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23 February 2026

DECISION
GREYHOUND RACING VICTORIA
and
GARY THORNEYCROFT 

Date of hearing:	10 February 2026 and 11 February 2026

Date of decision:	11 February 2026

Panel:	Judge Marilyn Harbison (Deputy Chairperson), Ms Heidi Keighran and Ms Danielle Hikri.       

[bookmark: _Hlk16238640]Appearances: 	Mr Jordan Vassis, instructed by Ms Evangeline Murray, appeared on behalf of the Stewards.
	Mr Gerard O’Keeffe represented Mr Gary Thorneycroft.   
	Mr Peter Brennan appeared as a witness.
	Ms Nicole King appeared as a witness. 
Mr Gary Hansen appeared as a witness. 
Mr Mathew Lanigan appeared as a witness.
Dr Sarah Doornbusch appeared as a witness.
				
Charges and particulars:	Charge No.  1 of 2 

Greyhounds Australasia Rule 156 (f)(ii), reads as follows:

 	An offence is committed if a person (including an official):

(f) has, in relation to a greyhound or greyhound racing, done something, or omitted to do something, which, in the opinion of a Controlling Body or the Stewards:

(ii) constitutes misconduct or is negligent or improper

Particulars of the Charge being:

1. You were, at all relevant times, a trainer registered with Greyhound Racing Victoria (GRV) (Member No. 17246) and a person bound by the Greyhounds Australasia Rules and Local Racing Rules.

2. On 1 October 2024, you attended The Ballarat Greyhound Racing Club for trials with four greyhounds, one of which was identified as BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) kennel name “DIESEL”. 

3. [bookmark: _Hlk181084402]You were observed by track staff and registered participants aggressively handling BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) by grabbing him by the ear and using your knee to push the dog into the back of the vehicle. Once BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) was in the back of the vehicle you then punched the greyhound. 

4. You were overheard making several threats against the life of BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF). You made statements with words to the effect of “I'm going to the vets after this. That dog's dead” and “You are dead when I get home. You are dead”.

5. By engaging in the above conduct in relation to a greyhound, it is the opinion of the Stewards, that your conduct constitutes misconduct and is also improper.  

6. GAR 156 (f) is a Serious Offence as defined in GRV Local Rules Rule 63.8.

Charge No.  2 of 2 

Greyhounds Australasia Rule 21 (2), which reads as follows:

A person must exercise the care and supervision necessary to prevent a greyhound under the person’s care or custody from being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering, or from anything which is likely to lead to unnecessary pain or suffering. 

Particulars of the Charge being:

1. You were, at all relevant times, a trainer registered with Greyhound Racing Victoria (GRV) (Member No. 17246) and a person bound by the Greyhounds Australasia Rules and Local Racing Rules.

2. On 1 October 2024, you attended The Ballarat Greyhound Racing Club for trials with four greyhounds, one of which was identified as BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) kennel name “DIESEL”. 

3. You were observed by track staff and registered participants aggressively handling BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF). You grabbed the dog by the ear causing him to yelp and used your knee to push the dog into the back of the vehicle. Once BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) was in the back of the vehicle you then punched the greyhound. 

4. Dr Sarah Doornbusch (a vet employed by GRV) opined that the abovementioned acts would result in the greyhound being subject to unnecessary pain and suffering, due to both potential and actual, physical and psychological harm. 

5. By performing the abovementioned acts in relation to a greyhound, you failed to exercise the necessary care required to prevent BORROLOOLA LAD (VMRKF) from being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering. 

6. GAR 21(2) is a Serious Offence as defined in GRV Local Rules Rule 65.3.

Pleas: 				Not Guilty 


DECISION
1. Mr Gary Thornicroft is charged with two offences arising out of allegations of mistreatment of his dog named “Diesel”, registered as “Borroloola Lad”.

2. The first charge is a charge of committing an act of misconduct or improper conduct in relation to that dog.

3. The second charge is failing to exercise the care and supervision necessary to prevent the greyhound from being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering or from anything which is likely to lead to unnecessary pain or suffering.

4. Mr Thorneycroft has pleaded not guilty to both charges. He was represented at the hearing before us by Mr Gerard O’Keeffe, another greyhound racing participant.

5. The charge arises out of conduct described by witnesses as having occurred on 1 October 2024 at the Ballarat Greyhound Racing Club.

6. It is common ground that the greyhound was trialled in a pre-booked trial session at the club on that day. After the trial, the dog was unable to be retrieved. Mr Thorneycroft tried to catch it. He was unable to do so, and so staff members of the club and other participants spread around the track to help him catch it. We heard evidence from track staff member, Mr Peter Brennan, that whilst he was trying to catch it, Mr Thorneycroft said to him, “where's the nearest vet”. Mr Brennan told him and Mr Thorneycroft then responded, “I'm going to the vets after this that dogs dead”.

7. The dog was subsequently caught. As Mr Thorneycroft retrieved the dog, he said words to the dog to the effect of “you're dead”.

8. As he did so, he grabbed the dog by the ear causing it to yelp. Mr Brennan gave evidence that Mr Thorneycroft then aggressively placed the dog in the van and kicked it with his knee and punched it. He then again said to the dog “you are dead when I get home, you are dead”.

9. The participants who gave evidence described the dog’s behaviour as being scared, petrified and trembling.

10. These alleged words and actions are relied upon in relation to both charges.

11. We also heard evidence from track staffer, Ms Nicole King, and two other trainers, Mr Gary Hansen and Mr Mathew Lanigan. Mr Hansen and Mr Lanigan had arrived at the track to prepare to trial their own dogs and had witnessed the incident. 

12. Neither Ms King nor Mr Hansen had witnessed any of the behaviour which is the subject of these charges. 

13. Mr Lanigan also described Mr Thorneycroft grabbing the dog by its ear and said that he heard the dog yelp. He did not see Mr Thorneycroft punch the dog at any stage. He also described Mr Thorneycroft’s threats to have the dog taken to the vet to be put down.

14. Mr Thorneycroft participated in a Stewards Inquiry on 3 October 2024 and also gave evidence before us. He denied that he was aggressive in his handling of the dog, either towards the dog or towards other racing participants. He agreed that he did forcefully push the dog into the vehicle but described his action in doing so as being more restrained than the evidence of Mr Lanigan and Mr Brennan. He denied having grabbed the dog by its ear or punching the dog but said that he used his knee to assist the dog up into the van.

15. He said that he would never harm his greyhounds and said that he had not made the comments about which evidence was given. 
FINDINGS

16. We deal first with the charge of improper conduct arising out of allegations of mistreatment of the dog Diesel.

17. We are comfortably satisfied that Mr Thorneycroft unnecessarily used force and aggression towards Diesel in the course of placing it in the van. This unnecessary use of force and aggression included placing it in the van in a forceful manner and included grabbing the dog by the ear, causing the dog to yelp. 

18. We are also satisfied that that behaviour was accompanied by threats to the life of the dog as described by the witnesses. 

19. We have a division in the Tribunal as to whether the punch which was described by Mr Brennan occurred. The reason for that division is because the punch was not observed by Mr Lanigan, but whether or not the punch actually occurred, we are satisfied that there was sufficient improper use of force and aggression towards the dog to maintain the first charge.

20. There were inconsistencies in the evidence, and they were very well outlined by Mr O'Keeffe, but we don't take the view that those inconsistencies were of great significance. Many witnesses are mistaken about minor matters and sometimes inconsistency can be a reflection of the fact that evidence is not concocted. Different witnesses have different views about what happened, when and where it happened. 

21. We were satisfied that Mr Lanigan and Mr Brennan were truthful witnesses and that their description of the events was fundamentally accurate, leaving aside the issue regarding the alleged punch to the dog’s head. We think it likely that Mr Thorneycroft simply does not recall what he did or said in the heat of the moment.

22. The dog was examined by a veterinarian two days later on 3 October 2024 and no injuries were found. We do not regard this as proof that the behaviour outlined by Mr Brennan and Mr Lanigan did not occur. It is clearly unlikely that lasting evidence of injury would be present given the circumstances.

23. We thus find Charge 1 proven.

24. We now deal with the charge of failing to exercise care and supervision necessary to prevent unnecessary pain and suffering.

25. The findings made in respect of the first charge are also relevant to the issue of proper care and supervision. From the time the dog was retrieved from the catching pen to the time that that was put into the car, Mr Thorneycroft’s behaviour towards it showed a lack of care and supervision in that unnecessary force and aggression was displayed towards the dog.

26. We note the need to be satisfied that unnecessary pain or suffering was caused to the dog. We heard evidence from Dr Sarah Doornbusch, a GRV veterinarian, on this issue.

27. She gave evidence that to drag a dog by its ear would have caused physical pain to the dog. We accept this evidence, and therefore this element is made out. We also accept her evidence that the circumstances of that aggression would have caused psychological pain to the dog on this occasion. We accept that dogs are sentient beings and can suffer from psychological as well as physical pain.

28. Although we accept the presence of psychological pain on this occasion, we wish to make it clear that given the observations of Dr Fegan, the dog’s usual veterinarian, the dog has a notably nervous and antisocial disposition and that this is a genetic trait. We are not satisfied that the demeanour of the dog on that day as described by the witnesses necessarily had been caused by previous ill-treatment of the dog. We make no finding as to whether the actions of Mr Thorneycroft on that day or in his general care of the dog caused the dog to be unusually reactive, timid or shy.

29. We find the second charge of failing to prevent unnecessary pain and suffering to the dog proven.

PENALTY 

30. Each of the offences before us are very serious. 

31. One of the features of this misconduct is that it occurred in a location where the public could have seen what happened. In our view, what happened would properly be described as being severely detrimental to interest of greyhound racing.

32. The welfare of greyhounds must also be a primary sentencing consideration. Ordinarily a person committing such offences should expect a significant period of actual disqualification. It is very important to signal to all greyhound participants that aggression towards dogs or other racing participants and the infliction of pain and suffering on greyhounds will not be tolerated.

33. However, we are satisfied that this case is exceptional. Mr Thorneycroft has been involved in greyhound racing for over 44 years. He comes before us as a man with a fine reputation within greyhound racing. We received glowing references from five persons who have known him for many years as a trustworthy and caring greyhound trainer and an outstanding member of his local community. 

34. He was one of the founding members of the Healesville Greyhound Track and has served more than 30 years as a committee member there. He has been elected President of the club twice and has been a life member since 2002.

35. He is a well-regarded member of his local church and also has served in his local CFA.

36. He has trained over a hundred greyhounds and has never come to the attention of the Stewards in relation to a disciplinary infraction in the last 44 years.

37. This is an extraordinary achievement.

38. We think it probable that his behaviour on the day was quite out of character. He had been informed on the way to the track that his two very elderly and sick parents were to be discharged from hospital that morning. This caused him deep distress as he had no way of caring for them at home.

39. He has suffered from mental health issues for many years, which have gone undiagnosed until recently. He was, at the time, distraught that his dog could not be caught and full of embarrassment at the circumstances. 

40. We have formed the view that these offences arose out of him being overwhelmed by all these factors and that this uncharacteristic behaviour is unlikely to recur. This has been the first blot on an otherwise remarkable period of service to greyhound racing. We are quite satisfied that he had no real intent to take his dog to be euthanised, and that the threats which he uttered were a reflection of intense frustration and resulted from emotional meltdown, unlikely ever to be repeated.

41. Taking all these factors into account, the penalties which we impose are as follows.

42. On Charge 1, disqualification for six months, fully suspended for 24 months.

43. On Charge 2, disqualification for six months, fully suspended for 24 months.



44. We order that these penalties be served concurrently given that they arise out of the same circumstances.


Mark Howard
Registrar, Victorian Racing Tribunal
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