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RISING SUSTAINABILITY TIDE LIFTS GROUNDS MANAGEMENT 

-by Robert Balek, February 2009
Maybe good grounds management can be a model to solve the economic crisis.  Consider this.  Many blame our economic crisis on mortgage companies increasing profits by selling homes to those who could not afford them, and corporations cutting costs to increase profits and raise dividends, but the economy has crashed and those profits are no longer attainable. 

As grounds managers, we should have seen it coming.  In fact, we have been contributing to it by using the excuse that the more we cut costs or the more profits we make, the better grounds managers we are.  
Here are some symptoms of putting the “faster and cheaper is better” philosophy ahead of doing things a better way.  

· “They compacted the ground so hard from the construction that I can’t even get a shovel into it to plant anything” lamented one groundskeeper.  

· “That mow contractor put ruts all over my lawn!” exclaimed one exasperated customer.

· “Why do people keep planting Bradford Pears everywhere? Don’t they want trees that can survive heavy winds or ice without breaking apart?” questioned one grounds manager.

Sound familiar?  Do you know of more?  

Would throwing more money into your grounds management program stop these practices?  Should we keep producing cheaper and cheaper Bradford Pears to constantly replace the ones destroyed by nature?  You might have thought that there is nothing you can do about it.  The good news is, the times are changing.  
Enlightened grounds managers nationwide are rallying around the Sustainable Sites Initiative (SSI) Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks.  This document is being drafted by the American Society of Landscape Architects, Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, University of Texas at Austin, and United States Botanical Garden in cooperation with organizations and groups across the country.  PGMS is involved in drafting this document.  

SSI is to be a component of the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Green Building Rating System developed by the Green Building Council.  SSI targets the land design, development, and management industries.  SSI has the potential to sweep the grounds management industry clean of the “faster and cheaper is better” philosophy and elevate it to something much greater – sustainability.
The SSI defines sustainability as land practices “that meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”

Sustainable grounds management decisions are made with three major criteria in mind – environmental, social, and economic.  Sustainable sites are rated using these benchmarks.  Different regions of the country will have different criteria, but the result would be to move toward healthier communities, economic prosperity, and functioning ecosystems.
Sustainability requires us to actively improve the social, economic, and environmental prospects of which we are engaged daily in grounds management, whether we acknowledge them or not, for the sake of future generations.  
The challenge of SSI is to show a market value for ecosystem products and services like clean water, fresh air, sustainable soil, abundant wildlife, etc.  Our built landscapes can be sustainable if they support natural ecological functions throughout their life cycle, by regenerating the natural products and services of ecosystems in their undeveloped state.  The criteria for measuring these products and services are being developed now.
Wherever we manage grounds; at universities, corporate campuses, parks, schools, roadsides, or at individual residences, each of us has the potential to stop engaging in harmful practices and restore some beneficial component of our ecosystem for future generations.

Many economists see economic values shifting away from consumerism and shifting toward a more sustainable economic system of renewable resources and quality goods.

SSI is attempting to prepare the grounds maintenance industry for that change.  Perhaps we can drive out the “faster and cheaper is better” philosophy and replace it with economic, social, and environmental sustainability.  
The catch is – it only works if you do it.
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