
Choices are good. Selecting the 
better choice can be difficult. As 
decision makers at golf facilities 

in the Southeast contemplate whether 
creeping bentgrass or an ultradwarf 
bermudagrass better suits their greens, 
part of their due diligence is comparing 
annual operating costs. As USGA 
Green Section agronomists, we often 
field emails and phone calls asking the 
question, “What is the annual operating 
cost differential between creeping bent- 
grass and ultradwarf bermudagrass 
putting greens?” This is an excellent 

question to ask, but a difficult one to 
answer without site-specific facts. 
Therefore, the purpose of this article  
is to help decision makers answer this 
question by providing a cost-compari- 
son worksheet of bentgrass versus 
ultradwarf bermudagrass greens in the 
Southeast. 

WHY OPERATING COSTS  
ARE DIFFICULT TO QUANTIFY
Operating costs are difficult to quantify 
for two primary reasons. First, an accu- 
rate accounting of current operating 

costs for creeping bentgrass is not 
easy to ascertain. Most golf course 
budgets are allocated by line items, not 
by playing area of the golf course. For 
example, the labor line item includes 
all labor hours. Unless the superinten- 
dent accounts for wages devoted to 
putting green maintenance items, e.g., 
hand watering, mowing, spraying, etc., 
these figures are not readily available 
within the current budget format. 
Second, the standard to which the 
ultradwarf bermudagrass is going to 
be maintained must be known before 
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(Above left) As ultradwarfs increase in popularity in the Southeast, golfers naturally want to learn more about the economic 
and management implications of converting their bentgrass greens to ultradwarf bermudagrass. (Above right) When surveying 
superintendents in the Southeast who have converted bentgrass greens to an ultradwarf bermudagrass, core aeration 
requirements for ultradwarfs remain about the same or even less than bentgrass.

(Above left) Fans are a key survival tool for bentgrass greens, but they are not necessary for ultradwarfs. (Above right) 
Fungicide use and frequency decrease significantly with ultradwarf putting greens when compared to bentgrass greens.
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future cost estimates can be calculated. 
The higher the standard, the greater 
maintenance costs will be. 

The good news is that the cost of 
maintaining creeping bentgrass putting 
greens and ultradwarf bermudagrass 
putting greens can be estimated with a 
good deal of precision. The bad news 
is that this analysis will require patience 
and homework on the part of decision 
makers at the local level. 

HELPING WITH  
THE HOMEWORK
The cost-comparison worksheet 
located at the end of this article was 
created with multiple goals in mind to 
assist decision makers. The first goal 
was to provide a comprehensive 
analysis focusing on most aspects of 
routine putting green management. 
The second goal was to provide infor- 
mation on general trends observed in 
the Southeast region to assist with 
estimating ultradwarf costs. Helpful 
information generated from a 2013 sur- 
vey led by the USGA Green Section 
and Dr. Mike Goatley of Virginia Tech 
University is included as well. The sur- 
vey contains responses from approxi- 
mately 40 golf course superintendents 

who made the conversion from creep- 
ing bentgrass to ultradwarf bermuda- 
grass putting greens. They shared 
their experiences on a wide variety of 
maintenance practices and whether 
operating costs increased, decreased, 
or stayed the same when they shifted 
to an ultradwarf bermudagrass. 

CONCLUSION
As the economic climate of golf 
changes and additional options present 
themselves, it is important for decision 
makers to have resources available to 
aid in their analysis. In the debate of 
creeping bentgrass versus ultradwarf 
bermudagrass greens, one facet of the 
decision is annual operating costs. This 
article has provided a tool to assist in 
this process. Please be advised that 
there are other tangible and intangible 
factors to consider, including conver- 
sion costs, revenue before and after a 
conversion, capital costs, playability 
expectations, and risk of turfgrass loss. 
If you would like further assistance with 
a cost-comparison analysis or other 
facets of this decision, contact your 
regional USGA Green Section agrono- 
mist to schedule a USGA Course 
Consultation Visit. 
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(Above left) Light vertical mowing frequency to control turf grain increases significantly after converting greens from creeping 
bentgrass to an ultradwarf. (Above right) Winter turf covers are essential at northern sites in the transition zone to prevent 
cold-temperature injury to ultradwarf bermudagrass.

(Above left) To enhance and maintain optimal surface conditions, more sand topdressing is needed for ultradwarf 
bermudagrass greens than for bentgrass. (Above right) Many golf facilities switch to triplex mowing after converting from 
bentgrass to an ultradwarf to take advantage of a big cost reduction.
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