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WHY PUSH WHAT YOU CAN'T DEFINE? 
Remember when we used to 

talk about " IPM" programs? 
Integrated Pest Management 

was the standard phrase for all of 
the care and attention towards 
the environment when it came to 
managing golf courses. 

The new buzzword? Sustainabil-
ity. The word gets dropped by many 
superintendents and companies trying 
to market their products for use in 
our industry. While I'm a huge fan of 
the idea of sustainability, I am often 
confused by exactly what is meant by 
the term. 

I have asked many people to define 
sustainability, only to receive various 
definitions... in addition to a few 
blank stares. Andrea Li, assistant golf 
superintendent at Connaught Golf 
Club in Canada, said sustainability is 
designed "to preserve the longevity of 
the golf course environment for our 
future generations of golfers." 

Via Twitter, @Aquatrols relayed the 
International Golf Federation's defini-
tion of sustainability as "Optimizing 
the playing quality of the golf course 
in harmony with the conservation 
of its natural environment under 
economically sound and socially 
responsible management." 

In my opinion, sustainability is no 
different than IPM. In integrated pest 
management we utilize all resources 
available to us to provide a product. 
We take into account the economy 
as well as the environment. Isn't this 
similar to maintaining a course in a 
sustainable way? 

As I see it, the problem doesn't 
lie in the definition of the word, but 
rather the varying opinions of what it 
means to the individual. I'm guess-
ing if you ask a superintendent and 
an anti-golf environmentalist what it 
means, you'll get two very different 
answers. In other words, there are 
varying degrees to which people will 

consider themselves to be managing 
turfgrass in a sustainable manner. Due 
to these differences, the debate over 
what is sustainable can get heated. 

The idea of sustainability is one that 
many people are passionate about and 
for that reason "push" their ideas on 
others. It's like an argument about re-
ligion or politics. The problem is there 
is no right answer. Different people 
are going to have varying ideas and be-
liefs on whether they are sustainable 
in their management practices. 

Let me use the vegetarian example. 
For about two years in college I de-

U.S. superintendents. Yes, they may 
use fewer pesticides (due primarily 
to weather-related circumstances) 
than a mid-Atlantic superintendent, 
but many of them still use pesticides 
to some degree. So do uncontrol-
lable climatic differences make one 
turfgrass manager more sustainable 
than another? 

If we accept that varying climatic 
conditions define sustainability, then 
we should probably shut down every 
desert course. Surely, the use of ir-
rigation for the game of golf can't be 
considered sustainable can it? 

As I see it, the problem doesn't really lie in the 
definition of [sustainability], but rather the varying 
opinions of what it means to the individual. 

cided to become a vegetarian. During 
this period I gave up all meat except 
for fish. People were always curious 
about my decision and it invoked a lot 
of discussion. My meat-eating friends 
would make fun of my food choices, 
while others would say I wasn't "really 
a vegetarian" because I ate fish. The 
best discussion involved a vegan who 
told me and a "true vegetarian" that 
neither of us were doing it right. I 
didn't know there was a wrong way. 

The bottom line is everyone has dif-
ferent degrees to which they consider 
themselves sustainable, but most if 
not all of us practice some level of 
sustainability in our management 
practices. So why do people push their 
practices on others when most can't 
even agree on a definition? 

In some cases it's a superinten-
dent's philosophy and passion. I see 
this often with greenkeepers in the 
UK. They are passionate about their 
sustainable management practices, 
but in many cases I can't really see 
what they're doing differently from 

The answer is there are costs and 
benefits for everything. If we were 
truly sustainable we would all walk 
to work, grow our own food, and 
consume only what was necessary. We 
surely wouldn't drive our gas-guzzling 
trucks, eat store-bought food, or 
indulge in anything considered un-
necessary to sustain our lives. 

Although it may seem like I'm 
anti-sustainability, the exact opposite 
is true. I feel we all can improve our 
management practices through proper 
IPM strategies. However, we should 
stop worrying about why others don't 
do it like us and focus on what we 
as individuals can do in our specific 
cases. What is considered sustainable 
at a Minnesota muni course is not go-
ing to be the same at a West Chester, 
N.Y. private club. 

Superintendents should work to-
gether to share programs and discuss 
what really works. If so, then the 
industry will continue to improve. We 
must stop placing one definition on 
sustainable turfgrass management. GCI 
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