ri

42 Greenkeeper International

Sci

Scott MacCallum headed west to Bolton to learn

about BIGGA Golden Key supporter Rigby Taylor’'s
consultancy agency Grass Science...

gby taylor

Clockwise from top right: Grass Science's consultants
Chris Peel, Tim Colclough, Noel MacKenzie and Andy Cole
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In the last six years an advisory ser-
vice has grown from a standing start
to become the second largest in the
country... with its sights set on the
number one slot.

Grass Science now has four full time
consultants, working under the direc-
tion of Director of Agronomy, Brian
Robinson, each offering advice to golf
clubs, operators of amenity turf and
on environmental issues up and down
the length of the UK.

The company was born out an appre-
ciation of Rigby Taylor Chairman,
Bernard Hedley, that customers were
becoming increasingly interested in
advisory support and that the indus-
try itself }\:\J become more technical
and research driven.

“We were conscious that advice was
becoming more and more important
to customers and in 1995 we felt that
we’d got to the stage where we want-
ed to offer advice in a more formal
manner. We felt that there was an
opportunity to build a separate divi-
sion of Rigby Taylor which would be
dedicated to offering advice on a com-
mercial basis,” explained Bernard.

Brian  Robinson, a former
Groundsman of Lancashire County
Cricket Club, who had for the five pre-
vious years been managing one of
Rigby Taylor’s sales teams, was asked
to take the project on board.

“Brian was a good example of some-
one whose natural inclination was to
give advisory input to customers and
he too was keen on the idea. So Grass
Science was born with in the begin-
ning Brian basically managing a
department of one with the help of
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some internal resources. The business
flourished thanks to Brian’s enthusi-
asm and capacity for hard work and
within six months we'd appointed con-
sultant Chris Peel, from ADAS, and the
business continued to develop from
there,” explained Bernard, as we sat in
the Bolton Headquarters of Rigby
Taylor.

The next major leap for the compa-
ny came last year when two funfwr
appointments were made with a fourth
consultant being added earlier this
year, all from the STRI.

“We appointed Andy Cole and Noel
MacKenzie, both well known and well
established agronomists about nine
months ago with another, Tim
Colclough, joining the team earlier this
year.

“Our sales reps were used to offering
advice and still do and this is welcomed
by their customers, but now we also
have a team of consultants whose
entire focus is advisory input,”
explained Bernard, when tackled about
the potential conflict of a product sup-
ply company setting up its own
ild\’iS()l‘)' service.

He added that while a consultant
may visit a course three to four times
ayear the rep may visit 12 times a year
so the greenkeeper is always going to
hold great store on conversations with
his rep.

Grass Science is marketed indepen-
dently of Rigby Taylor and maintains
links with other parties out in the field,
whether they be contractors and sup-
ply companies.

T'here is a financial link between the
two organisations but in terms of man-



Brian Robinson, right and
Bernard Hedley, left

agement the two are 100% divorced
from each other.

“Brian has no responsibilities to Rigby
Taylor and there are no Rigby Taylor
managers with any responsibility lm
any Grass Science management,
L\Pldlntd Bernard, who offers the only
genuine link as Chairman of both com-
panies.

Indeed convincing customers and
potential customers that Grass Science
was an independent company was nev-
er a problem.

“It was always more of an issue in
theory than in practice. I'm not aware
that there has ever been an occasion
when a client has felt uncomfortable
about the Rigby Taylor/Grass Science
link,” said Bernard.

While it was something Brian did
consider prior to Grass Science being
formed, he is happy to admit that it
has never become an issue.

“Even from the word go it was nev-
er a concern and over the last three
years it has got less and less so to the
extent that it is never brought up at all
now. That was particularly obvious at
BTME this year.”

The benefits which come from hay-
ing alink are informal. If a Rigby Taylor
rep sees that a customer has got a need
for advice he'd be happy to recom-
mend Grass Science. Likewise if ¢
Grass Science consultant is ]mkmg m
give a product solution he’d be happy
to recommend a chat with the Rigby
Tl\ lor rep.

“That’s the way it works and to be
honest pretty much every consultancy
tends to have a leaning towards a good
product supply company, one that he

trusts, knows will deliver a solution and
not do his reputation any harm if he
recommends it,” said Bernard.

That said there is nothing to prevent
Grass Science consultants looking else-
where for solutions to problems.

“There are no restrictions preventing
the consultants developing contacts
with other supply companies. In fact
it is positively encour: lj.,ul to ensure
their product knowledge is as compre-
hensive as possible,” explained
Bernard.

It is a point reinforced by Brian who
p()lnud out that it is not unusual for
one of his team to recommend a prod-
uct for another company.

“We .1]1}1!()&(11 our work as a profes-
sional organisation
which has merit and
credibility and to do
so it has to stand
alone. So there have
been cases, quite a
number of cases,
where it has been necessary to specify
other materials... which doesn’t make
the Rigby Taylor reps too happy,” he
confessed.

However, such occasions offer the
opportunity to assess the Rigby Taylor
product range and see whether there is
a gap that requires filling,

Asa product supply company we are
looking to supply a need and one of the
best ways of recognising a need is to be
aware of what consultants generally are
recommending to their clients,” " said
Bun.ml

“The way that Rigby Taylor benefits
from our rel: lll()n\hlp\\l(h Grass Science
is that we are able to tailor our product
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range to find solutions to the problems
that the consultants are identitying.

“This has been the case in terms of
grass seed development and in some
fertiliser formulations within our
range,” said Bernard.

As an aside he recalled how Rigby
Taylor first got involved in fertiliser pro-
duction 50 years ago when it mixed up
the fertilisers prescriptions the STRI
recommended to particular clients.

“In large measure we are doing no dif-
ferent now only we have our own
consultancy service which enables us to
work that much more closely. But the
same processes take place.”

Bernard and Brian are keen to stress
that each consultant brings a specialist
skill to the team but
that the individuals
do offer a collective
approach to their
work.

“Andy and Noel
have specialist N)If
knowledge; Tim's particular strength is
in training while Chris has skills as an
expert witness,” explained Brian, whose
own spmdlmu are grass seed and envi-
ronmental issues.

While those specialist skills are regard-
ed as important the team, to use a
footballing analogy; does play the same
formation

“We didn’t want people at opposite
ends of the consultancy spectrum and
that, although they are meduals they
will offer advice which is along the same
lines,” said Bernard.

“The team is able to dovetail so that if
anothermember of the team has to stand
in for whatever reason the advice would

be of the same calibre. lh;plc have had
to dmngL slightly to fit in with that
appr vach,” L\])l iined Brian, one of whose
projects has taken him to Scotland on a
regular basis over the last two years.

He has been contacted by the
Highlands and Island’s l)t\dnpmuu
Agency to look at the Caimgorm Ski Lift
((nnpdn\ project to build a funicular

railway.

“It is a site of special scientific interest
and my role is to ensure that everything
is reinstated to how it was. .. not just after
this project but following the bulldozing
work that was done in the 60s when the
original ski lifts were put in. So far we've
photographed rock structures and plants
so they can be reinstated just as they
were.”

The work has enabled Brian to plant
our trial plots for grasses to see how they
copes at 1,000 and 2,500 feet. q

“Taking this work into the mountains
has enable me to research how grasses
cope with extremes of weather and this
will be of benefit to many golf clubs in
years to come,” he explé ined.

The future for Grass Science looks rosy
with continued expansion on the cards.

“We see Grass Science developing a
wider geographical spread over the next
five years certainly throughout the UK
while we do believe that Eurc pe remains
an attractive proposition,” revealed
Bernard.

Their sights are still firmly set on
hm)mmg the number one consultancy
in the country but they are also nghtl\
proud of the strides they have made since
Grass Science was formed.

M Grass Science can be
contacted on 01204 377757

March 2001 Greenkeeper International 43



