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INTRODUCTION
	On June 23, 2021, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing entitled: “The Process for Events Permitting at Parks in the Shadow of COVID-19.”  Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR or the Department), as well as parks conservancies and alliances, parks advocates and community organizations have been invited to testify.	
BACKGROUND
The New York City (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.
As part of the many recreational opportunities offered at parks, numerous events, including festivals, art shows, films, concerts and sports programming are offered throughout the park system.  Many of these events are free and oftentimes conducted by DPR or through its many public-private partners.  Nevertheless, some of the larger scale private events are commercial in nature, involve hundreds or thousands of participants and are typically run by event promoters that have a contract with DPR or a conservancy organization.  The process for conducting these events involves many factors.
DPR defines three basic categories for non-athletic events in the rules of the Department that generally require a DPR issued permit in order to take place on parkland.[footnoteRef:1] These categories are described as “Private Events,” which include events that restrict the public's access to a park location, by physical barriers or by personnel, “Promotional/Commercial Events,” which include events that may “promote, advertise, or introduce a product, corporation, company or other commercial entity to either the general public or to a portion of the general public and “General Events” which include cultural events such as dance recitals, music performances, or other artistic or cultural performances, that involve over 500 people, are open to the public and do not constitute athletic events, private events or promotional/commercial events. General Events with less than 500 people are not subject to the additional concession fee schedules.  [1:  See NYC Parks Rules section 2-08] 

In order to host an event, DPR requires numerous permits depending on the type of event that is proposed to take place.[footnoteRef:2] A special event permit is required for any gathering on DPR property where there will be more than 20 participants.[footnoteRef:3] There is a non-refundable $25 application fee that is required for this permit.[footnoteRef:4] Completed applications are handled by the appropriate DPR Borough Special Events Office where applications are vetted to determine if the requested park site is available and appropriate for the proposed event.[footnoteRef:5] While small events are generally processed and vetted solely by the Borough Office, large events with more than 500 expected participants or those that may be commercial in nature, or may be more complex, are managed by DPR’s Citywide Special Events Office, which may need to coordinate with other City agencies as necessary.[footnoteRef:6] To highlight how numerous park special events are, there were 14,145 special event permits issued for calendar year 2017, 16,726 special event permits for calendar year 2018, and 17,541 special event permits for calendar year 2019. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020 saw a significant drop to 5,710 special event permits issued and so far, 3,646 special event permits have been issued in 2021, as of June 21.[footnoteRef:7] [2: See DPR permit webpage, https://nyceventpermits.nyc.gov/Parks/Login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2fParks%2feurl.axd%2fab43b000f73aef4992e432fcd8f2cacb%2f]  [3:  Id.	]  [4:  Id. ]  [5:  See Testimony by Betsy Smith, Assistant Commissioner for Revenue & Marketing  Borough, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, before the Committee on Parks and Recreation, October 3, 2013.]  [6:  Id. ]  [7:  Data retrieved from NYC Open Data Portal.] 

In addition, large-scale events, are deemed by DPR to be any event with more than 500 participants.[footnoteRef:8]  Approval of these events is not determined solely on space availability, but is rather based on various factors, including but not limited to whether a park space can suitably accommodate the proposed event and whether the event would unreasonably interfere with the enjoyment of the park by other users.[footnoteRef:9] The factors considered by DPR are outlined below as follows: [footnoteRef:10] [8:  NYC Parks Large Scale Events webpage: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/special-events/large-events. ]  [9:  Id. ]  [10:  Id. ] 

· There are 2 tiers of large scale events: those accommodating 500-4,999 people and those accommodating 5,000 or more. For those latter events, a limited number of parks spaces are available including: Central Park, Randall's Island, Flushing Meadows Corona Park, Pelham Bay Park, Prospect Park, or Midland Beach. Further, specific rules govern use of the Great Lawn at Central Park. The Great Lawn's rules govern the period during which events can occur, as well as the frequency.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  See NYC Parks Rules section 2-08 (b) 7: “Applications for special event and demonstration permits for events to take place on the Great Lawn in Central Park must be received no less than two (2) or more than nine (9) months before the date of the proposed event.  However, applications for a demonstration made less than two (2) months before the proposed event where exigent circumstances prevented timely application shall be still accepted, provided that the limitation on the number of events on the Great Lawn in subdivision (t) of this section has not already been reached.  Applications must be submitted in writing either by mail or by completing the online form on the Department’s website and will be considered in the order in which they are received as shown by the postmark date and time or by the timestamp, respectively.”
] 

· DPR will consider the impact of the time duration of the proposed event, including preparation time and clean up in order to determine whether the event would unreasonably interfere with the use of the park by other users and will seek to ensure the minimum possible number of days impacted by a proposed event activity.
· Applications for large events may be submitted starting the first Monday in November in the calendar year that immediately precedes the calendar year in which the proposed event might occur. Recurring events generally receive preference and DPR may process and schedule them prior to December 1 of the year preceding the event’s year.  Applications for new events are processed after December 1 of the year preceding the proposed event and any applications received following December 1 are processed on a first-come-first-served basis.
· Applications for special event permits must be filed at least 21 days prior to a proposed date (minimum of 60 days for the Central Park Great Lawn), but DPR recommends that large event proposals be submitted much farther in advance of the 21 or 60 day minimums since larger events often require coordination from a variety of other city agencies such as the Police Department, which also have their own permit requirements that the applicant must also secure.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  NYC Parks Large Scale Events webpage: https://www.nycgovparks.org/permits/special-events/large-events.] 

· DPR also will apply additional fees based on its concession fee schedule pursuant to Section 2-10 (b) of the DPR Rules for events that are promotional or commercial, utilize amplified sound, or utilize stages, tents, inflatables, or display vehicles.  The schedule also adjusts the required fees based on the size of the park property that will be used and the duration of the event.[footnoteRef:13] [13: See NYC Parks Rules Concession Schedule: https://www.nycgovparks.org/rules/section-2-10. ] 


· Fees paid by event applicants generally go to the City’s General Fund, but in certain cases, some or all may will go to the conservancy associated with the park if such conservancy has a contract with DPR that authorizes such an arrangement.
· There may be additional fees incurred for organizers of concerts that expect 8,000 or more people. For such cases DPR will review various factors to determine the final permitting cost beyond the fee scheduled described above. Some of these factors include, but aren’t limited to, the amount of city resources affiliated with supporting the proposed event (e.g., NYPD officer on duty hours), the length of time being requested for the event, the number of persons expected at the event, whether there will be an admission charge imposed or it will be free to the public, the location within the park being requested, how the requested location impacts on surrounding public amenities and the specific park being requested.
· Although DPR does not require free ticketing for events, it does have a preference that a significant number of tickets are made available free of charge to the public, though this figure could vary as there are certain sites, such as the Great Lawn, where at least 80 percent of tickets must be free.	  
· DPR restricts festivals (events that involve stages, amplified sound and vendors) to one day only at almost every park location. Randall’s Island is the only parks site where DPR offers the possibility of multi-day festival.
· DPR does not provide any services or infrastructure for a large-scale event because it requires that all infrastructure and necessary services are the applicant’s responsibility.  DPR requires all applicants to provide the City with all the proper insurance requirements mandated by the City and state and submit detailed plans for review to DPR within set deadlines in order for a proposed event to be approved.
· Permits from additional city agencies, such as from the Department of Buildings, Health Department, Fire Department or Police Department may also be required, depending on the content of the event.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  DPR Special Events Permits webpage: https://nyceventpermits.nyc.gov/Parks/Login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2fParks%2feurl.axd%2fab43b000f73aef4992e432fcd8f2cacb%2f. Some of these additional permits include a permit from a local NYPD precinct if there will be amplified sound at the event,  	] 

· Additionally, if an event also plans to sell food or merchandise, a Temporary Use Authorization (TUA) contract is required by DPR.[footnoteRef:15]  A fee is required for the issuance of a TUA and is calculated based on several factors, including the number of vendors at the event, estimated attendance, and the prices of the items being sold at the event.[footnoteRef:16] Once all of the requirements have been met by the event promoter, the site visits have taken place, the production schedules have been produced and the fees are paid, a special event permit is then generated and the event is authorized to go forward.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Id.	]  [16:  Id.	]  [17:  Id.	] 

 
EFFECT of COVID-19 on EVENTS
In late March 2020, all events and organized sports in parks were cancelled due to COVID-19, further, this cancellation included the closure of all playgrounds and dog runs.[footnoteRef:18] Parks remained opened but no permits from DPR were issued for special events, ballfields and courts. Finally, after months of not allowing special events in parks, DPR opened the NYC Parks Special Event Request Portal and began considering permits for applications with an expected attendance of more than 200 people at any one time at an event.[footnoteRef:19]  Permit applications will be denied if an applicant “seeks a location that DPR determines would prevent members of the public from the reasonable simultaneous use of all or part of the park for recreational purposes; if the applicant requires the authorization of vehicles to be driven in a park; or if an applicant is seeking use of a sound device permit when the event would include a stage or video screens.”[footnoteRef:20] All applicants that are approved for a special event permit must complete the COVID-19 Safety Plan and Affirmation which includes physical distancing requirements, face coverings, hygiene guidelines, good communication and signage for guests reminding them to adhere to physical distancing rules and ensure that the event organizer and its’ employees comply with requirements  set by the State Department of Health.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  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/]  [19:  See, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, Parks Special Event Permit Request, available at: https://nyceventpermits.nyc.gov/parks/Login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2fParks%2f]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.] 

On June 16, 2021, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo announced that COVID-19 restrictions were lifted as 70 percent of New Yorkers in the State aged 18 or older had received their first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine.[footnoteRef:22] New York State's (NY) health guidance and  industry specific guidelines, including social gathering limits, capacity restrictions, social distancing, cleaning and disinfection, health screening, and contact information for tracing, are now optional for retail, food services, offices, gyms and fitness centers, amusement and family entertainment, hair salons, barber shops and personal care services, among other commercial settings.[footnoteRef:23] However, NY State's COVID restrictions remain in effect for large-scale indoor event venues which are now defined as indoor venues that hold more than 5,000 attendees.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  See, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo Website, available at: https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-covid-19-restrictions-lifted-70-adult-new-yorkers-have-received-first]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 

CONCLUSION
	This hearing will examine DPR’s process regarding the private use of parkland to host large scale events.  The Committee will also examine how large scale, ticketed events held on Parks property are beneficial generally to the parks of the City and anticipates hearing testimony on how closing major sections of parkland may potentially impact those seeking access to the City’s parks for recreational purposes.
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