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                                   Oversight “Status of MillionTreesNYC”

INTRODUCTION


On November 12, 2008, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on the “Status of MillionTreesNYC.”  This hearing is, in part, a follow-up to a hearing held on February 11, 2008 by the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster which focused on tree planting, tree pruning and other Greening Programs. 

Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, the Mayor’s Office of Operations, the New York Restoration Project, the Central Park Conservancy, New Yorkers for Parks, Partnership for Parks, 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.

DPR’s TREE PLANTING STRATEGY

In November 1997, DPR embarked on a program of routine, block-by-block maintenance for street trees.  According to DPR, each City tree will be pruned once every 10 years under the grid maintenance pruning system.  Each year 1/10 of the trees in each community board will be pruned.  By pruning trees in a block-by-block pattern, DPR is able to make more efficient use of resources than by pruning in response to geographically disparate public requests.

All trees growing in the public right-of-way, along streets and in parks, are under the jurisdiction of DPR.  DPR provides a number of basic services for the roughly half million street trees.
  These include removing dead trees within 30 days of notification, pruning all trees on a ten-year cycle, responding to storms and other emergencies, and assisting with the control of invasive pests such as the Asian Longhorned beetle.  DPR, along with Partnership for Parks, a group that works to increase community support for and involvement in parks throughout New York City, provides training and tools for citizens who commit to caring for young street trees.


DPR is also responsible for planting trees in city streets and in parks and plants thousands of trees each year.  Trees are planted upon request on a first-come first-served basis.  However, DPR also targets areas with the greatest needs for these services.


The Department’s “Greenstreets” Program presents opportunities to create enhanced landscaped areas with trees planted in groupings with shrubs and flowering perennials.
  Commonly found on traffic triangles and median strips these “green streets” provide a better growing environment for trees.  It is beneficial to identify potential greenstreet locations in all five boroughs of the City in order to utilize all available space for greening.

Additionally, in response to a broad array of issues, including the need for more parks and playgrounds, Mayor Bloomberg established the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability (the “Office”) to develop, among other things, a long-term growth and development plan (“the Plan”) for the City and to incorporate sustainability goals and practices into all aspects of the Plan.
MILLIONTREESNYC  
As part of Mayor Bloomberg’s PlaNYC initiative, DPR, in a collaborative effort with the New York Restoration Project, launched the MillionTreesNYC, program to plant and care for one million new trees throughout all five boroughs of the City by 2017.
  The New York Restoration Project is a nonprofit organization founded by Bette Midler in 1995 to clean up and restore under-resourced parks, community gardens and other open spaces throughout the City.
  
Since 2007, MillionTreesNYC has planted 3,639 trees on a number of New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) campuses, 45,141 trees in parks and 21,441 trees lining the City’s streets.
  This year, MillionTreesNYC is planning to plant new trees in schoolyards, cultural institutions, cemeteries and other public areas.
  Additionally, MillionTreesNYC is launching the MillionTreesNYC Training Program to educate and train young adults in urban forestry and landscaping.

NECESSITY FOR MORE PARKS AND TREES

Air Quality

New York County ranks in the 90th percentile of all counties in the United States in terms of levels of carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide, volatile organic compounds, fine particulate (PM2.5) and course particulate (PM10) emissions.
  In 2005, Manhattan had the 15th highest level of particulates among all the counties in the nation.
  According to the EPA, besides having higher levels of air pollutants than most other areas in the nation, New York County does not meet minimum air quality standards in place by the Clean Air Act for PM10, PM2.5 and ozone.
  Although many air pollutants originate far from resident areas, in Northern Manhattan, residents and workers are exposed to a significant amount of air pollutants through diesel truck traffic.
  Living in close proximity to major roadways has resulted in the increase of asthma rates.
  The health risk as a result of diesel soot exposure in New York County is the second highest out of all 3,109 counties in New York State.

Health Impacts


Poor air quality can have damaging effects to human health.  Several recent studies indicate that the risk of premature death increases with increased ozone levels.
  Particulate pollution can cause permanent respiratory damage, induce heart attacks, and trigger asthma attacks.
  Health professionals believe that people with previous cardiovascular health conditions or lung diseases, children, and the elderly are most vulnerable to the health effects of air pollution.
  In addition, The American Lung Association has also stated that diabetics are vulnerable to the health effects of air pollution.
Asthma is a significant problem for children in New York City.  Hospitalization rates for children aged 0-14 are 23.2%, exceeded in New York City only by East Harlem (which has a rate of 23.3 %).  There has been a rise in asthma, particularly among children—who are most vulnerable to developing asthma—that corresponds with a rise in asthma-causing pollution emissions due to energy production, fertilization and increased vehicle use.  In New York City, asthma hospitalization rates almost doubled between 1988 and 1997, a change most strongly felt in the Bronx, where rates fully doubled during this period.  As of 2003, 17 percent of children form the ages of 0 through 17 in New York City has been diagnosed with asthma at one point in their lives.
 
BENEFITS OF PARKS, TREES AND OPEN SPACE 

Trees provide many critical services to our communities.  They improve water quality by filtering water and diverting storm water run-off, increase property values, filter high-frequency noises and provide habitat for wild life.
  Most importantly, trees provide better air quality by reducing the presence of many air pollutants that cause serious health problems.
  Ground-level ozone, particulate matter, and nitrogen and sulfur oxides, can cause asthma attacks, permanently effect respiratory development in children and increase mortality.
  Trees can help reduce exposure to these pollutants by filtering the air, lowering air temperatures and reducing energy use.


Trees indirectly clean the air by reducing energy use.  City temperatures increase by 10 degrees Fahrenheit higher than surrounding rural areas because urban areas have less vegetation, poor air circulation and more paved surfaces which absorb the sun’s energy.
  By shading buildings and lowering daytime temperatures, urban trees play a critical role in reducing electricity use in the summer, and in addition, results in energy savings of about $11 million dollars each year.
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