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All Clear on the Racing Front 
 
 
Thoroughbred racing rules normally specify that a horse when clear is entitled to any part 
of the course. For example, New York rules state “When clear, a horse may be taken to 
any part of the course provided that crossing or weaving in front of contenders may 
constitute interference or intimidation for which the offender may be disciplined.” The 
model rules of racing similarly provide, “When the way is clear in a race, a horse may be 
ridden to any part of the course, but if any horse swerves, or is ridden to either side, so as 
to interfere with, impede or intimidate any other horse, it is a foul.” 
 
The problem is that all these rules of racing don’t define what “clear” is. At a recent 
program for prospective stewards conducted by the University of Arizona Race Track 
Industry Program , the students were provided with a set of instructions that were to be 
given by the stewards to jockeys at the start of a race meeting. 
 
The instructions say, “You can take any part of the track when clear. (Clear is an 
extended horse’s length of light between two horses.)” [Emphasis Added] 
 
Let’s be generous here and say that under this nebulous concept  of “clear” an extended 
horse’s length of light is 1 1/16th lengths. I’ve been at administrative hearings where 
stewards have testified that “clear” is variously a length and one quarter or a length and 
one half.  Nobody is clear as to the meaning of clear. 
 
It’s difficult to believe that a horse tiring on the lead going at a rate of 28 seconds per 
quarter mile (32.14 miles per hour) can legally shift into the lane of a horse a length and 
1/16th back running at 24 seconds per quarter-mile (37.5 mile per hour) .  That is a 
formula for disaster, and yet there is nothing in the rules of racing that can provide an 
accurate guide as to the meaning of clear. One steward’s clear is another steward’s 
obstructed.  
 
Clearly, thoroughbred racing needs to establish some benchmark as to the meaning of 
clear. Perhaps, the benchmark should be set out at a length and one quarter with a proviso 
that where a horse moves into the path of another horse that is running much faster than 
the first horse, the clearance for the first horse should exceed a length and a quarter, and 
that the act of moving into another horse’s path under such circumstances could be 
considered an act of intimidation.  
 
There are numerous open questions in the thoroughbred rule book, but few are as 
significant as the definition of clear. Horses routinely change paths in the stretch of races; 
yet there is little guide other than the discretion of the stewards to determine whether 
these path changes are permissible. For the sake of the fans, the riders, the horses, and 
even the stewards themselves, it’s time to shine the light of uniformity and make the 
definition of “clear” less obscure. Too many observers of horse racing look at stewards’ 
inquiries as a crapshoot. Let’s try to make the process as clearly rational as possible. 
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