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          1  FINANCE AND PARKS AND RECREATION COMMITTEES

          2                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Finance

          3  Committee is back in session, and we are now joined

          4  with the Committee on Parks and Recreation.

          5                 Unfortunately, the chair of the

          6  committee, Council Member Helen Diane Foster is out

          7  of town, and will not be here today but she has

          8  designated as Acting Chair, the former Chair of the

          9  Parks and Recreation Committee, and a current member

         10  of the Committee, Council Member Joseph Addabbo.

         11                 Chair Addabbo, Acting Chair Addabbo

         12  and former Chair Addabbo, did you want to make a

         13  statement?

         14                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Sure,

         15  thank you Council Member Weprin.

         16                 It is a pleasure sitting next to you

         17  at this committee hearing.

         18                 Good afternoon everyone.

         19                 The Parks Committee looks forward to

         20  hearing from the Parks Department today on various

         21  Executive Budget actions, and their impact on the

         22  agencies ability to carry out its mission, including

         23  parks maintenance and recreational activities.

         24                 During last year's budget

         25  negotiations, the Council was successful in

                                                            5

          1  FINANCE AND PARKS AND RECREATION COMMITTEES

          2  restoring and adding funding to the Parks Department

          3  budget, including $2 million for PEP officers.

          4                 As we begin this hearing, it is worth

          5  nothing that despite the Council's best efforts the

          6  Fiscal Year 2007 Executive Budget as proposed by the

          7  Mayor does not restore funding totaling $11.7

          8  million for seasonal workers, tree pruning, stump

          9  removal contracts, and PEP officers.

         10                 Today, we will seek to learn how the

         11  Department of Parks and Recreation will fund these

         12  programs if the Council does not restore them to the

         13  budget, and the impact of these programs.          It

         14  is not enough to assume that the Council will

         15  continue to restore these funds to the budget for

         16  things that are essential to the safety and

         17  maintenance of our parks.  Not only should the

         18  Administration add them back, but they should also

         19  be baselined.

         20                 I would like to thank everyone who

         21  has joined us today at the hearing, and I hope that

         22  the Administration will take the necessary steps to

         23  ensure that our public parks and programs are

         24  adequately funded for Fiscal Year 2007, and beyond.

         25                 Again, I welcome you all here and it
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          2  is great to see Commissioner Benepe and the Parks

          3  Department team once again showing up in force.  I

          4  thank you, and I see borough commissioners here as

          5  well.  I thank you for their time as well.

          6                 Thank you very much.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you Chair

          8  Addabbo, and we have been joined by a number of

          9  council members.  We have Council Member Diana Reyna

         10  from Brooklyn and Queens, Council Member Gale Brewer

         11  from Manhattan, and Council Member Robert Jackson

         12  from Manhattan.

         13                 Commissioner, the floor is yours.

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Thank you very

         15  much council members, Council Member Weprin, Council

         16  Member Addabbo.

         17                 It is a pleasure to be here before

         18  you.

         19                 Just before we get started let me

         20  introduce the team from Parks.  We have First Deputy

         21  Commissioner, Liam Kavanaugh, our Deputy

         22  Commissioner for Public Programs, Kevin Jeffrey,

         23  Deputy Commissioner for Management, Bob Garafola,

         24  our Borough Commissioner's have come this year, from

         25  the Bronx, Hector Aponte, from Manhattan, Bill
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          2  Castro, from Queens, Dottie Lewandowski, from Staten

          3  Island, Thomas Paulo, and from Brooklyn, Julia

          4  Speigel.  We also have Assistant Commissioner Jack

          5  Lynn, Assistant Commissioner and Senior Counselor.

          6  We have Assistant Commissioner for Revenue, Joanne

          7  Imohiosen.  We have Assistant Commissioner for

          8  Planning and Natural Resources, Joshua Laird.

          9  Assistant Commissioner for Recreation, Nancy

         10  Barthold.  Assistant Commissioner for Community

         11  Relations, Ed Lewis.  David Stark, our Comptroller.

         12  Mary Pazan, the Chief of Management Services, and

         13  the ACO for Capital Projects.  Fiona Watt for

         14  Forestry and Horticulture.  Charles McKinney, Chief

         15  of Design at the Olmstead Center, also with us is

         16  Warner Johnston who is our Director of Public

         17  Information, and my Chief of Staff, Jane Rudolph.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Who is watching

         19  the parks?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The other

         21  10,000 park workers.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Okay.

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes, but this

         24  is in case I cannot answer any questions, which is

         25  frequent.
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          2                 It says it may be only spring but if

          3  feels like summer here.  It actually feels more like

          4  spring today.  But, we are ready.  We have been

          5  sprucing up ballfields and playgrounds, preparing

          6  the pools and putting the finishing touches on an

          7  array of special events.  The beaches opened, as you

          8  know, on Memorial Day weekend and they are ready for

          9  New Yorkers.  Last summer we had a record visitation

         10  of 21 million people visiting the beaches.  It looks

         11  like we are on track to have another busy summer.

         12  We had a great opening weekend, almost 900,000

         13  people visited the city's beaches and thanks to an

         14  aggressive lifeguard recruitment program, we had

         15  many more bays open this year than at the same time

         16  last year, and more lifeguards on duty.

         17                 Today I will give you an overview off

         18  all the great things happening in Parks this summer

         19  and discuss how the Fiscal`07 budget will impact the

         20  agency.

         21                 We are very pleased that we have done

         22  well under Mayor Bloomberg.  He has led the city

         23  from a recession to a resurgent economy.  You can

         24  see the results of his leadership throughout the

         25  city.  Restaurants are hopping, hotels are booked,
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          2  and the theaters are packed.

          3                 In fact, 2005 was a record year for

          4  tourism, 41 million people visited New York City and

          5  many of them came to our parks.  But the resurgence

          6  is not just about tourists, it is about the people

          7  who live and work here.  The City continues to

          8  become a place that more and more people call home.

          9  Why? Because crime is down, the unemployment rate is

         10  significantly lower than it was three years ago, and

         11  our schools are getting better.

         12                 The Mayor's $52.7 billion proposed

         13  Executive Budget ensures that the City remains on

         14  firm financial footing, and improves the long- term

         15  financial health of the city while maintaining core

         16  services.  And maintaining core services means

         17  keeping the city safe, the streets clean, and

         18  improving the school system, but it also means clean

         19  and safe parks.

         20                 During Mayor Bloomberg's first term

         21  we succeeded in maintaining core services while also

         22  expanding and improving the park system.  The

         23  ratings from our park inspection program are the

         24  highest they have been in years.  Overall condition

         25  is 88 percent in cleanliness, and 93 percent
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          2  acceptable for Fiscal Year 2006 to date.  Over there

          3  you can see a chart, you see a downward trend in`99-

          4  2000, that is when we added all of the large parks

          5  and many other parks to the ratings.  Previously we

          6  were only rating small parks, and we sort of got

          7  used to keeping those parks clean.  As soon as we

          8  added the large parks you notice, the ratings they

          9  took a dip down, but now they are coming back up

         10  again.  So, we now inspect all of our parks, and the

         11  ratings have come back up.

         12                 Over the next four years, we will

         13  continue to move forward with our three guiding

         14  principles:  Improved access to recreational and

         15  fitness opportunities, increased greening, and using

         16  parks as a vehicle for community and economic

         17  development.

         18                 This summer, we are expanding our

         19  programming.             Our goal is to get people

         20  to turn off the TV, log off the computer, and get

         21  outside.  We operate more than 800 athletic fields,

         22  nearly 1,000 playgrounds.  We manage 550 tennis

         23  courts, 13 golf course, 63 swimming pools, 12 nature

         24  centers, 14 miles of beach, and 34 recreation

         25  centers.  There is no reason to spend a beautiful
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          2  summer day indoors when you can swim, play tennis or

          3  take a hike, and we mean that in the nicest possible

          4  way.

          5                 Our recreation centers play a central

          6  role in getting New Yorkers active by offering

          7  services such as indoor pools, weight rooms,

          8  basketball courts and dance studios.

          9                 As I mentioned at the Preliminary

         10  Budget Hearing, this year we are instituting

         11  membership fees at six centers that were previously

         12  funded with Federal Community Development Block

         13  Grants.  This change will make the fee policy

         14  consistent at every center.  Belonging to a

         15  recreation center is a great deal.  For adults 18

         16  and over, an annual membership at a recreation

         17  center with a pool is $75.00 a year- that is pennies

         18  a day and less than it cost in the 1980's when we

         19  charged 25 cents per day to use the public pools,

         20  and even in the 1950's, when it was ten cents a day

         21  to use the public pools.

         22                 For centers without a pool it is only

         23  $50.00 and all children 17 and under attend for

         24  free, and seniors, that is people over 55 and up, we

         25  have an expanded definition of seniors enjoy a wide
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          2  range of activities for only $10.00 a year.

          3                 Under our new membership policy,

          4  center members will be able to use all of our

          5  centers and no longer be restricted to one specific

          6  facility.

          7                 The Executive Budget contains

          8  $409,000 for staff, maintenance and security at the

          9  new Greenbelt Recreation Center on Staten Island.

         10  Interestingly, this building served as the Seaview

         11  Hospital morgue in the early 20th Century but closed

         12  its doors in 1975, and we acquired this 25 acre

         13  preservation area seven years later.  By adaptively

         14  reusing this space, we are giving Staten Island

         15  residents new parkland and a great new facility, and

         16  I think we all know how important our recreation

         17  centers are to New Yorkers, and we look forward to

         18  working with the City Council to identify funding

         19  for these centers.

         20                 I should mention, too, that the new

         21  recreation center in Queens at Fowler Avenue, and

         22  the new Flushing Meadows pool and rink will both

         23  come online in the fall of 2007.  So, we have that

         24  to look forward to.

         25                 This summer there are a variety of
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          2  fun programs and events throughout the city, but I

          3  think leading our area of concern is water safety,

          4  especially this time of year.

          5                 To make sure children are safe, we

          6  are expanding our Learn to Swim program to 33

          7  outdoor pools this summer.  This is a free program

          8  that teaches tots, children, and adults basic water

          9  safety and swimming skills.  In addition to the

         10  Learn to Swim, adults can enjoy early morning lap

         11  swims at 12 pools, and in the evening at 6 pools,

         12  and that has proven to be a popular program.

         13                 The Urban Park Rangers also offer a

         14  number of programs.  Speaking of Urban Park Rangers,

         15  I do not know if I mentioned that Mike Dockett our

         16  Chief of Urban Park Service is also here.  He is in

         17  charge of the PEP, and the Rangers and our

         18  communications division.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  That is where

         20  you started out too, is not it?

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That is where I

         22  started 27 years ago last month, along with Dottie

         23  Lewandowski and Commissioner Jeffrey.  We are part

         24  of the original class of parks rangers, started by

         25  Gordon Davis.
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          2                 We have a Junior Ranger Program,

          3  children 8 to

          4  11--.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  This is a hot

          6  bench.

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes it is.

          8  They can learn skills such as fishing, canoeing,

          9  orienteering, team- building, restoring trails, and

         10  building wildlife habitats.  We encourage high

         11  school students to join the Ranger Conservation

         12  Corps, and internship that provides hands on

         13  environmental restoration work.              For

         14  college students, for the second year in a row, we

         15  have our Ranger Fellowship Program, essentially,

         16  seasonal rangers, these Urban Park Ranger Fellows

         17  spend part of the day helping the public appreciate

         18  the natural and historic elements of our parks, and

         19  adds another 60 or so uniformed personnel to our

         20  park to provide programs and keep an eye on things.

         21                 Now, we do not do this alone, and I

         22  never pretend to.  We have great non- profit

         23  partners across the City.  In fact, a great deal of

         24  the City's recreation is organized by parents

         25  groups, by civic groups, by churches and other non-
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          2  profits.  One of our terrific partners is the City

          3  Parks Foundation, which offers free tennis and golf

          4  lessons, as well as free track and field

          5  developmental programs, gives city kids a chance to

          6  learn the basics of sports, from hurdles and relay

          7  races to the long jump, shot put and javelin throw,

          8  and I want to assure you those are not steel

          9  javelins, they are javelins with foam tips, so they

         10  cannot cause any damage.

         11                 We have a summer long celebration of

         12  Nation's 230th anniversary, and the role of New York

         13  City in the Revolutionary War of 1776.  From July

         14  4th through September, we will sponsor a myriad of

         15  free activities from battle reenactments to historic

         16  house tours, and you can keep your eye out for

         17  promotional material so you will not miss this great

         18  celebration.

         19                 A small sampling of what we have to

         20  offer, the special events calendar which you should

         21  have before you includes information on great

         22  special events and programs from a Read-A-Thon in

         23  Queens to Family Day by the Bronx River.  There

         24  should be something fun and mostly free to do all

         25  summer long.
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          2                 Our second initiative is greening the

          3  City.  I think we can all agree that New York City

          4  has never looked better or greener.  Warmer

          5  temperatures and sunny skies bring blooms of every

          6  color, shape and size to greenstreets, playgrounds

          7  and neighborhood parks.  Right now, beautiful

          8  irises, flowering Korean dogwoods and lovely

          9  rhododendrons are on display throughout the city.

         10                 One of our most successful greening

         11  programs is the Greenstreets program.  In 1996, in a

         12  project conceived by former DOT Deputy Commissioner

         13  for Planning David Gorin (phonetic), and former

         14  Parks Commissioner Henry J. Stern, Parks began

         15  converting abandoned, barren concrete triangles and

         16  traffic islands into Greenstreets, making the

         17  pavement spring to life by planting trees, shrubs

         18  and flowers.

         19                 We are working with local businesses,

         20  and individuals and civic groups to sponsor the care

         21  of some of these greenstreets, but they are largely

         22  taken care of by the City itself.

         23                 Thanks to Mayor Bloomberg's support

         24  we hope to construct 400 additional greenstreets by

         25  2009.  I encourage each member to nominate sites in
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          2  their district, and to help us identify groups that

          3  might be interested in assisting in their creation

          4  and maintenance.

          5                 Greenstreets are an important way to

          6  beautify our city but nothing make a bigger impact

          7  on the City's environmental health and neighborhood

          8  property values than trees.

          9                 Trees are valuable, they produce

         10  shade, lower the ambient temperature, absorb gaseous

         11  air pollutants, and cleanse our air of particulate

         12  pollutants.  The FY `07 budget contains $7.5 million

         13  from Mayor Bloomberg for street tree planting.

         14                 With additional allocations from the

         15  City Council and Borough Presidents we hope to plant

         16  close to 10,000 trees this year.  And over the last

         17  ten years we have embarked on a block- by- block

         18  tree pruning program to ensure they health of our

         19  urban forest.  We hope to work with the Council to

         20  find funding for this important program.

         21                 Another program that is important to

         22  the health of the city's street trees and to the

         23  happiness of your constituents is the Trees and

         24  Sidewalks Program.  It helps homeowners repair

         25  sidewalks damaged by curbside trees while minimizing
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          2  the impact of sidewalk repair to the tree.  There

          3  has been a lot of interest since Mayor Bloomberg

          4  launched this program with several of the borough

          5  presidents.  To date, 311 has received more than

          6  12,000 calls requesting inspections, and we have

          7  inspected 99 percent of the sites.  We have

          8  completed work on over 600 of the highest rated

          9  sites, that is the sites with the most dilapidated

         10  sidewalks.  We are happy to report that the Mayor

         11  has provided a new $3 million for this program

         12  through our budget and through the DOT budget.  I

         13  encourage you to consider investing in this

         14  innovative program.  It makes constituents happy.

         15                 As our parks come to the forefront of

         16  community economic development projects, they have

         17  become public investments in and of themselves.  I

         18  have been noticing in newspapers and magazines that

         19  real estate developers are promoting their buildings

         20  through advertisements that highlight the park

         21  nearby.  Often it says,`steps to X- Park'

         22  or`towering over McCarren Park' or`a few steps from

         23  the Silver Lake Park.' They are selling points in

         24  convincing buyers and renters to consider their

         25  properties.  An investment in our parks is an
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          2  investment in the economic vitality of our

          3  communities.

          4                 Thanks to an investment in the City

          5  Park system by Mayor Bloomberg and the City Council

          6  and the Borough Presidents, not to mention the State

          7  Legislature and even some money from the federal

          8  government, we are in the midst of constructing new

          9  parks and rebuilding existing facilities across the

         10  City.

         11                 Here you can see a map of some of our

         12  major capital projects.  Our capital budget sets

         13  aside nearly $900 million for the development and

         14  improvement of parks over the next four years.  And

         15  there you can see spending, the bigger the blue dot,

         16  the more money is being spent.  There is $135

         17  million in City, State and Federal funds to design

         18  and construct 41- and a- half miles of greenway

         19  across the city, which will expand recreational

         20  opportunities for walking, jogging, biking, and help

         21  connect people to parks.

         22                 In Brooklyn, we are working to get

         23  Brooklyn Bridge Park built, which when completed

         24  will stretch 1.3 miles along the East River, and

         25  will be the borough's most significant park
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          2  development since Marine Park was built 70 years

          3  ago.

          4                 In the Bronx, over 22 separate

          5  capital improvement projects are scheduled for

          6  implementation along the Bronx River alone.  That is

          7  a fraction of the projects that will be built over

          8  the four years in the Bronx.

          9                 In Lower Manhattan, six more parcels

         10  of greenspace on former parking lots will be

         11  created.

         12                 In Queens, a new six acre landscaped

         13  passive park is being created on the former site of

         14  the gas tanks.

         15                 Finally in Staten Island, we are

         16  converting Fresh Kills, the old landfill, into a

         17  dynamic active recreation complex.

         18                 The Executive Budget contains an

         19  extra $4 million to hire additional capital staff to

         20  design and build all these projects.

         21                 Investing in parks should not be

         22  limited to capital improvements.  We must maintain

         23  our facilities to the high standards that New

         24  Yorkers have come to expect.  All Parks staff are

         25  essential in meeting the agency's mission of
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          2  providing clean and safe spaces.  An important

          3  component of our maintenance program, the seasonal

          4  plan, is missing from the FY`07 Executive Budget.

          5  If funding is not restored we will rely on our full-

          6  time staff and Job Training Participants to minimize

          7  the impact on our core services; providing clean and

          8  safe parks.

          9                 At the peak of the summer season, we

         10  expect to have 3,000 Job Training Participants

         11  cleaning and maintaining parks, playgrounds, beaches

         12  and pools.

         13                 In addition to ensuring that our

         14  facilities are clean, it is important that we create

         15  a safe atmosphere.  One way we do this is through a

         16  uniformed presence in parks; the Parks Enforcement

         17  Patrol Officers, and these officers safeguard parks

         18  and their patrons from by enforcing against quality

         19  of life infractions, and thanks to Council support

         20  and the Mayor's agreement last year, we have more

         21  PEP officers patrolling the parks.

         22                 Our lifeguard program is not affected

         23  by the seasonal budget reduction.  We continue to

         24  aggressively recruit lifeguards in anticipation of a

         25  busy summer.
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          2                 Over the next few weeks we will offer

          3  an accelerated training program for college students

          4  and other candidates who can handle the rigorous

          5  requirements, and meet the stringent standards to be

          6  a beach lifeguard.  We hope you will join us on June

          7  30th when we open the pools and celebrate the 70th

          8  anniversary of the creation of the great WPA pools.

          9                 I look forward, as usual, to working

         10  with the Council to improve recreational

         11  opportunities, to green the city and provide

         12  opportunities for community and economic

         13  development.

         14                 As usual, I want to thank the Council

         15  and their staffs for your continued support.

         16                 At this time, my staff and I are

         17  available to answer any question you might have.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

         19  Commissioner.

         20                 We have been joined by some more

         21  Council members. We have Council Member Dennis

         22  Gallagher from Queens, Council Member Alan Gerson

         23  from Manhattan, Council Member Kendall Stewart from

         24  Brooklyn, and I think I got everybody else.

         25                 I never fail to give a plug to my
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          2  Queens park commissioner and Council Member

          3  Addabbo's Queens park Commissioner, Dorothy

          4  Lewandowski.  I think she is doing a great job in

          5  Queens, and she is- I was a big fan of her

          6  predecessor, Richard Murphy but Dorothy has

          7  certainly taken the ball and run with it, and done a

          8  great job.  And equally terrific Commissioner, I

          9  know all the Borough Commissioners do an outstanding

         10  job, but I have more personal knowledge of the

         11  Queens Commissioner, and the work that she does.

         12                 Again, your agency from a council

         13  point of view is probably the most accessible, the

         14  one that we have probably more contact with than

         15  also every other agency because parks are so

         16  important to all the Council members, and I know we

         17  are all very much involved in projects in our own

         18  districts, and I of course in my area have Alley

         19  Pond Park and Cunningham Park but I know all the

         20  council members, whether the parks are directly in

         21  their district or a little bit out of their

         22  district, work very closely on district- wide

         23  projects, and it is important that we have that good

         24  working relationship and I have to say that it has

         25  only gotten better since my tenure here, and I want
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          2  to thank you for that.

          3                 It might have gotten better because

          4  the budget got a little better, but coming in in

          5  2002 with some very tough fiscal times.

          6                 I know I saw some advertisements, and

          7  I know there was an issue- you talked about

          8  lifeguard recruitment, in other words there was an

          9  issue with finding lifeguards and you were having

         10  problems recruiting.

         11                 Can you give us an update as to what

         12  you have done, and have you been able to recruit

         13  more lifeguards, and if not, you still obviously

         14  have a couple of weeks, is there anything underway

         15  maybe to bring people to New York City from other

         16  jurisdictions, whether that be other states or other

         17  places?

         18                 New York City obviously is a very

         19  attractive place to spend a summer, and it might be

         20  an opportunity to have someone come here and enjoy

         21  our city.

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I would like to

         23  ask our First Deputy Commissioner, Liam Kavanaugh,

         24  to handle that.

         25                 MR. KAVANAUGH:  Council Member
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          2  Weprin, we had much the same idea in our recruitment

          3  campaign, which was extensive this year.

          4                 In addition to all of the normal

          5  outreach that we do to every community board,

          6  elected official, public, private and parochial high

          7  school and colleges in the metropolitan area. We

          8  also had a PSA which was running on FOX right now

          9  for lifeguard recruitment.  But we also went to

         10  every college and university in the entire nation

         11  that had a swimming team, whether it was Division

         12  one, two or three, and we did get some response, not

         13  to the extent that I expected.  I thought, too, that

         14  the idea of spending a summer in New York City at an

         15  attractive job like lifeguarding, would pull more

         16  people in.  We did get a few, I think roughly about

         17  ten people who were interested.  Some of them are

         18  actually going to show up for training in the next

         19  few weeks, but the other campaign was successful.

         20  We had over 5,000 people express interest.  I think

         21  it was close to 2,000 actually showed up, and took

         22  the test.  Unfortunately, many New York City kids

         23  simply do not swim well enough to qualify for

         24  lifeguard training. We did have a couple of

         25  innovative programs.  One of which was in Queens.
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          2  It was organized in Region 5, the school region, by

          3  one of the administrators out there, Hank Iori

          4  (phonetic).  He got 60 kids starting to swim early

          5  in the fall.  They qualified for our training.  They

          6  have been in training since the winter, and they

          7  will be taking their test sometime in the next week

          8  or so.

          9                 The early numbers are good.  We have

         10  almost 450 lifeguards on board right now, and that

         11  is only for the beaches. The pools do not open up

         12  until the end of June.  So, the returning lifeguards

         13  who worked last year at the pool, and the new

         14  lifeguard applicants will be tested over the next

         15  few weeks for those assignments.

         16                 So, we do not know 100 percent yet,

         17  they early returns are looking very good, and we are

         18  still very much interested in people if they want to

         19  become lifeguards and they qualify to come in and

         20  talk to us.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you.

         22                 We just heard from the Health

         23  Department, and they were talking about some of the

         24  cutbacks in Homeland Security based on the recent

         25  announcement from the Department of Homeland
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          2  Security, and they actually went into a couple of

          3  areas that I really never thought of- you know, when

          4  you think of Homeland Security you think of the

          5  police department, the fire department, you do not

          6  really think necessarily as much about the Health

          7  Department, but they mentioned a lot of programs

          8  that were affected, and would be affected in

          9  combatting bioterrorism and some other pro- active

         10  programs.  It occurs to me that the Department of

         11  Parks may be affected vis- a- vis beaches or parks.Is

         12  there any Homeland Security at all that you get or

         13  have gotten, and will that have an effect on some of

         14  the cutbacks?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I do not

         16  believe we have had any Homeland Security funding.

         17  We do participate in some of the tabletop exercises

         18  and drills for coastal evacuation and other things.

         19  Our rec centers will serve as assembly points and

         20  places of refuge, but we do not have any- there will

         21  not be any effect from Homeland Security from the

         22  cutbacks.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  I saw Liam

         24  Kavanaugh shaking his head.  I do not know if you-

         25  did you want to point something else out maybe?
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          2                 MR. KAVANAUGH:  I just wanted to--.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  I am sure the

          4  Commissioner will not mind.

          5                 MR. KAVANAUGH:  As part of the City's

          6  overall preparedness planning, we did receive some

          7  money through Homeland Security two years ago to

          8  support emergency generators at our main operations

          9  facilities, so that they could operate in the event

         10  of a blackout, but we are not affected by the latest

         11  round of cuts from Homeland Security.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Okay.

         13                 Chair Addabbo.

         14                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Thank

         15  you, Chairman Weprin.

         16                 Again Commissioner, thank you very

         17  much for your efforts, and I do want to also commend

         18  Commissioner Kavanaugh for working with me and for

         19  the first time the partnership with the Department

         20  of Education and water safety and lifeguard

         21  recruitment.  I thank them for their efforts in my

         22  district, and hopefully we will have a happy,

         23  enjoyable, safe summer season down on the beaches.

         24                 I am concerned about the Executive

         25  Budget here with its $52.7 billion, I am sorry, the
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          2  cuts made to the Fiscal Year`07 budget.  Where he

          3  cut seasonals, the PEP officers, and the tree

          4  removal.

          5                 First, you talk about the PEP

          6  officers.  Would you consider that the restoration

          7  that we did in Fiscal Year`06 a success, when we

          8  added the PEP officers?  How has that program worked

          9  out, those additional, I believe, 50 officers?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Generally

         11  speaking, without getting into any numbers, it has

         12  been terrific.

         13                 One of the things it has allowed us

         14  to do is to have a second shift, and to really

         15  deploy the officers in the boroughs with much more

         16  freedom than we had before.  The other problem that

         17  we have had in the past is that as the pools and

         18  beaches open, we had to redeploy officers away from

         19  the neighborhood playgrounds to the beaches and

         20  pools, essentially not having coverage during the

         21  key high season use periods. Having these extra PEP

         22  officers does two things, it allows us to have a

         23  second shift so having officers go around and

         24  checking parks in the evening, the time you are

         25  likely to have the heavier use, and also have some
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          2  of the complaints in some of the neighborhood parks

          3  from the neighbors about noise or inappropriate

          4  uses, and it gives us a baseline to put in the

          5  neighborhoods when the beaches and pools open, and

          6  to keep officers in the neighborhoods addressing

          7  neighborhood park issues.  So anecdotally, it was a

          8  terrific thing.

          9                 Kevin, do you have anything?

         10                 MR. KAVANAUGH:  Yes, the only thing I

         11  would add or embellish is that we have been able to

         12  do two separate tours.  In effect, this additional

         13  money has doubled our deployable PEP officers

         14  throughout the five boroughs.  We are able now to do

         15  playground locking.  We are able to do some

         16  stakeouts on illegal dumping, and certainly other

         17  quality of life violations.

         18                 So in fact, it has doubled our

         19  capacity to patrol the parks.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

         21  Commissioner.

         22                 Again with these additional 50 or so,

         23  the second shift, obviously citywide in all five

         24  boroughs, correct, my concern as a member of the

         25  Parks Committee, but also as chair of the Labor
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          2  Committee, what happens July 1st if they council

          3  does not restore that additional money for these 50

          4  officers?

          5                 What happens to these 50 officers?

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We would not be

          7  able to keep them on, and we would just have to go

          8  back to our previous deployment.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  There is no talk

         10  about, well actually looking at the Executive Budget

         11  and obviously, without a council restoration, trying

         12  to find the funds anywhere else, correct?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, what

         14  happens between now and adoption between the council

         15  and the Executive Budget, we remain hopeful.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  I know my

         17  colleagues have questions, and I would like to hear

         18  their questions as well.  So, I am going to end up

         19  on the lifeguard issue, which is as a council member

         20  of part of the Rockaways, it is near and dear to my

         21  heart, and again, I appreciate your efforts there.

         22                 With regards to the lifeguards, I

         23  always had a question with regards to a particular

         24  fiscal year's funding for lifeguards.

         25                 Correct me if I am wrong
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          2  Commissioner, if we have allocated in the budget

          3  enough funding for say 1,200 lifeguards, and we hire

          4  1,000 qualified lifeguards, that funding that was

          5  there for the additional 100 that we did not hire,

          6  what happens to that money?

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think it is

          8  like any of the other expense budget money, it does

          9  not roll over.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  It does not roll

         11  over.

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It does not

         13  roll over, but we spend it on other seasonal issues

         14  to be sure.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Do you spend it

         16  within lifeguards, or do you spend it in other parts

         17  of the Parks budget?

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Sir, we use it

         19  for overtime expenditures, for security on the

         20  beaches, making sure the beaches stay safe.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  So, it is still

         22  allocated for beach related--?

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It still get

         24  spent for taking care of the beaches, but it does

         25  not roll over to the next fiscal year.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Something I had

          3  spoken to my colleagues about, and I would like to

          4  try and work on in Fiscal`07 is trying to see if

          5  there could be an increase, a slight increase, in

          6  lifeguard salaries to make them, basically,

          7  commensurate with salaries at Jones Beach because I

          8  think oftentimes, if we do have qualified

          9  lifeguards, sometimes they bolt and go to Jones

         10  Beach where they are paid slightly higher. Would you

         11  think that it would be a proper and prudent way of

         12  spending some additional dollars in our Fiscal

         13  Year`07 budget, slightly increasing lifeguard

         14  salary?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It is, as you

         16  probably understand, this is a contractual issue

         17  involving District Council 37, the overall pattern

         18  of bargaining and the Office of Labor Relations, and

         19  how they negotiate.  That said, it would certainly

         20  be helpful in terms of recruiting.  If nearby

         21  jurisdictions are paying a dollar or two more per

         22  hour than we are, it makes it that much more

         23  difficult to recruit.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

         25  Commissioner.
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          2                 I will defer my further questions

          3  until after the colleagues have their moment.

          4                 Thank you.

          5                 Council Member Brewer.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Thank you

          7  very much, and I want to echo the great work that

          8  you are doing, and also Bill Castro and Steve Simon

          9  and the Manhattan Office, just so we don't forget

         10  about Manhattan, we heard about Queens.

         11                 The other question I have is, I know

         12  that you have said regarding playgrounds in school

         13  facilities, or next to school facilities, and I

         14  always feel so great about the work that you do when

         15  the Parks Department is in charge of a playground,

         16  in terms of being open and accessible, and

         17  interesting, and I am just wondering if there are

         18  any more discussions with the Department of Ed about

         19  trying to figure a way of Parks Department taking

         20  over those playgrounds, or collaborating in some

         21  way?

         22                 As you know, we have talked about

         23  this.  This is an issue of neighborhood activity for

         24  all the reasons that are important to our health.

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  As Mayor
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          2  Bloomberg and others in the Administration have

          3  pointed out, the population of New York City is

          4  growing, Council Member Brewer, and the fact is that

          5  certain neighborhoods are becoming more and more

          6  crowded and the opportunities to create new

          7  parklands may or may not be there.

          8                 The Department of Education

          9  playgrounds and play spaces do represent and

         10  interesting opportunity to open those up after

         11  school and on the weekends, and there are ongoing

         12  discussions being led by City Hall, with the

         13  Department of Education, about the Department of

         14  Education opening some of those facilities up, and

         15  perhaps making improvements to some of those that

         16  need it.  So, those are definitely being looked at

         17  as part of the overall recreational resource.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Okay, second

         19  is, I know you mentioned street trees.  We all do

         20  love them.

         21                 How much would it, in other words, it

         22  is hard to every have adequate funding to be able to

         23  replace those that are knocked over or die but how

         24  many do you think percentage- wise are you able to,

         25  and what would it- would there be a dollar figure or
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          2  some percentage that would be needed to increase?  I

          3  do not know whether there are more dying, it does

          4  seem that way, and I am not sure as residents we

          5  take care of them enough even though you make a

          6  huge, valiant effort to plant as many as possible.

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: We replace 100

          8  percent of the trees that die each year, and some

          9  years we do better than that.           So there is

         10  roughly- this is Fiona Watt who is our Chief of

         11  Forestry and Horticulture and a real tree expert.

         12                 Fiona, do you want to talk about

         13  that?

         14                 MS. WATT:  Sure, planting trees is

         15  largely a matter of our budget, and we are doing

         16  very well on planting trees this year.

         17                 We remove trees when they die but

         18  also during storms.  So, the number of trees we

         19  remove varies from year to year as well.  We remove

         20  anywhere from seven to nine- thousand trees a year,

         21  and we plant often in excess of that.  Some years,

         22  just below.

         23                 Next year, we are projecting to plant

         24  10,000 trees, and again, with the Mayoral

         25  allocation, and then we get special allocations from
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          2  City Council and Borough President, we can do even

          3  better.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Okay, so you

          5  feel like you are more or less keeping up?  Okay.

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I would like to

          7  think we are doing better each year, and then there

          8  are other agencies who plant trees, Department of

          9  Transportation plants trees, Department of Education

         10  plants trees, private developers plant trees.

         11  Ultimately, I think as a city we need to do a very

         12  big push to get everybody to plant trees, and

         13  increase the canopy cover and increase the amount of

         14  oxygen that we generate, and the pollution that we

         15  process.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Okay, one of

         17  the problems of course is the community needs to

         18  come up with barricades, tree guard, et cetera, and

         19  it is not easy money to do.  So, that might be

         20  another initiative down the line.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Some elected

         22  officials have funded putting the fences around the

         23  trees.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Right.

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Tree guards,
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          2  and it is particularly important in very heavily

          3  trafficked neighborhoods where cars might be backing

          4  into trees particularly in Manhattan.             On

          5  some of the residential street in some of the other

          6  boroughs you have tree yards, effectively, where

          7  there is much less danger of the cars hitting the

          8  trees.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  And then, the

         10  other question I have of course, I know you are

         11  going to kill me on this, is on the WiFi.  I know

         12  you are working on it, and I assume it is somewhat

         13  of a budget issue but mostly on a policy and

         14  program, just to get it done.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The way we have

         16  been approaching WiFi thusfar, is that we have put

         17  out requests for proposals for a number of different

         18  parks for entrepreneurial WiFi- related industries

         19  to come in and create the WiFi and access, and in

         20  fact, we have had some good success, and we have had

         21  a number of organizations approach us recently with

         22  the recent publicity, and say they would like to

         23  offer WiFi service for particular parks.

         24                 If the City were to do it on its own,

         25  it would be a very heavy and, sort of, burden of
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          2  investments of the capital investment and the

          3  management.  So, it is something right now we have

          4  done entrepreneurially (sic) working with the

          5  private sector.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER:  Okay, and I

          7  want to also thank you for 59th Street Rec Center,

          8  we are going to try very hard to get adequate

          9  funding in this year's budget, and then go from

         10  there.

         11                 Thank you.

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  You are

         13  welcome.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

         15  council member.

         16                 Council Member Stewart.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Thank you,

         18  Mr. Chair.

         19                 Commissioner, I have just been going

         20  over your notes here, and I wanted to know, you have

         21  had over 12,000 requesting inspections, and you said

         22  you inspected about 600 of those.  That is from your

         23  notes I am looking at, and you inspected almost you

         24  said,`we have inspected 99 percent but we did work

         25  on 600 of those.'  That 600 is roughly about five
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          2  percent of the requests.

          3                 I am asking what was the cost that

          4  you, that is in FY`06, what was the cost?

          5                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Again I will

          6  ask Fiona Watts to talk about what we have done.

          7                 MS. WATTS:  You are referring to the

          8  Trees and Sidewalks program?

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Yes.

         10                 MS. WATTS:  Which is a pilot program.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Right.

         12                 MS. WATTS:  And it is costing between

         13  $2,500 and $3,500 a site, depending on what we do at

         14  each site, and what kind of sidewalk fix--.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Yes but what

         16  I am trying to get at is you did not say what it

         17  cost you to do the 600, and we only have now $3

         18  million.  I want to make sure that we can get the

         19  12,000 taken care of.

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We spent $3.4

         21  million in the first year of the program.  We have

         22  another $3 million next year.           Council

         23  Member Stewart, this program is something that we

         24  created when we sort of looked at the situation

         25  where homeowners were responsible for repairing the
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          2  sidewalks, and if we felt- if the tree which was

          3  owned by the City is causing a damage and its roots

          4  are uplifting the sidewalk, it is not fair to force

          5  the homeowner to do that, even if ultimately, the

          6  homeowner can get reimbursed by filing a complaint.

          7                 The thing we are dealing with is that

          8  we have, as you can see, 12,000 requests.  So, for

          9  several decades people have put off fixing these

         10  sidewalks and we are now doing a lot of catch up

         11  work but we hope, ultimately, to take care of them

         12  all, and in addition to the funding that the Mayor

         13  put in, some of the Borough President's have put in

         14  funding, and we think- we are beginning now, we have

         15  not even spent all the $3.4 million in this current

         16  fiscal year, or the last fiscal year, but we expect

         17  to get everything done.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:

         19  Commissioner, what I am getting at is this.  Try to

         20  bear with me a little bit.

         21                 When we saw this problem a couple of

         22  years ago, we tried to put in legislation where the

         23  City should be responsible, we were blocked by the

         24  Administration, that we should not- that should not

         25  be done, because we felt that the trees belonged to
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          2  the City, and the people who are responsible is the

          3  City.  It destroys the sewer line, it destroys the

          4  sidewalk, and still we wanted the homeowners to be

          5  responsible.

          6                 Now that we have a program, that at

          7  least the City is going to be taking the rightful

          8  responsibility of taking care of the trees that are

          9  destroying the sidewalks and the sewer lines.  I am

         10  asking, last year you said you did- you had over

         11  12,000 requests and you examined them and you

         12  examined almost 99 percent, that is what you said.

         13  But you only corrected five percent, which is 600,

         14  and you said that it cost about $3 million.

         15                 All I am asking- what I am trying to

         16  get at is that I do not feel that $3 million is

         17  enough because we are still far away from getting

         18  close to an amount that will clear up that 12,000,

         19  and every year there are going to be more because

         20  trees continue to grow, continue to destroy the

         21  sidewalks, continue to destroy the sewer lines,

         22  which means put the burden on the homeowners.  I am

         23  trying to get at- you seem to be content with the $3

         24  million, that $3 million can take care of what is

         25  deserving.  But it is less than five percent.
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think this is

          3  a very good start, and we had a big learning curve

          4  to figure how we do this, how we bid the projects

          5  out.  We are going to accelerate it now.           A

          6  lot of the work is figuring out rating them, in

          7  terms of the severity.  So, we do the ones that are

          8  most in need of repair first, and that is how we

          9  have been doing it.

         10                 So, I think we are off to a great

         11  start.  We have to remember, this was never done

         12  before.  For the first time, this Administration

         13  took the bull by the horns and said`we are going to

         14  take responsibility for this.'

         15                 Every other previous administration

         16  said the homeowner has the responsibility.  So, I

         17  think we have made a good faith effort.  I have

         18  heard, I think $3 million is a good start.

         19                 I suppose if other elected officials

         20  wanted to allocate some of their discretionary

         21  funding, whether it is the borough presidents, which

         22  have done some, if the city council wanted to add

         23  some more money.

         24                 Frankly, one of our difficulties has

         25  been getting people to actually bid on these
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          2  projects.  It has not been easy to find contractors

          3  because these are very small jobs.  We are taking

          4  about in some cases, a few square yards of concrete

          5  and there are not- this is a very healthy economy

          6  and the contractors are all busy having more work

          7  than they can possibly do, and finding the companies

          8  who want to do these small jobs, a bit here, a bit

          9  here, a bit here, has not been easy.

         10                 So, even if we had more money, I am

         11  not sure we would be able to get it all spent.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Well, it

         13  might be a situation whereby you may have to have

         14  some agreement with the contractors so they can

         15  handle the trees because we know that we have trees

         16  there that we cannot touch, the contractors cannot

         17  touch unless the Parks Department comes in and sees

         18  and give an okay or whatever, so there might be some

         19  kind of agreement that can be made that these trees,

         20  that there might be- you may have to replace the

         21  tree, and put a new tree, after they do the

         22  repairing.  But the fact is I think there ought to

         23  be more being done.

         24                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We agree with

         25  you. This has been the most popular thing we have
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          2  ever done.

          3                 The minute we announced it, we had

          4  these 12,000 requests, and the homeowners care.

          5  They care about the trees, they care about the

          6  sidewalks, and that is great.  I am glad that you

          7  care about it too. This has been one of the most

          8  popular things that we could have done, and your

          9  question suggests that it is big with your

         10  constituents too.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  My next

         12  question basically deals with tree pruning in this-

         13  I see that you are saying that the Mayor put in so

         14  much money into this thing, and we have been waiting

         15  for like eight and ten years before we can get tree

         16  pruning.  And unless I put money from my

         17  discretionary funds into- to get some movement, it

         18  seems as though we are

         19  not- what I feel basically is that more can be done

         20  in terms of the tree pruning and the City in general

         21  is- the members should not have to put in special to

         22  get it done in their area.  That is what I am

         23  saying.

         24                 If we have a specific program during

         25  the year, maybe that we know exactly what it will
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          2  cost to do the tree pruning for that year, we can

          3  deal with that, but how it looks like here is that

          4  if a member does not put into extra it means then he

          5  might be last, and I feel that that approach is not

          6  the right approach for me.  I like to know that my

          7  area, the trees have been pruned and all of that but

          8  if there is monies there that the Mayor is putting

          9  in, if I put in my money they use my money to do my

         10  area.  But the Mayor puts in for the entire city,

         11  why do I have to put in again?  I want, if I am

         12  showing interest, I should make sure that all of my

         13  year is taken care of, and some folks who did not

         14  put any, they should not be able to get as much as I

         15  do.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We have been

         17  lucky to have money over the last nine years to

         18  prune approximately ten percent of the trees each

         19  year.  So, we are shooting--.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Ten percent?

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We are shooting

         22  for a standard of about once every ten years the

         23  trees get pruned, which is pretty good considering

         24  they did not get pruned at all before, and so that

         25  each year, in theory, ten percent of the trees in
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          2  each community board will get pruned.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  How do you

          4  determine where you go first?

          5                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, I will

          6  let Chief Watt handle that.

          7                 MS. WATT:  When we started the

          8  program, we took our annual allocation and we broke

          9  it into 59, one for each community board, groups of

         10  funds and in each community board we targeted the

         11  areas where there were the largest trees that had

         12  been pruned the longest time ago, and we have been

         13  doing that now for nine years.  We are almost

         14  finished with our ten year rotation, so most trees

         15  across the City have been pruned, and each community

         16  board gets essentially one- fifty- ninth of the

         17  pruning allocation.  If you give extra, you get on

         18  top of your allocation for each community board.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Oh all

         20  right, that sounds good.  But it does not have

         21  anything to do with how many people call from that

         22  area?

         23                 MS. WATTS:  This is a block pruning

         24  program, so it is most efficient and cost effective,

         25  and it is the industry standard to go and target a
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          2  group of geographically- proximate trees.  And then

          3  you get the most for your money, and we do that

          4  across the community board in blocks, and that is

          5  how we finish up over the course of ten years.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  My last

          7  question, Mr. Chair.

          8                 Seasonal workers, what are our plans

          9  this year because folks are reaching out every year,

         10  and they want to know that at least they can get an

         11  opportunity to work in the parks, and some of them

         12  enjoy it so well.

         13                 What are your plans this year, and I

         14  know we put in funds with some of these parks around

         15  to have seasonal workers.

         16                 What are your plans?

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  If the seasonal

         18  budget is not restored, we will first and foremost,

         19  make sure that there will be no effect on the

         20  lifeguards and the pool operations. There is no

         21  impact if this cut is not restored and those

         22  lifeguards will be on duty, and the filter plant

         23  operators will be hired.

         24                 The impact that you will see, if

         25  there is no restoration of the seasonal budget, is
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          2  on the basic park maintenance, which would have been

          3  disastrous years ago before we had the Job Training

          4  Program but because we have these additional, more

          5  than 3,000 workers at the peak summertime, we would

          6  fill the gap using our Job Training Participants but

          7  obviously, having the seasonal budget and the

          8  flexibility of hiring a staff, the playground

          9  associates, and the people who staff the tennis

         10  courts, and provide the extra cleaning services, the

         11  neighborhood parks is an important thing.  So, it is

         12  hard to say, you might see some diminishing in the-

         13  seen people in the parks but I think we would be

         14  able to keep the basic standards up.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  Anything

         16  about park police and policing and things like that?

         17

         18                 What about park police and areas

         19  like--.

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think the

         21  Park Enforcement Patrol is not a seasonal operation,

         22  though I guess we have some seasonal officers, about

         23  400 seasonal officers who provide additional

         24  security.  They are not shielded officers, they

         25  cannot make arrests or issues summonses but they
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          2  provide the- an extra level of security at the pools

          3  and the beaches.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  All right,

          5  thank you.

          6                 I just wanted to make one statement

          7  that someone earlier spoke about the Queens

          8  contingent as far as the parks are concerned.  We

          9  have better people in Brooklyn.  I just want you to

         10  know that so--.

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Duly noted,

         12  thank you, council member.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART:  All right.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

         15  council member.

         16                 I think Chair Addabbo had a question.

         17                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Yes,

         18  Commissioner just a quick question on tree pruning.

         19                 I do not think Fiona has to get back

         20  up here but

         21  you have a program called Tree Restitution and

         22  Revenue.  It is basically contractors- penalties for

         23  harming a city tree.

         24                 Could there be any way that that

         25  revenue that is derived from harming a tree anyway
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          2  be earmarked for the tree pruning part of your Parks

          3  budget?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  So far, what

          5  happens when somebody abuses the tree, either a

          6  moving company knocks down a tree, or somebody runs

          7  into a tree or somebody illegally cuts down a tree,

          8  we have been able to collect additional revenue, of

          9  about $1 million in restitution.

         10                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Right,

         11  but that money has gone to general fund, but OMB has

         12  given us money for tree planting back for it.  So,

         13  we have used that money for planting. So, it has

         14  given us a little extra cushion on tree planting.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Okay, I know

         16  earmarking certain monies on budgets are kind of

         17  tough.  It is usually going back to the general

         18  fund.

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  But we did

         20  fortunately and to their credit, OMB did give us the

         21  money back and it is going back into trees.

         22                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Okay,

         23  thank you Commissioner.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Council Member

         25  Gerson.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Thank you

          3  very much, Chair Weprin, Acting Chair Addabbo--.

          4                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  How are

          5  you doing?

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:--  my

          7  colleagues, Commissioner.  It is good to see you.

          8                 Let me just say that I have worked

          9  very closely, my office and I, with your department

         10  over the past year, and then some, and we have truly

         11  been privileged to have been able and continue to be

         12  able to work with Commissioner Castro and Steve

         13  Simon as well as yourself and your team, and look

         14  forward to many more Parks accomplishments together

         15  for Lower Manhattan, and the entire city.

         16                 Let me just start- I thought Deputy

         17  Commissioner Kavanaugh made a very telling but sad

         18  commentary on part of the state of our city when he

         19  said that there are insufficient numbers of young

         20  New Yorkers who have the skills to qualify as

         21  lifeguards, and considering that we are a nautical

         22  city, that really is a shame.  But it is more than a

         23  shame, it is a missed opportunity of good and great

         24  health, and it is a safety hazard because we know

         25  that drowning is a leading cause of death among

                                                            53

          1  FINANCE AND PARKS AND RECREATION COMMITTEES

          2  young people.

          3                 So I have raised this before, I would

          4  like to challenge all of us in city government to

          5  commit to the goal of universal swimming instruction

          6  for all school- ages people so that by the time a

          7  young person finishes the 12th year, they should be

          8  expected to be competent in skills in the water, and

          9  I applaud the expansion of the Learn to Swim Program

         10  proposed for the upcoming summer and fiscal year,

         11  and I am very excited about a pilot program we are

         12  going to launch in my district about which I have

         13  spoken with Commissioner Jeffreys', for which I will

         14  be allocating discretionary funds to team up some of

         15  our local schools and recreation centers to make

         16  sure those kids get swimming instruction, and I am

         17  looking forward to getting that underway.

         18                 Clearly, we are not reaching all the

         19  kids, and I think part of the answer of course is

         20  budgetary, part of the answer has got to be, as I

         21  think your Department has cited, greater

         22  coordination between the Department of Education and

         23  the Department of Parks, in terms of use of

         24  facilities and shared use.

         25                 Could we, over the next fiscal year,
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          2  agree at the very least to create an interagency,

          3  intergovernmental level task force, Parks, DOE, the

          4  Administration, the City Council, and have a group

          5  of us meet as soon as we pass this budget to begin

          6  to prepare for the next budget so we have a longer

          7  term plan to achieve this goal of universal swimming

          8  instruction for all of our children?

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I applaud your

         10  concern about this issue.  Obviously it is a concern

         11  of ours, not just that children--.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  You have been

         13  very articulate in expressing that concern.

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Children who

         15  cannot swim are at risk, and it does not matter if

         16  you are a future Einstein if you fall in the water

         17  and you cannot swim, you will never reach that

         18  promise.

         19                 So, that is why we have done

         20  everything we can to expand the Learn to Swim on our

         21  end.  That is why we have worked with the Department

         22  of Education, and in fact, we launched a pilot

         23  program this year where public school kids are

         24  coming to Parks Department pools during the school

         25  day when they are not in this heavy use, and we are
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          2  teaching them how to swim in our aquatics program.

          3  We did it as a pilot actually with the Department of

          4  Education.  They are funding it, they are paying for

          5  it, and we are hiring the staff to do it.

          6                 Kevin, a few thousand kids came

          7  through?

          8                 MR. KAVANAUGH:  Yes, we have over a

          9  thousand kids--.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  In our pilot

         11  program, a thousand kids came through, second

         12  graders, I believe, and in fact, if we were to teach

         13  every second grader how to swim or the basics of

         14  water safety, how not to drown if you fell in the

         15  water, that is about 70,000 public school kids.  We

         16  would have to use every pool in the City, the public

         17  schools, our schools, the colleges and universities

         18  and some of the YMCA's.  So, it would take that many

         19  pools.  We would have to fill that many pools to

         20  teach them all how to swim.  But, I think it is a

         21  laudable goal, and I think if the Mayor's Office and

         22  the City Council and the Department of Education put

         23  their heads together, we would be happy to be part

         24  of that group in thinking about how to teach all

         25  kids how to swim before they leave school.

                                                            56

          1  FINANCE AND PARKS AND RECREATION COMMITTEES

          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  So, can I

          3  take that as an endorsement of the idea of putting

          4  together a- you know, it would obviously help us on

          5  the Council, if come budget time, we had a document

          6  which showed the resources available or which could

          7  be made available vis- a- vis the money vis- a- vis

          8  reaching this goal, and then we could work towards

          9  allocating what we need to allocate and so--.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes, I cannot

         11  speak for our possible collaborators.  I can say the

         12  Parks Department is very interested in doing more to

         13  teach kids how to swim, and I will talk to the

         14  Department of Education and City Hall and see what

         15  we might be able to do.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, and I

         17  will look- we will follow up as well, and I am sure

         18  we can get something done.

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  And perhaps it

         20  would be good for the private sector, the voluntary

         21  sector, the Y's and the private foundations, the

         22  other people who think this is important to get

         23  involved too.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  I cannot

         25  agree with you more.  I think we should reach out to
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          2  them, and involved their resources.

          3                 Governors Island, I am sure you are

          4  familiar with that future, magnificent parkland as

          5  well as other uses, which will take place there as

          6  we develop it, but there is a great desire to, on

          7  behalf of the community I represent, and on behalf

          8  of park users I believe throughout the City, to open

          9  up the Island to greater interim use, whether it is

         10  athletic teams using ballfields, or people having

         11  picnics, or people enjoying passive recreation.

         12                 We are told by the authority in

         13  charge of Governors Island that one reason they

         14  cannot open up the Island for greater use during the

         15  summer is lack of staffing, and so the idea has

         16  surfaced to reach out to the Parks Department to see

         17  if there is any way in the current Executive Budget,

         18  you could and we are not talking about at this point

         19  even seven day access, we are talking about

         20  expanding maybe from two day to three day a week

         21  access, but that would make the summer a lot more

         22  meaningful and enjoyable to a lot of folks, and also

         23  promote expedited use and proper development of the

         24  Island.

         25                 Would it be possible- are you able to
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          2  allocate any personnel for the purposes of

          3  recreation on Governors Island?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That is a bit

          5  of a stretch, and not just a stretch across the

          6  water, council member.  It is not City parkland at

          7  this point.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Let me ask

          9  you as a matter of the budget though.  I understand

         10  though that--.

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  As a matter of

         12  the budget, to the extent that we have any extra

         13  money, I would like to sort of use it to take care

         14  of the existing City parklands.  As much as we feel

         15  like we have done a good job, there is still a long

         16  ways to go, and there are still parks that need

         17  work, and parks that need more staff, and parks that

         18  could use someone to stay later there in the evening

         19  keeping an eye on things.

         20                 So, I would not look to rob Peter to

         21  pay Paul in this particular instance.  Obviously if

         22  there were a lot of money put into the budget and

         23  there was some extra money to send some park rangers

         24  out there, or some recreational staff, we would be

         25  happy to work with GIPAC and we are looking forward
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          2  to working with them to talk about mutual ideas

          3  about programming.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, well

          5  then that is something that we will follow up on.

          6  That is what I was hoping you would say.

          7                 I would like to turn now to the

          8  capital budget for a moment, $900 million for FY`07.

          9    So it is part of that $900 million, I am sure you

         10  have found $28 million to renovate or replace the

         11  bathhouse on Madison Street?

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  If only I could

         13  say yes, it would give me such pleasure.  But

         14  unfortunately--.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Me, as well.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: -- all of that

         17  money has been spoken for, it has been allocated and

         18  then some.  As you know, some projects have come in

         19  over budget and we have to find money to take care

         20  of those.  But, if the money were ever put in the

         21  budget to build such a facility or to rebuild it, we

         22  would be happy to do it.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Let us keep

         24  the record clear.  We are talking about rebuilding

         25  it because this is a historic recreational facility
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          2  that has been shuttered since the fiscal crisis of

          3  the 1970's, and it is a dangerous, decrepit blight

          4  on the community, the teaming residential community

          5  surrounding it as well as a missed opportunity for

          6  very needed recreational services in a very

          7  underserved area.

          8                 In the past few days, literally, as

          9  part of our work to reopen this recreation center,

         10  we have received expressions of interest from one of

         11  the major settlement houses on the Lower East Side

         12  with an upstanding track record of service to the

         13  community to incur operation in all or in part of a

         14  recreational facility, including a swimming pool,

         15  should it reopen, either in collaboration with Parks

         16  or otherwise, and this is a recent development.

         17                 Given that, is it time maybe that we

         18  should sit down and map out a plan with your agency

         19  and the other relevant agencies of government

         20  because, as you know, it abuts public housing, it

         21  relates to a HHC facility and DIPTA.

         22                 Can we all get together now that we

         23  have some serious expression of interest in terms of

         24  operations?  Can we get together and figure out a

         25  way?
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Absolutely, we

          3  are happy to talk to you to think about some

          4  creative ways to make this impossible possibility

          5  reoccur.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  I am going to

          7  call your office tomorrow to set up the first

          8  exploratory meeting in this

          9  new phase.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Fine.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  All right.

         12                 The $900 million in capital, does

         13  that include the renovation or repair of the

         14  Washington Square Park Fountain?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It does include

         16  the Washington Square Park project.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, it does

         18  not include the fountain specifically?  Because as

         19  you know, you were talking about doing the park in

         20  different phases.

         21                 So, Fiscal Year`07, does that include

         22  the fountain?

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It is in`06

         24  money that will roll over to`07, yes, the fountain

         25  is part of the`06 money.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, part of

          3  the`06 money but it will be part of the`07?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay,

          6  obviously it is not going to get done in`06 at this

          7  point.

          8                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I do not think

          9  so.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  And could you

         11  tell us what the capital allocation is for the

         12  fountain, specifically?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, we will

         14  have to get back to you on that. I will have to

         15  separate it out.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, I think

         17  that is something that this Committee and I need to

         18  know before we conclude our budget process

         19  deliberations and work.

         20                 As you know, there is a proposed

         21  change in location of the fountain as part and

         22  parcel of its repair and renovation.  Putting aside

         23  the issue of what the actual total cost money, is

         24  there a significant incremental cost due to the

         25  change of location or not?
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, there is

          3  not.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, so it

          5  is fair to say that when you give us the figure that

          6  that figure is dictated by the need for- would be

          7  essentially the same, give or take, whether or not

          8  the fountain remained at its current location or was

          9  moved to its proposed new location?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That is

         11  correct.  It has to be completely rebuilt either

         12  way.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  And could you

         14  just synopsize what are the conditions which

         15  warranted having to be completely rebuilt?

         16                 Why does it have to be completely

         17  rebuilt?

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It is because

         19  it is completely falling apart.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER BENEPE:  Okay, with

         21  respect to other aspects of the Parks proposed

         22  renovation, I take it you are familiar, or I am sure

         23  you recollect a document signed by then Council

         24  Member, now Speaker, Christine Quinn and myself,

         25  setting forth an understanding we had reached with
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          2  the Department with respect to conditions and

          3  characteristics, physical characteristics, as well

          4  as some programmatic characteristics, that would

          5  exist in the park after the renovation, you know

          6  what I am talking about, do you not?   Just for the

          7  record.

          8                 I mean, I have a copy of it if you do

          9  not.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That is fine,

         11  you know council member perhaps we can, as you know

         12  there is some litigation involving this project, so

         13  it would probably be prudent for me not to discuss

         14  the project in any more detail.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, and I

         16  should acknowledge for the record, and I was

         17  actually about to that, I was informed literally a

         18  few minutes before this hearing that, upon advise of

         19  counsel I presume, that you would not be able to

         20  answer at least many questions concerning Washington

         21  Square Park due to the litigation.

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Sadly, that is

         23  the case.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  So, the

         25  litigator in me.
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I did not know

          3  you were a litigator in this case.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  I did not say

          5  I was a litigator in this case, and I hope to remain

          6  not a litigator in this case but that too remains to

          7  be seen.

          8                 My previous status as a litigator

          9  tells me that we should be on safe ground if I just

         10  confine and limit just one or two question to

         11  issues, to matters that have already been publicly

         12  discussed by the Department or your representatives.

         13

         14                 So maybe I could ask this question,

         15  and you could tell me whether or not you could

         16  answer it.  And if you can, then go ahead and answer

         17  it, and if not, we will follow up.

         18                      The Parks Department has in

         19  several community meetings, on more than one

         20  occasion, stated its intent to follow the

         21  understanding reached mutually that were set forth

         22  in this letter dated October 6, 2005, do I have any

         23  reason to believe that that has changed?

         24                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I am sorry, I

         25  did not understand the question.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Has there

          3  been any change in the position that I have heard

          4  expressed that the new park features would conform

          5  to the point set forth in the letter by Christine

          6  Quinn and myself?

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I am not aware

          8  of any changes.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, well I

         10  will ask one more, and then I will see.

         11                 I was given some material today,

         12  which I have not had the opportunity to review or

         13  look at, in part because our previous budget

         14  hearings went overtime.

         15                 Is there anything in there that will

         16  be contrary to that Memorandum of Understanding?

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I could not

         18  tell you.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  You cannot

         20  tell me because you do not know.  Or you could not

         21  tell me because of the litigation pending, and you

         22  do not want to answer on the record?

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Both, both.

         24                 I just would say it is a given that

         25  the project has already been overwhelmingly approved
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          2  twice by the community board that you serve, by the

          3  Landmarks Commission, by the Art Commission.

          4                 I think that it is a shame that

          5  somebody would like to stop the renovation of

          6  Washington Square from moving forward.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Well, I hope

          8  by the somebody you are not referring to this City

          9  Council or anyone on it.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Absolutely not,

         11  I know you are eager to see it move forward.

         12                 As you know, you cannot go anything

         13  good in this City without someone trying to sue you.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Well, and

         15  that is precisely why I do not understand, I mean, I

         16  do not believe litigation should prevent us from

         17  moving ahead as a government, and I believe if we

         18  did, the government would not function, and that is

         19  why I do not quite understand why we cannot have a

         20  more thorough discussion at this time.

         21                 But Mr. Chair, let me move on, but

         22  let me just say this.  This is an important project

         23  to the City of New York as well as to the community,

         24  and it is certainly a significant project

         25  financially, and I think before we conclude this
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          2  budget process for the upcoming fiscal year, we owe

          3  it to the process, and we owe it to our constituents

          4  to make sure that as we go forward the plans are the

          5  plans that will best serve all of us, and therefore,

          6  before I make any recommendations with respect to

          7  allotment of these funds, I would request the

          8  opportunity of being able to review the documents

          9  and discuss them with you, my Chairs and my

         10  colleagues, and hopefully we will wind up at a

         11  positive place as the Commissioner said, where we

         12  can move forward.  That is certainly our desire and

         13  intent.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  And I am sure

         15  Commissioner Benepe and his staff will be available

         16  over the next few weeks to sit down with you and

         17  your staff to go over some of these details so we do

         18  not have to prolong this during this budget hearing,

         19  Commissioner?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Absolutely.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Okay.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  All right,

         23  then let me just wrap up.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Can you wrap up,

         25  please?
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Yes let me

          3  just wrap up.

          4                 On a different topic, the $900

          5  million in the capital budget, how many Allen Street

          6  malls will that cover?  And on that one, I will be

          7  very happy if you get back to me.

          8                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I am afraid we

          9  will have to get back to you with that level of

         10  detail.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, and

         12  finally returning to the expense budget briefly, you

         13  referred to a second PEP officer shift.

         14                 What are the hours for the second

         15  shift?

         16                 How is it decided which parks get the

         17  second shift, and do you have funding for the second

         18  shift to meet needs?

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The second

         20  shift changes earlier in the season, albeit maybe

         21  three to eleven, two to ten, and then as we get into

         22  the summertime, it goes four to midnight.          Basically

         23  , we look at what conditions merit extra coverage,

         24  you know, where are we having nighttime activity?

         25  Where we might be having things that are no so great
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          2  that are going on.

          3                 It is all based on the condition

          4  reports coming in from the field, and on 311 calls.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, and the

          6  second shift, one of the factors which would be

          7  considered would be issues of livability or quality

          8  of life issues, such as excessive noise?

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Okay, well

         11  then, we will certainly follow up on needs for a

         12  second shift.

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Okay.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  Thank you

         15  very much, Mr. Chair.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Oh, and Council

         17  Member Jackson had a very brief question.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  Well, it

         19  seems as though that you are locking me into one

         20  minute but, let me just say that Commissioner, I

         21  heard earlier in the presentation by Chair Addabbo

         22  and Chair Weprin the compliment the Queensboro

         23  Commissioner, but let me just tell you, you have no

         24  greater borough commissioner than Commissioner

         25  Castro of Manhattan.
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          2                 You said that, I did not hear you but

          3  I heard what they said.  So, I just need to speak up

          4  for Manhattan.

          5                 So and also, as Chief of Staff, Steve

          6  Simon who is a former Chief of Staff to Stanley

          7  Michaels the council member who's district that I

          8  took over.  And in fact, northern Manhattan, the

          9  needs for capital and expense money and PEP officers

         10  are even more acute now than it was before.

         11                 So, what I am just saying is I can

         12  speak and I can yell and I can scream, but let me

         13  just say, do not forget northern Manhattan.

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Absolutely not,

         15  northern Manhattan has 400 acres of parklands, some

         16  of the greatest parks in the City, great

         17  neighborhood playgrounds, and we have worked very

         18  hard with new commanding officers of the 33 and 34

         19  precinct to come up with plans to make sure that

         20  parks are properly used and safe and clean and

         21  beautifully organized.

         22                 As you know, you have got a terrific

         23  staff of people up there in the parks at Washington

         24  Heights.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  Jane
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          2  Shockett (phonetic) in the most northern part of

          3  northern Manhattan.

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes, and also

          5  central Harlem we have terrific parks.  I think they

          6  have never looked better. The historic Harlem parks

          7  we have a great deal of programming going on.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  Maybe you

          9  can just -- how are we going to be able to do all of

         10  the stuff that we need to do to rehab these parks up

         11  in northern Manhattan, like St. Nicholas Park, and

         12  the other parks, and the paths, and Inwood Park, and

         13  Fort Tryon Park.

         14                 It seems as though there is not

         15  enough money allocated to do everything that we need

         16  to do within the period of time it needs to be done.

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, I

         18  think--.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  I have not

         20  hit the Lotto yet.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, you have

         22  been good, you have been very good about allocating

         23  funds.  You have followed in the footsteps of your

         24  predecessor, Stanley Michaels is a generous funder

         25  of Parks, and we are rebuilding the upper pathway
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          2  and staircase in St. Nicholas Park.

          3                 We got another project, thanks to

          4  former Council Member Perkins, that we are

          5  rebuilding the stairs in Morningside Park.  He has

          6  also allocated some funding for Marcus Garvey Park,

          7  so I think it is safe to say that the parks, that

          8  central core of parks in central Harlem has never

          9  looked better than they look today.  They are full

         10  of flowers.  They all have gardeners.  The City

         11  Parks Foundation has a catalyst project going there.

         12    There is the summer movie series.  There is the

         13  concert series.  And it is really- we are very proud

         14  to have played a role in making great parks in

         15  Harlem and Upper Manhattan.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Just to point

         17  out for the record in addition to him starting out

         18  as a park ranger, he is also a former Manhattan

         19  borough commissioner.  So I know he is very

         20  concerned about Manhattan.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  We want to

         22  make sure that people do not forget their roots.  It

         23  is extremely important in that process.

         24                 But the Jackie Robinson band show,

         25  that needs to be redone, and so I know that I have-
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          2  we need to consider making sure that that is done

          3  because--.

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I know there is

          5  some interim work going on, some stabilization work,

          6  and a beautiful mural is being planned.  I think we

          7  will have an image of Jackie Robinson himself with

          8  maybe Duke Ellington's band below it.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  Well, I am

         10  looking forward to- I know that the Jackie Robinson

         11  Conservancy is -- they are always hounding me about

         12  me allocating money and the City allocating money to

         13  rehab that, not only the band shell, but the entire

         14  plaza.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The Plaza, too.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  The Plaza,

         17  it needs to be redone.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  I do not know, I

         19  think of Jackie Robinson, I think of Brooklyn, not

         20  Manhattan.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There is

         22  $350,000 in Mayoral money that we are putting in to

         23  rehab the Plaza in front of the band shell, and come

         24  by Saturday at noon and we will have a little ribbon

         25  cutting for the band shell renovation.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON:  That really

          3  sounds good.

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Okay.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you,

          6  council member.

          7                 One last very brief statement,

          8  Council Member Gerson.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER GERSON:  This is not a

         10  question, but in view of the dialog, I just need to

         11  qualify and for the record make clear my position,

         12  and that is that Speaker Quinn and I had reached an

         13  understanding with Parks based on community input.

         14  That has been set forth in a document, it remains,

         15  it has always been my position that the project

         16  should go forward, and it should go forward in this

         17  fiscal year but if, and only if, the operative

         18  documents reflect each and all of the conditions

         19  reached with the input of the community.  We just

         20  received these documents today.

         21                 As you pointed out, Mr. Chair, we

         22  will have an opportunity before the budget process

         23  concludes to review those documents and consult with

         24  the Department as necessary, and then we will

         25  certainly report back to the Finance Committee, and
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          2  hopefully it will be a positive report.  But the

          3  bottom line is we have to make sure the project

          4  serves the community and the City.

          5                 Thank you very much.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Once a

          7  litigator, always a litigator.

          8                 The last word goes to Acting Chair

          9  Addabbo.

         10                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  Thank

         11  you, Chairman Weprin.

         12                 I want to thank, again, Commissioner

         13  Benepe and your team here today.  Also to the staff

         14  members of both the Finance Committee and the Parks

         15  Committee, thank you for their time as well.

         16                 Commissioner again, we spoke about

         17  different programs, obviously cuts to the budget.  I

         18  am also concerned about the out- of- school program

         19  and the funding there.

         20                 Can you briefly tell us the future

         21  fate of that program?

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The OST

         23  funding, as you know, flows through the Department

         24  of Youth and Community Development, and we have been

         25  fortunate that we have been part of the dialog on
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          2  this, the sort of master planning for how to get the

          3  Out- of- School Time Program turned around, and more

          4  money made available, and the number of non- profit

          5  groups were awarded grants by DYCD thought the OST

          6  program to provide programs in our recreation

          7  centers, which we think is terrific.  We have

          8  enjoyed our work with DYCD.

          9                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  We are

         10  hopeful that that will pick up for, obviously, the

         11  state and federal funding that has been lost,

         12  correct?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We certainly

         14  hope so, and the- I guess the sort of missing piece

         15  here is making sure that we can continue our

         16  afterschool program, that there is about almost $5

         17  million in question to run, effectively run, all of

         18  our recreation centers in the after school hours,

         19  and provide all that programming.

         20                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  We spoke

         21  about a lot of issues today, Commissioner, and in

         22  closing, what is your top three?

         23                 If you were given a wish list for a

         24  top three, restorations, funding, whatever it is,

         25  you have a magic wand,    what is your top three?
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          2  The bath house, right?  I could not resist, I could

          3  not resist.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Realistic top

          5  three.

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Washington

          7  Square Park, the bath house, and the Allen Street

          8  Malls.  No, seriously--.

          9                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO:  I told

         10  you we have a great commissioner.

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Seriously, yes

         12  I think making sure that we continue to have the

         13  professional staff available to maintain the parks

         14  and to be the leaders of the future, making sure

         15  that we keep expanding parks as they City grows.

         16                 I think that Mayor Bloomberg and

         17  Deputy Mayor Harris, Deputy Mayor Doctoroff have

         18  really worked hard to make the economy strong, and

         19  make people feel like living and working in New York

         20  City.  I think the result is people are moving here

         21  and voting with their feet.

         22                 We now need to provide safe and

         23  decent public parks for them, and we need to be able

         24  to maintain them in the future.  We need to plant

         25  lots more trees.  I think there is room to plant
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          2  hundreds of thousands more trees, and make the City

          3  a greener city.  Not just on city streets, not just

          4  in parks, but in parking lots and private

          5  developments, and schools, and housing projects.

          6  And then I think to make sure the kids are safe and

          7  are learning to swim and developing lifetime habits

          8  of fitness, not stuck in front of computer games but

          9  outside playing in safe parks and structured

         10  programs.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Commissioner

         12  again, thank you for your time and testimony, and to

         13  the members of the Parks Committee commissioners of

         14  all five boroughs and the entire team, thank you

         15  very much.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Thank you very

         17  much members of the City Council.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON WEPRIN:  Thank you, the

         19  Finance Committee is now adjourned, and we will

         20  reconvene tomorrow morning at 10 a.m. with the

         21  Chancellor of the Department of Education.

         22                 (Hearing concluded at 3:45 p.m.)

         23
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