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INTRODUCTION
On June 19, 2014, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Mark Levine and the Committee on Recovery and Resiliency, chaired by Council Member Mark Treyger will hold a joint oversight hearing entitled, “Update on the Status of Parks and Beaches Affected by Hurricane Sandy.”
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.

When Hurricane Sandy hit on Monday, October 29, 2012, it caused severe flooding, fallen trees, aided in the spread of a massive fire that laid waste to dozens of homes, and caused wide-spread power outages and lost phone service for weeks, and in some cases, months.  The damage left in the aftermath of the storm was overwhelming.  Thousands of trees were knocked down by the storm or had to be cut down, resulting in four hundred thousand cubic yards of wood waste.  Hurricane Sandy inundated over 5,700 acres of the park system, damaged approximately 430 park sites and caused over $800 million worth of damage to parks.
  At a recent City Council Executive Budget Hearing on May 28, 2014, DPR testified that they received $33.5 million out of $72.4 million in reimbursement approvals for expense costs and have not received any capital reimbursements from FEMA to date.

Trees
All trees growing in the public right-of-way, along streets and in parks and playgrounds, are under the jurisdiction of DPR
 and DPR, in conjunction with the borough forestry offices, provides a number of basic services for the roughly half million street trees.
  These include removing dead trees, pruning trees, responding to storms and other emergencies, and assisting with the control of invasive pests. Hurricane Sandy damaged significant portions of property maintained by DPR including beaches, boardwalks, parks – particularly trees located therein and playgrounds.  Since the storm, DPR has been primarily responsible for addressing the damage that occurred in these locations.  

Typically, DPR advises that if a tree has fallen or sustained storm damage, City residents should call 311, however, if a tree emergency has put lives in immediate danger, DPR advises residents to call 911.
  Hurricane Sandy, however, required a more involved response and days before the storm, DPR’s forestry division instructed its private contractors to assemble additional tree crews.  In a severe storm, clearing roads and securing all damaged trees is DPR’s first priority.
  The Office of Emergency Management convened the Downed Tree Taskforce consisting of DPR, Police, Fire, 311, Sanitation, Transportation and representatives from the major utility companies.
  As a result of the storm, City parks and playgrounds were closed for almost a week and the Downed Tree Taskforce responded to more than 20,000 street tree emergencies received through 311 and it was estimated that an additional 5,000 trees were destroyed in parks.
    
The United States Forest Service wildland firefighters and interagency crews, who specialize in wildland firefighting and removal of dangerous limbs and trees affected by high wind storms, were mobilized immediately after the storm to clear downed trees, assist at FEMA facilities and provide communications support to local emergency response agencies.
  Ten incident management teams and 41 wildfire suppression crews totaling approximately 1,100 personnel, of which 950 were Forest Service employees, worked in impacted areas including New York, New Jersey, Connecticut and West Virginia.
  
Hurricane Sandy caused severe damage to trees located in City parks including numerous fallen trees and downed and hanging tree limbs.  Fallen and damaged trees were placed in piles on sidewalks reaching over 20 feet high and in some cases running as long as two city blocks.
  Most of the trees and tree limbs were grinded to wood chips and used as mulch on tree and flower beds throughout the City.
  

According to a Rutgers University horticulturist consultant, salt water flooding, such as occurred when Hurricane Sandy brought salt water up onto the land, can cause damage to trees in multiple ways.  First, it may pull water out of plant roots and dry them out.  Root damage is not always fatal, but can make the plants more susceptible to damage in future droughts.  The salt can also impair the function of the soil, jeopardizing longer term tree or plant health and also, the chlorine present in salt water can be taken up into plants and carried along to its extremities, damaging leaves and branch ends.
 Damage to City trees was observed by DPR inspectors in the aftermath of the storm. One year after the storm, an estimate was given that of the 48,000 still standing trees in the inundation area, approximately 6,000 trees were struggling to survive.
  More recent estimates have put the number of trees affected by salt water ponding at over 10,000.


Currently, over 2,000 dead trees have been cut down by DPR and compost and gypsum have been used to remediate damaged soil.
  Some trees, possibly damaged by Hurricane Sandy, have also come down of their own accord.  In July 2013, a Coney Island resident suffered a concussion when he was struck by a falling tree branch while walking on the boardwalk.
 

Boardwalks and Beaches

Immediately following the storm, Sanitation, DPR, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Army Corps), approximately 8,000 volunteers, temporary workers and other groups organized to assess the storm’s impacts on the City’s beaches.
  Areas including Coney Island, Brighton and Manhattan Beaches in Brooklyn, Rockaway Beach in Queens, Orchard Beach in the Bronx and Midland, Wolfe’s Pond, Cedar Grove and South Beaches in Staten Island were badly damaged by the storm.
  In 2013, eight public beaches underwent a $270 million restoration
 and in May 2013, former Mayor Bloomberg and former Parks Commissioner Veronica M. White opened all 14 miles of the city’s beaches.
 
  Hurricane Sandy destroyed nearly five miles of the boardwalk at Rockaway Beach with substantial damage between Beach 80th Street and Beach 106th Street.
  Although the concrete portions of the boardwalk remained, the wood portions were destroyed or washed away.
  In addition, the skate park and handball courts along with playground equipment located between Beach 88th Street and Beach 109th Streets were also destroyed.
  

The Coney Island boardwalk was not damaged, although floodwater damaged some electrical equipment, arcades and basements and ground floors of businesses along the boardwalk.
  In addition to damaged boardwalks and businesses abutting the boardwalk, Sandy displaced approximately 1.5 million cubic yards of sand from along the coast and into backyards, basements and City streets.
  Approximately 40,000 cubic yards of debris were removed.
  

After the storm, DPR collected damaged pieces of the boardwalk at Rockaway Beach, including benches and placed them in storage.
  DPR, along with FEMA and the Army Corps piled parts of the boardwalk on the beach and sent other debris to a temporary waste transfer station at Jacob Riis Park to determine, in coordination with DSNY, which parts could be reused.
  Currently, DPR is working with the Economic Development Corporation to design and build a new Rockaway boardwalk that is more resilient and is integrated into a multi-layer system of coastal protection.
  DPR does not have a completion date for the new boardwalk.
 
Before the sand could be placed back on the beaches, it needed to be cleaned.
 The Army Corps was tasked with the sand cleaning operation in Queens on behalf of DPR, operating seven days a week, 24 hours per day.
  By mid-January 2013, the Army Corps had filtered some 94,000 cubic yards of sand.
  In addition, the Army Corps is placing approximately 3.5 million cubic yards of sand along Rockaway Beach from Beach 19th Street to Beach 149th Street to restore the beach to its design profile.
  The sand replacement work is being carried out through two contracts totaling $36.4 million.

The two contracts were awarded to Weeks Marine, Inc., one of the largest marine and tunneling contractors in the United States and Canada
 in the summer of 2013.
  The first contract totaled $10 million for the placement of 600,000 cubic yards of sand between Beach 89th Street and Beach 149th Street.
  The second contract totaled $26.4 million for the placement of roughly 3 million cubic yards of sand between Beach 19th Street and Beach 149th Street.
  The second phase of the project began in April already adding approximately 700,000 cubic yards of sand creating dunes 16 feet above sea level.
  Temporary ramps were installed to assist with accessing the beach.
 
In order to open the beaches by Memorial Day in 2013, crews worked over 500,000 person-hours removing debris, demolition work, repairing damaged boardwalks, creation of boardwalk islands and installation of utilities and ramps and stairs for beach access among other reconstruction projects.
  DPR fenced off areas of the Rockaway Beach boardwalk with substantial damage and allowed beachgoers access to the beach through breezeways every few blocks.
  DPR built boardwalk islands with amenities such as food at Beach 86th Street, Beach 97th Street and Beach 106th Street.
  In addition, DPR added restrooms and lifeguard stands at Beach 116th Street,
 and added new storm-resistant, accessible restrooms and lifeguard station at Coney Island and Brighton Beach.

Planning For Future Storms
Currently, DPR is working with the Army Corps on a Reformulation Report to develop new coastal protection strategies for Rockaway Beach and Jamaica Bay.  The first draft of the Reformulation Report for the first phase of the project (Atlantic Coastline), will be available for public review by November 2014.
  The phase two draft of the Rockaway Beach and Jamaica Bay Reformulation Study will be available for public review by November 2015.
  DPR released the Rockaway Parks Conceptual Plan on May 23, 2014.  The plan outlines DPR’s goals to replace facilities lost in the storm, improve existing parks across the Rockaway Peninsula and Broad Channel and create a long-term vision that integrates resiliency and enhances community protection in the wake of Hurricane Sandy.
 
Along South, Midland, New Dorp, Oakwood and Cedar Grove Beaches in Staten Island and Rockaway Beach in Queens, 55,000 linear feet of protective berms were installed.
  In Staten Island alone, 26,000 linear feet of berm were added.
  The construction of these berms in at least some beach locations seems to consist of the piling of geotextile bags into a raised shape and then the covering of that mound with natural sand.
  Damaged concrete baffle walls and boardwalk sections are being rebuilt, taller than before, in the Rockaways.
  Beach grass is also being used to cover dunes to help hold their shape. A planting program, using the assistance of volunteers, is occurring in both the Rockaways and Staten Island, but DPR estimates that it will take two more years until the entire length of the Rockaways can be planted.  A large factor in this timetable is the need to grow a sufficient amount of grass for planting, and a lack of available space to do so.
  As part of the effort, a beach grass nursery was established at Floyd Bennett Field, through a partnership with the National Parks Service, to increase the amount that can be grown and then replanted along the City’s shores.


However, it was reported that the City constructed berms are already disintegrating with crevices developing as trap bags shift away from it, and recent storms furthered the damage.  Also, in some areas sand from the bags has spilled out onto the beach, leading to the washing away of whole portions of the berm.
  Compiling the problem, local youth are using the berms as courses for all-terrain vehicles and dirt bikes, damaging the berms and killing the beach grass during important growth stages.
 

CONCLUSION

At today’s hearing the Committees intend to explore the status of the reconstruction of the City’s parks and beaches that were affected by Hurricane Sandy, the current condition of trees in the affected areas and explore if federal funding from FEMA will eventually be used to reimburse the City for damages done by storm.
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