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Racing boss optimistic as industry reels

BY TiM RICIARD
BTary Wwtes

Moat of the hurse racing indus-
try cheered Gov. John Engler's
decision eguinst cxpansion of ca-
sino grmbling into Detrvit, even
though Engler also opposed slot
machines at race tracks.

“The governor's devisivn can't
be taken a3 a negutive to recing”
sxid Nelson Westrin, the state
racing commissioner. “We've
knoan from the beginning the
governor understands the impor-
tance of horwe racing to agricul-
ture. When ! was appointsd tby
Engler in 1933), he gavw me the
charge to go cut there and grt this
industry together.

“Racing was concerned that s
casino in Detruit, aloag with the
casino in Windsor, would be an
ircpossible situation for racing ™

An exception was John Luag,
president of Ladbroke DRC in
Livonis. Michigan's oaly thor-
oughbred munning track. long
said Engler's June 27 promises vl
other help to racing may be "too
litle, tou late.” Ladbroke DRC
has yet to amnounce whether it
will [0 atesd with the mid-July
Michigan Mile. for 45 yrars the
state’s richest stakes tace.

Ledbroke wanted tu gu full-tilt
into casino and slot machine
gaming After a casino in Windsor
opened in May of 1994, wagering
at Michigan race trwcks plummet-
ed 11.2 pervent and track atten-
dance 14.3 percent. Ladbroke's

wagering bandle fell 16.4 percent.
Northville Downs® o at.
stable, but attendance dropped 9
percent. Hazel Pask's bandle foll
13 pervent and its attendance 14
percent. The three metro tracks
are 80 pervent of the industry.

Westrin, of Grand Ledge, was
on the attomney g=neral’s staf¥ at.
tached to the racing commission-
et when Engler tapped him to
bead the office in Livonia He
siews his office not only &s a regu-
lator but as a unifying forve to
bring together the sumetimes con.
flicting interests of tracks, thor-
oughbred  borsemen,  standand-
beed (trottery and pacens) horse-
men, and quarter horsemen, a3
well as suppliers and unionized
track employven

Westrin will bring them togeth
er July 10. He bopen to hase s
program to preseat the Legiala-
ture in September. Here are ex-
cerpta from an interview severnl
days aftec his boss came out
aguinst expansion of casinos:

governor sald the

hnm Industry ‘‘may ool eur-
vive.” Docs that mean 77,000
raclog breed equine will be
whot? Or will ocno segmeat go
down?

Westnin: “At this puint in time,
that's specutativn. . There's no
Question the thoruughbred track
has been losing $10 million or $11
miltivn for some tie. Ladbroke
bas indicated it ay close for
business. But they haven't made

that definite, snd thoy've shown
they hava staying power,

“The governor bas indicated he
would support full-card simul-
casting. somae form of off-track
betting and a reduced pari-mutu-
el tax. Thoee three arces could
give immediate relief to moet
trucks in Michigan™

Q. lnt'n start with the tax. Is
It correct thut Michlgan has
one of the higher taxes oa

wagering?

Weatrin: “Yes. It comes out of
the tracka’ commission and is
based on groas handle. The rato is
4.5 pervent for city tracks (Lad.
hroke, Hazel Park and Noethville,
plus Spoets Creek near Flint). [t's
3.5 pervent for (r-:b in counties
af Jess than 300,

~“The ;\ntmuv hn indiceted
the puaaibility of elimiaating the
pari-mutue) tax. They (tracks)
would pay just normal business
tases. The pmblcm is that a lot of
the morey is funneled back to ac-
tivities associated with rwcing .
_county {asirs, youwth programs,
capital  improveaients,  various
peograms for borses and other
lLiveatock, various breeder swards.

And also the mopey goes back to
the cities for the setvices thoy
pruvide (3800,000, under the rmc-
ing act, lhou‘h leas in usually ap-
propristed).”

Q. What ls atmulcasiing and
tw-mnldmtbclpf

Q. How much simulcssting

Westrin: “Si ing |s
whers you bring ln a TV signai
from another track and show it si-
multaneously with the running of
the eace, people can bet on
that.

“Michigan currently allows
only 25 simulcasts por track per
year, and only one per day. That
is the most reatrictive law In
North America”™

Westrin's office had been allow-
ing Ladbroke DRC to simulcast
75 rmces — 25 times three moet-
ings. Hut Northville Downs and
horsemen sued Ladbroke and the
racing commissioner. Wayne Cir-
cuit Judge Marvin Stemplen
ruled for Nurthville Downa, con-
fining Ladbroke to 25 simulcasts
per year.

“Windsor Raceway is a real
cotapetitor for Detroit area tracka
because it has such an czpansive
simulcasting program. A lot of vur
fans frum DRC are going to Wind-
sor where they can sce thorough-
bred raciog from acrues the coun-
try — even from China!”

Q. Any cstlmate of haw much
slmulcasiing would help Michl-

tracks?

gun ?

Weatrin: “It's difficult to mea-
sure. It depends on how many
programs (m broadcast). It has
been of is] benefit to

Total stute tases on pari-mutuel
rucing have dropped from §22 mil-
fwn o the mid-1980s 10 $17 8 mil-
hwon last yvar.

trachtracks. But there would be
some drop-off in the live bandle
(wageting on live races).”

wmmgorm
pr-

vete Indurtsy. It's up to them to
agrve. Horsemen, of course, have s
concern because there's a poten-
tis! for a decreass in live races.

They'll also want a share of the
wagering == their purses go down
when wagering goes down. Thero's
been a decline over the last 10
yeam."

Q. What Ls Intertracking?

Westrin: “Situlcasting withln
the samo state.”

Q. What 13 cff-track betting,
xnd how would 1t balp?

Westrin: “Races are aimulcast
to off-track locations, where peo-
plo can go and wager on races
from all over the state and other
states. It could hurt by decreasing
track ettendance. But it could
help by making the product more
convenlent to patroos.”

Q. Is borse rutlng sn ana-
chronlum? In It out of date?

Westrin: “No. It’s one of the
most beneficial forma of gaming
because 1t's so  labor-intensive
and capital-intensive. It provides
somae ecunomic value independent
of gaming” He cited 42,000 jobs
in breeding, raising, treining and
hringing horses to the tracks, plus
tenck jobs “that pay quits well.

“You know, 1,700 slot machines
could be taken care of by five
technicians, whereas to  bring
1,700 horses to the track would
tako thousands of people.”

Q. What about demograph-
Ies? Are track fans golting old-
or and dylog

Waestrin: “They tend to be ald.
ez, but that's the challengo to the
industry — to show it can be an
exciting activity to all ages, aa
demonatrated by the Kentucky
Desby whero 140,000 people camo

to the track.”

lAdbmJlt DRC's record, act it -

1932, was 29,670; Northville

Downa', set in 1950, was D.610;:
Hazel Park’s, set in 1965, was”
726,

28,

“You'll never soa 140,000 poo-

ple around a craps table or slot
mnchlnu. Thero's a certaln spont-
Ing interest and majesty in horso
racing.”

Q. You'ro relatively optimis-
Ue and think It can bo turmed
around.

Weutrin: "It can bo. it's a mat-
ter of improving the quality of live
racing and Increasing the purses.
We've got to (ind a way to In.
croase the wagering and increass
the purses. . .”

Kenn Christopher, executive
Bocte to the racing commls.
sioner:
any of the modern tools to present
it. Wo're still dolng it the wey wa
dld in 1833."

He cited tho soven November
races called the Breeder's Cup
with purses literally In the mH.
liens. “Windasor can present all
seven. Wo're restricted to one.™
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