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Playground Safety Surfacing Materials in Montgomery Parks: Frequently Asked Questions 

 

1.) What is Playground Safety Surfacing and why is it used? 

Falls from play equipment are the most common cause of injury on playgrounds, and most injuries to 

children on playgrounds are due to falls onto insufficient surfacing.  Playground safety surfacing is a 

protective surface that absorbs impacts, in order to reduce the number of injuries and the severity of 

injuries.  The American Society for Testing and Materials has established performance criteria for the 

impact attenuation properties of playground surfacing materials. 

 

2.) What are the factors that are considered when selecting a type of playground surfacing? 

The factors that are considered by Montgomery Parks in selecting playground surfacing include the 

following:  the fall height from the playground equipment, the frequency of playground use, compliance 

with accessibility requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act, specific site limitations (such as 

steep slopes), environmental considerations (such as the presence of tree roots or frequent flooding), 

maintenance, and cost.   

The following article from the National Recreation & Parks Association provides information on some 

considerations for selecting types of playground surfacing materials:   

http://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2012/december/best-laid-plans/ 

 

3.) What types of playground surfacing are considered for use by Montgomery Parks to meet 

accessibility and impact attenuation requirements?  What are the benefits and downsides of each?   

Montgomery Parks uses the following types of playground safety surfacing in parks: 

 Engineered Wood Fiber:  This natural shredded wood surfacing is typically installed to a depth of 

twelve inches to provide effective protection.  It has a low initial cost, is an attractive natural 

material, is easy to install and can be composted or used as landscape mulch at the end of its useful 

life.  The disadvantages of this material are that it requires intensive maintenance to ensure 

accessibility and to maintain proper depths for safety, it holds moisture and is subject to mold and 

weed growth, it decomposes over time requiring frequent replenishment, can harbor foreign 

objects such as broken glass or debris, and it spreads easily outside of a contained area. 

 

 Rubber Tiles:  There are many types of rubber tiles on the market, including those that are made of 

recycled rubber, those that are made of new rubber, and some products with a combination of 

types of rubber.  The benefits are that it’s an easily accessible surface, it provides a consistent level 

of impact attenuation, it wears well over time, is low maintenance and easy to clean, has a long life-

cycle, is relatively easy to repair by replacing individual tiles, and some products can be recycled.  

The disadvantages are that it generates surface heat, and the tiles may curl or cause tripping 

hazards if not installed properly or with adequate base preparation.   

 

http://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2012/december/best-laid-plans/
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 Poured in Place Rubber Surfacing:  This is a two-layer system consisting of rubber particles mixed 

with a polyurethane binder that is hand-troweled in place to provide a seamless surface.  The 

bottom layer is the impact-absorbing layer, made of clean, recycled shredded rubber, and the 

surface wearing layer is made of small, new rubber granules, giving the safety surface its bright 

colors.  The benefits are that it’s an easily accessible, porous stable surface that offers a wide range 

of custom design opportunities, it can be used on sloped surfaces, is low maintenance and is easy to 

clean.  The disadvantages are that it has a high cost, it generates surface heat, it’s more difficult to 

repair and patch than other surfaces, and it cannot be recycled. 

 

 Bonded Rubber:  This is a single layer of clean, shredded, recycled, colored rubber mixed with a 

polyurethane binder that is hand troweled in place to provide a seamless surface.  The benefits of 

this surface are that it’s a stable, accessible porous surface, it can be used over a variety of base 

materials, and it’s especially useful installed above grade in playground locations with mature trees 

and surface roots.  The disadvantages are that it has a high initial cost, relatively short life cycle, can 

be easily vandalized, generates surface heat, and it cannot be recycled.  This type of surfacing is 

used extensively by the National Park Service in the National Capital Region. 

Montgomery Parks is always looking for new surfacing products that are safe, accessible, sustainable, 

long lasting and cost effective. 

 

4.) Are there other materials that can be used? 

There are synthetic turf and carpet systems available that can meet accessibility and impact attenuation 

requirements, but these systems generally have a high cost and short life cycle for the carpet, especially 

in high-use areas.  Materials such as loose shredded rubber, sand and gravel can meet impact 

attenuation requirements but not accessibility requirements.  Materials such as concrete and asphalt 

can meet accessibility requirements but not impact attenuation requirements.  Natural grass and packed 

earth do not meet either requirement. 

 

5.) Please explain your reasoning for continuing to use recycled tires for playground surfacing in parks, 

considering that the Montgomery County Council has banned this material for athletic playing fields.  

The recycled rubber in playground safety surfacing is a different system from that used for artificial turf 

playing fields.  Artificial turf fields use crumb rubber as a loose infill to provide shock absorption.  The 

loose rubber particles can stick to clothing or skin and may be accidentally inhaled or ingested.  Rubber 

tiles, bonded rubber and poured in place playground safety surfacing are mixed with a binding agent 

before they are poured in place or molded as a tile.  Once set, the rubber is locked in place and it is 

unlikely to be inhaled or ingested.   

The majority of playgrounds in Montgomery County utilize engineered wood fiber surfacing.  The use of 

rubber surfacing has been limited to playgrounds with situations that require a different type of 

surfacing or where it would be beneficial to use a different type of surfacing.  Examples of playgrounds 

that utilize rubber surfacing include playgrounds that receive exceptionally high use, sites that provide 
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programs for special populations, steeply sloping sites, areas prone to flooding, and areas with limited 

maintenance access. 

 

6.) Some types of rubber playground surfaces use recycled tires.  Is this material safe for my children? 

Rubber surfacing has been used on playgrounds since the 1990s.  There is no evidence that this material 

is toxic and causes harm to children if ingested, touched or inhaled on a playground.  However, concerns 

have been raised by the public about the safety of recycled tire crumb used in playing fields and 

playgrounds in the United States, and existing studies do not comprehensively evaluate the concerns 

about health risks from exposure to tire crumb.    

Because of the need for additional information, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention/Agency for Toxic Substances and disease Registry (ATSDR), 

and the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) have launched a multi-agency action plan to 

study key environmental human health questions.  The study began in February 2016, and a status 

report was released in December 2016.  By summer 2017, the EPA is intending to release conclusions on 

their study of the characterization of the chemicals and materials found in tire crumbs, and the 

characterization of the exposure scenarios for those who use turf fields containing tire crumbs.  The 

report will also outline any additional research needs and next steps.  The CPSC is conducting a 

playground surfacing study, which will continue in 2017 after the EPA study is completed.  The CPSC 

study aims to provide a better understanding of potential exposures children may experience by using 

playgrounds with recycled tire surfacing. 

In December 2016, the CPSC reported that no specific chemical hazards from recycled tires in 

playground surfacing were known at that time, but suggested the following precautions to limit 

exposure: 

 Avoid mouth contact with playground surfacing materials 

 Avoid eating or drinking while directly on playground surfaces and wash hands before handling 

food 

 Limit the time at a playground on extremely hot days 

 Clean hands and exposed skin after visiting the playground and consider changing clothes if 

evidence of tire materials is visible on fabrics 

 Clean any toys that were used on a playground after a visit 

Additional information on the federal study and frequently asked questions may be found at the links 

below: 

 https://www.epa.gov/chemical-research/federal-research-recycled-tire-crumb-used-playing-
fields 

 https://www.cpsc.gov/Safety-Education/Safety-Education-Centers/Crumb-Rubber-Safety-
Information-Center 

 https://www.epa.gov/chemical-research/tire-crumb-questions-and-answers 

 https://www.cpsc.gov/content/status-report-on-tire-crumb-rubber-full-questions-and-answers 
 

https://www.epa.gov/chemical-research/federal-research-recycled-tire-crumb-used-playing-fields
https://www.epa.gov/chemical-research/federal-research-recycled-tire-crumb-used-playing-fields
https://www.cpsc.gov/Safety-Education/Safety-Education-Centers/Crumb-Rubber-Safety-Information-Center
https://www.cpsc.gov/Safety-Education/Safety-Education-Centers/Crumb-Rubber-Safety-Information-Center
https://www.epa.gov/chemical-research/tire-crumb-questions-and-answers
https://www.cpsc.gov/content/status-report-on-tire-crumb-rubber-full-questions-and-answers
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Montgomery Parks will continue to monitor the Federal studies and will abide by any recommendations 

that are made for playground surfacing materials. 

 

7.) Rubber play surfaces also generate heat.  Are there ways to decrease the heat of the surface and if 

so, what are they?  

The best ways to decrease the surface temperature of any play surface is to select lighter colors to 

deflect sunlight and to provide shade to minimize the effects of the sun.  For example, bright colors 

were deliberately selected at Kemp Mill Urban Park to reduce the overall surface temperature of the 

playground and to create an inviting and playful environment for children.  In addition, mature trees 

were preserved around the edges of the playground and approximately 25 new canopy trees were 

planted in and around the play surface to provide shade during the summer months.  When accessing 

any surface exposed to direct sunlight for a prolonged period of time, it is advisable to exercise caution, 

especially when bringing children's skin in contact with the surfaces. 

 

8.) What type of material was used for the playground surface at Kemp Mill Urban Park and why was 

this product selected?  Will the rubber surfacing release toxins into nearby Sligo Creek? 

There are two types of playground safety surface used at Kemp Mill Urban Park.  The toddler play area 

consists of engineered wood fiber surfacing.  The toddler play equipment has no elevated play surfaces 

and does not require protective surfacing.  The play equipment was incorporated into a wood fiber bed 

located adjacent to existing, mature trees.   

The remainder of the playground is surfaced with a four-inch thick, poured-in-place rubber surface.  The 

surface consists of a 3-1/2 inch base layer of impact-absorbing clean, recycled shredded rubber, and a ½-

inch surface wearing layer of small, new and colorful rubber granules.  This type of surface is the best 

choice for installation on steep playground slopes without fear of the material migrating.  The design 

intent for the playground was to increase play opportunities within the limited footprint of the 

playground by providing play opportunities on multiple levels.  Loose wood fiber could not be used on 

the sloped areas and if used in level areas would need to be maintained on a daily basis in a heavily used 

playground with tall structures to ensure that the proper depth of surfacing is maintained.  Given the 

high use of the playground and the limited available access for maintenance vehicles to dump loads of 

wood fiber, the poured-in-place surfacing was determined to be the best choice for this park. 

The Montgomery County Department of Permitting Services (DPS) requires rainwater runoff from 

impervious surfaces to be treated to remove pollutants.  DPS considers all types of playground surfaces 

to be impervious, and this runoff is filtered through the same type of stormwater management facilities 

that filter runoff from roads, which are exposed to tire materials, oil and gasoline.  The presence of 

heavy metals, especially zinc, are often identified as a concern with the use of recycled tires.  Studies by 

the University of Maryland show that bioretention facilities, such as those used in Kemp Mill Park, are 

highly effective in removing zinc and other heavy metals from stormwater, in addition to many other 

types of pollutants.  We have no evidence to suggest that toxins will be released from the playground 

surfacing into Sligo Creek. 
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9.) How many playgrounds in Montgomery Parks use rubber playground surfacing? Are other 

playgrounds being installed or planned for the future with recycled tire surfacing?  

Montgomery Parks has 283 playgrounds within the park system, and more than 90% of these 

playgrounds use engineered wood fiber surfacing.  There are 20 playgrounds in Montgomery Parks that 

utilize rubber surfacing: three with rubber tile surfacing, ten with poured in place surfacing or paths, 

four with bonded rubber surfacing, and three with a combination of engineered wood fiber with poured 

in place rubber accessible routes to the playground equipment.  Future playgrounds that are proposed 

for rubber surfacing include the Wheaton Library and Recreation Center (tile surface), Dale Drive 

Neighborhood Park (tile surface), and Woodside Urban Park (poured in place surfacing).  

 

 


