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IN QUITE A SILVER-AND-GOLD

LINING, THE POPULARITY OF

OUR SPORT HAS SKYROCKETED

DURING THE PANDEMIC

BY CRAIG DOLCH

A year ago. if you said you were going
to play golf, you would likely get one of
the following responses:

Again?

See you tonight.
Pick a real sport.
Mot now.

You mention you're headed to a golf
course, and the response might be:

Yeah, | played last week.

A bunch of us hod a blast
at Drive Shack.

Mice to find something healthy to do.

Blame this change on the corenavirus
pandemic. More aptly, credit COVID-1?
for actually helping golf.
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It reminds me of Brad Faxon's clever
line when he was asked about Tiger
Woods' greatest impact on the sport

‘Tiger made the game coal” Faxon
said. "When | played golfin high schosl,
it was like | was in the chess club. It's not
like that anymare.”

COVID-17 might not have made the
game caaler, but when the pandemic
hit the U 5. in full force last March, it
shined a light on one of the few sports
that can be dane with social distancing.
The nature of the game - playedin large
spaces outdoors — allowed golf to be
one of the few sports that had a chance
against the pandemic.

While South Florida courses were hurt
when they had to be shut down in the
spring for more than six weeks, then
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allowed to open with certain restric-
tions, the sport has rebounded better
than Baker Mayfield.

Galf net anly weathered COVID-19, it
prospered from it. Golfers who hadn't
played in years became reacquainted.
Folks whoe had never played the spart
qave it a try.

The Jupiter-based Maticnal Golf
Foundation reported that rounds played
in August in the U5 increased by 2006
percent aver 2019 That's 10 million
mere rounds, the largest year-over-year
increase in 20 years.

That's a lot of “fore!s” and “that's
a peach, hun.” especially when golf's
participation levels have been in a con-
sistent decline.

{Continued on page 28]
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Things were even rosier in Florida.
according to the report, where the
Sunshine State had a 37 percent
increase. Only Texas (39 percent) had
a larger jump,

“We've had an opportunity to help old
and new players get back inta the game,
and do s¢in a safe and responsible way,”
said PGA Teaching Professicnal Suzy
Whaley, a Palm Beach Gardens resi-
dent who recently ended her two-year
tenure as the first fermale presidert of
the PGA of America. "That's what I'm

most proud of”

It's not easy being a golf course opera-
tor in South Florida. You have developers
who constantly want the remaining green
land left in the state, You have droughts,
hurricanes, tropical storms, bug infesta-
tion, environmentalists ...

But, believe it or not. COVID-19 actu-
ally was a financial boon to golf. Even
with the added sanitation costs.

Good luck getting a tee time an Martin
Luther King Day a few weeks ago. Tee
sheets were fuller than John Daly's belly,
and they continue to be

The financial benefits aren’t just on
the course, either. Those extra rounds
also fueled equipment sales, with Golf
Datatech reporting retail sales increased
by a robust 32 percent in August over
a year ago. That's selling four clubs
instead of three

The golf industry also will be a major
part of Flarida's economic recovery
this year as COVID-19 vaccines become
more readily available, Again, not just
on the course.

A recent story in The Wall Street
Journal pointed out how most country

"WE'RE HEARING FROM BUYERS THAT THE
APPEAL OF HAVING OUTDOOR AMENITIES LIKE
GOLF AND TENNIS, COUPLED WITH THE CONVE-
NIENCE OF THE CLUB SERVICES LIKE TAKE-OQUT
FOOT, IS PART OF THEIR MOTIVATION. IT'S LED
TO OUR SECOND-BEST YEAR OF HOME SALES.”
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club communities in Florida are report-
ing record home sales because of
COVID-19.

Folks from the Wartheast and
California — areas hit hardest by the
pandemic — are flocking to Florida
because they don't want to spend
another winter cooped up because of
COVID-1? concerns.

People realize if they can work from
home, it might as well be in a warmer
locale. Plus, gated communities provide
a more controlled envirenment when it
comes to dealing with a pandemic,

"We have seen a tremendous amount
of interest in our Club since July,” said
John Jorritsma, the director of sales and
marketing at The Club at |bis in West
Palm Beach

“We're hearing from buyers that the
appeal of having outdoor amenities
like golf and tennis, coupled with the
convenience of the Club services like
take-out foot, is part of their motiva-
tian. It's led te our second-best year
of home sales.”

For so long, gu|f has been bemoaned
as alitist, pla}r\?d by abunch of rich, ald
guys who dress as if they lost a bet.

That has changed.

Golf doesn't seem like such a silly
Game now.
craigdokch@ool.com




