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ICHARD FORRISTAL wrote in the Racing Post

recently: ‘If you were to sum up the fundamental

policy of British racing, it is organised to promote

betting and fund the levy. That means as many fixtures and

races as can be accommodated and populated, otherwise

known as a race to the bottom, or putting the cart before the

horse.’

Not for the first time, Forristal is to be congratulated for

hitting the nail on the head. Unfortunately, his clarity of

thought is not shared by many of racing’s administrators on

this side of the Irish Sea. Take the latest debacle involving the

redistribution of prize-money in non-pattern races, for

example.

Following a change in the distribution structure confirmed

by the Racehorse Owners Association, placed horses are to

receive an increased share of prize-money. It is estimated that

‘to better support the grassroots level of the sport’, £7.5m of

winners’ prize-money will now be redistributed among the

placed horses.

Blasting the changes as ‘nonsense’, leading owner-breeder

Bjorn Nielsen, the owner of top stayer, Stradivarius got it

right.

‘It is not about strategy or promotion,’ he said.

‘To me it's about one thing: prize-money, and it's laughable

in this country. I think about how bad it is nearly every day. It

just has to go way up and this reorganising of place money is

silly, it's nonsense. Who owns a horse to get placed?

Everyone goes to the races to win and the winner should be

rewarded.’

Let’s look at a race with a total prize pot of £5,300, before

and after the changes brought in on March 27. The win prize-

money is now reduced by £566, taking it to a figure below

£3,000;  the second, third and fourth prizes are increased by

£323, £162 and £81 respectively. As some quick wits have

suggested, the redistribution is like re-arranging the

deckchairs on the Titanic.

Bjorn Nielsen goes on to warn:  ‘We’ve been lucky enough

to have the best horses in this country for the last 40 years,

thanks mainly to the largesse of people such as the

Maktoums. However, what's going to happen is we'll go back

to how it was in the 1970s when the best horses were exported

to America or Japan. 

‘We have the best horses, the best training facilities, the

best racecourses and the best racing, but our best bloodstock

is going to be exported and the sport is going to go into

terminal decline if this is not properly and urgently

addressed.’ 

Would anyone argue with his assessment?

Off the Bridle
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EGULAR READERS will know I am not a

follower of racing over the jumps, and I take only a

casual interest in the annual Cheltenham Festival. 

Two very positive things came out of this year’s meeting,

however – the magnificent performance of Rachael

Blackmore in riding six winners, and the realisation,

prompted by the comments of Ruby Walsh during ITV

Racing’s excellent coverage, that better prize-money in

Ireland has played a huge part in swinging the balance in

favour of Irish trainers. British racing’s administrators take

note  -  dealing with prize-money concerns should be at the

top of your agenda!
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T SEEMS that we may have the Norwegian playwright

Henrik Ibsen to thank for the expression ‘a picture

paints a thousand words.’ The recent publication on

social media, and subsequently in the press, of the photograph

of trainer Gordon Elliott sitting astride the deceased mare,

Morgan, while making a telephone call provided the ultimate

proof, were any needed, of the truth behind that idiom.

The photograph provoked widespread revulsion, both

within the industry and without.  And, unlike in the days when

the newspaper was king, that damage can’t be dismissed as

‘tomorrow’s fish and chips wrappers’; in this digital age, that

image will be available to anyone who cares to search for it,

now and forever.

The initial racing media reaction was one of shock and

horror. Mick Fitzgerald and Alice Fox-Pitt spoke of tears,

sadness and an inability to sleep after the image came to light.

Ruby Walsh, quoted in the Irish Mirror, referred to the

photograph as ‘appalling’ and ‘not defensible’. Asked if

Elliott could recover from this controversy, the former jockey

replied ‘Everybody makes errors, but I don’t know – I think it

will be a very long road.’

I was greatly struck by Greg Wood’s piece in the Guardian

in which he pointed out, correctly, that ‘no one is likely to be

satisfied once Elliott gets punishment’. Published on the

morning when the referrals committee of the Irish

Horseracing Regulatory Board were set to deal with the

matter, Wood’s piece concluded by suggesting that ‘no

penalty can adequately reflect – or undo – the damage that

Elliott has done to the sport that made him. That is something

that he, and everyone else who works in or follows racing,

will have to live with once the decision has been handed

down.’

The committee decided that ‘to reflect the seriousness of

the offence and the damage to the Irish racing industry’ and

‘to deter other offences of this nature’ a suspension of Mr

Elliott’s training licence of 12 months was justified, the last

six months of which is to be suspended. Elliott was also held

liable for the IHRB’s costs in the sum of €15,000, and

‘undertook’ not to visit a race meeting or point-to-point for

six months.

Am I alone in thinking that this amounted to far too lenient

a punishment? 
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