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Materials: The technology of synthetic grass has moved on since the days of AstroTurf. A new form of fake grass has taken root


PLAYING football in the driving rain, with the mud flying, is a rite of passage for teenagers the world over. But for how much longer? Mud-free synthetic grass is slowly taking over playing fields, especially in America. More than half of the country's National Football League (NFL) teams have it, at least on their practice facilities. Thousands of high schools and colleges have also installed fake grass, and the number is rising fast. The leading synthetic supplier is FieldTurf, a Canadian firm that started out in the late 1980s selling tennis and golf surfaces, and then moved into soccer, football and lacrosse. Even FIFA, the international soccer federation, has approved it in recent years.
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	FieldTurf has moved onto AstroTurf's lawn


The idea of fake grass is hardly new. For decades managers have looked for alternatives to natural grass, which is costly and difficult to maintain. The 1970s and 1980s were boom times for AstroTurf, made from heated nylon. It was first used in 1966 in Houston's Astrodome (recently famed for hosting evacuees from Hurricane Katrina). Some likened it to a rug, others to concrete, and players complained that it caused knee injuries. 
But a new generation of fake grass has revived the industry. Strands of artificial grass made from polyethylene fibres are sewn into a base and are then surrounded and supported by a granular mixture that simulates soil. In the case of FieldTurf, this mixture contains sand, the ground-up soles of training shoes and rubber granules made from old tyres, which are cryogenically frozen, shattered and then ground up. All this is carefully laid down atop a bed of gravel, with drainage pipes to let water run off. It resembles grass, but with a plastic sheen and black sandy granules at its roots.
Lots of teams are installing it, largely because maintenance is so easy. In damp climates, real turf gets torn up by constant use. In dry ones, it demands constant watering. Synthetic turf suffers from neither problem, and also suits indoor stadiums. Rainfall helps keep it clean: water seeps through the rubber and drains into pipes just below the surface. FieldTurf also makes machines for annual deep-cleaning. The drawback is the cost. Fake grass costs nearly twice as much as sod to install, though it costs less to maintain. 
As with AstroTurf, some players dislike the new surface. There are worries that it heats up unnaturally in the hot weather; Troy Squires of FieldTurf says the increase in temperature is minimal. Baseball, which likes grass, and women's field hockey, which prefers old AstroTurf for faster play, are still resisting FieldTurf, says Andrew McNitt, a turf specialist at Pennsylvania State University. 
The product will no doubt continue to improve. FieldTurf is looking at new materials: instead of gravel underneath the surface, it might start using recycled plastic tiles, which would be faster and cheaper to install. And it is seeking out new markets, too—perhaps, says Mr McNitt, in home putting greens, or in lawns in the hot, dry south-west. It might not be as pleasant as grass between the toes, but it is very convenient. 
