
YO
UR

 C
OU

RS
E MAKE YOUR COURSE A 

WILDLIFE WINNER

Un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
go

lf 
co

ur
se

 p
re

pa
ra

tio
n

ISSUE FOUR Autumn 2019

BIODIVERSITY AND GOLF

EXPLAINING THE SCIENCE 
AND THE PRACTICALITIES

IRRIGATION SPECIAL

EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW

DO NOT REMOVE FROM CLUBHOUSE

Proudly presented by

‘RESPECT YOUR COURSE’
GRAEME MCDOWELL CALLS ON GOLFERS TO 

LEND THEIR GREENKEEPERS A HAND

001 BIGGA Your Course Cover.indd   3 01/10/2019   11:08



Supporting Your Course
BIGGA Partners provide incredible opportunities that are exclusive to members of 
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world, gaining experience and knowledge that helps them elevate standards across 
the golf greenkeeping profession.

The Continuing Professional Development and world class education we provide 
would not be possible without the assistance of BIGGA Education Supporters. 
Ensuring our members stay at the forefront of the turf management industry takes 
considerable investment and we are hugely grateful for this continued support.
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W
ELCOME to the fourth 
edition of Your 
Course magazine, 
which we hope will 
continue to provide 
you with an insight 
into what it takes 
to present a golf course in the United 
Kingdom today.

This year has provided us with some 
fabulous golfing entertainment; from Tiger’s extraordinary return to 
major-winning ways at Augusta, via Shane Lowry’s hugely popular 
Open win at Royal Portrush to an amazing, nail-biting Solheim Cup 
at Gleneagles. 

As usual the golf we have witnessed has been played out over 
immaculately prepared golf courses, all of which have exceptional 
budgets and whose greenkeeping teams are bolstered for their 
events by significant numbers of volunteers. 

2019 has certainly been a less demanding year in terms of 
temperature; the searing heat of 2018 was simply too much for 
many courses that weren’t able to irrigate fairways, in particular. This 
meant many courses came into the 2019 season with significant 
after-effects of 2018’s heat wave. 

However, the climate still presented many challenges and in parts 
of the south there has been less rain than to this point in 2018, 
putting further stresses on irrigation systems, whereas further north it 
has been very wet indeed. 

The greenkeeping profession continues to roll with the punches 
through a combination of education, innovation and hard graft. 
We at BIGGA are doing all we can to support the industry. We 
are continuing our work with the R&A on their ‘Golf Course 
2030’ project, which aims to provide a roadmap to achieving 
optimal course conditions in the face of a changing climate, 
reduced availability of resources and an ever changing regulatory 
environment.

I’m always incredibly proud of what our members are able to 
achieve despite these outside influences making their working lives 
increasingly difficult. Thank you for taking the time to read this 
magazine and I sincerely hope it serves to enrich your time out on 
the fairways.

Jim Croxton – chief executive officer, BIGGA
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06 QUESTION TIME
Three course managers from across the United Kingdom 
answer your burning questions about greenkeeping 
practices

12 THE CHANGING DEMANDS OF GREENKEEPING
Worthing’s George Barr looks back on the biggest 
changes to the greenkeeping industry in the last 45 years
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How a strong working relationship between a greens 
chairman and course manager is vital to a club’s success
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Do green speeds actually matter? Dr Micah Woods 
examines the facts and figures
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From parched and baked fairways during the 2018 
heatwave to this year’s wet summer, we could not have 
witnessed two greater contrasts in the space of just 
a single year. We take a look at some of the courses 
affected

40 THE MCDOWELL BROTHERS
One brother is a US Open winner, the other a 
greenkeeper at one of Northern Ireland’s premier links 
courses. We sit down with Graeme and Gary McDowell to 
chat about their contrasting careers, family dinner table 
discussions and Royal Portrush’s Open return
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Matthew Brighton talks us through every piece of 
greenkeeping gear in Alwoodley’s maintenance facility 
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52 THE SECRETS OF AN IRRIGATION SYSTEM
What is an irrigation system? Scott Reeves, BIGGA 
chairman and course manager at Leyland, reveals all
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How golf clubs and organisations are working together to 
ensure courses do their bit for the UK’s native animal and 
plant life
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There’s a lot more to constructing a mound of earth than 
you might think. Gaudet Luce’s Andy Laing explains the 
work involved
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TIME
Our readers asked the 
questions and this trio 

of course managers were 
tasked with coming up with 

the answers…

Question
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W
HAT would you get off your 
chest if you could ask your 
greenkeeper one question?

We put that poser to golfers 
across social media channels 
and watched the enquiries 
flood in. We then picked out 
the best and put them to three 
course managers to answer.

Our panel consists of Lucy 
Sellick, head greenkeeper at Wenvoe Castle in the Vale of 
Glamorgan, Greg Fitzmaurice, course manager at Hunley 
Hotel in Yorkshire, and Andrew Wood, who leads the 
team at Enville in the West Midlands.

Here’s what they made of your queries…

WHY DO YOU RENOVATE GREENS DURING THE HEIGHT OF THE 
PLAYING SEASON?
Andrew: One of the main reasons is that, by August, 
our greens begin to show slight signs of a drop in 
performance – whether that be drainage characteristics 
or turf quality. It also means we don’t have to do much to 
them again until the following January and enables us to 
keep summer conditions well into the autumn. 

We also get quicker recovery, a larger percentage of 

seed establishment and it’s usually easier to get the 
topdressing into the profile. There is less chance of 
disease with healthier turf going into the high pressure 
period of September and October.  

In years gone by this work may have been done at the end 
of the season, putting the plant under huge stress, damaging 
or smothering the leaf and increasing the chances of a 
fusarium attack in conditions less conducive to recovery.
Greg: The only renovation work we undertake at this 
time is monthly micro-tining. With predominantly fine 
perennial grasses, and only minimal inputs of fertiliser, 
there is no real need for removal or dilution of organic 
matter through renovations. Only minimal accumulations 
from growth allow the natural biological breakdown to 
control organic matter without us needing to intervene.

HOW MUCH ATTENTION WOULD YOU PAY TO COMPETITION SET-UP, 
SUCH AS WHERE YOU PUT THE FLAGSTICKS?
Lucy: I try to maintain the course to a high standard every 
day of the week – whether it is a Tuesday or Saturday. But 
some days do get a few extras. At championships and 
finals weekends I produce a pin sheet and there will be 
extra rolls of the putting surface leading up to the event, 
as well as playing off the back tees. I also empty the 
course of staff and machines ahead of the golfers teeing 
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off. That means an early 4am start for the team. We’re 
finished by 10.30am, but that allows us to do much more 
work without interruptions.
Andrew: If we are hosting a major event, the pins will be 
set by the organisation that is hosting it – either the R&A 
or England Golf. In preparing for these weeks, we would 
tend to put flags in areas that we know they wouldn’t 
use for the event. I would speak to the organisers about 
where they should perhaps avoid placing a pin, perhaps 
because there has been heavy rains and flooding. 

Tee positions are also determined by the organisation. 
The course is generally set up for the members as it 
would be for tournaments. The only difference is that the 
surfaces become more polished, with additional evening 
mowing and reduction of height of cut to most surfaces, 
as we build up to an event.

HOW DO YOU CHOOSE WHICH SEEDS, FERTILISERS AND CHEMICALS 
TO USE ON YOUR COURSE?
Andrew: Many factors influence why I choose a particular 
product. Our heathland site dictates I purchase much 
more fescue and a lot less rye then I would have done at 
the parkland course I previously worked at.  

This is due to the nature of the land we manage and 
what performs best on an open sandy site, compared to a 

heavy clay soil site surrounded by trees.  
Deciding on the grass species is based on factors such 

as previous history with the product, on-site trial results, 
supplier support and a good working relationship, quality 
and value for money. This is the same for whatever we 
buy. It has to work on our site.  

We do many trials on our extensive practice facilities to 
see what is going to work best for us out on the course. I 
am using chemical products here that I have never used 
before as we need to control the likes of bracken and 
himalayan balsam, which are again site specific.
Lucy: When selecting products, I tend to use what I know 
and trust. But with the changes needed because of the 
withdrawal of some chemicals, we need to keep our 
greens healthier, so they aren’t vulnerable to diseases, 
and so we’ve been trying different approaches.

Value for money is important as we all have budgets to 
keep, while at the same time you can’t compromise on 
the quality of the playing surface. Networking with other 
greenkeepers helps. I also do some homework as there 
are plenty of research papers out there.
Greg: We use only fescue when seeding, as this is the 
most common species found at Hunley and the most 
suitable for the site and style of course.

The fertilisers we use are also chosen to suit fescue, 

Left: Our panel say 
they renovate greens 
during the height of 
summer because it 
allows them to keep 
summer conditions 
well into autumn
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which is basically just nitrogen. With most conventional 
fertilisers, though, the nitrogen converts to nitrate after it is 
applied and this favours Poa annua, which we don’t want. 

We use only specific fertilisers produced using a 
technology that prevents nitrification, which maintains 
sufficient health without as much top growth. 

The only chemicals we use are selective herbicides to 
control clover. No fungicides or insecticides have been 
used at Hunley for almost three years and ideally we’d 
like to be completely chemical free.

SOME CLUBS HAVE UNEVEN TEE BOXES AND IT CAN BE HARD TO FIND 
A LEVEL PLACE TO STAND. WHY IS THIS A PROBLEM AND WHAT CAN 
BE DONE TO PREVENT AND FIX IT?
Lucy: It’s mainly due to poorly built tees – those 
constructed with no supporting side to stop soil creep, or 
sub soil layers that were not compacted correctly before 
adding drainage. At Wenvoe Castle, we have produced a 
priority report. Some tees have been marked as no work 
is needed other than a rebuild, while others will have the 
turf lifted, levelled and relaid.
Greg: This can be a problem on particularly old tees that 
were poorly constructed or are suffering from subsidence. 

Eventually the divots taken by golfers will lead to a very 
uneven surface across the tee box. A way to minimise the 

issue in the future would be to smooth divot repair using a 
drag mat or trulute.

HOW ARE YOU COPING WITH DAMAGE TO HOLES AS PEOPLE LEAVE 
THE FLAGSTICK IN TO PUTT OUT?
Andrew: Our holes are getting knocked about quicker than 
they did in the past, probably from people trying to get 
the ball out while the flag is still in. 

I’d definitely say we have increased the number of times 
we change holes since the rule change. And it hasn’t 
really sped up play, which is why it was introduced. 

If anything, it is worse as someone from 15 feet might 
want the flag taken out so it is removed and then 
someone putting from slightly closer wants it left in, so it 
goes back in. This in and out with the flag continues until 
they have holed out.
Lucy: We’ve not had to increase the number of hole 
changes, which are still at two to three a week, but 
we have put a pair of scissors on all machines so the 
greenkeeper who is mowing the green can trim the holes 
and we do that daily.

The rule change hasn’t affected us too much but there 
are pictures circulating of shocking holes, where players 
are using putters to remove the ball and leaving the flags 
in while they do it.

006-011 BIGGA Greenkeepers’ Question Time.indd   10 01/10/2019   11:10
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MEET THE PANEL

Greg Fitzmaurice, course manager 
at Hunley Hotel in Yorkshire

Andrew Wood, course manager at 
Enville in the West Midlands

Lucy Sellick, head greenkeeper at 
Wenvoe Castle in South Wales

WHEN YOU SEE COURSES ON TV DOES THAT EXCITE YOU OR ACT AS A 
FRUSTRATION BECAUSE OF MEMBERS’ INCREASED EXPECTATIONS?
Lucy: I have to say both. We need golf on TV to get more 
people interested in the sport and I’d love to see more 
coverage of golf course set up. 

This would get the greenkeeping trade noticed and 
help future recruitment. When you watch the Open, or 

the Masters, it makes you want to pick up your sticks 
and play. Seeing all the different ways each tournament 
chooses to present their course gives us ideas that we 
can take out on to the course. The frustration comes when 
members expect the same level of presentation from us, 
with probably a 10th of the budget and staff levels, but it 
should give us all something to aspire to. ✤
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George Barr became a greenkeeper in 1974 and has seen plenty of changes 

© Darren Arthur
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‘CUTTING FAIRWAYS
 WOULD BE AN ALL DAY JOB’

over the last 45 years. He reminisces about his trade
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N almost half a century in greenkeeping, George 
Barr has seen methods of maintaining a golf 
course change beyond all recognition. Some 
changes, such as the level of education and 
standards that greenkeepers can achieve, have 
been for the better. Others have presented 
challenges to the greenkeepers that are not 
always welcome.
Barr, 62, is courses and estates manager at 

Worthing Golf Club, but reflected upon his early 
years at Skelmorlie in West Ayrshire.
“Wedged into one corner of the equipment shed was 

the ‘Bothy’, where the greenkeepers would gather to 
scoff their sandwiches,” said Barr. “There was no such 
thing as an office for the greenkeeping staff in those 
days. 
“My old boss would do his budget on a cigarette 

packet and go into a meeting and confidently say ‘I 
want £3,000 for the next year’, and that was the extent 
of it!”
Littered about the room might be a couple of 

magazines. 
Maybe there was the odd book and a guide to weeds, 

but little of the home comforts a modern worker would 
reasonably expect. 
“All we had to learn from was any book or leaflet that 

you’d picked up at trade shows, which were very few 
and far between,” said Barr.
Parked in the yard would be a pair of greens machines, 

a Marquis tee mower, a pair of gang mowers that took 
care of fairways and perhaps a Flymo or Antelope. 
Strimmers and many other useful tools that are now 

considered an essential part of the greenkeepers’ toolkit 
hadn’t even been invented yet.
That year Gary Player won his third Open, beating 

Peter Oosterhuis by four shots at Royal Lytham. Leeds 
United were the First Division champions and there 
were two General Elections. 
Meanwhile, a 17-year-old Barr, who had visions of 

becoming a civil engineer, took up greenkeeping and 
never looked back.
It’s a career that has taken him to Greenock, back to 

Skelmorlie, to Renfrew and Ham Manor and then on to 
Worthing. 
He’s worked on heathlands, parklands and downlands 

and he’s been witness to an industry that has changed 
almost beyond all recognition.
Where once the greenkeepers were banned from 

entering, now Barr has an office to himself within the 
clubhouse of the South Downs golf club. 
Where once a computer was an unaffordable 

investment, now he can control the irrigation system 
with his smartphone.
He remembers he’s not just a greenkeeper, but a HR 

Main: A greenkeeper 
in action in years 
gone by and, pictured 
right, Barr, Worthing’s 
courses and estates 
manager, has seen 
plenty of change in 
the industry in his 45 
years working as a 
greenkeeper
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“You can’t do 
much. If you have 

the manpower, 
you’d go and repair 
all the pitch marks 

the day after but, 
nine times out 10, 

golf clubs don’t 
have that luxury” 

manager, a media manager, a turf manager and an 
ecology manager. 
But mostly, Barr thinks back at just how much has 

changed during his four-and-a-half decades in the 
profession.
“Take bunker maintenance,” he said. “Years ago, you 

would be lucky if you raked the bunkers all over once a 
week. 
“We would trim bunkers with shears, like people use 

in their garden today. These days, bunker maintenance 
has just gone through the roof. At Worthing, we now 
employ four people throughout the summer, just to rake 
bunkers.”
Worthing is a prosperous venue and it’s worth 

noting that most clubs won’t be able to commit such 
resources entirely to bunker presentation. 

But that doesn’t mean golfers everywhere don’t expect 
higher standards than they perhaps did in years gone by. 
“I was given a copy of a photograph of Ben Hogan 

playing a tournament at Carnoustie in the ‘50s and 
behind him the bunker was full of footprints and hack 
marks,” said Barr. “Today, if there’s the slightest mark 
in a bunker, people will let you know about it!”
Even something as ‘simple’ as changing a hole was a 

complex job in the 1980s. Certainly, it was a task that 
kept you fit.
“The equipment was very basic,” Barr explained. 

“When you were hole changing, or doing most things on 
the course, you’d be walking from hole to hole, carrying 
any equipment you needed. 
“There was no transport and you didn’t have buggies 

or anything like that. The only transport on the golf 
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course was a tractor.”
Spraying pesticides or other chemicals was done with 

a contraption that looked like a golf trolley “with a tank 
on it and two nozzles”. 
That would spit out a fungicide so toxic to any 

invaders that you wouldn’t see so much as a spore 
for another year. Unsurprisingly, in today’s age of 
responsible land management, such chemicals are no 
longer available for use and greenkeepers must rely on 
other methods to keep the turf healthy.
Hearing Barr reel off the equipment at his disposal 

today is to feel like you’re walking through Kennedy 
Space Center.
“To cut 36 holes we run with four Eclipse ride-on greens 

machines that are state of the art and a fleet of seven 
Triplex greens mowers. We’ve got four ride-on tees mowers, 
multiple fairway mowers and a couple of conditioning 
mowers for cutting the semi-rough and rough. 
“We’ve also got a massive batwing Jacobsen 9016, 

where one person can go and sit in the machine and 
cut 40 acres in two days.”
Machinery has certainly come a long way and given 

appropriate investment from the management at 
Worthing, Barr’s team can virtually cut an entire course 
without a golfer seeing them at work. 
“That would never have happened before,” he said. 

“We used to have to be in among members. Cutting 
fairways was an all-day job and golfers would have to 
stand aside as you ploughed past them.”
The advances have been tremendous and Barr, who is 

fortunate enough to work at an affluent club, has most 
of the resources available to the modern greenkeeper at 
his fingertips. 
“Back then, I would never have believed that you 

could be on a 36-hole golf facility with a machinery 
infrastructure costing about £1.6 million and an 
irrigation system which, if we had to replace tomorrow, 
would cost around £1 million,” he said. “I never 

Right: The 1st hole 
at Worthing. Below: 

Greenkeepers at 
Worthing celebrate the 

arrival of a new fleet 
of Jacobsen mowers 

in 2008
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imagined that I could be sat at The Open, at home or in a 
restaurant and I could control my irrigation system or view 
my security cameras back at Worthing. 
“We micro-manage everything now and it’s all to the 

benefit of the golfer as we reduce our footprint on their 
time.”
The biggest change Barr has seen though, hasn’t been a 

piece of machinery or chemistry or even the onset of digital 
resources. 
It’s something that’s actually benefited all of us: the 

introduction of effective waterproof clothing.
“When I started at Skelmorlie, on an average winter day 

I might see five or six golfers,” said Barr. “There were no 
winter medals and we used to come off the tees in October, 
put in winter tees and go on walkways. Everybody understood 
that golf would restart properly at the spring meeting.
“Now it’s constant and at Worthing we’ll have a midweek 

medal in February with 110 players in it.”
So, in summary, machinery and technology have come a 

long way in Barr’s time in greenkeeping. 
But rather than make life easier for the course 

manager, golfers now expect higher standards out on 
the course all year round. That can cause serious stress 
for the greenkeepers if the club and its members aren’t 
understanding.
“Golfers are much more curious today about the work 

that’s going on around the course, because they want to 
know that their membership fees are being well spent,” 
said Barr. “In the past, the greenkeepers would feel 
pressure as they wondered how they would achieve a task.
Today, you know you’ll get the same task done, but now 

you need to think about how you can do it with minimal 
impact to golfers, so the highest standards are maintained.
“At the same time, we’ll spend a lot of time managing 

those expectations. 
“We’ll always overachieve with the budget we have 

available, but we don’t have unlimited resources and 
despite everything, we still can’t control the weather.” ✤

© Darren Arthur
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WIN! A PRECISION 
GOLF RANGEFINDER

Let us know what you think about Your Course to be in with a chance of winning

W
E have teamed up with 
Precision Golf and Sports 
Publications Ltd to offer you 
the chance to win a laser 
rangefinder.

You could get your hands 
on the Precision Golf NX7 
Pro Slope rangefinder by 
simply taking five minutes 
to fill in our survey about the 

Your Course Autumn 2019 magazine.
The NX7’s accurate laser technology and pulse 

vibration feature make it simple for all golfers to get 
precise readings to the flag. The compact design 
and no-slip grip means it is easy to handle, while the 
adaptive slope feature helps calculates uphill and 
downhill shots.

Visit sports-publications.com/news/bigga-survey and 
follow the on-screen instructions to be in with a chance of 
winning this fantastic prize. ✤
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CONFESSIONS
OF A GREENS

CHAIRMANCHAIRMAN
The relationship between a greens chairman and course 

manager is vital to the success of a course. Let one 
successful exponent show you how it should be done
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Whitley Bay’s former 
greens chairman, 

Seton Wakenshaw, 
took great pride in the 

working relationship 
between the course 

manager and greens 
team, resulting in an 

enjoyable course for all 
members

W
HEN the relationship hits the 
rocks, witnessing a greens 
chairman and course 
manager butting heads is like 
watching a failed romance on 
Love Island – no one comes 
out of it looking very happy.

Maybe the cracks appeared 
when the new incumbent’s 
chief motivation was to 

remove the bunker that blighted so many of their rounds.
Maybe the determination to leave a lasting mark – a 

design concept that usually goes no further than planting 
a copse of trees – caused the strain.

Whatever the reasons, when greens chairmen go bad, 
it’s usually the course and club that suffers.

But it doesn’t have to be that way. At Whitley Bay, on the 

Tyneside coast, Seton Wakenshaw’s two years at the helm 
could be reproduced as a manual on how you can work 
with your course manager to be a great chairman and 
how everyone can benefit.

A plus handicap golfer who plays for Northumberland 
county, he arrived in post during a crucial time for a club 
that was midway through a substantial redevelopment 
project.

It was a four-year plan to renovate the 6th through 
10th holes and new approaches, green complexes and 
bunkering were all part of the massive enterprise.

Wakenshaw could have taken an overbearing approach 
but, in a method that marked his tenure, he cultivated 
his relationship with course manager Simon Olver and 
educated the membership with regular and informative 
communication.

So if you’re considering taking on the mantle of greens 
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chairman on your board or committee, what can you 
learn from Wakenshaw’s approach? 

Here are his secrets…

WHAT I WANTED TO ACHIEVE WHEN I TOOK ON THE ROLE
I didn’t want to do what people thought I would. The 
perception was that because I was a low handicap I was 
going to set the course up difficult. My desire was to 
make it fair for everyone. 

My only personal agenda was to learn more – to learn from 
Simon about course maintenance, agronomy and so on. And 
ultimately produce the best conditioned course possible.

I decided that, working alongside him, we needed to be 
confident in what we were doing, that he was the expert 
at the club and that the members needed to listen to the 
course manager who was the qualified professional within 
the organisation.

COMMUNICATION IS KEY
I would write a newsletter that would go out to the 
members every month. It was probably three or four 
pages and, because of my background in design, it was 
professionally presented. 

I wanted to make it really clear to Simon that I was 
listening to what he had to say and equally he was 
listening to me.

We set up several forums – some on a weekend so more 
members could attend – but because of the information 
that went out in the newsletters very few came.

So we actually got to the point where there was very 
little comment, members knew everything that would be 
taking place in advance and this averted most questions.

We would try and inform them of things before they 
happened. You can’t win everyone over but two-way 
communication was valued.
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THERE’S GOT TO BE TRUST
Simon and I are of a similar age and a similar ethos, 
regarding golf course set up, and we are good friends – 
that was the key to it. 

He’d been at Whitley Bay about two years and there was 
a shared work ethic and agenda in terms of what we were 
going to do. There was a trust there and it was 100 per 
cent on both sides.

We spoke a lot – on a daily basis. If anything needed 
discussing he would ring or I would give him a call. He 
plays golf as well and we played a reasonable amount 
leading up to my appointment. Then we played every two 
or three weeks when I became chairman of greens. 

We worked out that we were on the same page in what 
we were trying to do and it clicked. 

It was a fairly unique way of working and I’m not sure 
you would see it very often. But it was very natural.

HOW THAT RELATIONSHIP NEEDS TO WORK
Being employed in an industry that is primarily run by 
amateur boards or committees is very challenging for 
employees. That was the biggest shock to me, partly 
because those committees change on a relatively regular 
basis and also because of the personal agendas people 
may have for being on that committee.

The really interesting thing is that people generally don’t 
have any experience in the industry and that’s really 
difficult.

So the relationship between the chairman of greens and 
the course manager needs to be a close one. For me, it’s 
just a lot of common sense.

There needs to be full trust and buy in to the ‘project’ 
and a good course manager is going to have a long-term 
view on things. 

It has to be bought into from both parties, even if the 
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chairman of greens has to fight for that at times at board 
or committee level. 

Both parties have to commit time and energy to a 
common goal – a plan that will drive decisions within the 
financial constraints of the business. 

In my experience, a course manager wants a chairman 
of greens who they can relate to and work with.

Because Simon and I worked well together, it was a 
massive positive as it pulled the communication together 
and it strengthened our positions. 

Those two people lead by example and I believe that it’s 
not just what you say, it’s what you do.

DO YOUR HOMEWORK – AND KNOW YOUR LIMITS
We were working with architect Jonathan Gaunt on our 
construction project and there were a lot of site visits. I 
was reading quite a lot about golf course architecture at 

SO YOU WANT TO BE 
A GREENS CHAIRMAN? 
SETON’S DOS AND DON’TS 

DO…
• Be prepared and want to learn 
about greenkeeping and course 
management.
• Trust your course manager and 
work with them - they are the 
expert.
• Develop short, mid and long-
term plans together with the 
course manager – and stick to 
them where you possibly can.
• Have a thick skin and be 
prepared to justify the plans you 
are carrying out.
• Recognise the need for clear 
and thorough communication.

DON’T...
• Have a personal agenda – on 
bunkers, rough, green speed and 
so on. These should be driven by 
the restrictions that budget and 
style will impose upon what the 
greenkeepers can achieve.
• Allow members to have too 
much influence on course set up. 
They are not the experts.
• Don’t be swayed by personal 
agendas on the committee. 
There should be an agreed mid 
to long term plan that can be 
implemented by the greens team.
• Do it because you like the title 
or status of being chairman of 
greens. That’s the worst reason for 
doing anything.

Seton Wakenshaw, left, 
and Simon Olver, right
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the time and this informed site visits.
That was one of the big reasons for our good 

relationship. I was interested and quite happy to ask 
questions.

Questions are never stupid, no matter how naïve or 
simple they may seem. 

I would ask a huge number of questions to inform my 
knowledge and continued doing that throughout my two 
years – asking questions a member might ask when they 
don’t have any background of knowledge through to 
much more advanced ideas.

Even when we’d had long discussions about why 
we were doing something – for turf health, or why the 
green surface performance was as it was at that point, 
or whether it was around disease or sustainability – I 
would ask more and more in depth questions on the 
discussions we’d had.

People would say ‘you must know almost as much as 
Simon’. But I was quick to clarify that my knowledge was 
a very small fraction of his and wouldn’t make any claim 
beyond that.

Greenkeeping is more of a science now than it ever 
has been and it is important to recognise that this has 
elevated the role and value of the course manager.

Where I could contribute was from the golf course 
design perspective. 

We did a lot with shaping fairways, rough approaches 
and so on, but what he liked from me was that I offered a 
clean pair of eyes on things. 

We would go out with a spray can a lot and mark things 
out. If I was going out at the weekend, he was happy to 
say ‘have a look and see if there is anything and message 
me’. 

We had that similar attention to detail. Almost every day 
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Greenkeepers carry out 
work at Whitley Bay, 
Wakenshaw believes 
that if you don’t have 
the golf course you 
don’t have the golf 
club, meaning a 
balance between the 
clubhouse and course 
is required

“The relationship 
between the chairman 
of greens and the course 
manager needs to be a 
close one. For me, it’s 
just a lot of common 
sense.” 

we would message back and forth.

HOW IT ALL COMES TOGETHER
There has to be an absolute level of trust and the 
chairman of greens has to want to learn. That’s really 
significant. If you’ve got a good course manager you can 
be confident with the decisions you are making. 

The more, within reason, you can instruct the members 
that this is what you’re doing because you’re sticking to 
a long-term plan, rather than asking their opinion on a 
short-term fix, the more you’ll be able to achieve.

You’ve got to be prepared for a few questions. 
But we wouldn’t operate just for today. You’re trying 

to get the course as good as it can be today but with a 
view that, over time, it’s going to be even better, healthier 
and more sustainable because of the things that you are 
doing.

WHAT WOULD I DO DIFFERENTLY?
I’ve no regrets. We took a very systematic approach and 
had very rational ways of doing things.

The working relationship with the course manager and 
greens team was a big deal and I thought it was really 
important. We stuck to the plans we made and they 
were to produce a course for all members that could be 
enjoyed and provide true handicaps. That’s what we did.

I can’t say I would do anything differently. I’m a big 
believer in that if you don’t have the golf course you don’t 
have a golf club. You are trying to balance getting the 
clubhouse side of things and the course side of things 
right. The reason Whitley Bay is thriving at the minute 
is because of the course. And the course is in great 
condition because the club trusts its course manager 
and his team. ✤
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GREEN SPEED 
IS MORE THAN 

A NUMBER
We’re obsessed with how fast our greens are but do we 
understand the figures? Dr Micah Woods, chief scientist 
at the Asian Turfgrass Center, reveals all to Karl Hansell

A
T The Open this year the green speeds 
measured at 10’1”, 10’2”, 10’3” and, 
with the threat of rain on the horizon, 
were slowed to 9’11” for the final day, 
with all 18 greens stimping within just 
4 inches of each other.

We remain obsessed with the speed 
of our greens, with the implication for 
the golfer being that faster greens are 
saved for special occasions, such as 

club championships. As such, if you’re able to achieve 
those high speeds in every day life, then yours must be a 
high-quality course, right?

But how important are green speeds? Do they matter?
One of the most important innovations in golf course 

preparation since the 1970s was the stimpmeter. A 
stimpmeter is a simple device consisting of a long, narrow 
metal tray that enables greenkeepers to consistently 
replicate the roll of a ball across a green. It was 
introduced by the agronomy department of the United 
States Golf Association and is commonly quoted as an 
effective means of measuring speeds – you may have 
heard commentators at events discussing how fast the 
greens were “stimping” at.

However, measuring speed isn’t actually the 

028-031 BIGGA The Need For Speed.indd   29 01/10/2019   11:13



30

YO
UR

CO
UR

SE
Au

tu
m

n2
01

9

stimpmeter’s true purpose. Tellingly, the device’s 
instruction manual reads: “the variations in speed, 
whether from one green to the next or on different parts 
of the same green, can do more to negate a player’s skill 
than ragged fairways or unkempt bunkers”.

That’s the leading authority for golf in the United States 
saying that consistent greens are more important than 
fairways, bunkers and even ‘fast’ greens.

In fact, the pursuit of faster speeds by lower cutting 
heights often leads to the detriment of the putting surface, 
reducing consistency and “negating a players’ skill”. 

The enjoyment of the average golfer also reduces as green 
speeds increase as nobody wants to keep three or four 
putting as their ball skids past the hole. In terms of pace of 
play, as little as a one-foot increase in speed can slow the 
pace of play by more than seven minutes per foursome.

If speed isn’t important, and consistency is, then what’s 
a ‘good’ standard of consistency across a golf course?

Well, like most things, that depends on the resources 
available to the greenkeeping team. 

Dr Micah Woods is chief scientist at the Asian Turfgrass 
Center and he has undertaken a study to discover what 
the average differentiation is across golf courses. Taking 
961 measurements at clubs in East Asia and America, 
he brought together a database of stimpmeter readings. 
He made three measurements on at least three different 
greens to come up with a ‘standard deviation’ of golf 
speed across each course. 

Dr Woods said: “The ideal would be a standard 
deviation of zero, but that is only going to happen by 
accident because green speed will always vary, even 
slightly. But I wanted to find out what difference in speed 
was reasonable to expect? I discovered that 0.3 was the 
average, meaning that half of the data I gathered was 
below 0.3 and half was above it.”

He came up with a magic number of 0.3 feet or 3.6 inches. 
This means that if a greenkeeper reports a speed of 9 feet, 
the average speed on the course will actually be between 8.7 
feet and 9.3 feet. And that’s just an average number for all 18 
holes, so the actual spread will be wider than that.

And half of the golf courses Dr Woods measured had 
a standard deviation of more than 3.6 inches, with one 
measuring up to 1.5 feet. Consistency, it seems, takes 
incredible skill to achieve.

At the Ryder Cup in 2016 at Hazeltine, the green 
speeds for the three days of play were 12.4, 12.4 and 
13.4. These are extreme tournament conditions at an 
American golf course prepared for one of the most 
televised sporting events in the world and as such there 
are an army of greenkeepers and volunteers working to 
get the course to incredibly high standards. 

And yet as the green speed increased, Dr Woods 
discovered that the variability of speed across the greens 
also increased and the putting surfaces became less 
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consistent. On the final day, with a reported speed of 13.4 
feet, one green was even recorded as having an actual 
speed of 15 feet. That’s a difference of more than 19 inches! 

So faster greens are also less consistent greens.
It was a trend that is echoed across every golf course, 

no matter the budget or resource. For consistency to be 
achieved, it’s Dr Woods’ opinion – and an opinion shared 
by the turf management industry – that we should stop 
obsessing with green speeds.

Rather than making a demand of your greenkeeper that 
you’d like to see greens ‘stimping’ at a certain amount 
ahead of the club championship, wouldn’t you rather 
see them concentrate on achieving greater consistency 
across the course?

“In visiting hundreds of golf courses, I’ve observed that 
green speeds are always given as a single number and 
I’m actually not going to advocate that we change that,” 
explained Dr Woods.

“For the members and the guests who are coming to 
play a facility, it’s useful just to report a single number, 
that’s all they need to know.

“But I believe that turf managers should secretly keep 
the additional information to themselves. By making an 
explicit measurement of variability across their greens, 
they can identify problems and opportunities to improve 
that uniformity.”

If we’re to look at golfer enjoyment, what level of 
consistency can players actually perceive out on the 
course? A study by American professors Thomas Nikolai, 
Douglas Karcher and Ron Calhoun in 2001 concluded 
that the average golfer is unable to detect a six-inch 
variation in speed from one green to another and therefore 
that is “probably a fair definition of consistency on a golf 
course”. Anything less than six inches and your regular 
amateur golfer won’t be able to perceive the difference. 

So which was the most important measurement at The 
Open? Was it the slower speed on the final day? In truth, 
the most important figure quoted is the 4” differentiation 
as it highlights an incredible degree of consistency. 
Across 18 holes on a links venue in changeable weather 
conditions, the greenkeeping team was able to achieve a 
margin of error of just four inches. 

The greenkeepers at your course almost certainly won’t 
be able to achieve that level of consistency, and it’s 
unreasonable to even ask them to strive towards such 
levels. But the important thing to know is that they’ll 
have more chance of achieving consistency – and you’ll 
enjoy your round more – if unrealistic demands for ‘faster 
greens’ aren’t made. ✤

Dr Micah Woods was speaking at Continue 
to Learn at BTME.
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deluge
 After the drought, the
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What a difference a year makes. Last July, the fairways at baked Carnoustie 
were running even faster than the greens. This summer, Royal Portrush was 
contrastingly green – and the same was true at clubs up and down the countrydeluge

The lush green 
fairways at this year’s 

Open from Royal 
Portrush
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Carnoustie, Angus

Pictured above and right at the 2018 Open

W
E could not have witnessed 
two greater contrasts in the 
space of just a single year.
From parched and 

browned off fairways, 
and hard-working teams 
working day and night to 
keep their greens alive as 
the hottest UK summer for 
four decades seemed like 

it would never end, the heatwave of 2018 has been 
followed in 2019 by a season that’s been much less 
hot and in the northern half of the UK at least distinctly 
on the wet side.
So what difference have those two very different 

summers made to our courses – from their colour to 
their make up? We asked greenkeeping teams, and 
club members, to send us images of their respective 
layouts a year apart to reveal the massive difference 
the changing temperatures made to the look of our 
parkland, links, heathland and downland layouts.
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Stuart Green, BIGGA’s 
head of member 

learning, says to repair 
a pitch mark correctly 
you want to push from 

the top and sides – 
pushing the turf back 

into the middle. Do not 
put the repairer in and 

then lift up

2018 was the joint 
hottest on record in the 
UK since records began 

in 1910, according to 
the Met Office, sharing 

the title with 2006, 
2003 and 1976
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36

20
19

Ellesmere, Greater Manchester | 2018

Pictured below: 2019

The average summer 
temperature in 2018 

across the UK was 
15.8C
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Isle of Purbeck, Dorset | 2018

Pictured left: 2019

Woolley Park, West Yorkshire | 2018Pictured left: 2019

Cams Hall, Hampshire | 2018Pictured left: 2019

“We have had
two dry summers. 

This year we have not 
had the consistent 
extreme heat.” – 

Andy George, course 
manager
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Worthing, West Sussex | 2018

Pictured right: 2019

Nairn Dunbar, Nairn | 2018

Pictured right: 2019

Kilmarnock, Ayrshire | 2018

Pictured right: 2019

“The 2018 total 
rainfall was 482mm, 

110mm below 
average for Nairn.” 
– Richard Johnstone, 

course manager

“Pretty much all of 
August has been 

particularly wet up 
here compared to 
last year.” – Robert 
Tosh, greenkeeper
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Chipstead, Surrey | 2018
Pictured left: 2019

The hottest day of 
2018 was July 26 when 
temperatures hit 35.3C 
in Faversham, Kent

“Last year we had 
0mm of rain from 
the end of May to 

July.” – Sam Bethell, 
course manager
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‘To  
any 

golfer,
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Ryder Cup hero Graeme McDowell 
knows better than most the challenges 
greenkeepers face on a daily basis. Karl 
Hansell sits down with G-Mac and his 
brother Gary, a greenkeeper at Royal 
Portrush, to talk about the unsung work 
that goes into preparing a course

‘To  
any 

golfer,
I SAY 
RESPECT 
YOUR 
COURSE’
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S The Open drew to a close this July, a 
member of the McDowell family stood 
on the 18th green at Royal Portrush, 
soaking up the applause from the 
crowd.

But the hometown hero being 
congratulated by the grandstands 
wasn’t Graeme, the 2010 US Open 
champion and four-time Ryder 
Cup player, but rather his younger 

brother, Gary, who had played such an important role 
in the success of the event as part of Royal Portrush’s 
greenkeeping team.

Gary, 37, has been a greenkeeper at Royal Portrush 
ever since he left school. There was a time when he and 
Graeme weren’t so different in their golfing abilities, but 
the two brothers had very different aspirations.

“Gary always had the better swing,” said Graeme, 
40. “But he was never as comfortable with the grind of 
competitive golf. 

“Like any job, mine is great when the sun shines and 
things are going the way I want them to, but the tough 
times can be difficult.

“I have always been proud of my brother and his 
commitment to the team at Portrush since he was 16. He 
is proud of his work and happy with his life.”

The two brothers are members at Rathmore Golf Club, 
which sits beside Royal Portrush in the centre of the 
town. Gary once played to a +4 handicap and so clearly 
had the natural ability to succeed, but found his calling 
helping to prepare the links venue.

“I’ll leave the golf to Graeme and I’ll do the easy job!” 
said Gary. “This is one of the best places you could ever 
work. I enjoy being out in the fresh air and being out, 
around the golf course.

“There was a certain point when I was close to him in 
ability,” said Gary. “But obviously Graeme’s put in the 
practice – you don’t get there any other way.

“I get real pleasure out of the different things that you 
do as a greenkeeper, which people perhaps don’t realise 
you have to do to prepare a course. It’s true that every 
day is different and I love it.”

Out on the course, Graeme said that if a greenkeeping 
team doesn’t have massive resources, they should focus 
on ensuring bunkers and greens are well presented. 

He added: “It is so difficult to get a tough but fair 
bunker set up. And great surfaces on the greens can 
make up for some small imperfections from the tee to the 
green.”

With a family member on the inside during the build-
up to The Open, Graeme had the inside track on the 
architectural changes, bunker reshaping and course 
preparation as the event approached. With the Open 
returning to Royal Portrush for the first time since 1953, 

the pressure was on for Gary and the rest of the Royal 
Portrush team – led by Graeme Beatt – to perform and 
work was under way to prepare the course years ahead of 
the event actually taking place.

“I was always aware of how huge a machine The Open 
was,” said Graeme. “But to see its footprint laid down on 
the course and the town you grew up, gave me much 
more of a sense of size and logistics, it was amazing.

“Growing up, many of the members of Rathmore were 
on the staff – including Gary – and so I was in tune with the 
behind-the-scenes work that goes in, especially in the tough 

“There will always 
be times of the 
year when the 

greenkeepers must 
make sacrifices for 
great playability.” 
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Portrush winters. 
“I guess I have always taken more care to be respectful of 

course condition due to that upbringing.”
Success on the PGA Tour has enabled Graeme to 

relocate to Florida, where he now calls Lake Nona home. 
Gary turned down the opportunity to follow his brother 
to America, preferring to stay in Northern Ireland. But 
with Gary an active BIGGA member who attends events 
hosted by the association, Graeme has kept in touch with 
the greenkeeping industry in the UK.

“Sadly, the golf club culture can be a difficult one,” said 

Graeme. 
“Very often it is easier to criticise the course you play 

every day, rather than see the 12-month journey that a 
course has to go through to stay playable. 

“There will always be times of the year when the 
greenkeepers must make sacrifices for great playability in 
the future.

“To any golfer, I say respect your course. 
“By repairing a couple of extra ball marks and replacing 

divots, you can leave it in better condition than you found 
it.” ✤

POP QUIZ

We test G-Mac’s greenkeeping 
knowledge with some quickfire 
questions

WHAT IS AERATION?

Punching of turf to allow for better 
absorption of water and airflow

WHAT IS TOPDRESSING?

Application of sand or mix to
smooth surfaces

HOW DO YOU CHANGE A GOLF 
HOLE?

Using a tool to cut out a plug 
without causing crowning, which 
then replaces the current cup, 
application of liner and maybe some 
white paint for us fussy tour players

WHAT IS FUSARIUM?

Absolutely no idea. An area to grow 
new turf?

WHAT WOULD YOU DO WITH A 
GRINDER?

I would take some bounce off my 
sand wedge! But you might use it 
to…sharpen cutting blades?

SCORE: 4/5

040-043 BIGGA McDowell Brothers.indd   43 01/10/2019   11:23



ARE YOU 

READY
FOR BTME?

More than 5,000 of the best and brightest 

talents in the sportsturf maintenance 

industry will be heading to Harrogate this 

January to discover the latest innovation 

and exciting product launches, are you 

ready to join them? 

Alongside the latest innovations BIGGA’s 

dynamic and world-leading education 

programme returns for 2020. With over 

250 hours of world-class education 

delivered by more than 90 of the industry’s 

most engaging speakers.

Here’s a preview of what’s in store.

golf 

greenkeepers

supply/trade/

distribution

groundsmanship/

sports turf

golf club 

management 

other sectors

Who else is going to BTME?

Here’s a preview of what’s in store.

groundsmanship/

Rebecca Jones

Managing Director, RJ 

Training Ltd

Joel Williams

Plant and Soil Health 

Educator, Integrated Soils

Tom Mackenzie

Golf Course Architect, 

Mackenzie & Ebert

Craig Haldane

Golf Course Manager, 

The Gleneagles Hotel

Key speakers 
Just a few of the speakers at BTME 2020
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Don’t miss this career 

changing event, book 

your place today

Continue to Learn

Places for Continue to Learn go fast, to secure 

your place fi ll in the booking form enclosed 

within the brochure and return it to the L&D 

team or call 01347 833 800 and 

select option 2

How to attend BTME

Visitor registration is now open so head to 

www.btme.org.uk and click on ‘Register for 

BTME’ on the le�  hand side. BIGGA members 

will be invited to pre register by email, so don’t 

forget to check your spam or junk folder.

Download the 

BTME app

The BTME 2020 App offers a 

one-stop-app to find out all you need to 

know about BTME and Continue to 

Learn 2020. 

Providing a full list of exhibitors, 

educational sessions and speakers the 

BTME app will be regularly updated. Use 

it to plan your visit and create your 

individual favourites list of exhibitors and 

events you don’t want to miss!

Download it now

Get the party started

Join us at the BIGGA Welcome Celebration as 

we celebrate your success

BTME is the biggest event in the greenkeeping calendar and 

we kick things o�  with an exciting event that brings together 

members of BIGGA from all over the world.

The BIGGA Welcome Celebration, 

hosted by Naga Munchetty, celebrates the achievements of 

BIGGA members over the past 12 months and everyone who 

attends BTME is invited to come along and get involved. 

Enjoy a welcome drink on the house when you arrive, speak 

to BIGGA members old and new and take a seat as we 

announce the winners of the BIGGA Awards and the BIGGA 

Excellence in Communication Awards in association with 

Campey Turf Care Systems.
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The golfer’s guide to

GREENKEEPING MACHINERY
Steve Carroll goes inside a club’s maintenance facility to 
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The golfer’s guide to

GREENKEEPING MACHINERY
find out what is being put into action on our courses
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ISTENING to Alwoodley course manager 
Matthew Brighton reeling off his equipment 
list is both alluring and confusing. 

“We’ve got two greens mowers, two tees 
mowers, four pedestrian greens mowers, 
three pedestrian tees mowers, two fairways 
mowers, a rough cutter, three utility 
vehicles, two 50 horsepower plus tractors, 
one with a loader, and two 30 horsepower 
tractors. 

“We’ve got a topdresser, a verti-drainer, a sweep and 
fill brush, a drag brush, slitters, stars slitters, scarifiers, 
verti-cutters, vibrato-rollers, Poa-busters, a turf iron, even 
our own grinders.”

My head is spinning. There’s so much of it. The 
maintenance facility is a place of wonder. Mowers are 
lined up in rows and weird contraptions weave in among 
the spades and shovels. But what does this stuff do? 

We asked Brighton to take us through the essential kit 
he uses at the classic Leeds heathland and explain how it 
keeps his course in top condition…

GREENS MOWERS
They do exactly what they say on the tin. They have a 
three-wheel system, laid out in a triangle formation, and 
that creates less pressure per square inch when moving 
across a green. It’s actually less than a human foot.

They have slick tyres and we’re running them at about 
10Psi. Through the summer, we cut at 3.5mm and have 
grooming brushes on the front of the mower, which we 
can lower and lift accordingly.

They’re there to stand the grass up in front of the cutting 
blade coming through.

TEES MOWERS
They’re similar to a greens mower in that they are on a 
three-wheel triangle platform. We cut our tees at 8mm 
through the summer and that’s fairly low. 

Where they differ is in the units. Greens mowers have 
tournament blades. There are 11 blades on a cylinder 
and you get a closer, more refined, cut. On a tees mower, 
ours are seven blades.

Our cylinder mowers are driven by hydraulic pump. The 
pump turns the cylinder within the unit and underneath 
that is a bottom blade. You set the height and adjust that 
blade to the cylinder.

Tees mowers are used to cut our surrounds and 
approaches and we’d also cut around a quarter of our 
tees with hand mowers. That’s down to their size.

With ride-on mowers, you can scuff the corners a bit 
and the hand mowers work a lot better there. 

FAIRWAY MOWERS
Also cylinder cut, with a bottom blade, we cut our 

Right: Matthew 
Brighton, course 
manager at Alwoodley
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“A turf iron gives us 
rest days where we 
don’t cut the greens – 
because of the speed 
you can maintain by 
rolling. Turf irons have 
helped greenkeepers 
unbelievably in giving 
the green speeds 
required.”
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fairways at 14mm. The design has changed very recently 
and they went to a three-wheel system and on slicks.

At first people were unsure about traction, if fairways 
were wet or if there was a heavy morning dew, but they’ve 
worked really well. You are doing a lot of turning at the 
end of each line on your fairways and we half-moon our 
fairways. That means we cut them half towards the green 
and half towards the tee.

  If you stripe cut then there is a lot of turning and these 
have completely eradicated any of the scuffing you might 
have had. They are diesel powered and it’s a hydrostatic 
traction unit. 

HAND MOWERS
There are four pedestrian greens mowers and three tees 
mowers. The difference between the two is the size. The 
tees mowers are just a bit bigger and allow the job to be 
done a little bit faster. One of our tees mowers is a bit 
smaller and is throttle driven so we can control its speed 
and it’s more operator friendly on smaller tees. They are 
also cylinder cut machines. Many courses would use 
hand mowing for tournaments and captain’s days. We 
tend to use them more as a winter machine.

ROUGH MOWER
We use this for semi-rough and it’s a rotary mower 
compared to the cylinders used on greens and tees. 
The blades turn in exactly the same way but the motors 
are mounted on the top of the unit, with the rotor blade 
underneath. You get a good finish. We have a lot of 
heather and rough areas and probably spend about 14 
hours a week cutting semi-rough. 

TRACTORS
Our largest is 60hp and it’s a diesel machine and 
hydrostatic – so a cross between a manual and automatic 
gearbox. You select gear changes, put the foot to the 
pedal and you don’t have to change while you are driving.

The higher the horsepower, the bigger the tractor and 
we’ve got some machines – like the verti-drainer – that 
are almost a tonne in weight. 

So for the tractor to lift it, it has to have the power but 
also has to be strong and stable to get round the course. 
We have weight systems that go on the front of all our 
tractors to help counterbalance. 

Put a tonne weight on a small tractor, though, and you 
lift the front wheels of that tractor up into the air. 
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THE BUNKER MACHINE
We’ve got 112 bunkers and it’s a 50/50 split between 
hand raking and using the machine – down to their size 
and shape. To fully rake our bunkers takes four men 
about four-and-a-half hours. Depending on the weather 
through a week, you can be talking about a lot of hours 
raking bunkers.

Unlike the tees and greens mowers, this machine has 
front wheel steering. You can turn it on a six-pence. There 
are two-inch metal tines on the back and a finishing 
plate. 

These tend to run on petrol, where our other machines 
run on red diesel, so there is a running cost. We have 
two. I remember the days when we had one and I 
wouldn’t want to go back to that.

UTILITY VEHICLES
These are used for so many different jobs. They pull the 
turf iron, trailers for hand mowing, and we use them 
when going out to rake bunkers or move holes. They are 
the machines we’ll use the most during a year. One is 
electric and two are diesel.

THE TURF IRON
A turf iron gives us rest days where we don’t cut the 
greens – because of the speed you can maintain by rolling. 
Constant cutting puts the turf under stress and if you can 
get a day where you can leave them, and iron them, you’re 
getting healthy turf that is less susceptible to disease.

There are six individual rollers on one side and one 
main roller on the other. That passes across the green in 
a sideways motion. We attach it to a utility vehicle to take 
it round with us. Turf irons have helped greenkeepers 
unbelievably in giving the green speeds required without 
having to cut them at 2.5mm and 3mm.

HOLLOW CORING AND TOPDRESSING
We use it pre-season, mid-season, at the back end of the 
season for greens and tees and I also use it on fairways as 
well. They’re really nimble and very user friendly. The tines 
are on a quick release system. A bar locks into a hole on 
the back of a block, you lift it up and it shoots the tine out. 
You take the collar off the tine, put what you want on the 
collar and use the bar to wedge it back in. Our topdresser 
allows us to put really light dressings out more frequently, 
which helps smooth the surface and helps the roll. ✤
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REVEALED
Its workings are a mystery to most golfers but, underneath the soil, our 
courses depend on an irrigation system. Scott Reeves, BIGGA chairman 

and course manager at Leyland, explains how it works

The secrets of irrigation
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A
SK around the clubhouse about what 
makes an irrigation system tick and 
there’s a chance a couple of us might 
be able to string together a few words 
about sprinkler heads.

That would probably account for the 
sum total of our knowledge. What goes 
on underneath the ground, in that 
network of pipes, valves and switches, 
is something of a riddle.

Without an irrigation system, though, our greens, 
approaches and tees would look very different. 

So what are the secrets? How does a system work and 
what effect does it really have on our golf courses? 

We asked Scott Reeves, BIGGA chairman and course 
manager at Leyland, in Lancashire, to put us in the picture.

WHAT IS AN IRRIGATION SYSTEM?
It’s basically a tool for delivering water to turf to keep it 
alive. That’s it in a nutshell.

You take water from a source, whether that’s a lake, 
mains water or a borehole, and transport it in a controlled 
fashion to your desired area – whether that’s a green, tee, 
approach or fairway. 

The more sophisticated the system, the more you can 
control exactly how and when that water is delivered.

HOW DOES IT DO THAT?
You have a pump that pulls the water from its source and 
pushes it along a system of pipework. You have a control 
cable, via a computer, that switches taps and valves on 
and off and allows water to be dispersed under pressure 
via a sprinkler.

HOW DOES IT HELP AND AFFECT A GOLF COURSE? 
Water is one of the critical elements for any living thing. 
We need air, light, food and water. A grass plant is exactly 
the same, so an irrigation system basically delivers that 
water the grass plant needs.

It keeps your turf alive. You can use water in a number of 
ways to affect the characteristics of the playing surface. But 
the purists among greenkeepers would say the only use for 
an irrigation system is really to keep that grass plant alive.

HOW DO GREENKEEPERS USE AN IRRIGATION SYSTEM?
It’s about getting the right level of moisture in the soil for 
healthy turf. Other components for that include drainage 
and aeration.

You need to understand and control it sufficiently to 
reach that goal of the ideal soil moisture content.

There are a number of components. The source of water 
is your first port of call. In our case, it is mains potable 
water. I’ve worked at courses where there is a borehole or 
an irrigation lake. Some courses take from streams.

“Water is one of the 
critical elements 
for any living thing. 
A grass plant is 
exactly the same, so 
an irrigation system 
basically delivers 
that water the grass 
plant needs.” 

James Bledge starting 
up the irrigation 
system on his 
smartphone at Royal 
Cinque Ports
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Then you have to have the method of delivery – the 
pumps and mains pipework that runs around the course.

It’s like arterial roads and minor roads. You have the main 
pipework, which will take the water out to near to a green, 
and then you’ll have a set of valves and taps to then divert 
that around the turf surface and the sprinklers to deliver it.

Usually with main pipework, you have cable which, 
at one end, is attached to a computer or a controller of 
some sort and, at the other end, switches that tap on. 

Modern irrigation systems, with the software that’s 
aligned with them, do all sorts of things to optimise the 
performance of the system. They will calculate the most 
efficient run pattern. They will look at the hydraulics of the 
system and consider where the greatest pressure is (is it at 
that point there, or that point there?). The computer system 
will work out the most efficient way of optimising that.

HOW DO YOU KNOW WHEN AND WHERE WATER IS REQUIRED? 
If they have the budget, some courses will employ 
an irrigation engineer. But whether or not you have a 
dedicated member of staff, there is a complex set of 
calculations done to work it out.

Most modern systems have variable speed pumps and 
they will detect where there is a pressure loss. A jockey 
pump (connected to a sprinkler system and designed to 
maintain water pressure) then kicks in and runs. 

When a green is right next to a pump, it obviously 
doesn’t need to work quite so hard to power sprinklers 
compared with those half a mile away.

SO WHEN DO THOSE PUMPS ACTUALLY GO ON?
It’s actually quite easy, in relative terms, to calculate that. 
You know exactly what your sprinklers can deliver and a 
rain gauge is the simplest way of deciding this.

You would dot maybe six to 10 of those around a green 
and switch the sprinklers on for a finite amount of time.

You turn them off and measure the amount of water 
that has been delivered. Say, for argument’s sake, that 
it delivered however many millilitres of water. You then 
look at what your moisture loss is. The key factor here is 
evapotranspiration and it is known as the ET rate.

WHAT IS THAT AND HOW DOES IT MAKE A DIFFERENCE?
Water evaporates under sunlight. In turf, water that’s 

WHY COURSES NEED IRRIGATION 
SYSTEMS
Like all living things, grass relies on water to 
survive. But natural rainfall is irregular.
Despite our best forecasting efforts it can 
be uncertain when it is going to rain, or how 
much we are going to get, and so that can’t 
be relied upon to provide enough water for 
the plant to flourish on its own.
Irrigation, which can be turned on when 
it’s not raining or when there isn’t enough 
rainfall, helps to stop the grass plant wilting 
and losing rigidity.
Without an irrigation system, it’s all but 
impossible to ensure that a golf course can 
remain in playable condition. A USGA report 
recently said an irrigation system was as 
integral a part of golf course maintenance as 
the mowers used to cut tees, fairways and 
greens.
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close to the surface and in the soil will, in the right 
conditions, evaporate. It’s the same as how a puddle 
evaporates in the sunlight.

Transpiration is the process that takes place within 
the grass plant to convert water into a gas that can be 
released through the pores of the plant – the stomata.

That requires energy and so transpiration takes place within 
the plant and evaporation takes place outside of the plant.

Both result in a loss of available water as a resource 
for a plant to grow. Water in the soil can be taken up by 
the plant when it’s pulled in through the roots and water 
within the plant can be used as a transportation system to 
move it around.

When the water evaporates, or transpires, there is less 
of it and less capability for the plant to carry out its normal 
processes. Evapotranspiration is a combination of the two 
and that can be measured. You know how much water 
has been lost through evaporation, because you know 
how much moisture there is within the soil, and you can 
physically look at a grass plant and can calculate how 
much water it probably lost.

The ET rate is measured normally in millimetres over time.

Say your ET loss was six millimetres. You know then 
what you can add and you know how long to switch the 
sprinklers on for and you know how much water they are 
going to deliver. The remaining factor is to know what you 
are aiming for. It will be different from course to course. A 
links course, for example, will be aiming for a percentage 
of moisture in the soil that might be very different from 
what I would want. That’s an agronomic decision and the 
greenkeeper has to know where his happy space is. For 
me, it might be 25 per cent volumetric moisture content.

So, if you take a piece of soil – a cubic metre – the 
amount of moisture in it, air space and roots, should be 
25 per cent. That’s where my greens would be happy. At 
a lot of links courses it will be something like 15 per cent.

THAT’S AN AWFUL LOT THAT’S ALL HAPPENING UNDERGROUND…
Delivering healthy turf is a complicated craft. We can 
make it as scientific as possible and we are getting better 
at it. It’s not just at the high-end clubs. At ordinary clubs, 
greenkeepers are very technical about how they measure 
their application of irrigation.

Feel and experience play a huge part in it. ✤
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Golf clubs across the UK are working alongside charities and other 
organisations to ensure their courses are doing their bit to provide 

habitation for the country’s native animal and plant life

IS YOUR
GOLF COURSE

 A WILDLIFE
CHAMPION?
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T has been claimed that between 1970 and 
2013 more than half of wildlife species in the 
UK declined. It’s a worrying trend – the naturalist 
Chris Packham described it as an ‘ecological 
apocalypse’ – and one the UK’s 46 wildlife trusts 
are working hard to arrest. 

But did you know that golf courses are ideally 
placed to help lead the restoration of the country’s 
ecological health?

The UK’s wildlife trusts look after more than 
2,300 nature reserves, covering 98,500 hectares. It’s a 
comparable number to golf courses in the UK, of which 
there are around 2,600 covering 125,500 hectares.

In the past, there has been a commonplace belief 
that an area of land must serve a single purpose. Either 
it is a wildlife reserve, it’s a golf course or it’s set aside 
for agriculture – it can’t be multi-purpose. These days 
that perception has changed dramatically and, in the 
Midlands, Ian Jelley is working closely with local golf 
clubs towards a shared goal.

Jelley is director of Living Landscapes at Warwickshire 
Wildlife Trust and he has forged partnerships with 
Coventry Golf Club and others in the area. He said he’s 
been surprised at just how aware golf clubs are of their 
environmental responsibilities and their eagerness to 
adopt new, sustainable practices.

“Our remit is to create bigger, better, more joined up 
areas for wildlife and people,” he said. “Wildlife trusts 
can’t own everywhere, but if we can inspire other people 
to manage their land better, wildlife can live beyond the 
borders of our nature reserves. 

“In working alongside greenkeepers, I’ve been amazed 
at the pride they take in managing the course, for wildlife 
as well as for golf. 

“They’re very proud of the playing surfaces they can 
produce, but when I’ve visited their courses, they’ve 
shown me examples of the high-quality ecology 
management they’re doing. 

“They’re out there every day and they know their 
courses incredibly well, so it’s great to hear about their 
wisdom and knowledge.”

Opportunities for golf clubs to engage with ecology 
have been around for a number of years. The non-
profit Golf Environment Organisation works in more 
than 60 countries to protect and foster biodiversity and 
natural landscapes, encouraging sustainability within 
the sport. Another scheme, the STRI Group’s Golf 
Environment Awards, are supported by major industry 
bodies, including BIGGA, and seek to raise awareness 
and recognise golf clubs who are doing great things to 
improve their ecological footprint. 

The Golf Environment Awards are presented each 
year in Harrogate to coincide with BIGGA’s annual 
conference and exhibition, BTME, the largest gathering 
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of golf greenkeepers in Europe. Jelley was invited to 
attend the event for the first time in 2019 as BIGGA 
hosted an Ecology Forum, attended by members of the 
greenkeeping association. He said he was astonished at 
just how widespread the desire to do good was within the 
industry.

“I found it really inspiring, actually,” he said. “As 
someone who came from outside the sector and didn’t 
really know the scale of the event, I was blown away by 
the enthusiasm in the room. People were really keen to 
share their experiences from around the country and it 
was a really good example of how much is already going 
on in the industry.”

Improved ecology practices on a golf course may begin 
with something simple, like erecting bird boxes around 
the site, but it certainly doesn’t end there. If the correct 
ecosystem isn’t in place to support biological diversity, 
then boxes will remain uninhabited. Rather, practices 
begin at the smallest level, such as the introduction of 
wildflower species to encourage pollinators. 

Another idea is the introduction of longer areas of grass, 
which will encourage small rodents such as field mice, 
which in turn will feed the larger birds of prey. As such, 
areas of the golf course will need to be set aside for ‘re-
wilding’ and so don’t be surprised if your golf club starts 
to look a little rough around the edges. 

The pay-off from turning out of play areas over to 
ecology will be a more natural environment, filled with 
wildlife. Rather than detracting from your playing round, 
studies have shown there are great physical and mental 
health benefits from regular interaction with nature. 

Jelley said: “Wildlife numbers in this country are in 
freefall and many species are on their way to extinction 
unless we do something. 

“It can get quite depressing when you work in the 
conservation sector, but then you meet these guys who 
are out on the ground, making space for nature in their 
own little way, and that’s what we need to help nature’s 
recovery. 

“It’s about inspiring people and so going to BTME and 
hearing so many examples from around the country 
of where people have made their own bird boxes, bug 
hotels, wildflower areas and things like that, was just 
incredible. 

“They were all really passionate about what they were 
doing and they were also keen to take other people on 
the journey with them, which in many ways is just as 
important.”

There’s a movement in golf towards looking outwards 
at the wider environment within which the sport operates 
and greenkeepers are leading the charge. If you’re 
interested in finding out more about what your course is 
doing to improve its ecological footprint, speak to your 
greenkeeping team. ✤
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Countless hours of hard 
labour went into preparing the 
documentation required to even 
get the proposed development 
at Machrihanish Dunes to the 
planning stage, long before 
the hard work of manually 
manipulating the machair grazing 
land into suitable golfing territory 
could actually begin. 
Once “construction” did get under way, only seven 

acres of the massive site were actually sculpted, with 
the rest simply utilising the existing ground contours.
A decade later and Machrihanish Dunes has matured 

into a course that looks as if it has been here for 
a century. The greens and their surrounds blend 

seamlessly into the ancient fairway contours and the 
course has a rugged appearance that complements its 
natural surroundings.
Maintaining a golf course laid out over a piece of land 

that has been protected comes with responsibilities. We 
are the environmental stewards of the site and we work 
with Scottish Natural Heritage to fulfil the requirements 
of an agreed management plan. 
In simple terms, this plan has been formulated to 

ensure that we have as minimal an impact as possible 
on the botanical composition of the site. 
We have to assume the golf course will not be around 

forever and our management ethos revolves around our 
desire to return the land to whoever follows us in the 
same condition as it was in when we received it. 
This requires knowledge of the multitude of species 

CASE STUDY:
CAN YOU RUN A 
SUCCESSFUL COURSE 
ON A PROTECTED SITE?
Machrihanish Dunes was the first links to be built on a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest. Head greenkeeper Simon Freeman explains its impact
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growing on the site and also an understanding of 
the activities that took place on the site prior to our 
ownership. Where once cattle grazed an area during the 
winter months, now a rough mower cuts and collects 
the foliage. 
Where once animals were denied access to protect 

rare orchids during their flowering season, now we are 
prohibited from cutting areas of semi-rough. 
Where once sheep and rabbits nibbled plants down 

to a sensible height, now our fairway mowers cut to a 
sensible height. 
By replicating the impact of grazing through 

responsible course management practices, we are 
proud to report the same species that thrived on the 
site when it was designated as an SSSI are still in 
evidence today. 

Representatives from SNH recently stated the wetland 
areas had never looked better and not only had the 
unintrusive management of the golf course ensured 
great numbers of all the existing species of rare orchids 
were in evidence, but they had been joined by another 
species had never previously been noted. 
None of this should come as any great surprise. The 

reason the developers worked so hard to gain approval 
for their scheme to operate a golf course on this sacred 
site was because the ground was already perfect for 
golf, not because they wanted to change it.
People have golfed on rugged machair land for 

centuries because it provides an ideal playing field, 
so it should really come as no surprise that links 
management and SSSI management should be entirely 
compatible. ✤
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How difficult can it be to construct a mound of earth? Well, as 
Gaudet Luce course manager Andy Laing explains, there’s a 
bit more involved than you might think

How we 
BUILD...A TEE

W
E golfers take quite a lot for 
granted – and one of those 
things is that we’ll always 
have a nice level tee from 
which to get our scoring 
assault under way.

But few of us will ever have 
really considered what goes 
into building a surface that 
must withstand the rigours of 

thousands of golfers digging a club into it every year.
After all, it’s just a grassed block of earth, isn’t it? The 

truth is somewhat more complex.
How a tee is constructed can actually depend on 

all manner of things – budget, the type of soil, the 
requirements of the club as well as the land itself.

“There are many different methods of tee construction,” 
says Andy Laing, course manager at Worcestershire club 
Gaudet Luce.

The upcoming change to the World Handicap System 
saw his layout re-rated with lasers for slope and revealed 
the total yardage was actually a little shorter then 
everyone had believed.

Laing and his team subsequently constructed four 
new tees to get it back up to length and he took an 
approach similar to that seen when constructing USGA 
specification greens. 

“These tees have a USGA root zone and good drainage 
properties but they require more maintenance going 
forward,” he explains.

“You create the area and grade in the surrounding 
ground so it all blends in and matches up. The sub-base 

creates a frame for the tee itself.
“From that sub-base, you start the tee construction. 

That means you install drainage in the bottom, put a four-
inch layer of drainage stone on top and then get the root 
zone material on top of that.

“That root zone material (a blend of coarse sand and 
sandy loam topsoil) is what you would then compact to a 
level finish to either turf or seed.”

And that’s a big question – turf or seed? Turfing gives 
you uniform grass coverage, says Laing, and means you 
can get the new tee into play quicker. 

But seeding, although it takes longer, can often result 
in a stronger and hardier grass plant that can withstand 
more play.

He reveals: “During the growing season, if a tee was 
turfed I would say it would be eight weeks minimum for it 
to be in play. 

“You can turf a tee during the winter months and then 
you have got instant coverage and by the time the growing 
season starts you are not waiting for seed to germinate. 

“You’ve just got to get it rooted and get it established so 
it is hardy enough to withstand play.

“If it was seeded – it’s so weather dependent as to what 
the temperatures are when it germinates and how quickly 
it establishes. It takes considerably longer.

“The positive of seeding, on the other hand, is it’s a lot 
cheaper than turf and is arguably a stronger sward once 
it’s established – a harder wearing one.

“You are not incorporating a layer of potentially 
incompatible top soil that would come as part of a roll 
of turf. If you seed directly into the root zone, you are 
building your sward straight into that material.” ✤
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1. MICRODOCHIUM PATCH
More commonly known to us as fusarium, all grasses 
are susceptible to this but annual meadow-grass is the 
most severely affected. Common in spring and severe in 
autumn, patches enlarge and may develop salmon-pink 
to orange-brown rings around the outside. White fungus 
may grow and scars can last for many months.

2. ANTHRACNOSE 
Basal rot turns leaves red to bright yellow with a black 
rot at the base of the stem, while foliar blight produces 
irregular patches of turf which turn tan and die. Annual 
meadowgrass is the chief sufferer of basal rot but foliar 
blight can affect all grasses. Basal rot is at its worst 
during autumn and winter, while foliar blight can thrive 
in the summer.

3. RED THREAD
Thriving in mild and humid conditions, red thread results 

in circular patches of dead leaves and pale red needle-
like growths. Perennial ryegrass and fescues are the 
hosts and you’ll see it most from the spring to autumn.

4. FAIRY RINGS
All turfgrasses can be affected by fairy rings, which 
produce circular rings that can kill grass or damage 
it. It can also stimulate grass growth or have fruiting 
bodies (mushrooms). Fairy rings can strike at any time 
of the year but wet and dry cycles, along with warm soil 
temperatures, are where it flourishes.

5. DOLLAR SPOT
Characterised by small spots of bleached turf on close 
mown turfgrass, they can join together to affect a large 
area. Fescues, bentgrass and annual meadowgrass 
are the chief victims of a disease that tends to strike 
in summer and autumn and enjoys warm weather and 
moist turf. ✤

THE GREENKEEPER’S GLOSSARY
Know your turf diseases? Here are five you might see out on the course…

Red threadFairy rings

Basal rot
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ARE YOUR 
GREENKEEPERS 
IN THE FORM OF 
THEIR LIVES?
If your course is looking in top condition, did you know 
that you can nominate your greenkeeping team for a 
BIGGA Award, recognised nationally as among the most 
prestigious awards in the industry?
Any BIGGA member can be nominated and there are prizes up for grabs in the 
following categories:

» Outstanding Contribution to the Greenkeeping Industry 

» Championship Greenkeeping Performance of the Year 

» Greenkeeping Project of the Year

   Entries close on 31 October 2019. For more information  
or to complete a nomination form, head to the BIGGA  
website or scan the QR code.

T: 01347 833 800 | E: info@bigga.co.uk | www.bigga.org.uk

Photograph courtesy of Ash Youd Photography
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An association committed to the continual 
professional development of its members, 
working with the leading bodies in golf for the 
good of the game

British and International 
Golf Greenkeepers Association

Serving the needs of BIGGA’s Members

Supporting the health and growth of the game and industry of golf

Providing leadership and direction in greenkeeping to the golf industry

For more information about BIGGA Membership and how we can support you please contact us.

BIGGA House, Aldwark, Alne, York YO61 1UF | T: 01347 833 800 | W: www.bigga.org.uk 
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