
How much turf does a golf course 
really need? Drought and 
economic issues coupled with  

a sharp increase in the price of water 
have course owners and superinten­
dents reevaluating their golf courses 
and making difficult decisions on where 
to best utilize shrinking resources. A 
common strategy is to reduce the 
amount of water and resources evenly 
over the entire golf course. A different 
approach is to take the same amount 
of resources and apply them to a 

reduced amount of turf acreage. When 
considering a turf reduction project, 
the question then becomes what to  
cut and what to keep.

A 2007 survey published by The 
Environmental Institute for Golf indi- 
cated that the average size of an 
18-hole course in the United States is 
150 acres, of which 100 acres is main- 
tained turfgrass. And of the 100 acres 
of maintained turfgrass, just over half 
(51 acres) is designated as rough  
and out-of-play areas.1 Reducing the 

amount of rough and eliminating turf in 
non-play areas create excellent oppor- 
tunities to save money by reducing 
costs for irrigation, fertilizers and other 
turf care products, mowing, and 
maintenance.

Water districts throughout the 
southwestern U.S. have recognized 
this opportunity and offer attractive 
rebates to golf courses and other large 
landscapes that pursue turf removal 
projects. Such programs have been 
very helpful to offset the cost of the 
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Encircling a grove of trees with a three- to four-inch layer of a playable mulch material is an effective method to eliminate turf 
and reduce water consumption.
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projects and have created an incentive 
for golf courses to do the work.

Like many projects, it is sometimes 
difficult to decide where to begin. In 
this article a step-by-step approach  
for planning and implementing a turf 
removal project is discussed. Recom­
mended steps are outlined as follows:
● �Site assessment and architectural 

considerations
● �Planting and design
● �Irrigation adjustments
● �Implementing the plan
● �Turf removal
● �Maintenance considerations
● �Measuring and evaluating the 

effectiveness of the plan

SITE ASSESSMENT  
AND ARCHITECTURAL 
CONSIDERATIONS
Four primary goals for every turf 
reduction project should include:
● �Ensure that there will be no loss of 

playability. 

● �The project will maintain, if not 
enhance, the pace of play.

● �Reduce or eliminate the amount of 
maintenance and resources needed 
in out-of-play areas.

● �The end result will improve the 
popularity of the golf course.
To achieve these goals, it is 

necessary to begin with a detailed  
site assessment. This is best accom­
plished with the help of a golf course 
architect who can provide an impartial 
review of existing conditions along with 
an assessment of playing character­
istics and unique qualities of each 
hole. Assembling a group and walking 
the golf course with the architect, 
superintendent, PGA professional, and 
committee provides a good opportunity 
to perform a ground-level analysis  
and discuss playability and golfer 
tendencies on each hole.

Next, using an accurate GPS base 
map, various design concepts can be 
sketched and discussed regarding 

potential areas for turf reduction. A 
map that includes an overlay of the 
irrigation system is important for this 
purpose so that design concepts are 
carefully coordinated with the existing 
irrigation system. The following areas 
provide good opportunities for reduc­
ing turf without affecting the overall 
playing quality of the golf course:
● �Out-of-play areas in the rough
● �Tee banks
● �Elimination of underutilized tees
● �Green banks
● �Densely shaded areas where it is 

difficult to maintain turf
● �Perimeter areas of the golf course 

where there is a need to eliminate 
overspray of recycled irrigation water 
onto adjacent properties 
Equally important is designating 

areas where turf should be preserved 
so as to not slow the pace of play or 
unfairly penalize mid- to high-handicap 
players. Remember, the average 
driving distance for golfers varies 
widely and is generally within a range 
of 160 to 250 yards. As most golfers 
would agree, rarely does a tee shot fly 
straight; therefore, the width of the 
intended landing zone should be 
generous, optimally in the range of 80 
to 100 yards wide. This width accounts 
for the entire turf area including the 
fairway and rough from edge to edge.

Healthy turf around the putting 
greens is important for good playability. 
However, rarely are approach shots hit 
more than 60 feet beyond the back 
edge of the green. Given the fact that 
the coverage radius of most turf 
sprinklers is 60 feet, eliminating turf 
beyond the radius of the sprinklers is 
another viable option that should be 
considered.

Ultimately, a good design will  
make the turf reduction project visually 
attractive and help ensure that non-turf 
areas look like an integral part of the 
golf course and not just “no man’s 
land.”

PLANTING AND DESIGN
The planting and design in turf 
reduction areas is highly subjective. 
Sometimes, a specific plant palette 
and a recommended planting density 
are mandated by water agencies that 
offer grants and rebates for such 

	 Page 2

Once potential areas for turf reduction have been identified and integrated into the 
design, it is possible to accurately measure the proposed areas on the GPS base 
map and incorporate necessary adjustments to the irrigation system. Precise 
measurements provide a basis for the development of accurate budgets before  
the work begins.
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