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I want to rant a bit this week and hope that whether horseman/woman, avid racing fan or just an interested reader, you will take a moment over the holidays to think about some Harness Racing issues. First up is the industry’s awards process.  Let’s start with the O’Briens; managed by the governing body Standardbred Canada; the voters are track officials and the Harness Racing press.  They are sent a ballot by SC, which has pre-selected the candidates in each category.   Problem is – many of the press and track officials have not seen all of the nominees perform. And while I believe that statistics can help tell the tale in many cases, surely to God the voter should have at least viewed the horses and drivers performing in the racing categories? BTW, full disclosure here, I have voted on the O’Briens in the past – once.

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

Then there are the awards for Eastern Canada run by the Atlantic Post Calls Magazine. I am not knocking its editor Doug Harkness, but I just do not believe that an industry publication should be in charge of the awards process. Placing a ballot in a magazine and asking readers to vote on the selections is unfair to all.  The system is simply open to too much abuse and at the very least runs the risk of becoming a popularity contest.  As I’ve said before, there has to be a better way. 

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

And actually there is; HRPEI’s Jeremy Pierce in the past, has given presentations to both National and Atlantic Canadian Harness Racing symposiums with a view to improving the process. While I don’t agree with all his recommendations, he has developed a framework that can be built upon. Sadly his suggestions have seemingly fallen on deaf ears.  They included: 

· Setting a percentage on the number of times a horse must race in a jurisdiction to be eligible for an award.

· The exclusion of horses, trainers and drivers for certain infractions.

· The criteria for an independent panel of judges, 

· A point system to be used in deciding winners.

Pierce’s proposals would also involve the various commissions in the process.  Here’s what he has written on the national criteria, “All awards are based on statistical information gathered and/or submitted by the racing commissions from each region. All statistics will be considered, except for the amount earned designation. Due to the inequality of purse pools across the country, money totals are not to be considered.” 

There’s a lot more of course, but basically his outline could be adapted for use in the O’Briens or in a region like Atlantic Canada. Sadly Pierce’s hard work seems to have fallen by the wayside and been ignored by those charged with improving the game. As I said, I don’t necessarily agree with all of his suggestions.  However, I do support completely his desire to improve Harness Racing’s Award systems and to make them fair and equitable.  You’d think that this would be the goal of the various governing bodies as well.  

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

Next let’s take a look at the promotion of Harness Racing, or the lack thereof.  Governing bodies (again) are mired in bureacracy when it comes to making decisions about the sport/industry. They just cannot seem to move because of their own inertia. This holds true for track management, industry associatons, horsemen’s reps and horsemen themselves.  Even in the face of a bet that’s dropping like a stone and a declining fan base (the Somebeachsomewhere phenomenon excluded), they haven’t changed their ways. Ontario has the worst case scenario.  There they reap obscene amounts of money from racinos, creating huge purse pools for horses that often race in front of almost empty grandstands.  Yet the industry as a whole invests virtually a pittance in off-track PR efforts to bring new fans and bettors into its venues.  The same holds true in the Maritimes.  The tendency is to invest such dollars as there are in the regulars, rather than reaching out to new customers. One wonders how long taxpayers in all jurisdictions, are going to be content to see badly needed funds going to an industry, that seemingly won’t help itself off life support.  We’ve long advocated that a percentage of the purse pool, as well as track advertising budgets should be devoted to creating new fans and bettors. They are after all, Harness Racing’s future and of course are taxpayers as well. In closing I’ll repeat the quote I’ve used in the past from Darryl Kaplan’s Trot Magazine article on the subject;  “In 2007, $224 million was allotted to Canadian standardbred purses, most of which came from slot funding. In comparison, according to a recent independent study conducted in Canada by HLT Advisory Inc., the horseracing sector spent $8 million (1.6%) of its total revenues on marketing the sport. Bingo spent $27 million (3.9%), lotteries: $227 million (6.5%) and Casinos: $671 million (8.9%). The message is clear. Our failure to reinvest in promoting the sport is suicidal.”

Need I say more? Case closed!

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

 Finally, there’s the Maritime Provinces Harness Racing Commission. Its budget in 2006, the last year I could get numbers for, was $665,698. While the provinces appoint the Commissioners, the permanent staff based in Kensington PEI runs the show.  Thing is, are taxpayers getting enough bang for their buck? I think not. There’s any number of decisions this past year that I found questionable, but my major quibble is with the handling of the Gary Chappel case and the death of the horse Spring Grove Left. The whole matter was terribly mismanaged from the getgo. First, even after 2 separate investigations, the MPHRC was unable to determine the cause of the horse’s death or fix the blame. Yet Chappel was fined $1500 and got a 2 months suspension, which he served this fall after losing his Supreme Court appeal.  He got the hook basically because he went to the Laundromat to get his driver’s suit washed, leaving the horse unattended. Personally I think the penalty was punitive and excessive. To read what the court had to say go here: http://www.gov.pe.ca/courts/supreme/reasons/22229.pdf 

In there you will learn that a claim had been made on the horse without Chappel’s knowledge.  That he was a pawn for other people.  That the investigator was ‘enthusiastic’ (perhaps too much so) about his job and that attempts were made to blame Chappel for matters that had nothing to do with him. Reading the decision you get the feeling that even though the court upheld the MPHRC, it didn’t seem happy doing so. I believe Chappel was a scapegoat because the investigators couldn’t get the job done. So riddle me this, who came out of it looking bad?  I don’t think it was Gary Chappel. 

Just one example to illustrate that the MPHRC needs to better justify the money taxpayers are spending on it. 

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

Those are my final rants of 2008 – please think about them.

In closing, let me extend season’s greetings to you and yours. I wish you all a Merry Christmas and a happy and prosperous New Year.

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

Questions/Comments? hal.al@sympatico.ca 

