles of beaches. This open space represents approximately 40 percent of the city’s entire land area.

Achieving equity in the distribution and quality of park services throughout the City remains one of the major challenges facing City policy makers. In recent years, numerous efforts have been undertaken to begin to address apparent disparities in proper park maintenance, the allocation of staff, the allocation of capital funds and public safety.  Some of these efforts include sustained increased funding for DPR’s annual expense budget and the Community Parks Initiative (CPI), which identifies parks that have received little capital investment and are located in areas of high need, based on higher-than-average poverty, density and recent population growth, so that they can receive long neglected capital funding to improve their overall condition. 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.
 Through the initiative, DPR is in the first phase of the process, investing capital funds in 35 small parks with the input of local residents across 24 community districts.
 The second phase of CPI was recently announced where the City will essentially double the initiative’s funding to $285 through 2019 and expand CPI’s work to 67 community parks.
 Additionally, to better understand the state of its properties and improve DPR’s ability to prioritize essential capital projects across the park system for repair and strategic investment, a new capital needs assessment is also in the process of being developed to generate more accurate information about asset conditions and capital needs.

Parks Without Borders Initiative


As part of the efforts at using City resources to rebuild and renovate certain parks, DPR recently launched the “Parks Without Borders” initiative (PWB) in part to build upon the work of CPI.  This initiative will redesign various parks throughout the City in order to better integrate them to their surrounding neighborhoods and communities.  Through PWB, park entrances, edges, and park adjacent spaces will be redesigned to meet the initiative’s stated goals of making parks more accessible and welcoming to everyone, improving neighborhoods by extending the beauty of parks out into communities and creating vibrant public spaces by transforming underused areas.
 

Specifically, along park boundaries, DPR will identify where fencing and barrier vegetation can be removed or reduced in order to make the natural beauty of parks more visible from their surrounding communities and neighborhoods.
 DPR will also work with DOT and other City agencies, to identify additional ways to expand park features into the community by greening various intersections, extending park amenities to adjacent sidewalks and pedestrian plazas and by identifying new opportunities to make use of typically underused public spaces with temporary art and programming.


PWB is funded through a $50 million allocation from the Mayor’s OneNYC initiative.  Of that amount, $10 million will be allocated to adapt about 10 percent of all capital projects that are already in progress with an emphasis on enhancing sidewalks and landscapes.
 Of these 43 projects, 30 are projects that were launched under the Community Parks Initiative.
 The remaining $40 million will go toward reconstructing eight parks across the five boroughs that will be selected from the nominations of New Yorker residents. 
 The major factors that will be considered in order to select a park for inclusion under this initiative include a park’s community support and the opportunity to improve the current layout, condition, and relationship to its surroundings, along with additional criteria such as:

· Location – Parks near high pedestrian trafficked areas.

· Entrances – Parks with narrow, gated or inconvenient entrances/access points.

· Landscaping – Areas lacking street trees or greenery along park edges.

· Fences – Parks with high fences that block eye level views in/out of parks.

· Perimeters – Parks with empty spaces around the outside of the park.

In order to facilitate more community interaction in the selection of these parks, a recently launched web page on the DPR website allows for New Yorkers to nominate any neighborhood park to receive PWB design suggestions.
 Based upon the input received, DPR will then choose the eight parks that will be reconstructed using PWB principles.
 Community and cultural organizations may also participate in this effort, as they may nominate neighborhood parks and submit programming ideas that could be put in place in the new spaces.
 The nominations will be accepted until February 28, 2016, with the 8 parks being announced in the spring of 2016.
  DPR is currently in the process of hosting community meetings in each borough throughout November and December in order to share details and ideas about the PWB design initiative, to receive parks nominations and hear from community groups interested in potential programming concepts in the selected parks.

Conclusion


At this hearing, the Committee will examine the PWB initiative in greater depth by seeking to clarify various details, including how DPR will weigh community and organization input in selecting the participating parks, what will determine the specific features that should be renovated, what potential consequences could arise from eliminating certain park design features such as gates and fences and the likelihood of principles behind this program expanding to additional parks throughout the City.
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