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Purpose & Methodology

Purpose

In recent years, and particularly since the strong growth of media rights income, there has been a plea from our partners in the
industry for greater transparency from racecourses about their finances and how they spend their income. This document sets 
out to give an overall picture of racecourse income and expenditure and address some of the misunderstandings that exist 
which have been damaging to our sport and to our ability to craft a better future for our industry. We had intended to publish 
this document at the beginning of the year but unfortunately, Project Enable, from which we have derived much of the 
information, took longer than scheduled and then we were overtaken by lockdown.

Racecourses are independent businesses which need to be able to make their own decisions about how their income is spent, 
just like any other participant in the sport. They have to generate a surplus in order to be able to make the long-term capital 
commitments necessary to run a racecourse and to borrow money to do so. It is also a legitimate aspiration for shareholders to 
expect a return on their investment.  Many are unable or unwilling to fully open up their books for genuine reasons of legal and
commercial confidentiality – there are strict competition law barriers in place.  We believe that this should be understood and 
respected as it is for the businesses of trainers, breeders, and other Horsemen.  However, we hope that this document is 
received as it is intended – as a positive and sincere attempt to help our partners understand racecourse finances sufficiently 
well for us all to be able to make the joint decisions needed, especially at this time of crisis.

Methodology

The figures have been pulled together using publicly available information and independent third-party analysis derived from 
information collected directly from racecourses by industry consultants Portas and Regulus.   Racecourses do not all adopt the 
same financial year end although the most common is 31 December.  When figures are presented in aggregate they are drawn 
from the most recently published accounts which may not relate to identical financial periods.  Forecasts from Portas for 2020 
exclude the effects of Coronavirus.

The RCA does not collect and store confidential financial information on racecourses.
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Summary – Racecourse Income & Expenditure 

Highlights

• Overall, racecourse total turnover from racing activities in 2018 was £575m with operating profit after capex of 
£28m

• 29% of total income was spent on prize money, 33% on event costs and 27% on overheads leaving just 11% which 
was more than taken up by capital expenditure, interest, debt servicing and tax, leaving a net outflow of cash

• Even before Coronavirus, racecourse profitability was expected to decline in 2020 by 15% due to a significant 
decline in media rights income from the closure of betting shops

• The effect of Coronavirus on racecourses was total losses of £8m per month during shutdown and £4m per month 
whilst racing behind closed doors 

• Across all racecourses 47% of forecast income for 2020 was expected to be generated from racegoers and 39% 
from bookmakers (in the form of Levy and Media Rights)

• The proportion of income from racegoers varies widely, for example large racecourses have 60% racegoer income 
and 20% betting revenue whereas small/medium racecourses have 30% racegoer income and 63% betting revenue

• If paying spectators don’t return in significant volumes to racing in 2020, all racecourses are expected to make 
losses
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2018 2020

TOTAL TOTAL

£ £

Racegoer expenditure 256,662,000 257,683,000 

Sponsorship & other commercial income 56,053,000    56,034,000    

Media rights 160,419,000 134,407,000 

Owner entry fees 24,910,000    24,913,000    

HBLB funding and prize money income 76,500,000    80,895,000    

Revenues 574,544,000 553,932,000 

Event costs 164,853,000 163,704,000 

BHA Fixture fees 24,212,000    23,880,000    

Total prize money 166,618,000 155,788,000 

Costs 355,683,000 343,372,000 

Gross profit 218,861,000 210,560,000 

Overheads 153,239,000 153,227,000 

Operating profit 65,622,000    57,333,000    

Capex from current P&L 37,653,000    37,633,000    

Free Cash Flow 27,969,000    19,700,000    

Racecourse P&L 

Total Racecourse Profitability was forecast to decline in 

2020 due to a fall in media rights payments. 

Source: Portas - excluding Coronavirus effect
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Average Racecourse Income 

The income breakdown in the table 

shows the significant differences for the 

three racecourse types as projected for 

2020 pre-Covid

The percentage of media rights income 

contributed to prize money varies widely 

by racecourse depending upon the 

proportion of total income media rights 

makes up.

Source: Portas Enable project pre Covid
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30%
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37%
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2020 Small/Medium £

60%15%

11%

5%
9%

2020 Large £

HBLB funding & PM income Racegoer expenditure Sponsorship Media rights Owner entry fees

Number of courses 6 39 14

2020 2020 2020

Volume Small/Medium Large

Average Racecourse Income £ £ £

Racegoer expenditure 2,723,000    1,097,000 14,183,000 

Sponsorship & other commercial income 241,000       158,000     3,459,000    

Media rights 7,215,000    1,389,000 2,639,000    

Owner entry fees 411,000       115,000     1,283,000    

HBLB funding and prize money income 2,506,000    951,000     2,055,000    

Average Revenues 13,096,000 3,710,000 23,619,000 
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Typical Racecourse P&L – Pontefract & Newton Abbot 2018

Example racecourse P&L – Pontefract 2018

Source: Pontefract racecourse

Example racecourse P&L – Newton Abbot 2018

Source: Newton Abbot racecourse

2018

Pontefract

£

Racegoer expenditure 798,188                        

Sponsorship & other commercial income 49,766                          

Media rights 1,917,131                    

Owner entry fees 45,000                          

HBLB funding and prize money income 528,803                        

Revenues 3,338,888                    

Event costs 772,157                        

BHA Fixture fees 222,680                        

Total prize money 1,228,998                    

Costs 2,223,835                    

Gross profit 1,115,053                    

Overheads 1,026,470                    

Operating profit 88,583                          

Capex from current P&L 60,000                          

Free Cash Flow 28,583                          

2018

Newton Abbot

£

Racegoer expenditure 1,085,922                    

Sponsorship & other commercial income 41,030                          

Media rights 1,423,612                    

Owner entry fees -                                 

HBLB funding and prize money income 700,627                        

Revenues 3,251,191                    

Event costs 685,124                        

BHA Fixture fees 281,463                        

Total prize money 1,162,621                    

Costs 2,129,208                    

Gross profit 1,121,983                    

Overheads 1,223,262                    

Operating profit -101,279

Capex from current P&L 0

Free Cash Flow -101,279
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Effect of Coronavirus – Newton Abbot racecourse

Source: Newton Abbot racecourse

• Illustrates the devastating 

impact of Covid 19 –

revenue down 72%, 

losses trebled

• Newton Abbot face 

severe cashflow 

difficulties from 

September 2020 

onwards

• At the other end of the 

scale Ascot are 

forecasting a 2020 

revenue decline of 74% 

and Jockey Club a 

decline of £75m

• Loss of sponsorship 

income has a severe 

impact for all courses –

all drops to the bottom 

line

• All racecourses are 

expected to be loss 

making in 2020

Actual

2018

Newton Abbot

£

Racegoer expenditure 1,085,922                    

Sponsorship & other commercial income 41,030                          

Media rights 1,423,612                    

Owner entry fees -                                 

HBLB funding and prize money income 700,627                        

Revenues 3,251,191                    

Event costs 685,124                        

BHA Fixture fees 281,463                        

Total prize money 1,162,621                    

Costs 2,129,208                    

Gross profit 1,121,983                    

Overheads 1,223,262                    

Operating profit -101,279

Capex from current P&L 0

Free Cash Flow -101,279

Projected

2020

Newton Abbot

£

Racegoer expenditure -                                 

Sponsorship & other commercial income 2,000                            

Media rights 550,000                        

Owner entry fees -                                 

HBLB funding and prize money income 368,610                        

Revenues 920,610                        

Event costs 284,610                        

BHA Fixture fees 127,290                        

Total prize money 302,200                        

Costs 714,100                        

Gross profit 206,510                        

Overheads 502,707                        

Operating profit -296,197

Capex from current P&L 0

Free Cash Flow -296,197
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How Operating Profit is spent

Methodology: The operating profit for 2018 was taken from information from the Portas Enable presentation. The capex 

information was taken from the Regulus Model, and tax, dividends and debt repayment was all taken from companies 

house statutory accounts where possible. 

As can be seen from the chart, operating profit 

earned in 2018 was used mainly to service 

debt, pay tax or reinvested into the 

racecourses. Roughly half of profits were 

reinvested in the form of capex. 

The residual cash number is negative, because 

more was spent in the year on these items than 

profit earned. 

Sources: Portas Enable presentation (op profit – pre Covid), Regulus Model (capex) and other figures gained from Companies House statutory accounts. 

Operating Profit 2018 £65.6m
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Summary – Racecourse Finances

Highlights

• 88% of racecourses did not pay any form of material (>£20,000) dividend in their most recent financial 

year = most operate a model where any surplus funds are reinvested to maintain and upgrade facilities

• Racecourses do not hold large cash reserves unless there are saving for major capital expenditure, 

and overall are in a significant net debt position

• Return on Investment across Racecourses is very low at only 3.35%
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Racecourse Dividends & Net Debt 

Examining statutory accounts, only 7 out of 59 racecourses paid any dividend greater than £20,000 in their 

most recent financial year. 

The total dividend paid by all racecourses was £2.3m, and an average dividend pay out ratio for these 7 

courses was 24.0% - typical corporate payouts are 35-55%. 

Racecourse Dividends

Net Debt Position

Racecourses often choose to use bank and other borrowings, including shareholder loans, to finance their 

businesses. The Net Debt (cash balances less bank and other borrowings) position of racecourses per most 

recent statutory accounts is £(455)m – this represents a multiple of operating profits of 7x, much higher than 

commercial norms 

Racecourses holding cash balances have typically earmarked those funds for capital projects

Source: Companies House statutory accounts
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Racecourses make low returns from investment despite significant risk 

The Return on Investment of 

racecourses is 3.35%.

Source: CSIMarket.com

Source: Companies House statutory accounts

Sector ROI (%)

Restaurants 26.67

Retail 13.86

Casinos & Gaming 10.40

Consumer Non-Cyclical 9.89

Basic Materials 9.54

Transportation 8.74

Hotels & Tourism 7.73

Conglomerates 5.36

Broadcast & Media 4.4

Racecourses 3.35

Utilities 2.89

This is considerably lower than other sectors of the leisure 

economy average, as can be illustrated in the table below. 

Racecourses earn a return similar to utility 

companies but the risk profiles are entirely 

different.  Utilities operate at very low risk due to 

fixed pricing formulas – racecourses bear full 

commercial and asset risk as Covid has 

demonstrated. 

£

Fixed Assets - Tangible & Intangible 1,391,709,066  

Operating Profit 65,623,000        

Interest (13,095,316) 

Tax (5,869,745) 

46,657,939        

Return on Investment 3.35%
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Summary – Prize Money, Media Rights & Executive Contribution 

Highlights

• Prizemoney is made up of three components – Executive Contribution from racecourses, HBLB 

funding and entry fees

• Total prizemoney has grown by 72% from 2011 to 2019, a real increase of 42%, Executive Contribution 

has grown by 79% over the same period.  Fixture numbers declined slightly during the same period

• Overall, Executive Contribution as a % of Media Rights has been at 53% for the last two years

• This was expected to decline to close to 50% in 2020 due to £22m hit from betting shop closures

• Levels of Executive Contribution are decided by individual racecourses each year

• The percentage of media rights income contributed to prize money varies widely by racecourse 

depending upon the proportion of total income media rights makes up.
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Racecourse Executive Contribution 

Racecourse Executive 

Contribution has increased 

steadily in both % and 

absolute terms in past 

decade. 

Since 2011, total prize 

money has gone up by 

more than 72% and 

racecourse executive 

contribution has gone up 

79%.  In the same period 

fixture numbers declined 

slightly from 1,469 to 

1,444 

Prize money and EC 

started to fall in 2019 due 

to retail bookmaker 

closures

Source: RCA master file, *provisional numbers for 2019, yet to be finalised

% of Prize Money

Year Racecourse ECOwners/Entries HBLB + Other 

2009 25% 16% 59%

2010 31% 16% 54%

2011 48% 16% 35%

2012 47% 16% 37%

2013 43% 16% 42%

2014 44% 16% 39%

2015 47% 16% 37%

2016 50% 16% 34%

2017 52% 16% 33%

2018 52% 15% 33%

2019* 50% 15% 35%

Year Prize Money

Growth in 

Absolute PM Racecourse EC

Growth in 

Racecourse EC

2009 £110,461,036 £27,611,318

2010 £98,962,667 -10% £30,353,524 10%

2011 £93,892,923 -5% £45,243,773 49%

2012 £97,729,738 4% £46,091,530 2%

2013 £114,222,676 17% £48,584,347 5%

2014 £122,988,698 8% £54,570,357 12%

2015 £131,803,737 7% £61,658,258 13%

2016 £137,603,058 4% £68,473,362 11%

2017 £142,536,192 4% £73,626,731 8%

2018 £166,306,475 17% £86,372,808 17%

2019* £161,835,510 -3% £80,980,345 -6%
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Media rights and Contribution 2018 - 2020 

From 2019 to 2020 there were 1,241 betting shop closures which has the implication of reduced net media 

rights payments (£22.6m) and prize money contributions.  EC as a % of Media Rights income was forecast to 

remain above 50% before the effect of Covid.

Actual 2018 53.6%

Actual 2019 53.2%

Forecast 2020 50.2%

Executive Contribution as a % of Media Rights 

was expected to dip in 2020 due to betting shop 

closures and reduced income

Source: Portas Enable project, forecast excludes Corona Virus impact, the RCA is not involved in the negotiation of media rights
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• Racecourses are aware that a significant part of attracting and retaining owners depends upon their 
assessment of whether their money was well spent including their prize money

• In response, racecourses have made a 42% real increase in prize money over 8 years but this has not 
resulted in any material increase in the number of owners (13,044 v 12,861 – source BHA)

• There is much more competition in the UK for the betting £ compared with other jurisdictions which severely 
limits betting income from racing comparatively (see appendix) and places far greater importance on 
racegoer spend

• Racecourses as a whole are in a net debt position and do not make significant profits

• As things stand, there is not the scope to make further major increases in prize money and in any case, it 
will never be enough.  Racehorse owner expenditure in 2019 was approximately £621m compared with total 
prizemoney of £161m – prize money would need to increase by a factor of 3.85 to just cover costs

• In addition to prize money, huge investment is made by racecourses in their raceday experience and in 
raceday facilities for owners and trainers. Over the past 5 years £15m has been spent on facilities for 
owners and trainers, in the next 2 years £6.7m was planned to be spent. Jockey Club alone spend over £3m 
annually in operating on course facilities for owners.  Ascot spend over £500k.

• The most constructive way forward is to work together to try to make incremental increases in income 
through betting, racegoers and diversification and to investigate other ways of making the owners’ 
experience worthwhile that have a greater impact for the money spent

Reflections on Prize Money
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Appendix: Prize Money in other racing jurisdictions

Centralised funding models in Japan and Hong Kong lead to higher returns to racing. The average prize money per race in Hong Kong is so high as there are a 

much lower number of race meetings in Hong Kong (88 in 2018). Hong Kong Jockey Club run the whole operation, meaning they have a larger proportion of 

betting income to put into prize money. 

Jurisdictions with a pari-mutuel (pool betting) structure, also typically generate higher returns to racing than those with fixed odds. Using France as an 

example, they have no fixed odds bookmakers which allows it to generate higher returns to prize money. 

In places such as Australia and the US, there is a combination of pool betting and fixed odds, however those jurisdictions have a higher proportion of pool 

betting, leading to higher prize money. 

The growth of the Tote in the UK and the opening up of more international pool betting is helpful but does not materially change the position shown above.


