THE NEW NOVICES’ CHASE SYSTEM
Background

•
The new novices’ steeple chase system was introduced on 1st October 2004 after consultation and agreement between senior BHB and NTF representatives. It was subsequently approved by the industry-wide Jump Racing Advisory Panel, Race Planning Committee and Jump Racing Review Working Party.

•
The initial approach came from the trainers who were anxious that the uncompetitive nature of and small field sizes in a large number of novices’ steeple chases could prove to be hugely detrimental to Jump Racing, because these factors could ultimately give racecourses and the betting industry a reason not to stage and pay for jumps fixtures.

•
The reality BHB faces is that it has become increasingly difficult to persuade many racecourses to stage novices’ chases because they expect a small field and an odds-on favourite. A number of courses have agreed to carry on with a race or races for just this season to see if the new system addresses the problem. If it doesn’t, in future there simply will not be anything like the number of novices’ chases that trainers are able to choose from, even now.
•
Last season, the number of novices’ chases with three or fewer runners totalled 67 – a huge rise on the 29 in 2002/03 and an even greater increase on the 17, 15 and 18 in the three previous seasons.

•
The average Starting Price of the favourite in novices’ chases last season was 21/20 (1.04/1), significantly shorter than the 2/1 in all chases, and the shortest it has been in any of the last five seasons.

•
Recent years have seen a gradual decline in average runners per race in weight-for-age novices’ chases (the table below excludes the Cheltenham Festival):

	
	North
	Midlands
	South

	2003-04
	7.12
	6.84
	6.19

	2002-03
	6.94
	6.94
	6.62

	2001-02
	8.31
	8.13
	7.27

	2000-01
	7.97
	7.63
	6.95

	1999-00
	8.45
	7.77
	7.03


•
The objectives of the new system are to:

- Reduce the number of novices’ chases with fewer than eight runners


- Encourage the better novices to run competitively against each other by reducing the number of opportunities for them to run at cramped odds in lower-grade races


- Promote a system that allows a trainer to introduce a horse of any ability on any racecourse on any given day, but ensure that, once a good horse has proven its effectiveness over the larger obstacles, it goes up in grade, whereas the old system allowed it to be campaigned in a lower grade until having won three races

•
Essentially, we want to see decent, proven horses going up the scale more quickly than in the past, and for them to race against each other. The old system allowed winning chasers to run in all classes of novices’ chase, with penalties differing slightly between grades to encourage trainers to run winners in higher grades in which they would carry lesser penalties.

•
It is the prerogative of owners and trainers not to run stablemates in the same race, but our job must be to ensure that the appropriate number of races are staged for the horse population. There is often multiple representation from a stable in Flat racing and in other National Hunt races, and there is no intrinsic difference applying to novices’ chases.
•
Our view at the outset was that, if we were to be criticised, it should be for doing too much rather than failing to address the issues fully. We intended to make alterations and amendments where necessary – as we have done. 

The new system
Class A

Pattern Races (unchanged)

Class B
Novices’ Steeple Chases for multiple winners (A slightly increased programme to plug the gaps between Pattern races)

Class C

Novices’ Steeple Chases for horses which have won no 




more than two previous Steeple Chases

Class D

Beginners’ Steeple Chases
Novices’ Steeple Chases for horses rated 0-110 (some now 0-115 and 0-120)
Class E

Beginners’ Steeple Chases (with penalty for winning hurdlers)




Maiden Steeple Chases



Novices’ Steeple Chases for horses rated 0-105
Class F

Maiden Steeple Chases

What we have seen so far
•
There has been an encouraging start. We have been particularly pleased by field sizes in Class B and C races. Comparisons of 2004 and 2003 field sizes in every novices’ chase in October (the two right-hand columns on the attached sheets) show a general increase in field size. 
•
There have been very few instances of trainers running more than one horse in the same race, which does not back up arguments about lack of alternative options. It is worth noting that some of the criticism about perceived insufficient opportunities is based on the assumption that all horses will win first time out, which they don’t. Many good horses will find themselves eligible for Beginners’ Chases in their second or third race.
Changes to the system
•
Recognising that we would need to be flexible, we have added in a further 7 Class C Novices’ Chases between October and December and altered one Class B handicap to become a weight-for-age race.
•
We have also raised the rating restriction on some of the Class D races from 0-110 to 0-115 or 0-120, having acted on the recommendations of trainers.
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