Turf’s

INNOVATORS
These industry leaders are helping to
improve turfgrass quality through research,
education and practice.
By Keith Carter and Rebecca Larsen

WHEN YOU BOIL IT DOWN, THE
prosperity of the golf industry relies on
one key element: healthy turfgrass. And
numerous advances in recent years have
helped golf courses maintain high quality
turf at affordable prices.
The effort has been led by a group of
researchers, architects, superintendents
and service providers who continue to
experiment, teach and put new advances
into practice. Here, we profile several leaders at the forefront of this effort.

Darren Davis

Superintendent
Olde Florida Golf Club
Naples, Fla.

Davis is one of the golf industry’s most tire-

Davis
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less advocates for improving course maintenance practices across the U.S.
A former president of the Golf Course
Superintendents Association of America,
he maintains a prolific presence on social
media and is a pioneer in using video to
share his knowledge with others.
“In our business, being able to communicate effectively, whether through an article, a video or on social media, is a really
powerful tool,” he said. “I’ve found that it
can create a great connection with everyone from members at your club to your
peers in the industry.”
For Davis, the job of a golf course superintendent is part art and part science. Davis
said he and his staff continually investigate
new ways of doing things and experiment
with methods or products that might
enable them to be more productive.
“We are constantly looking to improve
either the level of conditioning or the processes we employ,” he said.
He believes advances in turfgrass management and technology in recent years
have made sharing knowledge critical.
“This has already mandated and will
continue to require golf course superintendents to be proficient in a variety or roles
not needed in the past, and continuing
education will remain a necessity,” he said.

Doguet

David Doguet Sr.
President
Bladerunner Farms
Poteet, Texas

For more than 30 years, Doguet has been
a pioneer in testing, licensing and marketing environmentally friendly turfgrasses
for home lawns, sports fields and golf
courses. His firm also licenses proprietary
grass varieties to U.S. sod farms west of the
Mississippi.
The search for the perfect grass led
Doguet to focus on two: zoysiagrass and
buffalograss. They are known for requiring less water, fertilizer and chemicals than
other grasses, making them well suited for
courses with water restrictions, periods of
drought and/or extreme weather.

NAYPONG STUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK

The goal has been to introduce
improved turfgrass and phase out inferior varieties. Doguet has worked closely
with universities and private companies to
breed and improve his grasses. His projects include testing done with researchers at University of Georgia, University of
Tennessee and Texas A&M.

Easter

Shannon Easter

For his efforts, Easter has won numerous awards, including the Environmental
Leaders in Golf Award and the Healthy
Land Stewardship Award from the Golf
Course Superintendents Association of
America.

Edric Funk

Director, Toro’s Center for Advanced Turf
Technology
Bloomington, Minn.

The director of Toro’s Center for Advanced
Turf Technology since 2017, Funk leads a
team of engineers, agronomists and product development specialists. Their mission: to identify emerging trends in the
turf industry and to develop new solutions to customers’ current needs, while
also working on technology that will promote sustainability, labor productivity
and efficiency.
The focus of the center’s research

Director of golf maintenance
Broken Sound Club
Boca Raton, Fla.

Broken Sound has established a reputation for its unwavering commitment to
the environment. And Easter, who helps
direct sustainability efforts on the club’s
golf course, plays a critical role. He oversees a program that recycles 96% of its
food and landscaping waste on the property and turns food waste into compost
for the 115-acre course.
Easter also contributes to the club’s
wide-ranging community outreach.
He has made presentations to the
Environmental Protection Agency as well
as to local homeowners in order to promote awareness of how to reduce their
carbon footprints.
Broken Sound uses reclaimed water
for irrigation. It also has added more
than 30 birdhouses, seven butterfly gardens and 22 beehives. Easter has planted
thousands of plants along the perimeters
of the property’s lakes and has developed
an integrated pest management program
that emphasizes mechanical and biological controls while minimizing the use of
chemicals.

Funk

includes autonomous equipment, environmental sustainability and alternative
fuels.
Funk, whose interest in turfgrass began
when he was a youth playing sports, began
his career at Toro as a design engineer. In
2003, he was named director of worldwide
product marketing for Toro’s commercial
business.
The best part of his job? “Being surrounded by a team of brilliant and creative individuals who are passionate about
making customers’ lives easier and fulfilling the company’s mission of helping to
enrich the beauty, productivity and sustainability of the land,” he said.

Holmes

John Holmes

Founder
Atlas Turf International
LaGrange, Ga.

Holmes has developed a reputation as
an innovator and leader in the turfgrass
industry, thanks to his knowledge of turf
agronomics, his familiarity with turf varieties and testing data, and his cutting edge
ideas about technology that can benefit turf
science.
Ten years ago, he founded Atlas Turf
International, a company in LaGrange,
Ga., which supplies quality turfgrass for
sports fields and golf courses worldwide.
Before that, he was a golf course superintendent for 12 years.
Holmes, who holds a degree in turfgrass
management from Lake City College, was
vice president of the Asian Golf Industry
Federation for many years. He is on the
international committee of the Golf Course
Builders Association of America and has
been involved in golf development in Saudi
Arabia.
He continues to work with the best turfgrass breeders to provide more sustainable
varieties.
“Ten years ago, there were only a few
turfgrasses available that were considered
environmentally sustainable,” he said.
“Now there are many more varieties, allowing projects to use less water or reclaimed
water.”

Andy Johnston

Director of agronomy/general manager
Sentosa Golf Club
Singapore

Johnston is a man on a mission. His goal:
to share the knowledge he has gained about
the golf turf industry with as many individMarch/April 2020
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Andy Johnston (left) with golfer Henrik Stenson at 2020 Singapore Open.

uals as he can to ensure the future of the
game.
The director of agronomy and general
manager at Singapore’s Sentosa Golf Club,
Johnson’s most recent effort is launching
GAME ON, a campaign that connects the
club with the global golfing community to
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tackle climate change. It seeks to educate
and inspire the golf industry to adopt practices that can reduce a golf club’s environmental impact. He has even created a free
downloadable tool kit that’s available on
the Sentosa website.
After starting his career in golf course

maintenance, Johnston took a detour into
course design. He worked with Bates Golf
Design Group before getting an offer in
2010 to return to Sentosa, where he had
worked on a redesign project, and become
director of agronomy. He added the title
of general manager four years later.
Under his leadership, Sentosa has won
multiple global environmental awards.
Most notably, the club uses a device that
grinds all horticultural and kitchen waste
for use as fertilizer.

Jerry Pate

CEO
Jerry Pate Turf & Irrigation
Pensacola, Fla.

The same determination and commitment
to excellence that propelled Pate to eight
wins on the PGA Tour (including the 1976
U.S. Open) has helped him build a success-

Pate

ful career on the business side of the golf
industry.
After an injury in the early 1980s cut
short his playing days, Pate moved into
golf course architecture, collaborating with
respected designers such as Tom Fazio,
Bob Cupp and Pete Dye.
His understanding of the importance
of irrigation prompted him to buy a Toro
distributorship in the Southeast in 1998.
In 2010, his firm began providing landscape architectural services. Today, Jerry
Pate Turf & Irrigation supplies clients
across seven states and operates facilities in
Atlanta; Birmingham, Ala.; and Memphis,
Tenn.
Pate said he has worked to create a corporate culture that reflects his personal
commitment to giving back to the people
and communities in his life.
As golf course turf equipment and irrigation systems have improved over the years,
Pate’s company has in turn devoted more
time and effort in training turfgrass managers and mechanics on the operation and
maintenance of the equipment.
He said the emphasis on education is
part of his company’s commitment “to help
our industry professionals get the most
value from the technologies they have and
that are available to them.”

Michael Sharp
President/CEO
CourseCo
Petaluma, Calif.

When the Northern California-based
CourseCo was founded by Tom Isaak 30
years ago, one of the company’s core organizing principles was a commitment to
environmental sustainability.
So when Sharp joined CourseCo in
2005 as senior operations manager, after
working in management roles at several
ClubCorp properties, he knew one of his
key responsibilities was to make sure the
14
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company adhered to green-friendly standards for turfgrass maintenance.
Today, as president, CEO and an owner
of CourseCo, Sharp has doubled down on
that commitment to support and advance
turf management sustainability. He makes
it an integral part of every evaluation,
recommendation and management plan
CourseCo implements for its clients. He
also works to attract and train managers
who share those goals and to create reward
systems that encourage consistent practice
of those principals.
“We like to think our organization leads
the curve much of the time in development
of turfgrass best practices and quality turf
maintenance,” he said.

Simmons

Soil testing is key to determining the correct level of nutrients needed for turfgrass.
Once Earthworks understands the biology of a client’s soil, Simmons said, the
company can provide carbon-based dry
and liquid fertilizers to build up the soil
and improve its quality.
When the soil is chemically balanced
and enriched with multiple forms of available carbon, valuable microorganisms will
begin proliferating in the soil, he said.
For golf courses, that can ultimately
mean using less fertilizer and other chemicals.
The company’s products have been
widely applied to golf courses and sports
fields.

Erin Wilder

Sharp

CourseCo uses integrated pest management plans and chemical application
management plans that reduce the use
of chemical pesticides. Its practices have
earned the company certification by the
Audubon Society for its environmental stewardship. In 2019, the Golf Course
Superintendents Association of America
presented CourseCo with its President’s
Award for Environmental Stewardship.

Executive director of field operations
and external affairs
Sod Solutions
Mount Pleasant, S.C.

Wilder comes from a sod-growing family
in northern Florida. She joined the family business, Boyd Sod Farm, as a manager after graduation from Florida State
University. But in 2006, she left the farm to
take a job directing marketing and production at Sod Solutions.
The company today is best known as a
leader and innovator in helping the end
customer with selection, sourcing, instal-

Joel Simmons

President
EarthWorks Natural Organic Products
Easton, Pa.

Simmons and his company have spent
more than 30 years helping clients build and
improve their soil and turf. Over the years,
his company has conducted soil testing for
15,000 clients all over the United States and
the world, most recently in South Korea.

Wilder

lation and maintenance of turf.
Wilder’s initial role at Sod Solutions was
assisting growers in marketing and production as well as working with architects,
golf superintendents and sports turf managers. She was promoted to her current
position in 2016.
In 2013-14, she was elected president of
the Florida Turfgrass Association board of
directors, becoming the group’s youngest
president in its history.
The biggest challenges facing today’s
golf course turf industry, she said, are dealing with fluctuations in the economy and
finding new varieties for ever-changing
weather patterns.
“There is no perfect grass,” Wilder said,
“but we are trying hard to find products
with versatility that are very specific to
regions or applications and that will reduce
input needs.”

Ken Ezell & George Clifton
principals
CEC Golf Design Group
Apopka, Fla.

Ezell and Clifton wear a lot of different
hats. They are architects, builders and
owners. And they are among the nation’s
most respected consultants for pesticide
management plans and best management
practices for golf courses.
Most notably they have been the architects for all but 45 holes of the 693 holes of
golf at the sprawling The Villages communities in central Florida, and they own four
courses of their own.
Their passion for the work can be traced
to their late partner and the company’s
co-founder, Lloyd Clifton, who began his
career as a superintendent in the mid1950s.
As a result of their efforts, Audubon

Ezell

Clifton

International, a nonprofit environmental
education organization, has presented The
Villages with a Silver Sanctuary designation. And they’ve even advised Audubon
officials on how to make their program
more effective.
“We came up with quite a few innovative
construction ideas for the Audubon program that have been implemented across
the country,” Ezell said.
Thanks in part to George Clifton’s past
experience representing several leading
suppliers of fertilizers, chemicals and seed
in the Florida golf market, their consulting
firm helps clients address the many environmental concerns that can affect a project’s success.

Creating beauty on the outside, to live better on the inside.

golf course design - landscape architecture - green industry products

www.JerryPate.com
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Erusha

and maintenance.
Today, Hurdzan’s design process
involves analyzing everything from a
site’s irrigation water quality to existing
soils. That allows him to select the most
advanced turf grasses to cope with the
conditions and the rigors of play.

Kimberly Erusha

Patricia Vittum

former managing director
USGA Course Consulting Service
Liberty Corner, N.J.

From 2010 until retiring last year,
Erusha directed the United States Golf
Association’s Course Consulting Service,
which provides help to courses throughout North America.
A results-oriented leader, she her focus
was on helping courses and clubs create
better conditions for America’s players.
Her efforts included running a multimedia education and outreach program for
course superintendents, golfers, environmental groups and regulatory officials.
Erusha started with the USGA in
technical communications in 1990. In
that role, she developed content to help
courses and clubs become more familiar
with turfgrass science, course management practices and environmental education. She later was named director of
education for the association.
After leaving the USGA, Erusha has
become involved with an organization
that promotes environmental solutions
using sports and technology as a catalyst
for change.

Michael Hurdzan
principal
Hurdzan Golf Design
Columbus, Ohio

Long before the golf industry woke
to the importance of protecting the
environment, Hurdzan was an advocate for sustainable golf course design.
He traces it back to the early days of his
career when he worked for a short time
as a course superintendent. It was there
that Hurdzan learned first-hand the relationship between design, construction
16
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tion systems on 25 of Golf Digest’s Top
100 courses.
His company has done the irrigation
for hundreds of courses, including new
golf layouts and existing courses, and
has worked on such outstanding properties as Augusta National, Baltusrol,
Congressional, Oakmont and Brookline.
professor emeritus/researcher
University of Massachusetts
Amherst, Mass.

Hurdzan

“I call it environmental design, because
the intent is to create golf features that
also have the most ideal turf-growing
conditions practical and to require less
water, fertilizer, pesticides and fossil fuels
than neighboring facilities,” Hurdzan
said.

An expert in turf entomology, Vittum
spent her career as a teacher and
researcher at University of Massachusetts
and its Center for Agriculture, Food and
the Environment. Her primary focus was
on biology and management of turfgrass
insects.
During her career, Vittum has focused
on improving the effectiveness of bio-

Tamas “Tom” Tanto
founder
Tanto Irrigation
Elmsford, N.Y.

Tanto came to the United States from
Hungary at age 18 after World War II.
Although he barely spoke English, he
went on to
earn a civil
engineering
degree from
University of
Pittsburgh.
When he
founded
his
Tanto
own
construction
company, his focus was on irrigation
installations, and many of his projects
included golf courses. During the next
32 years, his company grew to 160
employees and the firm installed irriga-

Vittum

logical control alternatives that allow
turfgrass managers to control insects
either without chemicals or with the lowest application rates possible. She has
frequently advised golf course superintendents and collaborated with fellow
scientists.
In 2015 she received the USGA Green
Section Award for her outstanding
efforts. She volunteered six years of her
time as a member of the USGA Turfgrass
and Environmental Research Committee
and is a past recipient of the GCSAA’s
John Morley Distinguished Service
Award.

