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They are designed to allow 
children to improve basic mo-
tor skills, develop socials skills 
through interactions with their 
peers, and aid in healthy life-
styles through physical activity.

The new playgrounds being built 
are nothing short of spectacular, 
themed to fit the history, culture, 
and tradition of their communi-
ties. They range from flashy and 
colorful to neutral playscapes de-
signed to blend into the environ-
ment. Some even include musical 
components. 

Municipalities must keep in 
mind – whether it’s a brand new 
playground or one that has been 
around since the dawn of time – 
is safety.

Playground inspections are 
a systematic way of keeping 
playgrounds safe. This proactive 
approach, while time consum-
ing, can also limit accidents and 
injuries, prevent further damage, 
minimize future litigation, and 
create an enjoyable environment 
for users.

There are a wide variety of ele-
ments that can lead to issues at 
playgrounds.

For example, due to lack of up-
keep, playgrounds may have old 
and outdated equipment. If not 
properly maintained, this aged 
equipment can have considerable 
wear and tear leading to weak 
spots, cracks, and other problems 
and equipment failures resulting 
in accidents and injuries. 

Weather conditions can also have 
a significant impact on play-
ground equipment and safety 
surfacing. There are a variety 
of surfaces that can be installed 
and each needs to be maintained 
according to manufacturers’ 
specifications.

Say substantial rain falls on a 
loose-fill surface and pools of 
water collect in high-use areas 
such as under swings and at the 
end of slides, then the safety 
surfacing compacts, reducing its 
integrity. Heavy rain can also 
wash away portions of safety 
surfacing, lowering the total 

amount of fill within a play-
ground, resulting in less than 
ideal levels. 

It’s unfortunate, but inappropri-
ate use and vandalism impact 
the safety of playgrounds. All too 
often families show up to enjoy 
a day at the park to find trash 
and debris, pieces of equipment 
broken off from improper use, 
graffiti, or worse. These careless 
behaviors can lead to injuries if 
they are not addressed.

These are just some of the issues 
that can have a negative impact 
on playground equipment, safe-
ty surfacing, and the surround-
ing environment. They also 
directly impact the frequency at 
which a borough should inspect 
its facilities.

Generally, inspections can be 
broken down into two catego-
ries: low frequency and high 
frequency. 

According to the PLAYCORE 
Inspection & Maintenance 
Guide (www.playcore.com), 

Playgrounds are an essential part of childhood 

development and are part of most parks across 

the Commonwealth. 
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high-frequency inspections 
would be performed daily or 
weekly, looking at changed 
conditions caused by use, weath-
er, and/or vandalism. Low-
frequency inspections performed 
quarterly or semi-annually, are 
proactive, in-depth investigations 
of the equipment and surfacing 
that look for wear and tear. 

Developing a checklist is vital in 
making sure critical components 
are covered during inspections. 
Items to list include:

• Surfacing,

• Moving parts,

• Broken/missing equipment, 
and

• Trash and debris.

Checklist templates can easily be 
found online. In addition, safe-
ty recommendations should be 
available from playground man-
ufacturers as well as in the Public 
Playground Safety Handbook 
from the U.S. Consumer Product 
Safety Commission.   

To enhance playground safety, 
having a certified playground 
safety inspector (CPSI) on staff 
or contracting one to conduct 
inspections provides additional 
knowledge and experience.

CPSIs are certified by the 
National Certification Board 
with the National Recreation 
and Park Association. CPSI 
participants are required to 
prove competency by passing an 

examination every three years 
that covers information from 
both the CPSI Manual and the 
CPSI Field Guide. 

For more information on 
becoming a CPSI, visit the 
Pennsylvania Recreation and 
Park Society website at www.
prps.org.

About the Author: Niki Tourscher 
is the director of training and Get 
Outdoors PA with the PA Recreation 
and Park Society (PRPS). PRPS is 
the principal statewide association 
providing professional development, 
leadership, advocacy, and resources 
for those working and volunteering 
in the parks and recreation field.  
Learn more about the organization at 
www.prps.org. 

Due to lack of upkeep, playgrounds may have old and 
outdated equipment. If not properly maintained, this 
aged equipment can have considerable wear and tear 
leading to weak spots, cracks, and other problems and 
equipment failures resulting in accidents and injuries. 
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Opioid Epidemic  
and Playgrounds
The opioid epidemic is having a major impact on 
Pennsylvanians, but many people don’t realize its 
affect on local park and recreation facilities.

Drug use has increased in PA parks and playgrounds, 
causing safety concerns when drug paraphernalia 
found in and around park facilities. This creates a 
unique opportunity for change in how municipalities 
inspect and maintain their parks and playgrounds.

In high-use areas, especially those with inappropri-
ate use, conducting daily inspections may be war-
ranted. Incorporating training programs for all staff, 
including seasonal, summer, camp, and recreation-
al programming staff, lifeguards, and concession 
stand staff as well as maintenance staff, on how to 
recognize the signs of drug use will aid in following 
appropriate safety protocols.

They should include a call, text, or social media mes-
saging campaign to notify staff when an issue arises.

Bristol Township, Bucks County, for example, has 
used pro-active training and maintenance to ad-
dress issues at its parks. 

“Bristol Township has seen a steep decrease in 
playground vandalism and drug paraphernalia 
since training our staff and volunteers to com-
plete high-frequency inspections in all park areas. 
Spending half of a day educating all staff members, 
civic association members, and park stewards on 
basic playground safety, creating logs to keep staff 
accountable, and following up regularly has created 
a safe parks system that we can all be proud of,” 
said Jessica Fox, director of Bristol Township Parks 
and Recreation.

There are even some park departments and mu-
nicipalities installing sharps containers for needle 
disposal. While some may see this as a controversial 
choice that enables users, the goal is to provide a 
safe place for needle disposal, limiting the likelihood 
of injury to people using and maintaining parks. 

Each community needs to evaluate its playspace, 
user groups, and various other factors to determine 
the most effective and efficient way to keep their 
open spaces safe and enjoyable.

To learn more, email us at 
info@goodforpa.com or  
visit GoodForPA.com/joinus

Pennsylvania is home 
to more than 6,000 local 
parks, contributing to 
the economic vitality of 
their communities.

LOCAL PARKS: 

•  Increase property values and municipal 
tax revenues.

• Reduce vacancy and crime rates.

•  Create more desirable communities and 
an enhanced sense of place.

•  Provide safe and affordable recreation 
and learning opportunities for all.

•  Increase tourism, including extended 
and return visits.

our 
boroughs
good  
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