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Rehabilitating the Sunset-Whitney Golf Course 

 

Project Summary 

 

In 1963, The city of Rocklin approved the opening of a large multi-development-spanning golf course 

called the Sunset-Whitney Golf Course. Over the years, as Boomers aged out and younger homeowners 

lacked the time or interest in Golf, profits plummeted, and the 187-acre property was sold to a lending 

partnership in 2011. After three more years of sitting in developer hands, the golf course was officially 

closed on August 3rd, 2015. Since its closure, the city of Rocklin has shot down many new development 

deals; from housing to commercial ventures, for the 187-Acre Strip. For this project I want to create 

informational graphics that show historical change in vegetation along this area as if I was presenting 

the information to Rocklin’s City Council. I will be using NDVI image Analysis to show changes in 

vegetation along with infrared imagery as a supplement. 

 

Figure 1: Highlighted Area of Study 
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Purpose 

 

Speaking as a longtime resident of Northern California and Sierra College alumni, the old Sunset 

Whitney Golf course has been a community blight since its closure in 2015. The combination of 

obstinate homeowners refusing new development and developers lacking vision has left the old golf 

course to lay fallow surrounded by chain link fences. Only recently in November 2019 did the City of 

Rocklin finally pay to repatriate the land to the city and develop it into the Sunset Whitney Recreation 

Area. I wanted to make a mock historical presentation showing the vegetation index of the land 

throughout the drought years to really drive home just how much time and money the city of Rocklin 

has wasted not utilizing the land in a way that preserves water effectively. 

 

Processing 

 

Figure 2: Composite image tile of Study Area (4-Band NAIP June 2020) 

 

To start, I downloaded the image tiles I needed using the Earth Explorer Service hosted by USGS. I chose 

NAIP 1-meter Orthorectified Aerial imagery to get the level of detail necessary for my map area. The 

number of 3.75 by 3.75-minute map tiles I needed to cover my mapping area was two per imagery year 

for a total of six (2010, 2016, and 2020). Each tile has a buffer zone of 300 meters and is projected using 

UTM and referenced to NAD83. I used the tool “Merge Raster” to create a composite image tile of each 

image year. While developing this project, I discovered a shapefile of the Sunset Whitney Recreation 

Area on ArcGIS Online, which I used as a mask for subsequent clip operations using the “Clip” tool in the 

data management section of Raster Functions for the final analysis output images of the area. 



 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Clipped images of all composite image years. From top-2010, 2016, and 2020 



 

 

 

Figure 4: NDVI Imagery. From top-2010, 2016, and 2020 



The major processing task of this project, the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) begins 

with the simple “NDVI” tool. This tool creates a profile of the vegetation content of an area using the 

equation (NIR – Red)/(NIR + Red). This creates a monochromatic continuous image that highlights 

vegetation in light colors and built up areas in darker color. We then need to normalize the scale of our 

NDVI results to create a true vegetation index by checking the scientific notation box. This action 

essentially normalizes the index between -1 to 1. Next, Colorized NDVI and then Colorized Infrared (CIR) 

Images overlay are used to support the values found above. To create CIR, you must manipulate the 

individual bands within the image. The merged NAIP imagery has 4 total bands: Red, Green, Blue, and 

Infrared. To create the CIR imagery the band combination must be as follows:  

Red = Band 4 

Green = Band 1 

Blue = Band 2 

Alpha = None 

 

Issues 

 

The biggest issue I ran into when running these processes was deleting the null value cells screen behind 

the imagery of the Colorized NDVI Clip images. To solve this issue, I clipped the Colorized NDVI again to 

get the correct raster shape. 

 

Output/Results 

 

Based on observation of the three imagery years (2010/2016/2020) in natural color, we can clearly see 

that back in 2010, the well-fertilized and lush links of the golf course. In 2016, during the height of the 

drought, the defunct Golf course was left fallow. In 2020, the links were paved over and replaced with 

drought-resistant plants and walkways. The natural color imagery tells us a simple tale of water usage, 

but by digging deeper with the NDVI imagery we can learn more. The color NDVI and CIR reveal that the 

2016 and 2020 image years are not as similar as they seem. Though both would be considered “fallow” 

to the naked eye; the NDVI imagery reveals that the drought resistant plants keep more moisture in the 

ground than just simply letting it lay fallow. There is only a months’ time difference between the two 

imagery years so the water content shouldn’t be so different as it is. The trees lining the boundaries of 

the golf course are a riparian corridor for the Antelope Creek, which explains their consistent vegetation 

level in all image years. 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 5: Colorized NDVI Imagery. From top-2010, 2016, and 2020 



 

 

 

Figure 6: CIR Imagery. From top-2010, 2016, and 2020 



Conclusions 

 

Based on the Results of the processed imagery, you can see that water resources were conserved during 

the drought years (2011-2017), but with a large piece of land laying fallow and unkempt, runoff and 

contaminant sources were potential issues for the area. I expected the results based on the clearly 

fallow years presented in the imagery, but I did not expect to see the uptick in moisture and vegetation 

that the newly paved trail provided. The addition of drought resistant plants and paving of the links 

leads to better protection of water resources. One thing I would like to do is walk the trail and ascertain 

if there is a drip/sprinkler system still in operation. One way I could further define this “mock” 

presentation is using spatial analysis and historical water usage data to see just how much runoff was 

diverted to Antelope Creek. 


