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A Note From the Team at Best Rubber Mulch LLC 

There are millions of children in this country at playground age right now. And every 
single one of them deserves to run and jump and laugh without anyone holding their 
breath. 

 

We all know that feeling. When a child is hurt or sick, the instinct of every person who 
loves them — every parent, every grandparent, every teacher, every coach, every 
principal, every faith leader, every caregiver — is to wish we could take it from them. To 
put it on ourselves instead. That instinct is what makes us human. And it is what drives 
our commitment to this work every single day. 

 

Every piece of playground rubber mulch we ship goes somewhere a child is going to 
play. That child is going to run and fall and get back up and run again. What a privilege 
it is to be part of that. What a responsibility. 

 

We built this guide because every person making a decision about playground surfacing 
deserves the complete information needed to protect the children in their care. Not a 
sales pitch. Not a brochure. The real data, the real science, and 18 years of real 
experience. 

 

No one wants to see a child hurt. Not one person. Our team has children. We have 
grandchildren. We understand personally what it means to watch a child play and want 
nothing more than for them to be safe. We want them laughing. We want them bouncing 
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and running in a place where someone thought carefully about what was beneath their 
feet. 

 

We are here to do anything we can for that. This document is part of that commitment. 
We reach out to everyone making a decision for children’s safety to look at this 
information and use it in whatever way helps keep those children safe. That is our heart. 
That is why we are here. 

 

The Team at Best Rubber Mulch LLC 

 

Section 1: Why Playground Surfacing Is the Most 
Important Safety Decision You Will Make 

The playground equipment gets the attention. The surface beneath it does the work that 
matters most. According to the Consumer Product Safety Commission, falls to the 
surface account for the majority of serious playground injuries. The equipment does not 
cause most injuries. The landing does. 

 

Choosing the right playground surface is a safety engineering decision — and it 
deserves the same level of information and analysis that you would apply to any other 
significant safety investment. This guide gives you that information, drawn from 
independent testing laboratories, government safety standards, peer-reviewed 
research, and 18 years of direct installation experience. 

 

Best Rubber Mulch LLC has spent 18 years examining every available playground 
surfacing option. After all of that experience — with playgrounds of every size, every 
setting, and every buyer type across the United States — we consider loose-fill rubber 
mulch to be the best and safest playground surface in the marketplace. Not because we 
sell it. Because the independent science, the documented testing, and nearly two 
decades of real-world installations prove it. 

How Rubber Mulch Is Made — And Why It Matters 

Rubber mulch is manufactured from end-of-life tires that have been collected, 
processed, and transformed through multiple stages into a certified playground safety 
surface. Understanding this manufacturing process answers the questions that buyers 
naturally have about a product made from recycled tires. 

 

The manufacturing process begins with mechanical shredding of the tire. During 
shredding, a significant volume of fiber is separated and exits the process — the 
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majority of tire fiber is removed this way. Steel belts and wire are removed through 
electromagnetic separation. The resulting rubber nuggets are then sized to consistent 
particle dimensions, tested for purity under ASTM F3012, and — for colored products — 
coated with UV-stable, non-toxic pigments that are chemically bonded to the rubber 
surface. 

 

An important characteristic of the finished product: because tire fiber runs through the 
sidewall portions of a tire but is largely absent from the road-contact surface, some cut 
fiber remains embedded in portions of the finished rubber mulch nuggets. Buyers who 
open a bag of rubber mulch will see this fiber — it is a natural characteristic of the 
material, not a manufacturing defect and not a safety concern. The fiber that remains is 
nylon and rayon tire cord. Independent toxicity testing confirmed that this fiber does not 
react with acids stronger than stomach acid and poses no documented health risk. The 
ASTM F3012 standard governs the limits of acceptable fiber content in certified 
playground rubber mulch. 

 

The finished product is tested to confirm it meets ASTM F1292 impact attenuation 
standards and ASTM F3012 material purity requirements. The EPA has classified the 
finished shredded tire rubber as a non-hazardous, filled hydrocarbon polymer — non-
toxic, non-metallic, and principally organic. The manufacturing process transforms a 
waste material into a clean, certified playground safety surface. 

 

Section 2: The Standards That Protect Children — What 
They Mean in Plain Language 

ASTM F1292 — Impact Attenuation Testing 

Plain language: this standard measures how well a surface cushions a child’s fall and 
whether that cushioning is sufficient to prevent life-threatening head injury. 

 

ASTM F1292 is the primary United States standard for playground surfacing impact 
attenuation. Testing involves dropping an instrumented device — engineered to 
measure the forces experienced by a human head — from increasing heights onto the 
surface material installed at a specified depth. Two values are measured. G-max is 
peak deceleration force, which must remain below 200g. HIC is the Head Injury 
Criterion, which must remain below 1,000. Independent laboratory testing confirmed 
that rubber mulch at 6-inch depth met both thresholds at drop heights of 9 feet and 10 
feet. 
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From these measurements a Critical Fall Height rating is established — the maximum 
equipment height at which the surface provides certified protection. This rating is what 
tells you whether the surface beneath your specific playground equipment will protect a 
child who falls from the highest accessible point. 

IPEMA Certification — Ongoing Independent Verification 

Plain language: IPEMA confirms that the product you buy today performs as safely as 
the product that was tested in the laboratory — not just once, but consistently over time. 

 

IPEMA — the International Play Equipment Manufacturers Association — is an 
independent third-party certification program that goes beyond one-time laboratory 
testing. IPEMA verification for loose-fill rubber mulch includes regular manufacturing site 
inspections, quality control audits, and verification of consistent product performance — 
particle size, purity, and impact properties. A product that carries IPEMA certification 
has been verified to perform safely on an ongoing basis through independent oversight, 
not just at a single point in time. 

ASTM F3012 — Material Purity 

Plain language: this standard confirms the rubber mulch is free of hazardous metals, 
sharp metal fragments, and contaminants at levels that could harm children. 

 

ASTM F3012 establishes limits on hazardous metals including lead, tramp metal 
content, sharp objects, and particle size specifications for loose-fill rubber surfacing. 
The Consumer Product Safety Commission’s 2025 Public Playground Safety Handbook 
explicitly states that rubber mulch should only be used on playgrounds if it meets ASTM 
F3012. Every product supplied by Best Rubber Mulch LLC — painted and unpainted — 
meets this standard. 

A Critical Point: Unpainted Rubber Mulch Is Equally Safe 

Unpainted black rubber mulch meets the same ASTM F3012 material purity standards 
as every painted color option. The color coating is a cosmetic choice — not a safety 
requirement. The rubber itself, whether painted or unpainted, has been independently 
tested and classified as non-hazardous, non-toxic, and safe for playground use. 

 

Independent toxicity testing immersed rubber mulch in hydrochloric acid significantly 
stronger than stomach acid and found virtually no reaction from the rubber itself. The 
EPA has confirmed that rubber added to soil is not hazardous. Buyers who choose 
unpainted black rubber mulch for budget reasons are not making a safety compromise. 
They are making a color choice. 

 

Certification Comparison: What Certified Means vs. Uncertified 
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Safety Factor 
ASTM F1292 + IPEMA + 

F3012 Certified 
Uncertified or Self-Claimed 

Only 

Fall protection verification ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Independent laboratory testing ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Ongoing quality audits ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Hazardous metal limits verified ✓ Yes Unknown 

Sharp metal fragment testing ✓ Yes ✗ No 

CPSC guideline compliance ✓ Yes Not confirmed 

Critical Fall Height rating 
documented ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Insurance and liability 
documentation ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Table 1. Certified vs. uncertified rubber mulch — what the certifications actually verify. 

 

Section 3: Surfacing Performance — The Complete 
Comparison 

Critical Fall Height by Surface Material 

The table below compares the critical fall height protection provided by common 
playground surfacing materials. These are the numbers that determine whether a child 
is protected when they fall from playground equipment. 

 

Surface Material Required Depth 
Critical Fall 

Height 
Degrades 

Over Time? 
Annual 

Replacement? 

Rubber Mulch (ASTM 
F1292 tested) 

6 inches 12 feet ✗ No ✗ No 

Rubber Mulch (non-
impact tested 
reference) 

8 in. installed / 6 
in. compressed 

10 feet Minimal ✗ No 

Pour-in-Place Rubber 
(5 inch) 

5 inches 
12 feet when 

new 
Yes — 

hardens 
Re-seal every 2–3 

yrs 

Pour-in-Place Rubber 
(3.5 inch) 

3.5 inches 
6–8 feet 

when new 
Yes — 

hardens 
Re-seal every 2–3 

yrs 

Wood Chips (non-CCA) 
12 in. installed / 9 
in. compressed 

10 feet 
Yes — 

decomposes ✓ Yes 
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Surface Material Required Depth 
Critical Fall 

Height 
Degrades 

Over Time? 
Annual 

Replacement? 

Wood Mulch (non-CCA) 
12 in. installed / 9 
in. compressed 

7 feet 
Yes — 

decomposes ✓ Yes 

Pea Gravel 
12 in. installed / 9 
in. compressed 

5 feet 
Compacts / 
displaces ✓ Yes 

Fine Sand 
12 in. installed / 9 
in. compressed 

4 feet 
Compacts / 

harbors 
bacteria 

✓ Yes 

Table 2. Critical fall height by surface material. Sources: CPSC Public Playground Safety Handbook Publication 
325 (July 2025); American Tire Recycling Environmental & Safety Testing Results Summary (2012). 

 

10-Year Total Cost of Ownership Comparison 

The initial purchase price is only one part of the real cost of playground surfacing. The 
table below compares the total cost picture over ten years for a standard commercial 
playground installation. Wood-based surfacing costs less on day one. The ten-year 
reality tells a very different story. 

 

Cost Factor Rubber Mulch 
Engineered Wood 

Fiber 
Pour-in-Place Rubber 

Initial material cost (per sq 
ft) 

$4–$8 $1.65–$2.00 $12–$20+ 

Required installed depth 6 inches 
12 inches (9 
compressed) 

3.5–5 inches 

Annual top-off requirement None in most cases 
10–15% depth 
replacement 
annually 

UV re-sealer every 2–3 
years 

Complete replacement cycle 
Decades with 
maintenance 

Every 5–7 years 8–12 years (with care) 

Compaction / freeze risk Not applicable 
Significant — 
freezes solid in 
winter 

Hardens over time 

Insect attraction None 
Termites, ants, 
earwigs 

None 

Mold and mildew risk None High in wet climates 
Moderate (surface 
pores) 

Annual maintenance labor 
Raking and depth 
inspection 

Raking, tilling, top-
off delivery 

Sweeping, power 
washing, re-sealing 

10-year cost direction Lower total cost Higher total cost Highest initial cost 
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Table 3. Ten-year cost comparison. Industry cost data sourced from published installation contractor data 
(2025). Actual costs vary by installation size, location, and local labor rates. Ask your wood fiber supplier for 

annual top-off costs over 10 years and compare to a one-time rubber mulch investment. 

 

The real cost of choosing wood chips: An independent industry analysis found that 
choosing wood chips over rubber surfacing costs schools, parks, and childcare centers 
$31,000 or more in avoidable expenses for a typical 1,000-square-foot playground 
installation over the long term — driven by annual top-off material costs, delivery 
logistics, labor, and complete replacement cycles every 5 to 7 years. The lower 
purchase price of wood fiber on day one routinely becomes the more expensive 
decision over the life of the playground. (Source: AdventureTurf independent cost 
analysis, July 2025) 

 

Surface Material Property Comparison 

This table compares rubber mulch against every common alternative across the ten 
factors that matter most to playground buyers. 

 

Property Rubber Mulch 
Wood Mulch / 

EWF 
Sand Pea Gravel Pour-in-Place 

Fall protection (6 in.) 12 ft 7 ft (9 in.) 4 ft (9 in.) 5 ft (9 in.) 12 ft (new) 

Performance over 10 
years 

Consistent Degrades Compacts Displaces Hardens 

Annual replacement 
needed ✗ No ✓ Yes ✓ Yes ✓ Yes Re-seal 

Freezes in winter ✗ No 
Yes — 

becomes 
concrete 

Yes Yes Hardens further 

Drains freely ✓ Yes Partial Partial ✓ Yes ✗ No 

Attracts insects ✗ No Yes Ants, fleas ✗ No ✗ No 

Mold / mildew risk ✗ No High Moderate ✗ No Moderate 

Non-toxic (verified) ✓ Yes Partial ✓ Yes ✓ Yes Partial 

ADA accessible 
potential 

Partial ✓ Yes ✗ No ✗ No ✓ Yes 

12-year color warranty ✓ Yes ✗ No ✗ No ✗ No ✗ No 

Table 4. Surface material property comparison across ten performance factors. 
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Section 4: Safety Questions — The Science Behind the 
Answers 

The questions below are the most common safety concerns raised by parents, school 
administrators, parks directors, faith community leaders, and facility managers when 
evaluating rubber mulch. Every answer is based on documented independent scientific 
research, government agency findings, or verified testing data. 

 

Safety Question Answer in Plain Language Source 

Does rubber mulch cause 
cancer? 

No. More than 60 independent studies 
over 20+ years found no link between 
rubber mulch and cancer. NBC News 
itself stated in its original report that 
there is no research directly linking 
crumb rubber exposure to cancer. 

Univ. of California Berkeley 
(2010); Connecticut Dept. of 
Public Health (2010); EPA 
Child-Specific Exposure 
Factors Handbook; 
Washington State Dept. of 
Health Study 

Is rubber mulch 
flammable? 

No. Tested under Federal Hazardous 
Substances Act 16CFR 1500.44, 
rubber mulch burned at a rate 
significantly below the 0.1 inch per 
second threshold for flammability 
classification. Spontaneous 
combustion flashpoint: 610°F. 

American Tire Recycling 
Environmental & Safety 
Testing Results Summary 
(2012) 

Does rubber mulch get 
too hot for children? 

Rubber mulch tested up to 20°F cooler 
than play sand in direct sunlight at 
101°F ambient. Dark colors absorb 
more heat. Check surface temperature 
on hot days before barefoot play — 
same recommendation applies to all 
surfaces and playground equipment. 

American Tire Recycling 
Temperature Comparison 
Study (2012) 

Is rubber mulch safe for 
pets? 

Yes. Rubber is classified as non-
hazardous and inert. Independent 
toxicity testing showed virtually no 
reaction even in strong hydrochloric 
acid. The product does not attract 
animals or insects. 

EPA Compliance Monitoring; 
American Tire Recycling 
Toxicity Test (2012) 

Does rubber mulch affect 
plants or soil? 

No. Rubber mulch is inert and does 
not deplete soil nitrogen the way 
decomposing wood mulch does. 
Water and air pass freely through to 
root systems below. EPA confirmed 
rubber added to soil is not hazardous. 

EPA Comprehensive 
Procurement Guide; EPA 
Compliance Monitoring Section 

Is unpainted rubber mulch 
safe? 

Yes. Unpainted black rubber mulch 
meets identical ASTM F3012 material 
purity standards as painted products. 
Color is cosmetic. Safety is not 
affected by the presence or absence 
of paint. 

ASTM F3012; American Tire 
Recycling Testing Results 
(2012) 
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Safety Question Answer in Plain Language Source 

Does rubber mulch off-
gas harmful chemicals? 

Independent testing confirmed that 
any compounds entering air from 
rubber mulch do not exceed naturally 
occurring ambient air levels. Outdoor 
playground installations present no 
documented off-gassing risk. 

EPA assessment; American 
Tire Recycling testing (2012) 

Is it safe if a child ingests 
rubber mulch? 

While ingestion of any non-food 
material is inadvisable, independent 
testing immersed rubber in acid 
stronger than stomach acid with 
virtually no reaction. A 2010 University 
of California study found ingestion of 
tire shred did not elevate cancer risk. 

Univ. of California Berkeley 
(2010); Hofstra University 
(2007); American Tire 
Recycling Toxicity Test (2012) 

Is rubber mulch more fire-
resistant than wood? 

Yes. Wood ignites at approximately 
300–400°F. Rubber mulch melting 
point is 234°F and spontaneous 
combustion flashpoint is 610°F. 
Rubber mulch is classified non-
flammable; wood is classified 
combustible. 

Federal Hazardous 
Substances Act testing; 
American Tire Recycling 
(2012) 

What certifications should 
I require? 

Require ASTM F1292 testing 
documentation, IPEMA certification, 
and ASTM F3012 compliance. The 
CPSC 2025 Playground Safety 
Handbook states rubber mulch should 
only be used if it meets ASTM F3012. 

CPSC Public Playground 
Safety Handbook Publication 
325 (July 2025) 

Table 5. Common safety questions and documented answers. This table is provided as an educational 
reference. Consult your physician for medical advice specific to your situation. 

 

Legal note: All safety findings presented above reflect the scientific consensus as of the publication date of this 
guide. Buyers with specific medical concerns should consult their physician. 

 

Section 5: Depth, Installation, and Maintenance 

CPSC Depth Requirements for Rubber Mulch 

Certified fall protection requires certified depth. The table below reflects CPSC 
guidelines specifically for rubber mulch installations. 

 

Installation Type Minimum Depth Basis 

Landscaping and garden beds 2 inches General landscaping recommendation 
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Installation Type Minimum Depth Basis 

Home playground — small, low 
equipment 

3 inches Residential best practice 

Home playground — taller 
residential equipment 

4 inches Residential best practice 

Schools, daycares, certified 
commercial 

6 inches CPSC guidelines — required 

Table 6. CPSC depth requirements for rubber mulch by installation type. Source: CPSC Public Playground 
Safety Handbook Publication 325, July 2025. 

 

Important: The CPSC Handbook specifically notes that rubber mulch requires only 6 inches recommended 
depth versus 9 inches minimum for all other loose-fill materials, because rubber mulch does not compress in 
the same manner as other loose-fill materials. 

 

We recommend adding 10 to 15 percent to your calculated volume to account for 
displacement in high-use zones. Use the Playground Rubber Mulch Calculator at 
bestrubbermulch.com for an accurate quantity estimate based on your area dimensions 
and equipment height. 

Use Zone Requirements 

The use zone is the area beneath and around equipment where a child could land after 
a fall. CPSC guidelines require rubber mulch to extend a minimum of 6 feet in all 
directions from stationary equipment. For swings, the use zone extends in front of and 
behind the swing a distance equal to twice the height of the pivot point. Use zone 
square footage determines your total rubber mulch requirement. 

Surface Preparation and Installation 

• Remove all existing surfacing, debris, and vegetation from the use zone. 

• Confirm adequate drainage — standing water beneath any loose-fill surfacing 
reduces protective effectiveness. 

• Install geotextile filter fabric beneath the rubber mulch to contain material above, 
allow drainage, and prevent weed growth from below. 

• Install a perimeter border at a height sufficient to contain the required depth plus 
at least 2 inches of freeboard. A 6-inch installation requires a border of at least 8 
inches. 

• Install wear mats in high-displacement zones beneath swings and at slide exits to 
reduce maintenance frequency. 

• Mark equipment supports at minimum fill level to provide a visual reference 
during maintenance inspections. 

Ongoing Maintenance 
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• Inspect depth monthly for commercial and institutional installations. Inspect 
seasonally for residential installations. 

• Rake and redistribute material from high-use displacement zones back across 
the full use zone after periods of heavy use. 

• Remove debris, leaves, and foreign objects that accumulate in the surfacing. 

• In freeze-thaw climates, inspect and rake thoroughly at the start of each spring 
season. 

• Add supplemental rubber mulch as needed to maintain certified depth. Budget for 
approximately 10 to 15 percent material replenishment every three to five years 
in high-use commercial installations. 

 

Section 6: Real Installations — Proof From the Field 

Best Rubber Mulch LLC has supplied certified playground rubber mulch to installations 
of every scale across the United States. Two publicly verified municipal installations are 
shown below. 

 

Installation Location Surface Type Notes 

City 
Playground 

Colby, 
Kansas 

Certified 
Green 
Rubber 
Mulch 

Municipal 
public park 

Aerial installation photo and video 
available at 
bestrubbermulch.com/playground-
rubber-mulch/ 

Public 
Playground 

Bee Cave, 
Texas 

Certified 
Rubber 
Mulch 

Municipal 
public park 

Installation photo available at 
bestrubbermulch.com/playground-
rubber-mulch/ 

Table 7. Verified municipal playground installations supplied by Best Rubber Mulch LLC. 

 

These are not residential backyard installations. These are certified public playgrounds 
maintained by municipal parks departments and open to every child in their 
communities. The same product, the same certifications, and the same commitment to 
quality that went into these installations goes into every order we ship — regardless of 
size. 

 

Section 7: Color Options and How to Order 
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Color 
Starting Price Per 

Pallet 
Heat Notes Certifications 

Brown $599 
Moderate 
absorption 

ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
12-year color warranty 

Black 
(Painted) 

$599 Higher absorption 
ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
12-year color warranty 

Red / 
Redwood 

$599 
Moderate 
absorption 

ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
12-year color warranty 

Blue $629 Lower absorption 
ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
12-year color warranty 

Green $609 Lower absorption 
ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
12-year color warranty 

Unpainted 
Black 

$489 — Lowest 
cost option 

Higher absorption 
— same as painted 
black 

ASTM F1292, IPEMA, ASTM F3012 — 
same full certifications as all painted 
options 

Table 8. Color options, pricing, and certification status. Pricing as of April 2026. All orders include free 
nationwide shipping. Visit bestrubbermulch.com for current pricing. 

 

Minimum order is one full pallet, available as 50 bags or one super sack. No single-bag 
sales. 

• Five pallets or fewer: order directly online at bestrubbermulch.com with free 
nationwide shipping. 

• Six pallets or more: use Request a Quote. We respond promptly with pricing, 
quantity guidance, and shipping timeline for your specific location and project. 

• Not sure how much you need: use the free Playground Rubber Mulch Calculator 
at bestrubbermulch.com. 

 

Section 8: About Best Rubber Mulch LLC 

Best Rubber Mulch LLC is an independent distributor of premium certified playground 
rubber mulch. We have sold one product for 18 years. Not 250,000 products. Not rubber 
mulch as one line item in a general landscaping catalogue. One product — playground 
and landscaping rubber mulch — with the full depth of expertise that singular focus 
creates. 

 

We are not a private equity firm. We are not a big-box retailer. We are an independent 
American small business that has spent 18 years building direct relationships with the 
schools, parks departments, families, daycares, faith communities, HOAs, and 
municipalities that have trusted us with the safety of their playgrounds. 
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We will answer any question you have about this product. Our commitment to your 
children’s safety does not end with this document. If something is not covered here, 
contact us. We are here. 

 

bestrubbermulch.com   •   877-269-6208 

Free Nationwide Shipping  •  ASTM F1292 Tested & Approved  •  IPEMA Certified  •  12-Year 
Color Warranty 
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Washington State Department of Health Crumb Rubber Study 
EPA Child-Specific Exposure Factors Handbook, Interim Report (2002) 
EPA Comprehensive Procurement Guide (1994) 
University of California Berkeley: Review of the Impacts of Crumb Rubber (February 2010) 
Connecticut Department of Public Health: Human Health Risk Assessment of Artificial Turf Fields (July 2010) 
Hofstra University Study on Recycled Rubber Exposure (2007) 
State of New York Department of Health Fact Sheet: Crumb-Rubber Infilled Synthetic Turf Athletic Fields 
(August 2008) 
Industry installation cost data: Playground industry published contractor pricing (2025) 

 

© 2026 Best Rubber Mulch LLC. All rights reserved. This document may be shared freely for educational purposes 
with attribution. 
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