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Oversight: “The Use of Artificial Turf in City Parks”
INTRODUCTION


On December 13, 2007, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen Diane Foster, will hold an oversight hearing on, “The Use of Artificial Turf in City Parks.”

Invited to testify are, among others, representatives of the Departments of Parks and Recreation, representatives of Friends of Columbus Park, Prospect Park Alliance,  FieldTurf Inc., Center for Climate Systems Research, the Juniper Park Civic Association, Healthy Child Healthy World and New Yorkers For Parks.  The Committee also expects to hear testimony from elected officials, as well as, from representatives of various athletic organizations and concerned community groups.

BACKGROUND


The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  DPR maintains about 28,700 acres of parkland, including almost 4,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 63 swimming pools, 35 recreation centers and 14 miles of beaches. These facilities are visited and used by millions of individuals every year.

ARTIFICIAL TURF


In recent years, many of New York City’s (NYC) playing fields have been enduring increasing wear and tear with reduced opportunity for recovery due to so many different sports being played on them throughout most of the year.  Every year has seen an increase in usage and as a result, the playing fields are becoming harder to maintain.  

Since 1997, DPR has relied on using artificial turf to convert previously underused asphalt sites into active recreation space, while upgrading out-of-date properties in a number of communities.
   DPR’s stated intention for upgrading the playing fields is to increase community access to fields as well as to solve the maintenance challenges of grass and the aesthetic and safety problems associated with asphalt.
  In September 2005, Commissioner Benepe announced DPR’s two-year commitment to ballfields across NYC, with 55 projects totaling $50 million.
  Followed by the Parks Departments of Los Angeles and Dallas, DPR is the country’s largest municipal buyer of artificial turf.

There are several options available when upgrading athletic fields.  A soil-based field is a natural grass field that may or may not include installed irrigation.
  Sand-based fields consist of an 8-12-inch sand foundation with an organic mixture on top so that grass can grow.
  This type of field includes installed drainage systems and offer more play time but are costly.
  NYC’s parks system includes some sand-based fields, such as the Great Lawn in Central Park.
  The third option is synthetic turf, a system that consists of an installed drainage system and what is referred to as synthetic earth, a crumb rubber base made from recycled tires and mixed with sand.
  This base is embedded with polyethylene blades colored a grass-like shade of green.
  Manufacturers, such as AstroPlay and Nexturf, produce artificial turf that consists of a rubber base with no sand, an alternative that is cheaper, but bears less resemblance to natural grass in terms of playability.

In terms of purchasing and installing artificial turf, DPR has been contracting primarily with the manufacturers FieldTurf and AstroPlay.
  FieldTurf’s product consists of a weave of two-and-a-half-inch-long polyethylene and polypropylene emerald green blades set in a porous backing for drainage, with thousands of tiny rubber pellets, made from used tires, sprinkled between the blades for cushioning.
  The material has proved less abrasive than AstroTurf surfaces made of nylon.
  The cost of installation can be up to $1.2 million.

DPR has stated what it believes to be the many benefits of using artificial turf compared to natural grass.  From this perspective, the benefits include improved safety, increased versatility and high durability to support more field use.
  The fields do not require weekly mowing, watering, fertilizing, seeding or other labor and time-intensive maintenance tasks.
  Using artificial turf can also reduce allergy and asthma triggers by removing natural pollens and grass.
  In addition, the fields are usable year-round and the turf wears out much more slowly than natural turf which, DPR states, can add up to savings of more than $25,000 per field each year.
  However, artificial turf has a projected lifetime of 8–10 years and replacement costs are projected at $500,000 or half the cost of the original installation fee.
 
HEALTH AND SAFETY CONCERNS

Similarities in injuries of athletes do exist; however, athletes experienced different types of injuries using natural versus artificial turf.
  Artificial turf players may experience higher incidences of non-contact injuries, surface injuries, muscle-related trauma, and injuries during warmer temperatures.
  Natural turf players have had higher incidences of ligament injuries, long-term injuries, and head and neural trauma.

In addition, athletes can also experience what is known as turf toe.  Turf toe is a condition of pain at the base of the big toe, located at the ball of the foot.
  The condition is usually caused from either jamming the toe, or pushing off repeatedly when running or jumping.
  The most common complaint is pain at the base of the toe, but may also include symptoms of stiffness and swelling.
  The name turf toe comes from the fact that this injury is especially common among athletes who play on artificial turf.
  The hard surface of artificial turf combined with running and jumping in sports such as football and soccer make turf toe a frequent consequence of artificial turf play.
 

The use of artificial turf has raised some long-term environmental and health concerns not only in New York City, but in other regions throughout the United States, as well.  Although artificial turf offers all-weather playability and lower maintenance costs than natural turf, it increases surface temperatures dramatically,
 not only contributing to global warming and the local heat island effect
 by absorbing sunlight and emitting heat, but possibly affecting the health of children using the fields.
  Furthermore, removing grass takes away habitats that serve birds and plant life in the city as well.


In addition, William Crain, a developmental psychologist at CUNY, collected a handful of rubber pellets from a synthetic turf field in Riverside Park and sent it to Rutgers University for a toxicology test.
  The rubber came from recycled tires, and Crain’s toxicology test showed levels of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) far above safety standards set by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation.
  A concentration of highly carcinogenic benzo(a)pyrene was found to be more than eight times above acceptable soil levels.
  However, the study did not determine if the chemicals could be absorbed into the body.  

Emphasis on further testing of artificial turf to determine whether there are any adverse health effects has become an important issue with concerned communities who have children/athletes using artificial fields.  Professor Crain and other researchers at Rutgers University have already secured funding to complete an independent study of the rubber pellets.
  However, the funding is predicated on DPR’s authorization and to date, DPR has denied Professor Crain’s request for further testing, disputing Professor Crain’s use of state soil contamination levels.
  Questions still remain.  

CONCLUSION


Today’s hearing will examine the relative merits of using artificial compared to natural turf and when and how DPR will investigate into whether there are adverse health and environmental effects by using artificial turf.  
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� In 2002, Brigham Young University undertook a preliminary study comparing temperatures at two newly installed fields—one FieldTurf and one sand-based natural turf.  Initial results showed that the surface temperature of the synthetic field was, on average, 39 degrees higher than the natural turf and 8 degrees higher than asphalt.  At its hottest point, the synthetic turf was 86.5 degrees hotter than grass.  The study also found that cooling the synthetic turf with water had very little effect on its temperature.  Similar results were found by researchers at Penn State, who examined the surface temperatures of several different brands of synthetic turf. On FieldTurf, the difference between surface and air temperatures was 37 degrees.


� Urban heat islands are created when grass and trees are replaced by surfaces such as rooftops and asphalt, which absorb heat.  As a result, urban heat islands increase demand for energy, intensify air pollution, and increase heat-related health problems due to the increase in temperature in these locations.  Artificial turf fields absorb rather than reflect sunlight, causing the fields to emit heat.
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