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PYECOMBE GOLF CLUB 

 
AGRONOMY REPORT ON THE GOLF COURSE 

Inspection Date – 26 February 2019 
 

1.0 PRESENT 
 
1.1 The course was inspected with David Lucking, Geoff Wise, Simon Wells and Steve Milner. 

 
2.0 COURSE CONDITION 

 
2.1 The primary topic for investigation was the lingering drought damage on fairways, which 

are still sparse and mossy following severe drought weather in summer 2018. There was 
poor recovery during the autumn. This loss of grass cover has not reached a point that 
calls for general reseeding, but other treatments were advised to get things moving, as a 
result of which I expect a return to completeness at a speed determined by weather 
conditions in coming weeks. In the meantime the fairways are still playable and generally 
mud-free. 
  

2.2 Turning to the greens, I was highly impressed with the condition and presentation of the 
putting surfaces and green surrounds, which have never been better. Even in mid-winter 
they are at a standard that many clubs will envy. This has been achieved with a long-term, 
consistently low-input surface management plan and effective routine treatment of 
inherant technical defects. The next stage will come from investments in updated 
equipment that will allow the Greenstaff to implement the programme more efficiently, so 
providing members with excellent greens for even more days and weeks per year.  

 
2.3 Since my last visit the 17th green has been remodelled with success, to follow on from 

similar action at the 16th. Even though only parts of these putting surfaces have been lifted 
and re-laid, in neither case could I see the join, which is quite and achievement.  

 
2.4 Aprons, banks and mounds were in good order. The ground cover was generally complete 

and uniform, with wear and tear having kept well back from primary zones for chipping. 
Just a small amount of rabbit damage was seen at the 18th, 

 
2.5 It was not possible to assess the condition of the rough. There was very little growth in 

2018, so excess herbage was not an issue for short-term action. Nevertheless, at the 17th, 
I proposed an extra treatment to prevent the run off area to the right of the fairway landing 
zone becoming too long and thick.  

 
2.6 Tees seen were in good order. Primary damage was confined to winter tees.  

 
2.7 No new points were raised concerning bunkers. 
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3.0 FAIRWAY SURVEY 
 

3.1 The fairways in general still have a thin grass cover following drought damage in 2018. 
Gaps in completeness have been filled by moss over winter. That said, in most cases the 
amount of residual grass cover is 70% or more. See Photo 1. It is only in parts of some 
fairways were the turf is especially weak, where topsoil depth is least, e.g. at the 11th. See 
Photo 2. 
 
 

 
 

Photo 1: Typical ground cover on fairways is two thirds grass, one third moss 
 

 
 

Photo 2: Grass cover is down to 50% where topsoil depth is shallow 
 

3.2 There is no high infestation of weeds nor did I see any symptoms of concentrated insect 
pest activity. 
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3.3 Beneath the surface, there is a significant fibre layer between the grass leaves and the 
topsoil. In most cases this is around 2 cm thick, which is normal. Beneath areas of greater 
damage though this is 3-4 cm in depth, which is a hindrance to rewetting of the soil and 
adds to the risk of drought susceptibility (albeit the shallow topsoil is the primary defect). 
The presence of this extra fibre is why the 11th feels springier underfoot. See Photo 3. 

 
 

 
 

Photo 3: A thick fibre layer at the 11th adds to drought susceptibility 
 

3.4 Soil moisture levels were checked in a wide number of locations that have varying levels 
of grass/moss. In all locations the soil has remoistened over winter, giving the potential for 
spring growth. Even in an early dry spell, readings were 12-13%, which is normal. That 
said, on a warm day (air temperature 190C at midday) the soil was still too cool (min 50C; 
max 80C) to expect growth. Overnight frost was putting a damper on this. 
 

3.5 Given the nature of the soil and the known response of the turf to inputs of urea, it was not 
thought necessary to carry out any chemical analysis of samples.   
 

4.0 FAIRWAY EVALUATION AND TREATMENTS 
 
4.1 The fairways have been slow to recover from drought damage because there was 

negligible rewetting of the soil in the autumn, so there was no potential for new growth until 
well into the winter (Dec-Jan), at which point it was too cold. The small amount of rain that 
fell in Sept was far too little to have reversed the negative impact of several weeks at 300C 
and more. Sensibly, wetting agents were tried to enhance the rewetting process, but 
without rain they could not have had a benefit.  
 

4.2 Nevertheless, the level of residual damage is such that I am confident you will get a 
positive recovery as growth resumes in spring. With favourable weather and action using 
both nitrogen fertiliser and moss treatment, I expect a return to general completeness 
before the summer. There will be just a few parts of some fairways that will be slower to 
recover than the norm, e.g. on the 7th and 11th where growing conditions are not so good, 
but my suggestion is to be patient rather than try extraordinary treatments. There is too 
much fibre to expect success from spring overseeding, while the shallow topsoil and the 
flinty nature of the ground precludes hollow tining. Nevertheless, there may well be a 
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benefit from local sprays of a wetting agent in April and May on the weakest places, to 
ensure the soil remains as moist as practical while recovery is underway. 

 
4.3 The vertidrain operation in progress represents the best starting point for recovery. Indeed, 

it is the most fundamental of maintenance works year on year. As discussed previously, a 
2-year cycle is the minimum you should consider. 

 
4.4 Following on it will be beneficial to scarify, cutting into the top 1 cm of the fibre layer all 

round. If you can borrow or hire the necessary equipment in March, this will be ideal. If 
not, this will have to be deferred to October and then implemented on a twice-yearly basis 
for the foreseeable future, to lessen progressively the amount of fibre present. 

 
4.5 Most impact on short term recovery though will come from early spring nitrogen combined 

with moss control. I suggest applying urea dissolved in water and applied as a spray at 
40-50 kg/ha. For application in late March or early April, tank mix with iron sulphate at 20 
kg/ha. On the weakest fairways, allow for a second treatment with urea at 30 kg/ha after 
6 weeks, if this is needed to sustain ongoing growth to completeness, ground conditions 
permitting.  

 
4.6 To best manage excess growth on the mounds to the right of the 17th fairway I suggest 

cutting in April and treating with Primo Maxx at 1 litre per ha in both April and May.  
 
5.0 GREENS SURVEY 
 

5.1 The putting surfaces were firm and complete, with a particularly good vigour and 
uniformity. There was excellent ball roll and pace, and the greens seemed quite consistent 
from hole to hole. It was reported there can be some variation in green speed, but the 
figures quoted were within normal tolerance, e.g. at the 6th. There was nothing physical to 
account for this. 
 

5.2 Winter disease damage was at a very low level with just modest use of fungicide in recent 
months. That seen has to be regarded as an acceptable level of scarring (e.g. at the 4th), 
not something that calls for more intensive inputs of chemicals. 

 
5.3 There was no obvious moss, and there were no symptoms of insect pests. A few spots of 

pearlwort were seen here and there.  
 

5.4 The grass mix is variable from hole to hole, primarily affected by variations in green size, 
design and make-up. There are good populations of fescue on many putting surfaces and 
there is significant bentgrass, although the smallest greens are still dominated by 
meadowgrass, e.g. 3rd and 8th. That said, even the meadowgrass is very healthy at the 
end of winter and is not causing maintenance problems, despite high levels of stress from 
play, the climate and disease pressure. Neither is it demanding high inputs of fertiliser or 
irrigation.  

 
5.5 Beneath the turf, thatch depth remains within target range at 10-15mm, well ameliorated 

by top dressing. This indicates a balanced programme of inputs and mechanical work. 
See Photo 4. 

 
5.6 Root growth is optimal at 8-10 cm for the main root bundle. 

 
5.7 The upper profiles are comparatively dry (8-9% moisture), other than in water gathering 

locations, e.g. at the 4th and 9th (12-13% moisture). However, the latter is no more than 
normal. 

 



5 
 

5.8 There are no visual signs of soil compaction in the upper profiles. Deeper down, resistance 
readings with the penetrometer are a typical maximum of 65 bars through vertidrain depth 
(25 cm), which is a bit tight, but not excessively so at the end of the vertidrain cycle. There 
is some blackening of the soil profiles at 20 cm suggesting water retention (e.g. at 16th), 
while the poor rootzone at the 10th is distinctly wet at a similar depth, despite a few days 
of dry weather. Overall though, the greens are draining well. 

 
5.9 Neither did the condition of the upper profiles suggest there is a need to flush out 

precipitated carbonates or bicarbonates. 
 

5.10 The vigour of the grass cover, the mix of grasses and the target of maximising the fescue 
content of the turf on putting surfaces all point to a more than satisfactory availability of 
plant nutrients in the soil. As such, no samples were collected for laboratory checks.  

 
 

 
 

Photo 4: Typically, the upper profiles beneath greens  
have low thatch and a healthy brown colour 

 
6.0 GREENS EVALUATION 

 
6.1 The core programme is proving very successful in producing good quality putting surfaces 

reliably, year-round, despite a high throughput of play in both summer and winter. This is 
complemented by excellent management of aprons, banks and mounds to achieve well 
presented greensites. 
 

6.2 The way forward from this point (other than to rebuild the greens to a bigger, better design!) 
is to minimise and offset the drawbacks of key operations through ongoing investment in 
the best possible equipment of the tasks in hand. This will ensure works are carried out 
effectively and the greens are returned to their best as quickly as possible with least 
disruption to continuing play.  

 
6.3 The best investment in new equipment at this stage will take the form of a replacement for 

the old Aercore with a pedestrian-operated Toro Procore with which to carry out a 
continuous, year-round perforation programme (fortnightly in the autumn and winter; 
monthly in the spring and summer). When backed up with sorrel rolling as often as weekly, 
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and twice-yearly vertidrain operations, this will keep the greens in a condition that makes 
it very unlikely you will need to hollow tine or deep scarify with the Graden, operations that 
can result in a 2-3 week recovery period at key times. In turn this means firm greens, best 
pace and good winter usability. 

 
6.4 Following on, a better top dressing spreader (Propass, Dakota or similar) will make this 

essential operation much faster and unobtrusive on a little and often basis in between the 
major applications of sand in April and August. 

 
6.5 On the day we also discussed the possibility of the Club using better equipment to make 

overseeding much more effective and intensive (e.g. Vredo). This would be nice, but it is 
a pricey machine and the cost/benefit is significantly lower than better aeration or top 
dressing. 

 
6.6 What cannot be done at this stage is to find a better (or even equivalent) alternative to 

vertidraining in April and August. Given the clay-based, flinty nature of the soil here I do 
not think the Air2G2 or other air driven probes will be nearly as effective, while the current 
timing of vertidrain operations is the best balance between a good result and the fastest 
recovery. 

 
6.7 Turning to the fertiliser plan I think this is best focussed on nitrogen supplied as ammonium 

sulphate or a mixture of ammonium sulphate and hoof and horn meal. I do not see a need 
for phosphorus, and I do not think you need potassium either. Given the mix of grasses 
present I suggest aiming for a nitrogen input of 80-90 kg/ha/yr. The 70 kg/ha/year 
proposed for 2019 is a bit too lean. Recovery inputs will still be needed in the coming 
spring and in August, along with an end of season top up and small boosts in between the 
main applications.  

 
6.8 We discussed whether it will be useful to take MLSN approach to fertiliser treatments and 

to use soil temperature calculations to give optimum timings for fertiliser applications. The 
problem with MLSN is that this moves away from the concept of managing a deficient 
growing environment in order to control the inherent weaknesses of meadowgrass turf. I 
think it is more productive to assume a particular (low) level of nitrogen suited to the grass 
type and make the turf work competitively to obtain other essential elements from the 
growing medium, until it is shown there are deficiencies to be corrected because there are 
problems with topgrowth. Lab analysis to determine deficiencies are not that accurate. As 
to T-Sum calculations or similar, these are taken from agriculture to maximise yield, but 
for turf we do not want yield. We are looking for growth to promote uniformity and 
completeness at key times, which not necessarily coincide with the best climate 
conditions. As such it is a more a case of what to use than when to put some on. 

 
7.0 NEXT VISIT 
 
 7.1 The next review is scheduled for spring 2020, subject to confirmation. Of course, if I can 

be of further help in the meantime I hope the Club will be in touch.  
 
 
 
D M STANSFIELD 
5 March 2019 

 
 


