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construction coincided with the 
onset of the economic recession. 
With funds limited, the Course 
Manager had to rely on ingenuity, 
local knowledge and, more than 
anything, the adaptability and effort 
of his team to deliver on the owner’s 
chief objective - a course that would 
allow golf all year round. 

Unperturbed, ground was 
broken and Gordon turned to tried 
and tested local contractors and 
asked colleagues to take on the 
roles of dumper truck-drivers and 
excavators. Together they moved an 
almighty 160,000 cubic meters of 
sub soil – mostly stony shingle – and 
were ready to start building proper. 

“We do get a fair bit of rain, but 
80 per cent of the course is built on 
the riverbank’s shingle ground. It 
was a good starting point as far as 
drainage is concerned.

“We’re not permitted to drain 
water straight into the Clyde so we 
created an irrigation reservoir and 
four wetlands as catchments areas. 
The water regained from the 11th, 
12th and 13th holes ensures the 
course is self sufficient for irrigation 
water.”

The sub-soil was redistributed by 
the Mar Hall team on their convoy of 
dumper trucks and then moulded 
by skilled shapers into greens, 
surrounds and bunker complexes. 
Ironically, it was those sand traps 
that would prove to be Gordon’s next 
‘hazard’. 

The original plan was to turf all 
the bunker faces and install pipe 
and gravel for drainage. He intended 
to embark on the painstaking and 
costly job until, at the last minute, 
he was introduced to two techniques 
he’d never seen before - hydroseed-
ing and Aquadyne. They proved to 
be shrewd alternatives. 

“Aquadyne is a sustainable drain-
age product that removes water as 
efficiently as pipe and gravel,” he 
explains. “I was a bit sceptical at first 
but I spoke to a couple of greenkeep-

ers who reassured me it was the best 
long-term option.” 

The Aquadyne was soon inserted 
and connected to the existing fair-
way drainage during winter without 
damage to the shaping of the bun-
kers or what would be the fairways 
or green surrounds. This meant 
that all 54 bunkers could be shaped. 
They were then hydroseeded in just 
two days, saving a massive amount 
of manpower, machinery and mate-
rials. 

“These techniques saved us both 
money and time without compro-
mising the condition of the bunkers. 
Can you imagine how time-
consuming and expensive turfing 
would have been in comparison? It 
also meant we completed all of the 
required work in just two days.”

However, the he says that ulti-
mately it took the hard graft of his 
team to realise the full benefits of the 
switch to Aquadyne. 

“In the winter our guys would dig 
trenches by hand and connect the 
Aquadyne to the fairway drainage 
we’d already put in. It means that 
you now hardly ever see a bunker 
with water in it. Both those tech-
niques saved us a lot of money, as 
did using our own guys on occa-
sions we could have used outside 
contractors.”

With the drainage installed, 
Gordon turned to a contractor he 
knew he could trust to carry out the 
final shaping, Greentech of Stirling. 
Their experts delivered the finish-
ing touches using vital root-zone 
prior to seeding. That left the Mar 
Hall greens staff with another steep 
learning curve - seeding the greens. 
He admits the seeding process was 
the most stressful stage of the whole 
construction.

“I’d never seeded greens before, 
and when I spoke to other green-
keepers they told me all sorts of 
horror stories about the seed blow-
ing away or root-zone being washed 
out.”

“The greens are fescue bent, 
and we’ve got dwarf ryegrass 
on the tees and fairways to 
make them hard-wearing”

10th green courtesy of Mar Hall
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BSH Grade ‘A’ 
grass seed mixtures.

Make a great approach.

Next day delivery

For an excellent range of high quality fertilisers and seeds 
designed to meet the specific needs of the amenity industry, 
simply buy direct from the specialists at www.bshamenity.com

ABOVE: PGA EuroPro Tour, 
Scottish Classic, courtesy of 
the PGA

As it turned out, it would take a 
huge effort from Kerr and his crew to 
see the project through. “I remember 
we had seeded the first nine greens, 
but the wind really got up one eve-
ning so I was here at 11pm watering 
the greens to try and stop the seed 
blowing away. I’m sure some guys 
who’ve done this sort of thing before 
don’t think it’s a big deal, but to me 
it was because I was doing it for the 
first time.

“By June 2009 the greens and 
tees were all seeded and grown in by 
ourselves.

The greens are fescue bent and 
we’ve got dwarf ryegrass on the 
tees and fairways to make them 
hard-wearing which seems to have 
worked very well.”

This left just the fairways to be 
seeded, but as so often is the case 
in the West of Scotland, the weather 
intervened. With a short window 
between July and September of 
2009 to get the seed down, Gordon 
said the task grew increasingly 
demanding with each passing day. 

“From July onwards it never 
stopped raining and the pressure 
was on to get the seed down. Even 
on sunny days the ground condi-
tions just weren’t dry enough, and 
we didn’t want to compromise on 
quality.”

Luckily, with ten good days of 

weather forecast around mid-
September, and with the contrac-
tors on standby, it was suddenly 
all systems go. Fairways and rough 
were ploughed, harrowed, and stone 
buried before the seed could finally 
be drilled in. Though the elements 
had conspired against them, Kerr 
says the job was achieved with long 
hours, good weather and a few fish 
suppers along the way. 

“We were working shifts between 
6am and 9pm. Looking back it was 
an amazing feat.” 

Mar Hall opened in May 2010 and, 
since then, the 6,507-yard course 
has steadily been gaining popularity 
among a mixture of members, pay-
and-play visitors and hotel guests.

“We now have over 100 members, 
but we need to ensure we accom-
modate everyone who wants to play 
here.”

The first chance to show off 
his and his team’s hard work to a 
wider audience came one week last 
August.

“We applied to hold the Mar Hall.
com Scottish Classic PGA EuroPro 
Tour event because we wanted to put 
Mar Hall on the map, and we were 
confident it was up to the standard 
required,” he says. “Everyone was 
very proud when we were awarded 
it. It was probably the best week of 
weather all year. It was brilliant.

“Obviously the course is still young 
and you always want to improve, so 
I’m delighted to say the EuroPro will 
be returning this August. This time 
around we want it to better still.”

Reflecting on the experience as 
a whole, Gordon is delighted at the 
achievement of bringing a course 
to championship standards from a 
piece of paper.

“It’s been a great adrenaline rush. 
At times, of course it was stressful 
but it’s still been a dream for me to 
see a course through from an archi-
tect’s drawings to a major televised 
tournament.”

MACHINERY LIST
6 x Toro GM 1000 Handmowers
Toro Reelmaster 3500D
Toro Sand Pro
Toro 3250 Greens Machine
Toro 3100 Reelmaster
Toro 5410 Fairway mower
Charterhouse D5800 Top Dresser
Kubota RTV 900 Utility Vehicle
Kubota 50 – 40 Tractor + Loader
Kubota 30 – 30 Kubota Tractor
Greens – Iron 3900
Hardi Sprayer
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ACUTE OAK DECLINE

Beetles, bacteria  
and Acute  
Oak Decline
Hot on the heels of his exclusive 
article focusing on chalara ash 
dieback, Dr Terry Mabbett returns 
warning of another threat, this 
time to the UK’s oak trees

Great Britain lacks an official 
national tree emblem. Moves 
are afoot to adopt Pinus 
sylvestris (Scots pine) as 
Scotland’s ‘national tree’, 
while our two native oaks 
(Quercus robur and Quercus 
petraea) are obvious choices 
for England and Wales as 
‘English Oak’ and ‘Welsh Oak’. 

Over the years a number of 
leading figures have intimated that 
Britain should have a ‘National 
Tree’. The Mayor of London Boris 
Johnson chose an English oak. But 
don’t get too carried away because 
a fast moving lethal syndrome 
dubbed ‘Acute Oak Decline’ (AOD) 
could wipe these iconic native oak 
trees from our landscape. 

First reaction from many green-
keepers might well be “what’s 
AOD?”. Sadly it’s been killing trees 
in the UK for at least seven years but 
the problem has received relatively 
little publicity. There are several 
reasons for this. Initially AOD was 
regional and largely confined to 
Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex. It’s now 
epidemic throughout East Anglia 
and spreading rapidly across 
the Midlands and into southern 
England. Affected trees are being 
found in Wales and as far north as 
Nottinghamshire. 

Secondly AOD is not a classic 
disease (like Chalara ash dieback) 
and therefore not caused by just 
one plant pathogen in its own right. 
Acute oak decline appears to be 

This article comes to you 
courtesy of the BIGGA 
Learning and Development 
Fund.

Thankyou to all our key 
sponsors

Gold Key 
Sponsors

Silver Key 
Sponsors

MAIN LEFT: Close up on trunk 
bleeds that strongly suggest acute 
oak decline 

RIGHT: Profuse bleeding of dark 
coloured fluid from between the 
bark plates is one of the two classic 
symptoms of acute oak decline 

(Both pictures are courtesy of 
Forestry Commission)
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The Mower
They Don’T wanT

you To See.
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mower. They can’t match its ZERO leak points. They can’t provide individual reel 
control to vary cut patterns. They can’t offer programmable frequency-of-clip from 
an LED screen. And they can’t get anywhere near the true hybrid fuel savings or 
legendary quality-of-cut. When it comes to the ECLIPSE® 322, the competition can’t 
do anything except hope you don’t see it. I guess we just ruined that for them, too.
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caused by the interacting activities 
of a bark boring beetle (Agrilus big-
uttatus) and at least one bacterium. 
Many of the bacteria associated with 
AOD are completely new to science. 
Agrilus biguttatus has been known 
in the UK since the nineteenth 
century but until now as a relatively 
rare insect associated with dead or 
naturally declining oaks. This com-
plicated association is why AOD is 
classified as a ‘decline’ rather than 
a disease. The word decline usually 
infers gradual but there is nothing 
gradual about AOD which can kill 
a mature oak in less than five years. 

Two eye-catching external symp-
toms of AOD are profuse bleeding 
of dark coloured fluid from between 
the bark plates and tell-tale ‘D’ 
shaped exit holes on the trunk left 
by adult beetles after hatching from 
the pupae inside the tree. 

Internal symptoms are tissue 
necrosis (thought to be caused 
by the pathogenic bacteria) and 
extended galleries near the necrosis 
and created by beetle larvae tunnel-
ling in and around the phloem (food 
conducting tissue) and cambium. 
Cambium is the lateral meristem 
composed of dividing cells and 
responsible for growth in girth of 
the tree. This is the damage which 

appears to deliver the death blow to 
AOD affected oak trees.

AOD is particularly cruel because 
it only appears in oak trees over 50 
years old. Government scientists 
at Forest Research appear to be a 
long way away from unravelling 
the exact mechanics of AOD and 
until they do there is no hope of any 
control measures. 

An added problem not yet widely 
appreciated is the interacting effect 
of oak processionary moth (OPM), a 
serious insect pest of oak trees fea-
tured by Greenkeeper International 
(Beware of OPM on the Golf Course) 
in January 2012. Experience in 
Germany, where the insect pest 
(OPM) is rife, shows infested oaks 
with additional extensive damage 
caused by Agrilus biguttatus. 

OPM is currently confined to 
London with a small satellite 
infestation in Berkshire and yet to 
spread into areas of the UK where 
oak trees are suffering from acute 
oak decline. 

Indications are that if these two 
separate problems (OPM and AOD) 
came together on a wide scale the 
combined implications for oak 
trees in damage and death could 
far outweigh what they are capable 
of individually.

ABOVE: Characteristic ‘D’ shaped exit holes of the 
adult Agrilus biguttatus beetle which invariably 
accompany bleeding from the bark

BELOW: Larvae of Agrilus biguttatus excavate long 
galleries in and around the phloem and cambium 
tissue (Picture courtesy of Forestry Commission)

BOTTOM: Adult Agrilus biguttatus beetle (Picture 
courtesy of Forestry Commission)  
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English oaks on the golf course

English oaks are not widely 
planted on golf courses, especially 
near to greens, and for good 
reason. The English oak tree’s root 
system is far reaching and able to 
undermine greens from a distance, 
and therefore years of investment 
in professional sports turf. Never-
theless mature English oaks are 
common features on many golf 
courses, mostly as ‘relics’ from 
farmland, woodland and country 
estates on which the courses were 
built – and also due to their sheer 
longevity.

Many courses have oak trees 
of 100 to 200 years old and it is 
not uncommon to find some with 
specimens of 400 to 500 years 

or more. As such they are large 
sentinel trees occupying prime 
positions and in this context are 
essentially irreplaceable. Indeed a 
nationwide survey would almost 
certainly show UK golf courses to 
be important custodians of ancient 
and veteran trees and English oak 
in particular.

 Not only the mature English 
oaks on the golf course add to the 
landscape, because oak trees in the 
woodlands, hedgerows, meadows 
and parklands contiguous with golf 
courses play an important part too. 

More than any other deciduous 
tree the English oak adds extended 
colour to a golf course. Leaves 
in their attractive tan coloured 
autumn condition remain on trees 
right through November and well 
into December. 

Once down on the ground 
English oak leaves with their high 
tannin content (tannin is a natural 
preservative) stay crisp and dry 
causing few problems for turf 
grasses beneath and are relatively 
easy to clear up and remove.

Greenkeepers who suspect ‘acute 
oak decline’ on their courses are 
advised to report their suspicions 
to the UK plant health authorities* 
but should not expect a lot of sup-
port or even a visit to confirm the 
report. 

This is because the small team 
of scientists working on AOD 

at Forest Research is completely 
overwhelmed. The vast majority of 
sites on the Forestry Commission’s 
AOD Distribution Map are reported 
by landowners and will not have 
been visited by Forest Research 
Scientists or had samples taken for 
testing and confirmation.  

Despite the seriousness of AOD 
at this very moment the govern-
ment has provided relatively little 
funding for research. 

This has been left to the goodwill 
and generosity of charities like 
Woodland Heritage.

Chalara ash dieback was the 
result of an alien plant pathogen 
allowed to enter the UK despite 
years of unheeded warnings and 
corresponding negligence by the UK 
plant health authorities. As such 

it has become a political pathogen 
with government now throwing 
everything at the problem to avoid 
further embarrassment. 

The agents causing acute oak 
decline are entirely different. Agri-
lus biguttatus is a native ‘buprestid’ 
(metallic glossy bark boring) beetle. 
The associated bacteria - though 
new to science - were probably 
present in the UK all along, but 
simply not identified. 

This difference has meant AOD 
not receiving the level of attention 
and investment afforded to chalara 
ash dieback but that could change 
anytime now with AOD spreading 
quickly throughout the country 
and causing increasingly wide-
spread and heavy lethal damage in 
the UK’s native oak tree population.  

In the not too distant future the 
UK government will be faced with 
what looks likely to be a forlorn 
attempt to save our two most 
important native trees, English oak 
and common ash. UK golf courses 
will be much the poorer if they dis-
appear. If we did lose English oak 
the country could end up like Mau-
ritius which displays the ‘Dodo’ on 
the country’s coat of arms.

Tree Health Diagnostic 
Advisory Service.  E-mail: 
ddas.ah@forestry.gsi.gov.uk. 
Tel: 01420 23000

“AOD has not received the level 
of attention and investment 
afforded to chalara ash dieback 
but that could change anytime 
now with AOD spreading quickly 
throughout the country”

BOTH IMAGES: UK golf 
courses are the custodians 
of many ancient and veteran 
English oak trees. This has its 
roots in farmland over which 
this south of England course 
was laid out in 1923.
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planted on golf courses, especially 
near to greens, and for good 
reason. The English oak tree’s root 
system is far reaching and able to 
undermine greens from a distance, 
and therefore years of investment 
in professional sports turf. Never-
theless mature English oaks are 
common features on many golf 
courses, mostly as ‘relics’ from 
farmland, woodland and country 
estates on which the courses were 
built – and also due to their sheer 
longevity.

Many courses have oak trees 
of 100 to 200 years old and it is 
not uncommon to find some with 
specimens of 400 to 500 years 

or more. As such they are large 
sentinel trees occupying prime 
positions and in this context are 
essentially irreplaceable. Indeed a 
nationwide survey would almost 
certainly show UK golf courses to 
be important custodians of ancient 
and veteran trees and English oak 
in particular.

 Not only the mature English 
oaks on the golf course add to the 
landscape, because oak trees in the 
woodlands, hedgerows, meadows 
and parklands contiguous with golf 
courses play an important part too. 

More than any other deciduous 
tree the English oak adds extended 
colour to a golf course. Leaves 
in their attractive tan coloured 
autumn condition remain on trees 
right through November and well 
into December. 

Once down on the ground 
English oak leaves with their high 
tannin content (tannin is a natural 
preservative) stay crisp and dry 
causing few problems for turf 
grasses beneath and are relatively 
easy to clear up and remove.

Greenkeepers who suspect ‘acute 
oak decline’ on their courses are 
advised to report their suspicions 
to the UK plant health authorities* 
but should not expect a lot of sup-
port or even a visit to confirm the 
report. 

This is because the small team 
of scientists working on AOD 

at Forest Research is completely 
overwhelmed. The vast majority of 
sites on the Forestry Commission’s 
AOD Distribution Map are reported 
by landowners and will not have 
been visited by Forest Research 
Scientists or had samples taken for 
testing and confirmation.  

Despite the seriousness of AOD 
at this very moment the govern-
ment has provided relatively little 
funding for research. 

This has been left to the goodwill 
and generosity of charities like 
Woodland Heritage.

Chalara ash dieback was the 
result of an alien plant pathogen 
allowed to enter the UK despite 
years of unheeded warnings and 
corresponding negligence by the UK 
plant health authorities. As such 

it has become a political pathogen 
with government now throwing 
everything at the problem to avoid 
further embarrassment. 

The agents causing acute oak 
decline are entirely different. Agri-
lus biguttatus is a native ‘buprestid’ 
(metallic glossy bark boring) beetle. 
The associated bacteria - though 
new to science - were probably 
present in the UK all along, but 
simply not identified. 

This difference has meant AOD 
not receiving the level of attention 
and investment afforded to chalara 
ash dieback but that could change 
anytime now with AOD spreading 
quickly throughout the country 
and causing increasingly wide-
spread and heavy lethal damage in 
the UK’s native oak tree population.  

In the not too distant future the 
UK government will be faced with 
what looks likely to be a forlorn 
attempt to save our two most 
important native trees, English oak 
and common ash. UK golf courses 
will be much the poorer if they dis-
appear. If we did lose English oak 
the country could end up like Mau-
ritius which displays the ‘Dodo’ on 
the country’s coat of arms.

Tree Health Diagnostic 
Advisory Service.  E-mail: 
ddas.ah@forestry.gsi.gov.uk. 
Tel: 01420 23000

“AOD has not received the level 
of attention and investment 
afforded to chalara ash dieback 
but that could change anytime 
now with AOD spreading quickly 
throughout the country”

BOTH IMAGES: UK golf 
courses are the custodians 
of many ancient and veteran 
English oak trees. This has its 
roots in farmland over which 
this south of England course 
was laid out in 1923.
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The trip of a 
lifetime

Ten BIGGA Delegates  - who 
we profiled in January’s 
Greenkeeper International 
– travelled to San Diego just 
after BTME for the trip of a 
lifetime, in association with 
Bernhard & Company.

The trip began with the them jet-
ting from Heathrow to San Diego, 
and after a Golf Day at Encinitas 
Ranch Golf Course they enjoyed 
two superb course walks. The first 
was at La Costa Resort & Spa.

Their first educational seminar 
held at San Diego Convention 
Centre was ‘Greens Aerification 
and Water Management by Num-
bers’, and over the next two days 
they alternately explored the Golf 
Industry Show and joined BIGGA’s 
Learning and Development Man-
ager Sami Strutt on the BIGGA 
Stand. Another seminar – ‘Sure 
Ways to Increase Plant Health’ fol-
lowed by the famous Torrey Pines 
course – a PGA Tour venue.

Here’s a selection of their com-
ments and photographs from 
what proved to be an unforget-
table week...

“It was fascinating to see how the industry is run over there, and they’re 
just as passionate as we are. Some of the differences were surprising. 
One of the courses we visited had a Superintendent who’d come to the 
club straight from university and he had a team mostly of labourers 
rather than turf professionals, so that was interesting.

“The GIS was on such a large scale it took two days for me to take it all 
in! Some of the education took place within the main halls of the exhibition 
which I also thought was a good idea.

“The delegation were a really good range of ages, jobs and courses. My 
room mate was Derrick Johnstone from the Wentworth Club, and it was 
a great opportunity for us to compare the similarities and differences 
between his club and mine. 

“I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t apply to be part of this. It was my first 
visit to America and it was superb – I’d urge you to apply for next year’s 
delegation.”

Asa English, Deputy Course Manager, Rothley Park Golf Club

“It truly was the most unforgettable 
experience I have ever had in 
my career to date. To have the 
opportunity to attend and be part 
of such a friendly group is really 
very difficult to explain. 

“I can safely say that I learned 
plenty of things I can apply to my 
current place of employment and I 
made new friends for life. 

“It’s impossible to pick out one 
outstanding highlight as I enjoyed 
every single moment of the trip and 
can’t quite believe that it all went so 
quickly! However one of the obvious 
highlights were our tours around 
Torrey Pines and La Costa. One of 
the fascinating things for me was 
the difference between them even 
though they are just ten minutes’ 
drive apart. The management style 
is similar but the terrain and the 
composition of the courses are 
completely different. Torrey Pines 
is on a cliff and La Costa is closer to 
the riverside meaning totally con-
trasting styles of course. I now have 
an understanding of what previous 
delegates were talking about when 
they said it is a very tough but life 
changing week.“  

Richard Jenkinson – Deputy 
Course Manager, G West

“All I can really say is thank you to 
Bernhard’s, BIGGA and the every-
one who I went to San Diego with. 
I’ve made some very good friends 
for life, and you’ve made a normal 
greenkeeper who’s just starting out 
in the industry feel very welcome 
after one of the best weeks of my life!”

Tim Johnson – Assistant 
Greenkeeper, The Wilmslow Golf 
Club

“I would just like to thank Bernhard 
and BIGGA for the fantastic trip 
to GIS in San Diego. All those that 
attended had a career changing 
experience. 

The way things are put together 
and run is a credit to both teams. 
The delegation successfully 
gave the best impression of our 
association. Thanks again to 
everyone involved. If you have not 
yet been part of the delegation 
give it some serious thought 
next year. This is a mind blowing 
opportunity. If you have applied 
before and missed out keep 
applying one day your time will 
come!”

James Parker – Deputy Head 
Greenkeeper, Close House Golf & 
Country Club

“It truly was the most unforgettable 
experience I have ever had in my career”
Richard Jenkinson  
– Deputy Course Manager, G West

Torrey Pines

Rhett Evans, CEO of GCSAA, 
during the education programme

La Costa

“Torrey Pines was just world-class, 
I got so much out of it. 

“You dream about working 
somewhere like that and to get the 
chance to bounce ideas off some of 
the guys over there was terrific.

“The whole trip was fantastic, 
San Diego was such a vibrant city, 
and we all got on really well. 

“We’ve swapped email addresses 
and phone numbers so if we have a 
greenkeeping related issue, we can 
share it with each other. I’ve already 
urged the guys at Wentworth to 
go for next year’s trip because it’s 
unmissable.

Derrick Johnstone – Deputy 
Head Greenkeeper, The Went-
worth Club

The BIGGA Delegation (from left to right): Derrick Johnstone, Richard 
Jenkinson, Asa English, Bruce Hicks, Daniel Norsworthy, Paul Handy, 
Lee Brady, Tim Johnson, James Parker, Robert Clare


