Conservation status of Royal County Down Golf Club

The Royal County Down course is set amid the Dundrum complex, one of the largest dune areas in Europe, which
includes the beaches and dunes at Ballykinler and Murlough, Inner Dundrum Bay and Newcastle beach. The
‘modern’ sand dune deposits, which form the terrain of the golf course, date back almost 5,000 years to the early
Bronze Age. The sand deposits sit atop much older gravel and clay layers and the whole sequence has been used to
date changes in sea levels along the north east coast of Ireland since the last Ice Age.

Given the special physical and ecological characteristics of the dune system, the Murlough dunes have been
designated as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and the whole of the Royal County Down golf facility (both the
Championship and Annesley courses) lies within the Murlough SAC. This designation gives international protection
to the unique habitats and species that are generally rare or endangered across Europe but that are in abundance
across the golf course. Murlough has been designated to protect the ‘fixed’ or ‘grey’ dunes and ‘Atlantic decalcified
dunes’ habitats and to conserve the marsh fritillary butterfly, of which Murlough supports the largest population in
Northern Ireland. This European designation is in addition to the national protection afforded to the site as an Area
of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI).

The protection area extends from the nearby National Trust nature reserve at Murlough Bay and runs from
Newcastle through to Dundrum and Ballykinler and northwards through the mouth of the Dundrum Estuary to
Blackneaff Bridge. The western side of the designation backs onto housing which lines the A2 road to Belfast. The
club considers the legal implications of the environmental designations in all of their work practices and have a
positive working relationship with the Northern Ireland Environment Agency, which administer both the SAC and
ASSI.

Ecological management of the course

The preservation of traditional links conditions is of paramount importance to the Club Council and the Green
Committee. The club aims to:

Provide a highly rated championship links for members and visitors

Keep greens and approaches as firm as possible

Select and encourage the correct native grasses

Preserve and encourage wild flora and fauna within the rough grassland

Use cultural methods in preference to chemicals and pesticides

Implement an ongoing aeration programme to combat disease and compaction
Conserve heather and marram grass habitat

Ensure that only the minimum amount of nutrition is applied to greens and fairways



The site at Royal County Down covers 320 acres but only 17% is intensively managed and the rest remains in a near-
natural state. Within the managed areas the club has pursued several specific policies that have had significant
positive effects:

. They have adopted a ‘no fungicide’ policy, which prohibits the use of chemicals to control fungal disease. This
admirable stance has been made possible through the implementation of effective cultural control methods by
the Course Manager and his staff. This involves limiting the amount of free moisture (which can encourage turf
diseases) by implementing an efficient aeration regime, selecting the correct native grasses and by only using the
minimum nutrition required for healthy turf growth.

. An efficient state-of-the-art irrigation system has been installed on fairways, greens, tees and pathways, but is
only used as a management tool in times of drought to keep the grass alive. Water use is monitored and kept to
a minimum.

« No-spray buffer zones are maintained around the boundaries of water features and wetland areas to prevent the
leaching of fertilisers and herbicides into the water.

« A rough grassland management programme has been set up to eliminate areas of lush weeds and non-links
grasses and encourage colonisation by fescue grasses, marram and wildflowers.

« The root zone of some greens has recently been replaced to relieve compaction but great care was taken not to
alter the contours of the original surfaces and to minimise disturbance to surrounding dunes.

« Many old dust paths have been taken out and replaced with grass pathways. These have the approval of the club
membership as they greatly improve the aesthetics of the course and also help prevent erosion of the sand
dunes. Care was taken to make the paths wide enough to spread wear.

« The club recycles glass, paper and cardboard arising from the clubhouse.
Links Policy

To formalise the club’s progressive policies, the Club Council has recently produced a Links Policy document. The
main aim of this is to establish continuity between succeeding Green Committees, Club Captains and Course
Managers so that the club’s strict links maintenance programme and objectives can be preserved. This document is
reviewed annually by the Green Committee and Council to incorporate new research and knowledge.

Summary of the principal habitat types

It is testament to the overall quality of the Royal County Down Championship Course that no one hole stands out
in terms of wildlife. The essential habitat components of a links course (rough grassland, coastal heath and gorse)
are evident on each hole and demonstrate the overall value of the golf course, which provides large areas of
consistent habitat rather than limited and fractured islands of wildlife refuge. It is the juxtaposition of the different
habitat elements which provide interest at each hole, though in some areas the different elements need to be
managed to promote diversity and maintain ecological value.



Course management and wildlife conservation - Hole by Hole Guide

Holes 1, 2 and 3

The first three holes on the Royal County Down Championship Course play out
southwest to northeast along the seaward edge of the dunes. The 1st is a straight
par five that plays through a series of tall dunes to the left and right of the fairway.
The height of the dunes means that the sea can be heard but not seen, though
clues to its presence are given by the plaintive cry of gulls high above and the sight
of gannets diving with folded wings toward the water. Right of the 1st tees, in the
dominant scrub, the ‘chick-chick’ call of the wren can be heard, sheltered within
the gorse and buckthorn. In the rough grassland eyebright, burnet rose, rough
hawkblt and wild carrot can be found among the marram grass and this provides a strong links feel from the onset.

The 2nd hole plays closer to the sea, which can be tantalisingly glimpsed to the right of the tees. The dunes at the
seaward edge are the youngest dunes on the course and are classed as semi-fixed or ‘yellow’ dunes. The dunes age
further inland and are then classed as fixed or ‘grey’ dunes. The yellow dunes support less varied vegetation than
the older inland dunes and are dominated by marram grass and sea buckthorn. Marram grass has an extensive root
network which helps bind the sand and stabilise the dunes.

The 3rd hole is set apart by the imposing sand dunes behind the green which rise to a full height of 12 metres and
are dominated by marram and red fescue. This hole also demonstrates the dominance of rough grassland on the
course and the efforts made to minimise the extent of the intensively managed grassland. The fairway on the 3rd
narrows down to 10 metres for almost a third of its length, allowing golfers to walk through yet minimising the visual
and ecological impact of the maintained turf.

Rough grassland

The rough grassland at Royal County Down is an impressive and major feature of the course. The ‘rough’ grassland
refers to all the areas of grassland outside of the maintained tees, greens and fairways and is split into three zones,
with distinct management employed in each. The ‘semi-rough’ borders the fairways up to 6 m from the fairway edge
and is cut infrequently to a height of 35 to 50 mm so as to allow for ball retrieval. The ‘cut rough’ adjoins the semi-
rough and extends for a further 6 metres out from the fairway edge. This cut rough is mowed only when growth
dictates to a height of 150 mm.

Beyond this managed rough is the ‘ecology’ rough where the grass is generally cut only every three years. This
infrequent mowing helps to stop the establishment of regenerating scrub vegetation (gorse, broom and tree saplings)
within the important links grassland. In some areas of very thick and less diverse ecology grassland the grass may be
cut more often and areas of grassland may be scarified (mechanical raking of the ground) to weaken the grassland
sward and to create gaps that can be filled by wildflowers. The timing of grass cutting and scarification in the
ecology rough is strictly limited to either March or August so as to avoid the nesting season for skylark. Skylark are
ground-nesting birds, which avoid trees and tall hedges, and rely on
large areas of grassland to nest and to forage. Their nests are
incredibly hard to find because the skylark lands some distance
away and runs through grass tunnels to the nest. No pesticides or
fertilisers are applied to either the cut rough or the ecology rough.

The Club have plans in place, to collect grass clippings and deposit
them in a designated area outside of the SAC where they can be
mixed with other materials such as bunker sand to form a compost
that can be reused on the course. This compost area is to be
established on an area of hard standing to prevent unwanted
nutrient release into the soil.




Holes 4, 5 and 6

The 4th is a short par 3 that plays towards the Mountains of Mourne and boasts one of the finest views in world
golf. Its green is very heavily defended and is surrounded by nine bunkers.

The 5th hole features a long drive over large sand dunes covered in marram and red fescue. Heather (both common
and bell heather) is also a strong component on
this hole and the nodding purple flower heads are
unmistakeable amid the tall dunes. Other wild
flowers of note include common scabious, lady’s
bedstraw, bird’s foot trefoil, tormentil, burnet
rose and common violet. Butterflies are drawn to
the flowers in the rough and peacock, large white,
small copper, gatekeeper and meadow brown can
all be spotted on the course in mid-summer.
Later in the season look out for red admiral in
the rough. This butterfly is fast-flying, and hard to
track, but beautiful when it opens its wings at
rest.

Heather is also dominant around the tees and in the carry of the 6th hole, but it is less evident alongside the fairway
and behind the green, which is dominated by gorse. Gorse provides good protective cover for birds on the course
and is an important source of pollen and heather for insects, but is a very competitive species which must be kept in
check so as to conserve the important European priority grasslands and heath. The reinstatement of heather and
grassland in gorse-dominated areas is an ongoing priority for the greenstaff at Royal County Down.

Bunkers

The ‘bearded’ bunkers at Royal County Down are world famous and feature overhanging lips of marram, red fescue

and heather. The bunkers have not been altered for many years and the plants grow as tall here as they do in the

out of play ‘ecology’ rough and provide an important niche for native flora such as devil’s-bit scabious, bell heather,
heath bedstraw, bird’s foot trefoil and common cats ear and for grasses such as
marram and sweet vernal grass.

There are 136 bunkers on the Championship Course at Royal County Down.
They are a reminder of the origin of the links bunker, a blow-out in the sand

i, o dunes possibly initiated by grazing sheep or burrowing rabbits.
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The bunkers are not unmanaged, but any management is focused on retaining the
natural appearance and informal shape of these hazards. Many have tried to
replicate the look of the Royal County Down bunker on other courses but it is
impossible for man to replicate such creations of nature.

Holes 7,8 and 9

This 7th hole is the shortest par 3 on the course and is another example of the sympathetic design of the course,
which minimises the area of maintained grass. The green is relatively long but the route from tee to green is very
- i narrow and flanked by gorse bushes, heather and flower-rich grassland.
Common valerian, a particularly large and conspicuous wildflower, can be
spotted on this hole.

The 8th is arguably the most challenging hole on the course and plays from
elevated tees to an elevated green in the face of the prevailing southwesterly
wind. The hole supports open dune grassland, heather and bracken mosaics
and this varied habitat supports diverse invertebrate and animal species. Burnet
moth, hover flies, and native bees have all been spotted on this hole. Bracken is
often seen as undesirable on golf courses because it can take over large areas of
land and can form mono-specific stands which are of less ecological value than
the varied species and habitat it replaced.




However, vegetation that is growing strongly, and that receives little disturbance, should be able to compete with
bracken. It is only when other vegetation is weakened that the balance is tipped allowing bracken to become
dominant over wide areas. The club regularly monitor and manage the extent of bracken on the course.

The 9th hole is possibly the most dramatic hole on the course: the first shot plays over an impressive sand dune
carry of gorse and heather, while the fairway drops to a full 18 metres below the tees. This hole has suffered from
gorse encroachment in the past but has recently been cleared. Management work, including scarification and
localised turf stripping is still required to ensure that the lush Yorkshire fog grassland, which has formed in place of
the gorse bushes, is weakened to allow the establishment of more desirable vegetation such as marram, red fescue,
heather and wildflowers. The bare sand formed as a result of this management will provide valuable temporary
habitat for pioneering plant species and burrowing insects.

Holes 10, 11 and 12

The 10th hole is the third par 3 on the course. It plays with the prevailing wind and is characterised by colourful
blocks of gorse. Gorse has a short lifecycle and may become old and degenerate without management. Common
scabious proliferates in the carry through the summer and supports a considerable population of burnet moths and
painted lady, peacock and clouded yellow butterflies.

The 11th boasts a blind tee shot over a magnificent row of sand dunes with only a small hilltop marker to lead the
way and framing gorse to both right and left. The gorse is important in structuring the hole and in funnelling play
towards the green. The gorse on this hole is being coppiced on a rotational basis to stimulate new growth. In other
areas the gorse has also become over-dominant to the detriment of the valuable grassland and heath vegetation and
significant gorse clearance has been undertaken in many areas of the rough, particularly to the left of this green. In
the long grass to the edge of the fairway devil’s-bit scabious and corn spurrey can be found growing as tall as the
grass.

The gorse that forms a colourful backdrop to the green on the 12th hole is also included in the coppicing regime so
as to maintain stand health and longevity. Rotational coppicing and the removal of gorse from the dunes creates
areas of bare sand which are lacking on the golf course and which can provide nesting sites for solitary and mining
bees. The solitary bee (Sphecodes pellucides) is extremely rare in Northern Ireland and has been included as a
priority species in the Northern Ireland Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP). This bee has been sighted twice in the
neighbouring Murlough Bay nature reserve but at no other site in Ireland. Any management actions on the golf
course which might provide suitable habitat for this, and other, bee species are especially welcome. The perimeter
of the 12th fairway and the carry support a diverse species mix and are covered by an attractive mosaic of fringing
rough grassland and heather.

Holes 13 and 14

The 13th is a dogleg par 4 played between two low sand dunes covered in gorse and
broom. Broom does not respond well to intensive management and once it becomes
woody will not regenerate. The club is actively removing the degenerate gorse and
restoring rough grassland and heather. There is also a small carry of grass and
heather in the centre of the fairway. The carry has suffered from trampling damage
in recent years, leading to a change in vegetation type from heather to grass, but the
club has recognised this and put in place actions to stop and reverse this change.

The 14th hole is largely free of gorse and boasts significant tracts of species rich
grassland, including areas of sweet vernal grass and sneezewort. Sweet vernal grass is
one of the best wild grasses to be found on links courses: it allows ball retrieval but
severely punishes anyone trying to play from it.









