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INTRODUCTION

On November 17, 2016, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “An Overview of the Department of Parks and Recreations’ Partnership for Parks Program.”  Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) are expected to testify, as well as parks advocates and concerned community groups.
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, and which left many of the City’s Parks in a state of disrepair.
 In order to continue providing upkeep, DPR began to form agreements with not-for-profit organizations which allowed such not-for-profit organizations to take on the responsibilities of maintaining certain parks and 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.
 Additionally, 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. 
Partnership for Parks

The City Parks Foundation (CPF) is a non-profit organization that offers programs in public parks throughout the city.
  CPF was organized in 1989 to promote and assist in the programming and revitalization of City parks.
  Programs include arts, community development, education and sports, and provide over 1,200 performances a year.
  Performances include free concerts, puppet shows, dance and theater performances, readings and performing arts programs for children.
  
Additional CPF recreation activities include free tennis, golf and track and field programs for youth ages 5-7; a free fitness program for seniors ages 60 and over; and education programs in recreation centers, community gardens and schools.
  Their programs and community building initiatives are located in over 350 parks, public schools and recreation centers reaching approximately 425,000 people each year throughout the city.
  

CPF and DPR operate the Partnerships for Parks (PFP) program which promotes community involvement in parks through building, linking and strengthening a citywide constituency of parks supporters.
 PFP was specifically designed to address the needs of small neighborhood parks where resources are limited and equip people, organizations and government with the skills and tools they need to transform spaces into community assets.
  PFP provides publications and website production services, as well as small grants through CPF’s Capacity Fund program to support local partners.
  PFP also equips “Friends of” groups with the skills and resources they need to become stewards and advocates for their neighborhood parks.

PFP leads hands-on service projects throughout the five boroughs with the City’s most successful companies.  In Fiscal Year (FY) 2013, PFP trained 375 park group leaders, provided fiscal sponsorship to over 40 park groups, supported over 25 park groups with publications and websites, awarded approximately $100,000 in small grants and graduated 10 community groups from its six-month Fellowship program.
  In 2014, PFP total gross revenue increased by 47% to $550,000 as the number of volunteers and projects increased to record highs as a result of corporate volunteers.
  Projects included repainting fencing in Christopher Park and erosion control at Astoria Heights Playground.
  Thus, in FY 2015, the Partnership worked with 650 park community groups and organized 257 new ones to help care taking efforts at their park.  It also organized over 1,000 volunteer events throughout the City, engaging close to 30,000 New Yorkers.

One of the most celebrated programs of PFP is the Catalyst Program.  The Catalyst Program is a long-term community development program that is based on a co-creation model for park engagement.
  Over the last 22 years, Catalyst has primarily focused on building park communities in underserved neighborhoods and connecting residents to the City’s waterfront. Such work is based on an understanding that park stewardship is important for a resilient city.
  From 2009 to 2014, the Catalyst Program initiated community engagement projects in Soundview Park in the Bronx, East River Park in Manhattan and Kaiser Park in Brooklyn.  Such projects included building park leadership, supporting community-led programming, fostering innovation in park stewardship though local grants and offering arts, sports and educational programs.
  Partners include residents, students, educators, community leaders, non-profits and local businesses that are eager to maintain their local parks.
  
The Catalyst Program hosted 98 community-based meetings to encourage programming engagement in waterfront parks in 2013. Those meetings led to 59 local events and facilitated large-scale beautification projects with local participation of more than 1,400 people from surrounding communities.
  Each Catalyst site has one full-time staff person who works in the communities that surround the waterfront parks across the city.

Through PFP’s Academy program, PFP provides a series of free workshops to groups that are working in parks and open spaces.  These workshops teach groups how to work with local elected officials, advocate for capital funding for their parks, obtain 501 c3 status and promote their groups on social media.
  
In addition, PFP’s People Make Parks project provides people with eight steps to effectively contribute to DPR’s capital design process, with the final step being “caring for the park” once the capital improvements are complete.
  In 2013, the People Make Parks project gave parks groups the tools to work with DPR to improve 10 parks and green spaces, raised over $1.5 million in capital dollars, involved close to 700 local residents in the design process  and engaged over 20 community groups and neighborhood institutions.
 Further, the It’s My Park program allows community leaders and volunteers throughout the City to beautify local parks by planting bulbs and flowers, cleaning up weeds and debris and conducting fundraising efforts for local parks.
  
Most recently, PFP started to work with DPR’s major equity program, the Community Parks Initiative. The Initiative targets local parks in the City’s lower income, most densely populated and growing neighborhoods, to help increase the capacity of local park stewards to program, care for, and be advocates for their communities.

Conclusion

Fostering civic participation in the parks system is crucial towards achieving greater equity in the parks system.  This hearing will examine how PFP can continue to contribute to this effort and how the City can further support it as well by understanding how PFP functions, where the focus of its work is, what their funding allocation from public and private sources is and what is an optimal amount of funding to continue and expand its work throughout the City’s parks.
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