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Three options are set out below: 

1. Make an order to close all local authority playgrounds  
2. Allow local councils to make their own decisions on closing individual playgrounds based 

on local circumstances 
3. Allow playgrounds to remain open and implement certain safety measures 

Background  

Schools and creches have been closed to help in slowing the spread of Covid-19.  This places 
necessary restrictions on movement of children and families.  However, it is important for physical 
and mental health to spend time outdoors to get fresh air and exercise.  

Parks remain open and their use is to be encouraged, while adhering to the public health guidance of 
social distancing, respiratory etiquette and basic hygiene.  Parents are encouraged to bring children 
outdoors in small groups for fun activities like walking/ hiking, riding a bike or scooter, or kicking a 
ball around.  However, playgrounds are in a slightly different category to parks.  They are normally 
contained in size, have multiple surfaces for children to come into contact with, are frequently busy 
and encourage close congregating.   

There is little hard evidence available to make a definitive case either for or against the closure of 
playgrounds.  Where playgrounds have been closed, as they have been in many countries, this 
appears to be preventative and precautionary in nature, rather than based on specific evidence such 
as a cluster that can be traced back to a playground. 

 
Issues 

1. Possible Contamination of Surfaces 
1.1. Playgrounds have multiple contact surfaces and materials: metal, wood, rubber surfacing, 

plastic, artificial grass, wood chips, bark and sand.  Some of these materials, such as sand 
and bark, are not easy to clean. 

1.2. The WHO notes that the Covid-19 virus may persist on surfaces for a few hours or up to 
several days. This may vary under different conditions (e.g. type of surface, temperature or 
humidity of the environment).  Kampf, G et al (2020) found that other coronaviruses, 
including Sars and Mers, can survive on metal, glass and plastic for up to nine days without 
disinfection, and even longer in low temperatures.  It is not yet clear how long Covid-19 can 
survive on other surfaces, although there is some evidence that it does not last as long on 
the absorbent natural fibres in cardboard (van Doremalen, N et al, 2020). 

1.3. The virus can be transmitted by touching contaminated surfaces, but the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention considers that this is not thought to be the main way the 
virus spreads (https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/transmission.html). 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/transmission.html


1.4. Reynolds et al (2005) tested the hygiene of 1061 environmental surfaces across a range of 
settings (shopping, childcare, offices, personal items, and miscellaneous activities e.g gyms, 
airports, restaurants). Samples were tested for a variety of substances, including 
biochemical markers, i.e., haemoglobin, amylase (mucus, saliva, sweat, urine), and urea.  
Surfaces from children’s playground equipment were the most frequently contaminated 
with biochemical markers found in 36% of tests. Pengyuan, L. et al. (2016), in testing for 
enterovirus, analysed 92 wiping samples from ten indoor or outdoor playgrounds.  Seven 
wiping samples (7.61%) tested positive for enterovirus, totalling four out of ten of the 
playgrounds tested. 
 

2. Possibility of Breakdown of Social Distancing 
2.1. The issues here are around maintaining social distancing measures, and are similar to the 

rationale for closing schools and creches.  That said, the fact that playgrounds are generally 
in open air settings makes the rationale to close playgrounds a little less compelling.   

2.2. However, parks have been noticeably busy with children and families since the closure of 
schools and creches.   

2.3. The possibility of children meeting their friends in playgrounds either by coincidence or by 
arrangement, having not seen them for some time due to social distancing measures, 
presents a public health concern that may be difficult to police. 
 

Options 

3. Make an order to close all local authority playgrounds 
3.1. This would be justified on the grounds of public health concerns and consistent with 

measures taken to date.   
3.2. This has already been done in multiple countries, as well as in several local authorities in 

Ireland.   

Greece Closed, 14/03/2020 
Italy (Milan, Rome) Closed, 16/03/2020 
Spain Closed, 16/03/2020 
Belgium Closed, 16/03/2020 
Austria Closed, 15/3/2020 
Germany (North Rhine-Westphalia) Closed, 18/03/2020 
Fingal County Council, Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council, South 
Dublin County Council, Clare County Council, Tipperary Co Co 

Closed, 14/03/2020 

3.3. Benefits: Preventative.   
3.4. Risks: May be an excessive curtailment on activity; may encourage alternative activities, i.e. 

in enclosed areas, that may be less desirable. 
 

4. Allow local councils to make their own decisions on closing individual playgrounds based on 
local circumstances 
4.1. This option could allow playgrounds that are easier to clean and monitor to remain open on 

a case-by-case basis, and for decisions to be made locally.   
4.2. Benefits: Allows for a flexible approach based on local circumstances.  



4.3. Risks: Allows for mixed messaging and inconsistent application; playgrounds that are open 
where others are closed are likely to draw much bigger numbers than usual.  
 

5. Allow playgrounds to remain open and implement certain safety measures 
5.1. It is more difficult to gather information on countries where this is being done.  The New 

York Parks Department has kept its playgrounds open, with advice that vulnerable people 
may wish to avoid going to parks, and that it is not Department policy at present to clear 
playground equipment. 

5.2. Implement some or all of the following measures: 
• Post advice on social distancing and hygiene measures at all entrances to and inside of 

playgrounds.   
• Advise that some parents with vulnerable family members including the elderly and 

those with underlying illnesses may prefer to avoid mixing with larger number of 
children in these playgrounds.     

• Recommend that parents bring disinfectant wipes and hand sanitiser, wash children’s’ 
hands before and after visiting playgrounds, and wipe surfaces before and after playing 
on them. 

• Carry out frequent disinfecting of surfaces that can be disinfected. 
• Where possible, close off surfaces and materials that cannot be disinfected (e.g. 

sandpits). 
• Close off public water fountains. 
• Consider supervision arrangements by council workers, army, garda reserve etc 

including monitoring of numbers in the playground at a time, breaking up larger groups. 
 

5.3. Risks: May be resource intensive, at a time when resources might be more usefully 
deployed elsewhere; has the potential to normalise social gathering of children, potentially 
in large numbers, at odds with the social distancing measures implemented thus far; 
playgrounds are frequently very busy, particularly at weekends. 

5.4. Benefits: Supports some aspects of the health and wellbeing requirements of children and 
families in the face of significant restrictions, i.e. schools, creches, playdates, playcentres; if 
it is accepted that gatherings of children are going to happen in any event, particularly the 
longer the restrictions related to the pandemic remain in place, an open air setting to 
congregate in may be preferable to other settings. 
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