Interview with Ryan Woods (Boston Parks and Rec. Commissioner) 
Date: 3/25/2020
Location: Zoom Meeting
Group Members Present: Sarah, Arnold, EC, Matt, Phuong

Ryan: So starting with, ‘Can you tell me a little bit more about your role at the Park and Recreation Department?’

Sarah: Yep

R: So do you want to know what the Commissioner role is, or my history is? I’ve been here 14 years in 6 different roles, so are you interested in that? Or just what the parks commissioner does?

S: As much as you’re willing to tell us

R: Sure. So I worked for the parks department for 14 years. In addition to that, I’ve worked through high school um and college every single summer for the parks department. So, um, it's kinda been the only place I’ve worked. So I started out here as a community liaison - going to community meetings at night, answering park-related questions that different community groups had about parks in the area. And after that, I was lucky enough to become director of special events for the parks department, so I oversaw every Christmas tree lighting, concert, movie night, everything across the city for a while. After that I became the spokesperson for the department - still overseeing events, but also being the immediate contact and all that. Then 2 years ago I was deputy commissioner, working under Chris Cook who was our Parks Commissioner, and then since July 1st of this year, I’ve been the Parks Commissioner of the city. So, being the Parks Commissioner means I oversee 287 employees. In addition to that, I have 331 properties. And we say properties because we have parks, we have playgrounds, we have golf courses, we have cemeteries, we have street trees, so it's more than just playgrounds and parks. It;s you know, like I said, we’re actively doing burials, we have all the historic burial grounds that are along the freedom trail. So when you see a greenery or kings chapel, where all the tourists go, we oversee all of that. So there's that to oversee. Our staffing units, besides like I said we have park rangers, so we have rangers that go out and patrol parks that we -  that I also have under us. We have permitting, so anytime someone wants to have a baseball game, softball game, etc., they have to apply for an online permit to use that field, so we have a permitting process. We have a design and construction unit that actually designs and oversees the construction of all of our playgrounds and fields and drainage issues, or any problems or broken walls - anything that might happen in a park - it oversees that. We have a recreation division that oversees all of our sports. So everything from golf lessons to you know, baseball and softball tournaments, learning how to play rugby, etc.. Then we have a special events division that does - like I said before - concerts, movies, Christmas tree lightings, watercolor painting workshops, photography workshops - all that in the parks. And then we have our basic maintenance crew, where of our 287 staff, 129 of them are maintenance employees that clean the parks, whether it be emptying trash barrels, mow the lawns, line the baseball fields, etc.. So sorry, it’s a lot and if I ramble on- 

S: No, totally- that's perfect. And then I guess, jumping into the second question - it’s kind of broad, and just trying to get at how you would - if you got the chance to design your own city, how would it look? 

R: So I think, wearing my parks hat, it has to be the right balance of having enough open space, along with development. Development is crucial - we need more residents because that's more taxes, that's more revenue coming in to make our city function, so it's important that we continue to grow our population and have housing for everybody - and have affordable housing for everybody, but it's also important to make sure we have a balance of green space. All these people are moving in, and they all have dogs. You know, it's great, we all love dogs, but they need a place to bring these dogs. So, they have to bring them to the neighborhood park, so they need greenspaces. People want to get outside. The old saying goes, ‘Parks are the lungs of the city’ - they are the place where people can go, they can meet - its a common meeting spot. Everyone feels welcome - not everyone feels welcome going into a building or school or community center always - parks are open to the public, people should feel welcome, they should feel safe. So it’s having that right balance, where they can go into a park that’s filled with trees. And the more trees you have, the shadier the place is, it gives a cooling element, so its less heat-island effect. Trees are also a main source of carbon sequestration, so they take in - sequester all the carbon, so the more trees we have, it's really - a perfect city to me is one that is balanced - that can have, you know, residents that can have healthy places to go out for health and wellness, has affordable housing, has everything they may need, but obviously in my stance, parks are a really important part of living in a healthy city.

S: Yeah, I figured that that would be your view, but I guess going off of that, would you say - 

R: Yeah, or else I wouldn’t have this job [laughter].

S: I guess would you say - in your opinion- that Boston is reaching that balance?

R: I think we’re growing a lot of housing right now, and adding more affordable housing which is great. I think we need to do a better job at finding more ways to create open space. We’re very densely populated, so there's not a lot of areas to add more open space, so there’s some things, like New York has done, which is they put artificial turf on roofs, like on top of buildings. So you could - is it maybe that we should have more dog runs or dog walks that are on the top of a skyscraper or atop of a 40-story building. And I know in New York, they have permitting hours till 2 in the morning, so they let people play soccer games and stuff till 2 in the morning. So they're really expanding their hours, where we close our parks at 11 o’clock. So if there’s not a lot of land to add more open space, we gotta be creative - do it on roof decks. Another creative idea that i’d love to try is they talk about creating a park on a barge. So having a ship come in - like an open barge - and putting a park or playground on it, so you’re expanding the land by having people go out, you know, on to a ship that's actually more open space. So I think we have to continue to come up with more creative ideas because we don’t have the space necessarily - how we can create these spaces. 

S: Yeah that’s awesome. So you were saying how Boston is growing very quickly in number of people and development, how would you say that Boston Parks and Rec is protecting existing open spaces?

R: Sure, so we - when you say protecting, protecting against what? Development? Coastal floodings? Storms? 

S: Probably just development - leading back to our issue is with our park in Romania, they have national protection, but they’re having a lot of trouble getting protection from their local government, and they’re just on a 10 year lease right now, and all the developers want to go in and basically bulldoze and flatten the place - I guess, how would you say that Boston protects from outside developers coming in and taking away those open spaces?

R: Sure. So, we’re very fortunate, in the United States, to have article 97 which federally protects public open space, so parks are preserved in perpetuity. So nobody can ever develop. So, that’s why when there’s empty and vacant lots, everyone wants it to be article 97 - chapter 97?- I think it's article 97  to protect it, so that way nobody can ever build on it. People have - if you live next to a vacant lot, they’re like ‘how do we make this a park? How can we get this protected?’. Because they don't want a big development next to them, and once something does get that protection from the legislature you can never ever build on it so we fortunately have those protections in place. The additional protections that we’re taking is that we have in Boston a rule that when anybody builds or does any construction within a hundred feet of a park, it has to be reviewed by The Parks Commission. So even if you're putting like a roof deck on your house, if you live right across from a park, that roof deck might be creating a shadow or affecting the park in some way shape or form. So we’re able to weigh-in on that. If a developer is coming in and saying - ‘Hey we’re building 30 units of condos’ or something across the street from a park, we’re able to get some mitigation money. Those condos need open space, and they’re going to want to use that park across the street. That'll be like their front lawn. So we work things out, whether it might be $1000 a unit, or some sort of a plan so people who develop next to parks have to pay us a mitigation fee. So a place with 30 units might have to pay us $30,000. And that $30,000 will help us with maintenance of that park. 

S: Yeah that’s awesome. It seems like a great strategy. 

R: Extra precautions I guess for the development within 100 ft of the park - but no developer could ever come and build in a park because of that federal protection. 

S: Nice, yeah. We wanted to learn a little bit more about how the parks and rec department interacts with the historical sites, and those protections. Is it harder to make changes around those? Are you not able to do anything regarding those historical parks? 

R: So, in Boston, we have 3 different parks systems: City of Boston Parks and Rec, that’s what I work for and oversee, we have the State, which is DCR (department of conservation and recreation), they oversee state-owned parks - parks that are on state roads and they also oversee all of the beaches, and then there’s National Parks Service (NPS) which oversees certain nationally-owned parks. So we’re independent, so we all run our separate park systems here. Like the National Parks Service has I think 3 sites in Boston, so they do their own maintenance, they empty their own trash barrels, they do their own tours, they have their own park rangers. So it's separate. We do work with them hand in hand, like on the Boston Common there’s a piece of artwork called the Shaw 54th Regiment Memorial about Robert Gould Shaw and the Shaw 54th that were around during the Civil War, and that is on our land but it's owned by the National Parks Service. So they do tours in our park of that piece of artwork and we work with them hand-in-hand, but really pretty much all of our departments or divisions serve independently, have our own payroll, have our own staff, have our own - so besides interacting just in a common - you know - answering questions ‘What are you guys seeing out there?’ type of stuff, that's probably the length of our partnership. 

S: Okay - another kind of broad question - I know you touched on this a little bit with the effect of trees, but in your opinion, what is the effect of urban greenspaces on the city? And this can be more aimed towards like the effects on community engagement and community interaction between people. 

R: Yeah, I mean parks are a vital role, I think as I mentioned before, parks aret that welcoming spot. It’s a place where everyone should feel welcome and able to come out so the Boston Commons it's called the commons. It's a common ground where people can come together, whether they're protesting, having events you know doing a rally, doing a March. That’s where Martin Luther King spoke, that’s where Pope John Paul said mass, that's where people rallied against the Vietnam War, it's where the women's March took place just a few years ago with 125 thousand people so that's just that one part but if you think of parks in general, it's a place for people to come out - a common area whether they’re playing sports or just going for a walk, or run, or meeting up with people, going on the swings. There's so many benefits for health and well being and it's well documented if you look it up but all the benefits for being in public open space. But, they also serve that important role like i said with the trees and all the carbon sequestration stuff. It's also stormwater - like a lot of people don't think of this, but if we didn't have parks to absorb water when - like that crazy rain we had two nights ago - like that rain goes into the grass, goes into the pre pits. It all assumes all that rain into one spot. If we didn't have that, people's basements would be flooding. So and that’s something more and more, where being a coastal city we're looking at how the mayor - Mayor Walsh-  instead of just putting parks across the city, all these coastal parks - he said that” I don't want to put walls up that are just going to put a 10 or 15 or 20 foot wall to save these waves and save from sea level rise, why don't we build parks on the coast that can take in the water and when they're inundated water they can't use, and when they're not inundated - seven months of the year - it is more open space where people go to these walks, runs, jogs, well-being, whatever they're doing in the park. So it's going to cost a lot more money, but instead of just putting cement all around and building a wall around our city, we’re making it a more friendly city, a more welcoming city, and a healthier city for increasing it.

S: Is that something that's been in plan or is that something that's just developing as an idea?

R: It's in plan right now. The first one that is just Moakley Park in South Boston by UMass Boston and JFK UMass stop on the redline. I don’t know if you’re familiar with it. That park, with a design that would need to be done to help save the city for flooding, costs right now are estimates of 375 million. So it’d cost $375,000,000 to build the park there that would save the most crucial area - South Boston, the four point area down by the Seaport areas - Our projections show that those would be the first areas to flood, and if those waters come together and join, not only here in South Boston and downtown Seaport, Roxbury, South end, and Back Bay would completely be underwater. So by putting those protections into those plans in - I mean these are 15 and 20 year plans, you don't just get $375,000,000 so they'll be phased out overtime, but that's the way to protect the city from coastal flooding.  

S: OK and then I guess touching on our last one - and I'm guessing you're much greater person talk about this than we were expecting, with your history and community engagement, but what are the ways that Boston parks and rec involves the community in decision-making, and how do you overcome any conflicting stakeholder interests if they arise?

R: So one thing you learn especially in government or with anything is there's always going to be somebody pissed at you and you can't make everybody happy. So there's -  you just gotta know that you're doing the right thing for the right amount of people, that you're trying to do the best thing for the greatest need. So, for example, every time we design a playground over, I might have a great idea. I have a 2 year old and a 5 year old at home, so I just don't know everything about playgrounds. So these are what my kids like and don't like, so I could go into anywhere and say these would be the awesome features you add. But I don't know what that community needs. They might have a large population of kids with autism. They might have kids with special needs and disabilities that need handicapped access and stuff. So, what we instituted - and it's a voluntary process - is a three meeting processor. Every time we do a park or a renovation over, we have public community meetings with public input to hear what they want, because I would just never know that there was a high population of kids with disabilities in the area, and would need to add more swings that are wheelchair accessible or features that are like that. So, that's something that we're always trying to do to get public feedback and engagement 'cause I might think I know everything, but until we go into the community, it's really what that community wants. So instead of the mayor of the city or the government just deciding what should go in every park, we are having an open process for the community to tell us what they want, and then they get to vote on stuff. So when people are like, ‘why would you ever put that in there?’ We say, ‘listen, we had three community meetings, we took input, we have public surveys of people that couldn’t attend those meetings, and this is what we were able to do, and this what we're able to build. This is what your neighbors wanted. This is what the community wanted.’ So, instead of just building what we want, we build what the residents want, the voters, the taxpayers. What they want but they're going to use. Because or else, why build a park or renovate a park that nobody wants to use? We want people to be in parks, because the more positive activity we have in a park, pushes away negative activity and behavior. So a park that's not well programmed, doesn't have people walking through - that's when you see homeless, that's when you see drug deals, that's where you see negative activity. When you have sports going on or people - you know - if it's just walking through, jogging through, [negative] people don't go to those areas, they want to be shaded off in a place where they can do those negative activities and they can use a hypodermic needle. But we see parks that have the most people in them, and that are well programmed, have activities - you don't have that negative activity or behavior happening. So that's our goal is to always design these parks that people are using and constantly in. It might mean more trash for us or more clean up, but in the end, it’s a more positive experience for the residents of the city of Boston. We also have an outreach liaison at our department, so their role is just to be the liaison to different groups across the city. So just like you have civic associations and different crime watch groups, we have 160 friends groups, so friends of XYZ park, so friends of dorchester park, the friends of the public garden, there's like I said, 160 of them. We have one person that's just their liaison, so when these so-called volunteer groups that are friends, that are just advocates for parks and open space, have issues or notice something in their park, they have a direct line to somebody so they can communicate. So our goal is clear communication with the residents of Boston, with these friends groups. They serve as our eyes and ears. With 331 properties, we can't possibly know what's going on everywhere around the city at once, so now we're able to have these groups tell us what's going on. If there’s broken glass, graffiti, you notice something painted on the park, we’re able to go out there and remedy it a lot quicker, and through the city, they created - a few years ago - The a 311 system, so you're able to call 311 to report any city problems, whether it's a street light that's out, or a pothole in the middle of the street, or park it has broken whatever - a broken swing, they're able to call that in it gets immediately sent to us is a work order so we are able to respond to it. So I think that's the huge thing, I've been in community engagement my whole life, doing community meetings, trying to mediate conflicts and stuff. The best practice that I've noticed is constant communication. There's no such thing as over communicating with people. It's better than under communicating, and then everyone's like, ‘you don't know what you're doing. The Parks Department are idiots, they have no idea - why would you do that?’. You gotta be the bigger person and just like, ‘this is what we're doing’. We're constantly updating, and I don't know if you follow, but you should, our Facebook and Twitter feeds of everything that's going on 'cause with the COVID 19 stuff going on, we're updating daily. Like yesterday, we just closed our golf courses. Now we're trying to enforce social distancing and get the rules out there, reminding people that if you're sick, stay home. Don't be out in large groups. Wash your hands. Always putting constant messages out there, but encouraging people, even though you're trapped at home, still go out to a park. Don't use a playground because playgrounds can carry the disease for up to 5 days and plastics and metals, but go for walk, go for a jog, go for a run, go rollerblading - like use parks, be outside. Like you need well-being. All these people are going to go crazy cooped up inside the house, so it's like you need to be - at least Matt thinks I’m funny - I mean you gotta do these things to get out of your house, because or else you're going to go stir-crazy. so it's really just trying to make these parks welcoming to all, accessible to all, and have an open dialogue and communication. So they can tweet at us, they can call at us, they can email to us, and we're constantly putting these - like I said - these public community meetings out there. 

S: I personally don't have any follow-up questions, so I'm opening it up to my group members if anything came up?

Matt: I think Arnold - did you have a question?

Arnold: Yeah I did. So - Hi, I'm Arnold. I had to step away shortly, so I wasn’t here at the introduction - also I'm guessing - I don't quite know what introduction we did. But yeah, so I had a quick question going back to earlier on - you mentioned the mitigation fees, is that like a recurring thing or is that a on-building fee? 

R: On building. So it's like required in order for them to get their building permit, they have to get all these approvals before they actually get the permit from the inspection service department. It's very rare that you can get an ongoing commitment, so it's usually up-front, but sometimes you might be able to get somebody says like, ‘we'll maintain - we’ll do the lawn mowing or something’ for you so that might be something overtime that continues. It doesn't have - it's more in-kind services, but all the money and mitigation stuff is all done up-front in order for somebody to get their construction permit.

A: Great, thank you. In addition, do you know what Boston rule that is? Just for the full text of that law. I think that might be something interesting to our [collaborators].

R: Which one? The article 97?

A: Specifically the mitigation fee. Whatever has that happen in Boston.

R: So it's not like the law or anything, it's a thing that they have to come to the park Commission we review every project that's within 100 feet of a park. And it's based off of like everything there's no set fee. We're trying to get it set like $1000 per unit, like I mentioned, but it's kind of a case-by-case basis when it came in with their development. Some of these people might be putting open space on their property, so they might be creating their own courtyard or something and creating a common area too, so that might save them some mitigation, but it's mostly ones that are building these tall buildings or more than 10 or so units that's directly within 100 feet a park, and then not creating any open space. We know that means they're going to be using the park across the street. So it's all case-by-case basis.

