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DECISION
HARNESS RACING VICTORIA
and
EWA JUSTICE

Date of hearing:	30 March 2026

Date of decision:	30 March 2026

Panel:	Judge Marilyn Harbison (Deputy Chairperson), Ms Heidi Keighran and Dr Andrew Gould.    

[bookmark: _Hlk16238640]Appearances: 	Mr Adrian Crowther appeared on behalf of the Stewards.
	Mr John Lustice represented Ms Ewa Justice.  
				
Charge:	Australian Harness Racing Rule (“AHRR”) 165(1)(b) states: 
(1) From the start through the first turn, and until reaching the next straight, a driver shall – 
(b) not move the driver’s horse towards the inside running line unless the rear of the driver’s sulky is at least one metre clear of the extended front legs of the horse racing in the next position closer to the inside running line.
	
Particulars of charge:	Driver Ewa Justice pleaded guilty to a charge under Rule 165(1)(b) for allowing her drive to shift in on the entry to the first turn when not clear of Romantic Nina, resulting in that mare being tightened and breaking gait in consequence. Ms Justice had her licence to drive in races suspended for a period of 10 days, commencing at midnight on Friday, 9 January 2026 and expiring on Tuesday, 20 January 2026, on which day she may resume driving. In assessing penalty, Stewards took into account Ms Justice’s guilty plea, driving and offence record, and the circumstances of the incident.

Plea: 	Not Guilty


DECISION
1. Ms Ewa Justice is a licensed jockey with Harness Racing Victoria (“HRV”). She has appealed against a decision of HRV Stewards in relation to Race 7 at Melton on 31 December 2025.

2. She initially pleaded guilty to the charge under AHRR 165(1)(b), that whilst driving “Buslin Brody” from the start to the front turn, she failed to keep the rear of her sulky at least one metre from the extended front leg of “Romantic Nina”, the horse racing in the next position closer to the inside running line. 

3. Her licence was suspended for 10 days.

4. She has asked to withdraw her plea of guilty in this appeal and have the matter dealt with by this Tribunal on its merits. HRV has consented to this course, and so the matter proceeded before us as a not guilty plea.

5. We watched the race footage and have heard submissions from both parties.

6. The Stewards alleged that Romantic Nina, driven by Mr Luke Dunne, broke gait on entering and in the early stages of the first turn as a result of outside pressure by Ms Justice driving Buslin Brody. Mr Dunne took no corrective action, describing himself as the “meat in the sandwich” between Ms Justice and the runner to his inside, who had not contributed to the tightening.

7. At the Inquiry, Ms Justice described the running as being fairly tight but asserted that she did not go down fully until she was clear of Romantic Nina. She conceded that the footage showed that, at one point, her wheels were well inside the line of Romantic Nina, but denied steering further towards that horse. She agreed that she should have allowed for the possibility of error on the part of others and that she raced fairly tight.

8. The Stewards asserted that she allowed her horse to shift in towards Romantic Nina without keeping the requisite clearance. They indicated that they regarded the interference as being at the lower level of carelessness, although they said there was the opportunity for her to have shifted up the track to avoid the tightening.

9. In this hearing, Ms Justice sought to introduce footage of other races in which Romantic Nina had participated to demonstrate that it was a horse which had a tendency to gallop without any obvious cause. The essence of this submission was that she would rely on this evidence to show that the horse had galloped without cause in the past, and that this made it more likely that it had galloped of its own accord without interference in this race. The Stewards opposed the introduction of this evidence, submitting that the horse’s behaviour in past races was irrelevant.

10. We determined not to allow the footage to be introduced. The Stewards accept that, on entering the straight, and in the early stages of the first turn, Romantic Nina broke gait. The fact that the horse may have also galloped in other races without any clear cause does not assist us to understand why the horse broke gait on this occasion.

11. We determined, on the matter of liability, to dismiss the appeal. In doing so, we are satisfied that Ms Justice moved her horse towards the inside running line at a time when she was not at least a metre clear of the extended front legs of Romantic Nina. We have come to this conclusion by analysing a combination of the footage and the stills from that footage, which show that the left side wheel of her sulky came perilously close to Romantic Nina’s front legs. This occurred whilst her wheel was running inside of the tracks of the right side wheel of Romantic Nina. There is no evidence on the footage of any attempt by Ms Justice to steer the horse away.

12. Th Stewards say that this manoeuvre caused Romantic Nina to gallop, thus causing interference in the race. Ms Justice says no interference was caused by the manoeuvre, as Romantic Nina commenced to gallop well after the tightening and Mr Dunne had no need to restrain Romantic Nina as the horse clearly did not react to the tightening.

13. She relied on vision showing Romantic Nina throwing its head after the incident, not during it.

14. We note that the Rule does not require the Stewards to prove actual interference. The Rule exists to prevent interference in the early stages of a race. In practice, it may be that the Stewards do not normally apply this Rule unless there has been actual interference. However, the elements of the charge are made out without proof of interference, and the fact of interference or the severity of that interference is a matter which is relevant to the severity of the penalty, not to the question of liability.

15. In any event, in this case, we are persuaded that there was actual interference to Romantic Nina. The manoeuvre resulted in tightening to Romantic Nina from the outside. The throwing of its head and subsequent galloping is so close in time to the tightening that we have no doubt that the closeness caused the horses behaviour.

16. The appeal as to liability is therefore dismissed. 


PENALTY

17. We now turn to the question of penalty.

18. In setting a penalty of 10 days suspension, the Stewards took into account Ms Justice’s prior record, the frequency of her driving, and her plea of guilty. They characterised her actions as being at the low level of carelessness. In her submissions before us, Ms Justice emphasised those matters as well.

19. Taking all of those matters into account, but noting that this was a contested hearing and that a discount for pleading guilty should not be applied, we determine that Mr Justice should be suspended for two weeks, commencing at midnight on 1 April 2026.


Mark Howard
Registrar, Victorian Racing Tribunal
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