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The Formula One Canadian Grand Prix was postponed this week because of the pandemic. Can 

the cancellation of the 2020 Honda Indy Toronto be far behind? 

And what about racing at Canadian Tire Motorsport Park, Shannonville, Jukasa Motor Speedway 

and other small speedways in southern Ontario? 

The outlook is not good. I talked to a number of people in the industry in recent days and, while 

they all expressed optimism, the likelihood of racing wheels turning in front of large crowds this 

summer and fall is practically nil. 

Barring a miracle — and I repeat: a miracle — there is no way the IndyCar race at Exhibition 

Place, the IMSA SportsCar weekend at CTMP, the NASCAR weekend at the same place in 

September and the Canadian Short Track Nationals at Jukasa (a.k.a. the Bubba Pollard benefit) 

can take place for the following reasons: 

• There is no indication the COVID-19 epidemic is slowing. The number of sick, dying and 

dead is increasing daily. All big events in Montreal and Toronto (which means the rest of 

Ontario and Quebec, too) are cancelled or postponed through June, which means the 

earliest racing could get going is July. 

But don’t think for a second that everything would suddenly be back to normal. We wouldn’t 

want to think we’ve beaten this thing, only to have it come back because we got careless. We 

will be taking baby steps. In fact, the prime minister said as much Wednesday. 

• Ontario would have to rescind, or modify, the five-person limit on gatherings. And there 

could be other conditions. Speedways might have to restrict attendance and separate 

people in grandstands. 

• The Canada-U.S. border is closed to all but essential traffic. The IndyCar circus, the 

NASCAR trucks and IMSA sports cars are not essential. This border has never been 

closed before and it will take some time before it’s wide open again. Particularly with this 

particular president. 
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Let’s take a close look at the Honda Indy. It’s scheduled to be held July 10-12. It’s run on a 

temporary track, so the facility has to be built. City hall, which is closed at the moment, has to 

reopen and be up and running in order to issue the necessary permits. The border has to be open 

again. The province has to lift the restrictions on gatherings. If the all-clear is sounded on July 1 

(which it won’t be, but we can dream), all of the above would have to be done in 10 days for the 

race to happen. I suggest that is impossible. 

Then, you have to wonder if racers will be able to afford to go racing. I know of two well-known 

Canadian racers, one who competes in the NASCAR Pinty’s Series and the other is a Canadian 

motorcycle champion, who have lost their lucrative personal sponsorships. They got phone calls 

to say their deals were cancelled.  

Not reduced. Nullified. 

And then there are all the small-time stock car racers, or club-level road racers, who might have 

been promised $2,500 if they put “Bob Smith’s Garage,” or “Avenue Road Computer Repair” on 

the side of their cars. They won’t be getting anything now. (Can you imagine the uproar if it was 

discovered that people were using business bailout money to sponsor a race car?)  

Racers have been known to beg and borrow (no, racers never steal ...) to get enough money to go 

racing, but that’s not even an option this time because just about everybody’s broke. 

In the bigs, starting with Formula One and going down the line through IndyCar, NASCAR and 

the rest, the racing sanctioning bodies have all laid off staff, as have most teams. Drivers and 

team managers have all taken pay cuts — but will that be enough? Zak Brown, who runs 

McLaren, said the other day that as many as four F1 teams could go out of business if this 

calamity continues for any length of time. 

And then there are the spectators. Millions of Canadians are surviving because the federal 

government is giving them money. And those who are lucky enough to still be employed are 

watching their pennies. There is not a lot of disposable income around, no matter how you look 

at the situation. 

As a result, you can split racing fans into three groups: Group A, who will go to the races no 

matter what; Group B, who won’t be able to afford to go, and Group C, who won’t want to have 

anything to do with crowds. So right off, whether it’s the IndyCar race, or the NASCAR trucks at 

CTMP (assuming they are able to be held), two-thirds of the customer base won’t attend. In the 

words of one speedway manager I talked to this week, this would be like having a rainout a 

month in advance. 

 

(Although we’re talking about racing here, this model could be applied to hockey and baseball 

and all the other big-league professional sports. There will be a huge financial reckoning and 

adjustment when this is over, that’s for sure.) 



The one race that could happen would be the Grand Prix. Everybody in the circus comes from 

Europe, so there wouldn’t be a problem with the U.S. border. The Montreal Grand Prix circuit 

and infrastructure is in place year-round, so they could hold the race as late as Thanksgiving 

weekend in October. And Montreal could lean on the Quebec government to ease the gathering 

limit so that the city could receive an injection of much-needed economic activity. Like the 

Honda Indy in Toronto, the Grand Prix means hotel rooms and that industry in both cities 

desperately needs customers. 

John Bondar, the new proprietor, with a partner, of Shannonville Motorsports Park, is one track 

operator who’s sounding seriously optimistic. That doesn’t mean CTMP is standing still. 

Following the cancellation of the traditional Victoria Day SpeedFest long weekend in May, 

they’ve been “planning backwards,” starting with the Chevy Silverado 250 NASCAR trucks race 

in September and coming back to the motorcycle weekend in August and the IMSA SportsCar 

Grand Prix in July, figuring the trucks might — might — have a chance of racing. And they have 

other contingency plans in the works, like invitational races or club racers mixed in with the 

professionals. If they can open for business, that is.  

“We’re all suddenly experts on this thing,” Bondar said, talking about the pandemic. “Nobody 

can say for sure, but I think — hope — that July might be reasonable to plan for some on-track 

action (where he could run motorcycle races or club car events over, say, three days with the 

entry split into three groups of 40 max and no mothers or girlfriends or other crew allowed if — 

if — the gathering limits went back up to 50).  

“I think the (COVID-19) numbers will start to come down at the end of April,” he said. “We then 

spend all of May watching them roll down further and then, to be on the safe side, we don’t do 

anything in June. We could go in July and I think if the province returns to a 50-person limit, I’ll 

be OK. 

“The U.S. is a disaster. They are way behind us in getting a handle on this thing. So we want to 

keep the border closed till they’re out of the woods. That’s not good news for CTMP, whose 

headliners are Americans, or some of the speedways that have big races and need Americans to 

deepen the field. But the country can’t afford to take any chances.” 

 

 

I have a friend who works in the automotive industry. I think he’s a genius. 

We were talking about COVID-19 (what else?) and Pete says: “I see quite a few people walking 

around now with masks on. Good for them. But then I got thinking ... if you want many more 

people to wear a mask, put a sports logo on it. The Raptors, or TFC. Winner teams. 

“If you’re an IndyCar fan, you could wear a mask with the IndyCar logo on it (see illustration). 

Or NASCAR or F1. Perhaps even the individual teams, or drivers. 



“Look, one way or the other, they will run the Indy 500 this year. They moved it from May to 

August; I figure it will be held in late September or early October. Whenever, can you visualize a 

couple of hundred thousand people at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway wearing masks that have 

IndyCar on them? Or Penske Corp? Or the Indianapolis Speedway logo? 

“By then the NFL will be going, too. People will want to get out to the games. They will go if 

they wear a mask with the Patriots or the Bears or the Colts logo. The Bills and so on. 

“Wearing a mask is not cool. Wearing a mask with your favourite sports team on it would make 

it cool. It will get more people to wear masks and help flatten the curve. 

“People are at home with time on their hands. They can sew their own. Some have 3D printers 

and can make them that way. With the internet and social media, people will pick up on this 

within hours.” 

As I said, I think he’s a genius. 

 

 
 

Norris McDonald is a former Star editor who is a current freelance columnist. Follow him on 

Twitter: @NorrisMcDonald2 
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