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Oversight: Status of Yankee Stadium Replacement Parks 

INTRODUCTION


On June 24, 2008, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster will hold an oversight hearing on the “Status of Yankee Stadium Replacement Parks?”  Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), New Yorkers For Parks, Partnership for Parks, the City Parks Foundation and the New York Restoration Project, as well as elected officials and other concerned community groups. 

BACKGROUND

History
Macomb’s Dam Park

The 28.4-acre Macomb’s Dam Park was named after the Macomb family of millers who operated a dam and mill on the property and were responsible for constructing a dam across the Harlem River.
  In 1838, residents living along the riverbank questioned the private use of the public waterway and the court declared Macomb’s dam a public nuisance.
  The dam was completely removed by 1858.
  The park was opened in 1899 and consisted of extensive recreational facilities including baseball fields, comfort stations, a track, tennis courts and a playground.
  The track was used for local and European runners such as Hannes Kohlesmainen, who used the track to train for the 1912 Olympic Games in Stockholm where he won three gold medals.
  For many years, Macomb’s Dam Park served the community as a recreational area for children to play and families to come together.

John Mullaly Park
The 18.516-acre John Mullaly Park was named after John Mullaly, a newspaperman and civic official who was a proponent of green space for the Bronx park system.
  In 1881, John Mullay assisted in founding the New York Park Association (Association) and conducted studies of parkland in foreign cities and predicted the rapid population growth and rising land values in New York.
  Through his efforts, the Association called for more parkland in the southern Bronx which resulted in the City’s purchase of lands for Van Cortlandt, Claremont, Crotona, Bronx, St. Mary’s and Pelham Bay Parks.
  Previously having only 1000 acres, the new properties increased the City’s parkland to about 5000 acres.

Mullaly Park was developed as a multi-use recreational facility including handball, basketball, paddle tennis, volleyball, ice skating and rollerskating.
  The first playground in the park was opened in 1932.
  New entertainment facilities were constructed in the late 1960’s including a wading pool, swimming pool, bathhouse, ice rink, skate shop and a snack bar.
  Furthermore, in 1998, Council Member Wendell Foster funded a $3,154,000 reconstruction project which included two new playgrounds equipped with safety surfacing for children.
  The project also included the installation of
 a large spray play area, new drinking fountains and the reconstruction of two ball fields and the construction of two mini soccer fields.
  
Construction of the New Yankee Stadium 
On June 15, 2005, Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg and then Governor George E. Pataki announced an agreement with the New York Yankees that would replace Macomb’s Dam Park and a portion of Mullaly Park with a new Yankee Stadium.
  In return, the City promised a new waterfront park and esplanade along the Harlem River, including significant streetscape, traffic and infrastructure improvements and slightly over five thousand new structured parking spaces.
  
In the plan for the new stadium, the Yankees agreed to finance the new $800 million facility with the City contributing $135 million to replace parkland and necessary infrastructure improvements with the State contributing $70 million for constructing new parking structures.
  In return for the park space that would be lost to build the new Yankee Stadium, the South Bronx community was promised the development of 28 acres of new parks with six acres of such new parks along the waterfront.
  The proposed new recreational facilities included a running track with soccer fields and spectator stands, a little league baseball field, a softball field, tennis and handball courts and a basketball court with stands.
  In addition, several of the new parking structures that would be built would include rooftop recreational facilities

Current Issues      
Although construction of the new stadium is nearly complete, several of the new parks promised by the new stadium deal have been delayed by as much as two years and have increased in cost.
  In fact, it has been reported that estimates of costs of the replacement parks have risen almost to match the entire construction and maintenance of the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) for the entire borough of the Bronx for the past six years, $178 million.
  The replacement parks are now estimated at a cost of $190 million.
  In order to compensate for park space demands by the surrounding communities, DPR built a temporary park on a parking lot at Jerome Avenue and East 161st Street.
    
Many residents and civic groups in the South Bronx community have become impatient with the delays in the replacement park construction.  Both Macomb’s Dam Park and a portion of Mullaly Park, lost to build the new Yankee Stadium, served not only as a gathering place for exercise and outdoor recreation for many years, but also contained many trees.  It has been well documented that trees can improve air quality by lowering air temperatures and absorbing gaseous pollutants into their leaves which filters the air and reduces human exposure to damaging gaseous pollutants.

There is strong evidence that when people have access to parks with exceptional recreational facilities, which DPR has promised to provide, they exercise more. In a study published by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), creation of or enhanced access to places for physical activity led to a 25.6 percent increase in the percentage of people exercising on three or more days per week.
  Among the most important benefit the replacement parks can provide is a role in community development tools.  The longer construction delays for the replacement parks carry on, the more the South Bronx community is denied an opportunity to make its community more livable, offer recreational opportunities for at-risk youth, low-income children, and low-income families and provide a sense of community.

CONCLUSION

While the new Yankee Stadium will likely serve to revitalize the south Bronx area, it is imperative that the parks that will serve to replace the parks lost to build the new Yankee Stadium take shape as quickly as possible.  The hearing on June 24, 2008, will serve to examine how to make that happen.
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