HELPING
GOLF &
COUNTRY
CLUBS
MANAGE
EXPOSURES
Expanded offerings and
new strategies assist with
rebounding business
By Dave Willis, CPIA

T

he golf and country club business continues
to rebound from tough economic times. Clubs
have expanded their offerings and implemented
new strategies to increase business. Still, they
continue to face challenges in maintaining facilities, ensuring
safety and mitigating potential losses.
Insurance providers are working with clubs on these
issues. Agents and brokers who come alongside their carrier or
program administrator partners can bolster their club relationships and build a reputation that will help them expand their
book of business. But they need to understand the issues.

Cart mishaps
One challenge clubs are facing involves the use of carts.
“Lately, we’ve seen a slight increase in cart usage claims,”
explains Rob Mulhern, senior vice president at Venture
Programs and program manager for its Preferred Club program. “Carts are used by members while they play, of course.
Some of the accidents we’ve seen from that include carts being
hit by cars in the parking lot and members and guests being
ejected.”
The bigger challenge comes when non-members get
behind the wheel—or anywhere else on the cart, for that
matter. “We’re seeing more situations where non-members—
people who are part of wedding parties, for instance—are
using the carts,” he explains. “They may not have experience operating carts and they are likely unfamiliar with
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the course, and they’re more prone
to misuse the cart, drive somewhere
they’re not supposed to or operate the
cart unsafely.”
If someone is injured as a result,
the club has to respond. “Clubs may
be a little lax with managing cart
use by non-members,” Mulhern adds.
“What happens when an outside guest
is injured is that attorneys often get
involved and you could be looking at a
rather sizeable claim.”
The exposure is apt to be less
for members, he notes. “When members—people with a connection to the
club—have an accident, they tend to,
first, be embarrassed,” he says. “They
take care of their own medical expenses
and the club may pick up the cost for
repairing the hood on the golf cart.”
Agents can help clubs by making
sure proper risk management procedures are in place. “They can go in
there and ask whether the club has a
liability waiver that has been reviewed
by legal counsel,” he explains. “And
they can make sure the club has a policy that ensures everyone who drives a
golf cart not only signs the waiver but
also gets a tutorial on how to operate
the cart and knows what risky behaviors to avoid.”

Weather woes
Weather-related claims present other
challenges for golf and country clubs.
“Some of the bigger issues, especially the
last couple of years, have been the result
of weather,” explains Jaclyn Pahura,
assistant vice president and program
manager for Glencar Underwriting
Managers. “Whether it’s the polar vortex, hurricanes, tornadoes, microbursts,
you name it; they are eating right
through limits for outdoor property, such
as trees, netting and greens.”
Claims include everything from
grounds damage to frozen irrigation systems, water damage from
burst pipes in buildings and more.
Pahura points out that some carriers
have stepped away or taken a more
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conservative approach to writing some
of these coverages. “This means there
could be coverage gaps that agents
should look for when reviewing an
insured’s policy, and it’s possible they
may need to find a new market that
offers broader coverage,” she adds.
Weather impacts more than just
claims. “Even courses located in
warmer climates have experienced
colder weather and, as a result, revenues may have declined,” Pahura
explains. “And, of course, when revenues are down, maintenance can tend
to suffer.”
Agents can play an important role
in helping clubs address weatherrelated claims. “Loss prevention is a
huge part of serving clubs well,” she
notes. “We send out information to
all of our clients before winter hits,
offering advice on how to winterize
irrigation systems, how to minimize
ice dams and seepage, and a lot more.
Agents can reinforce the value of this
information by educating and stressing to clients the importance of taking
preventative measures.”

Alcohol service
Liquor liability is another problem
area clubs face. “Serving alcohol at
tournaments and weddings is a huge
piece of golf and country club operations,” Mulhern notes. “This brings
with it the risk of someone leaving
an event and getting into an accident
while drunk or under the influence. Of
course, that will come right back to the
club because the club sold, provided
and served the alcohol. Ultimately, the
club has responsibility.”
When a club hosts a wedding, tournament or other event, it’s important
that there’s proper contractual indemnification in place. “That requires
looking at two things,” he explains.
“First, we want to make sure that the
renter has insurance for the event,
that it’s primary insurance, and that
the club is named as an additional
insured.” Doing this provides a buffer

for the insurance the club already
carries.
“The second thing we look for
is a process,” he notes. “Is there a
procedure in place that ensures the
contractual indemnification actually occurs? For each rental, the club
representative needs to sit down with
the person who is renting the facility
and make sure the renter has primary insurance in place. We find that
clubs may overlook this, sometimes
as an accommodation for the client
and sometimes as a way to get the
business.”
Doing this—making sure the
protection and the process are in
place—goes a long way, from the club’s
perspective. “Agents can raise this
issue and make sure that the clients,
or prospects, for that matter, understand and address it,” he says. “By
doing so, the agent not only provides
that extra protection, but he or she
really demonstrates expertise and a
commitment to the club.”
Mulhern encourages agents to get
copies of contracts to make sure they
weren’t put together by the renting
organization or party, but rather that
the club created them, in collaboration with counsel. He says his firm
will actually help agents through the
process. “We’re familiar with contracts
and agreements, and are available
to review and provide advice, where
needed,” he says. “It helps us from an
underwriting perspective to see copies
of the contract and see proof that there
are policies and procedures in place
to make sure the issue is properly
addressed.”

General liability
Clubs also deal with run-of-themill liability issues, much like other
businesses do. “The legal environment
is very frivolous these days, and that
drives up GL claims severity,” says
Pahura. This heightens the importance
of regular maintenance and good loss
prevention.
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“With a checklist

or set of how-to’s,
the manager or the pro can walk around the facility
and make sure even the little things are addressed.”
—Brendan Fitzpatrick
Underwriter
Glencar Underwriting Managers

Adds Brendan Fitzpatrick, underwriter at Glencar Underwriting
Managers, “Coming off the economic
downturn—and following a few tough
claims years—some clubs are running
on relatively thin margins. To try and
keep costs down, they may choose
to not fix things like walkways and
bridges, which can lead to more fall
claims. If there’s no money in the kitty
to maintain the complex, you end up
with more claims.”
Again, the company provides
information and guidance on proper
maintenance. “We send brochures, for
example, on how to drain irrigation
systems and turn them back on in
the spring and on other maintenance
items,” Fitzpatrick adds. “We also provide clients a checklist with procedures
on how to mitigate slip-and-fall claims,
along with other resources.”
These are valuable because, especially for smaller facilities that can’t
afford to hire a management company,
the information is actionable. “With a
checklist or set of how-to’s, the manager or the pro can walk around the
facility and make sure even the little
things are addressed,” Fitzpatrick
says. The company also sends out an
inspector to each club it writes; the
inspector gives recommendations
specifically on what he or she found
during the visit.
All of this is good, assuming it’s
acted on. “That’s where agents and
brokers can help,” Fitzpatrick notes.
“They are local and are in a really good
position to stay on top of owners and
operators to make sure they rectify
anything that might come out of an
inspection and to keep the entire property up to date and well maintained. A
big part of what they can do is educate
clients on the reasons for and value of
loss control inspections and counsel.”

Children’s programs
A final issue affecting a number
of golf and country clubs involves
children. “More and more clubs
are opening day camps and junior
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golf programs,” Mulhern explains.
“Unfortunately, many of these clubs
have no policies or procedures in place
for preventing molestation in childcare
settings.”
His firm includes this in its supplemental application questions to get club
operators thinking. Questions address
written safety programs for young
children, presence of and training on
a sexual abuse and molestation policy,
use of background checks and more.
“A lot of clubs don’t do background
checks,” Mulhern explains. “The person
operating the program may have been
a member for years, and club owners
and managers might know him. But
how well do they know his staff? Staff
turns over every two or three years, and
it’s difficult to know everything about
everyone working with children. That’s
why we require background checks.”
The company also requires that
clubs that offer services involving children have in place sexual abuse and
molestation policies and procedures.
“More than just having something in
place, we require that clubs actually
train on it,” he adds.
Agents and brokers can support that—in many cases, right now.
“Springtime, when clubs are putting together staff for their summer
programs, is a good time for agents
to make sure background checks are
done, policies are in place and training is scheduled,” Mulhern says. “That
training needs to involve everyone who
might interact with minors. It’s important that everyone knows what to look
for if they see a child in distress.”

Leveraging knowledge
Addressing exposures and risk
management issues is a good way to
build a solid reputation in the golf and
country club arena. “Raising important issues shows club owners that an
agent is familiar with the market, is
truly interested in their business, and
cares about their operation,” Mulhern
says. “It can make an agent really
stand out against the competition.”

There are other ways to build a
golf and country club presence. “It’s
important to know coverage issues and
exposures club owners and operators
face,” Pahura says. “Agents and brokers
who are not as familiar as they’d like
to be should find a partner. An MGA or
program administrator that specializes
in the market can be a big help.”
Product knowledge is important,
too. “Really understand the products
that are out there,” Mulhern notes.
“There are probably only a half-dozen
or so firms that do clubs really well.
Become familiar with their products,
so you can recommend the best option
for clients and so you can know what a
competitor’s offering might be lacking.”
Have focus. “Agents and brokers
would do well to focus on a specific
geographic area,” says Fitzpatrick.
“Join local associations, get to know
the players and get to know the issues
they face where they are. It’s important for agents to be really diligent
about marketing their expertise to
people in their area.”
Get connected. “Relationships play
a strong role in this business,” Pahura
says. “Getting involved in associations and then networking with local
golf and country club operators can
go a long way. Relationships built
on expertise and trust lead to other
relationships.”
Get creative. “Many clubs are
still struggling,” Mulhern explains.
“Insurance premiums are going up
while revenues are still down. Agents
and brokers who can come up with
ideas to drive more business to the
club show that they’re willing to go
above and beyond what others might
do. Clubs will notice this.”
Stay in touch. “Along with building relationships, market intelligence
is vital,” Pahura says. “Know coverage
and understand the competition. It’s
important to have good, frequent communication with club operators. Educate
them on issues, review their insurance
portfolio, and make sure they’re aware
of changes. Nobody likes surprises, especially when a claim arises.” n
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