
Atlantic Beach (Fla.) CC Course Study 
 

Overview 
 
Over the course of the last decade, historic Atlantic Beach Country Club has been transformed 
and rebranded from an environmentally polluted and nearly bankrupt country club into a 
successful golf community, guided by architect Erik Larsen, that is continuing with further 
growth in the 2020s. 
 
The original Selva Marina Country Club was established in 1958 in Atlantic Beach, Fla., east of 
Jacksonville, offering a full-service country club that included an E.E. Smith-designed golf 
course, tennis, pool and dining. In the mid-1960s, Selva Marina made its impact on the Northeast 
Florida golf scene by hosting the 1965 and 1966 Greater Jacksonville Opens, the precursor to 
The Players Championship. Both tournaments were held two weeks prior to the Masters 
Tournament, with Bert Weaver winning in 1965 and Doug Sanders the 1966 tournament, which 
was highlighted by Jack Nicklaus recording his first career double eagle in the final round on the 
par-5 finishing hole. A 1962 exhibition match at Selva Marina featuring Arnold Palmer and Sam 
Snead drew more than 5,000 spectators and kindled interest in hosting a PGA Tour event. The 
LPGA also played at Selva Marina, with World Golf Hall of Famer Sandra Haynie winning the 
final Lady Jacksonville Open in 1975.  
 
There were two critical pieces to the course’s conversion: 1. That club ownership and use remain 
intact; and 2. A new landowner/developer integrate a community into the property. Atlantic 
Beach Country Club is now a golf course community with the same traditional amenities plus 
fitness center, full golf practice area, cart barn and 178 single family homes on site. The entire 
amenity package was rebuilt into a new community with the clubhouse, pool, fitness buildings 
and golf course fitting the unique and authentic north Florida coastal character. 
 
In a tribute to Selva Marina’s tournament heritage, Larsen’s course architecture work was 
featured from 2016-18 when the Web.com Tour Championship, the PGA Tour’s developmental 
tour finale, was played at Atlantic Beach, with live television on Golf Channel in 2017 and 2018 
(2016 was canceled by Hurricane Matthew threats). Sam Saunders, the grandson of Arnold 
Palmer, shot a 59 there to open the 2017 tournament. In 2014, Golf Digest rated Atlantic Beach 
Country Club as one of the “Best New Courses” in the country. 
 
A rebuild necessary 
 
Over time, a poor source of irrigation water created an inability to maintain the golf course 
properly as the water was too salty, which negatively affected course conditioning. The 
clubhouse, golf and tennis pro shops were in disrepair and membership was declining. The loss 
of dues payments caused the club to spiral to the verge of bankruptcy even though Atlantic 
Beach is situated only five blocks from the ocean and was the only large green space tract and 
private golf course in the northern Duval County beaches area. 
 
The club needed money and members, as the membership total had fallen to the low 300s. The 
club opted to sell some of its land, but only if it could maintain a full-amenity country club 



package. Proposals were sought to buy and develop a portion of the property to include a 
revamped championship golf course within a country club setting. The 180 acres were coveted 
by developers who were tasked with saving the club via the capital gained from the land sale, the 
attraction of new members and additional dues and renovation. 
 
Goal: Visual Excitement and Variety 
 
The goal for the course was to create an authentic and unique Atlantic Beach identity with great 
visual excitement and variety in golf holes. It was important that area PGA Tour professionals – 
many of whom lived and played in the area near PGA Tour Headquarters – validate the course as 
challenging and interesting and at the same time provide great fun for the members. The first 
task was to make sure the course drained well, and that quality turf could easily be grown. 
Rainfall often closed the course and irrigation water was poisoning the grass. Safety was another 
big concern for people and from the environmental aspect, especially the bird population, 
preserving existing trees and protecting greenspace. 
 
True to a Northeast Florida coastal community, the site is flat and sandy. The brackish 
Sherman’s Creek runs along the eastern part of the property and there are a couple low areas and 
small lakes on the property, but no wetlands. This is an uplands property with uplands vegetation 
and soil types. A greyish white sand vein runs through the western side of the property. Sabal 
Palms, Live Oak, Coastal Oaks, Long Leaf Pine, Saw Palmetto and scrubby undergrowth is the 
predominant vegetation type.  
 
The master drainage plan included digging ponds on site, lifting fairways, tees and greens and 
creating drainage basins in unirrigated rough areas between golf holes. These drainage basins 
also served to compensate for fill in the flood plain of Sherman’s Creek, the culprit for the poor 
irrigation water. 
 
Local involvement 
 
Along with Larsen and local landscape architect Kelly Elmore, the development team was led by 
Atlantic Beach Partners. The City of Atlantic Beach and the City of Jacksonville served as 
jurisdictional and regulatory partners. Funding partners included Larsen as the course designer, 
Berkshire Hathaway Homes Services for homesite sales, Allan MacCurrach with MacCurrach 
Golf Construction, preferred builders Riverside Homes and Toll Brothers, Cronk Duch 
Architecture, ValleyCrest Landscaping and RPC General Contractors. 
 
Atlantic Beach took on most of the entitlement responsibility through a cooperative agreement 
with Jacksonville, finalized in May 2015. Of utmost importance was providing a clean source of 
irrigation water via a reuse water plant close to the property. Atlantic Beach provided the water 
source at the property’s corner and the club took that water to an irrigation storage pond for golf 
course usage. The highly treated wastewater infrastructure, completed in the summer of 2014, 
allowed approximately half a million gallons of nutrient-rich wastewater to be used daily for 
course irrigation, according to Atlantic Beach. 
 
Development and Financing 



The club did not have the capital to invest in the renovation, thus the budget was set by the 
development team with the club’s review. Atlantic Beach Partners purchased the property in late 
2013, with $5 million for the golf course and $6.5 million for amenities, all carefully monitored 
through construction. Atlantic Beach Partners also spent approximately $22 million building a 
new 16,000-square-foot clubhouse, a junior Olympic-size swimming pool, seven Har-Tru tennis 
courts, a new 18-hole, 6,815-yard championship course designed by Larsen and creating single-
family home sites that are within the golf course.  

The Larsen/Elmore master plan was implemented to develop 178 single-family lots on a 55-acre 
tract in the center of the existing golf course and renaming it Atlantic Beach Country Club. A 
new golf course – reduced from 180 acres to 125 acres – was structured around the residential 
section, along with tennis courts, a swimming pool and clubhouse which previously existed. New 
golf practice facilities with full range, chipping and putting greens, cart barn and fitness center 
were added to the amenity package. Amenities are separated from the golf course which 
surrounds the housing. This layout gives each component its own special place within the 
property yet allows easy connectivity between uses.  

The development is clustered in the center of the project creating a neighborhood over 
approximately 40 acres. The golf course is wrapped around the development with the front nine 
mostly parallel holes and the entire back nine unencumbered by housing. The golf course and 
community are walker friendly. 

Irrigation covers tees, fairways and greens only, with re-use water supplied by the city. Roughs 
utilize drought-tolerant grasses and native plants. Water use was significantly reduced.  

Results and Lessons 

• Atlantic Beach Country Club is unique. At its opening, the club had already reached its 
250-member social member cap and only 50 of 350 full sports memberships remained 
available, with anticipated upgrades to come from new homeowners. Of the 178 lots, 140 
had been closed at the club’s opening. Every resident received a club membership, 
allowing access to the pool and fitness center activities. Membership went from 
approximately 300 at redevelopment to more than 700. 

• Don't cut corners. Find built-up demand in high-end markets, especially one five blocks 
from the Atlantic Ocean. The timing was good for a brand-new community with young 
families eager to have their own place. The community is buzzing, from both new and 
old members.  

•  This model can be applied to almost any facility with greater than 20 extra acres of land 
within its property. Public, daily fee, private or resort facilities can all realize success 
from this model.  

• The new neighborhood model was the catalyst for the success. With the added 
development, the new club realized capital from the land sale, mandatory dues and use 
revenue from new neighborhood home buyers and an entirely rebuilt facility. The 
development team realized significant profits and good velocity of lot sales ... a 
legitimate win/win situation. 



• This model is good for golf. It is a proven solution for the growing distressed golf facility 
market. The infill-neighborhood model can help revive golf facilities around the country. 
Plus, the facility was designed and rebuilt in two years.  

• Going forward: Plans are in place in late 2022 to add liner to the fairway bunkers and 
expand the practice facility. Long term, infrastructure maintenance and altering the 
clubhouse to make it a more casual atmosphere are being finalized. Additionally, 
modifications are scheduled for Pete’s Turn, the “turn house” named in honor of late 
member Peter Rodrigues, a good friend of Larsen. 

Quotes: 
 
“Totally new course on site of the old Selva Marina Country Club (an old PGA Tour stop), 
minus 40 acres set aside for housing (which provided funds for the remodel). Solid set of holes 
with the most spectacular bunkering seen this year.” 

- Ron Whitten, longtime architecture editor, Golf Digest, October 2014 
 
https://www.golfdigest.com/gallery/best-new-courses-photos-2014-11 
(Scroll to No. 25 in Gallery) 
 
“It’s a classic win-win. That’s one-fourth of what we are currently discharging into the St. Johns 
River on a daily basis at Sherman Point. That nutrient-rich water is perfect for irrigation. And 
using it that way makes the St. Johns healthier.” 

- Atlantic Beach Mayor Carolyn Woods, 2014 
 
 
“It is very exciting so see the transformation of this great historic site take shape. We felt a deep 
responsibility to the residents, members and surrounding area to not only maintain the integrity 
of 50 years of golf history, but to reimagine the golf course, clubhouse and home sites in a way 
that provides the ultimate in coastal country club living.” 

- Susie Wood, managing partner of Atlantic Beach Partners 
 
 
“I'm going to start talking about how much I love that course, and you can stop me whenever. 
We thought it was going to be hard, really difficult. In a way, it is. But it's still so much fun.” 

- Mark Spencer, winner of the first Atlantic Beach Invitational in May 2015, to the Florida 
Times-Union 

 
 

https://www.golfdigest.com/gallery/best-new-courses-photos-2014-11

