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Oversight: Crime Prevention and Safety Issues in City Parks 
I.
Introduction
On January 22, 2008, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, and the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Peter F. Vallone, Jr., will hold an oversight hearing on “Crime Prevention and Safety Issues in City Parks.” Those expected to testify include, among others, representatives of the New York City Police Department (NYPD), the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association, Sergeants Benevolent Association, New Yorkers For Parks, Prospect Park Alliance, Friends of Van Cortlandt Park, and the Central Park Conservancy.  The Committees also expect to hear testimony from elected officials and concerned community groups.

II.
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 28,700 acres of parkland, 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 people every year.

III.
PARK ENFORCEMENT PATROL

DPR has its own park enforcement patrol (PEP).  The PEP was created in 1981 to deter crime by having its officers patrolling the parks.  Additionally, PEP officers, who are peace officers, enforce the rules of the parks, as codified in the Rules of the City of New York, and are empowered to issue summonses for quality of life offenses.
 At a February 3, 2005 hearing of the Public Safety Committee, First Deputy Parks Commissioner, Liam Kavanagh, testified that, “At the height of the season, there are over 500 park enforcement officers and urban park rangers. The park enforcement program and our own regular maintenance staff are part of the eyes and ears of the Parks Department and they understand it is part of their responsibility to be vigilant about situations in parks and playgrounds that might lead to crime or unsafe conditions.”
 

IV.
COORDINATION BETWEEN THE NYPD AND DPR

Commissioner Kavanagh also testified that parks are safer because of increased communication with the NYPD and that the level of cooperation between parks and police at all levels, including the executive level, the borough level, and the district level were greater than ever.
 He also indicated that park managers and Precinct Commanders regularly meet and tour parks and discuss the issues that arise in and around parks and that park managers and administrators have regular relationships and regular meetings with their counterparts in the Police Department. Finally, he testified that the local precincts patrol parks on a daily basis.
  

V.
NYPD STATISTICS OF CRIMES IN PARKS

The NYPD’s computerized crime-tracking process, COMPSTAT, analyzes patterns of crime by precinct. Many parks are covered by a number of precincts and commands, which separates the information into different areas, not reflecting the actual statistics for a specific park.  For instance, Forest Park (513 acres) borders and is in the 102nd, 104th, 112th and 75th Precincts, in three different patrol boroughs (Queens North, Queens South and Brooklyn North).  Flushing Meadows-Corona Park (1,255 acres) is covered by the 107th, 110th and 112th Precincts.  Prospect Park (526 acres) borders and is covered by the 70th, 71st, 77th and 78th Precincts.  Riverside Park (134 acres) is covered by the 20th, 24th and 26th Precincts.  Bronx Park (336 acres) is covered by the 49th and 52nd Precincts. Van Cortland Park (1,146 acres) is covered by the 47th and 50th Precincts.  In larger parks, the NYPD assigns the patrols to a single precinct.   For example, Flushing Meadows-Corona Park is the sole responsibility of the 110th Precinct, while Prospect Park is the sole responsibility of the 78th Precinct, and Bronx Park is the responsibility of the 52nd Precinct.  However, all of those precincts cover non-park areas as well.  

According to a senior official of the NYPD, “All crimes in a park are attributed, generally speaking, to one precinct, you will have collected all the crimes in that precinct within that precinct commander's knowledge.  So, what happens at COMPSTAT, COMPSTAT is a tool that really provides information about spikes and trends and patterns where particular crimes are committed. So if a precinct commander sees that he's got a couple of robberies in one location, he's going to be questioned about that.”
  

VI.
ENHANCED NYPD CRIME DATA REPORTING IN PARKS

The City Council and the Committees on Parks and Recreation and Public Safety have long been concerned with the safety of our parks. This hearing is one in a series of oversight and legislative hearings conducted by the Council to explore the unique safety issues found in parks and to consider appropriate changes to enhance safety. On November 13, 2003 the City Council’s Committee on Parks and Recreation conducted an oversight hearing that focused on communication and information sharing between the NYPD and the DPR. That hearing also included a discussion of how to better collect and analyze crime data in parks and examined what was being done to reduce criminal activity, especially during the winter and off-peak season. 

Additionally, the Committee on Public Safety held three hearings in 2005 examining Int. No. 470, which sought to mandate that the NYPD issue a quarterly report to the Council that included the total number of major felony crime complaints for the twenty largest parks, as determined by acreage, under the jurisdiction of the DPR.  This legislation was passed by the Council and signed into law by the Mayor on December 29, 2005 and is known as Local Law 114 of 2005. Prior to the implementation of this law only data for Central Park, which has its own police precinct, was available. 

The twenty parks initially covered by Local Law 114 were Riverside Park, Randall’s Island, Inwood Hill, Fort Washington, Prospect Park, Paerdegat Basin Park, Marine Park, Dyker Beach, Forest Park, Cunningham Park, Alley Pond Park, Flushing Meadows, Van Cortland Park, Pelham Bay, Ferry Point, Bronx Park, La Tourette Park, Great Kills Park, Fresh Kills and FDR/Midland. Of these parks, the most recent report indicates that Flushing Meadows had more than twice as many major felony crimes reported as any of the parks reporting via Local Law 114 for the third quarter of 2007 with a total of 21. Central Park had a total of 90 crimes reported for the first three quarters of 2007.
    Major felony crimes reported include, murder, rape, robbery, felony assault, burglary, grand larceny and grand larceny of an automobile. 

Local Law 114, which went into effect on February 1, 2006, also dictates that the NYPD shall submit to the Council, subject to the availability of resources and the introduction of the necessary technology, the total number of major felony crime complaints, pursuant to the following timetable, for parks under the jurisdiction of the DPR:

1. By one year after enactment of the law, the one hundred largest parks, as determined by acreage;

2. By two years after enactment of the law, the two hundred largest parks, as determined by acreage; and

3. By three years after enactment of the law, all parks one acre or greater in size.

However, as of the last report received by the Council for the third quarter of 2007, the NYPD is still only reporting on crimes in the original 20 parks. 

VII.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS


The Committees want to ensure that the level of cooperation and coordination between the NYPD and DPR are at optimal levels and that the public is being provided with the highest level of protection. The Committees want an update on the status of the NYPD’s compliance with Local Law 114 and whether or not the universe of parks for which the NYPD reports crime data will be increasing and if not why not. Finally, the Committees want to ensure that Compstat is being used effectively to deter and detect crime in our parks and that appropriate staffing from both DPR and the NYPD are available and being utilized to enhance safety in our parks.  
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