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Playground project edges toward goal

Group hoping to get DNR grant for handicap-accessible equipment

by Alex Shaine

It has taken about two years, but project organizers say they almost have enough funding to construct a planned playground that will allow handicapped and able-bodied children to play together.

Project organizers for the Kids are Special Here (KASH) playground said they have raised about 25 percent of the $544,000 construction costs. The county applied for a $250,000 grant from the state Department of Natural Resources, which could bring the funding total to 75 percent. Project organizers said they expect to know whether they received the grant sometime this summer.

The playground, which is planned to go in Mead Park at West Clark and Whitney streets in Stevens Point, will be built on a soft rubber surface that is wheelchair-accessible.  Wheelchair accessible slides, swings that provide back support and lower climbing bars will provide a safe environment for all children.

Leading the fund-raising effort for the playground is Kareen Everman – a mother who knows the difficulty that handicapped children face when it comes to playing. Her 10-year-old son, Brett, was injured in an automobile accident seven years ago and now uses a wheelchair.

Because the nearest playground for special needs children is in Marshfield, Brett Everman rarely has a chance to swing, climb and slide with his 13-year-old sister, Kayly.

“My daughter plays, and my son sits on the sidelines and watches,” Everman said.  “It’s just heartbreaking.”

The McKinley Center installed a wheelchair-accessible playground last summer, which is a “step in the right direction,” according to Kareen Everman. But Brett Everman finds it difficult to play there because it is surrounded by wood chips that he cannot navigate in his wheelchair.

Kareen Everman and a board of about a dozen organizers have b been raising funds for the playground since 2003. They have tapped into area residents, businesses and local government for donations.

This year’s Tiger Trek Fun Run, sponsored by the Washington School, will benefit the KASH playground.

The City of Stevens Point Parks Commission has agreed to maintain the playground after its completion and the county parks department has pledged $20,000 for construction, pending the approval of the Finance Department.

Private businesses have pitched in with donations totaling $200,000. The Oscar J. Boldt Construction Co. is contributing construction services and materials, and Rettler Corp. has provided a free design for the playground.

“We felt that since we’ve done so much in other areas of the state, it would be nice to help out locally,” said Rick Rettler, owner of Rettler Corp.

The playground could be installed as early as this fall if the DNR comes through with a grant late this summer. Project organizers say they will continue to pursue funding for the park even if they do not receive the grant.

“If this grant doesn’t fly, we’re going to need to look at other individuals who will say ‘We need this in our region,’” Dreier said.
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