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A former prominent racing syndicate head stole $10.1 million in state revenue to feed his gambling habit and to buy harness racing horses, a court was told yesterday.

In what is believed to be Victoria's biggest stamp duty fraud, Keith Jonathan Fernandez, 34, founder of the now-defunct syndicate the Benachie Group, allegedly used stamp duty he was authorised to collect on behalf of the Government to place phone bets with Vanuatu-based bookies and to buy horses. 

The Benachie Group was Victoria's leading owner in the 2000 season. Fernandez yesterday faced a committal hearing accused of an elaborate fraud in which he allegedly spent two-thirds of the stamp duty collected over two-and-a-half years on personal luxuries.

The Melbourne Magistrates Court was told he was a director of the now-liquidated TQM Legal and Accounting, which serviced the legal profession and conveyancing industry. His firm collected stamp duty on various properties on behalf of the State Revenue Office. But $10.1 million in stamp duty, which went into TQM's trust account, was allegedly spent on gambling, horses, and Fernandez's personal finances. 

According to a police summary handed to the court, Fernandez's largest illegal splurge was $3.1 million paid in 38 cheques to Dialabet, a Vanuatu-based phone betting service. He also allegedly spent $1.2 million on harness racing horses and wrote 178 cheques totalling $1.8 million to various family accounts and his own credit card account.

According to the police summary, a random investigation by the State Revenue Office in 1998 found TQM had not maintained sufficient documents. 

In June 2000, another check revealed the company had not lodged 14 weekly returns and not paid the total amount of stamp duty collected. Fernandez blamed the error on "several office issues" and promised to settle the amounts by September 2000.

That month, an anonymous whistleblower wrote to the revenue office raising suspicions of non-compliance at TQM, sparking an audit that unravelled a money trail leading to Fernandez's side interests.

A TQM office manager and Benachie Group director, Michael John Kelly, 33, of Cranbourne, last year received a suspended sentence for his role in the alleged scam. Kelly stole more than $600,000 in state taxes. Kelly, who banked 38 cheques from the TQM trust account holding stamp duty, yesterday told the court he only realised he was breaking the law when police told him so.

Fernandez, of Wisewould Street, Flemington, is contesting 124 charges of furnishing false information and 127 charges of obtaining financial advantage by deception.

