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The Town of Cary, North Carolina is on the verge of approving changes to its Noise Ordinance 
that will adversely impact all its residents and neighborhoods, especially those adjacent to the 5 
golf courses in the Town. 

The Concern 

The proposed changes in the Cary Noise Ordinance, as currently recommended by Town 
Staff and given preliminary unanimous approval by the Cary Town Council on May 5, 
2015, will allow Cary golf courses to conduct all manner of lawn maintenance and 
landscaping — including use of commercial backpack blowers — on all playing surfaces 
with no decibel limit as early as 6 a.m. 7-days a week, April through September, and with 
no effective policy to enforce violations. 

When you read the preceding statement, your first reaction might be this doesn’t sound right. 
This would sure be out of character for Cary leadership and surely can’t be their intention. We 
suspect it is not anyone’s intention, but as you read on, you will see the statement accurately 
describes the consequences if the steamroller to change the Cary Noise Ordinance continues on 
its current path. 

And it’s not just the supporters of this website that are concerned about this issue. Morrisville 
Mayor Mark Stohlman, representing 25,000+ area residents, and Preston Community 
Association (PCA) President Alan Knuckles↑, representing 1,300 Preston homeowners 
surrounding the golf courses, had both sent e-mails of concern to Cary leadership prior to the 
May 5, 2015 Town Council meeting. Also, a recent Cary News↑ article raises questions about 
the proposed changes. 

The Current Noise Ordinance 

The current Cary Noise Ordinance works by exception. The idea is, no one can make any 
disturbing noises except as provided in the Noise Ordinance. The following are the key 
provisions. 

“Sec. 22-107. Sounds impacting residential life. 

Except as provided in sections 22-105 (exceptions) or 22-109 (relating to amplified noise), it 
shall be unlawful for anyone to create or cause a sound that exceeds 60 dB(A) affecting any 
occupied residential structure or unit other than the unit occupied by the person creating the 
sound.” 

“22-105 Exceptions 
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incorrect	  or	  misleading	  and,	  therefore,	  should	  
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(10) Lawn Mowers and Landscaping Equipment. Lawn mowers, landscaping equipment, and 
agricultural equipment used between the hours of 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m. on Monday through 
Friday and between the hours of 9:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m. on Saturdays and Sundays when 
operated with all the manufacturer’s standard mufflers and noise-reducing equipment in use and 
in proper operating condition. The mowing of golf course greens is allowed to begin at 6:00 a.m. 
during the months of April through September.” 

There are two important aspects to the issues at hand resulting from how the Ordinance is 
structured. 

The 24/7 allowable sound limit described as “cause a sound that exceeds 60 dB(A)” is an 
absolute “instantaneous” limit that cannot be exceeded, except by one of the Exceptions 
specified in the Ordinance. Sound limits can also be expressed as “averages over time” that may 
or may not include peak instantaneous limits, but this is not the method specified in the current 
Noise Ordinance in Cary. 

Using the “Exceptions approach” creates some interesting loopholes. For example, under this 
Ordinance you can use a lawnmower any day of the week, any time of the day or night, as long 
as you don’t exceed 60 dB(A) at any time. Also, since the Exceptions don’t also include a 
decibel limit, you can use a lawnmower (or any other equipment as long as it is “operated with 
all the manufacturer’s standard mufflers and noise-reducing equipment in use and in proper 
operating condition.”) without any decibel limit during the times and days allowable in the 
Exception (this interpretation of the Ordinance language was confirmed by Deputy Chief Tony 
Godwin in his report to the Town Council on May 5, 2015↑). 

Click here↑ for the complete Cary Noise Ordinance. 

The Proposed Changes 

Town Staff submitted several recommended changes to the Cary Town Council meeting on May 
5, 2015 as follows: 

Mowing the “golf course greens” be redefined to “any playing surface on the golf course“ 

Redefine “mowing” as: “The use of any powered equipment for typical golf course 
maintenance purposes, including blowers.” 

Note: This definition allows very loud powered equipment, such as chainsaws, wood chippers, 
tractor-mounted blowers, etc. that are typically, and frequently, used for golf course 
maintenance. While Cary Leadership and Staff have expressed genuine concern about this 
equipment, this concern has not been addressed in the current Council-approved Staff 
Recommendations which will allow use of this equipment. 

The current 60 dB(A) instantaneous not to exceed limit be redefined as “Average taken over 
a set period of time with a “cap” such that a reading in excess of the cap within the averaging 
period would constitute a violation of the ordinance… an average reading with an upper limit 
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threshold.  Staff recommends that the cap be 3 decibels over the established limit.  Thus, when 
the decibel limit is 60 dB(A), any reading of 63 dB(A) or above during the 60-second measuring 
period would constitute a violation of the noise ordinance, even if the average reading for the 60 
second time period is below 60 dB(A).” 

These are material changes that have the clear potential to significantly increase the type, 
level and extent of undesirable commercial noise impacting homeowners. 

Click here↑ to read the complete report on Staff Recommendations to modify the Noise 
Ordinance. 

What Do Other Cities Do 

The vast majority of cities in North Carolina do not allow any lawn mowing and landscaping by 
golf courses — or any other commercial entity — before 7 a.m. Cary is a rare exception that 
currently grants golf courses permission for “mowing of golf course greens” beginning as early 
as 6 a.m. 7-days a week, April through September. 

There are over 60 golf courses in the 9 county Triangle Metro area. According to Cary Deputy 
Chief Tony Godwin’s March 12, 2015 report at the Cary Town Council↑ meeting and the Noise 
Ordinance Staff Report↑, only the towns of Wake Forest, Cary and Morrisville allow golf 
courses to begin mowing of golf course greens as early as 6 a.m. There are 8 golf courses in 
Wake Forest, Cary and Morrisville. 

This means that 87% of the golf courses in the Triangle Metro area, many of them higher 
ranked↑ in quality than any of the Cary golf courses, provide an excellent golf experience by 
starting all their golf course maintenance activities at 7 a.m. Even the golf mecca of Pinehurst 
does not give golf courses a special exemption that allows an early start before 7 a.m. 
according to Godwin. 

What Cary Did 

A number of citizens have been complaining that the golf courses have been interpreting 
“mowing the greens” to mean mowing includes using leaf blowers and greens means any 
playable surface (tees, fairways, greens, etc.). 

The Cary Town Council voted unanimously on May 5, 2015↑ to affirm the Staff 
recommendations and directed them to prepare final language to re-present to the Council for a 
final vote to modify the ordinance. No further public hearings are planned. 

Essentially, Town Staff has recommended and the Town Council agreed that Cary will 
address citizens concerns not by stopping the violations, but by making the violations 
permissible. This is certainly a new approach for handling citizen complaints and ordinance 
violations in Cary. 

The Status of Enforcement 
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Any ordinance is only as good as its enforcement. The following has been reported in the Public 
Speaks Out segment of Town Council meetings and in presentations by Cary Police Deputy 
Chief Tony Godwin. 

The Cary Police Department has no clear directive on who the violation should be issued to in 
the case of a golf course violation, to the employee operating the equipment, or to the Club as the 
legally responsible entity. 

Cary and Morrisville town boundaries are completely interspersed in the Preston neighborhood 
with some of the residential property in Morrisville while the immediately adjacent golf course 
property is in Cary. Residents have reported in the Public Speaks Out segment at Town Council 
meetings, that when they called to report what was believed to be a noise violation, Cary Police 
said they cannot respond because the complainant residence was in Morrisville. When the 
resident then called Morrisville Police, they sent out an officer, but the officer said they could do 
nothing because the source of the noise, the golf course, was in Cary — Catch 22. 

Note: While Cary Leadership has expressed genuine concern about this Catch 22, this concern 
has not been addressed in the current Council-approved Staff Recommendations. At the May 5, 
2015 Town Council meeting, Mayor Weinbrecht informally (i.e., there was no motion) directed 
Staff to look into options to address this concern. 

There is no Inter-Agency agreement between Cary and Morrisville that would enable an officer 
to cite a Noise Ordinance violator across jurisdictions. 

To the best of our knowledge, a Cary golf course has never been cited for a Noise Ordinance 
violation. Since citizens have reported numerous, what they believe were, violations without a 
citation being issued, the Noise Ordinance is believed to be unenforceable, or there is a — 
perhaps unwritten — policy within the Cary Police Department to not enforce golf course noise 
violations, or both. 

Responding to citizen frustration with their inability to act, Cary Police, represented by Deputy 
Chief Tony Godwin, has recently begun an effort to get clarifications and directives from Town 
leadership to improve the enforceability of the Noise Ordinance. 

We Love Golf 

A great number of residents in the Preston HOA are golfers and members of the Prestonwood 
golf club. The vast majority (87%) of golf courses in the Triangle provide a great golf experience 
beginning all work at 7 a.m. year-round like other lawn maintenance and landscaping businesses. 

These concerns are not anti-golf. We simply believe the Cary golf courses are capable of 
operating their businesses in the same manner as the vast majority of golf courses in the area. 

Every procedure that Cary golf courses claim requires the earlier start and more noisy equipment 
has a quieter alternative that doesn’t need the extra hour. For example, modern golf courses were 
able to maintain pristine playing surfaces for more than 50 years before the backpack blower 
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came into use. These alternatives may be less operationally convenient for crews and 
management, require updating equipment, and raise costs slightly, but the golfing experience 
does not need to suffer. 

Golfing as a recreational activity is generally in decline↑ and our economy continues its slow 
recovery from a prolonged severe recession. Therefore, we understand, sympathize and respect 
golf courses’ current fervor for controlling costs, but this should not be used to obscure the facts 
of this issue. 

This is not about golfers vs. homeowners. This is about private business being granted special 
convenience and cost reducing privileges at the expense of residents peaceful enjoyment of 
their homes. 

Citizen Suggestions 

Cary consistently ranks as one of the best places to live in America because Leadership and Staff 
have an outstanding record of working together to make quality decisions quickly and efficiently. 
As a result they don’t have a lot of experience with citizen push back when they get a bit off-
track because it doesn’t happen very often. Thus far, Cary Leadership’s response to citizen, 
Mayor Stohlman and PCA President Knuckles’ concerns could be described as perfunctory. 
Perhaps this time, the decision was just a little too quick and a little too efficient. 

These suggestions address a combination of issues that have existed for a long time in the Noise 
Ordinance that are made worse by the current proposed changes. 

Suggestion 1 

Slow Down. Cary should take more time to coordinate with Morrisville to get an ordinance that 
everyone can understand, is easy to comply with and easy to enforce. 

Suggestion 2 

Create Inter-Agency Agreement. Nothing frustrates citizens like a bureaucratic Catch-22 and it 
reflects badly on police and town leadership. Formulate an inter-agency agreement between Cary 
and Morrisville police to make sure, regardless of the particular jurisdiction of the source and 
impact of a violation, the violator can be cited. 

Suggestion 3 

Close Loopholes. dB(A) limits should cover all hours 24/7/365, louder in the day (e.g., 7 a.m. to 
9 p.m.), quieter at night (e.g., 9 p.m. to 7 a.m.).  Lawnmowers and landscaping should not be 
allowed at night just because the use of that equipment does not exceed the dB(A) limit, and 
there should not be an absence of any dB(A) limit just because it is day. 

Suggestion 4 
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Cite Violators. Golf courses, like any other business, should be cited for violations. Cite the 
equipment operator. In many cases the noise nuisance is in violation of golf course management 
directives. When word gets out among employees that they are going to get the citation, these 
breaches of policy will become rare. 

Suggestion 5 

Research Appropriate Decibel Limits. According to the report by Deputy Chief Tony Godwin 
delivered at the May 5th, 2015 Cary Town Council meeting, the current Staff recommendation 
for dB(A) limits was determined by “we looked at what Wilmington is doing.” We should use 
the same noise meters used by the Cary Police department and test against the golf course 
maintenance procedures they actually need to do with the equipment they normally use. The test 
should consider effectiveness and noise minimization alternatives. Everyone should want the real 
numbers. The dB(A) limit must include an instantaneous limit, but depending on the research 
results may also include an average limit, because they are both factors in annoyance. Exceeding 
either the instantaneous or average limit should be a violation. 

Suggestion 6 

Define Equipment. Newer equipment specifically designed for golf courses is generally quieter 
than general commercial, agricultural, or industrial equipment. Commercial golf course 
equipment can be used from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. 7-days, but heavy commercial, agricultural, or 
industrial equipment should only be used from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. 7-days. Loud heavy equipment 
should specifically include chainsaws, wood chippers, farm tractors, backhoes, front-end loaders, 
etc. This should apply town-wide, not just for golf courses, when heavy equipment is used 
anywhere under the Lawn Mowers and Landscaping Equipment Exception of the Noise 
Ordinance. 

Suggestion 7 

Eliminate the Golf Course Exception. It is clear the “mowing of golf course greens” exception 
is not required for a quality golf experience. It may be inconvenient and cost more for the golf 
courses, but it is not required. This exemption is really little more than an economic benefit for a 
private business. In any event, 6 a.m. is just too early for commercial mowers and backpack 
and tractor-mounted blowers to be active on all playing surfaces. If the exception is eliminated, 
as the ordinance is currently written, the start time for maintenance would be 9 a.m. on Saturday 
and Sunday. However, if heavy equipment is deferred to 9 a.m. 7-days a week, then all other 
lawn maintenance can start at 7 a.m. 7-days a week. If the current golf course exception is to 
remain, it should continue to be restricted to lawn mowing only (no blowers) and putting greens 
only. 
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