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Funding cloud over Brindabella's future
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"We have asked the Brindabella board to
reach out to the school community to reas-
sure them and offer ... the necessary supports
to families, staff and community," Ms Bright-
on said.

"We've asked them to continue to priori-
tise learning."

Ms Brighton said education department
officials met with the Department of Em-
ployment and the Fair Work Ombudsman on
Monday once it came to light that staff had
not been paid on time. The department was
also working with the ACT Education Direc-
torate.

The department has not received a re-
sponse from the board to its communication
from the past week.

'‘Bizarre series of videos'

Senator Penny Allman-Payne questioned
officials over whether they were happy to
fund a private school after the board chair
Greg Zwajgenberg had posted a "bizarre se-
ries of videos” on social media.

"I note that the [board chair| of Brinda-
bella, has posted numerous times on social
media calling The Canberra Times and other
news outlets fake news. He's referred to Don-
ald Trump, and he's posted a really bizarre
series of videos," Senator Allman-Payne said.

"Is the department comfortable with con-
tinuing to provide taxpayer money to an or-
ganisation like this? And I guess I say this in
the context that a public school would never
get away with that kind of behaviour," Sena-
tor Allmany-Payne said.

Ms Brighton said compliance action
with the school had been going for "quite
some time",

"I'am aware from the media commentary
that there has been concern raised about
Australian government timing of its pay-
ments to the school and the school's ability
to meet its obligations," she said.

Ms Brighton said private schools usual-
ly received 50 per cent of their funding in
January, 25 per cent in July and 25 per cent
in October.

She said the department started paying
Brindabella Christian College in quarterly
instalments in 2020.

It moved to monthly instalments in 2022
following a 2021 decision that Brindabella
Christian Education Limited was not fit and
proper to be approved to run a school.

Conditions were placed on the school's
approval following an appeal process in the
Administrative Appeals Tribunal in 2023,

‘The school receives about $10 million of
funding annually from the federal govern-
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ment. Under the law, the funding must be
spent on the education of children.

Ms Brighton said the school received a
$927,370 payment on February 13, One week
later it could not meet payroll obligations.

Senator David Pocock asked whether the
department was concerned about how the
school would use public funding in light of
the large tax debt and an apparent admission
from the board that the school was $1 million
short for the month.

"Senator, there are a number of things
... that concern us about that," Ms Bright-
on said.

"That's why we have written to the board
around to remind them that Commonwealth
recurrent funding can't be used for litigation.
We are concerned that... they are reporting
not to be able to meet their obligations.”

She said she was not aware if any matters
to do with the school had been referred to the
Australian Federal Police.

Liquidation options

Ms Brighton said other regulators may be
able to appoint an administrator but it was
not something the Education Department
would do.

Mr Pocock asked why the compliance ac-
tion had moved at a "glacial pace”.

"I hear what you're saying about the time
it's taken. I absolutely appreciate the impact
and the uncertainty, but our delegate has
moved to the next step,” she said.

Ms Brighton said the department had
access to special circumstances funding for
schools. In the event of a liquidator being ap-
pointed, she said the department would look
at what options were available,

"I think the guiding principle for us is
continuity of education for those students,
So we would look at whatever flexibility and
options we had available to us, as I'm sure
the ACT government would as well, and we'll
work through if such a circumstance were to
arise, that's exactly what we'd work through."

Industrial umpire

‘The union representing staff, meanwhile,
will take the school's proprietors to the in-
dustrial umpire over unpaid wages and su-
perannuation as the ACT Greens call for the
government to consider bringing the school
into public administration,

‘The union gave the school's management
a deadline of 4pm on Wednesday to give

assurances that staff would be paid immedi-
ately.

Independent Education Union NSW/ACT
branch secretary Carol Matthews said the
union had no choice but to take action in the
Fair Work Commission. "We took Brindabel-
la to the Fair Work Commission last year over
unpaid superannuation, now the situation
has deteriorated even further," she said. "It's
unprecedented for a school not to pay their
staff, and for the school to be facing such
grave financial difficulties has left the staff
feeling shocked and anxious."

ACT Greens education spokeswoman
Laura Nuttall said the ACT government
should consider the feasibility of bringing
the school under public administration in
the short term,

"What we have witnessed is the failure of
our current regulatory systems to intervene
before a school reaches an inevitable crisis
point," Ms Nuttall said. "The regulatory ac-
tion available to government has not been
sufficient to ensure students and staff can
confidently return to a safe, well-supported
learning environment or, in the latter case,
be paid their due salary during a cost of liv-
ing crisis.”




