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s you play through the T h ree Crowns Golf
C l u b, a Robert Trent Jones II 18-hole, 7 , 0 6 5 -
y a rd deve l o pment along the No rth Pl a t t e

R i ver in Casper, Wyom i n g, yo u’ll see spectacular views 
of Casper Mountain. Eight ponds come into play on 
14 holes; 80 bunkers are fi lled with bri lliant white sand
t ru cked in from neighboring Idaho. Ta ll fescue gra s s e s
g i ve a shine to fairw ays , while the A-1 bentgrass on the
g reens provides a quick , t rue ro ll . The daily - fee course,
w h i ch opened in 2005, spans 110 ac res of a 350-ac re
c omplex that includes a jogging trail and park s , a n d
though Casper is unlikely ever to be a big draw to tour-
i s t s , i t’s we ll-used by the local com mu n i ty during the
April through October golf season.

A

by Todd PitockGolf

Green Fees
With enough money,

any golf course can be 
made environmentally

friendly. But many resorts 
are finding that an 

inconvenient truth.

A Green crowd-pleaser:
W y o m i n g ’s Three

Crowns is an industrial
site–turned–golf course.
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If it all sounds pleasant enough, i t’s the
s t o ry you ca n’t see that makes the course
n o t ewo rt hy: In the early 1990s, the are a
was so polluted that you would have 
been ill - advised to walk your dog here.
The site had been a gasoline re fi n e ry since
1 9 1 2 , first for Midwest Oil, then St a n d a rd
O i l , w h i ch became Amoco and then
B PAmoco in 1998. The industrial fo o t-
p rint was deep—lawsuits and a gove rn-
mental crack d own pre d i c t a b ly fo ll owe d ,
and that led to a bio-re m e d i a t i on plan.
B PAmoco paid some $200 mill i on for the
cleanup alon e, w h i ch began in 1998 and
eve n t u a lly included plans for a golf course.

“T h e re we re thousands of miles of 

pipe that had to be taken out,” s ays Joh n
St ra w n , the chief exe c u t i ve of the Pa l o
A l t o, C a l i fo rnia–based golf design com-
p a ny Robert Trent Jones II , LLC . “T h e
engineers had a bulkhead wall installed fo r
two miles that went down to the bedrock
so that no groundwater would leave the
s i t e.” The water is pumped up, cleaned 
by a wetlands treatment system to re m ove
a ny oil, then directed to Soda La k e, a
w i l dl i fe pre s e rve two miles away. The 
s ystem under the course processes on e
m i ll i on gall ons per day of re c ove re d
g ro u n d w a t e r, and the runoff of oil wo u l d
fill a tanker a week.

Big Oil and golf might have seemed to
s ome env i ronmentalists like an all i a n c e
b e tween Lex Luthor and Darth Vad e r,b u t

the results we re dazzling, i n cluding na-
t i onal engineering awards and re c o g n i t i on
by G ol f We e k for one of the best new go l f
courses of 2006. “What was a poll u t i on
eye s o re became a beautiful ad d i t i on to the
c om mu n i ty,” s ays Alice Kra ft , e xe c u t i ve
d i rector of the Amoco Reuse Agre e m e n t
Joint Powers Board , a citizen gro u p.“I t’s
p ro s p e rous and we ll - u s e d , and people
have really supported it.”

THREE CROWNS MAY BE A FINE EX-
ample of env i ron m e n t a l i s m , but some 
o b s e rvers say it is also an exc e p t i on to the
rule of go l f ’s ge n e ra lly poor re c o rd . G i ve n
that mu ch of the sport’s appeal is the out-

d o o r s , the notion that it’s not especially
e c o - fri e n dly is as ironic as it is discom fi t-
i n g. But go l f ’s ch a ll e n ges are appare n t . I t
takes a lot of water to keep grass grow i n g
and steady doses of pesticides, h e rb i c i d e s
and fe rt i l i zer to keep turf thick and we e d -
fre e. The water–ch e m i cal cocktail ru n s
off and filters dow n , so that the damage
leaks and spre ad s . H a rvesting trees to cre-
ate wide lanes of fairw ay does little to
make the hearts of bird - l overs soar, nor 
is all the ac c om p a nying deve l o pm e n t —
housing com p l e xe s , cl u bh o u s e s , p a rk i n g
l o t s — e s p e c i a lly beneficial to wetlands or
w i l dl i fe habitat. “The ave ra ge person
d o e s n’t understand the elements of a go o d
d e s i g n ,” St rawn says . “H e’s going with
what he sees, and he associates bright 

colors with a good golf course.”
The inconvenient truths are not new s

to the industry. The United States Golf
A s s o c i a t i on’s “ G reen Se c t i on ,” w h e re
a g ron omists deal with turf manage m e n t ,
has studied the issues for ye a r s . In 1996, a
c o a l i t i on of industry and env i ron m e n t a l
activists created “E nv i ronmental Pri n c i p l e s
for Golf Courses in the United St a t e s ,” a
document of guidelines for the future.
Pa rticipants included the Golf Course
Su p e rintendents Association of Am e ri ca ,
Friends of the Eart h , the Am e ri ca n
So c i e ty of Golf Course Arch i t e c t s , t h e
USGA and others. In 1991, Au d u b on
I n t e rn a t i on a l , then ca lled the Au d u b on

So c i e ty of New Yo rk , began a pro g ram 
to register and certify golf courses that
adopted env i ron m e n t a lly fri e n dly prac-
t i c e s . I n d e e d , the cert i fi ca t i on pro g ram was
the ra i s on d’ê t re of the organiza t i on ,w h i ch
began as a bre a k a w ay group from the
Na t i onal Au d u b on So c i e ty, with which it
is not affiliated and has had a ra n c o rous 
re l a t i on s h i p, i n cluding a lawsuit over use 
of the name “Au d u b on .”( Au d u b on Inter-
n a t i onal successfully defended itself; t h e
c o u rt agreed that the name had passed into
the public domain.) Ni n e ty percent of the
o r g a n i za t i on’s ac t i v i ty and all of its opera t-
ing revenue come from annual dues paid
by members, i n cluding golf courses. T h e
1 1 - e m p l oyee non p ro fi t’s budget is less
than half a mill i on doll a r s .

Palm Desert, CA’s
Firecliff was an 

early environmental
success story.
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The cert i fi ca t i on is a marketing tool,
not unlike a G ood Ho u s e k e e p i n g Seal of
Ap p roval for golf courses. The name
“Au d u b on” s o ftens otherwise resistant el-
ements and has a fe e l - good quality with
the public. It “was something that was
done on our own [because we] thought it
would be good PR,” the course super-
intendent of the Ocean Course at Kiawah
Island Golf Resort wrote in an e-mail.

Joining the pro g ram isn’t diffi c u l t .To be
listed in the Au d u b on Coopera t i ve Sa n c-
t u a ry Pro g ra m , a course need mere ly be
open for play and pay the $200 a year 
dues ($250 for members outside the U. S. ) .
R e g i s t rants re c e i ve educa t i onal materi a l s
but are not re q u i red to act on them. To
gain cert i fi ca t i on , a course has to meet six
re q u i re m e n t s , s u ch as testing surf ace water
and correcting any pro b l e m s , i n cluding any
ch e m i cal con t a m i n a t i on or runoff issues.
Courses that store ch e m i cals have to show
that they’re handling them ac c o rding to
the Env i ronmental Pro t e c t i on Age n cy
l a b e l , and they must have a spill con t a i n-
ment plan in place in the event of a mishap.
A signature pro g ram is available for courses
in the process of being built, w h i ch give s
Au d u b on Intern a t i onal greater influence
in a course’s stru c t u re and maintenance.

Au d u b on Intern a t i onal says its goal is 
to “make [each course] better than they
would have been” without some interven-

t i on , s ays Joellen Ze h , the gro u p’s pro g ra m
m a n a ge r.The organiza t i on will wo rk with
a ny course, but part i c i p a t i on has been 
light. “In 2002,” Zeh says, “we challenged
the industry to register 50 percent of golf
c o u r s e s .” By 2007, just 13 percent we re
re g i s t e re d , i n cluding some with enough
s t a t u re that others might have fo ll owe d
their lead , i n cluding Pebble Beach , t h re e
B e t h p a ge courses and Sa u c on Va ll ey.
A l t o ge t h e r, 2,150 courses in 27 countri e s
are registered.

E ven that fi g u re, t h o u g h ,paints a som e-
what rosy picture. M e re ly re g i s t e ring with
Au d u b on re q u i res no mandatory ch a n ge s
to course opera t i on s , and of the 2,150 that

did re g i s t e r, on ly 520 U. S. courses took
steps to get fully cert i fi e d . T h a t’s about
t h ree percent of 17,000 Am e ri can go l f
c o u r s e s . “The excuses are that it’ll be too
e x p e n s i ve, i t’ll take too mu ch time and it
won’t make a diffe rence any w ay,”Zeh says .
“My all-time favo rite was from a superi n-
tendent who told me he couldn’t have Cub
Scouts wandering around fairw ays while
people are playing go l f.

“We know that we make a difference,”
Zeh ad d s . “I t ’s also important for the 
i n d u s t ry to be able to demon s t rate that
t h ey’re doing the right thing. A re som e
doing the right thing? Ye s , but they ca n’t
prove it unless they’re in the program.”

THERE ARE WOU LD-BE REF O R M ERS
and critics within the game.

“Aw a reness is grow i n g,” s ays Mich ae l
O s go o d , d i rector of sales and mark e t i n g
for Desert Wi ll ow Golf Resort , w h o s e
two courses,Fi re cliff and Mountain Vi ew,
a re owned and operated by the City of
Palm Desert . “But there is no [gove rn-
ment] re g u l a t i on and golf isn’t re g u l a t i n g
i t s e l f. The sport is trad i t i on a l . I t’s about
g ra s s , t rees and flowe r s . T h a t ’s what
go l fers want. If wo rd gets out that yo u r
course is brow n , yo u’re in tro u b l e.The tour
doesn’t play courses with brown spots; the
magazines don’t show pictures of courses
with brown spots. G o l f ’s about being

l u s h — g reen fairw ays and blue water. To
most go l fe r s , t h a t’s pure.We ll , it takes a lot
of water to keep that up.”

B ack when T h ree Crowns was still an
e nv i ronmental debacl e,D e s e rt Wi ll ow was
in the fo re front of building env i ron m e n t a l
c o u r s e s . Fi re cl i f f, a Mich ael Hurd zan de-
sign that opened in 1997, m ade the cove r
of Smithsonian m a g a z i n e.O s good cre d i t s
fo rw a rd-thinking local offi c i a l s . T h e
courses use the desert landsca p e,with turf
on just 75 of 120 ac re s . The 45 ac res of
waste area are decomposed gra n i t e, a . k . a .
d e s e rt go l d , that do not need irri g a t i n g.
R e claimed water provides half of its irri g a-
t i on needs, and the natural design means

less turf to begin with. Wa t e r - e f fi c i e n t
plants are thre aded with rubber tubing that
dispenses droplets of water using a com-
p u t e r - c on t ro lled central irri g a t i on sys t e m
that adjusts output ac c o rding to need.

If all of that seems like a lot of wo rk ,
O s good notes that ultimately golf may
h a ve to learn an age-old lesson from
Mother Na t u re : Adapt or die. “We have
1 2 0 - d e g ree heat here in the vall ey,”O s go o d
s ays . “Think about how many air con-
d i t i oners we have ru n n i n g. T h a t’s a lot of
e l e c t ri c i ty. We also have over 120 go l f
c o u r s e s . I t’s on ly a matter of time befo re the
aq u i fers are used up.”

For their part , s ome env i ron m e n t a l i s t s
sound almost con c i l i a t o ry, b e l i eving that
the industry can be persuaded to ch a n ge
its ways for its own go o d . Golf offers a lot
of ch a ll e n ges com m on to those attempt-
ing to find harm ony between econ om i c
d eve l o pment and sustainable env i ron-
mental prac t i c e s . “You have to look at
e ach course,” s ays John Fl i ck e r, p re s i-
dent of the Na t i onal Au d u b on So c i e ty,
w h i ch has no direct re l a t i onships with
golf courses.“ Some are better than others.
The env i ronmental movement hasn’t
re ached go l f, but there are owners who are
t rying to do better, and that’s a go o d
t h i n g. Would we like to see eve ryon e
doing more? Su re.”

J ohn St ra w n , the Trent Jones II exe c-
u t i ve, ack n ow l e d ge s
that the sport has a
p roblem in its image
and in fac t . “I’ve been
on planes and people
asked what I did, a n d
when they heard I

was in golf course design, t h ey looked at
me like I said I was dealing drugs to ch i l-
d re n . We’ve done a terrible job of ge t t i n g
the story out about the positive things
we’ve don e. T h e re are bad situation s ,
no question , but I think there is more
s c ru t i ny now and a lot of developers are
finding out that people like eco-fri e n dly
p l a n s , i n t e g rated pest management and so
on . T h ey get premiums on lot sales. I t’s
like buying a Pri u s . People like it.”And as
t h ey apprehend more of the con s e q u e n c e s
of env i ronmental neglige n c e, t h ey hope
that other courses pick up the pace of
e c o l o g i cal effo rts and keep the game from
being left in the dust. ●

“Golf’s about being lush—green fairways 
and blue water. To most golfers, that’s pure.

Well,it takes a lot of water to keep that up.”


