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The Bedgerabong Trust
The western town of Forbes has had a long involvement with Australia's 
colonial past. It gained notoriety during the gold rush era and has been 
associated with the exploits of Ben Hall and his gang ever since. Indeed, 
it proudly claims to be "Ben Hall Country" in a bid to attract the tourist 
dollar. Some forty kilometres to the west along the meandering Lachlan 
River lies the rural hamlet of Bedgerabong or 'B.Bong' as it is 
affectionately referred to by its 120 inhabitants.
Outwardly, Bedgerabong gives little indication that much happens there 
besides the farming of rich river flats. There is no local store, no post 
office; even the ubiquitous country pub is nowhere to be seen. Closer 
inspection, however, reveals a non-denominational church, an expansive and 
immaculately maintained race course with modern facilities (this is the 
head quarters of the annual Bedgerabong Picnic Races), and, of course, the 
school which is home to 40 pupils.
Situated on 5 hectares and set among beautiful trees and native shrubbery, 
the current school is the third such to ocupy the grounds. Its predecessor, 
a brick rectangle from the government series circa 1960, serves as a 
library and administrative centre. Its successor, a stunning glass, brick 
and timber pyramid is now the focal point. The comparison between the two 
buildings is stark: presumably, educational authorities were once of a view 
that learning should be best focused inward with plenty of brick walls and 
few windows making for scholastic endeavour. From most vantage points 
within the new classrooms, Bedgerabong children can gaze at the rural 
landscape without much harm to their educational pursuits.
Established in the 1860s, the community takes its name from a huge and 
ancient gum tree on the banks of the Lachlan River. This tree marked the 
site of the Bogan Aboriginal tribe's corroboree grounds. They called the 
area "Budgera Bong" which translates as 'old man tree by the water hole'. 
The name was soon corrupted by early settlers and at the turn of the 



century the village was known simultaneously as 'Badgerribong' by the Lands 
Department; 'Bedgerabong' by the Postal Department and 'Budgerabong' by the 
Education Department. (Forbes Advocate   27.4.1976)
In 1914 the local inspector of schools suggested to the Education 
Department that the name be changed in accordance with local usage and the 
school was duly gazetted as Bedgerabong. [That was not the end of the 
matter: today, the school sticks rigidly to that spelling, however, 
Australia Post, Telecom and the Roads and Traffic Authority now opt for 
'Bedgerebong'.]
In many small communities, the school plays a major role in the social, 
cultural and sporting life. Teachers are expected to demonstrate a 
commitment to their community by fostering and engaging in these 
activities. It is a badge of association that most small school teachers 
wear with pride and endeavour. One of the unique features of this school in 
its relationship with the community is the longevity of service of its 
principals. Since 1912 there have been only three: Charles Stewart (1912-
1939), Harold McKellar (1939-1971) and David Taylor (1971-). The sense of 
community can be further illustrated by Stewart's daughter, Isabelle, who 
was taught by her father and married his replacement. The benefits of 
continuity provided by these dedicated teachers is difficult to quantify, 
but it was an experience that few rural schools in New South Wales would 
have been able to duplicate.
The Trust
Needless to say, the school was involved in the establishment of this 
unique community trust fund. When Harold McKellar arrived in August 1939 he 
was greeted by 60 students some of whom were actually in 7th and 8th grade 
but who were unable to commute to Forbes High School.
After World War II, McKellar was instrumental in organizing a committee 
which raised funds to purchase a bus to transport pupils to the high 
school. The first journey took place on 24 May 1947 under the grand title 
of the Bedgerabong Bus Service which became a model for many community run 
bus services. At various times upwards of 80 children made the journey and 
this soon generated the need for an additional bus. As well, an ex-army 
'blitz' truck was added to the stable which enabled the run to operate 
during times of floods, an occupational hazard of living on the Lachlan. 

One bus would be stationed on the Forbes side of the water, the other from 
Bedgerabong would rendezvous with the 'blitz' which then ferried children 
through the floodwaters. From all reports, rather than being disappointed 
that they were able to go to school, the children saw this as a highlight 
of their schooling
In 1985 the buses and the run were sold to a local proprietor in Forbes and 
the money generated from this sale formed the basis for the establishment 
of the Bedgerabong Community Trust Fund. As the name implies, it was the 
community which was to be the beneficiary, not just the school.
The constitution of the fund has strict provisions concerning investment 
procedures. No speculative investment is allowed, most money being tied up 
in bonds and government guaranteed loans. From the interest generated, one 
third annually is transferred to the capital base thus eliminating the need 



for active fund raising. Seven trustees are elected by secret ballot for a 
term of three years and they represent the broad interest of the community 
rather than be seen as part of a sectional group. The funds are disbursed 
twice yearly. Applications are called 30 days prior to the April and 
September meetings. There is only one criterion which must be met and that 
is that the project 'must be of benefit to the community of Bedgerabong.'
And the community has certainly benefited: to date some $75,000 has been 
distributed to interests as diverse as the non-denominational church, 
cemetery, show society, tennis club, race course, play group and, of 
course, the school. It is reasonable to say that in per capita terms the 
school has been the major beneficiary. It is outstandingly well equipped 
with meticulously maintained grounds.The money from the trust to establish 
the tennis courts was a bonus to the school as the all-weather courts are 
located in the grounds. A scholarship created to honour the longest serving 
principal, Charles Stewart, is now maintained by trust support. Excursions 
are also subsidised by the trust.
Money alone, however, does not necessarily ensure success. The trustees 
expect that each application be supported by an additional commitment. 
Sometimes this is evidenced by previous fund raising activities of the 
organization seeking support. More likely it is in kind; either materials 
or pledged labour for the project.
To the casual observer driving the back road to Condobolin, the settlement 
of Bedgerabong is merely a blink of the eye and would be passed through 
without comment. What is not evident is the network of community support 
and endeavour which has been generated and maintained by the local two-
teacher school through working in harmony with the community which has 
sustained it for almost 120 years. I suspect that the people of 'B. Bong' 
are quite content with this state of affairs.
The Wee Waa Trust
Wee Waa, a town of 1900 people, is situated in the rich Namoi Valley 700-
800 km north west of Sydney. The nearest major setlement is Narrabri, forty 
km away.The principal agricultural industry is cotton growing although 
there are a number of mixed farms as well. The cotton co-operative 
dominates the landscape and, one senses, much of Wee Waa itself. Cotton is 
a crop largely insulated at present from the recession which has affected 
much of rural Australia. The town has a prosperous feel to it.
History of the trust.
The idea that gave birth to the Trust came, in 1989, from a small group in 
the Wee Waa High School community -- Dennis  Houghton, Deputy Principal, 
Allan Rimmer, CEO of the Cotton Co-op and a parent of two secondary 
students, and Ronan Revill, cotton grower and parent. The concept grew out 
of a desire to achieve improvements in the quality of education at the 
school.
Initial funds came from a $25,000 loan from the ANZ bank to the trustees, 
to be recouped from a fund-raising effort throughout the year. Donations 
were received during 1989/90 to cover the loan and build up a capital base. 
Several cotton farmers donated a 'module' of cotton (a 3m x 3m x 10m pile 
of compressed raw cotton). Other donations of labour and resources, such as 
the free processing of the cotton at the Cotton Co-Op's gin, increased the 
value of the capital pool: $90,000 was raised in the first year of 



operation. The committee's immediate goal was to establish a capital base 
of $250,000, in the hope that earnings of approximately $25,000 pa would be 
available for distribution to schools. By late 1992 it had achieved a fund 

of $160,000.
The process of formalising the Trust began in 1989 and continued throughout 
1990. The lengthy process of developing a legally sound Trust Deed was 
carried out, on behalf of the Trustees, by a Sydney legal firm, who drew 
inspiration from the Sydney Opera House Trust's documentation. Drafts of 
the documents were reviewed by the Trust committee and at public meetings 
to refine the Deed and arrive at a satisfactory constitutional base for the 
operation of the Trust. Registration of the Trust as a charity under the 
Charitable Collection Act, and at the Tax Office were incorporated into 
this process.
During this time the decision was taken to broaden the Trust's operation to 
include all the schools in Wee Waa. The following extract from the Trust 
Deed names the five beneficiary schools and sets out the aims of the Trust.

'Wee Waa Schools' means the schools of Wee Waa New South Wales known as Wee 
Waa High School, We Waa Public School, St. Josephs School, Namoi Valley 
Christian School and Wee Waa and District Pre-School.
'Year' means calendar year.
Where used herein unless the context otherwise precludes the singular shall 
include the plural and vice versa and any gender includes every other 
gender and references to any Statute shall refer to such Statute as amended 
from time to time.
AIMS OF THE TRUST
The aims of the Trust shall be:
To administer a fund to improve the quality of education at the Wee Waa 
Schools.
To initiate and co-ordinate fund raising programs utilising local resources 
from which the funds are to be used in Wee Waa Schools.
To administer the trust fund for the purposes of the Trust so that the Wee 
Waa Schools are allocated funds on the basis of submissions presented to 
and at the sole discretion of the Committee of Trustees in accordance with 
Clause 13.3.

The Trust Deed, although seeking to protect the integrity of the capital 
fund, allows the directors of the Trust to engage in agricultural or other 
entrepreneurial activities to lessen the Trust's dependence on donations. 
In its early years the Trust has entered into an agreement with the Lands 
Department and the Wee Waa Common Trust to grow crops of wheat on the town 
Common, and has initiated share-farming contracts with local farmers to 
grow wheat and cotton. The proceeds af these activites will increase the 
Fund's capital base.
The $25,000 from the foundation loan was allocated in 1990 to Wee Waa High 
School. In 1991 the proceeds of the Trust Fund were available to all five 
schools on the basis of submissions, but there was an informal 
'understanding' that the High School, as the sole beneficiary in 1990, 



would not press its claims.The pattern of disbursements by the Committee, 
on the basis of submissions from the schools, continued in 1992.
The Beneficiaries:
The five educational institutions briefly listed in the Trust Deed are 
these:
1. a single unit community pre-school.
2. a state primary school (K-6) with an enrolment of 298 students and 
employing 16 teachers.
3. a catholic primary school with an enrolment of 146 students and 7 
teachers.
4. a community Christian school with an enrolment of 35 students and 
employing two teachers.
5. a state High School with 265 students. Wee Waa High School draws its 
students from the three primary schools as well as the small schools at 
Pilliga and Burren Junction, approximately sixty kms away in opposite 
directions. The high school is generously staffed on the 'smaller school 
formula' ratio of 1:10. Its 265 students are tendered to by 25 teachers. 
The school's comparatively small size is a reflection of the tradition of 
well-to-do farming communities sending their children to secondary schools 
in Sydney or larger country cities like Armidale and Tamworth.
The three primary schools in the town offer the parents a choice that is 

not always found in small communities and, not surprisingly, there have 
been attempts by the schools to differentiate in terms of philosophies, 
approaches and services. It is generally recognised in the town that the 
Christian and Catholic schools serve a higher socioeconomic group than the 
state school. Nevertheless there is a high degree of cooperation and 
collegiality amongst those associated with all the schools.They regularly 
share professional development activities and support each other by sharing 
equipment and by lending and borrowing consumable resources. A stated aim 
of the Trust is to foster and develop this cooperation.
Each of the schools is considered equal in its right to draw on the Trust 
funds, regardless of their size. Decisions are made on the worth of each 
submission. Trust officers say that it is entirely possible that the 
smallest school could receive 100% of the funds in a given year if its 
submission was the most persuasive. However, in 1992 there was a fairly 
proportional distribution. The pre-school received about $1,500 for small 
equipment, the Catholic and Christian schools about $2,500 each, the state 
primary school about $7,000 and the High School approximately $8,000.
There is a strong sense that the Trust exists for the benefit of the 
community, that is, that it transcends the interests of any one school. 
Membership of the Trust is carefully set so that it cannot be dominated by 
any one school's parents. Nor is it restricted only to parents. There is 
some citizen involvement to underscore the wider interests of the 
community.
Submissions are generally ranked in Trust meetings by a process of 
consensus, but if a vote is ultimately required, the constitution ensures 
that 'educationists' on the committee must not outnumber 'lay' members, 
that is, 50% of the vote must come from non-school members. The Trust meets 



monthly and includes in its meeting agenda an opportunity for schools to 
report to it on the progress of Trust-supported activities.
Representation
The committee administering the Trust is made up of 10 people. Five of 
these represent the schools. The schools are commonly represented by their 
Director or Principal, but this need not be the case. In 1992 the Catholic 
school and the High Schol were represented by parents. Of the remaining 
five members, three represent the major community groups -- the cotton 
farmers, the mixed farming rural community, and the town. The manager of 
the ANZ bank and a representative of the Cotton Co-op fill out the group. 
The term of office is 3 years.

Analysis
The differences between the two Trusts reflect, to a large extent, 
differences between the two communities. Bedgerabong is a conservative 
community, organised around the pursuit of traditional farming activities 
on what is generally considered 'safe' country, by families who hold 
viable, but modest portions of land. Traditions are important here. 
Maintenance of traditional community infrastructures is a high priority, 
and the school has played a prominent role in this task for generations. 
The Trust, operating through the agency of the school, provides a solid 
mechanism for community cohesion and integration.
The 'new operators' at Wee Waa are the cotton growers. Theirs is a 
challenging, capital-intensive high-risk enterprise. Those who enter this 
industry are people with a strong sense of personal power. On their 
holdings they defy geography with high-technology land levelling, water 
harvesting and pest control. Their entrepreneurship 'rubs off' on the rest 
of the community. The town is lively, progressive and has a strong sense of 
self-sufficiency. The Trust in Wee Waa mirrors the people who initiated it. 
Its ultimate aim is not to preserve community or educational traditions, 
but to challenge them, and to forge mew responses and structures that will 
enrich the schools and enrich the community.
In Bedgerabong the Trust aims to 'keep things going'. In Wee Waa the Trust 
serves to 'get things done'.
Yet there are similarities. In both communities the leaders responsible for 
the development of the Trusts have recognized the potential for community 
preservation and community development that inheres in a community owned, 
community-wide initiative that can unite various interests around a common 
objective, in a way that diminishes the importance of differences between 

community sub-groups and emphasises common purpose.
Both Bedgerabong and Wee Waa call on that store of tradition and lore which 
is said to exist in rural Australia, producing communities that are largely 
independent and autonomous, able to address their own needs and to produce 
innovative local responses. Both geographic and psychological isolation 
operate to foster this spirit. In both these communities people are seeking 
something that is in itself, unremarkable -- a high quality education for 
their children. To achieve that goal in a sparsely settled and 
geographically diverse nation such as ours may require some very 



extraordinary approaches.-- in Jonathon Sher's words 'ordinary education 
via extraordinary means'. (Sher, 1991) 
The people of Wee Waa and Bedgerabong have developed something 
extraordinary enough to deserve attention.
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