First shot in the battle to save clubs

DOUGLAS LOWE, Golf Correspondent (Published on 4 Dec 2008)
Hilton Park phase out cheap golf for the oldies and appoint a director of golf. Douglas Lowe reports on the changes afoot.
In the battle to beat an ever-ageing membership, an issue that is seriously affecting most private members' golf clubs in Scotland, Hilton Park is already a couple of holes up on most. For a start, they have reached a compromise agreement with their senior membership that has brought the fraught matter of subsidised memberships under control. They have also taken a big step towards rejuvenating the club by attracting many of the critical 20-40 age group out of the wilderness and into the fold.

The result is a membership that has increased by 233 to 1454 over the last two years and visitor numbers have more than doubled, enabling a £100,000 upgrading of the clubhouse and a £300,000 replacement of cutting equipment for their two courses.

The club, near Milngavie, is proclaimed on their website - which has been a key tool in turning the club around - to be on the edge of Rob Roy country. The current fight might be far more peaceful than the Jacobite guerilla's efforts to protect Highland values, but there is just as much passion in evolving the golfing way of life.

A pioneer, moreover, in the form of general manager Gordon Simpson, has been appointed. He is the first professional golfer in Britain to have graduated with the qualification of PGA Director of Golf and he has not been slow to brandish his broadsword of business initiatives at the old-fashioned principles behind the one-time ailing accounts.

First, the seniors issue. Even before Simpson arrived just more than two years ago there had been a concession among those who qualified for free golf through long-standing membership. They agreed to up their contribution from a fat zero to a 25% subscription.

There was also a 65-and-over membership that paid a 50% subscription and between the two categories they were totalling almost 200, with a further 90 due over the next three years and even bigger waves of prospective pensioners behind them.

Amid resignations galore from the younger ranks, the club's courses and clubhouse were crumbling just as much as the games of the ageing swingers, and despite that concession by the life members, the long-term financing of the club was recognised as being out of control. The demographic timebomb was about to blow.

The club's tsunami of seniors were alerted to the horrors of the demography before the last annual general meeting and the proposal they faced was to cap these two categories at a fixed total of 150, representing about 10% of the total membership. The breakdown of 90 paying 50% and 60 paying 25% could vary, but beyond the 150 there would have to be a waiting list.

"Although there were some questions asked by the seniors, it went through reasonably smoothly, because by that time they knew that not only were we trying to stabilise the golf club and make it go forward but also they knew they were still getting a pretty good deal in comparison to a younger guy having to pay a full fee," said Simpson.

"If things had carried on as they were it would have left the club in a poor financial position and drastic action might have had to be taken. Now we are getting to a situation where we have control of the budgets and the numbers rather than just being open-ended."

It remains the case that the younger members are subsidising the older ones, but hearteningly the crumblies showed they were open to persuasion by partly giving up what they regarded as their constitutional rights for the long-term security of the club, and there is a sweetener for those who make it to 80. They are eligible to play as much as they like for the equivalent of a clubhouse membership.

"Not only has that created movement on the waiting list, but it also gives the guys who reach that age a bit bigger of a thank you. While we understand we have taken something away from the seniors in their eyes we are also looking to give them back in one respect as well," said Simpson, who believes that subsidised memberships will be phased out altogether in time because nobody joining since 2005 has been eligible for these categories.

The Scottish Golf Union believe there are some 250,000 unattached golfers in Scotland, mostly in the missing 20-40 age group, and Hilton Park are well down the line in shepherding these players, especially with the seniors issue under control.

"Effectively, younger players had been subsidising the fees of close to 200 members who could play two, three, four and five times a week," said Simpson. "Quite probably it put a lot of them off joining. They have so many other commitments with family and work, and some are not earning so much money."

The club embarked on a campaign to make the place more attractive. Out went the rigid old rules of jacket, collar and tie. Heaven forbid, jeans and trainers are now allowed in what was once a great bastion of perceived respectability, or what others might call snobbery. "The dress code has been significantly reduced to attract more people to come with wives, girlfriends and young children," said Simpson. "Males and females can go in all three lounges and the only real segregation is for junior members, who can't go into certain lounges for licensing reasons.

"We have tried to make it more user-friendly, so that people can simply pop in, and if they are wearing jeans, that's OK, as long as they don't go on to the course in denims."

The club, furthermore, created a marketing budget for the first time and rebranded the club with a new logo. An advertising campaign was backed up by a leaflet drop, while the club's website was upgraded not only as key element of the membership drive but also to keep members updated.

Annual open days have been held in the autumn with incentives to join on that day only, a ploy that has brought 120 members in the last two years, the majority in the 25 to 40 age group. An intermediate category for the 18 to 26 age range has also been established, while packages for husband and wife and families have been introduced. "We see ourselves as a family club," said Simpson, whose arrival is the result of a committee decision that the management structure needed to change.

Simpson is in total charge of the clubhouse, courses, professional's shop and the club's 20 staff, reversing the procedure where voluntary and often ill-qualified committee members instructed employees. "That was the first step in what they saw as a way of running the golf club more like a business," he said.

"Then we had to get the courses into a state that was sellable. We had a lot of moss, there were drainage problems, the presentation wasn't at its best and at that time we were losing members hand over fist.

"The next thing we had to do was control costs. With each head of department, we looked at putting tenders out for contracts that were up for renewal and we found that there were huge savings to be made by just going out to the market place and negotiating.

"I think in golf clubs you get friendly with certain suppliers and you just roll with them for years. The club had fallen into a rut and we had to get out of that rut."

That rut has clearly gone. Improved conditions are testimony to that, and probably most important of all, the seniors can look their fellow members in the eye and enjoy mutual respect.

An age-old problem: the debate continues

DOUGLAS LOWE (Published on 12 Dec 2008)
The response to last week's Timebomb series on the ageing crisis in many of Scotland's 630 golf clubs has been staggering, not just in the volume but in the passionate nature of the replies.
The response to last week's Timebomb series on the ageing crisis in many of Scotland's 630 golf clubs has been staggering, not just in the volume but in the passionate nature of the replies. It is an issue which personally affects every club golfer in their pockets and in their sense of concern for the future of the sport.

Senior golfers with long-standing club memberships clearly expect the subsidies which they perceive are merited because of their support over the years. It would be unfair and might also be damaging to take this away too soon, but it is even more unfair on the under-65s to face spiralling subscriptions to support an ever-older membership.

Meanwhile, the 20-to-40 age-group are hardly likely to be attracted to clubs burdened with this expectant group of pensioners who are due to increase in number at unprecedented levels with thearrival over the next few years of the post- Second World War baby-boomers.

The longer this issue goes on, the deeper the crisis will become. As subscriptions rise ever more, members will decide it is no longer value for money and resign. At annual meetings, the seniors will continue to vote for the subsidies they see as their constitutional rights. Beleaguered committees will find it increasingly difficult to balance the books and the first casualties will be the course andthe clubhouse: the very assets that need to be intip-top order to attract new members.

The Scottish Government-backed clubgolf programme to introduce every nine-year-old in Scotland to golf by 2014 will go a long way to redressing the problems, but not for another 10 to 15 years and the matter is far more pressing than that. The response also indicates that it is not a local problem. The issues are remarkably similar at most private members clubs.

It is a national concern. The Scottish Golf Union are planning a campaign to attract an estimated 250,000 floating non-members, but there are two other relevant bodies in Scotland's fragmented administration with highly vested interests, the Scottish Ladies Golfing Association and the Scottish "Region" of the Professional Golfers Association.

The three bodies need to put heads together and use their collective weight and influence to provide the most effective and lasting solution.

Loyalty should not come at a price
Congratulations on raising this unfair and totally undemocratic situation which exists in Scottish golf clubs.

The argument put forward that these members paid for 30 years, etc, is true, but they only paid to play golf, not into a fund to give them free golf in later life.

I am assured by a friend in the insurance business that to take out a policy to cover this situation would cost around £200 per annum today.

At most clubs, many of the seniors are still paying full fees. In our club, we have members in their 70s and 80s subsidising members retiring at 65 on good pensions.

I recently had a round of golf with a 35-year-old member who told me he had been offered a junior membership for his son, but had been forced to turn it down. He was also giving up his own membership as he could no longer afford it.

When I related this situation to some of the seniors, the attitude was there are plenty of people waiting to join the club, which at the moment is still true.

Any time there is a levy for neccesary large projects, the non-payers refuse to contribute. As you point out, this cannot go on as many clubs are running up large debts.

Part of it being from carrying the cost of paying for non-contributing members' lockers, caddy shack, showers, electricity, car parking and all the other costs that all members pay for, including the course.

Fairplay, Renfrewshire
Seniors must take a reality check
In the 1930s and 40s, in an altruistic spirit, many golf clubs introduced the notion of life membership and concessions for senior golfers Today's seniors, of whom I am one, are not to blame for decisions taken at that time, but do need to consider their relevance to the present, when life expectancy has increased by nine years with all that that implies.

In general, golf clubs have provided members with very good value for money over the years, and so the concept of entitlement is, in my view, unjustified. In golf, as in most fields of activity, you should expect to get what you pay for, and pay for what you get.

A golf club should be able to accommodate a healthy mixture of age-groups and gender without conflict.

To attract the younger age-groups, clubs need to become more accessible, reasonably priced, less formal, and more flexible in adapting to the time constraints under which people now live, and all ages can contribute to these goals.

Gibson, Giffnock
Action may be too late for some clubs
I agree that the SGU are at least 15 years too late in tackling the surge in numbers of older golfers and the effect of subsidised golf on the finances of clubs.

Surely, some of the millions of pounds the SGU received in recent years from club members could have been spent on establishing the size of the potential problem so that measures to deal with it could have been instituted.

John Maxwell, by email
Home of golf must be more welcoming
I was born in Scotland and now live in Concord, Massachusetts, near Boston.

I visit "home" twice a year and play golf often, and you are right on the money.

The dress code is silly. I can go just about anywhere in the States and wear sneakers into the clubhouse. I think that collars on shirts can be negotiated, as this adds to the impression of golfers as being stuffy old fogies. I'm sure that a percentage of well-dressed golfers act like hooligans, whereas just because I wear a turtle-neck doesn't mean I don't know how to behave.

This year, I had to bring a jacket because we were going to play Glasgow Gales, and, as it turned out, they had relaxed their dress code.

My observations from visiting Scottish courses is that golf is, indeed, dying. Unless it can attract new blood the 600+ clubs will be decimated in the next 10-20 years. It would be such a shame to see the home of golf become the cemetery.

Ian J Orr, USA
Members are not held to accounts
Your article will help to crystallise thoughts and opinions on a very serious crisis. Next time you meet a golf club member, ask him how much his club made or lost in its last set of accounts. He won't know and will be surprised if it's a loss, as no-one has ever raised the subject. And, of course, he didn't go to the annual meeting.

Alistair Brown, by email
Scottish golf clubs still reluctant to become wiser with old age

Douglas Lowe, 18 Jan 2010 17.32 

Hands up all those Scottish golf clubs that have taken positive steps to encourage young people, women and families to join them and redress the balance of our great courses and clubhouses that are threatening to become eventide homes populated mainly by greying old men.
From here, it looks like a minority, but the number of enlightened clubs is certainly more than a year ago when The Herald ran the original Timebomb series warning that the vast majority of clubs, top heavy with senior men expecting heavily subsidised and even free golf, urgently needed to change course from what was a highway to oblivion.

It is not that clubs want rid of these passionate veterans. Tom Watson, who turned 60 shortly after almost winning last year’s Open Championship at Turnberry, showed that age can be overcome by attitude, and likewise Jack Nicklaus who will be 70 on Thursday.

Seniors have an important role to play, but at stake is the issue of asking them to pay a fair price for the services they receive and retaining them as members while at the same time attracting on board a new generation.

An unprecedented army of baby-boomers are about to enter the ranks of the 65-and-overs but there is little evidence of that younger generation coming in behind to support them. Waiting lists that bred complacency for decades are gone, or fast going, and indications are that memberships are more than 10,000 down over the last six years in a trend that has not yet bottomed out.

Club golf has become a buyer’s market and young people have a choice to the extent that there are tales of some turning up at clubs and attempting to negotiate a bargain in the same way that they would when buying a car.

These people are unlikely to be impressed by stuffy old clubs, from a faintly pompous era with an outdated culture notable for intolerant dress rules, demanding a hefty entrance fee up front in addition to the annual subscription.

What they are more likely to be looking for is an affordable, modern environment catering for their needs and offering value for money. A growing number of clubs understand that and are ready to present a persuasive case why membership is better than a nomadic existence paying green fees.

Yet there are signs that the majority still don’t get it. For those clubs where apathy reigns, they may have to extract their heads from the sand sooner than they think and not only because of ailing balance sheets. Legislation is on the way that promises to outlaw mixed-gender clubs who do not have a policy of equal rights. It may even become illegal to offer subsidies to those pampered senior men, curiously the ones who are often in a position to make most use of the facilities.

The Single Equality Bill that is going through parliament is understood to permit positive discrimination, which means it would be allowable to offer discounts to minorities. In Scottish club golf that tends to be young people, specifically the 18-to-30 age group, and women.

In the past, senior men were a minority, but not any longer. So the generous subsidies that are enshrined in many constitutions as soon as you hit 65, with a suitably long continuity of membership, are under threat.

While we will have to wait and see on that count, there are some clubs who have already grasped the nettle, presented a compelling case to the membership, and taken decisions either to reduce the subsidies or eliminate them altogether.

The ones who have done so deserve credit. They have shown that seniors, an ever more powerful group when it comes to votes at annual meetings, are open to persuasion and are willing to take decisions for the benefit of the club even if it hits them in the pocket.

Another aspect of life at traditional members’ clubs that may have to change is the all-powerful committee comprised usually of well-meaning amateurs, few of whom are the least bit qualified to undertake the job their fellow members have elected them to do. At some clubs they presume to direct key personnel like the manager, steward, professional and head greenkeeper.

These committees change regularly leaving the professionals, who have a much better grasp of what has to be done and are aware of the need of pursuing a long-term plan, in a state of exasperation.

There is a mood of change brought on by a combination of the economic downturn and the demographic crisis, but the indications so far are that it is not happening fast enough.

GOLF TIMEBOMB

Golf timebomb. Part 2 
Drive is on to attract new members: clubs are taking positive action, but process of change is slow

Published on 19 Jan 2010

The worm is turning, and what encourages Andy Salmon, development manager for both the Scottish Golf Union and Scottish Ladies’ Golfing Association, is the way a steady trickle of clubs are taking positive action to retain young players and attract new ones.
But he warns it is not happening quickly enough.

It is a familiar lament that clubs lose most of their juniors as soon as they turn 18. Much of that is to do with leaving the area for education or employment reasons, but there is also a significant cost factor that is behind what is believed to be a widespread dearth of club members in the 18-to-30 age-group.

It is not that these players do not exist. They are known to be out there, but in what has become known as the nomadic way they prefer to pay green fees to the huge outlay of joining fees and annual subscriptions.

“A lot of clubs see young players leave because of the jump in fees from a very low cost to full membership which can be five or six times what the junior membership was,” noted Salmon, “and as a result many clubs have introduced a stepped pricing structure up to age 30 such as at Old Ranfurly and West Kilbride.”

Effectively, this is a way of subsidising young players and that is turning the old culture on its head. It used to be that younger players were expected to keep annual subscriptions down for senior members but current demography and demand has shown such practices to be flawed.

“We have never said older golfers are bad or the enemy even though a lot of people perceived it that way last year,” assured Salmon. “We want to hang on to the older golfers but supplement them with this younger generation.”

The Single Equality Bill currently going through parliament and due to come into force this year, moreover, might push clubs’ membership policies further down the line by insisting on equal rights and making it possible to offer discounts only to minorities such as the 18-to-30 group.

“We will be publishing detailed advice around that in the next few weeks and it will absolutely have implications for clubs in terms of how they treat men and women in a mixed club. There are also requirements around age discrimination and we will be advising clubs on whether it will still be permissible to offer discounted memberships for, say, over-65s,” he said.

In the meantime, the drive for members continues and reciprocal arrangements with other clubs are becoming a common way of adding value to memberships. In addition, the SGU’s golf card scheme offering half-price green fees to golf club members is now operating at 120 clubs.

Yet there are still strong signs of apathy and a sense of anxiety that the sleeping giant needs to be woken up before it is too late. Of 580 Scottish clubs, only 127 responded to a survey relating to last year’s Golf Awareness Week – a project that will be repeated this year just after the Masters – and just 173 were represented at a series of roadshows in November and December.

Over the last five years, memberships are down by more than 10,000, and that is costing dearly the governing bodies who are in the process of raising annual per-capita levies, the SGU from £7.20 to £10 over a period of three years, and the SLGA from £13 to £14.

“There are some great examples of clubs generating between 40 and 120 new members on the back of a specific action like radio advertising, a joining fee offer, an open day and these kind of things,” said Salmon. “We are greatly encouraged by that and we don’t want to paint a negative picture. I think things are heading in the right direction but more clubs could sit up and take a look.

“I believe clubs need three things. First, they need a strong leadership, and by that I mean a good secretary/manager to prioritise expenditure. Second, the golf course has to be right, and third, there has to be a marketing policy.

“All too often marketing – and the golf course as well to a lesser extent – are the first areas clubs look at in making savings. I don’t think that necessarily is the right thing. One or two clubs are even wondering whether the secretary/manager is someone they can do without. I would suggest that is not the way to go.”

A survey of 50 golfers who joined a club last year showed that the quality of the course was the top priority followed by a welcoming environment and then the cost, particularly joining fees which put off many people. A key argument for keeping them is to prevent golfers changing clubs every year at a whim, but it is a controversial device.

“I don’t buy the notion that you charge a joining fee to trap members to a golf club,” said Salmon. “Marketing people will tell you that you trap people in a golf club by giving them value for money and one of the recent changes we have seen is the emergence of a customer service ethic.

“If you are in Glasgow where all the clubs are full and charging a £1000 joining fee then you would be daft not to charge one at your club. It is about doing what is right in your local marketplace and what is right for your business objectives, but I do think there is a trend away from joining fees.

“On the whole, I don’t think clubs are changing quickly enough, but it is not our position to be telling clubs what they should be doing and when they should be doing it. There is definitely a culture of positive change going on, but is it happening at all 580 clubs in Scotland? No, it is definitely not.

“I would like to think that in five years’ time we will be in a great place. There will be much more marketing, clubs will be more business-like and also by then we hope the economy will be in great shape. I am very optimistic.”

Official figures for Scottish golf club members over last five years

Men 187,769 down 4.23%

Women 35,388 down 9.89%

Boys 25,047 down 5.98%

Girls 2964 up 3.63%

Notes Early returns for current figures show a further 0.89% fall and are feared to drop further. Adult figures are inflated by an unknown number who are members of more than one club and junior numbers are estimated from figures provided voluntarily by around half of clubs 

* FALLING NUMBERS

Top five reasons for new members joining clubs last year

70% I like the course 

36% I was made to feel welcome 

30% No joining fee deal 

26% Annual fees more affordable than others 

22% Monthly payment plan available

Are the Scottish Golf Union and Scottish Ladies’ Golfing Association doing enough to rescue our clubs? Is the per-capita levy too high or too low? Is your club committee the best in Scotland or does it have its collective head in the sand? What is your solution to falling memberships?

send your views to sportletters@theherald.co.uk

Tomorrow the club manager’s view

Golf timebomb. Part 3: employing unqualified people is harming golf

Published on 20 Jan 2010

Attitudes are reverting to homespun ideas of thrift that were prevalent four decades ago according to one of Scotland’s leading golf club managers who warned that such notions are a recipe for disaster.
David Roy, Scottish president of the Golf Club Managers’ Association of Europe and managing secretary at Crail Golfing Society, said his profession was the most misunderstood of the trade and there was a widespread belief that it was little more than a sinecure.

“It might sound a bit of an exaggeration to say no club manager’s job in Scotland is safe at the moment, but I believe that’s the case,” he said. “I worry that we are going back to the 1970s when a member such as a past captain took on the job of honorary secretary.”

At a time of falling memberships, club balance sheets are under strain and it became apparent during a series of roadshows run by the Scottish Golf Union and Scottish Ladies Golfing Association in November and December last year that some clubs had the secretary/manager at the top of their hit-list.

“I would suggest that is not the way to go,” said Andy Salmon, Scottish golf’s development manager in yesterday’s Timebomb feature. He emphasised that at a time when strong leadership is needed the club manager’s role is more important than ever.

They can spend half an hour talking about the price of beer, then spend £45,000 on a mower in a heartbeat 

David Roy, Scottish president of the Golf Club Managers’ Association of Europe and managing secretary at Crail Golfing Society 
At the root of this fear is an ageing membership. With the average age of the Scottish club member thought to be in the mid-to-high 50s, there are many around who remember the parsimonious 1970s and think there is no reason why we can’t go back to that.

“I’ve heard people say: ‘We managed fine with an honorary secretary. I don’t understand why we’re employing this guy. What does he do anyway?’” said Roy, who started out in his working life as a summer help at Taymouth Castle 30 years ago and can put it all into historical perspective.

“In those days, generally speaking, golf courses shut in October. Waterproofs and shoes were so awful that few people wanted to play in the winter and you could manage quite comfortably with two or three greenkeepers.

“It would have been common for a club to have an old Nissen hut, one tractor, one set of gang mowers, a couple of hand mowers and a Flymo. That would have been all the kit they had for 100 acres of a golf course.

“It has been fascinating to watch the exponential curve of improvement. Modern machinery came over from America, then there were hydraulically-powered fairway mowers and from there it was a small move to ride-on mowers. In a short space of time you had half a million pounds’ worth of machinery and you needed to build a new greenkeeping facility.

“It was amazing how many clubs managed to keep up with that rate of change, and dragged along with it was the corporate administration. As more staff were employed, annual subscriptions went up and more legislation was passed that would affect clubs. The workload for every club increased and it was no longer suitable to have the honorary secretary.

“Now there’s health and safety, employment law, licences, fire protection and insurance, and child protection policies to look after.”

What particularly irks Roy is the common practice of clubs employing a retired professional person like a banker or lawyer to the job, or even appointing someone because they are impressed by a low playing handicap.

“If the professional or head greenkeeper left there is no way that the club members would be happy for a past captain or retired accountant to take on that job. Yet the same demands are never made of club committees when the manager leaves,” continued Roy. “There can be no doubt that the practice of employing unqualified people is harming golf.”

Roy regards himself as lucky at Crail because he is working alongside an enlightened club, but with rapid committee turnover he is well aware how quickly things can change and has witnessed recurring themes over the years like crusades to reduce the price of drink.

“They can spend half an hour talking about the price of beer and then agree to spend £45,000 on a mower in a heartbeat,” he said. “You need the continuity of a full-time manager who can steer the captain and committee and keep them on the right track.

“Some clubs – and it is a shame that they are unusual – are doing it really well. The best example I can come up with is Bothwell Castle. When they replaced their retired manager they went to the SGU for advice and advertised accordingly. As a result they appointed one of the few applicants with qualifications.

“They carried it on from there to make sure they were fit for the 21st century and reviewed the governance of their club to make sure they didn’t get these rogue characters coming on to committee and driving the club into a cul-de-sac.

“Gourock is another good example – they are going down the same road. It’s just a shame there are so many bad examples. Inertia is one thing and you could almost forgive it, but when you actively set out a strategy to say we can do it better with amateurs then that is really going to cause trouble.”

Golf Timebomb. Part 4: Buchanan Castle’s vision for future could show the way for Scottish clubs

Douglas Lowe (Published on 22 Jan 2010)
In what could become a blueprint for the future of club golf in Scotland, Buchanan Castle’s project to create a modern coaching facility linked with their course has been endorsed by a £93,000 lottery grant.
It is a match-funding award with landowners Montrose Estates putting up an equal sum to build a covered 10-bay driving range and to develop an existing six-hole shorter course to create a complete pathway from beginner to elite player at the one location.

The club, near Drymen, Stirlingshire, believe the development is unique in Scotland among the traditional members’ courses, many of which were constructed a century or more ago with little thought being given to what are regarded nowadays as essential practice facilities.

Sportscotland supported the application through a community strand of their sports facilities fund primarily because it would enable the creation of a hub for delivery of the Scottish Government-backed clubgolf programme in the local area. The grant also covered junior and family facilities in the clubhouse and disabled adaptations.

Louise Martin, chair of sportscotland, said: “This is a fantastic example of how a golf club can become a real asset to the community. Sportscotland and its partners are committed to developing stronger clubs and successful community sport and Buchanan Castle’s academy plans contribute to both of those goals.

“By opening their doors to local children through delivery of the full clubgolf programme, Buchanan Castle is playing a key role in developing golf in the local area and we look forward to seeing more young golfers taking up the sport.”

It has taken the club almost two years to put the ideas into place and achieve planning permission from the Loch Lomond National Park authority. Work on the range is due to start in March and be ready for the summer when improvements will begin on the short course.

Until now we have only been able to coach April to October, and as we know the summer weather can be terrible too, but with the covered facilities we will be able to deliver on schedule whatever the weather. 

Keith Baxter 
Keith Baxter, the club professional, said: “It used to be that when beginners came to me for lessons I would have to send them away somewhere else to practise and that is not very encouraging. Facilities are paramount and players can now build up confidence on the short course before tackling the big one.

“That kind of confidence is important too. It can be intimidating stepping on to a course for the first time. It’s a bit like being given your first driving lesson on the Kingston Bridge. You might never come back.”

It is a huge culture change for the one-time highly exclusive club, but in common with the trend in Scotland the waiting list vanished, the membership grew old and so the rejuvenation plan was hatched with the full support of the Duke of Montrose, the estate’s managing director.

It is still to be decided whether to extend the basic six-hole short course to nine par-3s or to keep it at six and include several par-4s, but the principle remains the same, and the club are offering academy memberships at £99 for juniors (£50 if they are already in the clubgolf programme) and £199 for adults, including a series of lessons.

“What will also be a huge help is the ability to coach all year,” added Baxter. “Until now we have only been able to do April to October, and as we know the summer weather can be terrible too, but with the covered facilities we will be able to deliver on schedule whatever the weather.

“We will also be able to keep hold of the kids through the winter and that is fundamental. At the moment in October we say, ‘See you in April,’ but that way they might find other things to do.”

In common with the more enlightened clubs, Buchanan Castle are offering subsidised subscriptions in a series of steps up to the age of 30 in an effort to attract and retain young members, and family memberships are also available.

Other clubs will be watching this project with a vested interest.

Golf Timebomb. Part 4: How The Herald’s series prompted Paisley GC to put emphasis on youth

Douglas Lowe (Published on 22 Jan 2010)
A good example of a club where senior members have tackled the fraught issue of mounting subsidies for seniors and voted selflessly to switch them to younger players for the long-term health of the club is Paisley.
There, high on the Gleniffer Braes, is, by various accounts, a large, active and vocal senior membership, powerful enough to present a serious obstacle to any proposal to change membership terms which would require a two-thirds majority of those in attendance.

Yet the motion to reduce subsidies for older members and introduce them in a series of steps in the 18-to-30 age group was passed without demur after an extensive period of consultation during which a compelling case was put forward.

“As a result of the changes we have attracted a few new young members and have retained some juniors. It is going to be a slow process but we are confident that we now have the structure in place to turn things around over a five-to-10-year period and bring down our average age of 54,” said captain Jim Crawford.

A further incentive is that the club championship final last year was contested by 18-year-old Jack Bradley, the winner, and 19-year-old Alistair Lauder, to give a lead to a healthy junior section that is capped at 140.

We have no doubt that the original articles in The Herald and the formal and informal discussions that took place subsequently in the club have led to an important change in our constitution. 

Lennie Herd 
However, the conversion rate to full members has been worryingly low. Although full membership was close to capacity last year there were only 17 members in the 18-to-30 category while at the same time a detailed club demography showed a huge influx of senior members on the way to becoming eligible for discounts of up to 75%.

It was a significant imbalance typical of many private members’ clubs of this type, and it was against that background that last year’s Herald Timebomb series appears to have hit a nerve. The articles were posted on the noticeboard and on the club website and set in motion a chain of events.

“We have no doubt that the original articles in The Herald and the formal and informal discussions that took place subsequently in the club have led to an important change in our constitution,” said Lennie Herd, last year’s captain.

The outcome is that while subscriptions are reduced by up to 50% for the 18-to-20 age range, the senior discount which used to rise to 75% has been capped at 35%, and the qualifying period for this is to be increased gradually from 20 to 30 years’ membership.

