
1 

 

www.turftalk.co.za  *  editor@turftalk.co.za                                                                  Monday, 27 April 2020 

  … this perfect storm is offering 
an opportunity for us to reshape 

the landscape, to paint a sustainable 
future on a new canvas…        

 
-Chris van Niekerk. 

“ 

” 

Rock Bottom 
means  

drastic change 
DAVID MOLLETT speaks to  

Chris van Niekerk about the most important 
juncture in South African racing history. 

Chris, as the country's leading owner you will be 
feeling the current lockdown as acutely as  
anyone - yet I am sure your natural optimism 
will shine through as it has done in your  
speeches at Emperors Palace Equus banquets 
and CTS cocktail parties.  
 
However, Turf Talk would like to get your view 
on the current state of play of the industry. 

DM: We are now in a different ball game than 
we were in January (when we were probably 
more concerned about who would win the 
Sun Met!) so have we devised the right  
strategy to address the problems? 
 
CVN: Even the most clairvoyant among us, 
could not, in January, predict what would befall, 
not just our Racing Industry, but our country and 
indeed the World. Therefore, we did not and 
could not, have a ‘correct’ strategy in place to 
deal with what has now transpired.  
 
“However, I do believe that this perfect storm is 
offering an opportunity for us to reshape the 
landscape, to paint a sustainable future on a 
new canvas. Sometimes hitting rock bottom is 
the only way for us humans to realise that  
drastic change is required. More of the same 
will simply not work and throwing money at the 
current setup, structures and sectorial agendas, 
will not be sustainable.                     (to page 2) 
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ROCK BOTTOM AND CHANGE (fm p1) 
 
DM: Owners have to provide the product for the 
show to go on. We know the RA is doing its utmost 
under the leadership of Brian Riley with his  
outstanding business acumen but - while the  
injection of R13,1 million to stakes is most welcome - 
he did make one worrying comment. "The RA has 
some cash reserves but they are insufficient to  
render this kind of support for an extended period." 
One comment by owner Tommy Shawe, who is an 
enthusiastic racing man, is particularly distressing. 
He posted that: "We can all wait for racing to restart 
and maybe for 50% stakes.......not worth it - I have 
10 horses but the way it’s going won’t have any by 
year end."  
 
Personally, I find it encouraging that a legendary 
racing personality like Mike de Kock is prepared to 
give up his time and join the RA board. Would you 
agree? Mike has always called a spade a spade 
(you'd have thought he was born in Yorkshire!) and 
his recent comments hit the nail on the head.  
 
He said: "We cannot speak for decisions made it the 
past. Things are what they are, and we are in the 
now. We are fully committed to the best possible 
outcome for racing. Things cannot change overnight 
and there seems to be a belief that certain entities or 
individuals can simply 'take over' the industry, wipe 
the slate clean of undesirable factors, throw money 
in at risk, start afresh and proceed merrily and  
profitably into the future. We (the RA) have had to 
make our decisions within a ghastly economic  
climate and faced with the additional and  
unexpected consequences of Covid-19."  
 
I know from personal experience that Mike is first-
class when dealing with the media, but social media 
criticism may be something new. He said: "Ongoing 
debates with negative individuals will get us exactly 
nowhere." It might be the right time to remind him of 
what one American scribe once told me "while social 
media can be both interesting and informing, if you 
take it too seriously you could end up slitting your 
wrists!"  
 
Is enough being done for owners here, when we 
read that Singapore is giving every owner 
S$1200 (R15000) a month and Canada C$1200 
although this comes from the Ontario Lottery & 
Gaming Corporation? 
 
CVN: Owners constitute a very important sector of 
the industry. But so do breeders, trainers, jockeys, 
grooms etc. and right now all need support. And all, 
including the Operators, are short of cash. So, what 
support from whom to whom? Social media critics 
have been around since the birth of social media 
and they will always be with us. Whilst I believe in 
transparency, I also know that whatever decisions 
are taken over the next weeks and months, will not 
satisfy everybody. So, the critics and naysayers will 
always be with us. Decisions are invariably taken 
within the context of a current environment, often not 
appreciated or understood by those who came later. 

Ten years from now, however sound today’s  
decisions are for today’s issues, they will be  
ridiculed in some quarters. 
 
DM: Top trainers such as Sean Tarry, Justin Snaith 
and Mike De Kock have all come out with "row the 
boat together" statements which is laudable. How-
ever, at the other end of the spectrum, we have the 
smaller yards crying out for immediate help. Cliffie 
Miller, a guy who wears his heart on his sleeve, 
suggested that their stable rental be cut during the 
pandemic. This seems a reasonable request. An-
other report - and I'm uncertain of its accuracy - 
states that 50% of horses are fed and raced by 
trainers themselves. In the UK, William Haggas said 
"it is the small trainers who are under the cosh." 
 
Do you see our training ranks dwindling  
markedly if they are not thrown a lifeline? 
 
CVN:  I believe it is fair to say that, given the  
current environment the ranks of all sectors of the 
racing industry will dwindle. It will be a case of the 
survival of the fittest. Some may argue that such an 
outcome may not necessarily be bad for a more 
robust industry built on new foundations. 
 
DM: The application to government announced by 
NHA CEO, Vee Moodley, is an indication they are 
not letting the grass grow under their feet. He rightly 
points to the fact that racing is taking place - albeit 
behind closed doors - in Australia, Sweden, Japan, 
Hong Kong and certain states in the USA. Also, we 
handled racing without any hitches without  
spectators before lockdown. 
 
Are you happy with the NHA strategy? 
 
CVN: There is absolutely no doubt in my mind that 
the single most crucial strategy, or tactic, is to en-
gage Government as a full and committed partner 
in a revamped racing industry structure. Unless that 
is achieved, any money thrown at the current  
scenario will be wasted. Staging race meetings is 
the factory of the operators. Participating in race 
meetings is the factory of the owners and trainers 
and their employees. Under stage 4 of the lock 
down, I believe Government should allow us to 
open our factory, without any spectators. 
 
DM: One of the points Vee made in his application 
is that the industry has a staff of 60,000 employed 
directly or indirectly in the industry. 5000 are 
grooms and he's right in stating it would be difficult 
to find them employment in other sectors of the 
economy. 
 
Then there is the worrying statement from  
Phumelela chairman, Moses Tembe, who told  
Business Day "The Horseracing Division will contin-
ue to battle unless government comes to the party. 
In fact, I am of the view that retrenchments are  
inevitable in the Horseracing Division given other 
priorities that beset the country." 
 
Top jockey, Frankie Dettori, has said "we're  (to p4) 
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AS with any other form of gambling, you can win big bucks if you become an EXPERT. Educate 
yourself on Swedish Harness Racing, and come and take some of the loot on offer from 18:20  
onwards at the MANTORP  and also FARJESTAD harness tracks this evening. For betting guide and 
tips, click on the banner right below this.   

ROCK BOTTOM AND CHANGE (fm p2) 
 
not going to come out of this crisis smelling of ros-
es." While someone like Frankie has no financial 
worries - are many knowledgeable racing people 
going to be lost to the sport? There can be little 
doubt that - when racing resumes - the leisure rand 
will be slashed.  One expects - during this trying 
time - that you would agree with Theodore  
Roosevelt's quote that "Believe you can and you're  
halfway there."  
 
Are we in a phase of false optimism or not?  
 
CVN: Positive attitudes have always, and will  
always, defeat negative states of mind. The world of 
tomorrow will not be the same again, that much I 
believe. However, as I pointed out earlier, this is the 
time to grasp the nettle, this is the time to see  
opportunity to bring together all stake holders and 
rewrite the script for a vibrant South African racing 
industry. 
 
DM: Do you foresee a more transparent attitude 
going forward with media since we have been 
stifled, in some cases disgraced and have had 
acknowledgements and rewards removed. What 
is your view on a free racing press which  
predicted the current situation 10 years ago  
before we were shoved aside? 

If ever there was a time for all sectors and role play-
ers to work in unison it is now. This cannot be 
achieved without absolute transparency, void of any 
personal agendas. 
 
DM: Finally - on a lighter note - can you reveal 
the horse which Sean believes could give you a 
third Vodacom Durban July triumph? 
 
CVN: As far as a July winner is concerned, let’s 
hope for the actual running of the July first! Trust 
what I have said is helpful.   -tt. 

SAJA suspends 2021 intake 
 
THE South African Jockeys Academy (SAJA)  
management has been forced to indefinitely sus-
pend recruitment interviews for the class of 2021. 
 
“We had originally scheduled recruitment interviews 
for 28 March in Johannesburg (Turffontein  
racecourse) but were not able to go through with 
them because of the virus,” said riding master  
Robert Moore. 
 
“Once everything gets back to normal – hopefully 
sooner rather than later – I will travel to Durban to 
meet with the management team and carefully delib-
erate whether or not we are even going to  
proceed with this process this year.” - TAB News. 

http://www.bettingworld.bet/Sport/Default.aspx
http://news.tabonline.co.za/Fields-Tips/Sweden-Betting-Tips-and-Previews
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/MANTORP(SWE)@2020.04.27.pdf
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/MANTORP(SWE)@2020.04.27.pdf
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UK jocks receive will   
financial assistance 

THREE schemes designed to help provide financial 
support to jockeys through the coronavirus crisis 
have been launched by the Professional Jockeys 
Association (PJA). 

Planned support for riders was announced as part 
of the £22 million package for racing from the Levy 
Board and the Racing Foundation last week, with 
valets and jockeys' agents also covered for loss of 
income due to the shutdown of the sport in Britain 
since March 18. 

Jockeys, valets and agents who have not been 
able to take advantage of the government's  
self-employment help package will have access 
to a similar programme from the PJA, which will 
pay 80 per cent of an individual's average 
monthly earnings up to £2,500. 

Payments will be backdated to when racing ceased 
and will run until the end of June, in line with the 
government measures. 

Additionally, grants are being provided by the Rac-
ing Foundation to cover individuals claiming under 
the government self-employed scheme, which ex-
pects to pay out in June, with the grants repayable 
when the government help kicks in.  

PJ McDonald, PJA Flat president, said: "I would 

personally like to show my appreciation on behalf of 
the jockeys for all the hard work that the PJA team 
has been putting in over the last few weeks. It has 
given jockeys a lot of comfort in these trying times, 
knowing that they have such a strong team working 
on their behalf."  - from Racing Post. 

FASHIONABLE face masks to keep you safe and 
stop you from touching your face are available in 
various designs, including a horse theme, and can 
be obtained from as little as R50. They have three 
layers and a pouch for additional filter, come in 
men’s, ladies and kids’ sizes and can be delivered 
to your door . Whatsapp 084 623 5113 or mail  
media@seeupperhighway.com for more info or to 
order. 

https://www.racingpost.com/news/coronavirus/levy-board-and-racing-foundation-agree-22-million-hardship-package-for-racing/431869
https://www.racingpost.com/news/coronavirus/levy-board-and-racing-foundation-agree-22-million-hardship-package-for-racing/431869
mailto:media@seeupperhighway.com
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Enquiries: Jo Knowles on 083 399 6353 

joknowles.ems@gmail.com 

SEE 

www.sugarhotel.co.za 

IN our fantasies, a great leader emerges, like, this after-
noon already. He’s a tough guy on horseback and he’s im-
mortal,  like The Highlander, Buffy the Vampire Slayer or 
Freddie Mercury. He doesn’t come from the East and has  
no affiliation to any world leader.  He just appears from  
nowhere, rides roughshod over those who keep humankind 
captive and frees the world from lies, deception, hoaxes 
and financial heists. He leaves a long and pungent trail of 
blood and skulls. The reality: That’s not going to happen, 
and on this ‘Freedom Day’, we have nothing to celebrate. 
On the photo: Ulysses S. Grant, the US President between 
1869– 1877. Known for his horsemanship, Grant, at age 5, 
was noted for doing difficult stunts bareback and soon after 
was also performing responsible chores, hauling timber, 
and driving teams of horses for long distances by himself. 
From  boyhood through his military career, Grant had a well  
established reputation for training and managing horses.  

Fantasy vs Reality 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
mailto:joknowles.ems@gmail.com
http://www.sugarhotel.co.za
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