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Introduction


On April 10, 2006, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, Chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on “The Role of the Central Park Conservancy.”  The hearing will focus on the history of the Central Park Conservancy and its role in maintaining and improving Central Park.  


Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, officials from the Central Park Conservancy, as well as, concerned community groups.

Background

The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  Parks maintains 28,000 acres of developed, natural, and undeveloped parkland, which constitutes 14 percent of the City’s landmass, and includes one of the City’s largest park areas, Central Park.
 During the 1970’s, New York City (NYC) experienced financial difficulties that led to budget reductions. All NYC agencies including DPR were affected by the cuts.  As a result of these budget cuts, many of the City’s Parks were in a state of disrepair or neglect due to the lack of sufficient funding to provide the necessary level of maintenance and upkeep.  The need to continue providing upkeep led DPR to initiate agreements between itself and private not-for-profit organizations who in turn, would contribute and take on most of the responsibilities to maintain the parks.  The agreements between DPR and the not-for-profit organizations became known as partnerships.
    

History of Central Park

Central Park was the first landscaped public park in the United States. Advocates of creating the park, primarily wealthy merchants and landowners, admired the public grounds of London and Paris and urged that New York needed a comparable facility to establish its international reputation. After three years of debate over the park site and cost, in 1853 the state legislature authorized the City of New York to use the power of eminent domain to acquire more than 700 acres of land in the center of Manhattan.
 

In 1857, the city commissioners sponsored a public landscape design contest and selected the “Greensward Plan,” submitted by Frederick Law Olmsted, the park’s superintendent at the time, and Calvert Vaux, an English born architect.
  Olmsted and Vaux spent two years overseeing the park’s construction in the late 1850’s, directing some 20,000 workers as they moved tons of soil and rock and planted thousands of trees and shrubs.
 More than 43 miles of drainage pipe and 12 miles of irrigation pipe were laid as the landscape was reshaped. Everything, from topsoil and water bodies to bridges and buildings, was placed or built by human hands.
 When construction ended in 1873, Central Park had already become a popular attraction, where native New Yorkers and visitors gathered to see and be seen. Only three years into the park’s construction, annual attendance had reached 2.5 million.
 

As New York grew and lifestyles changed, so did Central Park. Ball fields and tennis courts were added at the turn of the century, and, with the introduction of the automobile in 1912, the park’s drives were paved. In the 1930’s, the central reservoir was converted to the Great Lawn; a zoo was added; and the Sheepfold, once home to the Sheep Meadow’s 150 sheep and their shepherd, was converted to Tavern on the Green.

Olmsted and Vaux’s meticulously arranged meadows, hills, and thickets did not survive Central Park’s first hundred years untouched.  In the 1920’and part of the 1930’s the park suffered great neglect. There were only intermittent efforts to improve the lawns, replace dead trees and shrubs, or to end littering and vandalism.
  This all changed when Robert Moses became the parks commissioner, and during his 30 year tenure, he was able to clean up the park and create 19 playgrounds, 12 ball fields, handball courts, and the Wollman Rink.
  The 1960’s, however, marked the beginning of a twenty-year period of decline for the park. The park’s landscape became the venue for concerts and rallies, which brought crowds to the park, and a lot of damage to the turf and topsoil. Hard-packed dirt stretched across the Great Lawn and Sheep Meadow, making them swirling dust bowls in dry weather and muddy swamps in the rain. Notwithstanding this damage, the 60’s did bring some positive changes to the park. The Public Theater’s “Shakespeare in the Park” debuted in 1962. In 1961 and 1965, the Metropolitan Opera and the New York Philharmonic, respectively, began their series of summer performances on the Great Lawn. In 1964, Central Park was declared a National Historic Landmark.


By 1975, Central Park had so deteriorated that a number of advocacy groups joined together to pool resources and influence, like the Central Park Task Force and the Central Park Community Fund.
 In 1980, the Central Park Conservancy was founded to furnish steady, responsible oversight for the park and to the money needed to carry out the job. Until today, the Conservancy has contributed to the resodding of the Sheep Meadow, funded plans for restoring Belvedere Castle, and in the nineties, restoring the landscape on the Great Lawn.

History of the Central Park Conservancy

The Central Park Conservancy (Conservancy) was formed in 1980 under the leadership of then Mayor Koch, then Parks Commissioner Gordin Davis and then Central Park Administrator Betsy Barlow Rogers, for the purpose of promoting and assisting the restoration, maintenance and management of Central Park. Since its inception, it has received in excess of $250 million through fund raising, donations, fees for special events and concessions which it has used to revitalize Central Park.
  Today, after a slew of restoration projects, Central Park draws over 20 million visitors a year and has become a model for urban park managers across the country.

The Conservancy is governed by and accountable to the City of New York, and all capital improvements in the park must be approved by DPR. The Conservancy itself is comprised of a 60 member Board of Trustees includes the Parks Commissioner and the Borough President of Manhattan, both ex officio, five Trustees appointed by the Mayor of the City of New York and private sector members representing the City’s business and philanthropic communities.

According to the Conservancy, as part of its community outreach and public review process, it strives to involve the public in the planning of any improvements to the Park. Starting with the approval by the Commissioner of DPR, the Conservancy’s community outreach on capital projects is one of the most extensive and inclusive in the City. For any project, the Conservancy consults with Park users and surrounding communities to help develop its plans. The Conservancy then presents its plans to Community Boards and the Landmarks Preservation and Art Commissions for their review and approval.
 Advisory boards comprised of community residents work presently with the Conservancy on a range of projects and issues which include the Upper Park Community Advisory Committee, the Woodlands Advisory Board, the Great Lawn Advisory Committee, the Central Park Recreation Roundtable, the North Meadow Recreation Center Advisory Committee, the Public Programs Community Advisory Committee, and the Frederick Douglass Circle Community Advisory Committee.

Since its start, the Conservancy has had a proven track record in restoring and managing the Park. With its partner, the City of New York, it brought the Park from its deteriorated state in the late 1970s to its present condition, with major landscapes and historic structures restored and well maintained.
  Some highlights of restoration projects include:

· 1981      The missing Victorian loggia was restored to the Dairy, which was then reopened as a visitor center under the supervision of the Conservancy.

· 1983      All graffiti was removed from the Park, and 1,500 newly designed lampposts were installed to increase security. The Conservancy also embarked on a $25 million restoration plan for the 225 acres of the Upper Park with the rebirth of the Conservatory Garden.

· 1985      The Conservancy published “Rebuilding Central Park/ A Management and Restoration Plan,” a 15-year program for the recovery of Central Park, with Elizabeth Barlow Rogers as the principal author. The newly restored Strawberry Fields was dedicated. The 2.5-acre, tear-drop-shaped landscape memorializes John Lennon, the musician and member of the internationally famous Beatles, who was assassinated in 1980. A $1 million donation by his widow, the artist and performer Yoko Ono, provided for the restoration and ongoing maintenance of Strawberry Fields, making it the Park’s first endowed landscape.

· 1989     The Conservancy and the City began restoration of the 11-acre Harlem Meer, the lake located in the northeastern corner of the Park, stretching from 106th to 110th Streets between Fifth and Lennox Avenues. It has become the centerpiece of the restoration of the Upper Park.

· 1993     The Conservancy received a $17 million challenge grant from Richard Gilder, a founding trustee of the Conservancy, the largest gift ever made to a municipal park, which came with the condition that it be matched by both the Conservancy and the City.

· 1994     Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani signed an agreement to match the $17 million challenge grant. The Conservancy kicked off the $71.5 “Wonder of New York” campaign in order to match the $17 million and raise an additional $20.5 million to meet projected operating costs over the three fiscal years of the campaign. The campaign transformed most of the Park’s west side, the Great Lawn and the North Meadow and its recreation center.

· 1995     The Conservancy received a $1.7 million challenge grant from Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund. The grant would be used to create a high-quality visitor services program for Central Park, complete with trained volunteer docents. The two-year, $18.2 million restoration of the Great Lawn, the centerpiece of the “Wonder of New York” campaign began on October 16th.

· 1995    The Conservancy formally adopted the zone management plan, which divides the Park into 49 zones, each with a dedicated gardener who provides a uniformed presence and is held accountable for his or her zone. This new system ensures improved cleanliness and productivity throughout the Park.

· 1997      The Great Lawn was restored and is considered the most ambitious restoration project in the history of Central Park.  The Conservancy had transformed the 55-acre, hard packed, barren ground into a lush greensward with renovated playing fields and irrigation system and a revitalized Turtle Pond, with an island for wildlife and a wooden dock and nature blind.  At nearly the same time, the $4.5 million restoration project at Merchants’ Gate, the entrance to Central Park at Columbus Circle was completed.  

· 1998     In June, the Conservancy won the single largest institutional grant in its 18-year history, a $10 million gift from the Uris Brothers Foundation. The Uris Grant aided the Conservancy’s founding mission by providing capital funds for the improvement of facilities and restoration of landscapes. It also endorsed the Conservancy’s evolving stewardship role as manager and advocate by creating endowments for landscape maintenance and for public programs. Restoration of the 1.58-mile running track around the Reservoir, including a new stone surface and drainage system, a $500,000 project.

· 2000     North Meadow restoration was completed, a $4.6 million, 18 acre, two-year project. Reconstruction of the landscape surrounding the Reservoir, a $2.5 million project was completed. Renovation of Conservatory Water (Model Boat Pond), a $1 million project, included replacement of deteriorating concrete coping with granite and restoration of surrounding pathways.

· 2001     Restoration of the Pond and surrounding landscape, an 11.5-acre, $4 million project, was completed in the fall. This area, at the southeastern corner of the Park, is one of the most visited and identifiable.

· 2003     In March, the restoration of the Pool and surrounding landscapes, located from 100th to 103rd Streets between Central Park West and the West Drive, was completed. This $1.5 million reconstruction enhanced the beauty of this gentle, rolling eight-acre landscape.

· 2004     $2 million renovation was completed on the fence surrounding the reservoir. Funding was provided by Donna and Marvin Schwartz. Restoration began on historic Heckscher Playground, first constructed in 1926. Restoration began on the restoration and re-installation of the historic Minton Tile ceiling at Bethesda Terrace arcade.

Agreement Between the Central Park Conservancy and DPR

The Central Park Conservancy is a not-for-profit organization incorporated under the laws of New York State and is a tax-exempt organization under the Internal Revenue Code. The Conservancy is funded primarily from contributions made by individuals, corporations, and foundations within the metropolitan area, as well as project and contract revenue pursuant to its partnership agreement with DPR. These amounts are used to fund major capital improvements, provide horticulture care and maintenance, and offer programs for volunteers and visitors of Central Park.
 

In 1998, the City of New York awarded the Conservancy a management contract that ensures the continuing maintenance, public programming, and capital restoration of Central Park. While the City of New York retains control and policy responsibility for Central Park, under this eight-year agreement, the Conservancy is and will be accountable to provide for the Park’s day-to-day care. Specified in the agreement are landscape maintenance, replacement of dead trees and plants, mowing and reseeding/resodding, graffiti removal, cleaning playgrounds and comfort stations, clearing walkways, cleaning drains, sewers and walkways, repairing benches, and maintaining and repairing structures and monuments. The Conservancy’s responsibilities also include providing public programs to educate visitors about the Park’s built and natural assets. Over the term of its partnership with the City, the Conservancy has been successful in carrying out all of the enumerated duties.

This renewable eight-year management contract with the City of New York and the DPR superseded a Memorandum of Understanding in effect between the parties. Beginning with its fiscal year on July 1, 1997, and for the term of the agreement, in order to be entitled to payments from the DPR, the Conservancy must raise and expend annually a minimum of $5 million for maintenance and repairs, public programs, landscaping and rehabilitation, or repair of existing facilities, subject to certain exclusions. In consideration for meeting those requirements during the first three fiscal years of the agreement, DPR will pay the Conservancy a minimum of $1 million.


In year three of the agreement, beginning on July 1, 1999 through the duration of the agreement which ends on June 30, 2005, not only does the Conservancy receive the $1 million from DPR, but in addition it is also entitled to a portion of net concession revenue earned in Central Park. The Conservancy receives 50% of net Park concession revenue earned in excess of $6 million measured as of the prior fiscal year, capped at a maximum of $2 million per year, if the Conservancy meets its $5 million threshold for the prior fiscal year. Total Payments per year from this contract will be limited to a maximum obligation of $4 million in any one year. The contractual arrangement may only be terminated under specific conditions outlined in this agreement. In fiscal year 2004, the Board agreed to receive $1.6 million in the form of project revenue and $1.7 million under the existing maintenance and concession revenue agreement.
 Additional revenue received by the Conservancy for fiscal year 2005 was $1.6 million.

Other Funding

The Conservancy also raises private funds to improve and preserve the Park and since its founding in 1980, has raised nearly $300 million in private dollars. Further, of every $1 the Conservancy raises, more than $.80 goes toward direct spending on horticulture, operations, maintenance, education, recreation and public programs.


The Conservancy also has split-interest agreements with donors which consist 

primarily of charitable gift annuities and irrevocable charitable remainder trusts for which 

the Conservancy serves as trustee. After the Conservancy invests these dollars, assets 

from these sources and payments are then made to donors and/or other beneficiaries in accordance with the respective agreements. 

Other Sources of Revenue


Other sources of revenue come from various park events and merchandising. For example, in 2005, according to the Central Park Conservancy Annual Report $5.9 million in revenues resulted from merchandise sales and fees from the Gates/Christo event. Revenue included merchandise sales of $4 million, fees of $1.5 million, and reimbursement of direct costs of $334,000. The related expense of the project was $4 million.


Attached to the briefing paper is a copy of the Central Park Conservancy Annual Report 2005.
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