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Dirt or Synthetic:
Which Is Safer?

he Thoroughbred industry’s biggest

call to action has been to improve

racehorse safety. At $10-million

apiece, are synthetic tracks the
answer?

The loss of Barbaro and Eight Belles at-
tracted unprecedented media attention to
Thoroughbred racing. Since then, virtually
every aspect of the industry has been pub-
licly scrutinized, including safety.

Without a doubt, the most important de-
velopment in the past five years in terms of
maximizing racehorse safety has been the
installation of synthetic racetracks at select
locations throughout North America.

In December 2007, The Blood-Horse pub-

The Tapeta Footing surface at Presque Isle (top) and the Cushion Track surface at Hollywood Park
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lished a special report on
synthetic surfaces that
examined the new racing
surfaces. The key ques-
tion at that time was, “Are
synthetic surfaces safer?”

While this question was
important in 2007, it has
become even more so over the past year.
This article provides up-to-date analysis of
the synthetic vs. dirt debate and attempts
to answer the question, “Dirt or synthetic,
which is safer?”

TRACK SURFACES: CURRENT
OPTIONS

Aside from turf, there are currently two
main types of racing surfaces installed at
Thoroughbred racetracks and training cen-
ters throughout North America: dirt and
synthetics. Since the majority of races in
North America are run on dirt (or synthet-
ics), the debate has largely spared turf from
scrutiny.

A synthetic surfaceis a “catch-all” phrase
describing any man-made racing surface
that has replaced the traditional dirt track.
There are currently four major brands of
synthetic surfaces: Polytrack, Cushion
Track, Pro-Ride, and Tapeta Footings. Each
of these comprises a custom-designed mix-
ture of natural and synthetic ingredients.
At least one track of each type has been in-
stalled in North America.

POLYTRACK

This all-weather patented racetrack surface is made up of a
mixture of the natural ingredient silica sand with synthetic fi-
bers (carpet fiber and recycled rubber) coated with microcrys-
talline wax. Three different forms of Polytrack surface blends
are currently available including Polytrack Classic, Polytrack

Racing over Polytrack at Woodbine in Canada

Elite, and Polytrack Premium (the latter two being similar to the
Classic formulation but with the inclusion of specific additives
such as jelly cable). Polytrack was first installed in England in
1987. Keeneland Race Course (its training track) and Turfway
Park led the way for Polytrack in North America in 2004 and
2005, respectively, followed by Arlington Park, Del Mar Race-
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track, Keeneland Race Course (main track), and
Woodbine Racetrack.

CUSHION TRACK

A synthetic surface manufactured and in-
stalled by a United Kingdom-based group estab-
lished more than 20 years ago, Cushion Track is
a blend of synthetic including elastic, polyester,
and polypropylene mixed with a high-performance multi-washed
silica sand and blended with a special wax coating. According
to the company, Cushion Track offers minimal kickback, secure
footing, hoof support, and minimal maintenance. It is non-toxic
and emulates turf. Santa Anita Park and Hollywood Park were
both fitted with Cushion Tracks in 2007, but persistent drainage
problems led to the removal of the customized Cushion Track

surface (designed to withstand temperatures in excess of 100
degrees) from Santa Anita.

PRO-RIDE

Pro-Ride Racing is an Australian company that has been in-
stalling all-weather synthetic surfaces since 1998. Its all-weather
product, Pro-Ride, is a combination of sand, a patented polymeric
binder, and a “PR cushioning agent” that, according to the manu-
facturer, delivers two-phase cushion technology to provide stable
footing and support the horse throughout the “whole profile” (i.e.,
both the concussive and support phases). Pro-Ride replaced the
Cushion Track at Santa Anita Park in 2008 and supported the first
synthetic surface Breeders’ Cup World Championship.

TAPETA FOOTINGS

WA 1
Visit our website at

www.thepondlady.com

Weed Control :

Designed by trainer Michael W. Dick-
inson, Tapeta Footings is a patented all-
weather surface composed (primarily)
of sand, rubber, and fibers coated with
hot wax that permits draining of water
through the surface while the surface
remains intact. According te the manu-
facturer, the surface is extremely stable,
cushions the horse’s front end while si-
multaneously supporting the hind end,
enabling the horse adequate footing to
push off. A study of the Tapeta Footings
surface, which has not appeared to have
been published in any peer-reviewed jour-
nal, was performed by Dr. George Pratt, a
professor emeritus from the department of
Electrical Engineering and Computer Sci-
ence at Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology in Cambridge. The study reported
that horses experience 50% less impact on
the Tapeta surface compared to dirt tracks
(as reported on the manufacturer’s Web
site). Golden Gate Fields in Berkeley, Calif.,
and Presque Isle Downs in Erie, Pa., have
installed Tapeta Footings.

WHY SWITCH TO SYNTHETICS?

Dandy Products, Inc.
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Undeniably, the promise of mainte-
nance-free, all-weather racing (translating
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Keeneland Polytrack was installed in 2006
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into an overall economic
benefit) played an impor-
tant role in the decision
to switch to synthetics.
Nonetheless, racehorse
safety was by far the big-
gest impetus.

While the state of Cali-
fornia experienced a 40% increase in total
racing fatalities on dirt tracks between 2003
and 2006, Turfway Park reported an 85%
decrease in racing fatalities after installing
North America’s first synthetic main track
in 2005.

Dr. Rick Arthur, the Equine Medical Di-
rector for the State of California, maintains
that these two factors were the driving
force behind the February 2006 decision of
the California Horse Racing Board mandat-
ing synthetics only. Specifically, the CHRB
declared that all California Racing Asso-
ciations that operate meets for four or more
continuous weeks would be required to in-
stall synthetic racing surfaces by the end of
2007 or they would be penalized and lose
race dates.

But are synthetics safer?

THE CALIFORNIA EXPERIENCE

When asked if he thought racing on synthetics was truly safer
than dirt, Arthur replied, “Yes, absolutely.”

Synthetic surfaces are mandatory for Thoroughbred racing in California

To help compare racehorse safety before and after the installa-
tion of synthetics in the State of California, Arthur provided up-to-
date figures for racing fatalities in California dating back to 2004.

“From 2004 until the installation of the synthetic tracks, there
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were 3.09 racing fatalities per 1,000 starts
in California. After installing the synthet-
ic tracks, this number decreased to 1.87
fatalities per 1,000 starts.”

According to Arthur, this information is
current until the end of 2008.

“In addition, the California data shows
that regardless of the brand of synthetic
surface installed, the number of racing fa-
talities decreased,” he continued.

Arthur also reported that from the end
of December 2008 until Feb. 7, 2009, there
were no racing fatalities at Santa Anita.

“Blue Exit was the first racing fatality
at Santa Anita in over 3,000 starts, which
is impressive for any track in the United
States to report,” said Arthur.

Arthur was referring to Blue Exit, a
4-year-old bay colt, euthanized after suf-
fering an injury during Santa Anita’s
March 7 Santa Anita Handicap (gr. 1).

This corresponds to a fatality rate of less
than 0.33 per 1,000 starts.

“This rate is comparable to European
standards,” emphasized Arthur.

NEW YORK—A HAVEN FOR DIRT

The impressive decrease in racing fatal-
ities in California (and other states) since
switching to synthetics makes one won-
der why every track hasn’t installed one,
regardless of the cost.

The answer is, because the theory that
synthetics are safer than dirt remains
largely that—a theory.

Indeed, Paul J. Campo, vice president



Why We Need Data

AS aresult of the lack of virtually any information (Provided by Dr. Rick Arthur to The Blood-Horse March 27, 2009)
regarding the current safety of Thoroughbred rac-

ing as estimated by the number of racing fatalities in .
a given period, the industry and general public (n- | Location Surface) [ o synthetic Surface [l *Dirt Track
cluding animal rights activists fighting to have horse

Racing Fatalities in California per 1,000 Starts

racing banned in North America) are left relying on Hollywood Park | ; 2.87
incomplete data sets and raw data reported in the (Cushion Track) | 1.53
media that can easily be construed as misleading. Del Mar
An excellent example is a March 19, 2009, New (Polytrack) |
York Times article, “Horse Racing Begins Reform, but e
Legal Drugs Are Still an Issue” authored by William C. Santa Anita
Rhoden. (Cushion Track) =
In this article, Rhoden wrote that there have been
12 horses euthanized at Aqueduct Race Track in New Golden Gate 90
York since Nov. 14, 2008, and seven at Santa Anita (Tapeta) :
since late December 2008.
Without reporting a source for the data or citing it Bay Meadows Wﬂ
in a way that can be compared to the existing data,
such as the number of racing fatalities per 1,000 Total ;
starts, the perception is that racehorse fatalities are I Ea
skyrocketing out of control. Based on data provided L B L . 0 L B e L
by the states of New York and California together with 0 0.5 1 1.5 2 25 3 35 4
the injury data presented by Dr. Mary Scollay at the ) ) .
second Welfare and Safety of the Racehorse Summit, *On the Dirt Track, Before Installation of Synthetic Surface

this is not the case.

and director of racing of the New York Racing Association pro-
vided the following statistics to The Blood-Horse:
M 33 catastrophic racing injuries per 18,158 starts (1.8 per 1,000

starts) in 2007
B 24 catastrophic racing injuries per 18,772 starts (1.3 per 1,000

starts) in 2008
M 10 catastrophic racing injuries per 4,330 starts (2.3 per 1,000

starts) between Jan. 1 and March 31, 2009.

These injury rates, which were all calculated from dirt races,
are similar to California’s current injury rates reported on the
synthetic surfaces (1.87 per 1,000 starts in 2008). So, based on
these numbers alone, some could suggest dirt tracks are already
as safe as synthetics.

Dr. C. Wayne Mcllwraith, from Colorado State University’s
Orthopaedic Research Center, disagrees.

“Although there is not much data available, the data collected

) indicates there is a lowering of catastrophic injury on synthetic
Sa e an s surfaces,” he said. “However, differences in synthetic tracks,
" weather conditions, maintenance, and where horses have previ-

Ch fne BIIS V4 1 | ously trained make it a complicated issue to analyze.”
J Y ) 3 NATIONAL INJURY DATA

Breakm Blts Data collected from 30 different racetracks in 2007 by Dr. Mary
“mm] Scollay, then senior veterinarian at Calder Race Course and Gulf-

stream Park in Florida (presently the Kentucky Horse Racing
cover 9 95 Authority’s Equine Medical Director), was presented during the
March 2008 Welfare and Safety of the Racehorse Summit held in

Call Or Drop By Our Expanded Shop Lexington.

At this meeting Scollay reported that her preliminary data
|5| t& Ofd(’.l‘ Onl|ne At QL“”]" com revealed a fatality rate of 1.47 horses per 1,000 starts on synthetic

I‘\’entucky’s larges t:Custom Sh(]p . We Sh[p World Wide surfaces and 2.03 horses per 1,000 starts on dirt.
. These results are in line with previously published (in peer-re-

e ; 1M viewed scientific journals) fatality rates which range from as low
1929 SOllﬂl Mam Street 2 PaI‘IS, KentUCkY . 40\361 as 0.44 per 1,000 starts to as high as 2.36 per 1,000 starts. Type of

; ' ¢ 7073() ¢ 1l surface was not specifically addressed in these studies.
(800) 729 0592 Fﬂk (859) 98] 0/ 30 WWW.QH]H[H.COHI In July 2008, The Jockey Club took over the injury reporting da-
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ultimately generate for the number of cata-
strophic injuries on both dirt and synthetic
tracks is accurate.”

Racing Fatalltles per 1,000 Starts _' _ SYNTHETICS NOT UNANIMOUSLY

Reported in Published Studies s ADOPTED
(from the Catastrophic Injury Special Rgpon__m 2008) In the absence of an absolute answer to

the “big question,” complaints regarding
virtually every aspect of synthetic tracks,

not just maintenance-related concerns,
Florida

abound.

For example, during a recent meeting
in March 2009 at Santa Anita requested by
the California Thoroughbred Trainers, lan
Pearse (founder of Pro-Ride), and Dr. Ar-
thur, trainers voiced their concerns regard-
ing the poor track surface and the potential
safety implications associated with the new
synthetic surface. Some trainers claim that
injuries, both catastrophic and otherwise,
have dramatically increased since the syn-
thetics were installed in California. Mean-
while, other trainers attest that the synthet-
Victoria, Australia ics are safer and that synthetic opponents

(1986-1993) are “forgetting” the number and severity of

Rate (per 1,000 starts) injuries that occurred on the dirt.
Victoria, Australia / In addition, there is a perception that

(1989-2004) m‘ ; the number of both catastrophic and non-
catastrophic injuries has not changed. In
fact, some suspect that both have increased
since synthetics have been introduced.

Ontario, Canada

United Kingdom

e e T T e e
0 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

tabase and officially launched the Equine
Injury Database. According to Bob Cur-
ran, The Jockey Club’s vice president of

corporate communications, the goal of b U l l d
this database is three-fold:

# To identify the frequency, type, and ' !
outcome of racing injuries using a stan-
dardized format that will generate valid : : i
{ : :

statistics;

i Identify markers for horses at increased
risk of injury, and;

# Serve as a data source for research di-
rected at improving safety and prevent-
ing injuries.

In April 2008, Curran reported to The
Blood-Horse that data would likely not be
available in 2008 but would only be re-
leased after a “statistically significant pe-
riod of time.”

Almost one year later, on March 24,
2009, Curran stated, “We are still in the
process of collecting data and no data will
be released until enough data has been
collected.”

Curran declined to speculate on when
we could expect it to be made available.

Instead, Curran emphasized that at pres- o
ent, 78 tracks representing 83% of racing
daysinNorth America are participating in QETAL

the Equine Injury Database. A list of par- “Remember the red, while and blue — ffe original formula.
ticipating tracks is available at www.jock-

eyclub.com/initiatives.aspisection=2.
Scollay volunteered, “It is important ™A www.OGDPELLETS.COM
for the industry to ensure that we care- ¥ A 866-392-2363
fully collect and analyze all of the avail-
able data to ensure that the numbers we
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According to Dr. Nancy
Heitzeg, a professor of so-
ciology at the College of St.
Catherine in Minnesota,
“There is anecdotal data
that suggests that synthet-
ic surfaces contribute to
an increase in soft tissue '
and hind-end injuries.”

Heitzeg serves as the voice of For Ines-
perado Track Watch—a group of volunteers
that track, read, and analyze race charts
from every track on a daily basis.

These (and other) concerns voiced by
trainers, handicappers, and naysayers
alike are somewhat supported by the fact
the installation of synthetic tracks in North
America has ground to a halt. After the initial flurry of construc-
tion, enthusiasm seems to have waned particularly in the face of
the problems that have, and continue, to occur at Santa Anita.

g
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Installing a synthetic surface may require up to a $10-million investment

“The uncertainty of performance of the current installations
along with the capital requirement of up to $10 million is caus-
ing racetrack operators to take a wait-and-see approach,” said
Jamie Martin, senior vice president at Woodbine in Toronto, in
a 2008 interview.

ADDRESSING NON-FATAL INJURIES

In addition to potentially decreasing the number of catastroph-
ic injuries, the overall number of injuries also appears to be lower
on synthetic surfaces.

According to Mcllwraith, “Dr. Jeff Blea, president of the Southern
California Equine Foundation, and I put some data together and
presented it at the 2008 Welfare and Safety Summit (the second
Summit) with comparisons between when the horses were racing
on dirt and racing on synthetics and did show a decrease in the
number of surgeries, bone scans, and musculoskeletal radiographs
when horses were racing on synthetics versus racing on dirt.”

Nonetheless, Mcllwraith agrees there is some anecdotal evi-
dence to suggest there may be an increase in the number of horses
with hind-end lameness on synthetic surfaces; however, no data
currently exist to confirm or deny this allegation.

In an attempt to address the issue of non-catastrophic injuries
in Thoroughbreds, the Grayson-Jockey Club Research Founda-
tion has just funded a study led by McIlwraith and Blea to follow a
band of horses to collect data on injuries that occur in the band.

“This study will augment the data coming from the Equine
Injury Database,” explained Mcllwraith.

“The Jockey Club database on catastrophic injuries is recorded
by regulatory veterinarians who do not get the opportunity to
follow-up on other types of injuries. The treating veterinarians
are the people in the barn everyday, and they are the ones who
are going to collect information on all non-fatal injuries that will
be recorded confidentially. This data will give us a better picture
of the overall injury rate and whether there are risk factors associ-
ating with synthetic tracks,” he continued.

TESTING TRACK SURFACES: AN ALTERNATE
MEASURE OF SAFETY

One other way that researchers are attempting to address the
dirt vs. synthetics safety issue is by testing track surfaces and
focusing on hoof-track interactions.

Mellwraith, together with Dr. Michael “Mick” Peterson, a profes-
sor of mechanical engineering at the University of Maine, has de-
veloped a device capable of objectively evaluating track surfaces.

Based on their track surface testing performed to date, this
device has been recognized by the industry as an important com-
ponent of improving racehorse safety. As such, a track surface
committee was created subsequent to the two Welfare and Safety
of the Racehorse Summits.

“To date, our research suggests, and the horsemen clearly seem
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to agree, that maintaining surface consis-
tency is the first step toward reducingrace-
horse injuries,” summarized Peterson. “In
addition, we need to develop and apply
appropriate biomechanical tests that are
capable of accurately identifying consis-
tent surfaces. This will eventually enable
us to develop optimized racing surfaces
and understand how to care for these sur-
faces regardless of the weather or use.”

In an effort to achieve this goal, Mcll-
wraith and Peterson will be at Churchill
Downs prior to the May 2 Kentucky Derby
Presented by Yum! Brands (gr. I) testing
the track’s surface.

“I think this is a clear demonstration
by Churchill, and the equine industry in
general, that we are all really trying to do
our best to improve racehorse safety,” said
Mcllwraith.

Ultimately, the goal is to conduct large
studies in which a racehorse’s career can
be monitored and correlations between
the effect of surface and wastage and loss
of performance can be identified.

According to Peterson, “This effort will
truly impact the industry and the health
of the horse when we begin to see link-
ages between the surface measurements
and epidemiological studies.”

FINAL TALLY

While the CHRB, among others, might
have been misled regarding the overall
impact synthetic surfaces would have on
equine injuries (catastrophic and other-
wise) in addition to the unfortunate out-
break of maintenance issues, the Califor-
nia data certainly indicate the synthetic
path was the right way to go.

Whereas some managers believe they
are wise to wait until maintenance issues
have been resolved prior to forking over
millions of dollars for a new synthetic sur-
face, Arthur disagrees.

“Our experience in California with syn-
thetic surfaces has been a good one as far
as racing fatalities are concerned, but we
need more data and not just on horses suf-
fering catastrophic injuries. We need to
look at non-fatal injuries and the type of
injuries that are occurring, not just during
racing, but also training,” he said. “Main-
tenance and consistency problems have
been frustrating including the installation
snafu that forced the close of Santa Anita
in the middle of last year’s winter meet.”

Arthur continued, “We have data
showing that our racing fatalities have
decreased substantially since the horses
started racing on synthetics; however, it’s
still not good. We need to continue to find
ways to further improve racehorse safety.
I'm not sure we have a good handle on the
real number of non-fatal racing- or train-
ing-related injuries and what the cost of
these injuries is to the equine industry.”

Synthetic surfaces
may require
less grooming
and grading,
but are by no means
maintenance-free
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