ENRY STERN. who unal four vears
ago was Mavor Koch's Parks
Commissioner and has just been

appointed Mayor Giuliani's. has 1 gooer
green mess on his hands. Cenmai Park
and 1 few other blessed success stories
aside, the pubiic parks of New York Ciry
have never been so Althy, so overgrown,
5o broken down, and so dangerous. The
Department of Parks and Recreation was
cur back devastatingiy under the Dinkins
administration. So Mr. Stern comes back
t0 just oves three thousand full-ame em-
ployees; he had fory-five hundred be-
fore. Thar’s fifteen hundred tree pruners,
bench repairers, gardeners, grafid re-
MOVETs. rangers on norseback. recreadon
directors, Tash collectors, and comifort-
staton cieaners who aren 't out there any-
more 10 heip kesp the dry's parklands—
twenty-six thousand acres. the equivalent
of thirty-one Cenmal Parks—alive. Th
wioie town has seen and hared the con:
sequences: syringes in sandboxes. shar
tered [ampposts, spiintered benches
overgrown paths, despiy eroded hillsides
dead wes branches Dovering ominoug
over playgrounds, four-letter word
scrawied on seesaws. drug deaiers quar-
redling in what's supposed to be 1 basker:
ball courr. every kind of garbage, fron
used condoms te abandoned auromo-
biles. all over the piace. and peopie us-
ing busnes and mes qunks as rotiets in
full dayiighe

And it will oniy ger worse. The new
Mavor's prefiminary uuugcr pu.n. an-
nounced last week. calls for curung wo
hundred and ffty-five more Parks and
Recreadon jobs by mid-1995. There's
no money in the bu.ug-:r for new parks,
and peopie everywhere are oving fo grab
land from old parks {or non-green pur-
poses—1 'mng range in Pelham Bay,
a tenmis stadium in E'lusn.mg Meadow,
a garage for 2 hospical in Cobble Hill
New York stll has three-quarters of a
miilion swreet wees—our own urban for-
est, which is meiting away faster than the
Amazon rain forest. Every year, the dry
plants eigne thousand soeer mees; every
year, at least fifteen thousand die. Scores
of once shaded city blocks are stripped
back © nothing more than concrete, as-
phait. and stumps. (Imagine the glare,
the wind. and the biankness along West
Eighuy-first Streer, next to che Plan-
cmanum. .I it were 0 lOSB IB ma:csuc
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double row of svcamores.) At this rare,
most of today’s schoolkids will be around
1o mourm the dty's last sweet ee.

It’s as if che plug were slowiy being

pulled on the whoie long parks experi-
ment that began in 1858, with the build-
ing of Cenral Park. Butwritng off paris
as an unaffordable élidst mill would be 2
hideous, dry-kiiling mismie. It would
also be a polidcal mistake of the firsc
magnirude: 3 new poll by Louis Harris
shows thar ninety-five per cent of New
Yorkers believe that parks are imporeant
to thar lives—and rareiy does any poll
queston about anything get 2 response
in the ninedes. There 15 an zitemadve
the deciine. if Commussioner Stem and
his boss are willing to fight for the idea
thar parks are as essendal as cops and
schools.
Six years ago, Brvanc Park, righe be-
hind the New York Public Library, on
Forty—second Sereer, was shur down for
renovadon. By that dme, the park had
grown so d.angtmus that 3 woman was
murdered on irs steps. Last vear, after a
glistening, nine-million-dollar, dve-vear
overnaul by the Brvant Park Restorztion
Corporaton, it reopened. Now ic's safe,
as.beaudful as a Seurat. and lovingiy
used. And, perhaps more to the pointin
this hard-headed city and this hard-
hearted time, rents for offices thar look
our over Brvant Park have zone up as
much as forty per cent. (Thar's some-
thing we have reason to know.)

New York first saw chis carerpiilar-
cocoon-purtertly type of metamorphosis
more than a century ago: In 1875, Fred-
erick Law Olmsted, the Fther of Cen-
wal Park. showed that in the seventesn
years it took  build Ceneral Park reai-
estate prices around it multpiied nine
dmes, while land farther from che park
oniy doubled in price. It's aiso bezn found
that when vou piant streer wess on any
blockin 2 city, even in the most degraded
neighborhoods. the price of 2 house or an
apartment on that D[OCkJLLmBS signuf-

candy. Parks and trees are green in more
ways than one.

Rescuing nartural areas can pay off,
woo. The old streams of southern Staten
Island. for instance, are saving the ciry
hundreds of miilions of dollars because
thev can handle minwater so eficienty

thar there's no nesd to build dozens of

concrere storm sewers. And the sreams
give therr part of Staten Island 1 series
of sp:.rxhn.g p:.rk.s practcally free. The
New York rtg'mn stll desply wapped in
recession. has lost a miilion Joos in the
last four vears. We've g0t to kesp jobs
here. 2and we" VE 200 10 DhrAne in nmwv nnes.

Lush, green. beauriful parks are one way
to invite people w bive and work—not to
mention visic—here. John Dyson. the
new depury mayor for economic devel-
opment. has urcooscd lavishing money
on the \1e:mponmn Museum of Art. in
the hope of bringing in more rourists.
What abour resuscitating 2 world-
famous rourist arraction fike Washing-
ton Square Park, alias Drugs R Us?

For New York n::ghbomood.s des-
perarely staving off coilapse and zbandon-~
ment, creanng parks can be 2 saivadon:
clearing and planang 2 vacant lot lers 2
community prove to itself that when
people work together they an breathe
life and safety back into 2 piace. New
York's community gardeners have saved
a thousand vacane lots from desolador.

Pariss and Receation may not have
the money thar parks aeed. bur other cry
deparmments do. Emvironmenei Protecdon,
for exampie, which is pianning t buiid
2 siudge plant on 1 large slice of north-
2mn Seten Island, is spending just a licde
more money so that 3 hundred acres of
leftover land can become a namure preserve.
And General Services has
of a million doilars to spend on greening
up vacant lots that won't be buiit on for
veass, 50 it can renovare places like Red
Hook and the South Bronx sight away.

What abour private donadons, and
state money, o2 Ceneral Park has abour
the same number of people taking care
of it that i had twenty years ago. Back
then, they were all dry empiovess, buc
now half of them ger paid our of six mil-
lion dollars kicked in every vear by pn-
vare donors. And Riverbank, New York's
most popular, stunning new park. on the
rooftop of a Hadem sewage plant, is paid
for by the stre. Public Space for Public
Life, 2 new nonprofit group, has 2 hot-
off-the-presses fist of brand-new state
and federal money sources that ity parks
can @p into—money for protecing the
environment 2nd bunamg h.lgn.wzvs.

All dhis p:gg_vmdang of programs is
essential, and must be the way we do
things—so that every tme we ger better
SEWAge TeAmment we re guaranteed more
parks, and anv new road wiil automad-
caily bring with it 2 new greeaway.
There's 1 policy in there struggiing to
get out, and it needs leaders wio won't
allow themseives 1o say “We're broke”
or “It an't be done.” Mayor Giuliani.
yvou're eiected. Commissioner Stern.
you're 2ppointed. +



