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9/4/08 

 

Hi, 

 

Some of you may have caught the SF Chronicle article on lead in artificial fields. The issue 

with lead in the SF Chronicle has to do with labeling, as required by Prop 65- not safety. If 

you could care less, then you can stop reading. However if this is an issue for you or your 

program then read on and save this e-mail for questions. 

 

There are various debates going on about artificial fields. With regard to the lead issue in 

specific, the Consumer Product Safety Commission recently did a study and concluded that 

there is no health risk. Shortly after this, someone came out and said the study was flawed. 

And so it goes and will go for years. 

 

An artificial field starts with an 18” excavation. In the bottom of the excavation, they place 

a geotextile fabric, which allows water to pass through, but does not allow the dirt to 

migrate upward. Then a network of drainpipes followed by drain rock topped by small pea 

gravel which is graded flat. Then the plastic artificial carpet is put down. This looks like a 

cheap plastic green carpet with a black fiber backing. The backing is porous so the water 

can go through and the plastic is woven through the backing with 2-2 1/2 “ green plastic 

fibers. 

 

Once the carpet is down, the seams are glued and/or sewn together. Then a mixture of 

sand and crumb rubber (ground up tires that are cryogenically frozen, broken into a billion 

little pieces, washed and treated to remove metals) is put onto the field and brushed into 

the plastic fibers so that only the top ½” of the fiber shows. 

 

There are four main issues with artificial fields. 

 

They get hot. The black crumb rubber absorbs heat resulting in a field, which can be as 

much as 30 degrees hotter than the surrounding air. Those that have played on these fields 

in places like Danville know exactly how hot they can get. While I consider this a serious 

issue, it really doesn’t apply to Gilman which is located by the S.F. Bay so the temperature 

is not only quite a bit cooler but the breezes help dissipate the heat. 

 

The crumb rubber off gases toxic material when heated. This one is a little less clear. Yes it 

off gases when heated in a lab (to 140 degrees although there is some thinking that off 

gassing might start to happen at 120 degrees), but what is the impact on players of this gas 

that is being diluted by air the minute it starts to rise? What does the air sampling show at 

2’ off the ground? At 4’? And even assuming trace elements, what is the health impact of 

exposure that in most cases doesn't exceed 6 hours per week. 



 

At Gilman, the field temperature will never reach the 120-degree temperature where off 

gassing is detected and given the air movement, one would be hard pressed to see this as 

an important issue for these fields. 

 

There is lead in some of the fields, including Gilman, but this lead level was evaluated by 

the Consumer Product Safety Commission (and others) who concluded that the lead does 

not pose a health risk. The fields at Gilman have a lead contend of 0.1 to 0.5 PPM (parts per 

million) while CPSC allows children's toys are to have a lead content of 300 PPM. 

 

Finally there has been some discussion of increased staph infections due to the fact that 

biological material isn’t regularly washed off the surface as in an irrigated grass field. A 

study at Penn State University found no basis for this concern, although more work will be 

done in this area. 

 

In all the above, I’m no scientist, just someone who has an interest in the topic and 

regularly gets and reads material about this topic from esoteric sources like Environmental 

and Human Health, Inc.- the company that did the off gassing study. Good sources for the 

general topic include athleticturf.net (a website about field maintenance/development 

issues) and synturf.org (a website devoted to artificial turf, sponsored I assume by the 

Synthetic Turf Council or some similar but it does provide references to both positive and 

negative articles). 

 

If I hear anything different than above, I will let you know. I am quite certain there will be 

more news articles about artificial turf in the future. 

 

Doug 

 


