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Golf’s big business in the 21st century (bigger 
than big, if we’re talking about the Middle 
East). Dollars are spreading the game’s 
gospel to nations where it’s just a few 
decades (or years) old. Golf has long shed its 
homespun, rough-and-ready links-washed 
origins in the British Isles, but, as it 
continues to convert the unconverted, it 
has lost none of its capacity to captivate. 
The 5th KPMG Golf Business Forum—held at 
the Ritz-Carlton Powerscourt Hotel, County 
Wicklow, Ireland—had as its theme this year, 
‘Golf Resorts and Golf Communities’. It was 
more than a fascinating peek into the global 
industry golf has become.  / By Sharad Kohli

Talking   golf
Golf Forum

The pastorally picturesque  
Irish countryside outside the  
Ritz-Carlton Powerscourt. (Inset)  
A panel discussion in progress 
(left), and an interactive audience.
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he KPMG Golf Business 
Forum shed much light on the 
burgeoning market for golf resorts and 
golf communities away from the United 
States and Europe and into newer 
territory. It’s a trend that reflects golf ’s 
continuing growth and global reach. 
And hosting the Forum in Ireland, a 
land rich in golfing tradition and home 
to some of the world’s most beautiful 
golf courses, was a way of looking back 
to look ahead.

There was plenty to interest India at 
the conference, which brought together 
over 300 participants from 46 
countries, including representatives 
from the fields of construction, real 
estate, property development, public 
relations and marketing, 
masterplanning, golf-course design, 
project management, administration, 
recruitment, course maintenance and 
tourism, among others. This was much 
more than a talk shop, however. It was a 
platform to do business (and in a more 
relaxed setting), and strike deals 
(possibly over a Guinness or two). 
Indeed, it was at the 2007 Forum that 
the European Tour’s ‘Race to Dubai’ was 
conceived.

Though there’s a credit crunch facing 
the world economy, many of the up-and-
coming golf markets seem to be immune 
to the crisis. “Outside the main areas 
and in the emerging markets, economies 
have a lot of momentum and there is a 
lot of domestic demand being 
generated,” pointed out Andrew Smith, 
KPMG’s Chief Economist. 

“The good news is that these 
economies should continue to rack up 
strong growth. We are seeing a middle 
class, perhaps golfers, emerging quite 
quickly in countries around the world.” 

At least until Eldrick ‘Tiger’ Woods slips 
past his 18-major mark, all talk of the 

“Greatest golfer to have walked the planet” 
can be quashed. That man is Jack Nicklaus, 
‘Championshipper’ extraordinaire and a paradigm 
of the sportsman-gentleman. The ‘Golden Bear’ 
received the ‘Lifetime Achievement Award’ at the 
5th KPMG Golf Business Forum.

He was paid a glowing tribute. “The legacy 
Jack Nicklaus has left as a player can be rivaled 
only by the legacy he is leaving as a golf-course 
designer.” The 68-year-old legend quipped, “A 
lifetime achievement award? That means it must 
be getting near the end!”

Nicklaus’ gusto for golf has not waned. “To 
see the game grow—it’s been kind of fun,” he 
enthused. And creating 18 holes from a piece 
of land was just another way to stay involved. 
“I’ve always been competitive and once I’d given 
up tournament golf, course design became my 
competition.”

Nicklaus spoke insightfully on the changing 
face of a game that he embellished. His 
arguments for golf to be subsidized are sound 
ones for the Indian game. “We should create 
enough facilities for the public, and the youth, to 
be able to play golf. If you want to take golf to 
the masses, get the government involved.”

Nicklaus was especially forthright on the topic 
of equipment, which, he felt, had contributed 
to golf’s declining appeal across all age groups. 
“The biggest problem we have today is keeping 
golfers in the game. You have golfers taking 
longer and longer to play the game because of 
the equipment. 

“You used to have golfers being able to play 
golf in three-and-a-half hours or less. Now, if it 
takes four-and-a-half hours or less it’s a miracle. 
What sporting event anywhere in the world takes 
longer than three hours? If golf took three hours 
you could tell your wife that if you left the house 
at 8 a.m., you’d be back for lunch at noon. Now if 
you leave the house at 8 a.m., you’ll probably be 
home at 4 p.m., wasting a whole day!

“As a result we have a whole lot of kids in 
my country—never mind anywhere else—who 
don’t play, or who don’t play very much. They 
play other sports. That’s a shame and it’s all 
been dictated by equipment.” Nicklaus felt that 
today’s flying dimpled orb had taken the charm 
out of golf, and blamed the “ego of golf ball 
manufacturers” for this sorry state. “If you’ve got 
golf balls traveling that far, it just ruins everything 
that has been traditional about the game.

“It’s all because of the threat of lawsuits. 
Frankly, it’s ridiculous that manufacturers can 
control the game of golf. The game of golf should 
remain the same.” He maintained that it is within 

the power of ruling bodies to stop technology 
swamping the game. “It would be very simple for 
the R&A and the United States Golf Association 
to bring the golf ball back 10-12 percent.”

Nicklaus lamented the fact that the club 
golfer was getting an increasingly rawer deal. 
“The average golfer needs a golf course of around 
6,500 yards or 5,900 meters—we try to keep it in 
that area.

“You can put the back tees anywhere you 
want. The worst thing that can happen is for 
the average golfer to walk out and say this golf 
course is too tough. You want the average golfer 
to walk out and have fun. If some people want 
to punish themselves, that’s fine but to me the 
game is supposed to be fun.”

And he added that making courses play longer, 
to stop the 21st century pro from continuously 
pounding it off the tee, would only punish the 
journeyman golfer. “You can’t restrain length 
hitters. If you do that, you’ll take the average 
pro away from the game, like it’s been done at 
Augusta.”

Times have certainly changed, both for the 
playing professional and the course architect. 
With ecological depredators the wrong side of 
political correctness, today’s designers have to 
follow strict regulations. “Take Muirfield Village 
G.C. (host of The Memorial on the PGA Tour)—I 
couldn’t build it today because of the rules,” 
admitted Nicklaus. 

“We play golf to bring man and nature 
together but we have to keep in mind local 
environmental issues. I want to build as good 
a golf course as possible, and as naturally as 
possible.” All participants in the game would do 
well to heed the great man’s words. 

Peter Harradine, Managing 
Director and Chief Architect, 

Harradine Golf—designers of 
Boulder Hills Golf & Country Club, 
the new 18-hole championship 
layout in Hyderabad—has spent 
40 years in his line of work. In 
that time, the golf course has 
gone from being, well, a golf 
course to just a bit-part player—
and not necessarily the main 
part—in the colossal ambitions of 
developers.

“Golf’s no longer a game. It has 
become an industry, a business,” 
said the genial Harradine at the 
5th KPMG Golf Business Forum. 
“In days past, golf courses were 
made for golfers to play golf. 
Now, it’s to make money. That 
may be good for the real estate 
developers but not so for the 
golfers.”

Harradine provided a quirky 
counterpoint to his fellow 
panelists in the discussion 
on the ‘Latest trends and 
concepts in golf resort and golf 
community masterplanning’. A 
gadfly in the world of course design (much like 
Ronald Fream of the U.S.), Harradine has, with 
admirable pertinacity, refused to abandon the 
certainties and traditions that have served golf 
so beautifully—because they’ve served Harradine 
Golf well, too.

“I’m fighting for the golfer. The developers 
are fighting for profit. For me, the golfer is 
paramount—he should have a great experience 
playing my course.”

Greed, believes this third generation Harradine, 
is the thrust behind many a ‘golf resort’ project. 
“For developers, the bottom line counts. The 
golf course actually becomes a liability once 
the project is finished.” Harradine feels there’s 
an over-obsession with building golf resorts; 
such a trend has drastically shortened the life-
expectancy of the standalone. 

“Yes, golf does sell real estate. But the golf 
course is just cosmetic,” Harradine contends. 
“It’s a bait, an accessory to the whole project 
to sell real estate. And it’s all profit driven. The 
managers, rather than the greenkeepers and 
course superintendents, have the say. At the end 
of the day, it’s a compromise between the golf 
course and the real estate. We want more for 
the golf course, the developer wants more for his 
villas and real estate.

“You can debate whether that’s good or bad.” 

Harradine did not shy away from adopting a 
contrarian stance at the Forum. While many 
were sounding the death knell of standalone golf 
courses, the Switzerland-based architect begged 
to differ, insisting you don’t need real estate to 
bring in the dollars. “Standalone courses can and 
do work, even in this day and age.” 

Harradine has little time for former pros-
turned-course designers, or those still plying 
their trade but already embarked on a career in 
designing. “They charge huge fees for their work, 
and are rarely on the ground supervising.” For 
Harradine, these big names are lightweights in 
the field of golf course architecture. 

“There are a lot of designers out there who do 
a lot of great work but you never hear of them. 
That’s because they don’t ever use PR.” You 
don’t need a marketing hot shot, says Harradine, 
to point out how good a golf course is. “Call me 
anti-marketing but your work should be able to 
speak for itself.”

But despite his broadsides against developers, 
Harradine is pragmatic enough to admit that golf 
resorts have contributed to the game’s health. 
“If we didn’t have these developers, we wouldn’t 
have these golf courses. I’m glad that golf does 
sell homes so that we can all play golf.” 

But, there’s a Harradine caveat. “Keep those 
urban architects at a distance!”

the harradine way

Jack Nicklaus has lost 
none of his enthusiasm 

for the game.

Golf Forum

Peter Harradine,  
a course architect  

from the old school.




