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IRRIGATION RENOVATION
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THE PRICE IS RIGHT

(continued from page 42)

That’s not the case for the Kensington
Metropark Golf Course in Milford, Mich.,
which is wrapping up an irrigation renovation
this month. The facility benefitted from a dry
construction market this spring.

Paul Dushane, golf course superintendent
for the parks authority-owned golf course, is
grateful the facility didn’t go through with its
irrigation renovation last year. It was put out
to bid last August and bids came back much
higher than expected.

“Copper was high and it was also a time
when contractors had jobs, so they weren't
hungry for work,” Dushane says.

Based on advice from vendors and consul-
tants, Kensington’s decision makers opted to
hold back on the project until spring.

The difference in the price tag was “shock-
ing,” Dushane says.

“It was around $1.2 million down to about
$850,000 just for the installation of sprinklers
and pipe,” he says, noting that the pump house
renovation was completed last year. “We saved
almost $400,000.”

Kensington’s system was designed in-house
by former superintendent Mike Brahm-
Henkel, who's now an engineer with the parks
system. Waterford, Mich.-based Marc Dutton
Irrigation is the contractor.

“We couldn’t be happier about the deal we
got,” Dushane says.

The private, 27-hole New Richmond (Wis.)
Country Club recently overhauled its 23-year-
old irrigation system to a new, double-row
design.

Though golf course superintendent Tom
Johnson says the club didn’t meet the window
of opportunity for excellent pipe/fitting prices,
he believes the facility benefitted from the slow
construction market.

Though Johnson says it’s difficult to deter-
mine a dollar figure for how much the club
saved by squeezing into the prime time for
building, he says one indicator is the quality
of contractor that won the project.

“Contractors — not only irrigation but also
golf course builders — looked at their businesses
and said we can go after these smaller projects,”
he says. “They had to do some adjusting.

“I consider Leibold one of the best, and at
the onset we didn’t think we were going to get
them,” Johnson says, adding the club’s total
project cost about $800,000 (not including a

pump station). “But we did - it was a fair bid,
but it was the low bid. It was just right for this
golf club.

“As it turns out, I think we did a pretty good
job of timing everything.”

TIGHT PURSE STRINGS

Despite excellent prices on irrigation construc-
tion, observers report there’s a hesitation to
move forward with projects — even at finan-
cially healthy golf facilities.

In Phoenix, Kaye estimates, 70 percent of
golf facilities are hurting and 30 percent are
doing well.

“Even for the third that aren’t hurting, the
perception that things are bad is making them
keep a tight grip on purse strings,” he says.

At private clubs, many members have had
their personal stock portfolios battered.

“That has a psychological effect on how they
want to spend money, even the club’s money,”
Kaye says.

Municipal golf facilities are taking a hit
because their tax revenue is collapsing.

“When you're losing teachers and police,
you’re not going to redo a part of your golf
course — that’s politically untenable,” he says.

Wilson is seeing the same trend. “There are
some pretty high-profile clubs that can eas-
ily do any scope of work on their course and
already have the plans and funds in place to
do the project but have backed away because
it’s just not the prudent thing to do right now
as perceived by the membership during these
times of economic uncertainty.

“No doubt that’s understandable and com-
mendable,” he says. “But on the other hand it
can be argued it’s not being prudent business-
wise and not the best use of the membership’s
money when bypassing great opportunities and
value when the times offer it and then paying
significantly more for the same service and
product later on.”

A rocky economy didn’t stop Wichita Falls
(Texas) Country Club from moving forward
with its renovation plans last year, says Nathan
Neumann, golf course superintendent.

It's a good thing because he believes his
club benefitted from excellent pricing during
its irrigation overhaul, which was part of a
greater renovation completed in December by
Wadsworth Golf Construction Co.

Though the club hadn’t previously priced out
the project to compare what it would have cost
several years earlier to what it actually paid -
$3.5 million for the whole project with $1.3

million going toward the irrigation upgrade
— he believes the timing was right.

Neumann worked with architect Steve Wol-
fard and Christensen, who served as the irriga-
tion consultant on the project, to keep a close
eye on industry trends and current pricing.

“It was a team effort on our part to educate
the members and effectively communicate
that it was a good time to do a renovation,”
he says.

The result is a happy membership that has
felt the sting of the recession, but not as badly
as other clubs.

“The renovation has helped,” Neumann
says. “We've picked up a few new members,
which is positive because it’s balanced out a few
that we've lost due to the economy.”

WHEN WILL PRICES GO BACK UP?

Kaye says irrigation contractors have been
strapped for a solid year, and he expects the
situation to remain this way for at least six
more months.

Kevin Plageman, principal in West Coast ir-
rigation consulting company Zellers-Plageman,
expects it to take longer. “The prices are so low
right now and it’s the time to get great con-
struction prices, but purse strings are tight.”

Though he’s not sure how long commodities
prices will remain low, he expects aggressive
bidding among contractors to remain.

“I'd say it'll be this way for a couple of years,”
he says.

“That’s just my opinion, but I think it’ll be
this way until real estate turns around. Espe-
cially in California, which is overbuilt [with
golf courses], many of them are closing down,
or converting from 36 to 18 holes.”

Both Leibold’s Boyer and LU’s Wilson expect
the construction market to improve moving
into 2010 with the disclaimer that consumer
confidence will play a major role in how it
bounces back.

“We're seeing a little more activity coming
on line this fall and more into next year as we
receive requests for proposals for those times,”
Wilson says. “But confidence in the economy
and a little more flexibility in bank lending will
have an impact on that.”

Christensen expects the prime pricing win-
dow to close in the next four to six months.

“Commodities and whole good are going to
go up, availability is going to go down,” he says.
“People who are trying to make good business
decisions need to focus on the fact that this
really is the time to buy.” 6CI
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