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Since this column will write finis to 2006, I wanted to highlight the accomplishments of the Matinee Racetrack Development Project this year.  To me these tracks and their encouragement of the amateur aspect of the sport, have always been the epitome of what racing was about on PEI.  The word amateur after all derives from the Latin verb to love and it is at the matinees that you find the people who race for the simple enjoyment of the sport.  There’s no big purses or huge trophies, just folks gathering in a great atmosphere to see beautiful horses’ race and to enjoy the neighbourly competition.  Last year the inauguration of the Development Project, a joint effort between the Feds and the provincial government, saw the amateur tracks take on a whole new importance.  In fact I think the best thing that ever happened to racing on PEI after the Racino decision, was the hiring of Susan Whelan, Colleen Chappell and Karlan Bernard to bring new life to this part of the industry.  These ladies toiled mightily all summer, on a very small budget, to enhance something unique and important to the Island.  They not only maintained but also augmented what is part of the lifeblood and heritage of ‘The Kentucky of Canada’ and began the process of rebuilding its all important fan base.  Only those who think long term about this industry can truly appreciate how vital this is.  Simply put - it is a given that the amount of funding generated by the Racino for the PEI purse pool will be a finite amount.  Whether it tops out at the current two million dollars or a little bit more doesn’t matter.  When the government signs a contract with the horsemen next year, that amount will pretty well be set in stone.  Therefore the only future growth in purses will depend on the bet and that means the fan.  Hence the importance of the Matinee tracks and the introduction of the sport to a new generation, as well the encouragement they offer older fans to return to racing.

As a taxpayer, one could only wish that all government projects could be run so cheaply and so successfully as the Matinee Racetrack Development Project was.  Just take a look at what these three ladies accomplished, under a short-term, not very well paid, contract. 

The Harness Racing Day camps: here participants spent a day in the life of a racehorse.  They learnt how to work safely, curry, harness and bathe the horses, as well as some equine anatomy and health skills. They also had the opportunity to jog a horse with an experienced driver. Two snacks and a lunch were provided to the youngsters, all for $50.00. 

The Six-Day Harness Racing Camp gave children, adults or the whole family an opportunity to learn the ins-and-outs of caring for an equine athlete.  Their lessons ranged from the most basic issues of nutrition, anatomy, health management etc. to things like proper shoeing techniques, types of harness and the training of a Standardbred.  They were also taught how to drive a horse, and on the sixth day, had the opportunity to actually participate in a race.
The pilot program for the 4-H Standardbred Project: The Morell And Area 4-H Club was loaned two fillies from Meridian Farms in June and spent the summer raising and documenting the care of these future equine athletes. It was the youngsters’ job to prep them for the Atlantic Classic Yearling Sale under the direction of their leaders Lynda MacSwain and Jennifer DeCoursey.  They learnt the basics of pedigree research from Norman Hall, visited Meridian’s breeding operation and shopped at High Time Tack to learn about horse supplies and equipment.  They also had an extensive tour of the CDPEC and honed their marketing skills before and during the sale. Meridian Farms paid the ongoing expenses of feed, veterinary and farrier work, plus Noye Enterprises and the PEI Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Aquaculture pitched in as sponsors as well.  The plan for 2007 is to extend the project throughout PEI’s 4-H clubs.

There were also a number of other special events at the various Matinee tracks during the summer, which culminated in the finals of the Challenge Series at Summerside in the fall.  The year was capped with the very successful first annual Matinee Tracks Awards Banquet this December at the CDPEC’s Top O’ the Park.    As I indicated previously the long-term value of this program to the future of the PEI Standardbred industry is incalculable.  Susan, Colleen and Karlan are owed a huge vote of thanks by all who love this sport.  One can only hope their efforts will not be in vain and that both the Federal and Provincial governments will see the way clear to continuing their funding and joint cooperation in the Matinee Tracks Development Project.  It would be a shame to see such an excellent beginning go for naught.  Finally, I want to thank the ladies for all their work and the excellent assistance in keeping our readers informed of their efforts throughout the summer. Great job ladies, I hereby nominate you jointly for The Horseman (Women?) of the Year Award.   

                                          ----------------------------

This is column # 182 and now, after almost 4 years, I’m going to say goodbye.  I want first of all to wish you and yours all the best in 2007.  I have informed the Eastern Graphic and in particular it’s managing editor Heather Moore that it’s time to take a break.  I won’t be gone completely though, as I have agreed with Heather that I may from time to time file an op-ed piece as the spirit moves me.  I have also promised Hughie Graham that I will provide an article for the Annual Harness Review.  I learnt long ago that one should never say never, so who knows what else the future may hold with regards to my scribbling endeavors?  I want to take this opportunity to thank the Graphic’s staff, the MacNeil family and in particularly Hughie and Heather for their friendship and encouragement over the past 4 years.  Primarily though, I have to thank you the reader for your kindness, support and most of all for your understanding of what I was trying to accomplish.  I began writing about Harness Racing for the founder of this newspaper, the late Jim MacNeil, over 30 years ago.  He and I had many ‘pops’ together in various establishments in the old days, and he often repeated to me the journalistic adage that the job was to ‘comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable’.  Lord knows we have tried to do that, while at the same time bringing you the stories of this sport.  Hopefully our efforts have helped Harness Racing and guided, in some small way, horse people, fans and the general public to a better understanding of the industry, what’s happening in it and where it’s going.  One can only wish.  Now I’m outta racetrack and on my way to Florida - it’s time to say a final good luck and good racing.

Questions/Comments? hal.al@sympatico.ca   

