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DOES THE UAE NEED A

SHALLOW
END?

By Alex Gallemore

Nad Al Sheba 1993
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The UAE has spent decades bullding
some of the finest golf courses on
the planet: immaculate conditioning,
fiwestar clubhouses, designers whose
names normally sit on trophies. But if
the next phase is about growing the
game from within, what it really needs
Isni't another champlonship cowrse. i
needs somewhera affordable to leann.
‘Where does a complete beginner
actually go? Learning golf on a
champlonship cowrsa 15 a bit lka teaching
scme oy 1o swim by thirosssng therm off
the back of ayacht.

THE FRICE ©F PERFECTION
This I=n't an argument against the LA
golf clubis or thedr pricing. Champlonship
cosas In the desert are expenshe 1o
operale: wabsr, agronomy, machinery,
staffing and constant maintenance all
come 3l a cosl, and that premium green
fes becomeas easler to undesstand once
yioul factor In the level of serdioe sxpected
here, These courses also draw goliers
from Britaln and Funope every winber, and
remain central to tounsm .

Caodf toursm deserves o rermaln e
of the LIAE stratedqy, bt tounsrm and
participation aran't the same thing, and
racent raghonal uncestalnty has undarined
the importance of bulkding the: garme from
within. Wishiors can disappear quicklhy when
alrhines change schedules or haadlinass tum
urcettling. Residents don't. %o could the
next graat investment be something less
glamoros than another champlonship
layou?

(Hdear golfers In Dubal will remember a
very different landscape. Dubal Coamntry
Cuky openad In 1971 after 150 members
rejportadly contributed AFDY 00 aach,
and the original coursa was bullt largaly
by members using borrowed machinserny,
Thera wasnt much grass; goliers played
from artificial mats aooss the sand and
puttesd on oll-treated surfaces known as
browns. [E sounds rdiculous compared
with mesdarn Dubal golf, and it workad,
because it gave ordinary reskiants
someshers 1o play without the fear of
ruining a pristine falreay.

Then came Mad Al Sheba, an the site
assoclated today with Meydan, the Middle
East™ first fully flocdlit 18-hole course. Golf
could suddenty fit snound Iife: finlsh work,
play nine hobas under the lights. It was
also playable, with spaca, limited rough
and bunkers from which nommal hurman
bednigs could occasionally escape.

That course chosed In 2006 for the
Mewvdan racecourss, and It would have
bean easy for that plece of Dubals golfing
history to simply disappear. Instead it
was rebaslt on the same plot by Peter
Harradine, the architect bahind Abu Dhaty
Ceolf COuby, Jebel All Golf Rasort and Doha
Coolif Cluby, whose batief wasn't amothear
punishing champlonship test. Beborn as
The Tradk, Meydan Caoli, the rebullt layout
kept the floodlit format and multiple tees
on every hole, s0a beginner and 3 low-
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handicapper can genuinely play the same hobs
togethes, whikch ks wery likely wiy It has becoms
one of Dubars more popalar cowrsas: [E never lost
the character that made the oginal wiorth saving.

Medther course would match the spectacular
cimes the LBE engoys today, bat they provided the
first mng of the ladder, and somewhsare during
the LIAE's pmmey towards champlonship golf,
that runeg became harder to find.

QOLF'Z BIOGRET ENEMY
Caodf has always had three problems: it is dificult,
It takes a kang time, and i can be expensiae,
Compara It with padel, where you can give
somebady a racket and withdn half an howr they're
having a garme. Golf lsn't like that; 1t requines
patience, which means everything surroumding
the learning procass needs to be as easy as
paasible. Other golf markets are starting to offer
iseful lessons an how.

The United States (s enjoying one of Its striongsast
periods of golf partidpation In decades.
According to the Mational Golf Foundation,

461 milllion Amenicans aged sk and above
participated in golf in 3035, yet anby 2801 million
played on a golf cowrse: anothar 19 million
partklpatad axcusively away from treditkonal
conses. Amenca abo welcomed around 33
million beginners in 2035,

Milbons of people, in other words, are
discowaring golif without ever standing on the
first tee of a champlonship coursa. Golf has
traditbonally assumead the courss s where the
joammay bagins; incraasingly, Its where the joumsy
beads. Topgoll has shown how this works: no
handicap, no clubs, not even masch interest in golf
requirad. Tum up with friends, coder some food,
hiit golf balls. Some of those customers will never
progress beyond that, Others will become golfers.

DURAI ISF ALRREADY LIVING THIS
Dbl doesn't need o look across the Atlanitic

o ses this pattarn; It's happening om its owm
doonstep. Topgolf Dubal, at Emibatas Golf Club
since January 2021, welcomed more than 650,000
queasts In a single recent year and saw 226 milllon
balls hit, according to Dubal Golf CEO Chas May,
an average of more than 60,000 a day, many
struck by first-timess. The nmambers amen’t just
antertainmeant noise: Dubal Golfs own tracking

shiows raughly a fifth of new golfiers taking
academy lessons had theair first swing at Topagolf. A
second vanue  under constnection on Yas |stand
I Ak Dihab,

Frwe Iron Caolf tells a simillar story. s flagship
vanue at The Westin Dubal Mina Seyahl opened
with 17 Trackman-powerad simadators and has
already expanded to a second site In Business Bay,
almesd at time-poor professionals wanting a lesson
or & roand withowt booking a tee time. Betwesn
this two brands, Dubal now has thousands of
people awesk hitting golf balls who wouldn't
paevioushy hawe called themsalves golfers.

That's the encouraging part. The hardes part

I5 what happens next. A driving range bay or a
simaslator screem can teach somebody to sirtke a
baill, but not how to actually play golf: reading a
liz, choosing a dub, managing a round. At some
peinit, theat Topgolf regular or Five Iron membser
naeds an actual golf course o turn the swing into
a soore, and IF the only next step is an 18-hole
champianship layout changing champlonship
gresn feas, a kot of that new interest will simply
stall at the range.

- Dubai Country Club
first opened in 1971

Lome of the most successful golf developiments
aroand the world hawve worked out that shortes
goll st indferkor goli. A Pinelamst, alongskde its
championship courses, sits The Cradle, a nine-hola
Conrse measuring just 8% yands, and nobody thinks
Pinehiarst 1=nt taldng golf senowsly. Bandon Dunes
has its Bandon Preserve; Pebrble Beach has The Hay.
Sometimes people simiphy want 1o it golf shots,
and that philcsophy could be posesful in the LAE,
wiheta It alraady has a foothokd: the nine-hole,
floodli, mult-tee foemat Harradine bt at Nad Al
Sheta was daolng this years beafome "short cowrse”
bacame a buraword.

CHEAPER

The solutlon 1sn't dheaper golf at the LAEs axlsting
champkanship venuss, which have businesses 1o
opsrate and are part of the premium Image that
makes AE golf attractive internationally. Keep
tham, celebrate them, fill them with tourtsts. The

opportuntty 1s to bulld something wderneath them:

a public facility basht around accessibidity, with a

nilne-heode cowrse, multiple teas so 3 child and an
accomplished golfer can play together, a foosdlit
range, rental chibs, affordabde lessons and Jundor
programmies. Golf without the Intimikdating bits,
affordable enough to play every week rather
than as an oocasional ooy,

The UAE has another advantage worth
ramembering: an enonmous reskdent population
drawn from countries whene golf 1s astablished,
from Britain and braland to South Aftica, India,
Korea and lapan. Many reskdents already
urddesstand golf; cthers are golf-curiows. The
Ernirates Golf Federation and LIAE dubs have
already done conslderable work developing
Juritors and nesw golfers. Suppon thoss Initiaties
wilth genuinealy accessible fzalities and the
numbsars coukd get Interesting fast.

A family might spand an evening playing
sl heodes rather than visiting a shopping mall.
Children could progress from putting o a
shoat course and eventually chamgakanship
golf. Adults could learm without feeling theyTe
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hobding up single-figure golfers behind them.
The astablished clubs would bensafit too: today's
AFD 100 beginner could bacome tomorrow's
club memiber, buying lessons, cubs, a handicap,
membership, golf holidays.

Think of It a5 3 pyramid At the top are the great
chamipkonship courses, and they should stay
theare: aspiration, toumism, tournaments, global
wisibility. Underneath comes chub golf, then
nine-hole golf, short courses, driving ranges,
sirmulators and junior programmes. Right at

the besttiom sits the maost Important keval of all-
somecne hitting a golf kall for the first time. Thea
wildar that base gets, the stronger everything
above It becomas.

Caolf hias sometimes tried to grow by starting
at the wrong end: showing beginniers Rony
Mcllroy smashing a driver 330 yvards, then
sending them onto a F.000-vard course, Glve
therm a wedge and a 90-vard hole instead.

FROJECT

The UAE shoukd be prowd of what It has built.
Few countries have dewaloped a golf industry
s quickly or successfully. The DP 'World Towr has
madia the Emirates central to it schedubs, some
of the world's greatest goliers have competed
heare, and golf towrtsm has become part of the
country’s winter appeal. Mone of that needs to
change. Butt suceesshul industas swobee, and
thea first gueat challenge for UAE golf, proving
chamiplonship coursas could be bullt in the
dieset, has baen achleved.

Thee next challenge 1s differant: persuading
maore of the pecple already [ing here to actually
play. Make qolf easter to discover, quicker, kass
intimidating. And somewhere along the way,
make the first step affondable.

Thera's something fitting about the Idea that
UAE godi's future might baoeros from s past
Dushal Country Cluby wasn't Imimaculate. Mad
Al Sheba wasn't brutally diffiowlt, and when
Peter Hamradine was handed the chance to
rabuild it, he chose to protect that character
rather than chase another 7,000-yard stalemant
course, which 15 a large part of why golfers
still choose to play there today. Melther venus
meeded to Intimidate anyone; thay gave
peopde somewhere o fall in kove with golf,
That's probabdy what the LAE needs agaln: no
another coursa for the world's best players, since
there are already plenty of thosa, but cne bullt
for the waorkys worst.
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