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

With the brutal summer heat largely behind us, superintendents 
hopefully are able to exhale and regain their sanity.  As we enter the final 
quarter of 2022, I want to share the latest news from the association, as 
well as a sneak peak at 2023.

On the legislative front, it has been a very successful year for the golf 
community.  As you are probably aware, we defeated AB 672 and AB 
1910 earlier this year, both of which proposed to replace golf courses with 
low-income housing.

What you may not know, as it happened just hours before I sat down 
to draft this report, is that the governor vetoed AB 2146, the proposal 
to ban neonicotinoids.  GCSAA’s Jeff Jensen was extremely involved in 
the opposition to the bill, and Jeff deserves tremendous credit for his 

successful efforts to help defeat the bill.
The governor’s veto message indicated that banning the use of neonicotinoids would effectively 

circumvent the pesticide regulatory process, which was a substantial part of the argument that the golf 
community and agriculture made in opposition to the bill.

Another huge success this year was the Southern California Golf & Water Summit, held on August 
18 at Los Serranos Golf & Country Club.  The event, co-hosted by USGA, GCSAA, SCGA, GCSASC, 
CGCOA, SCPGA, and Metropolitan Water District, attracted more than 220 attendees from a broad 
spectrum of organizations and backgrounds.  The recorded sessions and additional resources from that 
event may be found at https://scga.org/water-summit/resources.

Looking ahead to the remainder of 2022, we have an Assistant Superintendents meeting set for 
Wednesday, November 9, at Industry Hills Golf Club.  Organized by Derick Mara, Assistant at Shady 
Canyon, the meeting will feature Carol Rau, who will help guide assistants to obtain the job they 
want.  Carol’s presentation will focus on best practices for resumes and other employment documents, 
communicating professionally, and more.  Assistants and sponsors can register online at https://gcsasc.
wildapricot.org/event-4988381.

The GCSASC Annual Meeting is set for Monday, November 14, at Red Hill Country Club in Rancho 
Cucamonga.  Please watch for details on the agenda via email very soon.

Of course, the Duff Shaw will conclude the year’s festivities on Monday, December 12, and we have 
begun receiving registrations and auction donations for this year’s tournament.  Registration is open at 
https://gcsasc.wildapricot.org/event-4968272.

We are also in the planning stages for a tree care webinar that will be presented some time in the 
fourth quarter of the year.

We have already begun planning the 2023 calendar, and hope to have much of it finalized prior to 
the Annual Meeting.  While we are not yet ready to announce many details, it appears that the S & R 
will return to a June date at a very desirable location, and we are likely to give a second try at a TopGolf 
event at a more desirable time of the year (the September date was cancelled this year).

A number of locations are under consideration for 2023 meetings in March, April, September, and 
November as well.

As always, thank you for your support of GCSASC, and if there is ever anything we can do to help 
you thrive in your role as a superintendent or product or service provider to superintendents, please 
feel free to contact me at mconnerly@connerlyandassociates.com or at (916) 214-6495.
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By Jeff Jensen • GCSAA Field Staff • Southwest Region

From The Field

As we approach the fall golf 
season, its time to start 

thinking about making travel plans
to attend the 2023 GCSAA 
Conference and Trade Show and 
GCSAA Golf Championships. Next 
year’s show will be held Feb. 6-9 
at the Orange County Convention 
Center in Orlando, FL. with the 
GCSAA Golf Championships being 

contested Feb. 4-6.
Registration is now open with advance pricing 

available through November 15. Package options that 
are available include:

All-Access Package ($1,245 through November 15)
• Access to as many seminars as you want
• Unlimited access to Power Hours
• Trade Show access, including education on     

Trade Show Floor stages
• Networking events
• Award presentations
• Welcome Reception with free food and drink at 

Aquatica Beach
• Post-show virtual education event with access    

for your entire crew

Full Pack Registration ($600 through November 15)
• Can register for seminars ala carte for additional 

fee per seminar
• Unlimited access to Power Hours
• Trade Show access, including education on 

Trade Show Floor stages
• Networking events
• Award presentations
• Welcome Reception with free food and drink at 

Aquatica Beach

Trade Show Only ($450 through November 15)
• Trade Show access, including education on 

Trade Show Floor stages

Members purchasing the All-Access package will 
receive 2.5 education points with Full Pack packages 
receiving 1.5 education points. As a reminder, all 
current GCSAA members are entitled to a one-time 
complimentary full pack registration as part of their 
member benefits. Member dues must be paid in full 
at the time of registration, and GCSAA will confirm 
eligibility.

The GCSAA Golf Championships will take 
place Feb. 4-6 at ChampionsGate Golf Resort and 
Orange County National Golf Center and Lodge. 
ChampionsGate features two championship 18-hole 
golf courses designed by Greg Norman and Orange 
County National played host to the 2003, 2005, 2007 
and 2010 PGA TOUR Qualifying School Finals.

The Four-Ball event will take place on Feb. 4 
with the GCSAA National Championship and Golf 
Classic taking place Feb. 5-6 and the always fun and 
relaxed Scramble competition taking place on Feb 5. 
Competitors in the National Championship must have 
a handicap of 5.0 or under.

Cost for the Four-Ball and Scramble are $250 with 
the National Championship and Golf Classic at $500.
Affiliates are also able to compete in the Four-Ball 
and Scramble for $275 and $575 for the Golf Classic.

Registration and additional information for 
both Conference and Trade Show and the GCSAA 
Golf Championships is available at https://www.
gcsaaconference.com/home.

I hope to see many of you in Orlando next 
year and if I can be of any assistance to you in the 
meantime, please don’t hesitate to contact me at 
jjensen@gcsaa.org and please make sure to follow me 
on Twitter @GCSAA_SW for industry updates. Thank 
you for your continued support of GCSAA!
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By Craig Kessler • Director • Governmental Affairs
SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA GOLF ASSOCIATION

GOLF DID ITSELF PROUD AT THE SOUTHERN 
CALIFORNIA GOLF & WATER SUMMIT

Water has been the subject of myriad forums and symposiums over the years.  
It is a staple of GCSAA Chapter meetings.  It is the subject of multiple research 
and academic studies.  University and college “Field Days” are dedicated to it.  
Magazine articles about it abound.  And for good reason.  Mother Nature may 
provide enough water in much of the nation, but irrigation is the lifeblood of the 
game in California and the Southwest.

For much of the region that irrigation is dependent upon imports; local supplies 
don’t suffice.  And with both main sources of those imports – California’s Sierra 

Nevada snowpack and the Colorado River Basin – producing less precipitation, that 
less precipitation coming more in the form of rain instead of snow and that less 
snow yielding less runoff for transportation to the population centers, it’s clear that 
instead of dealing with periodic drought, we may well be dealing with permanent 
drought.

With all of that in mind, the game’s alphabet soup of leadership organizations 
determined that the time had come to combine forces to produce something 
more comprehensive than another focused forum or symposium.  They decided to 
produce something genuinely meriting the appellation, “summit” – less educational 
conference than blueprint for golf continuing to be a robust part of California’s 
recreational future.

Thus was born the August 18 “Southern California Golf & Water Summit” at 
Los Serranos Golf Club in Chino Hills – an ambitious effort to get beyond talking 
to ourselves and get about speaking to the greater world where the game’s fate re 
water (and everything else) has always been determined.

Did we hit our marks?  Not the information part; golf has always been adept 
at that.  Rather, did we hit our marks in drawing in that greater audience that 
constitutes this “greater world’ – that audience of water districts, elected officials, 
and academics where golf intersects every day with the laws, regulations, and 
policies that govern the game’s use of water?  

My answer is a most definite yes.  
The Southern California Metropolitan Water District (MWD), which is the 

importer of the state water project (Sierra snowpack) and Colorado Basin water 
that serves 19 million Southern Californians, was not just “in the audience;” it 
provided the summit’s keynote speaker in MWD COO Deven Upadhyay as well as 
a closing panel of senior staffers who oversee rebate programs, recycling strategies, 
and public/private partnerships.  In the audience were conservation managers 
and water officials from districts and utilities throughout the region, including Los 
Angeles, Long Beach, Pasadena, and the Inland Empire.  Also in the audience 
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were much more than the usual golf 
course superintendents and agronomists.  
There were GM’s, golf professionals, 
management companies, and leaders 
from golf associations (not just California), 
PGA Sections, GCSAA Chapters, national 
organizations, and media.  

According to the post summit surveying 
that SCGA performed, 60% of the audience 
of more than 220 identified themselves as 
“non-golf.”  And the message they heard 
from golf was in a nutshell the following.  As 
much as the game has done the last 20 years 
to significantly reduce its water consumption, 
it plans not to rest on that laurel, but 
to use that record of innovation and 
accomplishment to innovate and accomplish 
much more in the next 20 years to ensure 
that golf remains a large component of 
California’s recreational tapestry.  Not as a “do 
good” proposition, but a survival proposition.  
Policy makers need to know that golf sees 
this challenge in such visceral terms.

The other message that came through 
loud and clear at the summit, and one that 
I work with water providers every day to 
convey, is that golf seeks a collaborative 
partnership with its regulators to achieve 
goals we both hold in common, chief among 
them the steady reduction of the game’s 
water footprint over time.

The focus of this “summit” was water, 
which certainly promises to be the focus 
of many summits to come.  But there 
are other foci of the Southern California 
golf community, and whenever the game 
conducts summits about those areas of 
concern, e.g., legislation like AB 1910 or AB 
5, municipal golf capital regeneration, image 
of the game, the same principle needs to 
apply.  Speak not just to ourselves, but to the 
greater world.  And speak a unified message 
calculated to win friends and engage allies, 
particularly allies in government.   
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Wednesday, November 9th
Assistant Superintendents Meeting 
Industry Hills Golf Club 

Monday, November 14th
Annual Meeting 
Red Hill Country Club

Monday, December 12th
31st Annual Duff Shaw Classic
North Ranch Country Club

GCSASC Events
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Channing Benjamin 
Photography
www.channingbenjamin.com.

“Where’s Zena?”
 
1. Established in 1968 
2. The club has views of the San 

Bernadino Mountains, tropical 
palms, pines and eucalyptus trees, 
and the lake with a 50-foot foun-
tain 

3. The course is located in Riverside 
and from the longest tees it fea-
tures 6,584 yards of golf.

(You will find the answer on page 36)
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GCSASC appreciates the support of 
Gold sponsor West Coast Turf.

westcoastturf.com
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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 
interviewed Jack 
Benoit, Assistant 
Superintendent at 
Wilshire
Country Club, in Los 
Angeles, CA.

By Derick Mara

Assistant Superintendent
PROFILE

What made you decide to get into 
golf maintenance?
My love for the game of golf, I’ve been 
playing my whole life.

What is your proudest 
accomplishment in the industry?
I’m proud of all of the people that I’ve 
hired into this industry that are still 
working in it today and enjoy it.

Who would you consider your most 
influential mentor in the industry?
Brian Sullivan taught me a lot about 
work ethic, and what it takes to be 
successful in this industry.

Where did you grow up?
Albany, NY

Your best Nicknames?
Beans

If you could drive any vehicle, what 
would it be?
Any Tesla

Curly fries or regular, and why?
Regular fries, they are tried and true. 
Too much seasoning on the curly fries 
and the whole meal is
ruined.

What is the funniest thing you have 
ever seen on a golf course?
A car driving across fairways from off 
the street. It reminded me of Happy 
Gilmore.

What is one thing that most people 
don’t know about you?
I’ve played the drums my whole life.

What was your lowest score playing 
golf, and where?
84 at Normanside CC in Albany NY.

Jack Benoit

What is your favorite manual labor job 
on the golf course and why?
Hand watering because it gives you total 
control on where the water is going.

Greatest piece of advice anyone has 
given you?
To treat others the way that I would want 
to be treated.

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?
Golf clubs, books, boogie board, a fishing 
pole, and a beach towel.

Favorite Beer?
Yuengling

If you had your choice, what would you 
do in retirement?
Hopefully work at a golf course in the AM 
and go golfing in the PM.

Favorite sports teams?
Manchester City, Buffalo Bills

What’s your favorite type of grass to 
manage as a putting surface and why?
Poa annua, I’ve managed it in NY as well 
as CA. I like that it can take a beating and 
recover relatively
quickly.

If you could have lunch with anyone, 
past or present, who would it be and 
why?
Willie Nelson, I’m a big fan of his music 
plus I know he has some incredible stories.

What is your favorite golf maintenance 
related quote?
It looks good from my house!
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Steve Plummer, 
Distinguished Service Award

The following tribute was posted to LinkedIn by 
Ryan Bentley, Superintendent at Birnam Wood 
Golf Club, after Ryan learned of Steve Plummer’s 
Distinguished Service Award:
 

I can’t imagine there is a better representative 
of this honor! Truly one of most kind and 
helpful men in the industry. I met Steve 
Plummer many years ago, when I was an 

assistant superintendent for Rich Wagner. Rich introduced us 
and from that day forward I considered Steve a friend. He has 
always been a considerate and thoughtful colleague. Thank you, 
Steve, for providing a positive example to all of us in the industry. 
Congratulations on your award and recognition. Truly Deserved!
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Name: Dan Miller
Course: Virginia Country Club
Position at Course: Director of Agronomy

Where did you grow up and what made you decide 
to get into the golf industry? 
I grew up in North Dakota & Wisconsin and learned to 
play golf at about 11 or 12. We lived in the country and 
I had a Blue Heeler that would fetch all my golf balls 
from the field I hit into. Golf was a passion of mine 
early on and after a few years of studying business 
and psychology in college, a “now or never” moment 
pushed me to jump into the Turf Management 
program to get my Bachelor’s.

What is your proudest accomplishment in the 
industry? They’re never individual...it’s a team 
business. As an Assistant Superintendent at Riviera 
from 2009-2015, we put on some great tournaments 
for the PGA Tour. We had a team of very talented 
professionals who pushed each other, new data tools 
and coaching from Tour Agronomy, & dry weather 
to allow us to hit our goals with greens. We had a 
winning score of -6 and a -7 in that stretch. The team 
there now continues to raise the bar each year.

What are some ways, besides pay increases, that 
you use to keep your crew morale and motivation 
high at your property? 
Asking what a team member’s goals are and drafting 
up a plan with them to help them get there has been 
beneficial. They may want to become a welder or truck 
driver but establishing a relationship where we help 
each other along the way fosters buy-in.

If you weren’t a Superintendent or in the golf 
industry, what would you be doing? 
Surf or adventure tour guide on Oahu.

What is your favorite appetizer? 
Tough to beat Poke.

By Derick Mara

Superintendent
PROFILE

Do you like things to be carefully planned out, or 
do you prefer to go with the flow? 
We plan the year’s operation down to every dollar and 
every application but then flex it constantly as the 
year unfolds.

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? 
The last couple of years have been so wild but 
VCC is in a growth phase with new construction 
and enhancement projects. We always strive to be 
efficient, but our Membership is super practical and 
has supported all increases in expenses.

What is one thing that most people don’t know 
about you? 
I’ve had a pretty unlikely path to spending most 
of my days at a private country club in Southern 
California. I was raised on a ranch 20 miles from 
town, working cattle on horseback and farming. Later, 
I lived in Hawaii for a few years and all but dropped 
golf to surf, dive, and hike in the mountains.

Dan Miller
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What was your lowest score playing golf, and 
where? 
83 at Pelican Hill North. Not impressive but I 
definitely hold the record for most consecutive hole-
in-1’s in the clown nose on #18 at Putt’N’Stuff mini-
golf in Dickinson, ND. Get a free round, the lights 
flash & a buzzer goes off. It’s a big deal.

What do you feel is the biggest benefit of 
belonging to the local and national GCSAA 
associations? 
When challenges such as political or environmental 
issues arise, the associations are key in supporting our 
industry as an organized and unified group.

What is the last movie you watched? 
A couple weeks ago I discovered my wife had never 
seen the original Top Gun. I generally fall asleep 15 
minutes into movies, so I caught a couple scenes.

What are you most afraid of? 
We have 3 kids, ages 5, 2.5, and 6 months. Once they 
figure out they have us outnumbered, it’s on.

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? 
Surfboard, mask and fins, fishing pole, a thick book, 
and my guitar (maybe I’d finally learn).

Who is the most famous person you’ve ever 
met? Or, if you haven’t met anyone famous: Your 
Top Three Songs of All Time.
You meet a lot of A-listers working at the Westside 
clubs in LA but one of my favorite interactions was 
bouncing Phil & Amy Mickelson off the course at 
Monarch Beach. They were walking back to the 
hotel from the beach and were headed right into 
the landing zone on a blind dogleg. An Assistant 
Pro watched the whole thing and rolled up 
afterwards, asking “Dude! Did you just throw Phil 
Mickelson off the golf course?!?!”

What are some of the tools you use to 
communicate with members and/or players at 
your property? 
We use an occasional email blast which may 
contain an update or video message I create. We 
try not to swamp the membership with emails to 
avoid diluting the message.

Favorite sports teams? 
Minnesota Vikings. It’s been a tough putt.

Is there one idea or solution to a problem that 
you have come up within your career that you
think would benefit other Superintendents? 
Our industry and our local peers are so good about
sharing ideas and info that it is hard to keep 
straight what was an original thought or not. I will 
say, weekly or bi-weekly structured meetings with 
all our key positions in the same room keep us 
moving the ball down the field at all times.

If you could have lunch with anyone, past or 
present, who would it be and why?
I’m sure there’s more sentimental or intellectual 
choices but I like to laugh. Norm McDonald was 
one of my favorites.
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GCSASC

S & R Recap
The 2022 GCSAC Scholarship & Research 

Tournament was held at The Huntington Club in 
Huntington Beach.  Beyond just raising money for 
all important scholarships and turf research, the 
Board made the conscious decision to “pull out 
all the stops” this year to make the event more 
enjoyable and memorable than ever!

The morning featured a fully hosted margarita 
and mimosa bar, as well as a cigar roller, and 
the reception after golf included live music, plus 
another hosted bar, and attendees walked away 
with a total of five tee prizes.

This year’s winners included:
• 1st Place – Stephen Bocanegra, Mona Soto, 

Charlie Trendacosta, Guest
• 2nd Place – Dave Buckles, John Harkness, 

Michael Otani, Stephen Sheffield
• 3rd Place – Tyler Clark, Nate Glaser, Jordan 

Holcomb, Jeff Stephenson
• Closest to the Pin (#3) – Oscar Alejandre (3’)
• Closest to the Pin (#13) – Dave Buckles (2’5”)

We appreciate the generous support of our many 
sponsors, including:
• Title – High Tech Irrigation, Turf Star Western
• Towels – Syngenta
• Breakfast Burritos – Nutrien
• Live Music – Harrell’s, Simplot, SiteOne
• Beverages – Harrell’s, Simplot, SiteOne
• Hole in One – Eagle Golf
• Closest to the Pin – Eagle Golf
• Driving Range – West Coast Turf
• Awards – Brandt Consolidated
• Wine – West Coast Turf, Harrell’s, Simplot
• Raffle Prizes – Agri-Turf, Baroness, Syngenta
• Tee Sponsors – A-G Sod Farms, Alliance Turf 

Products, Bayer, Brandt Consolidated, Eagle 
Golf, Eagle Pump Service, ESD Waste2Water, 
Goodbye Cattails, Harrell’s, High Tech 
Irrigation, PW Gillibrand, Simplot, SiteOne, 
Southern California PGA, Stotz Equipment, 
Superior Tree Care, Syngenta, Tank Visions, 
Target Specialty Products, TLC Materials, 
Tree Pros, Turf Star Western, and West Coast 
Turf.
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GCSASC

S & R Recap
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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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This article was originally published in the USGA 
Green Section Record. 

How Courses Can Be More 
Accessible for Adaptive Golfers

The inaugural U.S. Adaptive Open Championship, 
being conducted on Course No. 6 at Pinehurst 
Resort and Country Club from July 18-20, is a historic 
opportunity to showcase the incredible talent, skill 
and determination of adaptive golfers. It’s also a great 
chance to highlight various design, maintenance 
and setup considerations that can make golf courses 
more accessible.

Adaptive golfers can face many challenges when 
it comes to getting around golf courses and enjoying 
the game – but they are not alone in that. Beginning 
golfers, senior golfers and many others routinely 
encounter obstacles on golf courses that make the 
game less fun, less safe, or that prevent them from 
playing golf at all. The good news is that awareness 
of these issues is growing and there are design and 
maintenance solutions that can help more people 
enjoy our great game. Let’s take a look at some ways 
to improve accessibility in key areas of a golf course.

Tees

Every golf hole begins at the tee, so accessible 
teeing grounds are critical. The Americans With 
Disabilities Act (ADA) requirements state that the 
forward tee on each hole should be accessible by 
a golf cart unless the terrain makes compliance 
infeasible. If a hole has three or more teeing grounds, 
two of them must be readily accessible by a golf cart.

For drainage, visibility and presentation purposes, 
it is common for teeing grounds to be elevated 
above the surrounding terrain. However, minimizing 
the increase in elevation and keeping surrounding 
slopes gentle improves access for players who rely on 

mobility aids or anyone who has challenges walking 
over uneven ground. It also makes maintenance easier 
and helps teeing areas blend more naturally into their 
surroundings.

Accessible teeing grounds should be wide enough 
to easily accommodate a golf cart, with additional 
room for players who swing from a seated position 
to take their stance, address their ball and make a 
swing. Having at least this amount of width also helps 
the superintendent to spread wear around the tee, 
which is another example of how accessibility and 
maintainability often go hand in hand.

One reason why Pinehurst No. 6 was selected for 
the first and second playings of the U.S. Adaptive 
Open in 2022 and 2023 is because the course exceeds 
the teeing access standards of the ADA. This is 
important because four different tees on each hole 
will be used to accommodate the diverse field.

“We have both men and women competing, we 
have players with varying Handicap Indexes, and we 
have eight different impairment categories – all of 
which translates to a wide range of hitting distances,” 
explained Stephanie Parel, championship director 
of the U.S. Adaptive Open. “At Course No. 6, nearly 
all the tees are readily accessible, which gives us the 
flexibility to create an equitable challenge for the 
Adaptive Open. It’s also a great model for courses 
looking to enhance accessibility in general.”

The Green Complex

How green complexes are designed and 
maintained is an important part of accessibility. 
Offering plenty of room around the greens and 

“Making courses more accessible for 
adaptive golfers can make golf more 
enjoyable for many other players as well.”
-  (USGA/Jeff Haynes)
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multiple access points that avoid obstacles such as 
bunkers or steep slopes is an essential part of making 
golf fun and safe for people who have mobility issues.

Open approaches that allow players to bounce 
shots onto greens help with playability since some 
adaptive golfers have slower swing speeds or lower 
ball flights – even if they are highly skilled players. 
Open approaches also make golf courses more 
playable and enjoyable for many golfers outside the 
adaptive community – including beginners, senior 
players and anyone with a slower swing speed. 
Every hole at Pinehurst No. 6 offers an opportunity 
to bounce shots onto the green and there are wide 
areas of turf in the surrounds that improve access and 
playability.

In terms of conditioning, keeping greens firm 
enough to accommodate adaptive vehicles doesn’t 
typically require anything beyond normal golf course 
maintenance. Adaptive golf vehicles usually create 
less ground pressure than a golf cart or riding greens 
mower. As long as adaptive vehicles are used as 
intended, they will not damage greens under normal 
conditions. During the U.S. Adaptive Open, players 
will be able to drive adaptive vehicles or golf carts 
directly onto the putting greens at Pinehurst No. 6 
without issue.

Bunkers

Bunkers can be among the most challenging 
course features for adaptive golfers to navigate 
because the abrupt edges and soft sand found in 
some bunkers limit safe entry and exit. Providing 
a relatively flat entry point into each bunker is an 
important design consideration for accessibility. 
Minimizing edge depth at these access points reduces 
the risk of players stumbling or adaptive vehicles 
getting stuck.

Shaping bunker floors to be flatter and using firmer 
bunker sand also improve accessibility and playability, 
along with simplifying maintenance. Bunker faces 
can still be steep and challenging, but it’s important 
to remember that some adaptive golfers have slower 
swing speeds so hitting high bunker shots may not be 
easy for them.

The American Lake Veterans Golf Course in 
Lakewood, Wash., is used almost exclusively by 
military veterans and their families, so course architect 
Jack Nicklaus was extremely mindful of accessibility 
in his design. Bunkers were used sparingly and were 
shaped to provide plenty of options for safe access 
and egress. The sand is firm and kept level with the 

grass on the low side of the bunkers to help golfers 
with mobility aids or balance issues play from the sand 
as safely as possible. The bunkers still add aesthetic 
and strategic value to the course, but in an equitable 
way that allows more golfers to safely enjoy them.

“A lot of our golfers have challenges, but they don’t 
want to feel that way,” said Randy Moen, American 
Lake’s golf course superintendent. “We want to 
give them a good golf course, but we also want to 
make sure we have accessibility. How we present the 
bunkers is a great example of that.”

Accessibility was also a priority at the recently 
renovated Loop at Chaska in Minnesota. Course 

Every hole at Pinehurst No. 6 offers 
a variety of ways for players of all 
skills to reach the putting surfaces.
 - (USGA/Russell Kirk)

Bunkers at the American Lake 
Veterans Golf Course are easy 
to enter and exit, affordable to 
maintain, and still provide plenty of 
challenge.
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architect Benjamin Warren took an interesting 
approach to addressing the problematic nature 
of bunkers for adaptive players and many 
others – he eliminated them from the design 
entirely. There are no bunkers and no rough, 
so the course’s challenge and strategic interest 
comes primarily from contours in and around the 
greens, which offers an equitable experience for 
all players. This design approach also simplifies 
course maintenance because there are only 
greens and fairways to mow and no bunkers to 
rake, which will reduce costs and help to keep 
green fees affordable.

Accessible Routes

The ADA requires there to be an accessible 
route throughout a golf course, but it doesn’t 
necessarily have to be a physical cart path. Any 
route that accommodates golf cart traffic is within 
the standards – whether that is fairway or rough 
areas, prepared paths or any other surface.

The vast majority of U.S. golf courses meet 
this standard already because they accommodate 
cart traffic for routine play. However, there are 
some specific accessibility considerations to be 
aware of when it comes to traveling through the 
course. Cart paths commonly have curbs or other 
barriers alongside them to control traffic or direct 
stormwater. If a path is part of the accessible 

access route, there need to be breaks in the curbing 
or barrier “at least 60 inches wide at intervals not 
exceeding 75 yards,” according to the ADA rules.

“The continuous cart paths at Course No. 6 
are certainly an asset in terms of hosting the U.S. 
Adaptive Open,” said Parel, “but it’s even better 
that the paths have very little curbing so they 
won’t create issues for players moving through the 
course.”

The Bigger Picture

The benefits of increasing accessibility in golf 
go far beyond adaptive players. Making golf 
more manageable and enjoyable for people with 
disabilities also enhances the game for countless 
other players who have slower swing speeds or 
mobility challenges. Accessible design leads to 
simpler and more efficient maintenance, which 
is critically important at a time when golf course 
superintendents are short on staff and facing rising 
costs for almost everything. Increasing accessibility 
also brings us closer to the ideal that golf should 
be inclusive and equitable – a game anyone can 
enjoy throughout their life.

George Waters is a manager of education for the 
USGA Green Section. Email him at gwaters@usga.
org.
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This article was originally published in the USGA Green 
Section Record. 

Converting to
Bermudagrass Fairways

Key Takeaways

• Ever-increasing scrutiny on golf course water use, 
prolonged droughts and increasing water costs are 
driving courses to convert from cool-season to warm-
season grasses.

• Costs for converting fairways to hybrid bermudagrass 
vary widely depending on soil preparation methods 
and whether turf is established via sprigging or 
sodding.

• A patient, well-executed conversion plan and course 
closure during establishment are critical to optimize 
the conversion.

• Golf courses report 25% or more in annual irrigation 
reduction for areas converted from cool-season 
grasses to bermudagrass.

 

Golf course water use in the western U.S. has become 
increasingly regulated in the past decade due to 

prolonged drought conditions, increased water demand 
and diminishing water supplies. Water costs have 
skyrocketed in many areas and continue to climb at a 
10% annual rate for some courses. Water quality has 
also decreased in some areas to levels harmful for cool-
season grasses, especially under drought conditions.

To address these challenges, more and more golf 
courses are converting tees, fairways and roughs to turf 
varieties that use less water, grow well with poor-quality 
water, offer better year-round playability and create 
enhanced long-term sustainability. Converting turf areas 
predominantly comprised of cool-season grasses to 
hybrid bermudagrass is an increasingly popular approach. 
These projects are common throughout California, where 
courses have historically grown cool-season grasses. 
There is also growing interest in southern Nevada and 
southern Arizona to eliminate overseeding by converting 
to a new hybrid bermudagrass or perhaps zoysiagrass. 
Numerous courses in California have converted fairways 
and/or roughs from cool-season grasses to hybrid 
bermudagrass over the last 20 years. These courses 
unanimously report that converted areas outperform the 
previous cool-season turf sward while using at least 25% 
less water.

Converting fairways from cool-season grasses 
to hybrid bermudagrass requires significant capital 
investment and some degree of disruption to the golf 
course, but the improvement in playing conditions 
is substantial and projects can pay for themselves in 
as little as five to six years depending on water costs. 
Please review the USGA article “Fairway Regrassing 
– Can You Afford Not To?” for additional information 
on calculating the return on investment (ROI) when 
regrassing fairways.

Why convert to bermudagrass?

Bermudagrass can be managed to use 20%-
30% less water than cool-season grasses. During 
periods of prolonged drought or water restrictions, 
bermudagrass may turn off-color, but it will recover 
once sufficient moisture becomes available again. 
The same cannot be said for some cool-season 
grasses, which will thin out severely depending 
on the length of time in drought and evaporative 
demand during the drought period. In addition to 
water savings, courses often report $20,000-$75,000 
annual savings in pesticide costs when converting 
to bermudagrass. Similar water savings are realized 
when courses eliminate overseeding by converting 
to an improved bermudagrass or zoysiagrass that 
provides suitable winter playing conditions and 
aesthetics. Discontinuing overseeding can also 
yield $75,000-$300,000 in annual cost savings 
by eliminating the overseeding process and the 
maintenance required for the overseeded turf.

While the water and cost savings are impressive, 
perhaps the greatest motivator to convert to hybrid 
bermudagrass for golfers is improved playability. 
In warmer climates, hybrid bermudagrass has 

Converting cool-season fairways to bermudagrass can 
improve playing conditions, reduce water use and improve 
drought readiness.
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demonstrated that it can offer quality playing conditions for 
more days out of the year compared to cool-season grasses 
or bermudagrass overseeded with ryegrass.

Which bermudagrass is best?

‘Tifway 419’ has been the gold standard in 
bermudagrass fairways for decades. Some continue to 
plant this variety, but most courses are planting more 
aggressive bermudagrasses such as ‘Tifway II’, ‘Santa Ana’, 
‘Banderra’, ‘TifTuf’, ‘Latitude 36’ and ‘Tahoma 31’. There are 
also several experimental varieties from the University of 
California, Riverside, breeding program that will be released 
commercially in 2023 or 2024. The more aggressively 
growing grasses are denser, more traffic tolerant and more 
likely to outcompete weeds compared to ‘Tifway 419’ or 
other bermudagrass varieties. These grasses also tend 
to retain color longer into the fall and green up earlier 
in the spring than ‘Tifway 419’, ‘Tifway 328’ or common 
bermudagrass.

Zoysiagrass is also being considered as a warm-season 
turf option for fairways. Varieties such as ‘Zeon’, ‘Primo’ 
and ‘Stadium’ have demonstrated the potential to provide 
good playing surfaces. The zoysiagrasses are denser than 
bermudagrasses and offer excellent ball lie, even during 
the winter when these grasses enter dormancy in most 
locations. The zoysiagrasses require slightly more water 
than the newer bermudagrasses and do not perform as well 
under drought conditions (National Turfgrass Evaluation 
Program). However, the zoysiagrasses still offer water 
savings compared to cool-season grasses. The breeding 
efforts to improve winter color retention are highlighted 
in the USGA article “Breeding for Wintergreen Turf Saves 
Water.”

How To Successfully Convert Fairways To 
Bermudagrass

Controlling the existing grasses

The first and arguably the most important step in 
successful fairway conversion is to kill the existing grasses. 
This process will require patience and must not be rushed. 
Effectively killing the existing grasses may take up to 
three months and courses that have failed to commit 
to the process have eventually seen the remnant grass 
return and contaminate the newly planted turf. Achieving 
100% eradication of existing warm-season or cool-season 
grasses is unreasonable, but courses have achieved 
better than 90% control with the right combination of 
herbicides, timing and management. Even though the new 

bermudagrasses are aggressive, they will not entirely 
outcompete remnant bermudagrass and courses 
have had an especially challenging time controlling 
common bermudagrass. Therefore, patience and a 
well-designed and executed treatment plan is critical.

Failing to maximize control of existing grasses can lead to 
significant contamination in the new fairway turf.

Apply glyphosate (64-160 ounces per acre) with 
fluazifop (24 ounces per acre) and triclopyr (32 
ounces per acre) to actively growing cool-season 
grasses or bermudagrass. Ideally the treated area 
should not be mowed seven days prior to and 
seven days following chemical application. This 
herbicide combination should be applied at least 
three times, and up to five applications may be 
necessary when bermudagrass is present. Courses 
often begin the spray program in late April or early 
May. However, some courses that are upgrading 
from one bermudagrass to another have enhanced 
success by chemically treating once or twice prior 
to overseeding during the year prior to renovation 
– then following up with three to five applications 
starting the following spring.

Do not plant sprigs or sod within seven days of 
the final application unless you remove fluazifop 
from the final application. The application interval 
should be 14-21 days. The key is allowing the existing 
turf to recover between applications. Continue 
providing adequate soil moisture throughout the 
application window and apply an available nitrogen 
source approximately one week after the first 
application at 1 pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square 
feet. Regrowth between applications is critical 
to achieve 85% or better control. An additional 
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nitrogen fertilization following the second herbicide 
application will likely be necessary. The golf course can 
remain open for play during this process and although 
the color won’t be as green, golfers may enjoy the 
additional ball roll.

It is beneficial to disturb the soil surface between 
herbicide applications to encourage turf regrowth. 
Tools to consider include fraise mowing, core aeration, 
vertical mowing or dragging with a metal spring-tine 
rake. These strategies disrupt the organic mat that 
forms at the soil surface when the turf leaves, stems 
and stolons have desiccated. It seems that disrupting 
this mat encourages regrowth and allows new leaves 
to metabolize additional herbicide applications. It is 
critical to allow the remnant grass to recover before 
reapplying herbicides. The recovery process will likely 
require a four-week wait before herbicide reapplication. 
Be sure to communicate with golfers about the process 
and commit to this eradication program. No herbicide 
combination will yield the desired results with only one 
or two applications.

Preparing the soil for planting

Courses have used many different approaches to 
prepare soil for sprigging or sodding. The methods vary 
from minimally invasive – such as only scalping with a 
mower – to more aggressive practices such as grinding 
or pulverizing the soil. As you might expect, there is a 
wide range in cost and success rate depending on the 
method chosen, but you might be surprised at how 
successful minimally invasive approaches can be.

The no-till method

The least disruptive method for converting fairways 
to bermudagrass is to chemically treat them as 
described above and then use minimally invasive 
strategies such as vertical mowing, aeration and mower 
scalping to remove much of the living material growing 
on the surface.

This no-till process has been deployed at several 
California golf facilities. Courses that were sodding 
the new turf have had good success and courses that 
were sprigging have had only marginal success. Two 
courses, Hunter Ranch Golf Course and Turlock Golf 
and Country Club, planted ‘Santa Ana’ bermudagrass 
through sprigging and remained open for play during 
the conversion process. Several years later the fairways 
contain a mixture of ‘Santa Ana’ and remnant common 
bermudagrass. One might expect the more aggressive 

hybrid grass to outcompete common bermudagrass, 
but that has not been the case. Del Rio Country 
Club in Modesto, California, sprigged ‘Santa Ana’ 
bermudagrass on one of their nine-hole courses and 
closed for several months to grow in the new sprigs. 
The course closure resulted in much faster hybrid 
bermudagrass establishment and a greater percentage 
of ‘Santa Ana’ in the fairways. Several years later there 
is a mixed stand, but ‘Santa Ana’ is still the dominant 
variety.

For these courses, the no-till process produced a 
marginally successful turf conversion (approximately 
50% hybrid) with sprigging at far less cost than 
sodding and employing soil modification strategies. 
However, courses that use the no-till strategy and 
plant sod rather than sprigs have enjoyed a greater 
percentage of hybrid bermudagrass years later.

Along with cost savings and less disruption, there 
are additional agronomic benefits to the no-till process. 
It leaves behind organic material that has accumulated 
for years, which will offer good moisture and nutrient 
retention for the new turf. If the soil has good physical 
characteristics, the no-till method avoids disrupting 
the soil structure and retains positive water infiltration. 
This may be somewhat surprising, but the no-till 
process typically expedites the grow-in and maturity 
process compared to tilling the soil.

Advantages to no-till conversion

No-till plus sodding requires very limited course 
closure – only three to four weeks to lay the sod and 
approximately three weeks for establishment during 
the peak of summer. If sprigging, it is recommended 

There are minimally disruptive ways to convert fairways to 
bermudagrass, but they require patience and may not yield 
optimal results.
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to close for about 110 days. While several courses have kept 
fairways open during the conversion process, that strategy 
is not recommended due to marginal success.

The no-till method is less expensive than pulverizing or 
otherwise tilling the soil.

The no-till method is much less prone to erosion.
The no-till method does not disrupt the current grades 

and is less disruptive to the soil. Pulverizing the soil requires 
regrading work and the soil disruption may result in poorly 
drained areas.

The no-till process retains organic matter that has 
accumulated in the soil. This can be advantageous for 
providing water and nutrient retention when establishing 
the new fairway turf.

The no-till method leaves the surface as is, while the 
more aggressive tilling practices will disturb the soil and 
could leave behind a bumpy surface.

 
Disadvantages to no-till conversion

The no-till process does not address poor soil conditions. 
Fairway regrassing can be an important opportunity to 
improve rootzone conditions for the new turf. Many courses 
are plagued with very poorly drained soil and pulverizing 
or adding new material may be the best way to maximize 
success of the conversion process.

Soil grinding or pulverizing

Many courses that converted fairways to bermudagrass 
have utilized some form of soil pulverization prior to 
planting the new turf. There are generally three methods to 
till the soil: an asphalt grinder, a Blecavator or a RotaDairon. 
The asphalt grinder works well in compacted soils with 
rock. This large machine grinds up the soil to a depth of 
8-10 inches. Sprinklers should be removed before grinding 
and replaced after the process is completed. The asphalt 
grinder can grind about 3-4 acres per day at a cost of 
approximately 5-7 cents per square foot. The result is a 
moonscape that will need to be graded with a box blade, 
bulldozer or similar tool and compacted prior to replacing 
the sprinklers and sodding or sprigging. Costs to finish 
grade, including compacting and resetting sprinklers, will 
be in the range of 20-25 cents per square foot. The asphalt 
grinder does not remove any material and therefore there is 
risk of remnant grasses making a return.

The Blecavator and RotaDairon are much slower than 
the asphalt grinder but yield a finer consistency to the 
prepared soil. The finer material is easier to smooth and 
reestablish the desired grade. This tactic worked especially 
well at Menlo Country Club in California, where several 
inches of organic matter at the surface was effectively 

blended with the underlying sand cap. The organic 
material and sand blend provided an excellent 
growing medium for the sodded ‘Santa Ana’ 
bermudagrass. These machines can prepare about 
1 acre each per day and some courses have made 
double passes over the fairways, which slows the 
process but produces even finer particles. Similar to 
the asphalt grinder, these machines do not remove 
any material.

Tilling fairways prior to planting is time consuming, but it 
can also be a good way to improve the growing medium 
for the new fairway turf.

Some courses have incorporated sand during 
the tilling process to improve soil physical 
characteristics, while others have applied several 
inches of a sand cap after tilling and grading work 
is complete. Tilling-in sand or sand capping can 
be advantageous but these practices can also be 
disastrous. It is essential to characterize the soil 
characteristics and the sand characteristics through 
physical soil testing prior to making any decisions 
about sand blending or capping.

Soil tilling advantages

The biggest reason to till the soil before 
regrassing is to improve soil conditions. Tilling will 
likely improve drainage and reduce compaction, 
but the soil will recompact once traffic returns and 
therefore the benefits may be temporary. Collecting 
physical soil tests well in advance of the project 
will help you determine if tilling is necessary and if 
adding well-draining material will be beneficial.

Tilling the soil presents an opportunity to 
improve surface drainage and perhaps make 
architectural changes to improve playability.
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Sodding the new fairway turf leads to faster establishment 
and better weed control, but it is more expensive than 
sprigging.

Sprigging will require a minimum of eight to 10 
weeks to allow for establishment. The sprigged area 
should be closed during this time unless the course is 
patient enough to manage through a four to five year 
conversion. If sprigs are planted late in the summer, 
the fairways may not achieve full cover and surely 
won’t establish a healthy rhizome population until 
after the second year. Under no circumstances should 
bermudagrass be overseeded the first year after 
planting.

As previously mentioned, there is a real possibility 
of underlying warm-season grasses resurfacing during 
the sprig establishment phase and contaminating 
the new fairways. Other warm-season annual weeds 
such as crabgrass, goosegrass, knotweed and purple 
nutsedge can also be troublesome. Where these issues 
are likely, apply the preemergence herbicide oxadiazon 
as a liquid prior to sprigging or utilize the granular 
formulation after sprigging. Given the nitrogen 
requirement during the establishment phase, applying 
oxadiazon with a granular fertilizer carrier is also a 
good option.

Soil tilling disadvantages

Tilling and finish grading the soil is expensive. 
Asphalt grinding will cost approximately 5-7 cents per 
square foot and Blecovator or RotaDairon costs are 
typically a few cents higher per square foot. These costs 
include sod removal on areas not accessible by these 
machines, such as around bunker banks. Finishing the 
grade and placing sprinklers will run an additional 20-
25 cents per square foot. Costs will range from about 
$11,000-$14,000 per acre or about $330,000-$420,000 
to till, finish grade and replace sprinklers for a typical 
course converting 30 acres of fairways.

Soils develop structure over time, building 
macropores that assist with root development and 
drainage. Aggressively tilling a soil with good “tilth” 
will disrupt these channels and may reduce the soil’s 
ability to move water. This is another reason to collect 
soil physical tests prior to making the decision to till the 
soil. This expensive and disruptive strategy may not be 
necessary.

Tilling the soil adds time to the project and the 
closure period. Contractors report asphalt grinding will 
add about seven to 10 days and using a Blecovator or 
RotaDairon may add three weeks to the project.

Fraise mowing

As previously mentioned, fraise mowing can be a 
useful strategy to encourage turf reemergence between 
chemical applications during the eradication process. 
It can also be used to remove some of the existing 
turf and weed seeds. Fraise mowing has a good track 
record of removing a majority of Poa annua plants and 
seedbank. However, fraise mowing cannot be expected 
to remove bermudagrass rhizomes. Fraise mowing 
typically costs from 6-12 cents per square foot, but this 
does not include costs to haul the debris off-site. Total 
costs will vary with depth and acreage.

Is it better to sprig or sod?

The answer to this question depends on who is 
writing the check. Sodding will cost 60-70 cents per 
square foot while sprigging will run from 8-15 cents 
per square foot. The sprigging materials and planting 
process is cheaper than sodding, but when lost revenue 
from additional course closure time is factored in the 
total cost difference may not be so great.

When converting from one bermudagrass to 
another, it is better to plant sod primarily for improved 
weed control. Sodding increases the success rate 

of establishing a dominant stand of the desirable 
bermudagrass with little remnant warm-season 
grass contamination. Additionally, sodding requires 
fewer inputs such as water, fertilizer and pesticides 
to achieve full establishment compared to sprigging. 
Sodding also ensures full turf cover and if laid 
between spring and the end of July will allow the new 
turf to establish a healthy rhizome population prior to 
winter.
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Advantages to sprigging

• Sprigging will cost 8-15 cents per square foot 
depending on the sprig rate, number of acres and 
course proximity to the sod farm. Sod will cost 60-
70 cents per square foot.

• Planting with sprigs will not introduce a foreign soil 
to the fairways like sodding does. If planting into a 
sand cap, this is important.

Advantages to sodding

• From the final day sod is planted in an area, it could 
reopen for play in as little as two weeks, preferably 
three. This is a much faster turnaround time than 
establishing sprigs.

• Sodding will greatly improve weed control and limit 
resurgence of the existing grasses.

• Sodding requires less water, fertilizer and chemicals 
for establishment.

Sprigging methods and tips for success

A commonly used sprig planting machine is the 
Bermuda King, which spreads and cuts sprigs into the 
soil. These planters can typically plant 4 acres per day. 
Alternatively, courses have had success using a sod-to-
sprig planter. These machines process sod rolls or slabs 
and shred the material before cutting it into the soil. 
They can be geared to plant the equivalent sprig rate of 
approximately 300 to 700 bushels per acre. This process 
reportedly expedites establishment time by omitting the 
“shock” that sprigs endure between cutting on the farm, 
transporting to the site and spreading on the soil by hand 
or hydrosprigging. The hydrosprigging machine also can 
add stress to the sprig material as it is thrust out of the 
hose.

Cutting the sprigs into the soil is an essential part 
of successful establishment. The soil must be softened 
through heavy watering and aggressive aeration to 
effectively cut the springs into the soil. Sprigs should be 
planted before 10 a.m. and watered immediately!

A machine called a Renovator is equipped with steel 
shanks that pulverize sod into sprigs and can cut sprigs 
into compacted soil on 6-inch centers. Discs and a 
roller push the sprigs into the soil 1.5 inches deep. This 
machine has been used extensively in southern Arizona 
and southern Nevada where compacted, poor soils are 
common.

This machine grinds sod into sprigs, plants them and then 
rolls the surface to press the sprigs down into the soil.

Rolling fairways with a 2-6 ton asphalt roller is 
commonly done to push sprigs into the ground, 
along with producing a smoother, firmer playing 
surface. A smooth surface will yield better mowing 
quality. In some instances, courses that tilled the 
fairways prior to planting have seen mower scalping 
after turf establishment because the ground was 
not smooth. Once the turf is established, it will take 
years of topdressing to effectively smooth out any 
imperfections, so it’s very important to plant into a 
smooth surface.

Recommended sprig rate

Sprig rates for fairway renovation are higher than 
for new construction or sprigging into soil with no 
competition from remnant grasses. A sprig rate of 
400 to 800 U.S. bushels per acre is common. A U.S. 
standard bushel has a volume of 1.25 cubic feet, a 
Georgia bushel is supposed to be 0.4 cubic feet and 
a Texas bushel may range from 0.4 to 1.23 cubic 
feet. While a higher sprig rate is more expensive, 
it expedites establishment and helps the new turf 
outpace regrowth of any remnant grasses. At higher 
sprig rates, full turf cover may be accomplished in 
about eight weeks from planting.

Ideal time to plant sprigs

This may seem counterintuitive, but it is not 
recommended to plant sprigs when it is hot 
and dry. Ideally, plant sprig material during hot 
and humid weather. Planting when hot and 
dry slows establishment and will require more 
inputs – especially water. Alternatively, research 
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shows success planting dormant or near-dormant 
sprig material early in the year. A study completed 
in Arkansas in 2016 indicated dormant sprigging 
bermudagrass and zoysiagrass achieved full cover by 
the end of the season and performed just as well as 
summer sprigging with much less inputs. The authors 
stated that, “Dormant sprigging reached full coverage 
as fast or faster than traditional spring or summer 
planting dates at both locations, indicating that 
bermudagrass and zoysiagrass establishment can be 
achieved earlier in the growing season using dormant 
sprigging methods.”

Treat sprigs to aid establishment

Treating bermudagrass with fungicide prior to 
sprigging accelerates establishment. Coordinate 
with the sod supplier to apply a fungicide such 
as a combination product with fluxapyroxad and 
pyraclostrobin four to six weeks prior to cutting sprigs.

How long will it take for sprigs to establish?

Full turf coverage and playable conditions can be 
achieved six to 10 weeks after sprigging if the area 
is closed to allow for frequent irrigation and routine 
nitrogen inputs. In general, it is recommended to supply 
0.25 to 0.5 pounds of nitrogen per 1,000 square feet 
per week for the first six weeks after planting.

Case Studies in Fairway Conversion

Many courses in California have converted to hybrid 
bermudagrass over the past 15 years and that trend 
continues in earnest due to rapidly rising water costs 
and imposed water limitations. Several examples of 
courses who have made the conversion are described 
below.

Birnam Wood Golf Club

Birnam Wood Golf Club in Santa Barbara historically 
maintained a mixed stand of cool-season turfgrasses, 
sometimes referred to as the “California Turf Surprise.” 
This turf composition produces acceptable playing 
conditions, but never delivers a premier golf experience 
and the water demand is higher than it would be 
for warm-season turf. Historically, Birnam Wood 
budgeted for about 185 acre-feet of water use annually 
(approximately 60 million gallons) with a cost of nearly 
$200,000 per year.

The golf course’s leadership recognized an 
opportunity to improve the consistency of playing 
conditions and reduce resource inputs, most notably 
irrigation water, by converting the cool-season 
turf to bermudagrass. In 2015 and 2016, the golf 
course converted 31 acres of fairway to ‘Santa Ana’ 
bermudagrass and converted the roughs to ‘Tifway 419’ 
bermudagrass. In addition, 7.2 acres of irrigated turf 
was replaced with low-water-use landscaping.

After the renovation, the golf course water budget is 
about 135 acre-feet annually, which is a 25% reduction 
in annual water inputs. The cost of water for the course 
has increased over 500% in the past decade and water 
costs today are nearly $11.00 per hundred cubic feet 
(HCF). At current prices, the 25% water reduction saves 
the facility over $100,000 annually. The conversion has 
also saved approximately $100,000 per year in fertilizer, 
seed and plant protectants. The cost of the project, 
which included minimal soil preparation and sodded 
bermudagrass, was about $1.25 million and within 
seven years the project paid for itself.

Menlo Country Club

Menlo Country Club in the San Francisco Bay 
Area converted the fairway on their sixth hole from 
perennial ryegrass to ‘Santa Ana’ bermudagrass in 2018 
to see whether water savings and improved playability 
would justify converting all the fairways. Golf course 
superintendent Chris Eckstrom documented significant 
water savings on this fairway – noting that 25% savings 
over cool-season grasses is very realistic. Based on 
this success, in 2021 the golf course converted the 
remaining 33 acres of perennial ryegrass fairways to 
‘Santa Ana’ bermudagrass and replaced 2.4 acres of turf 
with naturalized grasses.

The golf course realized a 20% water savings during 
the first year alone, while the fairway turf was still 
immature. Future water savings should be even greater. 
With a water budget of nearly $1 million annually and 
water costs increasing 5%-8% every year, the $2.6 
million project – which included Blecavating the soil 
in fairways and sodding the bermudagrass – will pay 
for itself in less than eight years. Additional economic 
savings have been realized with reduced use of plant 
protectants, and golfers are pleased with the improved 
quality and consistency of the new bermudagrass 
fairways.
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The Preserve Golf Club

The Preserve Golf Club in Carmel relies on 
rainwater to meet the irrigation needs for the 18-hole 
golf course. In drought years, there was not enough 
water to meet the demand of the cool-season turf 
and water had to be strategically shut off in lower-
priority areas such as roughs, tee surrounds and 
even in some fairway areas. Golf course leadership 
realized that cool-season turf was not a sustainable 
playing surface given their climate and water 
supply. In 2016, the golf course converted nearly 
27 acres of fairways to ‘Santa Ana’ bermudagrass. 
Fraise mowing was used to remove the existing 
turf, followed by pulverizing the soil and surface 
organic matter layer with a RotaDairon. Since the 
fairway conversion, the course is using 13%-14% less 
irrigation water annually. They were using about 
75 million gallons per year, and now use about 69 
million gallons. The water savings is less, however, 
than what other golf courses have achieved simply 
due to the amount of land converted. There are 
still 45 acres of cool-season turf on tees, roughs, 
green surrounds and greens. At some point it will be 
necessary to convert more of those areas to warm-
season grasses to increase water savings further.

A common theme among these California golf 
courses is 25% or more annual irrigation reduction 
for areas converted from cool-season grasses to 
bermudagrass. Furthermore, in drought years or 
during water use restrictions, these golf courses are 
much better equipped to produce acceptable playing 
conditions. They are also in a better situation to 
promote turf recovery once water restrictions are 

Converting fairways from cool-
season grasses to bermudagrass and 
expanding naturalized areas will help 
Menlo Country Club significantly reduce 
water use.

Zena is at 
Canyon Crest 
Country Club in 
Riverside, CA. 

Where’s Zena

removed or when rainfall returns. For these 
courses, bermudagrass delivers more consistent, 
firmer playing conditions throughout the year 
than the hodge-podge of cool-season grasses 
they had before. Eliminating thirsty cool-season 
grasses and planting hybrid bermudagrass has 
proven to be an excellent investment for these 
courses and others who are concerned about 
water use and drought resistance.

If you’re looking for site-specific 
recommendations about converting fairways 
at your course, USGA agronomists can provide 
practical recommendations tailored to your 
needs through the USGA Course Consulting 
Service.

Brian Whitlark is a senior consulting 
agronomist in the West Region.
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This article was originally published in the USGA Green 
Section Record. 

How are Golf Courses Adjusting to a 
Challenging Labor Market?

It’s not news to anyone in the golf world that the game has been 
booming over the last couple of years. According to the National 
Golf Foundation, there were 545 million rounds of golf played in 
2021, up almost 25% from 2019’s total of 441 million rounds. Tee 
sheets and practice ranges have been packed and many private 
clubs now have waiting lists for membership. Unfortunately, as 
courses are busier than ever it’s becoming harder and harder to hire 
and retain golf course maintenance staff. A recent USGA Green 
Section survey of golf course superintendents revealed that finding 
and retaining labor were their top two challenges in 2021.

The potential impacts on course conditions can be significant if 
superintendents aren’t able to fill open spots on their maintenance 
teams or retain experienced staff members. As short-staffed teams 
struggle to keep up with routine maintenance, some of the detail 
work golfers have become accustomed to may need to be deferred 
or sacrificed altogether. The fact that courses are busier than ever 
complicates matters further, because just staying ahead of play and 
finding opportunities to perform certain tasks between groups is 
increasingly difficult. Large-scale tasks like putting green aeration 
and storm cleanup will take longer with fewer staff, which can 
extend the disruption to normal playing conditions. These examples 
show how today’s tight labor market can directly impact our day on 
the golf course, but what can courses do about it?

Unfortunately, there aren’t easy answers to the staffing issues 
facing golf courses and countless other industries. Nevertheless, golf 
course superintendents are rolling up their sleeves and attacking 
the issue head-on. Many golf courses are hosting job fairs, offering 
flexible hours, increasing wages and offering sign-on bonuses. A few 
golf courses that I visit have dedicated a full-time business manager 
to attracting, training and retaining new employees. No matter what 
short-term solutions golf courses put in place, the long-term choices 
are either:

1. Significantly increase marketing, human resource and labor 
budgets to attract more people to golf course maintenance 
jobs.

2. Manage fewer, well-trained employees with a professional 
wage on a more flexible schedule.

Both options are feasible and both will be used successfully in 
the future. Many facilities will choose the first option and have great 
success, but this approach depends on having the ability to invest 

more in the golf course maintenance 
operation and money alone will not solve 
all problems. Today’s employees value 
flexibility, continuous skill development 
and a clear career path. These have not 
necessarily been strengths of the golf 
course maintenance industry in the past, 
but things are changing rapidly.

Golf courses will also be looking 
to invest in technology to make their 
maintenance operation more efficient. 
Labor-saving machinery can allow fewer 
staff to accomplish more, but again there 
is a significant investment involved. 
Collecting data to optimize maintenance 
practices and focus resources where they 
are needed most can also be part of the 
solution. GPS data on golfer traffic can 
help courses identify out-of-play areas 
that could receive less maintenance. This 
type of data can also identify bunkers 
that could be removed or made smaller to 
save time and money without negatively 
impacting the golf experience. Maintaining 
less area is a very effective way to reduce 
the strain on a short-staffed maintenance 
team and it can help courses save money 
in the long run.

No matter what strategy courses use 
to manage this challenging labor market, 
golfer expectations must adapt with the 
times. Today’s golf course maintenance 
teams have their hands full, so a little 
patience and a kind word of thanks will 
go a long way. Please do your part to care 
for the course by fixing ball marks, raking 
bunkers after use, repairing divots and 
anything else you can think of to help. It 
will make a difference to the maintenance 
team and set a great example for other 
golfers to follow!
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