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Playground to be built in area to honor
Newtown shooting victims
Part of the Sandy Ground Project: Where Angels Play
By Haley Behre

LAKE COMO — The Belmar- Lake Como border could soon be home to a playground that will honor two tragedies
that hit the United States late last year: the Newtown, Conn., shooting and Hurricane Sandy.

The Sandy Ground Project: Where Angels Play was started by the state Fireman’s Benevolent Association
[FMBA], 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 on Dec. 14 in Newtown by a
lone gunman. The playgrounds will 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.”

HOW IT ALL STARTED

Bill Lavin, FMBA president, said he got the idea from Mississippi when the FMBA built
three handicap-accessible playgrounds seven years ago after Hurricane Katrina
ravaged that area.

The North Bay Elementary School, in Mississippi, had reached out to the Elizabeth Fire
Department, of which Mr. Lavin is a currently the captain of, after 9/11 to “uplift our
spirits” after the terrorist attack. Four years later, in 2005, when Hurricane Katrina
hit, the FMBA helped Mississippi by building the playgrounds. The FMBA also did work,
such as aiding in demolition and construction, in Alabama and Louisiana.

Then, when Hurricane Sandy hit the area late last year, the FMBA helped with cleanup
and rebuilding until the tragedy in Newtown, Conn., hit, which “stalled” those efforts, Mr. Lavin said.

The FMBA was “crushed over the whole incident,” he said.

Soon after the shooting, Mr. Lavin received a phone call from Billy Lamb, a Mississippi businessman, about a
fund drive being held to provide Christmas toys and gifts for New Jersey children to pay it forward for the
kindness shown to them after Hurricane Katrina.

Mr. Lavin also received an email about a news report from WLOX, based in Mississippi, about the drive.

In the news report, one young girl, Karli Coyne, reads a letter to New Jersey firemen, thanking them for the
playground they had built after Hurricane Katrina that she played on.

“We’re sending gifts to you because you sent a bigger gift,” she said in the news report. “I’m not talking about
the playground. I’m talking about the gift of you caring so much about us.”

That is when the FMBA got the idea that “this is what we need to do” — build 26 playgrounds to honor those
that died in Newtown, Conn., while, at the same time, rebuilding communities devastated by the hurricane,
Mr. Lavin said.
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THE PLAYGROUNDS

This is a “blessed project that is inspired by two very difficult tragedies and we believe it’s the beginning of
the rebirth and healing,” Mr. Lavin said.

The playgrounds will also help the families of Newtown, Conn., as they will soon have a “living, lasting”
memorial in honor of their loved one, he said.

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

For instance, the playground that will honor 6-year-old Jack Pinto will have a New York Giants theme since he
was a huge fan of that football team.

The first three playgrounds will be built in Sea Bright, Union Beach and Staten Island, NY.

The next three will be built in Westport, Conn., Fairfield, Conn., and Stratford, Conn. Then three more will be
built, one of them being at the border of Belmar and Lake Como, Mr. Lavin said, noting a specific location has
not been determined yet.

Mr. Lavin said the Belmar-Lake Como border was chosen as a site because the towns had been hard hit by
Hurricane Sandy. He also said the FMBA and the two boroughs have a “long-standing working relationship.”

“They support us and we support them,” he said.

THE COST

According to Mr. Lavin, each playground will cost about $80,000, with the whole project costing about $2.1
million.

The FMBA, with the help of the RAINE [Reach All in Need Everyday] Foundation and Save the Jersey Shore, are
working to build these 26 playgrounds.

But they cannot do it on their own. To help build the playgrounds, they have turned to communities for help.

As of Tuesday morning, about $300,000 has been donated to the cause.

To donate, visit www.thesandygroundproject.org or

firefighterfactsnj.org.

“The pace of donations will assist us in how we get these things done,” Mr. Lavin said.
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