


There is little doubt that a majority of 
the world’s �nest new golf courses are 
being built today in China. One could 
argue this has been true for the last 5 
years.

Yet it’s also clear, to us, that too 
many Chinese courses have experi-
enced dif�culty maintaining world-
class playing conditions. Far too many 
“new” courses — those built in the last 
10 years — already face the prospect 
of renovation, rebuilding or regrassing 
in order to address these serious main-
tenance problems. 

Why?
We at Flagstick are not agrono-

mists, nor do we offer agronomic 
services. However, in our view, this is 
not a “maintenance” problem, nor is it 
evidence of any lack of skill from 
Chinese course superintendents. In 
fact, in most cases, these golf courses 
were built by reputable �rms, employ-
ing established construction techniques.

So, what is the problem? Why are 
these new golf courses proving so 
dif�cult to maintain to high standards?

It’s dif�cult to generalize, but it’s our 
strong feeling that too many Chinese 
courses were built, and continue to be 
built, with sub-standard materials. In 
particular, the sourcing of sand and 
irrigation equipment is too often 
compromised by a culture of 
cost-cutting and kickbacks. Too many 
suppliers are more concerned with 
making a pro�table sale than ensuring 
the client’s golf course is ef�ciently 
maintained, to international standards, 
over the long term.

Sand quality is perhaps the best 
example of this dynamic. Sand repre-
sents one of the biggest budget items in 
the construction of any world-class 
course. If we let it be known that a 
project needs sand for greens construc-
tion and fairway sand-capping, we 
will have 40 sand samples on our 
desks the next morning! Yet, when we 

examine a 2-liter sand sample, it’s 
very dif�cult to ensure that when we 
order 10,000 to 100,000 cubic 
meters of sand, it will arrive on the 
project site with the same quality.

Why does this matter? Well, as 
any superintendent understands, if 
the sand used for a green’s construc-
tion is too �ne, that putting surface 
will not drain uniformly, which leads 
to excessive compaction, which 
means turf in compacted areas will 
not establish optimum root depth and 
overall health. If the sand is too 
coarse, it will not hold nutrients well 
enough; it won’t hold water long 
enough to foster healthy root growth 
(and bigger particles will eventually 
rise to the surface and damage 
mower reels). 

Our company has built world-class 
golf courses all over the world, and 
sourcing consistent sand and gravel 
materials is always a challenge, every-
where. But it’s most dif�cult in China, 
where suppliers are too eager to 
compromise quality, thereby making a 

bit more money for themselves on 
each large-scale product delivery.

We are accustomed to �ghting 
these battles, but that’s not the point. 
These compromises on quality will 
eventually cost our clients, the course 
owners, a great deal of money when 
greens fail, conditions deteriorate and 
renovation or rebuilding becomes 
inevitable. 

The most skilled course superinten-
dent in the world is powerless to deal 
effectively with greens built using 
sub-standard sand. 

A golf course built properly, using 
proper materials, should enable excel-
lent course conditions for 30-40 years. 
Too often, however, the materials 
delivered to Chinese courses are not 
up to standard, and that’s why we see 
the steep decline in maintenance 
performance in such a short time. 

Consider the Mountain Course at 
Spring City near Kunming, where I, 
Martin Moore, was the project 
manager for Nicklaus Design when 
that course was built in the mid-1990s. 
It remains one of the best-maintained 
golf courses in Asia because we can 
assure you the materials used there 
were of the highest quality. 

The Flagstick-constructed multi-
course facility at Mission Hills, and our 
new course at Jin Hai Lake (scheduled 
to open this fall outside Beijing) were 
all built with excellent materials. We 
have no doubt these courses will meet 
the highest maintenance standards for 
decades to come. 

The same cannot be said of too 
many new courses in China today, and 
another reason is poor irrigation materi-
als. Many clients pay for proper irriga-
tion design, but oftentimes distributors 
of irrigation equipment (not the manu-
facturers of that equipment) will offer to 
redesign the system at a lower price. 
Many times we’ve arrived on project 
sites where a technically sound system 
has been speci�ed and designed, only 

to �nd that a sub-standard system with 
limited heads and limited automatic 
control has been installed.

Even more injurious to long-term 
maintenance capabilities is the equip-
ment courses secure to build irrigation 
systems — equipment that is not 
designed or suited to the task. We’ve 
seen where irrigation systems have 
main line gate valves that were made 
for the water works industry. In other 
words, they were never intended to be 
used under ground! In some cases our 
clients were convinced to buy cheaper 
brass gate valves that are simply too 
soft — they don’t close properly and 
leak constantly. Another problem is use 
of wire that is not made for direct burial 
— a big problem for irrigation systems 
that are, again, located under ground!

Course superintendents across 
China understand that proper irrigation 
is the backbone of course mainte-
nance. But we’ve seen pump stations 

that are really just motors that push 
water through pipes — no communica-
tion capabilities, no pressure control. 
Without the right irrigation equipment 
and materials, a superintendent has no 
chance to grow grass and maintain 
excellent playing conditions in the long 
term.

What’s the solution? Together, 
course superintendents, club managers 
and project owners must resolve to stop 
doing business with suppliers who don’t 
deliver products whose samples match 
the eventual deliveries. We must all 
insist on golf-speci�c equipment and 
materials. 

This uni�ed action will grow the 
legitimate market for these products. It 
will strengthen the reputation of suppli-
ers who deliver what is promised. It will 
save everyone money in the long run, 
and it will result in quality course condi-
tions over the long term. 

(By Martin Moore and Tony Cunzio)

In recent years, there have been numerous high-pro�le international golf courses built in China, but, despite that, it is hard to be optimistic 
about the state of golf course maintenance in China. Why is it possible to build great golf courses in China, but so dif�cult to maintain 
them? Is it a lack of course maintenance knowledge and skills, or something else? For a deeper look at recent construction issues, we 
invited the two principals of Flagstick Golf Course Construction Management to give you their take on the most common causes of mainte-
nance problems…
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