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Introduction

On February 22, 2021, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing on the Parks Department’s permitting process for the use of athletic fields in parks under their jurisdiction. The Committee will also consider Int. No. 1959, sponsored by Council Member Rodriguez, in relation to the establishment of an office of sports recreation and the repeal of chapter 21-A of the Charter relating to the former New York City Sports Commission. Representatives from the New York City (NYC or City) Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), as well as parks conservancies and alliances, parks advocates and community organizations have been invited to testify.
Background
DPR plans, maintains and cares for a 30,000-acre municipal parks system that encompasses over 1,000 playgrounds, 51 recreational facilities, over 600,000 street trees and two million park trees.[footnoteRef:1]  DPR operates more than 800 athletic fields, 1,800 basketball courts, 550 tennis courts, 65 public pools, 14 golf courses and 14 miles of beaches.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, About the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about]  [2:  Id.] 

Park Permits
DPR hosts thousands of sporting events yearly, including baseball, basketball, cricket, football, softball, soccer, and tennis, among other sports.[footnoteRef:3] Organized sports leagues and individuals who are looking to reserve a field or court must request, and be issued, a permit in order to make use of that field or court.[footnoteRef:4] Parties seeking to obtain a permit can apply online at the DPR website using DPR’s Field and Court Requests system and can create their own account.[footnoteRef:5]  In 2017, DPR issued 8,100 athletic permits representing 261,000 hours of permitted adult league play and 616,000 hours of youth league play, totaling 877,000 hours of athletic time on DPR’s ballfields.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Field and Court Permit Requests, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Information provided to the Committee on Parks and Recreation by DPR.] 

There are two types of categories for organized sports leagues (“leagues”): youth leagues and adult leagues. Youth leagues are generally high school leagues, little leagues, community-based organization leagues and unaffiliated leagues,[footnoteRef:7] where participants must be 17 years old or younger.[footnoteRef:8]  DPR does not charge a fee for youth athletic permits.[footnoteRef:9] Currently, for youth baseball and softball leagues, once a permit is awarded, an Automatic External Defibrillator (AED) device provided by DPR and a trained responder must be present at every game and practice,[footnoteRef:10] in accordance with local laws.[footnoteRef:11]    [7:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Requesting a Field and Court Permit, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request/priorities]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Pursuant to Local Laws 57 of 2016, 104 of 2016 and 119 of 2018, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/Legislation.aspx]  [11:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Requesting a Field and Court Permit, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request/priorities] 

Adult leagues include community-based organization leagues, corporate leagues, independent leagues and unaffiliated leagues.[footnoteRef:12]  Participants in adult leagues are 18 years old and older and are not affiliated with a school program.[footnoteRef:13]  DPR permit fees for adult leagues are as follows: [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

· Field Lights - $25 per hour
· Cricket, football, lacrosse, rugby, soccer and ultimate disc fields - $16 per hour
· Baseball, softball and volleyball turf/soft surface fields - $12.50 per hour
· Baseball, softball, roller hockey, volleyball and basketball hardtop playing surfaces - $8 per hour.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, §2-09 Fee Schedules, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/rules/section-2-09] 

 
DPR processes permit applications for fields before the start date of each season and provides a chart on its website of when to apply for a permit depending on when the applicant wants to play.  For example, if an applicant is looking to receive a permit to play on a field during March 17th through August 31st, they should apply November 15th through January 15th.[footnoteRef:15]  If an applicant wants to receive a permit during September 1st through November 30th, they should apply April 15th through June 15th and if an applicant wants to receive a permit during December 1st through March 16th, they should apply September 15th through November 1st.[footnoteRef:16] Applicants can also request a field or court any time after the start dates per season, however requests made within the optimal period for the season are given priority.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Requesting a Field and Court Permit, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request/priorities]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

Once applications have been submitted, DPR prioritizes the issuance of permits as follows:
1. Field and court requests made by applicants who are part of a youth league;
2. Field and court requests made by applicants who are part of an official school league;
3. Field and court requests made by applicants who are returning customers;
4. Field and court requests made by applicants who are applying within the optimal season request period;
5. All other field and court requests.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Id.] 


Permits for the use of DPR’s 550 tennis courts follow a different process. Permits are offered for both full-season and for single-play. These permits typically have higher fees and can be purchased online, by mail or in person.  DPR does not offer same-day permits online and permits can take up to two weeks to receive by mail.[footnoteRef:19]  The season lasts from the first Saturday of April until the Sunday before Thanksgiving.[footnoteRef:20]  Full-season permits are offered to adults, ages 18 to 61, and cost $100.[footnoteRef:21]  Full-season permits for seniors, ages 62 and older, cost $20 and permits for children and teenagers under 18 years old cost $10.[footnoteRef:22] DPR offers tennis court reservations online at a cost of $15 per court, per hour, at 10 sites[footnoteRef:23] throughout the city.[footnoteRef:24]  Tennis courts that are not reserved using the online reservation system remain open to walk-ons with full-season or single-play permits.[footnoteRef:25] [19:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Tennis Permit and Court Reservation Help, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/tennis-permits]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Online Tennis Court Reservations, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/tennisreservation]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.] 

Issues and Concerns
	Over the recent years, sports league administrators throughout the City have complained that some leagues were abusing the DPR permit system and holding onto their permits for a particular ballfield even when they were not using the fields during their allotted time.[footnoteRef:26]  While these ballfields were empty, other youth leagues either had to cancel or limit their playing time or face overcrowding in smaller parks with available ballfields.[footnoteRef:27]  Permit applicants also stated their frustrations about not knowing who controls a ballfield at a given time and not knowing what times the ballfields would be available for the next season.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Stephen Rex Brown, “Parks Dept. Weighs New Rules on Permits to Free More Fields for Youth Sports,” The New York Times, January 12, 2012, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/13/nyregion/parks-dept-changes-could-free-more-fields-for-youth-sports.html]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.] 

	League administrators have also stated that it is becoming more difficult to get playing time for the lack of ballfields available and that some of the ballfields that are available are geographically distant and difficult for players to reach.[footnoteRef:29] In addition, repairs and maintenance result in ballfield closures, which frustrates players as well.[footnoteRef:30] League administrators stated that DPR should renovate one field at a time instead of renovating multiple fields at a single park simultaneously.[footnoteRef:31]  [29:  Marc Bussanich, “New Sports, More Players and Limited Space are a Challenge to NYC Parks,” CITYLIMITS, August 19, 2019, available at: https://citylimits.org/2019/08/19/new-sports-more-players-and-limited-space-are-a-challenge-to-nyc-parks/]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.] 

	In 2012, DPR proposed changes to its permit system in order to make the permit process more transparent to the public.[footnoteRef:32]  Under the then proposed rules, which were subsequently adopted, DPR aimed to: accommodate youth athletic opportunities while still providing adults with reasonable access to ballfields and courts; include more transparency on how permit requests are processed; accommodate as many requests as possible for ballfield or court permits; and better explain DPR’s practices when accepting, processing and issuing ballfield permit applications in an attempt to fairly allocate ballfields and courts amongst a wide range of applicants.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Public Hearing, Opportunity to Comment on Proposed Rule Regarding Changes to Ballfields Rules, January 26, 2012.] 

	DPR also worked with the then Mayor’s Office of Citywide Event Coordination and Management and the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications to move from a paper-based permitting system to a web-based permitting system.[footnoteRef:34] DPR conducted a comprehensive endeavor to map and compile attribute data for all its athletic fields and courts, which served as the basis for its online permitting system, now known as the Citywide Event Management System (CEMS).[footnoteRef:35] DPR has been fully utilizing CEMS for all special event and athletic DPR permits issued to the public since 2014.[footnoteRef:36] [34:  Testimony of First Deputy Commissioner of DPR, Liam Kavanagh at an April 30, 2018, City Council Hearing on the Athletic Field Permit Process, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3478750&GUID=B70D29F7-6952-4D91-BD91-955714D2E70E&Options=&Search=]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.] 

	In late March 2020, all events and organized sports in parks were cancelled due to COVID-19, including the closure of playgrounds and dog runs.[footnoteRef:37] Parks remained opened but no permits from DPR were issued for ballfields and courts. Instead, DPR opted for a first come, first served policy for ballfields and courts and visitors were encouraged to practice social distancing.[footnoteRef:38] In August 2020, after months without organized sports and pressure from youth league organizers, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced that DPR would begin issuing field permits in mid-September for baseball, softball and soccer.[footnoteRef:39] Leagues were encouraged to follow social distancing rules and coaches, staff and other visitors were required to wear masks.[footnoteRef:40] Guidelines also included no more than two spectators per player and no congregation following the sporting event.[footnoteRef:41] Additionally, if the City’s COVID-19 infection rate exceeded three percent, permits would be suspended for all sports.[footnoteRef:42]  [37:  See, NBC New York available at: https://www.nbcnewyork.com/news/coronavirus/everything-tri-state-gov-officials-are-doing-to-control-spread-and-ease-concerns-of-covid-19/2314762/]  [38:  Andrea Salcedo, “Following Pressure from Parents and Youth Sports Leagues, NYC Parks Dept Will Issue Field Permits,” Gothamist, August 28, 2020, available at: https://gothamist.com/arts-entertainment/following-pressure-parents-and-youth-sports-leagues-nyc-parks-dept-will-issue-field-permits]  [39:  Id. ]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  Id.] 

In November 2020, the City reached the three percent threshold[footnoteRef:43] set forth by Mayor Bill de Blasio, forcing DPR to revoke field permits from permit holders.[footnoteRef:44] DPR reached out to permit holders alerting them that permit applications for the winter season would not be processed until the restriction was lifted.[footnoteRef:45] According to the DPR website, permit applications are currently being accepted for spring and summer 2021.[footnoteRef:46] Permits will be issued to youth leagues and adults for baseball, field hockey, flag football, frisbee, non-contact lacrosse, racket games, soccer and   track.[footnoteRef:47] All organizations, leagues and permit applicants must complete the COVID-19 Safety Plan and Affirmation before the final review of a permit before it’s issued and if Safety Plan violations are observed three times for a team, DPR will revoke permits for the entire league or organization.[footnoteRef:48] [43:  New York City schools will close if the share of people in the City testing positive for COVID-19 hits 3 percent over a seven day average. ]  [44:  Joe D’Amodio, “NYC Parks Dept. Pulls Athletic Permits for Outdoor Fields Until Further Notice Because of COVID-19 Uptick,” SILIVE.com, November 18, 2020, available at: https://www.silive.com/youthsports/2020/11/nyc-park-dept-pulls-athletic-permits-for-outdoor-fields-until-further-notice-because-of-covid-19-uptick.html]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Field and Court Permit Requests, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request]  [47:  Information provided to the Committee on Parks and Recreation by DPR.]  [48:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Field and Court Permit Requests, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/field-and-court/request] 

Legislation
Below is a brief summary of the legislation being heard today by this Committee. This summary is intended for informational purposes only and does not substitute for legal counsel. For more detailed information, you should review the full text of the bill, which is attached below.
Int. No. 1959, A Local Law in relation to the establishment of an office of sports recreation and the repeal of chapter 21-A of such charter relating to the New York city sports commission 

Int. No. 1959 would establish an Office of Sports Recreation. The Office would consult with the City’s official marketing, tourism and partnership organization to promote the City as a base for professional sports teams, make recommendations for the growth of professional, amateur and scholastic sports recreation and coordinate sports initiatives with other City agencies, including but not limited to the Department of Education and the Department of Parks and Recreation.[footnoteRef:49] The Office would also provide access to sports-related opportunities for students and promote the role of sports in education and recreation.[footnoteRef:50] The Office would develop a plan for providing sports recreation, promote a robust sports recreation program and perform other relevant duties as the Mayor may assign.[footnoteRef:51] The Office would submit an annual report advising the Mayor and various agencies on sports recreation and make policy recommendations on an ongoing basis.[footnoteRef:52] This bill would also repeal and dissolve the New York City sports commission, which was dissolved as a distinct entity and integrated with NYC & Company to streamline the City’s sports marketing efforts in 2010.[footnoteRef:53]   [49:  See, NYC Council Website, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4546868&GUID=181DCC57-EC6C-460E-9736-3A7009651EBA&Options=&Search=]  [50:  Id.]  [51:  Id.]  [52:  Id.]  [53:  Mayor Bloomberg Announces New York City Sports Commission Will Integrate With NYC & Company. March 29, 2010. NYC & COMPANY. Available at https://business.nycgo.com/press-and-media/press-releases/articles/post/press-release-mayor-bloomberg-announces-new-york-city-sports-commission-wil/ (accessed March 18, 2020).] 




































































Int. No. 1959
 
By Council Member Rodriguez and the Public Advocate (Mr. Williams)
 
A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to the establishment of an office of sports recreation and the repeal of chapter 21-A of such charter relating to the New York city sports commission
 
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
 
Section 1. Chapter 21-A of the New York city charter is REPEALED.
§ 2. Chapter 1 of the New York city charter is amended by adding a new section 20-j to read as follows:
§ 20-j Office of sports recreation. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section the following terms have the following meanings:
Director. The term “director” means the director of sports recreation.
Office. The term “office” means the office of sports recreation.
b. The mayor shall establish an office of sports recreation. Such office may be established within any office of the mayor or as a separate office or within any agency. Such office shall be headed by a director of sports recreation, who shall be appointed by the mayor or, if the office is established within an agency other than the office of the mayor, by the head of such agency.
c. Powers and duties. The director shall have the power and duty to:
1. Consult with the official marketing, tourism and partnership organization for the city to promote the city as a base for professional sports teams;
2. Make recommendations for the growth of professional, amateur and scholastic sports recreation;
3. Coordinate sports initiatives and agendas with other agencies, including but not limited to, the department of education and the department of parks and recreation;
4. Work to provide access to sports-related opportunities for students and promote the role of sports in education and recreation;
5. Develop a plan, in conjunction with other agencies, for providing sports recreation;
6. Promote a robust sports recreation program to further the city’s interests in health, education and economic growth, while accounting for the best interests of the city and its residents; and
7. Perform such other relevant duties as the mayor may assign.
d. Report. No later than 18 months after the effective date of the local law that added this section, and annually thereafter, the director shall submit to the mayor, the speaker of the council and, if the office is established within an agency other than the office of the mayor, the head of such agency and publish on its website, a report that shall include, but need not be limited to, the activities of the office, information received by the office and any recommendations for legislation or policy developed by the director pursuant to this section.
§ 3. This local law takes effect 60 days after it becomes law. The mayor and any affected agency may take any steps necessary for the implementation of this local law before such effective date.
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