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¢ he Motor Sports Association (MSA)
decreed that, having just passed

my 45th birthday, I had to have a

stress ECG in order to renew my

‘ International Speed licence. On a
cheap treadmill in a private hospital I had to
run in a bending position and my back was
soon in agony. A slight heartbeat irregularity
was noted but never explained.

The test and an all-clear letter from a
consultant cardiologist cost me £300, rather
a lot in my opinion, but I soon realised I'd
been lucky. “You shouldn’t do stress ECGs
on healthy people,” says a senior medical
adviser to the Civil Aviation Authority
(CAA) and America’s Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA). “They cause a lot
of false positives that indicate something’s
wrong when it isn’t. And they aren’t
predictive; you only do them on people who
have indications of heart disease, and being
45 is not an indication.”

Racer and TV presenter Tiff Needell had a
false positive in his stress ECG. “I had inverse
T waves,” he says. “Turns out it's a ‘normal
abnormality’.” He was sent for an angiogram:
a tube is inserted into an artery and pushed
into the heart, then a dye is squirted into
the organ and observed with X-rays. It’s an
invasive procedure with its own risk of death,
complications and misread results.

“An angiogram isn’t just an
inconvenience,” says another medical adviser
to the US and British aviation authorities.
“You're cutting a hole in a major artery, and
there’s a risk. This is the problem with ECGs
— false positives — and it'’s why we don’t do
them in Britain, and nor does the FAA in the
US. It's not just me saying this, but thousands
of eminent cardiologists. I don’t understand
the MSA’s attitude and I'd like to see its
evidence for doing this test.”

“] had no idea of the dangers of an
angiogram,” says Needell. “When I heard, I
was furious. My heart checked out 100 per
cent OK, but while it was nice to be checked
it was also nice to be alive to get the results.”

The insistence on stress ECGs is just one
of many complaints about the MSA, Britain’s
self-appointed governintgilbody of car-based
motorsport. Ask any of the amateur or semi-
pro racers who make up the vast bulk of
the UK’s 34,000 competition licence holders
and you'll hear a [itany of complaints about
pettifogging safety requirements and rule
changes that require yet more money to be
spent at ritzy racewear emporia that do a lot
of advertising in motorsport publications.

How different it was in the 1950s, when

drivers wore cotton overalls soaked in boracic

acid as a fire retardant. Safety wasn’t taken
very seriously in those days, as Australian F1

and sports car driver Frank Gardner observed

at the drivers’ briefing for the first Goodwood
Revival in 1998. “You've gotta remember,”
he growled, “in an open-wheeler, you're
sat between two big pannier tanks, there’s
more fuel in front above yer crown jewels
and a load more behind you in the tail tank.
If you go off, you will be attending yer own
barbecue. And if you hit a straw bale that’s
great, because the whole bloody lot will burn
foraweek.” .
In the post-War period many drivers
perished in ghastly infernos. “A lot of people
died — drivers and spectators, but it didn’t

have the same impact,” says Jaguar racer and
former chief test driver Norman Dewis. “We’d
just come out of a war and sudden death
wasn’t quite the shock it is today.”

Tt wasn’t really until 1966 and Jackie
Stewart’s crash at the Belgian Grand Prix,
when he was trapped in his BRM, soaked
in fuel, that driver safety began to be taken
seriously. Stewart was in the vanguard of
calls for circuit improvements and pioneered
the use of safety belts and full-face helmets.

But have things gone too far, particularly at
club level and for historic racers? What you
don’t see is important. Regulations insist on
the latest fire-resistant overalls, plumbed-in
extinguishers and flame-retardant foams, but
there is merely an advisory note in the MSA
“Blue Book” about fire-resistant underwear,
which vastly increases the level of protection.
Yet when Goodwood Revival drivers had sets
of modern, fire-resistant overalls made up to
match the old driving suits, the MSA banned
them because they didn’t quite meet the
latest requirements.

But nor do the cars. When Damon Hill first
drove the Ferrari GTO his dad raced in the
1960s, he was appalled by its lack of safety
| and it was years before he was happy driving
it. My own Aston Martin DBS is rightly
allowed to race (as it has since new) with its
original fuel tank and no roll-over bar, yet if
1 hit the barriers in the way F1 cars do every
other weekend, I would surely perish in spite
of a helmet and overalls made to the same
standard as Michael Schumacher’s.

There’s a risk compensation factor that
seems to be affecting several branches of
motorsport. No one wants to throw out
the harnesses or fireproofs, but in some
cases the safety kit is much safer than the
cars. Older race or rally cars are inherently
more dangerous in a crash. Wrap drivers
up in quilted overalls and neck braces like
F1 stars and there’s a danger they’ll think
themselves immortal and drive accordingly.
I've met such people and they’re a liability,
because in most cases it’s the driver who
determines safety. When Niki Lauda was
terribly burned in the 1976 German GP on
the old Niirburgring, his rivals worried about
restarting the race, thinking it too risky. “I
think we should race,” said Australian driver
and 1980 F1 champion Alan Jones. “My

English at the wheel of his DBS: if | hit the barriers | would surely perish despite helmet and overa

dad always said safety was in your right foot.
Many people also complain that the MSA

sees no difference between standards for

club racers and professionals, and fails to

understand how safety kit deteriorates with

use rather than time. It's how you look

after your stuff that matters; there’s a big

difference between the belts in a battered

race-school Formula Ford and those kept

in a sealed box and fitted two or three times

| ayear. Yet both are treated the same by the

MSA, often barely inspected, apart from the
date labels, before events. Every five years I
must send a pristine set of harnesses back to
the supplier as a pattern for costly renewal.
He thinks this “lifing” of belts is absurd even
though it makes him money.

To be fair to the MSA, much of the law

¢My dad always said
safety was in your
right foot?

it hands down, includinﬁ the requirerent
for stress ECGs, comes from the Fédération
Internationale de ’Automobile (FIA), a
Jargely French bureaucracy that claims to
be a world motoring body and is presided
over by Max Mosley. The MSA has already
dropped the stress ECG for national race
categories and insiders say it has tried to
replace such tests, and the FIA’s “confusing
and outdated” eyesight test, with modern
ones that reflect best medical practice.

Professor Hugh Scully, past president of
the Canadian Cardiovascular Society and a
fellow of the FIA’s Institute for Motor Sport
Safety, defends the FIA’s requirement for a
stress ECG. “The reason for this is not just
because of the individuals,” he says, “but
also for the protection of other competitors,
officials and pit crews.” He suggests that,
contrary to the experience of many, an
angiogram should not be the next step after
stress ECG, and that there are intermediate,
less invasive alternatives. He says that in a
34-year career he has seen three coronary
events on circuits, one of them fatal.
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“] feel strongly that [a stress ECG] is a
useful background check,” he says. “Many
people in the business world going into
senior positions will have a ﬁ.il medical and
a stress ECG because of all the money being
invested in them.”

It's indicative of the FIA’s approach that
Prof Scully uses the example of big business
to justify the testing of drivers, the vast

| majority of whom will never be involved

in such management transfers. My Speed
licence, for instance, merely allows me to
take part in timed hillclimbs and sprints, with
only one car on the track at a time.

I point this out and ask why, if a stress ECG
is such a great predictor, the RAF doesn’t
require it of pilots in fully armed Tornado
fighter aircraft. Prof Scully admits that there
are differences of opinion about the test’s
efficacy among high-risk professions.

“Some FIA regulations were written 20
years ago,” says one legislative insider,

“and they've been allowed to drift since
then.” Many competitors are less charitable,
suggesting that the FIA has forgotten what

it was set up for, and is now a self-servi
self-financing body feeding lucrative work to
medical and technical committee members.

All sports gripe about their bureaucracies.
But there seem to be genuine grievances
against the MSA and FIA. One view put to me
is that there are too many rich drivers who,
in the event of ff crashch inslt:lumgﬁxpensive

awyers to sue if the most insignificant
safety gadget hasn’t been mandated by the
authorities. As a result there’s a fervent
health and safety culture at work, and
officialdom exists to cover its back rather
than ensure real safety. :

The track day boom shows that motorists
love driving on circuits, yet for all the FIA's
trumpeting of full grids there is a problem in
British motorsport, particularly at club level.
At a recent Aston Martin Owners Club track
day and sprint at Goodwood, the track day
was vastly oversubscribed while the sprint
was a shadow of its former glory. Is it mere
coincidence that the safety requirements for
the former (while perfectly adequate) were
less stringent (and a whole lot cheaper) than
for the latter?

Are the legislators killing motorsport? I
believe they are. ~







This interesting article from Andrew English in the Daily Telegraph on 26th August 2006 sets out some of the background factors which have contributed to the marked down turn in entries this year for club motor racing generally. Is someone losing the plot so far as club motor sport is concerned?
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