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Date:  January 11, 2021
To: Honorable Town Council
Cc: Watertown School Committee

We are writing in regard to the Memorandum of Understanding between Buckingham, 
Browne & Nichols School and the Town of Watertown regarding plans for open green 
space and shared recreational use of the Grove St site and Filippello Park. We applaud 
the intent of the agreement, but request clarification about one important point.  
Although the MOU makes no mention of the material composition of the proposed 
playing fields, the site plan for the Grove St property in the accompanying presentation 
of November 2020 labels two fields as “Synthetic Turf.”  

The Watertown Environment and Energy Efficiency Committee is proud that Watertown 
has become a true leader in environmental sustainability, committed to strategies that 
help to reduce our contributions to climate change and environmental degradation and 
that prioritize the health and well-being of our community, both now and for the future.  
This commitment includes maintaining as much natural green space as possible, done 
with environmentally sound management. We applaud that Town property maintenance 
is 100% pesticide free.  

Watertown citizens and government care deeply about the health of our immediate and 
broader community. Therefore, after years of concern among our citizens about the 
artificial turf that was installed at Victory Field in 2010, we were blindsided by the 
designation of artificial turf included in the Grove St project. Research has shown that 
there are multiple serious environmental and health impacts associated with artificial turf
fields, and of course these are intermingled.  Buckingham, Browne and Nichols is a 
prestigious school that cares as much as Watertown does about its student athletes.

Environmental and health impacts of artificial turf include:

 Air temperatures above artificial turf fields on sunny days are even hotter than 
they are above asphalt.  At a time when Watertown is facing increasing numbers 



of heat waves and high heat days due to climate change, and is committed to 
mitigating the dangerous effects of these for the health of our citizens through 
tree-planting and other efforts, artificial turf would have a negative impact. By 
contrast, natural turf fields provide some cooling in hot weather through 
transpiration, lowering air temperatures.

 Most synthetic turf contains toxic PFAS (Per- and Poly-fluoroalkyl Substances). 
These are the toxic “forever” chemicals that pollute groundwater, remain in the 
environment for 100 years or longer, and are very difficult to remove. The 
groundwater from this site flows through Watertown and into the Charles River. 
Contamination of groundwater and of water flowing into the river would be 
entirely at odds with Watertown’s outstanding commitment to high standards of 
water management and avoidance of contamination of the Charles. 

 Artificial turf cannot be recycled and contains multiple toxic substances. It has a 
limited useful life, usually estimated at 8-10 years, after which it becomes 
hazardous waste. Watertown is currently researching how to reduce waste and 
increase recycling. The installation of artificial turf that will become a large 
quantity of toxic waste is entirely contrary to environmentally sustainable 
practices.

 Documented severe direct health issues associated with artificial turf include heat
stroke and other heat-related illness, deadly staph infections, and cancer in 
young athletes. References are attached regarding these. Among them is a 
recent report that found 47 deaths from heat stroke in high school athletes 
playing on artificial turf fields in the U.S. from 1995 to 2019. From a purely 
practical standpoint, if the reason for installing artificial turf is to have more 
playing time available, that reason disappears with the necessity of avoiding its 
use on more and more hot days.

In summary, we feel that there is a very strong case to be made against any new 
installation of this material in Watertown. There is much expertise available, both locally 
and within Massachusetts, about environmentally safe management of natural turf fields
that experience heavy use. We applaud the intent of maximizing green space in 
Watertown for all the health and environmental benefits it offers. We strongly 
recommend that BB&N and the Town of Watertown consult together and develop a plan
that does not include the use of artificial turf on any of the proposed playing fields.   



References

From Resilient Watertown website:

Open Space

Watertown Land Cover
Watertown is a dense urban community with a history as an industrial center. This has 
resulted in large areas of buildings and pavement. These impervious spaces make up 
nearly 57% of the land cover in Watertown. 
As Watertown evolves we seek to build spaces that integrate greenspace and tree 
canopy throughout in order to reduce urban heat, intercept stormwater, and create 
restorative places for people.

Artificial Turf Fact Sheet:
https://www.turi.org/content/download/13271/203906/file/Factsheet.Artificial
%20Turf.September2020.pdf

Heat-related health risks:
https://ctmirror.org/category/ct-viewpoints/student-athletes-risk-injury-in-steamy-
workouts/

Other health risks:
US National Library of Medicine National Institutes of Health:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6396308/

Toxic waste problem:
 https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2019/12/artificial-turf-fields-are-piling-no-
recycling-fix/603874/

Managing natural grass athletic fields:
https://www.stma.org/natural-grass-athletic-fields/

https://www.stma.org/natural-grass-athletic-fields/
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