
Case study: El Caballo Golf Resort
Location: Wooroloo, 60 km east of Perth, WA
Property area: 126 ha including 35 ha of grass
Rainfall average: 600 mm
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Let it rain, the more the better – it’s  a catch
cry of many farmers, but none more than
Jeff Austen at El Caballo Blanco Golf

Resort in Western Australia.
Not only will rain help his crop of fine grasses,

but helps to dilute the ever increasing salinity
levels in the irrigation storage lakes.

To many Western Australians, the name El
Caballo Blanco recalls a family fun park with
Spanish dancing horses. But while a resort still
exists, the white horses are long gone and have
been replaced by a golf course.

Unknown to many, the former kikuyu horse
paddocks, irrigated by abattoir effluent, were
causing unfavourable weeds, run-off and mosquito

plagues. New environmental laws in the early
1990s resulted in the threat of abattoir closure and
a means was needed to discharge large quantities
of effluent water in an environmentally friendly
manner. A golf course was deemed to be the
answer, grass being a very efficient filtering system
for the water. 

When Jeff Austen arrived in 1995 the irrigation
water was only slightly saline with salt levels about
800 to 1200 ppm and the scheme was going well.
But each year, salinity has increased through
evaporation, and now the levels exceed 7,000 ppm
– about twice the comfort level of most grasses.  

But forget pumping as a solution; the local
groundwater is in the 15,000 to 16,000 ppm

Rain is great on this parade

Above: The local Chinganning Brook shows clear evidence of salinity. Below: Fore! Jeff Austen and saltene green.



range, about half as salty as sea water. And
the Chinganning Brook which flows
through the resort and links to the Swan
River carries a similar salt load.

Instead, the golf course must rely on
rainfall and waste water trucked from an
abattoir and prison.  So any rain to help
flush salts and provide extra water is very
welcome.

To survive, the golf resort has had to make
dramatic changes in plant species and
management, or face becoming a saline
wasteland. And this led to Jeff winning the
Claude Cockburn Environmental Award in
2002, from the Australian Golf Course
Superintendents Association.

Salt water couch, seashore paspalum or
saltene (Paspalum vaginatum), is now the
main grass on the greens and some
fairways, combined with Green Lees Park
and Santa Ana couches, rather than the
usual bent grasses. Winter dormancy of
these species is a major challenge but
winter grass (Poa annua) helps fill the gaps.

“But on the positive side, salt water is
killing the weeds!” Jeff jokes.

Along the fairways, salt-tolerant trees and
shrubs have replaced earlier selections that
died and irrigation systems have had to be
modified so that irrigation water no longer
falls directly on the leaves.

“Wandoo has been good, but blue gums
can’t cope,” Jeff comments. “Bushy yate is
okay, as are salt water gums, casuarinas and
Anigonis flexuosa, even though it only lasts

about six years.” A low-salt fertiliser regime
has also been important, because
conventional choices such as
superphosphate are high in salt. A calcium
nitrate mix with potassium sulphate seems
to be working well, especially as ample
phosphorus is provided through the
abattoir effluent.

Good drainage is essential, as without it
salt builds up and kills the grass. Very
coarse sand is used for topdressing so that
drainage from greens and fairways is as fast
as possible. A verti-drainer has also proved
invaluable to ensure better drainage and
greater aeration in the heavy soil.

Seepage on the hillside is a major
problem, especially in wet years when
about half of the golf course can be affected.
To help counter it, about three kilometres
of sub-soil drains have been installed –
digging a trench, filling with railway ballast
(better than the normal blue metal which
washes away), then topping with geotextile
fabric, sand and grass. These drains feed
into open rock drains, of which there are
also more than 3 km, or directly into the
storage lakes. 

Attractive lakes and wetland are part of
the landscape, however it is not merely
scenic, but part of 3,365 kL in water
storage. Wetlands are also attracting birds
and animals such as turtles and yabbies,
indicating the health of the system, and
mosquito plagues a dim memory.

Moving water around to minimise
evaporation is another important strategy,
reserving the less saline supplies for
summer if possible. But stringent
economies are necessary.

“An average golf course uses about 300
million litres of irrigation water over 18
holes each year,” Jeff says. “In 2002 we used
less than 90 million litres. 

“In future, many golf courses will have to
change their water usage. We are already
doing it.”

• Georgina Wilson is NDSP Communication
Coordinator (WA).
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CONTACT:
■ Jeff Austen, El Caballo Golf Resort

Superintendent, Ph: (08) 9573 1496.

Above: Golf course superintendant
Jeff Austen checks out some fairway
repairs using saltine. 

Below: A ‘verti-drainer’ with solid
tynes has been a boon in improving
drainage.
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