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Turnover at
12-year low
for racing

KenMartinus

The curtain came down on Hong
Kong's longest horse racing season
Wednesday night —with total turnover
at its lowest level in 12 years.

Despite what the Jockey Club called

**a night of funand crazy drinking"* and
for which the public, tourists and guests
of members were all admitted free, the
final meeting of the season — held at
Happy Valley for the first time in 27
years — drew a crowd of slightly more
than 20,000.

The racing season was 10 have ended
lastSundaym Sha Tin but, as one meet-
ing was abandoned due to heavy rain,
the government allowed the Jockey
Club 10 extend the season by three days.

Wednesday night's betting  of
HK$773 million took total turnover for
the season 10 HK.$62.66 billion, a drop
of 3.66 percent from last year's
HK$65.7 billion and a staggering
HK529.69 billion down on the peak
turnover of HX.$92.35 billion set in the
last year of colonial rule.

This year’s figure is only slightly
better than the HK360.14 billien
recorded for the 1992-93 scason when
racing was suspended for one month
afler several stables were hit by an
equine virus.

The reduced turnover means the
government will get HK$8.35 billion
in betting tax, which is HK$427 million
less than it got lasi year, a drop of 4.9
percent. It received HK$12 3 billion in

1996-97 even though the betting tax at
the time was lower,

However, club chief executive
Lawrence Wong chose to look at the
bright side of the scason, noting the re-
markable success of Silent Witness who
went 18 races before tasting defeat, the
international victory of Vengeance Of
Rain and the success of Cape Of Good
Hope at England’s Royal Ascot.

Wong also welcomed the recent
agreement with the government on the
modernization of the betting duty strac-
ture which, he said, will provide an op-
portunity to reverse the betting trend
and allow the club to effectively com-
pete against itlegal bookmakers.

According to a senior source, the
govemment can also look forwand toan
added bonus of close to HKS3 billion
from footbal! betting which has doubled
over the past 12 months.

1t is the money from football betting
that will enable the club to meet its

HKS$1 billion commitment to charity

this year and pay for some other infra-
structure projects in the pipeline
staff reporter@singtaonewscorp.com
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RTHK poised to

pull the plug on

racing coverage

Last night’s show
from Happy Valley
may have been the
station’s farewell
Norma Connolly

RTHK is set to end live radio cover-
age of horse racing in Hong Kong
and lest night's programme may
have been the station’s last.

‘The government-funded broad-
caster said yesterday it would make
a decision within the next two
weeks whether to scrap live cover-
age from Happy Valley and Sha Tin.
Yes s meeting at Happy Val-
ley was the last of the season. ~ -

Speculation over RTHK's racing
coverage arose following criticism
of it from Chief Executive Donald
Tsang Yam-kuen.

During his election campaign,
Mr Tsang said: I don't like their
live broadcasts of horse racing
meetings. As a public broadcaster,
it should not go imo [the] enter-
tainment

RTHK pays the }ockey Club
$750,000 a year for the right 10
broadcast racing live. Commercial
Radio also broadcasts during the
same timeslot, but refused to dis--
close yesterday how much it pays.

Forever Sze Wing-yuen, head of
RTHK's corporate communica-
tions unit, said the station was con-

.sidering a number of options, in-

duding continuing the current for-
mat, broadcasting only from the
racecourse, revamping coverage o
feature results and highlights, or
scrapping the programne.

If the show ends, it leaves the ca-
reers of five broadcasters and a pro-
ducer in doubt

Racing commentator Ma Yun-
chi, who has been with the show for
14 years, said he and his colieagues
had been told 1o expect a decision
on their one-year contracts from
RTHK executives next week.

Mr Sze said the station had first
considered scrapping or amending
the format for its acing coverage as
g::‘:f cost-cutting exercises that

in 2002, He denied that Mr
Tsang's comments would influ-
ence the decision.

“As long as RTHK has editorial
independence, we will make the
decision based on our common
practices,” he said

“We don't fed pressure from
any direcdon.”

But Ma said while there had
been discussions on cutting racing
coverage in 2002, the subject had
not arisen again until afier Mr
Tsang had made his comments.
“I'm quite suspicious,” he said.

“A few years ago they discussed
the possibility of cancelling the
programme. They decided that it
was a programme listeners would
like to continue to have, so how
come they're now talking about
cancelling it next season? Is it a
matter of money or of political
pressure — that is what everyone is

“If they are bowing to political
pressure, it is bad for RTHK; they
will lose some ol their legitimacy.”

Janet Mak Laj-ching, chairwom-
an of the RTHK Programme Staff
Union, said she understood that
the station had been considering

- changing its scheduling for some

time, but it had now.become a
political issue afier Mr Tsang's
comments. She said the union's
stance was that RTHK should re-
main free from any intervention.
The show's producer, Tam
Wing-fai, said the mood among
RTHK's racing team “was not so
sad ~ they are all professionals®,
Democratic Party legislator Al-
bert Chan Wai-yip said yesterday
he did not believe ATHK should be
broadcasting racing because Com-
mercial Radio also broadcast it live.

B Harry's view - A
B Odds of return -C)
B Last night’s racing - €13
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