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          2                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Good afternoon.

          3  Again, I apologize for starting late.  The Committee

          4  meeting before us ran a little over.  My name is

          5  Helen Diane Foster, and I am Chair of the Parks and

          6  Recreation Committee.  Let me introduce my Council

          7  Members who have joined me.  Council Member Letitia

          8  James from Brooklyn, Council Member Joe Addabbo

          9  from, I don't know, Queens, just joking, all the

         10  great staff attorneys here with us, staff people,

         11  because not everybody's an attorney, well, all the

         12  great staff here with us.

         13                 Last year the Council began work with

         14  the Administration in an effort to end the so-

         15  called budget dance, a process by which the Council

         16  restores or adds money to the budget for vital needs

         17  and services, and the Administration refuses to

         18  baseline it.  As a result, I am happy to announce

         19  that $14.2 million in Council funded programs,

         20  restored in Fiscal 2007 adopted budget for the Parks

         21  Department, has been baselined in Fiscal 2008

         22  Preliminary Budget.

         23                 These baseline restorations include

         24  $7.3 million for seasonal workers, $3 million for

         25  PEP officers, $1.5 million for gardeners and $2.3
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          2  million for tree pruning and stump removal

          3  contracts.

          4                 Today we will hear testimony from the

          5  Parks Department on various preliminary budget

          6  actions and general agency operations within the

          7  Department's proposed $334 million budget. The

          8  Committee hopes for a mutual and beneficial

          9  discussion on many issues of importance, including

         10  placement and retention efforts for job training

         11  participants, maintenance and operations, the Fiscal

         12  2008 to 2011 Capital Budget and other issues of

         13  budgetary importance.

         14                 We will now hear from Parks

         15  Commissioner, Adrian Benepe.  Welcome.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Thank you very

         17  much, and good afternoon, Chairwoman Foster and

         18  Members of the Finance and Parks Committees, and, in

         19  particular, Council Member Joe Addabbo and Council

         20  Member Tish James and all the staff of the City

         21  Council. I'm Adrian Benepe, and I'm Commissioner of

         22  the Department of Parks and Recreation.  It's a

         23  pleasure to be here on this second day of spring.

         24                 Joining me here today, in addition to

         25  the citizens and advocates who have come to testify,
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          2  are some of the senior staff of the Parks

          3  Department, and if they'll raise their hands so that

          4  they can be identified:  Our First Deputy

          5  Commissioner, Liam Kavanagh, our Deputy Commissioner

          6  for Public Programs, Kevin Jeffrey, our Assistant

          7  Commissioner for Revenue, Joanne Imohiesen, our

          8  Assistant Commissioner and Senior Counselor, Jack

          9  Lynn, our Chief Fiscal Officer, David Stark, Charles

         10  McKinney, who is the Chief of Design for the Capital

         11  Budgets Division, Mary Pazan (phonetic), who is our

         12  Agency Contracting Officer for Capital Budgets,

         13  Chief of Forestry and Horticulture, Fiona Watt,

         14  Assistant Director of Planning, Colleen Elderson,

         15  our Accessibility Coordinator, Victor Calise, and

         16  sitting next to me is our Director of Governor

         17  Relations, Michael Schnall, who is maybe known to

         18  some of you on the City Council.

         19                 First, let me thank you for this

         20  opportunity to discuss the Fiscal Year 2008

         21  Preliminary Budget for Parks and Recreation.  By the

         22  way, we have a little Show and Tell.  On your left

         23  and my right, which feel free to stare at that

         24  instead of me. Let's start with the recent triumph

         25  for New York City -- the appearance of the first
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          2  beaver in the five boroughs in 200 years.  Do we

          3  have a picture of the beaver?  No, we did have a

          4  picture.  We did have a picture.  We should have had

          5  it.  Anyway, you can look at the City flag behind

          6  you.  Those two little critters there are supposed

          7  to be beavers, as featured in the City seal as a

          8  sign of the hard work that all of us have been doing

          9  is paying off.  We've worked with the Bronx River

         10  Alliance and other groups in the City restoring the

         11  edges of the Bronx River and replanting native

         12  species, creating greenways, giving tours and

         13  raising money and lobbying elected officials to

         14  continue the effort.  That's just one small sign of

         15  the return of nature to the parks.  But parks, as

         16  you know, are places to play your kids, to write a

         17  poem, to read a book, go hiking, wander in a garden,

         18  watch a polar bear, or even see a red- tailed hawk.

         19                 If I may paraphrase a quote from G.K.

         20  Chesterson: "A City without parks is like a body

         21  without a soul."  I think we all share that belief

         22  that our City would not be liveable without parks,

         23  and that's why we're all here today, to discuss how

         24  crucial our work has become in helping to chart the

         25  next 30 to 50 years of development across the five
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          2  boroughs.  Crucial in that discussion is our vision

          3  for the use, restoration and enhancement of our

          4  parks and open spaces.

          5                 Over the last five years Mayor

          6  Bloomberg has been committed to promoting healthy

          7  living for all of our City residents, whether that

          8  has included increasing waterfront access, adding

          9  over 300 acres of park land, or challenging that

         10  long- term sustainability for 2030 include a

         11  playground or park within a 10 minute walk of every

         12  residence.

         13                 This Administration recognizes the

         14  responsibility of the City to provide the public

         15  places to recreate, whether it's our 800 athletic

         16  fields, nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 550 tennis courts,

         17  50 public pools, 34 recreation centers, 13 golf

         18  courses or 14 miles of beach, we are the City's

         19  principal provider for athletic and recreation

         20  facilities.

         21                 In December of 2006 the Mayor

         22  challenged all New Yorkers in the five boroughs to

         23  share their ideas and visions for the 21st century,

         24  and Speaker Chris Quinn and Council Member Jim

         25  Gennaro have been active participants in the Mayor's
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          2  Sustainability Advisory Board, and we thank them for

          3  their contributions.

          4                 The Mayor's Office of Operations

          5  conducted a major public outreach to solicit ideas,

          6  get feedback and build consensus from a citywide

          7  conversation, and the priorities of open space and

          8  active recreation is resonating with New Yorkers, as

          9  evidenced by the overwhelming response to the Parks

         10  component of PlaNYC.

         11                 Here are just a few things that we do

         12  at Parks.  One of the things we do is try to acquire

         13  land for new parks.  Over 300 acres over the last

         14  five years bring us to a current total of about

         15  29,913.2 acres, and we continue to locate, identify

         16  and acquire new land.

         17                 In 2006 we acquired 11 community

         18  gardens.  We acquired the easement over the High

         19  Line in Manhattan, the former Elmhurst gas tank site

         20  in Queens, and an addition to the Locust Point

         21  Marina in the Bronx.  We have also acquired the site

         22  of the former Bronx Terminal Market for a new

         23  waterfront park, and here you can see graphic

         24  renditions of what the new waterfront park will look

         25  like.
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          2                 In total, in 2006 we acquired over 33

          3  new acres. But just as reading is fundamental to

          4  education, access to parks and recreation

          5  opportunities is crucial to surviving the busy and

          6  crowded City.  Our work maintaining and enhancing

          7  parks is only as good as the access that we provide

          8  to them.

          9                 Our goal is to go beyond mere

         10  compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act,

         11  known as ADA, to provide access, as well as

         12  increased opportunities for recreation participation

         13  through strategic partnerships.  Led by our

         14  accessibility coordinator, Victor Calise, Parks is

         15  currently hard at work on an agency- wide transition

         16  plan to make all aspects of the Parks Department

         17  more accessible.  That's why we have taken seven

         18  major steps to ensure access to all of our parks.

         19            First, to establish a detailed transition

         20  plan, to ensure ADA accessibility is incorporated in

         21  all new and major alteration projects, including the

         22  installation of accessible signage at all small

         23  parks and playgrounds.  That, by the way, has been

         24  done. This work has been completed.

         25                 Welcome, Council Member.  Council
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          2  Member Gerson, a big supporter of Parks.

          3                 Provide written guidelines for all

          4  major alteration projects, appoint an ADA

          5  coordinator to oversee all ADA implementation.  We

          6  have developed grievance procedures for handling

          7  complaints on access.  We have enhanced the Parks'

          8  internet website to provide the public with more

          9  information about accessible facilities and

         10  services.  We have posted signage for all accessible

         11  entrances and facilities.  So far, we have posted

         12  567 signs in small and large parks and in our 949

         13  playgrounds.  We still have work to do though.  We

         14  have to post signs in all of our green streets and

         15  all our large parks.  We are currently creating

         16  plans for an overall facilities assessment of the

         17  comfort stations, recreation and nature centers, the

         18  beaches and the historic houses.

         19                 In addition, our website is now fully

         20  accessible to those with visual and spacial

         21  impairments.  If you click the link to the Parks

         22  accessibility settings, you are given many options

         23  to change the settings of your individual experience

         24  on the web.  For example, if you need a high

         25  contrast display, your web browser will immediately
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          2  give you a web page that's presented with a dark

          3  background and enlarged text for great readability.

          4  And the web page will remember your personalized

          5  settings for your next visit to the web site.

          6                 With Victor's help and that of our

          7  recreation team, we have increased programming at

          8  our recreation centers to include wheelchair

          9  football, wheelchair softball and basketball,

         10  wheelchair dance, quad rugby and accessible work-

         11  out equipment.

         12                 By the end of this year, each borough

         13  will have at least one wheelchair football and one

         14  wheelchair softball field. Just if you go back one

         15  image, here you can see the first wheelchair

         16  football field, which is at Victory Field in Queens.

         17    It was really a great day when we opened this and

         18  stirring competition.

         19                 Some of our planting areas are

         20  beginning to become accessible, such as at the

         21  Sensory Garden in the Bronx, and we now have a

         22  playground for all children in each borough.

         23                 Now, how do we measure whether we're

         24  doing a decent job on providing the quality of park

         25  for the visitor experience? We use the Parks
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          2  Inspection Program, which is a comprehensive

          3  outcome- based performance measurement system that

          4  generates frequent, random and detailed inspections

          5  of our parks and playgrounds.  In this program

          6  trained inspectors from our Parks Inspection Team,

          7  using handheld computers and digital cameras,

          8  perform nearly 5,000 inspections each year, rating

          9  overall condition and cleanliness on as many as 17

         10  different park features.

         11                 We're very proud of the work our

         12  Parks employees do, and their work and dedication is

         13  evident in our parks.  Here, you can see on the

         14  chart beginning going back to as early as 1991,

         15  which is the earliest we have detailed and

         16  dependable inspections ratings for, because even

         17  though we had an inspection before, we used

         18  different criteria.  So, overall, parks' condition

         19  has risen from 42 percent acceptable in 1994 to it

         20  has more than doubled to 88 percent acceptable in

         21  2006.  Cleanliness ratings rose from 75 percent

         22  acceptable in 1994 to 93 percent acceptable in 2006.

         23    And where you see a little dip beginning at 2000,

         24  prior to that we were only rating small parks and

         25  playgrounds.  In 2000 we added all of our large
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          2  parks and broke them up into zones, which was a

          3  considerable achievement.  So we had a small but

          4  pronounced dip because we weren't used to providing

          5  that level of attention to the large parks.  As you

          6  can see, it's recovered, and we've stayed in the low

          7  90's consistently throughout the last six years, and

          8  in the high 80's consistently under two different

          9  categories.

         10                 In order to keep the ratings high,

         11  our staff have to do an almost Herculean task each

         12  day to keep them clean.  Some would compare it to

         13  Cisifus.  Thanks to the strong advocacy of the Parks

         14  Chair Foster and Speaker Quinn, as Madam Chair

         15  mentioned, there was $14 million baselined for park

         16  maintenance, enforcement officers and seasonal

         17  workers by the Mayor and the Council.  By making

         18  these park workers permanent, neighborhood parks

         19  will continue to be cleaner, safer and more

         20  accessible.  It also removes uncertainty for the

         21  enforcement officers and playground associates,

         22  whose jobs are in limbo each spring during the

         23  annual budget discussions.

         24                 In addition to assuring that future

         25  budgets reflect the needs of the Parks Department,
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          2  the Mayor and the City Council have also added

          3  another 150 new full- time staff who are currently

          4  being hired as we speak.  These employees will

          5  maintain and improve, particularly the new parks

          6  that have been added throughout the five boroughs,

          7  and to also pay special attention to parks where

          8  we've had consistent litter failures.  We're also

          9  adding skilled maintenance workers and assistant

         10  gardeners.  We've received over 5,000 resumes.

         11  Interviews continue for all of the new hires, and

         12  we've already hired and put in the field 100 new

         13  full- time staff with more to come.

         14                 Maintaining our parks portfolio is

         15  crucial to keeping our City's natural areas safe and

         16  clean.  Equally important is the opportunity to

         17  train to work in our parks and become skilled

         18  citizens who contribute to the vibrant fabric of the

         19  City's economic engine.

         20                 The Parks Opportunity Program

         21  participants generally stay with Parks for six

         22  months, earning $8.50 an hour as union members with

         23  benefits.  During that time, our employment

         24  counselors meet with the participants weekly to

         25  offer skills and training including employment,
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          2  planning and interviewing skills, resume writing,

          3  cold calling tactics and exit counseling.

          4                 In addition to contributing to the

          5  maintenance of parks and recreation centers and

          6  quality of life in New York City, there has been a

          7  consistent increase over the last five years in the

          8  number of participants who have found employment.

          9  This year we expect more than 800 participants to

         10  find full- time jobs in the private sector, with

         11  another 600 hired to do an extra six months with the

         12  Parks Department, so a total of 1,400 participants

         13  either getting full- time jobs or extended jobs.

         14                 It's been a successful program to

         15  help New Yorkers transition from Welfare to work

         16  with a side benefit of better parks.

         17                 I'm going to talk about something we

         18  don't talk about much.  I think the Council needs to

         19  know about it.  One of the cornerstones of our work

         20  is to protect and enhance the parks for future

         21  generations.  Unfortunately, there are some in our

         22  City and society who believe that public parks and

         23  monuments are a canvas for their so- called

         24  expression.

         25                 Thanks to the work of Council Member
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          2  Vallone and the rest of the Council, legislation had

          3  been passed intending to protect our City from the

          4  scourge of vandalism, particularly that of graffiti.

          5    Unfortunately, the law, as passed, cannot be

          6  enforced.  Coincidentally, since the public

          7  discussion about this issue and the subsequent

          8  injunction preventing the City from enforcing a law

          9  that prevents young people from getting their hands

         10  on graffiti implements, we have seen a threefold

         11  increase in graffiti in our parks.

         12                 Here, you can see the chart.  The

         13  blue columns are last year's unacceptable levels of

         14  graffiti.  The red columns are this year's.  I

         15  believe that the efforts to stymie the City in

         16  preventing graffiti have led to a tremendous

         17  increase in graffiti. This is just showing up in the

         18  parks, but it's also happening on private property

         19  and other public property.

         20                 So the damage done to our parks and

         21  monuments is not just quantified in dollars and

         22  cents, because every time we find a graffiti, we

         23  have to paint it over or remove it, so we're

         24  spending tens of thousands of dollars dealing with

         25  graffiti.  But the damage is demoralizing to those
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          2  of us who care for public assets.  Even if the

          3  courts do not lift this injunction, we're going to

          4  have to work extra hard in terms of enforcement and

          5  maintenance to defend against graffiti.

          6                 Just in terms of our monument

          7  maintenance, we would say about 15 percent of our

          8  time and effort is spending to deal with vandalism,

          9  particularly graffiti.  Chronically vandalized sites

         10  include the Alamo, which is the sculpture in the

         11  East Village at Astor Place, the Lafayette Memorial

         12  in Prospect Park.  You can see some freedom of

         13  expression on the back of the memorial, or the Bronx

         14  Victory Memorial in Pelham Park.  A disproportionate

         15  amount of our time and money is being spent dealing

         16  with graffiti.

         17                 To continue our work remediating and

         18  maintaining monuments, we need help.  That could be

         19  in the form of funding, but really, I think

         20  continued efforts by the City Council and the State

         21  Legislature to legislate against this type of

         22  destructive behavior would be welcome.  We don't

         23  tolerate graffiti.  I think we are very good about

         24  removing it and painting it over, but you can see

         25  the price society pays when people decide that it's
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          2  okay to do graffiti.  I just want to applaud the

          3  City Council for trying to take their leadership in

          4  stopping it and decry the poor judicial decisions

          5  that put handcuffs on our enforcement efforts.

          6                 Now, something dear to my heart, the

          7  Urban Park Rangers and Park Enforcement Patrol.

          8  This is sort of a joke, this picture, but that's me

          9  in the red circle.  Directly in front of me, just to

         10  the left is Dottie Lewandowski (phonetic), the

         11  Queens Borough Commissioner.  Directly behind me is

         12  Robert Wright, who is the Chief of Recreation in the

         13  Bronx, and behind him and up to the right is Deputy

         14  Commissioner Kevin Jeffrey.  Those are among the

         15  current Parks leadership we started.  This picture

         16  was taken -- he's wearing dark glasses, and he has a

         17  beard.  Anyway, that's on the steps of City Hall in

         18  the spring of 1979 with Mayor Koch and Gordon Davis.

         19    We believe it was Gordon Davis' plot to have a

         20  sleeper cell of agents who would one day be running

         21  the agency. Little did he know how much he would

         22  succeed.

         23                 Anyway, we have 247 PEP officers.

         24  First, Gordon begot the Rangers who begot PEP,

         25  because we realized we needed to have people who
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          2  would more vigorously enforce the rules.  So there

          3  are now almost 250 PEP officers, thanks for the

          4  additional staff, throughout the five boroughs.

          5  We'll be funding some additional officers in '07.

          6  Of course, they work closely with NYPD at all

          7  levels, but they really are there to do quality of

          8  life enforcement to make sure that the parks are not

          9  just -- the primary responsibility for public safety

         10  is police, but PEP are there to provide a uniform

         11  presence and educate the public and take care of the

         12  little things that really annoy New Yorkers, from

         13  illegal parking, to people who don't pick up after

         14  their dogs, to graffiti. They also, not

         15  infrequently, make arrests of people who are doing

         16  things like selling drugs or vandalizing or

         17  committing crimes.  So I want to thank you again for

         18  your support of the Park Enforcement Patrol.  They

         19  are small in number but very effective and very

         20  visible.

         21                 Let's talk about trees.  More and

         22  more, New Yorkers are caring about trees and

         23  thinking trees are important.  Based on calls to

         24  311, the most common requests we get are for tree

         25  pruning, tree removal and tree replacements.  They
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          2  are also the number one issue in terms of e- mails

          3  and letters that come to me.  Trees will play an

          4  integral role in the Mayor's drive to achieve the

          5  cleanest air quality of any big city in America.

          6                 Among the other things, trees provide

          7  shade in the summer, shelter from the wind in the

          8  winter, they cool our homes when it is warm, they

          9  shield us from the wind when it's cold.  The air

         10  that we breath has improved by the presence of

         11  trees, which absorb harmful chemicals such carbon

         12  monoxide and, in turn, give back oxygen.  They also

         13  trap particulate matter and help absorb rain run-

         14  off so it doesn't go into the City sewers and

         15  overwhelm them.

         16                 Since 2002 we have planted almost

         17  56,000 street trees.  We now remove all dead trees

         18  within 30 days of requests, and we have pruned a

         19  total of 204,000 trees since 2002, largely through

         20  block pruning contracts funded by the Council, which

         21  make our streets safer by removing dead and diseased

         22  branches and allowing the trees to grow in ways that

         23  are good for them in the neighborhood.

         24                 We have over 100 foresters and

         25  climbers and pruners working throughout the City,
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          2  and our forestry staff is stronger than it has been

          3  in the last 15 years.

          4                 However, there are always threats.

          5  The Asian Longhorned beetle, first discovered in

          6  Brooklyn in 1996 and subsequently in Illinois and

          7  New Jersey, is a local, regional and national

          8  environmental threat.  This invasive forest pest is

          9  active in nine different counties in New York and

         10  New Jersey and has already destroyed over 8,400

         11  trees in the urban areas.  Sadly, there has been a

         12  recent discovery of the Asian Longhorned beetle on

         13  Prall's Island, which is just off the west coast of

         14  Staten Island. That highlights the scary reality

         15  that 47 percent of our $5.2 million trees are

         16  susceptible to this infestation with a replacement

         17  value, if we were to lose all those trees, of over

         18  $2.2 billion.

         19                 To date, more than 4,000 infested

         20  trees have been found in public and private property

         21  in Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens and Staten Island.

         22  To combat the spread, we have an on- demand service

         23  for residents of Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens to

         24  dispose of organic wood debris where residents call

         25  311 to schedule an appointment to remove their
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          2  backyard or frontyard wood.  This appointment

          3  request application was developed entirely and

          4  integrated with the Forestry teams so that we can

          5  track all of the removal.  It's very important

          6  because you don't want that wood that is infested,

          7  or potentially infested, to end up spreading to

          8  other counties.  So we will need the Council's help

          9  to fully eradicate this threat to the 1.1 million

         10  streets, parks and private property trees.

         11                 While the beetle continues to spread,

         12  funding to fight the beetle is steadily diminishing.

         13    I went to Washington last week with Commissioner

         14  Kavanagh, and my Chief of Staff, Jane Rudolph, to

         15  lobby members of Congress and the Senate to get

         16  increased funding for the Animal and Plant Health

         17  Inspection Service, which is part of the U.S.

         18  Department of Agriculture, which dropped from a high

         19  of $36 million for this region in 2002 to only $11

         20  million in 2007.  It's very important to have this

         21  money because it allows us to have the federal

         22  government inspect the trees and has a much higher

         23  rate of detection.

         24                 One the biggest complaints people had

         25  about trees would be from homeowners.  The trees'
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          2  roots grow, and they, as you can see in this

          3  dramatic picture on the left, they upheave the

          4  sidewalks creating dangerous conditions.  In the

          5  past, homeowners had to fix the sidewalks

          6  themselves, so then if they were extremely

          7  persistent and lucky, they could seek reimbursement

          8  for those expenses.

          9                 Thanks to Mayor Bloomberg's

         10  leadership and the additional help from the Borough

         11  Presidents of Brooklyn and Queens and Staten Island

         12  and the Bronx, I believe, we have funding in place

         13  for the trees and sidewalks program, which is to

         14  repair sidewalks.  Here you can see some examples of

         15  where narrow, upheaved sidewalks have been replaced,

         16  allowing room for the trees' roots to grow and the

         17  sidewalks to be safe.  The homeowner no longer sees

         18  the tree as the enemy.  So the homeowners'

         19  inspectors go and quantify the damage.  So far,

         20  we've inspected almost all of the service requests.

         21  More than 14,000 sites have been inspected and

         22  rated.  Over 1,000 sites have already been repaired,

         23  and a total of 2,400 more sites are funded for

         24  completion.

         25                 So the program is working well.  It
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          2  makes the sidewalks safer, the tree healthier, and

          3  makes the homeowner more likely to want to have a

          4  tree in front of his or her house, but we are going

          5  to need more funding if the program is to continue.

          6                 Going into a totally different aspect

          7  of what we do, we are the industry leaders in

          8  providing affordable and extensive network of

          9  recreational services throughout the City.  Our

         10  recreation and community centers, field houses,

         11  nature centers offer services such as indoor pools,

         12  weight rooms, basketball courts, dance studios, high

         13  tech computer centers, art studios, game rooms and

         14  libraries to New Yorkers of all ages.

         15                 Most of our programs are free or

         16  available at a modest cost.  Each Parks facility is

         17  equipped with a professional staff who provide both

         18  organized and free- play activities that are safe,

         19  fun and educational.  We're going to expand our

         20  leadership in recreation by opening three new

         21  recreation centers in 2007- 2008. It's been many

         22  years since we've opened new recreation centers. The

         23  Fowler Avenue Recreation Center in Queens, just

         24  across from Flushing Meadows Corona Park, the

         25  Greenbelt Recreation Center in Staten Island, and
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          2  the Flushing Meadows Pool and Rink in Queens. We are

          3  proud of this expansive, citywide after-school and

          4  youth programs.  Included in our programming is

          5  school- age child care, a partnership with Derek

          6  Jeter's Turn 2 Foundation, and enhanced after-school

          7  programs run by social workers and instructors with

          8  specialties in music and dance and karate and

          9  fitness.  Here, you can see some of that in action.

         10                 Our recreation programs include art

         11  and cultural education programs, our highly

         12  successful swim to safety program for children in

         13  elementary schools, our new summer sports

         14  experience, and our collaboration with the

         15  Department of Health and Mental Hygiene to provide

         16  fitness opportunities for the entire family with

         17  family fitness programs.

         18                 One way to get fit is to become a

         19  lifeguard.  It may one of the best jobs in the

         20  world.  The best way to beat the hot summer in New

         21  York City is with a cool lifeguard job.  From

         22  Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day, the

         23  lifeguards work to keep millions of New Yorkers and

         24  visitors safe and happy.  It's true public service,

         25  and now a lifeguard can earn almost $570 a week,
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          2  that's close to $12 an hour for a 48- hour week, so

          3  it's a good job. The best part of the job of these

          4  world- renown lifeguard program is that upon

          5  completing the lifeguard training course, a

          6  candidate has a guaranteed job for the summer.

          7                 2006 was a record recruitment year.

          8  We hired exactly 1,060 lifeguards.  We were able to

          9  open many more of the beaches than we had in the

         10  past and all of our outdoor pools.

         11                 We do not rest on our laurels.  We

         12  have a very aggressive recruitment campaign, thanks

         13  to NYC and Company, who did some pro bono work for

         14  this recruitment campaign.  You see our so called

         15  whistle- worthy campaign where lifeguard chairs with

         16  banners are put on display in eight high- traffic

         17  locations across the City. There are ads on busses

         18  and bus stop shelters near colleges with swimming

         19  teams, and press events were held in Manhattan and

         20  Staten Island.  We even hired a marketing team to

         21  visit colleges with swimming teams and to put up

         22  14,000 posters, and they'll keep going back to put

         23  the posters up.

         24                 I think Council Member Gerson is just

         25  saying he'd like to be a lifeguard.  You can work

                                                            28

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  weekends.  We'll do a special program for you.

          3  Where did you work as a lifeguard?  In a faraway

          4  universe?  A City lifeguard?  Well, we'll take you.

          5                 So we have received 3,000 requests

          6  for information, and we hope to have another record

          7  year for recruitments.

          8                 Now, we're still building for

          9  tomorrow.  The parks are experiencing, I'm happy to

         10  say, a Golden Age, not seen since the 1930's.  Our

         11  combined budget of expense and capital funds will

         12  top out at over $1.1 billion with a positive

         13  forecast for Fiscal Year 2008.  When I say that, let

         14  me just break that down.  Our expense budget above

         15  the line is $340 million.  That's the modified

         16  budget right now.  By comparison, it was about $180

         17  million in the year 2000.  Then the tax levy also

         18  pays for the fringe benefits and pension costs and

         19  debt service, about another $350 million.  So the

         20  expense budget is actually covering close to $700

         21  million in direct expenses for the Parks Department.

         22    And we'll probably spend in the neighborhood of

         23  $300 million in capital funds.  That will be about

         24  $75 million more than last year.  That's a small

         25  segment of the $1.6 billion that we have over the
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          2  next few years to rebuild parks.

          3                 But the numbers don't tell the story

          4  alone.  With funding provided by the City Council,

          5  by Borough Presidents and the Mayor, whether you're

          6  an avid fisherman or fisherwoman or a skater, the

          7  Midland Beach Pier and Skate Park is one example of

          8  smart design in community needs being met.  We

          9  recently topped off the Flushing Meadows Corona Park

         10  Pool and Iceskating Rink.  By the way, these are old

         11  pictures.  It's now fully enclosed, and we should be

         12  opening it sometime next winter.  That will be

         13  probably the biggest Parks facility ever built in

         14  the City.

         15                 South Oxford Playground in Brooklyn,

         16  I believe is a case study in reclamation of vacant

         17  open space.  Here it is before, and there it is

         18  today.  I really think it's one of the most

         19  beautiful.  Thank you, Council Member James, for

         20  your leadership in this.  I am happy to say that

         21  when we opened this on a hot day, last year the

         22  Councilwoman and I walked through the space shower

         23  together.  I sang to you.  I promise not to sing to

         24  you today. Thank you for reminding me of that.  I

         25  can remember the words.
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          2                 The Lakeside Center, Skating Rink in

          3  Prospect Park, will provide a first class recreation

          4  facility and a restored historic landscape.  There

          5  it is when we announced the project. And Barretto

          6  Point Park, I think is a perfect example of a

          7  reclaimed waterfront for recreation enjoyment and a

          8  harbinger of many parks to come.

          9                 So we are at a pleasant and unique

         10  crossroads as we ponder our future.  We're faced

         11  with unique opportunities to envision the future in

         12  a comprehensive way.  As the Mayor presents his

         13  vision for an innovative future, tackling some

         14  pretty difficult issues, we are excited at the

         15  prospect of continuing to build a park system that

         16  will be more accessible to New Yorkers, but will

         17  also allow us expand the fitness, greening and

         18  community development agendas that have been guiding

         19  principles.

         20                 So we're trying as wisely as we can

         21  to administer new capital projects and new

         22  maintenance staff to manage resources to build and

         23  expand this truly invaluable natural resource.  With

         24  our park inspection and rating system and our highly

         25  trained and skill park staff, we hope to continue to

                                                            31

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  provide accountability in everything we do.  With

          3  your continued support, we look forward to working

          4  with all of you and your colleagues to build a park

          5  system that will carry us well into the 21st

          6  century.  I would be happy to answer questions at

          7  this time.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.  As

          9  the Commissioner said, we've been joined by Council

         10  Member Gerson from Manhattan.

         11                 I'm just going to ask some questions

         12  that I made in my notes here, and then I'm going to

         13  go to some other questions. Then I know Council

         14  Member Addabbo has questions, and Gerson and James.

         15  Everyone has questions.

         16                 On the second page when you talk

         17  about accessibility in parks and the seven steps

         18  that are being taken and the accessibility

         19  coordinator, are you actually working with people

         20  that have disabilities that I would think are the

         21  best to know if the facility is working or not?

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Victor Calise,

         23  who is here with us, who is our Accessibility

         24  Coordinator, has put together and will formalize a

         25  council of people to advise us in access issues.
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          2  We're already working with a number of

          3  organizations, including the Spinal Foundation and a

          4  number of others who have long been advocates for

          5  people with disabilities.  We expect to continue

          6  that.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  And going

          8  forward with renovations or new constructions, are

          9  we making sure that all the facilities are ADA

         10  accessible?

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That's required

         12  by law.  The practical reality though is, we have a

         13  number of facilities where we will be able to

         14  provide access but not complete access at every

         15  entrance.  For example, we have parks built on the

         16  sides of cliffs.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Right.

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  So what we'll

         19  do is seek to meet or exceed the ADA guidelines by

         20  providing access wherever it's reasonably possible,

         21  but certainly when we're retrofitting buildings like

         22  comfort stations or recreation centers, those will

         23  be completely accessible.  We are working outside of

         24  our normal capital projects process to try to

         25  retrofit a lot of the existing comfort stations by
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          2  widening doors and providing proper facilities

          3  within them.  Victor carries around with him a

          4  template that he uses to measure to see if you have

          5  enough room for a wheelchair to turn around within a

          6  facility, so we're very actively following those

          7  guidelines.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Are we, with the

          9  new construction or the renovation, when we look to

         10  make it accessible, that's one thing.  But are we

         11  looking to make sure that all New Yorkers, as much

         12  as possible, can benefit from the different

         13  equipment?

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Absolutely.

         15  I'll probably some examples.  At the new Pool and

         16  Rink in Flushing Meadows we first met Victor when he

         17  was working advising the NYC 2012 Effort, and Victor

         18  is, in addition to everything else, a power Olympian

         19  and represented this country at the Olympics in

         20  Nagano.  He was able to look at it and say, for

         21  example, in this NHL-sized skating rink, which we're

         22  building, will it be accessible for sled hockey

         23  participants?  Which is a sport he has played, and

         24  we realized that the penalty box had a little lip

         25  where the dasher boards go in that would make it
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          2  impossible to slide in and out and that the dasher

          3  boards at the skating rink you couldn't see through.

          4    So we were able to make some changes there.

          5                 It's this kind of understanding of

          6  the needs of people with disabilities, whether

          7  they're physical disabilities or cognitive

          8  disabilities that's being brought to the table.  I

          9  think once a few years have gone by, that we will

         10  probably be one of the national leaders in providing

         11  access, also in making sure that new pools have

         12  lifts.  Victor is now working on getting temporary

         13  plastic ramps that you can roll out and put on

         14  beaches so that somebody in a wheelchair can get to

         15  the edge of the water on a plastic ramp.  So there's

         16  a whole new world, which we'll be opening up, and

         17  our eyes have been opened as to, you know, you think

         18  you're meeting the letter of the law with ADA, but

         19  you realize there's much more you can do.  It's our

         20  hope to go well beyond what ADA requires.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  So with the

         22  beach ramp, it would actually take you from the

         23  boardwalk to the water's edge?

         24                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Pretty cool.

                                                            35

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  And with the graffiti in the park, is the bulk of it

          3  tagging?  Or is it people drawing like murals?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It's mostly

          5  tagging.  It's a lot of small tags or big tags.

          6  It's spray paint and magic marker. It may be a

          7  coincidence, but I believe that when the court case

          8  and the injunction against the enforcement took

          9  place, it corresponds roughly with this tremendous

         10  increase in graffiti.  So there's been a real

         11  downside to what we think is a terrible decision.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  How much staff

         13  power is put into cleaning or getting rid of the

         14  graffiti?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  You know, we

         16  could probably do some analysis, but my guess is

         17  that somewhere around 10 percent, 5 to 10 percent of

         18  our time is spent painting over or removing

         19  graffiti.  One kid, or adult, many of these are not

         20  kids, they may be juvenile in their brains, or less

         21  than juvenile.  One person with a spray paint can

         22  cause tens of thousands of dollars in damage because

         23  if you spray paint on a porous stone surface, it

         24  requires a tremendous operation to remove.  You have

         25  to come in with two or three people with a truck,
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          2  with a high pressure water rinser.  They have to be

          3  wearing special suits because they're using toxic

          4  chemicals.  They have to secure the area.

          5                 In addition to the difficulty and

          6  expense of removing graffiti is that it causes

          7  damage.  Each time you come to stone monument and

          8  spray it with high pressure water, you're actually

          9  removing some of the stone's surface and ultimately

         10  wearing down the work.

         11                 Also, we're spending a lot of money

         12  for our PEP officers doing stake outs.  We had, for

         13  example, in Riverside Park terrible damage being

         14  done on a nightly basis throughout the park, and we

         15  did a stake out.  Fortunately or unfortunately, we

         16  caught one of the culprits.

         17                 But it's a tremendous drain.  It's so

         18  misguided. The people who think that they're somehow

         19  supporting the First Amendment by encouraging

         20  graffiti and allowing people access to the tools

         21  that do the damage, it's the most deeply cynical

         22  thing I can imagine.  You want to do a painting or a

         23  mural, there's plenty of places to do it.  If you

         24  want to get fame, find a gallery, but to destroy

         25  public property and to encourage it is, I think,
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          2  shameful. Again, I want to applaud the City Council

          3  for its courage and leadership in taking this on.  I

          4  hope that one day that this will be appealed, and

          5  we'll run into some sensible members of the

          6  judiciary who say this is crazy.  Why in the world

          7  would we want to encourage destruction of public and

          8  private property?

          9                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  With the NYC

         10  campaign for the recruitment of lifeguards, how

         11  successful was that?  Were we able to see how many

         12  recruits we got?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes, we have

         14  seen some success.  I think we're about in the

         15  neighborhood of 20 percent ahead of where we were

         16  last year, and last year was a record year in terms

         17  of new recruits.  I'm told until the opening day

         18  whistle goes off, we won't know, and we'll be

         19  training until and through that day.  We'll keep

         20  training people, so anybody who knows anyone who is

         21  even remotely considering a summer job, just say

         22  it's almost $600 a week in salary, and you get to be

         23  outdoors, and you get to have physical fitness

         24  training.  If you're a lifeguard, you never need to

         25  go the gym because you're at the gym every day.  So
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          2  it's really a great job.  We're still looking for

          3  more recruits.  I would be happy when the day comes

          4  when we actually have to turn people away because we

          5  haven't hit that day yet.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Are there levels

          7  to lifeguard training, meaning, like I can swim, but

          8  I definitely never could be a lifeguard.  Well, I

          9  was a junior lifeguard, but that doesn't really

         10  count.

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I bet you could

         12  be a lifeguard.  There are two --

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  No, I literally

         14  am a frolicker now, not a -- and I can swim but I

         15  just -- I do a lap and I'm sucking air for awhile.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There are two

         17  different levels of lifeguards.  There are those who

         18  are qualified for the pools and those who are

         19  qualified for the beaches.  You have to be a

         20  stronger swimmer and you have to pass a more

         21  stringent test to be a beach lifeguard because if

         22  you're out of the Rockaways, and there's a rip tide,

         23  and you have to go out and save somebody, you have

         24  to be a strong swimmer and a strong person in

         25  general because you may be towing in a 250 pound

                                                            39

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  person and fighting a rip tide.  So the final test

          3  to become a beach lifeguard is, in fact, more

          4  stringent than that for a pool lifeguard.  Many of

          5  the pools are only three and a half or four feet

          6  deep, and they don't have the rip tides and the

          7  waves that you have at the beach.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  And is there is

          9  an age requirement?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  You just have

         11  to be 16 years old, at least 16 years old on the day

         12  that you start work, so we could have someone who's

         13  15 and three- quarters training right now. In fact,

         14  last year one of the most dramatic rescues was done

         15  by two high school students who had summer jobs out

         16  in Coney Island.  It was two young kids, who were I

         17  think 16 and 17, did a very dramatic rescue of a

         18  senior citizen.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Great.  I will

         20  just ask a few questions, and then I'll let my

         21  colleagues ask.

         22                 It is our understanding that the

         23  Central Park Conservancy raises money to benefit

         24  Central Park, and its contractual agreement with the

         25  City allows it to receive 50 percent of the funds
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          2  raised from concessions, in excess of $6 million per

          3  year.  This agreement will allow the Central Park

          4  Conservancy to receive $3.7 million in Fiscal 2007

          5  and $4 million in Fiscal 2008. Previously, the

          6  revenue generated by the Central Park Conservancy

          7  was capped at $2.2 million.  Why was that cap

          8  eliminated?

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  When we re-

         10  negotiated the contract, the Central Park

         11  Conservancy has a management agreement with the

         12  City, and the Conservancy has been raising more and

         13  more money and taking on more and more of the

         14  maintenance responsibilities for the park.

         15  Currently, 85 percent of the maintenance and

         16  operations costs for Central Park is paid for

         17  through privately raised funds, through charitable

         18  donations.

         19                 In effect, the Conservancy is a

         20  managing agent on behalf of the City, and we pay

         21  them a fee.  It was a way to allow us to increase

         22  the fee payment and to help them meet their

         23  increased costs.  Everything goes up in cost.  Each

         24  year they have to pay a little bit more money to

         25  their workers, and each time they restore a piece of
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          2  a landscape or building, they have to pay increased

          3  costs to maintain it.

          4                 So even with the increase in the

          5  amount of money they're getting from the City

          6  through the management agreement, by far, the large

          7  majority of costs for the maintenance and

          8  programming and restoration of the park, are being

          9  paid for through private donations.  It's not

         10  something that you can count on from year to year

         11  because philanthropists' interests in what they're

         12  going to give money to can change.  There are all

         13  kinds of really important things to raise money for,

         14  including AIDS research and helping to take care of

         15  foster children, and so on.

         16                 The Central Park Conservancy has gone

         17  beyond its borders and is now helping us with

         18  maintenance of the historic Harlem parks, including

         19  St. Nicholas and Jackie Robinson and Morningside

         20  Parks.  So it's a very good deal for the City, and

         21  the increase in the management fee, while coming

         22  nowhere near to fully funding their needs, is an

         23  incentive to keep them going, to keep them raising

         24  those private dollars.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  We've been
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          2  joined by Council Member Gallagher from Queens.

          3                 Are there any other agreements with

          4  this similar revenue set up between the Parks

          5  Department and any other non- city agencies?

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We have a

          7  number of agreements with non- profit groups in

          8  parks.  Some of them are historic, of course.  The

          9  best examples of non- profit groups taking care of

         10  City parkland would be the New York Botanical Garden

         11  and the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, and the Wildlife

         12  Conservation Society, who between them, manage

         13  hundreds and hundreds of acres of City parkland.

         14                 But in terms of non- profit groups

         15  created to assist in taking care of parks, there are

         16  a handful of groups who have license agreements with

         17  the City that sort of empower them to do things like

         18  raise money for the park, but none of them has a

         19  management contract that requires the City to pay

         20  them a management fee, but also none of them is

         21  raising $25 or $30 million a year to essentially

         22  take on the City's burden.  Though in some small

         23  cases some parks, in a competitive process, applied

         24  for and got concessions, so that they manage the

         25  concessions in those parks. In Prospect Park, for
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          2  example, the Prospect Park Alliance manages the

          3  skating rink concession and the tennis house

          4  concession and the carousel.  So we have a small

          5  number where the profits, if any, that they make can

          6  go back into the park.  Similarly, at Randall's

          7  Island and at Bryant Park, there are deals that

          8  allow some of the concessions money to stay in the

          9  park.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Can you give me

         11  a break down of the staffing maintenance levels by

         12  borough?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I can.  I don't

         14  know if I can today, but I can tell you that it's --

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Or is it

         16  consistent with the --

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It tends to be

         18  consistent with the -- it's fairly complicated, but

         19  it has to do with -- it's really all facilities

         20  based.  So, for example, if you have pools and

         21  beaches, that requires certain numbers of people to

         22  be hired. There are state laws, health laws, state

         23  Health Code laws, that define how many lifeguards

         24  you need to have for each beach and for each pool.

         25                 So, for example, in the Bronx at
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          2  Orchard Beach you have to have a certain number of

          3  lifeguards.  In Rockaway you have to have a certain

          4  number of lifeguards to open the beach.

          5                 Then many of the facilities drive the

          6  number of staff you have to have.  So pools require

          7  a certain number of staff.  Recreation centers

          8  require a certain amount of staff.

          9                 And then it gets even more

         10  complicated because a very large park in a low

         11  density residential community may receive very

         12  little use, and a very small park in a high density

         13  residential community that also has a tourist or

         14  business population, might require more resources

         15  than the large park.

         16                 So you have to look at the patterns

         17  of use.  Some parks get used from early in the

         18  morning until 1 a.m., and there's just constant

         19  streams of people through them, such as Union Square

         20  or Washington Square.  Other parks are really just

         21  neighborhood parks that are mostly used on weekends.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  So are you

         23  comfortable with the head count level with the Parks

         24  Department specifically for maintenance?

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Let me qualify
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          2  my answer.  We could always do a better job on

          3  maintenance.  Our year- round, full time head count

          4  now is currently about 3,600 or so people, which is

          5  up about 500 or 600 since the year 2000.  So we've

          6  had a quiet but steady growth in the our full- time

          7  count.  That is added to considerably by, we have as

          8  many as 3,200 job training participants, workers,

          9  who work throughout the week, and then another 3,500

         10  seasonal employees.  So at the height of the summer

         11  we have in the neighborhood of 10,500 staff working

         12  the Parks Department.  That represents an increase

         13  over recent years.  The question would be, well,

         14  what is the ideal number of workers?  I don't know

         15  what that is, but we probably haven't hit it yet,

         16  and you could always use more staff.

         17                 I am satisfied, however, that the

         18  deployment that we have across the City is fair and

         19  needs- based.  It's based on the physical needs of

         20  the parks, and it's equitable, so given the

         21  resources that we have, I think we have the best

         22  possible deployment.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  We've been

         24  joined by Council Member Vacca from the Bronx, who

         25  is not a member of the Parks Committee, and if I
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          2  were to guess, I am sure he is here to ask some

          3  questions about the golf course, am I right?

          4                 Just one last question from me before

          5  I go to the Committee.  Due to an agreement between

          6  the Mayor and the City Council, the Fiscal 2008

          7  Preliminary Budget contains a baseline restoration

          8  of $7.3 million for seasonal workers.  How many

          9  seasonal workers positions will this funding

         10  provide?  And what is the current number of seasonal

         11  staff members?

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The baselining

         13  of the seasonals did not increase the number of

         14  seasonals.  It will be, roughly speaking, the same

         15  number of seasonals, which is about 3,500, which

         16  peaks in the summertime.  The baselining simply

         17  means that we're not taking out and putting back,

         18  but the number has been consistent.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Council Member

         20  Addabbo, followed Gerson, James and Vacca.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  Thank you,

         22  Madam Chair, and I want to thank your staff and this

         23  Committee for obviously what they do during the

         24  budget season.

         25                 Commissioner, good to see you again.
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          2  Commissioner, I do want to spend a second to thank

          3  you and your entire Parks team for the work that

          4  they do throughout the year, again, with what

          5  resources you have, I think you do a phenomenal job,

          6  so, again, I commend you and thank you very much on

          7  behalf of my constituents.              Being that

          8  safety is so important in our parks year round, and

          9  you know we have an issue with Flushing Meadow in

         10  Queens, what would it take to have a PEP station in

         11  Flushing Meadow to address the safety concerns there

         12  year round?

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think that

         14  logistically or physically, we probably have the

         15  space to create a PEP substation of some kind within

         16  the park.  I guess the question is, if you wanted to

         17  dedicate PEP officers to just that one park and add

         18  the necessary funding.  The salary plus fringe

         19  benefits per officer is in the neighborhood of

         20  probably $50,000.  I'll ask Deputy Commissioner

         21  Kevin Jeffrey to join us.

         22                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  Good

         23  afternoon.  One thing I would like to point out, our

         24  whole, entire Queens PEP command now reports out of

         25  Flushing Meadows, so all 27 officers deploy from
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          2  that location.  Of that 27, there are about nine

          3  assigned to the park, giving you two officers on for

          4  each of three tours a day.  So you already have a

          5  fairly hefty contingence of officers coming out of

          6  Flushing Meadow.

          7                 The formula is, you need three

          8  officers on to produce a two- person tour, that's

          9  given vacation days and RDO's. So anytime you want

         10  to add two officers, that is, one patrol unit, you

         11  can figure about $150,000 in PS costs.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  I think,

         13  again, it's a wise investment to the extent that PEP

         14  officers really almost pay for themselves given

         15  obviously the summons capability that they have. The

         16  fact that they are already deployed out of Flushing

         17  Meadow and, again, a portion stay there, in speaking

         18  to, say, for instance, Council Hiram Monserrate, who

         19  is, again, on this issue as well, we'd like to look

         20  into the increase of PEP officers in Flushing Meadow

         21  to address the year round safety concerns that we

         22  have there.  So that's something that we would like

         23  to work on with you.

         24                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  And I think we

         25  would welcome a conversation in that regard.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  Great.

          3  Thank you. Secondly, again, in the eyes of safety,

          4  lifeguards.  Representing a portion of my district

          5  is Rockaway, over 10 miles of beach is there, and I

          6  appreciate, and also Commissioner Kavanagh, I

          7  appreciate the efforts made every year with regard

          8  to opening up our beaches in safety.  I am glad to

          9  hear that we are doing slightly better than last

         10  year, which was a phenomenal year.

         11                 Just a question, and I know you had

         12  mentioned salary in your testimony, Commissioner.

         13  Where does that salary relate to other salaries that

         14  other lifeguards get, say for instance, Jones Beach?

         15    Are we comparable?  Are we competitive?

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I'd say we're

         17  in the ball park.  We could always do a little bit

         18  better, but that salary is the first year's salary.

         19  What do we go to in the second or third years?

         20                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         21  In the second year it goes to over $13 an hour, and

         22  in the third year it goes over to $15 an hour.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  I'm sorry, Liam,

         24  just identify.

         25                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

                                                            50

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  Liam Kavanagh, First Deputy Park Commissioner.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  You don't

          4  feel a salary is hampering in, I guess, in any case

          5  our recruitment efforts, correct?

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The salary

          7  recently went up, and I think it's competitive for

          8  the region.  I think part of the recruitment

          9  challenge, not just for us but for all the municipal

         10  and county lifeguard systems is that there's a local

         11  economic boon. The private sector jobs are

         12  competitive, and college students and high school

         13  students have some opportunities to get even higher

         14  salaries in the private sector.  So if we paid more,

         15  would we have incrementally more applicants?

         16  Probably.  If you're paying $15 an hour to start,

         17  you'd have more applicants than for $12 an hour.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  As far as

         19  capital improvements to lifeguard shacks, is there

         20  anything planned for Fiscal Year '08?

         21                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         22  Well, we made a number of improvements to the

         23  lifeguard stations at Rockaway, some of which will

         24  be finished this year, but we renovated the main

         25  lifeguard station at 117th Street.  We made
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          2  improvements to the lifeguard building at 106th

          3  street.  The lifeguard stations at 33rd and 86th

          4  have been completely replaced.  And just two years

          5  ago, we did the lifeguard station at 66th Street, so

          6  we have made a pretty significant investment in

          7  lifeguard facilities.  I think there may be two

          8  stations that still need some renovation work, but

          9  they won't be done for this season, but they are in

         10  our long- term plan.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  I

         12  appreciate, again, your efforts there.

         13                 The Chair of the Committee mentioned

         14  concessions, Commissioner.  What is the likelihood

         15  ever of possibly Park concessions remaining within

         16  the Parks Department budget instead reverting it

         17  back to the City coffers?  You know, you are doing

         18  well financially now, but in the effort to look down

         19  the road a little bit in efforts to protect the

         20  Parks Department budget, I've been an advocate of

         21  concessions staying within the Parks Department

         22  budget itself.  What is the possibility of that ever

         23  happening, if not in total, in maybe a percentage of

         24  the total Parks concessions?

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think it's
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          2  probably a question better directed at the Budget

          3  Director.  However, something has been discussed

          4  each year.  In fact, in the state parks system, the

          5  money from concessions in state parks stays in the

          6  state parks system.  But I think it's somewhat of an

          7  academic question if the money comes in one end and

          8  is taken out of the other.

          9                 For example, each year there's a new

         10  budget for the Parks Department, and if we gained

         11  the $70 million we get in concession revenue, but it

         12  were taken out from the other side of the budget,

         13  and you hadn't known that gain, it wouldn't mean

         14  very much.  The one thing that's difficult to do is

         15  to mandate a baseline for an agency budget.  It may

         16  not even be legal according to the City Charter.  So

         17  it's somewhat of an academic exercise.

         18                 I think it's good though to remind

         19  ourselves that the Parks budget has increased, and

         20  rather dramatically, over the last five or six

         21  years.  It has almost doubled.  If you add in all of

         22  the related fringe benefit costs and the settlements

         23  of litigation and over $100 million in interest on

         24  the capital bonds, the taxpayers of this City are

         25  paying $650 or $700 million a year on the expense
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          2  side for parks, and another $300 million a year on

          3  the capital side, so that's over a billion dollars a

          4  year, which is, by far, the largest municipal park

          5  budget of any system in the country.  Could you

          6  spend $2 billion?  You probably could.  We could

          7  figure out a way to do that.

          8                 But that's the reason I think you're

          9  seeing a prolonged and across the board improvement

         10  in the park experience across the City.  The average

         11  neighborhood park is better, and the average

         12  recreation center is better, and there's more

         13  reconstruction happening now than at any time since

         14  the 1930's because you and the Mayor and the

         15  neighborhoods and the Borough Presidents think that

         16  parks are important, and these are very important

         17  measures of quality of life.

         18                 It's our experience that good and

         19  safe and clean parks have a tremendous economic

         20  ripple effect.  All you need to do is look at the

         21  real estates ads, which have pictures of the park

         22  across the street and not the building that they're

         23  building.  And they are naming the buildings after

         24  the park across the street.

         25                 I knew our day had come when I saw an
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          2  ad that says, live poolside, by McCarren Park.  So

          3  it's not just Central Park now anymore.  Every park

          4  is being looked as a economic investment zone for

          5  private real estate developers.  If you build near a

          6  park, you'll get a higher income stream from your

          7  properties.  I think that recognition reflects the

          8  fact that parks, which used to be sort of an

          9  embarrassment 25, 30 years ago, are now considered

         10  to be assets.

         11                 I even saw an advertisement for a

         12  building on the west side of Manhattan that calls

         13  itself Linden 78, a name for a tree.  So tree- lined

         14  streets, healthy parks all contribute to an economic

         15  ripple effect of people increasingly wanting to live

         16  there and invest there and invest their economic

         17  development funds in or around parks.

         18                 So could the Parks Department have a

         19  higher budget and do more with it?  Absolutely.  But

         20  have we seen a dramatic turn around in our fortunes

         21  over the last few years, thanks to a lot of people

         22  caring about parks?  There's no question.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  Again, I

         24  appreciate all your efforts.  I try and think of

         25  ways to protect that budget long after the good work
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          2  that Commissioner Benepe has done and gone, and I'm

          3  thinking years down the road.  How do we dedicate

          4  revenue to the Parks Department budget in hopes that

          5  even when the City was doing well financially, say

          6  in the 90's, the Parks Department budget wasn't

          7  doing equally as well as maybe other agencies.  So I

          8  keep thinking of creative ways of trying to help the

          9  Parks Department somewhere down the line.

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It couldn't

         11  hurt, let's put it that way.  It couldn't hurt, but

         12  I think if it were accompanied by a corresponding

         13  reduction in what the City gives, then --

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  It would

         15  have to be something, right.  Lastly, capital

         16  projects, I'm a little concerned about, there has

         17  been a slight delay in capital projects when

         18  allocated.  I'll speak firsthand.  If I allocate a

         19  rather large, say field renovation, multi- million

         20  dollar, I'm seeing that not only is it taking two

         21  years or so to start or even complete to an extent,

         22  but that I've been asked for additional funding

         23  because, as we wait, obviously everything goes up.

         24  The cost of everything goes up.  What problems, if

         25  any, exist in the capital projects?  Or what can be
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          2  done to expedite the capital projects that are in

          3  the pipeline?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  How many days

          5  do you have? I'll ask Charles McKinney, our Chief of

          6  Design to join us.  As many of you know, Amy

          7  Freitag, our Deputy Commissioner for Capital

          8  Projects, is on maternity leave.  She just gave

          9  birth to her daughter, Elan, and she's home taking

         10  care of Elan.

         11                 I have to say that I share your

         12  frustration.  I recently was talking to Charles.  We

         13  had a meeting with the senior staff of the Capital

         14  Project Division, and there's sort of a remarkable

         15  number of steps that Capital Projects has to go

         16  through in a public design and construction project

         17  that the private sector only faces a small piece of.

         18    Because of the procurement process, because of the

         19  necessity of making sure the low bidder is always

         20  chosen, and making sure that nothing is corrupt, and

         21  making sure that the City's money is being spent

         22  wisely, there are enormous barriers to getting

         23  things done efficiently.  It's sort of frightening

         24  when you look at the process.

         25                 That is compounded by the fact that
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          2  the local economic boon is driving up costs

          3  tremendously and not just the local but the

          4  worldwide economic boon is driving up the cost of

          5  the raw construction materials.  Steel and concrete

          6  have gone through the roof because cities like

          7  Shanghai and Dubai and London are busy building and

          8  using steel.  Locally, the contractors who bid on

          9  projects can bid any number they feel like because

         10  they're all busy.

         11                 I talked to our colleagues in the

         12  private sector, the developers, and they are also

         13  just tearing their hair about the -- each month I've

         14  heard this figure.  I don't know if it's accurate.

         15  Construction costs are going up an average of one

         16  and a half percent per month, so that's over 15

         17  percent annually.  So if you allocate, Council

         18  Member, a million dollars to restore in field in

         19  Fiscal Year 2005, that field is going cost $1.4

         20  million in Fiscal Year 2007, and that's without

         21  anybody doing anything wrong. That's just the cost

         22  of all the labor and materials going up.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  If I may,

         24  then how do we correct it by expediting the process?

         25    Is there any hurdles that we can clear, so that
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          2  these capital projects go a little bit more quicker?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I'll tell you

          4  what we've done. First, we put together our

          5  construction and design divisions and created five

          6  borough teams, each with a team leader, so that

          7  there's a smooth transition from design to

          8  construction without problems or finger pointing.

          9                 We are hiring many more consultants

         10  and many more project managers and architects and

         11  designers because we're in some ways the victims of

         12  our own success.  We have many, many projects that

         13  have been funded, and we have not correspondingly

         14  increased the amount of staff or consultants to

         15  those projects.  So we're a little bit behind just

         16  due to the sheer number and the volume of the

         17  projects.  It's a relatively small, a million dollar

         18  project, is just as complicated as $100 million

         19  projects.  We have $100 million projects, and we

         20  have million dollar projects.  They eat up just as

         21  much time to go through the Community Board review,

         22  through the Arts and Landmarks Commissioner review,

         23  where appropriate, through the bidding, through the

         24  advertising, through the contract registration,

         25  through the certificate to proceed from the Office
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          2  of Management and Budget.  At each step there could

          3  be delays.

          4                 A private sector project doesn't have

          5  to go to get a certificate to proceed.  It doesn't

          6  have to go to get a contract registered at the Law

          7  Department and then at the Controller's Office.  So

          8  there are numerous steps.

          9                 If you want to change the City

         10  Charter to remove many of those steps, that might be

         11  one way.  But there's these built- in steps that are

         12  part of the law, and we can't go around them.  A

         13  contract can take many days to get registered and

         14  many days to get a certificate to proceed, so some

         15  of it is that we could work harder or smarter, but

         16  some of it is beyond our control, and a lot of that

         17  is built into the Charter and to the procurement

         18  rules and regulations.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO:  Well, if

         20  there's any way that I could be of assistance to

         21  clear these hurdles, aside from the Charter change.

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, one thing

         23  you can do, and we welcome it, is keep our feet to

         24  the fire.  Call me, call Charles.  If something's

         25  not moving, one thing you could do, if you have a
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          2  project that has started, and you go by and nobody's

          3  working there, give us a call.  Because it's just

          4  like when you renovate your kitchen, that contractor

          5  who is fixing your kitchen is only going to come to

          6  extent you call up and yell at him or her and say,

          7  why aren't you back here?  So all of these guys,

          8  women, have lots of jobs they could be doing, and we

          9  can always do a better job. We're going to challenge

         10  ourselves to do a better job.  We don't want you to

         11  feel unhappy about allocating money for Parks

         12  projects.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Well, I plan

         14  on doing so in the Fiscal Year '08, and I look

         15  forward to working with you on it. Thank you very

         16  much, Commissioner.  Thank you, Madam Chair.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         18  We're going to have Council Member James.  Council

         19  Member Gerson was called away on an emergency, so

         20  he's going to follow up individually with the Parks

         21  Department.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Thank you,

         23  Commissioner, for highlighting South Oxford Park.

         24  It truly is a wonderful playground, and you have

         25  showcased it to other of my colleagues who I know
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          2  have come and visited it and have commented to me

          3  privately. Obviously, it has increased the property

          4  values in and around Fort Green.  In fact, it's such

          5  a beautiful park that we had a number of burglaries

          6  in those homes surrounding the park, playground, but

          7  we caught them.  We staked out the playground, and

          8  we got them.  So I just want to thank you for that.

          9                 In addition to that, I want to thank

         10  you for the work that we're going to continue to do

         11  on Fort Green Park, McLaughlin Park, Underhill

         12  Playground.  As we go forward in this budget

         13  process, I look forward to working with you to

         14  provide funds for Commodore Barry and for Mount

         15  Prospect Park.

         16                 With respect to Fort Green Park, two

         17  years, as a result of the re- zoning in downtown

         18  Brooklyn, there was $300,000 that was originally

         19  planned for Fort Green Park for a master plan, which

         20  was not capital eligible.  Therefore, the funds were

         21  re designated for expense dollars.  We have been

         22  unable to find the $300,000 because I would like to

         23  use it for the renovation of an entrance at

         24  Washington Park and Myrtle.  I understand Mr. Joe

         25  Chan has been in touch with you.  Is there anyone
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          2  that I work with in your agency?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I'm aware of

          4  this little snafu.  We want to find that money too

          5  because I was at that entrance.  It needs a lot of

          6  help.  Any further intelligence on this issue?

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  You don't have

          8  to comment now.

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We'll fix it.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Okay.  Thank

         11  you.

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We'll find it

         13  and fix it or do something.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  And the

         15  seasonal workers, the 3,500, how many were slated

         16  for Brooklyn, but more specifically for the 35th

         17  Councilmanic District?

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I don't think

         19  we have a breakdown by district, but we could get

         20  you that. I don't think we have it available.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  And following

         22  up on Council Member Addabbo's question with regards

         23  to revenue generating mechanisms.  I heard a rumor,

         24  and Council Member Gerson was whispering in my ear

         25  that the Parks Department was considering or had, in
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          2  fact, engaged in naming rights for water fountains

          3  and naming rights for park benches, is that true?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There has been

          5  for some years now, not naming rights for park

          6  benches, but the ability to adopt a bench by putting

          7  a plaque on it says whatever you want to say as long

          8  as it's not violating some community decency

          9  standards. That's been in place for a number of

         10  years.  It started in Central Park as an adopt- a-

         11  bench thing where we've since spread it to other

         12  parks.  The Council passed the adopt- a- park

         13  legislation, which includes, among other things,

         14  adopt- a- bench or adopt- a- tree.  But so far as I

         15  know, there are no corporate naming rights have been

         16  given to benches or drinking fountains, but people

         17  have adopted various elements of park furniture.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  And as a

         19  result of that adoption program, does it generate

         20  revenue and, if so, how much?

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It generates

         22  minimal revenue. In Central Park the Adopt- a- Bench

         23  program, which is run by the Conservancy, has

         24  probably brought in several million dollars over 25

         25  years it's been in existence.  In other parks, much
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          2  less so, a few thousand dollars, give or take.  It

          3  generates modest revenue, but it's a way for people

          4  to commemorate their affiliation or affinity for a

          5  park.  It often comes in tribute or memory of people

          6  who have passed on, or if somebody remembers a

          7  favorite park where somebody may have spent some

          8  time.  But the revenue is insignificant, I would

          9  say, other than in Central Park, and to a smaller

         10  extent, Riverside Park, maybe Prospect Park.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  And I

         12  recognize the legal challenges with respect to funds

         13  being re- directed back to the park from which it

         14  derived.  Does the same restriction apply to a

         15  certain percentage going back either to the park or

         16  to the local Community Board from which it derived?

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The adopt- a-

         18  bench and those are other means are ways to keep

         19  some money in the local park where there's an

         20  affinity group of some kind or affiliated non-

         21  profit. So in those cases, the money goes back to

         22  the park where you have the adopt- a- bench programs

         23  or similar opportunities.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  And the trees

         25  and the sidewalk pilot program, which is designed to
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          2  repair sidewalks, since I represent part of the

          3  Brownstone community, this is a problem that we see

          4  throughout in the Brownstone belt.  Are there any

          5  funds in the Executive Budget to continue this pilot

          6  program?

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There's still

          8  $2 million in the Executive Budget.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Is that the

         10  remainder from last year's budget, or is that --

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  New allocation

         12  for FY '08.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Obviously,

         14  you're seeking additional funds.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Sure.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Do you have an

         17  exact amount?

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It would be

         19  great.  If the borough Presidents who participated

         20  for reopt.  If the Council wanted to put some more

         21  money in.  We have taken care of 1,000 of the 14,000

         22  sites we've inspected.  So this is a program that

         23  needs to continue to a certain extent indefinitely

         24  just to take care of the existing backlog.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Lastly,
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          2  Commissioner, I saw Rosemary DeLuca and Robert Wood

          3  in the back from the Wildlife Conservancy.  I just

          4  learned something, that Prospect Park Zoo and the

          5  two other zoos come under the Wildlife Conservancy

          6  and are funded through the Parks agency, and I was

          7  totally unaware of it. So this year, is there going

          8  to be an increased amount for specifically Prospect

          9  Park Zoo, which I am of the opinion that it's

         10  treated like step- child?

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, under the

         12  City's agreement with the Wildlife Conservation

         13  Society, which dates back to the Koch

         14  Administration, the Wildlife Conservation Society,

         15  which was then the New York Zoological Society, they

         16  changed their name, took over the City zoos, that

         17  is, the Central Park Zoo, the Prospect Park Zoo and

         18  the Queens Zoo, which were formerly run by the Parks

         19  Department, with Parks workers taking care of them.

         20  The City pays them a fee to run the zoos.  Each year

         21  that fee goes up to deal with the increased costs.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  So it goes up

         23  based on cost of living adjustments, and as a result

         24  of the economy.  Is it going to an increase to

         25  reflect the good times?
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I don't know

          3  that it will be a dramatic increase.  There's also

          4  been significant capital resources coming from the

          5  City, particularly to bring cats to each zoo.  There

          6  are going to be really lovely wild cats of various

          7  kinds, leopards and others coming to each of those

          8  City zoos, which will be fantastic.  That's also

          9  coming from the City in terms of the capital budget

         10  through the Department of Cultural Affairs and

         11  through the Parks Department.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  I plan on

         13  having a discussion with the Mayor's Office with

         14  respect to increasing the funds for the Wildlife

         15  Conservancy, but specifically directed towards

         16  Prospect Park Zoo.

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It's a great

         18  zoo, and the cat exhibit will be terrific.  Also,

         19  what offsets some of the expenses is the income they

         20  get from the admissions and from the concessions,

         21  the cafes and from selling little stuffed animals

         22  and stuff.  They're really a terrific operation.  I

         23  think we have the finest zoos in the world right

         24  here in New York City.  I think they compare

         25  favorably to places like the San Diego Zoo and
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          2  others.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Lastly, also

          4  talking to DOT and the Department of Economic

          5  Development to improve that strip along Flatbush

          6  Avenue, which is very intimidating and needs an

          7  uplift along Flatbush from Plaza to Empire.

          8                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.  I was

          9  just talking to Tupper about that, and we want to

         10  work with the Brooklyn Botanic Garden and do an

         11  upgrade of that whole stretch and make it feel more

         12  welcoming.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES:  Yes.  Thank

         14  you, Commissioner.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  You're welcome.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  We've been

         17  joined by Council Member Diana Reyna from Brooklyn,

         18  who is not a member of the Committee, but she has a

         19  question after Jimmy Vacca.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Thank you,

         21  Chairperson, Helen Foster.  Commissioner, I have

         22  several issues to address, but, of course, as the

         23  Chair indicated, I'm concerned with Ferry Point

         24  Park.  Hi, Joanne, how are you?  I'm concerned with

         25  Ferry Point Park and the reality that we have to
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          2  finish this golf course.  We have a commitment to

          3  the people of the Bronx.

          4                 My district is a parks district.  I

          5  have Pelham Bay Park, the largest park of New York

          6  City, and Ferry Point Park, both in my district.  I

          7  know we're going through another RFP, and are we

          8  hopeful that someone will take up this opportunity

          9  to finish the golf course?  I know you're taking the

         10  community playground and the waterfront park out of

         11  the bid, and there's an issue about money that

         12  you've allocated for remediation.  We don't know how

         13  much. Can you give us a little overview of the golf

         14  course, Commissioner, and where we stand?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There is recent

         16  news.  We had some success, and I want to thank

         17  Controller Thompson and the others involved with the

         18  Franchise and Concession Review Committee. They

         19  understood the necessity that we had to end the old

         20  contract and do an RFP for something new.  Do you

         21  want to tell us where we stand?

         22                 ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER IMOHIESEN:

         23  Sure.  Joanne Imohiesen, Assistant Commissioner for

         24  Revenue.  We go back a long time, Jimmy, and a lot

         25  of it has been on this concession.
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          2                 We got permission to advertise it.

          3  We needed a unanimous approval of the Franchise

          4  Committee finally last week. So actually the notice

          5  to the Community Board, you're very timely, is going

          6  out today, and the Request for Proposals is just

          7  about ready.  It's a 30- day notice period, and then

          8  the Request for Proposals will go out.

          9                 We removed the parks, which were very

         10  expensive. The thing didn't pencil, as everybody

         11  said.  We think with the 35 years that we'll get

         12  some interest.  We've had people call up with some

         13  interest for redeveloping the site, so within a

         14  month or so the RFP will be out on the street.

         15  We're going to give it several months.  We want to

         16  advertise all over the place, including golf

         17  journals.  We're pretty hopeful this time.

         18                 The costs were too much.  You could

         19  not charge enough at that golf course to pay the

         20  cost of developing the whole thing, including the

         21  parks, and it just didn't work.  That's why we

         22  finally had to end it.  We think without the parks,

         23  and since some of the remediation has been done,

         24  that it should go ahead.  It's tight, but we think

         25  we'll get people.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  My concern is

          3  with the remediation, that we finish it, that we do

          4  it right.  This was a New York City landfill until

          5  1963 when, after they closed Ferry Point Landfill,

          6  the City was kind enough to move all the garbage to

          7  the other part of my district at the Pelham Bay

          8  garbage dump, and then we closed down Pelham Bay in

          9  1977, and the City wanted to put the garbage back in

         10  Ferry Point, which we defeated.

         11                 Joanne, you and I go back, and you

         12  know the City history here.  The City would have put

         13  the garbage back in Ferry Point Park, but at that

         14  time we went to the Federal Aviation Administration.

         15    The variable that changed was that now we had

         16  LaGuardia Airport, and if the City dared to put the

         17  garbage back in Ferry Point Park, the garbage would

         18  have had seagulls, and the seagulls would have been

         19  in the flight of LaGuardia as the airplanes took

         20  off, so the FAA told the City at that time they

         21  couldn't do it.  But meanwhile, this idea of a golf

         22  course was originated in 1977.

         23                 ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER IMOHEISEN:  It

         24  goes back to DeMarco, Council Member DeMarco.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  It goes back
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          2  to Mike DeMarco, who was a Councilman from 1970, so

          3  we're looking forward to it being completed.  We

          4  need your commitment.  Do you have a time table?

          5  Let's say we get a wonderful developer that has been

          6  duly selected.  What is the timetable to finish this

          7  golf course?

          8                 ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER IMOHEISEN:

          9  Well, since a lot of the fill is already in, it

         10  shouldn't be more than several years. I have to say

         11  that --

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Several years?

         13    Joanne, no, no, no, no.  Please, what does several

         14  years mean?  Several years could mean a timeframe.

         15  What is the timeframe?

         16                 ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER IMOHEISEN:  I

         17  would say about two.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Two years?

         19                 ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER IMOHEISEN:

         20  Yes.  They have to construct -- it's almost ready to

         21  have the buildings constructed because one thing

         22  that has happened over the past few years is that

         23  the fill has been put in, so actually you don't even

         24  really need anymore fill.  It could use a little bit

         25  more, but as soon as we select someone, they can
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          2  prepare the plans.  You have to assume it's few

          3  months to approve the plans, and then they can go

          4  ahead and construct, which could be, I guess, a year

          5  to 18 months, and then they have to plant it.  You

          6  need a season or two of growing. But I really think,

          7  and boy, nobody wants this more than I do, that it

          8  should really happen now.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Thank you.

         10  Just quickly, other things, Commissioner.  In my

         11  district I also have Orchard Beach.  Orchard Beach

         12  is disappearing slowly before our eyes. Orchard

         13  Beach serves 1.3 million Bronxites a year.  It is a

         14  place for everyone to recreate and swim, yet Section

         15  One and Section 13 are slowly contracting.  When

         16  it's low tide, you go for a swim. Before you know

         17  it, you're up to your waist, and the gaps become

         18  deeper.

         19                 Now the Congress is, in 1977 there

         20  was a federal determination that we needed sand

         21  replenishment.  That was in 1977. This is a $10

         22  million project that they never allocated money for

         23  in Washington.  The agreement was, it would be a $5

         24  million federal allocation and a $5 million match

         25  from the City.  But the $5 million never came from
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          2  the federal government.

          3                 Now what I'm saying specifically is,

          4  and I know we have a new Congress, and we are

          5  hopeful.  But if the federal government is not going

          6  to make their commitment this year, and we're

          7  talking of a $10 million capital commitment, I

          8  really think the City has got to go to Orchard

          9  Beach, do it on its own.

         10                 We're talking about a recreation area

         11  that's slowly disappearing, slowly, but we already

         12  have clear evidence from 1997. We're talking about

         13  safety of people who use the water.  We're stuck in

         14  a bureaucratic thing of you give the money, we give

         15  the money.  $10 million in the scheme of things, in

         16  a capital budget, is not really an overwhelming

         17  commitment.  Why can't we go ahead and say, we're

         18  going to do it at Orchard Beach?

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I'll ask

         20  Commissioner Kavanagh to take on this issue.

         21  Commissioner Kavanagh and I, were down, as I

         22  mentioned, in Washington last week.  In fact, we

         23  raised this issue in speaking with Congressman

         24  Crowley, who also raised this issue, so we're

         25  hopeful that we will be able to get the beach

                                                            75

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  nourishment funds, not just for Orchard Beach, but

          3  also for Rockaway Beach and Coney Island because

          4  it's been awhile.  They all need work.  They all

          5  need the Army Corps of Engineers to come in and pump

          6  in some new sand, but Liam, do you want to address

          7  this specific issue?

          8                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

          9  Yes, as the Commissioner said, it is one of our top

         10  priorities for congressional action.  It wasn't an

         11  appropriation bill.  However, the Administration

         12  declined to fund, nationwide, not just Orchard

         13  Beach, all of the appropriations that were in the

         14  Army Corps' budget for beach nourishment projects in

         15  the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.  We're hopeful

         16  that they will reverse that decision and provide the

         17  money.

         18                 To get to your specific question, I

         19  honestly don't know if the City could independently

         20  do a beach renourishment without the active

         21  participation and approval of the Army Corps of

         22  Engineers.  They manage the actual work for all of

         23  the beach nourishment projects we've done over the

         24  last 20 years.  I honestly don't know if we could do

         25  it independent of them.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  My feeling is

          3  this, Congressman Crowley is my congressman in the

          4  Bronx.  He feels the same way as I do, but what

          5  happens here is that my feeling is that if we don't

          6   -- this is the preliminary budget.  If by the time

          7  the Executive Final Budget comes out in May, June,

          8  if we see that Washington has not acted, I think we

          9  have to have a plan of action in New York City.  We

         10  just cannot let the eighth year go by of inaction.

         11  I know we need the management expertise of the U.S.

         12  Army Corps of Engineers, but it's one thing to have

         13  management expertise, and it's another thing to wait

         14  for the money and do nothing and just spread

         15  existing sand from one part of the beach to another,

         16  which is what your in- house have done, but it's not

         17  enough.

         18                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         19  You're right. It's not enough.  The conditions at

         20  Orchard Beach are very disturbing.  We will look

         21  into whether it's feasible for the Parks Department

         22  or the City to proceed independently, and I will let

         23  you know what the results of that investigation are.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Thank you.

         25  Green Streets. There's no new money for Green
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          2  Streets, Commissioner?  Have you determined that

          3  this will not be an expanding program?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We have made a

          5  commitment to do another 300 Green Streets before

          6  the conclusion of 2009, so the program will

          7  continue.  We use our requirements contract money.

          8  We use money from street programs to take care of

          9  it, so the intention is to continue doing Green

         10  Streets.  However, that said, if there are specific

         11  Green Streets you're interested in, those can be

         12  expedited through the judicious application of

         13  member item allocations.  In other words, give us

         14  some money, we'll build them.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  No, no, no.  I

         16  know what you're saying.  I had written to the Bronx

         17  Commissioner, who told me that there's no more money

         18  for Green Streets.  Now you're saying you have money

         19  for 300, but if we are nice enough to allocate the

         20  money ourselves, you'll give us --

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We don't have

         22  money for 300. It's our intention to do 300.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Your intention

         24  is to do 300?

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.  We have
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          2  some money to do some.  However, we're competing

          3  with other compelling interests too for that money,

          4  but our intention is to try to do 300 more Green

          5  Streets.  Some of them we'll do with existing

          6  funding.  Some of it we'll do because Council

          7  Members or Borough Presidents will say, this

          8  specific corner I'm interested in doing a Green

          9  Street.  We can do them for a relatively low, small

         10  amount of money, a couple hundred thousand dollars.

         11                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         12  The commitment that we made is for what we consider

         13  an average Green Street, which costs approximately

         14  $35,000 and they tend to be smaller sites. Many of

         15  the sites that are recommended to us by neighborhood

         16  associations and by elected officials tend to be

         17  very large and ambitious sites that, in some cases,

         18  cost upwards of $250,000, which we could never

         19  tackle with our discretionary funding.  So we are

         20  committed to the program.  We are going to create an

         21  additional 300 citywide with our resources, but if

         22  elected officials want to designate specific places,

         23  and I believe Councilman Addabbo has done that, for

         24  a more substantial Green Street, we're happy to work

         25  with you on that.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  You have a

          3  list from me of three or four, so I want to work

          4  with you on that.

          5                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

          6  We'll look at that and see which ones --

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  And some are

          8  small.  I'm asking for big stuff.

          9                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         10  We'll see which ones we can accommodate within the

         11  discretionary program.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  I thank you,

         13  and I remind you about Ferry Point and Orchard

         14  Beach, the two major parks in the Bronx, and your

         15  help is appreciated.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Thank you.  We

         17  intend to keep our eye on that ball.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER VACCA:  Thank you,

         19  Commissioner. Thank you.  Madam Chair.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         21  Council Member Reyna?

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Thank you,

         23  Madam Chair.  I just wanted to take an opportunity

         24  ask two important questions. The PEP park

         25  enforcement program.
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          2                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Park

          3  Enforcement Patrol.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Thank you.

          5  Park Enforcement Patrol, $14 million were allocated

          6  with the help of our Chair, Council Member Foster,

          7  to be able to provide for parking at the Aachen

          8  (phonetic).  How many people does $14 million

          9  provide you, as far as new?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Again, I'm

         11  going to ask Deputy Commissioner Kevin Jeffrey to

         12  come address the specifics.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I apologize if

         14  I'm revisiting something that has already been

         15  asked.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, we haven't

         17  covered this issue yet.

         18                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  When

         19  the funding was baselined, it didn't provide for new

         20  hires.  Through the efforts of the Council over the

         21  last two years, we added 81 officers to our ranks.

         22  That money was not reoccurring, so when we baselined

         23  this money now, we made that reoccurring money, but

         24  it's not for additional officers.  Over the last

         25  couple of years, through your efforts, we've
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          2  increased our numbers of deployable PEP's almost 100

          3  percent.  But that number is static.  It's just that

          4  it's now reoccurring funding.

          5                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  But you did add

          6  81 officers to our baseline, and they are now

          7  baselined, so you added them.  There was one year of

          8  funding for 81 new officers.  They were added for

          9  one year, and then baselined through your actions,

         10  so we had a net gain of 81 officers.  So the total

         11  number of officers is around 250 now.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  So you had

         13  mentioned there were 5,000 resumes that you

         14  received, 72 new City Parks workers, 15 assistant

         15  gardeners.  That's the 81?

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, that's

         17  totally different. That's new money that's in the

         18  January plan agreement between the Mayor and the

         19  City Council.  We added about 150 maintenance

         20  titles, City park workers, maintenance workers and

         21  assistant gardeners. The resumes that we received

         22  were for those positions.  The PEP officers have

         23  already been hired that we continue to hire as

         24  people attrite out and go on to other jobs.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  And so, as far
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          2  as the 81 officers, do you have a breakdown as to

          3  where those particular PEP officers are?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We have a

          5  breakdown of where all the officers are, and just to

          6  remind you, that of the total number of officers, a

          7  certain number are contract officers.  That is,

          8  other entities contract with us to provide security

          9  services in parks that are not specifically city

         10  parks.  For instance, Hudson River Park and Battery

         11  Park City we provide on a contract basis officers.

         12  They pay for every one those, and they have to be

         13  deployed only to those parks.  But you can give a

         14  breakdown, I think.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I'm sorry, but

         16  we leverage our City --

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.  The ones

         18  you paid for are in the boroughs, not in those

         19  parks.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  All right, in

         21  the boroughs. So 81 --

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  81 were added

         23  to the boroughs, which had the effect of, even

         24  though it was maybe almost a doubling of our

         25  deployable non-contract officers, it had the effect
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          2  of really a three or four-fold increase because it

          3  allowed us to provide patrol hours in the boroughs

          4  to a much greater extent than we had before.  It was

          5  not really a doubling.  It was more like a tripling

          6  or quadrupling of our ability to provide patrol

          7  hours. Kevin, do you have a breakdown by borough?

          8                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  Yes,

          9  there's a certain level of scale involved here, so

         10  what it allowed us to do is to go to two or three

         11  shifts throughout the boroughs.  The numbers are

         12  relatively consistent, the Bronx with 26, Brooklyn

         13  has 27 officers, Queens has 27 officers, Manhattan

         14  has 39 officers.  The increase of officers there is

         15  based on tourism and visitation in Manhattan parks.

         16  Staten Island has 17 officers.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Okay.  Now, as

         18  far as the 27, let's say in Brooklyn, this is a

         19  number that's reflecting the baseline?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  And so this is

         22  a number that now allows you to double the number of

         23  enforcement officers out there?

         24                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  Right.

         25  It doubles the number of deployable officers that we
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          2  had over the last two years.

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Two years ago

          4  you had 18.  You now have 27.  It's not exactly

          5  doubled, but close to doubled.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Right, more or

          7  less.  And having seen this increase, now I'll drag

          8  it into why I'm so curious.  As Council Members,

          9  we've been investing in many of our local community

         10  parks, so if these are new slots, I'd like to see

         11  out of the increase how many have been deployed to

         12  community areas in comparison to Prospect Park.

         13  That's a larger acreage of land. It's comparing

         14  apples and oranges.  That park alone could eat up

         15  all the new additions.  So what are the number of

         16  officers that have been deployed to outside of the

         17  Prospect Park area?

         18                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  Well,

         19  if you take a look at the numbers and the increases,

         20  if we're up 18 over the last two years, that means

         21  you have four additional patrol units in the Borough

         22  of Brooklyn.  So those are units that are patroling

         23  outside of Prospect Park.  They're hitting a number

         24  of properties within the Borough, so it's a

         25  significant increase to all the parks in terms of
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          2  coverage and visitation.  We still don't have fixed

          3  post coverage at the majority of parks throughout

          4  the system.  We just made an allocation in Fort

          5  Green.  We did two rangers there.  Those are

          6  seasonal.  On occasion, we do deploy on fix pose.

          7  But our strategy is more of a mobile patrol.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  And so the

          9  mobile patrol, as far as north Brooklyn is

         10  concerned, we've invested funding in a significant

         11  amount of playgrounds and play fields and the use of

         12  these parks.  Now we're moving into Little League

         13  season, making sure that the fields themselves are

         14  in an appropriate, you know, as they find them

         15  clean, that they leave them clean.  How do we ensure

         16  that this is occurring?

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We use the park

         18  inspection program, and the data that we get from

         19  that, to look at problems that are occurring in

         20  parks and playgrounds and ball fields that can be

         21  addressed through enforcement.

         22                 For example, one of our biggest

         23  problems that we encounter, graffiti and dog waste.

         24  Those are issues that can be addressed through

         25  enforcement, so we actually got criticized because

                                                            86

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  we had some of our officers going around and

          3  specifically looking for where people don't clean up

          4  after their dogs.  People got a good laugh out of

          5  that.  Well, guess what the most unpleasant thing

          6  that can happen to you in a park is?  Probably it's

          7  sliding into third base and sliding through

          8  somebody's dog waste.  So we take it very seriously,

          9  and that's what they're there for.  The PEP officers

         10  exist to do quality of life enforcements.  They

         11  don't carry guns.  They're not there to prevent

         12  major crime although by their sheer presence they do

         13  because you're unlikely to commit a crime if there's

         14  a PEP officer there, but they're there to go by late

         15  in the evening to a park in your district where

         16  somebody's been walking his dog every night and

         17  leaving the waste behind and give that man three

         18  tickets.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I guess the

         20  only measurement I can use is asking for -- it's a

         21  catch- 22 here.  It's like asking, well, what are

         22  the numbers of officers out there enforcing?  You

         23  know, there's going to have to be this blitz of

         24  summonses.

         25                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  Well,
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          2  Council Member, there are couple of things we do

          3  although I don't have the information with me here.

          4  We can discuss with you what the patrol pattern has

          5  been in northern Brooklyn.  You'll have an

          6  opportunity to give comment and input to that, and,

          7  if necessary, we can amend that pattern.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I would

          9  appreciate it because it will help us just monitor

         10  these parks to stay just as good as the first day we

         11  opened them after a huge investment.

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  A lot of our

         13  patrol is complaint driven, so 311 calls, e-mails,

         14  things from the Community Board or by the 55,000

         15  people who are the partners in our partnership for

         16  parks program, the people who are there every day in

         17  the park and who help us with the parks.  Many, many

         18  different factors go into deciding how to allocate

         19  the patrol strength.  Some of it comes from the

         20  inspection program where we see a lot of dog waste

         21  or a lot of drug paraphernalia being found  We say,

         22  we've got to pay some attention to this park.

         23                 So to help raise the ratings, we

         24  deploy the PEP officers to address the specific

         25  problems that contribute to the failure of a park.
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          2                 But all of that said, we also welcome

          3  the opportunity to talk to our elected officials and

          4  say, well, we'd like to see more of a presence in

          5  this park or that park.  We're pretty flexible.

          6  We'll come in for a couple of weeks and do some

          7  increased enforcement or some stake- outs or

          8  whatever it might be. It's a very small group.

          9  Citywide on an average day we have as many officers

         10  taking care of the entire park system as there is in

         11  one precinct.  On the other hand, that's 250 more

         12  than there were 25 years ago when we had none.  So

         13  we are able to consistently address quality of life

         14  issues in a way that we couldn't have done 25 years

         15  ago.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  As far as the

         17  four additional mobile patrol that you have now,

         18  what is the total in combination of the four

         19  additional?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The question is

         21  how many out of 27 officers, how many patrols would

         22  that put out?

         23                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  About

         24  10 altogether. A little bit less than 10.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  For the
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          2  Borough of Brooklyn?

          3                 DEPUTY COMMISSIONER JEFFREY:  For the

          4  Borough of Brooklyn.  It depends on the days off.

          5  You figure three individuals given RDO's and

          6  vacation days, make a two- person patrol.  It would

          7  be nine or ten on any given day.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Fantastic.

          9  Then the last question I have is the Green Point

         10  Williamsburg commitment.  In your capital plan

         11  there's an additional $26.2 million for parks

         12  construction in the Green Point Williamsburg area.

         13  I wanted to just find out what these additional

         14  funding $6.1 million.

         15                 MR. MCKINNEY:  Councilperson, I'm

         16  Charles McKinney. I'm the Chief of Design.  The

         17  allocations are for the Bushwick Inlet, for lighting

         18  at McCarren, for improvements to the entrance to

         19  McCarren Pool.  In addition, there's the existing

         20  projects that you're aware of, which include the

         21  WNYC Park and Pier.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  WNYC --

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  That's the old

         24  transmitter site.  I think it's on, is it Kent

         25  Street where there used to be a big transmission
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          2  tower for WNYC radio?

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  And so there's

          4  going to be improvement to that?

          5                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, it's land

          6  that's owned by the Parks Department.  It's never

          7  been improved as a park, and it will become a park

          8  with a pier, and so on.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I see.  Those

         10  are the four different reasons for the $26.2

         11  million?

         12                 MR. MCKINNEY:  I'm sure exactly which

         13  $26 million that you're referring to.  The entire

         14  project for the Green Point Williamsburg Park is

         15  quite extensive because it includes not only the

         16  capital costs, but the costs of acquisition of the

         17  property and the cost of the remediation of the

         18  existing conditions, which include cold tar plumes.

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  So there will

         20  be ultimately probably hundreds of millions dollars

         21  spent to build a park along the waterfront there

         22  between the acquisition costs and the mitigation

         23  costs.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  So Parks

         25  Department is picking up the tab on the acquisition
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          2  costs?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Yes.  Well,

          4  picking up the tab means that the money is being put

          5  in our budget by the Office of Management of Budget

          6  to do the acquisition and the clean- up because

          7  we'll be the ultimate owners of the land and

          8  developers of the land.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  But the

         10  developers essentially are responsible for

         11  constructing the development?

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, that's a

         13  different group of parks.  In addition to the public

         14  parks that we are building around Bushwick Inlet,

         15  there are a series of waterfront parks that will be

         16  developed by the private developers who got the new

         17  zoning. They're responsible for building the

         18  waterfront parks and paying into a maintenance fund

         19  that will be given to us to maintain them as public

         20  parks.  It's really actually a terrific thing for us

         21  because we get the capital designed and paid for

         22  privately and maintenance paid for privately, but we

         23  run it.  It's not a private space, it's a public

         24  space because we'll be running it with an adequate

         25  budget to maintain it.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  And the

          3  acquisition causes more so towards the Bushwick

          4  Inlet area.

          5                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The Bushwick

          6  Inlet and the properties currently owned by the

          7  adjacent properties.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Okay.  Do you

          9  foresee any additional capital dollars needed for

         10  the area?

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I think, as I

         12  indicated, the money we have allocated is somewhat

         13  of a down payment where the ultimate costs of

         14  acquisition and mitigation of the Brownfields.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Aside from the

         16  Green Point area where the Bushwick Inlet is

         17  geographically located, in the Williamsburg section,

         18  well, before that, do you include any capital

         19  dollars addressing the McCarren Pool site?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Do we have

         21  anything on it?

         22                 MR. MCKINNEY:  Yes, we just completed

         23  an evaluation of the structural condition of the

         24  main arch in the middle.  We will be making that

         25  safe for entrance.  We'll be including new lighting.
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          2    The community desires an ice skating rink in the

          3  pool, and so those items are funded.

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  But what we

          5  don't have the funding for is the creation of the

          6  new pool and the indoor recreation spaces.  As you

          7  know, we're working to try to develop over the next

          8  three years a funding package that includes the City

          9  Council, the Borough President, the Mayor and

         10  hopefully the federal government.  We've had some,

         11  we think, some interesting news that there might be

         12  a federal allocation, so ultimately we need about

         13  $40 million to re- build and re- open the McCarren

         14  Pool complex.

         15                 MR. MCKINNEY:  I did forget to

         16  mention that we have a project for a skate park

         17  adjacent to McCarren Pool, which has been designed

         18  and bid and should be in construction this summer.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  So an ice

         20  skating rink as well as a skate park?

         21                 MR. MCKINNEY:  Well, more aggressive

         22  skating.  Skate board park.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Right.  And

         24  this is as far as interim use to the pool?

         25                 MR. MCKINNEY:  That's correct.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  While we

          3  continue the efforts of the $40 million cost to

          4  actually bring back the pool space to its original,

          5  or at least a portion of what used to be McCarren

          6  Pool?

          7                 MR. MCKINNEY:  That's correct.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  In reference

          9  to the Green Point Williamsburg section, there was a

         10  need for --

         11                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  I'm going to ask

         12  you to wrap up and then maybe set up an appointment

         13  specifically because I have a couple more questions,

         14  and we have about 15 people that want to testify.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Absolutely,

         16  absolutely.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  I just wanted

         19  to remind Commissioner Benepe, there was a request

         20  from the Community Board as well as myself, as well

         21  as the Advisory Board to the re- zoning aspect that

         22  meets with City Hall on a quarterly basis to deal

         23  with the lack of open space in the southern end of

         24  Williamsburg, closer to Broadway and the request for

         25  a park acreage that is doable to be built over the
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          2  BQE.  So this is not being addressed in your 10-

          3  year Capital Plan.  I do hope to see something

          4  reflecting this particular request as part of the

          5  Green Point Williamsburg rezoning because there's

          6  nothing being mentioned other than a 25 by 100 lot

          7  that is not suffice to be able to expand any

          8  acreage.

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We certainly

         10  share your hopes that we'll get the funding for some

         11  more park development in that area.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER REYNA:  Thank you.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  I just have a

         14  few follow up questions.  Has the Parks Department

         15  or Administration explored the possibility of

         16  putting a precinct in Flushing Meadow Park?

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  I know that's

         18  been discussed by various elected officials, and

         19  I've read things about it.  I'm not aware of

         20  anything formal going on to do that.  What might

         21  make sense is to have some kind of a seasonal

         22  substation, as they do at Orchard Beach, where

         23  there's a police department dedicates officers for

         24  the 100,000 people or so who come each day on the

         25  weekends, in particular.  They have a special detail

                                                            96

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  with their own little substation at Orchard Beach,

          3  and we could probably find some space in existing

          4  buildings in Flushing Meadows Park to accommodate

          5  that, so to the extent that the budget for the NYPD

          6  allows them to do that, we would work with them to

          7  allocate some space for that purpose.

          8                 There is a considerable detail of

          9  police officers that already comes there to cover

         10  all the big events, particularly on the busy summer

         11  weekends when we have the Columbian Festival and the

         12  Equadorian Festival and Korean Festival, and so on.

         13                 As to whether the use of the park

         14  would justify a more full- time police presence is

         15  hard to say.  It's a park that is lightly used on

         16  the weekdays and heavily used on the weekends

         17  because it's surrounded by low riser, for the most

         18  part, by low riser residential buildings.  It

         19  doesn't have the density of use you would get in a

         20  Fort Green Park or a Prospect Park or the parks of

         21  Manhattan or Harlem.  It's a lighter use on the

         22  weekdays and very heavily used on weekends.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.  In

         24  your testimony you mentioned that the Parks

         25  Department has acquired over 300 acres of new park
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          2  land.  How do you acquire new park land?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  There are a

          4  variety of mechanisms.  By transfer from other City

          5  agencies is a frequent mechanism.  The Wetlands Task

          6  Force has been active in that regard. Through

          7  purchase, where if somebody offers to sell something

          8  to the City, or through condemnation where there is

          9  a specific desire to expand a piece of property when

         10  the City goes through the condemnation proceedings

         11  to condemn the land and buy it, and it often

         12  involves going to court.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Also in your

         14  testimony you spoke on the ratings and how you rate

         15  your own parks and the job you're doing with the

         16  parks.  Is there any independent source that you use

         17  to rate the parks, or is it all in- house?

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  We maintain a

         19  ratings program where the inspectors are separate

         20  from the maintenance and operation change of

         21  command, so the entire inspections unit reports to

         22  our Office of Management Planning, which is under

         23  our Deputy Commissioner for Management Budget, Bob

         24  Garafola.  So there is an intellectual independence.

         25    They don't feel beholden. They're quite good.
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          2                 Our inspection program has been

          3  audited by both the City and the State Controller,

          4  and there was also an in depth investigative article

          5  done by the New York Times to see, do our

          6  inspections and ratings stand up to the average park

          7  visitor's experience?  My recollection is that both

          8  the State and City audits were favorable, so that,

          9  in fact, our inspection program is sound and that

         10  the New York Times article, which is now about 10

         11  years old, said that our own standards were perhaps

         12  a little bit more discriminating than the general

         13  public's perceptions, but we don't leave it there.

         14  As you know, New Yorkers for Parks does its own

         15  inspection program.  It uses slightly different

         16  criteria than we use, but we take their reports, and

         17  we examine them, and if they bring up things that we

         18  haven't addressed, we try to fix them.

         19                 We also have a very consistent group

         20  of park users who are part of our Partnership of

         21  Parks Program, who are telling us what we need.

         22  Obviously, the elected officials and Community

         23  Boards are another form of feedback, but we also

         24  have formal feedback mechanisms at our website,

         25  where we have the opportunities for people to give
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          2  us feedback generally about parks and specific

          3  feedback about their parks, as well as, we send out

          4  people to do surveys.  We hire summer interns just

          5  to go out and survey park users and tell us about

          6  the park experience.

          7                 What we've learned from the surveys

          8  is the most important thing people care about in the

          9  park is the bathroom.  We use that information to

         10  set up a whole program of trying to improve the

         11  quality of the experience when you go to the

         12  bathroom.  It's a very basic function, and people

         13  make jokes about it, and so on, but we take it very

         14  seriously.  If there isn't a decent place to go to

         15  the bathroom where you can find the so- called

         16  amenities, the toilet paper and the hand towels and

         17  hot and cold running water, then people will feel

         18  more reluctant to go visit the park.  And if the

         19  place is closed, you're going to feel reluctant to

         20  visit.

         21                 So we've taken that very seriously,

         22  and I want to commend Commissioner Kavanagh, who

         23  with tongue firmly planted in cheek, has guided what

         24  we call Operation Relief to improve dramatically, I

         25  think, the availability of comfort stations and the
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          2  likelihood that you're going to find the things that

          3  you need to use it successfully.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Well, I know

          5  that after you leave, you always leave parks people

          6  here because there are some mouths kind of hanging

          7  open behind you with the statement, so I can't wait

          8  to hear the testimony.  Are there budget allocations

          9  tied into the rating system?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, but the

         11  recent infusion of new staff by Mayor Bloomberg, in

         12  agreement with the Council Speaker, is targeting two

         13  specific kinds of parks.  First, the new parks that

         14  are a net gain in the park system that will need new

         15  staffing.  Second, the parks that have consistently

         16  failed our litter ratings.

         17                 So we are deploying our new staff to

         18  the new parks and to the parks that have a

         19  consistent litter failings.  So to that extent, yes,

         20  we are using the inspection program to allocate

         21  resources, and we do that all the time because when

         22  we find problems in our inspection program, such as

         23  a piece of play equipment, which has failed our

         24  inspection, we then deploy our maintenance workers

         25  or skilled trade staff to fix those problems. So on
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          2  a daily basis we are allocating our resources based

          3  on what we find in the inspections.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Just two more

          5  questions, hopefully.  In your testimony you mention

          6  needing assistance from the Council in dealing with

          7  the Asian Longhorned beetle, but you don't specify

          8  what type of assistance would be helpful.

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Well, I think

         10  in general having more money to take care of trees

         11  would always be helpful. While most of the effort to

         12  control the Asian Longhorned beetle is done with

         13  federal funding by people hired through federal

         14  programs, our field staff, our climbers and pruners

         15  and our contractors are a form of inspection

         16  program.  Every time they go up in a tree to do

         17  pruning or removal, they're going to look for

         18  evidence of the Asian Longhorned beetle.

         19                 So I would say that generally

         20  speaking, if the Council wanted to be helpful in

         21  dealing with the Asian Longhorned beetle, if you

         22  wanted to allocate money for tree care, for hiring

         23  more climbers and pruners or entering into more

         24  contracts for tree pruning and for stump removal,

         25  those kinds of things will aid in the Asian
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          2  Longhorned beetle.  So if you are asking is there an

          3  area that you can help with, funding for trees and

          4  for tree care is one area where we could always use

          5  money.

          6                 Also, to the extent that you can

          7  lobby Washington. I was down there on a lobbying

          8  trip our Senators and Congress members, to make sure

          9  that the Department of Agriculture allocates

         10  increased funding for this program because right now

         11  it's only a New York City problem.  Chicago has

         12  cured its problem because there are regular and

         13  sufficient allocations of federal funding to beat

         14  back the Asian Longhorned beetle in Chicago.

         15                 We want to see $48 million in new

         16  federal funding for Asian Longhorned beetle control,

         17  and the lion's share of that to come here to this

         18  area because this is the only part of the country.

         19  If we don't stop it here, it will spread out.  It

         20  will go to Vermont, New Hampshire and upstate New

         21  York, and it will devastate the maple sugar industry

         22  and the tourism and lumber industries.  Again, money

         23  for tree care would be very important.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  My last set of

         25  questions has to do with Yankee Stadium.  There has
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          2  been an increase in the preliminary capital money

          3  for this new construction.  How much of that

          4  increase comes under the Parks Department, and what

          5  is the budget for the Parks Department with this?

          6                 MR. MCKINNEY:  Hi, I'm Charles

          7  McKinney.  The budget estimates for the construction

          8  of all of the additional park land improvements,

          9  including the Terminal Market site, those estimates

         10  have gone up because we know more about the site

         11  conditions.  As you know, or could expect, any of

         12  those sections that were industrial properties have

         13  petroleum tanks, and the oily soil must be packaged

         14  up and hauled away.  Then we have to put in new

         15  soil.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  I'm sorry for

         17  cutting you off. We knew what was there, so it's

         18  safe to say that we should have known that we were

         19  going to have to do clean up and things like that.

         20  So that wasn't budgeted for initially.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  It was budgeted

         22  for, but there was more found than we expected.  We

         23  found twice as many tanks as we expected to find.

         24  So we anticipated that, but we didn't anticipate --

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  You anticipated
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          2  some but not the extent.

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, but the

          4  City's promise is to build the parks, and it's based

          5  on a program, not on a budget cost, that we will

          6  build the replacement parks based on the program

          7  that was promised.  As with everything else, once

          8  you start a project, you often find unforeseen

          9  conditions.  As with everything else, the cost of

         10  the construction is going up.  The City will build a

         11  park it's promised to build.  About a month from now

         12  we will open the first replacement park, the

         13  temporary park that's just opposite Little Yankee

         14  Field.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  It's my

         16  understanding that the project is about a year

         17  behind.  Are there parks managed projects that are

         18  year behind?  In terms of the Parks --

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  No, we're

         20  actually somewhat ahead of schedule.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Oh, good.

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  The

         23  construction of the stadium is moving up a little

         24  bit ahead of schedule.  The interim ball field will

         25  open this spring.  We will also have a net gain of
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          2  two ball fields that were supposed to be temporary

          3  ball fields that will be permanent at satellite

          4  locations.  The one thing that we can't do is, we

          5  can't build the big replacement ballfields on the

          6  site of the Yankee Stadium until they tear down

          7  Yankee Stadium. That can't be torn down until the

          8  season ends for the old stadium, and the new stadium

          9  is built.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Thank you.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you very

         13  much for your testimony.  What we're going to do is

         14  allow you to break down, or whoever needs to leave,

         15  leave.  Mike, I'm sure you're staying.  We are going

         16  to call our next panel of witnesses.  Every panel

         17  will have two minutes, so can you do the clock?

         18  Every speaker, I should say.  The first panel is

         19  Jacqui Lipson, Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy,

         20  James Harris, City Parks Foundation, Mark Caserta,

         21  Manhattan Waterfront Park Coalition, and Sheelah

         22  Feinberg for New Yorkers for Parks.

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE:  Let me just say

         24  thank you to all the members of the two Committees,

         25  and I want to apologize to all of our friends in the

                                                            106

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  advocacy community for taking up so much of your

          3  time.  Thank you for your devotion to us.  I have to

          4  go to another meeting now, but a Parks staffer will

          5  stay here to hear the testimony.  Thank you very

          6  much.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

          8  Okay, if we can speed up the process.  You can start

          9  from, what is this, right to left?  That's fine.

         10                 MR. CASERTA:  Good afternoon.  My

         11  name is Mark Caserta.  I'm the Co-Chair of the

         12  Manhattan Waterfront Parks Coalition.  The Manhattan

         13  Waterfront Parks Coalition formed back in March of

         14  2006, about a year ago, to focus attention on the

         15  borough's developing waterfront and to attract

         16  public funding for the critical parks' underutilized

         17  open spaces and potential access projects around the

         18  borough's shoreline.

         19                 Over the past year, we have been

         20  meeting regularly every month to discuss top

         21  priority waterfront projects that are ready for

         22  construction and to develop a coordinated advocacy

         23  strategy to help attract public funding needed for

         24  these projects to move forward.

         25                 For Fiscal Year 2008 MWPC, as we are
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          2  known, has identified four priority projects.  The

          3  first one is Harlem River Park.  I'm probably going

          4  to cut my time down.  Somebody is actually going

          5  talk about Harlem River Park in a little bit.  I

          6  will say that we are currently looking for $650,000

          7  to match a state grant of $350,000 to move an

          8  innovative green comfort station and maintenance

          9  building forward.

         10                 High Bridge, which opened in 1848,

         11  it's New York City's oldest bridge and the most

         12  celebrated part of the Aqueduct. It connects the

         13  boroughs of Manhattan and the Bronx and is being

         14  pursued by the Department of Parks and Recreation in

         15  the High Bridge Coalition as a great public space

         16  and greenway link.

         17                 In total, the project will cost about

         18  $60 million to complete.  Right now we are seeking a

         19  local match from Congressman Jose Serrano's federal

         20  allocation of $5 million.  A minimum of $1.5 million

         21  is needed to release these funds, but an allocation

         22  of $3.6 million, with 1.8 from the Borough

         23  Presidents of Manhattan and the Bronx each, and $1.8

         24  million coming from the City Council, will go a long

         25  way towards opening the bridge to the public.
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          2                 Solar Two is actually located on a

          3  non- park property.  It's actually an Economic

          4  Development Corporation property, Stuyvesant Cove

          5  Park.  It will be an 8,000 square foot net zero

          6  platinum lead certified building.  The building will

          7  cost about $12 million, I believe.  It needs another

          8  $4.5 million, and we're not asking the Council for

          9  this money.  We're actually asking for the Council's

         10  help in releasing funds from the Mayor.  The problem

         11  the project is, Economic Development Corporation

         12  doesn't have a capital budget.

         13                 The last project is East River Park.

         14  It's $1.2 million, and we're in agreement with the

         15  Parks Department that that is actually needed.

         16  That's it, thank you.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         18                 MS. FEINBERG:  Hello, my name is

         19  Sheelah Feinberg, and I'm the Director of Government

         20  and Community Relations for New Yorkers for Parks.

         21  Thanks for letting us testify today.

         22                 We are the only independent watch dog

         23  for all of the City's parks, beaches and

         24  playgrounds.  New Yorkers for Parks is committed to

         25  ensuring that every neighborhood in every borough
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          2  receives green, clean and safe parks.  We want to

          3  thank you and the Mayor and Speaker Quinn and the

          4  entire City Council for baselining the essential

          5  Parks Department funding for this year's Fiscal Year

          6   '08 Budget.  You can read this part of the

          7  testimony later in the interest of time.

          8                 Restoration, however, some pieces

          9  were funded, other pieces were not.  One of the

         10  things that we want to make sure is restored is the

         11  after school program.  We're asking for $5.3 million

         12  for that program.  The Parks Department depends on

         13  this funding to provide core recreational staffing

         14  and programming for New York City's youth during

         15  critical after school hours.

         16                 We have some new funding initiatives.

         17    We were pleased to hear that the Parks Department

         18  is in agreement with at least a few of these.  $10

         19  million for forestry -- Public parks are lush,

         20  natural gems that all New Yorkers use as an escape

         21  from the concrete sidewalks.  While street trees are

         22  pruned on a 10- year rotating schedule, pruning and

         23  care of park trees has no set schedule and instead

         24  is emergency response only, resulting in trees with

         25  dead and hanging limbs in desperate need of care.
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          2  We respectfully request that you allocate $10

          3  million to augment to forestry team to increase the

          4  care of park trees and tree plantings.

          5                 We are also asking for $1.5 million

          6  for horticulture.  $1.5 million is needed to double

          7  the current number of 30 gardeners, so that more of

          8  the City's parks can benefit from the presence of

          9  these important staff members.

         10                 Finally, we are asking for $15

         11  million for park safety.  We thank the City Council

         12  for passing legislation to track crime in parks

         13  throughout the City.  As a result, we've been able

         14  to see an increase in some crime in some of the

         15  larger parks. Therefore, we are asking for $15

         16  million in capital funds to fund response centers in

         17  all five boroughs for PEP centers, as well as

         18  several new vehicles.  We thank you for your time.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         20                 MS. LIPSON:  My colleague has stepped

         21  out with my written testimony, but I have it to

         22  distribute.  Good afternoon, Chairwoman Foster.  I

         23  thank you for the opportunity to testify.  My name

         24  is Jacqui Lipson, and I'm the Director of Public

         25  Affairs for the Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy.
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          2                 The Brooklyn Bridge Park  Conservancy

          3  is a non profit organization that has worked for

          4  over 20 years to support the creation of Brooklyn

          5  Bridge Park through programming, outreach and

          6  advocacy.  I'm here today to join New Yorkers for

          7  Parks and other organizations to testify in support

          8  of increased funding for the New York City

          9  Department of Parks and Recreation.

         10                 Although construction of most of

         11  Brooklyn Bridge Park is about to begin, in 2003 City

         12  Parks actually built the first segment between the

         13  Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges.  Since 2003, we have

         14  worked in partnership with Commissioner Benepe and

         15  Commissioner Spiegel and their dedicated staffs, to

         16  help maintain this four- acre park overlooking New

         17  York Harbor and lower Manhattan.

         18                 Our collective efforts to maintain

         19  this heavily used park has only underscored the

         20  importance of ensuring that Brooklyn Bridge Park is

         21  self- sustaining and not a burden on our already

         22  underfunded City Parks Department and its ability to

         23  maintain existing neighborhood parks.  We echo New

         24  Yorkers for Parks in thanking Mayor Bloomberg and

         25  Speaker Quinn and the entire City Council for
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          2  baselining essential Parks Department funding for

          3  this Fiscal Year 2008 Budget.  The baseline will

          4  provide for much needed programs and staffing of our

          5  parks.

          6                 We also urge the Council to increase

          7  the City Parks Department funding.  With our new and

          8  growing park, we already see tens of thousands of

          9  New Yorkers and their families who are enjoying this

         10  beautiful, new open space here.

         11                 In closing, we would like to

         12  reiterate our support for our partners in parks and

         13  second the request made today by our colleagues,

         14  particularly the important initiatives for park

         15  programming, horticulture and safety.  Thank you.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         17                 MR. HARRIS:  Good afternoon.  Thank

         18  you, Chairperson Foster, for the opportunity to

         19  testify.  My name is James Harris. I'm the Director

         20  of Government Relations for City Parks Foundation. As

         21  you know, City Parks Foundation works in over 700

         22  parks citywide, providing free programming and

         23  community building initiatives to over 600,000 kids,

         24  adults and seniors.  We provide free education,

         25  sports and arts programs, particularly in low income
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          2  communities to help revitalize parks and

          3  neighborhoods, and we run Partnerships for Parks,

          4  together with the Department of Parks and

          5  Recreation, to help citizens support their parks on

          6  a local level.  I've attached a summary of our

          7  programming with our submitted testimony.

          8                 We have an annual budget of $10

          9  million, and over 90 percent of our income is raised

         10  privately from corporations, foundations and

         11  individuals.  We are grateful to the Council for the

         12  Council's past support.  With your help, our work

         13  reaches every Council district.  As CPF grows and

         14  provides more free programming, your continued

         15  support is more crucial than ever.  We will be

         16  following up with the Council in the coming weeks on

         17  our specific FY '08 Budget requests.  We are very

         18  proud of the close relationship and track record

         19  that we have established with the Council and look

         20  forward to continuing to provide free programming

         21  for kids, adults and seniors citywide.

         22                 I'll jump to the end because I know

         23  time is brief.

         24                 City Parks Foundation creates vibrant

         25  parks, stronger communities and active, engaged
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          2  citizens.  By connecting people with their local

          3  green spaces, CPF encourages a sense of ownership of

          4  parks that contribute to their neighborhood

          5  revitalization.

          6                 I would like to thank the Council for

          7  allowing us to continue our vital work, and we urge

          8  you to join us in a park this spring on It's My Park

          9  Day on May 19th.  We will be in over 100 parks in

         10  all five boroughs, so please, come and join us.

         11  Thanks.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you, and

         13  I'd like to thank all of you and your organizations

         14  for the work you do in the parks.  Thank you very

         15  much.

         16                 Our next panel will consist of Lisa

         17  Liu, Robert Cook, John, I'm not going to try to

         18  mutilate your last name, John. Okay, I have another

         19  name that I'm not going to try -- Harbachan Singh.

         20  Did I say that remotely correct?  Great.  You start

         21  when you're ready.  If the light is off, the mic is

         22  on.

         23                 DR. COOK:  Good afternoon, Madam

         24  Chairwoman, members of the Committee and the New

         25  York City Council.  Thank you for giving me the
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          2  opportunity to testify today regarding New York

          3  City's Preliminary Budget for FY '08.  I'm Dr.

          4  Robert Cook, Senior President Elect and General

          5  Director of Living Institutions for the Wildlife

          6  Conservation Society.

          7                 I've worked for WCS for 22 years and

          8  have served as its chief veterinarian for the last

          9  17, during which time we began our commitment to the

         10  healthcare of the animals at Central Park, Queens

         11  and Prospect Park Zoos.  I would like to take this

         12  opportunity to honor my predecessor, Richard Lattis

         13  (phonetic), for serving WCS and the zoo and aquarium

         14  community with distinction for over 30 years.

         15  Richard's many accomplishments, including his

         16  stewardship of the City's zoo renaissance, serve as

         17  a model for successful partnership between the City

         18  of New York and its cultural institutions.  I look

         19  forward to building on that legacy by working with

         20  you and the New York City Department of Parks and

         21  Recreation in my new capacity.

         22                 Since 1980, WCS and the New York City

         23  Parks Department have worked closely to ensure the

         24  quality zoo management at the Prospect Park, Queens

         25  and Central Park zoos.  Together, we provide an
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          2  important public good for nearly 1.5 million City

          3  residents annually, particularly in their boroughs.

          4  We provide our citizens with a vital link to the

          5  natural world through state- of the- art exhibits,

          6  affordable, wholesome family recreation, informal

          7  science and environmental education and economic

          8  stability and growth.

          9                 WCS is honored to manage these city-

         10  owned and supported wildlife parks.  I want to thank

         11  Mayor Bloomberg, Speaker Quinn and the New York City

         12  Council for providing the necessary operating funds

         13  to the New York City Department of Parks and

         14  Recreation in this year's preliminary budget, of

         15  which the City's zoos receive general operating

         16  support.

         17                 As you know, our institutions,

         18  especially the older ones, need support for their

         19  infrastructure, as well as funds to provide for new

         20  exhibits.  We would like to once again thank the

         21  Parks Departments, our partners for over 25 years,

         22  in collaboration with the Office of Management and

         23  Budget, for providing timely capital support for

         24  critically needed infrastructure projects for these

         25  three City zoos.
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          2                 These projects support the

          3  refurbishment and maintenance of these parks, which

          4  will improve the guest experience, increase

          5  attendance and support the work of WCS.  Over the

          6  past five years the Mayor and City Council have

          7  provided $15 million for construction of an Amur

          8  Leopard, Jaguar and Snow Leopard exhibit at

          9  Prospect, Queens and Central Park zoos.

         10  Unfortunately, the costs of construction in New York

         11  City have increased dramatically.

         12                 WCS is requesting an incremental

         13  funding that will allow construction to begin in FY

         14   '08.  Each of these cats is an endangered species

         15  and continues to be a focus of our conservation

         16  programs.  We hope you will continue to champion the

         17  Prospect Park, Queens and Central Park zoos by

         18  supporting our request for additional capital

         19  funding for these projects.  Thank you very much.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         21                 MS. LIU:  Good afternoon, Council

         22  Members.  My name is Lisa Liu, and I am a social

         23  science researcher.  I do research on parks, and I'm

         24  sorry that I have not prepared a written statement.

         25  My data is also from the Mayor's Preliminary Budget,
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          2  Fiscal Year '08, so it might not have been the one

          3  that you guys were referring to.

          4                 I would like to acknowledge that you

          5  guys are doing a great job for allocating more funds

          6  to waterfront development and the tree trunks.

          7  However, to achieve Plan New York City 2030 with the

          8  goal to create parks within 10 minute walks of

          9  everyone's home, it is impossible if we are cutting

         10  funds.  You said that you were increasing funds, but

         11  according to that Preliminary Budget that I found,

         12  you guys actually cut funds.  It's not you, the

         13  Mayor.

         14                 If there are constant funding cuts,

         15  then that goal cannot be achieved.  I have also

         16  noticed that the Preliminary Budget proposes to end

         17  funding for nature and wildlife groups such as Merra

         18  (phonetic) Corps and Eagle Falconry and natural

         19  classroom education programs, the Adopt- a- Park

         20  program and enhancement and restoration projects and

         21  also for wild and the learn to swim program.  I

         22  think that we need to allocate more funds to these

         23  programs since it fosters citizen stewardship.  I

         24  have found that 78 percent of Queens parks have no

         25  volunteer groups.  We must get citizens out there,
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          2  especially if there isn't enough money to pay for

          3  the employees since the budget cuts.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.  John

          5  Rozankowski.

          6                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  You did

          7  beautifully.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  There we go.

          9                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  Okay.  I'm John

         10  Rozankowski from Save Our Parks.  The location of

         11  the new Yankee Stadium has been opposed by a large

         12  number of residents of that community.  Today,

         13  however, it's a reality, and the challenge for us is

         14  to make the best out of a difficult situation.

         15  There is no question that a community must have

         16  parks, and work on the interim parks has proceeded

         17  at a glacial pace.  I have come here, however, to

         18  focus attention on three existing parks, which could

         19  present an attractive alternative during

         20  construction and beyond.

         21                 The first of these is Franz Sigel

         22  Park at 153rd Street and Grand Concourse.  It is

         23  large.  It has been neglected for years.  It's

         24  infested by drug dealers, users and rats, and it

         25  could serve many activities of interest to the
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          2  community.

          3                 The second is Arcilla Park on 163rd

          4  Street and Teller Avenue adjoining the Melrose Metro

          5  North Station.  Save our Parks favors anchoring the

          6  new stadium project in mass transit. This station is

          7  critical to reducing the number of cars coming into

          8  Asthma Alley.  The MTA has renovated the station,

          9  and we will press them for fair discounts, shuttle

         10  buses, et cetera.  But our desire to make it an

         11  official Yankee Stadium stop cannot be met with that

         12  park in this state.  Upon seeing it today, many

         13  suburbanites would disembark from the train, will

         14  wish to get back on and never to return.

         15                 The third park is Nelson Park on

         16  Nelson Avenue and 166th Street, the only viable bit

         17  of greenery for the residents of High Bridge.

         18  During a Community Board presentation in October,

         19  Save our Parks offered to work with the Parks

         20  Department for the good of the community, and in the

         21  warmer days ahead we will ask community residents

         22  what they would like to see in the above parks. But

         23  a viable partnership requires adequate funding, and

         24  thus Save Our Parks asks the Parks Committee of the

         25  City Council to allocate the necessary money for
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          2  these three parks.  Thank you very much.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you, John.

          4    Why don't you follow up with my office because two

          5  are in my district.  Nelson Park actually just got

          6  some renovation, so we can talk about the tree

          7  planting and then make an appointment with Council

          8  Member Maria del Carmen Arroyo for the Frank Sigel

          9  because that's in her district.

         10                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  Is Arcilla Park in

         11  your district?

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Yes, the two.

         13                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  Oh, Arcilla's in

         14  your district.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Arcilla and

         16  Nelson, yes.

         17                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  Okay, I didn't know

         18  that.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Yes, okay?  So

         20  follow up with my office, and we can talk about what

         21  we would like to see there.

         22                 MR. ROZANKOWSKI:  Wonderful.  I will.

         23                 MR. SINGH:  Good afternoon.  I'm

         24  Harbachan Singh, the Director of the Flushing

         25  Meadows Corona Park Conservancy, an independent
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          2  advocacy group for Queens' largest and most popular

          3  park.

          4                 Over the past several years, thanks

          5  to the support of the elected officials, private

          6  foundations and concerned individuals, we have

          7  undertaken several projects in the park under the

          8  oversight of the Parks Department, such as signage

          9  and model restoration of natural shoreline at Meadow

         10  Lake, a brochure to promote the park, and tours at

         11  the Willow Lake and plans for the bird watching

         12  shelter.

         13                 In a sense, the Conservancy requests

         14  from the City Council the following:  $25,000 for

         15  educational programming for local youth, which will

         16  keep them engaged in the Willow Lake natural area

         17  and the Meadow Lake shoreline, a model of which they

         18  had created in the past two years, your continued

         19  support for $3.5 million for the restoration of the

         20  boathouse and the wooden dock, which is used by

         21  competitors in the annual Dragon Boat Race Festival.

         22    We need your support for the Parks Department's

         23  request for the restoration of the Meadow Lake

         24  Habitat.  As you may know, the federal government

         25  will grant $540,000 on condition that the City will
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          2  provide $1.3 million in matching funds.

          3                 We support the $700,000 Departmental

          4  request for wrought iron fencing and gates for the

          5  control entry points at the restored bridge at the

          6  south end of the Willow Lake.  We join New Yorkers

          7  for Parks and many Queens civic organizations in

          8  calling for an additional $10 million to increase

          9  tree planting and tree pruning in the parks and in

         10  the City streets.  I thank you for your kind

         11  attention.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.  Mr.

         13  Singh, how many Council people serve that park?  Do

         14  you know?  Because it's not just in one Council

         15  Member's district.

         16                 MR. SINGH:  Yes, it's more than John

         17  Liu and I think James Gennaro maybe.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  And Hiram?

         19                 MR. SINGH:  Yes.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Okay.  And the

         21  request for a precinct, you heard the Police (sic)

         22  Commissioner say when it's more seasonal.  Do you

         23  see it as a weekend and maybe spring, summer need,

         24  or do you see it as something that's required year

         25  round?
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          2                 MR. SINGH:  It is a very extensively

          3  used park and is one of the largest parks.  There

          4  were a lot of vandalism recorded in that park, and

          5  there were studies conducted, in fact. There is a

          6  dire need for a precinct for the sake of security.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Right, but my

          8  question is, I think people see that, but do you see

          9  it as a seasonal need, as the Commissioner spoke to,

         10  or a year round?

         11                 MR. SINGH:  We would request that it

         12  would be a year round submission.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  So you see it as

         14  a need that is required year round, as opposed to

         15  seasonally?

         16                 MR. SINGH:  That is correct.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  All right.

         18  Thank you very much.  Our next panel consists of

         19  former Council Member Carol Greitzer, Thomas Lunke,

         20  Judy Francis and Margie Rubin.  Can you move one of

         21  the chairs, so Margie can.  Thank you.  I told them

         22  they were going to get in a lot of trouble for doing

         23  that, Ralphie. You may start.

         24                 MS. GREITZER:  I'm Carol Greitzer.

         25  I'm a former member of the City Council and active
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          2  with several parks groups. Our parks have become a

          3  cash cow generating millions of dollars for the

          4  City.  Whereas Parks raised $6.9 million in 1985,

          5  the amount has escalated to over $600 million

          6  currently.  Ironically, the money is not translated

          7  into a revenue stream for the Parks Department.  It

          8  goes into the general fund, and even more ironical,

          9  while more and more commercialization is going on,

         10  the Parks' share of the budget gets smaller.

         11                 You've been made aware of ballfields

         12  that are available only to paying customers, of

         13  broken benches.  But have you heard that a large

         14  section of the Farmer's Market in Union Square had

         15  to be relocated last summer to accommodate a paid

         16  event?              And do you that when a tennis

         17  event takes over much of Madison Square, preferred

         18  seating is given to AMEX card holders, all of which

         19  is a preamble to my repeating the request I made

         20  here two years ago for you to do oversight on

         21  granting concessions on privatization and on

         22  delegating management.  Guidelines for establishing

         23  conservancies and for their obligations to the

         24  public must be established by the Council.

         25                 Last August, the Metro newspaper
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          2  quoted you, Chairwoman Foster, that you would be

          3  holding a series of hearings on concessions last

          4  fall.  These hearings have not yet taken place but

          5  are desperately needed if the Council is to assert

          6  itself in an intelligent way as to the fiscal

          7  aspects of Parks management.  In the meantime, I

          8  join with all of the others who have come here today

          9  to seek an increase in the Parks budget.  Thank you.

         10                 MS. FRANCIS:  Hi, my name is Judy

         11  Francis.  I'm the President of the Brooklyn Bridge

         12  Park Defense Fund.  We are a not for- profit that's

         13  goal is to actually build a real park in Brooklyn

         14  along the waterfront.  As you've heard today, the

         15  parks are under siege.  We're all here to see if we

         16  can do something about the shrinking budget

         17  allocation.

         18                 This shrinking budget, though, has

         19  resulted in what the Councilwoman Foster called last

         20  fall, a two- tiered park system. Those for the haves

         21  and those for the have nots.

         22                 Calling our parks a burden, quote,

         23  the Commissioner also called fabulous the plan to

         24  place six 20 to 30 luxury condo towers inside of

         25  Brooklyn Bridge Park.  This was in last week's New
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          2  York Observer.  Inside, not across a highway, not

          3  across a boulevard, not even across public

          4  sidewalks, these six buildings are smack in the

          5  middle of a public park, a park for one class, those

          6  rich enough to live inside it.

          7                 Why does this matter?  Because people

          8  who live inside of parks do not want lights on at

          9  night, baseballs flying past their windows, musical

         10  events or even active year round recreational

         11  facilities.  Each and every one of these park- like

         12  activities has been taken out of the Brooklyn Bridge

         13  Park plan. Why?  Because people don't want noise and

         14  other people treading on their lawns.  It's

         15  privatization of public lands.

         16                 We ask you to, one, pass legislation

         17  to mandate that two percent of the City's budget

         18  forever be dedicated to the maintenance of our

         19  public parks and that these funds be equally

         20  distributed across all the parks, so to eliminate

         21  the haves and the have nots, so everybody is equal,

         22  so that the parks that are near rich neighborhoods

         23  will attract rich people to buy rich housing inside

         24  of them.  It's wrong.  Because what happens when

         25  other parks that can't attract luxury housing
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          2  developers?  What happens to their parks?  That's

          3  the two- tier system.

          4                 Two, we demand full accounting for

          5  park costs and total transparency in how these costs

          6  are developed and paid for. That has not existed for

          7  this park.

          8                 Three, create a true citizen review

          9  board for park concessions with authority over park

         10  governance, again, something that hasn't been

         11  decided for these quasi- public private partnership

         12  parks.

         13                 The fourth thing is to pass

         14  legislation that prohibits inappropriate usage of

         15  parks.  Only with these measures can we really get

         16  back to what we all want here, which are real great

         17  parks that support all of the people and especially

         18  the children of this City.  Thank you.

         19                 MR. LUNKE:  Good afternoon.  Thank

         20  you, Chairperson Foster and committee members for

         21  the opportunity to provide testimony today.  My name

         22  is Tom Lunke, and I'm here representing the Harlem

         23  Community Development Corporation, a New York State

         24  public benefit corporation, and the Harlem River

         25  Park Taskforce, a coalition of 27 community and
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          2  citywide organizations in five elected City, state

          3  and federal officials.

          4                 The Harlem River Park Taskforce's

          5  main mission is to assist the people of Harlem and

          6  East Harlem and the New York City Department of

          7  Parks and Recreation in the creation of a state- of

          8  the- art environmentally innovative waterfront park

          9  between 125th and 145th Streets.  When completed,

         10  this park will improve the quality of life of area

         11  residents by helping clean the air, reduce storm

         12  water run off, improve water quality and wildlife

         13  habitat and provide an attractive area for

         14  recreation and relaxation.  In addition, it will

         15  further the City's goal of a greenway around

         16  Manhattan.

         17                 I'm going to skip some of this

         18  because I only have a limited time.

         19                 New York City DOT is currently using

         20  the waterfront from 125th to 135th Streets, Phase 3

         21  of Harlem River Park, as a construction staging area

         22  during its redevelopment of the Willis Avenue Bridge

         23  and Harlem River Drive and does not plan to transfer

         24  jurisdiction to the New York City Department of

         25  Parks and Recreation until 2016.  We ask your
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          2  assistance in convincing New York City DOT to

          3  relinquish its hold on part of this site to allow

          4  for an interim pedestrian bicycle path that would

          5  connect Harlem River Park north of 135th Street with

          6  the East River Esplanade south of 125th.  This would

          7  improve safety within and accessibility to the park.

          8                 Speaking of access, there are three

          9  ramps over Harlem River Drive at 135th, 139th and

         10  142nd Streets that are the only means of access to

         11  Harlem River Park.  We ask that those be improved,

         12  and I'm going to skip to the final point.

         13                 One final request is for funding of a

         14  state- of- the art high performance green comfort

         15  station and administrative building for Phase 1.

         16  Phase 1 has been constructed.  We have partnered

         17  with the Manhattan Waterfront Parks Coalition and

         18  the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation

         19  on a $353,000 grant submission to the Office of the

         20  Manhattan Borough President and are working with

         21  Council Members, Melissa Mark- Viverito and Inez

         22  Dickens on obtaining $700,000 in additional funding.

         23    Your assistance in these efforts will be greatly

         24  appreciated.  Thank you for your time and support.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.
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          2  Quick question. The portion that DOT has that

          3  they're not relinquishing until 2016, is it if they

          4  relinquished it as tomorrow or a portion of it, you

          5  would be able to access the waterfront?

          6                 MR. LUNKE:  Correct.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  And you would be

          8  able to work around them if they needed still to

          9  keep a portion of it without the whole thing?

         10                 MR. LUNKE:  Correct.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         12                 MR. LUNKE:  Thank you.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Can you pull the

         14  mic over?

         15                 MS. RUBIN:  Good afternoon.  My name

         16  is Margie Rubin, Disabled in Action parks

         17  accessibility advocate and Disability rights

         18  activist.

         19                 Before the New York City park system

         20  in its entirety is turned into Anywhere, USA, the

         21  City Council must move to enact an amendment to the

         22  City Charter so that the City Council, Community

         23  Boards and general population are equal partners

         24  with the Mayor and Parks in the decision making

         25  process on the designing of all parks facilities.
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          2                 In the meantime, an increase in the

          3  Parks budget is necessary, so that there is an

          4  equitable distribution of funding to all

          5  neighborhoods, regardless of whether they are

          6  wealthy or poor, and to ensure that Parks

          7  incorporates civil rights laws giving equal access

          8  to people with disabilities in all parks facilities,

          9  which it is not currently willing to do.  Equity

         10  will only come by having a fully funded in- house

         11  staff.

         12                 Benepe said that they only have

         13  nominal fees for re naming fountains.  The Tish

         14  Family is giving one and a half million dollars

         15  towards the re- naming of the fountain in Washington

         16  Square Park, which also receives amount $1 million

         17  annually from NYU, and Adrian Benepe has called this

         18  a little slum.  His staff is going to be violating

         19  ADA laws during the reconstruction by non-

         20  disclosure of ADA compliance even though we have

         21  requested through the Freedom of Information Law, we

         22  cannot get this information, and will not be

         23  accessible.

         24                 One of the things that we know that

         25  will not be accessible in Phase 1 are the bathrooms.
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          2    Vesuvio Playground has been leveled.  It's being

          3  rebuilt except for the comfort station at an

          4  estimate of a cost of $1.2 million to do a tear-

          5  down by an outside contractor rather than an in-

          6  house staff doing modifications moderately.

          7                 The McNair Astro playground has an

          8  inaccessible raised Saturn lawn, which, according to

          9  a survey, the Central Park's Sheepmeadow, it doesn't

         10  have to be accessible because it's a lawn.  That's

         11  inaccurate.  Central Park's multi- million dollar

         12  Heckshor playground is also without accessible play

         13  equipment, which is a disgrace.  They spent $2

         14  million on that.

         15                 When Parks sends out bids, the

         16  contractors sign agreeing to obey all laws.  Which

         17  ones?  As Parks does not spell out what needs to be

         18  done, who is at fault?  The contractor who is not

         19  informed of accessibility civil rights and doesn't

         20  comply?  Or Parks, for failing to include the

         21  problem and solutions in their original scoping

         22  before the bidding process?  How many plans are

         23  approved with violations in them?

         24                 We are going to urge the City Council

         25  to increase the budget for the Parks Department, be
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          2  as bold as doubling it, if you can.  Thank you.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you very

          4  much.  Our next panel consists of Geoffrey Croft,

          5  Matthew Washington and Melissa McDonald.  You can

          6  start.

          7                 MS. MCDONALD:  Good afternoon.  My

          8  name is Melissa McDonald, and I manage Stuyvesant

          9  Cove Park.  First, I would like to take a moment to

         10  publicly acknowledge the Manhattan Waterfront Parks

         11  Coalition for their support of many new waterfront

         12  parks around Manhattan and for their ongoing

         13  dedication and support for creating parks with open

         14  spaces with waterfront access.

         15                 Stuyvesant Cove Park is a unique,

         16  private/public park located on the East River

         17  between 18th and 23rd Street. Private management of

         18  the park is provided by Solar One, a not- for profit

         19  environmental organization.  It is a public open

         20  space owned by the City under the jurisdiction of

         21  the EDC and open to the public from dawn to 11 p.m.

         22                 Being party to this unique

         23  public/private partnership with the EDC, we would

         24  like to address the concern we have of City funding

         25  for parks and open spaces that do not fall under the
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          2  jurisdiction of the Parks Department.

          3                 What we would like is budgetary money

          4  set aside for all parks in New York City, including

          5  parks that do not fall under the umbrella of the

          6  Department of Parks and Recreation.  This will

          7  enable parks that are being created in partnership

          8  with the EDC, which seems to be the trend in recent

          9  years, access to City funds and continual funding

         10  stream.

         11                 An example of this type of

         12  partnership are Stuyvesant Cove Park and Harlem

         13  River Park.  Both of these parks have been created

         14  on abandoned sites through the Economic Development

         15  Corporation.  Creating a park is the easy part.

         16  Maintaining them as beautiful and safe parks is

         17  something different altogether.  Having such parks

         18  part of the Parks budget would allow them to be

         19  maintained equally as well as all other parks in

         20  Manhattan.  Thank you.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Have you set up

         22  a meeting with your Council Member for the area?

         23                 MS. MCDONALD:  Yes, we've worked with

         24  Dan Garodnick.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Okay.  Thank
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          2  you.

          3                 MR. CROFT:  Hello, everyone.  My name

          4  is Geoffrey Croft.  I originally was planning on

          5  giving a portion of the State of the Parks Address,

          6  the visual presentation, but that will be postponed

          7  for another time, so my comments relate to the

          8  visual presentation.

          9                 The budget isn't a true budget.  It

         10  is a sham.  It does not reflect the demands of the

         11  Department.  That was Parks Commissioner Robert

         12  Moses' testifying in 1935 to the City Budget

         13  Director after being instructed by Mayor LaGuardia

         14  to submit a less than appropriate budget.

         15                 Good afternoon, my name is Geoffrey

         16  Croft.  I am President and Founder of NYC Park

         17  Advocates.  I would like to thank the City Council

         18  and, in particular, Parks Chair, Helen Foster, for

         19  this opportunity to present our findings.

         20                 Before I present the findings, please

         21  allow me to put them into context.  New York City

         22  parks are in crisis.  For more than four decades the

         23  City, the State and the Federal governments have

         24  allocated a fraction of the funds needed to maintain

         25  our vast parks system.  The City's parks, once the
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          2  most celebrated and unprecedented public works

          3  program in the nation, have become dumping grounds

          4  and havens for drug use, prostitution, the homeless

          5  and criminal activity.  Their maintenance and safety

          6  have plummeted under the weight of crippling budget

          7  cuts.

          8                 Despite being in violation of the

          9  City Charter for decades, the City has been able to

         10  get away with this with virtual impunity.  The

         11  question is, how much longer will the City's elected

         12  officials collectively be able to ignore this public

         13  health crisis?

         14                 We are here today to give testimony

         15  on the Mayor's Preliminary Budget for the Parks

         16  Department for FY '08. Unfortunately, like many of

         17  his predecessors, this proposed mayoral budget

         18  allocates only a fraction, just $252 million in tax

         19  levy funds of the money desperately needed to

         20  properly maintain, operate and program our public

         21  parks.

         22                 According to the City, the Mayor and

         23  the City Council recently agreed to hire an

         24  additional 350 workers, yet the Parks Department is

         25  in dire of thousands of additional workers and
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          2  hundreds of millions of dollars of additional

          3  expense funding.  The funding and personnel, many

          4  say the agency will never receive. This is shameful.

          5    The City routinely allocates one- third of what

          6  the Parks Department actually needs.  It is

          7  imperative the City allocate a budget that properly

          8  reflects the true needs of the Parks Department.

          9  Unfortunately, this one does not come anywhere

         10  close.

         11                 To make matters worse, over last

         12  month, our City's leaders have announced a projected

         13  $3.9 billion surplus and more than $1.2 billion in

         14  proposed tax cuts.  Despite this, the public is

         15  repeatedly told the expense funding needed to hire

         16  the skilled laborers, park enforcement, qualified

         17  managers, among other positions, that are so

         18  desperately needed, are not available for our public

         19  parks.

         20                 This proposed budget is an

         21  unfortunate and constant reminder of how in both

         22  good economic times and bad, public funding for

         23  parks is simply not a priority.  Our elected

         24  officials refuse to allocate adequate funding.  The

         25  political will necessary to provide funding for
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          2  safe, well- maintained parks and public recreation

          3  programs --

          4                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Geoffrey, you

          5  need to wrap up. I've let everybody go over.

          6                 MR. CROFT:  Sure, absolutely.  --

          7  Simply does not exist.  It's not a priority.  What

          8  you have here is testimony and then there's a lot of

          9  facts here.  There's some comparisons to other

         10  states.  As you know, I'm the first person to see

         11  this history to have inspected every single park, so

         12  we certainly have a unique view on the maintenance

         13  issues.

         14                 One important thing just to remember

         15  is that the City used to allocate 1.4 percent and

         16  greater, actually over 2 percent of its budget, to

         17  the maintenance and operation of its parks.  Since

         18  Robert Moses left office, that has plummeted.  Over

         19  the last 45 years we've lost over $10 billion in

         20  expense funding, not even capital, that's just

         21  expense funding.  So that's something to be mindful

         22  of.  I can go on forever, but we have Matthew here.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you.

         24  Matthew?

         25                 MR. WASHINGTON:  Thank you.  Good
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          2  afternoon.  My name is Matthew Washington.  I'm

          3  speaking on behalf of Friends of Hudson River Park.

          4                 I would first like to mention that

          5  Friends of Hudson River Park is very proud of having

          6  started the Manhattan Waterfront Parks Coalition and

          7  dedicate about $50,000 annually to that coalition

          8  through staff time and consultant fees.  We are

          9  committed to the completion of Hudson River Park, as

         10  well as the revitalization of Manhattan and New York

         11  City's waterfront.

         12                 The primary mission of Friends is to

         13  advocate for the funds needed to complete Hudson

         14  River Park and with good reason.  The park has

         15  become a destination for New York residents and

         16  visitors alike, offering everything from kayaking to

         17  live music to the latest Harry Potter movie, all for

         18  free.

         19                 None of this could have been possible

         20  without the strong leadership of the City Council,

         21  which has been integral in seeing this park through

         22  to its completion.  To that end, I would like to

         23  thank the City Council for allocating $1.75 million

         24  of its own funds to Hudson River Park last year.  It

         25  was much needed funding and allowed the momentum to
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          2  continue.

          3                 In the Preliminary Budget there has

          4  been an allocation of $10.5 million for Hudson River

          5  Park, and we would like to ask the City Council to

          6  support this.  This is much needed funding that will

          7  go towards the completion of both Chelsea and

          8  Tribeca sections of the park.  There is still an

          9  additional $120 million to go, and we would ask the

         10  City Council if it were possible to support an

         11  increase in the allocation to $15 million. There

         12  doesn't seem to be much movement at the state level,

         13  and we hope the City Council can aid in getting

         14  through to the state.

         15                 We would also like to support the ASK

         16  of New Yorkers for Parks in increasing the Parks'

         17  budget.  Again, I'd like to thank you for your

         18  continued support and leadership in making sure

         19  Hudson River Park is completed and continues to

         20  offer great opportunities for all New Yorkers.

         21  Thank you, and have a nice afternoon.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER:  Thank you very

         23  much.  There being no more testimony, the Committee

         24  Meeting is adjourned.

         25                 (Hearing concluded at 3:09 p.m.)
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