Artificial Turf denied at Atherton Elementary School
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No artificial turf at Encinal School
* Existing grass field will be refurbished, but won't be available until February. 

by Rory Brown 

The Menlo Park City Council refused to support the construction of an adult-sized artificial turf soccer field at Encinal School, and now council members are turning their attention to a local field shortage that is about to get worse. 

The council voted 3-2 on April 3 to turn down a request by the Menlo Park City School District to help fund the construction of an artificial turf field at the Atherton elementary school, citing neighborhood opposition and environmental concerns. After the council denied the request, the school board on April 4 opted to refurbish the existing, smaller grass field instead. 

The artificial turf field could have been operational by the fall soccer season, but the grass field won't be restored until February 2008, meaning local sports groups will have one less field at their disposal. 

"It's going to be a tough soccer season," said Councilman John Boyle. "With fewer fields, there will be a little less availability. We'll be able to get by, but it'll just be a little more challenging." 

Sharing the cost 

Councilmen Boyle and Richard Cline urged their colleagues to endorse putting aside $600,000 to help the school district build the artificial turf field. 

In return for the contribution, the city would have been guaranteed use of the field for at least 15 years, and the artificial turf field would have been the only adult-sized soccer field at the city's disposal. Sports groups have called for artificial turf fields because they can be played on year-round. 

School officials said the district needed city funds to help cover the estimated $1.2 million cost of building the adult-sized soccer field, which would have been 270 feet by 350 feet - about 75 percent larger than the existing field, which is 180 by 300 feet. 

The cost of revamping the grass field is estimated to be $360,000 to $400,000, district officials said. 

Health, safety concerns 

Although Menlo Park officials and sports groups have repeatedly stressed the need for additional fields, council members Kelly Fergusson, Andy Cohen and Heyward Robinson said there were too many unanswered questions concerning the effects on the surrounding neighborhood, and the health, safety and environmental impacts of artificial turf. 

Among the concerns are injuries caused by playing on the harder surface, the fact that the artificial turf gets warmer than grass, and the environmental effects of replacing grass with an artificial surface. Also, neighbors complained about traffic and noise from increased use of the field, and said an adult-sized field doesn't belong at an elementary school. 

Twenty residents spoke out against the artificial turf field at the council's April 3 meeting, and none spoke in favor of it. 

"This may be a very good solution for Menlo Park to gain a soccer field, but it's just not a good solution for the children," said Elizabeth Blois, who lives adjacent to the school. 

Is artificial turf the future? 

Despite neighbors' concerns, Councilman Cline said artificial turf is key in solving the city's sports field shortage. He noted that by resurfacing existing grass fields with artificial turf, the city can accommodate more sports groups without having to buy additional land. 

"(Artificial) Turf will be considered from here on out," he said at the council meeting. "The problem is now unmet again. We've got to solve a big field issue." 
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