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Audubon International’s Cooperative Sanc-

tuary Program is centered around helping 

golf courses implement and maintain en-

vironmental standards. It allows superin-

tendents to certify and promote their environmen-

tally friendly measures. In the U.S., there are 1,893 

registered courses in the program, 520 of which 

have been designated as certified Audubon Coop-

erative Sanctuaries.

Joellen Zeh, program manager at Audubon In-

ternational, says small changes to how golf courses 

are maintained can provide big paybacks, both in 

community goodwill and in cost savings. John 

Deere Approach asked her to elaborate.

Q: What financial benefits are there to letting out-

of-play areas “grow wild”?

A: Many courses realize labor savings because parts 

of the course that once required time-consuming 

maintenance are no longer actively maintained. 

That, in turn, reduces wear and tear on equipment 

and requires less gasoline, pesticides, fertilizers and 

water overall. 

Q: How does an Audubon International certified 

golf course differ from one that isn’t?

A: The biggest difference you’ll see between a typi-

cal golf course and one that’s been through our 

program is shoreline vegetation. Creating habitat 

along shorelines is the best way to create food, 

shelter, and space in one location. Creating tall-

er grass areas around water features discourages 

Canada geese while encouraging other waterfowl 

and shore birds.

Q: What other benefits does the program provide?

A: We did a survey a few years ago of superinten-

dents in the program. They told us that turfgrass 

quality and golfer satisfaction had improved. In fact, 

99% responded that turfgrass quality and golfer sat-

isfaction had improved or stayed the same with, half 

saying both factors had improved. Seventy percent 

of respondents said they were more satisfied with 

their jobs after becoming part of the program, with 

no one saying they were less satisified.

Q: What is involved in becoming certified as an 

Audubon Cooperative Sanctuary Program?

A: The hardest part is getting started. There’s a $200 
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Elk cool off in a water  

hazard, leaving golfers with 

a memorable story to tell.
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annual fee to join. We send them materials that walk 

them through the process. The first step is site assess-

ment, which helps in developing an environmental 

plan based on a checklist. That takes an hour and a 

half to two hours to complete. The entire process 

usually takes from one to three years to complete 

around a superintendent’s other responsibilities. 

The fastest completion was 8 months.

Q: What type of community involvement is re-

quired?

A: The outreach and education category is the 

one that I think frightens many superintendents. 

It’s different than everything else in the program. 

We provide a structure and assistance for them. 

Often people will invite school groups. It’s not re-

quired, but it is very successful. Others may bring 

scouts in to build nest boxes or plant wildflowers. 

Some courses host bird walks, which are espe-

cially popular with the elderly because they have 

an easier time getting around a golf course than 

a wooded area. There are many ways to involve 

the community, including hosting photography 

contests on the course. Those photos can be used 

in displays and course newsletters.

Q: Forming a resource advisory group is a require-

ment for certification. What does that entail?

A: A resource advisory group includes people from 

the golf course – employees, golfers and suppliers 

– and people from the community. The group of-

fers advice and often volunteers to help implement 

the environmental plan. The idea is to find local 

experts and enthusiasts who are willing to share 

their areas of expertise and time. 

Q: What’s a common mistake superintendents make 

when trying to attract wildlife to the golf course?

A: Nest boxes are something many people will do 

first, however most people do not do them correctly. 

If you put up nest boxes, you should have a monitor-

ing program to check them every two weeks for in-

vasive house sparrows or European starlings. If those 

birds are found, the nest boxes should be removed. If 

a monitoring program can’t be done, then nest boxes 

shouldn’t be erected. 

Q: Any final tips for superintendents who might 

be interested in joining the Cooperative Sanctuary 

Program?

A: Start slow. The average golf course in the program 

will add 22 acres of habitat, typically tall grasses or 

wildflowers, over time. If you do that all at once, you 

might lose your job. Pick areas that are out of play, go 

slow, let the staff and golfers know what you’re doing 

and why. Remember that nothing is set in stone. You 

can try naturalized areas and if you get too many 

complaints, you can start mowing again.

Audubon International is celebrating its 20th year 

of environmental stewardship. To learn more, visit 

www.auduboninternational.org. n
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Egrets are  

attracted to  

water surrounded 

by high grass, but 

canada geeese 

— a nuisance on golf 

courses — are not.
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