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Introduction

Handicapping is the foundation on which racing throughout the world is built. It was
introduced officially in the middle of the 19™ century to British racing by Admiral Rous. He
was able to express the ability of horses as a figure which in his time was in stones and

pounds weight.

The ever increasing exposure of South African horse to the international world of
thoroughbred horse racing has made it important to have a handicap system that is readily
recognized by the global community.

As a result, merit handicapping was introduced in South Africa in 1999 as the method of
rating horses. This system provides for competitive racing domestically as well as the
accurate assessment of the racing standard of Southern African horses relative to that of the
global thoroughbred herd.
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Terms and Definitions

Adjustment

An alteration or movement made to the rating or weight of a

horse

Gross Merit Rating

The merit rating allocated to a horse by the Handicapper, before

adjustment for weight-for-age allowance

Handicap

The system of equalizing the chances of horses of different ability
by either increasing or reducing the weight to be carried by each
horse

Handicapper

A person appointed to assess a competitor's handicap

Jockey Self-employed professionals, who are paid a riding fee to ride
horses in races.

Length A length is the approximate measurement of a horse

Line horse A horse whose ability is known and generally performs to a
consistent level

Merit Rating An assessment of the ability shown on the track which is

expressed in half-kilos

Nett Merit Rating

The merit rating allocated to a horse by the Handicapper, after
adjustment for weight-for-age allowance.

Weights

The mass or load that a horse has to carry including that of the
jockey

Weight for age

Scale that measures physical progress of the thoroughbred horse
as he matures.
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Defining a handicap

What exactly is a handicap?

It is a race or contest in which an artificial advantage is given or disadvantage imposed on a
contestant to equalize chances of winning.

OR

It is an advantage given or disadvantage imposed usually in the form of points, strokes,
weight to be carried, or distance from the target or goal.

The handicapping system is used in sports such as horseracing, soccer, rugby and golf
amongst others.

1 In soccer, handicapping is done by giving the weaker side a head start of a certain
number of goals and the stronger side starts with a deficit of the same number of
goals. That means that instead of just winning the match, the stronger side has to
win by a margin greater than the handicap.

1 Rugby also uses the same concept as soccer except that points are used instead of
goals.

1 In golf, the handicap is the number of strokes over par one should take to play an 18-
hole course.

In horse racing, handicapping is the system of equalizing the chances of horses of
different ability by either increasing or reducing the weight to be carried by each
horse. The aim of this is to give each horse a fair chance of winning the race.
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Why handicap?
As mentioned in the introduction, handicapping is the foundation on which racing throughout

the world is built. The system provides for competitive racing.

Listed below are some of the reasons and benefits of handicapping races:

9 It makes all runners to be competitive in a race thereby making it difficult to predict
the winner

It extends the horses racing career

It identifies above average horses quicker

It promotes open betting market which is good for the totalizator turnover

It increases horse earning potential and helps spread the stakes pot

= =4 =4 =4

Before a handicap is applied
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Understanding handicapping

The process of handicapping

As was mentioned above, handicaps aim to put horses on a level playing field, which is done
by having each horse carry a predetermined weight. It is this extra weight that should lead to
every horse finishing exactly at the same time.

The horse’s rating dictates what weight they will carry in that contest, with each class having
a rating limit.

A horse’s official handicap rating is decided wh

1 Winarace
I Race three times

Once one of these conditions have been met, the horse can be assessed by the
handicapper for its official rating.

For example, let’s say there are five horses entered into our hypothetical, MR80
handicap:

Horse # Rating Weight

- 60 kg
| 59.5kg |
- 575 kg |
56.5kg |
55kg |
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The highest rated horse in the field carries the highest weight set by the benchmark of the
race — in this case 60kg. Each horse then carries %2 a kg less for every point their handicap
rating is lower.

For example, Horse 2 is rated one pound lower than Horse 1, so it carries %2 a kg less.

While in theory all horses should finish at exactly the same time, this obviously never

happens. The handicap rating is the handicapper
horse — they may be improving or regressing with age, or improve for a step up in trip or

change in conditions. Other factors that influence the outcome of a race include pace,

weather conditions, underfoot conditions etc.

My Notes
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Assessing the outcome of arace

After the running of a race, the handicapper has to determine what is known as the line/key
horse (A horse whose ability is known and generally performs to a consistent level).

Race merit ratings are determined for each horse in the race in relation with the line horse

after applying weight carried and the length distance factor into the calculations. The
handicapper then uses his judgement to effectively quantify the overall value of the race and
where necessary adjust each runner accordingly.

Weight For Age(SSL) 3yrs:3.0 Weight For Age(SNL) 3yrs:5.0

14.25 - LONSDALE STIRRUP CUP (GRADE 1)

R250 000 (1st R156 250, 2nd R50 000, 3rd R25 000, 4th R12 500, 5th R6 250) 2400m Going: Good

Last Fin Horse Eq. A.C.S. Wgt Net MR CMR Draw Jockey Len Odds Fav.Line

5T32 1 Liege At 6ybg 55.0 95 100 4 Mr R Danielson 161

7G18 2 Gimme One Night A Sy b.g 53.0 91 93 1 Mr S D Veale 2.10 33/4

(1524 R 81 250) 3 Silver Rose A 6y b.g 56.0 97 97 z Mr G Wright 2.35 147720 L

9G20 4 Dynasty's Blossom At dybf 54.0 93 93 3 Mr S Khumalo 2.40 30N

(1G20 R 93 750) 5 Roy's Riviera (AUS) A 4y b. or br.f 56.0 97 97 6 Mr A Marcus 2.45 13/2

3517 6 Silva's Bullet A Ay b.g 53.0 91 Ell 1 Mr K de Melo 2.70 3174

2524 7 Strathdon A Sy ch.g 58.5 102 1 7 Mr R D Fourie 2.75 21710 TF

6G20 8 Flichity By Farr A dy ch.f 54.5 94 93 8 Mr C Zackey 4.75 201

9720 9 Noble Secret At Ay b.g 60.0 105 104 9 MrR M Simons 6.50 23/4

0K16 10  Pacific Chestnut AB  dych.g 53.0 91 90 5 *Mr L] Ferraris 8.00 55/1

(1F20 R 64 375) 11 Mangrove A Sy b.g 535 92 92 10 Mr P C Orffer 14.70 401
Factors influencing merit rating adjustments
These factors are divided into 2 categories, facts and judgements.

Facts Judgements

The actual weight differences between the
horses.

Did the horse get a fair start?

The actual margins between horses at the
end of the race.

Did it have to race wide?

The drag effect of weight over different
racing distances.

Was the pace of the race true or false?

Was the horse impeded during the race?

How did the horse act in the going?

Was the horse racing over a suitable
distance?

Was a large margin of victory truly
representative of his superiority?
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Adjusting the ratings

Ratings are reconsidered by the handicappers every time a horse runs to ensure that they
are still accurate. A winner must still remain competitive and the beaten horses must have
rating adjustments where necessary to make them more competitive. This is done by

increasing and decreasing ratings on a race by race basis for each horse.

Outlined below is a guide on what could possibly happen when adjusting ratings after a race
has been run.

9 If a horse wins a race, it may be due for a rise in its rating but first of all taking into
account the | ine horse and the horse’s previo
9 If a horse runs to near its rating, then its rating will stay the same or close to the
same.
9 If a horse runs a poor race, then handicapper will reassess its rating and might
consider reducing it.
1 In alevel weight contest, the horse with the highest rating is more likely to win, but if
it doesn’t, there coul d bAgaintthetingholsévdll r easons
provide a clue as to the level of the ratings of the other horses in the race.

My Notes
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Length Distance Factor

The measurable factors are the actual weight that the horse carries, the margin of victory or

defeat, the drag effect of weight over different racing distances and the age of a horse.

Some non — quantitative factors, subject to the interpretation of the handicapper, are things
like the quality of the opposition, the pace of the race, the effect of having raced wide, being
hindered during the running, and the impact of the going and the apparent well-being of the

animal.

Of the measurable factors, the drag effect of weight needs explanation. It is apparent that it
is more difficult to carry weight the further one goes. In horse racing, it is generally accepted
that one kilogram slows a horse down by one length over one mile (1600m). Distances
shorter than this necessitate the allocation of more weight to achieve the same one length

drag on a horse whilst less weight is required over longer distances.

Length Distance Factors

Domestic International
800m — 1299m = 2, 3 pounds per length 800m — 1400m = 3 pounds per length
1300m — 2000m = 2 pounds per length 1401m — 2799m = 2 pounds per length

2001m — 2400m =1, 7 pounds per length 2800m and further = 1 pound per length

2401m and further = 1, 5 pounds per length
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Weight for Age

Weight for Age is a table that measures physical progress of the thoroughbred horse as he

matures. It expresses, in terms of weight, what horses of different ages, over a given

distance, at different times of the year, should carry to equalise any difference in maturity.

This table which was introduced by Admiral Rous in 1855, has stood the test of time and is

applied throughout the racing world.

Wh e n

assessing

a

young

h o r exsadkesthe mematdirity fachax into e

consideration. The weight for age diminishes each month with the result that horses

performing favourably and running to their mark or above remain on the same merit rating or

move up. The horses not making the weight for age improvement will show this on the

racecourse and will have their rating adjusted downwards.

Applying Weight for Age

THE WEIGHT FOR AGE SCALE

(Expressed as the number of kilos that it is deemed the average horse in each age group falls short of maturity at different
dates and distances
(Born 1 August) - Fillies & Mares receive 2.5kg when racing with

Males
Dist/m Age | August | September October | Movember December January | February | march | April | May | June | July
2 105 | 95 | B5 [ 75
=<1200 3 70 6.5 5.5 50 4.0 3.5 3.0 25 20 | 15 [ 10 | 05
4
2 120 | 110|100 9.0
1201 TO 1400 3 85 0 7.0 6.0 5.0 4.5 a5 30 25 | 20 [ 15 | 10
4 0s 1.5 0.5
2 125 | 115|105 95
1401 TO 1600 3 9.0 B.5 8.0 70 6.0 5.0 4.0 30 25 | 20 [ 15 | 1.0
4 05 0.5 0.5
2 135 | 125|115 | 105
1601 TO 2000 3 10.0 9.5 9.0 80 7.0 ] 5.0 45 35 | 25 [ 20 | 15
4 10 1.0 1.0 0.5 0.5 .5
2
2001 TO 2400 3 10.5 10.0 9.5 B85 8.0 7.0 6.0 50 45 | 35 [ 30| 20
4 15 1.5 1.5 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.5 05 0.5
2
2401 TO 3600 3 115 11.0 10.5 5 9.0 8.0 7.0 6.0 55 | 45 [ 40 | 35
4 20 20 20 15 1.5 1.5 1.0 1.0 1.0 | 05 [ D5 | 05

1l1|Page
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Gross and Nett Merit Ratings

Let'’

t ake

for

nstance,

a

3

year

ol dandhor s e,

assuming that he always runs to his handicap mark. In August and over 1200m or less,

Explorer will receive a 7kg allowance from the older horses meaning that his nett merit rating

would be 70.

In September, again assuming that he has run to his handicap mark, his nett merit rating will

be 71 and receives 6,5kg allowance from the older horses

The weight for age diminishes each month which results in h o r s(whers applicable) nett

merit rating increasing. See example below:

Dist/m Age | August | September October | November December January | February March | April | May | June | July
2 105| 95 [ 85 | 75
=<1200 3 70 65 55 50 40 35 30 25 20 | 15| 10 | 05
4
Month | Aug | Sep |[Oct | Nov |Dec |Jan | Feb Mar | Apr | May | June | Jul
Gross | 84 84 84 | 84 84 84 84 84 |84 |84 84 84
WFA 14 13 11 |10 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Nett 70 71 73 |74 76 77 78 79 |80 |81 82 83
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Distance Category

This reflects the distance category over which a horse has best performed. If a horse has
achieved the same performance over two or more categories, the longest distance aptitude

will be reflected. The internationally accepted categories (S M | L E) are as follows:

S — Sprinter (1000m to 1300m)

M — Miler (1400m to 1800m)

| — Intermediate (1900m to 2100m)
L — Long (2200m to 2700m)

E — Extended (2800m plus)
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Variables

Listed below are some of the challenges that handicappers come across when they rate
horses:

1 A change in distance could create circumstances for which historical information
related to the old distance cannot be used. Some horses are better suited to certain
distances than others.
Some horses carry weight better because of age or build.
Some horses cope better when the ground is soft, others only when it is hard.
Ot her factors t o c on sheityefinessy raee tactitshjcekeyslipr s e’ s w
and pace.

The example below further explains the complexities faced by handicappers. It shows the

results for a race ran over 1600m and how the weights should be adjusted.

C(3rd)
Line horse

Horse A beats the line horse by 4 lengths >>>>>>>>>>>>>>> +4 kilograms
Horse B beats line horse by 2 lengths >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> +2 kilograms
Horse C is the line horse (horse of known/proven ability) ------- No adjustment
Horse D is behind the line horse by 2 lengths <<<<<<<<<<<<< -2 kilograms

Remember what the handicapper is trying to achieve by adjusting weights, to put horses on
a level playing field. Now, what would happen if the distance was to be increased from 1200
to 1600 metres?

Horse A will have a problem because the extra weight on his back will slow him down more
and more the further he runs. So to achieve the same results as over 1200m, the weight on
his back will have to be reduced.
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What if horses B and C are much better suited to 1600m than to 1200m and horse A cannot
run that far at all? As mentioned earlier, a change of distance could create circumstances for
which historical information related to the old distance cannot be used.

My Notes
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Two year olds

Two year olds are rated in relation to the average performer of that crop. The premise being

that the difference between the average horse, when comparing different crops, are

negligible. All other horses are rated relative to the average horse and as such the best

horses of any given generation can be compared in terms of their superiority over the

average performer. It is important to note however, that the ratings for two year olds are not

published to the public.

Restrictions on running

Two-year-olds foaled south of the equator and two year olds foaled north of the equator

between 1 August and 31 December shall not run:

T

=A =4 =4 =4 -4 =4

before 1 October

twice on the same day

with older HORSES before 1 April

in RACES of less than 1000M after 15 January

in RACES of more than 1200M before 15 February
in RACES of 2000M until 1 May

in RACES exceeding 2000M
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Local Operator’s Race Conditions

Races are programmed by the racing operator and published on the internet
(www.sahorseracing.co.za) — Programme.

Race types

Divided Handicaps

Entries will be taken for a single event on a long handicap basis and the Handicapper shall
have the sole discretion to divide such events into the required number of races as
determined by the racing operator. The company reserves the right to determine the stakes

for these races, in accordance with the class of field.

Open Handicaps
The handicapper shall have the sole discretion in setting the benchmark and allocating
weights, unless otherwise stated in the Race requirements. The company reserves the right

to determine the stakes for these races in accordance with the class of field.

Pinnacle Stakes
Pinnacle Stakes shall be run in terms of the race requirements as specified in the

programmes of race meetings.

Conditions Plates

(For Winners and Maidens)

Conditions Plates shall be run in terms of the race requirements as specified in the
programme of race meetings.

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Conditions Plates, at the time of
publication of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1% to 4™), except
for starts in Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg

Superior Plates

(For Winners and Maidens)

Five-time winners and less 52, 0 kg
Six-time winners 55, 0 kg
Seven-time winners 58, 0 kg
Eight-time winners 61, 0 kg
Nine-time winners and more 63, 0 kg

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Superior Plates, at the time of publication
of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1% to 4"), except for starts in
Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg
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Advance Plates

(For Winners and Maidens)

Three-time winners and less 52, 0 kg
Four-time winners 55, 0 kg
Five-time winners 58, 0 kg
Six-time winners 61, 0 kg

Thereafter, a 2kg penalty for each additional win.

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Advance Plates, at the time of publication
of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1 to 4"), except for starts in
Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg.

Allowance Plates

(For Winners and Maidens)

Maidens & One-time winners 52, 0 kg
Two-time winners 55, 0 kg
Three-time winners 58, 0 kg
Four-time winners 61, 0 kg
Five-time winners 63, 0 kg

Thereafter, a 2 kg penalty for each additional win.

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Allowance Plates, at the time of publication
of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1 to 4"), except for starts in
Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg.

Progress Plates

(For one, two and three — time winners and Maidens)

Open 3yo
Maidens 52, 0 kg 52, 0 kg
One-time winners 55, 0 kg 55, 0 kg
Two-time winners 58, 0 kg 58, 0 kg
Three-time winners 61, 0 kg 61, 0 kg

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Progress Plates, at the time of publication
of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1 to 4™), except for starts in
Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg
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Graduation Plates

(For one, and two — time winners and Maidens)

Open 3yo
Maidens 54, 0 kg 54, 0 kg
One-time winners 57, 0 kg 57, 0 kg
Two-time winners 60, 0 kg 60, 0 kg

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Graduation Plates, at the time of
publication of weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1% to 4"), except
for starts in Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg

Novice Plates

(For one — time winners and Maidens)

Open 3yo
Maidens 57, 0 kg 57, 0 kg
One-time winners 60, O kg 60, O kg

A 0,5kg allowance shall be given to runners in all Novice Plates, at the time of publication of
weights, for each unplaced start since a horse was placed (1% to 4™), except for starts in
Graded and Listed races, up to a maximum allowance of 3kg

Maiden Plates

(For maiden horses) Open 3yo
Open Races or Races for Fillies and Mares 60, O kg 60, O kg
Juvenile Plates

(For two — year old horses)

Maidens 55, 0 kg

One — time winners 58, 0 kg

Thereafter, a 2 kg penalty for each additional win

Maiden Juvenile Plates

(For two — year old maiden horses)

Open Races or Races for Fillies 60, O kg
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