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IVEN THAT this column has been banging

on for years about issues such as the crisis in

prize-money and the extent to which

racecourses direct, or perhaps fail to direct,

media rights’ income into prize-money, it

will come as no surprise to you all that last month’s so-

called industry strategy meeting grabbed my attention.

Representatives of the BHA/GBR met with delegates from

the racecourses and the Thoroughbred Group at Arundel

House in London with a view to looking at the future

direction of the sport in the light of the serious challenges it

now faces.

In the wake of the two-day meeting, a statement was

issued on behalf of the 18 participants claiming that there

was ‘a shared acceptance of the challenges facing the sport

and agreement of the need to work together to fix them.’

Those involved in the meeting were said to be ‘unanimous

on the need for serious and radical changes to make long-

term improvements in the industry.’

The group agreed a number of ‘areas of focus’ which, in

addition to the usual buzzwords like ‘diversity’, ‘inclusion’

and ‘environmental sustainability’ actually included some

particularly meaty issues. These included ‘the organisation

of the racing product, including the fixture list and race

programme.’

Most intriguingly of all, the meeting concluded by saying

(according to the Racing Post) that ‘it is hoped that changes

to the governance structure of British racing will be agreed

in October to underpin the development of an industry

strategy led by the BHA.’

In the light of such apparent progress emerging all at

once, after waiting so long for any signs of a serious

attempt to address issues such as the drain of horses abroad,

low attendances and falling field sizes, it would be unfair at

this stage to be anything other than positive about these

developments. 

I genuinely want to believe that those in attendance at

Arundel House are determined to co-operate and

compromise in the interests of moving things forward.

But it strikes me that October 2022 will be a momentous

month for British horse racing. By the time I sit down to

compose this column for our next issue, those changes to

the existing and problematic tripartite governance structure

of the sport will either have been made or not. Should it

prove to be the latter, it will be difficult to maintain

positivity and patience. Racing needs our leaders to follow

through with a positive strategy for growth. Should they fail

to keep up this momentum, it will be even harder to accept

the status quo.

What is it they say? ‘It’s the hope that kills you.’

Off the Bridle
by JOHN SCANLON
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*************************************************

ADLY, this is what British racing has been
reduced to. This is the prize when you win the
race to the bottom. A gimmick that celebrates
mediocrity, its cheerleaders screaming for

attention while the city around it burns. These are the words

of Richard Forristal, Irish editor of the Racing Post,who

once again hits the nail on the head with his views on

racing. What was he describing? The Racing League, of

course. As Burns said, in To A Louse: ‘O wad some Pow’r

the giftie gie us, To see oursels as ithers see us!’
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*************************************************

HE SAD passing of Her Late Majesty Queen

Elizabeth represents a huge loss to British

racing. It is to be hoped that the new King, or

perhaps the Queen Consort, will pick up the

baton and continue, and maybe even develop, the enduring

bond between the Royal family and the sport. 

On a personal level, the timing of the Queen’s death

necessitated a late change in travel arrangements in respect

of my annual visit to Doncaster for the St Leger. For a

variety of reasons, my trips to the racecourse have been less

frequent in the last couple of years, and to date I have read

about, rather than experienced, the fall in attendances.

But Doncaster on the rearranged St Leger day provided

me with a strange experience. Arriving at the course around

an hour before racing, I was struck by the absence of queues

of people waiting to enter the grandstand, and despite the

usual throng of people whose only interest in the meeting

surrounds socialising and drinking champagne, Pimms or

lager on an industrial scale in the area beyond the old

weighing room, the course was comparatively quiet.

Queues to place a bet or buy a drink were non-existent,

and from my perch in the seating outside the owners’ and

trainers’ facilities, it was clear that the area which plays host

to the bookmakers’ pitches, just behind the parade ring, was

abnormally quiet.

Given that the rearranged card featured Group races

which had been carried over from the abandoned cards, I

found myself perplexed as to the absence of patrons.

I found myself wondering what lay behind the absence of

the (usually) densely packed crowds? Field sizes? Respect

for the late monarch? Difficulties in re-arranging plans at

the last minute? Sunday observance? Eventually, it dawned

upon me that this may well have been a manifestation of the

cost-of-living crisis in action, that racegoers are daunted by

the cost of a day at the races. If so, racecourses must be

worried.
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