‘Tt was like quicksand’

Family unhappy with city’s efforts to close off play structure

BY SUZANNE MA

Knee-deep in wet sand, Heather Champion
had only a few seconds to think how she
could get her nine-month-old baby girl to
safety.

She screamed to her husband, who was just
metres away, for help.

“Take the baby!” she said frant1cally, as she
continued to sink into the sand.

Dino Petrin reacted quickly. He ran to his
wife and was able to grab baby Tehya from
her hands, but as he tried to make his escape,
he too began to sink.

Ms. Champion and Mr. Petrin had brought
their family to a new playground at
Riverview Park in Alta Vista yesterday morn-
ing. They just finished their swimming
lessons and were on their way home when
they decided to stop at the nearby park.

Little did they know the new playground
was unsafe. Yesterday, the sand and grass
surrounding the play structure was soggy
and drenched in water. Heavy rain earlier
this week may be to blame, Ms. Champion
said yesterday.

Unable to take another step, Mr. Petrin fell
over, but managed to reach out and lay Tehya
on the grass in front of him.

Ms. Champion, meanwhile, hoisted herself
onto the playground structure where her
four-year-old son, Justin, sat crying. Worried
that the play structure would also become
unstable, she told him to get away as fast as
he could.

“Run. Run fast,” she said. Justin was scared.
But he wiped away his tears, slid down the
yellow slide, and he ran.

“I was as brave as a shark,” he said yesterday,
clutching Elmo, his favourite stuffed animal.

“It’s crazy. It was like quicksand,” Ms.
Champion said. “We knew the sand was wet
but wet sand isn’t supposed to be a big prob-
lem. There’s something wrong with this play-

ground.”

“All the other, older play structures in the
park are fine,” added Mr. Petrin. “Something
wasn’t done right.” After everyone was
pulled to safety, the couple called 911 and
stayed until a police officer arrived.

“I couldn’t leave,” Ms. Champion said. “I felt
responsible. I didn’t want anyone else to get
hurt. It’s an extreme safety hazard for young
children. If (Justin) was playing on the sand by
himself he could have suffocated. We might
not have been able to get to him on time.”

Ottawa police said they turned the matter
over to the City of Ottawa. Yesterday, city
workers used picnic tables to tie yellow cau-
tion tape around the perimeter of the play
structure. Alta Vista Councillor Peter Hume
was also on-site yesterday.

“We’ve closed the play structure. I'm confi-
dent that people will know that the site is off
limits and is not to be played on,” he said.

But Ms. Champion said the city’s response
has been “unacceptable.”

“I think it poses an immediate danger to
neighbourhood children,” she said. “I don’t
think they’ve taken the appropriate precau-
tions. I don’t know what would have hap-
pened to my family if we weren’t able to help
each other.”

Ms. Champion and Mr. Petrin said they
would like the city to make the play structure
more inaccessible.

“Put a sign to tell people what the danger is
at least,” Ms. Champion said, adding that the
yellow caution tape was just half a metre off
the ground and could easily be stepped over.

Mr. Hume said the city will be investigating
the cause of the “quicksand.”

“We need parents to be exercising really
good judgment on these things. Clearly, with
the caution tape, it’s delineating that the play
structure should not be used. For the time
being, it’s clear that (the playground) is off
limits,” he said.



Playground sand
traps pregnant woman

‘It just sucked meright
down’: Barrhaven dad

BY SUZANNE MA fi
A sceond Octawa family, in-
cluding an eighl-and-a-half-
months pregnant mother, say
they wal into a pool of sink-
ing sand after heavy rains al the
end of lust week,
Barrhaven's Panir.'k Thomp-
som says his was at a play-
ground behind St. Elizabeth Ann
Seton Elementary School on Fri-
day night when thoy began sinl-
ing in the min-wet sand. Megan
Corlett, who s alinost full-term,

was holding the couple’s two-

som, Christopher.

“It just sucked me right
down," Mr Thompson said
vesterday. “I sank ptnbtbly
down ro my mi

‘I'he same “guicksand” effeer
wits deseribed by another fumily
in Alta Vista over the weekend
‘I'he couple and their two youns,
children found themsclves sink-
ing in the sand al Riverview Park
oni Suturday morning. They
A i T

1 , which was newly
built, was corduned off with yel-
Tow eaution tape within hours,
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~ Patrick Thompson and 8 12-months pregnant Megan Corlett were at the playground behind St. Elizabeth Ann Seton Elementary
School on Friday night when they were trapped in sand. ‘It was a pretty good struggle to get my leg out of it,” Mr. Thompson said.

Sand: City says site is the school board’s problem
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For Mr. Thompson and Ms. Corlett,
panic set in as they called out to Ms.
Corlett’s father, who was on stable ce-
ment just a few metres away. He was
able to take Christopher from Ms.
Corlett, while the couple tried to free
themselves.

“It was a pretty good struggle to get
my leg out of it,” Mr. Thompson said.
“When you stepped on (the sand), it
turned liquid and you plummeted
down and it seemed to solidify.”

The couple grabbed onto the play
structure and hauled themselves out
of the sucking sand. They took a few
moments to calm down before decid-

ing to make a break for it by “gingerly
hopping over to the grass,” Mr.
Thompson said.

“I'm just thinking if a small child had
fallen, would they be able to pull
themselves out? I did notice kids going
with their bikes and instantly getting
stuck. We told them. ‘Listen, you
shouldn’t play here’.”

Mr. Thompson said he called the
city to report the playground, which
was built just three months ago, but
was told the structure was the school
board’s responsibility. Yesterday, City
of Ottawa media relations officer Eric
Collard confirmed that the structure
is under the Ottawa Catholic School
Board’s jurisdiction.

The board’s Barrhaven trustee,
Cathy Maguire-Urban, was surprised
to learn of the family’s predicament.

“I’ve never heard of that happening
before in my experience with three
kids. I will be contacting people at the
(school) board ...and I will ask them to
check it right away. I hope it would
happen (today), first thing.”

Ms. Maguire-Urban said the city
routinely keeps the board informed
about complaints regarding school
property.

“I’m surprised the city didn’t men-
tion this (to the board),” she said. In
the meantime, “parents have to be
cautious. I would like to think (the
sand) is drying out by now.”



