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Southeastern states show 
steady growth and heavy play 
by Larry Smith 

The golf business, over its nearly 100 
years of ex is tence in the United 
States, has had its share of "highs" 
and " lows." On the negative side, 
forces such as world wars and peace 
actions, depressions and recessions, 
restrictive environmental controls, 
competition from other expanding 
recreational activities, and fantastic 
cost increases for land, material, and 
labor have caused the industry to 
weather years of trying times and hold 
still or even pull back. On the other 
side, however, it had some positive 
forces such as the post-war boom 
years and the 1900s, the advent of 
professional organizations to promote 
all aspects of the game, the riding golf 
car, shorter working hours and con-
siderably more af f luence and early 
retirement among a larger segment of 
the population — forces which in the 
long run have enabled the industry to 
become a multi-billion dollar business 
with close to $5 billion capital in-
vested in facilities alone. 

Of the current events, one that has 
been slowly emerging over the past 10 
years and has to be regarded as a sig-
nificant "high" is the growth of the 
game in the six states of Alabama, 
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and South Carolina which com-
prise the National Golf Foundation's 
Southeastern Region. 

NGF statistics show that over the 
past 10 years these six states have pro-
duced 21 percent of the nation's new 
courses. Surveys and studies currently 
being carried out show that as a 
whole, courses in this region play to 
more rounds of golf than do courses in 
any of the other seven regional areas 
of the Foundation. In addition, NGF 
project files show that this region is 
still very much on the move as far as 
golf growth is concerned — it now has 
65 golf courses under construction, 67 
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more in active planning which should 
get to the construction stage within 2 
years, and another 47 that are planned 
for after 1980. 

In evaluat ing the current and 
future status of the golf business in 
NGF's Southeastern Region, the "pic-
ture as a whole" can be best shown by 
dividing the region into areas based 
upon the factors that effect their 
current operations and future poten-
tial, rather than upon state boun-
daries. These areas are as follows: 

I. The state of Florida by itself 
The reason for this distinction is that, 
in reality, Florida has to be regarded 
as a separate entity from every other 
state in the union as far as current golf 
is concerned. 

During the past decade, Florida 
has produced 257 new facilities, 97 
more than the runnerup state (Michi-
gan) and led the nation 4 out of the last 
5 years in the production of new 
courses. Many of its courses that ex-
perience capacity play for 5 to 7 
months of the year will play in the 
neighborhood of 85,000 to 100,000 
rounds a year. 

It is a fact that golf course projects 
in c o n j u n c t i o n with r e a l es tate 
developments are still the main area 
of course growth in Florida. At the 
present time over 70 percent of the 
courses under construction or in plan-
ning are part of such projects. It is par-
ticularly gratifying to note that prob-
lems which plagued earl ier golf and 
home developments have been very 
well resolved with developers spell-
ing out to prospective buyers what it 
will cost them as members down the 
road and what the eventual disposi-
tion of the course will be . Also 
noticeable is the fact that most of the 
golf course/real estate developments 
which got bogged down 4 years ago 
when the recession hit have now 
resumed construction or will shortly 
do so — either on their own or as a 
result of merging with or being taken 
over by other developer interests. 

Municipal interests are also very 

much in the picture, with 11 such pro-
jects under construction or in plan-
ning. This field has been held back by 
the policy of the former governor, who 
would not approve any of the Heritage 
Conservation & Recreation Services 
(formerly BOR) funds for municipal 
golf projects. With a new governor 
now in office, this policy might be 
changed. 

In the private course category, it is 
interesting to note that whereas the 
nation's rate of increase during the 
past 10 years was at the rate of about 
10 percent, Florida's private courses 
went up by 37 percent. While most of 
these courses stemmed from golf 
course/real estate developments that 
opened up as daily fee operations and 
then converted to private status when 
they had enough home owner mem-
bers to support them, a growing num-
ber are starting out as private clubs — 
an example being Broken Sound Golf 
Club in Boca Raton, which sold 250 
memberships at $10,000 each before it 
opened for play this past October. 

S u m m i n g up the F lor ida golf 
business picture, it is rather Utopian. 
This state is blessed with an abun-
dance of sunshine, a year-round ex-
cellent golfing season, and a popula-
tion growth of over 1 million every 5 
years. Most important of all, it is a 
growing retirement area of affluent 
people and a state that attracts over 
35,000,000 visitors and/or winter resi-
dents each year. It has the country's 
greatest tourist attraction in Disney 
World, and that is only in the first 
stage of building its facilities. Florida 
presently has 35 courses under con-
struction and 56 in planning, a fact 
which will continue to promote the 
playing of more golf within the state. 

II. The coastal plains 
This area, composed of over 800 stat-
ute miles of Atlantic Ocean and Gulf 
of Mexico water frontage, also is 
placed in a separate category as it has 
an entirely different set of demo-
graphics — including a genera l ly 
higher economy than most of the 



region. Primarily, these coastal areas 
are lands of large industries such as 
the off-shore oil wells , deep water 
harbors , many large resort and con-
vention facilities, and winter homes of 
many of the wealthiest famil ies in the 
nation. A very significant di f ference is 
the r e a d y a c c e p t a n c e of minor i ty 
races as opposed to other areas in the 
" D e e p South . " 

Golf-wise it is very important to the 
industry. While it contains many of 
the country's finest multiple-course 
resorts along the Atlantic Coast, the 
bulk of the Gulf Coast 's trade is at the 
9-hole courses that cater to yearly 
memberships . These are generally 
full and are supported by members 
who use them for social functions as 
well as golf. Good examples are those 
in the area of the oil wells . These sites 
are mostly offshore and workers put 
in one week on the j o b and one week 

close to the ultimate golf resort as one 
may find. It has a complete recreation 
complex and is the home of the PGA 
Doral Open. 

Due to the good economy and the 
growth of these coastal areas , golf can-
not help but grow with them. 

III. M a j o r metropolitan areas 
These are identified as cities of 50,000 
or more population and are again 
separated from other areas of the 
deep south as they contain more golf 
interests and have more potential for 
the industry. The golf picture in these 
areas until recent years was general ly 
not too good. For many years there 
was an exodus of minority groups and 
other lowly paid workers from these 
areas to the North — the obvious 
reasons being low wages, discrimi-
nation, and lack of any assurance of a 
better future. In recent years , how-

daily fee courses are now actively 
seeking their trade. There is great 
potential in these metro areas. 

Comments made so far are not 
meant to indicate that there are no 
problems connected with golf in the 
cit ies of the deep south, as such is not 
the case. A recent survey of the metro-
pol i tan At lanta area showed that 
although this city could normally be 
e x p e c t e d to support 18 ful l -s ized 
courses, it only has seven. And these, 
with only two exceptions — in spite of 
having ample maintenance personnel , 
supplies, and equipment — are very 
poorly maintained. There is a great 
opportunity in cities such as Atlanta 
with a 55 percent black population 
that includes a great number of people 
who until recently never had the op-
portunity to get on a course. This same 
s i tuat ion appl ies to severa l o ther 
southern cities. 

Florida boasts "the country's greatest tourist attraction," 
Disney World, which in itself has several great golf 
courses. Visible behind the ninth hole on the Magnolia 
course are the Contemporary and Polynesian Resort 
hotels. 

Doral Country Club in Miami "is as close to the ultimate 
golf resort as one may find." It includes four beautiful 18-
hole courses (including the famed "Blue Monster") and a 
9-hole par-3 layout surrounding a luxurious, though 
somewhat deteriorated, hotel. 

off. T h e y use the off week for golf and 
relaxat ion, including l ibera l use of bar 
faci l i t ies . 

One of the major negative aspects 
at the club level at these coastal area 
courses is the almost universal fai lure 
of owners and operators to promote 
junior golf. It may be that affluent 
winter visitors or the roustabout type 
of well-paid oil, ship, fishing, and in-
dustrial workers just do not want kids 
on the course, but in any event the 
hands of club professionals and other 
would be teachers s e e m to be tied. 

In summing up the coastal plains, 
this is a highly productive area for 
golf. Cash money s e e m s to be more 
f r e e flowing, and the population is 
s t e a d i l y increas ing . W h i l e inland 
resorts are on the increase , the bulk of 
those in the southeast region are still 
c lose to the coast or right on the water. 
O n e of the world's great golf resorts, 
Doral Country Club has 90 holes of 
golf and is located in Miami; it is as 

ever, this has changed. Migration is 
actually being reversed in some urban 
areas , and these are now a b l e to sup-
port all c lasses in a more equi table 
manner . 

T h e b l a c k p o p u l a t i o n , w h i c h 
heretofore general ly worked for low 
wages and had little exposure or en-
couragement to the game of golf, is 
now commanding more l ivable wages 
and is taking to golf. Ma jor cit ies are 
very much concerned that they get 
equal opportunities, and b e c a u s e of 
the avai labi l i ty of federal funds in 
most southeastern states for courses, 
municipal courses are very much in 
the planning to provide places for 
these golfers to play. In discussions 
with urban area planners, it is obvious 
that the former narrow views of the 
lawmakers and businessmen have 
changed. W h e r e before a few muni 
courses w e r e the only ones open to 
minority groups — and even there 
they were discouraged — many of the 

A very bright spot is golf in the sub-
urbs of these metropolitan areas. As in 
all large towns, large developments to 
include courses are springing up, and 
one can be sure that many of the 
area ' s future courses will be built on 
the outskirts of the towns. 

Also of note are the municipal 
courses and the planning that is going 
on for more in the metro areas of the 
southeast states. Major cities such as 
Shreveport , La., and state off ices in 
South Carolina have appointed full-
time directors of golf to oversee and 
plan for future needs. New Orleans 
just recently opened a driving range 
that cost $500,000 to construct. This, in 
conjunction with the 81 holes of golf at 
the city park where it is located, 
makes for one of the nation's largest 
golf facil it ies. 

IV. Rural areas of the deep south 
This is what is left of the six south-
eastern states af ter deleting Florida, 
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the coastal plains, and the major 
metropol i tan cities. It is what can be 
t e r m e d t h e " O l d S o u t h " and in 
general is an agricultural a r e a grow-
ing the southern crops of cotton, rice, 
sugar cane , tobacco, etc. Its population 
is largely b lack with lower incomes. 
Here golf is just not yet to be con-
sidered for the minority, and most of 
the courses a re private. 

O n e of the better observat ions for 
the golfing industry in this a r e a is the 
fact that f edera l funds are avai lab le 
and are being used to put golf courses 
into state parks. Excel lent courses are 
ava i lab le and well patronized by all 
c lasses. Good examples a r e Stone 
M o u n t a i n G o l f C o u r s e o u t s i d e of 
Atlanta and Oak Mountain S ta te Park 
Golf Course in the B i rmingham, Ala., 
area . 

T h e r e are signs that there will be 
more courses planned for these rural 
areas , as in many cases they are main 
ar ter ies to the South for tourists and 
winter res idents . Most of the six states 
have plans for public courses to cap-
ture some of this lucrat ive trade. 
Presently, these rural a r e a s have 25 
courses under construction and 44 in 
planning. 

Course maintenance in the Southeast 
As an overal l observation on this 
evaluation of the golf industry in the 
southeastern states, there a r e major 
problems that confront golf course 
super intendents . 

In querying Dan L. Hall , superin-
tendent at I m p e r i a l G o l f C lub in 
Naples , Fla. , Lee Todd of Dunedin 
Country Club, and others, it appears 
that their greatest c o n c e r n s are as 
fol lows: 

Nonavailability of competent labor 
due to competition with industry and 
construction. O w n e r s and operators of 
golf courses , those who pay the bills, 
must accept the fact that the mini-
mum wage or border l ine wages are 
not a d e q u a t e . It is much bet ter and 
will pay dividends in the long run to 
have six to eight well-paid e m p l o y e e s 
who will turn out better work than 12 
to 15 " w a r m b o d i e s " at a l o w e r wage 
scale . S u p e r i n t e n d e n t s in charge can 
then d e m a n d bet ter p e r f o r m a c e , and 
get it, ra ther than having to deal with 
s lackards and help who may walk off 
the job if pushed even a l i tt le. 

Increased research of Southern 
grasses. D u e to e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
restr ic i tons on ef fec t ive pest ic ides , 
pests a re becoming more and more a 
problem in the production of f ine turf-
g r a s s r e q u i r e d f o r s o u t h e a s t e r n 
courses . For example , e a r t h w o r m s are 

creat ing green problems because of 
the inabil i ty of avai lable pest ic ides to 
last long enough to prevent future 
generat ions from multiplying. 

The mole cr icket problem, exten-
sive throughout the coastal areas , has 
almost reached the severity that ex-
i s t e d unt i l D D T and C h l o r d a n e 
b e c a m e avai lab le after World War II. 
T h e s e pests are especial ly hard on the 
f iner courses b e c a u s e of the luscious 
feeding avai lable . To quote an agricul-
ture service employee , "Unt i l the 
mole cricket b e c o m e s such a pest as to 
extens ively damage agricultural crops 
other than turfgrass, we can expect 
nothing to be d o n e . " 

More research is needed on cold-
hardy bermudagrasses as well as heat-
resistant bent and bluegrasses. Dr. 
Glen Burton at the Tifton Georgia 
Coastal Plains Station is one who has 
a l ready undertaken studies on cold-
hardy grasses. 

W h i l e this is not m e a n t to be 
cr i t ical of turf equipment manufac-
turers, it a p p e a r s that much of the 
equipment made today does not stand 
up to the requirements placed upon it 
for the 12-month season here in the 
Southeast. Turf maintenance prob-
lems here are dif ferent from much of 
the nation, and superintendents do not 
have the off-season common to the 
major i ty of the nation's courses when 
they can tear down their equipment 
and put it in shape for the next season. 
An e x a m p l e is the switch made in a 
n u m b e r of cases to the sealed bear ing 
ra ther than staying with the old stan-
dard fittings that enabled the mainte-
n a n c e man to always be sure that 
parts were lubricated. 

Another seemingly wel l - founded 
complaint of the superintendents is 
the time factor in securing replace-
ment parts from southeastern sup-
pliers. Almost without e x c e p t i o n , 
manufac turers of turf m a i n t e n a n c e 
equipment are located in areas distant 
from the South. During the peak grow-
ing season, when it is also the playing 
season for the rest of the nation, parts 
suppl ies are l imited. When not on 
hand to the supplier , they take an ex-
cess ive amount of time to get from the 
m a n u f a c t u r e r to the local supplier . 
W h i l e these problems that involve the 
avai labi l i ty of parts in local outlets are 
starting to be resolved, why does it 
take so long? 

In the final analysis , golf business 
in the Southeast is certainly as good as 
— and probably better than — any 
other area in the nation. And most im-
portant of all, indications are that it 
will cont inue to b e on the rise. • 




