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All weather protection
Woodbine had lofty expectations for the 
product before it decided on Polytrack, having 
conducted a detailed review of synthetic surfaces 
in North America and the UK.

“We experienced deterioration in racetrack 
performance when temperatures dropped to 
and below freezing,” Ormiston explained. 
“This issue is expected to be resolved by our 
supplier this year by slightly modifying the 
components of the Polytrack material.  Even 
considering the deterioration last November, 
the Polytrack racing surface was a vast 
improvement over the traditional racing 
surface in similar weather conditions.”

With a dirt track, it must be graded by 
a tractor-drawn harrow — an agricultural 
device with discs for breaking up and levelling 
ground. This is then followed by a water truck 
after morning workouts and before every race. 
Conversely, Polytrack only needs be “evened 
out” two or three times daily. With proper 
maintenance, Polytrack should only need to 
be refreshed every five to seven years. This will 
vary, however, on frequency of track use and 
whether the facility is indoor or outdoor.

At Kentucky’s Turfway Park (the first 
American track to offer racing on Polytrack), the 
surface was installed in August 2005 to increase 
safety. In the year before Polytrack was installed, 
Turfway reported 24 fatal breakdowns on the 
track during racing. In the first year of racing on 
Polytrack, that figure dropped dramatically, to 
three breakdowns. The track owners were also 
impressed with Polytrack’s all-weather surface.

In creating Polytrack, Martin Collins Surfaces 
and Footings LLC reported that a typical 
amount of rainfall will simply drain through 
the Polytrack surface. The unique structure of 
the track and base allows water to flow vertically 
through the surface materials to a specially 

designed drainage system that carries the water 
away. Prior to its North American introduction, 
Polytrack was tested in Europe and remained 
consistent in temperatures as high as 100 
degrees C. and as low was 14 degrees C. Snow 
removal is the same as for a conventional dirt 
track; it is plowed from the surface.

European scientists deem the ingredients 
used in the Polytrack safe for horses. However, 
over an extended period of time, manure will 
break down the surface and dry out the wax 
coating. Therefore, it is recommended that 
manure be removed from the surface.

Recouping costs
While the cost to install Polytrack at Turfway 
was US$5 to $6 million (the track would not 
divulge the exact figure), Turfway expects to 
recoup those costs within four years.

Meanwhile, Woodbine’s payback on its 
Polytrack investment is dependent on three 
factors: how the Polytrack material holds up 
in Woodbine’s unique environment (a long 
racing season with 167 race dates and heavy 
daily training involving 1,700 to 1,800 horses 
per day; how much wagering will increase 
due to improved field size, fewer instances 
of “off” track conditions and fewer cancelled 
race dates; and operating savings due to the 
reduced requirements for water and for daily 
maintenance.

In Irvine, California, Hollywood Park 
chose to install “Cushion Track,” which is 
manufactured by Equestrian Surfaces of 
Burnley, England. Mike Mooney, Hollywood 
Park’s director of publicity, said Cushion Track 
was selected for its consistency.

Though the cost for installation was US$8 
million, Mooney said the main benefit has been 
an overwhelming endorsement by trainers and 
owners. “The Hollywood Park stable area was 

booked to capacity for the 2006 autumn meet 
and remains booked during the off-meeting,” 
he said. “Field size at the 36-day autumn meet 
averaged 8.5 horses per race, a 13 per cent 
increase, reversing a seven-year decline.”

While Cushion Track has increased field 
size, Mooney added that the intent was to do 
the right thing for the horse, rather than focus 
on the investment in a monetary sense. While 
early indications are that Cushion Track has 
reduced injuries, a true determination cannot 
be made until Hollywood Park runs its two 
2007 meetings — the 63-day Spring/Summer 
Meet (April 25-July 16) and the 32-day Autumn 
Meet, which begins Nov. 7.

Woodbine’s Ormiston concurred: “It’s too 
early to make a firm determination regarding 
injuries to horses. At the end of the 2007 
Woodbine race meet, we will properly evaluate 
the relative safety of Polytrack. Only time will 
quantify the impact.”

As for the future of horse racing, Ormiston 
said Woodbine believes that synthetic racing 
surfaces will become the norm in North 
America. “As we speak, synthetic surfaces are 
being installed at all racetracks in California, and 
likely at Arlington in Chicago. The early results 
from Woodbine, Turfway, and Keeneland have 
been positive.”

What about those smaller tracks in Canada, 
though, such as Assiniboia Downs in 
Winnipeg? 

Darren Dunn, director of operations for 
Assiniboia Downs, said there are no plans to 
install a synthetic surface there. “The main 
prohibiting factor at this point would be the 
cost,” he said, adding that it would appear there 
will be a continued expansion of synthetic tracks 
in North America. But he is not aware of any 
plans to require racetracks in Canada to do this.

“The fallout would be tough to gauge,” 
Dunn said. “I cannot speak for other racetracks. 
However, for our racetrack, it would simply be 
very difficult to move forward with live racing 
at the levels currently offered for overnight 
and stake purses and the number of live race 
days. The millions of dollars required for 
the installation would have to come from 
somewhere.”    

Lisa Kopochinski is a freelance writer based in 
Sacramento, California.

Demi Song winning the first race at 

Woodbine on the Polytrack surface. Photo credit: Woodbine Entertainment

Canadian Gaming magaz#5FA6.indd   14 6/4/08   2:00:55 PM


