
B
ecause there are so many ways 
a company can achieve sustain-
ability, it can be confusing to 
know where to start. 

For Playworld Systems, the 
desire to establish a company-wide green action 
platform grew organically out of the company’s 
purpose: to bring all the healthful benefits of play 
to the world for generations to come. 

Other manufacturers looking to develop a 
sustainable action plan should assess their own 
purpose and align their objectives accordingly. 
For example, electronics manufacturers like HP 
and Dell have established electronics recycling 
goals, and the Coca-Cola Company has set a 
goal of neutralizing its water footprint by 2020.

SUSTAINABILITY PILLARS
Playworld Systems’ green initiative was built 
on environmental, social and economic values, 
sometimes referred to as “the triple bottom line”:

1. Environmental
The environmental pillar is concerned with 

the physical space of the facility and the by-
products of its manufacturing that impact the 
carbon footprint. Does the facility have high 
performance attributes? Is there a recycling 
program in place? Are resources such as water 
and energy conserved? Are greenhouse gases 
and toxic byproducts eliminated or reduced? Is 
there a lean manufacturing process where waste 
is minimized and materials are reused whenever 
possible? Many manufacturers are now think-

ing in terms of a cradle-to-cradle approach, 
where byproducts and waste from one genera-
tion may be used as raw material for the next. 

2. Social
Our green action started with our employees 

when they joined together years ago to form a 
“Free Market” to exchange and donate gently 
used items for reuse. Since then, our green action 
strategy has helped us accomplish big changes. 
Engaged, thriving and dedicated employees are 
the drivers of successful sustainability programs. 
Therefore, it is not only vital to foster a culture of 
environmental sensitivity among employees, it is 
also necessary to care for employees themselves 
through equitable hiring practices, workplace 
fairness and shared accountability. 

3. Economic
It may go without saying that the first two pil-

lars are meaningless unless the manufacturer stays 
in business. Manufacturers must make a profit in 
order to continue making the goods that serve 
their customers’ needs. Therefore, engaging in 
environmentally sound business practices should 
not be a financial burden. In fact, many manufac-
turers are realizing that a balanced approach to 
sustainability can lead to increased profitability. 
The environmental actions need to be appropri-
ate for your company’s values, your financial situ-
ation, and your customer’s buying patterns. 

A “GREENPRINT” FOR ACTION
Once the sustainability pillars are in place, com-
panies must commit to tracking the environmen-
tal impact along the entire manufacturing chain 
over time. A smart step is to assign a dedicated 
team to lead the company’s sustainability effort.

Playworld Systems established an Envi-
ronmental and Materials Engineering (EME) 
group to focus on product and material con-
tent safety and lead the company’s environ-
mental effort. The EME works to: 
■ Analyze business from a holistic perspective
■  Gain an overview of environmental benefits 

and costs
■ Implement guidelines and standards com-

pany-wide
A highly useful implementation tool for us is 

T
H

E
 S

U
S

T
A

IN
A

B
L

E

A  greenprint  for  action.
>> By Curtis Cleveland

Manufacturer

■  A technician applies weatherproof Eco-Armor to protect a section of playground equipment 
at Playworld Systems’ factory in Lewisburg, Pa. Playworld Systems eliminated 99.999 percent 
of PVCs from its products, mostly through the use of Eco-Armor, the company’s durable, 
thermoplastic polyethylene (PE) coating. Image courtesy of Playworld Systems.
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GREEN ACTION STRATEGY

■ Playworld Systems’ approach to 
green action. Offsets are not part 
of Playworld Systems’ green action 
strategy, as they provide only indirect 
sustainability benefits. Image courtesy 
of Playworld Systems.

our own adaptation of a green action strategy 
pyramid which serves as a guide for prioritiz-
ing sustainable opportunities (i.e., the first 
priority is to eliminate detrimental byprod-
ucts and actions; if unable to eliminate, then 
reduce; if unable to reduce, then reuse; etc.):
■ Eliminate: Eliminate potentially toxic or 

high carbon footprint materials and process-
es. For example, work to eliminate dioxins 
and phthalates. Eliminate water bottles in 
vending machines to avoid negative impacts 
on landfills, energy usage for chilling and the 
transportation carbon footprint. 

■ Reduce: Reduce energy, water and waste. 
Consider using local suppliers to reduce en-
ergy used in transportation. Install motion 
detectors to control lighting and faucet aera-
tors to reduce office water consumption. 
Invest in teleconferencing equipment to re-
duce the corporate travel carbon footprint.

■ Reuse: Use recycled materials whenever 
possible. Repurpose shavings, powders 
and other byproducts for use in products. 
Reuse cardboard packaging for sending out 
tests or photography orders.

■ Recycle: Recycle materials like steel and 
sheet plastic, not just office paper.

■ Offset: Offsetting efforts should not be a large 
part of any green action strategy because they 
do not directly affect behavior and provide 
only indirect sustainability benefits. An exam-
ple of offsetting is planting trees to compensate 
for a part of a company’s carbon footprint.

GREEN+
Another important aspect of a manufacturer’s 
green journey is to consider ways to go be-
yond what is legally required by the govern-
ment or what is expected within the particu-
lar industry. The business’ ultimate purpose 
should determine the areas of focus for these 
efforts. For Playworld Systems, our purpose 
is to promote health through play and fitness. 
Children, parents and families not only ben-
efit from our diligence relative to the environ-
ment and safety, they depend on it. With that 
in mind, when we look at government regu-
lations and industry requirements and find 
ways to improve on them, we have done so.

An example of this is the regulation of lead 
in children’s products. In 2007, Congress 
enacted the Consumer Products Safety Im-
provement Act (CPSIA), a federal law that 
limits lead and phthalates in children’s prod-
ucts and toys. The CPSIA phases in increas-
ingly reduced lead limits in accessible parts 
of children’s products, and it introduced in-
dependent lab testing to verify compliance. 
When the Consumer Products Safety Com-
mission (CPSC) updates its guidance for the 
CPSIA at the end of 2011, it’s expected that 
independent third-party testing will be man-
dated for substrate materials in addition to the 
surface coating testing already in place.

While it’s acceptable to simply be com-
pliant with the material content require-
ments, Playworld Systems went a step 
further by completing independent verifi-
cation of all product surface coatings at the 
beginning of 2009. We also began conduct-
ing independent testing of substrate materi-
als and have completed independent testing 

of all our substrate materials one year ahead 
of CPSIA’s schedule. In addition, we have 
implemented a robust quality assurance 
program to assure continuous compliance. 
Finally, we made a PVC-free pledge and 
have eliminated 99.999 percent of PVCs 
from our products, mostly through the use 
of Eco-Armor, the company’s durable, ther-
moplastic polyethylene (PE) coating.

Another way to go above and beyond re-
quirements is to pursue Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) for Exist-
ing Buildings, the certification program de-
signed to minimize the environmental impact 
of existing facilities. 

Finally, don’t overlook ISO 14001 certifica-
tion. Manufacturers should use this core set of 
international standards to design and implement 
their environmental management programs. Ad-
ditionally, product certifications are available 
based on the industry and provide third-party 
certification of a manufacturer’s conformance 
with consumer safety requirements. An example 
specific to the playground industry is the Inter-
national Play Equipment Manufacturers Asso-
ciation (IPEMA) certification.

THE (GREEN) BOTTOM LINE
For some manufacturers, meeting the mini-
mum sustainability-related requirements as 
specified by their industry and government 
agencies is enough. Cost is frequently cited as 
the primary barrier to going beyond such re-
quirements through QA initiatives and third-
party independent testing.

Each manufacturer should assess the many 
benefits a green action program brings — to 
the environment, community, customers and 
the company’s bottom line. The keys to suc-
cess are a top-down, company-wide commit-
ment; a designated group focused on guiding 
sustainable efforts; and a multifaceted series of 
actions implemented and then refined over 
the long-term. Taking such an aggressive ap-
proach to sustainability will set a manufactur-
er apart from the competition. SF

    >> CURTIS CLEVELAND is director of Environmental and Materials 

Engineering for Playworld Systems Inc.
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