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HE fact that the Vertem Futurity Trophy, the Group

1 race at Doncaster formerly known as the Racing

Post Trophy, which was scheduled for October 26

attracted only one British-trained runner at the final

acceptance stage rightly attracted much attention in the racing

media.

Not so widely reported, but equally surprising, was the fact

highlighted by Jim McGrath on Twitter after the five-day

acceptors for the race were announced that Pinatubo would

end 2019 as the ONLY colt trained in Newmarket to have

contested any of Britain’s three Group 1 races open to

juvenile colts (the Middle Park, the Dewhurst and the Vertem

Futurity) this season.

The re-opening of the Doncaster race and its being

switched to Newcastle’s All-Weather track on a Friday

evening rendered that second statistic redundant (is it fair that

entries were re-opened?), but nonetheless the point remains

that these races highlighted a bizarre state of affairs in British

racing.

Ralph Beckett, joint president of the National Trainers

Federation, hit the nail on the head when he laid the blame for

the paucity of runners at Doncaster on the early closing

system for the race. Pointing out that the Criterium

International and Criterium de Saint-Cloud both ‘closed’ for

entries on October 9, in stark contrast to the Vertem Futurity

which closed on September 10, Beckett took the view that, in

his opinion, racecourses are funding part of the prize-money

in early closing two-year-old races from the entry system.

Pointing out that by the time of the final acceptance stage,

horsemen will have already paid £1,300 in entry fees and then

be required to pay a further £600 to stay in the race at the

five-day stage, Beckett was in no doubt that it was the entry

system to blame for the shortage of entries, and not the

horsemen.

While the entry system will not have been the only cause

(dire weather being a likely factor, too), I have no doubt that

Beckett is right in his assessment of how entry fees are being

used to ‘bolster’ prize-money.

By the way, Jim McGrath also gave me a laugh when,

responding to David Redvers’ tweet before the Doncaster

race, in which he wondered if there were any contingency

plans to switch the race in the event of an abandonment, he

came up with an eminently sensible plan: ‘Run it at

Ballydoyle?’ he tweeted. 
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ICHARD PHILLIPS has sparked an interesting

debate by suggesting in a guest column for the

Racing Post that there should be a National

Racehorse Day. “It’s time to show the world how much love

and care our racehorses receive,” he argues. In an effort to

change public perception of welfare issues in racing, he

suggests that “racing needs to develop a comprehensive plan

to celebrate the animals we all cherish and, in doing so,

advertise to the public that the average racehorse lives a life

of love and luxury.”

There seems to have been widespread backing for the idea,

and I am not against the idea of having  a day set aside for

open events, media opportunities and lobbying of MPs and

other influencers for the good of the sport. What I would say

is that, if it is going to be done, it has to be done on a grand

scale with as much ‘resource’ thrown at it as possible.

Glossy brochures, multimedia/televisual presentations and

attractive advertising must be the order of the day. We must

entertain while educating. If not, and if the tone is purely an

attempt to say we know more about horse welfare than you

do, I think an opportunity will have been wasted and the

whole idea might backfire on the sport.
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N his column in the Racing Post on October 16, Julian

Muscat recalled that it was little under a year ago that

Arena Racing Company announced prize-money cuts

in anticipation of the fall in media rights income as a result

of betting shop closures following the limitation of

maximum stakes on FOBTs. It was a provocative move, as at

the time ARC would have had no real handle on what the

actual damage to that income strand would be.

Muscat goes on to recount some of the recent events

which have conspired to deepen the gloom about levels of

prize-money. He does, however, add his voice to the growing

call for greater transparency on the value of media rights.

“The fact the true value of media rights paid to all

racecourses remains unknown,” he argues, “will always

plague efforts to strike an appropriate balance between what

courses pay out in prize-money and what they retain as

profit.” 

He’s not only right, but it’s difficult to see how anyone

could argue the point. Failing disclosure, he warns,

“damaging assumptions will continue to be made by

horsemen about whether the rights are distributed equably.” I

couldn’t have put it better myself.
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N a lighter note, I was fascinated to read that

Jeremy Irons is being lined up to play the part of Sir

Henry Cecil in a forthcoming film about the mighty

Frankel. I can see how Irons’ chiselled features and rather

refined manner might suit a portrayal of the late Master of

Warren Place.

It set me wondering about which actors, or actresses, could

portray other leading figures in racing. 

Who could capture Frankie’s effervescent persona, for

example? Who has the gravitas to convince as John Gosden?

Could Eddie Redmayne, I wonder, pass for Roger Varian?

And how about Mark Johnston? 

Just for fun, why don’t you send your suggestions to

Kingsley Kickback (klarion@johnston.racing). With a

General Election around the corner, we could all do with

something to smile about! 
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