


























































































































































 

United States Department of the Interior 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

Governors Island National Monument 

10 South Street 

New York, New York 10004-1921 

 

A3815 (GOIS) 

 

 

November 17, 2015 

 

Mr. Costa G. Constantinides, Chair 

The New York City Council 

Committee on Environmental Protection 

City Hall 

New York, NY 10007 

 

Dear Chairman Constantinides: 

I appreciate this opportunity to inform you about the impacts of sightseeing helicopters.  The 

National Park Service (NPS) administers a network of sites consisting of 10 national parks and 

22 locations in New York City and northern New Jersey.  One of these sites, Governors Island 

National Monument, is located in the northern section of Governors Island and is included within 

the National Historic Landmark District (NHL) and the Landmarks Preservation Commission 

Historic District.  The Monument was established to preserve and protect Castle Williams and 

Fort Jay, both of which are on the National Register of Historic Places, and to interpret them and 

their role in the defense of New York Harbor and the nation.  The purpose is also to educate the 

public about the evolution of coastal defense and military communities, the harbor’s rich history 

and ecology, and reflect upon the tragic events of September 11, 2001.   

 

The impact of sightseeing helicopters has been an issue of concern for the NPS, especially 

following the closure of the mid-town heliport in 2010.  This issue has been raised in previous 

statements to the Committee on Waterfronts during updates about Governors Island (May 21, 

2014, February 25, 2013, November 30, 2011, and December 17, 2010).  We are pleased to see 

that the City Council is now addressing this very important matter. 

 

NPS has specific management policies that mandate the protection and restoration of 

important park resources, including natural and cultural soundscapes. In the 2006 NPS 

Management Policies, 5.3.1.7 Cultural Soundscapes Management states: 

Culturally appropriate sounds are important elements of the national park experience ...  

The Service will prevent inappropriate or excessive types and levels of sound (noise) from 

unacceptably impacting the ability of the soundscape to transmit the cultural and historic 

resource sounds associated with park purposes. 

 

 

IN REPLY REFER TO: 



The National Historic Preservation Act provides further guidance and authority for the 

agencies with respect to historic property such as the Statue (36 CFR 800.5 (a)(l)): 

An adverse effect is found when an undertaking  may alter, directly or indirectly, any of 

the characteristics  of a historic property that qualify the property for inclusion in the 

National Register in a manner that would diminish the integrity of the property's 

location, design, setting, materials, workmanship,  feeling, or association.  

 

One of the compelling qualities of Governors Island is its relative isolation from the daily bustle 

of the surrounding boroughs.  That said, while the din of the City is an expected component of 

the Island's soundscape, the noise from over 47,000 annual commercial air tour overflights, in 

addition to commuter and other helicopter flights, is a significant intrusion into the visitor 

experience at the Monument as well as the rest of Governors Island.  Although charted routes are 

not supposed to pass directly over the Monument, a significant number of helicopter flights fly 

overhead and cause significant disruptions of outdoor activities and NPS interpretive services.   

 

In 2014, flight observations on Governors Island revealed flights of one every two minutes or 

less on many Fridays and weekends. There were several instances where multiple helicopters 

took off within 30 seconds of one another. On at least one occasion there were 20 flight 

deviations within one hour where helicopters flew directly over the Island. Several of these flight 

deviations were so frequent that multiple deviations occurred within one minute.  This is not an 

exaggeration. I can personally attest to the impact and frequency having stood on the parade 

grounds of Fort Jay during our Civil War living history programs, the rooftop of Castle Williams 

on numerous group tours, the moat of Fort Jay with all of the incoming 9
th

 graders from the 

Stephen T. Mather High School for Building Arts and Landscape Management this past August 

24th, and on the Fort Jay courtyard for the Day of Service volunteer event this past September 

11
th

.  Teachers had to stop numerous times during their program because it was impossible for 

the students to hear the instructions and be heard during the activities; living history specialists 

had to pause repeatedly during their programs for the public; and the address to volunteers was 

overshadowed by the backdrop of helicopter flights. These are just some of the instances where 

visitors, partners, students, and volunteers were impacted by the noise from the sightseeing 

helicopters. 

 

These intrusions also impact special events and permitted activities such as art, music, and 

exhibit installations.   Our ability to present interpretive programs and fulfill the NPS mission is 

severely compromised due to these air tours. Guided and self-guided tours of Fort Jay, Castle 

Williams, and the NHL are central to the visitor experience.   NPS staff and volunteers have to 

interrupt programs repeatedly while air tours pass overhead because they cannot be heard by the 

visitors.  When visitors reach the rooftop of Castle Williams ready to take in the outstanding 

view of New York Harbor and see the story of coastal defense unfold before them, they cannot 

believe the level of noise and frequency of the helicopters. When helicopters fly overhead, sound 

levels on the rooftop increase 10-20 decibels over ambient levels with peak levels as high as 79 

to 85 decibels based on sound level measurements taken by our staff in 2014 and 2015. These 

sound levels exceed the Environmental Protection Agency’s speech interference threshold of 52 

decibels for speaking in a raised voice to an audience at 10 meters, which is representative of the 

types of programs conducted by NPS staff. Visitors have expressed their dissatisfaction and 



frustration to me, park staff, and on the Monument’s Visitor Survey Card, which is distributed in 

July for visitor feedback.  

 

We commend the New York City Council for addressing this important issue and hope that your 

proceedings result in remedying this situation.  Continuation of these impacts threatens the future 

of Governors Island as a unique recreational, interpretive, educational, and artistic venue for the 

country and the residents of New York City. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Patti Reilly 

Superintendent 

Governors Island National Monument 

 














































