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F ALL the major developments

in racing in recent years, the

transformation of the Jockey

Club into a racecourse conglomerate cum

corporate brand is among the least

discussed. 

Generally, the Jockey Club is able to

disguise its growing remoteness from its

recent, now irrecoverable past. But every

so often the mask slips, and the racing

world is left to gasp at the gap that has

opened up between the Jockey Club of old

and this new version. Such a moment was

the fireworks display that preceded Desert

Crown’s Derby in June. A minor error of

judgement, perhaps, but important for the

question it posed. Have the interests of

racing and the Jockey Club begun to

diverge?

There are two ways of summarising the

Jockey Club’s record since it relinquished

its regulatory role. The Club itself would

no doubt argue: ‘It has played an awkward

hand with some aplomb.’ A less charitable

view would be: ‘Dealt an awkward hand,

it has delegated everything to a team of

accountants and marketing men who are

determined to improve the Jockey Club’s

balance-sheet, but appear not to

understand the sport.’

It is my contention that the Jockey Club

under Sandy Dudgeon, Senior Steward

since 2019, has begun to confuse its own

commercial interests with those of racing

as a whole.  

N the wake of the spectacular

resignation of Delia Bushell as chief

executive two years ago, the Jockey Club

underwent, in its own words, its ‘largest

internal reorganisation in a decade’.

Exactly what the shake-up entailed was

not made clear. But it is notable that most

of those currently holding senior positions

on the revamped board have backgrounds

in marketing or accountancy. They

include Bushell’s successor, Nevin

Truesdale, a former finance director with

British Gas.  

The Jockey Club, which owns 15

racecourses including Cheltenham,

Aintree, and Newmarket, is bound by its

Royal Charter to ‘promote the long-term

interests of racing’. But in practice the

sole arbiter of its fidelity to that solemn

bond is itself. Sandy Dudgeon and the

executives under him are, in effect,

marking their own homework. And the

marks they have been allotting themselves

of late are higher than their performance

merits.  

It is the Jockey Club’s constant mantra

that it ‘reinvests all its profits back into

the sport’. The words are reassuring, and

are meant to be. But they beg a number of

slightly awkward questions. 

HAT happens when the Jockey

Club starts generating profits in a

manner potentially detrimental to racing?

The deal it struck earlier this year with

Playtech, a gaming software firm of

uneven reputation, is an obvious instance.

What is to stop the Jockey Club from

raising £100 million simply by closing

down a major racecourse and selling it to

developers, as so nearly happened to

Kempton Park? And how seriously can we

take the Jockey Club’s claim that it

‘listens’ when its proposal to extend the

Cheltenham Festival remains on the table

four months after being universally

booed? Now the Jockey Club has taken

over the running of Blenheim Horse

Trials. All well and good if the event

makes a thumping profit, but what if it

should make a loss? How does that benefit

racing? 

It is mission-creep, and indicative of a

pattern that is beginning to make people

nervous.  The Jockey Club would have us

believe that criticism of its more

mercenary activities is isolated and

essentially snobbish. Wrong, and a

grievous misreading of the public mood.

HE naked avarice that determined

the course of English cricket under

the ECB’s recently departed supremo,

Tom Harrison, and almost succeeded in

killing off the first-class game, was a

strategy that has now been abandoned.

The Jockey Club, if it is wise, will follow

suit. 

The notion that whatever the Jockey

Club deems to be commercially expedient

must, by definition, benefit racing is a

myth – a myth it is eager to perpetuate.

It’s especially helpful in deflecting

attention away from a subject of

legitimate curiosity: the precise extent of

its current financial dependence on the

betting industry.

To understand the nature of the online

gambling industry, it is helpful to think in

terms of ivy. If British racing is the tree –

the venerable oak – ivy is what is

gradually overwhelming it. 

Of course, were the tree to collapse, so

would the ivy. But ivy does not think like

that. Inexorable advance is all it knows.

Possibly the most ominous development

in racing right now is the growing

convergence of interest between Britain’s

two biggest racecourse conglomerates –

the Jockey Club and Arena Racing - and

the gambling industry.

EANWHILE, Evelyn Waugh’s

observation about a fellow writer’s

prose fits the case. Watching the Jockey

Club of 2022 manhandling its sacred

inheritance ‘is to experience all the horror

of seeing a Sèvres vase in the hands of a

chimpanzee’. 

A Personal View
MARTIN TREW takes a swipe at the Jockey Club,
arguing that what is good for the club is not
necessarily good for racing. A founding member of
the Racing Post editorial team and a regular
contributor to The Times, Martin is now retired.
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