GCN INTERVIEWS
BLAND COOPER,
DIRECTOR OF
AGRONOMY FOR
VALLEYCREST
GOLF COURSE
MAINTENANCE
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NOT IN THE BUSINESS OF SAVING MONEY, BLAND COOPER CONSULTS WITH
SUPERINTENDENTS TO HELP IMPROVE THE GOLF COURSES THEY MANAGE

were is little about Bland Cooper’s

career that fits his rather unique first

name. He’s been a superintendent,
owner, general manager, turf consultant
and is now director of agronomy for Cala-
basa, Calif.-based ValleyCrest Golf Course
Maintenance.

When he was younger, Cooper seemed

dc\lintd o fi)“()\\' in Il)c IL‘g;ll fi)()(\lcpx ()f-

his dad, a circuit court judge, but he also
inherited the family green thumb (his great
grandmother was a master gardener) and
started working at courses early on. Thus,
the road to law school took a sharp turn as
he ended up at Horry-Georgetown Technical
College’s turf program in South Carolina and,
from there, jumped immediately into a wide-
ranging career in golf course management.

His passion for the business is evident as

he describes his career; the current state of

the industry; and the good, bad and ugly of

consulting and management companies.
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[t was my mother’s maiden name. The Coo-

pers are l)ig on hmily names.
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[ never was passionate about anything
else. My father was an attorney, so I always
thought that’s what I should be. In college, I
changed majors several times and took a law
class one semester and realized 1 didn’t care
for it much. I had started playing golf when
[ was younger and fell in love with it.  had a
friend who worked at a local course and got
a job there working carts. At 14, [ started
triplexing greens. By 16, I was sharpening
reels and doing much more on the course
than anyone that age would be allowed to
do today. I'm most comfortable when I'm
given a wide berth, and I definitely was given

awide berth. No matter what I did, I always

came l).ld\' o g()“-.

After my junior year of college, I decided
to go down to Horry-Georgetown. My dad
was supportive, but my mom wasn’t too
sure. | went down there thinking, “This will
probably be a semester off from school.” But
[ loved it and had a lot of wonderful instruc-
tors who challenged me. After my first year
at H-G, the thought of being a lawyer never

crossed my mind again.

You learn about earning the trust of oth-
ers and executing your program. I enjoyed
every minute of it, but I wanted to get into
ownership. So I started the Sulstone Group
with Sam Shumate.
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Twenty years ago, if you were able to grow
bentgrass in the South, you were considered a

hero. Now, it’s almost a given. It’s amazing,
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The one thing I'd stress to a young guy who
is coming out of turf school right now is
courses often hire from among well-known
clubs and superintendents. That’s the route
I would have gone if I had to do it again.
That's crucial to the development of your
career. It’'s tough to move up the ladder in

this industry unless you've done that.

Too many superintendents fail to continue
to learn new things every day. This industry’s

not getting any dumber ... it’s just getting

smarter. You have to continue to learn just
to stay up to speed.

[ know a superintendent who makes his
former assistants call him every month
with something new they've learned. That’s

gl\"ll .
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[t was a great learning experience. | under
stand the financial side of the business much
better than I used to, and I have a better
appreciation for marketing and revenue
development. But my heart was always on
the agronomic side.

Sam and I sold off the Sulstone properties
to a developer in Charlotte and some other
people. It was a very amicable separation.

We both just wanted to go different ways.

L‘j I'm the director of agronomy, and

[ report to Terry McGuire and work with
our regional superintendents. I still have a
couple of consulting clients, but I'm focused
on helping our superintendents and assess-
ing new potential properties.

I'm doing a lot of the same things as a
superintendent only on different properties.
[ spend half my time on existing properties
and the other half assessing potential new
clients. When you're providing fixed-cost
maintenance, you need to uncover every
single stone to make sure the return on
43 18-hole

equivalents now, and we're hoping to be at

investment is there. We're at
50 soon. Half our portfolio is in California

and Florida, but we're growing throughout

IhL‘ country.

L‘j '”1(‘ difﬂ'l’cl]u' is III.H \\‘C.l'c \PL‘Li.ll'

i/cd. \XVL"\'C m.ldc a dcdi(‘l(td .md conc cl'(cd

www.golfcoursenews.com | August 2006




August 2006

mMainfenance consulting

effort to do this effectively and profitably.
We've also hired good quality people. Val-
leyCrest is the largest landscape contractor
in the country, and it was started by Burton
Sperber out of the back of his truck more
than 50 years ago. That culture permeates
everything we do on the golf side as well.
We're growing in the right way ... a healthy
way.

ValleyCrest isn't into golf course own-
ership. We're a maintenance contracting
company, so we look at courses differently.
We take a hard look at a course to establish
d ﬁ\ul pl‘iu’.

We're also able to provide much more

support to our superintendents because of

consultants like Ted Horton, Mike Huck
and myself. We have many resources that

our \llPL'I'illlk'l]\ik‘l\l\ can usc.
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We assess a course for two or three days.
Agronomically speaking, we want to align
ourselves with the proper product. We want
to make sure we reach a partnership with a
client that wants to improve his facility, not
just someone that wants to reach status quo.

We're not in the business of saving money.
V‘W
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Courses that are 15 years old or older often

]1.1\ (S .Hlli(]ll‘llk‘d PUIHP stations .ll]kl l‘lll]l\'('l'\

that need to be I'L‘pl.lu'd. We also see a lot of

greens that haven't been well-managed. It’s
common to find pH issues or soil chemistry
problems. We take 700 to 1,000 pictures,
profile the soil of every green and tee and
measure organic matter. You're always go-
ing to find problems with the property and,
more times than not, it’s not the fault of the

superintendent.
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SO B get personal satisfaction out of it.
[ get to work companywide with our 12
regional superintendents and move around

l\l\cd on llcul.
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Management companies that own their own
courses lLl\'c o iind ways to ln.l]\c lllc lml-
tom line work to pay off their debt. In many
markets today, debt coverage ratios are up-
side down, and that makes it impn\\ilwlc to
service large debts and provide the resources
to properly maintain the property. That’s

business suicide. You're going to fail. Also,
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most executives of m.m.lguncm u)mp.lnicx
undu'\l.md (l]c revenuce \idc Uf. lhc l\ll\inc\\
well but don’t understand the expense side,
like golf course maintenance.

['ve never found a correlation berween
spending and success. They always rely on
the superintendent to squeeze an extra dollar
out of the operation. They blame the effect,

not the cause.
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ValleyCrest tried that once many years ago,
as did many other companies. I remember
getting one of those at the time and getting
extremely angry. That was a long time ago.
Today, it’s different. There’s been much
fence-mending during the past 10 years.

Our current philosophy now — based on
input from Ted Horton and others — is to
take business that comes in over the tran-
\umf—pcuplc \\}H) contact us — or ll]l'()llgll
a superintendent we know and trust. We
never go onto a property without contacting
a superintendent first. We want him to be
the first person who knows. We're a company
of superintendents.

N . thayd
L‘J \\\ .H‘Cll‘( f-()l' L‘\'Cl'}'l\()(l_\'. \\ 'L'\\'C l(ml\’cd
at a facility and said, ‘You know what, we
can help you but only marginally.” We can’t
fix everybody or meet everybody’s needs.
We never, ever reduce a superintendent’s re-
sources when we go in. We can’t compensate
f()l' l.lLl\' ()1> resources.

We also have efficiencies because of our
size. Toro has been a wonderful partner
for us. And we're self-insured on workers’
compensation. Our superintendents do
95 percent of their purchasing on their
MasterCard. No plll‘Lh.l\c orders ... it’s
clean and fast. It’s bad business to have your
highest-paid employee shuffling papers all
day long.

Finally, when you reach a certain size — |
think we're the seventh largest multicourse
operator — there’s a lot of ability to move
internally and a lot of opportunity for train-
ing and learning. We hope that internally
generates many great people. We can almost
guarantee them opportunities. That’s versus
a stand-alone club where the opportunities
might be limited. It’s not for everybody.
There are certain personalities that don'
work well within the structure. There’s a cer-
tain amount of oversight that some people
aren’t comfortable with. We don’t take away
the individuality.
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The only industry I know that works suc-
cessfully in silos is the insurance business.
They dont want information shared be-
tween departments.

As everybody's tightened their belts in the
golf industry during the past few years, it’s
become critical for everyone to share infor-
mation across departments. The g.m. drives
that. Superintendents need to be aggressive
finding out what'’s going on throughout the
whole facility. There are still too few super-
intendents and golf pros who will go out
after work and have a beer and talk. Lack of

communication is a recipe for disaster.
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Memberships don’t bring in a consultant
when everything is working perfectly. The
superintendent in that situation needs to
meet with them right away, understand
the reasons and get a handle on it. For
every (consulting) horror story, there are a
hundred success stories. But, unfortunately,
bad things happen, so superintendents have
every reason to flinch. But, perception isn't
always reality.

[n some cases, the members already have
made up their mind, and the consultant is
just a means to an end. I consulted for a club
last year where one ()l'm_\' best friends was the
superintendent. | worked hard to get them
to understand, but they still terminated him.
The decision was already made.

A consultant should never go into a club
where he knows the superintendent is going
to get fired. It needs to be transparent. I'd
never go into a club without fccling comfort-

able the superintendent wanted me there.

mead | want to keep doing exactly what I'm

doing now. I have the opportunity to do
just what I love to do: \pcnd all ()fln'\' time
supporting superintendents and see new
courses. It gives you the chance to go around
and learn more and more. That rejuvenates
me. Until I get burned out, it’s perfect.

My father told me if you enjoy it and
you're passionate about it, try to be the best
you can be. It sounds like a line from one
of those corny motivational posters, but it

works for me.




