Int. No. 399

By Council Members Vann, Comrie, Fidler, James, Palma, Williams, Van Bramer, Rodriguez, Levin, Nelson and Mark-Viverito 

..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York in order to increase biodiversity in public landscapes.

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


Section 1.  Legislative findings and intent.  The Council finds that public landscaping in New York City has traditionally involved non-native plants and vast monocultures of turf-grass, both of which have various negative consequences for the City. Non-native species often out-compete native plant species leaving native species and the animals that depend on them vulnerable to depletion or even extinction. Many non-native species are prolific seed producers, the natural spread of which leads these plants to colonize areas other than those intended. Maintaining monocultures of turf-grass requires the application of fertilizers and herbicides, contributing to chemical buildup in ground water as well as the waterways surrounding New York City. Moreover, non-native species often require regular watering, which taxes the City’s reservoirs.  


Invasive and non-native species have caused billions of dollars in damage and untold environmental degradation to agriculture, wetlands, water bodies, livestock and native animals nationwide. The United States spends $37 billion annually addressing invasive plant species. Ecologists estimate that invasive species overtake 3 million acres per year at an additional cost of $123 billion annually. For instance, zebra mussels cost an estimated $500 million annually to combat in hydroelectric facilities where they clog water intake pipes. The Asian long-horned beetle required the destruction of 2,000 trees in Brooklyn, costing the federal, state and city governments $5 million as of 1999. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the value of the nation’s urban canopy potentially affected by the beetle is $669 billion.

In contrast, native species of plants are already adapted to the local climate and eco-system: each is part of the naturally occurring system that has evolved to support a balance of species that have adapted to the moisture and climate conditions of the region. Species native to the New York City area typically require less water than imported plants. They are also more likely to survive drought conditions and environmental pathogens. When plantings are diverse there is less need for pesticides and fertilizers.  Native plants are hardy because they have adapted to the local conditions. Once established, native plants do not need pesticides, fertilizers, or watering according to the Environmental Protection Agency.  Not only is this good for the environment, it saves time and money, thus helping to keep our water, air, and soil free of unnecessary chemicals. Native plants provide habitats for local birds, insects and other animals that are indigenous to our region and have evolved in tandem with the native plants. This encourages a harmonious balance among plants, animals, and the resources they require to flourish.

The Council further finds it will be financially advantageous for the City to encourage biologically-diverse plantings in public areas because it will result in decreased demand for reservoir water and reduce costs of maintenance, due to decreased expenses associated with suppressing the spread of invasive plant species. The Council, therefore, finds that it is in the best interests of the City, its water bodies, fisheries, wetlands, forests, and parklands to limit the use of non-native species and require greater biodiversity in our public spaces.

§ 2. Chapter 1 of title 18 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 18-141 to read as follows:
§ 18-141. Biodiversity. a.The department shall work to improve biodiversity and environmental quality through sustainable landscape practices. On all properties owned or managed by the department, wherever the department is planting or replanting non-tree vegetation, turf-grass and invasive plant species shall not be permitted and vegetation shall consist of native meadow plantings, low herbaceous grasses or native ground covers. Exceptions may be made on a case-by-case basis when non-native plants are determined to be unlikely to cause environmental or economic harm or harm to human health.

b. In plantings designated as part of the department’s “green-streets” program or plantings in medians and on sites less than one-half acre in size, a minimum of fifty percent of all plant material shall be drought and salt tolerant native species.

c. Of all trees proposed to be planted on sidewalks, a minimum of seventy-five percent  of the plantings shall be drought and salt tolerant and a minimum of thirty percent of the plantings shall be native species.

d. On department-owned or managed property that is between one-half acre and five acres in size, a minimum of sixty percent of all plant material shall be drought and salt tolerant native species.

e. On department-owned property that is larger than five acres, a minimum of seventy-five percent of all plant material shall be native species and drought and salt tolerant.

f. The provisions of this section shall not apply to historic parks that have significant stands or allees of viable, non-invasive, non-native trees.

g. Existing trees shall not be removed to bring a project into compliance with the provisions of this section.

h. No plant species shall be planted on city-owned property if it is classified as an invasive species by any federal, new york state or city agency. Existing plantings shall be removed, and replaced, as determined by the department.

i. The department may prohibit the use of non-native plant species should information establish that said species presents a threat to new york city public landscapes.

j. The department shall identify and adopt best practices regarding assessments of invasive planting species and serve as a clearing house of information regarding invasive, non-native species. All information shall be made available to the public on the city’s website.

§ 3. This local law shall take effect ninety days after its enactment, except that the commissioner of parks and recreation shall take such measures, including the promulgation of rules, as are necessary for its implementation prior to such effective date.
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