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HOPE many of you will have read the excellent column
by Katherine Fidler which appeared in the Racing Post on
December 21. Under the headline “It’s in the name – so get

more horses on courses to help secure racing’s future”, the
Post’s features editor called for horses to be at the centre of the
racing industry’s efforts to sell itself to new and younger
audiences.

“From Shetland to Shires”, she wrote, “horses are undeniably
magnetic – spend a short amount of time in their presence and,
bar a severe allergy, it’s very hard not to be drawn in by their
unique blend of quiet power, grace and beauty.”

She said that in visiting racecourses as far apart as Sweden
and Hong Kong in recent months, she found one thing they had
in common was the use of ponies to interest and attract young
racegoers in and to the sport. The time was ripe  for Britain to
employ similar tactics.

Given that the use of horses in industry and transport is a

thing of the past, and noting that the number of people engaged
in equine pursuits fell sharply between 2011 and 2015, Fidler
asserted that the population of Britain had never been further
removed as a whole from the horse. We need to put horses front
and centre, she argued, in the hope that close encounters of the
equine kind will kindle in new and younger audiences a lifetime
love for the animals who give us the industry we love.

It’s a fantastic idea and one which I dearly hope will be
adopted by racecourses and horsemen around the country. There
is plenty of evidence to show that training stables’ open days
can be hugely successful in attracting people to get up close and
personal with our racehorses. It’s surely possible to build on that
and to find some method of addressing the lack of direct equine
interaction on our racecourses in a way which will encourage
new and lasting interest in the horse, and therefore the sport.
Can a sponsor be found, I wonder, to support such a novel, and
positive, initiative?
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T didn’t take ARC (the Arena Racing Company) long to
react to the likely loss of media rights income as a result
of changes to the FOBT legislation. ARC fear that the

reduction of the maximum stake from £100 to £2 will ultimately
lead to the closure of more than 1,000 betting shops. So even
though those changes will not come into effect until April 1,
ARC has already announced a reduction in its contribution to
prize-money of £3 million in 2019. To make matters worse, the
funds to be axed as a result of this premature announcement are
those which would have unlocked extra prize-money from levy
funds targeted at the lower levels of the sport.

In an unwelcome ‘double whammy’ for owners, shortly
thereafter the BHA announced that fees would be increased by
3% in 2019.

Against this depressing backdrop, one would have imagined
that I would be waiting to embrace with open arms any initiative
designed to bring new revenue streams (management speak for
‘money’) into the sport, and especially one which promises
‘£100k+ per race for owners and appearance fees’. But when
that initiative is Championship Horse Racing (CHR), unlike
Nick Rust I can’t bring myself to support its plans.

“This is an exciting development for our sport, which can
capture the imagination of the wider British public,” proclaims
BHA Chief Executive Rust in a quote displayed in a prominent
position on the CHR website. I’m disturbed that he should think
so. I’ve written about this ‘Formula 1’ inspired series before, and

won’t bore you by repeating my objections in full.
What is proposed is a series involving 48 races with 12

runners per race, each representing a team of ‘a major global
brand’, a trainer, four jockeys, a racing manager, and a squad of
30 horses. These races, to be held on eight consecutive Thursday
nights in summer, are to be 0-90 handicaps open to three-year-
olds and upwards. They have announced the venues, although as
I understand it, the fixtures are outside the official calendar and
will need separate approval.

Before the idea gains any more traction, do yourself a favour
and check out their website. While some of the ideas are plain
daft, others could do serious damage to the sport. I’m
particularly looking forward to see what calibre of person the
teams nominate as Racing Manager.  Will serious horsemen or
women wish to get involved in the Thursday night action, or will
things take a turn for the worse as refugees from Love Island get
on board? Will it be all panama hats and Teddy Grimthorpes, or
is it likely to be ‘kiss-me-quick’ hats and B-List celebrities? And
just what global brands are queuing up to see horses in their
colours finish seventh of 12 at Ayr on a Thursday night?

I’m also desperate to see how the ‘pits’ areas work, and just
what parts of the courses will form the ‘designated’ areas for
which team? 

Does anyone realise that the weighing room, pre-parade rings
and paddocks are going to have to be the centre of the action.
It’s a fascinating prospect; it can’t really happen, can it?
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RE you on message? The mood music coming from
the BHA recently is all about equine welfare. And
time and again, the question of public perception is

raised.
I understand that the issue can often be a sensitive one for

racing. The recent inquiry into fatalities at Cheltenham is a
case in point. 

Nick Rust’s comments to a BBC journalist that ‘a new
structure for penalties and deterrents for overuse of the
whip will be announced next month’ were deeply

embarrassing, as the BHA were forced to admit that initial
discussions on the subject were yet to begin.

In my view, the BHA should have a proactive role in
educating people about the sport and its attention to welfare
issues, and a reactive role in quickly addressing particular
issues as they arise.

The danger in suggesting that racing needs to recognise
and bend to public perceptions may be construed by some
as a tacit acceptance that the sport is getting it wrong in
some areas, and a sign of weakness.
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