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HE Prime Minister’s address on

March 16 on the Coronavirus

crisis which led to the shutdown

of racing was followed by government

guidelines on non-essential work, travel

and social distancing, writes JOHN
SCANLON

But there was no specific guidance for

the sport of horseracing and the training

of racehorses.

The British Horseracing Authority, in

consultation with the Department for

Culture, Media and Sport, had previously

drawn up plans to race behind closed

doors until the end of March, with the

BHA assuring stakeholders that this

would be done in accordance with

government and Public Health England

guidelines. Indeed, racing took place at

Kelso on March 16, and was held at

Taunton and Wetherby on March 17.

But Boris Johnson’s March 16

comments led to the decision, which

many felt was premature, to suspend all

racing from March 18 until the end of

April, with the BHA issuing a press

release to that effect on March 17. In

Ireland, meantime, racing continued for a

short time behind closed doors.

A confused situation was made all the

worse for horsemen when Mr Johnson

addressed the nation once more, on March

23, and imposed an effective lockdown.

He said that if the country were to get on

top of the coronavirus crisis, people

would have to stay at home. However, he

outlined four ‘very limited purposes’ for

which people would be allowed to leave

their homes, one of which said ‘travelling

to and from work, but only where this is

absolutely necessary and cannot be done

from home.’

Writing on his ‘Bletherings’ page of the

Johnston Racing website on March 24,

Mark expressed his frustration at the lack

of clarity in the guidance. 

“I was up until one in the morning,” he

wrote, “trying to get my head around the

latest rules and guidelines. It wasn’t easy

and, at times, it gets frustrating that much

of the advice is very London-centric and

hard to apply in our situation.”

He said he was thankful for guidelines

from the NTF which appeared around

10pm that evening, but said he had found

very little information elsewhere that

could directly be attributed to the training

of horses.

Showing a willingness to adapt systems

and the flexibility to solve problems as

they arise, the staff and management of

Johnston Racing have worked together to

keep the business running in the

smoothest manner possible. Standards of

hygiene have always been high at

Johnston Racing anyway, and there is a

determination to maintain a focus on both

horse welfare and staff welfare as guiding

principles.

As Mark pointed out in his Bletherings

post, the business of training horses lends

itself to social distancing  – even if horses

are walking nose to tail, the distance

between their riders is unlikely to be less

than two metres.  

“We are continuing to feed, exercise

and care for our horses as normal,” Mark

told the Klarion.

“But there are no races to enter them

in.”

While much of life continues as near-

normal at the yard itself, some small

changes to eliminate risks have been

implemented. 

For example, the canteen where staff

would normally gather together has

switched to a take-away only service. 

Everyone is hoping for a resumption of

racing at the earliest, safe, opportunity; in

the meantime, at Johnston Racing it’s a

case of ‘business almost as usual’. 

Flexibility is key
T

Open Event Cancelled
As a result of the measures introduced

by the Government in the wake of the

outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic,

the decision has been taken by the

organisers to cancel the Middleham

Racing Stables Open Event which was

scheduled to have taken place this

month on Good Friday, April 10.


