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Oversight: “The Department of Parks and Recreation's Lifeguard Program”
INTRODUCTION


On November 13, 2007, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on The Department of Parks and Recreation’s Lifeguard Program.

Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the Departments of Parks and Recreation, Health and Mental Hygiene and Education, Local 508 of District Council 37 (Lifeguards), Local XXX of District Council 37 (Lifeguard Supervisors), Public Schools Athletic League (PSAL), and New Yorkers For Parks.  The Committee also expects to hear testimony from elected officials, as well as, from 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 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.

LIFEGUARDS

DPR maintains and operates 53 outdoor swimming pools, 10 indoor swimming pools and 14 miles of beach property dispersed throughout the five boroughs.  All 53 outdoor pools are free and open to the public from late June through Labor Day with general hours of operation from 11AM to 7PM. The Department of Parks and Recreation also maintains 14 miles of beaches, all of which are open from Memorial Day to Labor Day from 10 AM to 6 PM.  It was reported that in calendar year 2007, DPR pools and beaches received 16.4 million visitors with only one drowning victim.

Although DPR believes that the full compliment should be 1,200, DPR assigns approximately 1000 lifeguards each season to protect the public at the City’s beaches and pools.
  All lifeguards are seasonal employees, except for 40 “year-round” DPR employees who are stationed at the 10 indoor pools that remain open throughout the year.  According to the DPR Lifeguard application brochure, lifeguards work 48 hours each week and first-year lifeguards earn $11.72 an hour and pool lifeguards from June through Labor Day.  
 Jurisdiction over the public beaches of the City of New York is conferred upon DPR by Section 18-108 of the New York City Administrative Code.  The obligation for DPR to furnish and maintain life-saving apparatus at public beaches is provided by Section 18-110.

Lifeguard Recruitment
In order to fill seasonal lifeguard positions at the City’s beaches and public pools, in addition to having all the information on-line, DPR usually mails lifeguard posters and flyers to all public and private schools, swim teams, boys and girls clubs, community boards and elected officials within the City.
  In addition, DPR has mailed flyers to 20,000 tennis permit holders and contacted the career centers of public and private colleges in New York State and posted the lifeguard position on Monstertrack.com.  DPR also advertised lifeguard positions in the Daily News, weekly newspapers such as the Bronx Press, Career Life, El Diario, New York Beacon, Times Ledger and the Village Voice, and works with one service provider for international recruitment, BUNAC, which offers a range of job opportunities abroad for persons over 18 years of age.
   

Lifeguard Requirements

The requirements to become a lifeguard are detailed in the NYC Health Code.  Lifeguard applicants must be at least 16 years old and meet the minimum requirement of 20/30 vision in one eye and 20/40 in the other, without corrective lenses.  Furthermore, applicants must take a qualifying exam, administered between January and April at the 59th Street Recreation Center in Manhattan.  During the exam, applicants are required to swim 50 yards in 35 seconds.
  Those who pass are enrolled in the Municipal Lifeguard Training Program.

DPR also welcomes “International” Lifeguards to come to New York City and take the examinations as well.  Candidates are required to take a brief training course familiarizing them with New York City Lifeguard techniques including, but not limited to, Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR).
  Qualifications for International Lifeguards include being at least 18 years of age and meeting the same vision requirement.
  Pool lifeguards must be able to swim a ¼ mile (402 meters) in 7 minutes and 40 seconds and beach lifeguards must be able to swim a ¼ mile in 6 minutes and 40 seconds.
  However, DPR is only hiring lifeguards having J-1 visas and candidates must be enrolled in college.
  The YMCA of Greater New York has in the past worked in conjunction with DPR to provide affordable housing for International Lifeguards at a special discount.
 

The Municipal Lifeguard Training Program, or “Lifeguard School,” takes place principally at Manhattan’s 59th Street Recreation Center, and in addition, training classes are beginning to be offered in all five boroughs at such locations as, Far Rockaway High School in Queens, Curtis High School in Staten Island and other locations in Brooklyn and the Bronx.

In addition, in November 2005, the Department of Education (DOE), with the assistance of Rockaway community members, began a local swim program to provide teenagers in the neighborhood with the lifesaving skills necessary to become lifeguards.
  The program takes place from November to May at Far Rockaway and John Adams High Schools.

Each candidate must participate in a 15-week training class
 with each weekly session typically lasting about two and a half hours.
  Candidates who attend the training learn several swimming strokes, lifesaving methods, and CPR.  At the end of the course, applicants must pass a written exam and a swimming test, with tougher requirements for beach lifeguards than for pool lifeguards.  Those who pass the tests are guaranteed employment as NYC lifeguards.

Statistics of Lifeguard Recruitment


According to the Mayor’s Preliminary Management Report for Fiscal Year 2007, DPR hired 1,060 lifeguards in 2006, coming closer than it has in at least a decade to reaching the 1,200 lifeguards it believes are needed to fully staff the beaches and pools.
 
In comparison 1,008 lifeguards were employed in 2005, 975 lifeguards were employed in 2004, 995 lifeguards were employed in 2003, only 984 lifeguard positions were filled in 2002, 904 lifeguard positions were filled in 2001 and 898 in 2000.  Since Fiscal Year 2002, DPR has actively recruited lifeguards from European nations in an effort to fill in the gap left through local recruitment.
Challenges Recruiting Lifeguards and Community Concerns  

DPR has historically faced challenges in recruiting enough lifeguards to staff the City’s beaches and pools resulting in sections of the beach being closed to swimmers, in part due to
 hard-to-reach testing and training sites, as well as the relatively low salary.
  In addition, some beach community members believe that the training process discourages some candidates and that more transparency would improve recruitment efforts.

New Yorkers for Parks’ inspections show that 32% of surveyed shoreline areas were closed to the public due to the lack of lifeguard staffing.
  Some community members have been vocal in expressing their frustration with this situation with some forced to adjust to summers without consistent beach access due to insufficient staffing.
  For example, during the summer of 2005, long stretches of Coney Island, the City’s most popular beach, were closed for several weeks due to a lack of lifeguards.
  Since 1988, twenty-five people have died at City beaches and six people drowned at public pools while lifeguards were on duty.
  However, records showed that in more than a quarter of those deaths, the City did not meet the standard required by State law requiring one lifeguard for every 50 yards of beach or every 3,400 square feet of pool space.

Some current and former lifeguards have expressed the view that DPR’s lifeguard program is insufficient for the City’s beaches and public pools.
  In particular, Janet Fash, a chief lifeguard and 28-year veteran of the lifeguard program began speaking out after poorly trained lifeguards were assigned to her and told her they did not get training in some basic surf lifesaving skills.
      

Residents of the Rockaway community in particular have raised concerns about how the Lifeguard Supervisors union and DPR staffers treated local lifeguard applicants in their pursuit to have a lifeguard job for the summer.
  A lifeguard program was established in November 2005, funded by the Department of Education (DOE) and local elected officials, to train teens at four area schools that have pools in order to assist DPR to meet the needs of the City to have more lifeguards.
  In June 2006, only one applicant had passed the beach lifeguard test out of the twenty applicants from the DOE funded lifeguard program raising concern about the testing process.
  It was reported that the other 19 applicants were told they could work at the public pools only.
  It has also been reported that testing at the West 59th Street pool has usually been done behind close doors, where parents of the applicants or their swim coaches are not allowed inside the testing room.  It has also been alleged that handheld stopwatches, rather than posted clocks, are used to record swim speed and applicants are not given their times,
 and applicants were only told whether they passed or failed.
  

CONCLUSION

DPR is responsible for employing enough lifeguards so that all City beaches and public pools remain open through the swim season and that recreational use of New York City beaches and public pools has increased in recent years.  Today’s hearing will address, DPR’s efforts to promote seasonal lifeguard positions in New York City to potential locally, nationally and internationally who are interested in working in New York City, why past efforts have not succeeded to a level that achieves a full complement of lifeguards, to better insure that the City’s beaches and public pools are kept open during all of the hours that they are supposed to be.  The Committee shall also examine DPR’s testing and training regimen for lifeguards to insure that those beaches and pools are kept as safe as possible.  
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