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Constructing a golf course is often an 
expensive and highly technical affair, and 
with many important decisions made 
from the onset, it’s imperative that the 
project is undertaken to a high standard 
from the beginning. 

There are many tools available in the 
sportsturf industry to aid in this process, 
although perhaps surprisingly, the role of 
the laboratory is often underestimated.

Lab analysis, in particular can be used 
to provide a valuable insight into the 
selection of the correct materials for golf 
course applications or constructions, as 
testing can have a good, positive impact 
on the profitability, playability and 
longevity of a golf course.

Physical soil testing laboratories provide 
a variety of soil testing to assess the 
current condition of the existing turf, and 
the use of an independent and accredited 
laboratory is always recommended.

Currently there are only ten such labo-
ratories in the world – mostly based in 
North America – with European 
Turfgrass Laboratories (ETL), located in 
Stirling, Scotland, being the first laborato-
ry outside of North America to become 
accredited to the A2LA (American 
Association for Laboratory 
Accreditation.) 

The USGA recommends that only 
A2LA-accredited laboratories are to be 
used for testing and analysing materials 
for building golf greens to their guide-
lines. 

As Sharon Bruce (pictured opposite),  
lab manager/director of ETL explains, 
there are many benefits for choosing an 
A2LA-accredited laboratory: “These 
laboratories have strict policies and proce-
dures which must be followed to ensure 
consistency, accuracy and reliability of the 
test results. 

“Every two years, an assessor visits 
each laboratory to assess the competency 
of the staff to complete their testing tech-
niques, and the quality management 
system is reviewed as is the laboratory’s 
compliance to the international standard 
for testing and calibration laboratories – 
ISO/IEC 17025:2005,” added Bruce.

“Laboratory equipment is calibrated on 
a regular basis and must be traceable to 
national standards. Reference standards 
are tested alongside samples to ensure that 
all equipment is functioning correctly.”

Laboratories are used in obtaining 
results for maintenance and monitoring 
of existing courses, selecting the appro-
priate materials for renovation and new 
construction projects – these analyses are 
used by the decision maker to provide 
assurance and act as a reliable back-up to 
the decisions taken.

“Laboratory analysis can help provide 
data for many usages including new and 
existing courses, new constructions, 
selecting top-dressings and sourcing suit-
able construction materials,” suggested 
Bruce.

“Analysis is also useful for establishing 
nutrient levels in the rootzone, ensuring 
sand and gravel are compatible and iden-
tify potential new bunker sands.

“It’s even possible to use the analysis to 
help establish a top-dressing program 
through the testing of organic matter 
from the existing rootzone. We can also 
determine the best mix ratio for the 
construction rootzone on a club’s course”

Testing prior to any renovation or 
construction work could potentially save a 
project a significant amount of money 
should the wrong selection of materials be 
initially made resulting in rootzone failure 
as Bruce explained: “All too often, ETL 
receive samples for testing after they have 
been placed in the golf green. The cost of 
having samples analysed is a mere frac-
tion to the cost of replacing a failed green 
at a later stage.”

Having been at the forefront of testing 
materials from all over the world, ETL 
have tested all types of products ranging 
from conventional silica sands used in 
rootzone mixes and topdressings, gravels 
and topsoil to more unusual materials. 

“Years ago, we received a package 
containing elephant dung which was 
picked up from the trail the elephants 
frequented – the idea was to use this 
instead of peat when making a rootzone 
for golf greens,” smiled Bruce.

How science can play a 
key role on your course

As many course managers 
will tell you, its important to 
know what’s below the 
playing surface in order to 
ensure that your course is 
kept in the best condition 
as Aidan Patrick reports.
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“Another unusual material was chicken 
waste – the lab was a pretty smelly place 
for a few days!”

As well as analysing a range of prod-
ucts, ETL have tested different types of 
construction throughout the world and in 
the UK from courses such as Wentworth 
and Gleneagles to links-style courses such 
as Kingsbarns and the new Trump 
International course in Scotland.

ETL also work closely with many lead-
ing golf course architects, and president 
of agronomic services at Nicklaus Design, 
Jon Scott, said: “We at Nicklaus Design 
depend on independent testing laborato-
ries to verify that soils, irrigation water, 
and sands meet the qualifications for 
construction and maintenance established 
for such use by expert scientific research 
and experience. 

“European Turfgrass Laboratories have 
been one of our most trusted companies 
in the performance of such testing. They 
strive to quickly process samples submit-
ted and render both data and recommen-
dations in an easy to read format. 

“Further to that, they respond quickly 
to questions and are very easy to work 
with when clarifying complicated results 
and opinions. Our clients and their 
contractors find ETL both friendly and 
reasonably priced, and the results of their 
work have been first class all the way. 

“I do not hesitate to recommend ETL 
for any project where precise analysis is 
required to insure high standards of 
construction and maintenance.”

Having worked in the sportsturf indus-
try for 17 years, Bruce has noticed that 
financial restraints are becoming more 
evident in all areas of the industry. 

“Constructions are few and far between 
compared to ten years ago, and budgets 
for importing high quality, well-refined 
products have been tightened,” she said.

“It’s more noticeable than ever that 
sites under development are more often 
than not, testing on-site materials to see 
whether anything can be used in the 
construction process. High transportation 
costs are sometimes prohibitive from 
choosing the ‘ideal’ product but unfortu-
nately some projects have to adapt their 
original plans to fit in with the availability 
of the materials.”

Laboratory analysis can be used to 
check the physical properties of the 
on-site sands (or topsoil) for their suita-
bility in making rootzones for the greens 
or tees. 

“Properties such as saturated hydraulic 
conductivity, air-filled porosity and water-
filled porosity and water retention are all 
influenced by the depth of the rootzone in 
the profile – called tension within the 
laboratory. 

Ideally, for grass to grow there should 
be a balance of both air-filled pores and 
water-filled pores in the rootzone profile – 
testing materials at different depths can 
help determine where that balance occurs. 

“Golf courses are altering management 
practices to be more environmentally 
aware,” concluded Bruce. GME


