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Division of State Government Accountability

State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller

August 13, 2009

Authority Letter

Dear Commissioner Benepe:  

The Offi ce of the State Comptroller is committed to helping State agencies, public authorities 
and local government agencies manage government resources effi ciently and effectively and, by 
so doing, providing accountability for tax dollars spent to support government operations.  The 
Comptroller oversees the fi scal affairs of State agencies, public authorities and local government 
agencies, as well as their compliance with relevant statutes and their observance of good business 
practices.  This fi scal oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify 
opportunities for improving operations.  Audits can also identify strategies for reducing costs and 
strengthening controls that are intended to safeguard assets. 

Following is a report of our audit of Correcting Hazardous Conditions Identifi ed by the Parks 
Inspection Program.  The audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set 
forth in Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article III of the General Municipal Law.

This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for you to use in effectively managing 
your operations and in meeting the expectations of taxpayers.  If you have any questions about this 
report, please feel free to contact us.

Respectfully submitted,

Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
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State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Audit Objective

Our objective was to determine whether the hazardous conditions identifi ed during inspections of 
New York City Parks are corrected within the expected time frame.  
 
Audit Results - Summary

The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (Department) performs ongoing 
inspections of its park system, one of the largest municipal park systems in the country.  If an 
inspection identifi es a hazardous condition that could result in an injury, the condition is generally 
expected to be corrected within a certain time frame (generally two to four weeks).  

However, when we followed up on a sample of 85 hazardous conditions that had recently been 
identifi ed during inspections, we found that 41 of the 85 hazards (48 percent) were not corrected 
within the expected time frame.  All 41 hazards had yet to be corrected at the time of our visits 
to the parks, and the corrective actions for the hazards were between 32 and 76 days overdue 
at the time of our visits.  The 41 uncorrected hazards included four that were classifi ed by the 
Department as Priority One hazards, which meant they presented the risk of a life-threatening or 
permanently-debilitating injury.  We note that our sample of 85 hazards was not randomly selected; 
rather it focused on sites with more hazardous conditions.  

We also determined that three of the uncorrected hazards had previously been identifi ed in 
prior inspections, but had not been corrected, and as a result, were identifi ed again in two of the 
inspections included in our sample.  For example, a hockey rink at a playground in Queens had 
splintered, jagged walls with sharp edges and sharp protruding bolts.  This hazard was identifi ed in 
an inspection conducted in June 2008, was identifi ed again in an inspection conducted in October 
2008, and was still not corrected when we visited the site on December 30, 2008, more than six 
months after the hazard was fi rst identifi ed.  

If such hazards are not corrected in a timely manner, the risk of injury increases.  If such hazards 
are left unaddressed for months at a time, there is a further risk the Department could be considered 
negligent were injuries to occur.  The Department is supposed to monitor the corrective actions 
for such hazards. While we found that the informal monitoring process used by the Department at 
the time of the audit was not adequately documented, a formal tracking system for such hazards 
was under development.  We recommend the Department use this system to establish a formal 

Executive Summary
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monitoring process, and follow up with the responsible offi cials when hazards are not corrected 
within the expected time frame.  

In addition, when such hazards cannot be corrected in a timely manner, we recommend the 
Department reduce the risk of injury by either securing the area around the hazard or posting a 
sign to warn the public of the hazard.  Department offi cials told us that they frequently take such 
precautions - however none were observed for any of the 41 uncorrected hazards in our sample.  
After our audit fi eld work was completed, Department offi cials informed us they had corrected 40 
of the 41 hazards and initiated corrective action on the other.  

Also, when we followed up on the results of certain inspections, we found some of the hazards 
identifi ed in those inspections were not identifi ed when the sites were inspected again a few months 
later, even though the hazards had yet to be corrected and were still present when we visited the 
sites after the later inspections.  We recommend the Department determine why the hazards were 
not identifi ed when the sites were inspected again, and take any actions that are needed to improve 
the thoroughness of the inspection process.  

Our report contains fi ve recommendations for improving the Department’s management of hazardous  
conditions identifi ed by its Parks Inspection Program.  We also made one recommendation to 
improve controls over the integrity of the inspection database.  Department offi cials agreed with 
most of our recommendations and indicated that actions are being taken to implement them.

This report, dated August 13, 2009, is available on our website at: http://www.osc.state.ny.us.  
Add  or update your mailing list by contacting us at (518)474-3271 or
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
110 State Street, 11th Floor
Albany, NY  12236



                                     
Division of State Government Accountability    9

INTRODUCTION

The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (Department) 
operates one of the largest municipal park systems in the country.  This park 
system covers about 29,000 acres and contains about 1,700 parks, 2,300 
Greenstreet sites (green spaces fi lled with trees, shrubs and groundcover), 
and 990 playgrounds.  For the fi scal year ended June 30, 2008, the Department 
reported expenses of $383 million and revenues of $97.4 million.  It also 
reportedly had a total of 3,543 full-time equivalent employees.  

In 1985, the Department initiated its Parks Inspection Program, in which it 
inspects different sites in the park system on a continuous basis throughout 
the year.  It performs more than 200 inspections in each two-week inspection 
cycle, and as many as 5,000 inspections a year.  

The inspections are performed by Department staff, who rate each site as 
acceptable or unacceptable for both its overall condition and its cleanliness, 
using criteria developed by the Department.  The inspectors may also identify 
specifi c conditions that require immediate attention, either because they are 
hazardous or because they are offensive (e.g., obscene graffi ti).  Generally, 
such conditions are to be corrected by the end of the next inspection cycle 
(i.e., within two to four weeks).  

The inspectors use hand-held computers to record the results of their 
inspections and digital cameras to photograph the inspection sites.  The 
inspection results and photographs are uploaded to the Parks Inspection 
Program database and included in a summary report that is produced at 
the end of each inspection cycle.  The report summarizes the results of 
the inspections for that cycle on a borough-by-borough basis.  The report 
is distributed to the Parks Commissioners for each borough, and they are 
responsible for correcting the conditions requiring immediate attention 
and taking other appropriate follow-up action.  The Commissioners are 
also notifi ed separately, on a daily basis, about the conditions requiring 
immediate attention.  

The inspection ratings are reported in the annual Mayor’s Management 
Report and provide Department management, elected offi cials, and the 
general public with a broad indicator of the condition of New York City’s 
parks.  According to the Mayor’s Management Report for fi scal year 2008, 
86 percent of the park sites inspected that year were rated acceptable for 
overall condition, while 91 percent were rated acceptable for cleanliness.  

Background

Introduction
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The Parks Inspection Program is administered by the Department’s Division 
of Operations and Management Planning.  Program staff include eight 
inspectors and four analysts.  

We audited to determine whether hazardous conditions identifi ed during 
inspections of New York City Parks are corrected within the expected time 
frame.  Our scope period was July 1, 2007 through February 11, 2009.  
To accomplish our objective, we reviewed the written Standards for the 
Parks Inspection Program and interviewed Department offi cials to obtain 
an understanding of the program.  We also reviewed relevant Department 
records.  

In addition, we reviewed a judgmental sample of 85 hazardous conditions 
requiring immediate attention that were identifi ed during inspections, and 
followed up on these conditions to determine whether they were corrected 
within the expected time frame. We selected our sample from the inspections 
conducted during the two inspection cycles covering the period October 
6 through October 31, 2008.  A total of 410 inspections were conducted 
during this period, 58 of which resulted in an unacceptable rating for the 
overall condition of the site (such sites often contain one or more hazardous 
conditions).  We judgmentally selected 25 of these 58 sites, focusing on 
sites with more severe hazardous conditions and ensuring that at least two 
sites were selected from each borough.   We visited the 25 park sites and 
observed the conditions.

We conducted our performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and 
perform the audit to obtain suffi cient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit 
objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable 
basis for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit objective.  

In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other 
constitutionally and statutorily mandated duties as the chief fi scal offi cer of 
New York State.  These include operating the State’s accounting system; 
preparing the State’s fi nancial statements; and approving State contracts, 
refunds, and other payments.  In addition, the Comptroller appoints members 
to certain boards, commissions, and public authorities, some of whom 
have minority voting rights.  These duties may be considered management 
functions for purposes of evaluating organizational independence under 
generally accepted government auditing standards.  In our opinion, these 
functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program 
performance. 

Audit 
Scope and 
Methodology
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As is our practice, we requested a representation letter from Department 
management.  The representation letter is intended to confi rm oral 
representations made to the auditors, and to reduce the likelihood of 
misunderstandings.  Agency offi cials normally use the representation 
letter to assert that, to the best of their knowledge, all relevant fi nancial 
and programmatic records and related data have been provided to the 
auditors.  They affi rm either that the agency has complied with all laws, 
rules and regulations applicable to their agency’s operations that would 
have a signifi cant effect on the operating practices being audited, or that any 
exceptions have been disclosed to the auditors.  However, offi cials of the 
Mayor’s Offi ce of Operations have informed us that, as a matter of policy, 
Mayoral agency offi cials do not provide representation letters in connection 
with our audits.  As a result, we lack assurance from Department offi cials 
that all relevant information was provided to us during this audit.

The audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as 
set forth in Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article III of 
the General Municipal Law.

A draft copy of this report was provided to Department offi cials for their 
review and comment.  Their comments were considered in preparing this  
report and are attached in their entirety.

Within 90 days after the fi nal release of this report, we request that the 
Commissioner of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 
report to the State Comptroller, advising what steps were taken to implement 
the recommendations contained herein, and where recommendations were not 
implemented, and the reasons why. 

Major contributors to this report include Frank Houston, Cindi Frieder, 
Christine Chu, Jeffrey Marks, Jean-Renel Estime, Ryan Wendolowski, 
Michael D’Amico, Abe Fish, Steve Donovan and Dana Newhouse. 

Authority

Reporting 
Requirements

Contributors 
to the Report
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Audit Findings and Recommendations

Hazardous conditions in New York City parks can lead to injuries.  For 
example, protruding bolts on park benches, cracks in sidewalks, or dangling 
tree limbs can be hazardous.  

According to the Department’s written Standards for the Parks Inspection 
Program (Inspection Standards), such hazards are to be classifi ed as either 
Priority One or Priority Two hazards.  A Priority One hazard presents the 
risk of a life-threatening or permanently-debilitating injury.  A Priority Two 
hazard presents the risk of a slight to serious injury, or presents the risk of a 
more serious injury but is located in a remote area, making injury less likely.  
In addition, certain kinds of particularly offensive graffi ti are considered 
Priority Two hazards.  

If a Priority One or Priority Two hazard is identifi ed during an inspection, 
the Inspection Standards require that the hazard be corrected by the end 
of the next inspection cycle.  However, because of the need for additional 
planning and coordination, this time frame does not apply if there is a 
documented need for capital work or the hazard involves a site that has 
been designated as an offi cial landmark.  Also, particularly offensive graffi ti 
is to be removed within 24 hours.  The hazard is to be corrected by the 
Parks Commissioner for that borough, and the correction process is to be 
monitored by the Division of Operations and Management Planning.   

To determine whether hazardous conditions are being corrected within 
the expected time frame, we selected a sample of 85 such conditions and 
examined the timeliness of the correction process.  We selected our sample 
from the inspections conducted during the two inspection cycles covering 
the period October 6 through October 31, 2008.  A total of 410 inspections 
were conducted during this period, 58 of which resulted in an unacceptable 
rating for the overall condition of the site (such sites often contain one or 
more hazardous conditions).  

We judgmentally selected 25 of these 58 sites, focusing on sites with more 
severe hazardous conditions and ensuring that at least two sites were selected 
from each borough.  A total of 110 hazardous conditions were identifi ed at 
these 25 sites.  We followed up on 85 of these 110 conditions to determine 
whether they were corrected in a timely manner; we did not follow up on 
the other 25 conditions because it was not feasible to do so at the time (e.g., 
fallen leaves covered the areas where some hazards had been identifi ed).  
A total of 5 of the 85 conditions were Priority One hazards and 80 were 
Priority Two.  

Correction of 
Hazardous 
Conditions

Audit Findings and Recommendations
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According to the Department’s expectations, unless there was a documented 
need for capital work or an offi cial landmark was involved, these 85 
hazardous conditions should have been corrected by either October 31, 
2008 or November 13, 2008 (the end dates of the “next” inspection cycles 
for conditions identifi ed during the two cycles covering the period October 
6 through October 31, 2008).  However, when we visited the sites between 
November 18, 2008 and January 12, 2009, we found that many of the 
conditions still had not been corrected.  

Specifi cally, we found that 41 of the 85 hazardous conditions (48 percent) 
had not been corrected.  Moreover, at the time of our visits, the corrective 
actions for these 41 hazards were between 32 and 76 days overdue.  Four 
of the 41 uncorrected hazards were Priority One hazards (only one of the 
fi ve Priority One hazards had been corrected) and 37 were Priority Two.  
Following are descriptions of three of the uncorrected hazards:

• At the North Meadow Recreation Center in Manhattan, portions of the 
safety fence were missing, and as a result, there was an unobstructed 
drop of more than eight feet at various points above the traverse wall.  
This was classifi ed as a Priority One hazard, and its corrective action 
was 49 days overdue when we visited the site.  

• At the Williamsbridge Oval Park in the Bronx, there were multiple 
sharp, damaged, or splintered bench slats; there were also hazards due 
to deteriorated asphalt and uplifted slats.  This condition was classifi ed 
as a Priority Two hazard, and its corrective action was 53 days overdue 
when we visited the site.  

• At the Dutch Kills Playground in Queens, there was extensive damage 
to the walls of a hockey rink, leaving rotted, splintered, jagged surfaces 
with sharp edges and sharp protruding bolts.  This was classifi ed as 
a Priority Two hazard, and its corrective action was 32 days overdue 
when we visited the site.  

According to the offi cials who were responsible for taking corrective action, 
7 of the 41 uncorrected hazards did not have to be corrected by the end of 
the next inspection cycle, because they either required capital work (six) 
or involved an offi cial landmark (one).  However, we determined that the 
offi cials had not initiated corrective action for these seven hazards, as there 
was no documentation that capital work had been requested (such work must 
be formally requested) and no documentation that the required approval had 
been sought for the work involving a landmark.  In the absence of such 
documentation, we believe the Department’s response to the seven hazards 
cannot be considered timely. 
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We also note that 2 of the 41 uncorrected hazards involved offensive graffi ti 
that should have been removed within 24 hours of the inspections; however, 
this graffi ti was still present when we visited the sites 42 and 67 days, 
respectively, after the two inspections were conducted.  

We further determined that three other uncorrected hazards had previously 
been identifi ed earlier in 2008 in prior inspections, but had not been 
corrected, and as a result, were identifi ed again in October 2008, in two 
of the inspections included in our sample.  We made this determination by 
reviewing the most recent prior inspection report for each of the 25 sites in 
our sample.  

For example, the jagged walls in the hockey rink at the Dutch Kills 
Playground in Queens were also identifi ed in the prior inspection of that 
site in June 2008.  The same hazard was then identifi ed again in the October 
2008 inspection that was included in our sample, and was still not corrected 
when we visited the site on December 30, 2008, more than six months 
after the hazard was fi rst identifi ed.  Similarly, a Priority Two ankle-turn 
hazard on a basketball court in Staten Island was identifi ed in the prior 
inspection of that site in January 2008, was identifi ed again in the October 
2008 inspection that was included in our sample, and still was not corrected 
when we visited the site on January 12, 2009, nearly one year after the 
hazard was fi rst identifi ed.  

If hazardous conditions such as these are not corrected in a timely manner, 
the risk of injury increases.  If such hazards are left unaddressed for months 
at a time, there is a further risk the Department could be considered negligent 
if injuries were to occur.  If corrective actions cannot be taken in a timely 
manner, we recommend an effort be made, whenever feasible, to reduce 
the risk of injury by either securing the area around the hazard or posting a 
sign to warn the public of the hazard.  While Department offi cials told us 
they frequently take such precautions, none were observed for any of the 41 
uncorrected hazards in our sample. 

In addition, when we followed up on hazards identifi ed in the most recent 
prior inspections of the 25 sites in our sample, we found some of those 
hazards were not identifi ed when the sites were inspected again in October 
2008, even though the hazards had yet to be corrected and were still present 
when we visited the sites between November 2008 and January 2009.  For 
example, a hazard involving splintered slats in a playfi eld in Manhattan was 
identifi ed in the prior inspection of the site in February 2008, but was not 
identifi ed when the site was inspected again in October 2008, even though 
the hazard was still present when we visited the site on December 10, 2008.  
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We identifi ed a total of fi ve such hazards.  We recommend the Department 
determine why these fi ve hazards were not identifi ed when the sites were 
inspected again in October 2008, and take any actions that are needed to 
improve the thoroughness of the inspection process.  

According to the Inspection Standards, the Division of Operations and 
Management Planning (Division) is supposed to monitor the correction of 
the hazardous conditions identifi ed during inspections.  Division offi cials 
told us they monitor the correction process on a biweekly basis at meetings 
with the offi cials who are responsible for each borough.  However, at the 
biweekly meeting that we attended, the discussions were general and lacked 
details.  

For example, while there were discussions about the overall rate of correction 
for the hazards that had been identifi ed in each borough, individual hazards 
were not addressed on a case-by-case basis.  Division offi cials told us that 
individual hazards were discussed on a case-by-case basis during more 
informal meetings, however, when we asked Division offi cials to provide 
us with documentation for their monitoring of the 41 uncorrected hazards in 
our sample, they were unable to provide us with any such documentation.  

We recommend the Division establish a formal monitoring process.  We 
note that such a process was being developed by the Department.  In this 
process, any hazards identifi ed during inspections would be recorded on a 
new intranet-based tracking system.  The hazards would then be fl agged if 
they were not corrected within the expected time frame.  The system would 
be used by the Division and the offi cials who were responsible for making 
the corrections.  At the time of our audit, the system was being tested, but 
its development was not yet complete.  

If this system functions as intended, it could help the Department improve 
the timeliness of its corrective actions.  However, Division offi cials must 
actively use the system to monitor the correction process and follow up 
with responsible borough offi cials when hazards are not corrected within 
the expected time frame.  We also note that there are no written procedures 
at the borough level for following up on hazardous conditions identifi ed 
during inspections.  We recommend such procedures be established in 
conjunction with the development of the new system.  

In their response to our audit fi ndings, Department offi cials stated that, as 
of March 13, 2009, they had corrected 40 of the 41 uncorrected hazards in 
our sample.  They stated that the remaining hazard could not be corrected 
quickly, because an extensive amount of work was required.  (In response to 
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our draft report, Department offi cials stated this condition was corrected on 
May 15, 2009.)  They noted that the delays in correcting the hazards were 
caused primarily by the following three factors: 

• The materials for some repairs were not readily available.

• Unfavorable weather and winter conditions did not permit some hazards 
to be resolved in a timely manner, especially on safety surfaces, paved 
surfaces or sidewalks.  These types of repairs are typically performed in 
warmer spring conditions.

• Some of the damages were so extensive that they either required more 
than four weeks to repair or required additional capital funding.

We acknowledge that Department offi cials responded quickly to our audit 
fi ndings. We believe the Department’s initial responses to the hazards could 
have been more timely if it had a formal system for tracking the responses 
in place. 

  
1. Formally track the status of all hazardous conditions identifi ed during 

park inspections, and follow up with the responsible offi cials when the 
conditions are not corrected within the expected time frame.  

2. Develop written procedures at the borough level for following up on 
hazardous conditions identifi ed during inspections.  

3. Ensure that the remaining uncorrected hazard from our sample is cor-
rected as expeditiously as possible.  

4. When hazardous conditions cannot be corrected in a timely manner, 
reduce the risk of injury by either securing the area around the hazard or 
posting a sign to warn the public of the hazard.  

5. Determine why the fi ve previously identifi ed, uncorrected hazards were 
not identifi ed again when the sites containing the hazards were inspected 
again in October 2008, and take any actions that are needed to improve 
the thoroughness of the inspection process.  

Inspection results and photographs are uploaded to the Parks Inspection 
Program database before they are included in the summary inspection 
reports that are produced at the end of each inspection cycle.  Since the 
Department relies on the accuracy and completeness of the information in 
this database, we tested its accuracy and completeness and evaluated the 
controls over the integrity of the data.  

Recommendations

Parks 
Inspection 
Program 
Database
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To test the accuracy and completeness of the database and confi rm that 
reported inspections were actually performed, we selected a random sample 
of 25 inspections from the 3,264 inspections that were reportedly conducted 
during the year ended June 30, 2008 and determined whether the inspection 
results and photographs from these inspections were on the database.  For 
each of the 25 selected inspections, Department offi cials were able to 
provide supporting inspection reports, and, often photographs of the site 
conditions observed during the inspections.  

However, when we evaluated the controls over the integrity of the data, we 
identifi ed the following weaknesses: 

• System documentation for the database had not been produced.  Such 
documentation would explain how the database functions, and should 
be produced for all computer systems as it supports the continued opera-
tion and integrity of database if the employees responsible for maintain-
ing the database were to leave the Department.  

• Changes in system functionality and data should be documented in ap-
propriate logs.  We found that some such changes were appropriately 
documented, but others were not.  As a result, unauthorized changes 
could be made and not be detected.  We note that formal procedures had 
not been developed for documenting such changes.  

 
6. Develop appropriate system documentation for the Parks Inspection 

Program database as well as formal procedures for documenting chang-
es in the database’s functionality and data.   

Recommendation
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Agency Comments
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STATE COMPTROLLER’S COMMENTS

State Comptroller’s Comments

1. At the opening conference with Department offi cials, the audit team clearly 
discussed the objective of the audit.  The audit report refl ects this objective, 
as well  as the scope and the methodology used to conduct the audit.  The 
methodology included focusing on sites with more severe hazardous 
conditions.

2. The report title, as well as the scope and methodology sections of the report, 
clearly conveys the audit scope.

3. The report clearly states the criteria for the judgmental sample - which included 
focusing on sites with more severe hazardous conditions.  Nonetheless, the 
Department’s requirement that hazards be corrected within the allocated 
timeframe applies.

4. Many of the protocols described in the Department’s response are part of its 
new tracking system.  This system was not operational at the time of our audit 
and, therefore, was not included in our examination.

5. As the new tracking system was not operational at the time of our audit, we 
did not examine whether it obviates the need for written procedures at the 
borough level.

6. Regarding Manhattan Beach Zone 3, the October 2008 inspection did cite 
more hazards than the May 2008 inspection, however, the specifi c hazardous 
condition we observed was not identifi ed in the October 2008 inspection.

7. The October 2008 Williamsbridge Oval inspection report did not identify the 
hazard as a lawn condition.


