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AGRONOMIC CONSULTANTS CAN BE A RESOURCE FOR
SUPERINTENDENTS UNDER THE RIGHT CONDITIONS

BY JOHN WALSH

hen superintendents hear the
words “agronomic consultant,”
they react differently. Some
think they’re too expensive,
some fear their purpose and others question
their worth. But some know a properly used
consultant can offer tremendous benefits.

Terry Buchen, president of Williamsburg,
Va.-based Golf Agronomy International,
estimates half the golf courses in the United
States hire consultants for advice, and they're
mostly medium- to upper-level golf facilities
because those are the ones that have the
resources to do so. Management companies
usually consult in-house, he says.

According to Larry Gilhuly, director of the
Northwest Region for the U.S. Golf Associa-
tion’s Green Section, the Green Section staff
visits only 10 percent of all golf courses in the
United States.

Buchen says a good reason to hire a con-
sultant is to maintain the continuity of a
maintenance program, which can be hurt by
constantly changing green chairmen who, in
turn, change a course’s direction.

Scott Kroll, golf course superintendent at
Sunnybrook Golf Club in Philadelphia, says
consultants are a great resource to verify what
needs to be done budgetwise.

“It’s reinforcement because consultants
see a number of clubs in the area,” he says.
“They see so many courses and tell you what's
working and what's not working and help you
stay up to date on emerging technology. They
can suggest how to utilize your budget more.
They reinforce what we do and educate us

about what’s going on in the area.”

Kroll says, like many courses on a program
with the USGA, he uses its consultants to
discuss agronomic programs and new materi-
als and practices. A USGA agronomist visits
Sunnybrook annually.

WHAT THEY OFFER

Buchen says he’s brought in as another set
of eyes to consult on playing conditioning
standards and agronomy.

“Iask, ‘Do you want the course to look good,
play good or both,” he says. “Most Americans
want everything green. If you go over to the
United Kingdom or Ireland, they don’t care as
much about looks. They just want it to play
good. Courses that have conditions that are
firm, fast, dry and off-color are few and far
between in the United States. Bandon Dunes
is an example. It features fescue grass that’s
maintained like in the U.K. You can putt off
the edges of the green and play bump-and-run
style of golf. You’re not playing the ball in the
air all the time.”

Buchen checks maintenance operations by
reviewing the history of how the course was
built and how it has been maintained.

“It’s like going to the doctor’s office for the
first time,” he says. “I walk the entire course
and learn the entire agronomic history from
the superintendent, take pictures and carry
a soil probe.”

Buchen says clubs call him in for peace of
mind or to deal with specific situations, such
as agronomic problems, and want to know
how to fix them. Most of the time he visits
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The U.S. Golf
Association’s Green
Section visits about
10 percent of all
golf courses in the
United States
annually.

Consulting
agronomist Terry
Buchen visits
between 40 and 50
golf courses
annually.

Of the
superintendents
Terry Buchen has
worked with, he
estimates only 10
percent have
grow-in experience.
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courses annually to make sure there’s
continuity with agronomic programs.

“A lot of times, the superintendent
makes a recommendation to the club,
and I reinforce what the superintendent
wants to do and is doing,” he says. “I also
help recommend equipment. Most of my
recommendations are maintenance-bud-
get related. A lot of what I recommend
is to spend more money, but to spend it
properly and efficiently.”

Buchen says golfers are constantly
comparing courses, which is irresponsible
because each course’s budget is different.
However, if one was to compare courses,
he says there are five guidelines that can
help narrow down the comparison process:
(1) the number of workers per hole, (2) the
cost per staff per hole, (3) the cost to main-
tain per hole, (4) the cost to maintain per
acre and (5) the cost per round of golf per
hole. He says he helps bring a maintenance
budget more up to par with other courses
that are better conditioned.

“If members are unhappy, it’s usually
because they played another course that’s
better conditioned,” he says. “All this ties
back to budget comparisons for superin-
tendents.”

Gilhuly says he has budgets in mind 100
percent of the time.

“We won’t recommend things that
are beyond one’s budget,” he says. “But
sometimes we do. For example, if the ir-
rigation system should be replaced, we’ll
recommend an irrigation consultant to
start going down that path.”

Fairway topdressing is another example.

It’s a popular practice and allows one
to play a golf course year round in the
Northwest, Gilhuly says. But because
it's a high-ticket item, not everyone can
afford to do it.

“We can talk about fairway topdressing
and demonstrate topdressing aprons or par
3s with a greens topdresser,” he says. “Af-
ter one year, members will see the differ-
ence, and then they can make the decision
to buy the equipment needed to topdress
the wetter fairways or all fairways.”

Buchen says superintendents are always
trying to gain more knowledge,
and that’s where he can help
because he has gained a lot of
knowledge from the 40 to 50
courses he visits each year and
from his previous 26 years as a
superintendent.

Gihuly

Buchen says courses don’t im-
plement all his recommendations at once
but do so throughout time. They schedule
and prioritize the recommendations, and
he helps with that sometimes.

Buchen and the USGA are examples
of third-party, independent consultants.
Buchen says there are free consultants,
too, who represent products, services and
equipment and give free advice but are try-
ing to sway a superintendent to purchase
their particular products only.

“I'm not tied to any one supplier, so I
recommend as many different products
and equipment as possible that do the
job,” he says.

Golf Maintenance Solutions is a con-
sulting firm that offers many services. It

can set up a budget, hire a management
staff, develop fertilizer and chemical
programs, evaluate equipment, establish
a purchasing equipment plan, work with
vendors, set up accounts and manage
projects on the construction side, as well
as set up quality control, cart maintenance
and preventive maintenance. Bill Nauroth
and Dean Wochaski own the four-year-old
company. They used to work for manage-
ment companies and were superinten-
dents before that.

“We're being used by different man-
agement companies and head
up the maintenance side of an
operation,” Nauroth says. “The
majority of what we see is a lack
of communication. We bridge
the gap between owners, superin-
tendents and general managers.
We marry their ideas. Sometimes
it’s what superintendents want, other
times it’s not. We’re opening their eyes to
see things a different way, and for the most
part, they embrace what we recommend
because it moves the golf course forward.
We try to get everybody on the same page
with the direction of the club.”

Nauroth says superintendents want to
know what’s really causing an agronomic
problem so they don’t have to throw ev-
erything but the kitchen sink at it.

“We tend to come in for one scenario
and end up coming back because they
see the value in it,” he says. “Consultants
have to prove their value. We need to
work facilities through a situation and
then move on.”
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GROW-INS

Assistance with grow-ins of new construction,
renovation and restoration projects is another
area in which Buchen offers expertise. He
helps write agronomic specs with the super-
intendent and architect about what needs to
be done.

“A grow-in is the opposite of routine
maintenance, in which you want to keep the
conditions dry and the fertility low, keeping
the grass hungry,” he says. “With a grow-in

hroughout the year, consulting

agronomists visit many golf courses, talk
with many golf course superintendents and
discuss many of the difficulties or problems
they deal with regularly.

Larry Gilhuly, director of the Northwest
Region for the U.S. Golf Association’s Green
Section, visits different types of courses - 40
percent are private clubs, 30 percent are
resorts, 20 percent are municipalities and
10 percent are privately owned public golf
courses. Through it all, he sees four main
common problems:

1. The impact of trees

2. Bunkers

3. Green speed

4. Aeration.

Gilhuly says the most common problem
with golf courses is getting members to
understand the negative impacts of trees,
which are shade and roots.

“People understand it, but they don’t want
to deal with it,” he says

Gilhuly says superintendents just smile
when he asks about bunkers, the second
biggest issue, because golfers think bunkers
should be perfect and aren’t consistent.

The third biggest issue, green speed, is a
constant. Gilhuly says everyone thinks they
have to lower mowing height to get speed. He
says rolling is a good way to increase green
speed without lowering mowing height, but
superintendents shouldn’t roll more than
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you're using tons of water and fertilizer for
a short period of time, usually two to three
months.”

Buchen, who went through 13 grow-ins
when he was a superintendent, says many
superintendents don’t have grow-in experi-
ence. Of the superintendents he’s worked
with, he estimates only 10 percent have had
grow-in experience.

“With half the new construction projects,
the owners try to bring in a superintendent

three times a week. He says target rolling,
in which one rolls 20 to 30 feet around the
hole, works and is becoming more popular.
Superintendents can roll quadrants of a
green, coordinating green speed and hole
location.

“You want grass to grow better, so it
needs to be higher,” Gilhuly says. “The
faster the speed, the fewer the hole
locations. If we want healthier greens, we
need to mow higher. It's a problem all over
the country. It's a topic that's talked about
at every course. We're trying to educate
golfers.”

At municipal courses, green speed should
be looked at differently because the fees
are lower and so are the expectations.

“There's so much more play at munis,
and traffic control is a huge issue,” Gilhuly
says. “Faster green speeds at munis are
counterproductive. You can’t have green
speeds too fast because you need to make
money and get more people through the
turnstiles.”

The fourth biggest issue, aeration,
is unpopular with golfers. To lessen
the disruption aeration causes golfers,
manufacturers are planning to come out
with equipment that causes less disruption
of play when used, Gilhuly says.

“Golfers get aeration now better than
they used to because expectations are so

with grow-in experience, but you also need to
look long term,” he says. “I usually go back to
the course after it’s grown in.”

Kroll has worked with Buchen during a
reconstruction project at the DuPont Country
Club in Wilmington, Del., where he worked
before Sunnybrook.

“We did a whole project in 367 days,” he
says. “Using Terry was a huge asset because
he helped narrow down materials and amend-
ment mixes. When doing a project that large,
you can use someone who has seen numerous
projects and can process all that information
to let us know what works best.”

EXAMPLES

Jason Funderburg, co-golf course superin-
tendent at the private, 18-hole Rich Harvest
Links in DeKalb, III., says the idea of hiring a
consultant was originally brought up by the
owner and he and co-golf course superinten-
dent Jeff Vercautren followed through.

“Originally, we set out for backing of what
we were doing,” Funderburg says. “The
previous superintendent didn’t keep up with
agronomics. When we took over, we needed
to spruce things up and needed justification
for the increase of spending on chemicals
and such.

“The owner has ties with the USGA, so
at his request, we brought in consultants
to discuss what we were doing,” he adds.
“Paul Vermeulen from the USGA was very
insightful. He gave us a lot of opinions and
information from the hundreds of courses in
the region. One of the things Paul liked was
our overall philosophy, but he said we were
too dependent on chemicals. We're high end,
so we don’t tolerate disease. We preventively
spray for everything. He also wanted us to keep
topdressing records more frequently and to
implement a fairway topdressing program.”

Funderburg also says Vermeulen helped re-
iterate the fact that they needed to implement
atree removal program because several greens
were negatively affected by too much shade.

“We talked to the members about cutting
down trees until we were blue in the face, so
the owners wanted us to bring in an expert,”
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he says. “Then we began a slow tree removal
program that started out on the two worst
greens.”

When Kroll was at DuPont, a USGA agrono-
mist knew much about plant growth regula-
tors and helped the staff with a program for
the tournament course.

“It took tweaking to get better results be-
cause there were so many new products on the
market,” he says. “It’s important when choos-
ing a consultant to talk to him and make sure
he’s a good fit for you and the membership.”

Buchen says most of his calls are one-day

visits, but sometimes the first visit is a day and

a half because he delves into the details of the
course’s history and the maintenance prac-
tices. Unlike the USGA, he doesn’t conduct
half-day visits. The cost for one of his visits is
similar to the USGA, he says.

Nauroth says costs for a visit from his firm
can be a la carte and range from $1,000 to
$1,200 for an overall evaluation that takes a
day to $3,000 to $6,000 for a two- to three-
day visit.

Gilhuly, who sees between 100 and 150
courses a year, says most of those are half-day
visits, although it offers full-day visits, too. The
cost is about $2,500.

PERCEPTIONS

Despite the benefits of agronomic consul-
tants, some superintendents are wary about
them. Others are more confident about such a
visit. Funderburg says he and Vercautren have
stopped using consultants other than those
from the USGA.

“We've gone away from other consultants
because they sometimes gossip about what
others are doing,” he says. “And the USGA
is unbiased — they don’t push any products.
They see more golf courses than the smaller
consultants, have more knowledge and back-
ing and work well with universities.”

Buchen says most people who hire him are
superintendents’ bosses. He hears “I want
peace of mind” a lot from club officials. He
says superintendents can be suspicious and
are protective of their turf.

“Superintendents that know what they're
doing and are confident don’t have a problem
with me coming in,” he says. “Those who have
a problem tend to be more nervous and don’t
want you there. Superintendents sometimes
tend to be very insecure people. They're like
a chef who's only as good as his last meal.
Some people think I'm there to take their job,
but that’s the last thing I want to do. I'm there
to help them keep their job when there’s a

Consultants can help superintendents
with playing condition standards and the
continuity of agronomic programs. Many
times they reinforce what superintendents
are already doing.
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serious problem. If they’re ner-
vous, I tell them I'm there to H: 4
help them and reinforce what Go

Maintenance dated information they can use,”
Solutions

they're doing. If something
needs to change or be done, I
recommend that.”

He says the superintendent business is
interesting because their bosses don’t know
much about growing grass and other agro-
nomic conditions, which is one of the reasons
consultants are hired.

“It’s a strange relationship,” he says “The
superintendent is telling the boss what he
thinks they should do. So the boss usually lis-
tens to the superintendent’s recommendations
because there are many agronomic decisions
the boss isn’t qualified to make.”

Gilhuly says the superintendent brings
USGA agronomxsts in more than any other

person at a club, and in most cases,
it'’s not because of a problem.

“We're a constant source of up-

he says. “It’s a partnership. The
Green Section’s job is to provide
information, not protect superintendents’
jobs.

“For superintendents that have never used
us, when we have been brought in where there
are problems, we're there to give answers,” he
adds. “We're not there to fire a superinten-
dent. We're coming in to get facts. I've said
this many times, ‘There’s no way one person
can come in for four hours and determine if a
superintendent is competent.”

Nauroth says most of the time a superinten-
dent is wary of his visit, but he lets him know
he’s there to support and help him.
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“We're looking for the best options,” he
says. “Whatever direction is decided, the su-
perintendent is a big part of it. We don’t pull
punches. We tell superintendents exactly what
we're going to tell the owners.”

Funderburg says it’s his and Vercautren’s
responsibility to make the course at Rich Har-
vest Links the best, and if that means having
a consultant come in with recommendations,
then that’s what they need to do.

“We don’t know everything,” he says.

However, Funderburg suggests superin-
tendents look to their peers before using an
outside firm.

“Talk to the guy down the road, the guys who
are actually doing what you're doing on a daily
basis,” he says. “That’s when you'll get the best
input. But if you need the backing of a consult-
ing firm, why not use the USGA?” 6l
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