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Introduction 

Environmental Sustainability

Sustainability has become a catch phrase 
throughout today’s society.  In New 
Zealand we tend to immediately jump 
to thinking of environmental issues 
when we hear the word.  However, there 
is much more to sustainability than 
the environment.  Golf clubs should be 
looking at sustainability as a three-legged 
stool.  Each one on its on not holding the 
club up, but all three needed to be stable 
and doing its job properly.

Rick Phelps, the Vice President of the 
American Society of Course Architects, 
made the following observation – “Golf 
clubs need to focus on improving their 
offering and delivering great golf at a fair 
price.”  To do this he noted that “the three 

pillars of sustainability – environmental, 
social, and economic – must converge if the 
game is to achieve its potential around the 
world.”  This is a direct challenge to golf clubs 
to deliver a course and club that enhances 
the environment, is fiscally viable, and plays a 
positive role in the social and community life 
of the surrounding area.  Golf clubs need to 
start having a much longer focus of what the 
golf club should be. Many current members 
of boards and committees are focused on the 
short term or at the longest view, the time 
they will be on the board or committee.  For 
clubs to be completely sustainable members 
of the committee and boards need to be 
thinking about what the golf course and club 
will look like long after they have finished 
their responsibilities at the club.
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This maybe the easiest of the sustainability pillars to achieve even though many clubs will feel a shiver at 
the thought of implementing any environmental changes.  It Is prudent to be looking at golf clubs and 
how environmentally friendly they are.  We have seen the changes that have occurred over the past few 
years with regulations on environmental standards within the dairy industry.  Thinking of what borders 
most golf courses, housing, parks, waterways, and environmentally sensitive areas, tends to suggest 
regulation is a case of when not if with golf courses as well.  Becoming environmentally friendly does not 
have to cost money, in-fact in many instances being environmentally sustainable can save money.  Some 
examples of this can include using native grasses that are much more resilient to New Zealand conditions 
as well as using natural fertilisers, which are cheaper than most of the traditional fertilisers on the market.  
Liteclub is doing a great job throughout New Zealand helping sport facilities throughout New Zealand 
save money by replacing light bulbs to energy efficient bulbs, wrapping hot water tanks, and installing 
recycling bins for free.  Clubs need only go onto to their website and register to get them to visit (http://
liteclub.org/).  Another thing that can occur is education of the members and green fee players around 
golf course standards.  It is not possible, or even desirable, to have the golf course looking like a PGA Tour 
calibre course week in and week out.  The stress, amount of water, fertilisers, and chemicals going onto the 
course to keep in looking this way is expensive and extremely stressful for the grass.  Clubs only need to 
look at British Open courses to see that a course can still be in good condition and offer quality golf without 
looking unnaturally green.  Realising this can reduce water and maintenance costs without changing the 
quality or challenge of golf.  

There are organisations that give golf clubs accreditation for being environmental friendly.  One of these 
is the Golf Environmental Organisation (GEO), based out of Scotland.  GEO identifies 9 categories where 
environmental sustainability of golf clubs will be measured.  They are; Nature, Landscape and Heritage, 
Water, Turf, Pollution Prevention, Waste, Energy, Education and Awareness, and Social Integration.  
Remuera Golf Club is one of the clubs in New Zealand that have become GEO certified.  One of the unique 
ways Remuera Golf Club have used the social integration aspect is by inviting schools onto the course 
to find out about the environmental work they have been doing there.  The bonus of offering this is the 
children now have a positive view of golf and the club. 
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Golf Clubs are usually worried about 
short term issues and how the course is 
perceived and presented over the next 
week or next month.  Instead clubs must 
move to a view where the long-term future 
and sustainability is the goal.  Green fee 
players and club members need to be 

educated that they need to look beyond 
what they see at the club today and see the 
bigger picture of the long-term future and 
health of the club.  By only focusing on the 
long term and that being the goal can clubs 
really say they are sustainable. 

Conclusion

Starting to become environmentally sustainable is not as difficult as clubs may initially think. All golf 
clubs have a huge asset that aids in the being club environmentally friendly.  Toro Companies Centre for 
Advanced Technology found that “turfgrass is actually found to be a net positive sequester of carbon.”  Your 
golf course is a carbon sink for not only the club itself but for the area around the course.  Many clubs may 
find out they are close to have a neutral or negative carbon footprint without even trying.  A little further 
change in the club’s actions will further aid in the environmental positive aspects the course can have.

A lot of golf courses will already be considering environmental sustainable; however social sustainability 
will take a major thought and attitude shift for most golf courses.  Golfs history is a game that is exclusive 
and been played by the well off in society.  There is still that perception today but other perceptions have 
also arisen.  Today golf has the image of being a middle aged, white, male sport.  It is up to golf clubs to 
break these perceptions down.  As more land is needed for housing, golf courses are being seen as prime 
property for development.  If clubs have not interacted or been a crucial part of the local community then it 
will be hard to have the local community invest in fighting to keep the club, that will be left to the members 
to do.  It will be easy to say that the club hires a number of people so they do have a positive impact on 
the community.  However, if the club is not open to the local community then it will be hard for the club 
to convince people of its worth.  These steps do not have to be big.  Inviting local schools to show classes 
what the club is all about.  Another way is to open the clubrooms to local groups and societies aids in 
breaking down the perception golf may have in the community. Clubs need to educate golf course staff 
and the local community about the positive impacts that golf can bring.  If clubs can do this by showing 
they are making a positive impact on the local community, clubs will then be able to increase its chances 
of being sustainable for the long term.

There are many ways, with ratios, that clubs can measure their financial sustainability.  A measurement 
that most golf clubs do not consider could prove to be one of the most beneficial when it comes to 
membership.  The two measurements are the cost of getting a new member and then the value a member 
brings to the club over the time of their membership.  If a club can work out how much cost it is to get a 
member then a club can see if the membership price they are charging is worth it, it also shows to a club 
if they should be better focusing their financial aspects on retaining members instead of putting all their 
resources into getting new members.  By working out how much a member spends over the lifetime of 
their membership shows the club the worth a member brings to the club.  Understanding this gives the 
club the ability to work out how much time and effort they should be spending on keeping their current 
members.  It will also show to the club the value of membership compared to its cost.  If members feel that 
they are not getting value for money they are likely to look elsewhere or just drop out from the club itself.  
By understanding what a member brings financially to the club can help the club understand its current 
pricing and can start conversations around members expectations and value levels.

Social Sustainability

Financial Sustainability


