
COMMENTARY 

Influence decision makers or face the consequences 

On page 1 this month, 
Golf Course News out-
lines the severity of 

the drought situation along the 
Eastern Seaboard. But perhaps 
more importantly, leading off the 
maintenance section on page 8, 
we have a story about what two 
groups of superintendents have 
done to influence local water re-
strictions. 

Faced with what they thought 
were overly-penal watering re-
strictions during the drought of 
1999, superintendents in Penn-
sylvania and New Jersey have 
gone straight to the top to rectify 
the problem. 

Three years ago, superinten-
dent Bill Wall at Dauphin High-
lands Golf Club in Harrisburg, 
Pa., took matters into his own 
hands and drove right up to De-
partment of Environmental Pro-
tection (DEP) headquarters to 
state his case. Finding that offi-
cials there were receptive to 
learning more about the golf 
course industry, Wall rounded 
up superintendents from across 
the state and the educational 
sessions began. 

At the end of February , 
Pennsylvania's DEP released 
revised rules that forced golf 
courses to reduce water use by 
30 percent, but allowed superin-
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tendents to 
determine 
how and 
where they 
would use 
the water. 
The timing 
could not 
have been 
b e t t e r . 
Pennsylva-

nia has already issued water re-
strictions because drought con-
ditions have steadily worsened 
in the last six 
months. 

S u p e r i n t e n -
dents in New Jer-
sey have taken it a 
s t ep f u r t h e r . 
Teaming up with 
other green indus-
try members, they 
formed the Alli-
ance for Wa te r 
Conservation and 
have been lobby-
ing their DEP to 
loosen water re-
str ict ions. More 
ammun i t i on is 
forthcoming from 
Rutgers Univer-
sity, which is pre-
pa r ing an eco-
nomic impact 
s tudy for t he 

green industry and is creating 
best management practices for 
water use on golf courses . 
Since New Jersey is also under 
a drought emergency r ight 
now, the group is hoping to 
hear about amended water re-
s t r ic t ions soon, before the 
spring season kicks off. 

As drought conditions con-
tinue to persist from Maine to 
Georgia, super intendents in 
other states should be proactive 
and start negotiations with their 

state agencies now if they haven't 
already. For many states it is not 
a question of if, but when drought 
emergencies will be announced. 
At press time, New Hampshire 
and Maryland were close to do-
ing so and recent data from the 
National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration suggests 
that drought conditions will per-
sist well into spring. 

According to Chris Carson at 
Echo Lake Country Club in 
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GUEST COMMENTARY 

Golf market showing signs of recovery 

Laurence Hirsh 

B y L A U R E N C E A . H I R S H 

Considering the recent announcement 
by Federal Reserve Chairman Alan 

Greenspan that the U.S. economy is show-
ing signs of resurgence and the stock 
market's return to above 10,000, what kind 
of resurgence can we expect to see in the 
golf industry? 

The first and foremost indicators are the 
availability and price of money, both for 
debt and equity. On the debt side, commercial banks — which 
are typically reactive rather than proactive — are still exercising 
extreme caution with respect to golf loans. When these banks do 
get involved, it's typically because of a prior relationship and 
normally with conservative loan-to-value ratios — and often with 
personal guarantees attached. Com-
mercial banks are still the best op-
tion for those who qualify, but quali-
fying is often the toughest obstacle. 

As far as golf-specialty lenders go, 
the market is still lean. Textron Fi-
nancial Corp. leads the way, with GE 
Capital competing fiercely. First Na-
tional of America and a few others are 
still active, but some, like Daimler-
Chrysler have left the game. Golf 
specialty lenders still emphasize historical cash flow and, because 
of reduced competition, they're in a position to "cherry pick" the 
best deals. Further, many of their loans are based on relationships 
with multi-course management firms and these large accounts take 
up a substantial portion of their lending capacity. 

In the equity market, there do appear to be rumblings of 
renewed interest. The recent announcement of the deal between 
Gotham Golf Partners and First Union Real Estate (see story 
page 1) is certainly good news and hopefully an indication that 

The Gotham Golf Partners and First 
Union Real Estate deal is certainly 

good news and hopefully an indication 
that investment capital is again 
available to the golf business.' 

investment capital is again available to the golf business. On the 
other hand, the Golf Trust of America liquidation is moving 
slowly and National Golf Properties is now planning a merger 
with American Golf that is sure to be long and difficult given 
NGP's low stock price and reports of disappointed stockholders 
(See story page 19). 

However, more investors are seeking to place equity in golf 
courses because the market is perceived to be filled with bargain 
opportunities. 

A R C H I T E C T S A N D B U I L D E R S W A N T THE W O R K 

During 2002 and 2003, new construction is expected to be at its 
lowest point in many years. If a developer can get by the financing 
hurdles, now is the best time to build a golf course project. Some less 
notable, but highly qualified architects are hungry for work, and 
golf course construction contractors, including the biggest names, 

are bidding projects very aggres-
sively. They really want the work. 

This means that projects can be 
built for less than they could have 
been a few years ago. Since some 
markets still have opportunities, a 
developer can expect to create a 
new project with the potential for 
better economics than before. 

That being said, the golf industry 
as a whole still has an overarching 

problem when it comes to new projects: growing the game. With 
player participation flat, and following our considerable growth 
in the supply of golf courses, we need to create more golfers to 
fill these facilities. 

Even so, the industry should not be analyzed on such a macro 
basis. We continually see a variety of positive market conditions 
based on location or market segmentation. This remains the key 
to successful golf development today. Some markets have too 
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5-00* Slowly Available Water Soluble N* 
5.80% Water Insoluble N" 

Available Phosphate (P,0,) 20% 
Soluble Potash <K,,0) 80% 
Calcium (Ca) 2.0% 
Total Magnesium (Mg) 1.0% 

0.50% Water Soluble Magnesium (MgJ 
Total Suttur(S) 2.0% 

2-0% Combined SuHur (S) 
Boron©) .05% 
Copper (Cu) 0-2% 
M f « ) 2,0% 
Total Manganese (Mn) 0,2% 
Molybdenum {Mo .005% 
Ztec(Zn) 0.2% 

Fairways, Athletic Fields, Lawns 
.7 lbs. N/1,000JO- ft. > 3.5 lb. per 1000 
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COMMENTARY 
Rice joins GCN as managing editor 

Golf Course News is pleased to 
announce the addition of Derek 
Rice as managing editor. 

A native Mainer, Rice is a 1996 
and 1999 graduate of the Univer-
sity of Maine, where he earned a 
bachelor's degree in journalism 
and a master's in English. 

For the past two and a half 
years, he has served as manag-

Market recovery 
Continued from previous page 

many golf courses, others too 
few and, in some cases, markets 
have both — depending on which 
segment of the market is being 
examined. 

For instance, Palm Beach 
County, Fla., is one market per-
ceived as having an oversup-
ply of daily-fee golf. Yet the 
same market is home to sev-
eral new private pro jec ts , 
which are all reportedly pro-
gressing and selling reason-
ably well. The corridor be-
tween Washington and New 
York is another location with 
many solid opportunities, both 
in the private and daily-fee sec-
tors. There are many markets 
throughout the country with a 
wide variety of divergent but 
still positive characteristics. 
PRIVATE CLUBS FACING THE MUSIC 

The most interesting devel-
opment I've observed is that of 
established private clubs, even 
in strong markets, struggling 
to compete with less presti-
gious but newer, more open 
facilities. Not only do some of 
the older clubs suffer from the 
perception of being stuffy, they 
also suffer from a lack of mod-
ern facilities. Prospective mem-
bers smartly see this lack of 
modern infrastructure as a po-
tential increased cost, as those 
facilities will someday require 
renovation or updating. 

Additionally, private club 
members seem to be more so-
phisticated, looking for member-
ship deals with either equity or 
refund ability components which 
allow for relocations or even 
movement from one club to an-
other. Many clubs will need to 
rethink their future programs 
because in today's climate club 
members have more options 
from which to choose. 

While the recent golf industry 
correction may be softening, ar-
eas with too many golf courses 
will continue to experience com-
petitive pricing and invariably, 
some facilities will struggle or 
fail. But as some measure of con-
fidence returns, those with ex-
perience, a good plan and an eye 
for positive markets will benefit 
from the recent downturn 
through competitive pricing. 
This, in turn, should stabilize the 
industry as a whole.• 
GOLF COURSE NEWS 

ing editor for IT Support News, 
which became Services News in 
January 2002. Prior to joining IT 
Support News, Rice was a 
freelance writer and a copy edi-
tor in the L.L. Bean creative de-
partment. 

Having been away from golf 
for a couple of years, Rice looks 
forward to this opportunity to 

get back 
into the 
g a m e , 
which he 
began play-
ing at age 
10. 

At Golf Course News, Rice will 
focus mainly on the management 
and development beats. 

Derek Rice 

Influence 
Continued from previous page 

Westfield, N.J., superinten-
dents need to realize that 
working to influence decision 
makers now is better than 
complaining about unreason-
able restrictions later. 

"We as professionals need 

to get involved in the commu-
nity and work with our associa-
tions behind the scenes to 
make things happen," said 
Carson. "While golfers and 
owners of clubs really should 
be the ones up in arms, they 
rely on us to protect their inter-
ests. That, in the end, is what 
they are paying us for." • 
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