          1

          2  CITY COUNCIL

          3

             CITY OF NEW YORK

          4

             -------------------------------x

          5

             THE TRANSCRIPT OF THE MINUTES

          6

                       of the

          7

             COMMITTEE ON PARKS And RECREATION

          8

             -------------------------------x

          9

         10                 December 19, 2006

                            Start:  10:30 a.m.

         11                 Recess: 12:00 p.m.

         12                 City Hall

                            250 Broadway, 14th Floor

         13                 New York, New York

         14

                  B E F O R E:

         15

                         HELEN FOSTER

         16                                Chairperson,

         17

                         COUNCIL MEMBERS:   Joseph Addabbo

         18                                 Letitia James

                                            Dennis Gallagher

         19

         20

         21

         22

         23

         24       LEGAL-EASE COURT REPORTING SERVICES, INC.

                         17 Battery Place -  Suite 1308

         25              New York, New York 10004

                              (800) 756-3410

                                                            2

          1

          2  A P P E A R A N C E S

          3

             Adrian Benepe

          4  Commissioner

             NYC Department of Parks and Recreation

          5

             Fiona Watt

          6  Chief of Forestry and Horticulture

             NYC Department of Parks and Recreation

          7

             Drew Becher

          8  New York Restoration Project

          9  Jessie McNab

             ECO To Save Washington Square Park

         10

             Joel Kupferman

         11  Disabled In Action

             New York Environmental and Justice Project

         12

         13

         14

         15

         16

         17

         18

         19

         20

         21

         22

         23

         24

         25

                                                            3

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO: Good

          3  morning, everyone. Welcome to today's hearing on

          4  Parks and Recreation. Do not adjust your TV sets, I

          5  am not Helen Foster. My name is Joe Addabbo. I will

          6  be starting this meeting off, Council Member Foster,

          7  who is Chair of the Parks and Recreation Committee,

          8  she will be joining us shortly. She is currently at

          9  another hearing.

         10                 I want to also welcome and

         11  acknowledge another colleague of ours, Council

         12  Member Dennis Gallagher, who has to go to another

         13  important vote, another hearing. But, Dennis, thank

         14  you very much for being here. And, again, I welcome

         15  you all.

         16                 Today's hearing for the Parks and

         17  Recreation Committee is an oversight hearing:

         18  Greener New York: A Look into the Department of

         19  Parks and Recreation's Tree Planting Strategy and

         20  Other Greening Programs. Obviously, the importance

         21  of trees, both in their cosmetic nature, and of

         22  course, the importance to the environment.

         23                 Today's hearing will also focus on

         24  Department of Parks Tree Planting Strategies and the

         25  benefits of these greening programs.
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          2                 Since 1995, Department of Parks and

          3  Recreation has planted close to 100,000 trees, and

          4  that, of course, encompasses all the other issues

          5  with regards to these trees - the tree pruning, the

          6  tree removal, stump removal, as well as the Asian

          7  Long Horn Beetle.

          8                 Today we will discuss these programs,

          9  and obviously how we can improve them in the future.

         10  I want to thank you all again for being here, and,

         11  again, I'll call our first witness. I think he's

         12  there already. Our Parks Commissioner Adrien Benepe.

         13  Commissioner Benepe, it's good to see you and the

         14  Parks team here this morning. Thank you very much

         15  for being here.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Good morning.

         17  Thank you very much, Council Member Addabbo, and

         18  Council Member Gallagher. I want to first wish you

         19  and your families best wishes for a great holiday.

         20                 ACTING CHAIRPERSON ADDABBO: Thank

         21  you, and same to you as well.

         22                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: I'm joined here

         23  by Mike Schnall, who is head of Government Relations

         24  for the Parks Department, formerly of the City

         25  Council, and also joining me today is First Deputy
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          2  Commissioner Liam Kavanagh, who oversees everything

          3  having to do with trees and plants, among other

          4  things. Charles McKinney, who is the Chief of Design

          5  in our Capital Projects Division; Fiona Watt, who is

          6  the Chief of Forestry and Horticulture; and Michael

          7  Feller, who is Chief Naturalist with the Natural

          8  Resources Group, part of the Parks Department.

          9                 I want to thank you for the

         10  opportunity to discuss tree planting and other

         11  greening initiatives. As you know, the Parks

         12  Department is the steward of almost 29,000 acres of

         13  land, which is 14 percent of the City, which

         14  includes more than 4,000 individual pieces of

         15  property, ranging from Pelham Bay, the City's

         16  largest park in the Bronx, to McCarthy Square in the

         17  West Village, which is probably one-one-hundredth of

         18  an acre. We've gone through the litany of how many

         19  different things we operate, which I won't go

         20  through, except to say we have, among other things,

         21  2,205 green streets, those are the little landscaped

         22  triangles, and we look after 600,000 street trees,

         23  and at least 2 million more in parks. Additionally,

         24  we're the City's principle provider of athletic

         25  facilities, and we're home to free concerts, world
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          2  class sports events and cultural festivals.

          3                 Today we are planning for the future

          4  of New York City' parks. Just a week ago Mayor

          5  Bloomberg presented a vision for the next 25 years

          6  of growth here in New York City, and challenged us

          7  to build a stronger, cleaner and healthier City for

          8  our children and our grandchildren. The City is

          9  acting now to develop and implement a long-term plan

         10  for sustainability and I'm happy to say that parks

         11  are an integral and necessary component of that

         12  plan.

         13                 I urge everyone to visit PlaNYC

         14  Website and contribute to the dialogue that the

         15  Mayor began in Flushing Meadows, Corona Park last

         16  week.

         17                 And here, by the way, is the

         18  brochure, which came out in I think all of the daily

         19  newspapers today, or at least the major dailies. It

         20  talks all about the plan and invites input and

         21  really now is the time for people to get engaged in

         22  this dialogue about the future of New York City and

         23  particularly how we can make it greener and cleaner.

         24                 The role Parks has played in this is

         25  since Mayor Bloomberg took office in 2002, we have
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          2  acquired 300 acres of new park land. We have

          3  renovated hundreds of parks across the City, open

          4  significant stretches of the waterfront for

          5  recreation and made plans to create more than 2,300

          6  acres of new parks. Yet, more than 100 neighborhoods

          7  still do not have enough playgrounds for children

          8  who live there, and the Mayor has set a challenge

          9  that we gladly accept, that is to ensure that every

         10  New Yorker lives within a ten-minute walk of a park

         11  or playground so that every child has a chance to

         12  play and be active, and I'd say not just every

         13  child, but every New Yorker, because apparently

         14  we're going to be coming an older City too.

         15                 As part of the Mayor's long-term

         16  vision for New York City, we will continue to open

         17  our rivers, harbors and bays for recreation, reduce

         18  water pollution, preserve our natural areas and

         19  provide waterfront parks, promenades, piers and

         20  access for water sports.

         21                 Currently flagship waterfront sites

         22  are being established throughout the City, new parks

         23  are being created and Parks is enhancing existing

         24  access to our shoreline waterways. Our new parkland

         25  design recognizes our maritime and industrial
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          2  history, while featuring spaces for contemplation

          3  for active recreation.

          4                 Greenway paths connect people to the

          5  waterfront and also to one another. The greenway

          6  will be extended along the waterfront, allowing New

          7  Yorkers to enjoy biking or jogging, in areas that

          8  have been, in some cases, close to them for more

          9  than two centuries.

         10                 Under Mayor Bloomberg's leadership,

         11  the Parks Department has developed over 30 miles of

         12  greenway over the last four years, and we have plans

         13  to invest City, State and federal funding of $135

         14  million to expand the greenway by 42 miles over the

         15  next four years.

         16                 An additional 85 million in greenway

         17  destinations and enhancements, such as comfort

         18  stations, boat launches, environmental restoration

         19  projects are also funded for design and construction

         20  over the next four years to further expand the

         21  greenway network.

         22                 As Mayor Bloomberg also noted, New

         23  York will have to reclaim brownfields and abandoned

         24  industrial sites to meet its long-term goals. We're

         25  already converting many of these spaces into great
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          2  new parks. We're turning Fresh Kills, once the

          3  world's largest landfill, into the largest new park

          4  in New York City in more than a century.

          5                 We are adapting an old concrete

          6  plant, and other industrial sites into new parks and

          7  greenways along our revived Bronx River. We're

          8  turning the site of the old Elmhurst gas tanks into

          9  a beautiful new park. And these are just a few

         10  examples of how we're reclaiming former industrial

         11  sites for open space.

         12                 Even though we have cleaned acres of

         13  brownfields across the City, there is still much

         14  more similar land waiting to become new parks and

         15  recreation spaces.

         16                 I think those who visit our parks

         17  today will notice how green and lush they have

         18  become. This is due, in no small part, to the basic

         19  philosophy that parks should be green. Throughout my

         20  career, I have observed time after time how well

         21  maintained landscapes and gardens can transform

         22  public spaces, from planting gardens in neighboring

         23  parks, to capturing storm water at our green streets

         24  to reviving the great landscaping traditions of

         25  Olmsted and Vaux. We recognize that our goal as an
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          2  agency is to green our way to better environments.

          3                 Nowhere is that more evident than our

          4  Capital Projects Division, where the goal of every

          5  new park design is to reduce hardscape, add

          6  greenspace and native plants and create parks that

          7  delight visitors. As parks contribute to a cleaner,

          8  safe and more vibrant City, it has been a personal

          9  commitment of mine to bring sound horticulture

         10  practices to every employee at parks.

         11                 For example, the master gardener

         12  training program brought by the staff of the renown

         13  Brooklyn Botanic Garden was initiated to educate and

         14  develop a dedicated cadre of parks gardeners and

         15  assistant gardeners to carry on the City's landscape

         16  traditions.

         17                 This program, we're now completing

         18  its fifth year, now has given us a total of 88

         19  master gardeners. The graduates have sharpened their

         20  skills in botany, turf management, pest and disease

         21  management, pruning, soil ecology and management

         22  design. And this course was designed to teach each

         23  graduate how to educate others, and we have so many

         24  more gardeners who are trained, thanks to the

         25  support of the Mayor and the City Council. We have
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          2  quadrupled our gardening staff over the last five

          3  years and now have over 150 full-time and seasonal

          4  staff devoted just to horticulture.

          5                 To this end, it's part of my

          6  initiative to educate every Parks' employee in basic

          7  horticulture, master gardeners, lead field

          8  workshops, working with Parks' employees to teach

          9  them basic horticulture and plant care.

         10                 Each master gardener returns to his

         11  or her assignment with new expertise and skills that

         12  will ensure better care of our gardens and our

         13  environment. So far we have trained 4,686 Parks

         14  employees on topics ranging from composting to

         15  botany to historic landscape and urban soils.

         16                 The third component of the Mayor's

         17  vision for the future is greening, and today I would

         18  like to address three programs in our portfolio that

         19  make up our main greening initiatives: trees,

         20  community greening and partnerships.

         21                 I will also briefly outline our

         22  natural areas and open spaces initiatives. Trees

         23  right now play, and will continue to play, an

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

         25  cleanest air quality of any American city. We all
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          2  know that trees provide shade in the summer and

          3  shelter in the winter. During the summer trees block

          4  the sun and cool our homes and streets. During the

          5  winter, trees shield us from wind. The air that we

          6  breathe is also improved by the presence of trees.

          7  Trees absorb harmful chemicals, such as carbon

          8  monoxide, and in turn give off oxygen. By cooling

          9  the air, trees help to prevent the formation of

         10  ozone, which can exacerbate health problems in

         11  children and others with respiratory elements.

         12                 They also filter and trap pollutants,

         13  such as smoke, dust and ash, making our air cleaner.

         14  In a 1994 study, trees in New York City removed an

         15  estimated 1,821 metric tons of air pollution, at an

         16  estimated value of $9.5 million. Trees absorb water,

         17  reduce flooding and help reduce erosion. And, of

         18  course, trees provide beauty, instill community

         19  pride, raise property values and connect people to

         20  nature. We've all seen in real estate advertisements

         21  the expression a tree-lined street, which connotes

         22  value. Trees, for all the reasons mentioned and

         23  more, are invaluable.

         24                 Since 2002, the Parks Department has

         25  planted more than, or almost 56,000 street trees.
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          2  We've eliminated the backlog of 9,000 dead trees,

          3  and dead trees are now removed within 30 days of

          4  notification, and we have pruned a total of 2,400 --

          5  I'm sorry, 204,000 trees since 2002, largely through

          6  block pruning contracts funded by the Council, which

          7  make our streets safer by removing dead and diseased

          8  branches, allowing the trees to grow in ways that

          9  are good for them and for their neighbors.

         10                 With more than 100 foresters and

         11  climbers and pruners working across the City, our

         12  forestry staff is stronger than it has been in the

         13  last 15 years.

         14                 Now, we don't just take care of trees

         15  because we like them, it's because also New Yorkers

         16  are keenly aware of the importance of trees. Tree

         17  pruning and removal and replacement are the leading

         18  types of calls received by 3-1-1 on Parks-related

         19  issues, as well as the number one issue raised in

         20  e-mails and letters sent to me.

         21                 In order to protect, maintain and

         22  increase our City's tree stock, Parks conducted the

         23  City's first ever Street Tree Census in 1996. The

         24  City's entire 500,000 Street Tree inventory was

         25  placed into a database called "Tree Manager," and a
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          2  Citywide grid maintenance pruning system was

          3  instituted. And to supplement our existing tree

          4  population, the Department has planted 124,000

          5  street trees since 1996, with an additional 133,000

          6  two- or three-foot containerized tree samplings,

          7  planted by natural resources groups in parks and

          8  natural areas since 1998.

          9                 The most recent Tree Census, which is

         10  the 2005/2006 New York City Street Tree Census,

         11  conducted on the 10th anniversary of the first

         12  census, will provide us with valuable information

         13  about the numbers of trees, as well as their

         14  species, size, health, growing conditions and

         15  distribution across the City.

         16                 In 2005, we trained 1,300 volunteers

         17  to recognize the many varieties of street trees in

         18  New York, and also to assess their general health.

         19                 Working with our Green Apple Corps,

         20  which is an Americancorps Service Program, the

         21  volunteers developed a sense of stewardship for

         22  their neighborhood trees, helping to create a hard

         23  core group of citizens who are committed to

         24  preserving our natural resources.

         25                 The new trainees will promote tree
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          2  care and education across the City, and they're as

          3  important as the knowledge that we will obtain from

          4  the census. At the same time, we will soon launch a

          5  powerful new forestry management system, that will

          6  allow us to get the most of our new data.

          7                 The good news is we have completed

          8  the field work of the census, we are just about done

          9  compiling all the data, and inputting it, and we

         10  should be able to release the result of the census

         11  in the next few months.

         12                 In order to relieve City homeowners

         13  of the responsibility for sidewalks that are cracked

         14  and raised by expanding tree roots, and to further

         15  encourage the healthy and vigorous growth of our

         16  street trees, we established a Trees and Sidewalks

         17  Pilot Program, designed to repair sidewalks damaged

         18  by curbside trees, while minimizing the impact of

         19  the trees. The pilot program is run by parks and was

         20  funded by Mayor Bloomberg and the Borough Presidents

         21  of Queens, Staten Island and the Bronx.

         22                 In this program, inspectors

         23  objectively quantify the damage to the sidewalk and

         24  provide the homeowner with a report and a time line

         25  for repair.
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          2                 More than 14,000 sites have been

          3  inspected and rated, over 1,000 sites have been

          4  repaired in 2006, and a total of 2,429 sites are

          5  already funded for repair.

          6                 The pilot program is working well,

          7  but will require large investments in the future to

          8  address the continued strong demand for sidewalk

          9  repair.

         10                 The neighborhoods that most need tree

         11  cover are specifically targeted in our tree-planting

         12  stewardship programs. Our trees for a public health

         13  program identifies neighborhoods with low tree

         14  canopy coverage and high asthma rates, and works

         15  with community members to generate a plan for

         16  expanding canopy coverage.

         17                 In 2001 we've partnered with Greening

         18  for Breathing, which is a community group in the

         19  Hunts Point section of the Bronx, to develop the

         20  first trees for public health community forestry

         21  plan. In 2005 we expanded this program to five

         22  additional sites, one in each borough, in East

         23  Harlem, East New York, Morrisania, Far Rockaway and

         24  Stapleton. With this further effort, environmental

         25  awareness of the impact of trees on a Citywide level
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          2  will be advanced.

          3                 Trees for Public Health ultimately

          4  serve as a catalyst for grant seekers, and large

          5  neighborhood greening projects. For example, in the

          6  Hunts Point and Morrisania neighborhoods, there are

          7  a total of four NYSERDA grants, totaling $400,000 to

          8  plant 320 additional trees.

          9                 In East Harlem there is a federal EPA

         10  grant for $15,000 in tree planting, in addition to a

         11  New York State DEC grant for $50,000 for Walk East

         12  Harlem, a recreation train to promote exercise and

         13  healthy excursions in the neighborhood.

         14                 In addition, Trees New York, a

         15  non-profit partner, has received several grants from

         16  foundations to plant at least 15 bare root trees in

         17  each of our Trees For Public Health neighborhoods.

         18                 In terms of community greening, our

         19  goal is a simple one: to make every New York City

         20  park a green and welcoming place.

         21                 To do this we have beautified and

         22  connected our community through many community

         23  greening initiatives with flowers, trees, and

         24  through reclaiming neglected open space.

         25                 Our Neighborhood Parks Initiative,

                                                            18

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  which is a public private partnership, spearheaded

          3  by the Parks Department and New Yorkers for Parks,

          4  along with the Central Park Conservancy and the City

          5  Parks Foundation, the generous funding for the City

          6  Council, it's a program to renovate important

          7  neighborhood parks and provide an ongoing presence

          8  to make them greener and more vital.

          9                 The Central Park Conservancy oversees

         10  instruction of all the neighborhood park initiative

         11  gardeners, training them in various techniques, such

         12  as pruning and soil science, health care,

         13  transvending and planting. And these gardeners then

         14  apply their skills at 33 neighborhood parks across

         15  the City. The Neighborhood Park Initiative is

         16  generously supported through $12.5 million of City

         17  Council allocations, through the capital budget, and

         18  1.5 million expense funding the City has provided.

         19                 This year as part of their ongoing

         20  commitment to Central Park and the Central Park

         21  Conservancy, JP Morgan Chase has also provided a

         22  significant donation the Neighborhood Park Training

         23  Program, and the City Parks Foundation and

         24  Partnerships for Parks continue to contribute to the

         25  training program by hosting Meet the Gardener
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          2  events, community outreach activities, which are

          3  designed to build a relationship between the

          4  gardeners and their communities, to raise awareness

          5  of events in the parks and to inform community

          6  members of upcoming volunteer greening efforts, and

          7  the City Parks Foundation has raised significant

          8  private funding to support the gardener with

          9  equipment and plant material. Green Streets, which

         10  is a joint project with the Department of

         11  Transportation, started in 1986. It was begun by

         12  former Commissioner Henry Stern, and then was

         13  reintroduced and expanded by Commissioner Stern in

         14  1994.

         15                 This program which has proven to be

         16  one of the most popular initiatives of the last two

         17  decades, the Parks Department, takes paved and

         18  striped street properties, like triangles and malls,

         19  and turns them into greenspaces, making the pavement

         20  literally spring to life.

         21                 This program, which was expanded

         22  dramatically after its reintroduction in 1990s has

         23  seen over 2,205 green streets planted, and it's our

         24  goal to plant an additional 300 sites by the end of

         25  2009.
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          2                 To another initiative from this

          3  Administration called "Operation Releaf," that's

          4  l-e-a-f, we have greened more than 117 asphalt

          5  playgrounds and other unplanted parks with trees

          6  shrubs and flowers, often using plants grown in our

          7  two nurseries and three greenhouses.

          8                 And in 2003, we expanded this program

          9  to include greeting gardens, which are small

         10  decorative planting beds at park entrances,

         11  sometimes with historical directional signage, to

         12  welcome and orient visitors. We had created 188

         13  greeting gardens since the program's inception.

         14                 The word "green" shows up again in

         15  Green Thumb, which is a program at Parks since 1995

         16  funded with federal Community Development Block

         17  Grants. This is the largest community gardening

         18  program in the country with over 600 member gardens

         19  serving 20,000 City residents. And the Green Thumb's

         20  services are provided in the form of materials and

         21  technical assistance, including educational

         22  workshops.

         23                 Mayor Bloomberg led the way in his

         24  support for the Department's efforts to advance

         25  community greening by reaching an agreement with New

                                                            21

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  York State Attorney General's Office to preserve

          3  over 500 community gardens, while also creating

          4  public access to assess other important public needs

          5  like affordable housing.

          6                 Most of these Green Thumb gardens

          7  were derelict vacant lots renovated by volunteers,

          8  and these community gardens, now managed by

          9  neighborhood residents, provide important green

         10  space, thus improving air quality, and biodiversity

         11  in the well-being of residents, and the Green Thumb

         12  gardens all offer programs and improve the quality

         13  of life with educational workshops, children's

         14  programs, food pantries or community-building

         15  events.

         16                 Partnerships. Partnerships are an

         17  essential ingredient to managing a modern park

         18  system and nowhere are they more evident than our

         19  greening initiatives.

         20                 For example, in keeping with the

         21  holiday season, a great example of a community

         22  greening partnership is mulch fest, coming soon to a

         23  park near you, which gives New Yorkers an

         24  opportunity to help bring their Christmas trees to

         25  designated sites where they're grounded to
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          2  woodchips, and friends groups in all five boroughs

          3  help make this annual recycling event a success. The

          4  chips can then be placed in tree pits and gardens

          5  and encourage New Yorkers to help their environment

          6  and their community by participating in this event.

          7  It takes place January 6th and 7th, and participants

          8  who come and bring their trees to be chipped can go

          9  back home with a bag of free pine-scented mulch.

         10                 We have long enjoyed a great working

         11  relationship with the United States Forest Service.

         12  Over the years we have partnered with the Forest

         13  Service in projects ranging from a mountain biking

         14  study to tree and flower planting to protecting our

         15  street trees from the Asian Long Horn Beetle.

         16                 On September 13th of this year we

         17  signed a ground-breaking memorandum of understanding

         18  with the US Forest Service to begin a collaborative

         19  Urban Forestry Research Project, as part of the new

         20  Urban Field Station that is based here in New York

         21  City.

         22                 Current projects include an urban

         23  tree canopy assessment and report, and a Citywide

         24  Street Tree Mortality Study.

         25                 This Urban Field Station will provide
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          2  a vehicle for generating information about the Urban

          3  Ecosystem Management and disseminating that

          4  knowledge throughout other metropolitan regions in

          5  the United States and globally. And I am pleased to

          6  see our Chairperson, Council Member Foster. Just

          7  talking about the Forest Service here and an

          8  agreement we had with them, the Forest Service

          9  brings a stable of the research scientists to the

         10  table, and we are hoping that we are going to be

         11  able to get additional funding from the federal

         12  government to expand the field station to include

         13  many more research projects in the communities,

         14  parks and natural areas in New York City.

         15                 The New York Tree Trust, which is a

         16  joint program at Parks and the City Parks

         17  Foundation, was established in 1994 to protect,

         18  preserve and enhance the City's Street Park and

         19  Forest Trees. The goals of the Tree Trust are to

         20  foster public/private partnerships in urban

         21  forestry, raise public awareness of the importance

         22  of urban forestry conservation, and stewardship to

         23  promote new technologies to enhance tree survival

         24  and advance innovative management tools and

         25  revitalize historically arboreally significant
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          2  municipal trees.

          3                 Some of the programs include Teens

          4  for Neighborhood Trees, which is a partnership with

          5  the United Neighborhood Houses and Trees New York,

          6  funded by the Levitt Foundation, which works with

          7  Inner-City Youth and Settlement Houses to promote

          8  neighborhood action to enhance communities through

          9  planting and stewardship of street and park trees.

         10  Then there are block and neighborhood grants to

         11  green neighborhoods by matching donors to

         12  communities bereft of trees, but with active

         13  community volunteer networks, and Street Tree

         14  Labeling where we put labels on trees to identify

         15  them by species using common and botanical names.

         16                 Now, our emphasis today is on trees,

         17  we have to say a few words about flowers. Flowers

         18  are a key part of our greening efforts to create

         19  magical viewing opportunities for park users. We

         20  think they make everybody feel good about their

         21  environment.

         22                 Since 2002, Parks and its thousands

         23  of community partners have planted almost 5 million

         24  flowers throughout the five boroughs. One prime

         25  example is the Daffodil Project, originally created
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          2  to commemorate September 11th, 2001. It's now i its

          3  fifth year, this annual effort, a partnership

          4  between the Parks Department and New Yorkers for

          5  Parks brings together volunteers and raises the

          6  spirits of New Yorkers.

          7                 Our goal is simple, to cover the

          8  entire City of New York with fields and pockets of

          9  gold and yellow each spring. Eventually spring in

         10  New York will be synonymous with daffodils, the same

         11  way that spring in Washington D.C. is synonymous

         12  with cherry trees. I want to thank B&K Flowerbulbs,

         13  from the Netherlands, and Hans van Waardenburg who

         14  have pledged to donate at least half a million

         15  daffodil bulbs in the project each year, as long as

         16  there are volunteers willing to plant them, and so

         17  far more than 20,000 volunteers have responded to

         18  this challenge.

         19                 Thanks to their efforts, nearly 3

         20  million yellow daffodils will bloom in more than

         21  1,300 sites across the five boroughs this spring.

         22                 Finally, I want to talk a little bit

         23  about natural areas, because many of our trees are

         24  not on streets but rather in Woodlands, and the

         25  City's natural areas include a variety of habitat
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          2  types, including upland and swamp forests, as well

          3  as fresh water river and tidal wetlands. Reflecting

          4  remnants of their original ecosystems, our Forever

          5  Wild Program is an initiative for the Parks

          6  Department's Natural Resources Group, to preserve

          7  the City's remaining woodlands, wetlands and

          8  meadows.

          9                 If you look at the nearly 29,000

         10  acres within the Parks Department portfolio, all

         11  that land can be broken into three categories -

         12  developed, underdeveloped and protected. Over 17,600

         13  acres of our parks system is developed, which

         14  includes parks and playgrounds, water bodies, golf

         15  courses, zoos, stadiums and gardens.

         16                 Another 2,700 acres is underdeveloped

         17  property or sites within our portfolio that is

         18  either within existing parks, or has the potential

         19  to become a valuable public park with a some

         20  imagination and funding. And another 8,200 acres are

         21  protected under our Forever Wild program.

         22                 One example of an underdeveloped site

         23  that was transformed into active recreation is

         24  Bloomingdale Park on Staten Island, which was

         25  completed in 2004, and now includes soccer and
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          2  baseball fields, a fully ADA accessible playgrounds,

          3  and a bocce court. Pugsly Cree and Soundview in the

          4  Bronx are two similar sites that will add active

          5  recreation components and will be built using Croton

          6  mitigation monies. The new Ronald McNair Playground

          7  in East Harlem is another example of an

          8  under-developed site whose time has finally come,

          9  and there is a beautiful new playground there.

         10                 Our Forever Wild-designated Nature

         11  Preserves in each of the five boroughs support

         12  diverse flora and fauna while providing City

         13  residents with an escape from City life.

         14                 Almost every Forever Wild site is

         15  accessible by public transportation, and many of

         16  these nature preserves have developed trails, nature

         17  centers and public facilities.

         18                 They are used recreationally by

         19  millions of City residents for hiking, bird watching

         20  and dog walking, as well as environmental education

         21  for local school kids. These natural areas also help

         22  to prevent flooding, decrease urban runoff, and

         23  sedimentation to our waterways and filter air

         24  pollutants. They also help to maintain favorable

         25  climatic conditions and are home to the insects that
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          2  pollinate our food crops and flowers.

          3                 Working closely with the Urban Park

          4  Rangers, Partnerships for Parks, the New York State

          5  Department of State, New York City Audubon, and New

          6  Yorkers for Parks, we have identified 48 Forever

          7  Wild Nature Preserves that encompass over 82,000

          8  acres. Forever Wild Nature Preserves include many of

          9  the most recognized natural resources and contain

         10  both federal and State-protected flora and fauna.

         11                 Just to conclude, and I thank you for

         12  your patience, as Parks and Recreation administers

         13  its largest budget ever for both new capital

         14  projects and maintenance staff, we're managing our

         15  resources wisely. We are developing our workforce,

         16  and deploying it creatively to build community

         17  support that lasts a lifetime.

         18                 We have invested and managed more

         19  expense and capital money into our parks than ever

         20  before and have formed more major public/private

         21  partnerships with Business Improvement Districts,

         22  non-profits and civic groups than ever.

         23                 As a result of these partnerships,

         24  the unprecedented investment of capital funds and

         25  our own policies to improve and expand our greening
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          2  initiatives, it is safe to say that there are more

          3  flowers and plants growing in parks and on City

          4  streets than at any time in the City's history.

          5                 We have a renewed focus on

          6  horticulture and greening and we provide more

          7  opportunities than ever to enjoy one of the largest

          8  and most varied urban park systems in the nation.

          9  And as we look toward the future, we will continue

         10  to build, expand and enhance this truly valuable

         11  natural resource.

         12                 With the Council's continued support

         13  we look forward to working with you to build a park

         14  system that will carry us well into the 21st

         15  century.

         16                 I will be happy to answer any

         17  questions at this time.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you. Let me

         19  apologize for being late. There are three Committee

         20  hearings going on at one time of which I am a member

         21  of two, so I needed to be across the street to check

         22  in and then come back over here, so thank you,

         23  Council Member Addabbo, for running in my absence.

         24                 Let me acknowledge that we have

         25  Policy Analyst Patrick Mulvihill and Fredy Kaplan
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          2  and Chima, who is the Financial Analyst actually had

          3  to go home to Nigeria to bury his father. And on

          4  another note, before we go any further, let me just

          5  thank Fredy, this is his last day. He will be moving

          6  on. And I'm going to miss you, Fredy. You know,

          7  we'll try to survive without you, but I wish you all

          8  the best. And we're going to have members coming and

          9  going, as I said. Council Member Gallagher just went

         10  back across the street because he has two Committee

         11  meetings over there.

         12                 So, I don't know what I missed, so

         13  I'm just going to jump in with questions. If you

         14  answered it, you can point me to where I need to go.

         15                 With trees, what comes to mind,

         16  obviously being from the Bronx, is we have some big

         17  projects going on, is how closely, I know with

         18  Yankee Stadium the controlling agency is the Parks

         19  Department, so we've had a conversation about trees

         20  and I believe you said 8,000 should be planted by

         21  the end of the project, but how closely do you work

         22  with other agencies where you're not the lead

         23  project, for example, with Gateway, and that new

         24  building facility?

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: First of all,
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          2  Council member --

          3                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Excuse me.

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Yes.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Okay. I can't do

          6  anything about that now.

          7                 Thank you. Sorry. Go ahead.

          8                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Okay. First of

          9  all, with regard to the Yankee Stadium Project, I

         10  believe we have planted our first 320 or so trees

         11  already, 219. 219 trees have already been planted,

         12  just in the first fall season.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Can you, just as

         14  a side note, give me a list of where they are?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Sure.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you.

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: And we have the

         18  next batch, we're still planting some this fall or

         19  spring?

         20                 MS. WATT: Spring.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: There will be

         22  another 900 planted this spring, and we'll give you

         23  another list of where those are going.

         24                 The answer is we work very closely

         25  with all kinds of City and State and other agencies
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          2  and private developers in terms of planting. All

          3  street tree planting happens through a permit from

          4  the Parks Department and usually DOT, and we work to

          5  make it possible. We often work with developers in

          6  developing new buildings to encourage them and help

          7  them plant lots of trees around their developments,

          8  and certainly all major developments, we work to

          9  make sure the tree planting included, a lot of the

         10  actual growth in street trees has happened through

         11  developers planting trees, and I think there is a

         12  recognition that trees cannot value. The expression

         13  of tree-lined street means nice neighborhood, so

         14  often they'll go beyond sort of our basic

         15  specifications and plant bigger trees and more trees

         16  than we would normally have.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: How closely does

         18  the Parks Department work with community groups with

         19  tree planting?

         20                 For example, Jim from my office and

         21  my friends at the Parks Committee have, you know, go

         22  around when the weather gets nice to actually

         23  identify tree pits where there are no longer trees.

         24  Does the Parks Department work closely with

         25  community groups to identify the pits, and then once
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          2  they're identified work on planting trees?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Yes, we work a

          4  variety of ways, Chairwoman Foster.

          5                 One of the things I noted in my

          6  report is that we're just completing our second

          7  census of street trees, where we've had almost 2,000

          8  volunteers working alongside Parks staff, to go out

          9  and count and identify and assess the health of

         10  every tree growing on the streets of New York City.

         11                 We've done all the counting. We've

         12  gathered all the data, and we're just completing the

         13  input of the data.

         14                 In addition to that group of

         15  volunteers, we work closely with both groups that

         16  have a specific interest in trees, such as the

         17  non-profit group Trees New York, also with hundreds

         18  of block associations, community gardening groups,

         19  civic organizations, as well as with the community

         20  boards, which serve as sort of the primary input

         21  into our tree planting request, that most of the

         22  requests for new trees come in through the community

         23  boards and go through our forestry division.

         24                 And each year we plant approximately,

         25  you know, depending on the budget and the cost of
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          2  the trees, approximately 7,000 new street trees.

          3  Does that mean that we know at all times where every

          4  empty tree pit is? Probably not. So, we encourage

          5  anybody to work either through the community board

          6  or just to contact us directly through the website

          7  or by calling 3-1-1, sending us a letter, and it's

          8  our goal to fill every pit, and we certainly hope

          9  that the property owner next to it is as equally

         10  happy to put a tree in as we are.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: When you're

         12  looking at the new trees, the 7,000 that you're

         13  putting in or however, is priority given based upon

         14  neighborhood or situation? What I'm thinking of is

         15  an area like the South Bronx, where density in terms

         16  of population, truck traffic and then not a lot of

         17  trees where it's the perfect place for more trees,

         18  and, you know, kind of thinking outside the box,

         19  more street trees, you know, green street type

         20  things, and tree-lined streets.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Absolutely. The

         22  Greening for Breathing Program is something that

         23  we're pursuing, particularly in the South Bronx, in

         24  Hunts Point, Morrisania, where we have a series of

         25  NYSERDA grants for planting additional trees, and
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          2  we've been working very closely with the

          3  community-based organizations in five targeted

          4  communities where there are high asthma rates in the

          5  five boroughs, and one of the areas of focus has

          6  been in the South Bronx, where we're definitely

          7  going to be planting more trees and already have

          8  grants to do so. Because of the filtration plants

          9  influx of funds and the Yankee Stadium replacement

         10  trees, we're going to be planting thousands and

         11  thousands of trees in the Bronx, so I think you can

         12  look forward to having a much greener borough there.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: I just had a

         14  question that went out of my head.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: I'm going to ask

         16  Fiona Watt to come sit with us because she probably

         17  has a lot more answers.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: She's the tree

         19  woman.

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: She's the tree

         21  woman. She's the Druidess of the Parks Department.

         22  So, I'm going to turn to her for specifics.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Sure. Just give

         24  me a minute and let me think, because it was

         25  on-point.
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          2                 Oh, okay. With trees, and I'm

          3  thinking specifically in the South Bronx again, how

          4  closely do you work with green gardeners that would

          5  be a perfect liaison in terms of identifying, not

          6  only pits, but also a resource for maintenance of

          7  the tree pit area.

          8                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: This is Fiona

          9  Watt, who is the Chief of Forestry and Horticulture

         10  for the Parks Department.

         11                 MS. WATT: In our Trees for Public

         12  Health process, we actually go and hold meetings

         13  with communities and find people who are interested,

         14  and if we can't find people who already know about

         15  trees, then we train them. We create stewards. We

         16  have a stewardship program through our Partnerships

         17  for Parks Umbrella Program that will help train

         18  people and give them tools as well to take care of

         19  the trees, as well as the green streets in their

         20  communities.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: And with the

         22  green streets, who is responsible for clean-up and

         23  maintenance? Is it DOT or Parks?

         24                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: The green street

         25  are primarily DOT property which are assigned to the
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          2  Parks Department. In some small cases they're Parks

          3  property. Parks Department provides all maintenance

          4  in greening with a few exceptions where the

          5  community-based organizations volunteered to take

          6  care of it and also a small number of cases of

          7  corporate sponsors, such as the Bank of America,

          8  which got involved with maintaining some green

          9  streets. But the vast majority of the watering, the

         10  pruning, the cleaning, is done by Parks Department

         11  mobile crews for just that purpose.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: The majority of

         13  the --

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: The majority of

         15  the green streets, the maintenance is done by the

         16  City.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: So that would

         18  include the tree pits that line, say, Seventh

         19  Avenue?

         20                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: To be honest, we

         21  don't do a lot of maintenance of tree pits. We do

         22  the green streets, the green triangle.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Right, I know the

         24  green streets. But I'm thinking of --

         25                 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER FROM AUDIENCE:
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          2  Adam Clayton Park.

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Oh, Adam Clayton

          4  Park.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Yes, that's what

          6  I'm talking about.

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Those we

          8  maintain. We do have a very good volunteer group in

          9  the neighborhood that works with us. But all of the

         10  new plantings, the Adam Clayton Powell Mall, were

         11  done by the City and we provide the primary

         12  maintenance.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Council Member

         14  Addabbo is going to jump in because he has to leave

         15  shortly.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Sure.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Thank you,

         18  Council Member Foster.

         19                 Commissioner Benepe, again, thank you

         20  and the whole Parks team for being here and staying

         21  for your time and testimony. I know we'll probably

         22  expand on many of these programs as we go forward in

         23  Fiscal Year '08 and do our oversight budget

         24  hearings. So, we'll put a price tag on some of these

         25  programs later on, early in 2007. But many of these
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          2  programs that you spoke about, and many of the

          3  issues that you're dealing with today are daily

          4  quality of life issues for our residents and our

          5  constituents.

          6                 If you can expand on three, I would

          7  appreciate it. Basically status and future of the

          8  items that are frequently called into my office.

          9  First, obviously, tree pruning and stump removal.

         10  Secondly, the tree and sidewalk program. And third,

         11  well, we discussed green trees to an extent, so if

         12  we could really elaborate on the first two, the tree

         13  pruning and stump removal and the tree and sidewalk

         14  program.

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Okay. Again I'll

         16  ask Fiona and Perhaps Commissioner Kavanagh, First

         17  Deputy Commissioner, to address the specifics of

         18  pruning and so on.

         19                 Do you want to provide the latest

         20  stats?

         21                 MS. WATT: Our block pruning program

         22  began in 1996, and we are in the 10th year of this

         23  program that prunes trees on a programmed basis,

         24  block-by-block, as opposed to servicing a tree only

         25  when someone calls about it. If we did that, our
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          2  money wouldn't go very far because we'd be

          3  criss-crossing the City from site-to-site, but when

          4  we focus on a block at a time, we're able to prune

          5  many more trees. So, we prune anywhere between 28 to

          6  45,000 trees each year, and over the last ten years

          7  we've pruned over 350,000 street trees, which is

          8  what gives us our ten-year pruning cycle.

          9                 Stumps? Oh, the stumps? We remove as

         10  many stumps as we're funded for. It's a pure

         11  financial calculation.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Two separate

         13  contracts, correct? One for the pruning and one for

         14  stump removal?

         15                 MS. WATT: Pruning is a completely

         16  separate activity, yes, and we do that by contract.

         17                 This year we have $366,000 for stump

         18  removal. Now, the price of a stump removal has risen

         19  drastically, as we've had to pay laborer rates for

         20  that type of work where previously we were paying

         21  rates for gardener growers. So, our stump, each

         22  stump removal costs significantly more than it used

         23  to so we get fewer stumps. We have over 18,000

         24  stumps that need to be removed on the streets, yet

         25  we're funded for just a few thousand of those
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          2  removals every year.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Like I

          4  mentioned earlier, obviously we'll get into money

          5  details as we talk about fiscal budget early next

          6  year. But suffice it to say, just generally

          7  speaking, if obviously more money was put in the

          8  budget for tree pruning and stump removal, the Parks

          9  Department can do these acts obviously on a more

         10  speedy basis, correct?

         11                 MS. WATT: Rapid fire. We get the

         12  money, we put it right into a contract and the

         13  contractor is out there ready to work.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Similarly,

         15  the Tree and Sidewalk Program, which has been, you

         16  know, very successful, and a couple of my

         17  constituents have praised the program, you know,

         18  obviously a similar formula, street tree lifts up

         19  the City sidewalk, obviously many residents feel the

         20  City should pay. And it's ultimately what's been

         21  happening with the program, if you can expand on the

         22  program in its current status and its future.

         23                 MS. WATT: Well, I want to say that as

         24  far as I know, this program hadn't ever been done

         25  before anywhere. Yes, Departments of Transportation
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          2  over the nation had to work around trees when they

          3  are repairing or doing new sidewalks, but a program

          4  that specifically goes and addresses sidewalks where

          5  trees are concerned, is not something that existed

          6  prior to the program that we just put together. We

          7  had to do a lot of research to look at the best ways

          8  to fix sidewalks around trees in a way that will

          9  help the tree, not harm the tree, but will also

         10  provide safe passage. You know, we've developed some

         11  pretty creative ways of doing that, ramping the

         12  sidewalk, curing it around the tree pits, mostly

         13  just giving the tree more space to grow, enlargening

         14  the pits. Reinforcing sidewalks so if they lift, the

         15  flags lift together without spreading and creating

         16  trip hazards.

         17                 This is a pilot program, again, it

         18  hasn't been done before, and we have fixed over

         19  1,000 sites, 1,062 sites, and we have funding for a

         20  total of 2,364 sites, so it's still a pilot program,

         21  both in the amount of work that we've done and in

         22  the amount of work we have money to do.

         23                 Again, we can address, if we get the

         24  funding we can identify contracts and get

         25  contractors going.
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          2                 Although, I have to say that we've

          3  had to train contractors as well on how to do this

          4  kind of work. It's not routine if you're in the

          5  masonry trade.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Would you

          7  label this program to be a successful program, being

          8  it's a pilot program?

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: I'd have to say

         10  absolutely it's been a success. You know, in the

         11  past, as I mentioned before, trees is the number one

         12  public service request that we get, whether it's

         13  through calls from, through 3-1-1 letters or

         14  e-mails. You know, for a homeowner it's sort of one

         15  of their primary points of contact with the City,

         16  the tree that is going outside the home, and the

         17  tree can either be a blessing or burden, the tree

         18  has lift up the sidewalk in the past, the homeowner

         19  is really stuck with that responsibility, and even

         20  if he or she had the wherewithal to file a claim

         21  with the Comptroller, it's not clear they would have

         22  ever gotten around to that. And for years we sort of

         23  felt terrible about telling the homeowner, well,

         24  you've got this tree, it's lifting your sidewalk,

         25  and tough luck, fix it.
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          2                 So, for Mayor Bloomberg and the three

          3  Borough Presidents that put in the funding to say,

          4  you know, it's the City's responsibility to plant

          5  this tree, it's the City's responsibility to make

          6  sure the sidewalk is safe. So, it's been a great

          7  success. I think in some ways we're a victim of our

          8  own success. We have inspected over 14,000 of these

          9  sites, and we've rated them all in terms of

         10  severity. And, so, there's a lot of work to be done,

         11  and as with everything else in this City, the price

         12  of construction has gone way up. So, the average

         13  cost per site has gone up and, you know, it's giving

         14  some people pause, but construction costs in both

         15  the private and public sectors in the City have gone

         16  up an average of one, one and a half percent per

         17  month over the last two or three years with the

         18  continuing economic boom here or around the world,

         19  raw materials are just concrete and steel, and basic

         20  labor and contractors are so busy right now with

         21  work that they can bid as high as they like, so the

         22  program has become more expensive than we originally

         23  envisioned and it's more and more difficult to

         24  attract a successful contractor to do the work.

         25                 That said, we are proceeding,
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          2  contracts are ready to go and we're moving along.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: I'm very

          4  happy to hear that. Just as a small example, you

          5  know, the seniors in my district who maybe live on a

          6  fixed income will find it really not within their

          7  means to fix up, you know, a sidewalk, especially if

          8  they're a corner property. But just a couple of

          9  flags along the sidewalk, which could be costly, as

         10  you mentioned, so they absolutely welcome this

         11  program, and I do deem it a successful program just

         12  in my district, and I'm hopeful that the City

         13  Council can work with the Administration as we go

         14  forward and just continue to fund the program so we

         15  can continue this successful program.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Well, we

         17  appreciate that, and I also wanted to note with

         18  gratitude the fact that some State legislators have

         19  also been able to get some funding intended for

         20  sidewalk improvements to address specifically the

         21  Trees and Sidewalks Program. So, we think it's a

         22  success. In addition to relieving a burden for the

         23  homeowner, we know that the tree will be taken care

         24  of. In the past, sidewalk contractors would just

         25  come in and cut the roots of the tree. A, it's not
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          2  good for the health of the tree, B, it's dangerous.

          3  A tree who has roots that are severed is an unsafe

          4  tree.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER ADDABBO: Definitely a

          6  safety issue.

          7                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Commissioner,

          8  thank you very much. Again, thank the team. Thank

          9  you, Chair Foster.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Of course.

         11                 Are there currently private owners

         12  that have specifically earmarked or wanted their

         13  donations to go towards maintenance of greenery or

         14  does it just come out of the general pool?

         15                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Of course, there

         16  are many private donors who give money for

         17  maintaining parks, specific parks like Prospect Park

         18  or Central Park or Flushing, particularly the large

         19  flagship parks, and then there are other donors who

         20  give money, sort of to organizations like Trees New

         21  York, which is a non-profit group, or through our

         22  Tree Trust, which is a non-profit that we run. I'd

         23  have to say that there aren't lots of donors who

         24  give lots of money and just say here, go ahead and

         25  maintain whatever you like. Donors tend to be
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          2  focused on one neighborhood or another. So it is

          3  going on to a certain extent through Trees New York

          4  and through Tree Trust, and we have also been able

          5  to, as I mentioned before, to get some money from

          6  corporations like the Bank of America to maintain

          7  green streets. So, it's going on, could be used more

          8  absolutely, and there's no such thing as a donation

          9  that's too small to go to help maintain greenery.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: So, with the

         11  conservancies and the private, or the

         12  concessionaires, are they responsible for the trees

         13  that are in their park or in their concession area?

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: The parks that

         15  are fortunate to have conservancies, the Central

         16  Park Conservancy, the Prospect Park Alliance are in

         17  fact providing a great deal of the tree care. The

         18  Central Park Conservancy particularly has invested

         19  millions of dollars maintaining the trees there.

         20  Prospect Park Alliance recently got a three-quarter

         21  of a million dollar grant just to do tree

         22  maintenance in Prospect Park.

         23                 Concessionaires for certain

         24  concessions have responsibility for the trees, for

         25  things like golf courses. That would not be the case
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          2  for things like hot dog stands or cafes, but for

          3  golf courses and some larger restaurants where there

          4  are trees within the grounds, they do have that

          5  responsibility to maintain the trees there.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: How many, or I

          7  should say do you have staff specifically designated

          8  or assigned just to maintaining trees? And this may

          9  have been in your testimony, I don't know? Trees and

         10  green streets and plants?

         11                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Absolutely. We

         12  covered it briefly. There are more than 100

         13  climbers, what we call climber and pruners, as the

         14  person who work on trees, and foresters who do the

         15  inspection for tree contracts and manage contracts.

         16  Those are just specifically working primarily on

         17  street trees and park trees. In addition, we have

         18  dozens, if not scores of people, who work on

         19  maintaining green streets, and mobile crews, and

         20  then approximately 150 gardeners and assistant

         21  gardeners working maintaining parks and playgrounds

         22  and green areas around the City. And then there is a

         23  number of non-profit groups who fund horticultural

         24  staff, whether it's Central Park or Prospect Park

         25  and so when you add it all up, there were hundreds
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          2  of people taking care of trees, specifically

          3  assigned to taking care of trees and plants across

          4  the City.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: And I would

          6  assume, obviously, that you have to know what you're

          7  doing, like it requires training, how you said that

          8  with community groups that are interested, you go

          9  out and train them. You know, for someone like me, a

         10  tree is a tree, as opposed to knowing what kind,

         11  what branch to cut, or something like that, yes?

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: First of all,

         13  for many of the civil service titles for gardeners,

         14  and for climbers, pruners, require a certain body of

         15  knowledge and tests. And then we have made it a

         16  point to train not just all the people who work in

         17  horticulture, everybody in the Parks Department has

         18  received basic training in horticulture so they can

         19  understand basic concepts. Why would we do this?

         20  Well, for example, if you're in the purchasing part

         21  of the Parks Department, it would be helpful for you

         22  to know why bulbs, why you have to order the bulbs

         23  in the spring so they're available to be planted in

         24  the fall, and not screw up the order and have the

         25  bulbs come at the wrong time.
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          2                 And understand, you know, why it's

          3  important to have someone doing pruning to protect

          4  the investment. In addition to the general

          5  horticultural training everybody in the agency gets,

          6  we have very high level training, what's called a

          7  master gardener program, where the training is, it's

          8  a nine month program provided by the Brooklyn

          9  Botanic Garden that we send our gardening staff to,

         10  and upon completion they then go out and train and

         11  lead others. They develop an additional level of

         12  expertise. So, this ongoing in-service training in

         13  horticulture is something we brought to the table.

         14                 Anything else, Commissioner Kavanagh?

         15                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAGH:

         16  Those are the highlights.

         17                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Those are the

         18  highlights.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: What type of

         20  trees are usually planted?

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Well, it's sort

         22  of an ongoing, not too much of a guessing game, but

         23  you have to be constantly tracking how the trees are

         24  doing and what kinds of pests might be affecting the

         25  trees.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Because I would

          3  assume there are certain trees that work better in

          4  an urban setting as opposed to a tree that works

          5  better than a rural setting.

          6                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Absolutely. And

          7  I'm going to turn to the expert who knows all about

          8  what trees do better in what settings.

          9                 Fiona.

         10                 MS. WATT: Well, just to start with

         11  the street tree population, because that's the most

         12  difficult place to grow, there's over 70 different

         13  species of trees growing on the streets.

         14                 We plant a larger variety of trees in

         15  the spring than in the fall, because not all trees

         16  like to be planted in the fall. From time to time,

         17  depending on nursing availability, we'll plant up to

         18  30 different types of trees, and we have a wonderful

         19  list of the appropriate trees that can be planted on

         20  our streets on our website. I can get you a copy of

         21  it. It gives you all the characteristics of each

         22  tree, their spring color, their fall color, whether

         23  they're drought-tolerant or salt-tolerant and other

         24  interesting things about them.

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Just one other
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          2  thing to mention, there are certain type of trees we

          3  don't plant because of the Asian Long Horn Beetle

          4  now that we try to avoid certain host species in the

          5  quarantine areas, and, unfortunately, the Asian Long

          6  Horn Beetle potentially impacts half of the know

          7  hardwood species. So, it's curtailability to plant

          8  certain species.

          9                 The other kinds of things, there are

         10  certain trees that are susceptible to problems to

         11  certain kinds of insects that would kill them. For

         12  instance, we many years ago planted a lot of green

         13  ash trees, which were great, were very good on City

         14  streets, but it turned out they were susceptible to

         15  this borer insect which quickly drilled a lot of

         16  holes into them and killed them all.

         17                 So, we're always trying to stay one

         18  step ahead of the insect pests, some of which arrive

         19  in our country on ships or planes and can wreak

         20  havoc.

         21                 There are certain trees that are just

         22  really good. For example, I call the honey locust

         23  the Timex of street trees. It takes a licking and

         24  keeps on ticking. Salt, drought, dog urine,

         25  compaction, you name it, that tree can take it. And
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          2  it does extremely well. It's a real tough tree. And

          3  other trees you have to be a little bit careful

          4  about where you plant them, particularly if there's

          5  a lot of salt or drought.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: We've been joined

          7  by Council Member James from Brooklyn. Good morning.

          8                 There is an amazing tree on Avenue C.

          9  It's in a garden. I want to say Ninth or Tenth. Any

         10  time I walk by it, it reminds me of Savanah Georgia.

         11  It's like a Weeping Willow; is that a tree?

         12                 MS. WATT: Yes.

         13                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: The Weeping

         14  Willows are very common in the community gardens.

         15  They grow very fast and they're very pretty.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Oh, my, it's

         17  huge. As I walk by it, it's like I'm not in New

         18  York. Those would make good street trees, huh?

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: No, they don't.

         20  They tend to fall over, which is not great for the

         21  street tree.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Oh.

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: But they're nice

         24  in community gardens, and particularly you'll see

         25  them. They need a wet foot. They have their feet
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          2  wet, so you'll often see them next to lakes and

          3  ponds. And they're very good in park landscapes.

          4                 What you just, Council member, is

          5  really so nice. Because I think that you're speaking

          6  for every New Yorker. I think every New Yorker has a

          7  favorite tree that they see.

          8                 My favorite tree is an Elm Tree that

          9  is growing in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. I see it from

         10  the BQE as I go by. It's a giant Elm Tree growing on

         11  the sidewalk. I don't know how it survived, but

         12  there it is. Do you know where that is? Like 42nd

         13  Street maybe?

         14                 FIRST DEPUTY COMMISSIONER KAVANAUGH:

         15  It's 47th.

         16                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: It's 47th.

         17  That's Sunset Park. A giant Elm Tree.

         18                 And there was another giant Elm Tree

         19  that was going up in Harlem, 135th and St. Nicholas.

         20  Extraordinary tree. These are survivors. They're

         21  probably over 100 years old.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Wow.

         23                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: That one didn't

         24  survive. But it was a survivor for a long time. But

         25  I think all New Yorkers have a favorite tree, and
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          2  that's why it's so important to try to protect the

          3  trees. That's why if we spend a little bit of extra

          4  money to build a sidewalk around a tree rather than

          5  forcing the sidewalk on top of the tree, you can

          6  preserve an old tree's life. And planting new trees

          7  is a good thing, but to get a tree to be 100 years

          8  old requires a great deal of care, and it's a tough

          9  life for a tree out there, between cars backing into

         10  them and the pollution and the drought and things

         11  that people accidently or on purpose put in the tree

         12  pits. We need to do everything we can.

         13                 And the big trees are much more

         14  valuable from an environmental point of view than

         15  the small trees. The surface area and all the

         16  leaves, they're going to absorb more pollutants.

         17  They're going to trap more particulate matter,

         18  they're going to produce more oxygen. So, a big tree

         19  is really important to try to protect.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: My last question,

         21  and it's something I've just thought about, does the

         22  Parks Department have, and this goes back to dealing

         23  with asthma, a partnership with maybe the schools or

         24  Department of Health in terms of teaching parents,

         25  kids, the importance of greenery or the necessity
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          2  for trees or, you know, just the service that they

          3  can provide?

          4                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Well, there are

          5  a number of ways we do that. The largest way is

          6  through our urban park rangers Natural Classroom

          7  Programs. We've got about 50 urban park rangers

          8  whose primary job is to take kids out into parks and

          9  to go into classrooms and teach them about nature,

         10  and obviously trees is a big component of that.

         11                 The Department of Health has worked

         12  closely with us in determining the communities with

         13  the high asthma rates where we're doing the greening

         14  programs, specifically aimed at doing that, and

         15  we're also working with the US Forest Service and

         16  others, this is a movement that's really starting to

         17  take off. The notion that if we can add a lot more

         18  trees to certain communities where there are high

         19  asthma rates, we could see, we could start to

         20  measure where there's any -- whether we can show if

         21  there's any correlation between more trees and less

         22  asthma. We don't know yet for a fact, but we suspect

         23  that will be the case.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Do you have

         25  questions? Okay, hold your thought.
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          2                 Have you looked into, and this I just

          3  came up with, hospitals? I'm not talking HHC

          4  facilities, but maybe private hospitals in terms of

          5  those that, you know, what comes to mind is St.

          6  Barnabas in the Bronx, which has an asthma unit, for

          7  lack of a better word, to solicit donations, or have

          8  them adopt some streets and plant trees?

          9                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: That's a good

         10  idea though, to try to tie into some of the health

         11  providers, not just the hospitals, but also the

         12  HMOs.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Yes, absolutely.

         14                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: And have a

         15  vested interest in having a healthier environment.

         16  That's an excellent suggestion and I think we'll

         17  pursue that in our Trees for Public Health

         18  Initiative, and perhaps the Health Department can be

         19  helpful with us in identifying --

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Absolutely.

         21                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Great idea.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Okay. Council

         23  Member James, now you can say thank you.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES: My question I

         25  had is, it's my understanding that you only plant
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          2  trees during the winter months?

          3                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: We plant trees

          4  two seasons of the year. Spring and fall. So,

          5  roughly March through June or so. March through May,

          6  end of May say. And then the sort of late September.

          7  October through December. Those are the times when

          8  the trees are dormant and they can be more easily

          9  sustained, the shock of going from wherever they

         10  were grown, to their new environment.

         11                 By the way, the store owner, the way

         12  he can say thank you, or she can say thank you, is

         13  by watering the tree beginning in the spring. Once

         14  it starts to leaf out, particularly if it's a hot,

         15  dry summer, they need about 20, minimally about 20

         16  gallons a week during the hot, dry season. And if

         17  you water a tree while it's young, you can help

         18  guarantee its survival, because the first two years

         19  are the real tough time. And we lose a lot of the

         20  young trees to drought. They really need, it's

         21  almost like a hot plant. They're sitting there on

         22  the sidewalk, the sun is baking it, there might be

         23  some steam pipes underneath making it even hotter,

         24  so the two simplest ways homeowners and neighborhood

         25  residents can help preserve a tree's life first is
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          2  by putting a tree guard around it, and so people

          3  don't walk in it and trample the soil and dogs don't

          4  go in it. And the second is by watering it. And if

          5  you do those two things, you can almost guarantee

          6  the tree's survival.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES: And lastly I

          8  need to share my concerns with the development in

          9  Brooklyn, the air quality and its impact on trees

         10  and quality of life, and so I just thank you for

         11  your concerns.

         12                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: You're very

         13  welcome. And thank you for caring, and another

         14  Council member who can talk about a specific tree.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES: The trees in

         16  Washington Park and the trees in Fort Greene Park,

         17  beautiful.

         18                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Thank you.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Last question for

         20  real. How do you go about -- like, growing up there

         21  used to be a tree in front of my parents' house but

         22  then when the sidewalk was redone, and I don't think

         23  they did it, the tree pit is not there anymore, so

         24  there is no tree.

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: That's not a
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          2  hinderance. If they would like to request a tree,

          3  they can request it directly from us, or they can go

          4  to the Community Board, tell us, you know, give us

          5  the street address, say in front of 2506, whatever,

          6  and we will try to get it on the list for the spring

          7  or the fall.

          8                 We're particularly happy when the

          9  homeowners request the tree, because that way we

         10  know it's going to be taken care of. Sometimes

         11  someone else on the block requests it, and the

         12  homeowner doesn't really want the tree, and if the

         13  homeowner doesn't want the three and doesn't take

         14  care of it, it's going to have less a chance of

         15  survival. So, we really like to have the property

         16  owner next to the tree sort of endorse that request.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Oh, okay. So,

         18  maybe I should ask them if they want a tree?

         19                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: I hope that they

         20  do.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Okay, thank you

         22  very much.

         23                 I have no more questions, so have a

         24  very happy holiday.

         25                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: Thank you. I
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          2  wish the same to you. And remember, if you have a

          3  Christmas tree, bring it to mulch fest on January

          4  6th or 7th, we'll mulch it up for you and we'll give

          5  you back some chips so you can put it on the street

          6  tree or in your back yard or planters or something.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER JAMES: Is the mulch

          9  fest throughout the City?

         10                 COMMISSIONER BENEPE: It is. Five

         11  borough locations across. It's probably in your

         12  package. Prospect Park. But if somehow you can't get

         13  your tree to the mulch fest, don't  worry about

         14  that. Don't feel too bad, because the Sanitation

         15  Department mulches all the trees that they pick up.

         16  In addition to bringing the tree and getting mulch,

         17  if you can't do that, leave it on the corner, take

         18  all the tinsel off of it and the Sanitation

         19  Department, they won't put in the landfill, they'll

         20  bring it to the chipping site.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you very

         22  much.

         23                 Our next panel is Jessie McNab, Drew

         24  Becher, and Joel Kupferman. You can have a seat.

         25                 MR. BECHER: Good morning. My name is
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          2  Drew Becher. I'm the Executive Director of the New

          3  York Restoration Project. We are most grateful for

          4  the Parks Committee ongoing support of our work and

          5  we applaud your efforts to ensure that everyone,

          6  especially those living in an impoverished and

          7  densely populated urban areas has access to nature

          8  and to vibrant well-designed open spaces and thank

          9  you for the opportunity to speak today.

         10                 As you may know, NYRP is a non-profit

         11  organization founded by Bette Midler and dedicated

         12  to reclaiming, reforcing and restoring parks,

         13  community gardens and open space in impoverished

         14  neighborhoods throughout New York City.

         15                 Our goal is to make New York City a

         16  cleaner, greener and more inclusive place. NYRP is a

         17  permanent operational partner with local

         18  communities, City agencies supplying labor

         19  materials, project design and management and free

         20  public programs.

         21                 With our own field crew of trained

         22  horticulturists, arborists and master gardeners,

         23  NYRP works in under-resourced neighborhood parks

         24  seven days a week, rain or shine.

         25                 In partnership with the Parks

                                                            63

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  Department and City Council, we achieved some real

          3  miracles, including the revitalization of Upper

          4  Manhattan and some South Bronx park land, and the

          5  creation of Swindler Cove, a magnificent five-acre

          6  park that was once an illegal dumping ground. We

          7  also played an important role in saving our beloved

          8  community gardens.

          9                 In just over ten years, we've planted

         10  over 100,000 trees in Northern Manhattan and South

         11  Bronx Parks. We are also preparing to launch a

         12  tree-planting initiative in cooperation with the

         13  City of New York that will incorporate trees into

         14  the landscape of New York City's underserved

         15  neighborhoods, maximize the economic, social and

         16  environmental benefits of those trees, and teach

         17  citizens about the public value of the urban forest

         18  and the full range of services it provides.

         19                 Additionally, we support Mayor

         20  Bloomberg's plan green New York City as detailed in

         21  his recent report PlaNYC.

         22                 It's a true pleasure to work with

         23  you. We look forward to continuing our partnership

         24  with the Parks Committee on your future greening

         25  initiatives, especially within distressed
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          2  communities we serve.

          3                 And I really would like to say the

          4  Parks Department has been a real pleasure to work

          5  with and partner with and they've really been

          6  helpful with us, and the greening, some of the

          7  greening programs that they currently run are

          8  really, it's new, it's innovative, and we're very

          9  proud to be a part of that, and we're looking

         10  forward to launching this tree-planting campaign

         11  that actually the majority of it is in your area

         12  which we talked about a couple of months ago.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Great.

         14                 MR. BECHER: Thanks.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you.

         16                 MS. McNAB: Good morning, Council

         17  members. My name is Jessie McNab. I have lived in

         18  the Village for 50 years.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: 5-0? Fifty years,

         20  5-0?

         21                 MS. McNAB: Fifty. 5-0, yes.

         22                 I was already a member of a group

         23  that was able to drive back the Sahara Desert in

         24  Morocco in the 1920s and the 1930s. It was an

         25  incredible program. They literally did drive the
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          2  Sahara Desert back five miles a year, so that by the

          3  second year it had been driven back 15 miles, and

          4  that was done by a certain kind of planting first

          5  cactuses, and the second year another five miles of

          6  cactus, something between the cactus of the first

          7  year that would go by the moisture created by the

          8  roots and it was successful, but unfortunately, it

          9  was abandoned by the King of Morocco, who was the

         10  man who had the resources to do it. I was already

         11  very, very conscious of trees, and when I first

         12  came, I noticed that there weren't that many trees,

         13  and these 50 years have seen a really groundswell of

         14  interest and fervor for trees in cities. It wasn't

         15  common in New York City when I first came in 1957.

         16  So, it was actually 49 years and nine months.

         17                 I do want to say that although one

         18  has to admire the plan that went through with the

         19  Commissioner this morning, it's in the working out

         20  of the details that there are some horrific results,

         21  and I think that it's result of, for example,

         22  working with partnerships, we had a little

         23  triangular park in my neighborhood, Abingdon Square,

         24  which was open in the middle, trees around the edge,

         25  and with a sort of secret arrangement with a local
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          2  group that we never knew much about. We now have a

          3  public pathway through a private garden, and that

          4  public pathway was heavy, heavy stone, which had to

          5  have two feet of cement underneath it, which meant

          6  that the roots of the trees had to be cut, because

          7  they were not going to be able to grow through the

          8  cement, and then an equivalent cutting of the canopy

          9  so that the roots could be fed by, the reduced roots

         10  were fed by reduced canopy, and this is something

         11  that I'm afraid the Parks Department is absolutely

         12  adamant in refusing to deal with really heartfelt

         13  pleadings. You have to do it that way. You can make

         14  this park greener, and it can still be, you don't

         15  have to mutilate trees in order to lay down grass.

         16                 So, I think that what we would like

         17  to pay attention to or ask --

         18                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: I'm a little

         19  confused. Where does the cobblestone and then the

         20  concrete come in to make the park greener?

         21                 MS. McNAB: Because they wanted to

         22  fill up the open space which was available for every

         23  kind of open space of activity, photographs,

         24  children on bicycles, men learning to walk again

         25  after they had had a stroke, things like that. It
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          2  was filled in with grass and then we just had a

          3  little pathway left and bushes were planted

          4  underneath the trees, the seats were forced out into

          5  the middle, so that in fact you sit, you sit

          6  opposite other people on the pathway, just like

          7  being in a train or a subway, behind you are bushes

          8  that you can't see, because you are looking inward,

          9  and the trees have been mutiliated, because when

         10  they put down a new path, it was blue stone. Very,

         11  very heavy. But it's low-quality blue stone that

         12  they're using, and it breaks up, so to somewhat

         13  prevent that they put a very deep bed of new cement

         14  where the new path is going to be.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Okay.

         16                 MS. McNAB: And we watched these roots

         17  the size of yams being dug up by the heavier

         18  equipment that was brought in to turn up that little

         19  park.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: And you said

         21  there's an active community group that's involved

         22  with this?

         23                 MS. McNAB: We didn't know at the

         24  time. It's called apparently the Abingdon Square

         25  Park Alliance, and this is not exactly a
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          2  not-for-profit group we're told. But we don't know

          3  who they are, and in any case, the Parks Department,

          4  having made an arrangement with a local group,

          5  they're perfectly happy. The same thing is going to

          6  happen in Abingdon Square. There is one of the

          7  apendices to the environmental assessment statement

          8  was a private study made by a company in New Jersey

          9  ending up with the belief that there should be a

         10  public/private partnership in Washington Square

         11  Park, but we don't know who they're going to be, and

         12  that they will be allowed to rent out the park every

         13  year to bring in $1.3 million, and according to the

         14  estimate of what their costs are going to be, $1.2

         15  million is going to pay for salaries for people that

         16  are not there at the moment. And about less than $1

         17  million is going to be spent actually on the park.

         18                 So, what I want to ask you, please,

         19  could you have some conversations among yourselves

         20  in the Parks Committee to say that whenever this

         21  kind of public/private partnership to redo something

         22  for the good of all of us, though sometimes it isn't

         23  for the good of all of us, could you have a way of

         24  saying we'd like to see your contracts, because once

         25  the contract is in place with a private group, it
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          2  often is not necessarily a not-for-profit group,

          3  because there you can trace their income, who their

          4  directors are, who their trustees are, but with an

          5  Alliance it's a sort of business group. But if there

          6  was any way that we could find out while it's in the

          7  discussion phase to allow a certain new plan to go

          8  through, that the contract and the people who are

          9  going to be contracted with could be known and that

         10  would help us a lot.

         11                 We are going to lose, according to

         12  the documents for the contractors, to bid on

         13  Washington Square Park, all kinds of details that

         14  none of us ever heard before. And this included

         15  losing 32 trees. To cut down a mature tree which can

         16  be saved with tree surgery and care and plant a

         17  sappling is really not a very useful way of treeing

         18  anything. And to cut down trees in order to make a

         19  lawn and then say it's greener is a misuse of

         20  adjectives and, you know, it may be greener to look

         21  at, but it certainly isn't greener in the ecological

         22  sense of large leaf trees that do all of their

         23  absorption of the toxins and giving out oxygen and

         24  just producing a canopy with shade.

         25                 So that really what I want to say is
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          2  that each time there is a new work on the park, on

          3  paper it sounds wonderful, but we need more help

          4  from the Council to help us question with your

          5  authority exactly what the details are going to be,

          6  because there's a lot of intransigence, believe me,

          7  coming from the park designer and from the Parks

          8  Department. They do not tell us the truth. We did

          9  not know how destructive Washington Square was going

         10  to be until we managed to get a copy of the

         11  documents for the bid.

         12                 Fortunately, the only three

         13  contractors who put in bids were too expensive, and

         14  so it all came to a stop. But if they had managed to

         15  meet the cost and accepted the contractor's bids,

         16  Washington Square would be part destroyed and a new

         17  flat park is going to be put there in its place.

         18                 So, thank you for being so patient.

         19  There are difficulties. It's all in the details

         20  again. But if we could have some way of reaching you

         21  to find other details for us with your authority, it

         22  would be an enormous help. And thank you very much.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you.

         24                 Stay. They might have questions for

         25  you.
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          2                 MR. KUPFERMAN: Joel Kupferman, from

          3  the New York Environmental Law and Justice Project,

          4  and today I'm representing Disabled In Action. I

          5  would like to read you a statement by Margie Rubin

          6  and Robert Levine regarding Washington Square Park.

          7  And this is to the New York Office of Environmental

          8  Coordination.

          9                 Dear Mr. Kulikowski, in response to

         10  the City Environmental Quality Review Negative

         11  Declaration, Notice of Determination of

         12  Non-significance, dated November 8th, 2006, by New

         13  York City Department of Parks and Recreation,

         14  regarding Washington Square Park, we find it to be

         15  in violation of federal laws: A) Section 504 of the

         16  Rehabilitation Act of '73, Title II of the Americans

         17  With Disabilities Act of 1990, and 3) the U.S.

         18  Department of Justice Regulation 28 CFR and the

         19  First Amendment as applies to people with

         20  disabilities.

         21                 We believe that the proposed action

         22  by Parks will have significant negative impact on

         23  the environment as used by people with disabilities.

         24  All Freedom of Information Law requests regarding to

         25  accessibility in Washington Square Park have been
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          2  denied and we have provided you with those exhibits.

          3                 We do not know when line crosses the

          4  line into fraud, when fraud becomes an offense and

          5  is subject to lawsuit. But we do know that Parks

          6  lies over and over again to peoples with

          7  disabilities violating local state and federal

          8  access laws.

          9                 By Parks' own admission, it is

         10  willfully violating federal laws when it states that

         11  the utility buildings, that is the comfort stations,

         12  will not be done until 2009. The Americans With

         13  Disabilities Act requires a bathroom be made

         14  accessible at the beginning of major renovations and

         15  new facilities. Parks is well aware of this

         16  regulation and is currently in violation of it at

         17  the Vesuvio Playground in the same community.

         18                 Supporting Statement 4, Open Space.

         19  Access for mobility impaired will be enhanced,

         20  within the plaza on adjacent lawns.

         21                 We, the People With Disabilities

         22  community, have zero confidence that any part of the

         23  statement is true as Parks has refused all requests

         24  for information of ADA compliance at Washington

         25  Square park, even after sending the plans out for
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          2  BID.

          3                 Parks speaks of new lawns but Exhibit

          4  D is one of its accessibility surveys states it does

          5  not have to provide access to the Sheep Meadow

          6  because it is a lawn. At Abingdon Square, as Jessie

          7  mentioned also, according to Parks' press release

          8  dated July 19, 2004, "The old asphalt was replaced

          9  with mounded hills of grass and perennial flowers."

         10  No access, and over 50 percent loss of accessible

         11  space. No raised flower beds for people with

         12  disabilities to garden in.

         13                 Further, on April 30th, 2002, Council

         14  Member Speaker Christine Quinn held the community

         15  outreach meeting on the renovation of Abingdon. Ms.

         16  Quinn promised there would be total People With

         17  Disabilities access to the grass with an

         18  easy-opening latch, as the lawn would be fenced in.

         19  Parks has made a liar out of Speaker Quinn on both

         20  counts.

         21                 The same kind of fencing will be used

         22  in Washington Square Park. We earnestly believe

         23  Parks will continue its policy discrimination.

         24                 Currently, one may pass easily from

         25  side-to-side of the bench-lined paths. That will
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          2  come to an end when the renovation is done. A

          3  barrier of in-the-ground plantings of varying

          4  heights will be used as dividers with no access

          5  through the paths, creating barriers for People With

          6  Disabilities use wheelchairs, walkers, and other

          7  mobility devices, as well as people with baby

          8  strollers.

          9                 The loss of 30 plus mature trees in

         10  phase 1 will irreparably damage the canopy, as was

         11  done at Abingdon square, creating the loss of shade

         12  that is potentially hazardous to Peoples With

         13  Disabilities on certain medications with

         14  air-cleaning properties for people with asthma

         15  and/or other breathing difficulties.

         16                 Supporting Statement 6: Historic

         17  Resources. Parks has a $2.5 million budget for the

         18  fountain. For six to seven months out of the year

         19  the interior of the fountain is used as an

         20  entertainment center. Peoples With Disabilities have

         21  been denied access. Parks plans to remake this

         22  historic fountain, replacing old materials in some

         23  cases with new granite steps. According to the ADA

         24  Hotline, Washington, D.C., with this type of budget

         25  and renovation they believe it will violate federal
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          2  guidelines not to create a visually compatible

          3  ADA-complaint ramp into the fountain itself for use

          4  by People With Disabilities.

          5                 The destruction of the sunken area

          6  and its retaining wall would put People With

          7  Disabilities at a disadvantage when participating

          8  the well-known cultural events, such as sing-alongs.

          9  Currently, part of that wall can be used as a back

         10  support or arm rest, and it creates a visual and

         11  audio harmony for people with disabilities who use

         12  wheelchairs and want to join in at eye level instead

         13  of straining to look up at the musicians. We

         14  understand if this wall is torn down, it will be

         15  replaced with backless, armless seating of one

         16  height. This is contradictory to accessibility

         17  guidelines, which do not allow for diminishment of

         18  access.

         19                 The Office of Environmental

         20  Coordination has tow choices: Deny the Parks

         21  Declaration, or permit Parks to violate federal

         22  Civil Rights law. Please do the right thing. Thank

         23  you for your attention.

         24                 Signed Margie Rubin and Robert

         25  Levine.
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          2                 And I just want to point out that if

          3  you listen to Mr. Benepe and his staff, everything

          4  is coming up green, everything is great.

          5  Unfortunately, they're very selective in where the

          6  philosophy goes, and doesn't go.

          7                 He mentioned that everyone in New

          8  York should be within ten minutes of a playground or

          9  a park. We ask, is a playground or park that has

         10  artificial grass considered someone's access to open

         11  space or to the earth?

         12                 Over 32 parks are slated to use of

         13  artificial grass. Recent studies have shown that the

         14  materials that are used in this artificial grass is

         15  carcinogenic. The kids, when they slide on the

         16  grass, they actually ingest it and a lot of it ends

         17  up with abrasions on the hands.

         18                 At the Town Hall meeting, someone

         19  inquired about artificial grass in the Parks

         20  Department study of it, and the Parks Department

         21  delegate said, all I know is that I read something

         22  about it used in the football field. They admitted

         23  that they haven't done any type of study. If they

         24  have, they haven't brought us those studies at all,

         25  and yet they plan to increase the use of artificial
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          2  grass in a lot of places.

          3                 And this wasn't mentioned at all in

          4  any of Mr. Benepe's talk. And also he talked about

          5  opening the harbors and bays. We have to ask for

          6  whom? At Randalls Island, the water park that's

          7  planned will entail an admission cost of over $75

          8  for adults and over $30 for children. How many

          9  people, how many children in those surrounding

         10  neighborhoods could afford that park?

         11                 And I think it's very important to

         12  point out that the tradition and the policy of the

         13  New York City Parks Department was that this is the

         14  center of democratic activity, not to build barriers

         15  to keep people out, not to make it greener for some

         16  and less access for less.

         17                 He also mentions that the Parks

         18  Department is working to help with the brownfield

         19  program. We challenged the City's program, the

         20  suitability of their plans and what they've done in

         21  the past, in terms of brownfields. We know up in

         22  Soundview the City spent millions of dollars to

         23  build a high school on a former brownfield site.

         24  That school is probably going to be closed down

         25  because they didn't check the soil enough and they
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          2  didn't get enough health surveillance of the area.

          3  The brownfield laws has been expedited now to

          4  violate State and federal RCRA, Resource

          5  Conservation Recovery Act, CEQR laws, and other

          6  environmental protections. By building parks in

          7  areas that haven't been fully cleaned up, that

          8  haven't been fully detoxified, we're allowing people

          9  to breathe those toxins, the same toxins that Mr.

         10  Benepe talked about that the trees remove. And I

         11  think it's very important that you look into any

         12  area of brownfields at which the Parks Department is

         13  involved in.

         14                 And he also said that he's adding

         15  green space to many of these areas. In Washington

         16  Square Park they talked about improving the amount

         17  of green. The amount of green that they're telling

         18  us is grass, not trees, and yet he told us before

         19  it's only old trees that are the most valuable that

         20  provide this canopy, yet in Washington Square Park

         21  they plan to cut over 17 trees, old trees that are

         22  there, and replace them with very thin saplings.

         23                 We have to ask them why are they

         24  doing that? Why is he violating his own words? And

         25  you have to ask, is it partially because there is
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          2  money coming from the outside? Is it because the $2

          3  million from NYU, and the Tish family that is making

          4  the Parks Department violate their own policies?

          5                 And the problem with artificial grass

          6  also shows up in Cadman Plaza in Brooklyn. The two

          7  Council members mentioned that there's many, many

          8  trees that you applaud in Brooklyn, but a few

          9  arborists report over the Cadman Plaza to show that

         10  many of the trees there are endangered, partly

         11  because the construction equipment is not being

         12  stored in the proper manner, not following the

         13  proper Parks Department policy of least intrusion

         14  upon the earth and upon the trees that are there.

         15  Basically the contractors are killing the trees, and

         16  no one is enforcing the law.

         17                 And also, what scares me is that Mr.

         18  Benepe talked about the high cost of contracts of

         19  getting, of capital construction, that it's going up

         20  and up and up, and yet it seems that when Washington

         21  Square Park they use the excuse that it was poor

         22  maintenance that allowed the fountain and other

         23  areas of the park to go down and the only other way

         24  to remedy that is through capital construction. So,

         25  we ask, they couldn't even get the right bids, it

                                                            80

          1  COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

          2  was $6 million, $4 million for the original

          3  estimates. They admit that the bids are going to go

          4  up, but we also urge that the Parks Committee here

          5  make sure that they spend money on the proper

          6  maintenance for all the parks, not just Central

          7  Park, not just Riverside Park, or Prospect Park, but

          8  all the parks in the area where there is not a lot

          9  of money and there aren't conservancies.

         10                 So, I think if you listen to one side

         11  of the story it's green, and if you start digging a

         12  little deeper, a few inches beneath that artificial

         13  turf, you're going to find a lot of rotten roots.

         14  Thank you.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you very

         16  much.

         17                 Council Member James doesn't have any

         18  questions and neither do I. I appreciate your

         19  testimony and there are lots of concerns that we

         20  know aren't always addressed. So, thank you for

         21  bringing those up to us and thank you, Drew.

         22                 MR. KUPFERMAN: I just want to put out

         23  one thing.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Sure.

         25                 MR. KUPFERMAN: With the contractors,
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          2  it was five years ago that the City sprayed West

          3  Nile Virus spray, it was only when we discovered

          4  through some of the workers that came forward, that

          5  there was a problem, there was violations of City

          6  law, and we've pushed the EPA, and EPA pushed the

          7  DEC and it gave the City's contractor a million

          8  dollar fine, okay?

          9                 The City's Health Department at the

         10  time said we were totally on top of them. We know

         11  what was going on. The people of the City of New

         12  York shouldn't worry, even though they're doing

         13  haphazard spraying of pesticides.

         14                 When these violations showed up, the

         15  Health Department said we weren't aware of it, okay?

         16  And then they went to hire the same company again.

         17  It was only when we pointed out to the Law

         18  Department, the Health Department, that you can't

         19  hire contractors that have serious labor violations

         20  and environmental violations, that's when the City

         21  Health Department gave back the million dollar

         22  deposit.

         23                 We found schools in Queens where kids

         24  are going to school below the ground, which is

         25  against City health code and City sanitation code,
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          2  and we have to ask, where were the lawyers for the

          3  Education Department when they allowed these leases

          4  to go through?

          5                 So, I think part of your job on

          6  oversight is to make sure that all the contracts and

          7  the contractors are following the law, and also that

          8  the contractors, not just are following the law, but

          9  the contract is specific enough that there is some

         10  accountability, and that we can go after the bad

         11  people.

         12                 Thank you.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON FOSTER: Thank you very

         14  much. And, again, thank you, Fredy, for all your

         15  service. And this is no more testimony and this will

         16  be the last Parks Committee hearing of 2006 and I

         17  look forward to seeing you all and working with you

         18  in '07.

         19                 (Hearing concluded at 12:00 p.m.)
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