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Parliamentary Secretary for the Central Coast Adam Crouch has claimed that “A group of eight Councillors
repeatedly concealed the council’s true financial state from the community and the NSW Government by holding
confidential meetings.” Are the claims of Mr Crouch true or just political misinformation?

10 May 2021
JANE SMITH
 
TURNING the clock back to 2020, Councillors were informed by the CEO of the true state of Council’s finances on 6 October and
the following timeline commenced:
 

 
An Administrator was appointed to Central Coast Council on 30 October 2020, who, according to Mr Crouch, "has discovered
that Council’s debt total is $565 million.”
 
Questions still need to be answered about Mr Crouch's claims.
 
Some key points from the Administrator’s Report (2 December 2020) were that “A catastrophic error of the amalgamated Council
was their failure to understand that the organisation had less than $5m in unrestricted cash at the beginning of amalgamation”
and ...Council debt at the time of amalgamation was $317m".
 
So, the question is, why did the State Government force an amalgamation of Wyong and Gosford councils with this amount of
debt and so little unrestricted cash?
 
The Administrator's Report went on to say “...A significant reason for the financial situation the Council now faces is that the
Water Fund Externally Restricted Reserves and the Sewer Fund Externally Restricted Reserves were both understated by a total
of $129.5m for 2018/2019. This gave the impression that the $129.5m was unrestricted cash ...this misunderstanding had a
major effect on future budgets”.
 
Approximately $200 million of restricted funds were either unlawfully used or used without approval of Council. The
Administrator's Report further stated, “Councillors should not be expected to have identified the unlawful and unauthorised use of
Restricted Reserves, particularly given they were not identified in reports to Council, nor were they identified in the NSW Auditor
General’s audit for the last three financial years.”
 
So, how was restricted funds being spent without approval? Which Council staff knew?
 
Parliamentary Secretary for the Central Coast said, “On 20 October 2020, Council announced it couldn’t pay its own staff. The
NSW Government immediately provided $6.2 million so that staff could be paid”.
 
In terms of the payroll, on 20 October Council staff advised that if payroll was processed the following day without approval from
the Minister to use the funds in the bank, then this was unlawful. It was evident that Council staff had been using restricted funds
for some time without authorisation. This had been without Councillors’ knowledge or approval.
 
The NSW Government responded on 6 October 2020 with the Minister for Local Government Shelly Hancock stating that Council
was “in a serous financial situation and faced an immediate and serious liquidity issue”. On that same day the Minister
announced that she had instructed the Office of Local Government “to appoint an independent financial expert and a Human
Resources adviser to ascertain Council’s true position and identify options to address the issues as quickly as possible”. The
NSW Government did not deliver on that commitment.
 
During the following fortnight Council wrote to the Minister seeking approval to use money that was held in the bank for the
immediate crisis. At that point, Council had over $300 million in the bank. It is understood that the NSW Government did not
respond.
 
On 14 October, the Mayor wrote to the Minister seeking clarification about the Financial Expert and Human Resources Advisor
referenced in the media release dated 6 October 2020. Again it is understood that the NSW Government did not respond.
 
On 20 October, it became clear that the only way to get a response from the Minister was too advise that the payroll for over
2,000 staff was at risk. The $6.2 million was an advance on the annual Financial Assistance Grant provided by the Federal
Government.
 
Editor's comment

 
The fact that Central Coast Council had $300 million in the bank begs the question, why are ratepayers being slugged an
additional 13 percent rate rise on top of the 2 per cent rate peg?
 
Why wasn't the community informed that Central Coast Council has its own water authority and that the water authority wrote
down it assets creating a massive paper debt?
 
The community has not been informed of the true facts nor does the Administrator's Report reflect this. The Report's 'terms of
reference' did deal with pertinent historical information in respect of both Wyong and Gosford Councils, nor did it deal with the
previous administration.
 
The State Government was aware that both Wyong and Gosford Councils had been found 'unfit for the future', so, why were they
forced to merge?
 
There is no doubt the NSW Government has been pursuing an agenda to suit its own purpose, an agenda that does not serve
the best interests of Central Coast ratepayers. The fact that the Premier will not call a full judicial inquiry to uncover the real truth
that led to Central Coast Council's alleged financial debacle would suggest that the NSW Government has something hide.
 
The terms of the public inquiry are too narrow and its outcome can be controlled by the State Government, protecting those
individuals who should be held culpable. Yet, it is the ratepayers who are expected to bear the financial burden of someone else's
alleged mismanagement of Council's finances.

On 12 October there was one item discussed in confidential about the establishment of a Finance Committee. Twelve
Councillors voted yes to the item being confidential.

•

On 19 October, three matters were considered in confidential - one related to staffing and two were about Code of Conduct
complaints.

•

On 20 October, Councillors voted to move into a confidential session to receive legal advice about the financial situation. 10
Councillors voted yes.

•

On 21 October, Councillors voted to discuss the financial update in an open meeting. Eleven Councillors voted yes to
discussing legal advice in a confidential session.

•

Two Councillors resigned on 26 October, abandoning their post.•
On 26 October, three matters were considered in a confidential session - one related to staffing and two were about Code
of Conduct complaints. Twelve Councillors voted yes to the confidential session.

•

Do Parliamentary Secretary claims need to be
fact checked?

Premier Gladys Berejiklian and Terrigal MP and Parliamentary Secretary for the Central Coast Adam Crouch.


