Sucking the wind right out of
Portland’s sails

Opinion: What is the long-term future of Portland?

We still have jumps racing?
Can’'t get over 1it
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Regardless of the spectacle, the harsh reality is
racehorses are continuing to die as a result of jumps
racing in Victoria. Image courtesy of The Age.

As Victoria continues to buck the trend on placing a ban on
jumps racing, we ask if steeplechasing really is integral to
the success of the Warrnambool May Racing Carnival.

OPINION — Carol Altmann
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Here we are at that awkward time of year again in Warrnambool
when the city’s biggest local sporting event — the May Racing
Carnival featuring the Grand Annual Steeplechase — is also the
most difficult to embrace.

For no matter how we dress it up, the reality is that jumps
racing is on the nose and has been for many years.

Despite this, the powerful figures that surround the “sport”
continue to tell us that horses love jumping, that the local
economy would wilt without the jumps races, and that those
campaigning to have jumps racing stopped are just a bunch of
lefty loopies without a sense of fun.

One of the most vocal “lefty loopies” is, of course, that
highly radical and subversive organisation, the RSPCA, which
has an ongoing campaign against the practice on the grounds of
animal cruelty.

It appears that the RSPCA is welcome to tackle battery hens,
sow stalls, duck shooting, puppy farms and run the cheerful
Million Paws Walk, but if it dares to go near the sanctity of
the steeplechase, it 1is accused of being “grandstanding
hypocrites,” guilty of euthanasing thousands of unwanted cats
and dogs each year.

That is how the former head of the Australian Jumps Racing
Association, Rodney Rae, described the RSPCA president Dr Hugh
Wirth in 2011, disregarding the fact that the RSPCA 1is the
group that mops up the sad mess left behind by irresponsible
pet owners around Australia.
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The Grand National Steeplechase in the United Kingdom
remains one of the most controversial races in the
world due to a high number of horse fatalities. Image
courtesy of The Huffington Post.

But let’s return to jumps racing.

As most people know, this is a sport that no longer exists in
any other states except for Victoria and South Australia.
Jumps racing finished in Queensland more than 100 years ago.
It stopped in WA in 1941 and in NSW in 1997. Tasmania joined
their ranks in 2007.

A Senate committee in 1991 suggested it be phased out across
Australia over a three-year period and, in 2010, this 1is
exactly where things were headed for Victoria — until the
state election prompted local MP Dr Denis Napthine to pledge
$2 million to assist the racing industry if the Coalition won
office.

The Coalition won and Dr Napthine, who part-owns a racehorse
with local Federal MP Dan Tehan*, would be not only the
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Minister for Racing but also, eventually, Premier. Talk about
friends in high places.

Despite the $2 million having surely being spent by now,
horses still die in jumps racing.

It is a nasty, unavoidable truth of the “sport”, even if we
try and disquise it behind the green curtain that is hastily
erected around the broken horses before they are euthanased on
the track.

According to the RSPCA, four horses died in jumps racing last
year and there is no doubt that this week, many punters will
be watching the three main jumps events at Warrnambool with
their hearts in their mouths, hoping all the horses (and
riders) make it home, while feeling a deep sense of unease
that the horses are being made to perform this way in the
first place.

Spin the Bottle, part-owned by
Premier Dr Denis Napthine and
local Federal MP Dan Tehan. He
is not a jumps racer.

The Warrnambool Grand Annual Steeplechase is 5.5 kilometres



long — the Melbourne Cup is 2km shorter — and includes 33
jumps: the most of any steeplechase event anywhere in the
world. That is a lot of running and a heck of a lot of

jumping, even for a horse that “enjoys” it.

And for all of their Herculean efforts, hardly anyone
remembers who wins. Can you name one winner of the Grand
Annual Steeplechase? Or the Brierly Steeplechase? 0r the
Galleywood Hurdle?

At the end of the day, it all seems so cruel and so
unnecessary, especially when such a small group of people has
any significant investment in jumps racing and its immediate
spoils.

The average punter, I believe, would be just as happy to go
along to a three-day racing carnival at the beautiful
Warrnambool racecourse and not see horses jump.

Some of the most popular — and charming — race carnivals in
Victoria (think Dunkeld, Hanging Rock) attract thousands of
people not because of the actual racing, but because of the
atmosphere, and the chance to dress up and drink champagne for
brunch.

Given the increasing awareness and activism around animal
rights, especially among young people, it is only a matter of
time until jumps racing is banned across Australia.

So why not cancel the jumps at Warrnambool, just for a year?
Or maybe for three years, as happened during World War II when
the Grand Annual Steeplechase was suspended because of more
pressing matters than horse racing.

Then will we know whether the May Racing Carnival can truly
stand on its own two legs, rather than relying on horses to
stand on all four: despite all that is thrown at them.

*Since writing this piece,_The Age has questioned the
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connections between Dr Napthine and Midfield Meats managing
director Colin McKenna, another part-owner of Spin the Bottle.

Wouldn’t punters be just as happy wearing fancy
clothes and sipping champagne trackside without
the need for jumps racing?

When scrutiny 1s sub -
standard, democracy suffers
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Something very troubling is happening in our community when it
comes to the local media’s scrutiny of those in power.

Since returning to Warrnambool in January, I have watched with
growing disbelief at the apparent reticence of our once-proud
local newspaper, The Standard, to go in hard and ask the tough
questions of our leaders.

This is what journalists do. This is the role of the so-called
‘Fourth Estate’ — to be the watchdog of the powerful and give
voice to the powerless.

It is an essential part of our democracy and ensures that we
retain an open, transparent and accountable government — on
all levels.

This past week, we saw national scrutiny of MPs’ spending,
sparked by revelations that Prime Minister Abbott had claimed
allowances for trips to weddings, triathlons and cycling
events.

Was our local federal MP Dan Tehan asked by our paper to
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detail the $873,992.35 that he spent from 2010-127 No, instead
this figure was not even mentioned, but rather the paper’s

story (10/10) reassured us that he had claimed $321,000 in
‘legitimate government entitlements’. End of story.

There 1is no suggestion that Mr Tehan used his allowance
improperly, but nor is it improper for a journalist to
forensically examine this spending. This 1is exactly what
independent journalist Margot Kingston did when she broke the
story about Tony Abbott claiming more than $9000 in taxpayer
funds to promote his book.

It is only by drilling down into the detail that all the facts
can come to light.

Mayor Michael
Neoh. Image: ABC.

Earlier this year, Warrnambool Mayor Michael Neoh visited
China as part of a Sister City relationship with Changchun.
Shortly after his return, The Standard ran a story (29/6)
about Mr Neoh visiting his ancestral home in China and
catching up with relatives.

Was this part of the official tour for which ratepayers paid
$3500 for both Mr Neoh and Council CEO Bruce Anson?

Did Mr Neoh pay for this portion of the trip himself? Again,
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there 1s no suggestion of impropriety by Mr Neoh, but we don’t
know the answer to these questions because, it appears, they
weren’t asked.*

And when others do ask the prickly, difficult questions, the
response 1s sometimes extraordinary.

Last month, Cr Peter Sycopoulis and several council colleagues
gquestioned whether Mayor Neoh and Mr Anson needed to attend a
Sister City function in Japan — expected to cost ratepayers
$4000 — given they had just been to China.

For this, the councillors were chastised by the newspaper as
being ‘party poopers’ (11/11). What?

And let’s not forget the infamous ‘Wilma Wright’ letters to
the editor. These were published by The Standard for four
years — four years — without anybody apparently checking the
identity of the author, who was revealed as Mr Anson’s son and
who at one point used the cover of his pseudonym to openly
attack several councillors, including Cr Sycopoulis, in the
lead up to a council election.

(Mr Anson, it must be noted, was cleared of any involvement in
his son’s activities).

Cr Peter Sycopoulis
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The names in this column — Mr Tehan, Mayor Neoh, Mr Anson —
are irrelevant: it is the public, important positions that
they hold that makes them open to scrutiny and a higher
standard of accountability.

This is the hard work of journalism.

It is much harder, more time consuming and nerve-wrecking than
writing story after story about courts and crime (ie. the
powerless) where all of the leg work has been done, yet it is
critical if we are to have faith in our media as the watchdog
it 1s intended to be.

If it fails in this task, it is nothing less than our
democracy which suffers.

* The Warrnambool City Council has since confirmed to
Bluestone that Mayor Neoh did fund this portion of his travel.

Disclosures:

= I began my journalism career as a cadet at The Standard
in 1989.

= I was an open supporter of ALP candidate Michael Barling
during the last federal election because I thought he
was the best option for Wannon. It was the first time I
voted Labor in many years: I normally vote Green.

I know Cr Sycopoulis through his family: his older
sisters and I went to school together.
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Time for Dan to deliver

[Image: australiavotes.org]

[dropcap style="font-size: 60px; color:#A5CECD;"”] T
[/dropcaplhe Liberal Party will be well satisfied with its
thumping victory in Wannon at the weekend as part of the
national swing against Labor, but now it is time for Dan Tehan
to deliver.

To date, Dan has been in the luxurious position of being able
to make significant promises that have yet to be tested, but
the people of Wannon will now apply a very different yardstick
to that which he has enjoyed as a member of the Opposition.

For the first time as the Member for Wannon, he will be
expected to not only stand by his promises, but to also defend
the decisions of his entire Government: decisions which, more
often than not, will be well beyond his control.

This is what Dan’s opponent in Labor’s Michael Barling faced
as a mere candidate: an expectation that he, personally,
should be held accountable for decisions that were being made
much higher up the political chain.

[box] Given the announcements in the lead-up to the election,
Wannon will be waiting expectantly to see how long it takes
for Dan to come good on his word as part of Coalition
Government.[/box]
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First cab off the rank is the $10 million promised for the
Peter’s Project cancer treatment centre. Once the new
Government is installed, that should surely be signed off
without delay.

Next will be a reduction in mobile phone blackspots across the
electorate, plus the rollout of the Coalition’s cheaper,
copper-based broadband scheme which promises, by the end of
2016, five times the speed we have now in places like Naringal
and Nullawarre and Dunkeld and Maryborough.

The potholed roads around western Victoria should be a thing
of the past by the next election, and the Princes Highway
between Warrnambool and Melbourne will be well in the throes
of transforming itself into a true national road that is a
pleasure to drive with its smooth surface, multiple overtaking
lanes and dual carriageways.

The Coalition promised that the scrapping of the carbon tax
would mean more funds for this sort of spending and would also
reduce our cost of living.

[box] This week, make a note of your electricity bill, grocery
bill and mortgage repayments, because we have been assured
that they will all tumble without the carbon tax and an
improved economy. [/box]

And so, to the economy. We have been told it was a basket case
and modern times have rarely been so grim. Dan — and the
Coalition — has promised more jobs, although I doubt they will
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be in renewable energy, and more opportunities for young
people seeking training, a higher education or employment. The
national unemployment rate currently sits at around 5.7 per
cent; please make a note of that too.

Come 2016, we can retrieve our notes and be in a position to
see if the landslide was deserved.

For the sake of a now super-safe seat like Wannon, I hope that
it 1is.



