ROUND TABLE CONFERENCE

Medication, safety issues to the fore

Thoroughbred Safety Committee updates progress, makes recommendations at Round Table Conference

by Tom Law

THE TWO most omnipresent is-
sues facing American Thoroughbred
racing were front and center as the
Jockey Club’s 56th annual Round
Table Conference on Matters Per-
taining to Racing truly lived up to its
name on August 17 at the Gideon
Putnam Hoteland Resortin Saratoga
Springs, New York.

Medication and drug testing re-
form and equine welfare and safety
took center stage at the annual gath-
ering of high-ranking officials, indus-
try executives, and decision-makers
who chart the course of this coun-
try’s Thoroughbred industry. The
work of the Jockey Club Thorough-
bred Safety Committee—formed just
days after the death of Eight Belles
as she galloped out after finishing
second in the Kentucky Derby Pre-
sented by Yum! Brands (G1) on May
3—dominated the proceedings as
speaker after speaker outlined the
progress of the group that has al-
ready shaken up the industry’sland-
scape through its anabolic steroid,
toe grab, and whip-related reform
recommendations.

“Changeisneeded, andit’sneeded
now,” Jockey Club Chairman Ogden
Mills “Dinny” Phipps told the assem-
bled group in his closing remarks.
“We’re not looking for credit; we are
looking for change.”

After opening the
two-hour meeting with
updates on the activi-
ties of the Jockey Club
and some recommen-
dations from American
Horse Council Presi-
dent Jay Hickey on
how the industry
should handle possi-
ble federal intervention, the entire
second half of the Round Table was
dedicated to the Thoroughbred
Safety Committee and the changes
that group would like to see made
in racing.

Four prominent individuals—
WinStar Farm owner Bill Casner,
California Horse Racing Board
Equine Medical Director Rick
Arthur, D.V.M., Thoroughbred
Horsemen’s Association Chairman
Alan Foreman, and safety commit-
tee member and respected equine
surgeon Larry Bramlage, D.V.M.—
outlined atleast a portion of the path
the committee hopes will lead to
changes in the industry.

Toe grabs

Casner, a proponent of the move-
ment to eliminate toe grabs in Amer-
ican racing, outlined several key
points in his “Toe Grab Recommen-
dation” presentation, which included
a video analysis showing the differ-
ences in horses wearing flat shoes
versus those with toe grabs.

“You can see from these videos
and from the data that these devices
arenotonly damaging for our horses,
but also how dangerous they are for
our riders,” Casner said. “The pos-
sibility of an accident puts the rider
in peril and all the other riders be-

hind him in peril as well.”

Casner called foratotal ban on the
use of toe grabs on the front feet of
racehorses, which was part of the
Thoroughbred Safety Committee’s
recommendationsin June. The com-
mittee also called for the elimination
of anabolic steroids in race training
and racing, and made recommenda-
tionsinvolving whip-related reforms
prior to making four new recommen-
dations to the Round Table (See text
of Thoroughbred Safety Committee
Chairman Stuart S. Janney III's
speech, page 20.).

Casner also said the industry
should pursue additional funds for
research to study toe grabs and for
the development of standard prac-
tices for farriers and for the training
of farriers.

Janney called Casner’s presentation
“powerful” and pointed out several
racetracks that have already adopted
the recommendations of the safety
committee in relation to toe grabs.

“In a short period of time, both
California and Kentucky have
adopted the committee’srecommen-
dation by legislative action, and the
racetracks in the state of New York
have done so by house rule,” Janney
said. “Other racing associations like
Penn National Gaming [Inc.] have
also stepped forward and accepted
a leadership role on this issue. It is

now time
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profess ignorance when their
horses have high alkalizing-
agent levels

for any racetrack who has not yet
adopted this policy to do so by house
rule untilsuch time as their state rac-
ing commission can formally adopt
the model rule that the [Association
of Racing Commissioners Interna-
tional] approved at its meeting ear-
lier this month.”

Steroids and shakes

Arthur, a former practicing race-
track veterinarian in Southern Cali-
fornia, discussed bicarbonate, or
TCO2loading, and anabolic steroids
during his presentation. He pointed
outthatalthough research has shown
bicarbonate loading can neutralize
lacticacid and enhance performance
by just 1%to 2%, for racing “itis mind-
boggling.”

“Keep in mind just a one-length
improvement in the performance of
the right horse would have altered
the order of finish here at Saratoga

[Race Course] in eight of nine
races and at Del Mar in seven
ofeightraces [on August 16],”
Arthur said.

Arthur’s tongue-in-cheek
comment that “trainers claim
they have no idea why their
horses have high TCO2 [lev-
els]” drew several chuckles
from the crowd. He later said
that the use of furosemide,
the generic name of the di-
uretic Salix, was also in need
of additional study as a per-
formance enhancerrelated to
TCO2.

“The question is why [is
Salix a performance en-
hancer]?” Arthur said. “Is it
inthedecreasein [bleeding],
as many racetrack practition-
ers like me believe? Is it the
loss of roughly 20
pounds from urine
diuresis, as some
physiologistshave
claimed? Orisitthe
increase in TCO2?
What we do know
from our analysis,
whatever the
mechanism, the effect is added to
the TCO2 effect.”

Arthur said American racing
should take pride in its drug testing
program, which has “tested our ath-
leteslonger and for more drugs than
any other sportwith one
glaring exception. The
exception is anabolic
steroids, and that is
changing.”

“I became cynical of
the use of anabolic
steroidslong ago when
I saw how their use al-
tered the training of
horses,” Arthur said.
“John Kimmel said it
bestatthe racing forum
at the [American Asso-
ciation of Equine Prac-
titioners convention] a
few years ago. As most
of you know, John was
a practicing racetrack
veterinarian for several
yearsbefore he became
a trainer. John stood up in front of
100 racetrack veterinarians and
asked, ‘When are you going to ban
anabolic steroids?”’ He went on to say
that anabolic steroids allow a trainer
to train a horse
harder than would
otherwise be possi-
ble naturally.

“Keep in mind in-
tensity ofexercise has
been related to cata-
strophic musculo-
skeletal racehorse
injuries ... there is
unpublished data in Califor-
niarelating anabolic steroids
to exercise intensity and fatal
injuries.”

Drug testing
Foreman also discussed
the medication and drug
testing issue in his speech
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titled “Drug Test-
ing: The Present and the Future.”

The catastrophic breakdown of
Eight Belles, which was mentioned
by nearly every panelist, was part of
Foreman’s remarks. More specifi-
cally, he said, “The ensuring furor
unleashed every negative perception
and stereotype about our sport.” Fore-
man went on to discuss polling con-
ducted after the tragedy that showed
fans, both casual and those who fol-
low the sport regularly, felt that the
use of illegal medication was a prob-
lem in the industry and “their single
biggest concern.”

“Yes, we are a sport that has, and
always will be, confronted by those
fewwho disregard the well-being and
integrity of our sport for short-term
gain,” Foreman said. “However, in
the court of public opinion, which in
today’s world is the only thing that
truly matters, the perception is that
our sportisnotclean. In today’s world,
perceptionisreality—no matter how
unfair or inaccurate that perception
may be.”

Foreman said the industry needs
to acknowledge that a problem ex-
istsand needs to dedicate more than
the $30-million allocated to drug
testing spread among 18 different

laboratories that
serve 38 racing

jurisdictions.

Foreman closed by outlining
seven suggestions on how to fix
the drug problem in racing:

e Establish a reference, re-
search, and testing lab controlled
by the racing industry;

¢ Establish strict industry lab
standards for drug testing and
implement them in the quickest
and most practical means;

¢ Consolidate the drug testing
lab system and reduce the num-
ber of labs;

e [nvestinresearch and devel-
opment;

¢ Develop anew generation of
scientists, toxicologists, and phar-
macologists;

¢ Ask the Racing Medication
and Testing Consortium to re-
visit and recommend uniform
withdrawal time guidelines based
on existing research; and

e Recognize the importance
of, and significant work performed
by RMTC.
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Soundness issues
Bramlage, a surgeon at Rood &
Riddle Equine Hospital in Lexington
and a frequent participant in the
AAEP’s On Call veterinary team that
explains equine injuries to the pub-
lic during racing’s televised events,
outlined the results of a data-rich
study that sought to refute some
charges in the “popular press” that
were incorrect about the soundness
of racehorses.

Bramlage said the two following
charges were refuted by the Thor-
oughbred Safety Committee by sta-
tistical analysis:

¢ The training and racing of two-
year-old Thoroughbreds is predis-
posing these horses to accelerated
rates of injury and prematurely short-
ened careers; and

¢ The Thoroughbred industry is
raising horses only to sell, notto race.
This is weakening the breed to the
point they are unable to race.

“The data is definitive,” Bramlage
said. “It shows that horses that
began racing as two-year-olds are
much more successful, have much
longer careers, and, by extrapola-
tion, show less redisposition to in-
jury than horses that did not begin
racing until their three-year-old
year.”

“The environmental and economic
reality of racing the young adulthorse
is the area where we must concen-
trate our efforts to disentangle
the current rate of decline in
average starts per racing ca-
reer and address the safety or
soundness components. The
data shows the Thoroughbred
approaching a racing career is
capable as an athlete and the
successful older horse is rac-
ing a sustained career.” -

Tom Law is managing editor of
THOROUGHBRED TIMES.

continued on page 20
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