
Inflation has added its punch 
but do you want a Cadillac 
for a Chevy price? 

What makes a 
golf course cost 
as much as it does? 
By Joseph S. Finger & Associates, Golf Course Architects—Planners 

I know of a course that only cost 
$60,000 to build just 30 years ago! 
Don't tell me it costs near ly a million 
dol lars to build one now! Somebody 
is c r a z y ! " 

It doesn't , and we aren ' t ! We h e a r 
this all the time. T h e trouble is, what 
the person is really saying is: " W e 
w e r e ab le to get a b i cyc le for only 
$50 twenty-five years ago. Don't tell 
me a Cadi l lac costs $15,000 now! 
S o m e b o d y is c razy ! " After all, a 
b i cyc le and a Cadil lac can both be 
ca l led a " v e h i c l e " . 

A $60,000 golf course built 25 or 30 
y e a r s ago was a " p u s h - u p " golf 
course . No style; no mounded, con-
toured trapped greens built to USGA 
s p e c i f i c a t i o n s ; n o c o n t o u r e d , 
i r r i g a t e d f a i r w a y s w i t h g o o d 
drainage and the latest grasses; little 
" t e e b o x e s " instead of large con-
toured tees, etc. It was really a 
" p l a c e to hit a golf b a l l " , not a 
challenging, beautiful golf course. 
You can still build a " p u s h - u p " 
course for about $250,000 (plus $80,-
000 worth of maintenance equip-
ment , left out in the open to rust); 
and that 's about the s a m e rate of 
pr ice increase that a loaf of bread 
has en joyed. 

So what does make a golf course 
cost so much? Demanding golfers do! 
T h e y ' v e been around more. They 've 
played better golf courses in other 
c i t i e s . T h e y ' v e s e e n b e a u t i f u l 
courses on television. It makes them 
want one , too! T h e y ' r e not content to 
r ide a b icycle or a Volkswagen; they 
want a Cadi l lac ! But we can't under-
stand why the costs should be that 
much more. 

Let 's examine b r i e f l y the e lements 
of cost of a golf course and see who 
and what are respons ib le for such 
e x t r a v a g a n t e x p e n d i t u r e s - t h e 
architect , the contractor , a n d / o r the 
m e m b e r s . The big costs come from 
three categories of work; 

1. C l e a r i n g and " e x c a v a t i o n and 
f i l l " (cut and f i l l ) , c o m m o n l y 
re ferred to as " rough grading" 
a n d d o n e by b ig b u l l d o z e r s , 
scrapers , draglines, etc. 

2. T h e watering system 

3. T h e greens 

T h e fairways, tees, and roughs are 
rea l ly not that e x p e n s i v e to condition 
and plant after the rough grading 
and contouring and water ing system 
(i tems 1 and 2) have b e e n completed. 
Disking, dragging, fertil izing, and 
planting are still essent ia l ly " f a r m -
ing operat ions" , done with smal ler 
tractors. If you're good enough or 
lucky enough to pick a piece of un-
dulat ing , w e l l - d r a i n e d land with 
trees in just the right places , you can 
e l iminate about 8 0 % of the rough 
grading costs and save about $250,-
000. If you must bui ld on flat, heavily 
treed, poorly dra ined, or rocky prop-
erty, you're going to have to spend a 
small fortune to m a k e it into an ac-
ceptab le , chal lenging, beautiful golf 
course . If there a r e no trees, you'll 
have to plant 500 to 1,000 of them, or 
c r e a t e a "Scot t ish m o o r " type of 
c o u r s e ( w h i c h c a n b e v e r y 
handsome! ) . Or, you can just smooth 
out the existing terra in , plant grass, 
hope it grows, and start hitting the 
bal l , if that is what you want. 

Rough Grading 

A good set of tees will require 500 
to 1,000 cubic yards of fill per hole , 
depending on several factors. That ' s 
10,000 to 20,000 cubic yards per golf 
course. To m a k e good greens with 
side, back, and front mounds on flat 
terrain requires from 1,500 to 3,000 
c.y. per green, or 30,000 to 60,000 c.y. 
per course. If you are on roll ing 
terrain, the requi rements are usually 
50% less. 

Each fa i rway bunker calls for 200 
to 1,000 cubic yards of fill. Creat ing 
rolls or undulat ions on relat ively flat 
land can r e q u i r e from 5,000 c.y. (just 
to get the water off!) to 30,000 c.y. per 
hole ! A good range of fill r equi re -
ments for fa i rway modification on 
relat ively flat land is from 50,000 c.y. 
to 150,000 c.y.; and it is not uncom-
mon, w h e r e af fordable , for these 
figures to double . On extremely hilly 
land, such large cuts and fills may be 
mandatory, unless players are will-
ing to have bl ind holes, steep cl imbs, 
and virtually stand on their heads to 
address the bal l , etc . 

Add it up! 90,000 cubic yards, or 
more ! Unless you own the earth 
moving equipment or are able to find 
a very hungry contractor who is will-
ing to do the work just to get his 
operators sa lar ies and make pay-
ments on the equipment , you'll have 
to pay $125,000 up to $400,000 for 
"rough grading" . This emphas izes 
the need for be ing more select ive of 
the site for the course . 

Watering System 

That $60,000 course you built 25 
years or more ago had 2-inch l ines 
down some of the fairways to water 
t h e g r e e n s a n d t e e s o n l y . O c -
casional ly a 3-inch line was instal led 
with quick c o u p l i n g va lves ; and 
sprinkler heads on roll stands w e r e 
at tached to the valves, via 100-foot 
rubber hoses, and parts of the fair-
w a y s w e r e w a t e r e d . W h e n you 
played, you fought the hoses all the 
way around the golf course. Not bad, 
however , with 50c per hour labor . 

No more. W e want Ywall to w a l l " 
watering, a complete ly automatic 
watering system \ so computer ized 
that it will tell you the date, the 
amount of water ing time still to go, 
and the odds on the third race at Bel-
mont! And we want to tyater at night, 
so we don't get wet while p lay ing! 
" W h a t d a y a m e a n - ya c a n ' t ge t 
laborers to water at night even at 
f ive dollars per h o u r ! " 

j i n g l e row watering systems with 



sprinkler heads big enough to water 
not only the fairways but well into 
the roughs, eat up large quantities of 
water and require thousands of feet 
of 4", 7", and 8" pipeA Each elec-
tronic field controller costs about 
$500 and requires literally miles of 
hydraulic tubing or electric wires, all 
of which must be carefully buried. 
\rhis type of system costs from $180,-
000 to $240,000, depending on loca-
tion, terrain, rocks or trees, and the 
mood of the bidders\ 

In windy a r e a s , it is u s u a l l y 
desirable to install a double row 
system to be sure everything is 
always green. And "it takes green to 
make green" — about 80% more than 
a single row system. 

Oh, it's possible to cut drastically 
the costs of a watering system. Let 
the roughs be natural color; don't 
water the first 100 yards from tee to 
fairway, etc., etc. (See "Urban Land" 
- May 1980 - "Future Golf Courses -
The Economy and the Ecology".) But 
what do you really want; and what 
are you willing to pay for? 

The Greens 

Fifty years ago, golf at country 
clubs was a sport and exercise. It still 
is, except the carts have taken most 
of the exercise out. But it has become 
far more popular with everyone, es-
pecially with women. The average 
number of rounds per week has 
probably doubled. "And we want 
smooth greens, like on T.V.; not 
those slow, bumpy kind with bare 
spots." Okay. So pay for them! 

Until about 25 or 30 years ago, most 
greens were built by shaping an area 
to some sort of configuration, finding 
the best topsoil available and blend-
ing it with equal parts of sand, 
adding a little peat and planting it. 
For the first two or three years (long 
enough for the developer to sell out, 
or the contractor to leave the coun-
try), the greens held up well. Then 
the greens started failing. Disease, 
fungus, bare spots, "won't hold a 
shot", all started showing up. 

"Must be something the superin-
tendent is doing wrong", said the 
developer, the contractor, or the so-
called "golf course architect". "They 
were great for even two or three 
years after we left ." So they were, 
while they were compacting every 
time someone walked on them. 
Finally, the compaction was so great 
that air could not get to the grass 
roots, and the rest is history. 

Thanks to the USGA, through its 

"Green Section", and to many un-
i v e r s i t i e s , the p r o b l e m s w e r e 
analyzed, and solved. Far more sand, 
a gravel blanket under the sand, sub-
drains to remove excess water, etc. 
and the problems virtually dis-
appeared. And so did the dollarsfTo-
day, a properly constructed green 
which will stand up to low mowing, 
high traffic, and adverse weather, 
costs from $9,000 to $12,000 each, or 

You have long recognized disc brakes for 
their dependable braking when used on 
automobiles, motorcycles, even big trucks. 
But disc brakes have not been available 
for golf cars. Not until now! 

Now, Mercury offers caliper disc brakes 
designed especially for golf cars. That 
means your golf cars can have the same type 
of brake that has proved itself so depend-
able, so maintenance-free, on larger 
vehicles. 

Mercury disc brakes are smooth in stopping, 
self-cleaning and self-adjusting. Friction 
pads are long wearing, but quick and easy to 
change when necessary. 

Ask your golf car supplier about Mercury 
disc brakes, write to us, or call 216/456-9000 
and ask for Woody Roob. 

up to $240,000 or more per course. 
But good greens are the heart of any 
good golf course. This is not the place 
to economize^ 
What have we spent so far? Let's see: 
1. Rough Grading $125-400,000 
2. Watering System $180-440,000 
3. Greens $180-240,000 

Totals $485-1,080,000 
Continues on page 44 

Mercury Mechanical Caliper Disc Brake, 
shown with optional disc hub 

Mercury Products 
A Division of Dyneer Corporation 
1201 Camden Avenue, S.W. 
Canton, OH 44706 

Dependable, big vehicle braking for your golf cars 
NEW MERCURY CALIPER DISC BRAKES 



Cost from page 41 

"Hey, we still don't have fairways, 
roughs, fa irway drainage, bunkers , 
maintenance equipment , a mainte-
n a n c e barn, sand in the traps, a ser-
vice road, cart paths, water foun-
tains, restrooms how do you ex-
pect us to play golf on something like 
th i s? " 

I don't. Dig d e e p e r ! And if you 
think I'm going to design you a 
beauti ful place to play golf " f o r 
f r e e " , you're nuts! T h e butcher , the 
baker , and the e lectr ic i ty-maker are 
a l ready breathing down my neck! 
T h e y need money for gasoline! 

So you're looking at $1 million up, 
probably up to $1.5 million if you 
rea l ly want " c l a s s " . But that's only 
$3,000 per membersh ip in a 500 mem-
b e r club. You'll still have to bring a 
p icn ic lunch because you forgot the 
c lubhouse . 

What can be done to reduce these 
e v e r rising costs b e f o r e the game of 
golf meets the same fate as the 16 
cyl inder Cadil lac? W e can all do 
something, if we rea l ly want to. 

What we can not do is: 
• C h a n g e the cost of m a i n t e n a n c e 

equipment, m a i n t e n a n c e buildings 
(only slightly), sand, fert i l izer , 
labor, sprinkler heads, e lec t ronic 
controllers, bulldozers , bricks, or 
lumber. 

• O n a given p i e c e of ex t remely flat, 
extremely hil ly, heavily wooded, 
or rocky terra in , wave a magic 
wand and end up with the Augusta 
National. 

W e can: 
• T a k e a good look at what we really 

want in a golf course and what the 
m e m b e r s can afford. T h e golf 
course archi tect usually does not 
control the cost of the course to an 
extent more than 20 percent . He 
can ' t c h a n g e the costs of the 
dozers, sand, sprinkler heads, or 
contractors ' labor costs, any m o r e 
than you can. He can (and s o m e 
o c c a s i o n a l l y do) oversell t h e 
amount of earth moving necessary , 

the area to be watered, the size of 
the greens, the number of traps, 
etc. But a competent golf course 
architect tries to ref lect in his 
design the desires or necess i t ies of 
the owner or members , t empered 
by the architect 's e x p e r i e n c e with 
the end results in appearance , en-
gineering, and agronomy, and not 
at all least - the game of golf. 
Is it real ly necessary to have 60 to 

160 sand t raps? T h e y ' r e a w f u l l y 
pretty. But at $1,500 per trap and $200 
plus per year maintenance , couldn't 
we real ly get by with 18 to 24 traps, 
strategical ly placed, along with tree 
traps, mounds, and grass bunkers? 

Do you rea l ly have to have " w a l l to 
w a l l " water ing? Would not a single 
row system with roughs of native or 
improved di f ferent grasses, actually 
give more " c h a r a c t e r " to the course? 
Do you have to water and maintain 
the first 100 yards of fa irway? W h e r e 
winds are s igni f i cant , or w h e r e 
roughs crack badly when dry, could 
not a few extra sprinkler heads be 
placed in the important hitting areas 
instead of trying to maintain verdant 
roughs from tee to green? R e m e m -
ber, water is growing more crit ical 
every day, and pumping charges are 
e ternal ly higher. 

Do you have to see the ball land on 
every shot? Could you not walk up a 
10 or 12 percent slope once in a whi le 
if it w e r e not too long (chances are 
you're in a golf cart anyhow), or do 
you insist on easy slopes? 

Your golf course architect can only 
do so much by changing his design. 

It's possible to reduce costs only so 
far by reducing the amount of cut 
and fill, size of greens, and sand 
traps, until your new "country c l u b " 
course begins to look like the old 
one, with bare fairways, hard greens 
that go out with the first heat wave, 
etc., at a cost ten to twenty t imes 
more. Granted, a good architect will 
get you a lot more for your money 
than a mediocre one, a part- t imer 
architect , or a touring pro. That ' s his 
business . 

You are the only ones who can 
r e d u c e golf c o u r s e c o n s t r u c t i o n 
costs. Get together with a good golf 
course archi tect and find out what 
bas ic costs cannot be reduced signifi-
cantly, and what costs are being 
added solely b e c a u s e of your des i res 
to " k e e p up with the J o n e s " ! (No 
pun intended, Trent ! ) If you can af-
ford it, f ine! But don't b l a m e the 
architect if you want a Cadi l lac for a 
Chevy price . 

AQUA-GRO 
YOUR KEY T O FASTER SPRING G R E E N UP 

Shallow rooted turf, poor 
moisture distribution, from 

area not treated with 
Aqua-Gro amended water 

Deep rooted turf, good 
moisture distribution from 
area treated with 
Aqua-Gro amended water 

Aqua-Gro gives faster Spring green-up • Reduces dew and disease potential • Enhances 
drainage and aeration, reducing potential problems caused by compaction • Helps establish 
heartier root system in Spring reducing summer stress problems • Prevents the formation of 
localized dry spots • Improves Spring insecticide applications for grubs. 

AQUA-GRO is available in liquid concentrate or spreadable 
granular . For free il lustrated brochure write to: 

/ ¡ I V AQUATROLS CORPORATION 
OF AMERICA, INC. 

1432 Union Ave., Pennsauken, New Jersey 08110(609)665-1130 

Write 116 on reader service card 

" S M M a t t W G C S A A C M V M H M , K W R T I » M . 3 1 4 , J I T " 




