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Worcester Division of Public Health

25 Meade Street, Worcester, MA
12/5/17
To Whom It May Concern;

My name is Marcus Lewis and I am working with Senator Jennifer Flanagan’s office to make a change in the code that governs the safety of municipal summer camp programs.  My background is that I am a summer camp owner and I typically care for a few hundred kids each week in my programs.
Although my statement below does not impact the proposed amendments, I was encouraged to bring testimony to the hearing due to a change that I and others would like to see in the MGL which is germane to the topic of summer camps within Massachusetts.
Camps in Massachusetts have been regulated for a number of years by the Commonwealth as a result of a death that occurred where a child drowned while in the care of summer program.  Sometimes there are industries that are encumbered by excessive rules, but the summer camp industry is not one of them.  I can tell you first-hand that my program and others have become safer and more informed environments thanks to the assistance that is provided to us through the local boards of health via these regulations.

The issue at hand is that there has always been an intentional loophole within the code to allow municipal programs an exemption from these regulations.  This exemption was installed as a cost-cutting measure, but it has short-changed the safety elements of the bill and it also created friction between local boards of health and their local recreation departments.  How can a board of health inspector recommend a parent to a native summer camp when it has not gone through a routine inspection for minimum safety?  Many municipal programs have voluntarily opted to comply with the regulations, but there are a number of programs that continue to jeopardize the well-being of their campers by not following the code.  You can see the code here: http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/docs/dph/regs/105cmr430.pdf.

The issue is illustrated in section 430.020 under “Definitions” and “Recreational Camp For Children.”  If you look at line 4b, it reads, “…single purpose classes, workshops, clinics or programs sponsored by municipal recreation departments, or neighborhood playgrounds designed to serve primary play interests and needs of children…”  The suggestion is to remove the words “…clinics or programs sponsored by municipal recreation departments…” In other words, we need the code to read, “…single purpose classes, workshops and neighborhood playgrounds designed to serve primary play interests and needs of children…”

When I first presented this situation to Senator Flanagan’s office, they did their due diligence in speaking with the Massachusetts Department of Health and other officials to get their opinion.  The response was consistent: this is a failing that should be addressed.
Despite our initial attempts to amend the code before a tragedy occurred, the legislature did not act and instead held off on any changes because of resistance from certain communities and organizations; most notably, the Massachusetts Recreation and Park Association.  As a result, this past summer a boy drowned while attending a Boston community summer camp program.  This death was preventable.  It was preventable because many of the protocols that were instituted after the accident would have already been in place had the program been licensed by the Board of Health.

I am asking a second time that this change be adopted so that all programs can be uniformly considered safe and to prevent another tragic accident from occurring.  I understand that this particular hearing is not designed to accomplish that, but I am hopeful that anyone reading this with a conscience will do the right thing when the time comes to take action on this issue in the future.
Thank you,
Marcus Lewis
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