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How can a booming school be broke?

EXPLAINER
Sarah Lansdown

BRINDABELLA Christian College appears
on the outside to be a successful private
school with excellent academic results and
more than 1000 students,

However, it has been on rocky financial
footing for many years, culminating in the
Tax Office filing to wind up the school's
proprietors, Brindabella Christian Educa-
tion Limited.

Federal Court documents show the school
owes the Tax Office $8 million. The chair of
the board, Greg Zwajgenberg, has disputed
the amount of the debt without giving
evidence for how the Tax Office got it wrong,

‘The school failed to pay staff superannu-
ation entitlements on time in 2023 and 2024
and, for the first time, failed to pay wages to
staff on time on February 21,

The federal Education Department is
taking steps towards cancelling the school's
government funding and regulatory action is
afoot at the ACT government level,

If the school's enrolments have been
booming and it has been receiving govern-
ment funding, then why does this institution
have such significant debts and what has it
been spending its money on?

What income does the school get?

‘The two main sources of income are
school fees from families and govern-
ment funding.

The latest audited financial statement
from the school is for the 2022 school year.
Ithas not submitted the 2023 financial
statement that was due mid-last year.

In 2022, the school earned $10.8 million
from fees for the school and early learning
centres. It got $1.9 million from the ACT
government and $7.1 million from the
federal government. It also had income from
a school cafe and collected $1 million in
capital levies.

‘The school won a capital works grant of
$725,000 in 2016 and another one worth
$500,000 in 2017, It has not received any
government capital grants since.

What debts does the school have?

‘The Tax Office has calculated a debt of
$8 million as of January 6. The school had
adebtof about $5 million at the end of
2022 because it failed to pay pay-as-you-go
withholding on staff wages for an unknown
period of time.

‘The board chair said the school was
given a penalty of $450,000 for failing to pay
superannuation to staff,

Brindabella Christian College purchased a robotic dog from Boston Dynamics for its
technology curriculum. Picture supplied

‘The Tax Office is entitled to apply interest
to any unpaid amounts, The current general
interest charge is an annual rate of 11,42
per cent. The amount of interest can quickly
escalate if payments are not made for a
period of time.

‘The board entered an agreement to pay
monthly instalments of $130,000 from May
2023 until the debt was paid. It is unknown
whether any of these payments were made.

‘The school also has loans with NAB
totalling about $11 million. The money was
used for buildings on the Lyneham campus
and the loan was secured against those
buildings. The loan facilities expired in
September 2024,

An NAB spokesperson said it could
not comment on individual customers
and projects.

As a secured creditor, the bank would
be prioritised for recouping its costs if a
liquidator was appointed.

‘There may be other creditors, such as staff

who have not been paid wages or superan-
nuation entitlement. It is difficult to have
an accurate picture without an up-to-date
audited financial report,

What has Brindabella spent money
on?

‘The last available audited financial report
from the 2022 school year offers some clues
as to how much the school has spent on
various services and activities.

As with all schools, the largest expense
was staff salaries and benefits ($13.5
million). The school spent $1.5 million on
building and grounds maintenance and $1.4
million on unspecified "other expenses".

‘The prominent bus and tram advertising
campaign cost $580,000 that year. The
school paid about $750,000 in interest and
the same amount on insurance.

In 2022, the school had $390,000 worth of
transactions with the Life Unlimited Church
in Charnwood. The school pays rent to the

church for the Charnwood campus. One of
the school board directors, Alyn Doig, is also
a director of Life Unlimited Church, while
the board chair is a member of the church,

‘The school's proprietor has a concessional
lease with the ACT government for the
Lyneham campus,

‘The financial statements do not reveal
specifically how much the school spent on
legal action., Public letters and social media
posts from the board chair said the school
spent $2.6 million on legal costs over an
unspecified time period.

As 0f 2022, the school had taken legal
action in the ACT Civil and Administrative
Tribunal (ACAT) against 48 families over
claims of unpaid fees at a cost of $224,491.
This related to families who withdrew their
children from the school without adhering
to a very strict interpretation of notice
periods for withdrawal,

‘The school was drawn into an ACAT
matter relating to unapproved buildings
and carpark on the Lyneham campus.

The school has also defended itself in the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal and court
cases involving workers' compensation and
unfair dismissal.

Last year, the school invested in a robotic
dog from Boston Dynamics. The robot
itself would have cost more than $100,000,
while the school would have covered travel
expenses for the board chair and at least two
executive staff members to fly to the United
States to visit the technology firm.

Do board members get paid?

According to the Brindabella Chrisitan
Education Limited constitution, board
members do not get paid for their work
on the board. However, two of the board
directors and the board secretary are paid
employees. Director Suzanne Power is the
executive principal, director John Clarke is
the business manager and secretary Tammy
Brown is the early learning director.

Board members are entitled to have
expenses reimbursed. Board members
were seen at multiple Christian education
conferences in recent years, It is unknown
how much has been spent on travel and
registration expenses for these events,

Mr Zwajgenberg's companies have been
paid for services to the school. His company
EVT Energy installed a solar tree at the
school in 2020 with a $25,000 sustainability
grant the school won from the ACT govern-
ment,

Another of his companies was paid about
$117,000 in 2014 for furniture and kitchen
fixtures for the school cafe.




