November 18, 2004

Bigelow Cooperative Daycare, Inc.

Zero Garden Street

Cambridge, MA  02138

To the parents and staff at the Bigelow Cooperative Daycare:

I wanted to write to you directly about the strong concerns that have been expressed about the Alexander Kemp Playground at the Cambridge Common.  As a resident, parent, and the Commissioner of Public Works, I would like to assure you that I share your concerns for the health and safety of children using all playgrounds in Cambridge, and Alexander Kemp Playground specifically.

The most recent episode involving the experience of children at the Alexander Kemp Playground was truly unfortunate.  It is unacceptable for children to find unsanitary and dangerous materials on their play structures or in the tot lot.  In that instance, we performed as we always do when alerted to or find such circumstances- we cleaned it up.

I would like to clarify that the Department of Public Works inspects and cleans the Alexander Kemp Playground five days a week.  (A thorough cleaning of the entire Common takes place three times per week; two days a week it is inspected and cleaned as needed.)  Additionally, any time we get a call about an unsanitary or unsafe condition of the Common or any of the other parks and playgrounds, we dispatch a crew to rectify the situation immediately.  These calls could come from visitors, residents, or other departments, including the Police Department.  The number to call 24 hours a day is 617- 349-4800.

The Alexander Kemp Playground is open “dawn to dusk.”  We are working closely with the Police Department who are monitoring the playground for improper activity.  Police patrol the Cambridge Common several times a day, 7 days a week.  If you notice any improper or suspicious activity at the Common, you should call the Police directly at 617-349-3393 and speak to the Police Supervisor on duty.

There have also been concerns expressed about the DPW regulation regarding personal possessions found in public parks and playgrounds, and I would like to address this as well.  The regulation in effect prohibits the storage or abandonment of personal property.  The regulation outlines a process by which the City can and does seize these possessions, after giving the owners a 48-hour notice period during which they may remove their possessions from public property.

If we find personal possessions in a playground, they are removed from the confines of the tot lot area and, if they are determined to be personal possessions and not trash, placed in an area where they will not pose a danger to any playground user.  I want to be very clear:  we do not intentionally leave personal possessions for any length of time in any tot lot- other than children’s forgotten items.  If we ever find suspicious material – the Police are called to inspect.  At any point at which this policy conflicts with the need for healthy, safe, and clean environments for public use, the policy will always take a back seat to public health and welfare.  Otherwise, we will keep the parks and playgrounds as safe and clean as we can, with the cooperation of other departments, and with a continued, proactive response to all citizen concerns, while continuing to respect the clearly personal belongings of our homeless population.

I recently spoke with the on-site supervisors who oversee park maintenance at all City parks, and asked them how often they have found personal belongings in city tot lots.  None of them can recall a time when any personal belongings have been found in these areas-other than children’s forgotten items.  It is important to point out that the debris found at the Alexander Kemp Playground was not, and would never be considered “personal possessions”.

Again, let me reemphasize our great concern for the health and safety of park users, and assure you that both the Department of Public Works and the Police Department are monitoring the tot lot on a very frequent basis.  I would welcome the opportunity to increase the communication between my office and the Bigelow Cooperative Daycare on the condition of the Kemp Playground.  Perhaps you would like to designate an individual from the daycare with whom I can communicate regularly on the condition of the playground?

I look forward to hearing from you.  Please let me know if you have any other questions or if I can be of further assistance.

Sincerely,

Lisa Peterson

DPW Commissioner
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