
PLAYGROUNDS

Playgrounds should be exciting, fun places for children. They 

provide an excellent environment for physical and social 

development, but only if they are safe. 
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1. IMPROPER PROTECTIVE SURFACING: Acceptable
surfaces include hardwood fiber/mulch, sand,
pea gravel and shredded rubber. Surfaces must
be maintained at a depth of 12 inches and
not become compacted. Synthetic or rubber
tiles and mats may also be used under play
equipment.

2. INADEQUATE USE ZONE: A use zone is the area
under and around equipment where a child
might fall. A use zone should be covered with
protective surfacing material and extend a
minimum of 6 feet in all directions from the
edge of stationary play equipment, such as
climbers and chin-up bars.

3. PROTRUSION OR ENTANGLEMENT HAZARDS: These are
hazards that are capable of impaling or cutting
a child, or capable of catching strings or items
of clothing that might be worn around a child’s
neck. Ropes should not be capable of forming a
loop or noose.

4. ENTRAPMENT IN OPENINGS: Children often enter
openings feet first and attempt to slide through
an opening. If the opening is not large enough,
it may allow the body to pass through but
entrap the head.

5. INSUFFICIENT EQUIPMENT SPACING: Equipment
should provide room for children to circulate
and prevent the possibility of a child falling off
one structure and striking another one. Swings
and moving equipment should be located in an
area away from other structures.

6. TRIP HAZARDS: Exposed concrete footings,
containment borders, tree roots and abrupt
changes in surface elevations are common trips
hazards.

7. LACK OF SUPERVISION: A play area should be
designed so that it is easy for a parent or
caregiver to observe children at play.

8. AGE-INAPPROPRIATE ACTIVITIES: Areas for pre-
school age children should be separate from
areas intended for school age children.

9. LACK OF MAINTENANCE: A program of systematic,
preventive maintenance must be present.

10. PINCH, CRUSH, SHEARING AND SHARP EDGE HAZARDS:
Components in the play environment should
not have sharp edges that could cut skin.
Moving parts should be checked for the
potential of crushing or pinching a child’s
finger.

11. PLATFORMS WITH NO GUARDRAILS: Elevated surfaces
should have guardrails that prevent accidental
falls.

12. EQUIPMENT NOT RECOMMENDED FOR PUBLIC
PLAYGROUNDS: Heavy animal figure swings,
multiple occupancy/glider type swings,
exercise swings and trapeze bars are among
the equipment not recommended for public
playgrounds.

‘THE DIRTY DOZEN’

“The Dirty Dozen” publication from the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) highlights 
12 of the most common factors that can lead to playground injuries. You should give proper 
consideration to these factors when installing or maintaining playground equipment. Here is a 
summary of the 12 safety concerns.
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REGULAR INSPECTION AND MAINTENANCE 
A regular and systematic inspection and maintenance 

program should be in place. Visual inspections 

should be performed often—no less than weekly, 

daily if possible. A more detailed inspection should 

be performed no less than monthly. These are best 

practice guidelines and may be adjusted to reflect 

equipment usage and condition. Often, a manufacturer 

provided checklist can be used to guide inspections, 

but if unavailable, a general checklist may be used (see 

Resources). 

If a problem is found, it should be noted and fixed as 

soon as possible. You should make and keep records 

of inspections and repairs, including checklists used 

and manufacturer’s maintenance instructions if 

available. The person responsible for the inspection 

should sign and date the form used. 

SAFETY AUDIT
In addition to an inspection and maintenance program, 

a safety audit should be performed to assess the 

playground’s design, layout and surface materials. A 

trained inspector conducts this audit. Often companies 

that sell playground equipment will perform a 

complimentary or reduced-fee playground audit of 

existing play structures to ensure current national 

standards are being met.

RESOURCES
“ The Dirty Dozen Checklist”: General guide to the 
top 12 safety hazards in America’s playgrounds  
from NRPA.

“ Public Playground Safety Handbook” produced 
by the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission 
(CPSC): Detailed guide to playground safety 
that includes material surface depth chart and 
maintenance checklists.

“ Inspecting Playgrounds for Hazards” produced 
by Chameleon Communications: A 35-minute 
DVD available from the MCIT Video Library that 
provides an in-depth look at how to set up a 
complete playground safety and maintenance 
program and illustrates how to make a safety 
evaluation based on the CPSC  guidelines.

This manual is intended for general information purposes only and should not be construed as legal or coverage advice on any specific matter. 
The appropriate experts should be consulted when making decisions regarding the information provided in this guide.

This resource contains references to various Internet sites. MCIT does not take responsibility for the information or content contained in those 
sites, nor does it exercise any control thereof. Questions concerning this guide should be directed to the MCIT Risk Control Manager at 
1.866.547.6516.
Minnesota Counties Intergovernmental Trust, 100 Empire Dr., Suite 100, St. Paul, MN 55103-1885
www.MCIT.org
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