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          Oversight, “Tree Planting, Tree Pruning, and other Greening Programs”

INTRODUCTION


On February 11, 2008, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing 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 Department of Transportation, the New York City Police Department, the Mayor’s Office of Operations, 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.

All trees growing in the public right-of-way, along streets and in parks, are under the jurisdiction of DPR.  Since 1995, DPR has planted more than 85,000 street trees, and by the middle of 2001, DPR planted an additional 15,000 trees.  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.  Potential greenstreet locations should be identified in all five boroughs of New York City in an effort 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.  
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, offer recreational opportunities for at-risk youth, low-income children, and low-income families and 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.

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.

A successful strategy to increase tree canopy cover depends on an accurate assessment of the existing urban forest and the infrastructure that impacts this forest, as well as input and support from the local community.
  In the spring of 2005, in East Harlem, DPR worked to form partnerships with community leaders who could help publicize the project to local residents.  Simultaneously, DPR initiated a complete inventory of street trees and tree planting opportunities, recruiting local residents to participate.  This information was then compiled and presented at a community forum, where residents were asked to work together with agency staff to develop strategies for increasing canopy cover.
  As a result, approximately 15 volunteers worked on the street tree census in East Harlem and with varied success, volunteers from within the community were recruited to participate.  Where local volunteers were not found, volunteers from other parts of the city as well as members of a DPR service organization, Green Apple Corps (GAC), completed the field work.  All volunteers attended a three-hour training conducted by DPR staff.

GAC members and DPR’s staff visited each park and playground within East Harlem’s borders and visually estimated the percent of each site covered with an impervious surface, as well as collected quantitative information about the number of trees and empty tree pits.

The next step in assessing the community’s resources was to determine the maximum capacity for street tree plantings in the target community.  Capacity equals the total number of available planting opportunities plus the total number of existing trees. Citywide, DPR estimates that, at capacity, one tree is planted for every 75 feet of curb length.  In East Harlem, staff calculated a real capacity number based on a field survey of every street to identify all available planting opportunities and existing trees.  Using this total capacity number, an area’s stocking level can be determined.

The survey identified 4,084 street trees in East Harlem.  Similar surveys were also

conducted, using similar methods, for Fort Greene, Crotona and Morrisania communities 

as well.
 

� New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets.html
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� 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


� New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, “East Harlem Community Forestry Management Plan,” p. 29 August 2006. http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets/east_harlem_forest_plan/East_Harlem_Plan.pdf
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� For example, air pollution poses 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.
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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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� The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, Tree Care and Maintenance. http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/trees_greenstreets/tree_care.html
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