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Bringing golf to Benin

Jeremy Pern and Gregori International are
creating the first 18-hole course in the West
African country, on an ‘almost perfect’ site that
also includes a sacred grove and voodoo shrines.

n a thin stretch of swamp land,

just a few hundred metres from
the Atiantic Ocean, Benin's first
18-hole golf course is taking shape.

The project was established following

a directive from Benin's prestdem
Patrice Talon to diversify the country's
economy - which s highly reltant on
agriculture, partkcularly cotton — by
developing Industries such as lourksm,
banking and services.

The Benin government identified
the small town of AvIEkélg, near
Cotonou, the county’s largest ity
and main port. as an ideal spot fog
a tourtst development. It has, for
several years, been establishing
infrastructure, inclueding roads, and
warking with vartous Inlernational
tourist operators to prepare the area
for tourlsm. Golf was Identifled as an
Important amenily.

Shaping is almmst complete ot Aviiti,
arsd frour koles are afs mow growing in
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French construction firm Gregor
International was hired to butld
the course and 1n 2021, asked
architect Jeremy Pern to assist with
feastbality studes.

“It's & Jong, thin stretch of land
of about 100 heclares,” says Pern.
“Paris of the land are great, and parts
are 2 bit of a challenge. About half
of 1t 1s rolling sand, very “iinksy’,
plus or mines a couple of metres 1o
hetghl, where farmers were growing
tomatoes, peppers, manioc and matze.
Surrounding the sandy area is swamp
land and a coastal lagoon. There’s alsoa
wide range of trees — Including & varlely
of palms, coconuls and mangns.

“(nce the environmentz] tmpact
studies and permits were approved,
the detatled destgn phase was rapid,

with no endless administrative
niggles that have become so commminn
elsewhere. Working tn Benin has
been a delight, the enthustasm for
the project from the bocals has been a
refreshing change from the hostihity
that occaslonally greets polf course
developments In Europe.”
Construction staried In late May 2024
and, ten months Later, earthmoving and
shaping Is almost complete, irrigation
has been Instalied on 12 holes. four
holes are growing-1n with Pure Dynasty
seeded paspalum supplied by Atlas Turf
Inlernational and Pure Seed, and 3000
matuire trees and hundreds of mangrove
=aplings have been planted. The priject
has included mioving 500,000 cubic
metres of send, whitle 15 to 2 hectares
of kakes and wetlands have been created.

Grassing 1= expected Lo be complete
Iy Jume 2025, with the course available
for preview play in October and an
official opening in early 226,

“This project has finally given me
the chance to do =tuff | have always
dreamt of but have so far lacked the
opporiunily, or perhaps the courage.
to push the emvelope that bitile bit
further,” says Pern. “My bucket list
of Ideas has been Ucked off and until
I'm Informed otherwise by dissatisfled
goliers, 'l stick my neck out and say
thal I'm salisfled.

“Ample space has allowed tee
placements that enable holes to be
played very fong or very short; big
and numerous tees offer a very wide
variety of angles to approach the
fatrways and greens; and there are
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forced carries (o add variable oplions.
All of this allows for a wider skill
range of polfers to play and enjoy
themselves. Sandy wastes, beach, pot
and splash bunkers, grassy hollows
and bomb holes — you'll find them afl™

The course will have a combination
of fat and rugged fatrways, and some
hinle= with plenty of bunkers {espectally
an the back nine} and others with only
& couple (such as the first and second).
“We have a palr of Uny greens and two
or three huge ones, 2 forced carry or
tw, water-iree tree-lined holes and an
I1sland par five following on from an
iskamd par three.” says Pern. “A course
fior all seasons and all lastes™

There have been some resirictions on
Lhe 10{-hectare sie, kentified during
the early stages of the project and
planned for accordingly. These include
seven voodoo shrines, some of which
havent been touched, and others In the
Irees that were moved by priests. And
In the middle of the site 15 a sacred
grove, covering about half a hectare,
Lthat has been preserved and isolated.

“The marshes, dunes, trees and
wviodoo shrines mean the golf course
hias to thread 1ts way through these
areas,” says Pern. “To escape the rise

and fall of 3 seasonal water lable
amd the wet season (Toods, low-lying
playing areas were ralsed constderably,
50 opportunities for total falrway
shaping were everywhere — resuliing
1M SOMe VETY InleTesting contouring.
The highest polot on the cowrse §s onky
three metres above the lowest, so ln
terms of topography It resembles a true
links landscape, not 4 dunescape.

“The crashing waves on Lhe shore
ol the Gulf of Guinea are only a few
hundred meters away. Like a genuine
Iinks course, the wind 1s ever-present;
from mid-moming to mid-afernoon,
the sea breezes rise and then fall. The
lakes and wetlands are beginning to
altract waterfowl and, In Uime, more will
setthe as the course will become replete
with the wildlife thal was driven away
long ago by subsistence agriculiure”

The archilect says that the sile's sand
“pretty much meets USGA roolzone
speclfications already” and that 11
has allowed him design freedom for
creating greens. “The site has provided
everything excepl the
stones for the riprap
on the lnke edges,”
says Perm. “The

design has been carefully calibrated to
exploft every thing that the site has -
big trees, water and wetlands, greens
mix znd bunker sand, organic matter
and mangrove seedlings.”

Pern and Gregor! International have
worked logether on several projects,
including the nine-hole course at Golf
Soldeu tn Andorra, which opened in
2008, and Casa Green Galf Club In
Casablanca, Morocco, which opened
In 2013,

“I've never worked on a project that
has achteved so much In such a short
space of lime,” says Xavier Gregorl,
CED of Gregort International. “We
hawve been blessed with an almnst
perfect sile for a golf course — sand,
trees and water In abundance. Having
said that, [ belteve that what has made
this profect exceptional 1s the fact that
Lhere has been a single company with
a destgn-and-butld turnkey contract
working for the government whose
support and trust in our leam has been
consislent and solid ™ GCA
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Pern has reuted the course over a lomg, thin
streich of land of mhowt (00 hectmres
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