
 
 

Children’s Environmental Health Network 

110 Maryland Avenue Northeast, Suite 404 

Washington, D.C. 20002 

 

October 26, 2017 

To the Honorable Members of the District of Columbia City Council Committee on 

Transportation and the Environment: 

We, the Children’s Environmental Health Network (CEHN), a national nonprofit organization 

working to protect all children from environmental health hazards and promote a healthier 

environment, appreciate the opportunity to share our expert opinion on the safety of artificial turf 

surfaces in areas where children play.   

 

As an organization that focuses on the health and well-being of children we work closely with 

health professionals, child care providers, parents, and the general public to provide educational 

resources, scientific expertise, and best practices to reduce children’s exposure to environmental 

toxicants. Our premier program, the Eco-Healthy Child Care® program, which partners with 

child care professionals to eliminate or reduce environmental health hazards found within or 

around child care facilities receives numerous calls and questions about the dangers associated 

with artificial turf and synthetic surfaces. As you know, companies can develop, sell, and install 

these products without having to prove that they are safe or that the materials used to make them 

are safe. There is no federal agency that requires evidence of short-term or long-term safety to 

our children.   

Because there are no required studies, the companies can accurately claim that “there is no 

conclusive evidence that these products are harmful to children.” That is sometimes interpreted 

to reflect that “these products are safe” or “no children have been harmed by these products.”  

Those conclusions are inaccurate. 

There are numerous types of artificial turf used and installed every day.  After being on the 

market for several years, there are now studies showing the health risks associated with these 

surfaces. For example, the California Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment 

(OEHHA) conducted three laboratory studies in 2007.  One evaluated the level of chemicals 

released that could cause harm to children who either ate or touched tire crumbs and then 

touched their mouths. The other two studies looked at the risk of injury from falls on artificial 

playground surfaces compared to wood chips, and also examined contamination of air or 

water.[1]     

http://www.cehn.org/
http://www.cehn.org/ehcc


Results of OEHHA studies showed that five chemicals, including four polycyclic aromatic 

hydrocarbons (PAHs), were found on wipe samples. PAHs are a group of more than 100 

chemicals, 15 of which are listed as “reasonably anticipated to be human carcinogens” by the 

National Toxicology Program, and they are persistent organic pollutants (POPs). One of the 

PAHs, “chrysene,” was higher than the risk level established by OEHHA, and therefore, could 

possibly increase the chances of a child developing cancer.[1]  

Out of the 32 playgrounds surfaced in recycled tires that the researchers in California looked at, 

only 10 met that state’s 2007 standard for “head impact safety” to reduce brain injury and other 

serious harm in children who fall while playing. In contrast, all five surfaces made of wood chips 

met the safety standard.[1] 

A 2015 report by Yale scientists analyzed the chemicals found in 5 samples from 5 different 

companies that install school athletic fields, and 9 different samples taken from 9 different 

unopened bags of playground rubber mulch. The researchers detected 96 chemicals in the 

samples. Most have never been studied for their health effects, and many have never been 

thoroughly tested.  However, 20% of the chemicals that had been tested are considered probable 

carcinogens and 40% are irritants that can cause breathing problems such as asthma, and/or can 

irritate skin or eyes. [2] 

While the newest artificial turf materials have not yet been studied in these kinds of well-

designed research, they use rubber, plastic, silica sand, and triclosan that have well-established 

risks. It would be unwise to assume that these newer products are safer than the older artificial 

turf products, unless the companies provide information about all the materials that are used and 

independent scientists, such as the ones who did the studies at Yale and at OEHHA, have 

conducted studies to determine the risks. 

Meanwhile, there are issues with all artificial turf products that are well documented:  

 they can cause serious abrasions called “turf burns” 

 Gmax scores indicate that they can get so hard that children are in danger if they fall 

 MRSA (Methicillin- resistant Staphylococcus aureus) and other dangerous bacteria can 

grow in these materials, causing life-threatening infections 

 On warm and/or sunny days, these materials are much hotter than the air or grass with 

temperatures that can reach over 160 degrees Fahrenheit. [3]  

Although grass fields can also get hard, grass fields will quickly recover after rain or watering.  

In contrast, artificial turf that gets a dangerously high Gmax score will not become safe again 

and needs to be removed.   

In conclusion, the scientific evidence clearly shows that children’s safety is at risk when they are 

continually exposed to artificial turf.  There is an opportunity here to make play surfaces in 

Washington, D.C. safer for children. We urge you to fully review and take into consideration the 

health risk associated with synthetic and recycled rubber surfaces. Children are our future 



therefore we must place our policies and actions in the context of their impact on the health and 

well-being of present and future generations. 

Sincerely, 

 

Hester Paul, MS 

National Director, Eco-Healthy Child Care®  

 
Robin Joseph, MPH 

Engagement Manager, Eco-Healthy Child Care®  

Children’s Environmental Health Network 
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