4.
REVIEW OF CURRENT PRACTICE 

This section describes the practical application of nature conservation principles.  It examines six recent golf development projects in detail, and also describes issues from a range of other sites.  

INTRODUCTION

The preceding chapters have identified some of the key principles of nature conservation as applied to golf courses, but how can this theory be put into practice?  This section sets out to show what can be done with the right approach and the will.  Six case studies are described. They are:

The Duke’s Course, St Andrews

Loch Lomond, Dunbartonshire

Elmwood, Fife

Pumpherston, West Lothian

Craibstone, Aberdeen

Dougalston, Glasgow.

The site locations are shown in Figure 21.

Scotland’s golf courses cover a very wide range of geographical locations and habitat types.  It was not possible within the constraints of this study to examine an example from each of these. The case studies were instead chosen by initially consulting the Scottish Golf Course Wildlife Group and Scottish Natural Heritage, drawing on their specific knowledge of recent development projects, to attempt to identify a shortlist covering a representative range of development and nature conservation issues.  This was followed by site visits and interviews with representatives of the short-listed courses.  Not all of the courses on the original shortlist have been included in the final list of six above.  Some of the key issues to emerge from the remaining courses contacted are therefore included in a separate section.  A short questionnaire survey was also carried out (See Appendix 1). 

It will be noted that none of the six case studies could be regarded as a traditional links course, although The Duke’s perhaps comes closest.  Recent years have seen very few new courses being developed on linksland, reflecting a complex set of land-use factors ultimately relating to financial viability.  These include the often remote location of remaining sites, and the frequency of statutory protection due to high landscape and nature conservation value.  There have nevertheless been a few recent examples, and for this reason, together with the fact that re-modelling of links courses is an ongoing process, some key principles affecting links are noted in the summary diagram. (Figure 13)

THE DUKE’S COURSE, St. ANDREWS, FIFE 


CASE STUDY 1
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SUMMARY

	TYPE OF DEVELOPMENT


	New 18-hole course.

	PREVIOUS LAND USES


	Arable agriculture

Woodland.

	NATURAL HERITAGE DESIGNATIONS
	No designations

	OTHER DEVELOPMENT ISSUES
	Public access (existing Rights of Way)

Historic architectural structures

	CONSULTATION


	No consultation with SNH or SGCWG prior to development.

Fife Council Ranger Service consulted.

Ongoing consultation with SGCWG

	KEY CONSERVATION OUTCOMES


	Surface water swales

New habitat creation (wetland,woodland, woodland edge)

Management plan 

	OTHER COMMENTS


	Heavy use of fertiliser


BACKGROUND

The Duke’s Course is owned by the Old Course Hotel, St. Andrews.  The Hotel proposed the development of the course to guarantee golf to its guests.  The course is located at Craigtoun, south-east of the town of St. Andrews and occupies 135 ha of land centred on the former Mount Melville Mansion House.  Craigtoun Park is located within the course layout.  The main adjacent land-uses are farming, forestry and a holiday park.

The land was formerly farmland, birch woodland and small stands of trees, and was bought by the hotel in 1992.  Mount Melville House is ‘B’ listed.

The site falls from the south-east to the north-west, with an overall level difference of 74m.  The golf course topography is varied with frequent distinct changes in level.

ISSUES

No natural heritage designations.

No ecological survey.

Habitat protection of woodland and small stands of trees.

Habitat development opportunities.

Creation of grassland, scrub, woodland and wetland habitats.

Rights of way and permissible access.

High frequency of play.

DESIGN AND PLANNING

A team of golf course architects was appointed in 1992.  

There were no ecologists appointed to the design team nor was there consultation with SNH.  The development process was rapid.  The design was prepared in 1993, construction completed in 1994 and the course opened in 1995.  

The course is described as links-style although the landscape setting is a parkland.  The style refers to the specific type of golfing challenge envisaged by architect Peter Thomson - whose intention is that the course should be played “along the ground” rather than “through the air”.  The distinctive and pronounced earthworks were designed to shed water rapidly and out of play areas have been left unmown to increase the linksland atmosphere.  Bunkering is limited with the positioning designed to give the impression of larger hazards.

The mission statement of the course is based on the philosophy of the designers:

“To create a natural and wild style of landscape whereby a beautiful setting for golf will harmonise with a diversity of wildlife habitats and their associated fauna.”

MANAGEMENT

Vision and aims

Management policy has been drafted in general terms but implementation is dynamic and flexible, and continues to develop in response to particular challenges or issues.  

The stated aim of the plan is:

“ To create, by careful management, a landscape which is held in high regard for both its beauty and its abundance of diverse flora and wildlife.”

Integrated Pest Management

In response to the high level of play, there is continual application of fertiliser.  It is recognised that this is not conducive to the development of a rich flora and that it is potentially damaging to watercourses.  At various points within the course, for example on the third hole, swales flow into areas of surface water retention which have been developed into wetlands for use as nutrient sinks.  In addition some small open-water habitats have been created for the same purpose.

Some of the fairways have been carved out of woodland and the result is a rather abrupt and straight woodland edge.  However the woodland has been taken well back out of play and the intention is to develop the edge habitat to increase the species diversity and the habitat structure.  Existing woodland is also being extended into the course to increase the connectivity between habitats.  The woodland extension is being achieved through the planting of seedlings selected from the existing woodland.  The planting is undertaken at varied spacing to simulate natural woodland and diversify habitat structure.

The soil on which the course is constructed is relatively fertile which means that where it has been disturbed and left unseeded or turfed for golf, invasive species tend to dominate.  Dense growth of thistle and other ruderal weeds in some areas detracts from the aesthetics of the landscape and also restricts species diversity.  There is an overall policy of minimising the use of herbicides and this is demonstrated in the manual removal of the thistles at convenient times in the slack spells in the course management routine. 

Several species of birds feed on the course.  Wherever possible flower heads are left on herbaceous species to permit winter feeding for species such as finches.  Raptors also hunt over the land and these are encouraged by the placement of nest boxes, in particular for owls, kestrels and sparrowhawks.

Areas of invasion by Rhododendron ponticum occur which are highly undesirable in the context of species diversity of the woodland and woodland edge. The policy is to reduce  the spread of this species as it competes with more desirable ground flora.  Large areas are to be maintained outwith the golf play areas to aid the winter migration of Greenfinch.

Education and communication

Course manager works closely with the Fife Council Ranger Service and has also consulted the Scottish Golf Course Wildlife Adviser.

Conservation is regarded as sufficiently important to merit the production of promotional material which explains the conservation policy.  


The Duke’s is already becoming recognised as one of the most challenging championship-type layouts in the country, and a worthy addition to the array of celebrated courses at the  “Home of Golf”.  The retention and enhancement of the diverse range of natural habitats on the site have been instrumental in creating the distinctive look and playing characteristics of the course.

LOCH LOMOND GOLF CLUB 




CASE STUDY 2


SUMMARY

	TYPE OF DEVELOPMENT


	New 18-hole course.

Further 18 holes under consideration.

	PREVIOUS LAND USES


	Parkland.

Woodland.

	NATURAL HERITAGE DESIGNATIONS
	NSA

Two SSSIs 

	OTHER DEVELOPMENT ISSUES
	Presence of woodland listed as Long-Established Semi-Natural Woodland

Presence of valuable plant communities and species

Presence of bat populations

	CONSULTATION


	Close liaison with then Nature Conservancy Council and Countryside Commission for Scotland (SNH precedent bodies)

Ongoing consultation with SGCWG.

	KEY CONSERVATION OUTCOMES


	Retention of wetland SSSI

Management of parkland SSSI

Management plan 

	OTHER COMMENTS


	High profile championship-standard course

Aesthetics very important


BACKGROUND

The site is located at Rossdhu, near Luss on the west of Loch Lomond, bounded by the A82 and the loch shore.  The land falls to the Loch and is for the most part shallowly sloping.  

The course is located in the immediate policies of Rossdhu House, the former home of the Colquhoun family.  Located at the north end of the property, it is surrounded by parkland, with trees to the south and west and a bay to the north.  Bordering the A82 road is ornamental woodland with a mixture of deciduous and coniferous species.  Elsewhere on the site is birch woodland, coniferous plantation, a walled garden and bog.  A burn runs through the north end of the site and much of the north of the site is susceptible to flooding.

The soil is heavy which when considered in conjunction with the climate means that surface water removal is an issue.  The local rainfall is high (in excess of 1500mm).  The water level of the Loch fluctuates significantly throughout the year. 

Although open to the Loch on its eastern side, the site is effectively visually contained from the A82.  Adjacent land uses are also separated from the course by the road.  The site itself has been used in the past for pasture, forestry and shooting.  The parkland comprises grassland with large specimen trees, mostly oak.  Cattle and sheep have been grazed over the land.  Plantation woodland is of coniferous species, primarily spruce.  Shooting is mostly of pheasant.  The management prior to the construction of the golf course was very low-key.  The woodland elements of the site have provided cover for the game birds and have a dense shrub layer for this purpose.

ISSUES

There are many nature conservation issues for this site including:

two SSSIs;

NSA (and potentially National Park) designation; 

woodland listed as Long Established Semi-Natural Woodland; 

Designed landscape included in Inventory of Gardens and Designed Landscapes; 

very valuable bryophyte communities;

presence of the Loch Lomond Dock, a very rare species,

extensive areas of invasive, exotic vegetation; 

important bat populations.

The golf club itself is very exclusive.  The business concept is based on an international membership; and the course has already achieved a high profile through televised tournaments.  There is therefore continuous pressure on the course manager to maintain the standard of presentation of the course at a very high level.

DESIGN AND PLANNING

The primary intent was to construct a golf course of international repute.  The setting was recognised as being spectacular and providing the opportunity to produce a course of championship standard.

The landscape quality and the ecological status of the land were great assets.  The list of designations attached to the site required sensitive treatment.  In addition to this, the intended stature of the course required careful attention to detail.

An Environmental Statement was prepared for the development following a formal Environmental Assessment procedure under the planning regulations.  Ecological and landscape conditions were attached to the consent.  

Currently, there is also a proposal for a second course to be developed to the south of the existing.  The SSSI and NSA designations are pertinent to this development proposal and must be considered in the decision-making process.  In addition, this second application, should consent be obtained, will have nature conservation conditions attached to that consent.

SNH have been involved in both the existing and the new applications. 

MANAGEMENT

Vision and aims

The club has recently produced a conservation management plan.  The initiatives included in the plan are primarily derived from the club and are approved by SNH.

The philosophy of management implementation is to divide the course into discrete areas and to carry out management on an area-by-area basis.  The timing of dealing with areas is determined by the urgency of required action.

Wetland

Wetland located on the shore of the loch constitutes one of two SSSIs within the area of the course.  The course layout avoided this area because of the wet soil conditions and the susceptibility to inundation, and there has been no attempt to drain the land.  

Woodland

The second SSSI includes some of the parkland trees, valued for the communities of ferns which grow within the canopy.  The trees have been retained and there is a planting programme designed to ensure continued tree cover within the parkland.  There have been some changes in landform within the SSSI which do not appear to have affected the trees in the short-term.  

The woodlands have been neglected for decades and it is recognised that there has to be some intervention both for the purpose of guaranteeing woodland cover but also for public safety.  Wherever it is possible to do so without affecting play, trees felled are left to decompose in-situ in order to diversify habitat opportunity.

Replacement planting stock to date has been bought in from wholesale nurseries but it is recognised that there is an extensive genetic reserve on the course which could be put to good use.  The maintenance team have collected seed from the indigenous trees and established a tree nursery for future planting.

Much of the woodland has an extensive shrub layer which would normally be encouraged, however much of the shrub layer is made up of Rhododendron ponticum.  This is an undesirable, invasive, alien species and there is an ongoing campaign to eradicate the species from the course.  It is recognised that this is unlikely but the short-term aim is to dramatically reduce the area it covers.

Landscape Character

The creation of fairways, greens and tees has resulted in a colour change but this is mitigated by the visual containment of the site.  Elsewhere, attention has been paid to retaining the landscape quality of the site.  The policy of conservation of the landscape is in accord with the aim of nature conservation.

Education and communication

The course manager works closely with local conservation organisations and has encouraged the building and erection of bat boxes within the woodlands to encourage the important bat populations of the course.


The Loch Lomond Golf Club has quickly become established as one of the foremost inland championship venues in the British Isles.  Through hosting the Loch Lomond Invitational tournament, which has European Tour status, it has gained widespread media coverage and praise for its high standard.  The quality of the landscape setting and the diversity of wildlife habitats, particularly the wetlands, are key factors which are regularly commented on.  The development of the Loch Lomond site has shown that a formula which combines the highest calibre of architectural input, ecological design and management, and course presentation, is not only eminently possible, but arguably has set the new “industry standard” which all future projects should aspire to emulate.
SUMMARY OF GOOD PRACTICE ELEMENTS





Swales used to direct surface water run-off


Wetland “nutrient sinks”


Woodland edge design


Woodland habitat connectivity


Transplanting of in-situ seedlings to form new woodland habitat


Hand-weeding (IPM)


Raptor nest boxes


Rhododendron control


Promotion and communication





SUMMARY OF GOOD PRACTICE ELEMENTS





Preparation of Environmental Statement as a statutory requirement


Retention of undisturbed areas of wetland, including SSSI


Re-planting programme in parkland SSSI


Indigenous tree nursery


Rhododendron control


Bat boxes








