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Report:

The purpose of this visit was to view the golf course at El Saler and establish a programme of works for the coming months, and discuss both the preparation and presentation of the course for the upcoming Spanish Open 2013. 

In general the golf course was in reasonably good condition with no major issues to contend with. It is important to note however that with just eight weeks to go to the tournament our lead time is short and it is very important to start our preparation work immediately and ensure that we continue a very intensive programme of maintenance over the next eight weeks.
 
The good work that was carried out prior to the Qualifying School Stage 2 last November is still very evident and is part of the reason why the conditions are so good at this time of year on the golf course. It is now a case of building on that foundation and further improving the course so it is at the desired standard that is required for a tournament as prestigious as the Spanish Open.


The following are my findings and recommendations regarding the course and the details that were discussed and decided upon within the group during the tour of the golf course.
Greens:

The putting surfaces were pretty good and with some steady work carried out on them over the next eight weeks they should be very good for the tournament. They are a mix of L93 bent, poa annua and some areas of warm season weed grasses. The firmness of the surfaces was excellent and is exactly what is required for the tournament. If this firmness can be maintained while improving the quality of the turf then the greens will be excellent come April.
 
Grass coverage was good apart from the areas of some greens that have Bermuda invasion. These areas are obviously bare as the warm season weed grasses are still dormant. Once temperatures increase and growing conditions improve, these areas will fill in quite quickly.
 
Greens are quite lean at the moment due to a delay in the delivery of the fertiliser that was due to be applied last week. The edges of some greens are starting to show signs of the onset of anthracnose, but with some aeration work in these areas and the application of a nitrogen based fertiliser these areas will improve immediately. 

The success of this tournament will undoubtedly depend on achieving firm fast putting surfaces so that the golf course can be played as it was designed, as a seaside, links course. Firm greens will add to the challenge and playability of the course and for this reason achieving these firm surfaces has to be our priority over the next eight weeks. It should be noted that firmness has improved greatly since my visit back in September of last year prior to the Qualifying School. By continuing a good programme of surface aeration, sub surface aeration and topdressing the greens will only get better and healthier for the future.
 
The profile of the greens is very healthy, thatch levels are good and there are clear visual signs of previous aeration work. The structure of this profile is solid and rooting is good considering the time of year. I do not feel that a hollowcoring would be necessary prior to the tournament and think that some solid tine aeration work would be more beneficial.
 
A sensible approach to irrigation will also be key to keeping greens firm. Avoid overwatering at all costs and the use of wetting agents will allow irrigation to be used sparingly in the run up to and during the event. March can be a rainy month in this region and hopefully this will help to flush any salts that may build up in the profile. If this is not the case we may need to consider a greens flush at the start of April to flush salts through the profile to help with turf health.

 
The following is a general outline of what procedures need to be carried out on the putting surfaces over the coming months;
· Immediately pencil tine all areas showing signs of anthracnose.
· Apply a well-balanced nitrogen based granular fertiliser this week.
· Apply a seed head suppressant as soon as possible to control the seed head production of the poa annua and apply a second application when the timing is correct.
· Overseed all bare areas of dormant Bermuda with L93 seed. This will act as a seed bed and help to compete with the weed grass as well as providing cover if temperatures remain low.
· In the last week of February solid tine all greens with an 8-10 mm solid tine and apply a good topdressing of sand afterwards.
· Repeat this procedure of solid tinning and topdressing in the third week of March. 
· Once total grass cover is achieved and turf health is good, then the introduction of Primo may be considered. This will more than likely be the end of March. 
· Once temperatures rise and growth improves over the coming weeks a programme of verticutting should commence.
· Greens should be verticut once a week at 0 or -1 below bench height and this procedure should be followed by a light topdressing each week.
· From the start of April start to groom and brush greens a couple of times a week to avoid any horizontal growth. 
· Apply two applications of wetting agent prior to the tournament to help with irrigation management during the event.
A green speed of approximately 10½ feet should be the target for the weekend before the tournament and this will allow us to adjust the speed accordingly depending on the weather forecast.
Green Surrounds:
 
The club are working closely with Jose Ignacio Gervas from the Spanish Federation to try to improve the playability of the course and make it play more like a traditional links course should. Part of this improvement will include the introduction of swales and run off areas around greens to replace the high rough that have been established. Where it is possible and under Jose Ignacio's guidance Mario is going to cut out swales and run off areas where he feels it will be successful. Prior to this all green surrounds will be sprayed with a selective herbicide to remove all weeds. 
Once these swales have been introduced all green surrounds will be overseeded to ensure grass cover is consistent and strong. It would be advisable to topdress these areas after overseeding to ensure the seed is protected and surfaces are level and will not scalp. It is important to remember that adding these swale areas will increase maintenance requirements as mowing will have to be carried out more frequently and this will be key to the success of these swales. Establishing these areas properly will require a lot of time and effort on Mario’s side. 
Once seed has established and turf is healthy and strong the height of cut should be lowered slowly as much as possible while being careful to avoid scalping. Additional topdressings would be advisable to keep levels good and avoid scalping. These areas should be completely roped off to all traffic during the overseeding and establishment period. 

All thin and heavily trafficked areas around greens should be solid tined to relieve compaction and ensure healthy grass cover is achieved on collars and surrounds of greens. 

Currently most green entrances are roped off and this traffic control is excellent and should continue in the coming months to protect all sensitive areas around greens. 

To improve on available pin positions on the left hand side of the10th green, Miguel has asked for some branches to be removed from the pine tree overhanging the green. Mario is aware of what needs to be removed.
Fairways:

Fairways were generally good with good healthy and consistent grass cover. All fairways will be fertilised this week with a granular fertiliser and next week will see a programme of Hollowcoring begin using a 16 mm hollow tine.
 
This should set up the fairways nicely for the tournament and a final fertiliser application will be applied three weeks prior to the event.
 
It was discussed and decided that the mowing pattern of the fairways would be half and half (Black & White), as this would lend itself to the design and set up of the course. This cutting pattern can be introduced at the start of April and it is important to reverse cut fairways every week or so to discourage horizontal growth and grain on the fairways.
Tees:

Tees were in good condition and had good grass coverage. There was good success from the overseeding that was carried out approximately one month ago and new growth was widespread. All professional tees were out of play and this should remain the case from now until the 15th of April. 

Tees would benefit from a similar type of hollowcoring that is being carried out on the fairways. Once hollowcoring is complete all professional tees should receive a heavy topdressing. This will improve firmness and ensure surfaces are level. 

Like fairways the tees will be cut in a black and white pattern. This will eliminate the problem of the offline construction of some of the tees and the mowing lines which I mentioned in my last report.
 
The 16th professional tee could be enlarged on the right hand side by 1 or 2 metres to improve the line to the fairway and avoid the trees short left off the tee. 
It would be very beneficial if all handrails on the steps of tees could be removed for the duration of the tournament as they will be in the line of sight in most places. This is something that can be done once the course is closed the week before. 
Trim down bushes short left hand side of the 3rd tee to improve visibility of the fairway and landing zone. Bushes and branches to the right of the 11th tee should also be trimmed.
Roughs: 

All rough should be spot sprayed for weeds with a selective herbicide. El Saler is a links designed course and the need for heavy roughs goes against that slightly. As part of this plan to make the course more traditional it was decided that there would be no high rough for the tournament. 
The rough will consist of the following; 

Semi Rough 25 mm.

One width of a Toro sidewinder cylinder

Maintained rough 60mm. 
Topped the weekend before the event. 

Outside the maintained rough will be natural ground which will contain everything from, trees, bushes, bare ground, thick grasses, areas of ice plant and many more nasty lies and this will provide the real challenge for this golf course. 
All grass collection points on the golf course will be removed and the areas tidied up. 

Bunkers: 

As I mentioned in my last report the design of the bunkers at Parador de El Saler create issues in regards to their maintenance and presentation. The faces of the bunkers are large and steep and the sand that is native to the site is very fine and unstable. During heavy rain it washes down the face of the bunker and when dry it can blow out of the bunkers. For this reason, as I recommended before, it would be best to keep disruption to the faces of the bunkers to a minimum. Smooth them with the flat side of the bunker rakes. Do not use the side with the teeth unless really necessary. By limiting the disruption of the faces the sand will naturally become settled and will cause less issues in regards to plugging balls. By all accounts the bunkers performed relatively well during the qualifying school and there were only a few issues regarding plugged balls. 
All bunker edges should be well defined and there should be no doubt as to whether or not a ball lies within the hazard. 
Bunker surrounds of greenside bunkers are maintained using the surrounds mower which leaves turf around them closely cut and in good condition. Fairway bunker surrounds cannot be cut with this cylinder mower due to the severity of the banks and so regular flymoing of these areas will be vital to ensure turf is tight and in good condition. 
Miguel has requested that the face of the greenside bunker on the right hand side of 17 should be stripped of turf and reinstated as a steep bunker face. This will make the bunker more visible from the tee and also improve the shape of the bunker.  

There are a number of bunkers that were identified on the way around the course that have sanded pathways that lead into the bunker for accessing mechanical bunker rakes. These do cause a ruling issue and we have suggested that they are covered in turf or some other form of vegetation to ensure they are clearly identifiable as not part of the bunker. I feel that turfing these areas would be best as it will allow us to access the bunkers with mechanical rakes if the need arises.
 

Practice Areas: 

It is very important that the condition and presentation of the practice areas are consistent with those on the golf course. 
The range tee should be hollowcored at the same time as the fairways. It should then be topdressed heavily and any bare or thin areas should be overseeded. It should also receive the same fertiliser applications as the fairways. The range tee will be rested from now until the tournament and golfers are currently using the practice mats in the driving bay. This should result in a range tee with full cover of grass come April. 
The putting and chipping green surfaces must be included in the programme that has been set out for the greens on the course. Consistency is vitally important here. 

The surround of the chipping green must be presented as the surrounds on the course will be. The area must be sprayed with a selective herbicide and overseeded. The front of the chipping green closest to the clubhouse must be cut at fairway height to establish a chipping area. A band of collar, semi rough, and rough must surround the rest of the chipping green. 

Staffing & Machinery: 

While the format and structure of the forthcoming tournament is very similar to that of the Qualifying School event held there last November, it is important to realise that the prestige and importance of the event is far greater. The Spanish Open is a world class event and El Saler will be on the world stage of golf. For this very reason no stone should be left unturned in regards to the preparation for this tournament, and it would be detrimental to underestimate the level of work and financial commitment that has to be made available to the course management team. 
I do feel that the current staffing levels will be stretched to the limits to achieve the level of work that needs to be carried out to prepare for April. I would recommend that if it was at all possible the club should consider the possibility of hiring 3 to 4 extra staff for the next eight weeks to help Mario prepare the golf course as well as increasing the number of staff available for the tournament maintenance schedule. 
David Gomez has agreed to have two members of the Spanish Federation team available for the week of the event as well as four volunteers. I feel that with the plan to hand mow greens and hand rake bunkers during the event then a crew of approximately 20 will be required to carry out the morning and evening schedule to completion and within the time constraints. 
In regards to machinery, it is important that Mario and Javier establish what additional machinery will be required for the tournament and let David know so that he can work on sourcing these machines.  David has also agreed to have an additional mechanic on site for the week before the tournament to prepare the machines and ensure units are freshly sharpened and cutting to the optimum levels. 

Sunrise in mid April will be approximately 7.20 and first tee off will be approximately 8.15am. As a result the practice facilities will need to be prepared and ready for 7.15am, meaning they will need to be prepared in the dark. It may be advisable to have some mobile flood lights available around the practice areas to help with their morning preparation. 
As was the case last November, submersible pumps and generators will have to be available on site to deal with extreme rainfall and the pumping of water. 6-8 squeegees will also be required on site. 
Conclusion: 

I do feel that El Saler has the potential to be an excellent venue and provide a very enjoyable and challenging test for our members in April. There is a considerable amount of work to be carried out on the course for the preparation of the 2013 Spanish Open but the foundations were set late last year through the work of Mario, Javier and the team at El Saler. By continuing this level of commitment and improvement to the course I believe they will achieve their goals by April. 
Both the green staff at El Saler and the Spanish Federation Greens section should be commended for the improvements that have been made to the course and the hard work that has been put in. The results of their labour are clearly visible on the course but much more work has to be done to prepare for Spain’s flagship event, the 2013 Spanish Open. 
I hope the information in this report is of benefit and if there are any issues which you would like to discuss further or questions which you would like to ask please do not hesitate to contact me at ehennessy@europeantour.com or on my mobile 00353 86 1975237. 
I would greatly appreciate it if Javier could keep me informed of the progress on the course by sending some regular updates via email. 
Finally I would like to thank everybody who was present for their time and hospitality during my visit and wish them every success for the tournament and the future. 

Eugene Hennessy 

Greenkeeping Consultant

2013 Spanish Open
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