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Oversight: Should the Ridgewood Reservoir Be Preserved as a Wetland? 
INTRODUCTION

On June 19, 2008, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster will hold an oversight hearing on “Should the Ridgewood Reservoir Be Preserved as a Wetland?” Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), New Yorkers For Parks, the Highland Park/Ridgewood Reservoir Alliance, the Ridgewood Property Owners and Civic Association, the City Parks Foundation and the New York Restoration Project as well as, elected officials and other 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.  DPR maintains about 28,700 acres of parkland, including almost 4,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 63 swimming pools, 35 recreation centers and 14 miles of beaches.  These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year.

HIGHLAND PARK AND RIDGEWOOD RESERVOIR


Highland Park and the Ridgewood Reservoir (Reservoir) are located on a high plateau viewing nearby historical cemeteries, East New York, Woodhaven, the Rockaways and the Atlantic Ocean.  Since the mid-1800’s, as DPR slowly acquired more sections of Highland Park and the Ridgewood Reservoir, many improvements have been made to the entire 141.28 acre recreational area and three-basin reservoir, making it a popular area among residents of both Queens and Brooklyn.  Highland Park consists of children’s farm gardens, barbecue areas, tennis courts, baseball fields, handball courts and basketball courts.
  
In the 1800’s, the borough of Brooklyn was growing rapidly and as a result, a demand for a structured water supply was needed for local communities.  Beginning in 1852, private companies such as the Nassau Water Company began to purchase areas in Queens to drill wells and divert streams to create a water supply for Brooklyn.
   On July 11, 1856, after the City of Brooklyn acquired the land, ground was broken on the site of Snediker’s Cornfield for the Reservoir.  The 50-acre site is located on elevated ground above Highland Park overlooking the park, surrounding green spaces and cemeteries.  Using two large pumps, each with a capacity of 14 million gallons per-day, the Reservoir was placed into service on November 18, 1858.
  The Reservoir held an average of 154,400,000 gallons of water daily.

The Reservoir was regularly used until 1959 and the Reservoir’s third basin was filled each summer from 1960 to 1989, and used as a backup supply for parts of Brooklyn and Queens.
  In 1989, the outer two basins of the Reservoir were drained due to less dependence on the Reservoir as a regular source of water.
  The entire Reservoir has not been used on a regular basis in over forty years during which the property developed into a thick forest and an ideal habitat for wildlife, particularly for more than 137 species of migratory birds, including eight rare species.
  

Current Issues


On July 7, 2004, Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, DPR Commissioner Adrian Benepe and Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) First Deputy Commissioner David Tweedy announced that the Reservoir was being turned over to DPR with plans for the Reservoir to be developed as a public park with recreational areas and bike paths.
  DPR plans to spend $50 million to clear the site, replacing more than 20 acres of forests and lakes, with artificial turf and concrete.
  DPR has expressed the view that more recreational facilities will be necessary in order to deal with the City’s expected population growth and address the rising obesity problem.
 


However, many wildlife enthusiasts, environmental groups, members of the Reservoir’s surrounding communities and civic groups have expressed a profound interest in preserving and improving the Reservoir’s three natural basins.
  In addition, many members of the surrounding communities have offered the view that they would rather see DPR use the funding to upgrade and repair the athletic fields and recreational facilities in Highland Park, located adjacent to the Reservoir, which has an abundance of underutilized athletic fields.
  


Additionally, these groups have argued that urban forests have a number of benefits, not only for surrounding communities, but the City as a whole.  Poor air quality has a measurable impact on human health.  Particulate pollution can also reduce one’s lifespan, as well as cause permanent respiratory damage, induce heart attacks, and trigger asthma attacks.
  Trees can improve air quality by lowering air temperatures and absorbing gaseous pollutants into their leaves which filters the air and reduces human exposure to damaging gaseous pollutants.

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

Also, access to public parks and recreational facilities has been strongly linked to reductions in crime and in particular to reduced juvenile delinquency.
  Recreational facilities keep at-risk youth off the streets, give them a safe environment to interact with their peers and fill up time within which they could otherwise get into trouble.

CONCLUSION

It is necessary for DPR to address both the need for active open space while balancing the environmental and societal need to maintain wetland environments.  The hearing on Highland Park and the Ridgewood Reservoir will explore how best to strike such a balance.
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