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EXPLANATORY NOTES

1. This inspection was carried through within the requirements and advice of British Standard (BS) EN1176 2008 Parts 1-7 inclusive as well as BS EN 1177 Procedures adopted are those incorporated in The Playground Inspection and Maintenance Manual – John Hicks 2nd edition 2005. 

2. Additionally reference was made to BS EN16630:2015 which is taken to cover all permanently installed outdoor fitness equipment including fitness and adventure trails and further reference was made to British Standard BS 10075: 2013
3. Inspections employ entirely non-dismantling  procedures.

4.  While the suppliers might prescribe advised ages for use, it has been assumed that the equipment on site is available to all and access for all ages is limited only by carers’ discretion, child size, boldness and abilities. 

5. The standard protocols for equipment accessible to children aged 0-14 were applied in all cases.

6. Some of the equipment inspected does not meet current requirements relating to the marking of equipment,* and so in this respect fails to meet the current standard (BSEN 1176 1.7). No risk arises from this situation which is general throughout the industry.

7. Where concerns relating to safety arise they are highlighted in bold print. In these cases advice or recommendations are offered to reduce identified risk or other problems. 

8. No risk assessment has been made, but where indications of risk are evident they are based upon the information and advice incorporated in Assessing Risk on Children’s Playgrounds - Bob Cook & Peter Heseltine  3rd edition -  RoSPA 2002.

9. Opinions offered in relation to access issues are based upon Accessible and Inclusive Playspace – 2nd edition 2005 – John Hicks
.
There is at present a national debate taking place in relation to the toleration of risk in play and the judgement of the Appeal Court – Regina v Porter 2008 – which dismisses some risks as being ‘fanciful’ or ‘hypothetical’ is noted and these degrees of risk as well as ‘the trivial risks of everyday life’ are subsumed within the term ‘low risk’, which requires no action to be taken
· The fact that an item fails to fully meet the current standard (BSEN 1176) does not mean that it is unsafe.

· Where concerns relating to safety arise they are highlighted in bold print. In these cases advice or recommendations are offered to reduce identified risk or other problems.
Introductory comments 

The inspection was unaccompanied 
This play area serves the needs of children aged 7-12 and, if accompanied, some younger children.

Hedges and fences in sound order and sight lines are obvious Excellent 

The play area is in view of  nearby houses, the village hall and tennis court area and passing local traffic which can reduce risk and add to confidence 
Much of the equipment is old and a bit neglected but remains generally in sound order and plainly well used.
Four ‘leg’ features (recently installed?) in the bark area represent some risk and appear to serve no purpose at present – advise action in this connection

Access

Via a one of two access points and then over well cut grass but the main pedestrian access gate is very stiff and is increasingly  rotten.. 
See the attached advisory note
Signs

Limited 
Seats

One bench. 

Cleanliness

Satisfactory overall.

The equipment

1. Large multiplay unit  located within a raised pit
Very much as reported in the September 2015 report

Surfacing

Degraded bark and related surface material supplemented by tiles at key points. There is extensive weed colonisation here.

The HIC potential of this material must be questioned and early remedial work, replacement  is recommended , is advised.

The retaining walls are rotten and should  be improved.
2. Two plus two cradle and flat seat swings in a further raised pit

Much as the above since the troughed and degraded bark and related surface material as well as extensive weed colonisation is evident

The HIC potential of this material must be also questioned and early remedial work, replacement  is recommended , is advised.

The retaining walls should also be improved.
There is minimal chain wear and some soft edge damage  as well as finger trap potential in chain links . Monitor. Low risk.

The timber frames have extensive areas of filled splits and cracks indicating remedial work undertaken. This was commonly advised at one time but current thinking is that cracks are normal and natural features of timber and so, unless they constitute significant risk of , child injury, splinters, entrapment or structural weakening they should be left – but see the attached advisory note.
Surfacing

Degraded bark as stated above.
.

3. Spring Toy 1 Crazy Daisy
This item ‘grounds’ under moderate load and is noisy in action Low/medium risk.

This is potentially a user friendly item but access will prove difficult for some

Surfacing

Grass troughed and footings exposed 
4. Spring toy 2 M/cycle
Eccentric action evident
This is potentially a user friendly item but access will prove difficult for some

Surfacing

Footings significantly exposed 
5. Runway – generally described as an ‘Aerial flight’ or ‘Zip wire’
Soundly and competently installed . in sound order and a good runner. 
This is potentially a user friendly item but access will prove difficult for some

Surfacing

A strip of wet pour material which provides a good all weather surface but this is not a safety surface. See technical note 6
.

6. A fenced tennis court laid out and marked to form a MUGA.

Not subject to BSEN 1176 requirements but as observed a fine and very desirable asset to any community in good order and entirely fit for purpose
Technical and other terms in general use

When inspection reports are received clients commonly express concern at the fact that they don’t understand what specific terms and advice mean. To rectify this situation there follows a compendium of frequently used technical terms.

1. Bar over chute not in place or not in standard form. Attached (but not stilt or other free standing) slides require a rail or bar across the access opening which should be at a height between 700mm and 900mm and the sides of the starting section should be at least 500mm high. Grip/grasp requirements apply in this case and in every related case unless specifically excluded.

2. Finger trap if an 8mm rod can readily enter an accessible space in a raised section of play equipment then a 25mm rod. must  freely enter too

3. Grip/grasp fail is a reference to the diameter of ladder rungs stiles and related parts that are used for support or balance. Rungs must not exceed 60 mm in diameter (this is the ‘grasp’ requirement); alternatively, the ladder must have handrails between 16 and 45 mm in diameter (the ‘grip’ requirement). ‘Grip’ is related to a child’s need to support weight, while ‘grasp’ is a necessary aid to balance and stability  

4. Head traps occur at heights in excess of 600mm from the ground and in association with completely bound openings such as ladder rungs where probe C fully enters the space but probe D does not There is a theoretical justification for this possibly not being a BS breach if it can be guaranteed that children are all aged over 36months otherwise it can be disregarded.

5. HIC - Head Injury Criterion is a measure of the severity of the potential head injury arising from a series of contrived and recorded impacts from a variety of heights onto impact absorbing materials. BSEN 1177, on the basis of statistical analysis and findings, and in recognition of the severity of head injuries, sets a Head Injury Criterion (HIC) at a tolerance level of 1,000. Additionally, the standard provides a test method for testing any and all surfacing materials approved for use in the impact area of any playground Test methods appropriate to laboratory or ‘on site’ conditions have been agreed but since the use of the required triaxial and uniaxial accelerometers, test rigs and guidance systems are limited in relation both to availability, reliability and cost such procedures are permitted but are generally judged inappropriate for use in the routine cycle of inspections and are seldom justified or wholly persuasive on other occasions. When questions are raised in relation to the effectiveness of safety surfacing reference should  be made to the  certification and guarantees provided by the suppliers of the material as per the original specification and contract.

6. Insufficient safety surfacing For fall heights between 1 metre and 1.5 metres, install surfacing for 1.5 metres all round and for heights between 1.5 and 2.5 metres extend the area to 2.5 metres Roundabouts require safe surfacing to a minimum of 2 metres all round. Cable runways must have 2 metres of surfacing to each side of the runway path. Alternatively loose fill material (LIAS) is scattered or troughed  and so of inadequate depth. LIAS requires regular management since a minimum depth must be maintained at 300mm 
7. LIAS Loose impact attenuating surface such as sand, pea gravel, bark and wood chip.

8. Low, medium or high risk, Expressions of opinion translating as ‘note but no action needed’, ’remedy where possible’ and ‘take action to bar use pending a remedy’. Wheeled sports always incorporate high risk which is mitigated by appropriate location, management, training, and required protective clothing

9. Orientation British Standards require inter alia that suppliers of equipment should provide advice relating to orientation as necessary in relation to sun and wind. Essentially this is a version of the earlier BS 5696 requirement to avoid solar gain on slide chutes which might point north, east or west but never south.
10. Potential crush injury is evident on bridges, or in other positions where e.g. gap dimensions change during use, when the minimum dimension in any position is less than 12mm. See saws and rockers can also cause crush injury. 

11. Safety surface needed In relation to fall heights up to 60 cm grass and loose topsoil are acceptable as a surface, and under favourable conditions such surfaces are safe for falls up to one metre Beyond this point an installed surface is required even within enclosed spaces such as playhouses. 
12. Slide chute is not full width Sliding section of slide chutes should be the full width of the starting section i.e. no gaps to the sides creating ‘toggle’ or potential clothing entrapment. See also the note on finger traps.

13. Swing seats set low  the minimum ground clearance recommended by BS is 350mm – there is no maximum.

14. Unexpected obstacles Objects or parts that intrude into circulation areas and so can trip or cause collision injury.

15. Wet pour   Cast polymeric bound rubber crumb used as a safety surface 
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Inspecting timber framed equipment – specifically rot and decay

There are three fundamental procedures in the inspection of timber in playgrounds

1.Observation – On approaching the item look for changes in surface colour and texture which might indicate problems. The most obvious examples are lighter and darker surfaces which can be ascribed to variations in surface treatments, abrasive surface wear, exposure to light and possibly the presence of replaced sections – this latter might offer a guide to the extent of maintenance and repair on the location. There is often evidence at ground level of surface damage caused by grass strimmer action as well as contact with water retentive surfaces such as bark and  wood chip which are liable to create, conceal and encourage surface growths.

Shading under trees or in the shadow of buildings as well as drip from aphids can encourage surface growths particularly on the exposed top surfaces of linking bar sections and cross bars but these tend to be low risk apart from the degree to which they stain clothing and reduce effective grip .

Look for cracks, splits and shakes which are characteristic of natural timber and generally harmless but three measures of significance are

1. Does the crack run to the heart of the timber section?

2. Does it run between significant fastening points?

3. Is it deep enough to create finger entrapment of splinter injury?

BSEN 1176 4.1.2 specifically warns of the problems associated with water accumulation and retention which might occur in cracks. In some cases securing points retain water and if left almost inevitably rot will develop which to a degree accounts for rotting in the centres of top bars. The fruiting of dry rot spores can be observed characterised by their appearance and distinctive smell

2. Probing – A sharp blade or spike, chisels and terminal screwdrivers are excellent for the purpose. Scraping or pressing on healthy structural posts demonstrates integrity of the timber while the probe if it readily enters soft material  generally indicates rotting or at least saturation likely to develop rot at an early time. A combination of these two techniques can by probing and seeking to lift the surface be a useful indicator of problems since short splinters can indicate rotting and a characteristic loss of strength
It is essential when timber is in contact with the earth or LIAS that by excavating or scraping the post is exposed to the foundations or other ground securing points since it is here, perhaps 10 or more centimetres below ‘ground’ level that the rot is most likely to occur and least likely to be observed. The standard states specifically that annual, and by association operational inspection procedures ‘may require excavation or dismantling of certain parts’

3. Striking timber sections with a mallet or a bar can readily identify problems via a hollow sound, especially in heavy wooden sections or a change in note as the post is struck at different points. These sounds are difficult to describe but are characteristic and immediately recognisable when experienced by anyone who as a child has run along railings with a stick and so knows the sound of loose rails. These experiences are very similar. A rubber or plastic faced hammer is preferable since it can be used in the same way to detect cracking in steel support and linking members.

A Recent Case Study

Plainly there is always a degree of weathering and deterioration arising from exposure and use which is tolerated but singling out only the most conspicuous defects in the apparatus recently examined on one school location I concluded that

The top bar forming the main support of a crossed rope bridge unit displayed surface features suggesting that it might be rotten to the core along its length and certainly was decayed and weakened at key securing points. A steel probe readily entered the wood to a depth of seven (7) centimetres and I advised school staff to prevent access to this unit pending replacement of rotten sections. 

In a report written on the collapse of similar equipment earlier I reported that I had found the following items with evidence of long term rot damage.

Log walk. Very significant internal rotting of the main timber sections has gone undetected prior to a recent collapse of the main top support section. The sections still standing presented as a hazard and were pushed over exposing a totally rotten base. 
Posts and beams  - Probing just above ground level disclosed degrees of internal rotting considered likely to cause collapse of the unit if left untreated or renewed

I went on to state that.

‘It is in the inspector’s view entirely clear that the cause of the timber failure is a combination of inadequate or incomplete treatment of the timber sections at source compounded by an apparent failure to treat and seal , or otherwise protect, drilled and cut surfaces in the fabrication and installation procedures. The degree to which core rotting has occurred at or near drilled fastening points demonstrates this to be far and away the most probable cause of the problem.

The fact that timber is rotting in these ways and at this rate is disturbing but in no way surprising since similar incidents have been reported across the region over the past two years and they appear to derive from similar causes. This problem was the subject of an advisory note in Wiltshire schools in May 2015 which is on the internet..

· First of all EU changes in regulations concerning the surface treatment and preservation of timber appear to have modified the degree to which operators and users can rely upon the durability of new installations.

· Chromated Copper Arsenate – CCA – provided excellent protection but has been banned for at least the last ten years . Some companies install barrier wraps which keep timber away from wet earth and wood bark or chip safety surfaces which are excellent hosts for wood decay fungi, and so prolong its life.

· Imported timber cannot always be relied upon to have undergone the same degree of vacuum pressure impregnation of preservatives as might be guaranteed in the UK in former times.

· The drilling or working of timber during installation or repair is not always accompanied by operatives making good the breached surface protective envelope by freshly treating the exposed surfaces and this must be seen as a major contributory factor in this case and an on-going problem too.

Prolonged exposure to wet conditions is normally a precondition to wood rot since in broad terms it needs a 20% + degree of saturation to sustain fungal growths within this context. This is readily achieved at ground level but otherwise improbable in raised and open situations such as the top bar of a bridge feature. 

In this case we can only look at water retention in untreated areas such as where holes have been drilled or other procedures undertaken or a pre-existing condition unrecognised by the supplier at the time of installation as the causes of present deficiencies and failures. 

Wood destroying fungi and their characteristics (and a note on outcomes)
1. Brown rot fungi colours the timber and displays a characteristic ‘checkerboard’ or cubic form which crumbles readily – domestic dry rot is of this type,Destroy!
2. White rot fungi sometimes brightens the wood colour and might display dark coloured lines demarcating the healthy from the infested area – domestic wet rot is of this type. It is worth cutting out and replacing rotten timber in this case
3. Soft rot fungi attacks exposed surfaces and colours them to a grey/black shade characteristically soft and greasy to the touch. Generally develops in permanently damp timber sections such as those in the ground or LIAS.
The recent, 11/09/ 2015, conviction of a RoSPA accredited inspector for failing to report a rotten swing post which caused life threatening injuries to a child demonstrates both the importance of probe testing and the willingness of the Health and Safety Executive to prosecute. Clearance on the annual inspection must be backed up at quarterly intervals. 

When inquest findings are published on  the tragic death of Akexia Walenkaki in Mile End Park, July 2015, it might be seen as having being caused by the same type of structural failure indicative of an inadequate inspection and maintenance regime  
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Invoice

To undertaking the annual inspection of play equipment and providing a report with advisory notes and recommendations for action  £69 – 10% £62.1 + VAT @ 20%  £12.42
Total = £74.52
PLEASE MAKE PAYMENT TO JOHN HICKS

Alternatively

John Hicks Ltd

Lloyds Bank plc

Univ of B’ham (306261) branch

Sort code 30-62-61

Account number 64486868
Settlement is requested within thirty days of the date above

Calverhall Parish Council

