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SPECIAL REPORT

BRITISH racing is just days away from
welcoming back the first paying
customers to a racecourse in nearly six
months as Doncaster prepares to host
more than 20,000 spectators over the
four-day Pertemps St Leger meeting
starting onWednesday.
Crowds have been absent from

courses since March and the sport,
which returned on June 1, has seen
some of its marquee events, such as
the Derby, Royal Ascot and – after last-
minute government intervention –
Glorious Goodwood being played out
in silence.
With only essential personnel, later

followed by owners, in attendance, the
comforting hum of excitement from
the grandstand has been absent,
leaving an unmissable void in the
on-course atmosphere, and on the
balance sheets of racecourses.
That is set tochange fromWednesday

as Doncaster stages the first pilot event
that will hopefully pave the way to
paying spectators being welcomed
backmorewidely to racecourses across
Britain fromnextmonth.
Wa r w i c k ’ s j u m p s c a r d o n

September 21 has been pencilled in as
the next opportunity for racegoers to
return to the track, before Newmarket
stages the third and final pilotmeeting
this month during the three-day
Cambridgeshire meeting starting on
September 24.
While the success or failings of the

pilot events will shape how subse-
quent race meetings with spectators
will look and feel under Covid-19
restrictions, racegoers should prepare
themselves for a different on-course
experience to what they once knew.

What preparations have
been taking place?
A trial of 5,000 people was due to take
place on the fifth and final day of
Glorious Goodwood last month, but
was scrapped at the last minute due to
a spike in coronavirus cases across
parts of Britain.
After that false dawn, British racing

waited anxiously for developments on
racegoers returning before Oliver
Dowden, secretary of state for Digital,
Culture, Media and Sport, issued the
green light to begin implementing the
final step – the safe return of spectators
– of the government’s proposed five-
stage framework for returning to full
unrestricted elite sport with a series of
pilot sporting events fromAugust 29.
The St Leger meeting, with 3,640

general admissions on Wednesday,
rising to 6,202 for the following three
days, will be the first such event on a
racecourse, although planning for the
return of spectators to the track has
been ongoing for months.
“We’re all stepping into theunknown

to a large extent but the amount of
planning that has gone in by the race-
courses is absolutely phenomenal,”
says the Racecourse Association’s
director of racecourse services
Carol ine Davies, who has been
chairing weekly meetings between
racecourses, and leading plans for the
return of paying customers.
“First and foremost we want the

spectators to have a safe experience,
that has got to be the priority for
everyone, but we want it to be an
enjoyable experience. It will be great
to get some atmosphere back at the
racecourses.
“It’s small steps and the pilots are

there to lead to bigger and better
things, but in a gradual way.”
With a ‘green zone’, implemented at

stage three of the government’s
f ramework, in place to protect

participants, racecourses have already
had to adapt their facilities, and they
face further upheaval to maintain that
safe haven while welcoming the
public back.
At Doncaster, for example, the

entire family stand and two-thirds of
the grandstand, including the betting
hall, has been lost to the public
because it sits within the safe zone for
participants.
“The green zone has to be sacro-

sanct, and it will be,” says Davies.
“Customers will not necessarily be
able to go to al l the areas they
normally do, either because they are
in the green zone, they’ve been repur-
posed or the capacity in the area or
building has been reduced.”
With social distancing measures

also fundamental to customers
returning, it is obvious that the
raceday experience will be very
different to the one racegoers enjoyed
before the pandemic.
“It can’t not be different,” saysDavies.

“Who knows what the new normal will
be, but we’re in the hospitality business
and we want people to come,
enjoy themselves and
fun, and the racecours
will do everything they

can to achieve that in a safe way.”
Should the pilot events go well,

there is scope under government
guidelines to start increasing the
numbers allowed on course, so how
Doncaster, Warwick and Newmarket
look this month will give a pointer to
the future, but they will not mirror the
end result.

One plan does not fit all
One of British racing’s biggest draws is
that no two racecourses are the same,
each with their individual characteris-
tics. It also means that there is not one
b l u ep r i n t t ha t a l l t r a c k s c an
implement as they prepare for the
return of spectators.
Instead, working with the Sports

Grounds Safety Authority (SGSA) and
local authorities, each track will have
to come up with a plan that satisfies
both government guidelines and is
practical for its facilities.
Doncaster has opted to split the

course into multiple zones. Tickets
have been sold for each, and specta-
tors will be asked to stay in the zone

they have been allocated for the
on of their visit.
he p i lo t events at
e w m a r k e t a n d
Warw i ck w i l l a l s o
operate with zones,
bu t t h e re w i l l b e
nowhere near the
assortment of areas
planned for the St
eger meeting.
At Doncaster we’re
g spectators to remain

in a set zone,” says Mark Spincer,
managing director of the racing
division for the track’s owner Arena
Racing Company.
“Within that zone there will be Tote

and traditional bookmakers, food and
beverage opportunities and toilets.
We’ve got sanitiser stations, and a
dedicated cleaning team for each.

“Each zone has approximately 250
people. The final configuration will
depend on ticket sales, but you could
have 16-to-20 zones outdoors and
then you’ve got some hospitality
zones, restaurant zones, an owners’
zone and an annual members’ zone.”
Plans are still being finalised at

Newmarket but the capacity is likely to
be set in the region of 4,500 people for
each afternoon of the Cambridgeshire
meeting, and the course’s supremo
Amy Starkey, also the Jockey Club’s
regional director for the east which
incorporates Nottingham, Market
Rasen and Huntingdon, expects the
the on-course experience to be
different, but enjoyable.
“We need to ensure we protect our

customers and participants and
prevent the spread of Covid-19,” she
says. “The green zone will be main-
tained and thenwewill have customer
zones around the site, designed to
provide an area and racing experience
to the people who want to come
racing with us across the three days.
“While the experience will be

different, they will be treated to
amazing action on the t
This is a massive ste

forward for the industry and I think
there will be a great buzz.”
In contrast to Doncaster and

Newmarket, Warwick, like many race-
courses in Britain, operates on a far
smaller footprint, meaning space is at
a premium.
“Our biggest issue is it’s a pretty

small venue and we lose a significant
amount of area for the green zone,”
says racecoursemanager Andre Klein.
“Our biggest hospital i ty area is
becoming the jockeys’ changing
room, and automatically we’ve lost a
lot of capacity.
“Having said that, the green zone,

which is everything on the main
concourse from the parade ring to the
owners’ car park, is easy to define and
should be pretty easy to fence off.
“We’re operating just two zones, but

every single room has a one-way
system in place and it’s going to be a
very different environment for the
people who turn up.”

Before you arrive
New protocols are in place from the

moment tickets are purchased
e and, for the time
ng, tickets will not be
vailable on the door.
Instead, customers

will be asked to agree
to a code of conduct
set out by each track
when pu rcha s i n g
online, and provide
ersonal details so the
k can effectively apply
ack-and-trace system

for all visitors.
Following government guidelines,

the biggest group bookingwill be for six
people, and both Newmarket and
Doncaster will be providing staggered
arrival times to ensure the entry
process is as smooth as possible.
There are no plans at any of the

three tracks for temperatures to be

What going
racingwill
be like in the
Covid era

‘It will be
great to get
some
atmosphere
back at the
racecourses’
Caroline Davies,
RCA director of
communications
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going to
have a
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movement’
Mark Spincer, racing
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director, Arena Racing
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Lewis Porteous on what to expect when spectators return next week
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taken on arrival, although Doncaster
will ask for face masks to be worn on
entry.

Spincer says: “We’re using signifi-
cantly more entrance points and
asking people to use masks as they
arrive. It’s optional within the site, but
our recommendation is for people to
keep the masks with them, and if
they’re queuing for the toilets or a bar
and there’s a large number of people
we recommend you wear it.

“You don’t have to wear it when
you’re sat down, but ultimately it’s
your choice.”

In accordance with the licencing
requirements of the areas Doncaster
will have available for customers at its
pilot event, children under the age of
18 will not be admitted in the general
attendance areas, although hospitality
guests, annual members and owners
will be permitted to attend with
children providing they are registered
on the track-and-trace system.

Restrictedmovement
Movement once inside the track will
inevitably be restricted and it will not
be possible to cross between zones.
However, the tracks involved in the
pilot are confident viewing the races
will not be significantly impacted.

Spincer says: “If you’re a racegoer
and you want to get a jockeys’
signature, that is not going to be
happening for quite a while, and we’ll
do more filming from the pre-parade
ring and paddock because you’re not
going to be able to access those areas.

“You will see the racing, although

you will have to watch some parts of
the track on a screen, but we’re
putting in four big screens to make
sure that wherever you are you will get
a view.”

Unlike Doncaster, the parade ring
and weighing room are both behind
the grandstand at Newmarket, but
with the green zone mainly incorpo-
rating the area beyond the paddock,
the process of keeping participants
and customers apart should be
comfortable to manage.

“The vast majority of customers will
have access to both parade ring and
racecourse viewing, and we’re keen
wherever possible to keep the racing
experience as close to the one which
our customers were u
pre-Covid,” says Starkey

“Everyone will be abl
to see the action, but

clearly not everyone is going to be
able to stand up against the rail, and
the big screens will be in place in
order to help them. Each zone will
have Tote betting, on-course book-
makers and a range of catering offers.”

Capac i t y a t Warw ick w i l l be
capped at 1,250 compared to 6,000
pre-pandemic, and Klein is also
aiming to deliver as ‘normal’ an expe-
rience as is possible for those in
attendance.

“Customers should have plenty of
freedom and I can’t see why the
general public won’t have a really nice
day,” he says. “They can still go to look
at the horses in the parade ring, stand

on the terraces to watch the race,
t a drink at the bar.”

ocial distancing
The gove rnmen t ’s
social distancing rules
w i l l h a v e t o b e
adhered to on course,
with space per person
forming the calcula-
on for the revised

pacities in operation.
re will be an increased

number of staff to ensure the
rules are being followed, and any
pinch points will have to be managed
accordingly.

Spincer says: “Each zone has a
social distancing officer, but we’d
like to call them a host. They are
there to greet the guests, make sure
they’re comfortable and ensure they
know how the rules in that zone
operate. They [officer and guests] will

not leave that zone all day.
“If someone makes a mistake we’ll

remind them, but only a couple of
times, and unfortunately if after that
they’re not playing by the rules we’ll
have to ask them to leave for the sake
of everyone else.”

Starkey adds: “Social distancing will
need to be maintained, and there will
be a number of our team around the
site helping people make the most of
their experience, while adhering to
the measures that will be in place.”

Having a beer and a bet
The th ree p i l o t t ra ck s a re a l l
committed to ensuring that each zone
provides the opportunity to purchase
food and beverages, and have a bet
with either an on-course bookmaker
or on the Tote.

All purchases will be conducted
without cash, but bets can be placed
in the traditional manner of notes and
coins.

“There will be a reduction in the
number of bookmakers because the
betting ring can’t be as big or dense as
it traditionally is,” Warwick’s Klein
points out.

“It has been confirmed that ‘vertical
drinking’ is allowed in indoor bar
areas. However, patrons must have
access to a poseur [high] table or shelf
where they can rest their drink.

“Our staff will be encouraging those
with a drink tomove to outside areas if
they are unable to access a suitable
location indoors. Drinking will be
permitted on the terraces and in the
public concourse.”

SGSA guidelines also suggest no
programmes should be distributed at
the pilot events, although a digital
alternative may well be offered if that
ruling is not revised before the trials
begin.

Celebrating a winner
Doncaster’s code of conduct asks
customers to ‘avoid high fives’ and
‘take care when cheering or cele-
brating’. Clearly enforcing such rules is
not going to be an easy task consid-
ering shouting home a winner lures
thousands to the track every year, but
it is something that will have to be
monitored, according to Spincer.

He says: “We’ve put it on the code of
conduct because it is recommended
by the government. We’ll put those
codes up around each zone to remind
people, but we don’t want to spoil
anyone’s day. Equally we don’t want
anyone getting poorly.”

Klein adds: “Everyone loves to
shout home a winner but, abiding by
the law of the land at the moment,
no-one should be raising their voice in
a public area.

“We’ll put up signage and things like
that and just hope people acknowl-
edge there’s a set of protocols in place
that we hope they can abide by. It’s
what we’ve had to do to get the public
back to the racetrack.”

The future
The purpose of the pilot events is to
t e s t ou t d i f f e ren t me thods o f
welcoming spectators back before
analysing what works best.

The resu l t s f rom Doncas te r,
Warwick and Newmarket, as well as
feedback from other sporting venues,
will be shared across the industry,
helping to form the framework to
support a permanent return to the
track for spectators.

“Once the pilots have hopefully
been successful the next stage will be
working out if you can in any way
change the footprint of the green zone
to make it more accessible to others,”
says Spincer.

“We’re going to have a restriction on
capacity while there’s a green zone,
and we understand that.”

Starkey adds: “It is in our planning
to welcome back crowds to all of our
courses as we progress over the next
few months, but the numbers will vary
significantly depending on the layout
and facilities of the individual race-
course.

“What we need, for the finance of
our sport, is to ensure we effectively
pilot how crowds come back to race-
courses and sporting venues – that’s
the first step.”

Klein concludes: “This is a trial, not
a reflection of what racedays are going
to be like in the future and it’s a long
way from the kind of experience we
want to be delivering, but it ’s a
stepping stone back to normality.”

DOS AND DON’TS AT DONCASTER’S LEGER MEETING

DO make sure all of the facilities that you need
are available within the area you have booked

DO comply with any health checks that may
be required on entering the racecourse

DO observe all social distancing protocols at all
times, whether inside or outside

DO be aware that all food and drink payments
within the racecourse are cashless

DO make sure all walkways, corridors and
doorways etc are clear before you walk through

DO take care when cheering or celebrating

DO follow all signage and the instructions of staff,
officials or any emergency service personnel

DO regularly wash your hands, use hand
sanitiser and avoid touching your face

DO avoid face-to-face contact with other
spectators and avoid hugs, high fives and any
contact with people not in your social bubble

DON’T try to access areas of the racecourse
outside your ticket allocation

DON’T remove hand sanitizer or other personal
hygiene products from their locations

DON’T gather away from your allocated area,
at the rail of the race track, for example

‘This is a
massive
step forward
for the industry
and I think there
will be a great buzz’
Amy Starkey,
regional director for
Jockey Club
Racecourses
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‘It’s going to
be a very
different

environment
for the people
who turn up’

Andre Klein, Warwick
racecourse manager
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