
Suchis thedualityof thegolf
business in Scotland in 2025.
On the one hand, a coterie of
renownedclubsridethewave
of the post-pandemic recov-
ery; on the other, less-
exalted courses are
feeling the pinch of
decliningmember-
ship rolls and ris-
ingcosts.
The impact of

this is a major dis-
ruption in the sport’s
businessmodel. A rapid
spikeingreenfees–thecharg-
esleviedforvisitorswishingto
play a round– is becomingan
increasingly important reve-
nuestream.
Indeed,Scorecard:TheBusi-

ness of Golf, The Scotsman’s
week-long series scrutinising
thefinancesunderpinningthe
sport in Scotland, can reveal
that across 30 of the nation’s
best-known courses, green
feeshaveincreasedbyanaver-
ageof67percentoverthepast
fiveyears.
But there are growing con-

cerns about the prevalence of
suchabusinessmodel,andits

For the gilded few, it is a time
of unprecedented demand,
with tourists from the US
more eager than ever to test
their game in some of the fin-
est courses the home of golf
hastooffer.Forothers,howev-
er, it is a precarious existence,
withwell-regardedlocalclubs
going to thewall.

Top clubs ride crest of a wave

StAndrews,main,andDonald

Trump’sTurnberry, right,are

amonganumberoftopclubs

tohavehikedgreenfees,while

Hirsel, left,hasgonebust

impactondomestic golfers in
Scotland.
David Jones, better known

as UK Golf Guy, has gained
online prominence thanks to
his reviewsofcoursesaround
theworld, and organises golf
trips in Scotland and further
afield. He said that while the
Asian market had yet to ful-
ly recover after the pandem-
ic, with the “top-end” cours-
es deemed too expensive for
manyEuropeanvisitors,tour-
ists from stateside cannot get
enough.
“If you’re an inboundAmer-

ican golfer, there’s probably
around a dozen to 15 courses

you have on your radar,”
he said. “These keep
liftinguptheirgreen
fees,partly tomeet
rising costs, but
also because the
demand is con-
stantlyoutstripping

supply, especially at
privatemembers’ clubs.

“If you look at the likes of
Muirfield,RoyalTroon,Royal
AberdeenandNorthBerwick,
there’s been a shift between
theproportionofrevenuethat
comesfrommembers,andthe
proportion fromgreenfees.”
Foryears,MrJoneshasdocu-

mentedthespikeinfeesacross
someofthenation’smostpop-
ular courses. Drawing on the
datahehascompiledbetween
2020 and 2024, and themost
recentgreenfeesfor2025pub-
lished on club websites, The
Scotsman’s series can detail
somenotableexamples.
The single biggest increase

by far has come at Donald’s
Trump’s Turnberry resort,
where peak green fees at its
famous Ailsa course shot up
from £395 in 2020 to £1,000
this summer for non-resi-
dents, an increase of 153 per
cent.
AtGleneagles,thepeaksum-

mer cost of a round on the
Kings course has gone from
£140 to £330 over the past
five years – a rise of 135 per
cent – while the peak-period
fees at the Duke’s course at St
Andrewshaverisenfrom£100
to£220,a 120percent jump.
After Turnberry, the most

expensive courses for peak
green fees are: Trump Inter-
national in Aberdeenshire
(£495 this summer, up from
£295 in 2020); Kingsbarns

(£448, up from £312); Muir-
field (up from £270 to £365);
Royal Troon (also £365, hav-
ing stood at £260 five years
ago); and the Old Course at St
Andrews(where thepricehas
risen from£195to£340).
Some in the sector, such as

Chris Spencer, secretary of
the ClubManagement Asso-
ciation of Europe Scotland,
claimtherisinggreenfeeshave
wrongly becomeabarometer
of a course’s quality. “A lot of
the proprietary and champi-
onship courses are in a differ-
entstratosphere,andtheycan
charge £300, because that’s
what the North American
marketexpects–ifit’slessthan
that,they’ll thinkthecoursein
questionispoor,whichisabso-
lutelyshocking,”hesaid.
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Turnberry’s famous

Ailsacourse
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Although the ongoing
demand means that such
fees are being paid, Mr Jones
said someScottishclubswere
“nervous”aboutsuchincreas-
es. “There’s one club where
around 80 per cent of its rev-
enueiscomingthroughgreen
fees, but if there’s a change in
thevalueof thepoundagainst
thedollar,suddenlythosetrips
will be viewed as expensive,”
hesaid.
“It’s worked for them in the

short term.They’vegenerated
really strong revenues, their
members aren’t having large
increases in subs and some
secretaries think it’s great.
But others are worried that if
thingschange,thewholemod-
el could become unsustaina-
ble.”

while less exalted go the wall
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Already, Mr Jones said, the
shift is impacting local golf-
ers. He said this winter, only
eightorsoofthetop25courses
in the UK allowed visitor play
– traditionally a cheaper way
forpeopletoenjoywell-known
courses–comparedto23prior
to the pandemic. “Some top-
endclubshavesomuchmoney
coming in via green fees that
theyaredeciding toclosedur-
ing winter,” he said. “Some of
them are also reducing the
number of hours visitors can
play in thesummer.”
At the other end of the mar-

ket, less well-known clubs
are struggling. In the past six
months, Hirsel in Coldstream
andTorrancePark inMother-
well have closed. Earlier this
month,WestDunbartonshire

Council announced Dalmuir
golfcoursecouldfaceasimilar
fateamid fundingproblems.
According to Mr Spencer,

ongoing cost pressures mean
it is likely that other clubswill
also shut up shop in coming
months. “I can see further
municipal courses closing,
because councilswill be look-
ing to save money, which is a
great shame,and I think there
willbeotherprivatemembers’
clubs that will close because
they’re not able to cover their
costsandgenerateincome,”he
explained.
“There is still a lot of volatil-

ity in themarket, and itwould
notsurpriseifbytheendofthis
year, we have another half a
dozenclubswhoclosebecause
theycan’tafford it.”
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Comment

Typically,aclubwillrelyon
thistogenerate15percentto
20percentofgrossprofit.In
ourworkwithclubmanagers
andboards,risingcostsare
theirNo1concern,followed
byadeeply-heldbeliefthat
memberswon’ttolerate
thehikeinsubscriptions
requiredtokeeppace.So,
annualpriceincreaseshit
visitorsmuchharderthan
members.
Clubsmaysaytheyare

entitledtochargenon-
memberswhateverthey
want.Buttherecomesapoint
whenmembersneedtoact
likebusinessownersand
fundmoreoftheirowncosts.
Forclubsinthelowerhalfof
theindustry,I’mremindedof
TheresaMay’sphrase‘JAMs’
–those justaboutmanaging–
andI’mnotsurethat’sagreat
businessstrategy.
Intheuppertier, trophy

courses havetheluxury
ofturningon asmuch
visitorrevenue–oftenfrom
overseasvisitors-asthey
feelcomfortablewith.Inthis
tier,membersarefrequently
coveringlessthanhalfof
theclubs’operatingcosts.
Relyingonrevenuefroman
externalsourcetofundyour
modelisrisky–themost
recentexamplewasCovid

whenoverseasgolftravel
stopped.
Thishighlevelofvisitor

revenuealsobringsother
problems,includingfriction
frommemberswhofeelclubs
havebecometoo‘corporate’.
Clubsneedtodecideifthey
areprivatemembersclubs
whowelcomevisitors,orgolf
destinationsthattolerate
members.Andthenproveit.
Weworkwithsmartclubs

whoaregraduallydialling
backonexternalrevenue,
whichisthe‘lobster-pot’
problem–thelureofvisitor
incomeiseasytogetinto,but
farhardertogetoutof.They
haveastrategytomanagethis
prosperity,getthebalance
rightwithmembers’support,
anduseitforimprovements,
ratherthan tocoverthe
monthlypayroll.
Inthe20yearsbefore

Covid,therewasa20percent
reductioninpeoplebuying
agolfclubmembership.
Inanyotherindustry,we
wouldhaveseenasignificant
marketcorrection,but
thewillingnessofclub
committeestocarryon
generatingvisitorrevenue
hasallowedsometocontinue
thatmayhaveotherwise
closed.Willweseemore
closuresthisyearinScotland?
We’llhaveabetterideain
twoweekswhenourannual
surveyofclubsiscomplete,
butearlyindicationsarethat
resignationlevelsinsome
tiersareagainrunningat6.5
percent.Thatmirrorsthe
worryingtrajectoryclubs
wewereonforthe20years
beforeCovid.Theremaybe
troubleahead.

Kevin Fish is director of Con-
temporaryClubLeadership, a
trainingandconsultancybusi-
nessthatadvisesUKgolfclubs

Y
oudon’tfindmany
golf clubmembers
whothinktheclub

shouldputsubscriptionsup
anymore than isabsolutely
necessary,whichresults
in twothings:first, the
clubstruggles togenerate
enoughprofits toreinvest
into thebusiness, seeinga
gradualdecline inassets
andtheexperience.This,
secondly, ignitesahunger to
covercosts fromsomeone
else,andtheeasy solution is
visitorrevenue.

Visitor revenue
poses ‘lobster-pot’
problem for golf

KevinFish


