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INTRODUCTION

	On December 7, 2021, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “Improving Access to DPR Recreational Programs and Facilities.” Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) are expected to testify, as well as parks advocates and concerned community groups.
BACKGROUND
	Since 1910, the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) has provided a network of recreational services throughout New York City.[footnoteRef:1] DPR currently has jurisdiction over approximately 36 Recreation Centers, which offer services such as indoor pools, weight rooms, basketball courts, dance studios, boxing rings, art studios, game rooms, libraries and various other forms of recreation.[footnoteRef:2]  Recreation Centers offer a wide range of programs, such as aerobics, tai chi, fencing, dancing, theater and sculpture and each center is equipped with a professional staff that provides organized and free-play activities that are intended to be safe, fun, and educational for various age groups.[footnoteRef:3] Additionally, each borough has a Recreation Center that serves as an adaptive hub, that is, a fully accessible recreation center that offers specific programs for New Yorkers with disabilities.[footnoteRef:4] These hubs also function as centers of information where visitors can obtain more information on DPR’s program offerings citywide for members with disabilities.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  See, Department of Parks and Recreation Website, http://www.nycgovparks.org/facilities/recreationcenters.  Of the 36 centers, 6 are in the Bronx, 8 are in Brooklyn, 13 in Manhattan, 5 are in Queens and 4 are in Staten Island ]  [2:  Id.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Testimony, Adena Long, Assistant Commissioner for Public Programs, New York City Department of
Parks and Recreation, before Council Committee on Parks and Recreation, October 2, 2015.]  [5:  Id.] 

DPR offers children between ages 6 and 13, the Parks Afterschool Program that operates Monday through Friday, between 3:00 PM and 6:00 PM, afterschool at participating Recreation Centers.[footnoteRef:6] Under the guidance of trained professionals, children are offered opportunities to develop their athletic, artistic and academic skills and increase their ability to communicate with others.[footnoteRef:7] Children are provided with homework assistance, healthy snacks, supervised computer use and arts and cultural programming. This afterschool programming is offered September through June.[footnoteRef:8]  Programs are also offered to teens, including sports, arts, cultural enrichment and educational programs.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  See, Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Afterschool Programs, http://www.nycgovparks.org/programs/recreation/afterschool]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  See, Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Teen Programs, http://www.nycgovparks.org/programs/recreation/teens] 

Recreation Centers also offer Computer Resource Centers (CRCs) which provide digital learning resources for members of all ages at no additional cost.[footnoteRef:10] Windows and Mac computers, scanners, digital and video cameras, Microsoft Office and multimedia software are some of the tools available for members.[footnoteRef:11] Various classes are also offered as well.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  See, Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Computer Resource Centers, http://www.nycgovparks.org/crc]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

	While most of the DPR programs are free or available at a modest cost, and all are open to the general public, Recreation Centers require a fee for standard membership.  In December 2010, then-Mayor Michael Bloomberg proposed a plan to double the admission fee at approximately 32 Recreation Centers, and also increase fees at tennis courts and ball fields, in order to close a $2.4 billion budget gap.[footnoteRef:13] The plan consisted of adults paying $150, up from $75, and seniors paying $25, up from $10, while children aged 17 and under would continue to have free admission.[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  Javier C. Hernandez, “To Trim Deficit, Mayor Seeks Increased Fees for Recreation,” The New York Times, December 7, 2010.]  [14:  Id.] 

Many park advocates and communities were concerned that they would not be able to afford a membership to Recreation Centers as a result of increasing membership fees.  The plan was delayed as budget negotiations were in progress,[footnoteRef:15] however, the plan went into effect in July 2011.[footnoteRef:16] A standard membership includes scheduled access to gym, pool and other facilities for one year.[footnoteRef:17] Instructor-led courses, such as aerobics, martial arts, music or yoga may require additional session fees.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Javier C. Hernandez, “City Will Not Raise Recreation Center Fees,” The New York Times, January 6, 2011.]  [16:  Lisa Foderaro, “Public Recreation Centers Looking to Stem Exodus,” The New York Times, February 15, 2013.]  [17:  https://www.nycgovparks.org/programs/recreation-centers/membership]  [18:  Id.] 

However, in 2012, Recreation Centers memberships declined. In September 2012, it was reported that DPR lost approximately $200,000 that year and more than 50,000 memberships were lost as a result of the fee hikes.[footnoteRef:19] DPR estimated that memberships would decline by five percent after the registration fees were raised, however memberships declined by significantly more.[footnoteRef:20]  According to the Fiscal Year 2012 Mayor’s Management Report, total attendance at Recreation Centers diminished slightly from 3.163 million in Fiscal 2011 to 3.098 million in Fiscal 2012, a reduction of 65,000 visits.[footnoteRef:21]  Recreation Center membership fell by 45.5 percent among adults and seniors and membership among youth/children was similar to Fiscal 2011.[footnoteRef:22]  As a result, DPR created a new $25 annual membership category for young adults in the 18 – 24 year old age group. [19:  David Seifman, “Boost in Parks Fees Spurs Wreck-reation,” New York Post, September 26, 2012.]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal 2012 p. 55.]  [22:  Id.] 

In 2013, recreation center membership was 18 percent higher than the previous year as a result of a 28 percent increase in youth memberships, as well as an increase of eight percent in adult memberships.[footnoteRef:23]  Although it was reported that overall member attendance was slightly lower than the previous year, youth attendance rose by more than one-third to approximately 737,000.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal 2013 p. 64.]  [24:  Id.] 

In 2014, Recreation Center membership increased 21 percent from 2013 while attendance increased 13 percent with nearly 3.4 million visitors.[footnoteRef:25]  According to the Fiscal Year 2014 Mayor’s Management Report, the re-opening of two renovated centers in June 2013, Gertrude Ederle in Manhattan and Owen Dolen in the Bronx contributed to the increased activity, in addition to the introduction of the aforementioned $25 annual membership category for young adults in the 18 – 24 year old age group.[footnoteRef:26]   [25:  Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal 2014 p. 99.]  [26:  Id.] 

In order to increase use, membership and accessibility at Recreation Centers, the Council passed Local Law 18 in 2016, which created a discounted membership fee structure for persons 62 years of age or older, persons between 18 and 24 years of age, veterans, and persons with disabilities and required that such membership fees be no greater than 25 percent of the highest annual membership fee charged at any recreation center.
As a result of the legislation, membership fees are currently as follows[footnoteRef:27]: [27:  See, Department of Parks and Recreation Website, http://www.nycgovparks.org/programs/recreation-centers/membership] 

Adults (ages 25 through 61)
Access to All Centers: 	Annual Membership Fee: $150
Six-month membership available for $75
Access to Any Center Without An Indoor Pool:	Annual Membership Fee: $100
Six-month membership available for $50
People with Disabilities
Access to All Centers:	Annual Membership Fee: $25
Seniors 62 and up
Access to All Centers:	Annual Membership Fee: $25
Veterans
Access to All Centers:	Annual Membership Fee: $25
Young Adults 18 through 24
Access to All Centers:	Annual Membership Fee: $25.
Youth under 18
Access to All Centers:	Free membership
In order to obtain membership at a Recreation Center, one must provide a valid government issued ID, such as a student ID, passport or birth certificate. To qualify for the disabled person discounts one of the following documents, in addition to a government issued ID, is required:[footnoteRef:28] [28:  https://www.nycgovparks.org/programs/recreation-centers/membership] 

•	New York City Department of Transportation Parking Permit for People with Disabilities (PPPD)
•	MTA Access-A-Ride ID Card
•	MTA Reduced Fare ID Card
•	New York State Parks Individual Access Pass
•	Certification from the New York State Office of Mental Health that the patron is receiving services from a program it licenses, operates, certifies, or funds
•	Certification from the New York State Office for People with Developmental Disabilities that the patron is eligible to receive services from a program it licenses, operates, certifies, or funds
•	Certification from the New York State Commission for the Blind that the patron has a visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better or stronger eye with best correction, or a restricted field of vision of 20 degrees or less in the better or stronger eye

To qualify for the veterans discount, one of the following documents, in addition to a government issued ID, is required:[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Id.] 


·  Armed Forces of the United States Report of Transfer or Discharge (DD-214)
· National Guard Bureau Report of Separation & Record of Service (NGB-22)
· New York City IDNYC with Veteran Designator
· New York State DMV Driver’s License or Non-Driver ID with Veteran Designator
· United States Uniformed Services Identification Card for Retired Personnel (DD-2 RET)
· U.S. Department of Veterans’ Affairs Veterans Hospital Identification Card (VHIC)

For those seeking membership in the adult category (ages 25 to 61), who have a valid IDNYC card and do not qualify for other discounts, they are eligible to receive a 10% discount on their membership.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Id.] 

Recently, DPR announced that for a limited time, free memberships are available to City residents who sign up between September 7 and December 31, 2021.[footnoteRef:31]  The term of the free membership will last for one year from the date the individual signs up, and it will grant access to facilities citywide.[footnoteRef:32]  [31: NYC Parks Recreation Center webpage, https://www.nycgovparks.org/about/health-and-safety-guide/coronavirus#:~:text=Free%20memberships%20are%20available%20to,grant%20access%20to%20citywide%20facilities. ]  [32:  Id.] 

While the overall trend in recent years has shown a general uptick in usage and membership, there has been a downturn in recent membership and attendance numbers that can be mostly attributed to the fact that centers were closed for a large part of the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:33]  According to the Fiscal Year (FY) 2021 Mayor’s Management Report (MMR), recreation center memberships held steady at 142,915 when compared to FY 20, but reflected a downward trend from a high in FY 17 at 161,514.   [33:  See Fiscal Year 2021, Mayors Management Report, Department of Parks and Recreation, p188, https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2021/dpr.pdf. ] 

The following chart indicates total memberships at facilities for FY 2016 through FY 2021:[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Id.] 

	FY 2017
	FY 2018
	FY 2019
	FY 2020
	FY 2021

	161,514
	154,292
	144,305
	142,915
	142,915



Annual center attendance numbers have also decreased to 1.9 million and 4,227 in FY 20 and FY 21 respectively, compared to a high of 3.4 million in FY 2017.  Though the FY 20 and 21 numbers are due to the effects of closures due to COVID-19, there has been an overall downward trend since FY 17, which is reflected in the chart below:[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Id.] 

	FY 2017
	FY 2018
	FY 2019
	FY 2020
	FY 2021

	3,402,621
	3,202,200
	3,003,599
	1,947,377
	4,227



Recreation Centers and COVID-19
	In March 2020, Recreation Centers were closed throughout the City due to COVID-19.[footnoteRef:36] Parks and park restrooms remained opened to the public with social distancing rules in place, however, team sports were no longer permitted and nature centers, marinas, historic houses and concessions were closed to keep the public safe.[footnoteRef:37] During the pandemic, Recreation Centers served as support centers for COVID-19, which included youth education and childcare services, COVID-19 testing, vaccinations and mask and food distribution hubs.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Press Release, NYC Parks to Reopen 13 Recreation Centers to Members Monday, June 14, with New Health and Safety Guidelines, June 10, 2021, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/423-21/nyc-parks-reopen-13-recreation-centers-members-monday-june-14-new-health-safety]  [37:  Veronica Rose, Parks Department Closes Some Facilities, Mayor and Governor Announce Rule Changes in Coronavirus Response, March 30, 2020, available at: https://www.citylandnyc.org/parks-department-closes-some-facilities-mayor-and-governor-announce-rule-changes-in-coronavirus-response/]  [38:  Press Release, NYC Parks to Reopen 13 Recreation Centers to Members Monday, June 14, with New Health and Safety Guidelines, June 10, 2021, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/423-21/nyc-parks-reopen-13-recreation-centers-members-monday-june-14-new-health-safety] 

In June 2021, Mayor Bill de Blasio and then DPR Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver announced that the first phase of Recreation Centers were reopening to the public.[footnoteRef:39] Thirteen Recreation Centers reopened on June 14, 2021, to existing members who were active as of March 2020.[footnoteRef:40] Those Recreation Centers included Hunts Point in the Bronx, Brownsville in Brooklyn, Hansborugh, Alfred E. Smith, Highbridge, Rec Center 54, Thomas Jefferson and Tony Dapolito (which, discussed below, later closed again in July) in Manhattan, Al Oerter and Lost Battalion Hall in Queens, and Greenbelt, Lyons and Faber in Staten Island.[footnoteRef:41] Additionally, On June 23, 2021, McCarren in Brooklyn and Ocean Breeze in Staten Island were reopened to members.[footnoteRef:42] Several new policies were implemented to keep members safe, including operating the Recreation Centers at a reduced capacity and requiring mask wearing at all times by members and staff.[footnoteRef:43] Recreation Center equipment was rearranged to promote social distancing.[footnoteRef:44] Two Recreation Centers remain closed to continue to function as testing and vaccination sites. Kwame Ture, located in the Bronx will remain a vaccinations site, while Sorrentino in Queens will continue as a testing site for COVID-19.[footnoteRef:45] In addition, three Recreation Centers, St. James located in the Bronx, St. Mary’s located in the Bronx and Red Hook located in Brooklyn, are temporarily closed due to damages from Hurricane Ida.[footnoteRef:46] Finally, indoor pools were reopened on September 27, 2021[footnoteRef:47] at several Recreation Centers.[footnoteRef:48] [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.]  [47:  Roger Clark, NYC Parks Rec Centers Reopen after Long COVID-19 Closures, September 13, 2021, Spectrum News 1, available at: https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2021/09/12/nyc-parks-rec-centers-reopen-after-long-covid-19-closures]  [48:  See, The Department of Parks and Recreation Website available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about/health-and-safety-guide/coronavirus] 

	In order to keep staff and the public safe and prevent the spread of COVID-19, DPR encourages members to stay home if sick, maintain six feet of physical distance, wear face coverings and wash their hands.[footnoteRef:49] DPR asks members to complete a health screening and a temperature check before entering a Recreation Center.[footnoteRef:50] Proof of COVID-19 vaccination is required for those who are eligible to enter Recreation Centers and masks are required for all in the facilities.[footnoteRef:51] DPR has rearranged the equipment to promote social distancing in all recreation centers and shared equipment is supposed to be cleaned frequently by DPR staff.[footnoteRef:52] In addition, indoor pools reopened at several Recreation Centers on September 27, 2021.[footnoteRef:53] [49:  Id.]  [50:  Id.]  [51:  Id.]  [52:  Id.]  [53:  Id.] 

Issues Regarding Maintenance and Upkeep
	Over the years, some have raised concerns regarding the state of repair at some Recreation Centers, as well as the lack of a commitment by the City to build more centers throughout the City to extend the reach of their programming and activities to more communities.  A 2018 report by the Center for an Urban Future (CUF) entitled, A New Leaf, Revitalizing New York City’s Aging Parks Infrastructure, highlighted the fact that the parks system is aging rapidly and pointed to numerous maintenance deficiencies that have affected City parks for decades.[footnoteRef:54] Specifically, it found that nearly half of the city’s DPR-operated Recreation Centers were built prior to 1950, resulting in frequent roof leaks, broken HVAC systems, and chronic plumbing and electrical problems.[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  Center for an Urban Future, A New Leaf, Revitalizing New York City’s Aging Parks Infrastructure, June 2018, available at: https://nycfuture.org/pdf/CUF_A_New_Leaf_.pdf. ]  [55:  Id at p6.] 

The CUF report also noted that the average year of construction for Recreation Centers is 1946 and the average year of full-scale renovation was 2004.[footnoteRef:56] For example, to highlight the age of such centers, Constance Baker Motley Recreation Center (Recreation Center 54) and the Tony Dapolito Recreation Center in Manhattan were built in the 1910s and the Hansborough Recreation Center was built in 1925, but had not received a total renovation until 2017.[footnoteRef:57]  In Queens, the Sorrentino Recreation Center was built in 1921 but had its last major overhaul about 30 years ago. More recently, parts of Recreation Centers are beginning to undergo renovations, but only after years of few, if any, improvements.[footnoteRef:58] [56:  Id at p21.]  [57:  Id.]  [58:  Id.] 

In fact, even when routine or planned projects are occurring, other serious problems are discovered that typically lead to extended closures.  For example, the Tony Dapolito Recreation Center in Greenwich Village was closed in July 2021 indefinitely to repair structural deterioration that had been discovered during renovation.[footnoteRef:59] That center had been undergoing a $9.9 million capital project to renovate various aspects of the center and was expected to remain partially open during planned construction.[footnoteRef:60] Most recently, the Flushing Meadows Corona Park Aquatic Center was closed on January 13, 2020, after DPR said the roof above the main pool area started shedding concrete.[footnoteRef:61] This is one of the more recently opened centers, having been built in 2008 for $67 million.[footnoteRef:62] DPR indicated that the pool would be closed for public use for at least six weeks, and that “extensive ceiling netting” would have to be installed over the pool and a nearby ice rink.[footnoteRef:63] However, conditions have apparently deteriorated so far that DPR says it is now developing plans to reconstruct the roof. Additional damage that has been reported includes: water stains spreading on the walls of the main pool room; water seeping into concrete floors next to the bleachers; lockers appearing broken; and toilet fixtures that are sealed with duct tape.[footnoteRef:64] According to DPR, in order to facilitate these repairs the pool must be closed during construction.[footnoteRef:65] The Flushing Aquatic Center is just one of six DPR run pools currently closed for repairs or renovations, including the pool at the Hansborough Recreation Center in Harlem, which has been closed since 2019, the pool at the Constance Baker Motley Recreation Center in Manhattan, the pool at Brownsville Recreation Center in Brooklyn, the entire St. Mary’s Recreation Center in The Bronx and the previously discussed Tony Dapolito Center.[footnoteRef:66] [59:  Press Release, https://www.nycgovparks.org/news/press-releases?id=21881; see also Dean Moses, “Parks Department Closes Tony Dapolito Recreation Center in Greenwich Village,” AM New York, July 20, 2021.]  [60:  Id.]  [61:  Christine Chung, “Bloomberg’s Olympic Swimming Pool Is Crumbling, Leaving Queens High and Dry,” The City, October 14, 2021, https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/10/14/22727206/bloomberg-olympic-swimming-pool-queens-crumbling. 
]  [62:  Id.]  [63:  Id.]  [64:  Id.]  [65:  Id.]  [66:  Id.] 

	The state of disrepair of some centers has encouraged advocates to call for greater investment in DPR run recreational facilities and even for expansion of the number of such facilities. One proposal has called for the City to make more use of unused warehouses along the waterfront, such as various armories that could be converted into community spaces like the Bedford Union Armory.[footnoteRef:67] The City, according to some advocates, should get creative and identify City-owned spaces that have been dormant or underutilized and overhaul them to accommodate sports activities and other recreational activities, specifically to engage more of the City’s children, teens and young adults, who otherwise have limited access to such activities. [footnoteRef:68] [67:  Center for an Urban Future, Re: New York City: 250 Ideas from New Yorkers to Revive NYC’s Economy, Spark Good Jobs, and Build a More Equitable City0, July 2021, available at: https://nycfuture.org/pdf/CUF_ReNewYorkCity_FINAL.pdf. ]  [68:  Id.] 

Conclusion
This hearing will examine the state of the City’s recreational programming.  Specifically, the Committee will explore the status of DPR’s Recreation Centers, as well as what process is used by DPR to inspect, maintain and identify locations that are in need of more Recreation Centers or recreational programming.
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