
October	21,	2020	

New	York	City	Council	
Commi8ee	on	Parks	and	Recrea>on	
250	Broadway	
New	York,	NY	10007	

Dear	Chair	Koo	and	Members	of	the	Commi8ee	on	Parks	and	Recrea>on,	

The	Municipal	Art	Society	of	New	York	(MAS)	has	been	providing	input	on	the	city’s	parks	and	
public	realm	since	our	founding	in	1893.	With	this	unique	historical	perspec>ve,	we	have	
observed	the	evolu>on	of	how	our	open	spaces	have	func>oned	to	meet	the	needs	of	a	
growing	city	and	provide	the	space	for	recrea>on,	celebra>on,	respite,	and	connec>on	with	
nature.	We	con>nue	to	value	the	role	of	parks	in	helping	communi>es	reduce	stress,	
maintaining	mental	and	physical	wellness,	and	anchoring	livable	neighborhoods.		

Parks	make	communities	happier,	healthier,	safer,	cleaner,	greener,	and	more	resilient.	
Investments	in	parks	have	been	a	key	strategy	for	community	revitalization	and	economic	
development.	Despite	this	rela>onship,	new	park	space	has	not	always	been	adequate	to	meet	
the	needs	of	growing	neighborhoods.	For	example,	in	the	proposed	Special	Flushing	Waterfront	
District,	new	open	space	is	limited	to	a	new	2,000	square-foot	public	plaza.	While	there	would	
be	a	new	shore	public	walkway	required	as	a	result	of	the	rezoning,	no	addi>onal	public	green	
space	would	be	provided,	despite	welcoming	over	1,700	new	residen>al	units	and	nearly	1.5	
million	square	feet	of	commercial	space.	New	development	has	a	key	role	to	play	in	expanding	
park	equity	by	not	only	providing	the	minimum	required	open	space,	but	further	improving	
condi>ons	for	both	new	and	current	residents.			

When	we	look	at	exis>ng	park	infrastructure,	playgrounds	are	indispensable	for	equitable	
access.	Early	in	the	pandemic,	many	of	these	spaces	were	closed,	elimina>ng	vital	open	space	
for	communi>es	whose	closest	park	is	a	playground.	As	part	of	this	network,	Jointly	Operated	
Playgrounds	(JOPs)	are	crucial	to	the	provision	of	quality	and	accessible	parks	and	open	
space	in	the	city,	particularly	in	underserved	neighborhoods.	JOPs	have	figured	prominently	
in	the	City’s	open	space	policy	and	have	been	continuously	identified	as	key	infrastructure	
necessary	to	accomplish	citywide	and	long-term	open	space	goals.	The	City	needs	to	protect	
and	enhance	these	spaces,	especially	as	schools	and	their	surrounding	communities	
continue	to	struggle	with	in-person	attendance,	remote-learning,	and	community	use	after	
hours.		

On	the	planning	and	investment	side,	the	Community	Parks	Initiative	(CPI)	is	the	City’s	most	
important	park	equity	program.	Parks	selected	under	the	CPI	program	are	in	low-income,	
densely	populated,	and	growing	neighborhoods.	These	are	the	communities	that	need	parks	
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the	most,	and	the	very	same	ones	that	have	been	most	impacted	by	COVID-19.	The	CPI	
program	should	be	expanded	into	more	neighborhoods,	and	should	include	investment	for	
strategic	reimagining	of	not	just	parks,	but	the	public	realm	in	its	entirety.		

While	there	have	been	plenty	of	cri>ques	about	how	interven>ons	in	response	to	the	pandemic	
have	been	implemented,	we’ve	heard	li8le	opposi>on	to	the	concept	of	reimagining	city	
streets,	sidewalks,	parks,	and	plazas	to	be8er	serve	New	Yorkers.	The	biggest	roadblock	to	
progress	in	this	case	isn’t	a	debate	on	the	merits,	but	rather	how	open	space	is	embedded	into	
the	City’s	planning,	investment	priori>es,	and	land	use	decisions.		

New	York	has	an	opportunity	to	foster	proac>ve	planning,	integra>on,	and	management	of	its	
public	realm.	Unlike	many	other	ci>es	of	its	size,	New	York	lacks	a	central	posi>on	within	its	
government	responsible	for	planning	and	maintaining	the	public	realm.	Instead,	the	City	
segments	oversight	of	these	essen>al	pieces	of	infrastructure	across	a	vast	array	of	agencies.	It	
has	become	clear	that	parks	alone	cannot	meet	the	open	space	needs	of	our	city.	We	need	a	
seamless	public	realm	network	instead	of	our	current	approach	to	governing	public	spaces	with	
different	rules,	compe>ng	priori>es,	and	disjointed	leadership.	A	Director	of	the	Public	Realm	
could	help	expand	the	impact	of	parks	as	part	of	an	overall	system	of	open	spaces.		

Parks	have	become	our	living	rooms,	our	gyms,	our	classrooms,	our	dining	halls,	and	so	much	
more.	Access	to	light,	air,	and	open	space	makes	people	healthier,	parks	greener,	and	ci>es	
stronger.	We	need	design	tools,	analysis,	coordina>on,	and	investment	that	responds	to	the	
lessons	we	have	learned	this	year.		

Sincerely,	

Tara	Kelly	
Vice	President	of	Policy	&	Programs	


