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DECISION
GREYHOUND RACING VICTORIA
and
GRAHAM JAMES 

Date of hearing:	5 February 2026

Date of decision:	5 February 2026

Panel:	Judge Marilyn Harbison (Deputy Chairperson), Dr Andrew Gould and Dr June Smith.      

[bookmark: _Hlk16238640]Appearances: 	Mr Jordan Vassis, instructed by Ms Yana Podolskaya, appeared on behalf of the Stewards.
	Mr Graham James did not attend the hearing.  
				
Charges and particulars:	Charge No.  1 of 3

Greyhounds Australasian Rule 21(2), reads as follows:

21    Proper care for and Welfare of Greyhounds
(2)	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. 45534) and a person bound by the Greyhounds Australasia Rules and Local Racing Rules.

1. At all relevant times you were the owner of, and had the care or custody of, the greyhound ‘BABA BEAR’ (VKVKF).

1. You have failed to exercise the care and supervision necessary to prevent ‘BABA BEAR’ from being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering, or from anything which is likely to lead to unnecessary pain or suffering, in that;

a. On or about December 2023, you sent BABA BEAR to South Australia to  be trained by Mr. Shaun CIAVARELLA.

b. You were aware that Mr. CIAVARELLA was an unregistered participant of the greyhound racing industry.

c. On 1 March 2024 BABA BEAR, whilst with Mr. CIAVARELLA, was affixed to a treadmill with a green collar and left unattended. The greyhound has ultimately suffered asphyxiation/strangulation and died.

Charge No.  2 of 3

Greyhounds Australasian Rule 34(1) reads as follows:

34   	Requirements in relation to notification of control and location of a greyhound
(including as a result of a greyhound having its ownership transferred)

(1)	Except in the circumstance stated in subrule (7) of this rule or unless permission is
granted otherwise by a Controlling Body, a greyhound must at all times be kept at the
registered address of its trainer or owner.

Particulars of the Charge being:

1. You were, at all relevant times, a trainer registered with Greyhound Racing Victoria (GRV) (Member No. 45534) and a person bound by the Greyhounds Australasia Rules and Local Racing Rules.

2. At all relevant times you were the owner of, and had the care or custody of, the greyhound ‘BABA BEAR’ (VKVKF).

3. Between December 2023 and 1 March 2024, BABA BEAR was housed in South Australia by Mr. Shaun CIAVARELLA, a person unregistered in the greyhound racing industry.

4. Between December 2023 and 1 March 2024, BABA BEAR was not kept at the registered address of its trainer or owner.

Charge No.  3 of 3

Greyhounds Australasian Rule 156(v) reads as follows:

156   General Offences

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

(v)	in the opinion of the Controlling Body or its Stewards, is guilty of neglect or any dishonest, corrupt or improper act or practice in connection with the breeding, registration, sale or transfer of greyhounds, or has attempted such an act or practice.

Particulars of the Charge being:

1. You were, at all relevant times, a trainer registered with Greyhound Racing Victoria (GRV) (Member No. 45534) and a person bound by the Greyhounds Australasia Rules and Local Racing Rules.

2. You were the owner of, and had the care and responsibility of, greyhound ‘BABA BEAR’ (VKVKF). 

3. On or about December 2023, you sent BABA BEAR (VKVKF) to South Australian un-registered participant Shaun CIAVARELLA for him to train with the intention of selling BABA BEAR (VKVKF) to this person. 

4. You were aware that Mr. Ciavarella was not a member of any Controlling Body or an active participant of greyhound racing.

5. In the opinion of the Stewards, this conduct was an attempt to improperly transfer a greyhound in your ownership to an unregistered person.

Pleas: 				Not Guilty 



DECISION
1. Mr Graham James was, at the time of these events, a greyhound owner, trainer and breeder. He had been involved in greyhound racing for almost 25 years.

2. The charges against him relate to the circumstances in which he surrendered ownership of his greyhound named “Baba Bear”. This dog was whelped by Mr James on 8 November 2021. It was registered in his name for its whole short life, although Mr James had arranged for it to be kennelled with various Victorian registered participants from time to time. It had a brief greyhound racing career, having had only one start, in Ballarat in November 2023 where it placed sixth.

3. One month after this race, in December of 2023, Mr James was contacted by a person named Mr Shaun Ciavarella who lives in South Australia (“SA”). Mr Ciavarella said that he wanted to purchase a greyhound. Mr Ciavarella has never been a registered greyhound participant in any Australian jurisdiction and appears to have had no experience at all with greyhounds. Mr James suggested Baba Bear.

4. Mr Ciavarella attended Mr James’ kennels to see the dog in early December 2023 and then a few weeks later Mr James organised for the dog to be sent to Mr Ciavarella’s SA address.

5. Mr James did not notify Greyhound Racing Victoria (“GRV”) of this transfer or make any FastTrack changes to reflect the fact that the dog had now been removed from his care. 

6. The dog died some months later, on 1 March 2024, in tragic circumstances. It apparently had been attached to a human treadmill by Mr Ciavarella, or at his direction, and died on the treadmill while it was unattended. The dog’s collar was attached to the treadmill by a lead under extreme tension. The dog appears to have lost balance whilst the treadmill was moving. GRV obtained 13 photographs showing the dead dog attached to the treadmill. We viewed these extremely distressing photographs as part of the evidence in this hearing.

7. Dr Buiter, a veterinarian employed by GRV, viewed the photos and provided the following opinion as to the circumstances of the dog’s death:

“Leaving this greyhound unsupervised on a human treadmill, without the safety features required of a greyhound walker, was dangerous and detrimental to its welfare and caused unnecessary and excessive pain and suffering which led to its death most likely from asphyxiation or strangulation as a direct result of being left unattended”.

8. Mr Ciavarella refused to allow SA personnel from Greyhound Racing South Australia (“GRSA”) onto his property to investigate the death. Instead, he arranged for the dog to be cremated before an autopsy could be performed.

9. As a result of the events which we have described, Mr James faces three charges. The first, which arises out of the circumstances of the dog’s death as we have described them, is a charge of not exercising the care and supervision necessary to prevent the greyhound being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering. The basis of this charge is that Mr James, at all times up to the time of death of the dog, retained care or custody of the dog and was thus, responsible for the gruesome manner of its death.

10. The second is a charge of failing to keep the greyhound at the registered address of its trainer or owner. For a significant period of time – from December 2023 to 1 March 2024 – the dog was not in Mr James’ kennels despite that kennel address appearing on its registration.

11. The third charge is of having been guilty of neglect or any dishonest, corrupt, improper act or practice in connection with the sale or transfer of greyhounds.

12. This charge relates to the arrangement which Mr James entered into with Mr Ciavarella, in contravention of the GRV Rules and with no concern for the welfare of the greyhound.

13. On 5 March 2024, Mr James was telephoned by the Stewards to discuss the circumstances of the dog’s removal from Mr James property and subsequent death. Mr James told the Stewards on that occasion that he had expected that the new owner would have arranged to be registered in GRSA and that he had understood that this person was allowed to have the dog whilst his registration in SA was pending. Mr James said that he had thought that the new owner was just waiting for the council to approve his kennels before he could be registered and then he would buy the dog from Mr James. He said that he kept asking the new owner why he needed to get council planning approval as part of his licence and that he could not understand this requirement

14. The Stewards rely on admissions made by Mr James in that interview. He agreed that he knew that the new owner was not registered. He said that he “never thinks twice” to check if a buyer to whom he sends dogs is registered, or whether the authorities would accept the transfer. He also told the Stewards that he knew that Mr Ciavarella had been working the dog on a treadmill, although it is not clear whether or not he knew Mr Ciavarella was using a human treadmill.

15. Apart from participating in this interview, Mr James has not cooperated further with the Stewards investigation and has refused to attend this hearing. We have therefore dealt with this matter as a contested hearing.

16. We are persuaded from the evidence, which we have heard, that each of the charges are proven.

17. Clearly this dog has died a tragic death. While it is not suggested that Mr James had any direct part to play in placing the dog on the treadmill and so causing the death of the dog, it is clear that he had surrendered control over all aspects of the dog’s care to Mr Ciavarella. Mr. James must bear responsibility for having put the dog in this position, resulting in a horrible death for the greyhound.

18. Mr James protested at the Stewards Inquiry that he could not be charged with committing an improper act in relation to the sale or transfer of the dog because no sale or transfer had taken place. We disagree. His own description of the arrangement reveals that the dog had been provisionally sold to Mr Ciavarella, with it being clear that the dog would not be returned to Mr James. He had washed his hands of the dog. He said in his interview:

“I sent the dog to him to train it with the intention of him buying it. I sent him a dog that would probably suit him for him to learn with”.

19. From that point on, Mr James displayed complete indifference to the fate of the dog.

20. Mr James conceded in the interview that he bore responsibility for Charge 2, given that he had deliberately sent the dog to Mr Ciavarella without notifying GRV of the change of the whereabouts of the dog. We agree, but further, we take the view that the penalty on Charge 2 should attract a higher than usual sanction, given that it was not just a record keeping omission, but in this case reflects the total lack of interest Mr James had in the whereabouts and future care of the greyhound.

21. In sentencing for these offences, we place significant weight on the principle of general deterrence. Greyhound welfare should be the most important consideration driving the industry. This is a gross example of what can go wrong when a dog is placed in the care of a person who is not a licenced participant and over whom the racing authorities have no power or control over.

22. The penalties which we impose are therefore as follows:

23. On Charge 1, having not exercised care and supervision necessary to prevent the greyhound from being subjected to unnecessary pain or suffering, the penalty which we impose is a warning off period of three years.
24. On Charge 2, which is not keeping the greyhound at the registered address of its trainer or owner, the penalty which we impose is a warning off period of six months.

25. On Charge 3, which is a charge of neglect or any dishonest, corrupt or improper act or practise in connection with the registration of the greyhound, the penalty which we impose is a warning off period of 12 months.

26. We order that each penalty on Charges 2 and 3 be served concurrently with the penalty on Charge 1, given that they arise out of the same set of circumstances. Thus, the effective penalty is a warning off period for three years and will commence from today, 5 February 2026.


Mark Howard
Registrar, Victorian Racing Tribunal
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