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To Phil — my brother, my first dive partner, and the inspiration for this book. Thirty-five years later, you’re still in the water, still finding that white gold, and still the reason I know that the best things in life are buried just below the surface. This one’s for you.
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  Chapter 1

The Hidden Economy Beneath the Fairway

“Every water hazard on every golf course in America is a bank vault with no lock on it.”

— Veteran golf ball diver, 22 years in the business

The Invisible Supply Chain

There is a parallel economy running beneath the surface of American golf, and most golfers have no idea it exists. Every year, an estimated 300 million golf balls land in water hazards across the United States. The overwhelming majority of those balls are never retrieved by the golfer who hit them. They settle into the silt, accumulate by the thousands, and wait.
[image: A bucket of freshly recovered golf balls on the dive boat—ra]A bucket of freshly recovered golf balls on the dive boat—raw product straight from the water, before cleaning.
That is where the golf ball recovery diver comes in. Armed with a wetsuit, a mesh bag, and the willingness to spend hours wading through murky, zero-visibility ponds, recovery divers pull tens of thousands of balls per year from course water hazards. Those balls are cleaned, sorted, graded, and resold—often within days of being recovered—into a secondary market worth hundreds of millions of dollars annually.

The supply chain is deceptively simple. A golfer hits a ball into a pond. A diver retrieves it. The ball is cleaned and graded. It is sold to another golfer at a fraction of retail price—or sold in bulk to a reseller, a driving range, or a retail operation that packages it under its own brand. The golfer who buys it may never know it spent three months buried in muck at the bottom of a retention pond in central Florida. They just know they paid four dollars for a ball that retails for six.

REAL TALK: The Numbers Are Real
This is not a gimmick side hustle or a get-rich-quick scheme. Experienced full-time divers routinely generate $80,000 to $150,000+ in annual gross revenue. Some multi-course operators exceed $250,000. But the margins depend entirely on your ability to secure course access, process efficiently, and sell consistently. Every dollar of revenue is earned in the water, in the cleaning station, or in the sales process.


The recovered golf ball market sits at the intersection of a few powerful economic forces. First, new premium golf balls are expensive—a dozen Titleist Pro V1s retail for over fifty dollars. Second, golf balls are fundamentally durable goods being treated as disposable consumables. A ball that has been underwater for a few weeks performs nearly identically to a new ball off the shelf. Third, golfers lose balls at a staggering rate, creating a constant, renewable supply of inventory that costs the diver nothing beyond the labor of retrieval.

This is a volume business with attractive unit economics. The cost of goods is effectively zero—the balls are abandoned property. The primary costs are labor, equipment, transportation, and course access fees. That means the gross margin on a recovered golf ball, once cleaned and graded, can exceed 80 percent on direct-to-consumer sales and 50 percent on bulk wholesale.

———

Market Structure and Scale

To understand the opportunity, it helps to understand how the market is structured. The recovered golf ball industry operates at three distinct tiers, each with its own economics, customer base, and competitive dynamics.

Tier 1: Direct-to-Consumer (DTC). This is where per-ball margins are highest. Divers sell cleaned, graded balls directly to golfers through Facebook Marketplace, eBay, local pro shops, or their own websites. A premium ball like a Titleist Pro V1 in mint condition can sell for three to four dollars per ball in a dozen lot. DTC sales require more effort per transaction—photography, listing, messaging, meeting buyers—but the margin justifies it for premium inventory.
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Tier 2: Wholesale to Resellers. This is the volume play. Divers sell bulk lots—sorted by brand and grade or unsorted by the pallet—to resellers who clean, repackage, and resell under their own brand. Pricing ranges from ten to forty cents per ball depending on brand mix, grade, and volume. The margins are thinner, but the transaction size is larger and the sales cycle is faster.

Tier 3: Driving Range and Institutional Sales. Driving ranges, golf academies, and course practice facilities consume enormous quantities of balls. These buyers care about volume and consistency, not brand. Range-grade balls sell at the lowest per-unit price but move in the largest quantities.

PRO TIP: Build a Blended Sales Channel
The most profitable recovery operations do not commit exclusively to one tier. They cherry-pick the highest-value balls (Pro V1s, Chrome Softs, TP5s) for DTC sales, move mid-tier brands in bulk to resellers, and dump range balls and off-brand inventory to driving ranges. This tiered approach maximizes revenue per ball recovered and minimizes dead inventory.


The total addressable market is substantial. Industry estimates place the U.S. recovered golf ball market between $200 million and $400 million annually at the retail level. The exact figure is difficult to pin down because much of the market operates informally—individual divers selling on Marketplace, cash deals at the course, and handshake agreements with range operators. But the scale is real, and it is growing as golfers become increasingly comfortable buying used balls and as online marketplaces make the product more accessible.

———

Revenue Models: How the Money Actually Flows

There is no single right way to monetize a recovery operation. The revenue model you build will depend on your volume, your geography, your course relationships, and how much time you want to spend on sales versus diving. That said, there are three proven models that account for the vast majority of successful operations.

Model A: The DTC Specialist. You dive, clean, grade, photograph, list, and sell directly to individual golfers. This model produces the highest per-ball revenue but demands the most time per sale. It works best for operators in metro areas with dense golfer populations and strong Facebook Marketplace or local demand. A DTC specialist might sell 500 to 1,500 balls per week and generate $1,500 to $5,000 in weekly gross revenue.

Model B: The Bulk Wholesaler. You dive at high volume across multiple courses and sell the majority of your inventory in bulk to established resellers. Cleaning and grading are simplified—often just a rinse and rough sort by brand. The per-ball price is lower, but the sales process is streamlined. A bulk wholesaler moving 5,000 to 10,000 balls per week might gross $1,000 to $3,000 weekly, with significantly less time spent on sales.

Model C: The Hybrid Operator. This is the model most experienced operators converge on. Premium balls are sold DTC for maximum margin. Mid-tier balls are moved in bulk. Range-grade inventory is sold to driving ranges or dumped to a wholesale buyer at commodity prices. The hybrid model maximizes total revenue per dive session and ensures that no recovered ball sits in a garage unsold.

INSIDER: The Hidden Fourth Revenue Stream
Some operators negotiate course access agreements that include pond maintenance as part of the deal. Courses value having their ponds cleaned of debris, algae, and accumulated junk—not just balls. If you position your service as “pond maintenance with ball recovery,” you can sometimes negotiate a flat monthly fee from the course on top of keeping all the recovered inventory. This effectively turns your primary cost center—course access—into a revenue line.


———

Common Misconceptions and Failure Modes

The golf ball recovery business has a deceptively low barrier to entry. A wetsuit, a pair of goggles, and a mesh bag are technically all you need to start pulling balls out of a pond. That accessibility attracts a lot of people who underestimate what it takes to build a sustainable operation. Here are the misconceptions that sink the most new entrants.

Misconception #1: “The balls are free, so it’s all profit.” The balls have zero purchase cost, but the operation has real expenses: gear replacement, fuel, vehicle wear, cleaning equipment, storage, insurance, and—most importantly—your time. A diver who spends six hours in the water, two hours cleaning, and three hours selling to net $300 needs to ask whether that eleven-hour day is actually profitable relative to the alternatives.

Misconception #2: “Any pond will do.” Pond yield varies enormously. A pond on a busy municipal course adjacent to a par-3 over water might produce 3,000 balls per dive. A pond tucked behind the 14th tee on a low-traffic private course might produce 200. Course selection and pond mapping are the highest-leverage skills in this business.

Misconception #3: “I can just show up and dive.” Diving without a course agreement is trespassing. Period. Even courses that seem abandoned or indifferent have ownership, and unauthorized diving exposes you to legal liability, criminal charges, and—worst of all—a reputation in the local golf community as a poacher. Securing legitimate course access is the foundation of every durable recovery operation.

COMMON MISTAKE: Neglecting the Sales Side
The most common failure mode is not on the dive side—it is on the sales side. New operators get excited about pulling thousands of balls out of the water but have no plan for moving that inventory. Within weeks, their garage is full of unsorted, uncleaned balls and their cash flow is zero. Recovery without a sales engine is just hoarding. Before you dive your first pond, you need to know exactly how and where you will sell what you recover.


Misconception #4: “All golf balls are worth the same.” A Titleist Pro V1 in AAAAA condition is worth ten to twenty times more than a no-name range ball with a scuff mark. Brand identification, grading accuracy, and sorting discipline are what separate a profitable operation from one that is leaving money in the bucket. Chapter 7 covers this in detail, but the point here is that treating all recovered balls as interchangeable commodities is one of the fastest ways to destroy your margins.

Misconception #5: “This is a summer gig.” In many regions, golf is played year-round, and water temperatures are diveable for eight to ten months per year. Even in northern climates, the off-season is not downtime—it is when you build course relationships, maintain equipment, sort and list accumulated inventory, and prepare for the spring surge. Operators who treat this as seasonal work will always be outcompeted by those who treat it as a twelve-month business.

———

Seasonality and Geographic Factors

The golf ball recovery business is shaped by two intersecting cycles: when golfers play and when conditions allow diving. Understanding both is essential to planning your operation.

In the Sun Belt states—Florida, Texas, Arizona, the Carolinas, and southern California—golf is a year-round activity, and water temperatures are generally comfortable enough for diving from February through November. These markets offer the most consistent supply and the longest operating windows. They also tend to have the most competition, because the favorable conditions attract more divers.

In the mid-Atlantic, Midwest, and Northeast, the golf season runs roughly from April through October, with a sharp drop-off in November. Water temperatures can be uncomfortably cold by late October, and many courses drain or close their water features for winter. However, these markets often have less competition and higher per-ball pricing, because fewer divers are willing to work the shorter season.

PRO TIP: Time Your Dives to the Calendar
The single best time to dive most ponds is early spring, just before the golf season ramps up. Balls have accumulated all winter without being recovered, and golfer demand for affordable used balls is about to spike. If you can get into your top-producing ponds in March and April, you are harvesting peak inventory at the moment when sell-through rates are highest. This is the equivalent of a retailer stocking shelves before Black Friday.


Demand for recovered golf balls follows a predictable annual curve. It spikes in March and April as golfers stock up for the season, plateaus through the summer, ticks up slightly around Father’s Day and the major tournaments, and then declines from October through January. Smart operators build inventory in the fall and winter to pre-stage for the spring selling season, rather than trying to match real-time dive volume to real-time demand.
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Geography also affects brand mix, which directly impacts revenue. Courses in affluent areas tend to produce a higher percentage of premium balls—Pro V1s, Chrome Soft, TP5s—while public municipal courses skew toward mid-tier and range-grade balls. Knowing your local course demographics allows you to forecast not just how many balls you will recover, but what those balls will be worth.

———

A Day in the Life of a Full-Time Recovery Diver

To ground all of the economics in reality, here is what a typical high-output dive day looks like for an experienced full-time operator running a hybrid model across multiple course relationships.

5:30 AM — Load the truck. Wetsuit, boots, gloves, mask, multiple mesh bags, a ball washer or tub, and enough storage bins for the day’s expected haul. Check the course schedule to confirm no tournaments or early shotgun starts that would conflict with your dive windows.

6:15 AM — Arrive at the first course before players hit the water hazards. Check in with the pro shop or maintenance staff. Confirm which ponds are accessible today and whether any are off-limits for maintenance or events.

6:30 AM to 11:00 AM — Dive two to three ponds at the first course. Work systematically using grid patterns, tactile search in zero-visibility silt, and knowledge of ball accumulation zones built from prior dives. Load recovered balls into mesh bags, haul them to the truck. A productive morning at a high-yield course might produce 1,500 to 3,000 balls across three ponds.

11:30 AM — Drive to the second course. Repeat the process on one or two ponds. By early afternoon, the truck holds 2,000 to 4,000 balls.

2:00 PM to 5:00 PM — Back at the home base. Rinse the day’s haul, run premium balls through the cleaning process, and begin sorting by brand and condition. Set aside top-tier balls for DTC listings. Bag mid-tier balls for the next bulk shipment. Toss range-grade balls into the range bin.

Evening — Photograph and list DTC inventory on Facebook Marketplace. Respond to buyer messages. Arrange pickups and drop-offs. Update inventory counts. Review the week’s schedule and adjust course rotation based on yield data.

REAL TALK: It Is Physical Work
There is no way around this: golf ball recovery is hard on the body. You are spending hours in water that ranges from uncomfortable to genuinely cold, wading through silt and muck, hauling heavy bags of wet golf balls up muddy banks, and then spending the afternoon on your feet sorting and cleaning. The operators who last are the ones who invest in their physical conditioning, manage their recovery, and build systems that reduce unnecessary labor. This is a blue-collar business that happens to have white-collar margins—but only if you treat it with the operational discipline it demands.


———

What This Book Will Do for You

This book is the resource that did not exist when most of today’s successful divers were starting out. There was no manual, no training program, and no industry body setting standards. Divers learned by trial and error, by watching others, and by making expensive mistakes.

What follows in these chapters is the collected operational knowledge of professional-grade golf ball recovery—from legal foundations and course relationship building, through dive techniques and safety protocols, to cleaning and grading systems, inventory management, and multi-channel sales strategy. Every chapter is built on what actually works in the field, not theory.

Whether you are a weekend warrior looking to turn your first pond into a profitable side hustle, or an experienced operator looking to professionalize and scale, this book is designed to compress years of learning into a single reference. By the time you finish, you will have the knowledge, the frameworks, and the operational playbook to build a golf ball recovery business that generates real, sustainable income.

Turn the page. The first step is understanding the legal landscape you are operating in—because getting that wrong can end your business before it starts.

PRO TIP: Read With a Pen
Do not passively read this book. Every chapter contains action items, templates, and decision frameworks. Keep a notebook or a digital document open as you go. By the time you finish, you should have a personalized operational plan—not just a general understanding of the business. The divers who build the most successful operations are the ones who plan before they dive.


Chapter 2

Legal Foundations: Rights, Access, and Liability

“The fastest way to kill a recovery business is to skip the legal homework. I’ve watched guys build five-figure monthly operations and lose everything because they never signed a single agreement.”

— Full-time recovery operator, Southeast U.S.

Who Owns the Balls?

This is the foundational question of the entire business, and the answer is less straightforward than most people assume. When a golfer hits a ball into a water hazard and walks away without retrieving it, has that golfer abandoned the ball? Does the golf course now own it? Or is it fair game for anyone willing to wade in and pick it up?

The legal framework varies by jurisdiction, but the general principle across most U.S. states rests on a combination of property law, abandonment doctrine, and the rights of the landowner. Understanding these intersecting concepts is not optional—it is the legal bedrock your entire operation sits on.*

The Abandonment Argument. Under common law, personal property is considered abandoned when the owner voluntarily relinquishes possession with no intent to reclaim it. A golfer who hits a ball into a pond and continues playing has, in most legal interpretations, abandoned that ball. They have made no effort to retrieve it, they have no reasonable expectation of recovering it, and they have implicitly accepted its loss as part of the game. Under pure abandonment doctrine, the ball becomes unowned property available to whoever takes possession of it first.

The Landowner’s Claim. Here is where it gets complicated. Even if the golfer has abandoned the ball, the ball is sitting on private property—the golf course. In most jurisdictions, the landowner has superior rights to abandoned property found on their land. This means the golf course, not the general public, has the strongest legal claim to balls in their ponds. A diver who enters course property and removes balls without the course’s permission is not recovering “free” inventory—they are removing property that the course has a claim to, from land they have no right to be on.

The Practical Reality. In practice, most golf courses are happy to have their ponds cleaned. Accumulated balls are a maintenance nuisance, and the courses themselves rarely have the equipment, staff, or interest to recover them. What courses want is a professional, reliable operator who will clean their ponds on a schedule, carry appropriate insurance, stay out of the way of golfers, and either share a percentage of the recovery value or provide the pond maintenance service at no cost to the course. The legal ownership question is resolved through a course access agreement that explicitly grants the diver the right to recover and keep the balls.

REAL TALK: The Gray Zone Is Not Your Friend
Many divers operate for years without formal agreements, relying on verbal handshakes and the assumption that no one will challenge them. This works until it does not. A change in course management, a complaint from a member, a liability incident, or a competitor who actually has a signed contract can end an informal arrangement overnight. If you do not have it in writing, you do not have it.


———

State-by-State Legal Variance

There is no single federal law governing golf ball recovery. The legal landscape is a patchwork of state property law, local ordinances, and in some cases, environmental regulations that vary significantly by jurisdiction. What is perfectly legal in one state may constitute trespassing or theft in another.

States with Favorable Precedent. Florida, Texas, and the Carolinas have the most established recovery industries and the most diver-friendly legal environments. In these states, the abandonment doctrine is well-established, course access agreements are common and well-understood, and local law enforcement generally does not interfere with diver operations that have course permission. Florida in particular has a decades-long history of professional golf ball diving, and the industry operates with a level of normalcy and acceptance that does not exist in every state.

States with Restrictive Conditions. Some states have environmental regulations that complicate diving operations. If a golf course pond is classified as a wetland, a retention basin within a stormwater management system, or a body of water subject to state environmental protection, you may need permits beyond a simple course access agreement. California, for example, has stringent water body regulations under the California Environmental Quality Act that can apply to ponds on golf course property. Several northeastern states have similar frameworks.

Municipal and County Considerations. Even in diver-friendly states, individual municipalities may have ordinances that affect your operation. Noise ordinances can limit early-morning operations. Commercial vehicle restrictions can affect where you park your truck. Business licensing requirements vary by county. Some municipalities require a specific vendor or contractor license to perform services on commercial property, which a golf course technically is.

PRO TIP: Do the Legal Research Before You Dive
Before you pull a single ball from a pond in a new jurisdiction, spend two hours researching. Check state property law on abandoned personal property. Review local environmental regulations for bodies of water on commercial property. Verify business licensing requirements in the county. Call the county clerk’s office if you are unsure. This research costs you nothing but time, and it can save you from a legal situation that costs you everything.


———

Structuring Course Access Agreements

The course access agreement is the single most important document in your business. It defines your legal right to be on the property, your right to recover and retain the balls, the terms of compensation to the course, liability allocation, and the conditions under which either party can terminate the arrangement. A well-drafted agreement protects both you and the course. A poorly drafted one—or worse, no agreement at all—leaves you exposed.

There is no universal template for these agreements, because every course relationship is different. But there are elements that should appear in every agreement you sign, regardless of the specific deal structure.

Grant of Access and Recovery Rights. The agreement must explicitly state that the course grants you permission to enter the property, access designated water hazards, and recover golf balls. It should specify which areas of the course you are authorized to work in and any areas that are off-limits. It should also state clearly that recovered balls become your property upon retrieval—this eliminates any ambiguity about ownership.

Exclusivity. Whenever possible, negotiate an exclusive agreement. An exclusive arrangement means you are the only diver authorized to work the course’s ponds. Without exclusivity, the course can bring in a second diver who undercuts your compensation terms, or a poacher can claim they have “permission” and muddy the waters. Exclusivity protects your investment in the relationship and gives you scheduling certainty.

Compensation Structure. The compensation you provide to the course typically takes one of four forms: a percentage of recovery value (usually 10 to 25 percent), a flat monthly or per-dive fee, free pond maintenance services, or a combination of these. The right structure depends on the course’s priorities and your negotiating leverage. Chapter 3 covers negotiation tactics in detail, but for the agreement itself, the key is that the compensation terms are explicit, measurable, and not subject to interpretation.

Scheduling and Operational Constraints. The agreement should define when you are allowed to dive. Most courses want divers to work early morning before play begins, during slow periods, or on course closure days. The agreement should specify your operating windows, any blackout dates such as tournaments or member events, and the process for scheduling changes. It should also address how you will enter and exit the property, where you will stage equipment, and how you will interact with course staff and golfers.

Insurance and Indemnification. Nearly every course will require you to carry general liability insurance and to indemnify the course against claims arising from your operations. This is non-negotiable for any serious course relationship. The agreement should specify minimum coverage amounts, require you to name the course as an additional insured on your policy, and include a mutual indemnification clause that protects both parties.

Term and Termination. Define the length of the agreement and the conditions under which either party can terminate. A one-year term with automatic renewal is standard. Include a termination-for-convenience clause that allows either party to exit with 30 to 60 days’ written notice, and a termination-for-cause clause that allows immediate termination for material breach. Pay attention to what happens upon termination—specifically, whether you retain the right to sell balls already recovered but not yet sold.

COMMON MISTAKE: The Handshake Deal
The number one legal mistake in this industry is operating on a verbal agreement. A handshake with the head pro or the superintendent feels good, but it has zero legal weight when the course is sold to a new owner, the manager who gave you permission leaves, or a member complains about a diver in the pond during their round. A signed agreement takes 30 minutes to draft and an hour to negotiate. Skipping it can cost you an entire course relationship and months of accumulated access.


INSIDER: The Agreement as a Sales Tool
A professional, well-formatted agreement actually helps you close course deals. When you present a clean, printed contract to a course manager, you immediately differentiate yourself from every other diver who shows up in a wetsuit and says “can I dive your ponds?” The agreement signals that you are a legitimate business, that you understand liability, and that you are protecting the course as much as yourself. It is a credibility accelerator.


———

Business Entity Formation and Insurance

If you are treating golf ball recovery as a real business—and you should be—then you need a real business structure. Operating as a sole proprietor with no entity, no insurance, and no separation between personal and business assets is a liability time bomb. One slip on a course bank, one injury claim from a golfer who trips over your gear, one car accident on the way to a dive, and your personal assets are on the line.

Entity Selection. For the vast majority of recovery operators, a single-member LLC is the right choice. It provides personal liability protection, pass-through taxation, and minimal administrative overhead. Formation costs vary by state but typically range from $50 to $500 in filing fees. You do not need an attorney to form an LLC, but you do need to file correctly with your state’s Secretary of State, obtain an EIN from the IRS, and open a separate business bank account. If you are operating with a partner or hiring employees, a multi-member LLC or an S-corp election may be appropriate—consult an accountant or attorney for your specific situation.

General Liability Insurance. This is the minimum coverage you need, and most courses will require it before they sign an access agreement. A general liability policy covers bodily injury and property damage claims arising from your business operations. For a golf ball recovery operation, this means coverage for scenarios like a golfer tripping over your equipment, a course employee slipping on balls you left on a path, or damage to course property from your vehicle or diving activities. Standard policies for small service businesses start at $500 to $1,500 per year for $1 million in coverage, which is the typical minimum courses require.

Commercial Auto Insurance. If you are using a personal vehicle for business purposes—hauling equipment, transporting inventory, driving between courses—your personal auto policy likely does not cover you. A commercial auto policy or a business-use endorsement on your personal policy closes this gap. The cost depends on your driving record and vehicle, but expect $1,000 to $2,500 per year.

Workers’ Compensation. If you hire any employees or use subcontractors, most states require workers’ compensation coverage. Even if you are a solo operator, some courses require it as a condition of their access agreement. Check your state’s requirements and factor this into your operating costs if applicable.

PRO TIP: The Insurance Payoff Beyond Coverage
Carrying proper insurance does more than protect you from claims—it opens doors. Many high-end private clubs and resort courses will not even consider a diver without a certificate of insurance naming the course as additional insured. When you can produce that certificate on the spot during a pitch meeting, you have just cleared the single biggest objection most course managers have. Insurance is not just a cost—it is a competitive advantage that gives you access to the highest-yield courses in your market.


———

Trespassing, Poaching, and Enforcement Realities

Every recovery diver will eventually encounter poaching—unauthorized individuals diving or retrieving balls from ponds where you hold an exclusive agreement, or diving courses where no one has permission at all. Poaching is the industry’s most persistent operational headache, and how you handle it determines whether you protect your course relationships or lose them.

What Constitutes Trespassing. Entering private property without authorization to remove property is trespassing in every U.S. jurisdiction. A golf course is private property, regardless of whether it is a public-access municipal course or a members-only private club. Diving without a course access agreement—or diving a course where another operator holds an exclusive agreement—is trespassing. In many states, it can also be charged as theft if the course has claimed ownership of the balls. The penalties range from civil fines to misdemeanor criminal charges, depending on the jurisdiction and the circumstances.

Night Diving and After-Hours Recovery. A significant percentage of poaching happens at night, when courses are closed and no staff is present. Night divers typically operate without agreements, without insurance, and without regard for safety. If you hold a legitimate agreement on a course and discover evidence of night diving—tire tracks near ponds, disturbed silt patterns, unexplained reductions in yield—report it to the course immediately. Many courses have security cameras, and some will involve local law enforcement if the problem persists. Do not confront night divers directly.

Protecting Your Agreements. The best defense against poaching is a strong relationship with the course. When the pro shop staff, the superintendent, and the maintenance crew all know you by name and understand your schedule, they become your eyes and ears. They will notice an unfamiliar truck parked near a pond. They will see footprints where there should be none. They will tell you before you have to ask. Invest in these relationships—bring the maintenance crew coffee, clean up debris beyond what is required, be visible and professional every time you are on the property.

REAL TALK: Do Not Become the Enforcer
When you catch someone poaching your ponds, the temptation is to confront them. Do not. Your job is to recover golf balls, not to police trespassers. Report the situation to the course and let them decide how to handle it. If the course wants to involve law enforcement, that is their decision. If you escalate confrontations with poachers, you create risk for yourself—legally and physically—and you position yourself as a source of drama for the course rather than a source of value. Be the professional. Let the course handle the enforcement.


———

Environmental Regulations and Permit Requirements

Golf ball recovery takes place in and around bodies of water, and those bodies of water exist within a regulatory framework that most divers do not think about until they run into it. Ignoring environmental regulations can result in fines, cease-and-desist orders, and—in the worst case—criminal charges under state or federal environmental law.

Wetland Designations. Some golf course ponds, particularly those that were constructed as part of a stormwater management system or that border natural waterways, may be classified as wetlands under the Clean Water Act or state equivalents. Disturbing sediment, altering the bottom contour, or removing material from a designated wetland without a permit can trigger federal or state enforcement action. Before you dive any pond that looks like it might be part of a larger water management system, check whether it carries a wetland designation. Your local Army Corps of Engineers district office or state environmental agency can provide this information.

Stormwater Retention Systems. In many Sun Belt states, particularly Florida, golf course ponds are integrated into the community’s stormwater management infrastructure. These ponds are engineered and permitted as retention or detention basins, and they are subject to regulatory oversight by water management districts. Diving in these ponds is generally permissible, but you should be aware that the water management district may have specific rules about disturbing sediment, removing debris, or altering the basin’s storage capacity. In rare cases, a district may require notification or a permit for commercial diving activity.

Chemical Exposure and Water Quality. Golf courses apply significant quantities of pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, much of which runs off into water hazards. While this is primarily a health and safety concern (covered in Chapter 6), it also has a regulatory dimension. Some states require commercial divers to carry certifications or complete safety training for work in potentially contaminated water. Others require businesses that handle materials recovered from regulated water bodies to follow specific disposal or handling protocols. Verify whether your state has any such requirements.

Protected Species and Habitats. Golf course ponds are habitat for wildlife, and in some regions, that wildlife includes protected species. Alligators in the Southeast, certain turtle species, nesting bird habitats, and aquatic plant species can all carry protections under state or federal law. Disturbing a protected species or its habitat—even unintentionally—can result in significant penalties. Know what lives in the ponds you are diving and what protections apply.

COMMON MISTAKE: Assuming the Course Handles the Permits
Do not assume that because the golf course has permits for its ponds, your diving activity is automatically covered. The course’s permits relate to the construction, maintenance, and operation of the water features. Your commercial diving activity is a separate operation that may require separate authorization. The course’s permit protects the course. It does not protect you.


PRO TIP: Turn Environmental Awareness Into a Selling Point
When you pitch a course, demonstrate that you understand the environmental regulations that apply to their ponds. Mention that you are aware of wetland designations, that you follow best practices for



Building Your Legal Foundation: A Checklist












* The information in this chapter is provided for general educational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. Laws governing property rights, abandonment, trespass, liability, and business formation vary by state and locality and change over time. Nothing in this book creates an attorney-client relationship, and the author is not acting as your attorney. Before securing course access, signing any agreement, forming a business entity, or relying on any legal principle discussed here, consult a licensed attorney in your jurisdiction who can advise you on your specific circumstances.
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West Palm Beach, FL Individual
Stuar, FL

Use golf balls

Lake Worth Beach, FL Jupiter, FL Riviera Beach, FL Royal Paim Beach, FL Paim City, FL
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