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Much of golf industry untouched by recession 
By Charles von Brecht 

Depending on where and when 
you read this, you're most likely 
going to or comingfrom the GCSAA 
show. For those of you not attend-
ingthisyear'seventin NewOrleans, 
I can safely say that you're missing 
quite an extravaganza. 

As we go to press, the latest 
GCSAA report says more than 
16,000 participants are expected. It 
also states that 95 percent of avail-
able exhibit space is rented; 550 
supplier companies are going to 
participate; and there are 80 first-
time exhibitors. 

This doesn't sound like a reces-
sion, does it? 

I recall a quick exhibitor count 
from 1989 (our first time at the 
show) of about 400. Thaf s a 37.5-
percent increase in three years! 

I will be interested to talk to the 
new exhibitors to see what they are 
peddling and why they have come 
to the show. My guess is, they have 
products or services marketed to 
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other indus-
tries that are 
not faring so 
well and are 
looking to 
our industry 
as a new 
market. 

Is the golf 
course in-
dustry weathering the recession as 
well as it seems to be? I think it is... 
and here's why. 

1. Golf courses are still being 
built and new courses are opening. 
I suggested a few months ago that 
we'd see an average of 150 to 200 
new courses opened per year in this 
decade. I was wrong. 

The National Golf Foundation 
says 351 new courses and additions 
opened in 1991, and 250 to 300 are 
expected to open in 1992. In fact, an 
estimated 531 are under construc-
tion. 

2. The RTC has taken over some 
courses that were not doing well 

and selling those properties (often 
at bargain prices) to qualified own-
ers and management groups who 
know how to make the operations 
profitable. 

3. The recession has definitely 
hurt many of this country's big 
corporations, which, in turn, has 
led to people losing their jobs. 
General Motors, for example, says 
it's going to lay off 75,000 employ-
ees over the next few years. 

ThisisstaggeringlButfromwhat 
I read, none of these 75,000 will 
enter unemploymentwith only their 
last paycheck. Many will take early 
retirement; some will get extended 
severance from GM and unions. 

What do you think many of these 
people will do in their added spare 
time? 

They're going to spend more time 
in leisure activities... like golf! New 
retirees will most likely head for the 
public courses where they can play 
for reasonable rates. 

But what's happening at the pri-

vate facilities around the country? 
No doubt the new real estate-re-
lated private clubs are hurting. (See 
related story on page 31.) 

Many have closed down totally 
until new buyers are found. What 
about the old-line clubs in large 
cities? Friends in St. Louis tell me 
the waiting period at a few of the 
clubs is not as long, but you're still 
going to wait at Old Warson and 
Bellerive. 

And IH bet there aren't too many 
membersleavingAugustaNational, 
Pine Valley or Cypress Point! 

The golf course industry seems 
to be holding up very well during 
this recession, and I feel for those in 
the automobile and other industries 
who are facing unemployment. For 
those of us in this industry, we 
should continue our strong and 
positive posture and pray we never 
endure the plight that has affected 
other industries. 

As always, I'd like to hear your 
comments. 

G U E S T C O M M E N T A R Y 

Invite environmental groups into the process 
By C. Grant Spaeth 

Those who desire to preserve 
and expand the game of golf in this 
country appear to be on a collision 
course with those whose primary 
interest is with the environment. 

But a confrontation need not oc-
cur. Instead, there could be a sen-
sible, orderly and voluntaiy recon-
ciliation. (At a minimum, the 
outrageous screaming matches be-
fore planning authorities by zealots 
on both sides, with positions born 
from emotion rather than reason, 
might be avoided.) 

Golf certainly does not want to 
pose dangers to public health, 
wildlife or the community in any 
other ways. 

The environmental movement 
does not want block enjoyment by 
millions of Americans from a game 
that is enjoyable, outdoors and col-
légial in spirit. 

So there is the making, in this 
writer's view, of a treaty which ac-
commodates all interests. How do 
we start the process? 

Here may be one modest step: 
Golf is now causing serious re-

search to be 
done to dis-
coverthetruth 
as to the envi-
ronmental im-
pact of golf 
courses on 
surrounding 
communities. 
Tough ques-
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tions are being asked of the experts 
about water use and water quality, 
plant selections, maintenance prac-
tices and the choice and application of 
herbicides and pesticides. 

But the golf industry is doing this 
all by itself. There is no meaningful 
consultative process taking place 
with the Sierra Clubs of our coun-
try, now, at the onset of this massive 
research effort. 

And without open participation 
of such groups at the start, the re-
sults of the studies are less likely to 
be generally accepted as the basis 
for future decision-making. 

(We Americans are skeptical 
about naked scientific findings, and 
with good reason, as we have expe-
rienced scandals and mistakes from 

important institutions in recent 
years.) 

I recommend that the Sierra Club 
(and I include its sister institutions 
such as Audubon, NRDC and a 
number of others) be invited into 
the process, to understand and 
participate in the design of the re-
search. 

It surely has questions to ask of 
the great universities that might 
not be on golfs agenda. This would 
be a simple way to be assured that 
all the bases are being covered and 
that a solid foundation of data and 
conclusions are developed upon 
which society can rely. 

And the Sierra Club surely should 
participate in the evaluation of the 
results and decisions as to follow up 
research and study. 

When the results are finally in, 
the Sierra Club would be invited 
into the deliberations within the golf 
industry as it decides what changes 
will be made in the design, con-
struction, planting and maintenance 
of courses. 

It would and should be a consul-
tative process, not necessarily easy, 

but certainly preferable to belated 
shoot-outs before planning com-
missions and state authorities. 

Golf has nothing to risk in pursu-
ing this approach. Its research ef-
forts are honest ones-simply seek-
ing answers. 

Sooner or later, those findings 
will be the basis for changed prac-
tices and requests of government 
to approve new golf courses. 

And government, quite rightly, 
will examine environmental impacts 
and turn to environmental experts 
for comment. 

My proposition is simply that 
those experts be invited to join us 
and be part of this important game 
early on. 

Why don't we try it? It certainly 
might work better than what hap-
pens today! 
C. Grant Spaeth, of Palo Alto, Calif., 
on Feb. 1 ended two years as president 
of the United States Golf Association, 
leading it into major areas of ac-
complishment, including multi-mil-
lion-dollar funding for research into 
turfgrasses, water resources and the 
effects of chemical. 

C O M M E N T A R y 

Never doubt the capacity of golf development 
People around the golf industry 

started snickering three years ago 
when, after the first Golf Summit, 
the National Golf Foundation made 
— and has continued to make — 
the bold pronouncement that we 
needed to add a course a day in the 
United States through the year2000. 

The snickering wasn't necessar-
ily because people felt the courses 
were not needed. Rather, the mere 
thought of one course opening every 
day seemed absurd. 
14 February 1992 

Think not 
on where the 
m o n e y 
would come 
f r o m . 
Rather, it 
s e e m e d 
t h e r e 
w e r e n ' t 
enough de-
signers and builders with the know-
how to construct that many golf 
courses. 
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Are you seated? If so, remain 
there. If not, do so or find a soft 
place to fall. 

According to the latest data from 
the NGF, 351 new courses and 
additions opened in 1991. That 
represents the most since 1971. 

There's more. According to NGF 
figures, another 583 courses are 
under construction. 

Forecast Golf Marketing & Fi-
nancial Systems, Inc. has some 
different, but no less heartening 

figures. 
The Richmond, Va., firm lists 

321 courses opening in 1991 and 
577 under construction or on hold. 
Forecast adds that 974 courses 
have been planned or approved. 

Daily-fee facilities continue to 
be stressed around the country— 
far outnumbering municipal, pri-
vate, resort and military. And mu-
nicipal courses are growing in 
number. So, more affordable 
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