Turf battle Groups say fields pose health risks
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Rubber granules from the infill of the 
artificial turf on Tyngsboro High School's
 Pierce Field. Sun/Jennifer Amy Myers 

There is no need for fertilizer on Tyngsboro High School's Pierce Field. The vibrant green grass looks terrific at the first sign of the spring thaw and deep into November. 

Kneel down and take a closer look. It is not grass, and that is not soil. 

The "grass" of the field, manufactured by Sprinturf is polyethylene. The "soil" is tiny rubber granules made from ground-up tires. 

Installing its $675,000 field of dreams last year, Tyngsboro joined Lowell High School's Cawley Stadium and University of Massachusetts Lowell's Cushing Field, which both use the FieldTurf brand, in the elite ranks of the artificially turfed, a group that grows each year. 

Billerica and Wilmington officials are investigating the possibility, while Westford is raising money to build two synthetic fields on the East Boston Camps property and one at Westford Academy. 

But, could the low-maintenance, expensive artificial turf lusted after by athletic directors and facilities managers nationwide for its durability, low-maintenance and ability to reduce athletic injuries be hazardous to the environment and health of a community's residents? 

A group of public-health officials in Connecticut and a citizens' group in Wayland think so, but local officials are not sold. 

Amid pressure from the citizens' advocacy group Wayland 10, officials in that town agreed last month to monitor water run-off from a planned artificial turf playing field. 

The group cited concerns about chemicals such as arsenic, lead, nickel and zinc from the ground tire in-fill leaching into nearby wells that feed the town's drinking water supply. 

However, on July 12 James Doucett, deputy director of the state Department of Environmental Protection, wrote that the DEP believes the use of tire crumb in synthetic fields is an acceptable recycling use for rubber that "does not warrant further review" by the state. 

Environment and Human Health, Inc., a Connecticut non-profit group of doctors and public-health officials, is asking for a moratorium on the installation of synthetic playing surfaces until more studies on the long-term effects to public health can be completed. 

A preliminary test funded by EHHI and conducted by the Connecticut Agricultural Experiment Station showed that volatile organic compounds are being released from the rubber as temperatures on the field rise. 

"Our biggest concern is out-gassing," EHHI President Nancy Alderman said. "When the rubber particles in these fields heat up they are releasing volatile organic compounds into the air that act as carcinogens, neurotoxins and skin irritants." 

State Department of Public Health spokeswoman Donna Rheaume said the agency does not have a stance on artificial turf. 

Peter Flynn, chairman of Billerica's Field Turf Committee, is collecting information and interviewing turf companies. He said the Wayland situation did pique his concern, but he has been convinced that the turf is safe. 

"We have been reassured by the companies that they have not found any pollution into town drinking water systems," said Flynn, Billerica Memorial High School's head football coach. "We are really doing our homework and feel really good about turf as a playing surface." 

UMass Lowell Athletic Director Dana Skinner said the school installed turf in 2001, and the experience has been all positive. 

"It has served our student athletes well and we have been able to rent the facility around the clock, allowing us to generate revenues to maintain our facilities," Skinner said. "If there were any health concerns, they would have been raised by the professionals during the design process." 

Tyngsboro Selectman Richard Lemoine, UMass Lowell's director of environmental health and safety, said he sees no reason to be concerned. 

"I've never seen a sheen come of the field or noticed an odor," he said. "These turf fields have been going down for quite a while. If they were using anything toxic it would have hit the industry. The DEP and EPA are not concerned." 

Lemoine added that using artificial turf eliminates the need for harmful fertilizers and pesticides that are running off into waterways adjacent to grass fields. 

"By putting these fields in you are eliminating a host of environmental threats," he added. 

In a study conducted for the town of Concord, Pamela Lamie, a human health risk-assessment expert with the environmental engineering firm Camp, Dresser and McKee, stated that in her opinion, "the artificial turf field would present no significant risk to human health." 

In her report, she cites the long-term use of rubber crumb in California playgrounds as well as the fact that the same chemicals found in the rubber are present in car exhaust. 

Westford Parks and Recreation Director Pat Savage said that with tight budgets, the town just cannot afford to continue maintaining grass fields and is moving forward with its plans for artificial turf. 

"It is not like these fields are brand new, the studies have been done," she said. "The fields do heat up, but we aren't going to be out there playing when it is 100 degrees. Nothing is perfect, but it is the best alternative." 

A study conducted by the University of Massachusetts' Chelsea Center for Recycling and Economic Development concluded that it is reasonable to use recycled scrap tires in civil engineering projects, however field studies should be conducted over long periods of time to deduce the impact on the environment depending on particular local water and soil conditions. 

Alderman says her group is backing a similar idea. 

"We are not saying that artificial fields should never be put in, just asking that if you haven't already put one in you wait until there is more conclusive testing," Alderman said. "These fields can cost up to $1 million, imagine if they had to be torn up?"
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