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Central Park Conservancy 
A Model for Public/Private Pmt11erships 

The Central Park Conservancy is uniqu ely qualified to offer its expe1tise in park 
manag emen t. The Conservancy has a proven track record in restoring and managing 
Centra l Park. Many of the dedicated staff who work in Centra l Park are recogn ized 
authmiti es in the fields of h01ticultur e, botany, landsc ape architecture, histo ric 
preservation , and park management. 

The Conservancy is a model for public/pri vate paitner ships for pai·ks thro ughout the 
count1y. With its paitn er, the City of New York , it brought Central Park from its 
dete1iorated sta te in the late 1970s to its present conditi on, with major landscapes and 
hist01ic structw-es restored and well maintained . 

The Conservancy also has a track record in raising private funds to impro ve and preser ve 
Central Park. Since its foundin g in 1980, the Conserva ncy has raised ove r $300 million 
in pri vate funds , which, comb ined with the City's investme nt, turned Central Park into a 
living symbol ofNew York City's revitalization. 

The Conservancy takes p1ide in runnin g a lean, effic ient organ izat ion. Admini strat ive 
expenses - and thu s staff - are kept to a minimum and more than two -thirds of the 
Conservancy' s appro ximatel y 250 full-t ime and seasonal staff members are operations 
people working directly in the Park. 

BRI EF HTSTORY 

The Centra l Park Conservancy was founded in 1980 as a private, not-for-profit 
organ ization to focus attentio n on the dete 1iora ted condition of Centra l Park and to tak e 
action to stem the Park ' s decline. A small group of dedicated visionarie s were 
dete 1mined to restore the 843-acre Park and preserve the intent of the 1858 design by 
Frederick Law Olmsted and Calve1t Vaux: a park for all the people to escape the 
pressures of a turbulent city. Toda y, the Conservancy ' s mission is to restore, manage and 
preserve Cen tral Park , in paitn ership with the public , for the enjoyment of present and 
future generatio ns. 

ln 1976, Richard Gilder and George Soros spearheaded a study done by Co lumbia 
University' s Center for Government Studi es, Graduat e Schoo l of Business, directed by 
E.S . Savas , Professor of Public Syste ms Manageme nt and Director of the Center for 
Gove rnment Studies . The study took a thorough look at how the Park was being used by 
the public, how it was policed, and how the Parks Depaitment managed it. 



The general findings were that though there were over 250 full-t ime maintenance staff, 
there was lack of job standards, no acco untabilit y, and no defined tasks. Staff worked in 
large sections and on Parkwid e crews ( crew-based management lends itself to socializing, 
lack of performanc e, lack of individual accountabi lity, and no oppmtunit y to recognize 
individual wo rk well done) . Most of the manageme nt decisions were actually made by 
borough supervisors with little knowledge of the Park, and there was no specific resource 
allocat ion to Centra l Park , so it was difficult to establish what the actual budget was for 
the Park. 

When Park s Commissioner Gordon Davis appointed El izabeth Barlow Rogers Central 
Park Admini stra tor in 1979, it was the first step in deve loping a public/private pa1tnership 
responsible for the day-to-da y managem ent of Central Park , thus bring accountability 
back to the Park level. 

Since its founding , the Conserva ncy has 
• Prescribed a management and restoration plan for the Park 
• Funded major capital improveme nts 
• Created programs for volunteers and visitors 
• Set new standards of exce llence in Park care 

MAlNTENANCE, OPERATIO NS, AND HORTI CULTURE 

In maintenan ce, operations , and h01ticulture, we have a staff of 150 full-tim e, privately 
funded employees (plus 30 seaso nals), nearly 100 fewer employees than in 1976 , 
maintaining a restored Park to extremely high standa rds. For example, graffit i must be 
removed within 24 hours, visible litter is picked up by 9:00 am, trash containers are 
emptied every day, and all the benches in the Park have been repaired and are maintained 
on a regular basis. Catch basins are cleaned on a regular cycle . 

The Conservancy operations sta ff are non-union and are interviewed and selected through 
a joint process between the Conservancy' s Human Resources and Operations 
Departments. Employment is at will and all sta ff goes through a strict 90-day probation 
period. 

Jn 1995 we fo1mally moved away from the Parkw ide maintenance crews to a zone-based 
management system. Prior to 1995, zone management was piloted in areas like 
StrawbeJTy Fields, Cedar Hill, and Bethesda Terrace. We divided the Park into 49 zones , 
each maintained by at least one zone gardener, trained in hmt iculture and responsib le for 
all aspects of the management and maintenanc e of his or her zone. 

The zone gardeners are assisted by specialized Parkw ide crews, includ ing tree, bench, 
and playground care, graffiti remova l, monuments conservat ion, histo1ic preservations, 
soil and wate r conservation, and sto1m wate r management. 

As with the creation of the pos ition of Central Park Administra tor, which brought 
acco untability back to the Park overa ll, a zone-based management brings back 
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accountability to specific geogra phic areas of the Park . lt is easy to monitor the 
performance of individual zo ne gardeners - exce llent work is obvious and is rewarded. 
When a zone falls sh01t of Parkwide standards, it is easy to assess the reasons and 
increase suppo1t to the garden ers if needed. Zone management also provides for a 
consistent visual presence in an area. Often the public interacts and gets to know the 
staff, deve loping a sense of communit y and shared stewardship for the zone. 

We have also decentrali zed the majority of the volunteer programs in the Park. 
Individual volunteers work directly with zone gardeners. The volunteers are treated like 
full-time staff and are expected to be at work at agreed upon times. The zone gardener is 
able to use the volunteer as an additional resource to help in his or her zone. Many 
exce llent relat ionships have developed between the gardeners and the volunteers. 

Zone manage ment has been essential in maintaining a restored Park with fewer staff to 
significantly higher standards. 

INN OVATIVE PARK MAN AGEMENT PR L\CTICES 

The Conservancy has developed seve ral innovative Park management and preservat ion 
practices , which have set the standard for park management nationwide, such as the 
following example s: 

• Zo11e Ma11ageme11t System: Divides Central Park into 49 zones , each with a dedicated 
garden er who provides a uniform ed presence and is held acco untable for his or her 
zone. This system is directly responsible for cleanliness and pro ductivity 
improve ments throughout the Park. 

• Field Rotatio11/Red Flag System: A red flag system is employed to rotate heavily 
used ballfi elds, such as those at the No1th Meadow and the Great Lawn. For 
example, in order to preserve the North Meadow's 12 fields while accom modating 
6,000 baseball and softball games that are played each season, the Conservancy keeps 
one baseba ll and one softba ll field closed at all tim es, rotating from field to field 
every few weeks. This rot ation allows the fields to recuperate and allows the 
Conservancy to perfo1m necessary maintenance. 

A red flag syste m also ale1ts the publi c to h01ticultura l care being perfo1med or to 
adverse lawn conditions (such as after rain, when wet grass is vulnerab le to damage) 
requiring the landscape to be closed. 

• Night a11d Weeke11d Operatio11s: We have deployed more staff dur ing evening and 
weekend hours when the numb er of visitors increases. This increased staff presence 
helps with safety and security as well as providing for a cleaner Park each morning. 

• Proactive Management of Special Events and Film : We have developed a deta iled 
specia l eve nts and film operation plan, which keeps the Park protected from the 
impact of large events. (Central Park hosts over 1,500 spec ial events and over 2,000 
photo shoots and films annually.) 
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CAPITAL PROJECT S 

As a result of the Conservancy' s proven tra ck record in renovation and supervision, it has 
assumed respons ibilit y as genera l contractor and project manager for all Centra l Park 
capital proje cts, includin g tho se that are City-funded . 

Over two decades , the Conservancy has restored three-q uait ers of Park landscapes and 
has built an endowment of some $90 million. Since 1993 , there have been over 30 major 
cap ital proj ects in Central Park unde1taken by the Conserva ncy. Some of these 
project s are: 

• Harlem Meer (n01them most body of water) and SlllTOunding landscape restoration 
($ 10 million) and the Charle s A. Dana Discover y Center on the Meer ' s nort h shore 
($1 million) . Comp leted 1993 . 

• Great Law n restorati on, a 55-acre, 2-year project , completed 1997 . $18.2 million 
• Maine Monument restoration and construction of a public plaza at the Park ' s entrance 

at Columbus Circle and sutTotmding landscape , 1997. $4.5 million 
• Reservo ir running track reconst ruction ( 1998) and Reservoir landscape reconstructi on 

( 1999-2000) . $3 million 
• Rebuildin g the 79th Street Mainten ance Yard, 1999. $1.5 million 
• N01th Mead ow restorat ion, 18-acre , 2-year project, completed 2000 . $4.6 million 
• Conservato ry Water (Mode l Boat Pond) . Replaced deteriorat ing concrete cop ing 

with granite and restored sunounding pat hways, 2000. $1 million 
• Rest oration of the Pond at the southeast comer of the Park and sutTounding 

landscape , comp leted in the fall of 200 1. $4 million 
• Restora tion of the Pool, at West 102nd Street , and SlllTOunding landscape , completed 

in March 2003 . $ 1 .5 million 
• Insta llation of new Reservo ir fence, which close ly resemb les 01iginal historic fence, 

comp leted in the fall of 2003. $2 million 

P UBLIC/PRI VATE P ARTNERSHTP 

From its very beg inning, the Central Park Conservancy has wo rked together with the City 
of New York to advance mutu al objectives on behalf of Centra l Park and the pub lic who 
enjoys it. Over two decades , the uniqu e pub lic/private paitne rship between the 
Conservancy and the City chart s a new course for urban park management nat ionwide. 

Many of Centra l Park ' s restoration projects have been jo int venture s between the City 
and the Conserva ncy . For example: 

• Parks Depaitm ent capital fonds paid for the early restoration ( comp leted 1983) of 
Belvedere Cast le and the Conserva ncy raised money for the sutTounding landscape. 

• A private grant in 1986 funded design work for the restoration of the Har lem Meer; 
in 1990 , pub lic dollars funded the dredging of the Meer and the remova l of its 
conc rete curbing . Private dollars then paid to plant a naturalistic shoreline and to 
build the Charles A. Dana Discov ery Center on the Meer ' s nort h shore. 

• In 1993 , a founding Conserva ncy Trustee offered a $ 17 mil lion challenge g ift for 
major landscape resto ration of Centra l Park, includin g the West Side, the Great Lawn 
and the No 1t h Meadow . The Conservancy and the City each matched this 
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unprecede nted gift within three years ; the Conse rvancy went on to raise an additional 
$26.2 million toward operating suppott and endowment for the ongo ing care of 
restored landscape s. 

THE CITY'S ROL E IN CENTRAL PARK 

The City ' s Department of Park s & Recr eation retain s control , policy , and enforcement 
respon sibility for Central Park. Capital impro vements in the Park continue to undergo 
public review at each stage of development with advice and consent from the 
Commissioner of Parks & Recreation . Parks & Recr eation has discretion over all events 
in the Park, and all revenues genera ted from concessions in the Park go into the City of 
New York's general fund . 

In February 1998, a new era of public /private pmtn ership began when Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani , Park s Commissioner Henry Stern , and Conservancy Chai1man Ira Millstein 
signed a management contract with the Conserva ncy that ensures the continuin g 
maintenance , capital rest orat ion, and public programming for the Park. The Conservancy 
provides more than 85 percent of Central Park ' s annual $23 million opera ting budget and 
is resp onsible for all basic care of the Park . Under the temis of the contract , the 
Conserva ncy rece ives a $2 .6 million fee for serv ices annually . The Conserva ncy fund s 
approximately four out of every five Central Park employees. The City funds lightin g 
and maintenance of the Park dtives and sec urity in the Park, including a New York Police 
Depattment precinct in Central Park. The contract affirmed the City's confidence in its 
18-year pa1tnership with the Conservancy. 

March 2004 
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Central Park Today 
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Central Park's Sheep Meadow c. 1930 

Sheep Meadow c. 1979 

Sheep Meadow Today 
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Central Park's Belvedere Castle 
C. 1979 
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Belvedere Cas tle Today 
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Central Park's Harlen1 Meer Boathous e, Demolished 1989 

Charles A. Dana Discovery Center, Built 1993 
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