Testimony on HB 6659, “AN ACT CONCERNING THE STATE BUDGET FOR THE BIENNIUM
ENDING JUNE 30, 2025, AND MAKING APPROPRIATIONS THEREFOR.”

February 27, 2023 Hearing 10:00A

Co-Chairs Osten and Walker, Vice-Chairs Hartley, Exum, and Paris, Ranking Members Berthel
and Nuccio, and Honorable Members of the Appropriations Committee.

My name is Pamela Aey Adams and, | am a Board Member of The Friends of Connecticut State
Parks (FCSP) and also a retired Director of the Connecticut State Park System. | would like to
comment on the Governor’s Budget proposal for FY 2024-25, in particular the
recommendations that impact our State Parks ...

| support the Budget proposal and appreciate the addition of one critical staff-person to
support State Parks, but would like to suggest that this isn’t nearly enough given the record
attendance State Parks are experiencing.

As a former director, | can attest to the fact that ion the early 1980’s there were 287 full-time
employees that worked in the State Parks, campgrounds and Forests. They served a little over 7
million visitors annually. Seasonal staff was well trained and supervised, providing them with
life-long skills that carried them into adulthood. The parks, buildings, restrooms beaches and
grounds were consistently immaculate and welcoming. During my tenure as Director (1997-
2009), attendance had grown to more than 9 million visitors but the FTE in the State Parks
Division had decreased to 126. The buildings and grounds were still maintained but, not to the
levels they once were. Seasonal staff was not as well-supervised as they once were. FTE’s who
used to be able to focus their efforts on more difficult building repairs and maintenance, were
performing more basic duties in an effort to keep the buildings and grounds clean and safe. Fast
forward to 2021: Park attendance in 2021 (the most recent available) was 17 million (the
highest ever), and today there are only 83 full-time workers (including those based in the
administrative staff in Hartford). The budget proposal would increase this number to 84. The
loss of full-time workers (200+ to 83) was massive over a 40-year period. In just the past 20
years, State Parks have lost 41 field positions. Fortunately the loss of positions has stabilized
since the Passport to the Parks began in 2018. But 83 FTE’s or 84 FTE’s is just not enough.
Despite this low number, the 83 FTE’s have diligently worked through COVID and beyond to
serve Connecticut’s citizens and visitors. Yet, this low number of employees has created
challenges and occasionally dangerous situations to FTE’s and caused delays in essential tasks
such as storm clean-up that require two people to be present (OSHA requirement) when using
chain saws and other heavy equipment. Seasonal employees are not as well-supervised or
trained as they once were and the buildings and grounds are not up to the high standards seen
in the 1980s.


https://www.cga.ct.gov/2023/TOB/H/PDF/2023HB-06659-R00-HB.PDF

At the very least,, the State Parks should not have any Park Management Units with only 1 Park
Maintainer. As referenced above, 1 Park Maintainer is not safe (lots of heavy jobs out there),
and reliance on just one maintainer can essentially shut down maintenance work across
thousands of acres if that 1 maintainer is sick, injured, retires, goes on vacation, etc.
o There are currently 7 Park Management Units with only 1 Maintainer (e.g.
Sleeping Giant and several others with large acreages and other challenges)
o There are also several Park Management Units with 2 Maintainers that should
have 3 or more (e.g. Rocky Neck, Pachaug, Penwood, Sherwood Island).
o And Hammonasset, which is the state’s most visited outdoor attraction, has 4
maintainers and used to have 11 or more.
The Friends of Connecticut State Parks (FCSP) is grateful for the Passport to the Parks which
supports Park operations and maintenance and pays for seasonal workers, 35 of the 83 full-
time staff, and enables all CT residents to get into State Parks and Forests without paying at the
gate. The Passport to the Parks generates ~$20 million/year and must both stay intact and
focused on Park operations and maintenance as it was established to do.

FCSP supports the proposed addition of $500,000 for DEEP to purchase all-terrain wheelchairs
to increase access for all people to the Parks. However, it will take significant time for Park staff
(who already have too much on their plates) to deal with issues associated with increasing
public access through this use, such as:

= the logistics of making wheelchairs available to the public,

= training people on proper use,

= keeping wheelchairs charged, in good condition, and stored safely

= determining how and where wheelchairs will be loaned from, etc.

= Thisis a great idea to increase public access, but it makes our request for
additional Park Maintainers, etc. even more critical

Connecticut’s State Park and Forest Recreation system provides so many benefits to our state
and, are at the heart of our state’s outdoor recreation economy which in 2021 generated $3.9
billion in direct revenues and supported over 44,000 private sector jobs.

Please give serious consideration to increasing the budget to State Parks to provide for
additional FTE to keep our beautiful State Parks clean, safe and inviting for the ever-growing
number of visitors and tourists to Connecticut.

Thank you for you consideration of this testimony.
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