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DECISION
HARNESS RACING VICTORIA
and
MARK RISELEY


Date of Hearing:		2 March 2026

Date of Decision:		2 March 2026

Panel:	Magistrate Peter Reardon (Chairperson), Ms Maree Payne and Dr Andrew Gould.

[bookmark: _Hlk16238640]Appearances: 	Mr Andrew Cusumano appeared on behalf of the Stewards.
	Mr Mark Riseley did not attend the hearing.

Charges:	Australian Harness Racing Rule (“AHRR”) 218 states:
A person having responsibility for the welfare of a horse shall not fail to care for it properly.

AHRR 243 states:
A person employed, engaged or participating in the harness racing industry shall not behave in a way which is prejudicial or detrimental to the industry.

AHRR 209 states:
A person employed, engaged or participating in the harness racing industry shall not knowingly or recklessly furnish false information to the Controlling Body, the Stewards or anyone else.

AHRR 187(2) states:
(2) A person shall not refuse to answer questions or to produce a horse, document, substance or piece of equipment, or give false or misleading evidence or information at an inquiry or investigation.
Particulars of charges:	Charge 1: AHRR 218

	1. You were, at all relevant times, a licensed trainer and driver with HRV and a person bound by the Australian Harness Racing Rules; 

2. You were, at all relevant times, the trainer of the horse ‘Southern Burgundy’ (the Horse) and a person with responsibility for the welfare of the Horse;

3. On 27 June 2023, Mr Alfio Grasso administered a drench by stomach tube to the Horse at your request, after which the Horse showed signs of distress and became unwell, and required veterinary attention; 

4. On 4 July 2023, you found the Horse deceased;

5. As a person with responsibility for the welfare of the Horse, you failed to care for it properly, in that between 27 June 2023 and 4 July 2023, you failed to provide veterinary attention to the Horse when such veterinary attention was required.

Charge 2: AHRR 243

1. You were, at all relevant times, a licensed trainer and driver with HRV and a person bound by the Australian Harness Racing Rules; 

2. You were, at all relevant times, the trainer of the horse ‘Southern Burgundy’ (the Horse) and a person participating in the harness racing industry;

3. On 27 June 2023, Mr Alfio Grasso administered a drench by stomach tube to the Horse at your request, after which the Horse showed signs of distress and became unwell, and required veterinary attention;

4. On 28 June 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Chelsea Burns (the registered owner of the Horse) asking “How’s bones?”, you sent the following text messages to Ms Burns: 

“She’s ok mate she has eaten her dinner and some of her breaky she’s a bit flat but I think she will be fine”.

“I got the vet coming after lunch just to make sure”.

5. On 2 July 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Burns asking “Hey mate how’s bones?”, you sent the following text message to Ms Burns: 

“Hay Chelsea
She hasn’t improved much since last Tuesday mate iv been in touch with the vet every day i have them coming out tomorrow again to see what next step we can take to see if she can improve her the vet may think she might have a twisted bowel but we will check that tomorrow at this point it’s not looking good but I’m gunna do everything I possibly can to get her better”.
 
6. On 2 July 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Burns saying “No worries thanks for the update.. what is the chance of her dying?”, you sent the following text message to Ms Burns:

“Not to sure yet I’ll see what the vet says tomorrow and befor any decision are made I’ll be in contact with you mate”.

7. On 4 July 2023, you found the Horse deceased;

8. By informing Ms Burns:

a. on 28 June 2023 that you had a veterinarian attending after lunch; and

b. on 2 July 2023 that you had been in touch with the vet every day and had them coming out tomorrow and that the vet may think that the Horse might have a twisted bowel,

you communicated false information to the registered owner of the Horse as to the veterinary attention provided (or arranged to be provided) to the Horse and, in so doing, you behaved in a way which was prejudicial or detrimental to the industry.

Charge 3: AHRR 209 (Alternative to Charge 2)

1. You were, at all relevant times, a licensed trainer and driver with HRV and a person bound by the Australian Harness Racing Rules; 

2. You were, at all relevant times, the trainer of the horse ‘Southern Burgundy’ (the Horse) and a person participating in the harness racing industry;

3. On 28 June 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Chelsea Burns (the registered owner of the Horse) asking “How’s bones?”, you sent the following text messages to Ms Burns: 

“She’s ok mate she has eaten her dinner and some of her breaky she’s a bit flat but I think she will be fine”.

“I got the vet coming after lunch just to make sure”.

4. On 2 July 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Burns asking “Hey mate how’s bones?”, you sent the following text message to Ms Burns: 

“Hay Chelsea
She hasn’t improved much since last Tuesday mate iv been in touch with the vet every day i have them coming out tomorrow again to see what next step we can take to see if she can improve her the vet may think she might have a twisted bowel but we will check that tomorrow at this point it’s not looking good but I’m gunna do everything I possibly can to get her better”.

5. On 2 July 2023, and in response to a text message from Ms Burns saying “No worries thanks for the update.. what is the chance of her dying?”, you sent the following text message to Ms Burns:

“Not to sure yet I’ll see what the vet says tomorrow and befor any decision are made I’ll be in contact with you mate”.

6. By informing Ms Burns:

a. on 28 June 2023 that you had a veterinarian attending after lunch; and

b. on 2 July 2023 that you had been in touch with the vet every day and had them coming out tomorrow and that the vet may think that the Horse might have a twisted bowel,

you knowingly furnished false information to Ms Burns, the registered owner of the Horse.

Charge 4: AHRR 187(2)

1. You were, at all relevant times, a licensed trainer and driver with HRV and a person bound by the Australian Harness Racing Rules; 

2. You were, at all relevant times, the trainer of the horse ‘Southern Burgundy’ (the Horse);

3. On 31 October 2023, you were interviewed by HRV Investigative Stewards in relation to their investigation regarding the Horse and the circumstances of its death (the Interview);

4. During the Interview, you gave evidence to the effect that: 
a. the Horse was drenched with Paraffin Oil by Alfio Grasso on the Wednesday (28 June 2023) after the Horse went down with colic on the Tuesday (27 June 2023); and

b. Alfio Grasso spoke with Dr Megan Ginifer on the phone and asked her to come out (and have a look at the Horse) on the Thursday (29 June 2023) or Friday (30 June 2023);

5. The evidence that you provided during the Interview (as noted in particular 3) was knowingly false and/or misleading, given that: 

a. the Horse was drenched with: 

• 100 grams of Bicarb
• 100 millilitres of Carbalene (or Stamazene) 
• one sachet of Isotonic Electrolytes 
• all mixed in 4-5 litres of water, 

by Alfio Grasso on Tuesday, 27 June 2023 in preparation for its scheduled racing engagement at Mildura on 30 June 2023, and was not drenched with Paraffin Oil to treat colic;

b. Dr Megan Ginifer was not asked by Alfio Grasso to come out and have a look at the Horse.

Pleas: 				Not Guilty


DECISION

1. Mr Mark Riseley was at all relevant times a licensed trainer and driver with Harness Racing Victoria (“HRV”) and a person bound by the Australian Harness Racing Rules (“AHRR”). 

2. Mr Riseley was, at all relevant times, the trainer of the horse, “Southern Burgundy”, and a person with the responsibility for the welfare of the horse.

3. HRV has charged Mr Riseley with four offences pursuant to the AHRR, with Charges 2 and 3 as alternative charges. Mr Riseley indicated in correspondence to HRV that he intended to plead guilty to Charges 1, 2 and 4. HRV accepts the pleas and withdraws Charge 3 accordingly.

4. A directions hearing was conducted on 15 January 2026. Mr Riseley failed to attend that directions hearing and, as a result of his non-attendance, he was notified of this matter being set down for hearing today, 2 March 2026. It was indicated to Mr Riseley in the Notice of Hearing dated 16 January 2026, that if he failed to attend the hearing being conducted today without satisfactory reason provided to the Tribunal, that the hearing would proceed in his absence and the Tribunal would hear the matter on an ex parte basis, pursuant to Section 50Q(1)(a) of the Racing Act 1958.

5. Mr Riseley has failed to attend the hearing despite contact attempts made by the Assistant Registrar. Therefore, the Tribunal is proceeding in his absence.

6. Given Mr Riseley’s lack of attendance, the Tribunal has not been able to confirm his pleas of guilty on the record. Therefore, pleas of not guilty are entered on his behalf and the HRV Stewards must prove their case to our comfortable satisfaction.

7. The charges which are proceeding are defined as serious offences by the AHRR. 

8. Charge 1 is an offence of breaching AHRR 218, that Mr Riseley, having responsibility for the welfare of a horse, namely Southern Burgundy, that you failed to care for the horse properly.

9. Charge 2 relates to the same horse and is an offence breaching AHRR 243, being that Mr Riseley was employed, engaged or participated in the harness racing industry and behaved in a way which is prejudicial or detrimental to the industry.

10. Charge 4 also relates to Southern Burgundy and that Mr Riseley breached AHRR 187(2), in that he refused to answer questions or to produce a horse, document, substance or piece of equipment or give false or misleading information at an inquiry or investigation.

11. Mr Riseley was registered as the trainer of Southern Burgundy and had responsibility for its welfare. The horse became unwell and was subsequently found deceased in his stables on 4 July 2023. Mr Riseley stated that he had advised the owner of the horse, Ms Chelsea Burns when the horse became unwell and claimed that Southern Burgundy was receiving veterinary treatment over the course of the illness, when in fact the horse received no veterinary treatment at all before it was found deceased. When Mr Riseley was later questioned by the Stewards in October 2023, he provided false and/or misleading information to the Stewards.

12. At the time of her death, Southern Burgundy was a five year old mare that had competed in approximately 60 races. Mr Riseley had been the sole trainer of the horse. He nominated the horse to race at the Mildura Harness race meeting on 30 June 2023. In preparation for the race, Mr Riseley arranged for the horse to be stomach tubed (drenched) by grade B trainer, Mr Alfio Grasso. 

13. Mr Grasso warned Mr Riseley of possible adverse consequences with drenching, but Mr Riseley insisted Mr Grasso drench the horse and he did so on 27 June 2023. Mr Grasso, without any veterinary qualifications, carried out the drenching. He was assisted by Mr Riseley and another trainer, Mr David Nunn. 

14. The stomach tube consisted of the following products:

· 100 grams of Bicarb;
· 100 millilitres of Carbalene (or Stamazene) 
· One sachet of Isotonic Electrolytes 
· All mixed in 4 – 5 litres of water in a bucket.

15. After the products were mixed, Mr Grasso inserted a tube into the nostril of the horse and fed that tube, presumably, into the stomach of the horse. Contents of the bucket were poured into a funnel connected to the tube and then fed to the horse.

16. Licensed stablehand, Ms Yvonne Szabo, attended shortly afterwards. She noticed that the horse was not breathing well. Mr Riseley informed her what had happened and Ms Szabo thought the horse may have fluid in its lungs. Ms Szabo messaged Dr Megan Ginifer on Facebook informing her of what had occurred. Dr Ginifer replied saying: 

· “Iv antibiotics, frusemide, bute. Depends what was given.. it may need to be euthansed”
· “I cant ring yet. If you are talking to them!”
· “Take it to benetook or mildura vets? Or Bendigo?”

17. Ms Szabo recorded a short video to send Dr Ginifer and messaged:

· “I’m standing with them now. Mildura vet can’t send a vet. Can’t get her on float.”

Dr Ginifer replied:

· “Is her gum colour ok?”

No messaged was received back.

18. Ms Szabo rang her partner, licensed A grade trainer, Mr Andrew Vozlic, and he attended the stable. The horse was in a distressed state and he believed the horse may have colic. Mr Riseley later in the afternoon scratched Southern Burgundy from the Mildura engagement and later notified owner, Ms Burns, via text message and also advised her that he had treated the horse for colic.

19. Mr Grasso administered frusemide, dexapent and flunixil to the horse via injections over the next few days. The horse was not showing signs of any improvement. Mr Nunn attended the stables on 28 June 2023 and 25 June 2023 to assist with the treatment of the horse. On 29 June 2023, Mr Riseley contacted Benetook Veterinary Clinic about the condition of Southern Burgundy, but that clinic could not provide any equine assistance.

20. On Friday 30 June 2023, Dr Ginifer was the oncourse veterinarian at the Mildura harness racing meeting. Dr Ginifer approached Mr Riseley at the race meeting and enquired about how Southern Burgundy’s condition. Mr Riseley advised that the horse had colic but had passed lots of faeces and was improving. Mr Riseley did not ask or arrange for Dr Ginifer to attend his stables to examine Southern Burgundy.

21. Ms Burns, the owner of the horse, regularly sent text messages to Mr Riseley enquiring about the horse and its welfare. Mr Riseley communicated that the horse was eating and a bit flat, but that she would be fine. Mr Riseley intentionally lied and misled Ms Burns.

22. Mr Riseley further provided false information to Ms Burns on 3 July 2023, stating that he had been in touch with a veterinarian each day and that the veterinarian may come out as the horse might have a twisted bowel and that it was not looking good. Ms Burns was concerned that the horse may die however, Mr Riseley falsely replied that they would wait until the next day when the veterinarian attended. 

23. The following morning on 4 July 2023, Mr Riseley found Southern Burgundy deceased at the stables. He notified HRV that afternoon of the death and sought permission to dispose of the carcass. Later that day, Mr Riseley transported the carcass to his grandfather’s property where he buried and disposed of the deceased horse. 

24. On 8 July 2023, Mr Riseley used his HarnessWeb account to update the status of Southern Burgundy on the HRV database to “deceased”. Over the period of time from the time of the unsuccessful drenching to the death of the horse, Mr Riseley failed to properly care for it. His behaviour and conduct could be described as disgraceful.

25. On 22 August 2023, HRV received information anonymously via the “Report Suspicious Activity” form that stated: 

“Alf grasso, mark riseley, David nunn, Rick Holmes drenched southern burgundy and drowned it”.

26. As a result of this partially accurate report, HRV Stewards commenced an investigation.

27. On 31 October 2023, Investigative Stewards attended Mr Grasso’s property in Mildura to investigate the death of Southern Burgundy. They conducted an interview with Mr Gasso who informed them that Mr Riseley wanted to drench the horse. Mr Grasso warned him of the possible dangers involved but Mr Riseley wanted it done. Mr Grasso insisted that the drenching was done correctly but he believed the horse had eventually died as a result of a twisted bowel. Whether that version is completely true or not is unclear because the horse had been well and truly disposed of some months earlier. One thing is certain; Southern Burgundy became ill after the drenching and never recovered. The horse also never received proper treatment and died a painful death a week later. 

28. Mr Riseley was also interviewed on 31 October 2023. He provided false and/or misleading information to the Stewards about what had occurred. 

29. He confirmed that the horse was drenched by Mr Grasso. He further stated falsely that the horse was again drenched the following day with paraffin oil by Mr Grasso and the next day it went down with colic. He told Stewards Mr Grasso spoke with Dr Ginifer on the phone on the Thursday (29 June 2023) or Friday (30 June 2023) when Dr Ginifer was back from Swan Hill and asked her to come out to the stables to examine Southern Burgundy. This was a deliberate lie. 

30. Consideration was given to floating the horse into the local veterinarian in Mildura or into Benetook Veterinary Clinic however, he decided to wait for Dr Ginifer to attend the stables.

31. Mr Nunn was also interviewed by phone on 31 October 2023 and provided a self serving statement, but contradicted much of Mr Grasso’s statement.

32. Mr Riseley was further interviewed on 5 September 2024. He stated that the drenching was the cause of the death of the horse because Mr Grasso had done it incorrectly due to it being put in the wrong place and filled fluid on the lungs of the horse. In hindsight, Mr Riseley should have done much more to get veterinary assistance. He was stressed out and panicking, ultimately not knowing what to do. He agreed that veterinary attention potentially may have reduced the suffering of the horse.

33. HRV Chief Veterinarian, Dr Anil Prahbu, considered on the balance, that an improper placement of the stomach tube caused an aspiration pneumonia. The lack of veterinary attention throughout constitutes severe neglect and a serious breach of welfare. The horse would have been in serious distress over that period of time and Mr Riseley’s actions did nothing to alleviate the suffering of the horse.

34. In all the circumstances, we find the charges proven to our comfortable satisfaction.

PENALTY

35. These are serious breaches of the Rules where no serious consideration was given by Mr Riseley for the welfare of Southern Burgundy. The distressed horse suffered for a week unattended by veterinarians. It may have been difficult to obtain a veterinarian however, not an impossible task and the stables were not in an isolated location. It was obvious that Southern Burgundy needed veterinary attention urgently and it was not provided. Deterrents are relevant, both general and specific in this case. The welfare of horses is of major importance to the racing industry. Penalties should reflect that welfare of horses must be taken seriously by participants.

36. The Tribunal imposes the following penalties:

Charge 1: three year disqualification.

Charge 2: one year disqualification, to be served cumulatively on the penalty imposed on Charge 1.

Charge 4: $2,000 fine.

37. Thus, the total effective penalty is a disqualification for four years and a $2,000 fine. The disqualification is to commence immediately.


Kathleen Scully
Assistant Registrar, Victorian Racing Tribunal
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