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Executive Summary

Urban parks play a vital roie the ecological health of our cities, the social life of local residents,
and the economic viability of our neighborhoods. Baotido New Yorkers use, value and assign
meaning to parks, and in particular, to less programraedJ W A f RrSpedsHavidhightS a

we collect this data in a comprehensive yet efficient way so that it can be used by land managers
and, ultimately, benefit the public?

For decades, city park professionals have interacted with the public directly through community
use of andnvolvement in parks. Often these interactions take place in recreation areas, park
houses, and at community meetings. Rarely have the saodécolodcal attributesof these
spacedeen studiedn a systematic, empirical way through direct observatjonterviews, and
recording the physical traces left behind by park usengpled with systematically sampled
assessmentef upland forests and wetland3hs social assessment was launched by the U.S.
Forest Service social science team in New York Gigrinership with the Natural Areas
ConservancyNAC) and New York CRarks& Recreation (NYC Park$he social assessment
serves as a complemera theb ! / cidydwide ecological assessmertheserich data setare
intended to be usedo improve thehealth of the environment and the experience of the park
user.

This desire to better understand sociBinamicson asite and regionascalehas a practical
application. Urban parks artteir natural areas need an active and engaged constituency in
order to assure their viability and sustainability in the futu/éth humans beingsour primary
subject, we find that our task is hot ordpmplexand dynamicbut filled with fascination and
dismvery.We hope that this assessment along with stignarticles other communications,
and further datasynthesiswill mark the beginning of what will become an enhanced way of
knowing, valuing and programming our parks in the future.

Organization othe Report:

This reportpresents a project overview and research findings from the 2013 Social Assessment
of Parks and heirNatural Areas in Jamaica Bay Communities. In this report, we present a
conceptual and geographic introduction to the research;iaatbur study area; introduce

research methods; present detailed findings from individual sites and the study area as a whole
and offer a discussion synthesizing the findings from our mixed methods approach to the inquiry.
The report iorganizedn two parts ¢ the first is a full projecsummaryand the second includes
individual park profiles.

Part I: Social Assessme@iverview
Introduction: ajustification for the researchral background information on ecological, social,
and contextual dimensions difie study area.

Study areathis section includes a map of thhesearch area and arudine of all siteghat have
been assessed.

Methods: thissection presents a narrative description of the mixradthod approach to field
observations and interviewsith park usersHere we introduce both the system for moving
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through large areas of open space and the techniques for making and recording observations.
Complete research protocols are included in A@pendices

Findings systemwide analysis and crospark comparisos compile phenomena across the
entire study areand compares across sites. T¢estionputs forward a synthesis focusiog
major themesobserved in the research: park use, meaning, stewardsbigiability, and
impacts ofHurricane Sandyey findings include:

91 Parks provide foan important number and range oéctivities thatare beneficial to
human beings

9 Parks serve as local resources, but are connected through their users to a wider
network of outdoor sites.

T tFENyJa NS | ONMHzOALFE F2N)¥ 2F WySINbe ylI Gddz2NBQ
socialization, and engagement with the environment and supports social ties and
place attachment.

1 The majority ofadult park users do not participate iformal environmental
stewardship groups, but information about other forms of engagement and barriers to
stewardship provides insight on potential for increasing stewardship.

91 Although relatively few park users commented independently on Hurricane Sandy,
those tha did discussed the way in which parks and neighborhood residents were
affected by the event.

The final sectios Next Sepsand Conclusiongeturn the research to its context, discussing

LX I ya F2N SELI yaAz2y | ONR &&onidids theSigting kiowlddge, A (& Q&
and implications for natural resource management and community-lstig in NYC and other

cities.We emphasize that this white paper is not intended to be the only depiction of the park

and park users, but that it functiorss a preliminary description of the 2013 data. A future

white paper will present the complete citywide data from 2€ABL4. In addition peer reviewed

journal articles and a spatial geodatabase will further explore and analyze the datadeding

a conparison by zone In addition, the study methodology was designed to inspire new way of

thinking about, managing, and capturing the social meaning of these spaces now and in the

future.

Part 1l: Park Profiles

This section drills down to summarize and explain findings in each d7quark locations
surrounding Jamaica Bay. These park profiles include: a site map; narrative sgrihes

findings; illustrative photographs; summary bar graphs and tables of quantitative observations;
and statistics and discussion of major themes that emerged frosite park user interviews.
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

Introduction

The Jamaica Bay regibosts a high level of biodiversiicrossa highly variedecological

landscape and thousands of acres of public lands and water{Bayton et al. 2006)The

surrounding neighborhoods are home to hundreds of thousands of people, and many more visit

SFOK &SFEN) G2 Syez2zé (GKS | NBI Qa y Fhisddl f 0 St dzi @

environment continues to change in response to the dynamic cliniReeentevents, including

byl

hOG20SNI HAMH QA | dzNNA-QadkefsSrespdrcfidRaddresidant@Biketosdal L2 f A O

F2NJ I INBFGSN) dzyRSNARGFYRAY3 2F GKS o0SySTAda
spaces. Historically, these spaces have beerregblored not only for their capacity to buffer

the effects of storm surges but also for their value as places that inspire a unique and important
reciprocity between people and their environmentheNew York City Department of Parks and
Recreatiof @arks andtheir natural areas offer specific and unique benefits to New York City

and the almost 900,000 people who live in and around the Jamaica Bay area, as well as other
visitors who come from further afield to enjoy the area

Our interdisciplinary teamf scientists and natural resource managers has embarked on a study
that seeks to investigate and ultimately support the many social values of public green space in
New York City. This studySacial Assessment of NYC Parks @hdirNatural Areas in Jamea

Bay Communitiesexploresapproximately2,140acres ofparks in the Jamaica Bay region in an
effort to better understand the social meaning of these open spaces. This research provides
intensive data that is a necessary complement toeikeensive dataets that are available to us
through remote sensing anfikld workthat seek to capture théiophysicahttributes of a site
specifically a citywide ecological assessmeat natural area parklantly the Natural Areas
ConservancyT hesestudiesare meant to complement and inform each othefypically, park
studiestend to reflect only the biophysical properties of a particular site; yet managers and
decisionmakers need data that also reveal the meaning and function of these sites for residents
andexplore how thesdunctionsvary across a range of biophysical and built conditidhss
integrated assessment seeks to understaiadk use and social meanitigrough a series of
systematicsite observations and interviews with park users. We focus orighahl perceptions

of parkecosystem services and examine goeialmeanings of open spacedVe find that many

of the services produced by the interaction between people and open space include things like
social cohesion ansbace for personal reflectivalongside improved air qualitgtormwater

retention, andwildlife habitat. Theintent of this study is to capture the enduripatternsof

why, how, when, and where urban residents engage with the outdoors.

In this study, ouprimary research questio asks

2 KFG NB GKS dzaSas FdzyOiA2yas yR lghaiazsSa 2 7F
descriptionsandnarratives?

We also explore whether andlw perceptions of and interactions with parklahdvebeen
influenced by Hurricane Sandy

StudyArea

New York City has one of the largest and most diverse park systems in the United States, with
29,000 acres of parkland citywide (City of New York 2008 .selected the Jamaica Bay region
because it has recently become a focus of resiliency planning and adaptive management efforts
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

0KNRdzZAK LI | ya Ay Spedalinitiativeifér Rebuilding &g Resileiy Q &
addition, we soughtto alignth@ 2 OA I f | 2aSaayYSydQa @&SNARI 2yS RIEGF
ecological assessment that was being conducted in Brooklyn parks in 2&b3 the area was

of interest becauseni 2012, then Mayor Bloomberg and Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar

signed a Cqeerative Management Agreement between the National Park Service and NYC

Parks to cooperatively manage 10,000 acres of federal andwityed parks in the Jamaica Bay

region.As well, this waterfront environment continues to change in response to recent

disi dzZNB | yOSas Ay OfdzZRAYy3d hOlG206SNI HaMH Q& | dZNNA OF yS |
study area with floodwater (FEMA 2014).

The Jamaica Bay landscape includes thousands of acres of public lands and waterways, including
salt marshes, grasslands, coastal woodlands, maritime shrublands, and brackish and freshwater
wetlands. Despite threats from development, sea level rise, ancawed seweinoverflows, the

Bay supports a diverse array of fish, bird, and invertebrate species due to its unique variety of
ecological habitats anldcation along the Atlantic flyway (Brown et al. 2001, Botton et al. 2006,

City of New York DEP 2014).

Thesurrounding neighborhoods are home to approximately 900,000 pépatel many more

visitS OK @SINJ G2 Syz22ée (GKS I NBIF Qa Aslieeiareld: 0S | yR N
area was39.4% Black NeHlispanic, 27.9% White Netispanic, 17.8% Hispanfcy7%

Asian/Pacific Islander, and 4.3% other (US Census 2010). While income levels vary across the

area, as of 2012, 35.0% of the population was on some form of federal income support (City of

New York DCP 2014).

Our study area is defined by Jamaica Bay eonsists of approximately 2,140 acres of public
parkland managed bMYC Department of Parks & Recreatimid adjacent to the BayFigure 1,
Table 1) Additionally, it includes two parks (Brookville Park and Springfield Park) that are not
directly adjacat to the water but are connected through a series @atlands and waterways

We excluded the following from our study area:

(1) sites not accessiélby foot, vehicle, or bicycle;

(2) public swimming beaches, which require a different protocol due to the volime
users;

(3) parks managed by the National Park Service, as these have a different governance
structure;

(4) community gardens, whose physical form and use patterns require a different protocol;

(5) parks closed for construction or inaccessible to the publicaaklgnd; and

(6) parks under ten acres in size, as these were considered too small to be comparable.

We also collected observational data on NPS sites in the Gateway National Recreational Area.
However, due to OMB limitations on interviewing visitors on MR8s, we did not conduct
interviews. These data are not presented in this white paper, but may be analyzed in future
social assessment white papers

! We define theregion as the six New York City community districts that surround the Bay: Queens
Districts 10, 13, and 14 and Brooklyn Districts 5, 15, and 18 (City of New York DCP 2014).
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

Tablel. Characteristics of assessed NF&ks & Recreation parka the Jamaica Bay study
area

Acreg Programming Habitat Type
0 2
Park § o § 5
<_( o S <LE) a S
_ E s = S 2 s/l w T §
T 2|2 @ 5 o > 5 2|8 ¢ 3 3
S 2|8 &8 &8 8z & 2|8 2 & =
Bayswater Park 25 0| 1 T 79 17 1
Beach Channel Park 2 0 i i
Brant Point Wildlife
Sanctuary 9 4 )l
Broad Channel American
Park 19 6 T T T
Brookville Park 64 21 9 1 7 1 T 1T 9
Canarsie Park 130 55 7 17 1 T 1
Dubos Point Wildlife
Sanctuary 32 32 T
Four Sparrow Marsh 50 46 1
Fresh Creek Nature
Preserve 40 38 T
Idlewild Park 120 96 7T 1 7 17 1
Jamaica Bay Park 64 11 1 1
Marine Park 678 341 T 9 9 9 1 T 1T 9
McGuire Fields 72 8 i i
Plumb Beach 17 0 1 711
Rockaway Park 194 0 7 9 19 1 T 1
Spring Creek Park 118 31 1 )l
Springfield Park 22 0 7 1 1 T 1

*Park acreage was calculated by using the NYC Parks park_property.shp, with water bodies removed

from acreage using the city DPR_Hydro_Region_2001 feature class. Natural areas acreage was calculated
by using the Natural_Areas.shp and Preserves.shp, ditppark_property.shp and with water bodies

removed from acreage. Removing water bodies through this process resulted in land acreage estimates
smaller than the official park acreage estimatésr example, Beach Channel Drive Park was originally
recordedas 13 acres, but once underwater acreage was removed, total land area came to two acres.
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

M Brooklyn Long Island
o >okville Park
Fresh Creek Natufepr,esaw}é!‘ \ "> ldlewild Park
McGuire Fiel , Jamaica Bay Park

Four Sparrow Marsh

New ¢

Jersey
A 0 1.25 25 5 Miles ’
L 1 1 1 | 1 1 1 |

Hgure 1. Map of NYC parks included in the Jamaica Bay social assessment
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

Methods

Social and site data were collected in order to understhog urban park users value and
engage with the outdoorgrimarymeans of understandingere direct observationsf human
actions,and observation o$igns of human usend assessment of languaged narrative
conveyed through encounters with park users

Thefirst phaseof the projectconsisted ofyathering relevanspatialdata, conducting
preliminary backgrounéhformalinterviews with knowledgeablBlYC Parks and N&@ployees
and community informants, grountfuthing and scouting park sites, and devgiloy and pre
testing all field observation protocols.

Thesecondphaseinvolved conductindield observations in the parks and natural areas
surrounding Jamaica Bayhroughoutthe peakusesummer months ofluneSeptanber2013

two field research supervisors lead the data collection effort. In Julyyavked withone team

of 10 members from the Jamaica BRgstorationCorps, who were fully trained in social and site
assessment of large parks sites. This team of 10 was fustb&en down into five Zerson field
teams. Pairgvere always used in order to enhance reliability through corroboration and to
provide greater richness of debriefs and qualitative field notes. In addition to paired debriefs,
full team debriefs were cafucted at the end of each day in order to gather overall impressions,
observations, and questions about sites as a whdfawing upon previous urban park research
(e.g., Loukaitotbideris 1995, Chiesura 2004), we triangulated three data collection apmsac
direct observations of human activitiesservation of signs of human yssdinterviews with

park users Human activities were grouped functionally by type (e.g. sitting, socializing, bicycling,
exercise, nature recreationyVe utilizedtwo field observationprotocols and one protocol for

field interviews with residents in park (AppendixG\ FReld observation protocolguideda mix

of structured, quantitative counts, qualitative field notes, and photograplicumentation

1. Parksnterior obsewation protocol
2. Parks edge observation protocol
3. Interview protocol (implemented only inside park boundaries)

Theparksinterior observation protocalAppendixA) was implemented in thanterior of parks,

which were subdivided into zones accordingrianagement practices, uses, infrastructure, and
cover type(Figure 2)The park interior is defined as the area inside of the park boundaiys
implemented the protocol, taking photographs and logging observatiopsudf users angdigns

of parkuse, wth debriefs conducted at the completion of a zone or a neighborhood open space.
The research crews covered all terrain that was navigable without extensive bushwacking,
following all established trails and desire lines within each park site before montaganother

site. Crews were instructed to complete zones in a single day (e.g. not to split zones across
Visits).
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Part |: Social Assessment Overview

Figure 2Zone delineation in Marine ParkBrooklyn, NYC

Theedge observation :
protocol(Appendix B) was &
implemented along the »
edge of parks, as this is a
crucial zone of interface
between the
neighborhood and the
park.The park edge is
defined as the area
directly adjacent to, but
outside the park boundary

Thepark edge can serve
either as an inviting entry
into the park or, in some
instances, the park
perimeter can be more of
a barrier to park uselrhe
protocol guided
observations of the
streetscape ad properties adjacent to park&igure 3) Edge observers were instructed not to
make observations of the interior of the park in order to ensure that no double counting (of

Figure 3. Northern edge of Marine Parkeginning at the
sidewalk next tocars and street
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Part I: Social Assessment Overview

humans or signs) occurred. Research crdigisiot conduct interviews on the edge btdok
detailed notes of all encountessith individualswho voluntarily approached them to speak.

Acrossall sites inside parks and on the edgtirect human observationsere collected in a
consisent manner.Type d activity and level of sociability (individual, pair, small group, large
group) were counted for all people observed in a particular zone (e.g., Figure 4).

Figure 4. Walking (large group) and exercise (individual) activities in Marine Park

Indirect obsevations of human usef the outdooswere collected through attention to the
following key areas: signs of activity; signs of neglect, decay, or damage; signs of environmental
stewardship; and signage, writing, and &@eeDetailed Methods and Definitian(Appendix D)
and protocols (AppendicesB)for examples of these categorids. other words, these signs are
part of the traces that people leave behind in padd$ering important clues and insights into
the use and value of a particular park or part of the parkese observationsere counted
differently on the street edge than in

parks interiors, due to the difference in

the volume and type of signs of use tha

one is likely to encounter in these

different site types. The edge protocol

uses structured counting and only

requires photographs for certain key

signs (as indicated with the camera

symbol on the forms), whereas the

parks interiors are documented tthugh

a photo log of every sigencountered.

Finally, theinterviewprotocolwas

implemented inpark interiors Minors

under the age of 18ere excluded from

the study andvere notapproached.

Working in pairsresearchers setded Figure5. Interview protoc0|

every third park user encountered anc.

approached for a rapid interviewAppendix CFigureb). This technique was used in order to
introduce randomization and reduce selection bias (see Fisher et &).26terviews remained
anonymous.
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