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Good afternoon. My name is Laura DiBetta and I am Park Program Director at Parks & Trails 

New York. In 1985, Parks & Trails New York was founded to support the state park system, and 

in the 25 years since, we have been the stateôs leading organization working to preserve and 

enhance a network of parks, trails and greenways for all New Yorkers for generations to come. 

Our influential reports and advocacy efforts have been critical to keeping parks and historic sites 

open and protecting New Yorkôs natural, recreational, cultural and historical resources. Thank 

you for the opportunity to comment today on the proposed Executive Budget for Fiscal Year 

2012-2013.   

 

New York State ParksðA 5-to-1 Return on Investment 

 

New Yorkôs state park system is the nationôs oldest, dating to the creation of the Niagara 

Reservation in 1885. The system, comprised of 178 parks and 36 historic sites, welcomes more 

than 55 million visitors annually. Today, our state parks and historic sites are significant 

economic drivers, while also strengthening New Yorkersô health and fitness, enhancing their 

quality of life, and preserving invaluable landscapes, ecosystems and historic and cultural 

treasures.  

 

At a time when everyone is searching for ways to stimulate the economy, to bring more money 

and jobs into the state, the tourism dollars generated by parks are critical, especially to local 

Upstate economies. According to a 2009 independent study commissioned by Parks & Trails 

New York, the NYS Park System boosts the stateôs economy to the tune of nearly $2 billion



2 

 

annuallyðthatôs a 5-to-1 return on investment. For every dollar the state invests in the park 

system it gets back $5. Plus, the State Park System creates 20,000 jobsðexclusive of state parks 

employees. The study also showed that about $744 million of visitor expenditureðthat is, 

around 40% of total visitor spendingðcomes from visitors living outside the communities in 

which the parks are located. This is money local businesses would not have without the presence 

of the parks to attract visitors to the area. 

 

This impact was recognized by the Regional Economic Development Councils; more than $16 

million was awarded to park and historic site projects, including projects at state parks and 

historic sites, through the consolidated funding application process. 

 

Most New Yorkers, however, do not think about these benefits. All they know is they love their 

parks. And when parks were threatened with closure, hundreds of New Yorkers rallied to their 

support. It is thanks in large part to that outpouring of supportðincluding support from many of 

youðthat parks have remained open. 

 

Support Proposed $89 Million for State Park Infrastructure Needs 

 

Despite New Yorkôs legacy as a leader in parks and conservation and our park systemôs 

importance to the stateôs economy and quality of life, our state parks remain chronically 

underfunded. While the most visible threat to the park system came in 2010, when 88 parks and 

historic sites were threatened with closure, the real long-term threat may very well be the park 

systemôs crumbling infrastructure.   

 

In November 2006, Parks & Trails New York released its Parks at a Turning Point report in 

which we highlighted the many challenges facing the New York State Office of Parks, 

Recreation and Historic Preservation (OPRHP), particularly the agencyôs enormous capital 

projects backlog. Based on OPRHPôs analysis we know that the system-wide state parks capital 

projects backlog is more than $1 billion. This includes critical safety repairs such as 

rehabilitating dams, replacing aging water and sewer lines, bringing electrical systems into 

compliance with fire codes, and repairing bridges, roads and swimming pools.  

 

Parks & Trails New York commends the Governor for recognizing the need to reinvest in our 

state park system as part of an overall strategy to grow New Yorkôs economy sustainably and 

create jobs. What better way to show that New York is, in fact, open for business. The infusion 

of $89 million in capital funding to address infrastructure needs at 48 state parks and historic 

sites is a smart investment and a great first step in what we hope will be a multi-year 

revitalization of the state park system.   
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In the past, challenging economic times and the need to put people back to work, have resulted in 

some of this nationôs greatest achievements in infrastructure construction and improvement.  

From work done by the Civilian Conservation Corps on parks, roads, and bridges during the 

Great Depression, to the construction of the interstate highway system in the 1950ôs and 60ôs, 

hard times have been eased by investment in infrastructure, with much to show in the end. With 

5,000 buildings, 604 bridges, 106 dams, and 8,000 campgrounds, the state park system has no 

shortage of infrastructure needs. This investment in our state park system will create jobs, help 

grow the stateôs economy, and help ensure New Yorkôs parks and conservation legacy remains 

intact.   

 

Support Executive Budget Proposal for OPRHP Operating Budget 

 

The Governorôs proposed budget also calls for a $3 million General Fund reduction in the parks 

budget. We are pleased that the parks agency and the other environmental agencies were not cut 

disproportionately this year. Given the stateôs multi-billion dollar budget deficit, we applaud the 

Governorôs support for parks and his recognition of the important link between well-maintained 

parks and economic growth.  

 

I would be remiss, however, if I did not acknowledge that the toll of the last few years will 

continue to weigh heavily. The park agencyôs budget has been cut 23% over the last few yearsð

more than many agenciesðand it is operating today with 1500 fewer staff than it was in 2008.  

The state park operations budget has been on a downward slide for more than 15 years and parks 

are being starved as a result, with reduced hours, days, and seasons, fewer programs and 

workers, and less maintenance, not to mention fewer resources dedicated to natural resource 

protection and the visitor experience.  

  

Support a Reinvestment in Our Parks 

 

To continue to be well-maintained and inviting places for the 55 million plus visitors each year, 

parks must receive an appropriate level of funding to maintain an adequate level of service and 

address aging infrastructure. We urge the Governor and the Legislature to continue their 

commitment to revitalizing the state park system.  

 

Of course, we understand the Governor and Legislatureôs number one priority is addressing the 

budget deficit and we appreciate the magnitude of that challenge. But in every crisis there are 

opportunities and perhaps there are opportunities here to explore new ways to revitalize our park 

system. 

 

One option is to take a closer look at the role of park and historic site friends groups in the future 

of our park system. These nonprofit organizationsðoftentimes made up entirely of volunteersð
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clear trails, paint buildings, build kiosks, lead interpretive programs, and raise significant money 

for local park and historic site projects. While their success should not allow the state to shirk its 

responsibility to parks, greater investment in these organizations will serve to extend the capacity 

of the parks agency and put to good use already existing capacity in our state parks.  

 

Another option we strongly support is the establishment of a new, dedicated funding stream for 

the state park system. Models for public-private partnerships and dedicated park funding that do 

not require any new taxes exist in other places. It does not so much matter the source of that 

funding streamðwhether it is a penny surcharge for disposable plastic bags, an ñI Love NYS 

Parksò license plate supplement, or a tax check-off for parksðbut that there is a united 

commitment to finding a way to turn around the decline of our park system. A dedicated funding 

stream for parks can help revitalize the park system and ensure its integrity for future 

generations. We should study the experience of other jurisdictions, combine it with New York 

spunk and creativity, develop the model that best suits New York, and get going.   

 

Letôs find the opportunity in crisis this time that leaves our finest assets, such as our magnificent 

park system, intact and flourishing. Parks & Trails New York looks forward to working with the 

Senate, the Assembly and the administration on protecting and preserving the legacy of our great 

park system.   

 

Support Executive Budget Proposal for the Environmental Protection Fund  

 

Before I go I do want to also thank the Governor for preserving the budget of the Environmental 

Protection Fund (EPF) at last yearôs level of $134 million and maintaining the Fundôs integrity. 

We are especially grateful that funding for state land stewardship and the municipal park grant 

program remained steady.  

 

The EPF is the lifeblood of environmental funding in New York. The Fund supports a wide 

variety of programs that generate revenue and create jobs in many sectors throughout the state. 

The Legislature has shown staunch support for the EPF and helped maintain its integrity. As a 

steering-committee member of The Friends of New Yorkôs Environment coalition, Parks & 

Trails New York joins with our partners in urging the Legislature and Governor to work together 

this year to develop a strategy by which the EPF can grow in future years as the economy 

continues to improve. Letôs continue to build on the momentum towards both a healthy economy 

and environment. 

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify.  

 

 

 


