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Executive Summary 
 
The course at Muirfield is situated on the east side of Scotland, 18 miles east of 
Edinburgh off the A198 Gullane to North Berwick road. Muirfield is home to The 
Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers, one of the world’s oldest golf clubs. The 
golf course was opened for play in 1891 and offers stunning panoramic views 
northwards across the Firth of Forth. 
 
Muirfield displays large areas of open and gently undulating coastal grassland with 
more inland expanses of scrub and woodland. The playing surfaces are set within 
the natural landscape giving the strong impression of naturalness. The protection 
and maintenance of this landscape is a very important factor for all management 
teams at Muirfield.  
 
Muirfield caters for 750 members, including international. The club has recently 
expanded its membership to include women and is keen to have at least 25 women 
members by next verification (2021). 
 
The club has recently begun re-developing the clubhouse. Works began in January 
2018 and the new facility is due to operational in March 2019. The club has taken 
this opportunity to greatly improve their environmental stewardship by having an 
energy assessor audit the current property and make achievable recommendations 
for the new build i.e. installing a new energy efficient boiler, installing LED and PIR 
sensor technology.  
 
The achievements already gained in regard to sustainable development and social 
outreach at Muirfield, despite being a private club, offers great encouragement and 
motivation to all those involved as well as demonstrating the club’s real commitment 
to the cause. 
 

Nature 
 
It was clear that management teams at Muirfield demonstrate extensive knowledge 
in regard to the designated areas of the course, with SSSI, SPA and RAMSAR 
designations being in place. 
 
The land is situated on the southern banks of the Firth of Forth, which forms part of 
the intertidal area of the Firth of Forth Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). SNH 
designates SSSIs under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004. SSSIs are 
protected by law under the Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 
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and SNH consent is required for any operations carried out by a 
public body on a nationally designated SSSI area.  
 
The coastline is also internationally designated as a Special Protection Area (SPA) 
under the European Wild Birds Directive and as a RAMSAR site for being a wetland 
of International Importance.  
 
The Firth of Forth SPA qualifies under Article 4.1 of the European Birds Directive for 
supporting wintering populations of Annex 1 species including red-throated diver and 
bar-tailed godwit. Additionally, the area qualifies under Article 4.1 for supporting a 
post-breeding population of these Annex 1 species. 
 
The Firth of Forth SPA qualifies also under Article 4.2 for supporting wintering 
populations of both European and Internationally important migratory species such 
as pink-footed goose and shelduck. Under Article 4.2, the Firth of Forth qualifies as 
SPA for supporting wintering waterfowl assemblages of European importance. 
 
The dunes form the largest natural dune area within the Lothians, providing a range 
of specific niche habitats for a great diversity of flora and fauna. Much of the habitat 
and wildlife present are not only of local importance but are of international interest. 
The links grassland character extends from these dunes back through to the golf 
course, creating a vital buffer between the coastline and the built environment. 
 
Habitats here include invertebrate-rich intertidal mudflats, saltmarshes supporting 
scarce plants, reedbeds, saline lagoons, grasslands, sand dunes and small areas of 
rocky shoreline.  
 
This environment also supports scarce plant communities that contain a variety of 
notable flora, several nationally rare species of invertebrate, several breeding birds 
of importance and a wintering bird population consisting of wildfowl and waders. 
 
In total, over forty-five bird species can be found on the course. Some of the more 
locally and nationally scarce species include birds such as swift, skylark, whitethroat, 
song thrush, yellowhammer, linnet, bullfinch and grey partridge. 
 
Regarding the grey partridge, the club have been working to introduce greater 
numbers for over 7 years, with some success being seen. The club have a 
partnership with the World Pheasant Association, whereby 50 grey partridges are 
donated and the club care for them and encourage breeding, providing electric 
fences to keep foxes away. The club also work alongside a local farmer, providing 
him with varying amounts of waste grass for his composting system, while he 
provides cracked seed and wheat to feed the birds. 
 
The greenkeeping team does an excellent job managing the landscape for 
biodiversity, naturalising large expanses of areas which are out-of-play and 
producing valuable habitats to a range of mammals and birds. Coastal grasslands 
are one of the rarest and hence, most important habitats within the UK, providing 
protected species of national and international importance with a place to nest and 
breed.  
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The club continuously works towards a habitat management plan 
provided by STRI ecologist, Bob Taylor. The vast majority of the 
work included in these plans is the management and refinement of 
rough areas, working to remove coarse grasses such as Yorkshire fog and cocksfoot 
and instead promote a greater percentage of fescue. 
  
In addition to this, one of the club’s biggest goals is the management and removal of 
sea buckthorn which encroaches onto the surrounding dunes. Muirfield works 
alongside SNH to control its spread not only onto the surrounding dunes, but onto 
the coastal path, improving local community areas. 
 
The club continues to maintain wildlife corridors throughout areas of the course by 
way of strategically planting and coppicing pockets of gorse and maintaining some 
copses of scots pine and hawthorn, improving colony robusticity for various species. 
The club has a good relationship with the Forestry Commission and a number of 
private ecology and environmental groups such as John Clegg and Co. who have 
carried out a number of woodland appraisals, assessing the woodlands which 
surround the course and putting forward the best management options. One area of 
woodland has been felled and replanted with native species, while another has been 
clear felled, reverting succession and restoring dune habitats which are a nationally 
important habitat which support a unique assemblage of wildlife and protect the 
coastline from inevitable erosion pressures. 
 
The golf course is land locked by the club, ensuring all boundaries and hence, 
habitats are protected from any potential future developments. The club has made a 
conscious effort to provide a buffer around the course and are keen to buy an area of 
land close to the coast to further futureproof themselves. 
 
Muirfield recognises the importance of minimal chemical intervention to maintain 
health and quality of the turf. The application and timings of fertiliser and pesticide 
use is informed by an onsite weather station, which takes into account various 
weather variabilities. All chemicals employed are applied only when required and 
following COSHH principles. 
  
Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) are employed at Muirfield for any chemical 
spillages which includes documentation of spills, the correct storage and reporting of 
any accidents or near misses. The club have recently upgraded to an online 
database, Citation, which is reviewed regularly by the club’s general manager to 
highlight any major factors that may be the cause of repeated incidents.  
The strategy for turf grass management at Muirfield is to maintain stressed 
conditions by way of reducing fertiliser inputs. Nutrient management is backed by the 
occasional application of sulphate of ammonia and seaweed feeding. Wetting 
agents, topdressing, overseeding with fescue are also employed alongside solid tine 
aeration work. 
 
The club has recently gained permission from the local council to sand quarry up to 
300 tonnes per year from sand dunes which have recently been removed as part of 
the SSSI designation. This will allow the club to produce topdressing self-sufficiently 
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for at least the next 20 years, removing the need to excavate 
elsewhere and transport the material to the site. 
 
Muirfield use a composting system to dispose of their grass clippings and organic 
waste. Following the materials turn over, it is screened and used for renovation work 
across the course i.e. infilling of bunkers and build up of new tees. Clippings 
collected through the scarification of rough areas is often donated to a local farmer 
who uses it as part of his windrow composting scheme. 
 
The release of contaminated water into the wider environment is under increasing 
scrutiny and such, it is a legal requirement for golf clubs to have a water collection and 
cleansing system in place. The washdown area at Muirfield is in line with all current 
and relevant legislation and is located close to the club’s maintenance facilities. Waste 
water from this area is dealt with by means of an ESD Waste2Water unit, employing 
a biological remediation process that uses biological agents to remove and/or 
neutralise contaminants from polluted soil or water.  
 
All hazardous substances are stored appropriately and in line with all relevant 
legislation. The floor where chemicals are stored is impermeable and containers 
were bunded to at least 110%. Spill containment kits were viewed and emergency 
wash areas are available. All staff are fully NPTC certified, having both Safe Use of 
Pesticide qualifications, PA1 and PA6, ensuring best practice is always sustained. 
Records of training were available for view and are regularly updated. Fuel storage 
areas are all in line with relevant legislation and fire extinguishers are located within 
the immediate area, with inspections of these being carried out annually. 
 
Greensman (contractor) disposes of all hazardous waste including waste oils, oil 
filters, aerosols, batteries and used chemical containers.  
 
The club frequently works alongside SEPA to assist in amending the drains from the 
surrounding land and those that pass through nearby council land to maintain their 
quality, improving their outflow and ensuring they do not get backed up.  
 

Resources 
 
Effort has been made to minimise the use of public clean water supply for irrigation 
at Muirfield Golf Club. Since 1996, the club has utilised a borehole for all irrigation 
needs. The club has an abstraction license with a 20,000 m3 limit and all records 
must be communicated to SEPA. Water consumption is tracked by the club’s course 
manager, Colin Irvine, and on-site rainfall records are linked to the irrigation system, 
ensuring management teams do not overuse water unnecessarily. 
 
The consumption of irrigation water usually remains at around 8000 m3, increasing to 
17,000 m3 in the year of the Open Championship hosted at Muirfield in 2013. In 
2007, the club’s maintenance facilities were moved and the club decided to drill an 
alternative borehole, however this ran dry and so the club instead built in a transfer 
pipe from the original borehole. 
 



GEO Certified® 
Independent Verification Report 

GEO Certified® is administered by GEO Certification 
Limited. For more info: www.sustainable.golf 

Irrigation scheduling is based upon data from an on-site weather 
station and soil moisture sensors. Volumes are based on wind 
speed, temperature and rainfall, with superficial irrigation 
techniques only to be used to replace soil moisture that is lost via evapotranspiration 
and not replaced by effective rainfall. Irrigation currently takes place overnight to 
avoid additional losses via evapotranspiration. 
  
The irrigation system itself and its system components have been upgraded to a 
computer automated system to maximise efficiency. The system employs sprinklers 
with 180-degree heads where possible and are adjusted to in-play areas only. 
Sprinkler heads are able to be controlled individually for local and directed control 
over greens and tees. Additionally, adjustments of the sprinklers are automatically 
made in accordance with rainfall data taken from the onsite weather station.  
 
Grass species appropriate to local climate have been selected, with mixtures of bent 
and fescue used throughout the course. This enables the course to be irrigated less 
frequently as these species can tolerate additional weather stress.  
 
The clubs Waste2Water system is closed-loop, so that the original mains water used 
to washdown machinery is recycled, cleansed and re-used to satisfy their wash 
down needs, reducing their requirement for public clean water supply.  
 
All water consumption is tracked, with bills being reviewed frequently by the assistant 
secretary for any irregularities. In addition, having an entirely new clubhouse gives 
the club easy opportunity to install water saving infrastructure. The club already have 
4 water fountains installed at strategic positions across the course, encouraging 
golfers to re-use their water bottles, reducing plastic waste. 
 
The dominant sources of energy used at the club come from gas and electricity. The 
club is in the process of upgrading their gas fired boiler system to a new energy 
efficient variety. Ideally, this will be a model from the Energy Technology List (ETL). 
 
The maintenance facilities are not yet well equipped in terms of energy efficiency as 
the offices still support large strip lights. However, with the construction of the new 
clubhouse due to be complete by March 2019, there is great opportunity for the club 
to introduce multiple energy efficient schemes. The club has already involved an 
independent energy assessor from Energy Scotland, to suggest recommendations 
for the new building.  
 
Some properties on site have already been upgraded with new double glazing and 
insulation to conserve heat and a new energy efficient boiler. Halogens and 
fluorescents have been replaced by LEDs.  
 
Diversifying energy sources at the club was discussed during STRI’s visit, however it 
was recognised that large scale renewable energy sources may not be entirely 
feasible as they could be seen to look unsightly and out-of-place. Considering the 
club is very prestigious and of high status, the practicality of such a venture was 
deemed unsuitable. 
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Muirfield has begun investing in hybrid and electric technology for 
course maintenance, with 4 electric utility buggies and hybrid 
fairway mowers by John Deer. This allows the club to make 
savings economically as the price of fuel oil increases and reduces the potential for 
any oil leaks or pollution to ecologically sensitive areas. 
 
The club has, in the past, had trouble implementing an effective recycling scheme as 
East Lothian Council did not provide all appropriate waste stream bins. Since the last 
verification however, the club now recycles all cardboard, glass and tins. Plastic and 
paper were streams that the club often found themselves disposing of in general 
waste as there is not a facility currently available. By next verification, it is 
recommended that the club develop more appropriate recycling scheme such as dry 
mixed recycling (DMR) whether that be by sub-contracting out a private recycling 
company such as BIFFA or Hamilton or renegotiating their current waste contract. 
 
Kitchen staff at Muirfield make effort to bulk buy produce where possible to reduce 
the amount of packaging that they receive and use local seasonal produce where 
possible, with 20 out of 28 of their suppliers being located within 100 miles of the 
club. The club operates a carvery dinner each day for members, hence food waste 
can become an issue as portion sizes and numbers are not always considered. 
  
Single-use products including disposable cutlery and plastic bags have been 
eliminated and efforts have been made to minimise paper usage in the club house 
by means of technology such as electronic member invoicing where possible. 
 
The club requests for suppliers to take any pallets back with them, with much 
success and those which they cannot dispose of in this manner will be used as 
kindling for the clubhouse log fire in the winter months. The club has made efforts in 
the past to dispose of waste in innovative ways such as combusting wood chip in a 
biomass boiler to produce heating.  
 

Community 
 
Despite being a private golf club, management teams at Muirfield has made 
significant effort to engage with the local community in multiple ways, from working 
with SNH to improve the quality of public footpaths surrounding the course and 
creating good relationships with the local farmers in order to produce benefits on 
both sides i.e. the removal of grass clippings for the club for use in the farmers 
windrow composting scheme.  
 
In addition, the club host 2 charitable events every year, providing the charity’s 
representatives with access to club facilities and the course. The latest charity to be 
supported was CLIC Sergeant, a cancer charity for children and over £50,000 was 
raised. The club also host tournaments such as CYP Scotland for the 16 top young 
golfers in Scotland and all facilities, food and beverages are provided. 
 
Muirfield makes a conscious effort to involve local education groups by way of 
providing work experience in all aspects of the facility as well as hosting guided tours 
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of the course to numerous students from local colleges such as 
SRUC Elmwood College. 
 
Management teams at Muirfield provide their staff with a cycle to work scheme which 
has seen much success and encourage their employees to volunteer for good 
causes. For example, one office employee regularly volunteers for a nature 
conservation group which carry out beach cleans in the local area.  
 
A range of training is provided to all employees such as manual handling, pesticide 
and fertiliser use, JCB use and chainsaw use. All training records are retained and 
were available to view. The club hopes to transfer these records to an online 
database, Citation, in the near future to reduce their paper usage in offices. This 
system also has a feature for all employees to log accidents, incidents and near 
misses, which management teams will review.  
 
The biggest and most recent change to the club’s structure is the introduction of 
women golfers. Currently the club have 600 members, excluding international and 
are expecting to introduce 25 new women members next year, following the 
construction of female changing rooms and bathroom facilities. From that point, rules 
will apply equally to both men and women and both will have the opportunity to join 
the governance board and committee.  
 
The club do not currently have any junior members and the average age of the 
membership is 65. This is not to say however, that Muirfield does not involve 
younger generations in the game. The club offer age discounted games, with 
members being able to bring their grandchildren to play a round for £5. Additionally, 
the club’s professional has involved school children from local educational facilities in 
Gullane, providing them with free lessons on the range. 
 

Conclusion 
 
I, Nicole Beckett, independent accredited verifier, recommend The Honourable 
Company of Edinburgh Golfers Muirfield to be awarded the GEO Certified® ecolabel 
because the club has clearly adopted a solid framework for environmental 
stewardship and recognise their responsibilities in moving towards a sustainable 
future. Although there is scope for improvement at the club, all levels of staff 
demonstrate an encouraging attitude, allowing the important spread of sustainability 
ethics throughout the club. Sustainable management is beginning to be facilitated 
throughout all areas of Muirfield, including water and waste management, as well as 
energy efficiency and community relations. The club is making sound progress and 
are working consistently to achieve targets set in-house and by external consultants. 
The club is introducing an impressive array of schemes designed to improve 
sustainability operation and staff are able to concentrate their efforts more in several 
areas of sustainable management. 
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