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Global Regulations for Synthetic

Sports Turf

Purpose and Context

The global synthetic sports turf industry is undergoing its most
significant transformation in more than three decades.

Historically, regulation focused primarily on sports
performance, player safety and durability. Today, governments,
regulators and communities are increasingly concerned with
broader environmental outcomes including microplastic
pollution, PFAS, climate change, circular economy principles,
biodiversity protection and resource stewardship.

The European Union has emerged as the global leader in this
transition, introducing regulations and policy frameworks that
are reshaping how synthetic sports surfaces are designed,
procured, managed and renewed.

For Australia, the question is not whether these issues will
influence future sports infrastructure decisions, but how
quickly governments, councils, sporting organisations and
suppliers adapt to changing expectations.

The opportunity for Australia is not to replicate overseas
regulation. Rather, it is to learn from global experience and
develop a balanced framework that protects community health,
environmental values and sporting participation outcomes
while embracing innovation and emerging technologies.

A GlobalIndustry ata
Turning Point

The synthetic sports turf sector sits at the intersection of
several major global trends:

e Climate change adaptation.

e Circular economy transition.

¢ Environmental accountability.

* Resource efficiency.

e Sustainable procurement.

e Community health and wellbeing.

What began as a discussion about sports surfaces has
evolved into a broader conversation about environmental
stewardship and the future role of sport within sustainable
communities.

The European Commission, European Chemicals Agency
(ECHA), FIFA, World Rugby, World Athletics and numerous
national governments are increasingly asking the same
question:

How can sports infrastructure continue to deliver
participation benefits while reducing environmental
impacts?

This shift represents a fundamental change in the way
sports facilities are planned and managed
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Why the EU
Moved

Europe has become the world's most influential
regulatory environment for synthetic sports surfaces.
This influence extends far beyond Europe itself. Many of
the products installed throughout Australia are:

e Designed in Europe.

e Manufactured to European standards.

e Tested against European specifications.

¢ Developed in response to European regulations.

As aresult, regulatory changes in Europe frequently
influence product development and procurement
practices globally. The significance of recent European
regulations is not simply that they restrict certain
products or materials. Their greater significance is that
they are accelerating innovation. Manufacturers are now
investing heavily in:

¢ QOrganic infills.

e PFAS-free systems.

¢ Recyclable backings.

e Circular economy design.

e Reduced-carbon manufacturing.
e Improved recovery pathways.

The result is a new generation of sports surface
technologies that may provide improved environmental
outcomes compared with previous system

The Four Global Drivers
of Change

Community expectations regarding health and safety
continue to evolve. While studies undertaken by ECHA have
generally identified low risks associated with modern
synthetic turf systems, communities increasingly expect
transparency regarding:

e Material composition.

¢ Chemical additives.

¢ Heat management.

e Surface safety.

e Long-term environmentalimpacts.

1.Future Procurement Decisions are likely to place

greater emphasis on disclosure, testing and independent
verification.

2.Microplastic Pollution
Microplastics have emerged as one of the most significant
environmentalissues globally. The European Union's
restriction on intentionally added microplastics



represents a landmark policy intervention that is influencing sports
infrastructure design worldwide.

The key lesson for Australia is not simply the transition away from
polymeric infill. The broader lesson is the importance of designing
systems that; prevent material loss, capture contaminants, protect
waterways, and support responsible lifecycle management.This
principle should apply to all surface types and associated
materials.

3. PFAS and Chemical Stewardship
PFAS has become a defining environmental issue across many
industries. Synthetic sports turf represents only one component of
a much larger discussion involving:

e Consumer products.

e Construction materials.
e Packaging.

¢ Industrial processes.
e Water quality.

‘The most progressive organisations are moving beyond
compliance and adopting precautionary approaches through:
e Supplier declarations.
¢ Independent testing.
e Material transparency.
¢ Product stewardship.

This approach builds public confidence while reducing future
regulatory uncertainty.

4. Climate Change and Resource Efficiency
Climate change is increasingly influencing decisions about sports
infrastructure.
Across Australia, sporting facilities are experiencing:

e More intense rainfall.

¢ Increased flooding.

e Longerdrought periods.

e Higher temperatures.

e Greaterirrigation pressures.

These conditions are encouraging governments to assess sports
surfaces through a climate resilience lens rather than solely
through traditional performance criteria.

The future discussion is therefore likely to focus on:

e Water efficiency.

e Heat mitigation.

e Carbon reduction.
¢ Climate adaptation.
e Resource recovery.
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Beyond Regulation: The
Opportunity for Australia

Australia has a unique opportunity. Unlike Europe, Australia is
not required to retrofit decades of regulation and infrastructure.
Instead, Australian decision-makers can adopt the most
successful elements of global best practice while avoiding
historical mistakes.

This provides an opportunity to:
¢ Leapfrog older technologies.
e Embrace circular economy principles.
e Prioritise environmental transparency.
e Support innovation.
e Strengthen community confidence.

The future of sports infrastructure should not be defined by
whether a surface is natural or synthetic. Rather, it should be
defined by how effectively the entire system:

e Supports participation.

¢ Protects the environment.

¢ Responds to climate change.

e Manages resources responsibly.
e Delivers whole-of-life value.

The Next Generation of
Sports Infrastructure

The future sports facility will be judged against a broader set
of criteria than ever before. In addition to safety and
performance, future projects are likely to be assessed on:

e Carbon footprint.

e PFASdisclosure.

¢ Microplastic management.
e Circular economy outcomes.
¢ Biodiversity impacts.

¢ Climate resilience.

e Resource efficiency.

e End-of-life recovery.

This represents a significant shift in thinking, the conversation
is moving from:

“What surface should we build?” to

“What legacy will this facility leave for future generations?”

Smart Connection Consulting has been embracing these
opportunities and concerns for the past decade in the way
that they plan, design and procure the best product, solution
and construction methodology. This has provided significant
benefits for the community.
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Recommendations

The Sports & Play Industry Association (SAPIA) brings together the organisations that create the places
where people of all ages and abilities can play, move and participate. Through professional standards,
industry leadership and innovation, we are building and maintaining better places for a more active
world.

To provide these SAPIA Insight Notes, we have partnered with Smart Connection Consulting to provide
the latest technical knowledge on the issues that the community are keen to understand better. These
notes are based around the NSW & SA Governments Frameworks for Decision Making for Synthetic
Sports Fields.

As part of the planning and decision making process identify the scope and all risks associated
with the project and explore the various global standards that can be embraced in Australia for
sports performance, environmental performance, civil engineering standards, user health and
safety standards

Embrace a Design Finalisation or Detailed Design Contract that allows you to detail these
standards during the design and procurement stages

Build environmental controls into the design from the start.
Address heat, drainage, microplastic containment, PFAS risk, material durability, maintenance
access and future material recovery against the various global standards

Procurement should prioritise global standards and align with any ANZ standards

Reference recognised standards and require suppliers to prove performance, durability and
environmental claims.

Avoid vague terms such as “eco-friendly” or “fully recyclable” unless backed by evidence and
linked to EU and Global standards and best practice

Request declarations or test reports for PAHs, PFAS, heavy metals, recycled content,
recyclability, UV stability, infill, shockpad life, drainage, heat behaviour and end-of-life recovery.

Additional certification during life of the surface including the International Sports Federation
standards

Plan renewal before the surface fails.

Keep records of the carpet, yarn, backing, infill, shockpad, adhesives, drainage and warranties.
At renewal, require take-back options, recycling declarations and separation of carpet, infill
and shockpad materials.

To understand how SAPIA can assist you in making a difference to your projects and the
community understanding of this technical subject please contact the SAPIA office at
office@sapia.org.au or on our website www.sapia.org.au.
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