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Talk Structure

Ways to enhance biodiversity of golf 
courses

• Barriers and opportunities to biodiversity & 
habitat restoration

• Making it happen – how to improve 
biodiversity habitat 

• The future potential of urban golf courses
– How to be an ambassador for biodiversity



Many golf courses have significant 
biodiversity assets 

(and are famous for it)



The Royal Melbourne Golf Club



Long Reef Golf Club



NSW Golf Club



What are the barriers to creating more 
habitat and how much does it cost??



To understand the real 
constraints you face we 
interviewed 
superintendents:
• Interviewed a range of golf 

course superintendents
– Public and private courses

• Interviewed 9 different people 
May-June 2014

• Interviews went for up to an 
hour

How much does it cost to 
manage habitat?



How much does it cost to 
manage habitat?

Interview Questions
• Used images of 6 main types of 

‘out of play’ areas: 
– What activities do you do in each 

(mowing, spraying etc)?
– How much time does this take per 

hectare?

– How many people & how many 
times a year is this done?

– What do you think are the biggest 
costs, versus the biggest benefits 
of this area?

– If you had a choice would you 
have more of this habitat?



How much does it cost to 
manage habitat?



Benefits of having this 
vegetation

• Great for biodiversity
• Conservation of native 

vegetation communities
• Used for seed collection
• Provides a frame for the 

hole, guides the golfer
• Looks good
• Low maintenance, 

eventually self-
sustainable

• Provides a buffer



Barriers and constraints

• Complaints about impact on play
– But wide spacing between plants can 

reduce this
– Small areas can have a big impact on 

biodiversity
• Not enough space on site for tall 

vegetation
– Possible to add low vegetation
– Possible to add long rough along wide 

fairways
• Convincing the board it’s a good idea

– Poor general environmental literacy



We also asked residents in the 
surrounding suburbs what sorts of 

vegetation they prefer in green spaces



• How much people value 
vegetation, and what type of 
vegetation do people prefer to 
see?
• Value (the priority assigned 

to a particular thing: 
biodiversity, recreation, 
production)

• Preference/attitude (how 
much people ‘like’ something)

What do people think about urban 
vegetation?



Values and preferences for 
vegetation

• Social surveys of 
residents (750 
surveys, n=159)

• Many people value 
nature & native 
plants and prefer 
dense vegetation 

• This means that 
dense vegetation 
could become a 
bigger part of our 
green spaces



Aust Turfgrass Conference 2014

We asked superintendents 
from across Australia:
• Who likes biodiversity?
• Why?
• What don’t people like?
• What is the hardest thing 

to manage?

58.3

83.3
75.0

50.0

33.3

Who likes biodiversity on golf 
courses?

Neighbours

Staff

Players

Visitors

Local
Councils



Benefits of having biodiversity

• Cheaper Maintenance
• Improves aesthetics 

(colourful flowers)
• Attracts people (e.g. 

tourists)
• Makes the club look 

proactive & improves 
image

• Reduced water use
• Makes people value the 

course more



Barriers and constraints

• Establishment of 
plants

• Costs to manage pests 
and weeds

• Lack of specialist 
knowledge

• Lack of time 
• Funding
• Lack of environmental 

literacy among members
• Large trees and OHS



How to improve biodiversity 
values?

1. Understand what you have
2. Protect and enhance remnant 

vegetation where possible
3. Manage out of play areas for 

biodiversity
4. Add species specific interventions



• Flora and fauna surveys
– Consultants 
– Local naturalists
– Interested members / 

employees (fauna sighting 
log book)

– Government databases
• Vegetation management 

plan
• Use of guidelines

Understanding what you’ve got



Protect and Enhance 
Remnant Vegetation



Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub



Sand Heathland 



Masters student Lee Wilson looked at remnant 
vegetation communities and their restoration potential



Remnant vegetation on 
golf courses vs reserves:
• The remnant vegetation on 

golf courses has high 
restoration potential

• Site management history and 
size greatly influence remnant 
vegetation quality 

• Future restoration efforts 
should consider

• Size 
• Fire
• Active management



Techniques to manage 
your out-of-play 

vegetation for fauna



Restoring native vegetation 
communities

• Courses can be altered to 
return them to a more natural 
state, including:
– Revegetating with native plants
– Encouraging natural 

regeneration via:
• Reducing mowing
• Fire
• Weed removal



Using Fire for Restoration

• Native vegetation 
often requires fire to 
stay healthy

• Stimulate soil seed 
bank = cheap 
restoration

• Needs skills to 
manage



Grassy Groundcover Research Project
The focus of the GGRP is the reestablishment

of complex grassland or grassy understorey 
onto lands with an agricultural history by 
direct seeding

Funded by Greening Australia, CMA’s
Paul Gibson-Roy, John Delpratt

Restore Biodiverse Rough?



Restore Biodiverse Rough?





Woodlands Golf Club

Case Study



Woodlands Golf Club
• Important course in the region

– Large areas of native plants
– Heathy vegetation 

communities
– Local strong-hold for some 

birds e.g. Grey-crowned 
Babbler

• Flora and Fauna Management 
Plan & Tree Management Plan

• Dedicated ‘Vegetation 
Manager’ in the ground staff



Active vegetation management undertaken includes 
revegetation:

Woodlands Golf Club

Carry improvement program:
• Scraped off the top soil layer to remove weeds
• In the ‘Damp-sands Herb-rich/ Heathy woodlands’ 

vegetation community
• Revegetation included targeted native species 



Woodlands Golf Club

2011 2012 2014

• Middle tee and 
top layer 
(300mm) 
removed

• Native sand 
added

• Native biodiversity seed 
mix  sown

• Bracken chunked in 
along path

• Tube stock and 
hykos/cells planted

• Carry roped off and 
signage used to 
encourage golfers to use 
path

• Area monitored as it 
matures, add plants as 
required 

• Selective herbicide 
used to keep Native 
Couch grass under 
control

• Regular hand weeding 
for continued 
maintenance 



Active vegetation management undertaken includes 
ecological burns:

2011

2014

Woodlands Golf Club



Species Specific 
Habitat Restoration



Nest Boxes

• Provide the hollows that many native animals 
need but can’t find in the urban landscape

• Many different types available 
• Designed to suit the species

– Bats
– Birds
– Possums

• Pest species colonising nest boxes may be a 
problem ie. bees, Indian mynas



Artificial Hollows
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Source: Tree Tactics



Coarse Woody Debris (logs etc)

Logs are important because they:
• Provide shelter for nesting and 

refuge from the environment.
• Foraging sites for many 

different animal species.
• Sites for water infiltration, 

nutrient capture and fungi 
growth. 

• Assist organisms move through 
the landscape. 

Barton et al (2009) Conserving ground-dwelling beetles 
in an endangered woodland community: multi-scale 
habitat effects on assemblages diversity. Biological 
Conservation , 142, 1701-1709



Retain leaf litter
Important for:

• Invertebrates
• Predators of 

Invertebrates
• Water infiltration
• Seed germination



Insect Banks

• Piles of decaying wood 
provide important 
beetle habitat rare in 
urban areas 



Bee Hotels

• Native bees nest 
in hollows twigs 
and soil

• We can create 
habitat



Lizard Lounges

• Use materials that 
absorb heat

• Place in sunny areas 



Way forward and future 
potential of urban golf 

courses



Engagement and education:

You probably already do this……
• Staff training
• Newsletters & member educational material
• Walk and talk days
• Websites

How to get people other than 
golfers to care??



Engagement and education



But, what about…..
• Friends groups
• Marketing the course as an 

environment park?
• Opening it to the public once/month? 

E.g. to school groups
• Establishing bike tracks on perimeter
• Dog walking out of playing times
• Educational signage, phone apps or 

eco-art displays

How to get people other than 
golfers to care??



How can you use the information 
we have provided?

• To optimise biodiversity & carbon benefits in golf courses:
• Which golf courses should be prioritised ? 
• Which biodiversity groups to monitor to provide evidence? 

• Proof that urban golf courses are providing critical urban 
ecosystem services, e.g. biodiversity habitat and carbon 
storage



Future opportunities
• Opportunity to look at change from baseline data

• Monitoring before and after restoration

• Opportunity to investigate optimal restoration:
• Which techniques work best?
• Where to do it? 
• Which indicator groups to monitor? 

• Strategic urban green infrastructure planning
• Spatial prioritisation of restoration works
• What GCs to prioritise and where?



• www.thegirg.org
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Thanks!

Questions?

Contact:   caragh.threlfall@unimelb.edu.au


