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Oversight:  Challenges Preserving New York’s Living Collections
INTRODUCTION

On Thursday, April 23, 2009, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Domenic M. Recchia Jr., and the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Foster, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on the challenges faced by New York City’s zoos, botanical gardens and aquarium. The New York City Department of Cultural Affairs (DCA), the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) and other interested parties have been invited to testify.
BACKGROUND
  New York City has a large variety of cultural institutions, including many museums, opera houses, and theatres.  In addition to these treasured institutions, there are five zoos, three botanical gardens and one aquarium also known as “living museums”.  There are a total of 76 living museums throughout New York State, serving over 12 million visitors annually.
  Living museums are not just recreational, but have an educational component, and school children and adults visit such institutions each year to learn about science, horticulture, animals and other living creatures, and to appreciate nature and further explore ways to protect our environment. Moreover, the development of zoos and botanical gardens transformed neighborhoods in New York City, creating an urban oasis for residents and visitors.  
Like other industries, the arts industry, which includes living museums, has been deeply affected by the slow economy.  Zoos, botanical gardens and aquariums, however, face unique problems because their living collections need to be fed, watered, bathed, groomed and treated for medical care.  Furthermore, the environment in which they live has to remain sanitary and safe.  Despite $50 million in federal stimulus funding for arts jobs nationwide, zoos and aquariums are excluded from such funding.
  The New York State Legislature and Governor Patterson restored $9 million to the FY 2009 budget for the Zoos, Botanical Gardens and Aquaria program (ZBGA).
  Nonetheless, the Governor proposes to eliminate all funding for FY 2010
, and New York City’s living museums still face budget cuts at the local level and significantly fewer endowments.  
With a decrease in public funding and endowments, living museums may be forced to shorten hours of operation, eliminate programs, relocate animals to other states or countries, cut back on food and supplies, layoff staff, and raise admission fees.  For example, the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), which operates the Bronx, Central Park, Prospect Park and Queens Zoos and the New York Aquarium, announced on April 6, 2009, that more than 100 of its 1,200 employees had accepted buyouts and that even more would be laid off.
  WCS faces a $15 million deficit and has lost about 30 percent of its endowment.
  At the Staten Island Zoo, officials are cutting back on supplies and are receiving blemished and otherwise unsalable fruits and vegetables three times a week from a local supermarket to help reduce feeding costs.
  
New York’s living museums serve a vital role to the State’s environmental agenda and contribute millions of tourism dollars to the New York State economy.  New York State’s nonprofit arts sector, which includes the zoos, botanical gardens and aquariums, contributed $7.7 billion to the State’s economy in 2005, comprising 30 percent of the total arts industry statewide, according to the Alliance for the Arts.
  The Alliance for the Arts data also indicates that cultural institutions are a significant source of tax revenue for New York State, generating a total of $1.2 billion in taxes in 2005, which is an addition to the $904 million in local taxes generated for New York City that year.
  The Wildlife Conservation Society contributes more than $400 million to the New York State economy annually.
  More than four million guests visit WCS facilities each year.
 
According to the Preliminary Fiscal 2009 Mayor’s Management Report, New York City’s 311 Customer Service Center received 7,841 cultural-related inquiries from July through October 2008.
  The report revealed that within that time period, over 50% of such inquiries pertained to finding a zoo, aquarium or botanical garden.
  A national public opinion survey in 2008 revealed that 79 percent of Americans believe that zoos and aquariums are good for their local economy and that 80 percent believe that zoos and aquariums should be supported by government funding, according to the Wildlife Conservation Society.

HISTORY
New York City Zoos 

The development and popularity of urban parks by the nineteenth century helped to influence the establishment of America’s zoos. Parks offered city dwellers an opportunity to escape to a nearby pleasant natural environment.
  The zoo of the 19th century has evolved into a “biopark”, or “conservation park”, of the late 20th century.  There is now a belief that the role of zoos will be changing in the 21st century.
  The conservation park concept is quickly being superseded with the environmental center of the 21st century.
  More and more zoos will become environmental resource centers, promoting the conservation of ecosystems and the survival of species.
  
New York City’s zoos began as a collection of animals in local parks known as menageries in the mid-to-late 19th century.  The New York City Department of Parks & Recreation owns and at one time operated the Central Park, Prospect Park and Queens Zoos.
 When the City could no longer effectively operate these zoos, the Parks Department entered into an agreement in the 1980s that allowed for the Wildlife Conservation Society to assume management of the zoos.
  The Wildlife Conservation Society (formerly The New York Zoological Society) was incorporated on April 26, 1895.  WCS, headquartered at the Bronx Zoo, has remained an integral part of New York City’s cultural life and a leader in teaching biology and science in both the U.S. and worldwide.  For more than a century, WCS has inspired care for nature, pioneered environmental protection programs, and helped sustain biological diversity. When the New York Zoological Society changed its name to the Wildlife Conservation Society in 1993, it rebranded the zoos under its jurisdiction as wildlife conservation parks.
 
As mentioned earlier, New York City is home to five zoos.  The Bronx Zoo is one of the most famous zoos in the world.  Formerly The New York Zoological Park, the Bronx Zoo opened on November 8, 1899.
  It remains one of the largest wildlife conservation parks in the United States, housing 4,000 animals and representing more than 650 species.
  The Central Park Zoo may be the oldest municipal zoo in the United States, but was officially recognized as a City zoo on December 2, 1934.
 Today, the Central Park Zoo is one of the most visited features in the park.
  The Prospect Park Zoo operated as a small menagerie in the late 1800s, and its collection of animals was formalized and open to the public on July 3, 1935.
  In August 1933, the Staten Island Zoological Society was organized to create and administer the Staten Island Zoo.
  Property for the zoo came from an 8-acre estate willed to New York City.
  Construction on the zoo commenced in 1933 and it was opened to the public on June 10, 1936.
  The Staten Island Zoo became the first zoo in the U.S. specifically devoted to an educational mandate.
  It is known mostly for its large collection of rattlesnakes and it was also the first zoo in the country to hire a woman as a full-time veterinarian.  Dr. Patricia O’Connor joined the staff in 1942.
 Finally, the thirteen-acre Queens Zoo in Flushing Meadows Corona Park opened on October 26, 1968 on the grounds of the 1964-65 World’s Fair.

The New York Aquarium

The New York Aquarium first opened on December 10, 1896, in Battery Park, Lower Manhattan, making it the oldest continually operating aquarium in the United States.
  It drew more than two million visitors in its first year.
  On October 31, 1902, The Wildlife Conservation Society, assumed care of the Aquarium. At the time, the Aquarium housed only 150 specimens of wildlife.
  In October 1941, the Aquarium was closed due to the construction of the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel.
  Many of the Aquarium’s sea creatures were temporarily housed at the Bronx Zoo until the new aquarium was built.
  On June 6, 1957, the Aquarium opened its doors at its new location in Coney Island, Brooklyn.
  The Aquarium currently occupies 14 acres, which house more than 350 species of aquatic wildlife and more than 10,000 marine creatures.
  Its mission is to raise public awareness about issues facing the ocean and its inhabitants with special exhibits, public events and research.

The Botanical Gardens 
The New York Botanical Garden (NYBG) is a museum of plants, an educational institution, and a scientific research organization.  Founded in 1891 and now a National Historic Landmark, it is one of the greatest botanical gardens in the world and the largest in any city in the United States, with extensive collections and gardens and a wide array of quality programs in horticulture, education and science.
  NYBG offers a 250-acre landscape, 50 curated display gardens, an expansive 50-acre native forest, and a wealth of programs, exhibitions, and activities for visitors.

NYBG dates its founding back to April 18, 1891, when land was set aside by the New York State Legislature for the creation of “a public botanic garden of the highest class” for the City of New York. Prominent civic leaders and financiers, including Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and J. Pierpont Morgan, agreed to match the City's commitment to finance the buildings and improvements, initiating a public-private partnership that continues today.  In 1896, NYBG appointed its first director.
 

The NYBG current curated living collections contain more than 1 million plants.
  It offers a large and diverse Continuing Education program and a pioneering Children’s Education program.
  It also conducts respected scientific research on plants and fungi.
  NYBG houses arguably the most important botanical and horticultural library in the world and an herbarium that is the fourth largest in the world and the largest in the Western Hemisphere.
 The NYBG conservatory, a New York City Landmark, is the largest Victorian-era glasshouse in America.
  
The Brooklyn Botanic Garden (BBG) has 52-acres and features more than 11,000 different kinds of plants from around the world and hosts more than 700,000 visitors annually.
  BBG was originally an ash dump in the late 1800s.
  In 1897, the New York State Legislature reserved 39 acres for the garden.
  In 1910, BBG was opened to the public.
  Called the “premier horticultural attraction in the region” by The New York Times, BBG today is made up of many beautiful and historic specialty gardens.
  BBG is committed to education, community outreach, and scientific research, and serves as an important source of information about horticulture, botany, and the importance of conserving plants and protecting the environment.
  

The Queens Botanical Garden (QBG) is a private, non-profit cultural institution that grew from “Gardens on Parade,” a spectacular five-acre exhibit at the 1939-1940 New York World’s Fair that presented the most innovative botanical displays to be seen at that time.
 Through the efforts of civic-minded residents, the exhibit was saved and expanded, opening in Flushing Meadows Corona Park in 1948 as the Queens Botanical Garden.
  QBG was moved to its current site in the Kissena Park Corridor to make way for the 1964-1965 World’s Fair.
  It has 39 acres of City land under its care.
  Of the 39 acres, only 18 acres are now used as a botanical garden and the rest of the property serves as a park-like open space visited by the public in large numbers.
  There are currently plans to develop the entire 39 acres.
 
CONCLUSION

Faced with dwindling resources in the current economic downturn, the Committees are concerned about how the City’s zoos and aquarium will continue to provide proper care for their animals and other living creatures, and how the botanical gardens will continue to maintain their flowers, trees and plants.   At today’s hearing, the Committees will therefore explore how the City’s living museums plan to manage their facilities during these challenging times, and examine strategies that may help support such institutions.
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