Golf Tip of the Month

Walter’s ball is buried in a bunker.  He searches for it by probing with a rake and eventually finds the ball.  He restores the sand where he found the ball to its original condition and recreates the buried lie, then removes enough sand to leave part of the ball visible.  He also smoothes, the footprints he made while searching for the ball, and then plays his stroke.  Is this procedure allowed?

A player is allowed to search for a ball in a bunker by probing for it with a rake, a club, or any other means, and he may remove enough sand to enable him to see part of the ball (Rule 12-1).  There is no penalty if the ball is moved or if an excess of sand is removed; the ball should be replaced and re-covered with sand so that only part of the ball is visible.

Walter’s procedure for finding the ball and restoring his lie is permissible.  However, he incurs a penalty of two strokes in stroke play or loss of hole in match play for smoothing his footprints before playing his stroke.  This is a violation of Rule 13-4, which does not allow the player to test the condition of a hazard or touch the ground in a hazard.  Searching for a ball is an exception, but cleaning up after a search is not, so the player needs to wait until after the shot to clean up.

