
Doing the 
Paul Emling has t ransformed Arcadia Bluffs' image w i th a golf course 
maintenance program based on his genuine appreciation for the environment 
BY L A R R Y A Y L W A R D , E D I T O R 

On the Environment U pon hearing the news, 
Paul Emling rushed to 
the edge of the golf 
course on the towering 
bluff overlooking Lake 
Michigan. Stunned and 
shaken, Emling could-

n't believe what he saw He crumpled to his 
knees on the rain-soaked ground. 

Emling stared down at the thousands of 
tons of soil that had eroded into the lake 
through a ravine from the golf course above. 
The soil created a delta in the shimmering, 
blue water and formed an ugly, brown plume 
extending well beyond the shoreline. 

It was a frightening sight to Emling, the 
young superintendent of the new course, 
Arcadia Bluffs Golf Club, which was still under 
construction in the picturesque northwest 
Michigan small town. 

"I was devastated," Emling recalls of the 
erosion accident that occurred on the morn-
ing of Sept. 26, 1998, after the village of 
Arcadia was soaked with 3 inches of rain in 
about an hour. 

Emling, then 27, was six months into his 
job at Arcadia Bluffs. He wondered what 
impact the calamity would have on his young 
reign of the course. Emiing's natural response 
to the accident was, "Why now?" The links-
style course, located on about 225 acres and 
situated along a 150-foot-tall bluff on the lake, 
was nearly finished and scheduled to open the 
following spring. "I couldn't believe we'd 

gotten that far to have this happen," Emling 
says. 

Worse, environmentalists viewed the inci-
dent — despite the role of a ruthless Mother 
Nature in it — as an environmental 
catastrophe because of the alleged pollution it 
caused to Lake Michigan. Keith Schneider, 
deputy director of the Michigan Land Use 
Institute, said what happened became a 
"prominent symbol of corporate neglect for 
natural resources." 

Nonpartisan bystanders took a more diplo-
matic view. Greg Lyman, director of environ-
mental programs for the Golf Course Super-
intendents Association of America (GCSAA), 
called the accident a "terribly unfortunate cir-
cumstance." But Lyman adds, "It gave the golf 
industry in Michigan a black eye." 

Richard Postma, the owner and devel-
oper of Arcadia Bluffs, was held most 
accountable for the accident. Postma was crit-
icized for "running roughshod" over the area 
to build the course. He was labeled an 
"overzealous developer." 

While Emling was spared any blame for 
the accident, it was easy for him to be 
labeled guilty by association. 

"It was a hard time for me," Emling, now 
33, says softly. "It was frustrating." 

"Frustrating" because those who know 
Emling say he's about as environmentally 
minded a superintendent as one can get. 

Rumors and accusations directed at 
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H a s h - f o r w a r d to jui7 2004. There 
have been no more erosion problems and it has 
never been proven that the accident caused any 
environmental harm to the lake. Postma has paid 
$125,000 in civil penalties to settle the law-
suit. Arcadia Bluffs, designed by Rick Smith and 
Warren Henderson, has matured into a mag-
nificent-looking and challenging course that 
commands $ 175 for 18 holes and attracts play-
ers from throughout the Midwest. 

And then there's Emling, in his seventh sea-
son as superintendent of the course, who has 
quietly helped Arcadia Bluffs heal its neglect-
for-natural-resources image by implementing 
an aggressive and impressive golf course main-
tenance program with an emphasis on envi-
ronmental awareness and integrated pest 
management (IPM). 

Bill Shriver, general manager and chief oper-
ating officer for Arcadia Bluffs, says Emling is the 
ideal person to be superintendent of Arcadia 
Bluffs because of his environmental prowess. 

"The first question he asks with every deci-
sion he makes is: 'What impact is this going to 
have on our surroundings?' " Shriver says. 

A bookshelf in Emiing's office is packed with 
various publications on turf management. One 
of the thickest offerings is his IPM Handbook. 

Emling could talk for hours about what he 
and his staff do to strive for excellent turf con-
ditions while preserving the environment in the 
process. But as he sits at his desk, with his bright-
orange Arcadia Bluffs cap fit snugly on his head, 
Emling insists that he's just "doing the right 
thing." 

"I feel that being environmentally sensitive 
is a way of life — something that's more inher-
ent than learned," he says, noting that he believes 
many superintendents share his sentiments. 

Emiing's favorite television station is any 
broadcast with an in-depth report on the local 
weather. On a recent day, the TV jutting from 
the wall above his desk is tuned to the Data 
Transmission Network (DTN), a leading busi-
ness-to-business provider of real-time infor-
mation services for weather-sensitive industries 
and other markets. "We can get radar instandy 
and know when storms are coming," 
Emling says. 

Emling pursues up-to-date weather fore-
casts, not so much to track major storms that 
could cause possible flooding, but because it 

Continued on page 28 

Emling adheres to a fol iar-
feeding program for the obvious 
reason - he doesn't want gran-
ular ferti l izer to end up in Lake 
Michigan. 

The ravine where the erosion 
occurred is now covered w i th 
vegetat ion and stabi l ized, 
Emling says. 

Continued from page 24 
Arcadia Bluffs flew around town like debris in 
a nasty tornado. The Michigan attorney gen-
eral sued Postma and his company, RVP De-
velopment, for the accident and alleged the 
company was responsible for several sediment 
discharges from the course into Lake Michi-
gan during an eight-month period in 1998. 

Talk circulated that the course was going to 
cease construction and shut down. Some grum-
bled that the accident made the golf industry 
look terrible. Superintendents and others 
approached Emling with the subde advice that 
he should bolt Arcadia Bluffs for another job. 
"No, I'm going to stick it out," Emling told 
them. "We didn't do anything wrong." 

But even as the course continued its con-
struction and the erosion problem was recti-
fied, Emling and other personnel at Arcadia 
Bluffs knew they had a challenge on their hands. 
Emling believed in his heart that he and the 
others at Arcadia Bluffs, including Postma, 
would never do anything to harm the spec-
tacular environment in and around Arcadia 
Bluffs. The problem was convincing outsiders, 
including Emiing's peers in the industry, that 

their aim was true. 
"One of my biggest 

frustrations is that we 
knew what our poten-
tial problems were 
going to be during con-
struction," Emling says, 
noting that erosion was 
on the list. "But along 
the way we had a mas-
sive rain that came at a 
vulnerable time and 
showed us what Mother 
Nature can do." 



Continued from page 26 
plays such an important role in his IPM pro-
gram. "Everything we do revolves around the 
weather," he says. "All the decisions we make 
are based on the weather." 

For instance, Emling knew from Arcadia's 
beginning that the weather would affect any 
pesticide spraying programs. There's always a 
nice breeze — and sometimes a stiff wind — 
blowing around the course. When Emling was 

Arcadia Bluffs invested in pricing boom sprayers, he told Postma the course 
covered boom sprayers to con- would have to spend more to purchase covered 
trol drift on the windy course. sprayers to keep pesticides from drifting. 

By the IPM Book 
Timing is everything when it comes to pesticide applications at Arcadia Bluffs Golf 
Club. Below is superintendent Paul Emling's philosophy for timing and techniques 
of pesticide applications, according to his Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 
Handbook. 
• Don't spray the adult version of an insect if the larval stage is the cause of the 
damage. Weather is also an important factor to consider. It's not appropriate to 
spray an insecticide that could get into the storm-water system before a heavy rain-
fall. When possible, late-evening applications of pesticides are made when there is 
typically a lack of golf. Evening applications increase the efficacy of the application 
by reducing sunlight exposure that can break down pesticides. 

• Proper calibration of spray equipment is crucial to obtain maximum results. 
Improper calibration can result in under or overdoses which may result in turf and 
environmental damage. 

• All of Arcadia Bluffs' spray equipment has been outfitted with sophisticated 
shielding systems that virtually eliminate off-target drift. 

• Arcadia Bluffs strives to use pesticides that cause the lowest detrimental impact 
to nontarget pests and plants. New biological pesticides are used at Arcadia Bluffs 
quite often and when feasible. 

Emling and his crew take a curative approach 
toward problem insects and turf disease. He likes 
to use premium products at lighter rates. "We're 
not afraid to spend the extra dollar on products 
that are environmentally friendly," he says. 

Emling's herbicide program focuses almost 
stricdy on spot treatment. Crew members travel 
the course with a large sprayer and scout for 
weeds. Emling and his two assistants carry small 
spray jugs in their utility vehicles. "If we drive 
by and see weeds, we get out and spray them," 
he says matter-of-facdy. 

With fertilization, Emling adheres to a 
foliar-feeding program for the obvious reason 
— he doesn't want granular fertilizer to end 
up in Lake Michigan. He also uses organic fer-
tilizer in the spring and fall to build soil struc-
ture. The staff does make one light granular 
application of an IBDU slow-release fertilizer in 
the spring to green up the course. 

Emling's goal is to achieve a strong root sys-
tem throughout the course and at all times of 
the year. That way, turf will fight off disease 
and insect infestations naturally and not 
require a lot of pesticides. 

Emling also monitors water use closely to 
lessen the chance of water waste and to 
decrease turf disease pressure. He likes to use wet-
ting agents, especially on greens. "We can turn 
the water down 60 percent when we use them," 
he says. 

Equipment maintenance also focuses on what's 
best for the environment. Only synthetic oil is 
used in mowers and other equipment. The result 
is one-fifth less waste than if regular motor oil is 
used. Emling says he's also contemplating a switch 
to biodiesel fuel to operate some equipment. 

Emling is especially proud of the mainte-
nance facility's biological wastewater treatment 
and recycling system, manufactured by Envi-
ronmental Systems Design. The system sounds 
like an enormous vacuum cleaner while run-
ning. It collects grass clippings and separates 
them for proper disposal. It also breaks down 
pesticides, grease and other chemicals washed 
from equipment with aerobic microbes. 

Arcadia's maintenance facility also features a 
double-vaulted fuel station, which can contain 
any leaks if the fuel tank ruptures. 

Drainage, of course, is a major issue (for ob-
vious reasons) at Arcadia Bluffs. The course has 
an intense drainage system in place to prevent 

Continued on page 30 
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another erosion accident from happening. The 
course spent several million dollars after the ac-
cident to improve drainage. In addition to the 
drainage, the course designed a water-retention 
system on site to contain flooding from the 
worst-possible storms. 

"We made adjustments to an already exten-
sive system to make it that much better," Em-
ling says, noting that drains are inspected for 

Five Steps of the Integrated Pest Management Program 
Scouting: A key componen t to any IPM program is to regularly moni tor the golf 
course property to determine wha t kinds of pests, d iseases or agronomic stresses 
might be present. 

Pest ID: Successfu l moni tor ing requires proper identi f icat ion of pests and 
pathogens and know ledge of their life cycles. 

Sett ing thresholds: Dur ing the scout ing process, insect count, amoun t of d isease-
damaged turf, and number and types of w e e d s will be determined. The decis ion to 
manage a pest and how to manage the pest will be determined by to lerance levels. 
These levels will vary for d i f ferent port ions of the course. For example, more w e e d s 
are to lerated on fairways than on putt ing greens. 

Determine controls: In s o m e cases it may be possible to el iminate a pest by me-
chanical removal or by cultural practices. In most insect cases, a curative pest ic ide 
appl icat ion may be the only feasible way to lower or remove the pest population. In 
the case of weeds and fungi, a preventive appl icat ion at lower rates than curat ive 
appl icat ions may be the best way to prevent intolerable d a m a g e or greater pest i-
c ide use in the long run. 

Evaluation: This will de termine whe the r the approaches taken are maintaining pest 
d a m a g e to an acceptable level, whe ther t iming of biological or chemical appl ica-
t ions needs to be modif ied, and whe the r the costs are just i f ied in te rms of results. 

Source: Arcadia Bluffs Golf Club's IPM Handbook 

problems once a month and immediately after 
storms to make sure they're not clogged. 

Emling also took a class to become a certi-
fied storm-water operator so he could better un-
derstand the science of drainage. 

"Nobody made me do it," he says. "I did it 
because I knew it would be the best thing for 
the site and good for me." 

Lyman is impressed with Arcadia's mainte-
nance operation and credits Emling as the cat-
alyst for creating it. Lyman, the former turfgrass 
environmental education specialist at Michigan 
State University, has known Emling for several 
years. In 2001, he helped Emling enroll Arca-
dia Bluffs in the Michigan Turfgrass Environ-
mental Stewardship Program, which helps golf 
courses improve their environmental steward-
ship by protecting water resources, enhancing 
wildlife habitat and promoting native vegeta-
tion. "It's a part of Paul's fabric to be an envi-
ronmental steward," Lyman says. 

The Michigan Land Use Institute's Schnei-
der doesn't doubt that superintendents can be 
environmental stewards, and he was glad to hear 
about Emling's approach at Arcadia Bluffs. 

"He's sitting on one of the most gorgeous 
coast lines in the world," Schneider says. "Why 
shouldn't he treat that course with the respect 
that it merits?" 

Perhaps Emling's nee-hug-
ging personality has something to do with in-
stinct. It may sound sappy, but some believe 
Emling is supposed to be a superintendent. 

"It just comes naturally to him," Shriver 
says. "He does it better than anybody because 
it's what he was probably born to do." 

Emling, who is married with no children, 
grew up in Vassar, Mich., a small town near 
Saginaw. His father, Frederick, taught him the 
importance of environmental stewardship 
when Paul was a child. 

Emling was 15 when he began working at a 
local course that his father helped operate. He 
chuckles when he recalls quitting the golf course 
for a job at a grocery store so he could work in 
the comfortable confines of an air-conditioned 
building. The job lasted only two weeks, how-
ever, because Emling missed working outdoors 
and longed to return to the golf course. 

Emling received a bachelor's degree in 
Continued on page 34 

Emling carries a small jug with 
him in his utility vehicle to 
spot treat weeds. 
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biology from Alma (Mich.) College. He then 
attended Michigan State University and received 
a two-year certificate in the school's Turfgrass 
Management Program. Then it was on to the 
famous Crystal Downs Country Club (located 
in Frankfort, Mich., about 30 minutes from 
Arcadia), where Emling worked for five years, 
including four years as assistant to certified 
superintendent Mike Morris. 

Emling credits Morris for teaching him the 
ropes of environmentalism on the golf course, 
and Morris says Emling's reputation as a sound 
environmental superintendent continues to grow. 

"I speak for myself and Paul when I say we 
bend over backwards to preserve this land and 
keep the character of our area as pure and nat-
ural as possible," Morris says. 

Emling enjoys the outdoors so much that 
he's known to put in 12-hour days at the course 
and go home to work in the huge perennial gar-
dens in his 3-acre yard. 

Shriver says Emling surrounds himself with 
people who share his ideals. Emling credits his 
crew members, most who have been with the 

course since the accident 
occurred, for the tenacity 
they bring to their jobs. 
One of Emling's crew 
members is Scott Tuthill, 
the course's foreman and 
spray technician, who says 
Emling takes an "extremely 
cautious" approach to bal-
ancing golf course mainte-
nance with environmental 

| preservation. 
| "Paul really enjoys the 
> outdoors — boating, hunt-
fj ing and fishing — and he 

doesn't want to ruin the environment that he 
treasures so much," Tuthill says. 

While Lyman commends Emling for 
remaining modest about his environmental prac-
tices, he would like to see more people outside 
the golf industry find out about Emling's 
ecological doings at Arcadia Bluffs. 

"We want to make stewardship efforts 
known to a lot of audiences, the least of which 
is in the golf industry," Lyman says. "We want 
to be able to document progress and tell it to 
the golfing public." 

Shriver predicts that a more 

prominent course will someday make Emling 
an offer he can't refuse and steal him away to be 
its superintendent. But Emling insists he does-
n't want to leave Arcadia Bluffs. 

It's a wonder he didn't leave after the acci-
dent occurred, Morris says. "A lot of guys prob-
ably would have quit," he adds. "But Paul real-
ized he had a job to do and stuck with it." 

Frederick Emling is not surprised his son was 
so resolute immediately following the accident. 

"He wasn't sad when it happened," the elder 
Emling says. "He was just the opposite — he was 
upbeat. He wasn't going to let that bother him." 

One thing is for sure: Emling's blood pres-
sure doesn't soar anymore when "bad" things 
happen to the course, like golfers complain-
ing about the patch of clover near the 
No. 8 tee box. He says his perseverance after 
the accident made him a stronger person and 
superintendent. 

"A few weeds out on the course aren't so bad 
in the grand scheme of things," Emling says 
with a toothy smile. 

Standing on the bluff between the lake and 
the 11 th hole, Emling scans the horizon — the 
waving trees, the fluttering fescue and the white-
capped waves — and soaks in the sounds, sights 
and smells around him. It's clear he cherishes 
this area on the course, what with its spectacu-
lar view in all directions. It's surely a more pleas-
ing view than Emling witnessed six years ago as 
he stood on the bluff. 

That said, Emling doesn't dwell much on 
the past and the nightmare he endured in 1998. 
Just the opposite, he is a forward-looking per-
son and says Arcadia Bluffs is his dream job. 

"I thank God every day for this," Emling 
says of his job. "I feel so fortunate to be here." • 

Emling says Arcadia 
Bluffs is his dream job. 
With views like this, 
who can argue? 

Arcadia Bluffs has matured 
into a magnificent-looking 
and challenging course 
that attracts golfers from 
throughout the Midwest. 




