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Lawyers Help Turn Dallas Golf Course
Built on Old Landfill Into Reality

What once was an abandoned landfill located south of downtown Dallas has become a
links-style golf course that, beginning May 14, will host the AT&T Byron Nelson
tournament for its b0th anniversary run.

What once was an abandoned
landfill located south of down-
town Dallas has become a links-
style golf course that, beginning
May 14, will host the AT&T Byron
Nelson tournament for its 50th
anniversary run. “In the range of
20 lawyers” worked to turn what
at first may have seemed like a
long-odds proposition of build-
ing a course to attract PGA tour-
naments into reality, said Haynes
and Boone Dallas tax partner
Jetf Dorrill, lead attorney for the
project.

Dorrill said he got the first call
about the project in July 2012
from Jonas Woods, founder, presi-
dent and chief executive officer
of Dallas-based Woods Capital.
Woods, who by his own estima-
tion has been involved in one way
or another in about a dozen golf
course developments, had called
to talk about building a golf course
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Trinity Forest Golf Club in Dallas, Texas.

on a sand-capped landfill in South
Dallas.

“It seemed like a challenge,”
Dorrill said.

Calling it a challenge may have
been an understatement. Dorrill
and Matt Martin, a shareholder in
Addison Law in Dallas who also
was involved in legal work for the
golf course, recently likened work-
ing on the project to trying to solve
a Rubik’s Cube.

“There’s a lot of parties involved
that all had needs,” said Martin,
who along with the Haynes and
Boone lawyers represented the
Company of Trinity Forest Golf-
ers Inc., which manages the golf
course.

The parties involved in the
approximately $33 million project
include the city of Dallas, owner of
the land; Southern Methodist Uni-
versity, which uses the facility as
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the home course for its golf teams;
the PGA Tour; AT&T, sponsor of
the Byron Nelson tournament;
the Salesmanship Club of Dal-
las, which runs the tournament;
the First Tee of Greater Dallas, a
nonprofit initiative that strives to
introduce young people to golf;
and the Company of Trinity Forest
Golfers Inc., the not-for-profit cor-
poration that leases the property
where the golf course is located.

Woods, president of Trinity For-
est Golf Club, said that when he
found the site for the golf course,
he was looking for something
that would meet the size and
dimension requirements for host-
ing a PGA tournament, be close
to downtown Dallas and was
located on the city’s southside.

“When I found the site, I didn’t
realize it was a landfill,” Woods
said. “It was kind of like a rolling
meadow.”

Coore & Crenshaw partners Bill
Coore and Ben Crenshaw, who had
19 PGA Tour victories over his three
decades as a professional golfer,
designed the 18-hole golf course,
which opened in October 2016. The
planning and development of the
course took several years.

According to a briefing paper
presented to the Dallas City
Council on Dec. 5, 2012, the proj-
ect focused on Dallas Mayor Mike
Rawling’s Grow South initia-
tive, which focused on economic
development in the southern part
of Dallas and involved the city
leasing the approximately 400-
acre property to a not-for-profit
tenant for 40 years beginning with
a base lease of $1,000 and increas-
ing to $10,000 per year when the
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course opened. Before any work
could begin on the golf course, the
city had to remediate the landfill
site, which the Texas Commission
on Environmental Quality had
cited for violations.

As noted in the 2012 briefing
paper, the city was to provide up
to $12 million for costs related to
the preliminary site work, land-
fill remediation, wetland and
flood plain mitigation and road-
way improvements. Backers of
the project were expected to raise
another $20 million in private
funds for it.

“Jonas [Woods] and his team
were able to bring in and com-
mit more funding than he was
required to do,” Dorrill said.

AT&T also agreed to provide
an additional $2.5 million for
the third phase of the city’s Trin-
ity Trails System, which winds
around, but not through, the golf
course.

One of the first things the
Haynes and Boone lawyers had
to do, Dorrill said, was draft a
memorandum of understanding
that outlined the key terms that
would be required in the agree-
ment with the city. The lease with
the city, which was signed in May

2013, required the golf club to
reach agreements with the PGA
Tour and the Salesmanship Club
to secure relocation of the Byron
Nelson tournament to the new
course, an agreement with First
Tee for establishment of its facili-
ties for youths at the course and
an agreement with SMU for its
golf complex to be located there.

Jordan Bailey, a former Haynes
and Boone associate who worked
on the project, said the key agree-
ment with SMU defined the uni-
versity’s rights to use the golf
course.

“It’s their home course,” Dor-
rill said. “They wanted to know
it would be available when SMU
golf teams wanted to use it.”

“SMU also wanted the right to
hold tournaments,” added Bailey.

Although Trinity Forest Golf
Club is a private club, Dorrill said
that it was important to the city
and the club that there be public
use of the facilities. As noted in an
April 26, 2013, memorandum pre-
sented to the Dallas City Council,
at least 25 percent of the annual
rounds of golf are to be available
for public play. That requirement
had to be included in the agree-
ment with the city.

“We put it all into words that
everybody is happy with,” Dorrill
said.

Haynes and Boone also repre-
sented the golf club in negotiating
its right to have Cameron McCor-
mick, Texas pro golfer Jordan Spi-
eth’s swing coach, as its head golf
pro.

Bruce Merwin, a former Haynes
and Boone attorney now a Hous-
ton partner at Thompson & Knight



in Houston, did much of the
lawyering required for construc-
tion of the golf course, including
working with the owner’s con-
struction manager. As Merwin
pointed out, preparing and nego-
tiating a golf course construc-
tion project is different than for a
commercial building like a hotel
because a golf course is more like
a civil engineering project.

“Every hole is different,” he
said.

Trinity Forest Golf Course is even
more unique because it’s built on a
landfill, and physical characteris-
tics of the site resulted in challenges
that had to be addressed in the con-
tract documents, Merwin said. He
had to make sure the architects and
contractor were aware of the issues,
which entailed, in part, his review
of all the specifications written by
the architect and revision of some
of the specifications.

“lI wanted a contract that was
clear and unambiguous as to the
responsibilities of the contractor
to perform the work pursuant to
the drawings and specifications,”
he said.

Following the contractor’s
review of the drawings and speci-
fications, the contractor provides
the owner with qualifications,
clarifications and exclusions
modifying or limiting the contrac-
tor’s obligations to perform vari-
ous aspects of the work, Merwin
explained.

“One of my key jobs was to
discuss the effect of such qualifi-
cations, clarifications and exclu-
sions on the cost and timing of

the project with the owner, the
architect and the owner’s con-
struction manager and help
resolve any open issues with
respect to such items,” he noted.

It was also important to coordi-
nate the roles of the owner, con-
tractor, architect and construction
manager, according to Merwin.

Merwin also had to make sure
the contract included insurance
requirements, the contractor’s
indemnification of the owner and
warranty, as well as procedures
for change orders.

Working on the golf course
project forced the lawyers to get
creative at times. Martin said he
faced several challenges while
working to obtain liquor licenses
for the golf club from the Texas
Alcoholic Beverage Commission.

“It was kind of like “Whack a
Mole,”” he said. “As soon as one
problem goes down, another pops
up.”

Martin said the club property
straddles both sides of Loop 12,
but it would not work to have two
different licensed premises. That
would prohibit a customer from
taking alcoholic beverages pur-
chased at the club on one side of
the loop to the portion of the club
on the other side. The solution to
that problem was to describe the
club’s premises to include both
sides, he said.

A second challenge came up
because the golf course didn’t
have its clubhouse completed
when the course opened in 2016.
The club initially used a big tent
for its clubhouse. Martin said the

city would not let the club have a
kitchen in the tent, even though
the club had to have a kitchen to
meet the TABC’s requirements.

“We installed a food truck outside
the tent, so we could cook the food
and bring it inside,” Martin said.
“As far as we know, it’s the first
time the TABC has ever licensed a
food truck.”

Martin also encountered some
excitement when he and one of
the club’s construction manage-
ment staff members posted the
permit signs as required by TABC.
The two men posted one sign at
the club’s main entrance on the
south side of Loop 12 and then
crossed the busy road on foot to
post a sign on the north side of the
loop, he said.

“We're dodging cars on the road
to put up signs,” Martin said. “It’s
usually not such hazardous duty,
but that day it was.”

All of the efforts by the various
lawyers involved in the project to
get Trinity Forest Golf Club con-
structed as well as up and running
did not escape Woods’ attention.

“They did a phenomenal job on
a very complicated transaction,”
Woods said.
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