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Sandy Hook playground to be built at
Belmar Elementary
In honor of Sandy Hook Elementary first-grader Avielle Richman
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — 2012 was the year of “Sandy.”

Hurricane Sandy devastated the East Coast on Oct. 29, 2012, and less than two months later, on  Dec. 14, a
lone shooter, Adam Lanza, killed 26 people at Sandy Hook Elementary School, in Newtown, Conn., before
taking his own life.

To honor the two events, the state Firefighters Mutual Benevolent Association [FMBA] began The Sandy Ground
Project: Where Angels Play, with the goal of creating 26 playgrounds in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut
to honor the 26 students and faculty members of Sandy Hook Elementary School who were killed.

The playgrounds also serve as a way to restore the East Coast after it was ravaged by Hurricane Sandy.

According to the project’s website, www.thesandygroundproject.org, these playgrounds are intended to
“provide a symbol of hope, recovery and a return to normalcy. A gift to our youth in an effort to enhance and
sustain their precious childhood.”

The 26 playgrounds are being built in New Jersey, New York and Connecticut, and
each will incorporate the personality and interests of the person the playground is
dedicated to.

One of these playgrounds is to be built in Belmar for local children to enjoy.

According to MaryKate Lavin, fundraising chair for the playground and FMBA secretary,
the Belmar playground will be located at Belmar Elementary School, 1101 Main St.,
and will be in honor of first-grader Avielle Richman, 6. Avielle was the daughter of
Jeremy Richman and Jennifer Hensel.

The playground will reflect the local school systems of Belmar, where the playground will be located, and
Brielle, who helped fundraise for the playground, Ms. Lavin said.

This is being done at the request of Ms. Hensel, she said.

The playground will also incorporate Avielle’s interests of polka dots, squiggles and fairy doors, Ms. Lavin said.

Each playground provides a way for the parents of those who lost someone at Sandy Hook Elementary to give
back to a community that was devastated by Sandy, while enabling them to remember their child in this
“special way,” Ms. Lavin said.

Belmar Mayor Matt Doherty said he thinks the playground is a “tremendous gift to our two communities, Belmar
and Lake Como.”

The location of the playground is fitting, Mayor Doherty said, as the Sandy Hook shooting took place at an
elementary school and it is at a location where residents of Lake Como and Belmar come together daily.

“We should remember that tragedy and ensure that it doesn’t happen in a town like ours,” he said.
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Lake Como Mayor Mike Ryan said “we’re very appreciative to Bill Lavin and the New Jersey FMBA for
considering us.”

Mr. Lavin is the FMBA president.

“It’s going to be a great thing for the kids so that as we move on they remember those who were the victims up
in Sandy Hook Elementary,” Mayor Ryan said.

Avielle’s parents, Mr. Richman and Ms. Hensel said the playgrounds are “a generous act of kindness... An offer
that would benefit so very many children — a gift to a community ravaged by Hurricane Sandy, A gift for
children, a playground..."

Construction of the playground will begin on Oct. 24 at 8 a.m., and the ribbon cutting ceremony will take place
on Oct. 27 at approximately 11 a.m.
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