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INTRODUCTION

As you know, it is the Parks Department’s mission to provide clean and healthy spaces for New Yorkers to get exercise and enjoy the outdoors. Across the city, Parks are havens for New Yorkers to use playgrounds, go for a swim, walk a dog, or play their favorite sports.  To achieve our mission, we have to look for safe and creative ways to build, operate and maintain the myriad of facilities and resources the public demands. To that end, I am happy to be here today to speak about Introductions 739, 896, and 918.  I also want to thank Nancy Clark from the Department of Health for her introduction. The Parks Department works closely with the Health Department on a variety of public health issues impacting parks and most recently on studying the safety of synthetic turf fields.   

USE OF SYNTHETIC TURF AND SAFETY SURFACE – INTRO 739

Synthetic turf has become a widely used alternative for cities, sports teams, and universities across the country. While we consider New York City to be at the forefront of the urban open space management, we are not alone in using synthetic turf as a tool to increase fitness opportunities for park users of all ages. There are at least 6,000 of synthetic fields in the world and 3,000 fields in North America.  In 2008, 700 fields were installed worldwide.  In New York State, there are over 200 fields.   Locally, these types of fields can be found at Giants Stadium, Rutgers University, Columbia University and Fordham University and at a number of other colleges and universities in the metro area, along with public, private, and parochial schools in the region.   They are used by 21 NFL teams, 74 NCAA Division I teams, many more Division II and Division III teams, 3 Major League Baseball teams and 3 Major League Soccer teams.  

BENEFITS OF SYNTHETIC TURF

Obviously, from the breadth and scope of installation in 2008 alone, many have found synthetic turf to be a tremendous benefit, opening up and expanding recreational opportunities and access for our youth and athletic-minded park users.  These fields provide New Yorkers of all ages with greater access to places where they can exercise, which helps them fight obesity.  Additionally, improved safety, increased versatility, higher durability to support more field use, and carbon footprint with no required weekly mowing, watering, fertilizing, seeding, or other time-intensive maintenance tasks, make synthetic turf fields an asset to our users and staff. Additionally, they are usable year-round, can be played on after heavy rain, and wear out much more slowly. A synthetic turf field is expected to last 8 to 10 years, whereas a heavily used natural grass field wears down quicker without adequate rest, reseeding, and extensive care.

These new fields have a transformative effect on our field system.  They fill a critical shortage of available ballfield space in New York City. With a population growing both in size and diversity, New Yorkers need more field space, because more sports are being played than ever before. While many New Yorkers still play baseball and football, soccer has become extremely popular, and cricket, rugby, ultimate Frisbee, and lacrosse are also growing in popularity. These sports also tend to be high impact games and create a great deal of wear-and-tear on field surfaces. 

To fill those critical shortages, we have been able to provide more fields by converting asphalt yards to synthetic turf fields.  Conversions of asphalt yards to synthetic turf have led to the single biggest increase in usable field time. We have been able to increase access to fields in neighborhoods like East and Central Harlem that did not have many available fields.  Young people and adults can now play their favorite sports right in their neighborhood. And thanks to the Mayor’s PlaNYC, we will be converting 25 more asphalt lots to new fields.  

SAFETY AND TESTING OF SYNTHETIC FIELDS

Parks takes great efforts to ensure we are installing the safest materials at all of our Parks sites throughout the city.  Synthetic turf has existed in some form or fashion since the 1950s and has evolved into the current sophisticated technology we use today.  These new fields are designed to protect against all sorts of sports-related injuries.  Very often, when we’ve chosen a certain type of field to install at a particular site based on the specifications and needs of that field, we know that new emerging technologies are always coming to market that will provide safer, more cost-effective protection to our park users in the future.  

In December 2007, at an oversight hearing of this committee, Commissioner Benepe discussed the safety benefits of synthetic turf fields. He discussed how synthetic turf fields are tested by an independent party to ensure compliance with Consumer Product Safety Commission standards, which address serious potential head and fall injuries. However, knowing that our fields protect against head trauma is not enough.  We need to know that our fields are non-toxic and provide a safe and chemical-free playing environment.  That is why Parks has continued to work closely with the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene on a number of projects involving synthetic turf fields. Last April, DOHMH issued a comprehensive literature review of existing scientific research into the health impacts of synthetic turf fields.  Funded by a grant from the New York Community Trust, the report found that exposure to crumb rubber is unlikely to increase the risk for any adverse health impact. 

Parks has adopted a number of recommendations from the review, including establishment of a new procurement protocol requiring testing of all synthetic turf materials prior to their installation in a park. The report noted that elevated heat levels associated with synthetic turf fields could increase the risk of heat-related illnesses among field users. Parks has since posted signs at all synthetic turf fields cautioning the public about heat-related illnesses, stopped use of black crumb rubber from recycled tires in new projects and is using a number of alternative infill materials that retain less heat than crumb rubber.  We are exploring new technologies that are safe and better for the environment, including carpet style turf and alternative infill materials such as thermoplastic granules, a virgin rubber product known as EPDM, ground coconut or walnut shells and sand coated with acrylic or food grade elastomer.  We’ve also started to install water “misters” near the benches of fields that might get particularly hot in an effort to allow players to cool down more easily and continue to look for ways to reduce the summertime temperatures on synthetic turf fields.  

The DOHMH report also found that there was little research into air concentrations of chemicals of potential concern above outdoor synthetic turf fields. DOHMH agreed to conduct those tests at two Parks Department fields: Thomas Jefferson Park in Manhattan and Mullaly Park in the Bronx. 

While establishing background levels for chemicals of potential concern at both fields, a sample of crumb rubber from Thomas Jefferson Park was found to exceed the EPA standard for lead in outdoor playgrounds. None of the other chemicals of potential concern were found to exceed EPA standards.  There is no EPA standard for lead levels in crumb rubber, but using the EPA standard for bare soil is appropriate and protective for assessing lead in crumb rubber.  To test these fields, Parks and DOHMH adopted the standard for playground soil as the closest equivalent. At the request of DOHMH, Parks conducted a series of tests which confirmed the elevated lead levels found by DOHMH. The average lead content for the thirty-one samples taken was 502 parts per million (ppm), with 15 samples falling below the 400 ppm standard and 16 coming in above that level. The field was closed due to the elevated lead levels and will be replaced this winter. We expect to have the field open for play by the end of April. 

Using protocols developed by DOHMH, Parks is currently testing of all synthetic turf fields for lead content.   To date, we are pleased to report that all fields with crumb rubber infill have tested negative (with the exception of Thomas Jefferson) for elevated lead levels.  We are continuing to test all "carpet style" fields and turf and carpet play areas, and will share those results when we expect to complete the testing by the end of February, weather-permitting.

CONCLUSION – INTRO 739
Intro 739 bans the use of crumb rubber infill material, calls for a moratorium on new synthetic turf installations and replacement of existing synthetic turf fields over a 12-month period. However, given the benefits of synthetic turf and absent substantial data supporting a legitimate health or safety issue, a replacement program as currently outlined in Intro 739 is not in the city’s best interest.  The total ban on crumb rubber infill material appears to be overly broad. The DOHMH literature review mentioned earlier did not find evidence of an elevated human health risk due to chemicals contained in crumb rubber infill.  A moratorium on new synthetic turf installations will only delay needed renovations, leaving the public with fewer opportunities to use safe, high quality playing fields. Similarly, replacing all existing synthetic turf fields over a 12-month period would disrupt the schedules of hundreds of youth and adult leagues.  

SIGNAGE IN PLAYGROUNDS – INTRO 896

Safety is and will remain the Parks Department’s highest priority at our playgrounds. Thankfully, New York City's playgrounds are the best and safest in the country, due to protective safety surfacing that meets all industry and regulatory codes. Complementing the quality of our equipment, we have an extensive signage system that promotes safety. Throughout the city, over 2,000 signs are posted at playgrounds reminding park patrons to wear shoes and appropriate clothing, especially when it gets hot.  And, we will continue to ensure that signs are posted at every playground and in different languages where appropriate.  
As we mentioned, ensuring the safety of users is a primary concern when designing parks and playgrounds. The rubber safety mats that are used in playgrounds are considered state-of-the-art and have prevented many serious injuries.  We inspect all play equipment regularly using the most comprehensive playground and park inspection system in the country, and we have been nationally recognized for safety.  All play equipment complies with the rigorous standards established by the American Society for Testing and Materials and the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission.

Now, we recognize that when temperatures rise, all outdoor surfaces get hot.  Where possible, we are proactively building roofs over play equipment and planting trees to help provide shade.  Some have questioned if different colors other than black were used on our safety surface if there would be a significant reduction in temperature.  We are not aware of evidence of significant benefits coming for a change of color, but continue to track new technologies to be implemented should we see benefits to health and safety for our users.

We appreciate the thoughtfulness put into the crafting of Introduction 896. While we think our work in this area renders the bill duplicative, we hope we can continue to work with you on these issues and address concerns you may have.
AGENCY COLLABORATION ON PLAY AREA SURFACES – INTRO 918

Lastly, I’d like to thank my colleagues from the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene for addressing Introduction 918.  We support their analysis and articulation of their position, and look forward to a continued great working relationship on these and many other important issues.
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