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Safety Of Turf—Natural Or Synthetic

The startling fact that
consumer products each
year injure 20 million
Americans, permanently
disable 110,000, and kill
30,000 more led to the
hearings before the sub-
committee on Commerce
and Finance concerned
with bills to protect con-
sumers against unreason-
able risk of injury from
hazardous products.

The safety of synthetic
turf was questioned dur-
ing these hearings. The
hearings have been com-
pleted and it seems a good
time to summarize the
subcommittee findings and
discuss synthetic and nat-
ural turf,

The first artificial turf
sports surface was in-
stalled in 1964 on a field-
house floor at Moses
Brown Prep School in
Providence, Rhode Island.

The first synthetic out-
door football surfaces were
installed in 1967 on stadi-
um fields at Indiana State
University and Seattle
Memorial High School.
The popularity of the ar-
tificial surfaces increased
rapidly to the point where
42% of all National Foot-
ball League games were
played on synthetic turf in
1971.

There are now more
than 100 football fields in
the United States con-
structed of synthetic turf.

Many cities and schools
are considering the instal-
lation of synthetic turf.

There is disagreement
over the usefulness and
safety of synthetic turf.

By JOHN H. HALL
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The subcommittee at-

tempted to shed some
light on the question of
the safety of synthetic
turf.

Mr. Edward R. Garvey,
executive director of the
National Football League
Players Association relat-
ed the complaints of NFL
players to the members of
the subcommittee. He not-
ed player complaints of
sore knees and ankle
joints, increased burns, ex-
cessive heat build-up, sec-
ondary injury from the
bouncing effect, and in-
creased danger of helmets
grabbing on synthetic sur-
faces.

Dr. James G. GQGarrick,
orthopedic surgeon and as-
sistant professor at the
University of Washington
presented data from local-
ly conducted research that
involved 228 games played
by 26 high school football
teams and 1350 players.
This data indicated that in
the 1970 football season
there were 0.76 injuries
per game on synthetic turf
and .52 injuries per game
on grass.

Dry synthetic turf pro-
duced .93 injuries per
game compared to .61 in-
juries per game on wet
synthetic turf. Games
played on dry grass turf
produced .53 injuries per
game compared to .50 in-
juries per game on wet
grass.

College level studies by
Dr. Garrick further sup-
port the contention that
dry conditions on either
synthetic or natural turf
lead to increased injuries

as a result of better trac-
tion and harder player-to-
player contact.

Dr. Garrick never con-
tended that his research
had settled the question,
but did indicate that fur-
ther studies were needed.

A witness testifying in
behalf of the synthetic
turf industry later ecriti-
cized the research work of
Dr. Garrick, indicating his
study method was super-
ficial and his results incon-
clusive. Considerable data
was presented by the syn-
thetic turf industry in de-
fense of the safety of their
product. Their survey data
generally contradicted the
findings of Dr. Garrick.

It was generally agreed
that a -more extensive
study was needed to de-
termine whether synthetic
turf is more or less haz-
ardous than natural turf.

There are some impor-
tant advantages to syn-
thetic turf that must be
honestly admitted. The in-
creased wearability does
mean that greater use can
be made of intensive use
areas. Maintenance costs
after installation are less
with synthetic turf.

Uniform cleaning bills
are substantially reduced.

The advantages of nat-
ural turf include the fact
that they are the most eco-
nomical play surface avail-
able for all types of play-
ing fields. An athletic field
installation costs less than
10% of the cost of artifi-
cial turf.

Artificial turf cost esti-
mates for a football field

range from $350,000 to
$400,000.
Natural grass is rela-

tively easy and inexpen-
sive to repair and pro-
vides the coolest playing
surface available. On a
90° F day it is generally
conceded that synthetic
turf will be at least 20°F
hotter than natural grass.

It appears the survival
of synthetic turf for use
on athletic fields hinges
around four unanswered
questions:

1. Is synthetic turf
more or less hazardous
than natural turf?

2. Does the safety of
synthetic turf decrease
with age?.

3. How long will syn-
thetic turf last before it
must be replaced?

4. Can the installation
cost of synthetic turf be
reduced?

The investigations
brought about by the Con-
sumer Product Safety Act
indicate that the answer to
the first question will
likely not be conclusively
determined for 2 to §
years. The answers to the
second and third question
must await time and fur-
ther testing. The current
cost of synthetic turf is
beyond the reach of the
average school athletic
budget. Until the above
questions are conclusive-
ly answered, the future of
synthetic turf remains in
limbo.
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