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OTHING is more moving in
the first five minutes of a foal’s
life than the sound the straw
makes. As the foal becomes

acquainted with its new surroundings,
each movement it makes, each wiggle of
its head or experimental putting of
pressure on its forelegs, is accompanied by
a swish or faint crepitation of straw. This
is what will save racing: a glistening lop-
eared foal in a sea of straw at midnight,
overseen by a blue-blooded mare, the
straw occasionally shifting. This is the
essence of the whole activity. This is its
mystical core. 
The history of British racing since the

start of the millennium has been the
history of its estrangement from itself.
Those who live and work with racehorses
have had less and less influence on how
the sport is run and promoted. It is not
quite enough to say that racing has been
hijacked by marketing men, or that its
governing body, the British Horseracing
Authority (BHA), has for some time
resembled an image consultancy with a
regulatory body attached, for this is
equally true of a number of sports, notably
cricket. 
The point to grasp is that, in racing’s

case, the doctrine that professional sport is
a branch of the entertainment industry has
been uniquely damaging. English cricket
will enter 2020
glitzier and more
meretricious than
some would like
but essentially on
good terms with
itself, whereas
racing finds itself
riven with

discord and staring into an existential
abyss, its confidence wobbly, its funding
in ruins, its ‘product’ – to borrow for a
moment the language of those at the helm
– shunned or patronised by the
mainstream media. 
What worked for English cricket has

manifestly not worked for British racing.
It is no straightforward task, but it seems
worth attempting to explain why. 
For 20 years British racing has

inhabited the fantasy that its salvation lay
in sucking up to the multitude. Someone
must have read somewhere, perhaps in
Martin Amis, that the forces of
democratisation were ‘incomparably the
most potent in our culture’ - and failed to
read on. Whatever the initial impulse, the
notion took hold. And the result is that to
really enjoy a day at the races - a day
unencumbered by clowns in their cups
lapsing in and out of consciousness on the
Members’ Lawn – it is now necessary to
avoid all but a handful of British
racecourses and instead book a flight to
Ireland or France, as increasing numbers
of English racegoers do. 
What follows is an exercise in plain-

speaking. Its tone will strike some as
abrasive. A more emollient approach
would not have done justice to the theme,
which is the betrayal of British racing by a
generation of brand managers who

properly belonged at the head of a package
holiday firm or on the board of an online
casino. Whatever racing is primarily, and
that is a matter for debate, what it
currently resembles, in Orwell’s phrase, is
a family with the wrong people in charge.
In the belief that plain-speaking is a
necessary precursor to the unity that is
constantly being enjoined upon us, what
follows is offered as a deliberate breach of
racing’s administrative peace. 

**********************

RITISH racing in the 1970s was
the beneficiary, in hindsight, of a
perfect alignment of the planets.
The combination of Lester

Piggott and Peter O’Sullevan, each at the
peak of their powers, coinciding with the
introduction of colour TV – which might
have been conceived with racing in mind –
enabled the sport to punch above its
weight. The most remarkable pair of hands
in racing history and its most electrifying
voice, their impact enhanced by colour,
added up to a bolt of lightning which it is
vain to expect to strike twice. 
And here is a curious fact, which the

BHA might wish to ponder. During this
era when 200,000 people regularly
attended the Derby and 10 million
watched the race on TV, racing’s

governing body
employed not a
single publicist –
not so much as a
public relations
officer. In as
much as it
thought about
promoting the
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sport at all, the Jockey Club was content to
let racing find its own level. And we are
left with this paradox: at the peak of its
popularity, at the height of its mainstream
appeal, British racing was a gimmick-free
zone. No fireworks, no freebies, no rock
bands. Just a genuinely interested
audience. Just a very large number of fans. 

The mood changed. Kerry Packer took
on the cricket establishment. An hereditary
title ceased to be a certificate of
competence; rather the reverse.
Professional sportsmen were no longer
amused by the rudeness of beak-nosed
grandees. Jockeys grew weary of being
barked at by
retired brigadiers.
The chaos of the
1993 Grand
National sealed
the Jockey Club’s
fate. It stepped
away from its
administrative
role and retreated
into temporary
obscurity, to be
replaced by the British Horseracing Board
(BHB), the forerunner of the BHA. 

Posterity has tended to exaggerate the
insularity and arrogance, the patrician
absurdity, of the Jockey Club. In its latter
years under ‘Stoker’ Hartington, the future
Duke of Devonshire, it raised its game,
exhibiting an adroit mixture of energy and
caution. Crucially, it stood up to
bookmakers. It was not embarrassed by its
attachment to horses, nor ashamed of
putting the racing community first. 

The retreat of the Jockey Club marks an
historic turning point in how racing’s
rulers viewed their function. Hereafter
racing professionals found themselves
marginalised, effectively cut adrift,
reduced to the status of ‘stakeholders’, a
word that had just come into vogue. 

From now on, the all-consuming task
was to broaden racing’s audience, and so
marketing became the only show in town.
This was a radical re-ordering of priorities:
for the first time the magnetic pole of
racing governance no longer coincided
with those whose passion and dedication
sustained the sport. Simultaneously,
racing’s core audience -- broadly defined
as those enthralled by racehorses – was
suddenly required to budge up. 

**********************

WO patterns emerged under the
newly-formed British
Horseracing Board (BHB),
patterns which in 2007

intensified when the BHB was replaced

by the BHA: the commitment to change
became reckless; and official utterances
became awkward and uncouth. “Racing
for Change,” ran an early BHA mission
statement, “is a fundamental reappraisal
of the way racing is promoted. Its aim is
to introduce a greater customer focus into
the sport to make it relevant to the leisure
consumer of today.” Poetry, of a kind. Its
author was Rod Street, racing’s answer to
Siobhan Sharpe, the dauntless PR woman
whose unwarranted confidence in her
own ability mesmerised viewers of BBC
satires Twenty Twelve and W1A, in
which writer John Morton laid bare the

world of brand management. 
The BHA’s headlong quest for a

broader audience bears comparison at
many points with the attempt by
Elizabethan mariners to find a North-
West Passage to the Spice Islands. Both
endeavours were doomed in advance,
both were unremitting and obsessive; and
what is especially notable, they each
passed through the same three phases.
The Elizabethan search for a short-cut to
Cathay via the frozen inlets of Canada
began in a spirit of optimism, based on
inadequate maps. It then entered a phase
of stubbornness: of determination to
prove doubters wrong. The final tragic
phase involved a descent into semi-
lunacy. The BHA’s willingness to
countenance a recent proposal to stage
horse races in England’s inner cities
suggests that it has entered the final
phase.

It is 10 years since the BHA unveiled
sweeping plans to transform racing’s
image, which its brand managers had
identified as being too stuck-up and
horsey to appeal to the new target
audience. Racing’s appeal would broaden
and its media profile would expand as
soon as the sport was perceived as being
accessible and fun - so went the theory. 

Before examining why the plan failed,
it is worth briefly reviewing the extent of
that failure, its dismal comprehensiveness.
Four indicators will suffice: racecourse
attendance figures, TV viewing figures,
the amount of space granted to racing in
newspapers, and the number of digital Continued on p.17

hits generated by racing stories online. 
Under the stewardship of the BHA the

decline in the number of people who go
racing has accelerated. Average crowds at
British racecourses are now at their
lowest this century, and all-weather
meetings in the middle of winter
routinely attract fewer than 300
spectators. TV audience figures remain
minuscule compared with those of the
past; within the last year they have crept
up, thanks to the efforts of the new ITV
Racing team, but they have done so from
an historically low base. 

Newspaper coverage, which began to
contract in the
1990s, is now
shrinking at an
alarming rate;
within the last 12
months The
Times has
followed The
Independent and
virtually closed
down its racing
desk. Even The

Telegraph has drastically reduced its
coverage; its racing correspondent
Marcus Armytage is wheeled out on the
big occasions but is otherwise confined to
a weekly diary column. 

Most significantly, the number of
below-the-line readers’ comments on
racing stories is tiny compared with other
mainstream sports. This is why sports
editors have felt able, even obliged, to
slash the amount of space they give to
racing: they knew how few readers would
protest - or even notice. The advent of on-
line newspapers has ruthlessly exposed
racing’s true position. Thanks to digital
hits, editors now know precisely how
slender racing’s core audience has
become: they can count it. 

However much the BHA tries to play
down these indicators, the truth can no
longer be ignored: the broader audience
does not exist. It is a fantasy, and to
persist in its pursuit, in defiance of all the
evidence, is vain and irresponsible. If the
ropes which anchor racing to the British
sporting mainland are now frayed almost
to breaking-point, the BHA is more than
partly to blame. 

It’s not as if the BHA was not warned.
Ten years ago Brough Scott implored
racing’s governing body to get real.
Devoting a more than usually trenchant
column in the Racing Post to a
denunciation of the BHA’s fixation with
image and brand, he wrote: 

Racing’s audience and

media profile have

continued to shrivel
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“It isn’t about rebranding - it’s about
slimming down and re-shaping. And now.
For everyone who looks at the situation
for five minutes knows that racing offers
three different activities; a social day out,
a betting game and the ‘sport’ of equine
athletics. If you
overindulge the
first two you eat
into the flesh of
the third. Yet we
have a situation
where, in their
hunger for
revenue,
racecourses blot
out their core
attraction with
boozed up partygoers, and bookmakers
insist on wall-to-wall racing through
which only an anorak can see the thread.”
(Racing Post, 6 June 2009) 

**********************

HE warning was not heeded.
The fixture list went on
expanding in accordance with
the wishes of bookmakers and

of racecourse consortia such as ARC,
which owns 16 of Britain’s less exalted
tracks and is run by a former Betfair
executive. Since Frankie Dettori started
riding in 1986, the number of race
meetings held annually in Britain has
soared from 900 to 1500. 

Precise figures for the number of
equine fatalities on British racecourses
do not go back that far, but it is a
reasonable inference from the expansion
of the fixture list that fatal injuries to
horses have increased proportionately.
The current fatality rate of 200 horses a
year (which does not take into account
fatal injuries sustained at home on the
gallops) was an open invitation to
abolitionists to park their tanks on
racing’s lawn, an opportunity which they
have now seized, to the BHA’s
embarrassment and confusion. 

Meanwhile, the transformation of
British racing has proceeded unchecked.
A sustained essay in iconoclasm
masquerading as an innocent rebranding
exercise, it has been loyal to two core
principles: “Where there is mystery, we
will dismantle it. Where there is
tradition, we will consign it to the scrap-
heap.” But the audience and the media
profile have continued to shrivel. 

What the BHA has managed to
propagate, inadvertently or not, is the

belief that British racecourses, with their
wide variety of all-day bars and discreet
(i.e. token) security arrangements, are
tailor-made for high-octane revelry:
places where you can get as drunk as you
like and no-one will interfere because
everyone else will be absorbed in the
racing. The BHA’s success in appealing
to this audience has been conspicuous. 

Last February a Haydock Park
racegoer, who had just witnessed one of
the many brawls which have broken out
on British racecourses in the last 18
months, told the Racing Post:
“Racecourses are less interested in the
likes of me who are interested in racing
but aren't going to spend any money.
They want groups of lads who are going
to spend £5 a pint and who'll drink all
afternoon. That's what happened on
Saturday. It's been a ticking bomb.” The
alienation of the core audience, right
there.

As shoppers we are all familiar with
the dynamic: a well-known High Street
brand suffers a dip in its popularity; the
chairman and chief executive are
replaced; daring changes are introduced;
loyal customers don’t like them and drift
away in greater numbers than before; the
company no longer knows who its
customers are. Now the thrashing about
begins in earnest. Four times out of five
these are death throes. 

In short, an experiment in co-existence
between two different cultures has failed.
At the risk of caricature, these cultures
may be symbolised by, on the one hand,
coffee machines, targets, Terylene ties;
on the other, wide-open spaces, gallops
markers, birdsong. 

**********************

AS the calamity
avoidable? How exactly
did it come about? The
majority of BHA officials

were recruited not from racing but from
various branches of the leisure sector. In
hindsight that was a mistake. Put in
charge of transforming racing’s fortunes,
they naturally alighted first on the

Continued from p.15 potential of racecourses as outdoor party
venues. 

Drafted in to rescue an activity – or
brand – which they had admired from
afar but imperfectly understood, they
approached racing as if it were a failing
retail chain – a sporting equivalent of
Marks & Spencer – and proceeded to
mis-identify its unique selling point. 

Was racing
primarily about
horses or was it
essentially a day
out, an
environment in
which to unwind
and have fun? No
contest. Racing
was part of the
entertainment
industry. As for

the so-called racing community, it was
they, with their anachronistic hats and
lordly voices, who were holding the
sport back, cramping its potential. Living
in the past. Times had changed and so
the model must change. The salvation of
racing lay in its promotion as a
Wonderful Day Out. 

The brand managers plunged in with
their folders and felt-tips and, in their
haste to maximise racing’s commercial
potential, overlooked, or deliberately
bypassed, what makes racing unique: the
racehorse, and our bond with it. Lack of
confidence in racing’s greatest asset
misled them into wholesale desecration.

From their disbelief in the capacity of
the Thoroughbred to captivate and
enthral unaided by promotional
gimmicks, a disbelief prompted by
suburban anxiety about racing’s
upmarket image and by the doctrine (so
cherished by marketing men) that
perception is more important than
reality; from this and from the avarice
which underpins that specious doctrine,
the problems which now threaten to
overwhelm British racing largely stem. It
is high time that those responsible were
required to clear their desks.

The BHA appointed a new chair this
year. She is Annamarie Phelps, a former
Olympic rower, with abundant
experience in the field of sports
administration but none in racing. Hopes
that she might re-set the BHA’s compass
were quickly dashed when in the course
of her inaugural speech she stressed (a)
the importance of ‘unity’ and (b) the
need ‘to appeal to people outside our
traditional demographic’. 

Her colleagues cannot be faulted for
their coaching skills. God grant that she
surprise them in due course.

It’s time those
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