
 
 

Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship  

Program Overview 
 

Program Background 

 

The turfgrass industry in Michigan is composed of golf course, lawn care, grounds maintenance, and sod 

production operations and the various suppliers of turf products and equipment. The industry has grown 

considerably over the last two decades and in 1995 the Status and Potential of Michigan Agriculture 

reported annual sales of nearly one billion dollars. While all segments of the industry are strong, the golf 

segment has demonstrated remarkable success in the last ten years. There are approximately 865 golf 

courses in Michigan which ranks our state among the leaders nationally in total number of golf courses 

per state and number of golf courses per capita.  

 

Within the golf industry, environmental sensitivity has long been recognized as a key to the future of the 

sport. During the last decade, the philosophy of golf course design and construction has changed. 

Architects have moved toward working with the existing landscape to preserve the natural features rather 

than making stark changes to the land. This philosophy of environmental sensitivity is particularly evident 

in Michigan. Many courses have focused on the environmental resources of their properties and have 

taken measures to protect them from negative impact. In recent years, significant contributions have been 

made in environmentally based research to investigate the impact of turf maintenance and it has provided 

a basis for enhancing the environmental sensitivity of golf course operations.  

 

In order for Michigan’s golf course industry to continue to prosper in the future, it is important to elevate 

the environmental stewardship of the golf industry and provide recognition for those accomplishments to 

the public. The Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program is collaborating with industry, 

university, governmental agencies, and environmental advocacy groups to make fundamental advances 

toward environmental protection and the future economic well being of the golf course industry. 

 

 



  

 

 

Program Purpose 

 

The Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program is intended to organize efforts of the 

turfgrass industry, state agencies, Michigan State University (MSU), and environmental advocacy groups 

to advance the environmental stewardship of the turfgrass industry and to recognize environmental 

achievements. The program was developed at MSU with support from the Michigan Turfgrass 

Foundation, Michigan Department of Agriculture, Michigan Department of Environmental Quality and 

Golf Association of Michigan. Over the past eight years, the Michigan Groundwater Stewardship 

Program has provided the base funding to develop the program. 

 

Mission 

 

The mission of the Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program is: 

 • to advance the environmental stewardship of Michigan’s golf industry by increasing the awareness 

and understanding of Michigan’s environmental resources, the potential impacts of golf turf 

management, and elevate the level of pollution protection; 

• to enhance fish and wildlife habitat, indigenous vegetation, and protect water resources with buffer 

zones on golf course properties;  

• to clearly identify environmental laws and regulations and advance the compliance of the golf turf 

industry; 

•  to engage the golf industry, regulatory agencies, MSU, and environmental citizen groups in 

productive communication; and  

•  to recognize, promote, and award environmental stewardship achievements. 

 

The mission of the program will be achieved through a series of educational workshops, self-assessment 

exercises and implementation of environmental action plans.  As part of a participant’s commitment to 

environmental stewardship, they will sign a statement supporting the Mission and the following 

Principles of the program. 

 

 

 

 

Program Principles 

 



  

The Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program Principles are to: 

• Promote and communicate best management practices to control potential sources of pollution 

• Comply with environmental laws and regulations, adopt pollution prevention practices, and reduce 

waste 

• Minimize inputs to the environment  

• Commit to the protection of the natural resources on the property 

• Protect water quality, fish and wildlife habitat and native vegetation 

 

Pollution Prevention Section 

 

The Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program is divided into two distinct program areas, 

the first being the pollution prevention section.  

 

The pollution prevention section includes materials designed to clearly identify environmental laws and 

regulations impacting the turfgrass industry and promote compliance with those laws and regulations. It is 

also designed to promote pollution prevention strategies and to recognize environmentally sound 

management practices. 

 

Information in this section is organized in modules that have been developed and piloted through a variety 

of golf course operators and owners. They include: 

 

1. Site Evaluation 

2. Wellhead Protection  

3. Fuel Storage  

4. Pesticide Handling and Application  

5. Pesticide and Fertilizer Storage 

6. Pesticide Mixing and Loading Pad 

7. Equipment Wash Pad 

8. Emergency Response 

9. Buffer Zones 

10. Green Purchasing 

 

 

Environmental Enhancement Section 

 



  

The second program area is the Environmental Enhancement section that advances the “green space” 

value of golf course properties. This section currently offers a series of three fact sheets focused on buffer 

zones. The Environmental Enhancement section is dedicated to promoting fish and wildlife habitat, 

indigenous vegetation, and water quality protection and involves partnering with advocacy groups that are 

dedicated to these areas in Michigan. Experts from the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources, Trout Unlimited, Ducks Unlimited, Michigan Audubon Society, 

Pheasants Forever, watershed councils and land conservancy groups are consulted to assist with further 

development and implementation of this section. 

 

The Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship System 

 

Step One: 

To participate in the Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program, a golf turf property 

manager must first attend a Stewardship Workshop.  At the workshop, the program materials are 

distributed and small group sessions are held to discuss the modules that address specific topics such as 

fuel storage, wellhead protection, fertilizer and pesticide storage, handling and application. Each module 

is designed as a self-assessment tool and will allow the manager to understand the potential for pollution 

to occur on their property and learn practical tips to reduce the risk. In addition, they will gain an 

understanding of the laws and regulations associated with each of the focus areas and how to apply them 

to their individual situation. 

 

Step Two: 

The materials are taken back to the property where the golf turf manager completes the self-assessment.  

 

Step Three: 

The golf turf manager requests a site visit from the Stewardship staff.  During the site visit, materials 

from the program modules are reviewed and a three-year environmental action plan is developed. The 

golf property is then recognized as a Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program Member. 

Courses that: (1) are in compliance with the major rules and regulations outlined in the program modules, 

(2) have no direct point source discharges to water resources and (3) have appropriate well protection, 

will receive certification in the program. 

 

 

Participant Fees 

To participate in the program an annual fee of $200 is required.  

 



  

Site Visit Fee 

There is a $350.00 half-day site visit fee per golf course.  In addition to annual membership fees, a site 

visit is required every three years to remain active in the program.  

 

Program Progress  

The Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program was launched in June 1998. As of  

August 1, 2006, there are 234 golf courses participating in the program. One hundred and twenty eight of 

these courses have completed a one-on-one site visit and 62 are certified in the program. These courses 

are making improvements to protect and enhance the environment that often go beyond what is required 

by law. The three-year Environmental Action Plan that is developed during a site visit has been found to 

be an extremely valuable long-term management tool. It has been used to communicate concerns, solve 

problems, and celebrate successes with management, course owners, club members and government 

officials. 

 

For More Information 
For more information on any aspect of the program please call Debbie Swartz at 517-355-0271 ext. 145 

or e-mail her at swartzd@msu.edu. 

 

Debbie Swartz 

Michigan State University 

Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stewardship Program 

584 Plant and Soil Sciences Building 

East Lansing, MI  48824-1325  
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