Govt accuse

Sarah Lansdown

THE board chair of Brindabella Christian
College has acoused the ACT government
of conspiring to take over the school to
form a Lyneham “superschool” in the wake
of action from the Tax Office 10 wind up
the school

Meanwhile, some stafl ot the school are
stlll walting 1o be padd thelr full wages that
were due on Friday

Greg Zwajgenberg sent a letter to staff and
students late on Tuesday night. It alleged £d
wcation Minister Yvette Berry was planning
& "supenchool” precinct that would include
Lyneham High, Lyncham Primary, Brinda
bella Chrntian College and Lyneham Oval

"We are now secking assurances about
Brindabedls not belng another Calvary
Hospital and we will comemunicate our
fndings,” Mr Zwajgenberng wrose,

Ms Berry and the school board have been
contacted for comment

Mr Zwajgenberg has been on the board
since 2003 and became board chair in 2016

Ihe Tax Office Bled 10 wind up the school
on February 18 on the grounds of insolven
Cy. A court hoaring is set for Masch when
the ATO willl seck an order to appoint &
Bquidator

Federal Court documents show the
school’s proprietors, Brindabedla Christian
Education Limbted, owed the Tax Office S8
million for unpaid pay-as-you-go withhold
Ing, administrative charges and interest

School $1 million short

In his betser to staff and students on
Tuesday night, Mr Zwajgenberg sadd he and
Business manager lohn Clarke met ATO
asshstant commiéssioner Jillan Kicto, other
Tax Office officials and thedr legal counsel
on February 17 10 discuss a payment plan to
pay off the debt within 12 months

"Undortunately, in addition 1o the
Commonwealth Department of Education
withholding our normal $5+ milllon Febru
ary funding payment, nervous parents also
contributed by way of unpaid school fees”
Mr Zwajgenberg sasd

“This has loft us approximately $1 million
short for the month of February and
ultimately threatening the quality education
your children deserve.”

He sadd i parents did not pay fees on tme
the “staff and currboudum ultimately suffer”

“In this case, for the first thime in 23 years
some stall salaries due last week have been
delayed and being paid as parents fulfil their
obligations.”

The Canberra Times understands staff

d of school takeover
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members have gradually been recetving pay
on Teesday and Wednoesday

The school has been receiving monthly
payments from the federal government as
the Education Department investigates the
school’s compliance with the law

The board chalr circulated a letter he sent
1o the Commissioner of Taxation, Rob Het-
eren, with copies sent 10 the ACT Integriey
Commission, which outlined a response 1o
the wind-up application

Mr Zwajgenberg said the school owed
about $5.9 millkon to the Tax Office, not
$8 million as stated in the Federal Court
documents. He did not spectly how the Tax
Office wans incorrect in s caloulation of the
debe, which includes unpald pay-as-you-go
withholding, a penalty for unpald superan
nuation and interest. The current annual
Interest rate for late payments to the Tax
Office is 11.42 per cent

"In my opindon the combined figure was
deliberately misreprosented as $8 million o
create sensational headiines, which have bed
1o undue panic among our stall, seudents,
and parents,” he said

He sald the winding-up proceedings
had been “unusually” acoelerated over five
weeks and suggested the Tax Office had
discussed the wind up application with
government officials and Ms Berry

There is no standard time for wind-up
proceedings. Companies have a chance to
rakse genuine disputes within 21 days of
receiving a statutory demand. Once a wind
up appiication has been filed, the Nguidator
can be appointed at any time when a court
date becomes avadlable

The board chair repeated clakns that Ms
Berry had not engaged directly with the
school and that the 14 -day turnaround 1o
respond 10 her latest show-cause notice was

plot

not fair and reasonable

Ms Berry said on Monday #t would be in
appropriate 10 provide running commentary
in order to affoed procedural fadrmess

1 will peonide additional updates when
| can do so without compromising the
process,” Ms Berry said

‘Superschool’ claims

Mr Zwajgenberg wrote that Ms Berry
had an “agenda” to form a “superschool”
including Brindabella Christian College with
Lyneham primary and high schools

He said one of the Brindabella Christan
College staf! members overheard a conver
sation involving someone they believed to
bean unnamed ACT government official
who discussed this “superschool” proposal

“This conversation also mentioned that,
because we are a Christian school, our
community is being targeted as part of a
conspiracy agains ( hristians Sprex fically
stating the ACT government Hated Chris-
tans’,” Mr Zwajgeberg wrote

“1 will be secking that Minister Berry clar
iy her posithon on these remarks. Although
I recognise that the ATO has no jurisdiction
over het, the loog sllence over the past five
months would ring true on this plan.”

The board chair claimed that an activist
proup known as Reform BCC had “collab
orated with certain mermbers of Minister
Berry's office to dissort the facts, speead lalse
narratives, and create a hostile environ-
ment.”

A Reform BOC spokesperson said it had
never met people from Ms Berry's office nor
the minister hersell

“ReformBOC is very concerned about
the sultability of persons in management
and control of a school who openly refuse
the suthority or jurisdiction of regulatons
and statutory authorities,.” the spokesper
son said

Pocock subpoena threat

Mr Zwajgenberg also accused Senator
David Pocock of using parliamentary
privilege 10 make "incendiary comments
about the college” and him personally. “As |
had advised his office last month, there will
be subpoenas coming his way shortly.”

There s no known legal action levolving
the school and Senator Pocock that could
allow subpocnas,

Senator Pocock msked Education Depan
ment officials in Novernber about whether
the school had complied with a series of
conditions on its approval imposed after
#t was found the propeietor was not fit and
Proper 10 run a non-government school



