
EGULAR READERS will know that I have often

been critical of the  British racing authorities and

some of the decisions they have made over the years.

But last month the spotlight turned on the US racing authorities

after the 147th running of the Kentucky Derby.

At the beginning of May, the annual ‘Run for the Roses’ took

place before a reduced crowd at Churchill Downs in Kentucky.

The winner of the race was Medina Spirit, a colt who led

from pillar to post and fought off three challengers in the

closing stages to register a record 7th win in the race for trainer

Bob Baffert.

A week later, the Kentucky Horse Racing Commission

advised Baffert’s assistant that post-race testing had detected

the anti-inflammatory steroid betamethasone in the horse’s

system.

In Kentucky, betamethasone is a Class C drug permitted for

therapeutic use, subject to a 14-day withdrawal period.

In a news conference on May 9, Baffert denied ever

administering betamethasone to Medina Spirit.

Two days later, he issued a statement through his legal

advisers saying that vets had treated the colt with Onomax, an

anti-fungal ointment, to treat dermatitis and that he had not

known that Onomax contained betamethasone.

Whether Baffert’s colt retains the race and the $3m purse

depends on the result of the testing of the horse’s B sample.

Whether or not you believe Baffert’s assertion of innocence

or ignorance, surely it has some bearing on the matter that this

is the 30th time one of the horses in his care had failed a drug

test? Indeed, last year he trained a filly named Gamine to finish

third in the Kentucky Oaks, only to be disqualified for having...

you guessed it, betamethasone in her system.

AST year, 27 people connected with horse racing in

the US were charged with doping-related offences,

including trainers Jorge Navarro and Jason Servis.

Drugs like these are employed to reduce pain so that horses can

continue to race despite carrying an injury; arguably, that ability

to race on comes with an attendant risk to the well-being of the

horse.

Drug use in American racing has long been a concern. The

Medina Spirit case, involving as it does a leading trainer and

the nation’s most important race, must be used as a catalyst for

change. If not, the reputation of the sport in America will be left

in tatters.

Off the Bridle
by JOHN SCANLON

E ARE all indebted to Mark Kershaw, former

managing director of Newbury Racecourse, who

last month published a paper shining a light on

how surprisingly well some racecourses have been faring since

the resumption of racing on June 1, 2020. Sitting at home one

day, it dawned on Mark that some tracks have almost thrived

through the pandemic, and he decided to research the all-

weather tracks in the ARC group – Lingfield, Wolverhampton,

Southwell and Newcastle – and their racing programmes since

resumption.

Mark estimated that media rights income had held up well

despite the pandemic. His estimate of this income of £10,000 to

£12,000 per race was confirmed by David Armstrong, chief

executive of the Racecourse Association in a recent interview

on Luck On Sunday. This gave Mark the confidence that the

figures he had produced were largely accurate.

The ARC tracks’ fixtures make up a sizeable chunk of the

overall fixture list, so their racing programme seemed a suitable

focus for his research. He worked out that, in round figures,

these tracks had played host to 300 fixtures, featuring some

2,400 races. From his own knowledge and conversations with

industry figures, Mark estimated that the racecourses will have

received media rights income at a rate of £10,000 to £12,000

per race. Taking just the lower figure, that equates to income of

£24,000,000; Mark also points out that income from streaming

races greatly increased during the period of betting shop

closures – racecourses earn 1.5% of the streaming turnover.

Taking racing on April 20 as an example, Mark suggested

that in respect of the 24 races run that day at Southwell,

Wolverhampton and Yarmouth, the tracks will have received a

minimum of £240,000 in income. After deducting entry fees

paid by owners, he calculates that the total contribution to

prize-money from the racecourses was £32,919. Allowing for

the cost of staging racing, he is confident that a budget of

£30,000 per meeting would be adequate. So in one day, without

crowds or raceday sales of food/drink, etc, those three tracks

would, together, have made a profit of at least £117,081 (i.e.

£240,000 minus £32,919, minus £90,000), and perhaps

considerably more than that depending on the actual rate of

income per race, and actual raceday costs.

Bear in mind, too, that from June to December 2020, the

Levy Board underwrote 100% of prize-money, a percentage

reduced to 80 from January. So, in that certain racecourse are

making these kinds of profits, arguably funds provided by the

Levy Board (public funds) are ending up in the pockets of ARC

shareholders at a time when John Hughes and Ged Shields, of

Keep Owners in Racing, estimate that the return to owners for

every £1 invested in the sport is around five pence.

ARK acknowledges that there are plenty of

racecourses who are working hard to achieve

better levels of prize-money and to stage better

quality racing. His purpose was not to point the finger at

individual tracks or groups of racecourses, but rather to

highlight a downward trend in the quality of racing’s offer to

the public and to suggest that, perhaps as a result of Covid, the

BHA and the HBLB have failed to scrutinise this properly. The

need for transparency in negotiations on prize-money is crystal

clear.

Mark is passionate about the need for better prize-money to

support a programme of better quality racing, with better

outcomes for the industry’s participants at all levels, including

improved pool money for stable staff.

More power to his elbow! 
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