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Fixing NYC Parks Capital
Construction Process to
Revitalize Aging Parks

In this testimony before the NYC Council Committee on Parks
and Recreation, CUF editorial and policy director Eli Dvorkin
details the issues facing New York City's aging parks
infrastructure and identifies key steps to improve the capital
construction process for parks projects.
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My name is Eli Dvorkin and I'm the editorial and policy director of the Center for an Urban Future (CUF). As many of you may
know, CUF is a nonprofit, nonpartisan think tank and policy organization focused on expanding economic opportunity and
strengthening communities across all five boroughs.

Last summer we published A New Leaf, a major new analysis of New York City’s aging parks infrastructure. Our report found
that the average New York City park is now 73 years old, and that parks in every borough are struggling with aging assets
that are at or near the end of their useful lives—including drainage systems, retaining walls, bulkheads, and bridges.

Upgrading this essential urban infrastructure comes at a cost. Over the past decade, state-of-good-repair needs—which
include major infrastructure and capital repairs—increased by 53 percent, from $401.4 million in fiscal year 2009 to $615.6
million today. Yet, just 36 percent of the recommended state-of-good-repair need is funded and planned in the current capital
budget.

But funding alone won’t be enough. To make lasting progress, every capital dollar will have to stretch much further than it
does today. However, the city’s capital design, procurement, and construction process remains deeply flawed in general, and
is especially lengthy and frustrating for parks.

Our research identified numerous examples of parks projects that suffered extreme delays and cost overruns. For instance,
consider a single bathroom construction project on the western edge of Ferry Point Park in the Bronx. Initially funded in 2006,
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the bathroom didn't open until March 2018—more than 11 years later. The project was initially projected to cost $2 million but
eventually totaled more than $3.6 million.

While more progress is needed to improve project delivery, the Parks Department has made significant strides under
Commissioner Mitchell Silver's leadership. The Parks Department has implemented several effective timesaving measures,
including standardizing designs and minimizing changes in the construction phase. These changes have cut down the design
and construction phases by several months for newly initiated projects, and the majority of new projects are meeting their
benchmarks.

Building on this momentum will require a major effort to streamline and improve the planning and procurement phases, where
projects end up mired in a scoping and approvals process that includes the Parks Department, elected officials, community
groups, and oversight agencies such as OMB and the Comptroller. Encouragingly, OMB has expressed willingness to
shorten the approval process—an essential step, as OMB reviews currently contribute significantly to delays and cost
overruns. Other agencies must follow in these footsteps as overhaul efforts will only be successful if every agency with a
hand in the process commits to the shared goal of improving project delivery.

Elected officials can also play a vital part in improving this process by ensuring that funded projects do not change in scope
after planning is underway.

Our report concludes with more than 20 specific and achievable recommendations for revitalizing the city’s aging parks
infrastructure. Here are four critical next steps specifically focused on improving the capital construction process for parks
projects:

e The Parks Department should set clear goals for further capital process improvements.The department has
made significant improvements in recent years, but further gains are possible. To improve accountability and increase
transparency, the Parks Department should set clear public goals for further process improvements and time and cost
savings. The Capital Projects Tracker is a good start, but it lacks crucial detail. The department should be required to
expand the tracker to include the dates projects were fully funded, projected and actual cost overruns, scope changes,
and reasons for specific delays.

e Every agency with arole in the capital construction process should commit to the goal of delivering capital
projects more efficiently. As the Parks Department continues to make improvements in the capital construction
process, Mayor de Blasio and the City Council should hold every agency accountable to the goal of delivering capital
projects more efficiently and launch an interagency effort to support reforms at the Department of Design and
Construction, OMB, DOB, and every other agency with an oversight role.

¢ The City Council should support a larger, dedicated capital budget for the Parks Department.In order to
prioritize infrastructure projects based on need, the Parks Department needs capital funding that is not contingent on
the preferences of individual elected officials. The city should establish a state-of-good-repair capital budget that
meets these needs—roughly $600 million over the next three years—to be allocated at the discretion of the
commissioner and targeted to revitalize aging infrastructure.

e The City Council should support further increases in maintenance staff and funding.To its credit, the City
Council approved the largest increase in maintenance and operations funding for the Parks Department in a
generation this past year. But further investments will be needed to ensure that the Parks Department has the
resources to tackle maintenance challenges before they grow into full-fledged infrastructure problems. Deferred parks
maintenance needs have increased more than 150 percent over the past decade, from $14 million to over $35 million.
As a result, infrastructure is allowed to degrade until it collapses, necessitating expensive and time-consuming capital
construction projects. The city should commit to increasing the Parks Department’s full-time headcount, which is
currently 35 percent below the level of the early 1970s, and allow for the strategic hiring of additional skilled workers in
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every borough. An increase in skilled maintenance workers now is an investment in prolonging the life of parks
infrastructure in the future.

This testimony is a continuation of the Center for an Urban Future's research on NYC's parks infrastructure, including the
recent study A New Leaf, which was made possible by the Stavros Niarchos Foundation.

General operating support for the Center for an Urban Future has been provided by The Clark Foundation, the Bernard F.
and Alva B. Gimbel Foundation, and the Altman Foundation. CUF is also grateful for support from Fisher Brothers for
the Middle Class Jobs Project.
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