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BY D A V I D F R A B 0 T T A 
S E N I O R E D I T O R 

Plan t g r o w t h r e g u l a t o r s 
have p roven to be one of t he 
m o s t e f f e c t i v e labor savers 
for t u r f g r a s s m a n a g e r s . 

|hcrc was almost no way to fore-
see the extent o f this years price 
increases. Rising crude oil prices 
have impacted a lmost every-
thing that makes up a superin-

tendent's budget. Fertilizer, turfgrass seed and 
sod, irrigation equipment and diesel fuel costs 
have forced superintendents to either go over 
budget or make some drastic cuts. 

T h e largest line-item expense in most golf 
course maintenance budgets is labor, which 
means that many superintendents can cut 
overtime or scale back hours in an effort to 
save capital in one area in an attempt to miti-
gate unforeseen price increases in other areas. 

Scaling back hours might sound simple, 
but it isn't easy. Golfers assume conditions 
will meet long-standing expectations. B u t 
there are a few equipment innovations and 
technologies that might help superintendents 
hedge the largest line item in their budgets. 
Larger mowing decks, longer-lasting chemi-
cals, plant growth regulators and advances in 
irrigation technology all can help golf course 
crews operate more efficiently. 

In an online Golfdom survey, readers were 
asked, " W h a t equipment or technology saves 
you the most labor?" O u t o f 4 5 respondents, 
4 0 percent said plant growth regulators saves 
them the most labor; 2 0 percent said irriga-
tion technology; 13 percent said aeration 
core harvesters; 13 percent said longer-lasting 
chemicals; 9 percent said mechanical bunker 
rakes, and 4 percent o f respondents said larger 
mowing decks eased their labor woes. 

" O n e o f the most important labor-saving 
technologies in our arsenal is (plant) growth 
regulators, which has decreased our fairway-
mowing frequency from four days a week to 
two to three days," says T i m Sanchez, direc-
tor o f grounds o f W o o d m o o r Pines G o l f and 
Country Club and neighboring King's Deer 
G o l f Club in M o n u m e n t , Colo. 

Sanchez estimates that he saves between 
eight and 16 hours each week with reduced 
fairway m o w i n g , and t h e fuel savings of 
keeping a mower in the shop more often is 
an additional savings. Plus those man-hours 
can be spent elsewhere on the course to get 
additional work done. 



than one-tenth of an inch — and approaches 
ever)' day, and fairways get cut every other day, 
whether they need it or are just getting cleaned 
up. H e says the only way to really save labor at 
the course is to reduce bunker grooming. 

T h e same is true at Berkeley Hall G o l f 
C l u b in B l u f f t o n , S . C . Its 7 7 0 m e m b e r s 
expect its 3 6 holes to cont inue to play like 
they're in tournament-ready condition. 
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" W e arc basically spending over our bud-
get," says Danny Malonc, superintendent o f 
two layouts. "We 've cut back a little on pine 
straw and mulch, but we'll continue to walk 
mow greens and tecs eveiy day.'' 
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S o m e courses can save even more using 
P G R s . Superintendent Mark A. Livingston 
of Ridge Creek G o l f Club in Dinuba, Calif., 
says P G R s can save him up to 4 0 man hours a 
week, much of it on his large practice facility. 

" O u r practice facility is 25 acres and re-
quires six hours to mow. P G R s reduce the 
down time for maintenance and increase the 
revenue by extending hours o f operation," 
Livingston says. " W e also have 101 deep 
bunkers that require hand mowing o f steep 
faces. Again, the mowing interval is increased 
allowing labor to go elsewhere." 

O f course, being able to save on labor 
depends on the c lub and the type o f ex-
pectations from golfers. Even courses that 
use P G R s regularly on greens and fairways 
might not be able to cut mowing because o f 
expectations from golfers. 

At The Club at Crested Butte, superinten-
dent Stephen Rue values how PGRs suppress 
Poa annua seedheads and helps create fuller, 
healthier grass plants, but he can't skip mow-
ing without members o f the high-end club 
notic ing. H e walk-mows greens — at less 

Being creative 
But higher-end clubs might be the exception 
to the rule. Even some P G A T o u r venues 
capitalize on the labor savings of chemical 
technologies amid a tight budget. At East 
Lake G o l f C l u b in At lanta , cert i f ied su-
per intendent Ralph Kepple started using 
P G R s heavily last year to reduce clippings 
and tighten the turf. It was especially helpful 
around the golf course's steep bunker faces, 
which require walk-mowing. 

Limiting the growth o f the turfgrass around 
the bunker faces allows Kepple to mow them 
once a week with less cleanup instead o f twice 
a week as he did without P G R s . H e saves 
about 20 hours to 2 4 hours a week, which is 
a welcomed relief for the 2 6 - m e m b e r crew, 
especially as it prepares for the P G A T o u r 
Championship this month. 

Continued on page 39 

Even some PGA 

Tour venues seek 

technologies that 

can help save labor 

in certain areas. 
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Continued from page 37 
M a n y clubs are looking to improved 

chemical technologies to help trim labor, 
but it might not be enough. At Shelter 
Harbor G o l f Club in Charlestown, R.I. , 
Certified Superintendent Ed Walsh says 
he's using m o r e P G R s this year, and 
likely will recommend additional usage 
to the board o f directors when budget 
talks for next year roll around. But he 
l ikely will need to take m o r e drast ic 
measures to stay on fiscal track. 

"As all o f us get close to budget t ime 
for 2 0 0 9 , we try to be as creative as we 
can," Walsh says. 

He ' s taking a closc look at generic 
chemicals to help save money when ef-
ficacy is the same, and Walsh says he'll 
look to expand his contracted services 
when appropriate to alleviate his labor 
needs. Tn addition, he might hire more 
part-t ime workers next year instead of 
ful l - t ime seasonal workers. T h i s year, 
the Hurdzan/Fry course has eight full-
t i m e workers , 12 f u l l - t i m e seasonal 
workers and 2 0 part timers. 

At the S t . Lucie C o u n t y (Fla.) Fair-
winds G o l f C o u r s e , S u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
Chris G a m b l e doesn't have any leeway 
for skyrocketing turfgrass maintenance 
costs, so he's running his operation a little 
differently these days. First, he now mows 
greens with a triplex mower instead o f 
walk mowers. And he added a piece of 
equipment that saves him dozens o f man-
hours: a tractor-mounted boom mower 
for lake, pond and stream banks. 

As you might guess, the bunker edges 
don' t get quite the attention they used 
to, either. O t h e r aesthetic parts o f the 

golf course get a little less at tent ion as 
well, including perennial beds, mulch 
beds and cart-path edges. 

" W e concentrate on the play areas 
and do t h e detai l w o r k as we c a n , " 
Gamble says. 

T o cut labor significantly, golf course 
managers need to take care of the golf 
course differently, such as spending fewer 
m a n - h o u r s on b u n k e r m a i n t e n a n c e 
or l imiting the mowing o f out-of-play 
areas. Changing maintenance practices 
is what some courses might need to do 
keep labor and budgets in check. 

At many gol f courses, natural areas 
arc g e t t i n g bigger , especial ly at g o l f 
courses trying to mitigate their environ-
mental impact. Larger natural areas cut 
down on mowing, and they create an 
opportunity to use fewer chemicals. 

In many cases, better-scripted chemi-
cal-management programs could reduce 
or e l iminate the need for edging and 
string trimming. 

Also, using contracted labor, Walsh 
says, could mitigate unnecessary capital 
expenditures. Tree-maintenance c o m -
panies and aeration services might be 
viable options, even when working with 
tight budgets. 

W h a t e v e r cos t savers g o l f c o u r s c 
managers are considering, it's clear that 
superintendents have unprecedented 
price pressures affecting their operations 
in addition to the environmental pres-
sures that influence their turfgrass. 

" F o r the most part, superintendents 
are a creative bunch, so we'll survive," 
Walsh says. " B u t our creativity is really 
going to be tested this year." • 
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