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DECISION
HARNESS RACING VICTORIA
and
ZAC STEENHUIS


Date of Hearing:		17 March 2026

Date of Decision:		17 March 2026

Panel:	Magistrate Peter Reardon (Chairperson), Ms Maree Payne and Ms Heidi Keighran.

[bookmark: _Hlk16238640]Appearances: 	Mr Andrew Cusumano appeared on behalf of the Stewards.
	Mr Zac Steenhuis represented himself.

Charges:	Australian Harness Racing Rule (“AHRR”) 231(1)(d) states:  
(1) A person shall not:-
(d) abuse
anyone employed, engaged or participating in the harness racing industry or otherwise having a connection with it.

Particulars of charges:	Charge 1

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

2. On 30 January 2025, you sent the following text message to registered owner Mr Timothy O’Brien:

“Answer your phone you weak peace of shit”

3. By sending the text message outlined in particular 2 to Mr O’Brien, you abused a person participating in the harness racing industry or otherwise having a connection with it.
Charge 2

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

2. On 16 May 2025, you sent the following text messages to registered owner Mr Timothy O’Brien:

a. “Your the lowest grub on earth you rat iv made you $50k over the years your nothing but a low piece of shit”;

b. “Nothing but a ungrateful piece of shit”.

3. By sending the text messages outlined in particular 2 to Mr O’Brien, you abused a person participating in the harness racing industry or otherwise having a connection with it.

Pleas: 				Guilty 


DECISION

1. Mr Zac Steenhuis 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 Steenhuis is charged with two breaches of AHRR 231(1)(d), namely that he sent two text messages to Mr Timonthy O’Brien on 30 January 2025 and 16 May 2025 that were abusive. Mr O’Brien is a person who participates in the harness racing industry.

3. The message sent on 30 January 2025 was the following:

“Answer your phone you weak peace of shit”.

The messages sent on 16 May 2025 was as follows:

“Your the lowest grub on earth you rat iv made you $50k over the years your nothing but a low piece of shit”; and

“Nothing but a ungrateful piece of shit”.

4. Mr Steenhuis has pleaded guilty to both charges and indicated his pleas at an earlier Directions Hearing and confirmed that plea today at this hearing.

5. Mr Steenhuis has been licensed as a trainer/driver and/or stablehand in the harness racing industry most of the time since 2017. At the relevant times of the offences, he was a licensed grade B trainer/driver and is currently aged 27.

6. The background to these abusive messages was over the lease/ownership of two harness racing horses, “Chedalayo” and “Relentless Me”. In November 2020, Mr Steenhuis’ partner, licensed stablehand, Ms Brittany O’Brien, submitted a 10 year “Notification of Lease of a Horse” regarding the horse, Chedalayo, to HRV. The lease commenced on 19 November 2020 with herself and other relatives leasing Chedalayo. The documentation was signed by Mr O’Brien, the registered owner of the horse.

7. On 17 August 2021, Ms O’Brien submitted a further 10 year “Notification of Lease of a Horse” to HRV regarding the horse, Relentless Me. The documentation was signed by Mr O’Brien, the registered owner of the horse.

8. Both horses were to be trained by Mr Steenhuis commencing on 18 May 2023 and concluding on 25 August 2024 for Relentless Me and 5 December 2024 for Chedalayo.

9. In late 2024, Mr Steenhuis arranged for Chedalayo to be trained by licensed Grade A trainer/driver, Mr Reece Moore, whose stables are located in Penfield, South Australia. When Mr Steenhuis’ training ceased with Relentless Me in August 2024, he organised for the horse to be trained by licensed Grade A trainer/driver, Mr Jarrod Alchin, whose stables are located in Menangle, New South Wales. Mr Alchin trained the horse until 4 November 2024.

10. In late 2024, Mr Steenhuis delivered Relentless Me to Northern Rivers Equine, which is an animal hospital in Kyabram, Victoria, and arranged for the horse to be artificially inseminated with semen from the stallion, “Cattlewash USA”. He did so without consulting Mr O’Brien beforehand.

11. On 24 January 2025, Ms O’Brien, using her HarnessWeb account to update the status of Relentless Me on the HRV database to “retired racing only” with the reason selected being “proactive decision to breed”. This status update for Relentless Me was backdated to take effect from 5 November 2024.

12. In late January 2025, Mr Steenhuis contacted Northern Rivers Equine to organise to collect Relentless Me. At approximately the same time, Mr O’Brien and his wife, Mrs Ashley O’Brien, also contacted Northern Rivers Equine after discovering Relentless Me was there and advised that they own the horse, are currently in dispute with Mr Steenhuis regarding the lease agreement in place for the horse and indicated that they would also like to collect the horse. 

13. Northern Rivers Equine sought guidance from HRV with respect to who had ownership rights of Relentless Me, to which Northern Rivers Equine were advised that Ms O’Brien was the managing lessee of the horse, thus Mr Steenhuis was the person entitled to collect Relentless Me. Northern Rivers Equine were satisfied with that position.

14. On 30 January 2025, Mr Steenhuis made numerous attempts to call Mr O’Brien by telephone. None of the calls were answered. Mr Steenhuis then sent the abusive text message, the subject of Charge 1, to Mr O’Brien.

15. On 15 May 2025, Mrs O’Brien contacted Harness Racing South Australia (“HRSA”) and gave details of an alleged alteration of a lease and non-payment of stake money regarding Chedalayo. Messages were relayed to Mr Steenhuis of this and for him to contact Mr O’Brien.

16. HRSA advised that if the matter was not sorted by 5.00pm on 19 May 2025, Chedalayo would be stood down from racing. On 16 May 2025, Mr Steenhuis sent the abusive text messages, the subject of Charge 2, to Mr O’Brien.

17. On 20 May 2025, HRSA stood down Chedalayo from racing indefinitely as HRSA were not satisfied that the matter concerning the horse had yet been sorted. As a result, Chedalayo was scratched from its engagement at the Port Pirie harness racing meeting scheduled for later that night.

18. On 3 June 2025, an interview was conducted with Mr Steenhuis by HRV Investigative Stewards at the Charlton Harness Racing Club. He admitted to sending the text messages but did not think they constituted abuse. He was furious at the time of sending the text messages and, in hindsight, he probably would not have used abusive words.

19. On 29 October 2025, a follow-up interview was conducted with Mr Steenhuis by HRV Investigative Stewards via telephone. During the interview, it was clarified with Mr Steenhuis that the first of the relevant text messages to Mr O’Brien on 30 January 2025 related to what was happening with Relentless Me at that time. However, he again stated that he did not think that the text message he sent on 30 January 2025 constituted abuse as it was a private message and he was frustrated when he sent it. 

20. The lengthy interview conducted on 3 June 2025 seems to mainly be concerned with clarifying background matters relation to a number of horses and leasing agreements between the relevant parties and what disagreements had occurred between those parties. There is a history between all the participants and it seems that there was some successful track history back by mistrust and dislike over the years. Further, there seems to be disputes over monies gained, owed and disbursements. Non-disclosure of events, such as artificial insemination of Relentless Me, is intertwined with this. In addition, Mr Steenhuis stated that he had not spoken to Mr O’Brien for approximately three years.

21. The Tribunal does not attempt to become entangled in these disputes or make any findings on these matters as to who is right or wrong. Simply, there appears to be an acrimonious background leading up to these offences. 

22. The first breach on 30 January 2025 clearly relates to the horse Relentless Me and the alleged non-disclosure of the artificial insemination. The second breach relates to the standing down of Chedalayo in SA in May 2025 indefinitely. 

23. Mr Steenhuis has pleaded guilty to these offences and did so at an early stage of the proceedings. He is therefore entitled to a discount on penalty. 

24. He now agrees, in hindsight, that there is no excuse for these offences, although he considered the text messages as private and not for public consumption. He maintains it was sent in the context of an acrimonious relationship between himself and Mr O’Brien. Also, it was not said in public or directed at an official of HRV or Investigative Stewards acting in their official capacity.

25. Nevertheless, deterrents are relevant to this type of behaviour and conduct. This behaviour whether spoken, broadcast or in written form is not to be condoned by the Tribunal. The Tribunal accepts that there may be some mitigatory factors in this matter, as mentioned above, and that is considered. 

26. HRV tendered the offence history of Mr Steenhuis. His record is less than flattering. There is an array of offences with penalties including disqualifications, suspensions, fines, reprimands and cautions. 

27. On 14 May 2019 at Shepparton, Mr Steenhuis was found guilty of breaching a charge of misconduct pursuant to AHRR 231(2). Mr Steenhuis had used foul language at a Stewards Inquiry and was fined. 

28. By his use of bad language in this industry, Mr Steenhuis is getting a history of this type of behaviour, and he must be more careful in future.

29. The Tribunal recognises that he considers himself to be hard done by in these matters but now recognises that he should not have used the words that he did in the text messages he sent to Mr O’Brien. Whether he is hard done by in his dealings with Mr O’Brien is not a matter for this Tribunal to determine because it is his language in the text messages that is not acceptable. Both general and specific deterrence are relevant factors in determining penalty. 

30. In all the circumstances, the penalties we impose for these offences are as follows:

Charge 1: $250 fine.

Charge 2: $500 fine.

31. Thus, the total penalty is a fine of $750. 


Kathleen Scully
Assistant Registrar, Victorian Racing Tribunal
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