
Small ideas, 
A H By Bob Lohmann 

big changes 
We can all agree the prevailing economic climate has changed the way we do 

business. Rounds were back up in 2012, which is a great sign that things 
are beginning to recover, but the National Golf Foundation reported there 

were some 150 course closures in 2012, while only a handful of new courses opened 
for play. This is the new reality, and it has prevailed for almost a decade now. It's on all 
of us - superintendents, architects, contractors and golfers themselves - to continue 
the adjustments. 

Much of those adjustments have been tough, as we struggle to maintain older golf 
courses with smaller maintenance budgets and shrunken capital expense allocations. 

But there has been one overriding silver lining: When forced to do more with less, 
professionals get creative. They question the status quo and shed new light on practices 
we once considered "perfected." 

If your aging greens need 
an upgrade, small changes 

can be an effective, cost-
conscious alternative to a 

full-scale renovation project 



ABIIAPIIKCa9 X 
Calcium When You Need It 

Ideal for turf managers who 
use a liquid calcium in their 
programs 

High quality soluble calcium 
nitrate source 

• Effective calcium solubilizing 
agent for greater availability 

• Patented Synergy Technology 
for more uniform penetration, 
distribution and availability 

For more information, contact 
your Aquatrols distributor today. 

0 A c l u a t r ° l s 
www.aquatrols.com 

The best example of this dynamic is greens 
renovation. Ten years ago, we in the golf in-
dustry embraced greens renovation almost as 
a matter of course. When greens failed to meet 
expectations, we often rebuilt them because a) 
there was plenty of money around, b) we had 
to keep up with the Joneses, especially the new 
Joneses on the block, and c) renovation was 
simply something superintendents wanted, 
and architects delivered. 

Today, that situation has been turned on its 
head. I actually get the impression that some 
superintendents are afraid to call architects 
now, if the greens in their charge are failing 
or seriously underperforming. They're afraid 
we're going to come in there and recommend 
a full-on green reconstruction program they 
cannot afford! 

Well, any architect with that sort of attitude 
- that full-blown renovation is the answer to 
everything - has lost touch with reality. And 
the fact is, several important alternatives to 
greens reconstruction have emerged in the 
last several years. Each one depends on an 
accurate diagnosis of the problem, of course. 
And that generally requires several sets of 
eyes, in addition to your own. 

All obvious biases aside, I suggest you start 
with your course architect. If you don't have 
one, you can go to the American Society of 
Golf Course Architects web site to access a 
comprehensive list of those working in your 
region. Fact is, architects get around; they 
see dozens of courses each year with problem 
greens, and they're often a party to fixing those 
problems. Architects are a resource just like 
your fellow superintendents, Green Section 
agronomists and certain vendors are re-
sources. Put them to work as your brain trust. 

That said, let's look at a few ways traditional 

Greens renovation, including the hauling off 
of rough sod on the course. 

greens renovation has been reconsidered 
in the recent past by superintendents and 
architects alike. If your greens aren't doing 
the job, you have more options than you may 
have thought. 

POOR PERFORMANCE. A large percentage of 
problem putting surfaces are "underperform-
ing" because they're not draining properly. 
Ten years ago, that would have meant a greens 
reconstruction project, but we've learned we 
don't necessarily have to go there. 

Key points 
• Many superintendents are challenged 

with overseeing older courses with smaller 
maintenance budgets and shrunken capital 
expense allocations. 

• The perception is superintendents may 
hesitate to consult with an architect about 
problems with their aging greens, fearing a 
recommendation for a costly, full-
reconstruction project. 

• Several important alternatives to greens 
reconstruction have emerged in the last 
several years. 

• A number of options exist for superintendents 
to address greens problems. 

• Ultimately, pricing will vary depending on 
location, material availability, and the results 
of testing, which will indicate material depths. 

http://www.aquatrols.com
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In this photo, green sod has been removed. 

Every superintendent knows that deep-
tine aerification can remediate drainage is-
sues somewhat by breaking through layering 
problems, giving water and air an avenue to 
penetrate the rootzone. But this can often take 
years to make modest gains, and golfers will 
quickly tire of the continual punching of deep 
holes in their greens. 

Really poor percolation caused by heavy 
soil profiles often requires a more radical step: 
We've recommended "slit draining" to many 
supers struggling with excess saturation, and 
we've been very impressed with the results. 

There are several vendors who specialize in 
this sort of service, but here's the basic premise: 
First, the green sod is removed in 5-inch to 
7-inch widths at about 6 to 8-foot intervals in 
a modified herringbone design. The sod is set 
aside in the order it is removed, so that it goes 
back in exactly the same spots (to avoid mixing 
up color patterns... usually of Poa annua). Then 
a 16-inch-deep drainage trench is cut into the 
stripped areas, a 2-inch drainage tile system is 
placed in the bottom of the trenches, and they 
are refilled with a heavy mix of sand, soil and 
peat such as a 6:3:1 - heavy enough to retain 
moisture so the drainage lines don't show up 
during dry times. The sod is then re-laid. 

Golfers are usually back on these greens 
shortly after completion, and I can't think of 
an example where this didn't radically improve 
drainage. Think about it: You're not just creat-
ing a new drainage profile - you're actually 
adding a drainage system inside the green, and 
you're not rebuilding. It's rather brilliant, really. 

TURF TURNOVER. Sometimes the problem isn't 
the drainage capability but the turf itself. It's 
either outdated or Poa infested and beyond 
repair. We're planning a greens re-grassing 
project this summer at a private course in 
Indiana where the superintendent told me he 
had finally had enough. He just didn't think his 
old Poa greens could compete anymore with the 
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of re-grassing is reasonable (roughly $5,000 
to $6 ,000 per green), it's the downtime 
that makes clubs hesitate. But it pales in 
comparison to rebuilding those greens (and 
re-grassing them) or doing nothing as the old 
greens eat away at your budget, your nerves, 
and the patience of golfers. 

One last note on re-grassing: we often 
recommend a slit-drainage and tree removal 
regimen in concert with re-grassing, to pro-
vide the best possible long-term growing en-
vironment. To be honest, I'm not sure which 
of the two is more important. Drainage and 
sunlight are always critical, no matter what 
type of grass you're trying to nurture. 

MATERIAL MATTERS. Think back 10 years and 
consider how certain we all were about the 
materials you needed to effectively topdress a 
green. We knew just the type and size of sand 
to use, because the conventional wisdom (the 
USGA recommendations) seemed so strong 
and unimpeachable. 

In short, the USGA published a study in 
their Green Section Record by turf specialist 
Dr. James Murphy of Rutgers University, who 
cites example after example where coarse 

new courses in town that were maintaining 
A1 and A4 bentgrass putting surfaces. He's 
been pushing them hard for years to provide 
the performance his members expect, often 
edging on the brink of disaster. With the ex-
tremes in weather that seem to be the norm 
these days, he's finally convinced the club to 
invest in a re-grassing program, which they've 
embraced as a very worthy insurance policy. 

As a firm, we have overseen the re-grassing 
of greens at dozens of golf courses across the 
upper Midwest, with nary a dissatisfied client. 
It's hard to argue the value of the new bents 
on the market these days and the benefits 
they provide in terms of drought and disease 
control, not to mention playing performance. 

Of course, the re-grassing process is not all 
grins and giggles. While the actual expense 
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THE CLEAR 

The stripping of the existing topsoil. Inset: A pile of existing mix salvage 
to be used later on. 

sand shouldn't work but it does, where fine sand doesn't work - in situ-
ations where you'd have sworn it would. 

The takeaway is this: The sand you deploy in your greens maintenance 
and/or construction is vital to maintaining good drainage conditions, and 
identifying that sand depends on half a dozen factors that are particular 
to your climate, your turf, the soil profile on that particular green, and 
wet/dry nature of the green's micro-climate. All of these angles should 
be fully explored and tested with a certified lab before you outline a 
renovation program of any sort. 

Think about it: You're not just creating 
a new drainage profile - you're actually 
adding a drainage system inside the 
green, and you're not rebuilding. It's 
rather brilliant, really. 

ALTERNATIVE METHODS. One of the big arguments that we've heard - and 
even used - in the past for implementing an 18-hole green reconstruction 
program was consistency. Any superintendent who has maintained a US-
GA-profile green side by side with an old push-up green knows that each 
behaves, maintains and generally performs completely differently. The 
only way to have consistency, then, is to have all your greens the same. 

So what do you do when you have a golf course with 18 push-up greens 
and only one or two greens are in dire need of renovation - or, more 
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Syngenta Business Institute™ 

ALUMNI UPDATE 

I try to participate in every continuing 
educational event available to me; the 
Syngenta Business Institute was by far the best 

educational event that I have ever participated in. 
The meeting was knowledgeable and inspiring. 
The instructors from Wake Forest University at 
the Graylyn Conference Center were first-class. 
My favorite part was networking with fellow 
superintendents. 

We learned about financial management, 
leadership, negotiating and bridging generation 
gaps. Particularly valuable was the session on the 
difference between the values of leadership and 
management. I learned that leadership deals with 
communication, setting a direction, motivating, 
and taking risk, while management deals with 
planning, budgeting, problem solving and 
reducing risk. 

I have incorporated many principles that I 
have learned at the Syngenta Business Institute 
at my own course since then. I have used 
Blanchards Four Leadership Styles to direct 
different behaviors of crew members: delegating, 
supporting, coaching and directing. The results 
have been good. I recommend this educational 
opportunity to any superintendent that wants to 
learn from the best in our industry. 

Mike McNamara 
Palma Ceia Golf and 
Country Club 
Tampa, Fla. 
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The re-grassing process is not all grins and giggles. While the cost of 
re-grassing is reasonable, it's the downtime that makes clubs hesitate. 

apropos today, you can only afford to rebuild one or two? 
In years past, many superintendents and architects would have chosen to 

build those two greens with USGA recommended profiles, despite the fact 
that they were destined to behave, maintain and perform differently from 
their other 16 - likely for many, many years. Why? Because the USGA-profile 
was and remains the standard, scientifically proven method, and very few 
decision-makers were willing to take the agronomic risk of an alternative 
approach. 

Well, we've discovered that there are ways to rebuild greens and achieve 
consistency with those old push-up models. The method we prefer uses a 
profile we've dubbed the "modified push-up." 

We begin by taking core samples of a few existing greens on the course, 
which we send to a testing lab for profile analysis. Often that analysis will 
indicate a layer of sand/organic mix on the upper several inches (from top-
dressing accumulation) over some type of silty loam. The lab then gives 
recommendations for creating a rootzone/layering that closely matches 
those results. 

We always recommend adding a slit-drainage regimen to the green profile 
to ensure adequate drainage (can't stress enough the importance of drainage) 

Architects are a resourcejust like your fellow 
superintendents, Green Section agronomists 
and certain vendors are resources. Put them 
to work as your brain trust. 



Boards put down for sod replacement help protect the turf. 

and then choose a bentgrass that will perform well under the super's 
existing cultural practices and performance standards. That may not 
always mean the latest and greatest bentgrass varieties, though we 
always strive to maximize disease-resistance and drought tolerance. 

While the performance of the modified push-up method has yet to 
be validated by scientific testing, we are proud to say that it has the 
endorsement of numerous superintendents in our region. Each reports 
that their "new" greens perform and maintain almost identically to 
their old greens. As an added bonus, most were able to save a bit of 
money on their material budgets. 

Of course, pricing will always vary depending on location, availabil-
ity of material and the results of testing, which will indicate material 
depths. Indeed, we've got three projects this summer where we'll be 
deploying this method and each of them is pricing out a bit differently. 
Even so, we're always glad to share data with anyone who's considering 
a project or presenting a budget to their decision makers. 

Big-picture take-away: I'm not sure any of these alternatives would 
have been developed in a boom market. I guess we should step back 
and appreciate the fact that necessity is and always will be the mother 
of invention. GCI 

Bob Lohmann is founder, president, and principal architect ofLohm-
ann Golf Designs and a frequent GCI contributor. Check out his blog 
at lohmanncompanies.blogspot.com 

To learn more... 
Looking for a golf course architect, 
or have you lost touch with your 
course architect? Enter asgca.org/ 
members into your web browser 
for a comprehensive list of golf 
architects working in your region 
courtesy of the American Society of 
Golf Course Architects. 
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