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INTRODUCTION


On February 28, 2018, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Barry Grodenchik, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “Update on the Parks Department’s Equity Initiatives.” Representatives from the New York 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

During the late 1970’s, New York City experienced a financial crisis that led to massive budget cuts for all city agencies including DPR, which left many of the City’s Parks in a state of disrepair.
 In order to continue providing upkeep, DPR began to initiate agreements with not-for-profit organizations to take on the responsibilities of maintaining certain parks, which helped to lessen the direct public investment required for such parks.
 Over time, this practice has expanded to other parks and has resulted in a structure where the parks system in New York City is funded by a mix of public and private dollars and cared for by public employees, private sector workers and many volunteers. Many advocates question whether this model of funding for City parks has led to inequities in the state of care for some public parks.

PARK EQUITY CONCERNS 

Over the last decade the amount of open space in the City has grown tremendously, as 750 acres of parkland have been added with $3.9 billion in capital funding invested in new and renovated parks.
 Large destination parks, such as the High Line, Hudson River Park and Brooklyn Bridge Park have been built during a period when large sums of capital money have been invested for the growth of additional space. These signature parks, many of which are operated by conservancies, have also attracted large private donations. For example, in 2012, $100 million was donated to Central Park and $20 million given to the High Line, while Flushing Meadows Corona Park attracted only $5,000 the entire year in donations.
 Some have argued that such donations and private funding have also highlighted the difference in status between parks in well-off areas and those, like Flushing Meadows Corona Park in Queens or Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, that are in less affluent communities, where private volunteer groups may struggle to raise any money.
 
 It has been argued that increasing the number of public-private partnerships and private funding has been one way to augment DPR’s diminished budget, but questions remain as to whether this has resulted in replacing, rather than augmenting public funds. For example, conservancies spend approximately $90 million annually on parks that they run,
 but advocates have claimed that about 20 percent of those funds were spent on fundraising, overhead and other non-programmatic activities, and not providing a direct benefit to these parks.
 Others have raised concerns that the apparent growing number of conservancies and increased reliance on private dollars will continue to result in diminished public funding of the City’s parks system, or result in an unequal park system that could eventually lead to the privatization of the public’s open space. 


The Community Parks Initiative

Numerous proposals have sought to address concerns relating to park disparity. These recommendations acknowledge that the current park funding structure is lacking in some regard and needs to be adjusted to properly accommodate the well-being of the City’s open space.  Once such example is the Community Parks Initiative (CPI), which was announced on October 7, 2014, by Mayor Bill de Blasio and DPR Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver.  This initiative was the first phase of DPR’s Framework for an Equitable Future Plan to increase quality, maintenance and accessibility to parks in low-income communities throughout the five boroughs.
 CPI is the first phase of a series of immediate and long-term initiatives to address park equity issues by improving the distribution of resources in the City’s park system.
 The initiative intends to benefit approximately 500,000 New Yorkers living within a 10-minute walk of the targeted parks
 and rebuild approximately 65.5 acres of parkland.
  Under this plan, DPR expects to achieve eight other near-term goals to improve parks such as:

Programming for Neighborhoods in Need

Through the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice NYCHA Initiative and Partnering with the Mayor’s Fund to Advance New York City’s Open Spaces/Play Spaces program and the Administration for Children’s Services, launch interagency partnerships to efficiently deliver expanded recreational programming and services at targeted locations.

Standardized Maintenance

Expand pilot operations and maintenance efficiency programs and deploy additional maintenance and horticulture staff to underperforming districts citywide.

Streamlined Capital Process
Work internally and externally to address inefficiencies in the capital process. Introduce added transparency by releasing a publicly accessible capital projects tracking tool as the first in a series of improvements.

Parks Needs Assessment

Develop and implement a citywide parks needs assessment strategy.

Utilization Program

Pilot DPR’ first citywide, comprehensive study of park user rates, attitudes, and activities.

Parkland Expansion

Update the City’s parkland development strategy to align with the demands of growing neighborhoods, making a concentrated effort to serve underresourced neighborhoods and areas outside a 10-minute walk of a park.

Recreation Center Renovations

Advance into design a major physical improvement program at 17 DPR recreation centers throughout the city to increase the quality and capacity of existing facilities and better serve neighborhoods with year-round programs and classes.

Regional Parks Strategy

Follow CPI’s approach to analyze opportunities to finance, invest in, and sustain improvements to larger parks that provide a wider array of recreational amenities that are accessible to multiple neighborhoods and serve diverse constituencies.

The first phase of CPI targeted a full re-creation of 35 small community parks in 55 neighborhoods through a $130 million capital investment, of which $9.4 million is Council funding.
 The funding included a mayoral commitment of more than $110 million, and leveraged an additional nearly $20 million in funds from elected officials and grant sources, $7.2 million in expense funding for Fiscal Year (FY) 2015, of which $4.6 million is Council funding, and $36.3 million in capital funding from the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) for green infrastructure improvements at these park sites.
 Currently, approximately $50 million in DEP funds
 were used to create more resilient park designs to enable revitalized park spaces to manage stormwater, keeping it out of the combined sewer system and helping reduce combined sewage overflows that occasionally occur during heavy rainfall.
 In its entirety, the initiative’s first phase represents over $173 million in capital and expense funding.
 

CPI also provides DPR-staffed recreational programs for youth, mobile fitness classes and programs, including Kids in Motion and Shape Up NYC, to promote healthy living and active lifestyles at approximately 100 parks in targeted communities.
 In addition, CPI provides over 70 new seasonal and full-time jobs in park maintenance, horticulture and recreational programming, as well as approximately 15 permanent design and 14 outreach, planning and other supporting staff positions through a $1.4 million in annual mayoral funding.
 Capital projects are supported by a community outreach coordinator to engage with community stakeholders, such as “friends of” groups, and help them build their own capacity to advocate and help care for their parks.
 The program also engages agencies, including DEP, the Department of Education, the New York City Housing Authority and the Administration for Children’s Services to advocate for the parks.

In crafting the initiative, DPR surveyed parks across the five boroughs to assess such parks’ capital needs.
 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.
 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.
 Of the 134 parks identified in lower-income areas that had extreme capital needs, 35 small parks were prioritized for reconstruction.
 These initial parks included:

	Brooklyn

Jesse Owens Playground

Saratoga Ballfields

Stockton Playground


Stroud Playground

Ten Eyck Playground


Thomas Boyland Park

	Staten Island

Arrochar Playground

DeMatti Playground

Grandview Playground

Levy Playground

McDonald Playground
	Queens

Astoria Heights Playground

Bowne Playground

Corona Mac Park/Simeone Louis Park

Rockaway Community Park

Van Alst Playground

	Bronx

Hunts Point Playground

Little Claremont Park

Lyons Square Playground

Melrose Commons Site 32

Playground 52 LII

Ranaqua Park

Saw Mill Playground

Seabury Park
	Manhattan

Carmansville Playground

Henry M. Jackson Playground

James Weldon Johnson Playground

Luther Gulick Playground

Martin Luther King Playground

Playground 103 CIII

Sol Lain Playground

St. Nicholas Playground North

White Playground
	


On October 6, 2015, Mayor de Blasio and Commissioner Silver announced that the City had doubled funding for CPI investing $289 million in capital through 2019 combined with a sustained annual commitment of over $2.5 million in expense funding.
  With a Mayoral commitment of $150 million in the FY16 Executive Plan, 67 parks were scheduled for improvements.
  These parks were added to CPI:
	Brooklyn

Lt. Joseph Petrosino

Epiphany Playground

Lafayette Playground

Newport Playground

Bergen Beach Playground
	Staten Island

Stapleton Playground
	Queens

Playground Thirty Five XXXV

Astoria Health Playground

	Bronx

Walton Park

Black Rock Playground

Ogden Plimpton Playground
	Manhattan

Bloomingdale Playground
	


On September 25, 2017, Mayor de Blasio and Commissioner Silver announced the addition of 11 more parks to CPI, bringing the total to 67 parks receiving full capital reconstructions totaling in a $318 million investment.
  These parks entered the design process in the fall of 2017 and included:
	Brooklyn

Bartlett Playground

Lewis Playground

Penn Triangle


	Staten Island

Mariners Harbor Playground
	Queens

Chappetto Square 

	Bronx

Prospect Playground

Mapes Ballfield
	Manhattan

Bill Bojangles Playground

Harlem Lane Playground

Joseph C. Sauer Park

Playground One

	



Currently, of the initial 35 parks included in CPI, 12 park projects were expected to be completed by the end of 2017; the 12 parks announced in 2015 are in procurement, and are expected to enter construction in 2018 and the nine announced in 2016 will enter procurement this year. The final 11 parks are expected to be completed in winter 2020/21.
  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.
  Partnerships for Parks Outreach Coordinators have worked with approximately 50 park advocacy groups and enlisted over 12,000 volunteers to assist with park cleanliness projects in CPI neighborhoods.
  Partnership for Parks is a public-private partnership between the City Parks Foundation and DPR that provides neighborhood volunteers with tools needed to attend to parks and green spaces.
  As a result of deploying Playground Associates and Urban Park Rangers to CPI site, DPR received over 500,000 visits to its programming sites in 2016.
 
In the winter of 2015/16, DPR also launched Parks Without Borders (PWB) to build upon the work of CPI.  This initiative aims to redesign eight parks, Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, Hugh Grant Circle/Virginia Park and Playground in the Bronx, Fort Greene Park in Brooklyn, Prospect Park in Brooklyn, Jackie Robinson Park in Manhattan, Seward Park in Manhattan, Flushing Meadows Corona Park in Queens and Faber Park in Staten Island
 to better integrate them into their surrounding neighborhoods and communities.  The major factors that were considered in selecting these parks for inclusion under this initiative included a park’s community support and the opportunity to improve the current layout, condition, and relationship of a park to its surroundings, along with additional criteria such as:

· Location – Parks near high pedestrian traffick areas.

· Entrances – Parks with narrow, gated or inconvenient entrances/access points.

· Landscaping – Areas lacking street trees or greenery along park edges.

· Fences – Parks with high fences that block eye level views in/out of parks.

· Perimeters – Parks with empty spaces around the outside of the park.

Through PWB, park entrances, edges and adjacent spaces will be 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.
 


PWB is funded through a $50 million allocation from the Mayor’s OneNYC initiative.  Of that amount, $10 million was allocated to capital projects that were already in progress, in order to ensure that such projects enhance sidewalks and landscapes.
 Of those 43 projects, 30 are projects that were launched under CPI.
  The remaining $40 million went towards reconstructing eight parks across the five boroughs that were selected from the nominations of New Yorkers.
  Construction on the PWB parks is expected to be completed by 2020.
 

Anchor Parks Initiative


On August 18, 2016, Mayor de Blasio, then-City Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito and DPR Commissioner Mitchell J. Silver announced that the City would fund $150 million in major improvements to five parks under the Anchor Parks initiative.
  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.
  Under the initiative, each park was selected based on high surrounding population, historical underinvestment and potential for park development.
  Each park received approximately $30 million in major improvements, including new soccer fields, comfort stations, running tracks and hiking trails.
  Construction on these projects is expected to commence later this year.
 
CONCLUSION

At this hearing, the Committee will examine DPR’s progress on Community Parks and Anchor Parks Initiatives, whether these initiatives are sufficient plans to address inequality in the parks system and whether additional efforts are needed to ensure an equitably funded park system. 
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