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ENVIRONMENT

I
t was 2010 when Kew Golf Club in 
Melbourne engaged the services 
of highly respected former course 
superintendent and course designer 
Graeme Grant to undertake a 

comprehensive grass study of the existing 
grasses present on the course and provide 
recommendations for more suitable grass 
types for the future. As part of that study, 
Grant also came back with a recommendation 
for the club to engage a qualified arborist to 
undertake a full tree audit of the site. 

At the time the course was heavily tree-
lined with a wide variety of exotic species 

planted during the famous member ‘working 
bees’ of the 1960s and 1970s and the majestic 
river red gums which inhabited the property 
long before golf was played. This tree audit 
was to form the backbone of the club’s first 
vegetation management plan (VMP) which was 
approved by council (City of Boroondara) in 
2014 to cover a five-year turn. 

During this time an incident had occurred 
on the course where a member was left 
wheelchair-bound following a tree falling on 
top of him as he left the 2nd tee complex 
one afternoon. The initial VMP was heavily 
focussed on hazardous and exotic tree 

removal with over 300 trees removed from 
the site during this time. The initial VMP was 
devised by landscape designer Philip Liston 
in conjunction with the Tree Logic tree audit 
and while it covered all bases regarding tree 
management it lacked detail in improving out 
of play areas and working with our natural 
environment.

In 2018 we began the process of 
implementing our second VMP from years 
2019-2023 and with the majority of the major 
course works from the Course Master Plan 
completed, it was decided to focus on the 
recommendations of improving out of play 

rough areas and focus on reducing areas of 
rough to cut.   

At this stage we felt that while the initial 
VMP was suitable to start with, we needed 
our next VMP to be designed with a person 
who had experience in golf course vegetation 

and establishment. After a thorough search 
and review process, the club engaged Kate 
Torgersen (Environmental Golf Solutions) to 
design our second VMP in collaboration with 
Graeme Grant which was to carry us through 
until 2023. As part of this document we had 
another tree audit carried out which came back 
with a structured works schedule for the next 
five years.

Part of the early process of implementing 
the new VMP was to carry out a trial site in 
an ‘out of play’ area to give the board and 
members an actual visual understanding of 
what the new works would entail. The site 
chosen was on the right-hand side of the par 
three 4th wrapping around the back of the 
green and up to the 5th tee. 

This area had been previously maintained 
as rough 30-40m away from the green and 
was well out of play. The initial feedback 
was mixed, with positive views by some and 
negative by others. We were not surprised by 
this as traditionally Kew had been known as 

a manicured, tree-lined course with several 
exotic trees throughout the property.

While the whole project excited me and I 
could see how it would improve the course, 
I quickly came to the realisation that for this 
project to be a success we needed to recruit 
someone who had the necessary skill set and 
enthusiasm to make this project a success and 
take ownership of this area of our operations 
so that I could focus on the playing surfaces. 

After numerous ads being placed and 
trialling several different staff, we hired Ben 
Burke as our vegetation manager. Ben had a 
history with golf clubs having worked at Yarra 
Yarra and Metropolitan golf clubs and had the 
energy and confidence in himself that he could 
make this a success. 

Ben is now well underway in taking hold 
of the VMP, with vegetation works being 
implemented in many locations around the 
course. Most of these new areas are situated 
around tee surrounds and the rear of greens 
where far enough out of play. 

The past five years have seen a raft of course improvement works undertaken at Kew Golf Club. As 

superintendent Cameron Hall writes, attention has now turned to improving the course’s out of play areas with the 

implementation of a dedicated vegetation management plan.

new goals
Kew kicking

The carry on the 1st tee was one of 
the first areas transformed as part of 
the Kew Golf Club’s new vegetation 
management plan. Pictured is the carry 
seven months after planting

A significant number of areas have been earmarked for revitalisation as part of the new vegetation management 
plan. Most are situated around tee surrounds and out of play areas at the rear of greens

The 1st tee carry before and during works. The species selected for planting in these areas were based on Kew’s local ecological vegetation class (EVC)
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STRIKING A BALANCE
The species selected for planting in these 
areas is based on the local ecological 
vegetation class (EVC). The local EVC at Kew 
Golf Club is known as a ‘Floodplain Riparian 
Complex’ which is dominated by river red 
gums along with a shrubby understorey and a 
variety of grasses and groundcovers. Any golf 
course in Victoria can work out their own local 
EVC by using a free online programme called 
Nature Kit (https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/
biodiversity/naturekit).

Once we had a list of local plant species, 
the challenge lay in designing these vegetation 
areas in such a way that they are not only 
aesthetically pleasing but also allow golfers to 
locate their ball and play a meaningful shot. If 
you can strike this balance, then implementing 
these areas in other locations on the golf 
course usually comes with little opposition.

In saying that though, we are currently 
facing some issues with one of our vegetation 
areas located in front of the 1st tee. The 
reasons for this appear more to be in relation 
to the early incomplete look of the area as 
the young plants are not yet fully developed. 
These vegetation areas usually take around 2-3 
years to fill in, something that some members 
are having a hard time envisaging. 

It is particularly challenging in these early 
stages as there are no real reference points 
on the course of fully mature native vegetation 
areas. Some other member complaints have 
been along the lines of ‘we are not a Sandbelt 
club’ and ‘this is not Kew’. We have managed 
to get some members back on side by 
providing more communication and through 
the use of simulations which display how these 
areas will typically look in a few years’ time. 

This is one piece of advice we would 
recommend to other golf clubs looking to start 
a vegetation programme. Provide as much 

communication as possible without being too 
technical on the details and where needed 
provide visual aids. Visual presentations such 
as the simulations have been a major factor in 
getting more members on side with our VMP.

While we continue to battle with some 
members over the vegetation, we are also 
getting a lot of good feedback from other 
golfers and from the local fauna. For example, 
removing weedy shrubs between fairways 
and replacing them with low native grasses 
has allowed us to open up vistas around the 
course. In return, we have seen an increased 
amount of evidence that wombats, which live 
in burrows in the bushland reserve next door, 
are visiting more frequently.

We are incredibly lucky to not be 
landlocked by suburbia like many other golf 
courses are. There is a linkage of natural 

vegetation for almost the entire length of the 
Yarra River system which allows animals to 
move freely in and around the golf course. 
The recent sightings of echidnas, kangaroos 
and wallabies reinforces that we are doing the 
right thing for the environment and it is our 
hope that we can make some of these native 
animals more permanent residents.

The local council has also noticed our 
environmental stewardship and they have 
offered to install habitat boxes for sugar 
gliders and native birds. Melbourne Water is 
also assisting us with the funding of plants for 
revegetation along the river banks.

Overall, we believe implementing our 
VMP is a win for the environment and the club 
as a whole. In time, these vegetation areas 
will reduce costs associated with fertilising 
and mowing, while transforming what were 
once bare areas into wonderful pockets of 
vegetation for many local animal species. We 
believe in time most members will begin to 
appreciate these areas more and will be proud 
to stand out as one of the more progressive 
clubs of Melbourne’s ‘clay belt’.
Superintendent Note: One final piece of 
advice for anyone looking to implement 
a project like this – ensure you have or 
recruit a staff member who is able to take 
full ownership of the task and let them do 
it. Having a good relationship will keep the 
communication channels open at all time, but 
this is specialised work and having a suitably 
qualified staff member to complete it will make 
your life so much easier.   

Being able to let Ben take ownership of 
this project and allow myself to focus more 
on the playing surfaces has been the biggest 
positive of this project to date.  We also 
found having Ben attend Course Committee 
meetings was very helpful as he could answer 
any questions directly that were raised.

The vegetation management plan is a win for the environment. As well as transforming the look of the course and reducing inputs, it is having a positive impact on local fauna

A waste area behind the 2nd green has been 
transformed into a native area well out of play


