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Before we get to the sex part, let’s talk a bit about two racing issues, one old, one new, that have dominated recent international industry symposiums.  First, as always, we have the perennial problem of a shrinking live bet, (down 10% in Canada this year), coupled with a decreasing fan base and the attendant lack of media coverage for the sport.  Secondly, knowledgeable people are becoming just a little antsy with the jaundiced eye being cast towards racing’s revenue stream by governments and the taxpayer.  The two, of course, are inextricably linked.  Large purses, funded by racetrack racinos and horses competing in front of empty grandstands, do tend to attract attention.  Consider Ontario.  Recently at a symposium on racing and gaming held in Arizona, Karl Gagesch a VP of the Ontario Lotto and Gaming Corp. made it abundantly clear, that the OLGC will be revisiting it’s racino contracts at that province’s tracks, when they come due in the next 3-4 years.  Furthermore, the esteemed President of the Ontario Harness Horse Association, Jimmy Whelan, recently pronounced at a Harness Tracks of America gathering, that he perceived a growing antagonism between the 16 Ontario tracks who operate racinos, their horsemen and the government.  He went on to say that horsemen fear (and rightly so), that racing will be pushed aside, as governments look for other ways to use slot receipts.  Never mind wondering what was his first clue, the fact remains he’s right.  Finally, media experts recently attacked tracks and their publicity people as whiners, planning for failure and overly dependant upon racino revenues.  This is not good news for racing anywhere.

Quite frankly, as Spock would say, it is all very logical.  If you were Ontario Premier Dalton McGinty today, what would you think?  First, you have an industry that has seemingly forgotten the underlying point of the racino agreement, which was that the slots were only there to assist, while the fan base was rebuilt.  Plus the premier is no doubt aware of the turmoil in parts of the Ontario industry and the confrontations between tracks and their horsemen.  McGuinty and his cohorts know full well of operators, who are continually trying to cut dates and refusing to spend money on facilities. So why wouldn’t a government say ‘a pox on all their houses’ and be tempted to take a bigger slice of such a pie?  Governments always need more money.  Special interest groups, accessing large amounts of public funds, without a widespread base of public support, are ripe for plucking, with very little political downside.   Here’s what Dr. Bill Eadington, Director of the University of Nevada’s Institute for the Study of Gambling and Commercial Gaming had to say recently, "If the racing industry is going to survive in the long term at any semblance of what it looks like now, it is going to have to resolve its’ issues of how to develop customer base, how to establish loyalty programs, how to create sustainable demand.”  

Currently Charlottetown and Summerside have the potential, once some adjustments are made, to subsidize an excellent purse structure.  ‘Course this will mean giving the people what they want, that is racinos with real slots and gaming tables and most importantly, a racing show they want to see.  NS and NB eventually, will have to do the same, in order to save their industries.  BUT, and here’s the rub, they could all go down like ten pins if Ontario falters.  If Ontario makes a cash grab, do you think PEI taxpayers, seeing this, will stand by and watch local horsemen race for top dollars in front of empty grandstands, without resenting it and demanding their government do the same?  If you do, you better stop smoking that whacky tabaccy, ‘cause you have become disjointed from reality. 

So what’s the answer smart guy, you ask?  What about solutions?  Well I’m glad you asked.  To steal a phrase from the TV show of the same name, I think the time has come to ‘Pimp the Ride’.  Time we get Maritime Harness Racing out of the closet, dress it up, make it sexy and send it out to rock n’roll.  And how do we do that?  Why not steal ideas from pro sports and NASCAR?  What they’ve done is take a group of good looking, athletic, young people, dressed them up in fancy uniforms, married them to speed, competition, excitement and in the case of NASCAR, to the sounds of Country Rock and turned them loose on an unsuspecting world.  End result?  Grandstands are full of fans that come out for the sport, the action, the groupies, and to enjoy the rush of being part of the whole rock concert type scene.  The ladies come to eyeball the hot young studs and to see and be seen. Guys, on the other hand, fueled by testosterone, are there for the competition AND the girls.  As the old saying goes, grab them by their gonads, their hearts and minds will follow.  

The funny thing is, auto racing for all its’ hype, as opposed to horse racing, is terrible to watch.  So why not give the younger crowd some harness racing heroes to cheer for and a real show to be part of?  But there is a cost and some drastic changes will have to be made.  I’m sorry, but you will not attract a new generation of fans to racetracks, to see fat old men drive horses around in a circle every 20 minutes.  We need younger drivers in the spotlight, so they can draw their peers, who have free time and disposable incomes to the track.  And we need a welcoming environment with entertainment, attitude and excitement that will keep them coming back.  In other words, a whole new way of looking at racetracks and what happens there is required.

How do we accomplish this?  Well right now I think PEI especially, needs a professional marketing guru to be responsible for the promotion of Harness Racing on the Island.  He/she should have media savvy, be capable of thinking outside the box and able to bring all of the players on board.  I’m thinking of a position almost like a pro sports commissioner, with that kind of power.  In other words, you give this person the mandate and the budget to do whatever it takes to bring fans back to the tracks and racing into the 21st Century.  That’s how you protect the sport from government encroachment or a taxpayes revolt.  Nobody argues with success.  And no, this won’t be your father’s horse racing when all is said and done.  If you want to save it, you have to change it.  The same old, same old is not working anymore.  But sex sells I’m told, so sex, horses and rock n’roll?  Now that’s a great bet.

