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Greyhounds Increase Social Licence Risk

The greyhound industry’s social licence to operate became a 
significant issue in 2016 in Australia.1 A government ban on 
the industry and the industry’s fight-back was well-covered 
in the media, as outrage grew on both sides throughout the 
process.2

The process of banning and the subsequent backflip 
followed a well-established process for public risk controversies 
that often lead to a significant commercial cost to an industry. 
Of course, industries begin the process believing the process 
will protect, not damage them.

 
Whilst the greyhound industry is currently considering 

itself a winner, upon closer inspection the industry has 
created growing risks for its viable future in NSW. Moreover, 
they’ve potentially put their industry throughout Australia at 
greater threat. 

The reason is that the stages of a public risk controversy 
draw in an attentive audience to the issues and the result is 
increased focus on the ability of the industry to deliver the 
promises it has made. 

The Stages of a Public Risk Controversy
The first stage is characterised by an industry ignoring its critics 
because the industry feels they are “hopelessly misguided 
and irredeemably irrational”. The industry perceives its critics 
as not truly understanding the complexities of the industry 
and why it cannot respond to the demands. 

In this case, animal welfare groups had been concerned 
that despite live baiting being outlawed, it had gone 
underground for 20 years rather than being eliminated. The 
industry continually denied that it was an ongoing practice in 
public, but often wondered in private how they could “blood” 
greyhounds so that they wanted to race without the ongoing 
use of the practice.

When ignoring the issue doesn’t work and the controversy 
continues to grow, it enters the second stage, where the public 
begins to believe the critics. This stage features a missionary-
like enthusiasm to dismiss the concerns of the critics by saying 
that the industry is right and the critics are wrong.  

When the ABC’s Four Corners programme interviewed 
the industry members about the industry, there were many 
interviewed who denied the industry was live baiting, and 
further argued that they were very focused on animal welfare.

The third stage starts when the public interprets the 
dismissal as the industry not taking on board the seriousness 
of the concerns, and the industry decides to attack and 
impugn the motives of their critics. They are called “radicals 
driven by a misguided ideology” and they are seen as “hell 

bent on destroying all similar industries that use animals for 
the benefit of humans”.

In this case, this stage began when the Four Corners 
programme aired and revealed a series of hidden cameras 
that captured the denialists involved in live baiting. This stage 
continued for a long period of time and features a ban on the 
industry and a long industry “fight-back”.

The fourth stage begins when the industry has to take 
the issues seriously by giving the critics what they have been 
asking for all along in an attempt to quell the now raging 
controversy. In fact, because the controversy is now huge, the 
industry ends up giving in to demands that are much more 
arduous than originally demanded to satisfy the controversy 
and the political or regulatory response to the controversy – 
not just the animal welfare problems. 

This stage was entered into as part of an agreed set of 
restrictions the industry would agree to in order to be given 
one last chance.

A key question for the greyhounds industry is whether they 
use the opportunity provided by the fourth stage to resurrect 
the social licence by reforming, to reduce animal welfare risks 
and what lessons can be derived from this case.

The Detail of the Public Risk Controversy 
In February 2015, ABC’s Four Corners revealed devastating 
video evidence of it through a joint investigation with Animals 
Australia and Animal Liberation Queensland.3

The report showed footage of live piglets, possums and 
rabbits being fixed to mechanical lures and catapulted around 
tracks while being chased, and eventually killed, by dogs. 
One clip from the footage, secretly filmed at training tracks 
in Queensland and Victoria, showed dogs being allowed to 
attack a writhing possum suspended from a lure.

Another clip showed a possum flung around a track 26 
times at high speed. When the lure stopped 56 minutes later, 
the possum had been snapped in half and was only attached 
to the lure by its spinal cord.

All of the footage, captured by hidden cameras, was 
counter-posed in the report with members of the greyhound 
industry continuing to maintain that the practice was no 
longer used. The reporter called one of the industry members 
denying it, who had been captured by hidden cameras 
baiting, a “liar”.

The Australian public was horrified by the practice and the 
lies. There was an immediate media frenzy demanding the 
industry be investigated to stamp out the horrific practice 
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in every state of Australia. Independent federal MP, Andrew 
Wilkie, called for the suspension of all greyhound racing in 
Australia, suggesting there were likely “thousands” of racing 
greyhounds that had been trained illegally “to get an unfair 
edge”.

There were sweeping changes to the board and 
management of the greyhound industry throughout the east 
coast of Australia.

The issue became an election issue in NSW as the 
programme was aired in the lead-up to a state election. 
In an attempt to get on the front foot, Greyhound Racing 
NSW announced the establishment of a taskforce headed 
by former High Court Justice, Michael McHugh. GRNSW saw 
this as a way of deflecting criticism about the live baiting 
scandal, in the hope that he would make a few long–term 
recommendations before the whole thing is forgotten and 
business could return to normal.

The move backfired when the Baird government took over 
the initiative and made it a special commission of inquiry 
with broad and far-reaching terms of reference to investigate 
animal welfare issues in the industry and whether those issues 
could be dealt with to allow greyhound racing to continue in 
NSW.

Following more than a year of hearings, the special 
commission found "overwhelming evidence of systemic 
animal cruelty, including mass greyhound killings and live 
baiting".

The commission found that the practice of live baiting 
was "rampant and chronic" and "firmly enmeshed" in the 
greyhound racing industry, and that the Greyhounds NSW 
board knew since at least 2009 that live baiting was an issue 
and had done nothing about it.

It concluded that "probably about 10 to 20 per cent 
of trainers" practised live baiting at the time the Four 
Corners programme was screened. As well as live baiting, 
the commission found evidence that at least 50 per cent 
of dogs bred were deliberately killed because they were not 
competitive racing greyhounds – an industry practice known 
as ‘wastage’.

The report found as many as 68,000 greyhounds were 
slaughtered as ‘wastage’ in the past 12 years "because they 
were considered too slow to pay their way or were unsuitable 
for racing".

The commission made 80 recommendations to the 
NSW Parliament. Seventy-nine of these recommendations 
focused on ways to prevent live baiting and improve industry 
governance to protect animal welfare. Over-breeding and 
the consequent "wastage" of dogs, was central to the 
commission's view that the industry had failed community 
expectations that it was ethical and humane.

"The industry has failed to address the issue of wastage 

successfully and appears unlikely to do so in the foreseeable 
future," it noted. It said the economics of the industry meant 
it would not be able to reduce the large-scale killing of dogs 
to a level tolerable to the community.

But the first recommendation asked the Parliament to 
decide whether the industry has lost its social licence and 
should be no longer able to operate. 

In July 2016, the NSW Premier, Mike Baird, released the 
findings of the inquiry and also announced the industry 
would be closed from July 1 2017. Baird cited the Special 
Commission report by Justice McHugh which argued that the 
industry was unable to reform and had lost its social licence. 

A Social Licence Definition                                                                                                                                  
A social licence to operate broadly refers to the societal 
support of the existence of a business or industry. A resilient 
social licence brings commercial stability and opportunities 
for growth due to transparent stakeholder communication, 
branding and customer loyalty. A neglected social licence 
brings greater risk of activism, consumer backlash, litigation, 
regulation, and political interference. A social licence is 
revoked when an industry or business is shut down for failing 
to comply with societal expectations. Whilst the components 
of a social licence are inherently subjective, an objective 
framework can be developed through which the subjectivity 
can be measured. The key to demonstrating an industry can 
reform is adapting to the values of society before the negative 
consequences are metered out.

The industry was in shock and expected some tough reforms, 
but no-one suspected an outright ban was on the cards.4

The Fight-back
The industry argued that social licence is an elastic, highly 
subjective concept and that it is inappropriate for governments 
to practically apply it to decisions on regulated industries.5  
The NSW Greyhound Racing Industry Alliance criticised the 
subjectivity and uncertainty surrounding the concept, calling 
it undefined, untested and highly emotive.6 

The NSW Greyhound Racing Industry Alliance, which 
included the NSW GBOTA, all independent clubs and industry 
participants was formed and immediately hit back with a 
rebuttal claiming the report was seriously flawed and relied 
on an intangible notion of ‘social licence’.

As well as the rebuttal, they also announced a sustainable 
industry plan claiming they had changed, and were willing to 
make further changes to meet community expectations.

In August 2016, the NSW Greyhound Racing Industry 
Alliance made four absolute guarantees of action to the 
government and the community demonstrating the industry’s 
commitment to reform. 

The industry has guaranteed the following:
• Total life cycle management of all our greyhounds 

including every greyhound unable to race and all retired 
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greyhounds.
• A controlled breeding programme including the 

immediate restriction of 2000 greyhounds annually for 
NSW racing purposes.

• Zero tolerance for animal cruelty, including live baiting, 
punishable by a lifetime ban for any infringement.

• Providing the most stringent, safest racing environment 
to eliminate avoidable injury.

At this point the bargaining didn’t work, and in late August, 
the Greyhound Racing Prohibition Bill passed through the 
lower house.

In response, the NSW Greyhound Racing Industry Alliance 
vowed to explore every possible opportunity to overturn the 
ban, even offering to fulfil the other 79 reforms recommended 
in the McHugh report.

“The greyhound racing industry across NSW is, of course, 
devastated by last night’s vote in Parliament,” said Brenton 
Scott, Chief Executive, NSW Greyhound Breeders, Owners and 
Trainers’ Association (GBOTA). 

“It is simply unacceptable that the legislation has passed 
when a reform plan, inclusive of world leading animal welfare 
standards to which the industry could be held to account, was 
placed before the Premier as an effective alternative.

“The McHugh Report, despite its factual flaws, provided 79 
of 80 recommendations that would allow the NSW greyhound 

industry to continue the reform so effectively implemented 
during the past 15 months. Instead of supporting this logical 
approach, the Premier has applied collective punishment to 
all industry stakeholders, rather than focussing on the small 
minority which were failing our great sport.”

The greyhound industry, supported by News Ltd, continued 
a relentless media and social media campaign, along with a 
prominent advertising campaign which announced their new 
commitment to change. 

They also focused their efforts on the rural seat of Orange 
by-elections to be held in November 2016.

The Negotiated Solution 
In October 2016, as a result of the relentless campaign and 
under political pressure from the impending loss in the by-
election the NSW Premier announced the ban would be 
reversed.

As a result of the campaigning, the Shooters, Fishers and 
Farmers Party won its first seat in the lower house of the NSW 
Parliament after its candidate, Philip Donato, was declared 
victorious in the Orange by-election by just 50 votes. Donato 
supported the overturn of the greyhound racing ban.

On the face of it, it looked like a “win” for the industry and 
it was reported as such. But the key insights can be garnered 
through a close look at the government appointment of 
former Labor NSW Premier, Morris Iemma, to a panel to 
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reform the industry’s structure. While the panel has the 
greyhound racing industry on it, it also has RSPCA on it, and it 
has tough terms of reference. 

Mr Baird said industry reforms would include:
• Mandatory life bans as well as increased jail terms for 

live baiting; 
• Registering all greyhounds for their entire lives;
• An independent regulator with strong new powers to 

ensure transparency and accountability; and
• Substantially increased resources for enforcement and 

prosecution as well as animal welfare.

While the conditions for the backflip were modelled on the 
industry guarantees in which some racetracks would be 
closed and a cap on breeding in NSW could be put at 2000 
dogs a year, there are many in the industry who believe these 
requirements will lead to the slow death of the industry 
because there won’t be enough dogs to race each year.

Mr Baird said the industry would have to agree to the 
“strictest regulations that exist anywhere in the country”.

“We did not give the good people in the industry the 
chance to respond, a chance to reform. On behalf of that, I 
am sorry. The industry will be given one last chance — it will 
be given an opportunity to reform.”

Chief executive of the Greyhound Breeders, Owners and 
Trainers’ Association, Brenton Scott, who is sitting on Mr 
Iemma’s reform panel, said the greyhound industry would 
adopt “world leading” standards. “There will always be 
isolated failures that need to be dealt with. But we propose 
stronger regulation, stronger supervision, the toughest 
possible penalties and a shift in the operating culture,” Mr 
Scott said.

“Industry participants have been pushed to the very point 
of the cliff face. They will accept reform and commit to it. I 
am confident we will go forward with appropriate behaviour.”

What Lessons can be Learned?
Many in the industry have declared the outcome as a “win”. 
In the greyhound blogs, some industry members go as far 
as to suggest that the changes will not have to be followed 
through when the controversy dies down. They believe they’ll 
have a commercially viable industry and be able to return 
to their old practices. These attitudes represent an ongoing 
and significant risk to the industry because the gap between 
expectation and performance could remain. 

It’s now up to the industry leaders to unify their rank 
and file to change and demonstrate the industry is able to 
reform. If not, the next time a major controversy explodes on 
the public stage, the public and the politicians will be far less 
forgiving. 

It would have been far safer for the industry to have 
reformed over the past 20 years, than to drag itself through 
the well-established four stages of a public controversy. Those 

stages have now brought their issues to a heightened level 
of community awareness and therefore the gaps between 
performance and expectations remain an ongoing risk.

The lessons that any other industry observing the controversy 
need to heed are:

1. Animal welfare is a significant issue for any industry 
involving animals. The issue of animal welfare has 
matured to the point where an organisation or industry 
risks losing its social licence if it does not adapt its 
industry to those expectations. 

2. Relying on dragging an industry through the four stages 
of a public controversy does not equate to a “win” – it 
equates to a significant commercial risk for the long-term 
viability of the industry. 

In this context, social licence is not just about how an 
organisation actually manages its animal welfare, but how 
responsive and transparent the industry is, the industry’s 
mindset, and the industry’s ability to adapt and reform. 
This is especially the case for dispensable industries, such 
as greyhound racing and fur, and perhaps less so for 
indispensable industries such as eggs and chicken. To do 
this, it is becoming more important than ever to understand 
societal expectations and manage outrage. 

The safest approach is to consider your industry through 
the matured societal lens of animal welfare, and adapt in a 
timely manner to maintain your social licence. 
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