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Take a large number of golfers 
from a selection of clubs and 

ask, "What do you value most in 
your golf course environment?" 
There would be a high level of 
agreement on the preferred fea-
tures of a course and the atmos-
phere of the surroundings. Most 
golfers would vote for genuine 
attractive countryside in keeping 
with the history and natural her-
itage of the local landscapes. 
What can a club do to provide 
such an environment? How 
should a club decide what is gen-
uine, natural, local and authen-
tic? 

The interesting and challenging 
answer to that question is that 
the landscape of every golf course 
has its own history, and can be 
managed to conserve, restore or 
re-create features of the man-
made and natural heritage of the 
site. A difficult decision is how far 
back to go in the history of a 
course to decide what is the local 
natural environment? A new 

course created on farmland may 
look back 50 years to traditional 
farm management with the flora 
and fauna which existed before 
modern intensive agriculture. A 
course created on downland or 
heathland at the turn of the cen-
tury will have its heritage in the 
man-made landscapes of earlier 
centuries. 

A 'new order' of environmental 
management has developed in 
recent years, which recognises 
the priority of conserving whole 
natural habitats and wildlife com-
munities in order to make any 
significant contribution to conser-
vation. Adjust the management of 
the course to include conserva-
tion objectives, which are kept in 
balance with the sporting and 
visual objectives, in order to 
achieve a win/win result for both 
golf and the natural habitats. The 
golf course environment is greatly 
enriched by this approach, and 
can be used as a positive and 
unique benefit to enhance the 
golfers' enjoyment of the game. 

Fine words! But what does this 

mean on the ground? We are not 
of course talking about the main 
playing surfaces which are man-
aged as sports turf. The natural 
course environment lies between 
the fairways, and around or 
beyond the tees and greens. In 
these areas there are opportuni-
ties to provide and manage a 
much more natural countryside at 
little or no cost. The opportunities 
were overlooked too often in the 
past, but happily there is now 
more concern for the course envi-
ronment. 

'We make special efforts to 
be as sensitive as possible 
to the needs of wildlife 

This is well demonstrated by 
the success of the BIGGA Golf 
Course Environment Competi-
tion, in association with Rhone 
Poulenc and Amazone Ground 
Care. Ken Richardson, Education 
Officer at BIGGA said "Our hope 
is being fulfilled that the Compe-
tition is increasing awareness of 

the positive benefits that golf 
courses give to the environment." 

Let us take one aspect of the 
management of non-play areas. 
Probably the greatest loss to the 
golf course environment over 
recent decades has occurred in 
the diversity of ground flora, 
probably the most vital element in 
the whole wildlife food chain. 
Indigenous grasses, wild flowers 
and wetland plants provide food 
for invertebrates, insects and 
small birds which are then avail-
able for predators higher in the 
food chain. Whereas an attempt 
to re-create the original flora of a 
landscape could take decades, 
progressive restoration work can 
be relatively easy and can go most 
of the way to an 'original' natural 
environment in a few years. 

The course at Sandford Springs 
Golf Club, near Kingsclere in 
Hampshire, was created in the 
last 10 to 12 years on land previ-
ously used for mixed farming 
with several wooded areas. 
Design and construction were 
sensitive to the existing land-
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scape, and subsequent manage-
ment of the course has created 
many natural features which are 
both attractive and genuine local 
wildlife habitats. Some 20,000 
trees were planted (all native 
species), and six ponds created in 
an area of three acres of marsh. 
This wetland is protected from 
the effects of intensive sports turf 
management, and is especially 
rich in wildlife. The Course Man-

ager, Norman Fenwick, who is 
committed to a high quality 
course environment said, "We 
make special efforts to be as sen-
sitive as possible to the needs of 
wildlife, and have developed 
important habitat areas through-
out the course." 

Temple Golf Club in Berkshire 
was created in 1910 on chalk 
downland, but there was very lit-
tle of the original characteristic 

down grassland left by 1990. 
Martin Gunn, the Course Man-
ager, amended the cutting 
regimes of grassland rough and 
semi-rough, and changed the 
woodland management to re-cre-
ate the conditions for an excep-
tionally rich and attractive 
ground flora. Large numbers of 
nectar - feeding butterflies can be 
seen having a 'birthday' on the 
roughs during the summer 

Ponds created at Sandford Springs 
are home to a thriving population of 
water voles - an increasingly 
threatened animal 

months. Martin said, "Only a 
third of the course is under sports 
turf and it is important to take a 
holistic approach to course man-
agement so that we can restore 
and retain important natural fea-
tures." The course now makes a 
very important contribution to 
the local wildlife environment 
without suffering any additional 
problems from pests. 

At Hankley Common Golf Club 
in Surrey, the natural heritage is 
lowland heath; a habitat which is 
now rare and threatened along 
with the many plants and animals 
which are found only in lowland 
heath. Until ten years ago the 
large areas of heath, maintained 
for centuries by grazing animals 
and rotational burning, were 
reverting to low quality woodland 
by the invasion of birch and pine 
seedlings. Ian McMillan, the 
Course Manager, has removed 40 
hectares of trees and scrub to 
open up heathland habitats for a 
wide range of plants, insects and 
birds. Ian commented recently, 
"We have worked hard over the * 
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last decade to re-create the nat-
ural heathland environment for 
the benefit of future generations, 
while continuing to maintain the 
course in best playing condition 
throughout the year." 

Many courses would benefit 
from restoring some previously 
unmanaged habitats in non-play 
areas. This could include the re-
introduction of typical local flora 
which were lost, often through 
insensitive management and the 
excessive use of herbicides during 
the 1960's and 70's. Regular or 
rotational cutting, coppicing and 
clearing, are usually the key ele-
ments of maintaining good qual-
ity habitats. The correct timing of 
operations to minimise interfer-
ence with nature (eg nesting 
sites, or food sources), and allow 
the maximum benefits for 
wildlife (e.g. coppice manage-
ment for birds such as warblers 
and nightingales), requires spe-
cialist knowledge. 

Where the re-introduction of 
trees, shrubs or ground flora are 
planned, it is important to select 
species which are native to the 
local conditions. This maintains 
the authenticity of the landscape 
and provides habitat extension 

which will be readily colonised by 
local wildlife species. If wild 
flower mixtures are sown they 
should be customised mixes con-
taining only the most appropriate 
local species. The soil type, fertil-
ity level, moisture and proposed 
management can all be crucial to 
the success or failure of individ-
ual species within a mixture. 
Local conservation organisations 
are usually very willing to give 
advice on such issues. 

Who said "Keen golfers are 
only interested in one thing -
low scores"? How many golfers 
would complain at the occa-
sional distraction by an unusual 
butterfly or two, or if they found 
a ball in the semi-rough sur-
rounded by low-growing 
vetches, bird's-foot trefoil or 
ladies bedstraw? Where golf 
clubs have made information 
available to members on the 
value of their conservation man-
agement techniques, the well-
informed golfer derives 
satisfaction and a better appreci-
ation of the course environment. 
• Bob Winfield advises golf clubs 
in the South of England on conser-
vation and environmental man-
agement. 
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