
Though out of sight to members, an irrigation system is an integral part of a course. Set 
a budget and educate members to look ahead when planning a system upgrade. 

Water 
/"^i ;our Course 

Treat an irrigation system upgrade as 
infrastructure to grow your course for the future. 



By David McPherson 

Like open-heart surgery, replacing your irrigation system is invasive, done 
hopefully only once in a lifetime and best left to experts. 

And like your heart, if not maintained regularly, it's prone to 
breaking down. 

"It's not a glamorous topic for the membership," says Paul Scenna, 
superintendent at Beacon Hall. "You bury it in the ground, you don't 

see it and members don't even want to see the water run. The whole objective is to 
hide it, but it's the most important piece of equipment on the course." 

In the past, industry wisdom said a system would last approximately 20 years. Today, 
that's not necessarily the case. "The truth is there are components of the system that a 
course has to be willing and ready to replace after three years up to about 40 years . . . a 

lot of golf courses get caught because they 
don't have the budget for those three-year 
items," says Tim Fredericks, a principal 
in the full-service irrigation consulting 
firm Fredericks McGuire. 

A key to a successful irrigation project 
begins with understanding where this 
capital investment fits in the club's long-
range plan. Do research, hire experts, 
and don't settle on either the highest 
or the lowest bid. Gary Taylor, golf ir-
rigation manager, Turf Care, says having 
accurate records documenting system 
repairs (materials and labor) is valuable 
to convince aboard/greens committee on 
the deterioration of the current system 
and the need for a new one. Have a plan 
in place to avoid getting caught without 
the money to finish the project or replace 
components at a later date. 

"Financial planning is always the 
key," he adds. "Whether money will be 
borrowed, members assessed or other 
avenues explored, a new irrigation sys-
tem is a major purchase that will be in 
place for many years. Research should 
be carried out prior to making a decision. 
Too many people make a purchase based 
on price alone and then have to live with 
their decision." 

When deciding what type of system 
is needed, focus on water efficiency, not 
water use. While it may be unseen, it's a 
key to maintaining the playing conditions 
members expect. It's also one of the most 
expensive line items you will ever have to 
convince them to pay for. Most systems 
cost millions of dollars after adding parts 
and labor. Fredericks tells greenkeepers 
to treat irrigation as infrastructure. In the 
short term, this helps sell the system. In 

the long term, it ensures the system is built 
with quality materials and lasts longer. 

Go through the entire planning process 
treating a new irrigation system as infra-
structure - the same as would be done to 
build a new clubhouse or maintenance 
shop. Fredericks cites Beacon Hall as a 
project where he used this concept. Since 
it opened in 1988, the course, located in 
Aurora, Ontario - just north of Toronto 
- is regularly recognized among the top 
10 courses in Canada. The 241-member 
equity club had not replaced its irrigation 
system since the grow-in when super-
intendent Scenna says corners were 
cut. He didn't want the same thing to 
happen this time around, so he relied on 
Fredericks to help sell the return on this 
huge capital investment to his member-
ship. Fredericks recalls pulling into the 
club's driveway and noticing the road was 
ripped up outside Scenna's shop where the 
city was installing new water mains. The 
consultant used this illustration to help 
members wrap their heads around the 
scale of the project and the need for the 
proposed irrigation system. 

"'Did you see them putting in that huge 
pipe on the road outside,' I asked. 'The tax 
dollars to afford that must be incredible 
right? I'm asking you to spend a lot of 
money here; the piping we are using is 
bigger than the pipe they are using. The 
pressure we are using is twice the pressure 
and the velocity is two and a half times. 
You have to ask yourself: are you putting 
in a sprinkler system or do you spend the 
money and treat it as infrastructure and 
make it last, getting the best dollar value 
doing it? As a tax payer, would you want 
to see the same street dug up in 20 years 

Look for water 
efficiency in 
a system, not 
just water use. 

Get members 
behind the 
system as 
infrastructure. 

Budget for the 
entire project, 
and replacing 
components. 

Build a system 
for the course 
to grow into. 



IRRIGATION 

after they've done all that?'" 
While some clubs can adapt 

their existing irrigation systems 
to a new one, due to a lack of pipe 
size, Beacon Hall had to install a 
brand-new system, which ended 
up costing the club more than 
$2 million. 

"Members always ask: 'Should 
we put in a Cadillac or a Chevy?"' 
Scenna comments. "I said, 'We 
are going to put in a Volvo.' The 
reason is because we never want-
ed to come back and do this again. 
We want to put in something that 
is quality and long-lasting and 
keeps the grass safe. In the end, it 
was a lot of money, but long term, 
it is going to apply the water the 
way we want. 

"What drove the cost up was the 
size of the pipe and the amount of 
sprinklers," Scenna adds. "We 
chose a lot of sprinklers because 

prior to 
making a decision. Too many people make 
a purchase based on price alone and then 
have to s • - - ision." 

that is the only way to apply water 
more efficiently. How available is 
water going to be three years from 
now? We want to be able to con-
trol and water every part of our 
property. In the future, the club 
will be a lot better for it." 

What led Beacon Hall to install 
a new system (besides its age) was 
a lack of reliability of the current 
system and, more important, 
member demands. "They wanted 
to improve course conditions and 
to improve course conditions we 
needed to be more accurate ap-
plying our water," Scenna says. 

— Gary Taylor, Turf Care 

"We had limited irrigation heads 
before, which would apply water 
inaccurately and the spacing of 
sprinklers was not appropriate -
they were either too far apart or 
too close together." 

The club is located in the Oak 
Ridges Moraine - an environ-
mentally-sensitive geological 
landform in south central On-
tario, covering 190,000 hectares. 
The course gets its water from a 
well, but they wanted to make 
sure that if there are further limits 
on its water use in the future, they 
could handle any of these restric-

tions thanks to the sophistication 
of its system. 

Scenna started the discussion 
with members at Beacon Hall 
back in 2006. After the members 
voted to go ahead with the pro-
ject, they narrowed the selection 
to two manufacturers based on 
research and past experience. 
Fredericks drew up plans with 
sprinklers and piping using the 
products of both manufacturers, 
then contractors bid on the job. 
Once the contractor and manu-
facturer were picked, the new 
system was installed in phases 
in the fall of 2009 and spring of 
2010, closing one hole at a time. 
Scenna was especially impressed 
with the way the contractor re-
stored the course. 

"Restoration is a huge part of 
the cost when it's an established 
golf course," Scenna says. "That's 

With Princess-77, we offer a pro turf as 
determined as you. Drought tolerant, and 
reliable in high traffic areas, it is the only 
hybrid seeded bermuda that is ready to play 
— any time, any day. 

Pennington... a trusted brand since 1945 

Learn about our selection of professional 
turfgrass products at: 

www.penningtonseed.com 

http://www.penningtonseed.com


Why renovate an 
irrigation system? 

1INCREASE AREAS 
.OF COVERAGE 
• Updated maintenance 

practices; 
• Different species of turf; 
• Improve payability; 
• Improve aesthetics; and 
• Meet competitive forces 

from neighboring courses. 

2 REDUCE 

.MAINTENANCE COSTS 
• Eliminate system downtime 

due to repairs; 
• Reduce labour costs to use 

on other projects; 
• Reduce stress associated 

with failures; and 
• Utilize updated technology 

to make their jobs easier. 

3 INCREASE REVENUES 

• • People will pay more 
to play a "good looking" 
course; and 

• Additional funds can be 
used elsewhere within the 
club 

4 UPDATED 
.TECHNOLOGY 
• Computerized control 

provides optimum 
control with a minimum 
of "programming" time 
required; 

• Graphic interface of the 
course when combined 
with GPS allows precision 
control; 

• Pump station interface 
allows interaction and 
monitoring between the 
pumps and irrigation 
system which have always 
been separate; 

• Newly introduced soil 
sensing technology 
allows you to see "under 
the grass" at infiltration 
rates, salinity levels and 
temperature values. 

Tips courtesy of Gary Taylor, 
golf irrigation manager, Turf 
Care 

ORDERTODAY! 

what the members focus on." 
Rich Wagner, director of agronomy, 

at North Ranch Country Club, a 27-hole 
facility in Westlake Village, California, 
recently replaced his club's 30-year-old ir-
rigation system. The club hired an irriga-
tion specialist and brought in a consult-
ant. The club also relied on the expertise 
of their USGA regional representative to 
help sell the need for a new system, which 
they installed on all three of their 9-hole 
courses in 2007. They went from about 
3,200 sprinkler heads to nearly 6,000. 
Even at almost double the heads, it does 
not equate to more water usage. Rather, 
the new system lets Wagner water more 
efficiently, saving up to 25 percent, which 
is critical, especially in the dry California 
climate. "Anytime you can do that is 
a good thing for the membership, the 
owners, and it's also a good thing to share 
with the community," he says. 

Thomas Bastis, superintendent at the 
California Golf Club of San Francisco, 
equates choosing a new irrigation system 
to buying a computer. "Nobody goes out 
and buys the base model. You go out 
and say, 'There is a chance I'll need to 
use the Internet and at the same time I 
may want to use Photoshop, etc.' So ask 
yourself, 'What I can buy that I can grow 
into?' and then buy something a bit above 
your level." 

Another crucial step when planning 
and designing an irrigation upgrade is 
to walk the course with the architect or 
consultant. 

"Don't rely on the irrigation designer 
to lay out your system," Bastis says. "Walk 
the course with him. You are stuck with 
it. Eventually everybody is going to be 
gone and that first two years are probably 
going to be your hardest as a superintend-
ent from the standpoint you are respon-
sible for everybody's hopes, dreams and 
wishes about what they thought or what 
they were sold on about this project. 

"It's like if somebody said, 'we installed 
this brand new $2 million irrigation sys-
tem, so why the hell are those guys out 
there on the fairways with hoses?' You 
are the one that has to defend everything 
you do." GCI 

David McPherson is a freelance writer 
based in Toronto. 
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