
























 
 
 
 
 
November 12, 2019 
 
Borough President Ruben Diaz Jr.  
Office of the Bronx Borough President 
851 Grand Concourse, Room 301 
Bronx, New York 10451 
 
 

RE: Oversight – Improving the Efficiency of Parks Department Capital Projects 
 
 
To the New York City Council, 
 
 
I would like to start by thanking you - and specifically the Committee on Parks, the Committee on 
Contracts, and the Subcommittee on Capital Budget - for both holding this hearing and for extending the 
invite to our office. We greatly appreciate your willingness to listen and your openness to suggestions 
from external actors. Bringing together the various different political spheres, who in turn can vocalize 
and speak on behalf of their constituents to ultimately yield a better and more community-driven result, is 
part of what makes for an efficient, holistic process.    
 
Speaking on behalf of Borough President Ruben Diaz Jr., our office welcome’s this opportunity as we 
have several areas of concern that we wish to highlight as well as some suggestions that we urge the Parks 
Department to consider in order to properly address these issues.   
 
In general, we feel that transparency and financing are at the root of these issues. Improving upon 
communication both to other agencies and to the public, as well as providing consistent streams of 
updates, information, and clarity, would greatly enhance the overall process and functionality of each 
project. Within this focal point, our office has identified four core issues that we would like to gather 
more information on from you: 
  

1) Parks has insisted on a 30 percent contingency for all its projects. A $10 million project is really a 
$13 million project. Why is it necessary for it to be such a high percentage of the overall cost? 
What were the calculations and objectives of making it this high when most other city agencies 
have a much lower contingency? It adds undue and unnecessary burden to the entire capital 
process, and indicates projects are being poorly managed resulting in unmonitored cost overruns. 

2) The Parks Department often cites high bids from contractors as a reason for high project costs. We 
understand that developing a park requires prevailing wages, but this does not solely explain how 
bids are vetted. What is the Parks Department’s system of negotiation with contractors and how is 
this process being carried out? How are bids received and what are the qualifications of those 
reviewing them?  

3) The Parks Department has been reluctant to phase certain projects. Phasing is a very common tool 
utilized in all other development capacities that enables some of the project to be utilized while the 
rest is being completed in appropriately timed stages. Instead, in many instances, the Parks 
Department insists on doing a project only after entire funding has been secured. These delays 



have led to higher capital costs and a longer project timeline due to need to raise even more funds 
to achieve the newer, higher total development cost. The impact of deferred maintenance, average 
inflation and rising costs of construction materials adversely add to this cost during these delays. 
Waring Playground is a prime example of a project that could have been developed in phases, as 
the playground and basketball courts were separate projects but Parks wanted to do it all at once. 
Project costs significantly increased due to the delay. 

4) Why is the length of the procurement process so sluggish? This has proven to be prohibitive to the 
completion of projects. It takes far too long for the Parks Department to commence a project and 
this is after an already unreasonably long process of capital raising and mobilization. Where are 
the bottle necks and logistical issues? How can we accelerate this process to inaugurate and 
complete projects in a timelier manner?  

 
In response to these issues that our office has raised, we would earnestly advise the Council and 
Committees to consider the following recommendations to improve processes:   
 

1) All elected officials and community boards should have access to itemized, cost-estimation 
guidelines in order to better understand the process. This includes initial estimation through 
procurement. 

2) Establish a capital investment budget for each borough and dictate that these monies serve as 
“seed money” for all proposed capital projects on the docket for that respective borough. This can 
be done as a percentage of the anticipated cost. As it is now, the Department relies entirely on 
funds provided by elected officials. Given the long lead time and substantial costs associated with 
a specific project, these officials often opt out of capital park funding.   

3) Increase the Parks Department budget to a minimum of two percent of the City’s overall budget. 
This would allow for regular maintenance and a decrease in the need for major capital projects. 
Further, capital cost savings can be realized through better and more frequent Parks programming, 
instead of deferred maintenance in favor of capital reconstruction or expensive community centers 
that in some instances take decades to build. Parks should be the focus of serving our recreational 
needs. 

4) Lower the contingency fund from 30 percent to a more normalized rate between 15-20 percent. 
Most capital projects in the City range from 12-15 percent of total development cost.  

5) Phase more Parks projects that make sense, in order to maintain lower total development cost and 
facilitate more structure in the planning process.  

6) Design-build has proven to be effective and efficient, and can help lower contingency, in addition 
to overall total development cost. 

7) Seek public-private partnerships to lower costs. As not-for-profits, park advocacy groups have 
access to resources that municipal agencies do not. Being proactive and identifying partners, 
instead of waiting for “Friends of…” and conservancy groups to form, would be a better way to 
raise needed funds in an expeditious manner. 

8) Proactively and jointly work with unions to bring down costs. Parks are subject to prevailing wage 
laws, but we have seen unions work with developers in other fields to assure that both fair wages 
and cost efficiencies are achieved. 

 
Again, I thank you all for your time and for the opportunity. The problems that I have outlined for you 
today are legitimate and the resolutions are mutually advantageous and in many cases, simple to 
implement. Making these small adjustments to processes will help to, increase public participation, 
alleviate many present issues of financing and transparency, and overall establish a more comprehensive 
process to ultimately result in more widely appreciated projects. 
 










