
Southwestern states 
display growth but variety 
of maintenance problems 
by David B. Hueber 

For those who hunger for a unique 
golfing exper ience , the Southwestern 
United States has a m e n u of golf 
courses to appea l to every appet i te . 
Southwestern golf is spiced with a 
variety of golf courses f rom the coastal 
links to the inland valleys, the low and 
high deserts , and the mounta ins . 

The Southwest is a very active 
r eg ion f o r golf wi th a c c e l e r a t e d 
growth ant ic ipated in the n u m b e r of 
golfers and rounds played as well as 
in the d e v e l o p m e n t of n e w golf 
courses. In southern Cal i fornia , south-
ern Nevada, Arizona, and N e w Mex-
ico there are over a million golfers an-
nually playing around 23.5 million 
r o u n d s on 436 courses . T h e s e es-
t imates exc lude the snowbird golfers 
who a n n u a l l y seek the s o u t h w e s t 
sunshine and winter golf. 

S o u t h e r n C a l i f o r n i a h a s t h e 
greatest concentrat ion of p layers and 
courses. Over 80 percent of all south-
west golfing activity is in southern 
California. Cal ifornia and Arizona 
rank very high nationally in terms of 
the n u m b e r of new golf cou r ses 
opened, unde r construction, and in 
planning. During 1978,14 n e w courses 
were opened , 21 were u n d e r con-
struction, and 17 were in p lanning. A 
surge of n e w course openings is ex-
pected in the spring as some projects 
s c h e d u l e d to open in 1978 w e r e 
delayed by the weather . 

Ironically, even though the South-
west is noted for its ideal golfing con-
ditions, this region has not b e e n ex-
cluded f rom the whims of Mother 
Nature . For near ly two years the 
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Jim Mercer (above a n d below left), 
superintendent at Estrella CC in San 
Clemente, and Dave Hueber examine part 
of a 1,000-foot-long crevice opened up o n 
t h e golf course by a massive land shift. 

Southwest e n d u r e d a severe drought . 
Then the rains f inal ly came, of ten in 
record amounts . Golf course superin-
t e n d e n t s who had w a t c h e d the i r 
courses bake out for two years be-
cause of restr ict ive irrigation regula-
tions watched them green up and, in 
some instances, wa tched them wash 
away . 

Golf courses in southern Arizona 
exper ienced f lash flooding in suc-
cessive au tumns of 1977 and 1978. In 
ear ly 1978, washouts , debris on turf, 
a n d in s o m e c a s e s r e f u g e e r a t -
t lesnakes washed out of their nat ive 
habi ta t s kept golfers away in large 
n u m b e r s as the season opened for this 
par t of the country. 

Southern Cal i fornia su f f e red f rom 
seve re rainfal l in the spring of 1978, 
and 1979 is also star t ing out very wet . 
M a n y courses just get too soggy to per-
mit play. In 1978, course closings w e r e 
the rule ra ther than the exception for 
the first two months. The city of Los 
Angeles, for example , was forced to 
shut down its 14 courses f rom 25 to 38 
days during the first quar te r of the 
year . This is compared to the average 
a n n u a l loss of 11 p l a y i n g d a y s . 
N a t i o n a l Golf F o u n d a t i o n s u r v e y s 
showed that due to the inc lement 
wea the r , the total number of golf 
r o u n d s played was down 14.8 percent 
for the first qua r t e r compared with 
the same time per iod in 1977. 

U n u s u a l w e a t h e r - r e . l a t e d 
calamit ies affect opera t ional r evenues 
and golf course main tenance . The cost 
of mainta ining a golf course does not 
dec rease when the course is closed by 
the wea the r . These condit ions can 
catch management and the super in-
tendent off guard; it's not hard to get 
lulled into a sense of securi ty with a 
365-day season. 

Y e a r - r o u n d o p e r a t i o n s m e a n 
higher operat ional expenses . Of ten 
the ma in tenance budgets are twice the 
amount of their wintery counterpar ts . 
It is not uncommon for a well-groomed 
18-hole golf course to have a mainte-
nance budget in the $300,000 to $400,-
000 range. Some courses spend even 
more to keep the turf in top shape. 

Labor consumes the lion's share of 
these budgets , as it does with all golf 
cour ses , but these a r e s o m e t i m e s 
higher budget i tems because the main-
tenance crews usually have more full-
time labore rs and must pay higher 
wages. Water is also a very expensive 
budge t i tem, d e p e n d i n g upon the 
source and degree of wa te r usage. For 
example , Don Rodvold, golf mainte-
nance supervisor for Torrey Pines 
Golf Course in San Diego, repor ts 
that he must use city wa te r to irrigate 
the 36-hole complex. Of ten up to one 
million gallons per night are used. 
Don Makie, golf super in tenden t for 
the City of San Diego, repor ts that the 



ABOVE LEFT: Singing Hills CC, an inland valley 54-hole complex in El Cajon, Calif. ABOVE RIGHT: Don 
Mukie, San Diego superintendent of golf, and Don Rodvold, golf maintenance supervisor for Torrey Pines 
GC, examine tur f on 6th hole of the Torrey Pines north c o u r s e . 

annual wa te r budget for Torrey Pines 
Golf Course is $120,000. Water can be 
a prec ious commodity in the South-
west, and its availability, quality, and 
use are of part icular concern to the 
super in tenden t . 

Maintenance practices 
Golf has a 365-day season for most 
a reas of the Southwest. Unlike many 
golf courses north of the Mason-Dixie 
line, there is no period of golf course 
h iberna t ion when the super in tendent 
has the t ime to p r e p a r e for the next 
season. There is not time when the 
ro l l ing stock sits d o r m a n t so that 
equ ipmen t overhauls can be made. 
Overhau l s and other r epa i r s are made 
when they are needed and when they 
can be fit into the regular operat ional 
schedule . 

T h e r e are five distinct geographic 
v a r i a t i o n s in the Sou thwes t . The 
cl imate in each area is in f luenced by 
its geographic setting, creat ing dif-
ferent ma in tenance p rob lems for the 
super in tenden t s . 

Coastal areas 
The ocean has a leveling inf luence on 
the t empera tu re , keeping the days 
cool and the nights modera te . There is 
minimal day and night t empera ture 
f luctuat ion. The prevai l ing winds are 
westerly, and fog or night and morning 
clouds a re common until about 11:00 
a.m. and again at 5:00 p.m. 

Turf diseases consist pr imari ly of 
d o l l a r s p o t , c o p p e r s p o t , and oc-
casional problems with b rown patch, 
pink snowmold, or leafspot. The moist 
condit ions are ideal for Poa annua in-
festat ions, which normal ly result in 
an e v e n t u a l t a k e o v e r . As it is 
n a t i o n w i d e , the r e a l p r o b l e m is 
mainta in ing Poa dur ing the stress 
months once it is es tabl ished. The 
shallow Poa annua roots r equ i re daily 
syringing to lower the su r f ace temper-
ature. 

Fa i rways and tees a re predomin-
ately common be rmuda , but a few 

courses have gone to bluegrass. With 
cooler soil t empera tu res caused by the 
coastal in f luence , the b e r m u d a pro-
vides an excel lent playing sur face 
with less vigorous growth than in the 
i n l a n d a r a s . D u r i n g the s u m m e r 
months, nightly irrigation is r equ i r ed . 
Bermuda normal ly begins dormancy 
around November and shows signs of 
recovery in mid-March. Kikuyugrass 
is also common in fa i rway and rough 
a r e a s . It is c o a r s e - t e x t u r e d and 
v i g o r o u s , a n d it t h r i v e s in t h e 
modera te t empera tures . Kikuyugrass 
has proven to be extremely diff icul t to 
control. 

Routine main tenance p rocedures 
on most courses have the greens being 
mowed daily or a minimum of five 
t imes per week, while the fa i rways 
and tees a re mowed two to three times 
a week . G r e e n s typical ly r e c e i v e 
about one pound of nitrogen per 1,000 
s q u a r e feet per month, with the rates 
increasing on those greens that have a 
higher sand content . Fungicides are 
usual ly appl ied on a preventa t ive 
basis. 

F a i r w a y s r e c e i v e s p r i n g a n d 
au tumn appl ica t ions of nitrogen in the 
s a m e c o n c e n t r a t i o n . C o u r s e s that 
o v e r s e e d the i r f a i r w a y s and tees 
usually provide one to two winter 
feedings of Vz pound of ni trogen or 
m o r e p e r a p p 1 i ca a t i o n . T h e 
overseeding usually begins in October 
or November using annual ryegrass on 
the fa i rways and perennia l on the 
tees. 

Greens are aer i f ied two to four 
t imes a year with one to two top 
dressings. A f ew courses have gone to 
light, f r equen t applicat ions with sand. 
Greens a re also verticut f r equen t ly 
and lightly dur ing the spring, summer , 
and fall. 

The most complex problem for the 
super in tenden t , as is t rue in all areas , 
is dealing with the inconsistencies of 
the soil. Coastal courses can be found 
in river bot toms with sand a n d / o r silt 
soils, or resting on sands tone b luf fs 

overlooking the b lue Pacific, or in 
a r ea s of clay. This soil variety makes 
each course totally di f ferent when 
irrigation pract ices a re considered. 

Because of the excessive amount of 
mois ture last year, along with above 
normal winter tempera tures , crab-
grass is a major p rob lem this year. Ap-
plications of control materials a re 
being appl ied at many courses in mid-
F e b r u a r y to p r e v e n t f u r t h e r 
spreading . 

Inland valleys 
As close as 15 miles inland, the tem-
p e r a t u r e range changes a b r u p t l y . 
T e m p e r a t u r e s dur ing the clay in sum-
mer range from the high 80s to over 
100, wi th n igh t - t ime t e m p e r a t u r e s 
a round 70. The higher t empera tu res 
with modera te humidi ty create main-
t enance demands d i f fe ren t f rom the 
coastal climate. 

Poa annua su f fe r s more stress and 
higher mortality rates, and the in-
c idence and spec t rum of turf d isease 
increases . Ferti l ization and irrigation 
prac t ices must be careful ly managed 
because of the higher potential for dis-
ease . Summer ferti l i ty is reduced to 
avoid unwanted lush growth, and the 
t i m i n g and a m o u n t of i r r i g a t i o n 
becomes an important factor in dis-
ease control. Syringing becomes a 
dai ly function and may be pe r fo rmed 
severa l times to keep surface temper-
a tu res down. Prevent ive appl icat ions 
of fungicides often exceed what is 
used on coastal courses. 

Winter ma in tenance also d i f f e r s 
f rom that on coastal courses. Frost, 
vir tual ly nonexistent along the coast, 
is a f r equen t visitor inland f rom late 
November into March . Golfers must 
be de layed to prevent turf damage 
and give early morning sunshine a 
chance to melt the frost. Efforts to 
r emove the frost by syringing oc-
casional ly result in freezing, adding to 
the a l ready frozen leaf blades. 

The cooler winter climate also af-
fects the amount and f requency of 



irrigation as well as the spectrum and 
inc idence of disease. Cool tempera-
tures combined with overcast skies 
and humidi ty create a suitable en-
v i ronment for dollar spot, pink snow-
mold, cool climate leafspot , and other 
damaging diseases. 

M e c h a n i c a l o p e r a t i o n s d i f f e r 
slightly f rom the coastal climates. Ver-
tical mowing is pe r fo rmed to remove 
thatch on a f requent but light schedule 
dur ing the growing season. During the 
winter months the cold tempera ture 
slows turf recovery so this practice is 
not cont inued. Greens aerif icat ions 
are normally pe r fo rmed two to four 
t i m e s a n n u a l l y , w i t h o c c a s i o n a l 
aer i f icat ion during the heat of the 
summer to provide the proper air-
/ w a t e r relat ionship in the turf root 
zone. Topdress ing is usual ly avoided 
during the summer and l imited to two 
of the annua l aer if icat ions. 

Overseed ing becomes more neces-
sary in land because of the extremes in 
t e m p e r a t u r e . Coastal c l ima tes a r e 
able to maintain the win te r color of 
be rmuda , but when the first frost hits 
the i n l a n d val leys , the b e r m u d a 
begins dormancy that will last until 
March or April. Fa i rway and tee 
overseedings take place be tween Oc-
tober and November with annual rye-
g r a s s in the f a i r w a y s a n d t h e 
i m p r o v e d p e r e n n i a l r y e g r a s s e s 
b e c o m i n g p o p u l a r f o r the t ees . 
Bermudagrass is normal ly scalped 
a n d / o r verticut to p r e p a r e a good 
s e e d b e d for rye. The super in tenden t s 
must keep the courses wet ter than 
usual to allow for suff ic ient seed ger-
minat ion. 

Fa i rway feedings increase follow-
ing the fal l overseeding. The normal 
spr ing and fall appl icat ions require 
supp lemen ta l applications in the win-
ter to s t imulate ryegrass growth. 

Low desert areas 
T e m p e r a t u r e ranges provide for three 
distinct seasons in the low deserts. 
Winter t empera tu res range from a 
dayt ime cool of 50 to a ba lmy 80. Night 
t empera tu re s often dip below freez-
ing. Recently, some f reak i sh winter 
wea ther has invaded the desert . A 
s u r p r i s i n g a c c u m u l a t i o n of snow 
greeted Palm Spring tourists in late 
January. The desert win ter is usually a 
s h o r t s e a s o n l a s t i n g f r o m e a r l y 
December to February. 

Spring brings low humidi ty , warm 
days with t empera tu res reaching 100, 
and cool nights with t e m p e r a t u r e s in 
the 50s. W h e n July 4th arr ives , sum-
mer is in fu l l stride with dayt ime tem-
p e r a t u r e s r e a c h i n g 118, a n d the 
t empera tu re only dropping down to 

around 85 at night. 
Summer climatic condit ions create 

the most diff icult turf ma in tenance 
tasks. With the intense hea t both day 
and night, along with high localized 
humid i ty , d i s e a s e cond i t i ons a re 
always ideal . Damaging d iseases such 
as leafspot , b rown patch, and Pythium 
can strike so fast that a g reen can 
literally be lost in one day. Turf 
feeding (where bentgrass is used) is 
kept to a minimum, irrigation prac-
tices are r ev iewed daily, and a strong 
prevent ive disease control program is 
main ta ined . A constant level of mois-
ture must be mainta ined in the thatch 
and root zone to aid the d i sease con-
trol program. Excessive wet t ing or 
drying combined with the ex t reme 
heat will act ivate disease organisms. 

Adding to the p rob lems of turf 
ma in tenance is the high inc idence of 
insect activity in both the su r f ace and 
subsur face . Frequent insect icide ap-
plications become mandatory . 

Many of the low deser t courses 
have conver ted their greens to hybrid 
b e r m u d a (var ie ty 328) w h i c h can 
withstand s u m m e r heat vir tual ly dis-
ease f ree . These courses overseed 
with perennia l ryegrass in October at 
rates of 30 to 40 pounds pe r 1,000 
s q u a r e f e e t . P y t h i u m c o n t r o l l i n g 
fungicides are appl ied at the first 
signs of germinat ion to p reven t the 
blight f rom getting a foothold. 

Fa i rways a lso go th rough con-
version f rom be rmuda to annua l rye-
grass, but in some cases growth retar-
dants are appl ied to slow b e r m u d a 
recovery f rom scalping and verticut-
ting, and to allow less competi t ion be-
tween b e r m u d a and rye. Fai rway 
feedings a re more f requen t , since 
most courses a r e p lanted on sand . 

High desert areas 
The high deser t courses a re charac-
terized by hot summers with slightly 
cooler t empera tu re s than the low 
deserts . The major d i f f e rences are 
much colder winters , cons iderably 
more wind , and g e n e r a l l y l ower 
humidity. 

I n c i d e n c e of d i s e a s e is l o w 
because the humidi ty is low and the 
air movement is excellent. Irrigation 
is difficult because of the b lus tery 
conditions. 

T h e g r e e n s a r e p r e d o m i n a t e l y 
bentgrass and the fa i rways a re ber-
muda . The overseeding pract ices for 
the f a i r w a y s a r e s imi lar , a n d in 
general , the same main tenance pro-
cedures apply as in the low deser ts . 

Mountain areas 
Summer dayt ime t empera tu res can be 

in the 80s with the nights getting down 
into the cool 50s. Snow and frost slow 
winter play to a standstill , so mainte-
n a n c e is p r i m a r i l y Apri l t h rough 
November . 

Cool season grasses are the norm 
with bentgrass on the greens and blue-
grass or a bluegrass mix on the fa i r -
ways and tees. Disease control is 
direct ly re la ted to humidity levels 
dur ing the s u m m e r months. Winter 
d isease control is directly re la ted to 
the amount of snowfal l and the tem-
pe ra tu re . 

M a i n t e n a n c e p r a c t i c e s p r e t t y 
much follow the s tandard pract ices 
employed by the nor thern courses. 

An unusual maintenance problem 
The problem exper ienced by Jim Mer-
cer, super in tenden t at Estrella Coun-
try Club in San Clemente, Calif., 
should in no way be in terpre ted as 
b e i n g t y p i c a l f o r the s o m e t i m e s 
shakey state of California. Geologists 
a r e still studying the land shift that 
s t ruck suddenly a round 6:30 on a cool 
D e c e m b e r evening. 

With a massive thud, the land shif-
ted, vibrat ing windows in a xh mile 
rad ius . Two f issures r ipped the ea r th 
open , connecting to create a 1,000-foot 
crevice, 60 feet d e e p in some places. 
The ea r then tear encircled the 15th 
f a i r w a y as the ent i re 15th fa i rway slid 
toward the ad jacen t 16th fa i rway. 
Rows of stately 30-foot eucalyptus 
t rees managed to stay perfect ly up-
right as they also slid 8 feet closer to 
the 16th fa i rway. The golf car path 
which had bisected the two fa i rways 
was c rumbled in the landshif t ' s wake 
as irrigation lines w e r e stretched and 
then snapped . 

B r a n c h i n g out f r o m the m a i n 
crevice in a sp iderwebbing pa t te rn 
a r e h u n d r e d s of s m a l l e r c r a c k s 
scarr ing the fa i rways . The 15th green, 
which had formerly sloped away f rom 
the hillside, shif ted 30 degrees and 
now slopes toward the hill. 

The hole is still playable, but the 
extent and cost of the damage is un-
de t e rmined . 

"We still don't know how much 
pipe we'll have to replace ," Merce r 
says, "and this will be a critical factor 
in our reconstruct ion costs." 

Summing up southwest golf 
N o w h e r e in the United States are golf 
course super in tenden t s faced with a 
g rea te r variety of turf main tenance 
chal lenges. As southwestern golf con-
t inues to grow, keeping pace with the 
ever- increas ing populat ion, there will 
be grea te r demand for golf courses, 
a n d g r e a t e r d e m a n d s on the golf 
course super in tenden ts . • 




