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INTRODUCTION


On October 6, 2010, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Melissa Mark-Viverito, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “Keeping Pedestrians and Park Users Safe from Damaged Trees.”  Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, the Central Park Conservancy, the Wildlife Conservation Society, New Yorkers for Parks, the New York Restoration Project, as well as, elected officials and other concerned community groups. 

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.  These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year.

All trees growing in the public right-of-way, along streets and in parks and playgrounds, are under the jurisdiction of DPR.
  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 within thirty (30) days of notification, pruning all trees on a ten-year cycle, responding to storms and other emergencies, and assisting with the control of invasive pests such as the Asian Longhorned beetle.  DPR, along with Partnership for Parks, a group that works to increase community support for and involvement in parks throughout New York City, provides training and tools for citizens who commit to taking care of young street trees.


DPR, is also responsible for annually planting thousands of trees throughout City streets and parks.  Trees are planted upon request on a first-come first-served basis, although Parks also targets areas with the greatest needs for these services.  

In November 1997, DPR initiated a program of routine, block-by-block maintenance of street trees.  According to DPR, each City tree will be pruned once every ten (10) years under the grid maintenance pruning system
 so that each year, roughly 1/10 of the trees in each community district are pruned.
  Representatives of DPR have stated that tree pruning using a block-by-block pattern has been a more efficient use of resources rather than pruning trees in response to geographically disparate public requests.
  However, due to budget reductions over the last few years, DPR is relying more on citizen pruners and not-for-profit partners for tree maintenance until funding for the program is allocated.
  

In addition, DPRs’ “Greenstreets” Program presents opportunities to create enhanced landscaped areas with trees planted in groupings with shrubs and flowering perennials.
  Commonly found on traffic triangles and median strips, these “green streets” provide a better growing environment for trees than simply being placed within concrete in streets.  It is beneficial to identify potential greenstreet locations in all five boroughs of the City in order to utilize all available space for greening.

As part of Mayor Bloomberg’s PlaNYC initiative, DPR, in a collaborative effort with the New York Restoration Project, launched the MillionTreesNYC program to plant and care for one million new trees throughout all five boroughs by 2017.
  The New York Restoration Project is a not-for-profit organization founded by Bette Midler in 1995 to restore and preserve under-resourced parks, community gardens and other open spaces throughout the City.
  Since 2007, MillionTreesNYC has planted over 375,000 trees on a number of New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) campuses, parks, schoolyards, cultural institutions, cemeteries and along the City’s streets.
  
Trees provide many critical services to our communities.  They improve water quality by filtering water and diverting storm water run-off, increase property values, filter high-frequency noises and provide habitat for wild life.
  Most importantly, trees provide better air quality by reducing the presence of many air pollutants that cause serious health problems.
  Ground-level ozone, particulate matter, and nitrogen and sulfur oxides, can cause asthma attacks, permanently effect respiratory development in children and increase mortality.
  Trees can help reduce exposure to these pollutants by filtering the air, lowering air temperatures and reducing energy use.


Trees indirectly clean the air by reducing energy use.  City temperatures can be as much as 10 degrees Fahrenheit higher than surrounding rural areas because urban areas have less vegetation, poor air circulation and more paved surfaces which absorb the sun’s energy.
  By shading buildings and lowering daytime temperatures, urban trees play a critical role in reducing electricity use in the summer resulting in energy savings of about $11 million dollars each year.


While trees do play these vitally important roles, there has been some concern.  Local Law 12 of 2008 requires the expedited pruning of trees where trees or parts of trees block traffic control signals or devices.

Issues Regarding Danger from Falling Tree Limbs
Tree Accidents   

In July 2009, Sasha J. Blair-Goldensohn suffered brain and spinal injuries when he was struck by a heavy tree limb while walking near the 63rd Street entrance to Central Park.
  Mr. Blair-Goldensohn sued the City and the Central Park Conservancy for negligence.
  Nicholas Papain, Mr. Blair-Goldensohn’s attorney, stated that “an examination of the tree limb, after this terrible incident, revealed that it was dead and rotted and in real danger of breaking and falling for a long period of time prior to the incident.  The limb’s condition should have been readily apparent to the city and the Central Park Conservancy, who were responsible for the maintenance of the park.”
  Mr. Blair-Goldensohn’s lawsuit is still ongoing.  

A few weeks later, in August 2009, a strong windstorm that lasted just over a half hour knocked over hundreds of trees and damaged many more in Central Park.
  DPR Commissioner, Adrian Benepe stated “It created more damage than I’ve seen in 30 years of working in the parks.”
  Most of the damage focused in the northern section of the park and included pin oaks, American elms and tulip trees over one hundred years old.
  The Central Park Conservancy hired workers to inspect the park’s trees for loose or dangerous branches that could cause people harm.

On February 25, 2010, Elmaz Qyra was killed during snowy weather conditions while walking on the Literary Walk in Central Park when a branch that was weighed down by snow snapped off and struck him.
  On the same day, another tree fell on the east side of the park landing on a City bus and a car on Fifth Avenue.
  As a result, DPR issued warnings to residents of the City to be cautious near snow-laden trees, and in addition, the New York City Police Department (NYPD) closed a stretch of Fifth Avenue between 69th Street and 71st Street for a few hours due to the dangerous weather conditions.

On June 26, 2010, 6-month-old Gianna Ricciutti was killed and her mother, Karla DelGallo, was critically injured from a falling tree branch in front of the Central Park Zoo.
  Mayor Bloomberg stated that the branch that struck the baby and mother was a healthy branch and added that it was an “act of God.”
  In tests conducted by Urban Arborists, a group founded by Bill Logan to care for trees and shrubs in cities and suburbs,
 revealed no signs of decay in the tree and cited gusts of wind as a possible cause of the tree limb falling.
  After the accident, there was some confusion on behalf of DPR as to just who was responsible for maintenance of the tree, and what maintenance and inspection there had been to the tree.
  However, in this particular incident, the tree’s roots are located inside the zoo and the tree is maintained by the Wildlife Conservation Society, while virtually all of the remaining trees in Central Park are maintained by the Central Park Conservancy.
  
Most recently, on September 16, 2010, two tornadoes affecting Queens and Brooklyn knocked over forty trees and badly damaged 130 other trees in Prospect Park.
  One woman was killed on the Grand Central Parkway as a result of a tree falling on top of her vehicle.
  It was also reported that over 1,500 trees were damaged in the storm.
  After discussions between DPR and the United States Forest Service, it was decided to bring in the Cherokee Hotshots, and interagency forestry crew based in the Cherokee National Forest in Unicoi, Tennessee, to assist the City with damage recovery efforts as a result of the storm, specifically focusing on Prospect Park in Brooklyn, as well as Kissena Park in Queens.
  The Cherokee Hotshots specialize in wildland firefighting and removal of dangerous limbs and trees affected by high wind storms.

CONCLUSION
Regardless of what agency is responsible for maintaining the City’s trees, it is imperative that DPR has a process in which all trees are inspected to keep pedestrians safe from falling tree limbs.  The Committee expects to hear from DPR on how they maintain the City’s 5.2 million trees and in particular, if the $600,000 Central Park tree maintenance budget
 is sufficient enough to properly care for its trees.  The Committee also expects to hear what oversight DPR does over not for profit entities that manage public parks within the City.  Finally, the Committee expects to hear from DPR what steps are being taken currently for the upcoming winter season.
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