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INTRODUCTION
On November 19, 2021, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold a hearing on the parks inspection program and increasing park resources. Representatives from the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), as well as parks conservancies and alliances, parks advocates, community organizations, and other concerned community groups have been invited to testify. 
BACKGROUND
DPR maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  The agency maintains over 30,000 acres of developed, natural, and undeveloped parkland, which constitutes 14 percent of the City’s landmass, including 5,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 65 swimming pools, 51 recreational facilities and 14 miles of beaches.[footnoteRef:1]  These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year. [1:  See, DPR Website, About the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about] 

DPR is responsible for maintaining 4,500 individual properties, including parks, playgrounds, ballfields and greenstreets.[footnoteRef:2] Depending on the season, DPR employs between 3,000 and 5,300 Maintenance and Operations (M&O) staff to maintain parks.[footnoteRef:3] Individual parks and other properties are organized into 75 Park Districts, corresponding to Community Board District boundaries, and are monitored by Park Supervisors who in turn manage crew chiefs and other DPR employees.[footnoteRef:4] The frequency of park cleanings depend on the location and usage of the park. For example: highly utilized parks are cleaned between five and seven times per week; moderate used parks are cleaned between three and five times per week; and less utilized parks are maintained weekly or as needed.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Testimony by Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver and Deputy Commissioner/Chief Operating Officer Mark Focht, City Council Hearing, Examining the Parks Department’s Maintenance Practices, September 26, 2019, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4121639&GUID=DCDA5552-093E-40DE-919C-59691C2E02AB&Options=&Search=]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.] 

Parks Inspection Program 
In order to determine what additional maintenance may be needed in certain properties and to assist in determining where maintenance crews need to be deployed, DPR conducts inspections through its Parks Inspection Program (PIP). The PIP program is an outcome-based performance measurement system that generates frequent, random and detailed inspections of the City’s parks and playgrounds.[footnoteRef:6] PIP is administered by the Operations and Management Planning (OMP) division and provides DPR and the public with information on park conditions throughout the City.[footnoteRef:7] Through PIP, inspectors use handheld computers and digital cameras to document conditions and collect data, performing nearly 6,000 inspections each year.[footnoteRef:8] The PIP Inspection Team inspects flags and signs to determine whether any are missing, damaged, faded or worn, while the OMP Inspectors determine which comfort stations, showers and drinking fountains are in service and accessible to the public.[footnoteRef:9][footnoteRef:10] [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  See, DPR Website, Parks Inspection Program, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/park-features/parks-inspection-program]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  See, https://www.nycgovparks.org/park-features/parks-inspection-program/parks-inspection-ratings-determinations] 

Each PIP inspected park is given a rating for overall condition and for cleanliness, which includes numerous ratable park features.[footnoteRef:11] The data is disseminated to the borough offices through DPR’s intranet on a daily basis, so that borough office management can react directly to problems.[footnoteRef:12] PIP ratings are available to the public each year in the Mayor’s Management Report and on DPR’s website.[footnoteRef:13] Data from this program has indicated that the number of parks rated as acceptable for overall conditions rose from a low of 36 % in 1994 to a high of 89% in Calendar Year (CY) 2020, while the citywide cleanliness rating rose from 73% in 1994 to a high of 94.4% in CY 2019.[footnoteRef:14]  The most recent data from January 1 through September 30, 2021 indicates that the ratings for overall condition and cleanliness were respectively as follows: Citywide, 86.6% and 91.8%; the Bronx, 89.0% and 91.9%; Brooklyn, 78.6% and 86.4%; Manhattan, 88.8% and 93.8%; Queens, 89.1% and 93.8%; and Staten Island, 91.2% and 95.5%.[footnoteRef:15] This represented a drop from a height of 89.7% and 91.4% for overall conditions and cleanliness respectively in CY 2019. The 2021 borough ratings for overall conditions and cleanliness dropped as well when compared to 2019’s high for each borough: the Bronx, 91.6% and 94.4%; Brooklyn, 84.6% and 92.1%; Manhattan, 89.4% and 94.1%; Queens, 91.8% and 95.9%; and Staten Island, 94.5% and 97.6%.[footnoteRef:16] [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  See Report, Making the Most of Our Parks, Citizens Budget Commission, September 2007, p 10, http://www.ny4p.org/research/other-reports/makingthemost.pdf; see also http://www.nyc.gov/html/unccp/gprb/downloads/pdf/NYC_Environment_PIP.pdf.; see also Testimony by Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver and Deputy Commissioner/Chief Operating Officer Mark Focht, City Council Hearing, Examining the Parks Department’s Maintenance Practices, September 26, 2019.  ]  [15:  NYC Parks Citywide and Borough Inspection Data, https://www.nycgovparks.org/park-features/parks-inspection-program/parks-inspection-data. ]  [16:  NYC Parks Citywide and Borough Inspection Data, https://www.nycgovparks.org/park-features/parks-inspection-program/parks-inspection-data. ] 

Efforts to Improve Maintenance Practices
One way Mayor Bill de Blasio’s Administration has tried to enhance neighborhood parks with the greatest needs is through the Community Parks Initiative (CPI).[footnoteRef:17] CPI was the first phase of DPR’s 2014 Framework for an Equitable Future Plan to increase quality, maintenance and accessibility to parks in low-income communities throughout the five boroughs.[footnoteRef:18] CPI initially targeted a full redesign/renovation of 35 small community parks in 55 neighborhoods through a $130 million capital investment, of which $9.4 million was Council funding.[footnoteRef:19] In crafting the initiative, DPR surveyed parks across the five boroughs to assess such parks’ capital needs.[footnoteRef:20] In deciding where to focus the initiative, DPR designated CPI zones, areas located in communities that are densely populated with high percentages of residents who have income levels below the poverty line.[footnoteRef:21] The analysis then identified parks that had received less than $250,000 of capital investment over the last 20 years, examined places with high need for improvement and programming opportunities and screened for neighborhoods with the greatest needs.[footnoteRef:22] Of the 134 parks first identified in lower-income areas that had extreme capital needs, 35 small parks were prioritized for reconstruction.[footnoteRef:23] In September 2017, the de Blasio Administration announced that another set of parks were being added to CPI, raising the initiative’s funding to $318 million and expanding CPI’s work to 67 community parks.[footnoteRef:24] In addition, through CPI, approximately 110 parks have received targeted improvements such as: replacing basketball nets; adding accessible swings; replanting gardens; and repainting playgrounds, handball and basketball courts.[footnoteRef:25]  Recently, the de Blasio Administration announced an additional investment of $425.5 million in new funding that will rebuild or refurbish 10 community parks per year over the next 10 years.[footnoteRef:26] [17:  https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/468-14/de-blasio-administration-launches-community-parks-initiative-build-more-inclusive-equitable#/0]  [18:  Press Release of the Office of Mayor Bill De Blasio, “De Blasio Administration Launches Community Parks Initiative to Build More Inclusive and Equitable Park System,” October 7, 2014, http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/468-14/de-blasio-administration-launches-community-parks-initiative-build-more-inclusive-equitable#/0.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Press Release, “Mayor de Blasio Announces 11 Sites Added to Community Parks Initiative,” September 25, 2017.]  [25:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Community Parks Initiative Targeted Improvements, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about/framework-for-an-equitable-future/community-parks-initiative/caring]  [26:  Press Release, “Mayor de Blasio Announces Over $425 Million in New Funding for Transformative Community Parks Initiative,” October 26, 2021, https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/718-21/mayor-de-blasio-over-425-million-new-funding-transformative-community-parks. ] 

As part of the effort to use City resources to rebuild and renovate certain parks, DPR launched the “Parks Without Borders” initiative (PWB) in 2015 to build upon the work of CPI.[footnoteRef:27]  Through this initiative, various parks throughout the City are scheduled to be redesigned to better integrate them into their surrounding neighborhoods and communities. Through PWB, park entrances, edges, and adjacent spaces are redesigned to meet the initiative’s stated goals of making parks more accessible and welcoming to everyone, improving neighborhoods by extending the beauty of parks out into communities and creating vibrant public spaces by transforming underused areas.[footnoteRef:28] The City has designated $40 million so far for eight projects throughout the City.[footnoteRef:29]  [27:  See, DPR Website, Parks Without Borders, http://www.nycgovparks.org/planning-and-building/planning/parks-without-borders.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 

The Anchor Parks initiative, launched in 2016 is an initiative where the City provided $150 million in funding for major improvements for one large neighborhood park in each borough.[footnoteRef:30] The five parks included in the Anchor Parks initiative were Saint Mary’s Park in the Bronx, Highbridge Park in Manhattan, Betsy Head Park in Brooklyn, Astoria Park in Queens and Freshkills Park in Staten Island.[footnoteRef:31] Under the initiative, each park was selected based on high surrounding population density, historical underinvestment and potential for park development.[footnoteRef:32]  Each park received approximately $30 million in major improvements, including new soccer fields, comfort stations, running tracks and hiking trails, with such projects scheduled to be completed sometime in 2022.[footnoteRef:33]   [30:  Press Release of the Office of Mayor Bill De Blasio, “Mayor de Blasio, Council Speaker Mark-Viverito, Parks Commissioner Silver Announce $150 Million in Funding for Five Anchor Parks,” August 18, 2016, http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/685-16/mayor-de-blasio-council-speaker-mark-viverito-parks-commissioner-silver-150-million-in#/0.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id. ] 

Despite the efforts of these recent initiatives, a 2018 report by the Center for an Urban Future entitled, A New Leaf, Revitalizing New York City’s Aging Parks Infrastructure, highlighted the fact that the parks system is aging rapidly and pointed to numerous maintenance deficiencies that have affected City parks for decades.[footnoteRef:34] The average City park is approximately 73 years old, with roughly 40 percent of city pools having been built before 1950, and half of DPR’s 53 recreation centers similarly built before that time.[footnoteRef:35] Additionally, DPR’s waterfront facilities, including piers, bulkheads, marinas and docks are on average 76 years old.[footnoteRef:36] The report further highlights that the average City park has not had any major renovations since 1997.[footnoteRef:37] According to the report, stagnant budgets and poor staffing levels have directly resulted in an inability for DPR to properly maintain its parks over the years.[footnoteRef:38]   [34:  Center for an Urban Future, A New Leaf, Revitalizing New York City’s Aging Parks Infrastructure, June 2018, available at: https://nycfuture.org/pdf/CUF_A_New_Leaf_.pdf. 
]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id. ]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id.] 

In 2019, the Council and numerous park advocates came together to announce the multi-year “Play Fair for Parks” campaign to directly advocate for the need to vastly increase public funding to the parks system.[footnoteRef:39] Through this campaign, $44 million in new funding was added to the Fiscal Year 2020 DPR expense budget[footnoteRef:40] to hire more park maintenance workers, including funding for 200 park workers, 100 gardeners, an additional 50 Urban Park Rangers, an additional 80 Parks Enforcement Patrol (PEP) officers, the forestry management division, an additional $8.2 million for all 550 GreenThumb community gardens, and additional funds to support extending the beach and pool season and tree stump removal.[footnoteRef:41] [39:  See New Yorkers for Parks Play Fair Coalition webpage, available at: http://www.ny4p.org/what-we-do/play-fair#overview]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Id.] 

More recently, the Play Fair campaign, through advocating with the Council and de Blasio Administration helped to restore $80 million to the Fiscal Year 2022 DPR expense budget, after much of it was cut in the FY 2021 budget, due to the financial effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:42] $58 million was dedicated to reinvesting in critical maintenance and operations, including restoring the seasonal staff budget, the Parks Opportunity Program and critical parks forestry contracts for tree pruning, stump removal, sidewalk repair and invasive species control.[footnoteRef:43] $5.1 million was allocated to be utilized to restore the Parks Equity Initiative, $10.1 million was allocated to , restore 50 Urban Park Ranger positions and 80 PEP officers and $7.9 million was allocated to restore 15 GreenThumb positions and to conserving and maintaining natural forests and wetlands.[footnoteRef:44] [42:  See, New Yorkers For Parks Website available at: http://www.ny4p.org/what-we-do/play-fair]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.] 

Local Law 98 of 2015
	In 2015, the Council passed Local Law 98 (LL98) to increase the transparency of how resources for maintenance are allocated for DPR-run parks and playgrounds.[footnoteRef:45] Specifically, it requires DPR to submit an annual report to the Mayor and Council on the resources it allocates for maintenance on a park-by-park basis and post updated information regarding the status of its funded capital projects. The report also highlights how maintenance is actually performed on various park properties.  To coordinate resource allocation, parks are grouped together within park districts, which align with community boards.[footnoteRef:46] Typically, one or more park districts are combined into sectors that share resources for daily maintenance.[footnoteRef:47]   [45:  Annual Report on Park Maintenance Fiscal Year 2020, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/pagefiles/156/Annual-Report-on-Park-Maintenance-FY20__5fca53cfa0c04.pdf ]  [46:  Id]  [47:  Id] 

In terms of regular maintenance, DPR staff on a daily basis will engage in activities such as garbage pickup, snow plowing, basic repairs, and upkeep, and are tasked with cleaning a park until it is clean and safe for public use.[footnoteRef:48] For such regular maintenance, a park is designated for either “mobile” or “fixed post” maintenance. Mobile crew staff will perform maintenance on multiple parks throughout a sector, following a specific route, while fixed post staff are assigned to a single park or, commonly to a group of nearby parks, which are generally high-use, high-priority locations such as playgrounds, or other sites that are not feasible to service by mobile crew.[footnoteRef:49] Parks that can accommodate fixed post staff must have facilities with storage space, bathrooms, and heat.[footnoteRef:50] Park properties are cleaned to meet certain standards and not to meet any predetermined time period.[footnoteRef:51] Therefore, the amount of hours spent cleaning a park can vary greatly depending on how much it was utilized.  [48:  Id]  [49:  Id]  [50:  Id]  [51:  Id] 

For maintenance work that is specialized and not routine, such work is provided on a borough-wide or city-wide level as DPR claims that such an approach is generally more practical or cost-effective than providing it for each sector. Some examples of borough level services include work involving heavy or specialized equipment, such as full-size tractors or roll-off container trucks; or work requiring specialized training, like tradespeople, forestry and horticulture operations.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  Id] 

The data included in the LL 98 report is pulled from DPR’s Daily Tasks database, which tracks routine the cleaning of parks, and DPR’s Asset Management Parks System (AMPS) database, which tracks work orders and parts used for park repairs. Some of the data in the report includes the following:[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Id] 

· Data tracked at the park level in the Daily Tasks database, such as litter removal, snow and ice removal and cleaning of comfort stations;
· Data tracked at the park level using AMPS work orders, such as corrective repair work, removal of large amounts of graffiti, fence repair, pest control, and seasonal maintenance, such as the activation and deactivation of water fountains;
· Data tracked at the borough or city level using AMPS work orders, such as repair work not attributable to a specific park or vehicle repairs; and
· Work performed at the sector or borough level, such as locking and unlocking of parks and comfort stations, mechanized beach cleaning, structural maintenance work, snow plowing and salting and horticultural and tree maintenance.
CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee will examine the practices DPR uses to inspect and maintain its 30,000 acres of parkland and how the results of those processes inform the Administration and other City policy makers on how best to properly allocate resources throughout the parks system. 
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