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Planning & Regulation Committee – 18 February 2008

Item PN7

Installation of a synthetic grass sports and play area at Whitchurch Primary School; application number S. 12/07

Written submission by Kate Preston

In response to the report by the OCC Head of Sustainable Development

I am a parent at Whitchurch Primary School, and was until December 2007 a member of the Governing Body. I have asked Charles Cotgreave to draw your attention to my comments in his submission to the planning meeting, but as there may not be time to present them in full I would ask you to read them in advance.

I believe that this development is an irresponsible use of public funds. The decision to vote for the SPS was by no means fully supported by governors, and was made on the basis of the erroneous information that the funds would have to be given back to the LEA if not spent on this project.

Despite governors’ requests, there was no independent consultation about the decision, no quantifiable evidence of need, no risk assessment and no soil analysis. Parents and children were not consulted in any way about the decision. Governors were not shown plans until the meeting in which they were required to vote, and have  not been shown a contract or terms of the guarantee. The headteacher repeatedly refused to consider any alternative options before the vote was taken, and has only agreed to consult with independent advisors if planning permission is refused.

The statement that the school field is not used for two-thirds of the school year is arbitrary and inaccurate. No evidence of this was presented to governors, and it does not tally with reports from pupils at the school. There has been no explanation for why staggering playtimes would be ‘unfeasible’, particularly as it is successful in many small schools.

There have been a number of injuries to children on the small area of this surface that has already been installed. The  surface is not synthetic grass but a material very much like a pan scourer. Children, including my own, have suffered painful friction burns. Injuries are likely to increase drastically in number and severity on a large area of this surface when many children are running around. This also carries obvious risks of litigation. 

Lastly, the manufacturer’s website and brochure clearly show a layer of recycled rubber granules in the system’s underlay. Recycled rubber granules are known to leach carcinogenic and teratogenic chemicals into groundwater; this is scientific fact. Several houses neighbouring the school rely on wells, rather than the mains supply, for their water. Will the OCC planning department confirm that it is confident to take responsibility for approving these materials despite this knowledge?
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After reading the Report by Head of Sustainable Development, I feel that the objections raised by Third Parties have not been given sufficient weight in the deliberations.  Since the Application was registered, in May 2007, it has become increasingly apparent that 

the applicant failed to consult adequately or discuss openly

 with parents

 with the wider local community

 with independent experts
and as a result, some valid areas of concern were not raised in the period allocated in the summer of last year.   

I believe that the downside of installing SPS was not adequately considered, and that there are good environmentally preferable alternatives that merit consideration (particularly in the light of Oxfordshire Structure Plan policies EN1 and EN2, DfES Sustainable Schools consultation papers, and the EcoSchools and Future First initiatives).

In my submission to the meeting I wish to enlarge on the last two points.

SPS has various drawbacks, such as sand dispersal throughout the site, regular disinfection to deal with bacterial build-up, unquantifiable long-term health risks associated with its constituents as well as the immediate hazard of skin burns.  If the SPS is installed it will leave very little grass for the children to play on (see plan).
Preferable alternatives would retain rather than destroy grass.  It is self-cleaning through natural anti-microbial activity,  an important factor in carbon-dioxide fixation and oxygen production, safe to play on, and sustainable and capable of improvement at relatively low cost by methods which improve drainage, and remedy wear and compaction. These include improved aeration, drainage and the use of more robust strains of grass.
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