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Oversight: “The City’s PLANYC 2030 Sustainability Goal to “Ensure that all New     Yorkers Live Within a 10-minute Walk of a Park” and How Best to Achieve It”

INTRODUCTION


On March 1, 2007, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on the City’s PLANYC 2030 sustainability goal to “Ensure that all New Yorkers Live Within a 10-minute Walk of a Park” and how best to achieve it.

BACKGROUND

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.  The Mayor also set up a Sustainability Advisory Board (“SAB”), chaired by Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Rebuilding Daniel L. Doctoroff and made up of sixteen representatives from environmental, labor, community, and business groups, as well as City Council Speaker Christine C. Quinn and Council Member James F. Gennaro, Chair of the Council’s Environmental Protection Committee, to help identify the most important issues to address in the Plan, including targets to aim for and measures to take to meet those targets.1
On December 12, 2006, Mayor Bloomberg gave a speech at the Queens Museum of Art wherein he introduced an effort, known as PlaNYC, to make the City more “sustainable” over the next 25 years.  In the speech the Mayor identified ten (10) goals for the City to pursue.  The Office, as well as members of the SAB, are now engaging the public, relevant organizations, and others in an effort to gather recommendations on how to meet these goals.  This hearing will focus on one of those goals: “Ensure that all New Yorkers Live Within a 10-minute Walk of a Park.”  

Currently, 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.

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, a decline from 22nd in 2004.  Besides having higher levels of air pollutants than most other areas in the nation, according to the EPA, New York County does not even meet minimum air quality standards set by the Clean Air Act for PM10, PM2.5 and ozone.  Although many air pollutants originate far from the location of human exposure, in Northern Manhattan, a significant local source of air pollutants is diesel truck traffic.  Living in close proximity to major roads has been shown to increase the prevalence and incidence of asthma.  The health risk posed by diesel soot in New York County is the second highest out of all 3,109 counties in New York State.

Health Impacts


Poor air quality has a measurable impact on human health.  Several recent studies indicate that the risk of premature death increases with increased ozone levels.  Particulate pollution can also reduce one’s lifespan, as well as cause permanent respiratory damage, induce heart attacks, and trigger asthma attacks.
  Health professionals have known for some time that people with previous cardiovascular health conditions or lung diseases, children, and the elderly are most vulnerable to the health effects of air pollution.
  The American Lung Association now also adds diabetics to that list.

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.

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.  The most notable public health service trees provide is air quality improvement.
  Urban trees can significantly reduce the presence of many air pollutants that cause serious health problems.  Ground-level ozone, particulate matter, and nitrogen and sulfur oxides, are all known to trigger asthma attacks, permanently effect respiratory development in children and increase mortality.  Trees help reduce human exposure to these compounds by filtering the air, lowering air temperatures and reducing energy use.


Some gaseous pollutants, like sulfur oxides and ozone, are taken up directly through the tree’s leaves.  Other pollutants, such as particulate matter, are captured by deposition on the tree’s leaves, stem and bark.  These pollutants then wash to the ground after a rain, or become resuspended in the air by the wind.  Regardless, this sort of filtering still results in a net positive effect on air quality.


Trees indirectly clean the air by reducing energy use.  City temperatures measure 10 degrees Fahrenheit higher than surrounding rural areas because urban areas have less vegetation, reduced 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 electric demand in the summer, thereby minimizing the release of air pollutants from power plants.  In New York City, this reduction also amounts to an energy savings of about $11 million dollars each year.


Trees reduce daytime air temperatures by as much as two (2) to ten (10) degrees Fahrenheit by shading sunlight and by releasing water from leaf surfaces through a process called evapotranspiration.  A tree canopy cover increase of one percent (1%) can reduce maximum mid-day air temperatures by as much as 0.4 degrees Fahrenheit.
  Lower temperatures discourage the formation of ozone and other temperature dependent pollutants.  Shading parked cars also reduces the release of pollutants from gas tanks.

A comprehensive 1996 report by the United States Surgeon General found that people who engage in regular physical activity benefit from reduced risk of premature death; reduced risk of coronary heart disease, hypertension, colon cancer, and non-insulin-dependent diabetes; improved maintenance of muscle strength, joint structure, and joint function; weight loss and favorable redistribution of body fat; improved physical functioning in persons suffering from poor health; and healthier cardiovascular, respiratory, and endocrine systems.

Strong evidence shows that when people have access to parks, 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 benefits of city parks, although perhaps the hardest to quantify, is their role as community development tools.  City parks make inner-city neighborhoods more livable; they offer recreational opportunities for at-risk youth, low-income children, and low-income families; and they provide places in low-income neighborhoods where people can experience 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.

1 Mayor Bloomberg Announces Creation of Office of Long-term Planning and Sustainability, PR 335-06, September 21, 2006.  Found at http://www.nyc.gov/portal/site/nycgov/menuitem.c0935b9a57bb4ef3daf2f1c701c789a0/index.jsp?pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&doc_name=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nyc.gov%2Fhtml%2Fom%2Fhtml%2F2006b%2Fpr335-06.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1 on 1-22-07.





� New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, “East Harlem Community Forestry Management Plan,” p. 29 http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets/east_harlem_forest_plan/East_Harlem_Plan.pdf


� Id.


� For example, air pollution poses a unique concern for the residents of East Harlem. They have among the highest asthma rates in the nation, the diagnosis of diabetes within the population has reached epidemic proportions, and heart disease is the leading cause of death. East Harlem’s residents are three times as likely as other New Yorkers to be hospitalized for asthma and more than two times as likely to be hospitalized for diabetes. Low rates of physical activity and high rates of obesity contribute to the incidence of diabetes within the population. Diabetes is an important health indicator, because it is a chronic illness that is linked to another serious health complications, including blindness and amputation.


� People with asthma experience lung inflammation and episodes of airway tightening that cause symptoms such as wheezing, coughing, chest tightness, and shortness of breath. A period of acute symptoms is referred to as an asthma attack. It is still unclear why people develop asthma. On the other hand, the factors that exacerbate asthma symptoms are well-understood. Indoor airborne irritants such as, tobacco smoke, mold and pet dander are common asthma “triggers”. In addition, outdoor air pollutants, especially ozone, can trigger asthma attacks. Although the situation is complex, improved outdoor air quality is one important component of a larger plan to relieve communities of this public health burden.


� Supra at 3 p. 5


� Supra at 8. 
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� In certain situations, a tree’s air quality impact can lead to a negative health effect. For some people, trees cause allergic reactions that can exacerbate asthma symptoms and trigger asthma attacks. Pollen is generally the culprit of the allergic reaction. The male flower produces the pollen which fertilizes the female flower and the fertilized female flower becomes the fruit. 


� Paul M. Sherer, “The Benefits of Parks: Why America Needs More City Parks and Open Space,” The Trust For Public Land. http://www.co.alachua.fl.us/assets/uploads/images/EPD/Land/Files/parks_for_people_Jul2005.pdf
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