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Asian Racing Conference 2008 (Tokyo)
Gavin Pritchard-Gordon & Anna Pinnington

At a time when the world’s economy is in turmoil, and our fellow European Racing countries, whom we have always relied upon for our trade, are going into recession, like ourselves, it is becoming increasingly important for BBM to look further afield, in order to promote the Racing and Breeding Industry in Great Britain.  Irish Thoroughbred Marketing and French Racing and Breeding have been traversing the entire globe, in search of new markets, for a decade and more, and it is high time that we followed their sterling example.
Targeting more far-flung countries, in the wider net, has to be our first option, but, because BBM’s resources and budgets are currently limited, a more viable alternative, when offered, is obviously attendance at the bi-annual Asian Racing Conference (ARC), held this year in Tokyo (9-14 November).

For the record, 690 delegates, from 34 difference countries attended, in addition to another 150 from our very generous and hospitable host nation.  Team GB was represented by Nic Coward (BHA), Matthew Imi & James Singer (Attheraces), Nick Smith (Ascot Racecourse), Alastair Donald (IRB), Howard Wright (Racing Post), John Sanderson (CEO of IRM) and GPG & AP (BBM).  A well organised, seminar-based forum, which has grown rapidly in stature since its inception in 1960. 
The buzz words at the previous ARC in Dubai, 18 months ago, were ‘the harmonisation of rules’ and ‘commingling’ but it was immediately apparent, from the Conference introduction given by ARC Chairman, Winfried Engelbrecht-Bresges (Chief Executive of Hong Kong Jockey Club since 2007) that little had been achieved on either front, in the meantime.
Lecture topics, on this occasion, ranged from ‘Marketing and Customer Experience’, ‘The Mechanics of the Sport’, ‘Informing the Customer’, ‘Wagering’ and ‘Addressing the New Challenges and Opportunities for Racing’, which were of general interest to all delegates, to the three most pertinent sessions for BBM which were namely ’Developing Racing in the Asian Racing Federation Region’, ‘Equine Veterinary Science’, and ‘Sales and Breeding’.
The former was structured with presentations given by representatives from Turkey, Vietnam, Qatar, Russia, Japan and Korea.  The President of the Turkish Jockey Club, Yassin Ekinci, discussed developments within the Turkish Racing Industry, stressing the efforts being made by their Jockey Club and Government to globalise the sport, the importance of the marketing aspect, and their immediate priorities, which include addressing their import/export issues more closely, together with their betting take-out rate.  26 delegates from Turkey attended, including three members from their Ministry of Agriculture, which showed their sustained commitment.  Dr Roland Devoltz was also with them to help advance their Stud Book.
Michael Fenton, CEO of the Racing and Equestrian Club in Qatar, who previously worked for both Bruce Hobbs and Lord John Fitzgerald in Newmarket, in a secretarial capacity, highlighted the wealth of their country, disclosing that racing was run on a grant given by the Government to provide the Racing product.  There is, however, no pressure to provide a return on investment of the sport, as the racing is televised, there is no betting and they, like Turkey, are trying to increase their Thoroughbred racing to reach the level of their Arab racing (the richest Arabian race is currently worth US$1 million).  We met their Chief delegate, Sami al Boenain at the Closing Ceremony, who pointed out that Qatar felt under the shadow of Dubai, and that they wanted to make their own statement, to compete with Meydan, and become a product that will be envied worldwide.
Frank Joyeau, previously MD at Baden-Baden, presented on Russia, as he is now Consultant to their Jockey Club.  He explained that Russia is now in a flux of change and that, at this stage, they are trying to centralise the sport, and build a solid foundation.  Once established, Russia could become a very influential market.  He emphasised the need for smaller established racing nations to support the project in Russia and that, by  helping to put them on the map, there could be a sizeable return, due to the affluence therein.  Currently, the Russians tend to turn to the USA, due to the racing surfaces they currently have in place, but are looking to introduce new tracks, which would encourage them to look more to Europe.
The session on Sales and Breeding was chaired by Dr Cyrus Poonawalla, Vice Chairman of the ARC, and a leading light in Racing and Breeding circles in India.  Our ‘Facilitator’ was the silver tongued Mickey Goss from Summerhill Stud in South Africa, and the panellists included Dr Ross Williamson, William Nader (Hong Kong), Carl Hamilton (USA), Louis Romanet (France), Peter McGauren (Australian TBA), Howard Wright (UK), David Chester (Magic millions), Michael O’Hagan (ITM), Dr Teruyuki Imahara (Japan), Mark Webster (Inglis), plus Bart Sinclair, Dr Andrew Clarke and Andrew Seabrook (NZ).
A lively hour and a half, in this instance, which took the form of a hypothetical discussion about the Racing and Breeding enterprises of a successful, young industrialist from Colorado, USA, one Thomas Crapper III, who was venturing into our Industry, at a time of global recession, and mindful of the ‘hefferlump traps’ to be avoided.
The intrepid but discerning Thomas’s interrogation covered a multitude of relevant topics among them Codes of Practice and Drug Testing at Sales, New Technologies for Cataloguing, Assessing Black Type, Conditions of Sale, Sales Related Races, Internationalisation of Group Races in Japan, Internet Bidding, and the Future of Staying Races Worldwide.  And the advice that he was given by members of the panel must have appeared concise and enlightening to the ‘new boy’, if a little biased towards Thomas buying his potential Classic winner from the countries that they represented!
The Chairman of the selective session on Equine Veterinary Science was Dr Eliot Forbes, Veterinary Steward for the Emirates Racing Authority, who in his brief introduction, warned delegates to keep permanently abreast of all world-wide veterinary and welfare issues, citing Eight Belles at Churchill Downs in USA, and the ban on Greyhound Racing in Massachusetts, as current examples.

Dr Brian Stewart, Head of Veterinary Regulation and International Liaison at Hong Kong Jockey Club, updated delegates on what can be done to identify Racehorses at risk of Catastrophic Musculoskeletal Racing Injuries – and Doctors Bruce Christie (Australia), Tomio Matsumara (Japan) and Jaehyuk Yang (Korea) gave brief personal views on the control of Equine Influenza.
The most informative presentation, in this session, was made by Dr Natasha Ellis, from the University of Sydney, on current developments relating to new Gene Technologies, and the potential threat of Gene Doping to the Australian Racing Industry.  It transpires that in 2003 the World Anti Doping Agency (WADA), introduced gene doping to its list of prohibited substances and methods, and that over US$31,000,000 has been invested since on anti doping research.  Based on gene therapy techniques developed to treat disease, gene doping is the introduction of genetic material into a cell, to enhance athletic performance.  Although gene therapy is still a largely experimental method, successful clinical trials have already been achieved in both the human and the horse.   With the advent of large scale comparative mapping between species, and the development of the Equine Gene Sequence, there is real potential for gene doping to be applied to equine athletes, as well humans.
To complement three intensive days of presentations (which started at 8.30am and continued until 5.15pm) our hosts laid on a very comprehensive social programme, which included an afternoon’s racing at Tokyo Racecourse, prior to the Conference, a Welcome Dinner for all 680 delegates at the Otani Hotel, an evening’s racing at Tokyo City Keiba, a Tokyo Bay Dinner Cruise and a remarkable Closing Ceremony and Farewell Dinner at the Rappongie Hills Observatory, the tallest building in Tokyo.  All of which were heavensent opportunities to network with fellow delegates – GPG and AP exchanging over 100 business cards with delegates in the duration.
In conclusion, this was a very worthwhile few days in Tokyo.  The ARC is now the most prestigious gathering of the world’s racing and breeding luminaries, and there must be a very strong case for re-branding it the ‘World Racing Conference’.  Only countries in Asia can qualify for membership, at present, but, given that USA, GB, France, Ireland, Germany and Italy are all represented, on a regular basis, de rigueur, this has effectively become a ‘World Racing Conference’, in everything but name.
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