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About Us 
The Sterling First Action Group initially began as a Facebook group, following the collapse of the Sterling 

Group of entities in May 2019. The group was originally intended to be a place where all victims of the Sterling 

Group collapse could exchange views, discuss how the collapse had impacted them, and to share information. 

The group is managed/administrated by a committee of volunteers who have been affected, be it directly or 

indirectly (i.e., family members acting on behalf of elderly parents). 

In the 2½ years since the collapse, the Sterling First Action Group has continued to support victims. This has 

included assistance with preparation of AFCA complaints and proof of debt lodgements with insolvency 

administrators; lobbying local, state, and federal MPs; submission of questions to be raised at the PJC on 

Corporations & Financial Services (September 2019, February 2020, July 2020, March 2021, June 2021); 

submissions to the Treasury (March 2021 on the Review of the Australian Financial Complaints Authority, 

August 2021 on the proposed Compensation Scheme of Last Resort), and raising awareness through the 

media. 

Victims of the Sterling Group collapse can be categorised into three broad categories: 

1. TENANTS WITH STERLING NEW LIFE (SNL) LEASES: The tenants upfront rental payment (their 

investment) went into two different funds – either the Sterling Income Trust or the Silverlink Investment 

Company. 

2. PROPERTY OWNERS/LANDLORDS: Leased their property to the tenants via a subsidiary of the 

Sterling Group. Lease arrangements were complex and varied significantly, with many owners not 

having received rental income for over 2 years. 

3. SHAREHOLDERS: Invested in a variety of shares or units in different Sterling Group entities. Some 

shareholders have had their original investment rolled over several times (i.e., Heritage to RMIT, RMIT 

to Sterling First Australia, Sterling First Australia to SIT). 

In some instances, tenants and owners/landlords were also encouraged to invested in shares/units 

Affiliations 

In June this year we became aware of a campaign being mounted by consumer advocacy group, CHOICE, 

calling on the Federal Government to establish the Compensation Scheme of Last Resort (CSLR) as a top 

priority. As our objectives were identical, the Sterling First Action Group and CHOICE mutually agreed to 

cooperate and align our campaigns. Since that time, we have been in regular contact and have contributed a 

variety of materials to their media campaigns. 

We have continued to work closely with Senator Louise Pratt, who has repeatedly raised concerns about the 

Sterling Group and its subsidiaries during Senate proceedings and had used her time to question ASIC in the 

PJC on Corporations & Financial Services on many occasions.  
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Our Response & Recommendations 
We thank the Senate Economics References Committee for their invitation to provide a submission to the 

Inquiry into the Sterling Income Trust and give permission for our submission to be made public. Our response 

to the Inquiry Terms of Reference, along with a summary of recommendations is provided below. 

Please note that due to file size and type, all referenced attachments will be provided as supplementary 

evidence to this submission. 

List of Recommendations 

RECOMMENDATION 1 

ASIC to be held responsible for the losses incurred in the collapse of the Sterling Group due to 

defective administration in failing to properly regulate the formation and operation of the companies 

comprising the Sterling Group. Victims who suffered losses as a result to have access to the Scheme 

for Compensation for Detriment caused by Defective Administration (CDDA Scheme). 

RECOMMENDATION 2 

More rigorous processes to be implemented for the registration of managed investment schemes 

(MIS), including vetting of officers appointed to any company associated with the proposed 

responsible entity. 

RECOMMENDATION 3 

All officers associated with the Sterling Group (past and present appointments) to be disqualified from 

managing corporations for 20 years. 

RECOMMENDATION 4 

Scope of the CSLR to include managed investment schemes. CSLR scope to be clearly prescribed in 

primary legislation. If this proves to be unviable, eligible AFCA cases and unpaid determinations 

associated with managed investment schemes that arose between 1 November 2018 and before 

scheme establishment, to be funded as part of the one-off ‘accumulated unpaid determinations’ levy. 

RECOMMENDATION 5 

Current and prospective members of AFCA to provide a copy of their current PI insurance policy to be 

deemed eligible for an AFCA membership. Regulatory changes to be implemented giving ASIC the 

power to enforce AFCA requests for information. 
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ToR1: ASIC’s oversight of the Sterling Income Trust 

The collapse of the Sterling Group in May 2019 obviously came as a surprise to the hundreds of retirees, 

property owners and shareholders who had invested in one or more of the group’s 12 entities1; however, as our 

subsequent research has revealed, could have been prevented had ASIC taken a more proactive stance on 

protecting consumers in the financial services industry. Considering the Sterling Group was led by numerous 

directors who have been involved in multiple high profile company collapses (Bruce Monteath - Monteath 

Properties; Simon Bell - Westpoint, Finchley; Michael Fenech - Storm Financial; Raymond Jones (Armstrong 

Jones, Geneva Finance, and many more), we have question serious concerns over ASICs regulatory 

oversight.  

In July 2019 we conducted a background check into the directors of the Sterling Group and uncovered some 

shocking statistics. As an example, a director search on Mr. Jones revealed that since 1976 he has been the 

director, alternate director, or secretary of 127 different companies. At the time of study, we identified that of 

the 127 companies, 110 were deregistered, 9 were under external administration and 8 were still registered 

(with Mr. Jones having resigned as director). We identified irregularities in the information Mr. Jones used to 

register each of the 127 companies, including the use of 4 different dates of birth, incorrect spelling on street 

addresses, and suburbs not matching the registered address. Please refer to Attachment 1 for more 

information.  

Another prominent director of the Sterling Group, Mr. Simon Bell, we identified as having been the director, 

alternate director, or secretary of 84 different companies, of which only 4 are still operational. Similar to the 

inconsistencies in the information provided by Mr. Jones when he registered his 127 different companies, Mr. 

Bell also provided conflicting data such as 3 different dates of birth, Please refer to Attachment 2 for more 

information. We have also identified a variety of other companies linked to the Sterling Group (either by name 

or with the same directors), some of which (at the time of our research) were still currently registered. Please 

refer Attachment 3 for more information. 

The Sterling Group raised funds using a managed investment scheme (the Sterling Income Trust – SIT), and 

Theta Asset Management were the responsible entity. As we now know, red flags surrounding the Sterling 

Group lifetime lease scheme were first identified by WA regulators in late 2016 and referred to ASIC in March 

2017. Reports indicate that ASIC had also received other complaints about the scheme being marketed to 

retirees in 2016 (Coburn, 2020). However, it was not until September 20172 (some seven months later) that 

ASIC issued an interim stop order on the PDS for the SIT. This prevented directors from selling the product 

under the stop order, however they then restructured and commenced selling basically the same product under 

a revised PDS in October 2017. The Sterling Group continued to market the SIT and the funds managed under 

the scheme grew from approximately $420,000 in 2017, to approximately $15 million in 2018 (Coburn, 2020). 

In December 2017 a new structure was created under the name of Silverlink, with Silverlink Securities and the 

Silverlink Investment Company being registered as new entities of the Sterling Group. The directors launched 

the sale of preference shares in the Silverlink Investment Company, without a PDS. With funds now coming in 

from Silverlink, the directors closed the SIT in April 2018 and withdrew the revised PDS. A further $6.8 million 

in investment funds was collected by the Sterling Group under the banner of Silverlink, until December 2018, 

when ASIC finally shut it down. Please refer Attachment 4 for more detailed information on the Sterling Group 

of companies and ASICs involvement. 

It is also important to note that ASIC representatives made house calls to a small group of WA based tenants 

in mid-2018 to discuss their lifetime lease arrangements. At no stage did the ASIC representatives provide any 

indication or warning that they were actively undertaking surveillance activities of the responsible entity (Theta). 

Several of the tenants asked if they should be concerned about the rent that they had paid in advance to the 

Sterling Group; the ASIC representatives said not to worry. The unannounced visits prompted Mr. Jones to 

send a letter out to all tenants in July 2018, in which he indicated their money was safe, and backed this up 

 
1 KPMG, Sterling First (Aust) Limited, https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/creditors/sterling-first-aust-limited.html  
2 ASIC, 17-316MR ASIC issues stop order on Theta product disclosure statements, https://asic.gov.au/about-asic/news-centre/find-a-media-release/2017-releases/17-

316mr-asic-issues-stop-order-on-theta-product-disclosure-statements/  
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Income Trust15. This amount was intended to act as a bond, with the income paying the agreed rental amount 

back to the owners.  

Secondly, we have owners who signed up for the Sterling Investor Buy Back Program. In this instance the 

owners were responsible for construction of the investment property, with Sterling required to purchase the 

property from the owners after an agreed period of time. SNL leases were arranged by Sterling, with similar 

rental payment arrangements to owners as mentioned above. Upon the collapse of the Sterling Group, rental 

payments from the SIT ceased, and owners were left with a property in which the tenants had paid all of the 

rent to the Sterling Group. Please refer to Attachment 9 for copies of promotional materials and buy-back 

contracts. 

ToR5: Why the scheme collapsed and here the money went 

The lack of information from the government and KMPG acting as liquidators of the Sterling Group means the 

victims have been kept in the dark about where their money went. KPMG have indicated the following 

underlying causes of failure: 

• Complexity of the organisational and operational structure which ultimately resulted in higher 

operational costs and a level of dysfunctionality 

• Uncommercial pricing structure under the Master Deed of Assignments which as a result of a reduction 

in rental income failed to reflect the cost to run RMA’s business (putting it into a loss-making position); 

and 

• The reliance on capital raising to fund operations. 

We understand that there was a significant flow of funds through Rental Management Australia (one of the 

Sterling group of companies) estimated to be approximately $600,000 per month but this asset was sold off by 

the liquidators.  

There has been mention of unfavourable market conditions but just what this relates to we are unsure. The fact 

that the scheme collapsed after only 3 years of operation would seem to indicate that funds were misused but 

in the absence of evidence from the liquidator this remains pure speculation. 

ToR6: Any related matters 

Since the collapse of the Sterling Group, we have collected hundreds of pieces of documentation that may be 

beneficial to this inquiry. Any evidence not already referred to above can be found in Attachment 10.

 
15 Sterling First Limited (SFL), February 2016 Update, pg 2 
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