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The Polit ics of  Playgrounds: Part  1
T hursday, Fe bruary 19 t h, 2009  at  3:10 pm -  by St e phanie  Marudas. File d
unde r: Communit y.

(Update 3:10 PM: City recreation officials have informed us that they are in the process
of fixing problems at the American Legion playground, which we highlighted in our
report. Read below for more information).

As p art o f the  late st b ud g e t cris is  g rip p ing  Philad e lp hia, all c ity ag e ncie s have
g ive n Mayor Michae l Nut t e r a l is t o f re co mme nd atio ns fo r ho w to  cut
o p e ratio ns in the ir d e p artme nts b y 10  p e rce nt, 20  p e rce nt and  30  p e rce nt.  City
re cre atio n o ffic ials  have  ind icate d  that if Nutte r cuts the ir d e p artme nt b y 20
p e rce nt o r 30  p e rce nt, the re  wil l b e  a ne g ative  imp act o n mainte nance  and
safe ty at fac il i tie s b e cause  le ss p e o p le  wil l b e  o n the  jo b  to  d o  the  wo rk.

But re cre atio n o ffic ials  are  sti l l  re e ling  fro m the  last ro und  o f b ud g e t cuts in
No ve mb e r 20 0 8 , whe n the  Mayo r cut fund ing  fo r the  c ity's  ice  skating  rinks and
swimming  p o o ls. In re sp o nse , Philad e lp hia Flye rs chairman Ed Snide r p ut up
the  financial sup p o rt to  he lp  ke e p  o p e n the  ice  rinks. But re cre atio n o ffic ials  are
sti l l  scramb ling  with a fund rais ing  camp aig n to  ke e p  o p e n at le ast 30  o f the
city's  72 swimming  p o o ls this  summe r.

Re cre atio n co mmissio ne r Susan Slawson  has ke p t co mmunity invo lve me nt at
the  fo re fro nt o f he r o rg anizatio n. She 's b e e n urg ing  c ity re s id e nts to  fre q ue nt
the  fac il i tie s, p artic ip ate  in c le an-up s, and  ke e p  an e ye  o ut fo r g raffiti  artis ts  o r
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d rug  d e ale rs at the  fac il i tie s.

But o ne  o f Slawso n's firs t majo r hurd le s as co mmissio ne r came  this  p ast
summe r afte r she  starte d  the  jo b . At the  time , City Co ntro lle r Alan But kovit z
re le ase d  an audit  c iting  the  re cre atio n d e p artme nt fo r safe ty vio latio ns at 75
facil i tie s in 20 0 7, the n und e r Slawso n's p re d e ce sso r. In Octo b e r, we
int e rvie we d Slawson about  t he  audit , which she  assig ne d  he r d e p uty
co mmissio ne r o f o p e ratio ns, Michae l Johnson , to  tackle .

This mo nth, we  me t with Jo hnso n to  se e  what p ro g re ss had  b e e n mad e . He
p re se nte d  us with a thick re p o rt that his  staff re ce ntly p ut to g e the r. Jo hnso n
flip p e d  thro ug h the  re p o rt p ag e  b y p ag e , and  sho we d  us b e fo re  and  afte r sho ts
o f e ach p ho to g rap h c ite d  in the  Butko vitz  aud it.

Michael  J ohns on and the recreation depar tm ent' s  res pons e to

the Butkovi tz  aud i t

In re sp o nse  to  the  aud it, Jo hnso n says his staff p ro ce sse d  72 ne w wo rk o rd e rs
that inc lud e d  fixing  fe nce s, re mo ving  o ve rg ro wn we e d s, p ainting , re p airing
re stro o m p lumb ing , co ve ring  e xp o se d  wiring  and  unclo g g ing  d rains and  ve nts.
His staff c le ane d  mo re  than 16 0 0  o f the  20 0 0  ve nts curre ntly in o p e ratio n at
vario us fac il i tie s, and  wil l finish the  re st b y the  e nd  o f the  sp ring . Be sid e s
g e ne rating  he althie r air ins id e  the  fac il i tie s, Jo hnso n says the  c le ane d  ve nts are
running  mo re  e ffic ie ntly and  are  e xp e cte d  to  save  the  c ity so me  mo ne y.

Jo hnso n says he  ap p re ciate d  the  Butko vitz  aud it b e cause  it he lp e d  him
und e rstand  crucial safe ty co nce rns at fac il i tie s, se t p rio ritie s, and  cre ate  ne w
insp e ctio n syste ms. He  e xp e cts the  ne w p ro ce d ure s to  make  his staff mo re
re sp o nsive  and  e ffic ie nt, as we ll as g e ne rate  saving s b y ad d re ssing  p ro b le ms
in a time ly manne r and  fo cusing  mo re  o n p re ve ntative  mainte nance . Jo hnso n
alre ad y b e lie ve s his staff is  making  p ro g re ss. He re  are  so me  b e nchmarks he
says his staff has acco mp lishe d  o ve r the  last s ix mo nths:

Re duce d Backlog of  Work Orde rs fro m 2,46 1 o rd e rs to  76 9 . The  b acklo g
includ e d  so me  re q ue sts d ating  b ack to  20 0 1. Jo hnso n's staff d ismisse d  o rd e rs
re q uiring  cap ital imp ro ve me nts wo rth $ 15,0 0 0  o r mo re , which the  c ity's
De p artme nt o f Pub lic  Pro p e rty must hand le ; and  also  e liminate d  o rd e rs to  d o
up g rad e s fo r e q uip me nt alre ad y in g o o d  wo rking  o rd e r.

Re duce d Ave rage  Re sponse  T ime  t o Comple t e  Work Orde rs. Last ye ar at this
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time , it to o k re cre atio n p e rso nne l 247 d ays to  co mp le te  a wo rk o rd e r. To d ay, it
take s the  d e p artme nt, o n ave rag e , 47.8  d ays to  g e t the  jo b  d o ne .

Comple t e d 275 p layg ro und  wo rk o rd e rs.

Ope rat ion Cle an St art . Jo hnso n's staff launche d  this  initiative  to  c le an up  and
fully re p air re cre atio nal fac il i tie s. The  strate g y invo lve s d e p lo ying  8 0 % o f the
re cre atio n d e p artme nt's  p e rso nne l, and  vo lunte e rs fro m the  co mmunity fo r thre e
d ays at the  targ e te d  s ite . Since  Octo b e r, re cre atio n o ffic ials  have  carrie d  o ut
Op e ratio n Cle an Start at 12 re cre atio nal fac il i tie s. By using  vo lunte e rs, Jo hnso n
says the  c ity has save d  $ 26 9 ,0 0 0  c le aning  up  tho se  12 fac il i tie s.
Ad d itio nal c le anup s are  sche d ule d  fo r this  sp ring .

Ne w Maint e nance  Proce dure s will b e  imp le me nte d . Care take rs at e ach fac il i ty
wil l d o  d aily insp e ctio ns fo r safe ty hazard s and  re mo ve  any d e b ris . The
care take r's  sup e rviso r wil l d o  we e kly insp e ctio ns. The  sup e rviso r's  manag e r wil l
d o  insp e ctio ns twice  a mo nth.

Ne w Inspe ct ion Form wil l  b e  use d . He re 's a draf t  of  t he  f orm. It' s  mo re
d e taile d  than p re vio us fo rms use d  b y the  d e p artme nt. Care take rs at the
facil i tie s, sup e rviso rs, and  manag e rs wil l use  it to  l is t p ro b le ms, so lutio ns, and
future  p re ve ntative  mainte nance  p lans to  ke e p  p ro b le ms fro m re o ccurring .

Whe n we  me t with Michae l Jo hnso n and  se ve ral o f his  staff me mb e rs, we
sho we d  the m p ho to g rap hs o f the  Ame rican Le g io n Playg ro und  that o ne  o f o ur
re ad e rs, Be t h Ann Le ach , se nt us. One  p ho to  re ve als a missing  hand  rail o n the
way up  to  a s lid ing  b o ard , whe re  he r thre e  ye ar o ld  so n Jarre t has falle n se ve ral
time s as a re sult.

Mis s ing handra i l  up  to  s l ide  a t Ph i lade lph ia ' s

Am er ican Leg ion p layground

Se ve ral o the r p ho to s sho w a ho le  b o ard e d -up  to  co ve r whe re  a s lid ing
b o ard  use d  to  b e . But the  ho le  is  b o ard e d -up  o n o ne  s id e  and  no t o n the  o the r.
Le ach b e lie ve s the  ho le  sho uld  b e  b o ard e d -up  o n b o th s id e s b e cause  child re n
climb  in it and  s it the re . As a re sult, she  says the  b o ard  is  we ake ning  and  co uld
so o n co llap se  and  cause  a child  to  g e t hurt.
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Ins ide view of ho le  where ch i ld ren s i t a t

Ph i lade lph ia ' s  Am er ican Leg ion p layground

Outs ide view of boarded-up ho le  a t

Ph i lade lph ia ' s  Am er ican Leg ion p layground.

Leach fears  the board cou ld  co l laps e and a

ch i ld  cou ld  get hur t.

In re sp o nse  to  Le ach's p ho to s, Jo hnso n and  his staff said  the y wo uld  install a
hand  rail whe re  the  o ne  is  curre ntly miss ing . But the y d id  no t co mmit to  b o ard ing
up  the  ho le  o n b o th s id e s as Le ach has re q ue ste d .

After publishing our story this morning, city recreation officials informed us this
afternoon that they are taking care of the above problems at the American Legion
Playground that concerned our reader, Beth Ann Leach. As a result, a new hand rail
has been installed and will be painted in a couple days.
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« Pre vious Post Ne xt  Post  »

Here ' s  the new hand ra i l  ci ty recreation

officia ls  have ins ta l led  a t Ph i lade lph ia ' s

Am er ican Leg ion p layground

City recreation officials have also decided to cap the hole that Leach was concerned
about. The hole will be boarded up on both sides to prevent children from sitting there in
the future. We also want to let you that Michael Johnson, deputy commissioner for
operations at the recreation department, has requested that residents contact him
directly with complaints, concerns or photos. Here's the link  where you can find contact
information for Michael Johnson and his operations staff.

Re ad  Part  2 ab o ut why so me  Philad e lp hia p layg ro und s are  missing  swing  se ts
and  o the r p layg ro und  e q uip me nt.

Share T his

Co mme nts are  c lo se d .
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