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By Marc Connerly, Executive Director, GCSASC
Executive Director’s Report

GCSASC has made a concerted effort to enhance the experience 

at recent events, resulting in increased turnout and very favorable 

responses from attendees.  Our most recent event, the Spring 

Meeting at Tustin Ranch Golf Club, was attended by over 100 

individuals, and they weren’t disappointed, as speakers Shawn 

Emerson and Doug Soldat received overwhelmingly high marks 

for their presentations.  The golf course was in excellent shape 

thanks to the efforts of host superintendent Kyle Marshall and his 

crew, and the reception food was outstanding.  The reception also 

featured a raffle, with several items donated by TaylorMade.

Our next event, the annual Scholarship & Research Tournament, is shaping up to be equally 

exciting, with a number of planned surprises.  The S & R will take place on Monday, July 18, 

at The Huntington Club in Huntington Beach (formerly known as SeaCliff Country Club).  

This year, we are pulling out all the stops, with a bloody Mary/mimosa bar in the morning, a 

cocktail hour featuring live music immediately following golf, a bottle of wine on each table, 

and a very exciting soon to be announced surprise!

GCSASC is also planning to hold our September meeting at TopGolf in El Segundo.

Finally, our Annual Meeting is scheduled for Monday, November 14, at Red Hill Country Club, 

and the Duff Shaw will be on Monday, December 12, at North Ranch Country Club.

GCSASC is excited about recent and upcoming events, and we hope you will come out and 

experience the excitement!

We look forward to seeing you at The Huntington Club on July 18.

Marc Connerly



6 Golf Course Superintendent Association Southern California - GCSASC

By Jeff Jensen • GCSAA Field Staff • Southwest Region

From The Field

It was great to see so many 

GCSA of Southern California 

members at the Spring 

Education Meeting at Tustin 

Ranch.  Some terrific and 

entertaining education and a 

great host facility.  The GCSA 

of Southern California Board of 

Directors and Chapter Executive Marc Connerly are 

doing a great job putting together quality events and 

sites.  

Please consider hosting an event, running for the 

Board or serving on a committee to assist an already 

highly successful chapter.  

As we move into the summer golf season, I wanted 

to take a moment to remind you about some of the 

benefits of your GCSAA membership that you may 

overlook.  

• GCSAA Affinity Program: Member savings 

programs through numerous vendors 

including Columbia (50% off), Imperial 

Headwear, Dell Technologies, Office Depot, 

UPS, Avis, National/Enterprise, and Golf 

Safety to name a few.  

• Complimentary tournament admission (based 

on member class) to select PGA Tour, PGA of 

America, LPGA and USGA Championships.  

This includes the 2023 U.S. Open at The Los 

Angeles Country Club and 2023 U.S. Women’s 

Open at Pebble Beach (Class AA, A, A-Retired, 

Class B and Class B-Retired members).  

• Retirement Services: GCSAA has partnered 

with Creative Planning to assist members in 

preparing for retirement.  Free 401(k) reviews as 

well as a 20% discount.  

• Career Coaching Services: Free resume critiques, 

reduced pricing on resumes and a slew of other 

career related services at discounted prices.  

• GCSAA Disaster Relief: The GCSAA Disaster 

Relief Fund assists GCSAA members who 

suffer personal loss. The fund has continued to 

be a resource for members who face tragedy 

caused by natural disasters. GCSAA will provide 

financial assistance up to $2,000 to members 

who contact the association and whose daily 

lives are altered by the effects of the natural 

disaster (including wildfires).  

• Compliance and Regulatory Assistance: 

GCSAA’s Government Affairs Team assists 

members with free compliance counseling, 

information, and resources.  Labor, water, 

and the EPA are just a few areas of expertise 

available to members.  

Thank you for your support of the Southern 

California GCSA and GCSAA.  If I can be of any 

assistance to you, please do not hesitate to contact 

me at jjensen@gcsaa.org and follow me for industry 

updates on Twitter @GCSAA_SW.  I hope you all have 

a terrific summer!  

Jeff
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Larry LaneRob Lampson
Larry Lane, owner of Turf Time West and 
longtime friend to many in the golf community 
and supporter of GCSASC, passed away in 
his hospital room in Anaheim in April at the 
age of 67.  Larry was honored at the 2019 Duff 
Shaw Memorial Tournament, and again at the 
GCSASC Spring Meeting at Tustin Ranch on 
April 24.
 
GCSASC extends heartfelt best wishes to the 
many friends, family and professional colleagues 
of Larry, and we remember him for his good 
humor and unconditional support of the 
association and its members.

Rob Lampson, a longtime GCSASC member, 
passed away in his sleep at the age of 58 
on March 21, 2022.  Rob served as the 
Superintendent at Stockdale Country Club, 
Westlake CC, Antelope Valley CC, TPC 
Valencia, and Sand Canyon CC, among 
others.  He left Southern California and 
moved to the Central Valley of California, 
where he lived upon his passing.
 
GCSASC extends condolences to Rob’s family, 
friends and golf community peers.
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By Craig Kessler, SCGA Public Affairs Director

SUPERINTENDENTS ARE FRONT AND CENTER IN THE
EFFORT TO NAVIGATE DROUGHT RESTRICTIONS

It’s déjà vu all over again.  No, it’s worse than that, according to climatologists and some 
water agencies – worse than the 2014-2016 supply situation.   

It may be tempting to get your hackles up a bit at the constant fusillade of media 
reportage about Southern Californians conserving no more than 4-6% water in response 
to the Governor’s call for 15% voluntary cutbacks.  Tempting because what those reports 
always seem to fail to mention is that Southern Californians are saving 4-6% off of last 
year’s usage, which was off 16% from pre-2016 usage patterns.  Tempting because what 
is always left out in these stories is the fact that Los Angeles’ 4 million residents use less 
total water today than Los Angeles’ 2.8 million residents used in 1970.  Also left out is the 
fact that the state’s two largest cities (Los Angeles and San Diego) have invested billions 
of their ratepayers’ and taxpayers’ dollars to develop local sources of water to displace 
reliance upon imports – e.g., storm water capture, aquifer recharge, potable/non-potable 
reuse, and desalination.  And let’s not forget Orange County, which is way out ahead in 
the area of potable reuse.  

It’s particularly tempting for the golf community to get a bit miffed, because our water 
conservation story is pretty much the same story of remarkable progress.

But after you get miffed – everyone is entitled to a moment of pique now and then – 
sober up and recognize that as solid as those conservation records are, this is not a moral 
play.  These stories are not about admonishment.  They are about coping with the reality 
that a conservation trajectory that might have sufficed had conditions remained static, no 
longer suffice under atmospheric conditions that are hotter and drier than just a handful 
of years ago.  

California is on the verge of having to give up some of its water from the Colorado 
River, because the Colorado Basin snowpack just doesn’t yield the runoff that it once did.  
The same holds for the Sierra Nevada; hotter and drier conditions now yield much less 
runoff than the same amount of precipitation did just a few years ago.  It will be some 
years before those new storage techniques referenced above begin yielding fruits.  

So, absolutely yes; golf should take great pride in what the industry has been able to 
achieve in terms of water footprint reduction, as should Southern California residents 
and small businesses.  But at the same time, it doesn’t behoove the game to rest on 
that laurel, but rather point to it to give both ourselves and the non-golf community 
confidence in our capacity to use that record as a springboard to achieve just that much 
more just that much faster in an effort to maintain the great societal, environmental, and 
recreation benefits golf brings to every community it touches.

That pivot to hard reality begins now!  In those places where “golf and water task forces” 
that work directly with water providers have continued to meet regularly – e.g., Coachella 

Continued  



9SEA TO SAND Issue 3  •  May/June 2022 9

Valley – SCGA is working with its allied 
partners, particularly GCSAA Chapters, to 
beef them up.  In those places where such 
task forces have gone on hiatus since 2016 
– e.g., Los Angeles –  SCGA is working to 
reassemble and revitalize them.  

My guess is that by the time you 
read these words, the task force in Los 
Angeles and a couple of other places will 
have already begun working with their 
respective water providers to meet the 
June 1 reduction mandates imposed by 
the Metropolitan Water District (MWD).  
Most are using the volumetric model being 
employed by the City of Los Angeles, as 
opposed to the command-and-control 
model.  The volumetric model is amenable 
to the “alternative means of compliance” 
protocols that many jurisdictions adopted 
a couple of droughts ago.  Those protocols 
make it possible for Large Landscapes 
(e.g., golf courses, parks, cemeteries, and 
sports fields) to maintain 100% of control 
over their irrigation application so long as 
they meet the providers’ requirements of 
golf.  In the City of Los Angeles that is 
going to amount to irrigating at no more 
than 75% of a budget determined by the 
Maximum Allowable Water Allocation 
(MAWA) embedded in California’s Codes, 
most particularly the Model Efficient 
Landscape Ordinance (MWELO).

The ride promises to be bumpy this year, 
but golf has proven that it is well equipped 
to handle “bumpy.”  But do consider what 
next year or the year after might portend 
if the next two precipitation years look 
anything like the last three.  “Bumpy” will 
hardly suffice to describe that ride.  But 
it’s something to begin contemplating 
now.  Hope for better weather but begin 
planning for more of the same.
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Monday, July 18
Scholarship & Research Tournament
The Huntington Club
6501 Palm Ave. Huntington Beach

September (Date TBD)
Summer Meeting, TopGolf
400 S Pacific Coast Highway, El Segundo
 
Monday, November 14
Annual Meeting
Red Hill Country Club, 8358 Red Hill Country Club 
Dr, Rancho Cucamonga
 Monday, December 12
Duff Shaw Memorial Tournament
North Ranch Country Club
4761 Valley Spring Dr, Westlake Village

GCSASC Events

FROM THE BUNKER
Continued from page 8
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It’s always great to showcase some of the up and 
coming talent in our industry.  Southern California 

has some of the richest history in golf, with great 
courses and hardworking crews that keep them in 
exceptional condition.  For this issue, we interview 
Nicholas Dzandzara, Assistant Superintendent at 
Santa Ana Country Club, in Costa Mesa.

What made you decide to get into golf 
maintenance?
An opportunity to utilize my knowledge of the 
natural sciences and love for the outdoors/the game 
of golf on a daily basis.

What is your proudest accomplishment in the 
industry?
Landing an Assistant Superintendent position at one 
of Orange County’s most prestigious clubs after less 
than 2 years in the industry.

Who would you consider your most influential
mentor in the industry?
Jason Decker, Assistant Superintendent at Annandale 
Golf Club in Pasadena.

Where did you grow up?
Mission Viejo, CA

Your best Nicknames?
Nico, Nicky, Don Quijote

If you could drive any vehicle, what would it be?
Toyota Tacoma

Curly fries or regular, and why?
Regular, sometimes curly fries have too much 
seasoning.

What is the funniest thing you have ever seen on a 
golf course?
A topdressing mishap, leaving a couple greens 
looking like a sandbox.

What is one thing that most people don’t know 
about you?
I am experienced in rock climbing and 
mountaineering.

By Nick Dzandzara

Assistant
Superintendent
PROFILE

What was your lowest score playing golf, and where?
57 at Oso Creek Golf Course, a local executive par 60 
course.

What is your favorite manual labor job on the golf 
course and why?
Raking Bunkers, its physically demanding but looking 
back at a perfectly raked bunker is very satisfying.

Greatest piece of advice anyone has given you?
If you love your job, you’ll never work a day in your life

If you had to survive on a deserted island for 1 year, 

aside from food and water, what 5 items would you 
bring with you to occupy your time?
Fishing Rod, Solar Powered 
Generator, Cell Phone, 
Machete, Sleeping Bag

Favorite Beer?
Lagunitas Born Yesterday

If you had your choice, what 
would you do in retirement?
Fishing, Golfing, and Camping



John Harkness  |  949-338-8307  |  j.harkness@hkiamerica.com

GCSASC and Hi-Lo Desert GCSA appreciate the annual sponsorship of:
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The following is provided courtesy of the United States Golf 
Association (www.usga.org) 
By Paul Jacobs, agronomist, USGA Central Region

The Covid Effect:
Five Ways COVID-19
Has Impacted Golf 
Course Maintenance

It seems like not too long ago we were all in the 
middle of a 14-day mandatory quarantine to slow the 
spread. Almost two years later, the virus is as persistent 
as ever and its impact has gone well beyond toilet 
paper shortages. The impact of the virus has extended 
deep into the golf course maintenance industry and 
just how severe and permanent some of the effects 
will be is still to be determined. However, there are 
some specific challenges brought on by the pandemic 
that both golfers and key stakeholders should be aware 
of, especially when making budgetary decisions and 
setting expectations for daily conditioning. Here are 
five of the biggest challenges that the pandemic has 
created for golf course maintenance:

Labor has unequivocally become one of the most 
frustrating topics for superintendents. The issues 
seem endless – wages are up, the labor pool is 
smaller than ever, COVID-19 issues and precautions 
have staff in and out of work, and reliability in 
general is a challenge. Needless to say, it is difficult 
to organize daily maintenance operations when the 
number of employees showing up varies significantly 
from day to day. The long-term impact is that total 
staffing numbers are down for many operations. This 
influences how much work is accomplished each day 
and season.

One of the positive changes for golf through the 
pandemic has been a surge in rounds played. This 
is great for the game but can be a maintenance 
challenge due to the added traffic, ball marks and 
divots on tees. For the most part, these issues can be 
managed if budgets are adjusted to reflect the need for 
increased inputs. In some cases, permanent changes 
like tee enlargement, cart path installation or selective 
tree removal will be necessary to help turf withstand 
the increased traffic.

Common materials such as topdressing sand, 
fertilizer and maintenance equipment are much more 
expensive than they were a few years ago. If budgets 
have not been adjusted to compensate, course 
conditions are sure to reflect the reduction in inputs 

eventually. In some cases, the cost to ship some of these 
materials can be more than the cost of the material 
itself! As you might imagine, the labor challenges extend 
well beyond the turf industry and are affecting prices for 
shipping and general material availability.

Some construction materials and golf course 
maintenance equipment have been very scarce due 
to high demand and supply chain issues. Some 
courses have delayed projects because they cannot 
acquire necessary materials. Not only is it hard to find 
maintenance equipment, the availability of golf carts 
and golf equipment has been limited in many markets 
as well.

As discussed earlier, total rounds are up at most 
facilities. This is a good thing, but it’s important to 
recognize that one component of the surge in rounds 
has come from an increase in new golfers. These players 
are not as familiar with golf etiquette, especially as it 
relates to course care. For this reason, golfer education 
might be a more important aspect of a superintendent’s 
job than ever before. If more golfers are fixing ball 
marks, filling divots, obeying cart rules and raking 
bunkers correctly, playing conditions will be better and 
the maintenance team will be able to focus more of their 
time on other tasks.

The increase in play due to the pandemic is something 
all who play the game or work in the golf industry 
should embrace. It is a promising sign for the future 
of golf. However, as play has increased operational 
challenges associated to cost of goods, labor and limited 
availability of equipment are making it increasingly 
challenging to provide conditions that many have 
come to expect. USGA agronomists are here to help 
with solutions to manage increased traffic and improve 
course conditioning. If you would like to discuss any of 
these issues further, feel free to contact your regional 
agronomist.

To better accommodate the increase in play, many courses are 
undergoing course improvement projects.
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“Where’s Zena?”
 
1. The Spanish word for the club 

means, “Gentleman”.
2. Edgar Rice Burroughs, the author 

of Tarzan the ape-man, built the 
golf course in the mid 1920’s. 

3. At the start of the Civil Rights 
movement, the club established 
a new standard for nonsectarian 
country clubs. This standard has 
continued today resulting in a 
diverse membership base with 
the requirements of applicants to 
be, “of good moral character and 
charitably inclined.”  

(You will find the answer on page 32)

Channing Benjamin 
Photography
www.channingbenjamin.com.
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The following is provided courtesy of the United States Golf Association (www.usga.org)
By George Waters, Manager, USGA Green Section Education

Five Reasons for Golfers to 
Rethink Their Expectations

Expectations come with a price tag
When it comes to golf course conditioning, amazing 

things are possible. Superintendents routinely deliver 
incredible results on difficult sites, through challenging 
weather, and with plenty of interference from us golfers! 
However, those amazing conditions require more than 
a green thumb and skillful management, they require 
resources that are directly tied to the cost of playing 
a course. While golfers should always expect a good 
experience for their money, we shouldn’t be surprised when 
a course with higher green fees offers a higher level of 
conditioning or dials in a few more details.

We can’t always get what we want
Like many businesses, golf courses face a growing list 

of challenges that make it hard to deliver everything a 
customer might want. Superintendents are struggling to 
hire and retain staff, essential materials are scarce and 
increasingly expensive, and equipment upgrades are facing 
long lag times. What was routine in the past may not be 
possible this year, or in the years to come, and we may have 
to adjust our expectations accordingly.

We can help get what we need
What we ask for as customers guides how courses spend 

money. While there are plenty of things that might be nice 
to have in terms of course conditioning or presentation, 
most golf courses don’t have unlimited resources, so choices 

have to be made. If we’re less concerned 
about bunker consistency or weeds in 
naturalized areas, that makes it easier for 
courses to focus more resources on the 
playing surfaces that matter most, like 
greens and fairways.

Don’t forget about fun
Sometimes high expectations for 

conditioning can make courses less fun to 
play. The desire for faster green speeds is 
a great example. There are many courses 
– including some of the most famous in 
the world – that sacrifice outstanding hole 
locations and make golf more frustrating 
for many players because the expected 
green speed is too fast for the putting green 
contours. Lush green rough is another 
example of how expectations can overstep 
enjoyment. It might look nice from the tee 
and offer a “championship test” but dense 
rough means a long day for someone with a 
wayward driver – and the players following 
behind them.

Think about the future
Golfer expectations influence how courses 

are designed and built, how much space 
they require and the resources needed to 
maintain them. When we think about the 
footprint of our game, and the economic 
and environmental sustainability of golf, 
we should also think about the role our 
expectations play in the equation.

If there’s anything the disruptions of 
the past several years have shown us it’s 
that golf is still a great game even if the 
experience is different from what we’re 
used to. Just because we’ve come to expect 
certain things in terms of course conditioning 
or presentation doesn’t mean those things 
are necessary for us to enjoy the game. It 
also doesn’t mean that we can’t adjust our 
expectations to fit a new reality or our own 
changing priorities.

Our expectations for course conditioning and presentation have a 
direct impact on the cost of playing golf and the resources required 
for course maintenance.
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ELITE SPONSOR

Thank you to the 2022 GCSASC Annual Sponsors

PREMIER SPONSOR

DIAMOND SPONSOR

TITANIUM SPONSORS

GOLD SPONSORS

SILVER SPONSORS

BRONZE SPONSORS
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The following is provided courtesy of the United States Golf Association (www.usga.org 
By Cory Isom, agronomist, USGA West Region

Rise of the Machines—
Autonomous Mowers on Golf Courses

Key Takeaways:
• Autonomous mower technology is 

rapidly improving.
• Small, rotary-style autonomous 

mowers typically used for home lawns 
are now being used on golf courses.

• Large-area, reel-style autonomous 
mowers are still not commercially 
available in the U.S.

• Regulatory issues around safety and 
liability will need to be solved before 
widespread adoption of autonomous 
mowers happens on golf courses in 
the U.S.

 
Imagining what future technology looks 

like has been part of literature and motion 
pictures for decades. Scenes of robots 
performing normal and not-so-normal tasks 
make us wonder if those visions will ever 
be a real thing in our lives. Recent advances 
in technology have brought us little robots 
that automatically vacuum your floors, 
autonomous tractors for agriculture and 
early versions of self-driving cars. The idea 
behind all these innovations is to improve 
efficiency and performance while giving us 
non-robots more time to do other things. 
If I don’t have to be vacuuming, plowing 
my field or driving my car to work, I’ll have 
more time to do what I want. There is also 
a strong possibility that a robot might make 
fewer mistakes or perform certain tasks 
more safely than the average human.

Robots are also available to perform 

tasks that humans are less interested in doing. Like most 
industries, golf course maintenance operations are struggling 
to find workers. Many other industries have used automation 
to offset issues around labor scarcity or rising labor costs, and 
golf is likely to head in the same direction. Conversations during 
USGA Course Consulting Service visits increasingly focus on 
labor challenges and how to meet expectations with less staff. 
Automated mowers may end up providing part of the answer.

While automation and “smart” machines have been used 
in large-scale agriculture for many years, can those same 
technologies be applied to golf courses? Are they viable on the 
much smaller scale of a typical golf operation? Are autonomous 
mowers a feasible option to overcome staffing challenges and 
rising labor costs? This article will look to answer some of these 
questions by exploring the current state of autonomous mowing 
on golf courses, the benefits and challenges associated with this 
technology, and the outlook for the future.

Before we start, though, it is important to define what we 
mean by an autonomous mower. For the purpose of this article, 
an autonomous mower is a machine that may require a human 
being for transport and/or setup, but does not require an operator 
to perform the mowing.

As long as there have been tractors and cutting units, there’s been a 
need for someone to drive the mower. This could be changing. 

A Brief History
In some form or another, several turf equipment companies 

have been working on autonomous mower technology for 20+ 
years. However, not much has moved beyond the prototype 
phase. A small company, Precise Path, introduced the golf 
world to the RG3 greens mower back in 2009. Facilities that 

Continued on page 20
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initially tested the RG3 were impressed but the mower 
was not made commercially available until 2015. That 
was also the year that Precise Path was acquired by 
the parent company of Cub Cadet. Early adoption 
of the RG3 was not widespread, but Cub Cadet 
continued to refine the technology and made some 
nice improvements to the mower. Superintendents’ 
hopes were high in early 2020, when Cub Cadet was 
on the cusp of commercially releasing the RGX greens 
mower, an upgrade to the RG3. Those hopes were 
dashed just weeks after the GCSAA Conference that 
year when Cub Cadet announced it was suspending 
the program indefinitely. Meanwhile, John Deere and 
Toro displayed concept autonomous mowers at the 
2020 GCSAA Conference. These were larger, five-reel 
mowers presumably designed for fairway mowing. It 
is also worth noting that a company called Turflynx, 
based in Portugal, was developing an all-electric, 
completely autonomous triplex fairway mower that 
was being tested in Europe in 2019. Turflynx was 
recently acquired by Toro.

Where Are We Now?
Cub Cadet’s departure from the autonomous game 

left a void that still has not been filled. Autonomously 
mowing greens is not an option currently available to 
golf course superintendents. Large-area autonomous 
mowing with reel mowers is being worked on but is 
still not commercially available.

So, while the traditional golf course maintenance 
equipment manufacturers continue to quietly 
work on their autonomous mowing technology 
platforms, other companies have introduced their 
own autonomous mower options. Most of these 
have been geared for the homeowner or commercial 
landscape market. Companies like Echo, Husqvarna, 
Worx and Belrobotics all have similarly designed 
robotic lawn mowers. These are all rotary-style, 
narrow-cutting-width mowers. They are battery 
powered and are typically controlled by a smartphone 
app. A boundary wire has traditionally been the way 
to keep these mowers in their proper place, but new 
advances have eliminated the need for a wire. Europe 
gets the gold star for early adoption of these mowers. 
In fact, the robotic lawn mower market in Europe is 
estimated to reach $1.5 billion by the end of next year. 
Husqvarna claims that their Automower mows over 2 
million lawns around the world.

Another company, Turftroniq in the Netherlands, 
sells two aftermarket kits that can convert most 
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modern fairway mowers to be partially or fully 
autonomous. Their AMS kit still requires an operator be 
on the vehicle at all times, but steering and cutting unit 
raising/lowering are done autonomously. Their RMS 
kit makes the mower fully autonomous. An interesting 
benefit to this technology is that if you ever want to take 
control and mow, you just jump on the mower and flip a 
switch. Sadly for U.S. customers, Turftroniq products are 
currently limited to the European market.

Turftroniq’s RMS aftermarket mower kit makes this 
fairway mower fully autonomous.

Some golf courses in Europe and Canada have 
been using autonomous mowers for both roughs and 
fairways. WINSTONgolf, in Germany, has jumped into 
this world more than most. Course Manager Jordan 
Tschimperle uses 24 of the Husqvarna Automowers to 
mow fairways and rough on 27 of their 45 holes and 
a Bigmow by Belrobotics to mow their driving range. 
They also extensively tested the previously mentioned 
Turflynx all-electric fairway mower back in 2019. Current 
plans are to purchase a few more Automowers as well 
as the Belrobotics Ballpicker for their driving range this 
year. With more robots on their maintenance staff than 
people, WINSTONgolf is realizing substantial labor and 
fuel savings.

One of the first questions that comes up when 
discussing autonomous mowers is how much they cost. 
This is a great question because other than the small, 
rotary-style mowers there is nothing commercially 
available to cite. Small mowers like the Husqvarna 
Automower will set a course back about $6,000 per 
machine. This includes expenses associated with setting 
them up. Husqvarna is very excited to roll out their 
newest version of the Automower in 2022. However, this 
machine, like most others in this market segment, will 
have a limited presence in the American market in the 
near term.

In 2019, the Turflynx F315 mower was around 125,000 
Euros ($143,000). With further development and 
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inflation, if that style of mower was released in 2022 it 
could be priced in the $200,000 range, maybe more. 
That sticker price may shock a lot of superintendents. 
However, the benefits of this technology may prove 
worthy of the expense for certain areas of the country. 
Let’s look at the general benefits and challenges that 
come with utilizing autonomous mowers on a golf course 
so we can better understand the calculus each facility will 
face as they decide whether to invest in this technology 
now, or in the future.

Benefits
As we move into the benefits and challenges of 

these machines, it is important to make a distinction. 
I’ve referenced two completely different styles of 
autonomous mowers. The small mowers are rotary-style 
with a plastic disk that is outfitted with as few as three 
razor-blade cutting units. They weigh anywhere from 30-
150 pounds. I’ll refer to these mowers as “rotary.” Based 
on the machine concepts and videos shared to date, Toro 
and John Deere will eventually be offering autonomous 
versions of the traditional fairway reel mowers. These 
machines will probably weigh just as much or more than 
your standard triplex or fairway unit. I’ll refer to them as 
“reel” mowers.

The fundamental rationale for using autonomous 
mowers is to save on labor and all of the machines 
described in this article offer that benefit. Rotary mowers 
can be programmed to run 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week. Battery type and configuration can vary between 
models but generally, if the mower is running at peak 
capacity, it can cut grass for about 16-18 hours each day 
with multiple charging cycles mixed in between. This is 
important because the cutting width is only around 10 
inches, so it takes time and multiple units to mow large 
areas. It is reported that one of these mowers can mow 
close to 1.25 acres each day.

Autonomous rotary mowers require very little 
supervision. Once installed within their respective 
boundaries they will only stop working when they return 
to their charging station or send an alarm to the user 
interface. The average lifespan of the mower blades is 
anywhere from three days to two weeks depending on 
turf conditions. Tschimperle at WINSTONgolf said that it 
takes two to three hours to replace the blades on all 24 
of their machines. He also reported that they have saved 
over 80% in annual fairway maintenance costs by using 
the Automowers. Most of these savings are in labor, fuel, 
parts and service.
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Reel mower range and productivity is still unknown. 
The Turflynx all-electric machine was able to mow 
for seven hours before needing a charge in 2019. At 
that time, charging took two hours. Since this was a 
triplex unit, productivity for a single charge was 12-15 
acres depending on terrain. If Toro and John Deere 
decide to offer this style of mower in an all-electric 
model, expect similar or better productivity than the 
original Turflynx machine. If traditional engines or 
hybrid machines are used, range and productivity will 
be much greater.

Should the style of autonomous greens mower that 
Cub Cadet was working on come back, it could still 
be a nice labor “redistributor.” That mower required 
a chaperone to escort it to each green, unload it and 
send it on its way. However, while the machine was 
mowing, the chaperone could be cutting cups, raking 
bunkers, fixing ball marks or performing any other 
tasks until the mower was ready to be loaded up and 
delivered to the next green.

It will be interesting to see if autonomous putting 
green mowers make a comeback.

There is another interesting benefit specifically with 
the small rotary mowers. If they’re running all day 
every day, the turf within their boundaries has always 
been recently cut. Superintendents that have used 
autonomous mowers extensively have been surprised 
by the consistent playing conditions produced with 
these small rotary machines. The turf health benefits 
of autonomous mowers are still being studied, but it 
is reasonable to expect lower disease pressure due to 
a reduced leaf wetness period and fewer earthworm 
cast issues.
Challenges

One major hurdle with autonomous mowers will 
be the sticker shock. With price tags ranging from 
$6,000 to over $200,000 for different mower 
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options, varying levels of productivity, and a range 
of potential features, it is hard to come up with a 
widely applicable cost-benefit analysis. If the mower 
is all-electric, substantial fuel savings will be part of 
the equation as well as the value of zero emissions. 
Redirecting labor to other maintenance tasks can 
mean those one or two open positions may be less 
urgent to fill than they used to be. Regardless, each 
facility wanting to incorporate autonomous mowers 
into their maintenance operation will have to come up 
with their own cost-benefit analysis, and it could be a 
moving target depending on market conditions.

Another challenge associated more with the rotary-
style mowers is quality of cut. Even with regular blade 
changes, the quality of cut on the rotary mowers may 
not be comparable to a well-adjusted reel mower. 
Each superintendent will have to determine whether 
the quality of cut meets the standards at their facility.

Designating where autonomous mowers drive and 
mow has typically been determined by a boundary 
wire, which can be a barrier to entry for many courses. 
Installing a ground wire is a substantial expense 
and creates challenges when aerating, trenching or 
repairing irrigation issues. However, a few of the rotary 
mower companies now offer mowers that utilize real-
time kinematic (RTK) base station guidance which 
eliminates the need for a ground wire to delineate 
mowing areas. In the absence of a ground wire, RTK 
is currently the only GPS technology that will provide 
the level of precision required for accurate mowing 
and cleanup passes every time. All indications are that 
commercial golf course mowers are going to come 
standard with RTK technology in the future, which 
will be essential for widespread adoption.

Maintenance on these machines will range from 
very simple to extremely complex. For the rotary 
mowers, ease of maintenance is a benefit because 
they require little more than regularly changing blades 
and the plastic disk that holds them. However, the 
reel mowers will be much more complex. Numerous 
sensors, onboard computers, Lidar, radar, sonar and 
cameras will all be part of the autonomous reel 
mower platform. How these get serviced and repaired 
is still an unknown. Will there be special training 
required for a mechanic to work on these machines? 
Will dealers be the only ones allowed to service these 
high-tech components?

This discussion naturally leads to the biggest 
challenge for autonomous mowers – liability 
concerns. Imagine a scenario where property damage 
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Cameras, on-board computers and sensors will be 
abundant on autonomous reel mowers. How do all 
these get serviced?

or bodily injury happens when an unmanned mower 
is involved. Who is responsible for that accident? If 
there is no operator on the machine, is the company 
that sold you the technology now at fault? Or is it 
the course who purchased this technology? Or is it 
the mechanic who last worked on the safety feature 
that failed? The automotive industry is trying to wade 
through these same issues as they work to introduce 
autonomous vehicles to the masses. It is reasonable 
to assume that autonomous golf course machines 
will fall in step with whatever liability and insurability 
regulations the automotive industry adopts. Until that 
time, this is probably the biggest hurdle to overcome 
for the major turf equipment manufacturers.

Looking Ahead
Technological advances in the autonomous world 

are rapid. It seems like there are new capabilities every 
month. New companies continue to jump into the 
market and drive competition and innovation.

In the rotary market, the United States will see a 
limited launch of the Husqvarna CEORA Automower 
in 2022. Anticipate a full launch in 2023. This mower 
will have a drive unit and a detachable cutting deck. 
There will be three decks with different height-of-cut 
capabilities. The fairway cutting deck will reportedly 
cut as low as 0.25 inch and as high as 1.75 inch. The 
other decks will have height-of-cut ranges higher than 
this. Programmable cutting areas will allow the user to 
have the same machine cut different areas at different 
heights of cut without human intervention. No ground 
wire will be necessary for these RTK-guided units. 
Productivity will be around 5-6 acres per day if the 
machine is running 24/7. Typical charging time is 
around four hours for eight hours of mowing. Batteries 
are expected to last five to seven years. The price point 
on this type of machine will be in the $30,000 range.

Continued on page 26
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This style of autonomous mower will likely not be the 
only one to hit the U.S. market in the next few years. 
Companies like Echo and Stihl already have a presence in 
the autonomous home lawn mower market but will look to 
expand into commercial and possibly golf applications in 
the near future.

For reel mowers, the future is a bit more uncertain. Major 
golf equipment manufacturers like Toro and John Deere 
have been working on autonomous mower concepts and 
prototypes for many years now. Both companies displayed 
their latest concepts at the recent GCSAA Conference in 
San Diego. The Toro version was a hybrid triplex while the 
John Deere unit was a conventional diesel-powered, five-
reel fairway mower. Both units were loaded with sensors, 
cameras and onboard computers. Both also had a seat and 
steering wheel, which is significant because it will allow 
the mowers to be controlled by humans when necessary. 
Company representatives were cautiously optimistic and 
the plan is to extensively test them in the field this year. No 
timetable was given for a potential commercial launch from 
either company.

As previously mentioned, Turftroniq has an aftermarket 
kit that can make a normal fairway mower partially or fully 
autonomous. As their distributor network and support 
expands to the United States, this could be a viable option 
sooner rather than later.

“With all these autonomous mowing options 
swirling about, and the ongoing labor challenges 

affecting golf courses everywhere, the mass 
adoption and acceptance of this technology seems 

inevitable.”

Small, rotary-style autonomous mowers are likely to become 
more of a presence on U.S. golf courses in the near future.

With all these autonomous mowing 
options swirling about, and the ongoing labor 
challenges affecting golf courses everywhere, 
the mass adoption and acceptance of this 
technology seems inevitable. As regulatory 
bodies finalize safety, liability and insurability 
issues with an autonomous platform, you’re 
likely to see a groundswell of new machines 
hitting the U.S. commercial, sports field and 
golf markets.

Final Thoughts
As we consider what a golf course 

maintenance operation could look like with 
autonomous mowers continuously mowing 
large portions of the course, a thought comes 
to mind. What happens to those employees 
whose main role has been to sit on a machine 
and mow for hours every day? Will they want 
to do a different job on the course? Will they 
be able to do a different job on the course? 
Will this reduce the number of workers on 
golf courses, or will autonomous mowers 
simply help to fill positions that are already 
open? In a labor-challenged market, it is hard 
to think there could be many drawbacks to 
the concept of robots mowing grass for us. 
However, if recent conversations on this topic 
are a harbinger of things to come, there will 
be no shortage of strong opinions on the 
impending rise of the machines.

Cory Isom is an agronomist in the West 
Region who still enjoys sitting on a mower.
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Additional Information
Learn more about how autonomous 

mowers are performing on golf courses in our 
conversation with Bjarni Hannesson, course 
manager at Ness Golf Club in Iceland, and 
Erwan Le Cocq, head greenkeeper and robot 
technology specialist from WINSTONgolf in 
Germany.
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By Derick Mara

GCSASC Superintendent
PROFILE
Jordan Gilmore
City of San Clemente

Where did you grow up and what made you decide 
to get into the golf industry? 

Vernon, British Columbia, Canada. I always enjoyed 
playing golf and I loved being outdoors. I knew from 
an early age that I would not excel at a typical office 
environment. Golf in Canada shuts down during the 
winter, which allowed me to travel and ski. Working on 
golf maintenance crew checked all the boxes.

What is your proudest accomplishment in the 
industry?

When I worked at Merion, I set a goal to have the 
ability to say yes or no to full time position at the 
end of my internship. When Matt Shafer (Director 
of Golf at Merion) offered me permanent job I felt a 
tremendous sense of achievement 

 What are some ways, besides pay increases, that 
you use to keep your crew morale and motivation 
high at your property? 

I try to install a sense of ownership in my staff. I will 
take an individual out to a challenged area on the golf 
course and I will say “how can this look better?” I like 
to have the staff members come up with a plan. I may 
make tweaks and offer suggestion but at the end of 
the day, I want them to own it. I think that makes staff 
members feel valued and motivated. 

 If you weren’t a Superintendent or in the golf 
industry, what would you be doing?

Something in the restaurant industry. 

 What if your favorite appetizer? 
Nachos

 Do you like things to be carefully planned out, or do 
you prefer to go with the flow? 

Go with the flow 100%.

With the cost of everything going up, from 
fuel to fertilizer, have you had to make any 
adjustments to your agronomic plan and if so, 
what are you doing? 

Stretching out my windows when I can. If 
the weather is on our side, I’ll stretch Primo 
applications on freeways to 3 weeks instead of 
2 weeks. Fungicide apps can maybe go 17 days 
instead of 14. Pushing back wetting agent apps to 
31 days instead of 28. All these minor adjustments 
can save 3 or 4 application a year. 

What is one thing that most people do not know 
about you?

I hate the feeling of cotton balls. Seriously, I’ll 
gag if I have to take the cotton ball out of an 
aspirin bottle.

What was your lowest score playing golf, and 
where?

82. San Clemente Muni 

What do you feel is the biggest benefit of 
belonging to the local and national GCSAA 
associations? 

Education seminars and networking with other 
superintendents  

Continued from Page 30
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 What is the last movie you watched? 
I’m not sure. I never watch movies. Probably 

something last Christmas like Bad Santa. 

 What are you most afraid of? 
Sleeping through my alarm. 

 If you had to survive on a deserted island for 1 
year, aside from food and water, what 5 items 
would you bring with you to occupy your time?

Fishing Rod
Snorkel 
Kayak 
58-degree wedge with balls
Portable DVD player with my Seinfeld Library

 Who is the most famous person you’ve ever met? 
Mark Walberg. He was a member at a club I 

worked at. Once a week he would catch me on the 
6th green when I was spraying. 

 What are some of the tools you use to 
communicate with members and/or players at 
your property? 

Face to face interaction mostly. I play golf once or 
twice a week and I like to chat with the members. 
They seem to enjoy having a superintendent that 

Continued from Page 28

GCSASC Superintendent
PROFILE

is out playing the course. I also drop into golf shop 
every day and communicate with pros and starters 
about what’s going on.

Favorite sports teams?
Vancouver Canucks, Seattle Seahawks (all my life) 

and Burnley F.C. 

Is there one idea or solution to a problem that 
you have come up within your career that you 
think would benefit other Superintendents? 

 The last year I have transitioned the golf course 
marshals onto my team. They now report to me 
and they have slowly become a valuable asset 
to our property. I have taught them all to fix ball 
marks, they carry a broom and sweep clippings off 
markers. They even fill in, and rake bunkers when 
we are short staffed. 

If you could have lunch with anyone, past or 
present, who would it be and why?

My Great Grandfather. I would love to chat with 
him about life on my family’s property, before any 
roads or infrastructure. 
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Zena is at El Caballero Country Club

GCSASC and Hi-Lo Desert GCSA 
appreciate the support of Gold 

sponsor West Coast Turf.

westcoastturf.com
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GCSASC Spring Meeting at 
Tustin Ranch Golf Club
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