
Keeping Michigan’s Golf Courses Solvent Requires a Solid Management Plan 
   

By BILL PERRY    

CLARKSTON — Michigan’s high number of golf courses is facing some tough economic 
times, and keeping many of them operational requires guidance from a professional.  Dean 
Horn is one of those professionals, a golf industry turnaround specialist who has had 
extensive experience dealing with this challenge.  Horn, president and partner in Franklin 
Golf, a management, consulting and marketing group in Oakland County was formerly based 
in Boca Raton , Florida but relocated to Michigan three years ago.  His 29 plus years of golf 
management and consulting experience is unique in the Michigan area.    

As the head of Franklin Golf, Horn is responsible for the company’s public, private and 
semi-private properties in addition to coordinating all consulting and strategic partner 
relationships.  Paul’s expertise, through the company’s Course Logix division, provides 
custom website development, email and database marketing and computer system 
coordination to properties interested in growing revenue and enhancing their operations in 
competitive business environments.  “ Franklin has it’s own in house marketing-technology 
division which is unique and enables our company to help other course operators by selling 
meaningful marketing solutions to enhance revenue,” he noted.    

Horn identified issues impacting the financial solvency of golf courses in the state and he 
concludes, to no surprise, that they all revolve around the current downturn in the economy.  

“The economic slump starts the ball downhill,” he said. “ Michigan residents have less 
disposable income and less free time due to the struggling economy, which leads to less 
demand to play golf.    

Horn noted that golf is both a time and money issue forcing operators to compete with price 
incentives.  As a result, golf courses are facing less profitability, less money to keep facilities 
up, less money to pay debt – to their bankers, and the end result is forcing some facilities out 
of formula with their bank performance requirements.  Many course owners, to no surprise, 

Horn got his start in Indiana but was soon moved to Florida 
in 1977 as part of a bank hired 7 –man force to turnaround 
a failing golf course and real estate development in 
Deerfield Beach , Florida .  Following years of senior 
operational experience, Horn established the Franklin 
Company in 1988.  He has experience managing high-end 
resort and private facilities  in Florida as well as many 
other Midwest properties across a five state region. His 
team consists of his staff, along with key employee, Bay 
Paul, Franklin ’s marketing and technology expert.  Paul 
heads up all marketing, technology and system 
development & installation for Franklin clients.  Horn, his 
staff and  key industry associates  assist owners and 
investors with solutions covering all aspects of the golf 
industry operations and challenges.    
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are not able to service existing debt requirements with more expected to struggle in the years 
to come.    

According to Horn other issues not directly related to the Michigan downturn in 
manufacturing, but still having an impact, include rising interest rates, higher energy costs 
and competition from other recreational sports that require less time and money to 
participate.  With Michigan ranking 3rd in the United States with the most golf facilities, the 
supply is far more than the demand.    

Guiding Bankers in Golf Course Financing    

Horn’s track record working with banks to turn around golf course operations has been 
impressive.  “Bankers need to be aware when loaning money to golf course operators of both 
the up and down side of a loan,” he said.  “The main issue for bankers is to examine the 
return on investment in addition to proposed upgrades an owner may want to make to a golf 
facility.”  Horn said banks need to ask two questions:  Will the improvements enhance 
revenue or just create additional debt for the facility? The other issue surrounding new 
financing is to evaluate the operational performance assumptions - are they realistic and 
represent today’s conditions? Have they been prepared properly and provide an objective 
analysis of the “cause and effect”?    

“For banks much of this comes down to analyzing demand and reviewing the ratio of the 
golfing population for a golf course and its dependence on  participation rates in various 
market areas.  The national average is generally 13 percent of the population play golf.  
However, many markets vary and the amount of rounds golfers play as well.  Some may be 
avid golfers or just casual players.  Much depends on the area,” Horn explained.  He said the 
general trend in many markets is that fewer golfers play as much golf as then did five years 
ago; he believes this is especially true in Michigan .  Rural areas usually have a lower 
number of golfers, while business active areas generally produce more avid golfers.  “It 
depends on the rounds of golf played by each golfer in an area, having a population of 30,000 
should support an 18-hole golf course in a seasonal situation, assuming each golfer plays an 
average of  more than seven times per season.”    

One case study in particular, Horn cited, involved Franklin Golf’s turnaround of Oakhurst 
Golf and Country Club in Clarkston. 
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The club got its start in 1998 and at the outset looked like a winner.  But with the downturn 
in the auto industry and the loss of high paying white and blue collar jobs in southeast 
Michigan , Oakhurst was facing huge cash flow problems by 2004.  Horn personally stepped 
in and directed the project, looked at the overall operation and guided the property back to 
solvency.  The solution included a combination of identifying functions that could be done in 
house and outsourcing those that would save money in addition to re-pricing.  “We worked 
hard to instill a management philosophy to run a business for profit without losing quality.  
For example human resource and grounds maintenance have been outsourced.  Expected 
savings on maintenance program is estimated at $350,000 over the next five years,” he said.  
   

Horn identified some other success stories, some very significant ones in Florida but 
elaborated more on the ones in Michigan which include turnarounds at Huntmore Golf Club, 
in Brighton .  His company was hired in 2004 and within a year increased rounds by 30 
percent and overall revenue 40 percent from the prior year. He has also worked with National 
City Bank performing site audits and evaluations for several golf facilities in Michigan
including receivership of the Shag Bark Golf Course in Plainwell.    

Horn said the business of golf is more complicated now than ever, and banks would be well 
served by having an experienced operator or consultant review the profitability assumptions 
to insure all loans can be serviced properly and the debt ultimately retired. His company can 
step in and guide a bank through this process and provide the analytical review to ensure 
proper operating assumptions are utilized in the calculations.  “We can also fine-tune every 
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facet of course operation to maximize, efficiency, profitability and terminal value.,”  Horn 
emphasized.    

He said a banking client can tap into his company’s network of business and vendor 
relationships.  Whether private, semi-private or public, course owners gain from the 
extensive experience of financial, operations and human resource professionals. “Regardless 
of the size of an operation or the various facility components needing improvement, Franklin
can customize a management solution that creates added value while reducing the risks 
associated with property ownership,” he concluded.    

Franklin Golf can provide the technical expertise to bankers who may be considering a loan 
to start a golf course, expand one or holding a loan for a course facing some difficult 
problems in this economy.    
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