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INTRODUCTION


On November 3, 2006, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on “The Possible Exclusive Use of the Athletic Fields on Randall’s Island by New York City Private Schools.”  The hearing will focus on the history of Randall’s Island and the discussions between the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) and 20 private schools for the possible exclusive use of the ballfields on Randall’s Island.  


Given the detailed and lengthy process entailed in these discussions, the testimony in today’s hearing will be exclusively from the general public.  When, and if, a proposal and/or agreement with terms and conditions certain occurs, this committee will hold another oversight hearing where representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, New Yorkers for Parks, New York City Parks Advocates, the Randall’s Island Sports Foundation, elected officials, as well as, concerned community groups will 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 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 individuals every year.

HISTORY OF RANDALL’S ISLAND


Dutch Governor Wouter Van Twiller purchased Randall's Island, then known as Minnahanonck, from the Native Americans in 1637.
  Over the next 200 years, Randall's Island was used for farming, as a station for British soldiers, and as a quarantine area for smallpox victims.  The island was purchased by Jonathan Randel (or Randal) in 1784, for whom it is named (although with a different spelling).  His heirs sold it to the city for $60,000 in 1835.


Randall's Island is located along the East River between Northern Manhattan and Queens.  After its purchase, the city built a burial ground for the poor, a poorhouse, a House of Refuge for juvenile delinquents, an Idiot Asylum, a homeopathic hospital, an Inebriate Asylum, and a rest home for Civil War veterans on the island.
  The physical isolation of the island provided distance between the public and the institutions for the sick and the poor.  In 1930 the Metropolitan Conference on Parks recommended that the island be cleared of its institutions and be used solely for recreation.  In 1933 the state acted on the Conference's recommendation by transferring ownership to Parks & Recreation. This began the island's transformation into a recreational hub.


With the opening the Triborough Bridge by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936, the public attained easy access to Randall's Island.  Parks Commissioner Robert Moses launched a comprehensive program to build recreational spaces such as ballfields, playgrounds, and a stadium.
  He evacuated the original children's hospital and closed the House of Refuge.  Over the following three decades, Commissioner Moses gradually filled in the space between Randall's and Wards Islands to allow for even greater recreational area.


For many years, the stadium was the centerpiece of activity on the island.  It held a number of unforgettable sporting events beginning with Jesse Owens' victory in the 100-yard dash at the 1936 Olympic Trials with President Franklin Roosevelt in attendance.  The stadium was named in memory of former Director of Recreation John J. Downing in 1955.  Track & field returned to Downing Stadium in 1991 with the United States National Track & Field Championships.  A number of former and future Olympians and world record holders competed, including Dan O'Brien, Dave Johnson, Leroy Burrell, and Carl Lewis.  Pele made his American soccer debut for the New York Cosmos at Downing in 1975, and Tiger Woods hosted a golf clinic for city kids in 1996.

The Randall's Island Sports Foundation (RISF), formed in 1992, and DPR maintain and support the 22 ballfields, 11 tennis courts, 5 soccer/football fields, 400-meter track, driving range, 2 miniature golf courses, picnic area, and stadium on the island.  RISF has raised $9.5 million in public and private funds to promote development of the park and its activities.

POTENTIAL TERMS AND CONDITIONS BETWEEN DPR AND PRIVATE SCHOOLS

In October of 2006, it was reported that there have been talks going on between DPR and 20 elite Manhattan private schools for the exclusive use of the Randall’s Island ballfields during peak after school hours.
  According to these reports, these 20 private schools would pay $2.85 million a year for the project for a total of $85.5 million over the next 30 years.
  In return, the City would supply money from its capital budget to renovate and increase the number of ballfields on Randall’s Island from 30 to 68
 with these private schools receiving exclusive use of 80 percent of those fields.

�See, The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, http://www.nycgovparks.org/related_information/related_information.php?pIDs=M104&MD=DAILY
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� It was reported that more than 30 fields will be renovated and an additional 35 created over the next three years.


� It would cost an average of $142,000 each school per year to finance the park renovations and part of the maintenance. 


� Juan Gonzalez, “Keep Public Parks Public,” The Daily News, October 27, 2006.
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