
         Neighborhood and school playgrounds 

are places that kids play, get fit and make 

friends. We expect playgrounds to be safe 

and clean environments for children to play 

in. However, too many playgrounds across 

America have unsafe play equipment and 

are not well-maintained. Some may pose 

environmental health hazards such as the 

ones discussed in this guide. 

          Children are more vulnerable to envi-

ronmental health hazards because their 

bodies are still growing. Proportionally, they 

eat, drink, and breathe more per pound of 

body weight than adults. Children like to 

explore, which can expose them to more 

environmental threats than adults. But, 

they also do not know how to identify and 

protect themselves from these hazards.  
Children should be supervised at playgrounds 

Special Topics:  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Playgrounds &  

Toxic Threats  

1) It is important that the playground equip-

ment is age appropriate. Consider the size 

and difficulty of certain playground equip-

ment.  Young children have different physical 

abilities than older children and should not 

be playing on equipment that is meant for 

older children. 

 

2) Look at the surfacing in the playground.  

The  surface should break falls. Loose-fill or 

synthetic material such as wood chips is  

preferred.  

3) Playgrounds should always be supervised.  

Children should not be permitted to play on 

the equipment without an adult  to monitor 

their activities.   

 

4) Take a visual survey of the play-

ground and look at how well main-

tained it is.  Look to see if there is 

any broken equipment, how close 

the playground is to traffic, if there 

is any trash on the premises, and for 

toxic threats described in this guide.  

There are four main things to consider when measuring how safe a playground is: 
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What is Chromated Copper Arsenate? 

Chromated Copper Arsenate, or CCA, is a toxic 

heavy metal compound used to treat and preserve 

wood. Copper acts as a fungicide, chromium binds 

the wood, and arsenic, which the US Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and the World Health Or-

ganization (WHO) have classified as a known hu-

man carcinogen (cancer-causing substance) is an 

insecticide. The CCA treated wood has a greenish 

tint and has been used in thousands of play sets, 

railings, decks, and picnic tables. 
 

Federal and State Laws Concerning CCA 

In 2001, the Consumer Product Safety Commission 

(CPSC) petitioned the US Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) to ban the use of CCA wood in play-

ground equipment. Makers of CCA wood agreed to 

put an end to the sale of CCA wood for most con-

sumer products by December 2003. CCA wood is 

no longer being produced for residential settings, 

including decks and play sets. CCA laws and regula-

tions vary between states.  

 

Although its use has been phased out in the 

US since 2003, structures built with CCA wood 

can continue to cause environmental and 

health problems due toxic chemicals seeping 

into surrounding areas.  

 

Call your state environmental health agency  to 

see what laws govern the sealing or removal of 

existing  CCA - treated wood structures. 

If your neighborhood or childõs school is plan-

ning a playground renovation project, here are 

some alternatives to CCA-Treated Wood:  

§ Plastic & Rubber Lumber: Non-hazardous, 

often made from recycled materials, low 

maintenance, non-toxic 

§ Composite Lumber: Made from plastic and 

wood, high resistance, low maintenance, 

made from recycled materials 

§ RotðResistant Wood: Cedar, redwood, cy-

press, mahogany, and ironwoods are natu-

rally resistant to decay and insects; very 

durable. Look for Forest Stewardship Council 

(FSC)-certified wood. 

§ Arsenic-free wood: Alkaline copper quater-

nary (ACQ) , borates, copper azole, cypro-

conazole, propiconazole  

Check if the wood has been treated with CCA: 

§ A greenish tint indicates that it should be 

tested for CCA 

§ Order a test kit from the Environmental Work-

ing Group (See Resources). The test kit will 

determine how much CCA is in the wood. 

§ If you know the wood contains CCA, take this 

guide to the schoolõs principal or the play-

ground administrator. 

§ Ask that the CCA treated wood be sealed or 

removed. 
 

If you are not satisfied with the actions taken you 

can contact your local state environmental or 

health agency. 

 

Short and long term health effects after CCA 

exposure may include: 

§ Chromium: skin irritation and ulcers; irritation 

of mucous membranes; sensitive skin; lung 

irritation; lung cancer 

§ Copper: common cold symptoms, including 

congestion and fever; lung damage; liver 

damage and cancer 

§ Arsenic: eyes and skin irritation, rashes, and 

lesions; darkening of skin; breakdown of the 

peripheral nervous system; liver damage; 

abnormal heart function; hearing loss; sup-

pressed immune system. 

Children can be exposed to CCA treated wooden 

outdoor equipmentñlike public and backyard 

play sets, railings, decks, and picnic tables.  The 

most common cause of CCA exposure for chil-

dren is skin contact, but inhalation and inges-

tion can also be hazardous. Chromium and ar-

senic seep out of the wood and can stick to 

childrenõs clothing and hands. Because children 

frequently put their hands in their mouths they 

can accidentally swallow CCA.  
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Lead is a blue-gray metal found naturally in our envi-

ronment. Exposure is mainly through lead-based 

paints, contaminated soil, dust and drinking water 

(lead pipes, soldered pipes). Although deteriorating 

paint in homes/schools is the leading cause of lead 

poisoning in children, playgrounds may add to the 

risk. Because of weathering and time, old lead paint 

on playground equipment can deteriorate into chips 

and dust that contain lead.  
 

Federal Laws Concerning Lead Paints 

In 1978, the Consumer Product Safety Commission 

(CPSC) banned the sale of lead paint for consumer 

use. In 1992, Congress enacted the Residential 

Lead-Based Paint Hazard Reduction Act that defined 

lead paint as 0.5% lead by weight. This lead level in 

paint may still be a hazard if breathed in or swal-

lowed. However, paint containing lead is still avail-

able for commercial and other uses and could have 

been applied on playground equipment. Some play-

ground equipment may have been repainted a few 

times. Some older layers of paint may contain lead.  

The bare soil sur-

rounding the play-

ground equipment  

may also be con-

taminated with lead 

from deteriorating 

lead-based paint 

from the equipment 

or from unrelated 

sources such as 

nearby highway, 

steel structures, 

local sources of 

lead or previous industrial use of the property. In 

2008, EPA issued the Lead Renovation Rule.  

Contractors doing renovation projects that dis-

turb lead-based paint in homes, child care facili-

ties and schools built before 1978, have to be 

certified and follow specific work practices to 

prevent lead contamination.  This rule is in full 

effect as of April 22, 2010. 

Ask school/playground officials to conduct indoor 

and outdoor lead hazard assessments. This in-

cludes a visual inspection of the playground equip-

ment, paint testing/sampling, characterization of 

the hazard and development of control measures.  
 

Deteriorating paint that contains lead levels equal 

to or above O.5% should be given priority when 

implementing lead hazard control measures. Offi-

cials and playground maintenance managers may 

want to consider long-term control measures for 

playground equipment coated with paint which 

contains lesser amounts of lead (between 0.06% 

and 0.5%). 
 

Bare soil surrounding play equipment should also 

be tested to see if lead contamination has accumu-

lated there. 

¶ Screen your child for lead poisoning: Blood 

tests measure how much lead is in your 

blood to estimate the amount of your most 

recent exposure.  

¶ To reduce your childõs risk of lead exposure, 

wash their  hands and faces often to re-

move dusts and soils. Regularly clean the 

house of dust and tracked-in soil (using 

soap and water is adequate).  

¶ Child-proof lead-based painted surfaces like 

windows and window sills, doors and door 

frames, etc.  

 

Children are more at risk to the health effects of 

lead. Symptoms of lead poisoning in children 

can vary depending on the level of lead in a 

childõs blood and other factors such as nutrition.  

Ingestion of lead adds up in the body and many 

seemingly unrelated forms of lead exposure may 

add up to intensify the overall risk of lead poi-

soning. Common symptoms include behavioral 

problems, learning disabilities, hearing problems 

and growth retardation. The Center for Disease 

Control set the blood lead level of concern for 

children at 10 mg/dl, but also states that ad-

verse health effects exist at all levels. 
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