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The growth of the super-trainer in Irish National Hunt

racing

I recent weeks, this column has sought to shine a light onthe serious problems that have beenal
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Two of the main causes of these issues that have been focused on are the substantial i

Graded race programme and the ever-growing proportion of the best horses being controlled by

number of powerful hands. The consaquences of these two factors are particularly stark in Ireland and
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howrthe sport has changsd therein the last 20 years will be the focus this week.
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The sheer extent to which Willie Mulling and Gordon Ellott have come to dominate the sport is eye-

expressed in this style. Whatis also stark is how t

ber of indiiduzl trainers earning
&t least €500,000 in prize money in a season has reduced from a high of
72 money levels having grown by aimost 50%

wrards. This is despice total p
inthat time Read that again and let it sink in

Tofurther ilustrate just how much the gap between the top trainers and the rest has widened in the

20 years, the dynamic chart below divides the prize money £amed by the top 100 National Hunt trainers

in Ireiand each seesen into two groups. the top five and the rest. Th

change over time has been quite

Top 5 National Hunt trainers vs the Rest in Ireland
By prize money won (2001-2015)
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hs undou reflect the brilliance of the Willie Mulling and

an apology to anyone for scaling their businesses to the xtent that

/e and raising the bar of achievement to previously unheard-of levels.

020
werto compete in Graded races. Mulling and Elliott have

However, the way the National Hunt race programmein Ireland - nged inth ears has

undoubredly favoured those with the horse p

st cannot compets st those levels have been

iy smalier piece of the prize money pie It as never been more

vely limited resources to make an impact and that has served to

ion in variety of the sport

The resuit o al this is That in terms of character the sport has changed beyond recognition. For decades
Flat racing was considered a business dominated by a select few powerful opsrations while the National
Hunt game was much mare of the racing code of the ordinary man

noli iary harses owned and trained by people that could have b

orans Price, Brave Inca, =1 legen

anyene. The drezm seemed

/able. All that has changed e

fonal Hunt racing has become
ced and sbetted by 2 race

dominated bya small number of powerful players who have bes

na

programme tht has svolved to favour them

of National Hunt racing has never beenless reachable and the game has suffered for

the sxpense of less powerful trainsrs and owners The tap

Uttimately

ational Hunt racing has to 35k what it wants for itself. It goes without saying that we all love

the sport but this love seems to blind many fromse
ive 2nd engaging spectacks.

g just how
competi

The T end of the Sport has become saturated with smal-fisld uncompetitive Graded racss. Oncs

proud and prestigious races have become diminished to the status of glorified Cheltenham Festival trials
Yet. despite spending the whole season building to the Chelienham Festival, that meeting has become so

bloatad that it now regularly fails to deliver the clashes that National Hunt followsrs spend all season

s the same fac

ingtoses
and over again. It is hardy riveting and engaging to thase that already love the SPort. 5o how can
xpact it 1o atract The next ganeration of followers?




Compuisive viewing? Chacun Pour Soi - a 1/5 shot - wins the four-runner Hilly Way Chase at Cork.

We 25 2 sport have the ability to change all of this. The potential solutions have been put forward in more
decailin this space on a number of occasions in recent vears, but in a nutshell the number of Grade 1
races nesds to be slashed the lesser Graded races have dthe

the C % < reduced significantly. The aim will be to funnel the best
horses intraining either ‘each other at level welghts of to take on lesser horses on fair
tems providing much more engagingand aregular basis and the
Chetenham Fest become = proper for our sport
Anincrease in high-end handieaps will isc serve to give 3 achanestorun

invalusble races fear

" incurring an increased for lictle gain One only
has to look st the example of Marracudja incurring an Tlb rise for finishing third in a slowly-runrenewsl of
the Clarence House Chase 3t Ascot earfier This
veights Gradsd races, whichis a big factor in thoss races routinely

rtosee why connections of lower-rated horses are 5o

reluctant 1o run them in level
sttracting smallfields.

As drasticas such changss may seem they are unlikely tofundamentally changs the pecking order inthe
sport. with Mullins, Elliott. Hendsrson and Nicholls stillal-but certain to lead the way. What fewill dois
rebalance the opportunities amongst all trainers. jockeys and owners to eam a bigger slice of the prize
maney pie This can only serve to make Nationsl Hunt racing more viable and sttractive to participants of
all sizes, 35 well 35 producing Much mors sngaging races for the racing public to anjoy.

Make nomistake. tougher days are coming Racecourses are facing severe thrests to their visbility. The
biggest threst of all may come in the form of the move of wider society against betting mostimminenty
in the shaps of the Gambiing ACt review in the UK which posss 3 huge threat tothe finances of horse
racing We 25 2 sport cannot afford to sleepwalk into a crisis and should be doing everything we can to
make our racing product s sttractive s possible to as big an audience as possible

Right now, National Hunt racing s only delivering a fraction of the potential it has to preduce competitive
and engaging action throughout the sesson. Will those with the power to make changes be brave enough
0 take =ction and tackle the monster that the Graded racs programme has become? For the grester
go0d of the sport. | sincerely hope that they do.

Zanahiyr back in business with WKD simon Rowlands
Hurdle victory at Down Royal Simon nas selsctions s analysis oniine for Ascot ana
o2 ret st for classy ”» —
ol
Bl races @B===ee— ©2021 4 Tha Rocss AIRignta rmssnved Erimsy ol Tax Srteey

Changs websits layout:

David Pipe Stable Tour
Houss nos repcied @ squa
which e hopes can compets on the g Seturdeys

fodsm Slovery Setement Abo

ja ATR Player Terme ATRFADe Acvertising Sefti

Switeh St

Gorftoct Us BeGambleAwars &



[ races S RAGCWDS RESUTS BSTODDS ATRPLAVER NEWS TPS BLOGS STAMETOUS CORSES TOTEHL 0000 NLEE

Rl races Racecards, odds & results S races

cuoeto B GUIDE TO

Kevin Blake

na changing world
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reinformation and data remain key, Kevin cals for the physical otz of
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racecourse, whether a horse is "big snough” remains & common questi
big enough? What is an average height for a sprincer or a middle-gistance horse? Unforcunately, due to
alack of published data of the height of racshorses, the subject is one driven by subjectiv opinion.

n o hear ssked. But just what is

anecdotal evidence and recsived w

jom
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eed, a cow would outrun a Chari
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Japan the average mature height of the 274 lat s

just over 16 hands. To be exact. 16,072 hands or 1.64 meters.

Hollie Doyle
ile it is difficult to put a number of what the general sxpactation of this averags would be amongst Trursciy, 26t Octoksr 202
racing and bloodstock professionals, | dare suggest that more than most would have expected the

rish Ang
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Nicholas Godfrey on the
Waanasay, Z7tn October:
ikely to come as another surprise to many. It ilustrates that when it

comes 16 height ot least. thers isn

& trip-relatsd trend amongst sits thoroughbreds.

OF course. it would be even more fascinating to expand this brand of analysis f the racing weights of

thesestalions were availsble Amongst other things, it would allewhe excent of the common perception

of the more heavily-muscled sprinting type and the leaner middle-distance performer to be statistically
tested
The sbove represents just 2 couple of simple examples of the sort of research and content that

can be driven by data such as this, but sueh workis only possible if the dat
avallanie,

recerded and mads

Fresh data can attract younger generation to racing

Onthat subject. | wrote an article back in 2019 that is:

/orth revisiting inthis context which made a

detailed case for heights and weights of racehorses to be officially recorded when they arrive at the track

tonn.

Asis Often the £352 WNEN SUCH SUZZESTIONS 3rE MA0E [T reteilan 2 Mixed reception Inevably. 3 faw
poured cold water on the proposal with some of the cbjections being rocted in concerns about costs

ereof

uidn't understand how to

and practicalities. More frustratingly, cthers he fiavour of pecple

wouldrit he

use such infor

jon fFyou gave t to them” and t yone back winners soitisnt

worthwhile " Essentially, they either didn't understand the ways that such data could be used ta add

colour to the picture and/or den'T see the valug in doing se.

Mercifully, an ever-growing proportion of racing’s audience realise the potential that collecting such
data can have for the quality of the coverage and depth of understanding of the sport Younger
generations in particulsr have a Thirs

or Gats-i rather than el

anaiysic based ontangible fact

and “sxparience” that alder generations of analysts have lsaned on for solong Other sports have

embraced these changing demands of their sudience, with cover

Jing placed a far greater emphax

stream sport

on statistics and ¢

Despite horse racing having been decades shead of other sportsin terms of the depth of data and form-
bas:

d informtion that we tske as & given. it has beenincredibl

their sudiencs andinformationsuch

For sven desper suati

bresthing operation and in-fosl mares. Norss weiznts and heights. Remarkably. svenbeenz

struggle to get the suthorities to realis

o

he importance of why fun
iole. This resistar

ental

istances nesd to be 5 accurate 35 pos:

has seen racing go from enjoying a clear

lead amangst data-driven SpOrts to now lagging behind others that have answered the call for more data

with much more enthusiasm.

A changing world with an appetite for more information

has changed rapidly during the 15 months since that article was published. The Covid-

i has accelerated the worid's adaption to demands for mere o remote-friendiy information

out of necessity. This is Particularly true in the blosdstock SECTor, 35 With 3ccess T

< grounds having
been limited for much of the last year. vendors and sales companies have responded by offering buyers

buyers would value that information.

Nhen making the case for the publishing o
riety of uses that such

weights and heights of racehorses, itis Important to

emphasise the wide ata has. There is often an assumption that calls for such

izt are rooted in 2 desire 1o Use it to sscertain fitness levels in horses

be

g purposes.

willinevitably lock to Uss them a5 a guide on that front. those with exparience of having aceess to such

datz know itisa far frome:

ce. Publishing weights vill serve to gve t
nding of this science, but the potential benefits of thi

racing public awider
ata excend farbeyond those with

understar

betting motivations.

Ata basic level. it woukd allow us to establish what the average size/weight really is for horses of various

ypes. We would no longer rely on pundits relaying their guesstimates of s horse's size to the viewers
asthe data would tell us exactly how each horse compares ©0 the average horse of their type. We would

Beyond the basics, suchdata has the potential to be used for high-end analysis too. To give one example,

ent years. This brand of analysis could potentially

striding data has grown significantly in popularity in e
benotably more informed
stride lengtn that i just
informatio sment would be tu

ithe

n addition of height data into calcuiations. For instance, s hors

e might Just be considered of marginal incerest based on that

ed onits he: revealed

dif published height
that the same horse was in the bottom 5% of the horse population interms of height, making that

anove-

verage stride much more impressive than the stride length inisolation.

Those with  thirst for data can only hops that the racing authoritiss 5es the sndless potential for
improvement in the coversgs erstanding of o (I
physical data of racenerses couid stimulate. All they have todo is put the systems in place to collect
high-quality data - the analysts, both professional and amateur will do the work af
P

=t the collection of detailed

Ibilities are endless.
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Kevin studies the numbers 2nd discovers some alarming issuss regarding the quality of National Hunt
racing including the effects of an inflated Graded race programme
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dly illustrated by these remarkable statistics detailing how the number of horses rated 140 or
. N Ml KevinBlake Blog Archive
higher over hurdles and fences in Britain and Ireland has grewn to an incredibie extent during the last 15
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Remarkable st it?

makes thess numbers look sven mors sxtrecrdinary is that they came during = 15+year ps
2w 3 substantial reduction in the number of runners in National Hunt races both in Britain and Ireland,
s shown by these statistics:

Great Britain Ireland

NHRaces NMRunners NMRaces N Runners
35368 1394 2019
31423 1424 16467

Unfortunately, these numbers aren't remarkable for the reasons that those of 2 blindly positi
dispostion might irst think

Pather than being indicative of this being 2 golden ag= for N
these statistics renresent Just one of the Unintended consequences of race programming shat has
diluted and diminished the quality of Nar e, and faciltated the continued
ners at the top of the sport

nal Hunt racingin th

ional Hunt racing as 2 spect

growth of dominant:

As ioie, Gespite & signficant redUCTIoN in runner nUMbers during the same time

frame there was anincredible increase in the number of horses rated 140 of higher both over hurdies

and fences in both Britain and Ireland. The number of chasers with such a reting increased from 151in
%0 343in 20197 < of 127.2% The number of such hurdlers

Inthesametime- an increase of 135 7%

5 that in the same time period the percentage of horses rated 140+ over hurdles

cularly pronour

d over

nces that got to a rating 170 or higher reduced signifi

hurdles, with just an hurdler ratsd 170 or higher since the start of 17 campaign. This contrasts

ical for two or three horses

cadeagowhen itwas e heights each season.

169 has more than doubled in the last

years iz lkely To be contributed to the vast inrease In Norses r2ted 140+ in Bntain and reiand. Howeve
this theory doesn't stand Up to serutiny

Country of Origin of 140+ Performears in Britain and Ireland

Country  Totall40+  Total 140+ Chasers 140+ Chasers 180+ Hurdlars 140+ Hurdiers 140+
Bredin 2008/ 018019 2008/7 2018/19 2006/7 201318
ireland 149 (50.3%) 307 (s2.5%) Bofaas%) 18 (36%) G 19%) 125 fax1N)
France  B4(28.4%)  183(31.3%) 55BLE%) 103 (31.7%) 2(23.6%  B0(0.8%)
Brtain  47(15.9%) 88 (15%) 27(15.6%)  3BOLN) 006.3%  50(19.2%)
Germany  10(3.4%) 5 (0.9%) a(2.4%) 1(0.3%) 6(a.9% a(15%)
Other 6(2%) 2(0.3%) 1(0.6%) 1(0.3%) 5 (4.1%) 1@.4%)
296 585 73 325 123 260

Ascanbe seen while there have been some changes in the distribution of the origin of 140+ harses in
bred proportion of hurdles

he Frenci

Britain and Ireland, with the I

h-bred proportion of chasers and

bothinereasing | Broportions of the origins of 140+ horses has Staysd MuEh the same over this

time pericd

When Ifirst highlighted these strange elmos five years ago, the handicappers on either side

he Inznseay welcome their views, as it really i

ap

& not able to provide a convincing explanation. Iwouk

number of National Hunt

heory. Consit

ering th
ow mueh the number of Graced

ile we wit for an official response, I

runners have fallen significandly in the las 15 years, it is nocabie ju

races increased on both sides of the Irish Sea during the same time period
Graded Races in Ireland
2006 209 Hinereses
= =
= =




The vast incresse in the number of Graded races st the same time that runner numbsrs have reduced,
coupled with the concentration of a greatr proportion of high-quality horses in a smaller number of
powerful yards, has created a very unhealthy situstion in National Hunt racing

It has never besn sssier for rainers to pick prions for their horses.
diving to avoid highly-rated rivals and in an entirely w©
vast amay of The main this processis 8 small-field,

uncompetitive Graded races on both sides of the Iich Sea. Indesd lsst weskend slone saw five Grade 2
contests take place, only ene of which had a field bigger than four runners. The exception had seven

runners. How anyone bar those with runners in these races could consider that a satisfactory situation
stwhatis the u

ry top end of our sport is beyond me There simply aren't enough high-quality horsesin
iffering hands to w© y filing up the vast amay of Graded racss in the National Hunt
calendar

Quality races need to hit the "Grade"

For Graded races tomaintain their status, the three-year average race rating (the average of the official
retings of the best four horses T STaT in the racs in any given year) has to sty sbove = s=t parameter
for that Grade. It seems the official handicappers are often inclined to rate these Graded races ata level
expected by that grade. rather he races on their d often

merits. This would go a long way to explsining the vastinflation of the number of horses rated 140 and
higher in line with the significant increase in Gradsd races, whilst the numbsr of horses rated 170 or
higher has stayed static or reduced

Of course. ani rsce o far i han

randicap marks being thrown out of skew. spectacle of National Hunt s suffered
ascalculated. risk-averse campaigning of the best and most promising horses intraining has become.
commonplace With so many of the best hrses now beingin a much smaller number of hands, it has
allowed the biggest trainers to expieft the bloated programme book, making it much more gifficult for
trainers with less fire power to compete.

Even the Cheftenham Festival,billed as the Olympics of our sport. has become & victim of theiinflation of
ts programme, regularly failing to deiiver the clashes that the sport craves all seasen. This dilution
continues to this day. with the inclusion of a mares’ chase to this season's Cheltenham Festival adding
yetanother 10 the meeting that will only serve tosubtract rather than add to the
spectacle.

Potential solutions £ these ongoingissue have been put forward in this space for many years and were
reiterat=d = recently as Jast month The mein proposals are s ruthless reduction inthe numbsr of Grade
1races and a conversion of all Grade 2 and Grade 3 races Into handicaps. Many will undoubtedly see
those proposals 5 bsing to drastic but the situation has bsen allowsd to worsen for 5o long that ftwill
t=ke = drastic adjustment to make = mesningful difference

National Hunt racing still has all the assets to consistently deliver great sporting spectacles, but right
now the biostad programme of Gradsd races is failing the Sport. the vast majority of ts participants and
all of its followers. The key question iswhether anyone with the power ta make the necessary changes
will be brave and boid encugh to defy the wishes of the biggest players in the sport and make the drastic
changes that ars o clearly nesded.
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