Area athletic directors maintain artificial turf poses no risk

New types are free of the lead-tainted nylon in question, they say 
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For many athletic directors in Somerset and Hunterdon counties, fake grass is better than the real deal. 

It's easier to maintain. The surface is smoother, eliminating ground bumps that could cause trips and sprains. Kids can wipe off their cleats and resume play just moments after a downpour. 

And this week, athletic officials are also insisting that those fields aren't poisonous. 

After a dozen tests at artificial turf fields, the state Department of Health and Senior Services warned this week that two nylon-based samples contained levels of lead up to 10 times higher than state's residential soil standard for cleanup of contaminated properties. 

That announcement stoked some concern from parents, but athletic directors and scholastic sports officials say most high school fields in New Jersey use FieldTurf or its polyethylene-based cousins -- which don't contain nylon. 

"All the new turfs are polyethylene," said Tony Maselli, the athletic director at Montgomery High School, which uses Sprinturf, from a manufacturer based in Wayne, Pa. "No one does the new turf anymore with the nylon." 

The contaminated samples were found at Frank Sinatra Park in Hoboken and the College of New Jersey, shuttering both sites and leaving the Ewing college scrambling to find a new location for May graduation ceremonies. Lead poisoning can trigger learning disabilities and behavioral problems, and seizures, coma and death in severe cases, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

But officials say that shouldn't be a concern on most high school fields. 

Within the last few years, high schools in Somerset County, including Bridgewater-Raritan, Montgomery, Ridge and Immaculata, have installed synthetic turf fields -- opting for the polyethylene-based fibers. In Hunterdon, schools such as Delaware Valley Regional and Voorhees high schools have mulled purchasing fake turf, officials said. 

Immaculata High School in Somerville may hire a company to conduct an independent assessment of the safety of its $750,000 artificial turf field -- but primarily to assuage parental worry, said Pierce Frauenheim, the school's athletic director. 

Other schools won't even go that far. 

At Hillsborough High School, the $550,000 synthetic turf field is made from FieldTurf's polyethylene-based fibers, and athletic director Mike Fanizzi said there's not much for the school to do in terms of ramping up safety precautions -- a sentiment echoed by his counterparts. 

"I've gotten a few calls and queries, but I didn't get the panic reaction that I kind of expected," said Rich Shello, the athletic director at Ridge High School in Bernards, whose $600,000 FieldTurf field was the first to be installed at a Somerset County high school. 

In Bernardsville, where a nasty dispute pitting the Somerset Hills School District and a private fundraising group against a coalition of neighbors dragged on for much of last year, officials have a contract in place with FieldTurf once they get municipal approvals to begin construction, officials said. 

"We did exhaustive research on it, and we felt that (FieldTurf) was the Cadillac of the infill turf companies out there," said Doug Smoot, president of the fundraising group Somerset Hills Athletic Facility Fund. 

That battle to install turf at Bernards High School is still before the borough's board of adjustment, which is expected to vote on the project tomorrow. 

The inquiry from New Jersey's health department -- which federal officials say is the first state to bring the topic of lead in artificial turf to the attention of the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission -- has prompted the agency to investigate the issue. 

The commission has produced no previous findings regarding lead in turf, said Scott Wolfson, a spokesman for the agency. 

"Since it'd be federal and national in scope, our work would impact fields across the county," he said. 

Brad Park, sports turf research and education coordinator at Rutgers University, said the AstroTurf pinpointed in the state health department's study dates back to the 1960s. Its abrasive surface could burn and rip skin as athletes played on it, leaving the bloodstream directly exposed to the material. 

"I would be reluctant to go to the extent to say that there should be a moratorium," said Park of the polyethylene-based material such as FieldTurf. "That's a little strong. On the other hand, I see the argument for additional research and some consistency in the methods that are used" in research. 

But until more findings emerge, most athletic directors are sitting tight. 

"We'll wait on some kind of directive," said Fanizzi, of Hillsborough. "But at this point, it was just the AstroTurf in question."

