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February 28, 2003

Oversight: Status of the recruitment of Lifeguards for Park beaches and pools 

The purpose of this hearing is to provide a forum for the discussion of issues with regard to creating and maintaining a safe environment for the people of the City of New York at the pools and beaches under the jurisdiction of the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR).  The major topics which will be explored include the recruitment, training and management of lifeguards at pools and beaches and other safety issues at DPR pools and beaches.  

Background

Jurisdiction over the public beaches of the City of New York is conferred upon DPR under Administrative Code §18-108.  The obligation for DPR to furnish and maintain life-saving apparatus at public beaches is also provided by §18-110.  DPR regulations concerning beaches, boardwalks and pools are found in Title 56 of the Rules of the City of New York §1-05(g).


Pursuant to the broad powers of the Public Health Council
 enumerated under Public Health Law §225, swimming pools and beaches are regulated under Part 6 of the State Sanitary Code.  Swimming pool regulations are found at 10 NYCRR 6.1 and the regulatory requirements for bathing beaches are found at 10 NYCRR 6.2.  The state regulations set the minimum standards that must be maintained at pools and bathing establishments.  These regulations are enforced by the New York State Department of Health and the New York City Department of Health.  Further requirements are imposed under the Health Code of the City of New York.


Article 165 of the Health Code of the City of New York provides for the regulation of bathing establishments, which includes indoor and outdoor pools, and Article 167 of the Health Code of the City of New York provided for the regulation of bathing beaches.

DPR is responsible for 53 outdoor swimming pools, 10 indoor swimming pools and 14 miles of beach property.  In 2002, a total of 984 lifeguards were employed with DPR, with beach lifeguards generally working from May 25 through Labor Day, and pool lifeguards from June 28 through Labor Day.  All lifeguards are seasonal employees, except for 40 “year-round” seasonal DPR employees who are stationed at the 10 indoor pools that remain open throughout the year.  

According to the DPR Lifeguard application brochure, lifeguards work 48 hours each week and first-year lifeguards earn $10.08 an hour.  The Mayor’s 2003 Preliminary Budget does not show a decrease in funding for lifeguards, and keeps the target number at 1,200 lifeguard positions to be filled.  According to DPR, in the summer of 2002, approximately 1.4 million people visited the 53 outdoor pools and an average of 10 to 11 million people visited the New York City beaches over the last few summers.


Since January 13, 2003, DPR has offered the qualifying training examination Monday through Friday at 4:00 PM and 6:30 PM at the West 59th Street Recreation Center in Manhattan.  In order to 

qualify for the training, a person must (1) be able to swim 50 yards in 35 seconds, (2) have a minimum of 20/30 vision in one eye and 20/40 in the other eye, and (3) be at least 16 years old when they start working.  

The first training class will begin the second week of March at the West 59th Street Recreation Center.  DPR is in the process of establishing other training locations throughout the city.  Before the training begins, a candidate must present a certificate of good health from a doctor and complete a 40-hour CPR course.


In a special report by the New York Daily News of July 30, 2001, it was found that over the past decade, more than 50 people have drowned at City beaches.  The most dangerous and deadly beach is Rockaway Beach in Queens, where twice as many swimmers have died than at any other oceanfront beach in New York City or in Nassau and Suffolk Counties.  According to the report, City officials said tidal currents and strong undertows cause the high death rate.  They also pointed out that all but one of the drownings occurred when lifeguards were off-duty.  The riptides and currents at Rockaway beaches have caused over 14 fatalities in the last decade, twice as many as at Coney Island and Long Beach, Long Island, which border Rockaway to the west and east, respectively.


Swimmers and former lifeguards were quoted in the report by the Daily News as saying that problems arise when beaches are unguarded during popular morning and evening hours.  For many years, lifeguards were formally on duty from 8:00 AM until 8:00 PM, but about 20 years ago, DPR reduced the hours to 10:00 AM until 6:00 PM.  It has been reported that half the drownings at Rockaway since 1991 occurred during these cut back hours.  In comparison, the City of Long Beach, in Nassau County, has lifeguards on duty at beaches from 9:00 AM until 6:00 PM and the two pools operated by New York State in Riverbank State Park has lifeguards on duty from 6:00 AM until 8:00 PM.  At Riverbank, there are 20 lifeguards hired by the State at a starting salary of about $11 an hour, with lifeguards working about 8 hours a day.  State beaches on Long Island have lifeguards on duty from 9:00 AM to 7:00 PM on weekdays and from 8:00 AM to 8:00 PM on weekends.


Three persons drowned at New York City beaches in 2002, one person at Orchard Beach, in the Bronx, during hours when lifeguards were on duty, one person at Rockaway Beach when lifeguards were not on duty and one person at Coney Island when lifeguards were not on duty.  In 2001, there was one drowning at Orchard Beach during hours when lifeguards were on duty, but the person was swimming in a posted no bathing area.  Three young girls drowned at Rockaway Beach at approximately 9:30 AM, just a half hour before lifeguards go on duty. 


 At the Cape Cod National Seashore in Massachusetts, the beaches are guarded from 9:00 AM until 5:00 PM.  There has not been a drowning on those beaches for the past ten years, but according to a local Rockaway newspaper, The Wave, officials there attribute the absence of drownings to the fact that the Federal Park Police are active in keeping the people out of the water at off-hours.  At Ocean City, MD, the beaches are guarded from 10:00 AM until 5:30 PM, and at Virginia Beach, VA from 9:30 AM until 6:00 PM.

In 2002 actively and successfully recruited lifeguards from European nations to fill in the gap. There was still a significant shortfall, as 1200 lifeguard positions were available and only 984 were filled.  In comparison, only 898 lifeguard positions were filled in 2001, and 935 in 2000.  Commissioner Adrian Benepe testified before the Parks and Recreation Committee last year of his interest in collaborating with the New York City Department of Education to have young people learn basic swimming skills before completing high school.
  This would potentially provide another source of lifeguards for the City and employment opportunities for the young people of New York City.  The staff of the Committee on Parks and Recreation has not been given any indication by the Department of Education that any swimming curriculum exists to date. 

 
Invited to testify at today’s hearing are representatives of the Bloomberg Administration, representatives from DC-37 and representatives from the American Red Cross.

� The Public Health Council considers any matter relating to the preservation and improvement of public health, and may advise and make recommendations to the Health Commissioner about the preservation and improvement of public health.


� Transcript of the Committee on Parks and Recreation of April 8, 2002 pp. 73 lines 11-21.





