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ACING has been in the news for all the wrong
reasons in recent weeks. The coverage of the
Bryony Frost/Robbie Dunne bullying case has not

shown the culture of the racecourse weighing room in a
good light, and, as Mark hints in this month’s Straight
Talking, there are a number of individuals who might wish
that they had paused for some sober reflection before
opening their mouths to give an opinion on the matter.

One thing that struck me about the affair was the volume
of correspondence it generated and which was published by
the Racing Post. It seemed that a tremendous amount of
people wanted to have their say on the matter. The fact that
the bullying was against a female jockey may have had an

effect there.
Of course, bullying is a tremendously emotive subject,

but, to my mind, for every letter published about racing’s
burning issues, such as prize-money, there were five or six
either denouncing Dunne or criticising Frost, as well as
those tilting at the BHA or the PJA for various aspects of
their handling of the complaint.

One thing on which I am sure we can all agree is that
lessons require to be learned all round, not only by the
jockeys but also by racecourse officials, the BHA and by
those seeking to assist and represent the jockeys.

Hopefully, some good will emerge from what has been a
hugely negative affair for the sport.
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QUALLY damaging for the sport, in my humble
opinion, has been coverage of the High Court
damages case raised by Freddy Tylicki against

Graham Gibbons in respect of the dreadful injuries he
sustained in that fateful fall at Kempton Park on October
31, 2016.

Here I must stress that I have met neither jockey and, so
far as I can recall, nor have I ever seen footage of the race
in which the incident occurred.

I, therefore, do not have an opinion on the merits of the
claim.

Where I have real concern is as to whether a High Court
judge, operating on the burden of proof in civil cases that
relies on matters being proved on the balance of
probabilities, is best placed to make a decision on the
intricacies and split-second decision-making involved in

race riding. Is ‘expert’ evidence from third parties sufficient
to allow a High Court judge to make the right decision?

Judge Walden-Smith ‘concluded that her findings related
only to this case and did not set a precedent’. I may be an
upstart Scot (another one, you ask?) but how does that
work? Is English Law not based on precedent?

And, let’s not forget, such court decisions have far-
reaching consequences. Understandably, the damages
sought are substantial; riders will require equally substantial
indemnity insurance, and like everything else in this world,
the more claims and the higher the settlements, the higher
the premiums will be on such policies.

It’s another huge cost in a sport where we are already
headed to the bottom in terms of the return to owners. And,
more worryingly, where are the insurers who will be willing
to handle such risks?
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WOULD also argue that the return of the Racing
League, announced recently, is another retrograde step
for racing. It appears that another six Thursday

evening slots, at ARC tracks naturally, have been allocated
between August 4 and September 15 for the new and
supposedly improved league.

Given the abject failure of the league’s ‘teams’ to make
an impression on racing’s collective consciousness last year,
those behind the project are latching on to the concept of a
regional format, with teams of horses, trainers and jockeys
representing regions such as Wales & The West, The East
and Yorkshire.

Learning from a mistake of last year, the Racing League
has invited expressions of interest from those trainers
looking to be involved in the series.

In doing so, they mistakenly reinforce one of the major
flaws in the scheme. Racehorses should be campaigned
with the interests of the horses, first, and their owners

second. It is not for a trainer to decide whether an owner’s
horse or horses should be included.

The contempt with which jockeys swerved riding
commitments in last year’s league, and the failure to
provide the ‘guaranteed’ full fields in each fixture, are more
reasons why the league should not have been allowed to
reappear this term. 

Trainer Richard Hannon, if the Racing League website is
to be believed, has fallen hook, line and sinker for the series
and its prize-money. ‘Let’s hope that under the new format,
prize-money can be included in the trainers’ championship,’
he proposes. Let’s not, Richard, and let’s once again call for
the figures behind this initiative to be examined; prize-
money is good, but surely Jeremy Wray and his cohorts do
not expect us to believe that the Racing League is being
conducted on a benevolent basis, especially as there is now
no mention on their website of those many sponsors, upon
whom the initial concept was so heavily based.
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