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You’ve finished all the weekend shopping and there’s 10 minutes or so spare before
you’re due to meet your friends, so you dive into a nearby coffee shop and slip out
your mobile phone or PDA. First you check your messages and see that there’s one
alerting you to a big Mark Six jackpot next Tuesday. Then you take advantage of the
coffee shop’s wi-fi hotspot to log into The Hong Kong Jockey Club’s website, where
you can watch live video streaming of Race 4 at Sha Tin, then consult the on-line
form guide to help you choose bets for the next race.

A constant   
evolution
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K, that’s the bets placed on-line, now what’s
next? Oh yes, there’s a few important football
matches tonight – mustn’t forget to put a few
dollars on those! No problem, though, it’s just
as simple as before to check the team’s league
positions and form guides, select a range of
bets, review them and then click to get instant

confirmation they’ve been placed.
Fifteen years ago, when the mobile revolution was only just

taking off, this scenario would have sounded so fanciful that it
might have been the script for a sci-fi movie. Yet it all seems so
natural and commonplace now, given the swiftness with which

O

Hong Kong people have embraced every new development in
technology – and their long-standing penchant for making a bet.

Whereas the customer of the 1980s relied on having a
newspaper, a TV or radio and a telephone close at hand, today’s
racing and football fans can effectively carry them all together on
a single, pocket-sized device – and even perform electronic funds
transfers to and from their bank.

For The Hong Kong Jockey Club, the rapid emergence of
new technologies has made it a never-ending challenge to stay
one step ahead of its customers and be ready to meet their
demand. The roll-out of new betting channels and services has
been a constant evolution.

Setting new standards
Since the Club first moved into the interactive era with the
launch of the first generation Customer Input Terminal (CIT)
nearly 20 years ago, it has not only fulfilled its mission of
addressing customer demand, it has also set new industry
standards in the process. “At that time, there was nothing like the
CIT anywhere in the world,” recalls Betting Division’s Manager,
Interactive Services, Abel Chan. “Our IT team developed the
software from scratch, adopting a key-based security scheme
which was quite revolutionary at that time, and we found a
manufacturer to produce the hardware.”

The original CIT was designed to mimic telebetting services,
so its practicability was fairly limited – it was only of real use on
Wednesdays and Saturdays or Sundays in the racing season.
Today, though, the Club truly lives up to its mission of “service
anytime, anywhere at your own pace” with a wide and versatile
range of different interactive services on offer, accounting for
nearly a quarter of all racing, football and Mark Six turnover.

CITs have now progressed to the eighth generation model, no
more than about one-third the size of the original terminals, and
although they still require the use of a telephone socket, they
retain a dedicated following – especially among seasoned horse
racing fans who tend to be traditional in their betting habits. But
as mobile phones started to take off in the early 1990s, so
customer demand grew for betting services to go wireless.

At this point, Abel says, it became clear that huge further
advances were going to be made in mobile communications over
the next few years and the Club decided to extend its strategy
from simply meeting this growing demand for wireless services
into making the mobile phone a true multi-purpose, open
systems device.

Today, a comprehensive suite of mobile services offering
“something for everyone” is available, including MangoCombo
(a compact two-way paging device that also provides financial
and lifestyle information), the Mobile Betting Service (for
standard 2G phones), the Mobile Online Betting Service (for 3G
phones) and the PDA Betting Service. Both the latter two allow
customers to bet through specially-customised channels on the

Ensuring the delivery of customer-friendly and
responsive betting services is the goal of (from
right) Executive Director of Betting Henry Chan,
Head of Betting Services (Off-Course) Peter Tsang
and Head of Telebet Services Peter Ng.
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Innovations
Even customers betting through
the Off-Course Betting Branches
(OCBBs) have been able to take
advantage of the technology
revolution through innovations
like the Electronic Shroff Card –
one of Hong Kong’s first smart
cards when it was introduced in 1995.

In line with the Club’s drive to meet the changing needs of its
customers, the OCBBs have also seen numerous other
enhancements in the past few years, all designed to make them
more welcoming, convenient and customer-friendly than ever.

“Despite the migration to telebetting, mobile services and the
Internet over the years, the OCBBs remain our single largest
betting channel,” says Head of Betting Services (Off-Course)
Peter Tsang. “They are highly accessible with good geographical
coverage and some of them have now been open for 30 years or
more, so they are very much a part of life in those areas.

“Even more importantly, though, they play a crucial role in
the Club’s branding and image. They’re our first point of

interaction with our customers as even if
you only plan to do mobile or telebetting,

you still have to come into an OCBB first to
open your betting account.”

Until 2003, the OCBBs only handled
racing and Mark Six bets, so their design and
opening hours catered to those markets – but

the addition of football betting
changed all that. Not only did it
mean longer hours and seven-day-a-
week operation, but also football

Club’s website – “mini-Internets offering real-time information”.
Each of the services has its own appeal to different customer

segments: MangoCombo, for instance, is popular with those who
do a lot of stock market trading, Mobile Online is a favourite
with the younger generation who like to sport the latest 3G
phones and browse WAP sites, while PDA betting tends to
attract business professionals as the PDA is also a versatile office
tool. Market research always turns up some surprises, though. “In
Hong Kong, it’s very common now for people to have wireless
routers at home, and we’ve found that a lot of customers like to
use their PDA to bet while they’re sitting in at home watching
live racing or football on TV,” Abel notes. “It’s a very convenient
way of betting.”

The mobile services also offer the Club a valuable new
opportunity for two-way communications with its customers,
who appreciate receiving reminders about major races, big Mark
Six jackpots or other news items of interest.

Besides the pure wireless services, the Internet has become a
favourite betting and information channel for many customers,
especially football bettors as many of the big European games are
held late into the night. When the Online Betting Service (eWin)
was introduced in 2000, it was the first
consumer service in Hong Kong to adopt
the public security key system. The latest
enhancement to eWin is the convenient Bet
Slip service, which again reflects customer
demand by adopting the “shopping cart”
approach of many popular on-line retail
services. It also offers a similar facility for
on-line funds transfer. Bet Slip was
introduced for football betting and Mark
Six in January this year and extended to
horse racing in May.

The interactive era
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For The Hong Kong Jockey Club, 

it has meant that the 

development of new betting

products and services is a 

challenge without an ending. 

To stay one step ahead of

customers and their ever-increasing

expectations, it has to be a process

of constant evolution.
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“We normally work with these partners under a

joint development arrangement, with the Club

providing its proven logic and security systems

while the mobile operators deliver the

appropriate user interfaces for different hand

held devices,” he explains. “This mode of

development has proved very successful as

each party can benefit from the core skills and

business knowledge of the other. It would be

too costly for either of us to develop these new

services entirely on our own.”

While the IT and Betting teams have many

new ideas for future development – ”we try to

look at least five years ahead” – Mr Wong

points out that it’s difficult for the Club to take

the lead as it relies on the carriers having

reliable systems in place. “We always tend to

take a conservative approach and start with a

pilot service to make sure we can deliver the

service levels our customers have come to

expect,” he notes. However, he doesn’t expect

new channels such as interactive TV and IP

phones to be far down the line.

“Technically we can support all these

already,“ Mr Wong says. “It’s all just a question

of timing.”

World-class IT
systems the key
to super-fast
services
It goes without saying that none of the Club’s

new interactive betting and customer services

would be possible without the support of a

highly experienced and dedicated Information

Technology Division. Many of the Club’s world-

leading services have been developed largely in-

house simply because they are world-leading;

there are few existing software products that

can meet the sophisticated needs of Hong Kong

bettors or, in many cases, the huge volume and

capacities involved.

Top-quality IT support is also critical if the

Club is to meet its customers’ expectations for

super-fast response and round-the-clock

reliability, especially as a large proportion of bets

are placed in the final few minutes before the

start of a race or the kick-off of a football match.

Over the past year service uptime on the

Club’s core betting systems has averaged a

remarkable 99.997%, or to put it another way, the

services are unavailable for less than three

seconds a day. The response times of the betting

systems are just one-fifth of a second for horse

racing and Mark Six and a quarter of a second for

football, while the average time to complete a

betting transaction varies from only two seconds

at the Cashbet terminals to five seconds through

eWin and about 27 seconds through the mobile

betting service. At peak times, the combined

back-end services are capable of processing

about 3,600 transactions every second – a

performance that Head of Systems Development

S L Wong, believes is unmatched by any other

betting operator worldwide.

Mr Wong considers there have been two

major “breakthroughs” in service delivery since

the Club launched its first interactive service

with the introduction of Customer Input

Terminals 18 years ago. The first is the growth

and development of the Internet, “which from a

business view is a natural partner for us as betting

is a very impulsive and time-critical activity”.

What is most important, he notes, is the

rapidity with which the Internet has progressed

from being a relatively unstable and insecure

channel to one that is now highly safe and

reliable. “In the early days it was still a jungle –

delivery could never be guaranteed,” he notes.

“Now it has 30 or 40 times the capacity and

there are very sophisticated security systems

available.” The Club has always adopted a

pragmatic approach to implementing new

channels to support the betting business, Mr

Wong says, and the carefully managed roll-out

of different Internet-based services is a classic

successful example. 

The second major breakthrough he cites is

the partnerships with third party mobile

operators, which benefit all parties concerned.

PDA Betting Service

PDA

Mobile Online

Betting Service

The Club’s core betting systems
provide 99.997% availability.
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bettors tend to be younger and more sophisticated with higher
expectations. “They look for the same level of comfort and
service they’d expect to find in a bank,” Peter explains.

Hence the transformation of more than half the 109 OCBBs
in the past two years with a stylish and colourful new design and
a more welcoming atmosphere, which makes customers want to
stay and look around rather than just dashing in, placing their
bet, and hurrying out again. “In these branches our staff now
serve customers face-to-face in the
betting hall rather than from behind
glass windows,” Peter says. “We’ve also
made it much easier for new customers
to find their way around and do
business with us. It’s really just the same
as a retail store with lots of different
products on offer.”

Less waiting time
It’s a similar story on the telebetting
side, where considerable strides have
been made in the past few years towards
making the Club’s services not only
more efficient, but also much more
customer friendly and responsive. The
four satellite call centres have been
integrated into a single linked system
and an Interactive Voice Response
System introduced so that customers
can enter their betting account number,
PIN and bet details on their own. Not
only does this save waiting time, but
also the operator can have a full profile
of the customer up on screen before
taking the call.

“Prior to about 1997, our main focus
was meeting demand,” notes Head of
Customer Management Joanna Yang.
“Now we are much more focused on meeting individual
customers’ requirements and expectations, especially since the
launch of football betting as we now have more different types of
customer, each with their own different needs and different
product preferences.”

Joanna says that the Club is now moving more and more in
the direction of one-stop services, whereby betting, enquiries and
other customer needs can all be handled through a single
channel. “For example, if you want to make a racecourse
reservation, at present you have to call each facility individually,”
she explains. “By next season, we aim to offer a co-ordinated, on-
line service. Customers will be able to take a virtual tour of each
venue before deciding which one to choose and making an on-
line reservation.”

A customer portal is also being set up for on-line enquiries,
whereby customers can actually track the progress of their
enquiries at any stage.

Besides working hand-in-hand with the Club’s own
Information Technology Division to plan and develop new
products, the Betting Services team works closely with third-
party business partners, especially in the mobile communications
area. “Mobile is a very competitive business, and betting is one of

the value-added services most sought-
after by their customers,” Abel Chan
points out. “The mobile operators are
therefore very keen to work with us on
pioneering new products or services
that can help them get an edge over
their competitors.”

So what is the betting scene going 
to look like 10 years hence, if so much
has already changed in the past decade?
“Well firstly, we’re going to see further
convergence of infotainment and
communications as 3G technology
develops – it’s still only in its relative
infancy, compared with what will 
be possible in the future,” Abel says.
“We want to be ready to meet our
customers’ demand as these new
services emerge. We’re also keeping a
close eye on the rapid convergence
between PDAs and smartphones.
There’s a growing customer expectation
for both facilities to be available in a
single device.”

Further opportunities are expected
to arise from digital interactive TV, 
a development that’s now evolving 
very fast in Hong Kong after a
comparatively slow start. Interactive

wagering is already quite common in Australia and parts of
Europe, and is a rapidly growing business.

On the other hand, Abel notes, Hong Kong is ahead of many
other parts of the world in terms of Internet bandwidth speed,
coverage and affordability, which is hastening the adoption of IP
telephony – home telephones directly connected to broadband
multimedia services. “A number of local operators are being very
aggressive in this area, so we need to be ready to meet this
demand. Before too long we can expect to see a single home
screen functioning as a TV, a PC and a telephone.

“I wouldn’t like to make a guess as to exactly where we’ll be in
10 years’ time but I’m certain the journey is going to be a very
exciting one.”

Number of Off-Course Betting Branches

Number of betting terminals

Number of telebet operator positions

Number of direct input devices

Number of betlines / tickets 
per race meeting

Number of Mark Six lottery 
millionaires created

Betting turnover 2005/06 Season

Betting Statistics

2,700

109

6,000,000

5,822
3,887

210,000

total : $97,615 million

Racing 
$60,050 million

Football Betting 
$31,272 million

Lottery 
$6,293 million
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The roll-out of new interactive
services relies on close co-operation
between the Betting and IT teams,
including Head of Systems
Development S L Wong (centre),
Interactive Services Manager Abel
Chan (left); and Betting Systems &
Control Manager Jayson Tse (right).
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More than half the Off-Course
Betting Branches (OCBBs) have been
given a stylish and colourful new
design in the past two years.
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In the past, OCBBs had shorter
opening hours and interior design
was less important.
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