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ABSTRACT 
 
Golf courses in America delineate and identify landscapes of luxury, exclusion and abundance 
Golf courses in the Southwest are part of an invented tradition and the product of land 
speculation occurring after post-World War II suburbanization. Golf courses were built within 
master planned suburbs to inflate property values and to sell a middle-class cultural standing. 
Following the tradition of the exclusive country club, these new housing subdivisions sought to 
provide access to a new social network or identifier. In the Southwest, the amount of resources 
needed to create the lushness of the course is in stark contrast with reality the desolate natural 
landscape. 
 
Since 2000, golf has seen a decline with decreases in membership and a change in middle-class 
values no longer upholding the sport. Over 1,000 golf courses have closed over the last decade, 
opening up over 190,000 acres potentially for a new use. With many of these courses considered 
community amenities, homeowners are fighting redevelopment efforts happening in their 
backyards. Through interviews, site visits, archival and media research, three exclusionary 
tactics are identified in three case in the Southwest. 
 
One case argues the golf course use is mandatory for the open space requirement of the master-
planned community. Ecologically, courses within the Southwest require more water than other 
courses in America. Legal requirements, like CC&Rs, are used to keep the golf use in perpetuity, 
no matter its economic success. Without legal backing, homeowners may use their social and 
political clout to demand the use remain in the community. Through these mechanisms, the 
invented tradition upholding this exclusionary use is continued. Communities fear a change in 
use will decrease their property values and bring new unknown neighbors. Each of these 
communities independently is deciding the “highest and best” use of the newly vacant land. As 
courses continue to close across the United States, the future uses and impacts of these 
conversions remains unknown. 
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Image Credit: This is an image of “House Hole, Garden Golf, North Belt Highway, Saint Joseph, Missouri” by John 

Margolies from 1996 in his Roadside America photograph archive. 
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Figure 1 – Sketch of the “Oasis of Seven Palms, Coachella Valley, California” by George Elbert Burr located in the 

Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of Misses Margaret and Mary F. Edson archives. 

 

 
Figure 2 – Photograph of “Windmills and Brushfire, Coachella Valley, California” by photographer Virginia 

Beahan taken in 1995 located in the Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Transfer from the Carpenter Center for 
the Visual Arts archives. 
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PREFACE 
 
To Know a Place…  
 
I grew up in Palm Desert, California, in a golf course related subdivision. My grandmother’s 
house was built as part of the Palm Desert Country Club housing subdivision plan. The house 
was a single story with a tall pitched roof and palm trees swaying on the side. The front yard was 
a mix of bright green grass and tall cacti. With a pool in the back yard and lemon and grapefruit 
trees, the trees were too generous with their yields. Our family of three, my grandmother, 
mother, and I, were always overburdened with sour citrus.  
 
While my grandmother’s house was not on the fairway, I spent hours walking it and running 
through it as a child when the sun was setting behind the mountains and the temperatures were 
dropping to tolerable degrees. A place of hot days and slightly cooler nights – an “oasis in the 
desert” was where I learned to walk, talk and was the only place I knew.  
 
I have a vague memory of it, having moved away from the desert and to the breeze of the ocean 
in beach cities of Los Angeles. I am studying it to fill in the gaps because I was not there long 
enough to know have the language to describe the things I can describe now. As a nine-year-old I 
did not know what a suburb was or their politics. I have memories of existing within one, of 
doggy paddling around the bobbing chlorine filter floating around the kidney shaped pool and 
falling asleep under a warm towel on the shaded patio after my small fingers had turned to 
prunes. I rode a tricycle around the Water Department manhole cover in the middle of our cul-
de-sac, unaware of the water traveling through different states to reach me. I walked around the 
Westfield mall when the summer days were too hot to exist outside and the walls of our house 
were beginning to feel like they were closing in around us. The mall became our public space. 
 
But I do not know the place I grew up, not in the academic sense of knowing it or naming it or 
categorizing it. Not in the way that planners believe they know places, the way I have been 
trained to judge, understand and decode a space. I don’t know the zoning beneath the ground I 
grew up on, which bleeds into the way a space breathes, feels, and acts. I was unable to name it 
for what it was – a suburban development, a suburban-style development since it was not near 
any large central business district. I had left before I had enough awareness to call this a suburb 
or to be able to speak out loud the politics of this space. I did not occupy it for long enough to 
feel that I know it. 
 
I decided to study Palm Desert and the American Southwest after I had spent over 15 years away 
from it. Moving when I was nine, I have now lived over half my life in other places, occupying 
each city for less than the last. Maybe I am studying this place because it is the place I have 
occupied the longest and the place I have the least memory of. 
 
I am a kid by and of the suburbs. I remember being driven to my friends’ houses, though they 
were just down the road. The trips to the different shopping centers, each different, but basically 
the same. I know where the provolone cheese is in Albertson’s but I do not know how to get 
there since I only have a memory of getting there from the back seat of a car. There are 
discussions around how the suburbs were formed, how they grew and shrank as populations 
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shifted across the U.S. As the future of suburbs is called into question and branded as 
unsustainable, what is next for this landscape? 
 
Professional practitioners and academics in planning recognize that this type of development is 
unsustainable. That single family, tract homes are not the way these landscapes should be 
designed to see a different future for the people within them. There is movement by individuals 
to make their homes, one of hundreds within a master-planned community, more energy efficient 
with the addition of solar panels or triple-paned windows. These energy efficiency tweaks are 
not enough to wholeheartedly change the impacts of this sprawling urbanism. What do we do 
with them and who has a say in this form shift? With the largely unsustainable sprawl, the 
millions of miles of low-density infrastructure that spreads across this continent from sea to 
shining sea, there is a call for a change from city planning professionals. 
 
Suburbs in America were built as middle-class communities. Subdivisions are built around their 
provision of amenities. Subdivisions sell lifestyles. Through purchasing a home within one, you 
purchase into a community that values x, y and z. There is security in the purchase, both 
physically through gates and economically, which is why homeowners’ associations and by-laws 
still reign in subdivisions. You are purchasing a home in a school district, a home in a voting 
district and a home that may give you access to amenities that fulfill your social, economic, 
political and recreational needs. These amenities may impact property values, which impacts the 
financial and social standing of the neighborhood. One amenity that has (or had…) immediate 
positive effects on both the branding of the subdivision and the selling of the subdivision is the 
addition of a golf course. Golf courses, at least during the 1980’s, 1990’s and 2000’s, demanded 
a premium for their addition. Adding a golf course to a subdivision was a way to immediately 
increase property values by 10-20% for homes abutting the course and beyond.1 The costs of 
these amenities are passed on to new homeowners, allowing the subdivision developer to recoup 
the cost for not developing the land. Who wouldn’t want a pastoral paradise in their backyard? 
 
The American Southwest was built around conquering the land and making it livable. While 
beautiful and idyllic for some, it exploded in popularity and population after the 1980’s because 
of a lifestyle being sold. The area was billed as a landscape of luxury, relaxation and good health. 
It is not co-existence with nature but the conquering of it that showcases the richness of the 
region. What’s more is that these claims of positive health, idyllic weather and wealth were not 
the driving force for people moving here. The main reason was that homes were affordable 
because the land was cheap, a blank slate to develop upon. The appeal of the region was a selling 
point but the low price of homes and land was the main reason people moved there in droves, 
getting the most for their investment. They could now afford to live in a land of luxury, 
relaxation and good health. Newcomers did not have to admit they came for the cheap home 
prices and to diversify their investments, they could claim it was the weather. Few industries 
originally brought newcomers to the Southwest, so subdivisions were often sold as secondary 
properties to Northerners. 
 
Within the American Southwest, there is a large “snowbird” population. “Snowbirds” are people 
who live in the northern part of North America (Midwest, North East, Pacific North West, 
Canada, etc.) for the summer months and southern part of North America (California, Arizona, 
                                                
1 Crompton and Nicholls, “The Impact of a Golf Course on Residential Property Values.” 
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New Mexico, Florida, Texas, etc.) for the winter months. Since they have flexible schedules and 
finances, they are able to split their time between multiple places, migrating like the squawking 
Canadian goose or barn swallows. They are largely upper class to middle class residents, though 
snowbirds can live on the cheap with the prevalence of mobile home and manufactured home 
communities in these areas. Snowbirds affect communities in different ways because they are not 
permanent residents. This means they are not permanent income streams, voters, or utility users. 
Some snowbirds migrate often, flying with the seasons. Others migrate once or twice and decide 
to make a home in the places they land. The allure of nice weather and entire industries dedicated 
to working with snowbirds, catering to their needs, is enough to keep them there and to help 
them build their full-time nest in the Southwest. 
 
My grandmother was a snowbird but one that made a permanent nest in Southern California. She 
had grown up in Winnipeg, Canada and moved to California in her 20’s. When she talks to me 
about Canada, it is about hockey, her brother having excelling at the local level, or about curling, 
how she would glide across the ice, sweeping just in front of the rock on its journey to the house 
of rings. She grew up in the middle of Canada and was drawn to California. She arrived in Palm 
Desert when she was in her 50’s, after living in Southern California for many years. She 
followed a doctor that she worked for, who decided to relocate his business to Palm Desert 
catering to the now aging population in the Coachella Valley and their increased need for 
medical services. She worked as a transcriptionist and became a full-time resident of Palm 
Desert. Much like those that survived the cold winters in the North-East settle in Florida for 
retirement, she was a snowbird even if she never flew back. She joined the legions of snowbirds 
and Canadians in the Coachella Valley. 
 
Having grown up around and spent many hours on the Palm Desert Country Club course, I 
wanted to explore how golf course developments gained prevalence in America. I wanted to 
explore the land use designations of golf courses. Were they open space or residential or some 
odd mix of the two? Why were some private and others public? How do cities deal with the 
changing demands these communities? I wanted to explore the mechanisms that allowed these 
types of developments to be built across and flourish in the American Southwest, a place that has 
an ebbing and flowing population of snowbirds and a historic tumultuous relationship with water 
availability. 
 
After learning of the bankruptcy of the Palm Desert Country Club and the multi-year battle 
around legal rights to redevelop in spring of 2018, I wanted to understand how people living 
around the community were reacting to this change. A battle led by surrounding homeowners 
fought developer and city officials over who would get to decide the future use of this land. This 
is a battle happening in many states due to the large number of golf courses in Southwestern 
cities, Southern suburbs, and the sprawling communities in the Midwest. After a road trip 
through the Southwest, I was reminded of the sheer number of people living in this environment 
that was built at odds with itself. These are developments largely in direct conflict with the 
reality of the environmental and ecological situation present. Does a different future exist for 
them? 
 
The suburbs and our relationship with them as a society is changing. Golf course communities 
are a key part of suburban developments in many states. The real and potential closure of these 
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courses represents a threat to the middle-class lifestyles that resident and old have created for 
themselves. A culture around golf was created and sustained. Without the course to identify with, 
a new community cultural identifier would have been picked up in its place. I grew up in a 
middle-class suburb, or a lower middle-class suburb as it was told me by an architect working in 
that area. I was surrounded by middle class ideals and also saw these ideals were not carried 
forward by my mother or father. Without the finances or cultural will to carry these forward, 
their futures are actively being questioned. 
 
The failure of golf courses within suburban housing subdivisions across America match the 
failure of middle-class ideals from the 1950’s to age and grow with the changing wants and 
needs of many Americans. The failure of golf courses across America match this failure of old 
middle-class ideals and shows a change in middle class values today. The uncertainty of their 
future matches the uncertainty of the middle class and the ideals they will uphold. The ideals of 
the old American middle-class have stuck around and thrived for so long, stuck through the 
changing decades through multiple recessions and economic boom times, prior to the changing 
of millennia. But since 2000, there have been too many changes within the middle-class social 
structure and a physical change in how the middle class represents itself may be present. 
 
This thesis seeks to understand the changing values, wants and needs of the middle class by 
looking at how three communities are dealing with golf course conversions. All three cases are 
similar in many ways, region of the U.S., style of development, size of community, and socio-
demographics, but vary in community response and stage of plan. The first case explores 
between ecology, recreation and land use in the conversion of the Palm Desert Country Club 
course in Palm Desert, California. The second case explores the use of legal tools to maintain the 
golf land use in the proposed and denied conversion of the Ahwatukee Lakes Course in Phoenix, 
Arizona. The third case explores the use of social and political tools to maintain the Badlands 
Country Club in a wealthy neighborhood in Las Vegas, Nevada. The purpose of each golf course 
was clear, to identify a neighborhood and to secure property values within the subdivision. 
Through these three different exclusionary tactics, the original form and purpose of the 
community is sought to be preserved. 
 
Each community began in similar circumstances but have reached different ends – with one 
proposal being rejected by the city council, one proposal being accepted by the city council and 
one still in a state of limbo as it bounced around the courts. Each case had a different strategy for 
fighting the development, with one focused on the ecological importance of the course, one 
focused on the legal requirements of the original housing development around the golf course 
and one focused on the social standing of the homes surrounding the course. Each of the cases 
used different strategies and reached different ends but the story for all of them is not yet over. 
Each one has a different history and a different future. Yet they have the same current reality. 
Dirt, defunct tees and an unknown future. 
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CHAPTER 1 – Overview & Literature Review 
 

 
Figure 3 – Photograph titled “View of Roosevelt Canal in Avondale” by. Source: Alex MacLean 

 
American suburbs have undergone an evolution. The population that exists in these freshly 
asphalted winding roads is changing. They no longer uphold the same social status, and have 
different wants, dreams and constraints potentially limiting their ability to climb the social 
hierarchy and reach the top of the economic mountain. The middle class in America is changing, 
reflecting the change in suburbs.2 With the “return to the city”, white suburbanites are leaving 
suburbs allowing the demographics to cease to be a monoculture.3 The new American middle-
class is more burdened by debt and is thus unable to showcase their middle-class status the same 
way previous generations have.4 Being financially constrained means less time for leisure 
activities and fewer opportunities to showboat. Where golf once held a place as a center middle-
class activity, people have neither the time, money nor interest in picking up golf as their sport of 
choice. A lack of time and money to spend becoming a pro, or even become an okay player, is no 
longer afforded to the current middle class. And membership and play rates reflect this change. 
 
A majority of golf courses built after 1970 were built in the American Southwest.5 There are a 
handful of communities and areas that received a boom in golf course related subdivisions. I 
                                                
2 Which came first – the chicken or the egg? 
3 Frug, Ford, and Barron, Local Government Law. 
4 Kuhn, Schularick, and Steins, “Income and Wealth Inequality in America, 1949-2016.” 
5 Napton and Laingen, “Expansion of Golf Courses in the United States.” 
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define golf course subdivisions as typologies that mix housing, often low-density single-family 
homes, with golf courses. The spirit of rugged Western American force is present through the 
construction of these subdivisions. A spirit of conquest and manifest destiny over the land.6 
Nothing about the natural landscape in the Coachella Valley, Phoenix or Las Vegas area is set up 
to allow these developments to prosper. Here, having water means having wealth. And having 
enough water to keep the golf greens glowing is a show of abundance in a naturally parched 
landscape. It is the existence of a largely upper middle-class crowd and their ability to afford to 
golf and live in these areas that has created this landscape of relaxation and luxury. The “if you 
build it, they will come” mentality worked here and resulted in the communities we see clustered 
along the highways of the Southwest, following the Federal Highway Act, G.I. Bill and the 
advent of the commercialized air conditioning. Through large expenditures of money, in 
construction costs, maintenance, upkeep and utilities, people are able to exist in these 
environments. The introduction of air conditioning in the modern American home in post-World 
War II America allowed more people to conquer the hot days and nights, existing in a permanent 
cool breeze. 
 
Between the costs to keep the grass green on golf courses and the unbroken hum of air 
conditioning units day in and day out, there is a want and need to conquer the natural landscape 
and make it work with the lifestyle that has been chosen for it. Only the upper and middle class 
have been afforded the luxury to experience both the beauty of the outdoor environment and the 
comfort of modern living in these regions. They have willed the desert to let them exist there 
decades, forcing the landscape to produce new zip codes. The sheer expense of continuing to 
manipulate the land in this way has become too much for some, no longer seeing the investment 
as worth it. Has the allure of the landscape gone away? Has climate science, rising temperatures 
and dwindling rainfall pushed the region towards a new future? 
 
Golf is not just a game, one of physical, mental and social prowess. Golf is not just a sport. Nor 
is it a way of spending one’s afternoons amongst colleagues and friends, building or breaking 
friendships and business connections. It is not just a recreational use of land, categorized 
differently from one community to the next. Golf offers us a deeper understanding of a 
community, specifically one that is undergoing potential change. Golf is a community amenity 
that is not valued the same by all members of a population. It is differently valued depending on 
the amount of time, money and connections you have to it as a sport.  
 
Golf can be a means of cultural identity. Golf can be analyzed by looking at its ecological and 
environmental impact. The water intensive and large land use puts different strains on different 
communities depending on their access to natural resources and land. Golf can also be looked at 
through a legal framework. By examining the legal mechanism that hold up this land use type, or 
seeks to change it, and the justifications for those legal holdings, we can try to understand the 
long-term plan for this land use. Golf can also be looked at through a political lens by examining 
who fights for golf to remain in a community, who fights for the preservation of this often 
exclusionary and expensive land use type. It is through these lenses that we will examine 
community’s relationship with the sport and the physical allocation of space and culture. 
 

                                                
6 Solnit, Savage Dreams. 
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Each of these exclusionary methods can be examined for their tie to urban planning and social 
theory. The exclusionary tactics of legal restrictions with CC&Rs, exclusionary zoning and the 
use of political power are tied to larger debates within the city of who has a say in change. The 
future use of this land relates to questions to “the right to the city” and how culture is spatialized. 
Through the writings and critical theories of Henri Lefebvre, Setha Low and Edward Soja, the 
cultural, social and political influence of this land use can be examined. The continued push for 
golf’s existence in a resource scarce location displays the deep, but newly founded ties, to this 
land use. These deep ties are part of an “invented tradition” in the Southwest, showing 
Hobsbawm and Ranger’s theory of the “invented tradition.” The tradition is invented both in its 
physical existence in the Southwest but also in its significance in middle-class culture. 
 
By looking through the small scope of golf course developments, which were largely built after 
the turn of the century and are explicably tied with middle class culture creation and maintenance 
in America, we can examine the changing wants, needs, and desires of the middle class. How 
was the middle class in America born? What were the wants, needs, and ideals of the middle 
class when these developments were created? How have those wants, needs, and ideals changed? 
How does the modern American suburb landscape change to reflect that change? 
 

 
Figure 4 – Painting titled “Aspects of Suburban Life: Golf” by Paul Cadmus from 1936 

Literature Review 
Golf course and housing subdivisions are a product of middle-class culture creation. The 
existence of these developments harkens back to images of Northern elites hitting golf balls into 
the North Sea of Scotland on the original greens. To understand why these developments spread 
across the U.S, we must understand how the middle class spread across the U.S. and where this 
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changing class of people took their cultural cues from. This thesis is based on the idea that the 
use of land signals a society and community’s wants, visions and values. Henri Lefebrve says 
“space is never empty: it always embodies a meaning.”7 Setha Low puts forth that the production 
and construction of space explains how culture is spatialized.8 The prevalence of golf courses in 
the Southwest and the juxtaposition of their language of abundance in a region of scarcity shows 
what is and is not worth diverting resources to. As both the middle class at large and within the 
American Southwest change, due to increased debt burden, slow-growing wages and a departure 
from the propagated 1940’s image of suburban America, the current middle class is less 
interested and willing to identify with golf course urbanism as their dominant culture. 
 
This literature seeks to understand the middle class and its history of rise and fall and stagnation 
from the 1800’s until now. I seek to understand the creation of a dominant and widespread 
culture within the middle class, based on mimicry and transformation of elite culture ques. I seek 
to understand how this history of rise and fall and mimicry results in the spread of golf course 
communities across the United States. I seek to understand why the Sunbelt developed a 
reputation for being a landscape of abundance and leisure, though the reality of the region is 
scarcity and effort. Finally, I seek to understand what the future of these landscapes holds as the 
middle class changes to no longer hold up the value of the golf course communities they built. 
The legacies of the Southwest and signals of middle-class status become harder to decipher. 
What will now signal that you’ve ascended to the middle class? How will our landscapes change 
to reflect those changes? 
 
The Shifting Middle Class 
There has always been a middle class in America. We inherently know and understand society as 
a system of have and have-nots, a binary system of economic order within a capitalist system. 
The binary order would produce aristocratic members of society with an abundance of capital on 
one end of the economic spectrum. On the other side, it would produce those with little to 
survive on, the poor of society. But American society does not exist on such a binary. 
Throughout American history, Americans have existed on an economic spectrum and not within 
a binary system. 
 
There exists a middle class, a collection of people who seek to advance to new levels of wealth 
and distinguish themselves from their humbler beginnings. This class is harder to define, due to 
the broad range of potential middling circumstances. This class in American society has rose, fell 
and stagnated throughout the years. Currently, there is a conflict of who and what the middle 
class in America, without a dominant monoculture to uphold like the 1940’s and lower levels of 
economic assets. Higher levels of debt and an inability to showcase their wealth and status as 
previous middle-class generations have. Today’s middle class is part of a larger history of class 
creation that has redefined itself many times.   
 
The middle class in America has ebbed and flowed with economic times. When speaking about 
the middle-class, the dominant mental image has long been an image of the 1940’s. The image 
was of suburban, white newly middle-class Americans thriving in their post-war abundance 
fueled by federal subsidy and high economic times. It was spread through print and visual media 
                                                
7 Lefebvre, The production of space. pg. 154 
8 Low, Spatializing Culture. 
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with increased access to the television. But the middle class existed before this image. The 
culture they perpetuated was started before that image was made. There has always been a 
middle-class in America which has largely taken the ideals of the upper class and tried to 
formulate them to work with their limited economic resources.9 This class expanded greatly after 
the Industrial Revolution in America, but always existed (though without the social or cultural 
strength it had in the post-World War II era). A class of people and families that had not gained 
the wealth or prominence to exist within the gentry but had also acquired enough capital to no 
longer be a working-class family making ends meet. Furthermore, this class was segregated, 
following the deep history of segregation within America. There was (and remains) financial, 
social, physical, cultural, and racial segregation within the broad class of middle-income 
individuals within the United States. 
 
While the GI Bill of 1944 created an image of suburbanization, the middle class has existed and 
taken from the cues of the elites, trying to steal little moments of everyday luxury for their own 
lives. Prior to this, the middle class existed in cities and areas of commerce alongside the rest of 
America. Prior to the city/suburban divide there was the city/rural divide. The timeline illustrated 
below discusses the creation and proliferation of the original middle-class in America. This 
timeline is based on the spread of golf and ties the spread of golf across the United States to the 
changes and spread of the middle class in America. 
 
Pre-Golf 
There has always been a group caught in the middle, having ascended from the lower class, 
making enough capital to stay afloat with some to spare. They collected goods, property, clothes, 
horses, art, which all brought them the comfort of not merely living to exist. They had the capital 
to do most than sustain themselves on a daily basis. The group of middle-class citizens in 
colonial times was called “The Middling”. They were professionals, working in trades or 
professional roles. The middle class was only open to those who could also ascend past the 
middle class, to higher positions of society, to the gentry.10 They were silversmiths, letterpress 
operators, millinery owners, doctors, lawyers, and merchants. There was no single physical space 
that brought them together.  
 
According to Christina Hodge, author of Consumerism and the Emergence of the Middle Class 
in Colonial America, the American middle class underwent “partible refinement”, which means 
“selective, idiosyncratic, partial adoption of fined and genteel practices”.11 The middle class in 
Colonial America partially chose what it would and would not value and accept as part of their 
culture and identity. In a pre-golf era, the middle class had already adopted property ownership 
as part of their identity. The accumulation of property away from neighbors, the pastoral 
landscape as far as the eye could see was something wanted and strived for. During the Industrial 
Revolution, there is an increase in mimicry of high class wants and fashion from the middle 
class. New members of the middle class saw upper class members escaping the city and heading 
to the countryside, able to breathe a breath of fresh air. The want to be able to afford a rural, 
pastoral lifestyle again, like the elites were able to have, became a want by middle class members 
of society. In addition to property, the want for space and open space became part of middle-
                                                
9 Hodge, Consumerism and the Emergence of the Middle Class in Colonial America. 
10 Cole, “The Conception of the Middle Classes.” 
11 Hodge, Consumerism and the Emergence of the Middle Class in Colonial America. 
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class cultural aspirations. This led to the “garden city movement” and a want to escape the 
harshness of city life.12 There is a want to be seen as wealthy after this time – a want to be 
accepted as having made it. They valued leisure and taking a break, which they could afford to 
do.13 These wants, dreams, and aspirations would continue to see be part of the middle-class 
psyche as it grows and transforms to modern day. 
 
A new breed of middle-class residents was born through the Industrial Revolution in America. 
The industrial revolution changed the amount of capital able to be held by individuals and also 
transformed the spatial dynamics We saw the rise of industry titans, those that had been able to 
produce new goods and bring wealth to their name. Along with the creation of new wealthy 
industrialists, we saw the expansion of a prosperous middle class. There were new roles to fill – 
new middle managers to be created and new work to oversee that was specialized but achievable. 
We also saw an increase in the blue-collar working class, which were overseen by this new 
middle class that was born. The industrial revolution saw a transformation of American society 
from rural to urban. The industrialization brought rural farmers to the densely populated urban 
cores, removing them from pastoral lands and quiet rural life. The middle class was not united in 
terms of how they came to wealth or the amount of wealth they had. While not on the same level 
financially, they were united in their assumptions and values. They valued personal security and 
prosperity. They valued the collective success of society, a rising tide will raise all ships, and 
they valued competition. 14 After all, they would not have their wealth if all had the same 
success. 

                                                
12 Ward, Garden City, The: Past, Present and Future. 
13 Cole, “The Conception of the Middle Classes.” 
14 Cole. 
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Epoch I: Urban, Elite Beginnings (1878 – 1919) 

 
Figure 5 - Golf courses constructed in the United States during Epoch I. Source: Napton and Laingen, “Expansion 

of Golf Courses in the United States.” 

Golf was introduced to the United States in the late 1800’s between 1875 and 1898. This is the 
first epoch of golf, according to Napton and Laingen in their paper “Expansion of Golf Courses 
in the United States”. The first golf courses were clustered around areas of economic prosperity, 
in financial centers and in elite suburbs mostly throughout the North East.15 Golf was located in 
elite suburbs, outside the city, due to its need for large amounts of space. There was also a need 
to be away from the city and the poor, allowing elites to feel free in this exclusive private open 
space. As Steven A. Riess, a professor of psychology at Ohio State University says in A 
Companion to American Sport History, America’s first golf courses and clubs were largely 
private. The courses required incoming members to be invited to join – thus making social, 
economic and political connections necessary to being accepted and invited into the sport.16 
Members must be regarded as elite or as a certain caliber to be allowed in. There was a level of 
trust and comradery that had to be upheld. More than just allowing someone to play golf, they 
were allowing someone to expand their network and join a select group of individuals with 
privileged access to this lush, green space. It was not yet a middle-class sport, as members of the 

                                                
15 Adams and Rooney, “Evolution of American Golf Facilities.” 
16 Riess, A Companion to American Sport History. 
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middle class did not have the social or financial connections to the elite to allow them into this 
exclusive world.17 
 
The middle class grew as golf was being introduced to America, through the economic 
prosperity of the Gilded Age. Those with new economic ability could establish themselves in a 
new class. They had worked to move up the social ladders and were attempting to establish 
themselves amongst a new group with new social, financial and political influence. The goal of 
many families, in establishing themselves as elites, was to establish new bonds of loyalty and to 
solidify their standing with their new peers and competition. This was the age of secret clubs, or 
fraternal bonds, and of getting ahead based on who you knew. This was the time when the Elks 
and Masons had social power and were more than exclusive dives with cheap beer in basements. 
There was little opportunity for upward mobility, thus it was a time of have and have-nots for 
many. So, when there was an opportunity to increase the chance of get more, whether it is 
through sport or another group allegiance, it was expected that one would take it. Alternative 
clubs like the Odd Fellows were created out of this want and need to be accepted. Club 
allegiance, including country club, was part of delineating oneself in elite society.18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
17 Holden Sherwood, “The View from the Country Club: Wealthy Whites and the Matrix of Privilege.” 
18 Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. 
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Epoch II: Growth and Stagnation (1920 – 1949) 

 
 

Figure 6 - Golf courses constructed in the United States during Epoch II. Source: Napton and Laingen, “Expansion 
of Golf Courses in the United States.” 

The second epoch of Golf, as defined by Napton based on US Golf Magazine data, saw the 
growth and stagnation of golf. Golf, capital and elite and middle-class populations were 
spreading across the United States. This time period saw both the roaring 20’s, the dust bowl, the 
great depression and World War II. A new middle class was created at the beginning of the 
1900’s, following the rise of industrial cities. This occurred with the creation of new economic 
clubs for those that had gained wealth in the Gilded Age. During the Gilded Age, some artisan 
craftsman expanded their businesses and entered the manufacturing business. By increasing their 
ability to produce and overseeing the operation, they were able to rise above their prior, likely 
mediocre or minimal, earnings and enter a new social class. But, without the original backing 
from social elites and without familial ties to existing high-society clubs, some of these new 
elites were barred from entry into high society clubs and elevating to the level of elite society.  
 
With the capital and want from many and inability to access already existing clubs and societies, 
these new elites created their own high society clubs and divisions. If one couldn’t trace their 
wealth back through their genealogical lines, then the next best thing was to show that while they 
were not born into a position of economic status, they knew the ropes like someone who did.19 
                                                
19 Hobsbawm and Ranger. Pg. 299 
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The establishment of an upper-class sport supported middle-class expansion and signaling. This 
includes golf, horseback riding, fencing, tennis, and other things that required either expensive 
equipment, time to master or a large amount of land. Hobsbawm states “…it provided a 
mechanism for bringing together persons of an equivalent social status otherwise lacking organic 
social or economic links, and perhaps above all for providing a new role for bourgeois 
women.”20 Sport existed in part to signal to others social class. 
 

 
Figure 7 - "Where golf is played - Showing some of the most picturesque country club houses in America. Two-

page spread from "The Ladies' Home Journal", Vol. XVIII, No. 7, June 1901, pp. 18-19. 

The Great Depression 
The social and financial gains gained by this new middle-class group were put to the test after 
the Wall Street Crash of 1929. In sharp contrast to the periods of great abundance and gaiety of 
the 1920’s, the Great Depression hit people of all classes hard. The rungs on the social ladder 
that the new middle class had climbed had fallen out from under them, leaving many people back 
to where they started. All the time and money spent in constructing a middle-class identity was 
for naught. The “self-made man” was dumped on the sidewalk, joining the rest of America that 
had nowhere to go.  
 

                                                
20 Hobsbawm and Ranger. 
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Newfound social connections made through participation in high-society sports were not strong 
enough to allow for high-society sports and leisure to expand as they had in the 1920’s. It is not 
until after the dust has settled from the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl that the ability for 
middle-class residents and elites to engage in leisure activities is felt. At the start of World War 
II, Americans were going full-force into the war effort, with few people and little money to bring 
new life to the middle class. There was no time or money for leisure and the growth in golf 
courses. After World War II begins, America’s workforce is occupied supporting the war effort – 
thus no time (or money) for rest or leisure. Thus, the time for the middle class to emerge in its 
newest form is not until after troops begin to return from World War II.  
 
Epoch III: Increased Leisure Time and Affluence (1950 – 1969) 
 

 
Figure 8 - Golf courses constructed in the United States during Epoch III. Source: Napton and Laingen, “Expansion 

of Golf Courses in the United States.” 

 
After World War II, America suburbanized and the image of the modern middle-class that we 
know today was created. The suburbanization of America and the creation of the American 
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middle class, as we know it today with its 1950’s idyllic image of picket fences, company picnics 
and backyard barbeques. Golf, through suburbs being built in previously financially inaccessible 
neighborhoods, became part of their middle-class identity. “Before World War II, developers 
used existing country clubs as catalysts to promote elite residential subdivisions.”21 It was the 
new middle-class who now had the money and time to commute into the city. “Suburbanization 
permanently enabled elites to escape the city’s confines and to sustain a new lifestyle.”22 Now 
that the suburbs were financially accessible for primarily white newly middle-class city 
residents, due to exclusionary zoning and discriminatory large-scale housing practices with the 
G.I. Bill, the suburbs became part of a larger identity picking up the exclusion of these original 
elite rural neighborhoods.  
 
The existence and proliferations of new middle-class communities in suburbs and the pre-
existence of golf courses within these communities further reinforced the idea that to truly exist 
in this area, one had to golf. New country clubs and golf course communities were built and 
marketed to this new middle class group alongside the introduction and spread of master-planned 
communities. It offered everything all in one package – a nice single-family home, private open 
space in the form of both a front lawn and a backyard, security in the form of alarms and 
neighborhood watch groups, and community centers in the form of golf course clubhouses and 
tennis courts. The expansion of elite sport into middle-class culture and the acceptance of them 
as middle-class sports combines two elements of tradition – the political and the social. The 
expansion of the sport in these newly middle-class areas “provides a mechanism for bringing 
together persons of an equivalent social status otherwise lacking organic social or economic 
links”.23 Within these clubhouses, those who had risen in status between 1900 and 1950, those 
who did not come from old money, now had a reason to congregate and a mechanism that 
delineated them from their previous roots as non-elites. In escaping the city and choosing 
suburban life, these new settlers were told that they are giving up none of the conveniences of 
city life. In fact, they are gaining something - the ability to exclude socially and politically as 
well as racial, economic and class exclude. 
 
This new middle-class group of freshly minted suburbanites were not accepted by the old 
vanguard middle class and elite societies. The veteran families and businessmen able to benefit 
from the GI Bill and the economic prosperity of the time were not accepted as truly middle-class 
or true elites to fill a gap with profit and access. Through the adoption of sport and other 
elements of a larger, newly formed standard middle-class identity, the middle class was able to 
form bonds with others who were now part of this new social class. These families were given an 
economic lifeline to reinvent themselves. This meant establishing themselves in a new cultural 
and economic bracket, being produced for consumption and mass cultural appeal. The basis for 
middle-class culture was previously based on country club and other White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant club formation. With the new physical distribution of the middle-class, the 
reintroduction of club formation and social signaling was introduced as a way of making new 
connections within these new communities that these new middle-class people entered. But these 
benefits were not felt universally by all members of the new middle-class. The G.I. Bill was 

                                                
21 Mayo, “The American Country Club: An Evolving Elite Landscape.” Pg. 10 
22 Mayo. Pg. 3 
23 Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. Pg. 299 
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largely only available to be utilized by white veterans and families, leaving non-white middle-
class families out of the initial waves of suburbanization for years.24 
 
After World War II, the U.S. was attempting to market itself as a “middle-class nation, the first 
of its kind in history.”25 The life in the countryside was achieved through suburbanization, just as 
the elites had lived in the 1920’s. Personal property, your own private abode away from all 
others in the countryside and in the privacy of a home all your own, was achieved. Suburban life 
had previously only been available to elites. When rural life dominated America’s landscape, 
living outside the city core was not high-class. This meant that golf and other middle-class 
amenities were now achievable by this new group. 
 
It was politically and economically expedient to create a singular middle-class image for this 
new large group of middle-class residents. They had come from all walks of life, all regions of 
the U.S. and beyond and now all found themselves with an increased amount of income and the 
ability to make moves, to purchase property and start their new lives in post-war prosperity. 
Thus, the business world and politicians alike worked to appeal to a “uniform” middle-class that 
was learning what they were. According to Lawrence Samuel, author of The American Middle 
Class: A Cultural History, the 1950’s and mass suburbanization was, in part, created through a 
push from the Cold-War politicians to appeal to the “middle-class mindset.” This mindset was 
moderate since this group was not distinctly anything in their infancy and was too large to lean 
any which way. The business world hit the pavement hard through media and pop-culture to 
create what the middle-class lifestyle, wants, needs and values were by modeling it off of 
previous wants, needs and values of the elite.26 
 
With golf being part of the elite suburbs pre-dating the past WWII suburb boom and a way to sell 
master-planned community parcels, golf became part of the middle-class identity. After all, this 
new group previously didn’t have wealth and time for leisure like this so it was high time for 
them to experience what they had seen and known about for years. It was their chance to 
experience the luxury and abundance of consumerism now open with their wallets. Combining 
wealth access with the need to identify with each other lead, partially, to the acceptance and 
adoption of golf as a sport, hobby, lifestyle and community identity. The expansion of golf 
alongside the expansion of the American middle-class lead to an invented tradition of golf in 
many suburbs. According to Eric J. Hobsbawm and Terence O. Ranger, in The Invention of 
Tradition, an “’invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by 
overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate 
certain values and norms of behaviors by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with 
the past.”27  
 
The 1950’s and the new conscious creation of the middle class is part of an ‘invented tradition’ 
creation because this group had nothing banding them together social, economically or 
politically prior to their adoption of a larger culture. The expansions of these courses Mayo states 
“Before World War II, developers used existing country clubs as catalysts to promote elite 
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25 Samuel, The American Middle Class. 
26 Samuel. 
27 Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. Pg. 1 
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residential subdivisions. But afterwards, they often organized, built and owned country clubs 
without members being equity shareholders. Developers saw the country club not only as a 
means to promote residential sales but also as a source of profit.”28 Golf both allowed for 
economic signaling and also allowed parcels within these new master-planned communities to be 
sold for up to 20% higher than non-golf adjacent properties.29 
 
The expansion of golf to the middle class in the 1950’s represents the expansion of two major 
elements across the American landscape – the political expansion of this new group and social 
expansion.30 Without the social connections held by residents of old New England, new residents 
of the Midwest, South and Southwest were looking to identify themselves as middle class and 
make new middle-class connections. So, they took a page handed directly to them by the 
subdivision creators, and picked up golf as a way to expand their social and political connections 
and fill their new leisure time. The expansion of sport as a part of middle-class identity after the 
1950’s links with the want and need for new middle-class members to establish new bonds of 
loyalty and friendship. Napton states, “Golf is a sport of the land. Although golf was not 
invented in the United States, its use of large land areas, its maturation along with television, and 
its move to high schools and resorts and retirement areas makes it an all-American sport.”31 As it 
physically expanded across the land, golf became synonymous with a middle-class identity. And 
a middle-class identity became synonymous with a suburban identity.   
 

                                                
28 Mayo, “The American Country Club: An Evolving Elite Landscape.” Pg. 10 
29 Anderson, “The Effect of Open Space on Single-Family, Residential Home Property Values.” 
30 Napton and Laingen, “Expansion of Golf Courses in the United States.” 
31Napton and Laingen. 
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Epoch IV: Maturation and Saturation (1970 – 2000) 

 
Figure 9 - Golf courses constructed in the United States during Epoch IV. Source: Napton and Laingen, “Expansion 

of Golf Courses in the United States.” 

Following the first wave of suburbanization in America, the suburbs continued to grow and 
change in new ways. More economic, social and racial classes became able to afford the suburbs, 
resulting in a change in the physical, social, and economic structure of the suburbs. This era saw 
the rise of the Sunbelt, partially fueled by the population boom from the baby boom. The sunbelt, 
Southern California, Arizona, Southern Nevada, Florida and parts of Texas, saw a boom due to 
cheap land to develop on, an increased presence of economic industries, and an interest in either 
primary or secondary homes from “snowbird” populations32. This population could move 
anywhere, with pensions now accessible and the ability to collect a paycheck from anywhere. 
Properties in master-planned communities, especially ones which included golf courses, were 
solid investments for these populations looking to either diversify their investments or move to 
experience a different, warmer, lifestyle. The Southwest was seeing a population boom due to a 
“if you build it, they will come” building style and the ability to sell new housing stock for 
middle-income prices. 
 
 
 

                                                
32 Napton and Laingen; Moehring, Resort City in the Sunbelt, Las Vegas, 1930-2000. 
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Figure 10 – Aerial photograph titled "View of Housing and Pocket Park" in Phoenix, Arizona. Photograph by Alex 

MacLean 

The Sunbelt grew out of a surge in supply rather than demand. According to Ed Glaeser and 
Kristina Tobio in their working paper ‘The Rise of the Sunbelt’, new construction in the sunbelt 
region was less based on a sale of a specific type of lifestyle or amenity and more based on 
affordable housing prices and a huge supply of new housing stock.33 These homes were abundant 
and offered new amenities, such as golf courses and club houses and pools, at a reasonable price. 
This new housing stock was priced affordably and did not demand a high premium because 
competition between new housing developments was steep due to all subdivisions offering the 
same thing. The added amenity that matched the warm weather was just a bonus selling point. 
The sale of leisure, recreation and of relaxation only helped developers profit off of the 
development of huge swatches of cheap undeveloped, vacant desert in the Southwest and marsh 
land in the South. 
 
Golf courses within the Southwest and Sunbelt were intertwined with residential, master-planned 
communities. The three areas focused on in this thesis, the Coachella Valley, Las Vegas and 
Phoenix, are all located in the Southwest. Taking from the long history of elite and middle-class 
signaling, golf courses were used to increase the social and cultural standing of these newly 
minted communities. These new communities were easy places to retire to, with a promised 
community and community amenities. Additionally, they were catered to people who were 
financially invested in the continued high valuation of golf. The land needed to golf was not the 
land found in the Southwest. Golf needed lush, green large landscapes. While the desert is vast, it 
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lacks the necessary water or natural flora to create the traditional look of luxury and abundance 
presented by the original golf courses. 
 
Ecology 
Golf courses may fulfill open space requirements within master-planned communities. They may 
be developed where land in undevelopable due the existence of a flood plain. They may also be 
developed to boost the selling price of homes directly adjacent. For many of these developments, 
the existence of a historic floodplain is the reason for the golf course. In addition to satisfying an 
open space requirement and the added bonus of increased property values for the whole 
development, but especially properties bordering the course, the development of a course made 
sense for many developers. The long-term environmental impact of their development was often 
not on their minds. Additionally, the development of a golf course allowed the land to remain 
open space while still being profitable for the developer. Finding a way to capitalize on this 
happenstance was easy once the developer and designed realized that it could be profited upon 
and used to increase the value of the whole housing development. 
 
Golf courses need a large amount of water to exist. As Bill Love, a member of the American 
Society of Golf Course Architects, states in An Environmental Approach to Golf Course 
Development, golf courses are always meant to be designed with nature. But golf courses 
existing in the desert exist in direct conflict with nature.34 While developments can attempt to 
“desertify” their landscapes, making the plants and flora reflect the native plants in the area in an 
effort to cut down on their water use and maintenance costs, this cannot be enough to justify this 
type of developments existence in this region. 
 
Golf courses in the Southwest may be built to fulfill open space requirements for the residents 
within the new master-planned communities. But, these “open spaces” rely on larger resource 
systems more than golf courses in more water rich areas. They are reliant and affected by the 
periods of drought and scarcity that hit the Southwest region in 2010, with periods of water 
instability before that. According to the Lyman’s “How Much Water Does Golf Use and Where 
Does It Come From?” report from 2012, about 80% of a golf course requires to be irrigates.35 Of 
the 1,504,210 acres of maintained turfgrass, 1,198,381 acres must be irrigated, based on 2012 
numbers for total golf courses. That means, on average, 80% of the total land on a golf course 
requires to be irrigated. And in the Southwest that means water is being diverted from other uses 
to be used on turfgrass. 

 
To maintain the appearance of abundance, courses in the Southwest also use more water than any 
other region in America. According to Lyman’s report, the Southwest has by-in-large the most 
water use out of any region. Courses in the Southwest used 10 times as much water as courses in 
the Northwest and a third more than courses located in the Mountain region. “An average 18-
hole golf facility in the Southwest region uses an average of 4 acre-feet of water per irrigated 
acre per year.”36 Both the visual contrast of the natural landscape and the data available present 
the same narrative. This land use type is at-odds with the natural environment and based on an 
invented tradition with roots in the more water rich Northeast. 
                                                
34 Glaeser and Tobio, “The Rise of the Sunbelt.” 
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 Agronomic Regions 

Northeast North 
Central 

Transition Southeast Southwest Upper West 
/Mountain 

Pacific 

Irrigated turfgrass 
(acres) 

54f 66e 74d 100b 115a 103b 84c 

Water use (acre feet) 42.4f 76.7e 78.9e 241.8c 459.0a 300.4b 158.0d 
Water use (acre 
feet)/ irrigated 
turfgrass acre 

0.8 1.2 1.1 2.4 4.0 2.9 1.9 

Water use 
(inches)/irrigated 
turfgrass acre 

9.4 13.9 12.8 29.0 47.9 35.0 22.6 

Figure 11 - Recreation of table of water irrigation rates by region in the United Stated from Lyman's "How Much 
Water Does Golf Use and Where Does it Come From?" 

The temperatures and lack of abundant rainwater further exacerbates the low water stocks 
available to enable these courses. The Federal Energy Management Program, through the Office 
of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy within the Department of Energy, does not 
recommend the Coachella Valley, Las Vegas area and City of Phoenix for rainwater irrigation. 37  
This is due to the low amount of rainwater they receive combined with the high average 
temperatures reaching temperatures of over 100 degrees causing a majority of the rainwater 
captured to evaporate. While these areas have a large amount of traditional turf landscape, they 
receive too little precipitation to allow these courses to exist on rainfall collected, thus forcing 
them to rely on the public water available. As seen by the map in Figure 12, courses outside of 
the Southwest may be able to rely more heavily on rainwater to irrigate their fields. 

 

 
Figure 12 – Landscape Irrigation Map showing the rainfall across the United States, date unknown. Source: 

Department of Energy 

 
                                                
37 Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy, U.S. Dept. of Energy, “Rainwater Availability Map.” 
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Being unable to rely on rainwater, collected through ponds, rivers or lakes, or through manmade 
systems, means these courses are relying on other means. Across the U.S., golf courses typically 
rely on a mixture of water sources to irrigate their course. When looking at courses across the 
nation, according to the Lyman report, 52% use water from ponds or lakes, 46% use water from 
on-site wells, 17% use water from rivers, streams and creeks, 14% use water from municipal 
water systems and 12% use recycled water for irrigation. 38 Since municipalities and courses in 
the Southwest often lack access to abundance ponds, lakes, on-site wells, rivers, streams and 
creeks, they are left to rely solely on municipal water systems and recycled water. 
 
The price of water is increasing for both drinking grade water and recycled water in the 
Southwest due to low sources. According to the Water Infrastructure Finance Authority of 
Arizona, between 2016 and 2017, water rates increased on average 6% and wastewater rates 
increased by 4%.39 As states suffering from water crisis, still reeling from the droughts felt from 
2012 to 2015, they are increasing the costs of using water, no matter if the water is drinking 
grade or recycled. These conservation efforts are meant to decrease the overall use of water 
across the state and eliminate potentially frivolous or extravagant water usage. 
 

 
Figure 13 – Aerial photograph of the Maplewood Country Club. Source: Alex MacLean 

                                                
38 Lyman, “How Much Water Does Golf Use and Where Does It Come From?” 
39 Water Infrastructure Finance Authority, “2017 Report on Water Pricing in Arizona.” 
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Golf websites and proponents remind people of the environmental, recreational and community 
benefits that golf courses provide. The golf course ecosystem “provides wildlife habitat, protects 
topsoil from wind and water erosion, improves community aesthetics [whatever that means], 
absorbs and filters rain, improves health and reduces stress for more than 24.5 million golfers, 
improves air quality, captures and cleanses runoff in urban areas, discourages pests, restores 
damaged land areas and makes substantial contributions to the community’s economy”.40 The 
provision of large areas of permeable surface is important for many communities. But for 
communities that do not have a substantial amount of rain or water to absorb on a regular or 
extreme basis – it is questionable that this would be the best use of the land.  
 
In areas of rich water resources, courses may be used as storm water runoff areas or as holding 
tanks, preventing the storm water system from being overburdened. In Florida, the prevalence of 
golf courses in coastal communities comes into question when considering the predicted sea 
level rise that would affect 76% of Florida’s population in coastal counties.41 Like the Southwest, 
who has an economic interest in sustaining golf is a multi-billion dollar enterprise in Florida.42 
Many of these courses may be literally underwater at the same time as courses in the Southwest 
are financially underwater. 
 
Being ecologically unfit to exist in the Southwest, but potentially ecologically more fitting for 
other, more water rich areas, the spread of golf courses in the Southwest was due to the 
continued invented tradition and to increase the property values of built master-planned 
communities. Courses built in the Southern part of the Sunbelt, in areas like Florida, have the 
opposite problem of the Southwest, becoming water logged due to quick storm surges.  
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Rise of Privatopias 

 
Figure 14 – Aerial photograph of Red Rock Country Club located outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. Source: Alex 

MacLean 

Built as part of master-planned communities, the rise of private or walled off suburban 
communities shows an attempt to protect personal assets through the building of walls to keep 
“the other” and “the unknown” out. With golf courses built in suburbs, built to protect and fulfill 
an older image of middle-class affluence, these communities are often built around the sustained 
maintenance of an image. This is done through private rules, created by a ruling private 
government-like body known as the Homeowners Association. The existences of HOA rules and 
CC&Rs is meant to uphold higher property values by promising the upkeep of a property to a 
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certain set of standards.43 Combining the existence of HOAs, CC&Rs and the higher property 
values once guaranteed by the existence of a golf course, the want and need to sustain this 
private open space use becomes apparent. Master-planned communities contained restrictions to 
attempt to maintain high property values for all residents within the community. Uncertainty 
negatively affects property values. The belief is that the ability to control what is and is not 
allowed within the gates leads to fewer potential things that can negatively affect property values 
and community perception. 
 
With a need to maintain high property values, built on the assumption that golf would forever 
remain a financially valued use, communities use exclusionary tactics to maintain the existence 
of their private asset. “From its origins, the suburban world of leisure, family life, and union with 
nature was based on the principle of exclusion.”44 The want and need to maintain high private 
property values continues the existence of exclusionary zoning and securitized properties. The 
upholding of elite and middle-class ideals is in the best interest of those looking to financially 
secure their investment the master-planned communities were built around. 
 
Open space has positive impacts on property values. Municipalities may be interested in 
preserving open space, even if it is inaccessible or unused by many members of society because 
it positively impacts neighboring property values. Higher property values equal higher potential 
property taxes, which allows the city to do more. When compared to other types of open space, 
golf courses provide a higher quality open space and are privately funded. Two researchers, 
Quang Do and Grudnitski, argued in 1995 that residentials homes have the benefit of “view, low 
population density, and a greater amount of privacy by virtue of open space” according to 
another property value research, Anderson.45 They found that proximity to a golf course rose 
property values for single-family homes by 7%. The ability to maintain a land use which such 
high property values is a large motivating factor for the American middle class. 
 
“Covenants, Constraints and Restrictions”, known as CC&Rs, restrict change within a 
community. For members within this community, having bought into a private structure, the 
existence of these rules and restrictions is often seen as good. The ability to maintain their 
investment. Along these lines, the existence of HOAs as a mechanism to halt change on a wider 
community level propagates a fear of the unknown and the other. This fear of the unknown can 
mean the fear of unknown land uses. Fear of unknown housing types. Fear of types of trees the 
new developer will build. Fear of how traffic will impact their lives. And, most present, is fear of 
who their neighbor will be. 46 
 
HOAs, CC&Rs, and other legal mechanism uphold the structure of suburban segregation. The 
inability to introduce new housing and new house types into the suburbs stops potential 
economic integration in these neighborhoods. Whether or not a master-planned community is 
guarded by gates, it is guarded by its ability to exclude. The goal of an HOA is to protect 
property values through the maintenance of the property itself and through the preservation of 
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the projects character and appearance.47 As stated by Darrell E. Napton in Expansion of Golf 
Courses in the United States, golf is second to water views in enhancing property values. The 
prevalence and expansion of housing subdivisions with golf course amenities grew drastically 
due to the ability of real estate developers to get the highest amenity value for their dollar.48 
Master planned communities were the predominant building type in the Southwest. While a 
homeowner may not have wanted to be a part of an HOA, they were left with little other options. 
Within these, rules can be changed by a majority vote. If the homeowners, who often have a one-
household, one vote policy. This type of policy does not include renters and does not 
acknowledge that multiple adult members within a single household may vote differently. 
 
The use of a golf course as open space benefited the city when these subdivisions were made. 
The City was able to contract out the provision of streets, open space, and utility provision to 
hundreds of households. This benefitted them at the time of development financially, allowing 
them to spend the money they would spend on city services elsewhere. What cities failed to 
realize early with the spread of these developments is that changing the rules or introducing new 
requirements would be nearly impossible. Residents within master-planned communities and 
HOA-overseen properties often view their HOA fees as taxes and reject paying additional city 
taxes because they believe do not directly benefit from them. 
 
There are communities that exist around an ideal or uniting force.  Within many communities in 
the Southwest, and throughout the U.S., master-planned communities built around golf all have 
one uniting feature. Member of this community self-identify an uphold the value of the amenity. 
The identification with this amenity and its surrounding culture validates a fear or the other and a 
fear of the unknown alternative future.49 The widespread closures across the U.S. of golf courses 
potentially socially, culturally and financially negatives impacts these communities and the 
assets they hold. 
 
Epoch V: (2000 to Present) 
The current epoch of golf has seen the oversaturation of the market and the beginning of a 
market correction resulting in the widespread closure of courses. This epoch is undefined in the 
literature but has seen both a peak in golf course developments in the early 2000’s with over 
16,000 courses existing across America, and the continuous decline beginning with the Great 
Recession of 2008, seeing over 1,000 courses close since in the last 15 years. 
 
Golf was poised to grow exponentially between 1990 and 2010, which caused golf courses to 
continue to be developed each year. Golf began to be something we talked about more, with the 
rise of big golf names like Tiger Woods and the increased interest in the sport as it became 
cheaper and cheaper to play with low daily-pay rates. Golf industry professionals were saying to 
build a new golf course every day to keep up with the expected demand. The sport was 
beginning to be embraced by non-traditional players at increasing rates, seeing a rise in non-
white and non-male players. Golf was also still being built as part of new master-planned 
suburbs and was seeing a rise in construction almost on-par with construction during the early 
culture-setting on the 1950’s and 60’s. 
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Figure 15 - Annual and cumulative numbers of golf courses built in the United State 1878-2000 Source: 

Napton and Laingen, Expansion of Golf Courses, 2008 
 
With 2005 being peak golf course membership, every year since has seen a decrease in golf 
membership resulting in many golf courses declaring bankruptcy and closing their doors.50  As 
golf course owners began to see revenue fall and upkeep costs rise with increasing utility costs, 
talk of potential conversions has begun nationwide. Being built as part of master-planned 
communities presented a hard parcel to redevelop, presenting a community inherently and deeply 
tied to the continued use of the land a golf course due to the community, social and financial 
investment in maintaining this use. Counties and cities with multiple failing golf courses must 
decide what types of land use zoning to allow and what to do with the oddly shaped in-fill 
parcels that are privately owned. Cities are using individual closures to test the limits of their 
zoning code and to begin their future planning initiatives for the potential for more courses to 
close. Since many of these golf courses are currently zoned as open space or as residential – 
outside of the normal view of an open space designation, the potential loss of “open space” to the 
immediate neighbors of these golf courses is a source of fear and worry. 
 
This change in total number of courses – both the large-scale expansion of recent years and the 
now present phenomena of closures directly impacts the way the community – and even the 
region- sees itself and is able to operate. As seen in Figure 15, a large number of golf courses 
were built in the American Southwest – specifically in the Coachella Valley, Las Vegas and 
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Phoenix regions. With a cultural identity built on golf and an increasing number of courses 
closing each year in the Southwest, the future of the region is unknown. With an economic and 
cultural interest in tiding the fall of golf, homeowners, city officials and developers are placed at 
odds with each other for how to move forward. 
 
As the number of courses have grown and shrunk, the middle class has also seen economic 
changes. But the babies born in the boom of the 1950’s are now at retirement age, as of 2011. 
The middle-class culture they were born into and actively helped to create is also on the brink of 
changing. There is a different level of wealth for those existing in the middle class today, due to 
large amounts of debt taken out by Generation X, Generation Y and now Millennials. The ability 
to purchase a home and live a suburban lifestyle may not be valued as it once was for the current 
family existing within the middle class today. As America’s middle class is going through 
changes right now, establishing what it does and does not deem culturally relevant to keep up, 
the physical landscape around it will change. The suburb purpose and role has changed alongside 
the middle class. The suburbs began as monuments to American ideals and values, a 
manifestation of the American dream and values. It’s role as a monument to American ideals, 
dreams and values is in question. How does golf fit into the economic reality of today’s middle-
class society? 
 
As stated by theorists Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja and Setha Low, culture and space is political. 
These changes going on financially, culturally and socially are also being expressed in the way 
land is used. When big box retail was valued by American society, it came in droves and then 
quietly died an undignified death in our economic cores. The recent interest in “modern ruins”, 
the buildings and physical artifacts left behind by our ever changing and evolving wants and 
needs as a modern society, shows out ability to look back and reflect on our changing cultural 
consumptions. Like the mega-malls and mills in cities across America, these golf courses are 
joining the obituaries of dead and dying industries. 
 
Existing in the suburbs and often within sprawl, a potential new future for these closed courses is 
in “sprawl repair”. New Urbanist firms like Duany Plater-Zyberk and the Congress for New 
Urbanism are interested in “sprawl repair” through the addition of new-urbanist style 
communities into the land once occupied by a golf course. In 2016, the Center for New 
Urbanism praised a developer and designer for converting a dilapidated golf course into a gated 
new urbanist development in South Carolina sighting the “foresight of New Urbanism”. While 
this development was completed in 1998, years before the golf course industry hit its first rough 
patches, this gated community was born as an in-fill property.51 While New Urbanism may 
provide a variety of housing typologies, it is not a robust solution for remedying segregation in 
our suburbs.  
 
There are four main reasons for caring about golf course closures, according to Kelly Cederberg, 
Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture at University of Arizona. The first reason is 
because preserving golf course lands preserves open space and access. The second reason is it’s 
tie to urban habitat, and its existence as open land in already built areas. The third reason is the 
potential for golf courses to act as permeable lands for storm water detention. The fourth reason 
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is that the land can be used for sustainable development such as walkability, variety of housing 
types, in-fill, etc.52 The closure of courses, which may negatively impact the surrounding 
community, can have potential longer-term positive environmental or community benefits. 
Deciding what is the and is not a positive community benefit and for whom is related to broader 
community level questions.  

 
Finding the “highest and best use” of land is often dependent on who is looking at the land use. 
A developer may state one land use is the “highest and best use”. Homeowners neighboring a 
golf course may state a different land use as the “highest and best use”. City officials may state a 
third land use as the “highest and best use”. Looking at the ecological concerns of a space and 
the environmental impacts of a golf course offer one (or many) lenses to look at this issue. What 
is being valued individually by each of the actors is how it affects their ability to profit off of the 
land. The redevelopment of these spaces can and will impact the individual’s property values (in 
a big or large, positive or negative way), the cities property taxes, and the city’s ability to provide 
services. Each of these actors has a different stake in the land and may be in direct conflict with 
one another. Examining the impact of water on the landscape and the long-term impacts of 
maintaining the same land use helps to illuminate the complicated nature of deciding what is and 
isn’t a highest and best use. The question of who has a say in the redevelopment of this newly 
vacant and open land is the main question of this thesis. 
 
The variability in these places complicates the issue and the variability of each parcel further 
complicates making broad policy or land use recommendations. Each golf course takes and gives 
back to the environment, community and city in a different way. The following is an analysis of 
the ecological and environmental impacts of golf courses that have new proposed uses based on 
interviews, news articles, and plans. The reason for studying the closure of golf courses in 
(largely) suburban communities is because middle America is currently caught in between 
certainty and uncertainty for what their community can identify as. The closure of golf courses, 
within their own backyard, call them to question what their community is built on. If the green, 
pastoral views seen from the backyard turn to grass and lands of fire ants, their view on life as 
green and tranquil quickly turns to allow them to be slapped by a windstorm whipping through 
their back yard. After all, dirt is not considered a community amenity.  
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CHAPTER 2 – Typologies of New Uses 
 

 
Figure 16 - Still from Denver Channel 7 report on the Park Hill Golf Course redevelopment in 2017. Source: 

Denver ABC 7 

Due to the large oversupply of golf courses in the United States in the last 30 years, courses are 
closing at an increasing rate due to a lack of members to keep the doors open. Closed courses 
leave communities with newly vacant 100+ acre plots of potentially developable land. With over 
200 courses closing in 2018, according to the National Golf Foundations’ Golf Industry Report, 
these properties are being looked at with hungry eyes by developers. It’s rare, especially in 
already built out suburbs, for large parcels to become available for infill development. According 
to the NGF 2018 report, there are 14,794 facilities in the United States in 2018.53 This 
represented 45% of the global golf course supply. “The NGF’s outlook for 2018 holds form with 
recent years, with the expectation for a further balancing of supply and demand. In a competitive 
and oversupplied environment, the projection is for approximately 15 to 25 new course openings, 
75 to 100 major renovation projects, and the additional closure of 1% to 1.5% of the total 
supply.”54 A 1 to 1.5% closure would result in an additional 148 to 222 courses being closed in 
2019. With golf courses averaging 150 acres, according to the Golf Course Superintendents 
Association of America, between 22,200 to 33,300 acres in the U.S. have become open for 
potential new development or preservation.55 While the cumulative acreage may not be the 
largest, these closures offer new, larger undeveloped lots which are hard to find in developed 
areas. 
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The total number of golf course closures over the last 10 years is over 1,000. According to a 
report by Turfnet, a golf course blog, there have been nearly 1,300 golf course closures since 
2006. “Since 2006, there has been a new loss of 1,298 golf courses as the market self-corrects to 
supply-demand equilibrium”.56 Based on this closure number, this would open approximately 
194,700 acres for new development over the last 12 years due to golf course closures.57 Golf 
membership has continued to slow and decline since 2006. The expectation is that more courses 
will close in the coming years. Much like the dead mall’s phenomenon, this epidemic is creating 
physical scaring on the land. This leaves these once lush landscapes becoming barren or 
overgrown. 
 
Abandoned courses can create a host of problems for land owners, both on and off the course. 
Abandoned or closed courses can become eyesores and potentially dangerous sites in 
communities. Because developers can’t make money running the course and can’t make money 
selling an unprofitable course that may not be developed expediently due to zoning regulations. 
The owners are in a bind for what they can do with the land. In a handful of communities across 
the United States, clubhouses have gone up in flames. The clubhouses that are potential targets 
appear to be those involved in litigation or legal battles over the current and future use of the 
land. A fire engulfed a clubhouse on a closed western Kentucky golf course, one involved in a 
legal battle. An abandoned course’s clubhouse in Bakersfield was lit in April of 2015. In 
Orlando, Florida, a volunteer firefighter started not one, but two, different fires on a closed 9-
hole course. Clubhouses have become potential arsonist targets. The instigator of these arson is 
unknown, could be a developer looking to recoup costs through insurance fraud, a stranger to the 
development or bored suburban teens.58 Arson may be one way for the developers and property 
owners to wipe out all developments on the land of potential value, making it easier to sell the 
land for redevelopment. Arson also allows the property owner to get insurance money for their 
monetary losses, that is if the claim is accepted by their insurance company. 
 
With between 150 and 200+ courses closing each year, developers are eyeing these newly vacant 
and unused properties for new uses. Golf was once a $75.9 billion dollar industry in America, at 
its most recent peak in 2005, making the use of the land at the time the highest and best use.59 By 
changing the land uses of these properties, developers and city officials may be able to find a 
new “highest and best use”, a term I came across many times touted by real estate professionals 
while researching this phenomenon. Since there is often a land use change and a rezoning of the 
parcel, the spectrum of possibilities is wide open for developers to propose and the sky is the 
limit because there is no best use or precedent available. Over the last 5 years, with most 
potential and proposed rezoning’s occurring in the last two to three years, these properties are 
being looked at as potential infill housing, as new public parklands, and even as industrial sites 
for shipping and manufacturing warehouses.  
 
When investigating the types of uses golf courses are turned into two categories dominated the 
potential typologies. These are shown as housing or as open space. As previously outlined with 
the work of Cederberg, these types show themselves through justifications of either open space 

                                                
56 Reitman, “Study Shows Baby Boomers Still Carrying the Game on Their Backs.” 
57 This approximation is assuming all courses closed are average sized 18-hole courses. 
58 Clark, “America’s Golf Courses Are Burning.” 
59 SRI International, “Golf’s Economic Impact: Fact Sheet - The 2005 Golf Economy Report.” 



 43 

preservation and access, urban habitat, storm water detention or sustainable development 
including walkability, variety of housing types, in-fill, etc.60 The predominant types of open 
space and house follow the zoning, either preserving it as open space or allowing a new use of 
housing through a master plan update. Other courses are turned into in-fill housing or mixed-use 
developments. These forms either match or are below the density of the surrounding units.  
 
Golf courses can be zoned as open space in communities, allowing members of the public to use 
them as active or passive recreational amenities. Golf courses can be green space within a sea of 
sprawl or urbanity. They can act as refuge for birds and animals, becoming part of the local 
preserved (and manicured) ecosystem. Golf courses can have duel duty water features that act as 
both an obstacle for golfers and an amenity for the surrounding area by absorbing and holding 
water that would otherwise overwhelm the storm water system. Golf courses can also be the sites 
of trails and introduce a new typology to what would have been community with likely little new 
development. Below are examples of golf courses being proposed as or turned into different 
uses. The closure of golf courses is a nationwide phenomenon and the examples reflect that. 
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A new kind of open space – public parks 
 

 
Figure 17 – Photograph of a bear entering a golf course. Photograph by Charles Lindsay. 

Golf courses turning into more broadly accessible open space, through the removal of a paywall 
and other restrictions, is the easiest new use to image. A majority of the land lacks buildings and 
is already zoned or identified an open space, but one restricted in access. In some cases, closed 
courses can be taken over by city governments or neighboring homeowners and developed into 
parks and open space. This opens them up to a larger population and removes some aspects of 
their restrictive nature, with membership requirements or paywalls. Without a paywall, these 
spaces are still exclusive in location, located near suburbs or within a larger master-planned 
community. Examples of courses turning into open space have occurred California, Colorado, 
Washington and Texas. The Trust for Public Land have been involved in a handful of these types 
of redevelopments in California, Colorado, Oregon and New Jersey, with the goal of providing 
more public land to the greater public. Turning golf courses on private land into parks may also 
break the existing perception of the land as exclusive since the new use would be open to the 
public visually and financially. 
 
To bridge the financing gap, present between obtaining and maintaining a new public park and 
purchasing the privately owned golf course, surrounding residents may pitch in financially to 
secure the open space land use. This is both to create a larger, more accessible open space but 
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also to secure a local open space within the community. In Florida, there are many golf courses 
that have been considered to be turned into public parks. Rolling Hills Golf Club is located 
outside of Fort Lauderdale. In Seminole County, Florida, the 98 acre Rolling Hills Golf Club was 
purchased by the County. The County was slated to spend $1.5 million to clean land 
contaminants from chemicals in pesticide and fertilizers used on the course. Homeowners in the 
surrounding HOA will be financially assisting in the chemical clean-up and course conversion.61 
 
In Rocklin, a suburb of Sacramento located in California, the Sunset Whitney Country Club had 
gone through a legal battle over uses. After the owner, Charlie Gibson, proposed the addition of 
housing to the park, which was unanimously rejected by city councilors. After this project was 
rejected, Gibson chose to close the park. Two years later, the City of Rocklin purchased the 
property for the Park District for $500,000. While the course, now named the Sunset Whitney 
Recreation Area, is currently closed to the public, it will be opened to have public walking trails 
and natural areas.62 
 
In the Carmel Valley, on the coast of California, a portion of the Rancho Canada Golf Course 
was purchased by the Trust for Public Land to be turned into a regional park. This portion is now 
called the Palo Corona Regional Park and allows people to explore the larger park. The 140-acre 
park was turned over to the Monterey Peninsula Regional Park District. The course was 
purchased for $10 million. The course closed due to insufficient water supplies due to the 
drought experienced on the Monterey peninsula between 2011 and 2017.63 
 
In Golden, Colorado, a public fight over the plans for a subdivision resulted in the creation of a 
park. The course was slated to become a 400-unit subdivision and residents in the surrounding 
community fought the housing plan. A $9.4 million-dollar bond measure was passed to preserve 
the land for the public and it is now operated by a local Park District. This did not result in a new 
park open, but in a city-owned golf course being created that is open to the public.64 
 
Cape Coral in Florida is interested in purchasing a 175-acre abandoned course located within city 
bounds. The course would cost $12 million and the environmental remediation of the course is 
proposed to be paid for by the current owner, Ryan Cos. The cost of redeveloping the course 
with the parks and recreation department to include a community center with basketball courts, 
concessions, tennis courts, a covered playground, garden areas, an amphitheater and 400-500 
parking spaces is around $13.5 million.65 
 
Due to the nature of golf, with their small rolling hills and relatively flat surfaces, these closed 
courses make good locations for passive parks. The City of Plano, Texas, sought to purchase the 
194-acre Los Rios golf course park for $3.5 million in 2014. The long-term plan for this property 
is to link the land with a larger greenbelt being created from the city’s southern to northern 
borders. The acquisition of the course is part of the city’s plan to expands its 4,000 acre park 
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system. The course is expected to be turned into a “passive park”, allowing for light recreation 
such as walking.66 
 
Some of these courses play to the natural surrounding beauty that the courses exist in and expand 
the accessibility of this beauty to a larger population. Course closures can also fill in the missing 
links between state parks, as is the case in the Wayne Golf Course closure in Washington. In 
Bothell, Washington, the 89-acre Wayne Golf Course was purchased to be turned into a park. 
The Sammamish River cuts through the park and the park is home to a historic apple orchard and 
farmhouse. The 89-acres were purchased for $3.9 million. Originally, Bothell’s then-mayor 
proposed turning the back 9 (located on one side of the river) into luxury townhouses. The 
Mayor was swayed to a new plan to create open and accessible parkland by a community action 
group called One Bothell. The park is officially open to the public, as of 2019, though still 
unnamed.67 Another course in Ohio provided a link between local parks and allows residents to 
now visit two parks in one visit. The Summit Metro Parks district of the City of Akron purchased 
the 194-acre Valley View Golf Club for $4 million in 2016 with the intent to turn the course into 
a link between two existing parks. The Cascade Valley and Gorge parks each border the course 
and will be connected with trails though the acquisition of this course.68 
 
Some closed courses completely change use as communities deal with environmental 
remediation efforts. In Santa Barbara, the Ocean Meadows Golf Course was built on wetlands. In 
the 1960’s the housing developer filled in the wetland to build a 64-acre golf course, depleting 
the land of its natural function. The Trust for Public Land worked with the University of 
California Santa Barbara to purchase the course for $7 million. A majority of the land has since 
been returned to its natural function as a wetland and is now open to the public to enjoy. A 
seven-acre portion of the parcel was retained by the land owner, Mark Green, and turned into a 
28-unit housing subdivision.69 
 
Other recreation options of a more extreme and less conventional nature also exist for these 
lands. Since there are few precedents for what the land can become, developers can propose new 
uses that may be more profitable than traditional parks or a golf course in the current economy. 
Another park located in Myrtle Beach, Florida, was originally proposed to become an off-
roading and racing playground. The 196-acre Black Bear Golf Club was sold for $1.35 million. 
The proposal has since changed to include single-family homes, an RV park, and a manufactured 
home park. The go-kart track and ATV trails have been eliminated, as well as a water park 
proposed on the ex-course. According to an article from January 2019, the water park and 
housing plan is still going through though nothing has been built.70 One part of the plan, the 
proposed RV park is planned to have daily and weekly residents. While there will not be annual, 
more permanent, residents the land for the RV park is located on a flood-prone area of the site. 
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This area, according to Alan Blondin, a journalist for Myrtle Beach Online, floods for a handful 
of days per year potentially putting residents in danger. 
 
To weather a storm – flood control and water retention 

 
Figure 18 – Photograph of golf courses around a high green surrounding by the flood water of Hurricane Harvey. 

Source: Linda Parker/Golf Course Trades 
 
Since courses are permeable, open areas of land, they may find new use as flood control. While 
these floor prone areas would be poor choices for housing, the land can be restored to a new 
highest and best use protecting people and houses in flood prone areas from rising tides or other 
source of floods. Since the land is vacant, engineers and designers can alter the land to be a 
temporary natural water storage facility.  
 
An example of this is in Snow Hills, Maryland, a 200-acre golf course is joining the Pocomoke 
River State Park. The Nassawango Golf and Country club closed in 2015 and is now part of the 
larger state park. Unlike courses in the Southwest, these courses naturally become green and 
overgrown with shrubbery and grass due to the nature of the native species and abundance of 
rain and snowmelt. The land was purchased for $1.8 million and can be used to expand the state 
park and protect the river, acting as flooding control and allowing the river to swell without 
engulfing manmade structures.71 
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Courses may also be purchased and used for storm water retention. Since grasslands and 
turfgrass is maintained as such, many courses are designed for storm water retention inherently 
(intentionally or unintentionally). Designing a course to include a natural water feature may 
make it more appealing but also may save on water costs for the operator and developer. After a 
course has closed due to lack of profits, the water feature may be expanded to be the sole 
purpose of the course. Due to a lack of large areas of open, permeable land, golf courses can act 
as storm water detention centers more easily than other land types. We find these types of 
conversion more common in areas of high rainfall, such as Washington or Florida, where storm 
water sewage systems are overburdened by sudden storms.  
 
In areas of high flood or storm surge risk, like Florida, the reclamation of a golf course into flood 
control land is proven by the case in Houston. A 178-acre golf course in the Clear Lake City 
neighborhood in the Houston region was converted into “a combination wetland park and 
floodwater reservoir”. Clear Lake City had a history of flooding and after 12 years of planning, 
the first stage of “Exploration Green” was completed. The plan was hashed after the Clear Lake 
Golf Club, which is in the center of a master planned community, closed in 2005. City officials 
intervened when initial plans sought to bring commercial and residential buildings into the 
course. Recognizing the long history of flooding, the Clear Lake City Water Authority sought to 
purchase the land from the developer, but the owner declined. The community condemned the 
property and eventually gained ownership after a 6-year long battle. The final plan for the parcel 
is a park which has trails, which go underwater when the park is fulfilling its duties as a flood 
basin.72 
 
Some cases involving course conversions around storm water retention occur in Colorado, 
Oregon and Washington. The Park Hills Golf Club, located in Denver, Colorado, was purchased 
by the City of Denver for $20.5 million. A portion of the 155-acre course (25 acres on the 
northeastern corner) are planned to be a storm water detention area. The other 130 acres are 
slated to go through a “community visioning” plan to find the best use, with no guarantee that it 
will remain “open space”.73 It appears likely that the remaining acres will be recreated into a 
differently configured golf course. What the highest and best use of the different areas of land 
will be remains unknown at this time. 
 
In Oregon, a state which received a large amount of rainwater, at least on the coast and in the 
Willamette Valley, courses may act as natural sponges for water. The Cascade Golf Course is 
located in North Bend, Oregon, and was acquired by city officials to assist in the water demand 
of the city. The City of North Bend purchased 28-acres for $2.4 million. The course neighbors 
the Snoqualmie River and will be used as a well to fulfill the city’s water needs when they are 
not met by the supply of water through the river.74 
 
In the wet state of Washington, the ability to adapt quickly to local water needs is important for 
the region’s security. The Legion Memorial Golf Course in Everett is being redesigned as part of 
a larger Neighborhood plan to reduce the impact of storm water locally. A portion of the course 
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is being redesigned to hold more storm water and address sewage spillover in the surrounding 
neighborhood.75 
 
A Hole in One for Housing 
 

 
Figure 19 - This is an image of “House Hole, Garden Golf, North Belt Highway, Saint Joseph, Missouri” by John 

Margolies from 1996 in his Roadside America photograph archive. 

Some courses seek to match the density surrounding housing developments, especially in areas 
where suburban developments are the prevalent typology. In areas that saw a large number of 
golf courses being built after 1950, areas like Michigan, North Carolina, Florida, and other 
heavily suburban states, housing is being proposed as a new in-fill use on the land. Breaking 
from the historic view of golf courses as open space, instead seeking to match the existence of 
residential housing next to the course, some developers propose that defunct courses to turned 
into housing. The invented tradition of golf in these communities is removed and the tradition of 
suburbanization is now taken up as a motivating factor for culture and physical form creation. 
Due to the location of many of these courses in suburban areas, either predating the suburb or 
being developed to uplift the price of the homes in new residential subdivisions, the golf courses 
may be converted into housing to match or increase the density in the area. 
 
Florida has seen many courses close and many proposals for them to be turned into housing 
developments. Within the City of Tamarac, in the greater Miami area, three courses have closed 
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and have plans for residential development. One of those courses is the Margate Golf Course in 
Tamarac currently has a proposal that would result in a 350-single family and townhouse 
development being built on the 140-acre course. In this proposal, the developer will also be 
leaving 80 acres open for walking space, trails, and parks. This proposal was put forward in 2018 
with construction expected to start in 2020.76 
 

 
Figure 20 - A plan for the 120-acre golf course in Delray Beach, Florida, to be redeveloped into homes. Source: 13th 

Floor Homes 

In Weston, located just south east of Tamarac, more courses have closed and are likely to 
become housing. In the exurbs of Miami, a majority of the development to the east of the beach 
are golf course subdivisions and single-family homes. In the city of Weston, the Weston Hills 
Country Club was proposed to become 199 condominium units on a portion of the golf course 
(10.7 acres of the 302-total acre course). This proposal was unanimously rejected by City 
Commissioners. After proposing a larger 255-unit development, which was met with outcry from 
neighboring residents, the developer changed the project to be a 199-unit age-restricted 
development with a full upgrade to the neighboring golf course. The rezoning of the parcel was 
called “spot zoning” by an ex-City Manager of Homestead, another city located in Southern 
Florida.77 
 
In North Carolina, a public golf course located in southern Durham, was purchased by a large 
subdivision company for redevelopment in 2018. The 126-acre Lakeshore course was purchased 
for $5.7 million and is expected to build around 200 homes on the site. Pulte Realty also bought 
another struggling golf course with plans to turn it into housing. Pulte Realty is a nationwide 
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housing developer and was at one point involved in a case in the case of Ahwatukee Lakes in a 
later chapter. 
 
One half of the aforementioned Rancho Canada Golf Course in Monterey being turned to public 
land will also be turned into luxury housing, swapping one exclusionary use for another. Housing 
developer Alan Williams and actor Clint Eastwood developed a plan for luxury housing on the 
other half of the golf course but this plan was rejected in 2018 by Monterey County Supreme 
Court Judge Lydia Villarreal. After Monterey Board of Supervisors approved the plan for 266 
units in the Carmel valley which was then challenged by county planning, stating their goas 
around affordable housing and environmental concerns had changed. The plan was challenged in 
the courts due to an incorrect completed Environmental Impact Report. 
 
While there are many proposals for a golf course to expand or match the single-family zoning in 
the suburb surrounding it, there are few, if any, proposals of bringing high density development 
to the now defunct land. This may be because it is politically infeasible to think the surrounding 
community would accept the plan and allow it to go through. Members of the existing 
surrounding communities often fight these developments, stating the increase density would be 
bring undue harm onto the surrounding homeowners. 
 
A new kind of industry 
Golf courses may also be redeveloped into industrial complexes. This is a much rarer land use 
proposed type than a park or housing due to the fact that many golf courses are located in 
residential areas. But for some courses, especially those not in a master-planned community or 
residential area, the highest and best use for the land may be a mixed-use or industrial park to 
serve the business and commercial needs of a community. In Missouri, industrial and warehouse 
land is in high demand. A mixed-use industrial park is slated to be developed on a 10-year vacant 
golf course located in the City of Belton, outside of Kansas City, Missouri. The project was 
slated to cost $105.5 million, creating a 148-acre flex industrial campus with 2 million square 
feet available for light manufacturing, warehouse and distribution space. There is reported 
demand for light industrial, warehouse and distribution facilities in the area and this project is set 
to meet the increasing demand in the region and give this land a new highest and best use.78 
 
Mixed Use developments 
Some projects seek to do it all, combining a mix of land uses to create a new highest and best 
use. These mixed use developments that combine housing, retail, restaurants and new 
community amenities like community centers, pools, tennis courts, and natural or walking trails. 
These projects seek to combine a mixture of uses to create the most economically feasible and 
community approved uses. 
 
In the capital of Michigan, Lansing, a golf course closed and a large multi-use proposal has come 
forward. The Waverly golf course in Lansing, Michigan, was sold to a Grand Rapids developer 
for $2.2 million. The 121-acre course is set to become 204 apartments, 52 multi-family 
dwellings, 76 townhomes, and 101 single-family homes. Plans for the site also include plans for 
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145,000 square feet of commercial and office space, as well as a large big-box retail store at 
45,000 square feet. And if those plans were not enough on the 121-acre parcel, it will also 
contain a 120-unit senior housing development. The plan to rezone the parcel to be mixed-use 
was unanimously approved the rezoning.79 
 
In a suburb of Denver, Colorado, right on the border of the city the Green Gables Course was 
redeveloped into single-family homes in the suburbs of Denver. This portion of the project was 
built as of 2019. A 300-unit single-family housing development was built on the former 152-acre 
Green Gable Reserve course. The project is seen as infill development and received little 
community pushback. The club was sold for $15 million in 2011 and rezoned in 2012.  The 
project included plans for 225,000 square feet of retail space. The plan for Green Gables Reserve 
includes plans for retail, restaurants, a community center and walking trails.80 There is worry that 
the rise of Denver as a booming area for development is putting open space and entertainment 
spaces at risk of development. For example, a handful of golf courses closed and an amusement 
park closed and slated for redevelopment. The rise of infill development in the Denver region as 
the area continues to expand is a point of concern for these once coveted open space.81 
 
Another state which has seen mixed-use proposals is North Carolina. In Raleigh, a large 600-acre 
plot of land has seen a handful of development proposals. The original proposal, created by 
Greystone Development, a Baltimore-based developer, would have brought a new golf course 
community to southeast Raleigh. This proposal combined golf with hundreds of luxury homes 
and 500,000 square feet of retail space.82 But, the land was foreclosed upon, putting the growth 
of the area to a halt. 10 years late, on the once slated golf grounds, a new development is 
proposed. The new development would replace the closed course with a grocery store, 
restaurants, shops and parks. Currently, the land is zoned to have a golf course and is set to be 
rezoned to allow for this mixed-use proposal.83 
 
One project even proposes turning a golf course into a temporary music festival space for a part 
of the year, seeking to find a temporary highest and best use of the golf course. The Overland 
Park Golf Course in Denver, Colorado, was picked by the ‘Grandoozy’ music festival to be the 
grounds for the festival in 2018. The music festival company Superfly booked the golf course for 
a three-day music festival in September of 2018. Golfers and neighboring residents raised their 
eyebrows at this new temporary use yet the City of Denver approved the festivals plans to use to 
use the space. The pitch of Denver as a millennial and innovative city seeking new uses of land 
continues with those even being cited in this land use approval.84 But big plans for this festival 
did not pan out. Citing a lack of attendance during the first year of the festival (with only 55,000 
attending), the Grandoozy music festival will not be returning to complete the rest of their 
proposed t.85 
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Sometimes, plans for converting the land fall through and the what potential future highest and 
best uses will be is unanswered. In 2018, the Wake County Board of Commissioners in North 
Carolina purchased the Crooked Creek Golf Club for $4 million. The 143-acre course had been 
closed for 3 years and the county had identified a lack of open space in their area. Thus, the 
opportunity to purchase this park arose and the county took it. “"We don't have enough park land 
now, let alone for future generations," David Carter told commissioners before Monday's vote. "I 
would ask you to go to your GIS department and ask them for a list of all 100 acres or more 
parcels. They will give you very, very few."86 One year later, in January of 2019, the County 
voted to sell the property again, allowing it to potentially take on a new use. According to an 
article from the local paper, the News and Observer, residents had purchased in a neighboring 
subdivision after hearing the land would be preserved as a park and an HOA removed restrictive 
covenants only to see the County go back on its original plan.87 The county had called is “surplus 
property” and it is now slated to be sold with a new allowed use. 
 
A majority of these redevelopment plans have followed the Great Recession of 2008, as 
households were no longer able to support the golf courses created within and around the 
suburbs. When courses close, developers, neighboring residents, and city officials each come up 
have ideas of potential financially and politically feasible use for the land. The demands of each 
different stakeholder group are different. As are the allowances of the states, cities and 
communities with a larger range of possibilities for the future use the land. There is a lack of 
precedents and the individual needs and wants of community vary widely. There is no one 
proposal that will always be a hole-in-one. The rise in types of proposals seen in the last few 
years reflect that. It is up to each community to decide what the “highest and best use” of the 
land is – and what that means for the community at large.  
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Case Justification 
News sources say that there have been over 1,000 closures of golf courses in the United States. 
These closures largely occur in suburban communities. Within this thesis, suburbs are defined by 
the style of development and not by their relationship to an urban core. Golf courses occupy a 
large amount of land within suburbs, occupying hundreds of acres of potentially developable 
land. This developable land is looked at with hungry eyes from developers, hoping to make a 
profit off of a change in land use and through the introduction of a new highest and best use on 
that land. Golf course closures happen every year, with 200 happening in 2018 and over 1,200 
happening in the last 12 years. I have chosen to focus on golf courses involved in land use 
disputes. These are cases that actively involve the courts, with surrounding homeowners fighting 
with developers or homeowners fighting with city officials over the allowed use of this land. 
 
The cases I have chosen are all privately owned and open to the public. Privately owned, 
publicly operated clubs make up a majority of the Northern American golf course market. These 
types of courses make up three quarters of all North American courses.88 The city is not directly 
financially involved in their redevelopment, though many hours of staff time may be spent on the 
disputes with city council meetings, planner hours and research. The city is only involved in the 
political process – the city council, planning commission and (if applicable) architectural review 
board meetings. With each case, this is the first time the city is having to consider a different 
potential use for the land. Each of these courses is independently operated and funded through 
either HOA funds and membership or daily fees. Their funding structures are similar and thus the 
proposals put forth by private developers reflect an attempt to get the most revenue from the new 
uses since the courses are no longer being actively used for golf. Each development has tried to 
find a new agreed upon “highest and best use” for the land, with varied results from the political 
process of approval and change. The “highest and best use” is the use that brings the maximum 
productivity and, in this case, the highest profit for the private owner and developer. These golf 
courses are not subsidized by the City government and thus the developer is seeking to make a 
profit or at least break even. They believe they can do this either through the successful running 
of a golf course, through the normal funding mechanisms of daily fees or memberships, or 
through their redevelopment of the land into a new “highest and best” use.  
 
All of these courses are also suburban. The areas these communities exist in are mostly suburban 
or exurban in their development style, with low density housing. They are also located outside of 
central business districts. Ann Forsyth defined suburbs on a continuum. Suburbs are defined by 
location, such as on the outskirts of a town or away from the core of a city. Suburbs are defined 
by their built environment characteristics, such as having large areas of low density detached 
housing. They are defined by their transportation methods, such as their dependence on 
automobiles or within commuting distance from more urban areas. They are defined by their 
land uses and activities and their ability to segregate uses and maintain a mostly residential land 
use. Their political places outside of a core city, often with their own zoning or education 
standards. They are social places, often seeking to outwardly and inwardly express as middle 
class or exclusive or portray a certain type of lifestyle. They are defined by their building style – 
often with specific suburbs or housing subdivisions identifying with a certain style such as 
“Mediterranean” or “Tudor”. These building styles are incremental and speculative. Suburbs are 
defined by the time period they are built in, with some suburbs being pre-WWII, post-WWII, 
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post-millennia change, etc. Suburbs are defined by their “critical assessments” and the ways they 
are seen by scholars, residents, and observers. Suburbs can also be defined by their indices, 
which they show or point to by existing.89 These many ways of defining suburbs influence my 
definition and case decision. Each of the surrounding neighborhoods around courses are similar 
in size, shape and style – all existing within the same ecosystem. 
 
A suburb is not one thing and suburbs are not all created equal. Each of the cases examined in 
this thesis is not identical. They have varying incomes, physical characteristics, different 
geographic relation to urban cores, and were all built in different time periods likely with slightly 
different end goals for their development because they are not all within the same city or same 
neighborhood. Recognizing they are not all the same, they are all suburbs and contain “suburban 
style development” But, their expression and identity tend to link them. this thesis, I am defining 
“suburban” not by these community’s relation to an urban or economic core but by land use 
pattern and building style. All of these courses exist in areas that have been seeing slower 
suburban housing construction. Following the national trend within suburban communities, 
construction of new single-family housing subdivision has slowed due to a lack of overwhelming 
demand for this type of housing.  
 
All of these courses are located in the same geographic area. The three cases chosen exist in the 
harsh, parched desert to the west of the Great Divide. The Southwest expanded rapidly after 
1970 as a middle-class mecca for golf course subdivisions.90 By setting them in the same 
geographic area, they each exist in a similar ecosystem – politically, socially and 
environmentally. They also all exist within the same invented tradition, one of abundance within 
a desolate landscape. The nature landscape is a desert landscape, whose inhabitants need to 
survive on limited water and in extreme heat. Along with their existence in the same ecosystem, 
each community is facing different levels of water restrictions through the years – especially 
during the drought that occurred between 2011 and 2017. These courses were developed in areas 
without any long-term tie to golf or golf culture, being built largely after the 1950’s post-WWII 
housing boom. These areas created a culture with golf at their core and have remained 
unflinching since then with their tie to that culture. These were housing developments built 
around an added feature that was meant to lock in an inflated property values due to proximity of 
this added community amenity. 
 
These cases all exist in the similar social and political atmospheres as well. These courses all 
exist in cities of over 50,000 people. They are outside of a traditional business core, outside of a 
downtown and exist in a largely residential area, with the residential amenities we know and love 
– schools, churches, small shopping centers every couple of miles so one doesn’t have to drive 
too far outside of the winding suburban development to pick up some bread and coffee on the 
way home from work. They are largely white, middle-class suburbs with single to two story 
single-family homes. Each of the main cases is located in a middle to upper middle-class 
neighborhood. These neighborhoods were built before inclusionary zoning and thus remain 
relatively one income. As the suburbs have aged, they have drawn in new residents – but still 
largely have remained the same as their initial population. 
 
                                                
89 Forsyth, “Defining Suburbs.” 
90 Moehring, Resort City in the Sunbelt, Las Vegas, 1930-2000. 



 56 

These courses also exist in “golf course communities”. These courses hold golf close to their 
identity. It is often the closest open space to them, with some members of the community sharing 
their backyard fence with the course. Many of the residents of these communities paid a 
premium to have this be part of their identity and are willing to fight for it to remain. This type of 
subdivision is, in part, defined by its co-existence with golf. The branding and funding 
mechanism for community amenities, such as the clubhouse or other amenity, are tied to the 
operation of the course. The existence of golf as a community amenity and identifier is a reason 
people move to this community and what people expect as part of their long-term investment. 
 
While there are a handful of differences between the cases, such as land uses proposed for 
redevelopment, year originally built, size of development, the number of similarities makes them 
comparable cases that can speak for this type of development. Their similarities and the 
overwhelming sameness between these communities and this type of development on a larger 
level speaks louder than their differences. The cases selected within this thesis are all part of a 
larger wave of golf course redevelopments. In addition to potentially being home to a new land 
use and community, all cases have undergone lengthy political and legal battles. The fight to 
maintain the golf course use on the land is part of a larger fight over what is the “highest and best 
use” and who gets to decide that. These community’s willingness to bring forth political and 
legal battles in the courts shows how committed these communities are to their identity as a golf 
course community.  
 
These developments are all facing similar problems with increased water costs and low 
membership numbers. Residents of these communities are growing older, no longer able to 
sustain the golf courses they may have once prized. Thus, the nature of the neighborhoods is 
changing and the role of the golf course as community builder and sustainer is changing as well. 
These communities are being forced to wrestle with the amenity that helped shape their identity, 
it’s increasing costs to maintain, and trying to find what a new use or amenity will allowed to 
signal the community’s status, their values, their ideals to the outside world. 
 
Quantitative Justification 
When looking at the global market of golf, America accounts for a large percentage of the 
market. The Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews, who works with worldwide golf clubs 
and associations in tangent with USGA, reports that of the total courses in the world, 54% are 
located in North America. Of the 17,748 courses located in North America in 2017, 15,047 or 
84.78% are located in the United States.91 
 
I received a dataset from US Golf Data, which included only confirmed courses in the U.S. Of 
the 171 reportedly closed courses, 43 were located in cities of over 50,000. The cases focused on 
in this analysis are located in cities and municipalities to ensure they would be comparable in 
population and city dynamics. Population numbers were gathered from the U.S. American 
Community Survey 2017 estimates and were joined with the US Golf Data dataset. The cases 
chosen also appear on a database created and collected by researcher and Landscape Architecture 
Professor Kelly Cederberg of the University of Arizona. This dataset contains 15 confirmed 
courses across the U.S. that were confirmed to be currently be in or have been involved in legal 
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disputes. Each of the cases appears within both datasets and were chosen because of their 
political, socio-demographic and ecological similarities. All are within the Southwest, in master-
planned suburban developments, with golf courses slated for redevelopment and involved in 
active or ongoing legal and political battles over the use. There are middle-class families and 
homes surrounding the turf. They are small, single-family homes in middle-income 
neighborhoods. They all exist within the Southwest and all the courses are the focus of 
redevelopment efforts by developers. 
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CHAPTER 3 “Oasis in the Desert” – The Ecology of Class Tension 
Case Study: Palm Desert Country Club, Palm Desert, California 
 
Having grown up in the master-planned community around the Palm Desert Country Club, the 
lushness and deep-green of the turf grass against the views of the mountains on all sides is a 
striking sight. The mountains are tall and beautiful and, in the winter when I visited, you could 
still see the snow on the top of the tallest peaks. It was warm on the ground, warm enough for a 
light sweater as I walked the course. The appeal of this community was apparent. Aside from a 
lack of an obvious employment center or industry signified by signage or a visible downtown, 
everything was idyllic. The grasses were green, the palm trees were tall, a light breeze came 
through the San Gregorio pass coming off the Pacific Ocean. The homes were a mix of the iconic 
1950’s Midcentury style, popularized in the region, Mediterranean flair, and the occasional new 
modern style. If I were to win the lottery, Palm Desert would be an ideal place for an early 
retirement. Besides the extreme summer heat, high summer electric bill to keep the extreme heat 
at bay by blaring air conditioning 24/7. 
 

 
Figure 21 - Advertising materials from the 1960's from Rancho Mirage Properties touting local golf courses. 

Source: Melissa Riche, author of Mod Mirage: The Midcentury Architecture of Rancho Mirage. 

The Palm Desert Country Club opened in 1962. Palm Desert Country Club was one of the first to 
be developed in the Coachella Valley. It was an early culture setter, setting the invented tradition 
of golf in the region. The course was designed by Billy Bell, Senior, and marketed as a housing 
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development that combined “desert charm and modern city conveniences”. In 1962, you could 
buy one of 14 home styles for $21,000. In today’s dollars, that home would be $175,771, making 
it a steal when compared to today’s average home price for new construction. Middle-class 
homes were being created all through Palm Desert, and the region as a whole was being 
marketed as a place that middle-income folks can escape to getting an early retirement while 
getting a solid investment. A lifestyle and culture were being marketed, as depicted by the below 
postcard for a popular country club located 9 miles down the road from the Palm Desert Country 
Club. The sky is blue and the breeze is warm. the mountains reflect a pinkish-sunset light. The 
trees sway in a light breeze. Who wouldn’t want to live here? Cheap and abundant land allowed 
developers to develop for as far as the eye can see, stopped only by a lack of utility provision. It 
made sense for those who had the ability granted by flexible employment or pensions to spend 
time in such an idyllic place.  
 

 
Figure 22 - Postcard from the 1960's advertising the Thunderbird Country Club in Palm Springs, California. Source: 

Melissa Riche, author of Mod Mirage: The Midcentury Architecture of Rancho Mirage. 

Timeline of development 
The course preserved its existence through decades of economic boom and bust. It was not until 
the Great Recession of 2008 that the future of the course was called into question. The Country 
Club announced bankruptcy in 2011. It was purchased by a new developer based out of Canada, 
a developer that both golfed and understood snowbirds and their migratory patterns. The 
developer chose to close the nine of the twenty-seven holes and propose they be redeveloped into 
infill housing. In the mind of the developer, there were two potential futures for the development, 
either leave it a deserted golf course or redevelopment the land into a new use to bring a boutique 
hotel, timeshares or single-family homes. Homeowners asked the City to consider a special bond 
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issue to preserve the course, through the creation of a new lighting district to fund the 
preservation of the course. The proposal to redevelop nine of the holes was met with fierce 
fervor and fear from surrounding homeowners. It was an unprecedented move, as the City had 
not seen any course redevelopment proposals before. 
 
From the proposed redevelopment, a group of anti-redevelopment activists was born called the 
Open Space Action Committee. The Open Space Action Committee (OSAC) was formed “to 
save the Executive and Championship golf courses for recreational use and educate our 
community on the irreplaceable value of urban open space.”92 The purpose of the OSAC was to 
preserve open space, to preserve the existing community, preserve their views, and to preserve 
their property values. Through the preservation of “open space”, the golf course, the group could 
accomplish all of these goals. 
 
The parcels went through a number of redevelopment proposals and possibilities over the last 
eight years. First a boutique, time-share hotel was proposed. Without a set community to identify 
with or form neighborly relations with, members of the existing PDCC shouted this proposal 
down. They were wary of only having temporary neighbors. Next came the proposal of housing. 
The first proposal of housing would match the existing density, matching the single-family home 
typology present across Palm Desert. Existing homeowners shut down this proposal as well, 
since it would deplete the open space originally required in the master-planned community. With 
contention in the surrounding community, the City of Palm Desert stalled on accepting any 
project proposals as they considered this precedent-setting decision. 
 
In 2018, seven years after the course had announced bankruptcy, the nine holes were approved 
for redevelopment. The 32-acre parcel was accepted to be redeveloped with 69-units of single-
family homes and condominiums. This proposal had been approved by the Palm Desert Country 
Club, not the Open Space Action Committee, and was discussed in locally-held community 
meetings. Alongside the acceptance of this proposal, the City of Palm Desert created a “golf-
course redevelopment overlay district”, which would require all golf courses looking to be 
redeveloped into a new use to preserve 45% of the land as open space. The “Open 
Space/Residential Overlay District” would apply exclusively to the conversion of golf course 
facilities designated as open space, which are golf courses built prior to the 1990’s. 
 
Within this redevelopment ordinance, the applicant must “host a series of community meetings 
for the benefit of the property owners abutting the golf course properties, and the community 
surrounding and impacted by the development proposal” prior to a redevelopment being 
considered by city council. The community and city officials must explore options and 
mechanisms that would allow the course to be preserved. The ordinance required 45% of the 
existing open space be preserved as open space, specifically undeveloped space. It also requires 
the new recreational amenities be provided for the benefit of the larger community (though this 
does not require them to be provided for free). The Palm Desert Country Club redevelopment 
plans to provide new amenities but will charge members of the already existing PDCC HOA a 
fee to use them. Additionally, the City requires new residential projects to not exceed the density 
of the surrounding golf course community. 
 
                                                
92 Open Space Action Committee, “OPEN SPACE ACTION COMMITTEE.” 
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Figure 23 - Rendering of approved Palm Desert Country Club Redevelopment plans. Source: Palm Desert Country 

Club 

The Open Space Action Committee had gotten some of their demands met with the final 
accepted redevelopment. They halted a sprawling in-fill development and preserved some of the 
open space they had grown used to gazing upon. The seven yearlong uncertain development saga 
has reached a conclusion. Model homes are being built on the vacant land now, meant to sell to 
new potential Palm Desert residents. Plans for service utility provision are moving forward. The 
land would now be home to 100 plus permanent occupants. A new HOA would be created, 
separate from the Palm Desert Country Club, existing as a separate entity. The views of existing 
residents, impacts on property values for those around the redevelopment site and community 
relations with incoming resident all remain unknowns. 
 
Ecology 
The drought experienced in California between 2011 and 2017 has officially ended, but the 
conversations around long-term water usage continue to be had at a local and state level. The 
drought faced in California was officially ended on April 7th, 2017, the then-Governor of 
California, Jerry Brown, enacted permanent conservation rates for water across the state. This 
has caused golf course operators in California to relook at the books and re-examine their long-
term plans for the land. Palm Desert was severely impacted by the drought that touched 
California from 2012 to 2015. The resulting water conservation efforts taken by the City of Palm 
Desert and State of California directly impacted all golf course operators, as the rates rose to 
decrease uses not wanted by municipal agencies. While the lots slated for redevelopment are not 
in an area of potential flood risk, the concern over their high water usage remains real and 
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current due to the high amount of water needed to irrigate and sustain the land. The Palm Desert 
Country Club relies on municipal water for its irrigation and thus paid a premium after water 
conservation efforts were enacted in the region. 

 
According to a 2008 story from NPR, “Audubon International estimates that the average 
American courses uses 312,000 gallons per day. In a place like Palm Springs, where 57 golf 
courses challenge the desert, each course eats up a million gallons a day. That is, each course 
each day in Palm Springs consumes as much water as an American family of four uses in four 
years.”93 Now, since the story was aired in 2008, courses have adapted to the changing times and 
gone green in some aspects. Many courses have converted to using recycled water and have 
begun to follow local regulation on water usage, cutting down on their annual use to meet new 
regulations. The allocation of water for this private, water intensive use is called into question 
while water for human consumption runs low.  

 
But these courses may not have another option, forced to rely on municipal water due to a lack of 
private well water available for this private use. The introduction of reclaimed water for golf 
course irrigation only works if there is enough reclaimed water available to be used for the 
course. For example, three courses in the Phoenix metropolitan area were unsure if they could 
operate during the 2012 drought due to a lack of available reclaimed water. “The sanitation 
district’s average daily flow of wastewater into its treatment plant is about 1.91 million gallons, 
Huber [Eagle Mountain’s sanitary district manager] says. In the summer, the average golf course 
uses slightly less than 1 million gallons of reclaimed water each day, he said”. At the time this 
article was published, the cost of reclaimed water was $1.17 per 1,000 gallons and the cost of 
drinking water was $2.96 per 1,000 gallons.94 If these courses were forced to purchase drinking 
grade water, it would likely be high above their budget while simultaneously be greatly 
diminishing the availability of drinking grade water for, well, drinking.  

  
According to current FEMA maps, the Palm Desert Country Club holes proposed for 
redevelopment are not in immediate flood risk. The area is an “area of minimal flood hazard”. 
Since the land was maintained for over three decades as a golf course, it is very flat and the 
desert dirt allows it to be porous. The approved redevelopment plans would preserve 53% open 
space in the parcel allowing the development to handle potential water that it would get from a 
heavy rain or storm. That being said, since the project is not currently built and is still just 
vacant, undeveloped land, this is an untested claim in-so-far as the impacts on the surrounding 
homeowners or region by increasing the amount of paved or developed land on currently 100% 
permeable land. 

                                                
93 Deford, Water-Thirsty Golf Courses Need to Go Green. 
94 Gately, “Golf Courses Fear Water Shortage.” 
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Figure 24 - Map of the redevelopment area showing “area of minimal flood hazard”, as of April 2019. Source: 
FEMA 

 
The water rationing set to lower usage has been impacting the visual appearance of golf courses 
in the region, which impact the ability for the managers to sell their courses as these oases in the 
desert. A local architect in the Palm Desert area stated the water restrictions at the state level 
have led to the rise of “golden green” courses. In order to keep the grass alive, but not thriving, 
golf course managers have cut the amount they water the grass to keep it alive – but not in the 
same condition as before. They are intentionally starving the grass, allowing portions of it to die 
or go without water. This coloring has been labelled “golden green”, a joke amongst golfers and 
managers. This is likely due to the State Water Resources Control Board requiring “golf courses 
and other commercial properties that rely on an ‘independent source of water supply’ would be 
required to limit irrigation to two days a week or achieve a 25 percent reduction in water use”.95 
 
A majority of the courses, especially those built between the 1960’s and 1970’s with housing 
surrounding the course, were not designed thinking about conservation of natural resources. The 
conservation of water, land, and energy were a thing to come later, a concern for future 
generations who would have to choose to either live with a course or provide water to the 
                                                
95 James, “California to Require Golf Courses to Cut Water Use.” 
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agricultural or human consumption. Recognizing that golf is a large industry in the Coachella 
Valley, the Coachella Valley Water District is offering cash rebates to encourage golf courses to 
convert their grass to a natural desert landscape. This allows them to continue to operate as a golf 
course, while lowering their water usage. The conversion would allow some of the land to go 
unwatered, but would not put a large dent in the water usage of the course. 

 
Based on conversations with the City of Palm Desert, the addition of 69 units of housing on the 
water demand of the region is a non-issue. The main objections from the Open Space Action 
Committee, the resident advocacy group against the conversion of the 9 holes to a housing 
development and other proposed uses, are that the open space cannot be replaced once it is 
converted. In an interview with a member of the Open Space Action Committee, the intention of 
the group was “STOP ANY BUILDING ON THE PROPERTY” [their type case, not my 
editorial choice]. The reason they wanted it to remain a golf course or open space was because of 
views and property values. Their interest, while shrouded with a want and need for open space, 
was to maintain it as open space because of the increase in property values received by this land 
use top. “…ALL MY NEIGHBORS WERE AGAINST THE PROJECT BECAUSE IT 
DEVALUATED OUR PROPERTY VALUES. EVEN THE RIVERSIDE COUNTY TAX 
COLLECTOR STATED OUR PROPERTY WAS WORTH LESS BECAUSE THE GOLF 
COURSE WAS GONE. THE LOSS OF VIEWS WERE VERY IMPORTANT TO US.”96 Their 
focus was not directly on the potential habitat loss by converting the land from open space, not 
on the benefits of open space for the community or the recreational amenity the course provides, 
but of the impacts on their property values. 

 
The environmental and open space concern is the first layer of this issue. Who doesn’t like open 
space? Who is against the idea of open space in a community? But the real reasons underneath 
the wants of this community action group and the demands they make are around the 
preservation of their investment. They are interested in maintaining the same views, with no 
change, even if that includes allowing an unsustainable use to continue. 

 
The demands for open space were in the approved redevelopment proposal but not through the 
provision of new recreational open space activity. The proposal leaves 53% of the 30 acre project 
open. Original proposals for the site sought to match the surrounding density of the development, 
sought to develop time shares and other higher density developments. The proposal that was 
accepted by the Palm Desert Planning Commission and City Council sought to take the demands 
of open space into account, proposing a much lower density development than originally in the 
developers plans. The uproar from the Open Space Action Committee caused the City of Palm 
Desert to examine their zoning rules for golf courses and create a special “golf course overlay” 
which, when applicable, required 49% of a golf course conversion remain “open space”. The 
exact definition of open space is odd because rather than open space meaning parkland or 
recreation space, it specifically means undeveloped land. This space can be used for streets, 
parking, small recreation, community facilities, etc. and is not required to be open or accessible 
to be a public park or anything like that. 
 
 

                                                
96 Open Space Action Committee, Written Interview. 
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Figure 25 - Potential futures visions from the Open Space Action Committee: Source: Open Space Action 

Committee website, as of May 5, 2019. 

When walking around the now barren land that was once the 9-hole course, the state of the land 
has returned to its original desert condition. Small desert grasses were beginning to grow. The 
concrete roads created to more readily connect the golfers in their carts to the holes, to speed the 
game up and save them all from walking in the heat and sun of the Valley, were beginning to 
crack as the land around them gave way to its new parched state. The land had broken without 
the sustenance it had grown to expect for over 30 years, causing the concrete to buckle. This was 
an unanticipated consequence to the desertification occurring on the land, one that matches the 
unintended consequences occurring in the community. Property values had fallen, people’s 
homes are being blasted with dust, the cracks in the community are coming out, breaking 
business as usual in this climate. The consistency of the course, known for almost 50 years in the 
community, is causing the homeowners to walk on uneven pavement, looking to find the next tee 
to hit off. 
 
Legality 
The Open Space Action Committee tried to argue that the Palm Desert Country Club was 
required to be maintained since it was part of the original plans for the Palm Desert Country 
Club as part of fulfilling the developments open space requirement. Homeowners stated they 
bought their property with the assumption that the golf course in their backyard would remain a 
golf course indefinitely, an unchanging use forever preserved by their purchase into this invented 
tradition. They thought that the deed to their homes ensured the land use, their views and their 
higher-than-average property values would remain. 
 
Some golf courses are protected in-perpetuity through requirements and restrictions located in 
the deeds and founding documents of the master-planned communities. The Palm Desert 
Country Club does not contain a legal requirement to preserve this open space golf course use. In 
an interview a member of the Open Space Action Committee, she stated “THEY ALSO FOUND 
A LOOP HOLE THAT WOULD ALLOW THEM TO BUILD IF THE ZONE WAS 
CHANGED. THIS WAS DUE TO AN ERROR CREATED BACK IN THE 60’S WHERE A 
CLAUSE WAS LEFT OUT OF THE DEED RESTRICTIONS.”97 Homeowners were surprised 
to find the land use was not preserved in perpetuity and tried to change this after the course was 
purchased by investors in 2012.  
 
                                                
97 Open Space Action Committee. 
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Politics 
A handful of residents of Palm Desert Country Club banded together in an attempt to fight a 
development they believed would be detrimental to the lives they created, forming the Open 
Space Action Committee. The members of the Open Space Action Committee believed the 
redevelopment would hurt their property values and hurt their sense of community. The 
neighborhood did not have the most political power, being located in an aging development with 
both its occupants aging and buildings aging. The neighborhood was marketed to middle class 
residents and remains middle-class though its age has decreased property values and physically 
worn on the neighborhood.  
 
The residents against the redevelopment used their voices to band together, alert surrounding 
residents of the perceived evils of the redevelopment, and attempt to force a shift in policy from 
City officials and stay the change of course. While the Open Space Action Committee was 
unable to stop the redevelopment, they were able to get an ordinance passed at the city level that 
would protect residents of other closed courses facing redevelopment. The closure of golf 
courses is a larger issue facing the entire Coachella Valley. The City of Palm Desert was able to 
move forward early and set a precedent to assist other master-planned communities going 
through similar redevelopments. 
 
A New Future 
From the news coverage, the opinion pieces written and the community action that fought the 
development, I had pictured a larger footprint for the redevelopment. This was a small amount of 
land but from the coverage, I had envisioned it on a much grander scale. When walking around 
the now desert landscape, following the now broken paths that were once small private streets for 
golf courses to use at their discretion, I could see how this land could become a street with 
homes inside it. While I was able to envision the new form it would take, the proximity to the 
homes was also clear. When walking the dirt path, I could hear children playing in their homes. I 
could see patios, overlooking the now dirt course. The only thing between us was a small 
wrought iron fence. When they purchased their home, they did not envision anyone would be 
looking in from their own backyards. 
 
With the accepted redevelopment, their homes would now abut the high gates of new residents or 
the new street delivering new residents to the winding roads. Their pastoral view of the 
surrounding mountains soured. They state that the views and the open space provide are why 
they are so vehemently opposed to the project. Their homes were not designed to sit next to 
residential homes, they were designed to give views to the mountains surrounding the Coachella 
Valley. They had paid a premium at the time of purchase, one that was not backed with a 
guarantee. 
 
These homeowners sought to seize control of the process around redevelopment. But they were 
unable to gain this control due to a lack of clear purpose and a lack of political backing.  When 
the course was built in 1962, golf was a majority white and majority middle-class sport. The 
future of golf was assumed to be always growing and unflinching with more of the same. The 
homeowners next to the course signed up for such a future and the prospect of that changing is a 
future they never envisioned. Now, with the possibility of new residents, ones that had no 
association or interest in upholding the social or financial benefits of golf, their ability to control 
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the future of the course was lost. The introduction of a new HOA and a new group of tenants, 
would bring unknown people to their backyards. To which, they said “no” – no matter who it 
was. 
 
When I visited the Palm Desert Country Club, I became aware of how small the area of 
redevelopment was. Nine holes on 32 acres seemed small.  At just 69-acres, one could walk 
through the proposed redevelopment site quickly. The houses abut the course with low, low 
walls, allowing those inside the homes to stare out while making a morning hardboiled egg, 
watching the groups of golfers’ tee-off before heading to the office. There was a sense of trust 
here with low walls, and no security gate to get into the course. There was trust that if you were 
on the course you paid to be there or were brought by someone who was accepted into the Club. 
There was little fear of an unknown intruder coming in.  
 
Since the community has generally remained stable, the neighborhood has gone from being a 
middle-class neighborhood to a lower-middle class neighborhood. Little new development has 
occurred since its opening in the 60’s. And while the initial population has varied to some extent, 
with homes being bought and sold, the area is aging. The development was originally exclusively 
single-family homes and has remained as such. There is little change in the neighborhood and the 
addition of 69-condos is viewed as threatening to their current community. 
 
When driving around the Palm Desert Country Club, or Queensridge, or Ahwatukee Lakes 
developments, for-sale signs dot the streets. I counted the number of for sale signs around the 
Palm Desert Country Club, the place where only a small parcel of land is being redeveloped – 
the scale dwarfed when compared to the size of redevelopment originally proposed at the 
Queensridge sight. I saw 12 for-sale signs, each marketing the many positive amenities one 
would be the proud owner of, sometimes pools, sometimes mountain views, sometimes a close-
knit neighborhood. The uncertain future of the course caused people to question the potential 
impact on their property values and potentially get out early, while they knew the value of their 
asset. 
 
The City of Palm Desert sells weather. The for-sale signs didn’t market weather. The presence of 
a country club was no longer the peak of luxury – in fact the lack of a country club where there 
was once one was more of a kiss of death than anything for these homes on the market. What 
sold the homes in these subdivisions was golf. Golf courses were used to increase the desirability 
of these subdivisions to middle-class home buyers. And in some cases, like the one below, the 
long-term promise of a golf course was written into the original rules and restrictions of the 
development – allowing the homeowners to have legal backing to fight any change in the future.  
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CHAPTER 4 – “Always & Forever” - The Legality of Class Tension 
 Case Study: Ahwatukee Lakes, Phoenix, Arizona 
 

 
Figure 26 – Photograph of members of “Save The Lakes” participating in the 2014 Ahwatukee Easter Parade. 

Source: Lee Shappell/The Republic 

Ahwatukee Foothills was developed in the 1960’s by a midwestern developer, Mr. Presley or the 
Presley Corporation. Ahwatukee was a middle-class master-planned community and was 
marketed as such. With community amenities such as the golf course, club house, tennis courts 
and more, those who were looking for both a cheap home and a place to meet their new 
neighbors purchased into this newly developed suburb. It has remained a majority white suburb 
since it’s development and is currently an age-restricted community, accepting only those at 
retirement age.  
 
Ahwatukee Lakes was designed to deal with the problem of water coming off of South Mountain 
and running through the parcel. The five lakes in Ahwatukee were present when I went to visit 
the now defunct Ahwatukee Lakes site. While it hadn’t rained in a week prior to my arrival, the 
lakes still held some water. The water in the lakes were shallow but not scummy, still appearing 
clean and fresh. Their function was clear and the land retained its designed purpose, with the golf 
course turning to dirt and the lake remaining. 
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Ahwatukee was developed in 1970 by the Presley Development Company. Model homes were 
built and sold in the 1970’s, partially marketed by the development of a Wright Foundation 
“House of the Future” off the highway.98 With a sprawling, inward circling development set 
apart and physically sanctioned from the rest of Phoenix, the community has been called “the 
world’s largest cul-de-sac.”99 The 2,080 acres were located in unincorporated land but annexed 
by Phoenix in stages between 1980 and 1987. 
 
The Ahwatukee Lakes golf course was opened in 1977. It was one of the top executive courses in 
Arizona and remained a sought after course until the mid-2000’s, when a new owner bought the 
property. In 2006, an investor group headed by Wilson Gee, based out of Los Angeles, 
purchased the course. It is unclear why the course was being sold, but Gee bought it with the 
intent to turn the course into housing. In 2008, Gee announces his first plan for redevelopment, 
bringing apartments to the course. 
 

 
Figure 27 – One of the original concept plans for the Ahwatukee Lakes development created by Pulte Realty. 

Source: Pulte Homes 

The course officially closed in 2013 due to loss of financial productivity for the course. At this 
time, nationwide developer Pulte Corp, entered a partnership with Gee to build in-fill housing on 

                                                
98 Arroyo Rodriguez, Did You Know. 
99 Rohwedder, “Do You Know Where Ahwatukee Is?” 
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the 101 acre course. At this time, the grass turns brown, the lakes are pumped, and the land was 
stripped of all memory of golf. The redevelopment was stopped due to a clause within the 
Covenants, Clauses and Restrictions (CC&Rs) that ensures that the land be operated in 
perpetuity as a golf course. Pulte Realty attempted to sway homeowners to change the rules 
written in the CC&Rs, requiring a majority vote by all households in the development. The 
proposal included over 200 homes, a lake, a landscaped buffer between existing homes and 
maintain 38% open space. After this proposal was introduced, the community activist group 
known as “Save the Lakes” is born with the purpose of fighting for upholding of the CC&Rs to 
retain the golf course use indefinitely. 
 
Two homeowners, whose properties look out onto the course, filed a lawsuit in 2014 stating the 
Gee and Pulte had breached their contract. Linda Swain and Eileen Breslin stated in their case 
that the current owners of the course are required by contract to maintain the course. They stated 
Gee and Pulte’s inability to follow the CC&Rs and contempt for the contract were negatively 
affecting their property values. In 2015, Pulte pulled their proposal and pulled out of their 
contract with Gee and his investor group. Without Pulte, there was an opening for a new 
different plan for the land and a new attempt to redevelop it into a more profitable use for Gee. 
 
A new investment and realty development firm joins the project. True Life Co. purchases the 
course from Gee for $9 million, with $750,000 put down at time of purchase and the remainder 
to be paid as the homes were bought and sold. A year after purchase, the True Life Co. 
developed and unveiled their plans for “Ahwatukee Farms”, an agriculture based master planned 
community. That same year, the CC&Rs are upheld by Judge John Hannah requiring the 
property be maintained as a golf course. The owners are given two alternative paths, to either 
operate it as a golf course, as required in the CC&Rs, or change the CC&Rs, which would 
require community buy in and acceptance from a majority of homeowners within the 
development. 
 
True Life and Gee began a marketing campaign to sell the Ahwatukee Farms project. They hold 
community meetings, with renderings and plans presented to existing Ahwatukee Foothills 
residents. If they got a majority of homeowners within the Ahwatukee Foothills development to 
approve the plan, they could change the CC&Rs and move forward with development they had 
already invested in. The vote fails, with homeowners voting to not change CC&Rs to allow for a 
non-golf related use.  
 
Without homeowner support, the developers attempt to change the CC&Rs through the courts by 
proving the course is a financially infeasible use. In 2017, a year after the Ahwatukee Farms plan 
failed, True Life and Gee attempt to claim the course is unprofitable and that golf is a financially 
unfit use for the land in the current economy. This claim is argued in 2017 in front of the same 
judge that previously ruled in favor of the golf course development and home owners. In 2018, 
the same Judge, Judge John Hannah, reject’s True Life’s claim that there has been a material 
change requiring a change in CC&Rs. True Life walks away from the project, forfeiting their 
down payment of $750,000 and Gee is left with the requirement of operating a golf course. 
 
As of 2019, the land remains barren. The original accepted and expected golf course use has not 
been restored to the land. With the courts and local community upholding the golf course use, 
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Gee is likening the legal responsibility of providing a financially unsustainable use to slavery.  
The attorney representing Gee, Chris R. Baniszewski, believes the court ordering the operation 
of a non-financially sound use on a private client would violate the 13th Constitutional 
Amendment. ““The 13th Amendment of the United States Constitution prohibits involuntary 
servitude, which is what an injunction would require,” Baniszewski said, referring to an 
injunction issued earlier this year by Superior Court Judge John Hannah.  “Because a contract for 
personal services cannot be specifically enforced, the court cannot enjoin (his client) and require 
it to operate a business on the property.”100 While the judge did recognize that the use as a golf 
course may not be the most economically sound, the CC&Rs were written in such a way that 
requires Gee to spend between $5 and $6 million to restore the course to its previous use and 
attempt to make it profitable once more. 
 
The battle over the course and its use has been public. The ruling and requirement are due to 
legal restrictions in the founding documents. The course does maintain an ecological function, 
but the lawyers fighting the case chose to run with the rules and restrictions as their magnum 
opus. This was a battle over legal requirements with homeowners in the master-planned planned 
community of Ahwatukee Foothills placed against developer and investor. The ecological, legal 
and political takeaways of this case are outlined below. 
 
Ecology 
Alluvial Fans 

 
Figure 28 - The Ahwatukee fan site before (left, in 1949) and after (right, in 2009) urbanization of the fan surface. 
Red arrow indicates the location of the fan’s hydrographic apex. Source: Fuller, J.E and Meyer, D.P. “Case Studies 

                                                
100 Maryniak, “Appeal Likens Lakes Golf Course Restoration Order to Slavery.” 
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of Flood Impacts to Development on Active Alluvial Fans in Central Arizona”, Arizona Geological Survey, 2018 
pg. 2-4 

Ahwatukee is at the base of South Mountain. Homeowners within the Ahwatukee Lakes 
development told me that the water from the alluvial fans flows straight through the lakes 
development and fill the five different water basins as they make their way through the 
development. The water flows from the top of the mountain into a canyon, where it spreads out 
across the dry desert floor, forming smaller and smaller streams and tendrils. According to a 
presentation given as part of a larger town hall in Ahwatukee Lake on March 9th in the 
Ahwatukee Country Club House, the Ahwatukee Lakes Golf Course was originally supposed to 
be all housing. Wayne Smith, the original planner of the development, had been asked to plan the 
2,000-acre parcel, purchased by a Mr. Presley, for housing.  
 
When the original engineer for the project looked at the plans it became clear that the land 
originally planned for housing wouldn’t be able to handle the water caused by torrential rains. 
Smith had originally planned 18 acres of open space in the development but was told by the 
original engineer working Presley, that he would need to plan for over 100 acres for on-site 
drainage. A torrential rain would flood these homes, with the concrete channels originally 
designed unable to hold the water. To find a financially sound use for the land, they planned for a 
golf course allowing the homes next to it to recoup the cost.  
 
According to Wayne Smith, “Gary Panks designed the golf course to depress and suppress the 
amount of water coming off the mountain”.101 The lakes within the golf course were designed to 
flow into each other, filling like a bucket and flowing into the next. As of yet, no homes next to 
the Ahwatukee Lakes golf course have been flooded and the lakes, even five years out of the 
course being closed, with no turfgrass to hold the water, still appear to function as they were 
designed. I do not think the water seen in those manmade lakes was a ruse. The course floods on 
a regular basis further confirming that the land acts as a sponge for water coming off of South 
Mountain, the largest city park in Phoenix. 
 
In addition to the land absorbing storm water coming from South Mountain, the golf course 
operates on its own private well. This means the course was not directly impacting the City of 
Phoenix water supply, as least not in the same way other course using either drinking water or 
recycled water were when the course was operating. The fact that this course is operating on a 
private well insulates it from the water conservation pricing implemented by the City of Phoenix 
and also allows the course to operate in whatever way it wants, allowing it be as water conscious 
or wild as the well will let it. I was alerted that the course operates from its own private well 
during a meeting with homeowners fighting against the course and do not know how to 
substantiate these claims, other than trust. 
 

                                                
101 Town Hall, March 2019 in Ahwatukee 



 74 

Ahwatukee Farms 

 
Figure 29 - Ahwatukee Farms rendering from True Life Co. Source: True Life Co. 

One of the proposals for the land that the Save the Lakes group came out adamantly against was 
the “Agrihood” proposal by True Life Companies. Trulia define an agrihood as “where a suburb 
meets a farm” – and they do not meet where the suburb meets the rural boundary line.102 True 
Life Companies is a housing development company that “connects people of vision, property 
owners, investment partners, and municipalities, to generate and implement innovative solutions 
to our housing crisis.” Which specific housing crisis they are pointing to is unknown, especially 
since they have multiple locations across the Western United States, each municipality with its 
own housing crises to deal with. The website goes on to say “we create opportunities for 
sustainable housing, focusing on underutilized property and infill locations. Our team stewards 
the planning and approval process to repurpose these sites into vital residential uses that brings 
new life, new energy, and renewed economic opportunity to the communities in which we 
work.” 
 
True Life Companies, the land investment and land acquisition firm involved in this 
redevelopment, proposed the Ahwatukee Farms project be located on the land formerly occupied 
by the Ahwatukee Lakes Golf Course. According to their original website, the vision for this 
agrihood “began with the simple belief that a community can be a catalyst.”103 Following the 
company’s development strategy, proposing new life, new energy and new economic 
opportunities, the Ahwatukee Farms proposal sought to bring new life through the addition of 
new residents on the land and a new use that continues a tradition of community farms in the 
area surrounding Ahwatukee. When looking at a modern-day map of the southern Phoenix area, 
there still appears to be farms on the edges of the sprawling metropolis so the tradition of 
farming is not all gone from the region. Unlike some suburbs that deplete all of the resource they 
were named after; the farms would remain. These farms would be watered, in part, by the rain 
runoff from South Mountain. 
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The Ahwatukee Farm proposal was meant to be a win-win for the developer and neighboring 
residents. The project sought to connect the modern history of the development with the not-so-
distant past of the surrounding region (since the original Ahwatukee development was started in 
the not-so-distant farming past of the 1960’s). The now-offline Ahwatukee Farms website stated 
“Over time, farms gave way to communities”. This new proposed future with new community 
members was too much for residents who had bought into a golf course-based community. By 
communities, I believe they mean single-family home subdivisions which dot the landscape now 
and the new community members who would purchase into the Agrihood community.  
 
Ahwatukee Farms was going to serve “as a hub for activity and interaction” with “farm tours, 
harvest festivals, farm-to-table dinners, gardening workshops and cooking demonstrations”. 
There would be a Montessori school campus integrated with the development because 
Montessori schools are “highly respected institutions”. This development would combine 
farming, education and residential living all under one roof. 
 
The development never mentioned the existing community already present in Ahwatukee 
Foothills. On a frequently asked questions page included in the Ahwatukee Farms, the first 
question is “How will Ahwatukee Farms impact the Ahwatukee Foothills community?”. On the 
pages – Vision, Community, Learn – there was little to no mention of the existing community, 
only mention of the community to grow from the seedlings planted. True Life’s answer stated 
“Ahwatukee Farms is a vision for Ahwatukee. The vision intends to convert the former golf 
course into a thriving community.”. This makes no mention of the fact that the golf course is 
failed – not the residential homes surrounding the course or the larger feeling of community that 
may or may not be present outside of the golf course operations. “To the benefit of all 
Ahwatukee Foothills residents, the vision includes a school campus, a community-supported 
agriculture program, and beautiful amenities featuring lakes, trails, open spaces and single-
family homes”. Ahwatukee Lakes community is an age-restricted community. Thus, the school 
campus would likely be considered more of a nuisance than a benefit. The proposal lacked an 
integration with existing homeowners and thus lost in the battle to gain approval. 
 
The environmental concerns of creating a new type of development is present in conversations 
with homeowners fighting the Ahwatukee Farms, and all other, development proposals on the 
land. But their interest in potentially saving these areas from future development only extend to 
the borders of Ahwatukee Foothills. They are not driven by a larger sense of community 
responsibility or a sense of environmental justice. Their interest in ensuring this land remains 
undeveloped – and specifically remains a golf course – is related to their identity as a golf course 
community and the stability that that identity brings to their property values. 
 
Legality 
The calls against and lawsuits fighting the proposed redevelopment of the site are not those of 
environmental concerns. The plaintiffs in the case, while they recognize the positive impact of 
the design of the course on mitigating potential flood for their homes, are focused on the legal 
requirement for the owner and operator of the land to maintain it as a golf course though it is a 
privately owned parcel by someone outside of the Ahwatukee Lakes development. The land 
planner, Wayne Smith, stated in the town hall meeting that “a golf course is the best use for it 
[the land] because it is a shock absorber”. Maintaining the land as an open parcel of land with 
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naturally filling water features may be the most environmentally sound for the land. But 
maintaining the land as a golf course in addition to its operating as a golf course refocuses the 
issue to the legal requirement of the land being a golf course in the long run and the benefits 
received by property owners for having a golf course in their backyard. 
 
The Ahwatukee Lakes Country Club case revolves around the legal requirement for a golf course 
to be maintained within the housing subdivision. Ahwatukee is a suburb of Phoenix, built by the 
Presley Corporation. Located at the base of South Mountain park, this middle-class 
neighborhood was marketed as being the “House of your Dreams”. This slogan came from an 
error in translation of what the native Crow tribe called the land prior to the founding of this 
suburban settlement – which was really just “other side of the hill” or nothing at all. Ahwatukee 
was one of the first master-planned communities in Arizona, developed in 1971. Ahwatukee 
Foothills, which is what the larger neighborhood is called, is located at the bottom most edge of 
the Phoenix metropolitan area. 
 
Ahwatukee’s demographics are like most exclusionary suburbs, majority white, middle to upper 
middle class, with high educational attainment and high incomes. When driving through the 
community, the homes all look the same. Winding roads dotted with beige, stucco homes – all 
single family, with no sidewalk and no street parking. If you can’t park on the street, you can’t 
be a vagrant. The CC&Rs were written to preserve housing values and to preserve the existing 
community framework. There is fear of change and fear of the other and the unknowns it will 
bring. The existence of these rules and restrictions holds the tide on community change. 
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CHAPTER 5 - “Not in my Back Nine” – The Politics of Class Tension 
Case Study: Badlands Country Club, Las Vegas, Nevada 
 

 
Figure 30 – Photograph of the Gates of Queensridge, Las Vegas, Nevada. Source: Las Vegas Condo Experts 

Queensridge was opened after a majority of golf course communities were built across the U.S. 
Opening in the 1990’s, as part of the fourth epoch of golf, Badlands was part of the wave of 
suburban developments being built outside of Las Vegas’s inner city during the 1990’s. The 
population of Clark County nearly doubled between 1990 and 2000, and the Summerlin and 
Queensridge area were part of this recent surge in Las Vegans. Las Vegas built itself a housing 
boom through the construction of homes, strip malls and casinos.104 Apparently the “if you build 
it, they will come” philosophy worked, resulting in a large master planner community of 
Summerlin and the affluent development of Queensridge in the suburbs of Las Vegas. 
 
Arriving in the now defunct Badlands Country Club site, I was immediately struck by the 
extravagance of the housing developments surrounding the course. Between the large 4 feet by 6 
feet signs in large BOLD red letters, yelling at all who look “NO TRESPASSING” and the 
Queensridge emblem gold and black wrought iron fencing, displaying the Queensridge Court 
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logo on every corner, I knew I was not meant to be here. Unlike the Palm Desert Country Club, I 
was not born here nor did I really know the development prior to arriving. 
 
Everything about the Queensridge development is meant to exude luxury and high-class style. 
For those that are not accustomed to such extravagance, it can be extremely off-putting, alarming 
and “othering” to try to exist in this. The first sentence on the Queensridge website states 
“Queensridge is a guard gated community of authenticity and luxury unlike anything in Southern 
Nevada. Though custom homes range from Mediterranean to Modern, they all possess a 
uniqueness unrivaled to Las Vegas.”105 I don’t know why this is included – because the 
Mediterranean and Modern styles are distinctly different from one another – but we’ll move on 
to continue to see how Queensridge pitches itself. “Enter past evocative equestrian bronzes, 
through either of two guarded gates, and along a beautifully landscaped corridor to your dream 
home. Set among lush fairways carved into ancient desert arroyos, homes in Queensridge are 
situated on oversized homesites with views of the Spring Mountains, Red Rock Conservation 
Area, and the iconic Las Vegas strip. Seemingly a million miles away from the bustle of the city, 
this community is arguably the most central in the entire Summerlin area, within fifteen minutes 
from the strip.”106 
 
I arrived at the Badlands Country Club on March 6th, 2019, at roughly 3pm. The sky was now 
clear and my mother and I had just driven in from Los Angeles, a long drive made longer by 
torrential downpours slapping the asphalt in the mountains. We drove in and circled the 
perimeter of the course, walled off almost completely by the two different Queensridge 
developments. The first is Queensridge Court, marked by the large 12ft tall bronze horses in 
front of security guard towers, complete with armed guard that asks for ID, name and address of 
the person you’re visiting. I attempted during this visit to get inside but decided that lying to an 
armed guard was likely not the best way to research this topic. Our 1998 beige Toyota Camry 
with California plates immediately outed us as non-residents and my California driver’s license 
was going to be more harmful than helpful for seeming like a local.   
 
Journeying away from the strip, which I had visited a handful of times with my family, I 
travelled to the affluent suburbs of Las Vegas to drink Starbucks coffee from a strip mall and 
attempt to get into gated communities I will likely never afford to live in. I tried to get into the 
Queensridge Country Club once, not by scaling the gates or by calling the office to explain my 
research. Instead, through lying to an armed security guard in a lousy attempt to be pitied on and 
accepted into the community, I tried to gain access. I knew there was security, but being young 
and stubborn with a thesis to write and research to do, I crafted a lie with the help of my mother 
to get me past the high gates and security cameras. I drove around Queensridge three times, in 
our beige 1998 Toyota Camry, deciding not to pull into the security gate each time, too shocked 
with fear that I would say the wrong thing and ruin my one chance. After finally gathering the 
courage to attempt to lie my way into this development, with homes valued over $8 million, the 
most high-class luxury development around, I decided to say I had to drop off a chemistry book 
to a girl in my class. It was a bad fake story but I thought my dumbness might come to my 
advantage and allow me through the 12-foot-tall, overbearing gates. 
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But this attempt held no dice. I knew no last names in the development and apparently no one 
having a daughter named Jessica. Perhaps I should have went with Sarah or Alex. I was told to 
try to call her a few more times and to pull to the side, away from the security kiosk and high 
gates. I pulled my California plated car to the side and called Apple Care three times from the 
side of the road, knowing they wouldn’t answer, before jetting away in my little beige get-away 
car from the blundered scene. I cut my losses and accepted that I would likely never have a 
reason to step into Queensridge. 
 
This community doesn’t allow you in unless you know someone. Like the exclusionary country 
clubs, you cannot be allowed in unless you have a reason to be there, unless you know someone 
or someone needs your services. This type of development reflects the old country club model of 
building elite friendships and connections by restricting access. Their fight against any type of 
redevelopment in their backyard reflects their ability in being able to dictate who comes into this 
neighborhood. Their privilege dictates who is accepted in this neighborhood and what uses are 
accepted in this neighborhood. For this redevelopment effort, they do not hide behind an 
environmental or ecological reason for maintaining the course, though an active canyon still runs 
through the course. Nor do they hide behind legal rules and restrictions stating their case. The 
Badlands Golf Course redevelopment completely takes this control out of their hands. No matter 
the scale or affluence of the proposed development, the residents who have had a say in so much 
for this redevelopment would not have a say in the ultimate use. The inability to have a say in the 
final use and continued political back and forth were not what they signed onto when purchasing 
their homes behind the Queensridge gates. 
 
Ecology 
There were many fights over the water used for this golf course. They were public, they were 
loud, and they were the topic of many articles in the local paper. According to Circle of Blue, 
Las Vegas water rates increased by double digits between 2011 and 2014. The rates for families 
using a lot of water rose by 43% between 2010 and 2018 for families using 150 gallons per 
day.107 In 2003, according to the USGA, the Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) and its 
member agencies created a drought plan, which planned for golf courses to stick to an annual 6.3 
acre feet of water per acre annually. This is still 2.3 higher than the 4.0 acre feet of water per acre 
annually currently being reported used in the Southwest. SNWA also instilled a Water Smart 
Landscaping program, incentivizing golf courses to convert their turf to desert scape. The 
program was financially incentivized, like the water districts in Palm Desert and Phoenix, giving 
a $1.50 rebate to course managers for the first 5,000 square feet and $1.00 for every square foot 
after (up to 300,000 square feet). 108 
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Figure 31 - Figure from The Circle of Blue's Water Pricing report. Source: Circle of Blue 

 
But the xeriscaping and water goals were not enough to save all golf courses from the ever-
increasing price of watering these courses in the bleach white heat of summer. The Badlands 
Country Club closed in 2016. This is when the battle over the land began. 
 
Battle over Badlands 
The course had been operating as an elite golf course to play, bringing in business as usual since 
its creation in 1998. It had survived the Great Recession of 2008 and the water crisis for 2012. 
So, what caused it to close in 2016? Yohan Lowie purchased the Badlands Country Club in 
2015. He was not a golf course operator or manager, but a developer. Hailing from Israel, he 
made a name for himself in the high-end Las Vegas development scene by focusing on the 
Queensridge community. He created One Queensridge Place, a majestic penthouse tower that 
looks like it was designed by a renaissance Italian Master who only had work experience with 
Disney resorts. Amongst a sea of 3-story tall buildings, One Queensridge Place shines with its 
teal reflective windows and beige and gold hues. One realty website state that One Queensridge 
Place is “Perfect For – People that want to live in a lap of luxury”.109 The multi-million dollar 
price tag and amount of marble used within the development take my breath away in exhaustion. 
Perhaps I am not meant to live in a lap of luxury, I don’t think I have the stamina for it.  
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Figure 32 – Photograph of Tivole Village. Source: Eater Vegas 

 
Alongside the Queensridge development, across the road from One Queensridge Place, is Tivoli 
Village. Meant to imitate the large boulevards of Europe with, with the high-end shopping 
opportunities and fine dining for affluent residents of Queensridge and Summerlin, the shopping 
mall looks and feels like tacky, painted marble, unable to pull off the level of luxury promised. 
Built in 2011, this mixed-use development was meant to cater to the new residents and 
community of Queensridge being built on the eastern side of Las Vegas. 
 
Lowie purchased the Badlands country club, occupying 250-acre, in 2015. The parcel was sold 
by the Peccole family, who have developed in the Las Vegas valley since 1993. The family had 
owned the parcel for many years and sold it far below market rate to Yohan Lowie, assuming the 
land could not be developed. Lowie bought the land outright, with no legal contingencies for 
back payment of the land if he couldn’t develop the land. After examining the master plan of Las 
Vegas and, according to his testimony at a City Council meeting on November 16, 2018, he was 
unworried of future things to inhibit the redevelopment based on apparent conversations with 
individual city councilors of his plans to redevelop the land with a new use. Lowie bought the 
land, a 250-acre parcel in a very pricey part of Las Vegas partly created by himself, for $7.5 
million.110 
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After purchasing the then defunct course, Lowie moved forwards with plans for redevelopment, 
attempting to find a way to make a profit on this land deemed “undevelopable” by previous 
owners. The grass was kept green for two years post-purchase and it was business as usual, 
minus the actual golf business, in the backyards of Queensridge residents. Lowie cut water to the 
course in 2017.The moment the water valve shut off, residents in the bordering Queensridge 
developments turned. The lusciousness they had paid a premium for in both views and in 
property values was gone. Lowie had purchased it with a single payment of $7.5 million all 
potential future realities were left open. The water being used to water the golf course had been 
shut off, as was the reality that the course would operate in the future as a golf course. Maybe it 
was not worth the money. Maybe the One Queensridge Place development which overlooked the 
Badlands development, no longer needed the added visual and financial bonus that the country 
club provided. Whatever the reasons may be, the Queensridge property entered a new stage when 
the water was shut off. The water used to water the course for two years was stopped. For two 
years, Lowie watered the land, empty promises for the homeowners, maintaining an image of 
lushness and luxury, benefiting himself and the existing homeowners. 
 
It’s likely the Queensridge residents knew that the developer didn’t want to operate a golf course. 
They were not in the business to golf, they were in the business to make money and to developer 
land. And the Badlands Country Club was vacant. So, with the water off and the grass going 
from green to “golden green” to dead, the plans for housing, retail and a boutique hotel were put 
forth to the City of Las Vegas by Lowie and his development team. 
 
Legal 
The residents of Queensridge were disinterested, unmotivated or unwilling to make an 
environmental claim for maintaining the Badlands Country Club. The closest they got was that 
animals, the birds and rabbits who lived on the course, relied on the water used to water the 
course. Residents of the Queensridge community placed bins of water in their backyard for the 
animals that live on the course.111 Unlike the other redevelopments, this group of homeowners 
did not band together under one unifying force stating that the course provided ecological or 
social benefits. They simply stated they didn’t want it and that they would fight it because it did 
not match what the land was slated to be in the master plan of the City of Las Vegas. The 
residents surrounding the Badlands Country Club also did not have a legal mechanism, such as 
deed restriction or HOA agreement to fall back on. Thus, they have been unable to make an 
environmental or legal claim for not having development in their backyard. The reason they did 
not want the development was because it would impact their views and the exclusivity of 
Queensridge.  They had paid a premium for their views and for the exclusive name of 
Queensridge and exclusive address. The ability for a developer, who brought some of the 
affluence to the neighborhood, to expand the number of people able to claim a slice of this 
exclusive pie has proven to be too much for existing homeowners. 
 
The fear of having a shuttered golf in one’s backyard stems from the fear of the unknown. We all 
know what a golf course looks like, feels like, and also historically know who is on those 
grounds. For the affluent neighborhood of Queensridge, they were willing to politically battle to 
ensure the unknown and “other” would not move into their backyard – affecting their views, 
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affecting their privacy, and likely affecting the social and political standing of the neighborhood. 
They were willing to bring their fight to the broader city level and elect a newcomer to the City 
Council. The rise and fall of Steve Seroka are tied to his fight to preserve the Queensridge 
community. 
 
The Rise and Fall of Steve Seroka 

 
Figure 33 – Photograph of campaign billboards of Bob Beers and Steve Seroka. Photo by Flo Rogers 

 Running in a place with a history of mudslinging and dirty, corrupt politics, the rise and fall of 
City Councilman Steve Seroka revolves around the Badlands Development. We begin with Bob 
Beers, a member of the Nevada Assembly and Nevada Senate prior to entering more local 
politics. Beers won a special election after the previous Ward 2 Councilman Steve Wolfson 
resigned to become the City of Las Vegas’s District Attorney. Bob Beers had been the councilor 
through the beginning phases of the redevelopment process for the Badlands Country Club. Bob 
Beers the 2012 special election with a majority over his opponent. While his tenure as a 
councilman held little to boast about, he appeared to be liked and respected enough by those that 
elected him into office. No scandals to note, at least not public ones.  
 
The course was bought in 2014 by real estate investor Yohan Lowie. Unlike other golf courses in 
the Las Vegas area, like the Silverstone golf course located north of Badlands, this course wasn’t 
protected by deed restrictions. The plans for Badlands started, with Lowie describing his plans 
for redeveloping the course into ““The Forest” – up to 60 large, tree-lined plots to be set aside 
for custom-built homes.” In addition to these large lots for custom-homes, meant to attract the 
same clientele that purchased into Queensridge, 3,000 condominium and apartment units were 
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planned as well.112 Queensridge residents were used to their small-scale idyllic, pastoral 
lifestyles and the introduction of high-density was enough for them to begin to reach out to their 
political leadership for reassurance that they would not be affected. 

 
Figure 34 - Land Use plan for redevelopment area, proposed by Lowie at a March City Council Meeting in 2017. 

Source: City Council Meeting Documentation, City of Las Vegas, Nevada, 5/12/17. 

The Badlands county club shut down in 2016. Emails were sent to members of the club on 
December 9th, 2016, stating that Badlands was shut down, effective immediately. This was not a 
surprise for neighboring residents, since Lowie had owned the course for a couple of years. The 
water was shut off and the course was turned from lush grass to dead green. On Feb. 12th of 
2017, Beers and other councilors voted to approve Lowie’s initial plan, called “The Forrest” as 
referenced above, on a 4-3 vote. Beers approved the redevelopment stating that fighting Lowie’s 
legal right would cost the city millions of dollars.  
 
Homeowners against the proposal were not received with open arms by Bob Beers. Beers, as 
Lowie brought forward his proposal and during the campaign, was supportive of the 
redevelopment effort. While on the campaign trail to remain in his seat, Beers recognizing that 
Lowie had “founding documents [that] would allow another owner to build just about anything it 
wanted on the property… up to and including a theme park.”113 After the shutdown of the course 
was officially spread far and wide via word of mouth and email, the vote was cast by city 
council. Steve Seroka entered his bid for the City Council seat of ward 2, challenging Bob Beers. 
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Seroka, a veteran and relatively new resident to Las Vegas with six years total of residency, 
entered the battle for City Council’s Ward 2. Ward 2 includes the Summerlin and Queensridge 
neighborhoods, all considered high income and powerful neighborhoods. The incumbent, Bob 
Beers, has been a city councilor of the Ward since 2012. The battle for the seat began when 
Seroka decided there was another option for the land, one previously unconsidered by Bob 
Beers. 
 
The mudslinging began as early as February, days after Seroka announced his bid for the seat.  In 
March of 2017, in an interview with Nevada Public Radio, Seroka dragged Beers for his inability 
to explore other options outside of the initial proposal put forth by Lowie. He ran on a platform 
of ending the influence of big donors in local politics and stated that he was a man of the people 
– calling similarities to the “drain the swamp” rhetoric used in the 2016 presidential campaign.  
 
Seroka is a licensed real estate professional in the state of Nevada. Outside of being an army 
veteran, his involvement in the real estate world was a major part of his platform. His platform 
was built on protecting the property values of Queensridge residents, removing “big money 
influence” from City Hall, and increasing the police presence in Ward 2. Like a SWAT team 
descending from the ceiling, Seroka was to be a ““Neighborhood Warrior” totally devoted to the 
protection of [Queensridge] unique quality of life”.114 I am unsure what the “unique quality of 
life” promised is but I do know that it lives behind an armed security guard behind big iron gates 
and a 12-foot tall bronze horse statue. 
 
Seroka began his campaign by focusing on the impact of the course redevelopment on property 
values. He stated that a home on the fairway had seen a 30% decrease in property values and that 
Bob Beers, the incumbent, was numb to this new reality for Queensridge residents. He stated the 
redevelopment would have a “ripple effect” of decreased home values across the ward, starting 
at the epicenter of the Badlands Country Club. His concern was in securing the property values 
of homeowners in the area, which bought him support from concerned homeowners and many 
fellow real estate professionals. In an interview with 88.9 Nevada Public Radio on March 15th, 
2017, Seroka stated “When developers… realize that golf courses and open space are more 
valuable to be developed than to be continued as open space, all of ward 2, or all of Southern 
Nevada could be at risk. Our quality of life could be at risk from this precedent setting issue… 
This is a challenge to our lifestyle.”115 
 
On the campaign trail, Beers tried to stick to the facts, outlying how Lowie had legal 
development rights to the land due to the lack of a deed restriction within the original founding 
documents of the master planned community. In an interview also conducted on Nevada Public 
Radio 88.9, one week after Seroka appeared, Beers said he had to “step back and say what the 
district court says, which is there absolutely is a development right granted to that land 35 to 40 
years ago. For the city council to come in now and take that development right away would be a 
taking, under the law. It wouldn’t be compensated to the owner at what the owner put into it, it 
would be compensated at fair value to the land.”116 Recognizing that the cost to develop would 
be very high due to the high land values in Queensridge, Beers predicted that not allowing Lowie 
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to develop on the non-deed restricted land would cost the City of Las Vegas hundreds of millions 
of dollars. This estimate is based on the City of Las Vegas purchasing the property to be 
developed through eminent domain to retain the existing use and legally deny Lowie the right to 
develop. Beers supported the development possibility because of Lowie’s legal right to develop 
and the fact that he believed the proposal put forward would affect the current owners view sheds 
the least. 
 
The proposal put forth by Lowie was a full redevelopment with the potential of bringing 
thousands of new residents to the backyards of Queensridge residents. Fear of loss of property 
values and potential safety lead to the election of Seroka on May 1st of 2017, winning 3,979 
votes against Beers 3,387 votes. The whole population of Ward 2 voted to elect this political 
newcomer to challenge the developer seeking to uproot their way of life. 
 
As the new councilman for Ward 2, Seroka pushed forward on his campaign promise by voting 
down Lowie’s proposed development agreement 6 months after taking office in an August city 
council meeting. Lowie argued the “development plan for The Two Fifty [the proposed name of 
the development] is the best plan for the adjacent homeowners, the neighborhood at large and the 
City of Las Vegas.” He further went on in his letter to City Council is that “the home values of 
Queensridge have historically lagged behind other like communities and recently have faced 
significant competition from newer, highly amenitized communities. This plan will revitalize the 
overall neighborhood and will bring renewed awareness and value.”117  Though planning staff 
for the City of Las Vegas recommended approval of the plan and the Planning Commission had 
recommended the City Council approve the plan, the council voted it down after Seroka won the 
seat and demanded the proposal be reconsidered. 
 
The battle over Badlands continued after Seroka won the seat. Lowie came before council 
multiple times, with the same plans once approved by city council. Without a legal requirement 
for the course to remain a golf course and without a moratorium on golf coursed developments 
active in Las Vegas, Lowie was put on standby for years as the council went back and forth with 
whether to allow the proposal forward. During this time, the building and construction sector 
came out against Seroka stating he was blocking development and blocking good jobs from 
coming to Queensridge. Homeowners behind the gates of Queensridge remain caught in a battle, 
as city and developer fight over what the legal and desired step forward is.  
 
In late 2018, the recall efforts against Seroka heated up. With billboards and trucks driving 
around the Summerlin area stating “Stop Seroka” and calling him a “shady, rogue union boss.”118 
According to a report by the Las Vegas Review Journal, the “Committee to Recall Councilman 
Steve Seroka” raised $207,500, with the Laborers Local 872 union suppling $175,000 of that 
total. An LLC connected with the Lowie’s EHB Companies LLC contributed $32,000 to the 
total. Tommy White, secretary of the Laborers Local 872, donated $500 to the fund. Those three 
sources funded the entire recall effort against the councilman.119 His recall effort was led by 
former Assemblywoman Victoria Seaman made her plans to run against Seroka clear two years 
before the official city council election would be held. She led the recall effort against him for 
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his “anti-development” stances and “for representing a few people in Queensridge.” The recall 
effort was active for around 6 months before Seroka unexpectedly stepped down from his seat 
representing ward 2. 
 
Seroka stepped down from his post at City Councilor on March 4th, 2019. His resignation letter 
did not state a reason, nor did it mention the recall effort led by the Laborer’s union and Victoria 
Seaman. The Council moved forward on deciding a special election would be held two weeks 
after Seroka resigned. In 24 days, nine candidates within Ward 2 put their name in the running 
for the seat of the Ward. The candidates’ stance on the Badlands issue is largely unclear, perhaps 
they are wary of putting the issue front and center of their campaign for fear they could rise and 
fall like Steve Seroka. In a panel which began with a prayer and the pledge of allegiance, four of 
the nine candidates running for the ward 2 seat in the special election were asked questions about 
their standing on community issues. 4 of the individuals running for Ward 2 council put on by 
the organization Veterans in Politics, it began with a prayer for to “put the right people into 
office who will champion our freedom and defend our constitution” and the pledge of allegiance. 
Each of the candidates stated they were interested in public safety. The future of the Badlands 
development remains an important issue for Ward 2 residents that is unresolved to this day. 
 
The Badlands development controversy was a battle for development rights, that continues to be 
fought on a political stage. The wealthy, rich and powerful residents of Queensridge did not have 
the legal restrictions to deny the development. Without a piece of paper to ensure the continued 
existence of the course, the residents of Queensridge chose a political battle. They also chose not 
to push the narrative of the course being located in a natural arroyo. Instead, they chose to have 
property rights and property values as their championing issue. 
 
With the social and political power to fight the introduction of new uses and new residents into 
the Queensridge area, the existing community is keeping the gates locked and refusing to accept 
a new potential future or identity for their neighborhood. They state they paid for the privilege of 
living on the course and having this affluent amenity in their backyard, meant to be the open 
space for Queensridge residents. The ongoing battle between Lowie, the City of Las Vegas and 
the Queensridge residents is not going to stop that. The ability for residents of Queensridge to 
fight for this land use and the privilege granted to residents through the political system to defend 
their property values against the unknowns brought by Lowie have a real cost associated with 
them. The City of Las Vegas has spent hundreds of thousands of dollars, at minimum 
researching and defending this land use. In the end, Beers’ prediction that the city could spend 
millions protecting this land from redevelopment was almost right. In an article published in 
2018, City of Las Vegas spent 4,671 hours of staff time on the Badlands development project, 
which is estimated to have costs the city $420,000.120 A year later, the cost of this battle is likely 
to be even higher now, since the battle remains ongoing.  
 
The city moved forward with regulations restricting developers that seek to build on open spaces 
like parks and former golf courses. The city has passed an ordinance, led by then-councilman 
Seroka, to preserve open space from redevelopment. Passed in March of 2018, Bill 2018-5 in the 
City of Las Vegas requires open spaces or golf courses within a master planned community to 
undergo a “Public Engagement Program”, which presents alternative developments, outlines 
                                                
120 Munks, “Las Vegas City Staff Spent Many Hours on Badlands Fight.” 
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negotiations, and go through the potential legal restrictions on the land. This bill also requires at 
least two in-person neighborhood meetings, design workshops, and meetings with city officials 
for the redevelopment. Seroka championed this bill, which acts as a precedent for public 
engagement in the redevelopment process for the Las Vegas area. This bill does not require input 
from those outside of the “area affected,” only seeking acceptance and dialogue with members of 
the immediate surrounding master-planned communities.121 
 
The future of the Badlands country club land is still unknown. The lawsuits filed against 
members of the public, councilmembers and the staff of the City of Las Vegas have not been 
resolved in the courts. A community without financial or social capital would not have been able 
to sustain this fight for so long. The will and financial backing held by Queensridge residents to 
maintain their restricted uses and privileged views and access showcases the power wielded by 
this affluent community in their ability to dictate the future without the legal backing to do so. 
Their power to block development in their backyard was not granted by legal documents, but by 
a political system that has accepted that this group is strong enough to be feared and allowed to 
battle on the political stage. 
 
While I do not think the sprawling development proposed by Lowie is the best proposal for the 
land, as it fully ignores the location of parts of the parcels within the flood zone and the function 
of the canyon as a natural arroyo, the development of new uses within the development should 
be possible due to the legal rights of the Lowie as the current land owner. Allowing Queensridge 
residents to fight this development due to their high standing as affluent members of Las Vegas 
is setting a more dangerous precedent than allowing a golf course to be fully or partially 
redeveloped. The inability to repurpose this land and explore new uses that may be more 
beneficial to the larger community outside of Queensridge or Summerlin shows a lack of 
foresight and want from the council to push an issue fought hard with money and politics with 
the affluent residents of Las Vegas. City Councilors are blocking potential financial integration 
within this high-class, exclusive community. In a region that lacks affordable housing, the 
inability to push developers to build affordable housing, especially within an area of high 
affluence, showcases the inability for council to move forward on anything other than continuing 
the machine of developers churning out suburban gated communities.122 
 
Without political will from politicians and the city at large, gated suburbs marketing their 
affluence will continue to be sites of social segregation. The inability to introduce new housing 
typologies outside of the mega-mansion and huge condos in this area will continue its legacy as a 
place only welcoming those with the social and political capital. This continues the legacy of 
old-school golf culture which only accepted those with financial, political and social connections 
to other elites. As stated by Ed Blakely and Mary Gail Snyder’s article “Divided We Fall: Gated 
and Walled Communities in the United States:” in Nan Ellin’s book, Architecture of Fear, “by 
allowing some citizens to internalize and to exclude others from sharing in their economic 
privilege, it aims directly at the conceptual base of community and citizenship in America. The 

                                                
121 Seroka, An ordinance to provide in preliminary or skeleton form an amendment to the Unified Development 
Code to establish process for public engagement in connection with the repurposing of certain golf courses and open 
spaces, and to provide for other related matters. 
122 Puppel, “Las Vegas Faces Housing Slump After Comeback From Recession.” 
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old notions of community mobility are torn apart by these changes in community patterns.”123 To 
break this cycle and the larger impact it has outside of the gates of Queensridge, there must be a 
political shift and an introduction of new political will into the area. This fight has cost the city 
of Las Vegas an exponential amount in staff time and legal fees. That money and time could 
have been used elsewhere and the lack of foresight from members of councils to this fact shows 
the focus on preserving the property values of few at the detriment of many. The battle over 
Queensridge is not over. The seat of Ward 2 is still vacant. The property remains undeveloped. 
Water from the canyon still flows through the land.  
 
 
 
  

                                                
123 Ellin, Architecture of Fear. 
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CHAPTER 6 - What does and will this dirt hold? – The Unknown 
Future of these Spaces 
 

 
Figure 35 – Photograph titled “Cup’s-Eye View of Player at Thunderbird: Harrison, New York: U.S. Open winner 
Gary Player looks into the “cup” of a 180-degree “fisheye” wide-angle lens during a pause in his putting practice 

July 28th for the Thunderbird Golf Tournament at the Westchester Country Club here. Player is admired by the three 
12-year-olds from Rye (clockwise from Player): Bob Steers, Peter Kelsey, and Jeff Brown” by Gordon H. Gahan 

from 1965. Source: Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of Barbara Robinson 
 
With golf courses closing across the United States, each community is dealing with the potential 
impact and effects within their community bounds and beyond on a case-by-case basis. With a 
handful of cases going through legal and political battles, and a majority of the redevelopments 
going through the steps to reach a redevelopment agreement with little hitches, the scale of the 
potential social and political impacts of a new use on the land is overshadowed by the promises 
of new community amenities and new tax base.  
 
Each case, included in this thesis or not, goes through an analysis for what the developer, 
community and city believe to be the “highest and best use.” There are implicit and explicit 
decisions about who will benefit from a new use. While the highest use may be the most 
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financially sound, it may not be the best use for different stakeholders in the community. The 
cases that pass through the political process without an uproar are ones where the neighboring 
community and community at-large believe a new, non-golf related use is the best use for the 
land. The cases involved in heated political battles are ones where there is no consensus on what 
the “highest and best use” will be, further complicating what the future of these developments 
will look like. 
 
With over 1,000 courses closing over the last 10 years in America, leaving 194,700 acres open 
for potential redevelopment. Some of these closed courses may reopen again, due to a new 
owner or a CC&R regulating them, as golf courses. Some may open as parks. Others may open 
as housing or mixed use or industrial areas. Without clear precedents, unclear city regulations on 
these land use changes, and a mix of legal rights or restrictions for these lands, the future uses are 
decided independently. Outside of the legal requirements or allowances, there are a number of 
social and political factors that go into the redevelopment decision. Additionally, these 
redevelopments are part of a larger democratic and political process, through planning 
commission, city council and HOA votes, allowing for a larger discussion to be had around the 
redevelopment implications of this land. 
 
Maintaining a golf course within the community maintains an implicit history of exclusion, 
signaling to visitors and residents alike who this community and open space is meant to serve. 
The recreational benefits of the golf course are felt by few, especially as golf course membership 
continues to fall across America. The benefits felt by this exclusive use are only by those within 
the master planned community the course lies in. They benefit by having immediate access to an 
underutilized open space in their backyards. They benefit from it financially when it is operating 
as a golf course with increased property values of up to 15%. They also feel the impacts of the 
closure more acutely with decreased property values when the course is dilapidated and in poor 
condition or closed. Thus, they will fight to ensure the course remains a steady community 
amenity. 
 
Environment 
Maintaining a golf course use within the American Southwest is environmentally negligent and 
further pushes the privileged use and look of luxury held by this use type. Golf courses in the 
Southwest use 6 acres of water for every one acre of irrigated land, using exponentially more 
than their counterparts in other regions of the U.S. With more water being demanded by this land 
use and less water being available, it is environmentally unsound to continue this use on a large 
scale within the desert. While many courses use non-potable water, this water could still be used 
for more productive uses than golf courses. While golf courses do provide an economic base for 
some communities, I argue that there are other uses that would still be more environmentally and 
economically beneficial to the community at-large.  
 
Maintaining a golf course in the arid Southwest showcases the power located within these 
communities will themselves to continue to exist, able to pay for water through the drought of 
2011 to 2017 and keep the courses open. Few uses are less compatible than golf in the natural 
desert landscape. This dichotomy showcases the extravagant and expensive lengths these 
communities are willing to go through to maintain their identity as a middle-class neighborhood 
that values golf and upholds it as a part of their identity. There exists both a landscape of 
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abundance and depletion. While other communities in the Southwest struggle to pay for water or 
maintain their agricultural fields, golf courses continued to irrigate their fields. Operators pass on 
high water costs to consumers willing to pay higher than normal daily rates or membership fees. 
While all else died around, the golf industry continued as normal, accepting a new reality of 
limited water and increased water prices. The political dynamics of these communities showcase 
the inability of the City to force courses to cease to operate, though their water demands were 
higher than many other types of land uses. 
 
Legal 
The legal requirement built into some master planned communities shows the foresight by some 
planners and architects to ensure that this coveted use never changes. Building the requirement 
of forever maintaining a golf course builds in the acceptance and agreement collectively that 
residents and neighbors believe the golf course is a high-class amenity worth maintaining and 
paying a higher initial purchase price for. The lack of a restriction in some CC&Rs shows that 
these communities thought golf would forever be valued as a middle-class amenity like it had 
been for years and decades before. When community members bought their properties, they 
believed they bought a golf-course view eternally. But this is not the case and the lack of clarity 
around this issue has led to lengthy and costly political battles around the future uses in these 
spaces. These open spaces remain protected private backyard amenities. Gating begets gating 
and the cultural upholding of this land use remains through a political system that upholds this 
private and culturally fraught use. 
 
Political 
The political and social battle over the repurposing of golf courses in America shows the 
inherent privilege in some of these communities. While a majority of the golf course 
communities in America began as middle-class or elite neighborhoods, the lack on internal 
investment in the communities due to aging populations has led to the decline in social status for 
some. Whereas some elite communities have the ability to put hundreds of thousands of dollars 
into fights over land rights, a majority of communities do not have the financial or social capital 
to compete in these fights. With a change in uses comes a change in views, a change in property 
values, and a change in the social dynamics of the space. 
 
While communities like the Palm Desert Country Club use grassroots tactics to fight 
development, they have neither the political nor social capital to pull the emergency brake on the 
project like what occurred in the Queensridge case. There is a fear of the other, the unknown and 
of change. The redevelopment and introduction of new households into these communities could 
potentially change the social and political power of these communities, in addition to providing 
an unknown financial impact on their property values. The introduction of new people, and 
normally new unassociated homeowners’ associations, creates competing internal communities 
linked together by old golf course paths and nearly shared backyard fences. 
 
Larger Impacts 
The impact of the change of use for individual golf courses will not largely impact a City’s 
identity or property values. Perhaps it is time for middle-class neighborhoods to re-evaluate their 
histories and their potential futures. Holding on to a now bankrupt land use as a pinnacle of 
community identity showcases the lack of true community cohesion in what the community 
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upholds. While golf courses and clubhouses can act as meeting grounds and areas of community 
building, these often only serve the directly local community within the surrounding master 
planned community. These meeting places largely serve no broader function other than 
continuing their role as places for middle-class residents to build their social networks and signal 
to one another. 
 
Cities, if they chose, can set precedents for these redevelopment types. Rather than only allowing 
the developers that purchase these courses to decide the future uses, cities can set forth policies, 
such as overlay districts, that outline the acceptable uses within these areas. Rather than forcing 
developers to create open space or single-family on these parcels, cities have the ability to push 
bigger goals that could create more economically diverse neighborhoods. These would be 
opening up these once exclusive golf course communities to be socially and economically 
integrated spaces through the allowance of more than single-family homes. These spaces have 
the ability to be redeveloped into anything, bearing in mind the potential for the courses to be 
serving a larger ecological function. What the land use will be and who it will serve can become 
a part of a larger community discussion and visioning process. 
 
What does the dirt hold? 
When I went to visit the Ahwatukee Lakes development in March, I stood on both sides of the 
fence. I was invited into the home of Ben Holt, where I met with Jeffrey Hall and Linda Swain 
who fought to save Ahwatukee Lakes. I was offered coffee with cream and sugar upon my 
arrival. I was offered donuts, purchased that morning from their local donut shop. I was a 
stranger and welcomed into Ben and his wife’s home. Their dogs napped on the living room 
floor as I interviewed the team responsible for fighting the multiple redevelopment proposals. 
They were tired of fighting. They had fought this land use battle with money out of their own 
pockets and received no help, financially or legally, from the City of Phoenix. This was a battle 
that had gone on for years now, and they had nothing to show but dirt and dust in their 
backyards. Legally, they were promised a golf course, even if the temperatures swelter to a 
boiling 120-degree Fahrenheit in the peak summer sun and membership rates were historically 
low. The lakes had become mirages as they evaporate into the dry air. The courts had ruled in 
their favor, yet they were still in a battle going on in their back yards.  
 
From the backyard, dotted with fruit trees and cacti, I looked out through the stucco and wrought 
iron fence onto the course. The image was bleak. Palm trees, unmaintained for months old brown 
palms hanging down as a hazard for anyone walking under during a storm, swayed in a light 
wind. The ground was spotted with uneven grass and weeds. The lakes, which would have stood 
out beautifully against the promised emerald green of a golf course, were lightly reflecting the 
gray sky above. I was welcomed into his home to see the course from the other side. This is not 
the beautiful course they were promised. 
 
After meeting with the members from Save the Lakes, I walked the course. I, a stranger to 
Ahwatukee, an unknown foreign agent in these lands, was in their backyards. There was nothing 
really stopping me from entering the land with no gates. I was not asked if I knew anyone or 
asked to prove my existence in the space. The grounds were open, meant to be accessible to 
those interested in golfing the area and to show the design of the course to those driving through 
the area, visiting their friends and colleagues who lived in the Ahwatukee Lakes development. 
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But since this land was now vacant of a use, defunct from being profitable in the short-term or 
long-term, I could only be seen as a nosy-Nelly or a no-good vagrant being perhaps the youngest 
person at that moment in the age-restricted subdivision. 
 
As I walked the course, I followed the path that existed to help those golfing navigate the land. I 
walked on the concrete golf paths, now covered in dust and little thorns called “devil’s heads” 
which scatter the ground. I was warned of these by Ben, who made sure I was wearing good 
shoes before stepping out onto the course, worried I would injure myself or at least 
inconvenience myself by getting stuck by “one of these thorny buggers”. I made my way around 
the course for a while, being mindful of fire ant nests that I knew would be a painful mistake for 
me to cross. I reached a small canyon while following the path in front of me, a new addition to 
the landscape since this battle began. 
 
When the course had been maintained, a bridge would have helped golfers across, covering the 
5-foot-wide ravine now in front of me. This ravine connected the lakes, allowing one to spill into 
the other, with water trickling under as golfers continue on their way, perhaps excited by the 
small bump on the road this bridge would have created. During the 40 years the course operated, 
maybe some visitors would come at it too fast, causing their friends minor discomfort and unrest, 
as they careen over the bridge – good fun, safe and controlled fun. 
 
But the bridge was gone now, removing the ease and comfort promised by the original land use. 
Now, there was only a ravine in front of me, built to fulfill its ecological purpose off the alluvial 
fans of South Mountain. I thought of jumping it but, being alone on the course and a foreigner on 
this now vacant land, I worried of potentially further complicating the history of this 
development. I stepped down into the ravine and climbed up the other side to continue to explore 
this course that was now essentially unused and vacant land with the grass stripped and visual 
markers of golf removed. 
 
A woman stared out from her backyard as I walked around the course. She was an older resident 
wearing sunglasses, red shirt and khaki capris, in her backyard to water her flowers in the late 
afternoon, enjoying retirement. When she noticed me, I worried that she would call the police 
worried she would report a trespasser on the course. She looked at me for only a moment before 
sliding the backdoors open again and returning inside. She may have wondered if I would have 
been a future neighbor of hers, one promised with the Ahwatukee Farms development. No police 
came to escort me away from the property as I returned to my car parked in the cul-de-sac her 
home was on. 
 
Some of the homes within the Ahwatukee Lakes, Palm Desert Country Club and the 
Queensridge master-planned communities are right against the course, divided by small walls 
with little visual barrier between the land. Conversations on both sides are heard, combining both 
golf talk and domestic life. It is unlikely this level of openness would have occurred if these 
homeowners had known that these courses could become something else. If a plan for 
redevelopment were to go through, I doubt the future occupants of this land would look out from 
their front yards and see the same woman in red, enjoying her lightly guarded backyard.  
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The woman in red likely looks out from her backyard every day. The land has remained 
unchanged and undeveloped, though many plans for redevelopment have come and gone. These 
plans have brought promises of new community amenities and benefits. They bring promises of 
a known future use, if accepted. But these have not been built, struck down in this case by the 
courts. Dirt has remained dirt. The lakes fill, filtering through the five lakes when rainfall allows, 
dry and fill again. This cycle remains yet it is unknown if it will always remain. 
 
America’s golf courses are caught between certainty and uncertainty. The future use of these 
lands remains unknown. Golf’s history as propagators of old middle-class ideals is known. 
Golf’s exclusionary history is known. The inclusion of those that do not fit the traditional golf 
and 1940’s middle-class suburban image in the existing or proposed new uses is unknown. The 
pastoral history of these exclusive open spaces is known. The future environmental demands of 
these courses as resources like water and land continue to become even more scare is unknown, 
though likely unchanging from the current realities. The economic future of suburbs is unknown. 
The property values once promised to those living on the edge of a golf course are now drawn 
into question as the middle-class reevaluated its relationship with golf. 
 
The questions of who has a say and a stake in the redevelopment of this privately held land with 
a long, exclusive and exclusionary history draws from critical space theorists. How we as a 
society use space speaks to what we hold value in. The want to uphold this use speaks to the 
want to uphold the cultural identity tied with it. There is social, cultural and financial security for 
those invested in that use in upholding it, whether or not they identify as golfers or with the 
tradition of golf. But, broader society outside of middle-class master-planned communities is 
changing and the broader middle-class is changing to no longer hold golf as a signifier for class 
status. 
 
As culture changes, allocation of land to different uses changes as well. Since these are large 
parcels of land becoming available, often the largest available in already built out suburbs, 
communities can create a cohesive vision for what the highest and best use of this land is. These 
lands can hold what the community more broadly is lacking, such as affordable housing or 
environmental protection. The ability to push broader community goals forward depends on if 
the surrounding community in the master-planned community identifies solely with itself, unable 
to look past the walls of the community, or if it more broadly identifies with the community or 
city as a whole, able to see the opportunity presented in their backyard. 
 
When looking at golf course closures and proposed redevelopment in the Southwest, I examine 
courses that are in environmentally extreme areas. Course closures in other areas may not 
experience the same ecological fights. However, courses throughout America will experience 
similar legal and political battles over redevelopment proposals. The exclusionary tactics of 
restricted zoning, through limiting potential land uses to only low-density single-family home 
developments, is one tactic used to keep this exclusive use in place. Legal restrictions can also 
ensure this land use is extended past it’s cultural or financial prime. Political battles brought by 
wealthy neighborhoods to ensure the long-term protection of their high property values can be 
used to protect these exclusive land uses. 
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Homeowners abutting these courses purchased these homes because they were the available 
housing stock in the region and financially secure decisions at time of purchase. The change in 
middle-class valuation of long held cultural signifiers was likely to occur but would bring the fall 
of unknown community fixtures, like the fall of malls and golf courses. As homeowners look out 
on now barren courses, this is not the reality they bought into. The security of community and of 
financial assets promised or perceived at time of purchase did not promise this. Communities 
across the nation are undergoing a cultural reassessment and the end results of this reassessment 
are unknown. Approved redevelopments are beginning to be built now. The long term impacts of 
these redevelopments are still to be examined. The financial impacts on surrounding 
homeowners is to be seen. The community impacts, socially, culturally, demographically, and 
politically, are still to be seen. It is unclear when the end date of this new epoch of golf is, but 
until then, it is likely that the wave of redevelopment proposals and land use disputes will 
continue. 
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Figure 36 – Image taken from Edward Blakely and Mary Gail Snyder’s article "Divided We Fall: Gated and Walled 

Communities in the United States" in Nan Ellin’s book, Architecture of Fear. 
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