	Critics worry about artificial turf's impact on ecosystem 
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St. Joseph in Montvale is one of 27 North Jersey high schools with artificial turf. The fields use rubber granules from recycled tires.

All those artificial fields being put down in North Jersey may be harmful to the environment and the athletes who use them, researchers say. 

Researchers, environmentalists and grass seed and sod companies are concerned that athletes are exposed to chemicals while playing on the turf. They worry about the impact these fields have on the surrounding ecosystem. Some even believe the fields contribute to global warming.

"In the past five years more and more of these turf fields have been proposed, and more and more concerns have been raised," said Eileen Murphy, director of the division of science, research and technology for the Department of Environmental Protection.

Proponents of synthetic turf, however, say there's no cause for alarm. In fact, they believe these fields are good for the environment because they don't need fertilizers, pesticides or water. Many artificial fields are coated with recycled rubber, which means more than 25 million tires are kept out of landfills every year, according to the Synthetic Turf Council.

"All the research shows is that the environmental impact is all local and very limited," said Rick Doyle, president of the council.

Synthetic turf fields have become popular in North Jersey, where constant use has reduced many fields to dirt and left them rutted with holes that are dangerous to athletes.
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The turf is generally made with plastic fibers stitched onto a nylon mat to resemble blades of grass. Granules of chrome rubber, sometimes mixed with sand, are sprinkled on the field to make it spongier than in the early days of Astroturf, which was often criticized as too hard to play on. 

"It's much more like natural grass than it ever was before," Doyle said. "It's not even the same product that was used 30 years ago in the Astrodome." 

Artificial turf is now or will soon be in use on fields at six of the seven colleges and universities that have athletic programs in North Jersey. Twenty-seven of the 73 public and private high school football teams in North Jersey now play on artificial turf. Synthetic fields have also become the rage at municipal parks, with taxpayers from Dumont to Franklin Lakes paying millions to have them installed.

The irony, environmentalists say, is that a number of these fake grass projects have been subsidized by the state's Green Acres program -- money intended for land preservation.

In recent years, state officials have Green Acres funds for 13 artificial turf projects, including parks in Fort Lee, Garfield, Lodi, Park Ridge, Wayne and Bergen County's Overpeck Park in Leonia. Teaneck recently voted to seek the funds for its $2.5 million plan to replace two muddy soccer fields with artificial turf.

But even as one division of the DEP is approving these grants, another is acknowledging the need to study the health effects of ground-up rubber tires and other materials in the turf.

Early research suggests children could be harmed by breathing the chemicals in the turf or by getting it on their skin or in their mouths, the DEP's Murphy said.

"We call it one of our emerging issues," she said. 

The DEP hopes to begin a study of the potential health impacts within the next six months, she said.

Other concerns include fake turf's impact on surrounding streams and soil, particularly when heavy rains wash the rubber granules off the field. In some instances, the problem is compounded by the fact that the fields have been installed in wetlands areas, where they further upset the area's ecology.

Grass seed and sod companies -- who clearly have a stake in the matter -- claim the fields contribute to global warming. Ground temperatures on synthetic fields have reached 200 degrees on hot days. Natural grass rarely raises the ground temperature above 85 degrees, according to the research by the New Hampshire-based Turf Grass Managers Association.

"These synthetic fields can become their own little heat islands," said Bob O'Quinn, a spokesman for Turf Producers International, an Illinois-based sod and seed group. "In contrast, the cooling effect of natural turf is extremely significant."

Others warn of the potential health impact on players exposed to blood and body fluids -- which are not absorbed or washed off as easily on artificial fields. 

Brad Park, a sports turf education and research coordinator for Rutgers University School of Environmental and Biological Sciences, says towns need to be aware that the fields are not permanent and disposing of them could potentially be a financial and environmental headache in the future.

"The municipalities and school districts that are considering synthetic turf are not asking some of these environmental questions. They should be," he said.

Park said officials could consider replacing grass and sod each year to keep the fields fresh for play. 

"If you look long term, and add up all the future costs, towns might be better off replacing their sod every year and training their staff on better turf management practices," he said.

In the meantime, environmentalists are questioning why state officials are letting towns pay for synthetic turf fields with "Green Acres" funds.

"So we're going to allow different places to install artificial turf and then we're going to study it?" said Jeff Tittel, executive director of the New Jersey Sierra Club. "That makes no sense. What are you going to do -- have the kids who play on these fields act like guinea pigs?"

Dee Ann Ipp, a Teaneck resident who urged her township council to drop the turf proposal, thinks many voters would be upset to learn they supported an open space fund "in which millions of dollars can be spent on something that isn't green at all." 

But Ralph Siegel, spokesman for the Garden State Preservation Authority, said the Green Acres program is intended to pay for a variety of recreational projects, including paving pathways through parks and surfacing parking lots next to recreation buildings.

"These grants are given to municipalities to improve recreational services, and it's generally left to the towns to determine what their needs are, whether it's a new parking lot or an artificial turf field," he said.
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