
Turf goes 
GPS isn't just for golf courses anymore. 
Find out how it will streamline your operations 
B Y G R E G G B R E N I N G M E Y E R 

Remember when all you had was a citizen band radio to commu-
nicate with crews and a hand calculator to price out jobs? All that 
is changing as the Space Age comes down to Earth. Advances in 
technology have made cell phones commonplace, while personal 
computers store business data and calculate job specs at the speed 
of light. The next phase of change will unfold in navigation tech-
nology, mapping from space and machine diagnostics. 

Relics of Cold War thinking 
Research on satellite navigation began in the 1960s, dreamed up 
by Cold Warriors. For the commander of a Polaris submarine to 
launch a nuclear-tipped missile accurately, he had to know his 
sub's precise location. In 1968, the United States launched 23 
Navy Transit satellites — the first navigation satellites — to pin-
point submarine positions anywhere on or under the seas. 

The U.S. Air Force pursued a similar idea with the Global Posi-
tioning System (GPS). The idea was to place 24 satellites in orbit, 
which is what the United States did in 1995 at a cost of $10 bil-
lion. These Navstar satellites weigh 210 lbs., look down from a 
height of 12,000 miles and circle the world every 12 hours. To de-
termine an exact location, readings are needed from four satellites: 
three for triangulation and one to fix altitude above sea level. 



Down to turf 
Now that civilians have access to Navstar satellites and GPS, all 
kinds of interesting projects that can solve chronic problems in the 
lawn care industry are under development. Here are just a few of 
the ideas on the drawing board at places like John Deere Special 
Technologies, a subsidiary of Deere and Company: 

You know the exact location of your large mowing machines. 
The key word is "embedded." A GPS terminal can be em-

bedded in the engine area of a machine so it can't be removed or 
disabled easily. The terminal can read coded signals from four 
Navstar satellites and determine its precise location. A computer 
screen will show the exact location of every major piece of equip-
ment overlaid on a map of your community so you, as manager, 
know where every crew is working. You have the "big picture" 
right in front of you. 

You know if something is missing and how to find it. If a wide-
area front mower disappears from your inventory, you can 

track it down without using bloodhounds. Just snap on your "big 
picture" screen to locate machines. In the evening, all your ma-
chines except one are shown clustered around the shop. And 
there, on your screen, will be the missing machine at the comer of 
Main St. and Elm Ave. Send the cops to retrieve your stolen 
mower. 

You can collect important data about crew routes and mowing 
times. Connect the GPS to your personal computer, log in 

and find out all kinds of information about routes that crews take 
to job sites, time it takes to mow and trim each job and the use of 
trailers. All this knowledge stored in your computer can be evalu-
ated by smart software, or expert programs that can give you tips 
on how to load trailers more efficiently and create routes that help 
crews cover more jobs in a day. The result is increased productiv-
ity and improved profitability. Someday, a system such as this will 
help you price jobs more effectively to counter competition and 
increase your income. 

You can eliminate downtime. In the not-too-distant future, 
on-board sensors will monitor key components and high-

wear parts to detect telltale signs of fatigue. Engineers currently 
use stress gauges when testing components for durability, so the 
next step is logical — build sensors into a machine so that it can 
diagnose its own problems. 

But don't stop there — design the machine so it even orders its 
own parts. For example, when a sensor notices wear on a belt, it 
can send a message to a dealer who can then deliver the part to 
you with information about how to install it. Better yet, the dealer 
can send a mobile service unit to your machine and make the pre-
ventative maintenance repair on the spot. The dealer can find the 
machine through GPS. 

You can map jobs from the sky to price more accurately. It's said 
that the CIA has spy satellites that can read a newspaper 

headline from space. Landsat satellites have been mapping the sur-
face of the world for years. Someday, you'll have access to that 
kind of technology and be able to use satellites to map each job 
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GPS will change the way you allow monitor operations. Better data will 
help you increase productivity and limit equipment downtime. 
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site and determine mowing areas and trim-
ming work precisely. This kind of informa-
tion will help you price jobs more prof-
itably and determine time-at-job more 
precisely for higher-volume scheduling. 

You can spray material with the preci-
sion of an eyedropper. Spray units 

guided by GPS and mapping satellites that 
monitor soil and plant conditions can help 
you meet government regulations and doc-
ument every job. 

You can make full use of your assets 
with a total management system. With 

satellites tracking movement from space 
and software keeping track of your costs 
and revenues, you can sit in front of your 
"big picture" computer screen and make 

Portable GPS units communicate with satel-
lites, giving you constant data for managing. 

key decisions with more facts at your fin-
gertips. You can ask the right questions 
about equipment inventory, parts storage, 
preventative maintenance and equipment 
replacement, profitability of each job, over-
all profitability, cash flow, wages, taxes and 
insurance. Plus, you can make the impor-
tant decisions with a sense of confidence. 

That's the promise of satellites inte-
grated with computers. The Space Age 
comes down to turf by giving you more in-
formation to help you make tough business 
decisions with confidence. 

— The author is manager of commercial 
mowing for John Deere, Raleigh, NC. 
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