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Executive summary

Electricity and gas supply are essential services. Without them, we cannot ensure our homes are at a healthy and
comfortable temperature, that we remain connected to society during bursts of COVID-19 disruption, that we can
keep food fresh, or have warm water to wash ourselves, our clothing and our masks. COVID-19'simpact on Victoria
has clearly demonstrated this.

Fortunately, Victoria has been focused on reforms in recent years that help to ensure good outcomes for
households in the energy market. While there have been many positive reforms to help ensure fair energy pricing
there are still many who struggle to afford their energy bills. It is important that we constantly review whether
these changes are delivering their intended impacts for people and communities. This report is a deep dive into
how energy reforms of recent years are impacting one household, with an in-depth interview with ‘Helen’ who is
currently struggling with energy debt. Our report also considers the ways reforms have interacted with financial
counsellors’ work in assisting people with unaffordable energy debt. We would like to thank Helen, and financial
counsellors Dianne and Michael, for sharing their experiences and insights with us for this report.

We have extracted data from our advicelines in relation to calls about energy debt, and other issues in our report.
However, our primary methodology is qualitative interviews with Helen, Dianne and Michael. We have chosen this
methodology to allow respondents to share information and experiences in their own words, and to gather
detailed information in a candid and unobtrusive setting. The interviews also helped us to better understand the
complex social determinants and interactions that sit behind the outcomes we see in the energy market. However,
as with all research methodologies, there are some limitations to this approach. The primary limitation is that
these interviews reflect the experiences of a small group of people, rather than the Victorian community more
broadly. However, we consider that the interviews provide valuable insight into the experiences that other energy
users and financial counsellors in Victoria might also have had.

The experiences of people calling our financial counselling practice inform our work on policy reform in the energy
market. Of the 2,938 calls to our financial counsellors at the National Debt Helpline between 1 January 2020 and 7
July 2020, 589 flagged energy as a primary issue. This is compared to only 15 calls clearly flagging issues with water
services — an essential service with similarities to energy including that is also generally billed after usage. This
indicates that, in comparison to water supply, people are still experiencing problems with energy affordability and
energy retailers. Credit card debt is still the number one problem with 1,021 calls in the same period. Housing
arrears arose in 948 of the calls.

Primary issue flagged: Calls to NDH from 1
January to 7 July 2020

Water
1%

Credit cards
35%
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It seems the energy industry is slowly improving and has, overall, responded well to customer needs during COVID
19, and that recent reforms have also empowered the Essential Services Commission (ESC) to regulate and
monitor the situation. However, the in depth interviews with Helen, Michael and Dianne in this report point to a
need for more effective enforcement and embedding principles of fairness to ensure these measures are able to
practically assist households when they are faced with an inability to pay. A summary of recommendations is
available in Appendix A.
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About Consumer Action

Consumer Action is an independent, not-for profit consumer organisation with deep expertise in consumer and
consumer credit laws, policy and direct knowledge of people's experience of modern markets. We work for a just
marketplace, where people have power and business plays fair. We make life easier for people experiencing
vulnerability and disadvantage in Australia, through financial counselling, legal advice, legal representation, policy
work and campaigns. Based in Melbourne, our direct services assist Victorians and our advocacy supports a just
marketplace for all Australians.
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Timeline of Victoria’s recent energy reforms

1. There have been a number of significant reforms in the Victorian energy market following the Independent
Review of the Electricity and Gas Retail Markets in Victoria (Thwaites Review), which was launched due
to concerns about rising energy bills.* The reforms were intended to make energy markets simpler and
fairer, and improve access to affordable energy for all Victorians.

2. We have set out a timeline of relevant reforms below. Later in this report, we consider whether these
reforms have delivered practical assistance to households in Victoria through detailed interviews with
Helen and financial counsellors Michael and Dianne.

Reform timeline: fair pricing outcomes

% August 2017 — Thwaites Review final report released with 11 main recommendations designed to make
Victoria's retail energy markets fair.>

7
0.0

July 2019 — implementation of Thwaites Review Recommendation 3 relating to bills and marketing,
including:3

“best offer” information on bills;

e therightto clear advice from retailers before signing a new energy deal;

e accessto standardised factsheets for all retailers’ plans;

e atleastfive days’ notice before price or benefits change; and

e the ability to request an adjustment to an estimated gas bill by submitting a photo of the meter.

7
0.0

July 2019 —implementation of Thwaites Review Recommendation 1 relating to the Victorian Default Offer

(VDO):*

e Introduction of a fair price for electricity from licensed retailers to replace costly standing offers, based
off a ‘bottom up’ efficient cost methodology.

e Estimated savings of $310-$450 per annum on average for households on standing offers throughout
Victoria.

X3

%

January 2020 —the VDO is reset:>

e Atypical domestic customer on a flat tariff standing offer saw their annual electricity bill increase from
around $1,400 currently to around $1,500 in 2020, on average across all distribution zones.

e Regulation extended to all standing offers, not just flat tariff structures

% July 2020 — implementation of Thwaites Review Recommendation 4 relating to fair and clear contracts

including:®

e retailers only allowed to increase prices once per year;

e penalties for paying late (or ‘pay on time discounts’) capped at an interest rate of 3.62% per annum on
new contracts;

*Victorian Government Final Response to the Independent and Bipartisan Review of the Electricity and Gas Retail Markets in Victoria, 2018, p 4.

2 Independent and Bipartisan Review of the Electricity and Gas Retail Markets in Victoria, August 2017,
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/79266/Retail-Energy-Review-Final-Report.pdf

3 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/new-
standards-energy-bills-and-marketing-2018

4 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/victorian-
default-offer-recommendation-2019

5 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2020#toc-
prices-from-1-january-2020-to-31-december-2020

® https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/ensuring-
contracts-are-clear-and-fair-2019
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any customer signing up to a new offer with a discount, credit or rebate to receive that benefit of the
entire duration of their contract;

retailers must honour pay-on-time discounts for customers receiving tailored assistance who miss a
bill payment;

advertised electricity rates must reference the VDO for easier comparison;

retailers must roll customers on fix-term electricity contracts who do not choose another offer onto
the VDO;

households receive information about the VDO on the front page of every electricity bill.

Due September 2020 - maximum electricity prices for embedded networks and other exempt sellers to

be capped at the VDO price.’

% Due January 2021 - energy retailers and distributors cannot back-bill customers for more than four

months when the customer is not at fault.®

% Due January 2021 (pending final decision) - VDO reset.?

% Implementation date to be confirmed - Victorian Government Energy Fairness Plan:*

banning door to door sales and cold calling from licensed energy retailers;
banning ‘win back’ and ‘save’ offers to customers;

cracking down on sales performance bonuses for retailer marketing;
increasing penalties for energy retailer misconduct; and

more powers for the ESC to monitor and investigate retailers.

Reform timeline: protection from payment difficulty and disconnection

R/

% March 2016 - ESC released Supporting Customers, Avoiding Labels: Energy Hardship Inquiry Final Report.**

% January 2019 — implementation of the Payment Difficulty Framework:**

For households with less than $55 owing, electricity retailers must offer three of the following payment
options:
o more time to pay the bill;
o work outa plan to pay over time in instalments the customer can afford (regular instalments);
o workoutaplanto pay overtime ininstalments the customer can afford (irreqularinstalments);
o allow the customer to pay in advance.
For households with more than $55 owing, electricity retailers must offer the following payment
options:
o apayment plan to pay for usage and repay arrears within two years;
o a payment plan where arrears are on hold for minimum six months, while making reduced
payments and try to reduce energy use.
The retailer must also check the customer is receiving government concessions and grants they are
entitled to, provide practical information about how to reduce energy use, talk about options to help
repay arrears, and review the customer’s account and tariff.

7 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/embedded-network-tariffs-including-caravan-parks/maximum-electricity-
prices-embedded-networks-and-other-exempt-sellers-review-2020 and https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/media-centre/default-offer-extended-victorians-
embedded-networks?_cldee=a2FoaGVyaWs5IQGNvbnN1bWVyYWNoaWguLmgyZyshdQ%3d%3d&recipientid=contact-
220des4c2debe811a969000d3adicgos-eedc2ood8es64a5d8d3041d5458ba338&esid=d33fsdaf-c7cf-ea11-a813-000d3adigy2a

8 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/changes-back-billing-rules-2020

9 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2021

1 https://www.danandrews.com.au/policies/time-is-up-for-energy-retailers-ripping-off-victorians
 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/energy-hardship-inquiry-2016

12 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/codes-guidelines-and-policies/energy-retail-code/energy-retail-code-review-2016-customers-facing-
payment-difficulties and https://www.ewov.com.au/issues/trouble-paying-a-bill/energy-payment-difficulty-framework
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https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2021
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https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/energy-hardship-inquiry-2016
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/codes-guidelines-and-policies/energy-retail-code/energy-retail-code-review-2016-customers-facing-payment-difficulties
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/codes-guidelines-and-policies/energy-retail-code/energy-retail-code-review-2016-customers-facing-payment-difficulties
https://www.ewov.com.au/issues/trouble-paying-a-bill/energy-payment-difficulty-framework

% January 2020 - Retailers must have a family violence policy and meet minimum standards relating to
training, account security, customer service, debt management practices, external support services and
evidence of family violence.*3

7
0.0

February - July 2020 — More protections for people who need energy for life support.*

7
0.0

Due October 2020 (pending final decision) — targeted reforms to help manage energy bills during COVID-

19, including:*

e retailers being required to support residential customers in completing utility relief grant application
forms; and

e retailers being required to conduct a tariff check for all residential customers receiving tailored
assistance, not just those who cannot afford the ongoing cost of their energy.

13 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/media-centre/new-protections-energy-customers-experiencing-family-violence
4 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/strengthening-protections-life-support-customers-2019
15 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/supporting-energy-customers-through-coronavirus-pandemic-2020
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In depth analysis: Helen’s energy debt story

3.

The reforms outlined above have undoubtedly helped thousands of Victorians who struggle with energy
bills. However, we wanted to understand the impact these reforms were having at an individual level.
Below is an in-depth analysis of one person’s journey with energy debt, who we will call ‘Helen’. Helen
recently contacted our financial counselling service, and we assessed her situation to see what reforms, if
any, had assisted in her journey with energy debt.

Helen’s electricity bill

Almost $1,250 due late May 2020.
Over $5,500 on hold as part of a tailored assistance package.
Payment plan with six payments of $50 noted. These are not covering ongoing usage costs.

A prominent best price offer notification highlighting that it was estimated Helen could save over $400
a year on a different offer (the recommended offer seemed consistent with the retailer’s offerings on
Victorian Energy Compare).

Current tariff structure was a confusing ‘step tariff’ where both steps for blocks of consumption had the
same cost. The tariff was below the VDO in Helen’s area.

This bill also had a very prominent graphic on the second page sign posting the retailer’s willingness to
assist households facing challenges because of COVID-19.

Helen'’s gas bill

Over $5,500 due 15 June 2020.
No amounts on hold, which is inconsistent with the assistance on the electricity account.

Payment plan - one instalment of $5o0 since the last bill as the previous bill was issued late and the
following bill arrived shortly afterwards.

A prominent best price offer notification highlighting that it was estimated Helen could save over $200
a year on a different offer (the recommended offer seemed consistent with the retailer’s offerings on
Victorian Energy Compare).

The step-based tariff that had more expensive usage charges than an earlier bill which likely indicates
the tariff has seasonal changes or a price increase in 2020. We could not find a current standing offer
price fact sheet or listing on Victoria Energy Compare for comparison from that retailers.

This bill also had a very prominent graphic on the second page sign posting the retailer’s willingness to
assist households facing challenges because of COVID 19.

About Helen

4.

Helen isa mother whois dedicated to looking after her five children who live with her. Some of her children
have finished school and are now at university but continue to have her support to help manage issues
with mental health. She contacted the National Debt Helpline in June 2020 and spoke to one of our
financial counsellors about the debt issues she was facing. Some expert analysis has flagged that large
families with limited income are at the greatest risk of not being able to afford essential energy services in
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Australia.*® Helen's experience reflects this. The debts have compounded the impact of other problems
Helen has been up against.

"With the cookie jar being attacked from various areas but there’s not much going in because of
living costs. Bills here, bills there. It affects your health and it affects how you mother as well
because you build up stress, you get sick more often.”

5. Helen is a victim of family violence, including ongoing financial abuse from her ex-husband ever since he
was removed from the household through anintervention order. Since the initial intervention order almost
a decade ago, she has had ongoing support from her wider family to try and overcome ongoing abuse and
the other flow on impacts of family violence. Helen told us that her ex-husband has also abused and
assaulted family members who are helping Helen.

6. In a further blow to her efforts to overcome financial issues, Helen was injured last year and was stood
down when her industry was impacted by COVID-19 almost immediately after returning to work. In the
past she had exhausted her allowances for time off work to ensure her children were safe, meaning she
has been without her usual income for months.

"Work was good - they put me back in the office until | was strong enough. Unfortunately, within

a few days of that news, of being able to get back, COVID hit so | was stood down. | don’t know

whether I've got a job or not to return to. That stresses you because you know that your salary is
going to decrease significantly.”

7. Helen hasover $10,000 of gas and electricity debt, which arose after an unexpected outcome in the Family
Court. Her ex-husband works in a high paying industry but Helen says that he has concealed his income to
avoid being required to make fair contributions to supporting his children. Without warning Helen says he
reqularly fails to comply with the required timeframes or payment amounts for child support, an ongoing
strategic part of his financial abuse.

"He’s got the money, he’s got a good barrister.”
"He’s fudging and forging various systems, even the tax department.”

"Our kids shouldn’t be on a healthcare card, but he’s put us in that situation and he’s earning top
money now, he always has.”

8. Helen says she was financially independent in the past. As with many other callers to the National Debt
Helpline, a significant life event changed everything. In Helen’s case, being subject to family violence was
the start of long road of debt issues.

"Before | was married, | was independent. | paid my bills. If | ever had a debt | was horrified.”

"I was raised from a migrant based family and you know, debts were out of the question. You pay
your fees, you pay your dues and it was always hurry up and rush and pay your debts.”

"These bills they’ve killed me over the years.”

"It’s like they say, they put live crabs in boiling water, and they die slowly. It’s similar.”

9. Helen has multiple debt issues, some relate to the legal fees from proceedings in the Family Court, others
include sacrificing essentials to cover the cost of her one of her children’s medication. Helen says that there

* https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/insights/2017/12/census-insights-energy-poverty-australia.html
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have also been issues like her ex-husband concealing that infringements or loans that were in her name by
having correspondence sent to his address. Helen says that the stress from the debt can risk exacerbating
a medical condition that Helen has been hospitalised for in the past.

Helen's energy customer journey

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Helen remembers first signing up with her retailer through a door to door salesperson. Her previous
provider had offered her generous payment matching in relation to her debts. She told the salesperson
that she was struggling to pay for energy and was honest about her debts, but he pushed to close the sale
and convinced her that she would save on the retailer’s offer. Helen says that she hasn't noticed any real
difference in the bills despite that claim.

Switching meant that Helen lost the assistance set up with her previous retailer and her rights to assistance
with debt in an open account. This method of selling has put her in a worse position and confirms that the
Victorian Government will be sparing others from similar harm when unsolicited energy sales are banned.*”

Helen found herself paying off three energy debts at once, putting further pressure on her ability to afford
her ongoing energy costs. She also highlights that getting assistance from an energy retailer and keeping
them happy is not easy, particularly when you have dependents. She would have had to repeat all this
work with the new provider.

"I still had Simply Energy debt. They said pay it off in repayments of $50. So, | had that and the
two [new retailer] bills going on.”

"A lot of paperwork is involved with [the new retailer] to set up the payments. You've got the
children at you. You've got a child who may be depressed and you’re worried about them. So all
these culminating things, it really starts playing with your mind... It might be simple, but to me |

am so mentally and emotionally exhausted that paperwork is just ... worry and stress that you
can’t pay your bills.”

From what is indicated on the documents Helen shared with Consumer Action, it appears that the retailer
had complied with some elements of the Payment Difficulty Framework and Helen has been protected
from what could be a devastating disconnection of her family’s essential energy services. Helen has been
on a payment plan and had arrears put on hold, however aspects of this assistance has been inconsistent
for the different fuels despite Helen often discussing both accounts when engaging with the retailer. This
has added to the confusion and work required to deal with the debt issues.

"They’ve been good overall I'd say but they just seem to not get that what’s worrying me is: how
do | get ahead?”

It also seems that Helen's retailer has attempted to comply with their family violence policy. However, this
was after Helen had to repeatedly tell her story over an extended period and the assistance offered was
conditional on a completely lump sum payment:

"That [letter requesting a lump sum payment] really shattered me. It was really like, oh my
God... I'm asking for help and there is another closed door. When you get letters like that and
you're really extra sensitive and vulnerable it really shatters you... Even just talking about it gets
me upset.”

7 https://www.danandrews.com.au/policies/time-is-up-for-energy-retailers-ripping-off-victorians
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"When I got that letter with that ultimatum... they’ve actually sort of stressed me a bit. I'm
thinking ‘oh my God’ where am | going to get that money. | haven't got it, they don’t understand,
I don’t have that money. If | had that money | would have paid it off as soon as possible towards
the bills. I'd be increasing repayments.”

"As much as | thought that is nice that they are giving me some discount and | appreciate it, | still
thought, where do | get the money? In a way | feel like they haven’t heard my story.”

"Why do they need to ring me up to [again] explain why a repayment hasn’t gone in?”

15. The inconsistency in the way her retailer is collecting on the gas and electricity debt adds to the constant
‘spot fires’ that Helen must address, which affects her wellbeing. Her second-to-last gas bill was also issued
late making it all harder to follow. Helen reflects that her retailer really isn't responding to what they know

about her circumstances.

"Its interesting that its [family violence policy and requirements] have been there since January
because wouldn’t you have thought that someone who is ringing, and you’re explaining the
situation to them, why they even ask ‘oh can you afford a bit more on the repayment.’

"Wouldn't you think that if there is a domestic unit now due to law - wouldn’t you think they’d
ring me and say ‘we’re going to assign you this person now?’ Rather than the hardship group,
there is a subgroup of the hardship group for victims of family violence.”

"I would have thought they would have rung me to say ‘we are here to support you,’ you know
sometimes you just need a bit of a positive chat rather than ‘Why hasn’t the repayment gone
through?™

"Sometimes | don’t understand what they are asking me with their letters or what their letters
are telling me.”

"I was confused, because they’d sent a letter saying there had been an interruption to their billing
but even then, | couldn’t make sense of it. It becomes all overwhelming to be honest... sometimes
you even just close your eyes and think 'my God | don’t want to get another message.”

"With all the times I've rung them. Explaining that the situation is because of financial abuse.
You would have thought they would have put me in touch with them straight away?”

Helen's energy prices

16. Price wise, the tariffs Helen pays appear to be not the best nor the worst available in the market. Her
electricity offer is a market offer with rates lower than the VDO, she has a gas market offer but Consumer
Action could not find her retailer’s current gas standing offer in Helen’s area to make a comparison. We
consider that the lack of a fact sheet or Victorian Energy Compare listing on this may be a breach of legal
requirements. When asked about some of the regulatory interventions to help her find the best prices,
Helen offered insights as to the realities of trying to ‘shop around'.

"I"ll be honest, | probably noticed one [best price offer notification] just recently but | think what
would be great for someone who is in such financial difficulty and all fogged and stressed and not
thinking clearly — it’d be great to have someone assigned from [the retailer] to ring up and say
'look Helen | can help you this way.”
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17.

18.

19.

20.

Helen was clear that the ‘Best Offer’ requirement feels hard to act on when there is a lot going on in her
life. She also speaks about needing to focus on the ‘now’ as opposed to the long term when so much else
needs to be dealt with. It seems some of the more recent proposed regulatory interventions such as the
need to offer the best tariff to someone unable to afford their ongoing usage or the clear advice
entitlement would have saved Helen from unnecessary debt if it had been complied with.

"At times they have said 'oh look — have you thought about this plan’ and again, because your
brain is so fogged up with worry and everything else it’s hard to understand it. So, at times I’d say
if itis cheaper and I'm better off then put me on it but it wasn't every call that they would offer a
cheaper rate.”

"Generally, I still think they are high [the retailer’s prices], for a basic family to get on with life. |
still think they are steep.”

"If you're already in financial hardship then it would be common sense for the company to ring
you if they are sincere about helping you and saying ‘look Helen you’re on this deal how about
you look at this one — this one would be better.”

While it does seem that her retailer has done some form of tariff check, Helen’s comments indicate the
need to ensure this check is repeated where people are still experiencing payment difficulty and companies

1

prices change.

When asked about how she would approach finding an energy offer today given her experiences, some of
Helen’s comments indicate that initiatives like the Victorian Energy Compare website and clear advice
entitlement could assist.

"Apparently there is a Government one where you can compare prices on the internet.”

"I guess I'd ask the question about the best deal. Because | don‘t really understand all that to be
honest.”

It also sounds like her retailer did the bare minimum or did not comply with the regulatory requirements
around assisting someone unable to pay their bills to safely lower energy usage and the related costs. This
help should be tailored to provide practical assistance, whereas Helen says she was just read out a
standardised script.

"They’ve gone through 'to save money here or money there’ turn your wall plugs down at night.”

"They’ve done a quick checklist, they read through it. They offer it but when they offer ... they
just rush through it.”

What would have helped?

21.

When reflecting on what would have made a difference to her situation, Helen sees the need for specific
support to help victims of family violence overcome the abuse from their perpetrator. There may be many
different assistance available, such as a utility relief grant, but it takes a lot of work to apply for and access
all of these separate assistances.

"There needs to be a bit more subsidy or lee way to help women, victims of domestic violence
with bills, utilities, the necessities.”

"I'm a firm believer that ... if a woman has been privy to domestic violence there has to be a
government type of subsidy, something that is practical that is given to her to stay on her feet
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and not get lost in the system. A type of pension or a type of something just to get her on her
feet... How do you get ahead if you’ve got an ex-husband who's just controlling the whole
finances including taking loans out in your name that you are not aware of?”

22. When we interviewed Helen, she had been referred to a face to face financial counsellor for ongoing
advocacy and she was hoping to be on top of these issues in the next six to 12 months. Her financial
counsellor was pursuing a waiver of the energy debt that she has little prospect of ever paying off. Earlier
and more adequate assistance, particularly to check that prices were as low as possible, could have
reduced the burden on Helen before these debts escalated out of control.

"I hope that I'm up and running, back at work with some more hours”

Financial counsellor views on energy reform

23. In recognition of the difference financial counsellors make for households trying to overcome the
economic downturn associated with COVID-1g, the Victorian Government has recently announced
funding for recruiting and training more financial counsellors.*® Many people, like Helen, will be able to
work with financial counsellors to get better outcomes when energy debt issues arise following COVID-19
and other issues.

24. It is therefore important to see if the energy reforms are better enabling financial counsellors to help
someone overcome energy debt. Insights from Consumer Action’s interviews with financial counsellors
Michael (who has opted not to use his real name) and Dianne about their experience assisting people with
energy debt provide valuable insight into the effectiveness of recent reforms.

FC profile: Dianne

25. Dianneis a Senior Financial Counsellor at the National Debt Helpline in Victoria and has worked answering
calls from Victorians since our initial Moneyhelp service started in 2008. Everyone who knows Dianne
knows she is a woman focused on community and is determined that people are not mistreated. She has
been a carer for most of her life and has her ear to the ground.

26. The National Debt Helpline is a telephone-based service that provides advice on people’s rights and
options in dealing with debt issues. Our financial counsellors will help a caller to understand what the
service can do, make a record of the assistance, understand the debt and other social issues a person is
looking to overcome and offer referrals and advice to assist someone to get back on track. Often when
energy issues arise, people are given information about their rights and referred to the Energy and Water
Ombudsman Victoria (EWOV), their retailer or to a face to face financial counsellor in their local
community for ongoing advocacy.

FC profile: Michael

27. Michael splits his work as a face to face financial counsellor between roles at two different agencies. He
brings experience from working within government into these roles and believes financial counsellors
should be pointing out where things are not working so that reform can prevent issues arising repeatedly.
Face to face financial counselling offers more intensive support to clients and often will work with a person
to overcome their debt issues, often engaging in advocacy on their behalf. Such support can be ongoing
for months or years if necessary. Where people have debts and little prospect of overcoming debt spirals,
face to face financial counsellors play a huge role in finding a sustainable way forward.

8 https://consumeraction.org.au/3-7-million-package-announced-for-victorians-struggling-with-energy-bills/
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The Victorian Default Offer
28. Both Dianne and Michael gave a view that the VDO can help but is only part of helping someone who is

already in debt. Dianne commented that having a consistent name for the VDO across the many retailers
means she can better pass on information for people to self-advocate.

"When they‘ve got a large bill especially and have difficulty paying their bill, we do say to them
'do you know about the VDO, do you know about the Victorian Default Offer? We can send them
to the Ombudsman too if all that hasn’t been explained right.”

29. Dianne says that she does explain the VDO and Best Offer requirements to clients, but it depends on the

other issues the client is presenting with. For example, if a person is dealing with mortgage arrears they
are unlikely to be receptive to advice about the VDO and Best Offer requirements. Dianne also reflects
that disengagement from getting a fair price is normal for someone with debt issues.

"The problem is that when people ring up they are already emotionally overwhelmed by their
financial situation and the stress they are under. They are often referred by the utility company
because they haven’t been able to keep up their payment plan. So they are coming to us not
understanding who we are. They have to take in that information — that we are totally separate
from the provider. So we explain that first and then basically say we are here to help you. You go
through that, then how much they are paying.”

30. Dianne also told us that it is ‘not good enough’ for people to just have access to the VDO, and that if there

are cheaper products available this should be made clear to the average consumer. Michael thinks the VDO
for electricity is “better than nothing.” As was also reflected by Dianne, he wanted consistent protections
for gas services.

"[Gas] is a major fuel source for a lot of people. It would be inconsistent to not have the same
thing for gas.”

Best Offer notification on bills

31. Financial counsellors have more knowledge about energy rights than the average person given that they

regularly assist people with energy debt. But when the Best Offer notification requirements were
explained to Dianne she pointed out that the realities of life can undermine the effectiveness providing
information like this.

"I've never noticed it on my own bills! These are the days of internet bills, people really don’t
know how much. It is difficult to ascertain what you‘re paying.”

"What I've found, with most of the people that have rung through, they just want to be able to
make sure it is getting paid and get on with it. Electricity or gas is not usually the only issue going
on in their life. There may be other circumstances in their life in terms of mental illness,
relationship breakdowns, family violence, those sorts of things which a more on top of all that.”

"When your life is overwhelmed, electricity and gas bill goes to back burner. There isn’t time for
researching what is cheapest and all that, they [NDH clients] believe what they are told by the
retailer ‘we can give you a better deal,’ pay on time and all that stuff. They rely on the retailer to
do the right thing by them.”
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32.

33

34.

Michael echoed Dianne’s thoughts:

"People are so bamboozled by their energy bill that they just don‘t look at it anymore.”

Michael is in an embedded network for his energy supply. This means he has had no best price offer
notification, as this consumer protection doesn’t apply to his situation. This is something Michael is not
particularly happy about.

Both financial counsellors’ observations reflect Helen’s experience. People need to be protected from an
unfair price for essential energy services regardless of their level of engagement. While the best price offer
notification might be helpful for some, it won't achieve fair outcomes for all.

Standardised fact sheets

35

36.

The requirement that all retailers make easily comparable standardised fact sheets about their different
energy plans might help some highly engaged consumers, but Michael and Dianne’s feedback indicates it
is having little impact on the ground. When choosing an energy offer, people would still have set aside
time to find, download and compare the sheets of around thirty different retailers. The factsheets might
serve a better purpose in terms of monitoring the market. Michael reflected on the realities his clients face
when decision making:

"That’s good [standardised factsheets]. | have heard of that but | don’t know anyone who has
utilised it.”

"People have a very ‘'now’ focused mentality not a future focused mentality. People are just
focused on the now. It all helps but they might just not do anything.”

The comments as to a ‘now’ mentality again demonstrate the strain of having to deal with so many issues
at once, which Helen and Dianne also speak about. When developing reforms designed to help people get
fair energy outcomes, decision makers need to practice inclusive design, catering to households who are
understandably focussed on the ‘now’.*

Victoria Energy Compare

37

Michael said that he had used Victoria Energy Compare in the past and found it useful on a personal level
but that he generally doesn’t use it in case work.

Advance notice for price changes

38.

The advance notice of price changes has not seemed to impact the way people present to Michael with
energy issues. Again, Michael spoke to the reality of someone facing multiple debt issues. Michael’s
comments support the conclusion that regulatory interventions should not be contingent on engagement
from households in order to achieve good outcomes.

"I haven’t noticed anyone comment on that [notices on bills that prices are changing]. But people
don‘t really comment on their bills and it maybe goes to... they’re just confused, they just don’t
understand, and they’ve given up. It might take years before people actually go 'l can actually

V4

control this and understand it.

19 O'Neill, E. 2019. CPRC — Exploring requlatory approaches to Consumer vulnerability; A report for the Australian Energy Regulator p.44-47
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Clear advice entitlement

39. EWOV describes the Clear Advice Entitlements requirements as ‘retailers must provide useful, clear advice
to customers who contact them to switch to a better offer’.>°

40. Some are shocked to hear there needs to be a regulatory requirement to ensure this basic customer service
is provided. When asked about this requirement’s impact, Michael immediately spoke to the trust issues
people have with the energy industry following years of poor or inconsistent conduct from cutting corners.
He finds banks’ hardship teams to be better.

"It is useful, if [energy retailers] do it. I'm very sceptical that they would actually do it. There is a
very significant difference between dealing with a hardship team at a bank and a hardship team
at a utility... [the banks] are much better, they have been trained. Some utilities you’re calling up

and it’s a call centre overseas and you’re speaking to someone who doesn’t care.”

41. Michael did however spot an opportunity for financial counsellors to utilise this right where they can clearly
spot that someone was given unsuitable advice or no advice at all.

"I'm not aware of the legal implications of that. If someone for example was given an unsuitable
loan, I'd pay attention to that and go to dispute resolution if that happened. That is really the
equivalent of an unsuitable loan with the provision of a utility and I’'m not across how | would

identify that something was unsuitable or not.”

42. He also noted that this might not be something to sink significant resources into when there might be
other “low hanging fruit” issues to resolve when working with a client. Even so, there may be an
opportunity for training for financial counsellors to spot where the clear advice entitlement has not been
fulfilled and pursue this through EWOV while also reporting it to the ESC to test whether the clear advice
entitlement is enforceable.

Customer submitted readings for estimated bills

43. Because smart metering for electricity has been rolled out in most in Victoria, estimated bills are not
regularly raised an issue in Consumer Action’s financial counselling practice or in Michael’s work. However,
they can still impact people on gas services and may not be noticed all that often. Regardless, Michael
thinks estimating bills is ‘pathetic’ in terms of providing customer service. He couldn‘t recall hearing about
the new rules for self reads either. This may signal the need for more training on how to spot estimated
bill issues.

"Very few people would know about that | suspect. | certainly didn’t.”

Back billing limitation

44. As to the limitation of back billing from nine months to four months where errors are not the customer’s
fault, Michael thought this would do little for people who will still get bill shock as part of long term
difficulty with debt. He thinks this applies to most people he is working with.

"People don’t present to financial counsellors after a few months of financial problems. They
come after problems have been building for years. It’s really got to hit the fan bad before they’ll
come to a financial counsellor in most cases.”

2° https://www.ewov.com.au/customers/1-july-2019-victorian-energy-market-reforms
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45. Consumer Action supports these reforms in general though. It is unfair that households may face
unexpected expense that could force them into payment difficulty where a retailer has failed to perform a
key part of their job —to bill people consistently.

Fixed pricing and defaulting at the end of fixed period contracts

46. Dianne agreed that fixed pricing on energy offers could help to reassure someone on the phone that there
is one less thing to worry about.

"It is something we could talk about or mention. It is good for us to have a toolbox of information.
But we need to sort people’s utility out quick and get on to their other issues.”

47. Michael also thought this protection, coupled with defaulting to the VDO fair price for electricity, is only
fair. In the discussion he raised his own experience of having to negotiate a lower price in an embedded
network to only have them increase the price two months later, signalling the need for consistent
protections for all accessing essential energy services. Consistent protections in the gas market, including
a fair regulated price like the VDO, is also important.

End of benefit periods - discounts, rebates and credits align with contract length

48. Ensuring benefit periods extend for the length of an energy contract is an alignment with community
expectations, and important positive reform. Dianne put it well when asked about the impact this change
would have, in comparison to the fixed pricing reform.

"What's the difference between that one and the previous!?”

49. People expect consistent protections, and aligning benefit periods with the length of a contract is
complementary to the fixed pricing reforms.

Capped pay on time discounts

50. In the past Consumer Action had seen household bills have a late fee of over $500 in a period where so
called ‘pay on time discounts’ could often be around 30 or 40 percent of charges. On the introduction of
cap to so called ‘pay on time discounts’, Michael welcomed the change but still reflected that energy
pricing is complex and that these discounts only add to the problem.

"Better than nothing, | would rather just much clearer pricing. The discounts and rebates and all
that are a big part of the problem.”

Honouring ‘pay on time’ discounts for those on tailored assistance

51. Both Dianne and Michael had not noticed an issue arise where some retailers would compound debts by
not honouring pay on time ‘discounts’ for people on payment plans as part of the Payment Difficulty
Framework. However, other Consumer Action staff had spotted this unfair practice on occasion from a
few retailers. It was a particularly cruel approach and both Dianne and Michael welcomed the changes.

"I haven’t had anyone realise they hadn’t honoured it. That is good that they are compelling
them to honour it.”
Electricity advertising referencing the VDO

52. Similarly, Dianne stated making electricity advertising reference rates against the VDO would be helpful.
But there being no equivalent protection for gas and having to explain this to someone looking to self-
advocate would be a burden on telephone financial counsellors.
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Mandated notice on the bill explaining the VDO

53. Again, Michael reflected that a standard notice on all electricity bills but wasn’t sure if notices were going
to work for people facing stress from debt issues.

"I think it would help but I'm a little bit sceptical that most clients would pick it up.”

Other insights about energy issues

54. Naturally when discussing Michael and Dianne’s work some insights as to initiatives that can help financial
counsellors confidently and efficiently assist people with their energy debts arose.

Trusting EWOV

55. Dianne often refers clients to EWOV. After discussing the regulatory requirements above, she was
concerned that clients might settle for less than they were entitled to through EWOV if they weren’t well
aware of their rights.

"We do rely on EWOV. We expect EWOV to do the right thing. People need to understand
whether they actually do owe those amounts and whether the retailer has done the right thing.
Most are at risk of falling through the cracks on these things.”

56. Dianne was concerned that the assisted referral process could lead to a mediocre result where the client
does not realise regulatory breaches have occurred. Throughout discussions with Helen, Dianne and
Michael it became clear that without experts checking that entitlements are fulfilled, many households
might accept a compromised way forward because they have to be focused on the ‘now’ when juggling
multiple issues.

"They [EWOV] do another higher contact in the energy company and get that issue resolved but |
worry that they don’t check for anything else that’s happened.”

"Accepting $50 a fortnight and not addressing other issues or breaches, what are they checking?
We need to know what they do. It’s not transparent and we need to know what happens.”

Other industries with better hardship practices

57. Michael has found that banks are far easier to deal with when advocating for clients. He points to
disclosures on family violence not leading to good responses from retailers. Helen’s experience with her
retailer demonstrates this. Michael told us:

"All the power companies have got some way to go until they are anywhere near the banks in
terms of their hardship departments. Even some now when you‘ve got family violence... you just
don’t get that with banks anymore. You know, there is definitely improvement but there is still
some way to go. [Energy retailers] are not industry best practice in my view.”

58. Michael signalled the biggest frustrations he faces when contacting an energy company:

"Ill-informed people, like | said — call centres are often overseas, they are ill informed, they don’t
know the company’s policies, they don't really have any kind of sympathy and stuff and a lot of
the problem comes down to the people they are using and the training they are getting.”

59. Best practice for assisting people in hardship should be applied consistently across essential services
industries, especially where financial counsellors are helping a client.

20 | CONSUMER ACTION LAW CENTRE | Bad Bills



60. Michael cited an experience with an energy company in which the social issues the client faced meant they
were unlikely to ever be able to meet the suggested payment plan from the retailer, yet the retailer still
pushed back on the financial counsellor’s alternative plan.

"If you want money out of this guy then here is the only way you are going to get it. [The energy
retailers] are very short sighted. | used to think it was wilful but now | realise it is just
incompetence.”

61. It is disappointing to hear examples of financial counsellors’ expertise being second guessed. Their
assistance often means that people are able to repay more while also getting on top of other debts and
having a better quality of life.

Household disengagement is a complex issue
"He’d come in with letters unopened with footprints on them.”

62. Michael spoke of clients who don’t open letters as part of a coping mechanism when faced with mounting
problems. Itis hard for people in the community sector to engage with people in need because of this issue
and policy responses to energy debt must ensure that people in these situations do not slip through the
cracks.

63. Many financial counsellors point out that energy debt is the ‘canary in the coal mine’ - one of the first bills
people miss on the path to a debt spiral. Efforts to deal with disengagement from energy companies in
relation to pricing and debt issues may present a very effective intervention point for getting people the
support they need before they descend into a problematic debt spiral.

Barriers to getting a utility relief grant

64. The utility relief grant (URG) scheme, which can give households up to $1,300 towards energy debt, is
important assistance for people experiencing energy debt issues in Victoria. But financial counsellors feel
incredibly frustrated by the lack of simple process to obtain a grant for a client who clearly needs support.
Michael recounted that he has had to engage with EWOV to get a retailer to administer an application:

"I had to go to EWOV twice to get them to send me an URG.”

"A few of them are a lot better now, they’ll actually submit the URG on behalf of the client.
Which is what they should have been doing anyway... they are getting paid for it”

"It’s just unwillingness or incompetence why they do this... they get paid for it and they get the
benefit of the URG. How much more incentive do you need? And the answer is they don’t need
any more incentive but yet they still don’t do it.

| favour incentives but in this case, there should be something punitive.”

65. Itis generally preferable that energy retailers work with a customer on an URGs application over the phone.
It is frustrating where financial counsellors’ resources are strained by having to assist people to fill out the
form when energy retailers are paid a $40 administration fee for each application. A recent draft decision
from the ESC would strengthen requirements for retailers to help people to complete the URG, which is
proposed to apply from October 2020 onwards.**

2 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/supporting-energy-customers-through-coronavirus-pandemic-2020
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Enforcement is needed

66. Helen, Dianne and Michael’s experiences demonstrate that recent regulatory interventions have been

67.

delivering some better outcomes for households accessing essential energy services. The conduct of
industry also seems to have generally improved from the financial counsellors’ perspectives. However,
consistency in delivering the requlatory requirements is key. The ESC needs to have the powers to enforce
the rules and deter businesses from non-compliance that causes the most harm to consumers.

We support the recently announced ESC Enforcement Priorities for 2020-21.2> We have recommended
additional potential focus areas for enforcement below.

Recommendation 1: The ESC prioritise enforcement of the following areas:

new minimum standards for assistance for people subject to family violence;

ensuring households can access affordable payment plans and not receive unrealistic requests for lump
sum payments under the payment difficulty framework; and

compliance with the clear advice entitlement.

Households disengaging from services needs to be a focus of future work

68. Households don’t engage with energy companies for a multitude of reasons and not engaging could lead

to disconnections where there are potential risks to people’s safety—27 percent of households surveyed
by the Consumer Policy Research Centre in May 2020 were concerned about their ability to pay energy
bills but only 10 per cent were taking actions to manage payment.> Helen spoke of being constantly
overwhelmed by multiple issues. Dianne and Michael stressed that this is common. Policy development
cannot expect people will respond to information provided and be able to navigate systems to access
essential services. Rather, policy should embed inclusive design principles which focus on those at risk of
disengaging, recognising that doing so should deliver good outcomes for all.

Recommendation 2: Policy design in relation to energy debt and affordability must:

ensure fair outcomes regardless of engagement;

be simple to communicate and consistent across electricity and gas services; and

recognise that energy debt and pricing issues are often only one of many cumulatively overwhelming
issues that households face when having difficulty paying for essential services.

Address gaps in protections to ensure reforms meet their objectives

69. Helen, Michael and Dianne all noted that confusion and frustration arises from differing protections in

relation to gas, electricity and embedded networks. People should not be disadvantaged where they are
unable or unwilling to engage with the market for their essential services, regardless of fuel type.

Recommendation 3: The Victorian Government should ensure that protections for gas and embedded network

energy supply are as consistent as possible. A VDO for gas is the priority.

70.

Helen’s experience with a retailer’s salesperson through an unsolicited door to door sale meant she was
switched when this was unlikely to be in her long term interests. Many retailers have turned their backs on
this unethical mode of high-pressure sales and the Victorian Government should move as soon as possible
to deliver a mandatory ban on unsolicited selling across retailers. The Victorian Government should also
extend the ban to new energy technology retailers, including solar panels, given the body of evidence

22 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/market-performance-and-reporting/compliance-and-auditing-activities/our-energy-compliance-and-
enforcement-priorities#toc--read-the-full-energy-compliance-and-enforcement-priorities-2020-21
23 https://cprc.usi6.list-manage.com/track/click?u=6399f6915138c344025efdebo&id=bcb81b3dag&e=f31f760449 p.29
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about the harm caused by such sales in our Sunny Side Up report* and the evidence filed in a recent
Australian Competition Tribunal hearing.

Recommendation 4: The Victorian Government prioritise implementation of the Energy Fairness Plan and extend
the proposed ban on unsolicited sales to new energy technology.

71. The recent ‘Fair and Clear’ contract reforms from the ESC are a huge step forward in ensuring most
households will actually ‘land’ on the VDO where disengaged. However, many households have not
switched offers since the VDO was implemented and are likely to be subject to unfair pricing as most of
the protections in these reforms were not retrospectively applied to contracts signed before July 2020.

Recommendation 5: Ensure disengaged households who signed up to an energy offer before July 2020 receive
the relevant protections.

Recommendation 6: Oblige retailers to offer the VDO to any household who requests it.

Raise the rate

72. Financial counsellors have also reflected that a major cause of payment difficulty for energy is simply a
lack of income, particularly on the previous Newstart allowance. Anecdotally it appears that services have
seen less need for assistance from people on the Newstart allowance due to the supplementary “Jobseeker”
payment during COVID-19, which has helped to lift unemployed people out of poverty.

Recommendation 7: The Federal Government commit to a permanent increase to Centrelink benefits to avoid
leaving people in poverty and difficulty accessing essential services.

Payment difficulty

73. Our Energy Assistance Report took a deep dive into our financial counselling practice data to understand
the impact of the introduction of the Payment Difficulty Framework in Victoria.?® Some of the outstanding
issues highlighted in that report have also arisen in the discussions referenced in this report.

74. Helen ended up with fewer rights for assistance from a retailer after a high-pressure sale on behalf of the
retailer to switch, even after telling the salesperson she had issues with debt that could be expected to
continue. She then struggled further with finding a sustainable way forward because she had to pay
towards an historical debt on a closed account and this limited the funds available towards her ongoing
usage. This compounds debt issues and more intervention is needed to ensure debt collection on closed
account debt does not contribute to a debt spiral.

Recommendation 8: Debt issues from closed energy accounts do not undermine efforts to pay for current energy
usage on open accounts, which can be achieved through sustainable payment plans.

75. The Payment Difficulty Framework is due for review by the ESC in 2021. Helen's situation shows that the
regulatory requirements have succeeded in preventing a disconnection where Helen had an inability to
pay. Enforcing the framework effectively to ensure consistent outcomes like this for all with an inability to
pay should be the focus of the review.

76. Other aspects of the framework may not have been metin Helen’s case. The lump sum payment offer was
at best counterproductive. The required ‘practical assistance’ should be tailored to the household as
opposed to be a rushed read out of a generic script.

77. Also, some of the requirements for minimum standards for assistance appear to have only been triggered
once. Specifically the requirement that a retailer ensure a household is on the best tariff for their usage

24 https://consumeraction.org.au/20190404-sunny-side-up-report/
25 https://www.competitiontribuna|.gov.au/current-matters/act-1-of-2019
26 https://consumeraction.org.au/energy-assistance-report/
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patterns was recalled by Helen, but later down the track she has bills saying she could still save money and
aptly notes that her retailer using their best endeavours to reach her and offer the new lower rates would
have been helpful. The ESC may want to consider a ‘retrigger’ for some aspects of assistance so that if debt
continues to escalate over time, there is not just a single attempt to provide some helpful interventions.
For instance, the tailored assistance could be triggered not only when $55 of arrears has built up but again
at every $1,000 that accumulates.

Recommendation 9: The ESC's review of the Payment Difficulty Framework focus on practical assistance
measures and where more effective enforcement is needed to ensure consistent compliance with the minimum
standards for assistance.

Recommendation 10: The ESC’s review of the Payment Difficulty Framework should consider ongoing multiple
triggers to revisit assistance like tariff checks as debt continues to escalate.

78. The frustrations raised by Michael in relation to retailer’s ongoing failures to administer utility relief grants
in a way that is in household’s best interests clearly highlights that the ESC should proceed with its Draft
Decision proposal requiring retailers to offer more support to households applying a grant.?”

Recommendation 11: The ESC proceed with requiring retailers to offer more support to households applying for
the utility relief grant.

EWOV assisted referrals

79. EWOV plays a critical role in the efficient operation of the energy market to ensure fair outcomes for
households. However, Dianne has highlighted that sending someone to EWQOV is a bit of a ‘black box’ at
times. EWQV should ensure that households are not ‘short changed’ when given assisted referrals back to
their retailer as afirst step in an EWOV complaint. The 2019 Independent Review of EWOV made a number
of recommendations aimed to ‘achieve broad confidence in outcomes achieved where complaints are
referred back to Providers’. EWOV supported these recommendations and is making changes.?®

80. Outcomes achieved as a result of these changes, and outcomes for consumers who have been referred
back, should be reported back to community workers who are regularly referring to EWOV. In addition,
more ways of providing feedback about outcomes for individual matters referred could also be considered.
This would build confidence in EWOV and that the energy system is delivering fair outcomes.

Recommendation 12: EWOV ensure financial counsellors and the public can be confident that households’ rights
are not overlooked in the resolutions reached following assisted referrals back to energy retailers.

Support for people to overcome economic abuse

81. Helen’s reflection on what would have made a difference in avoiding her energy debt arising was that she
was too overwhelmed in trying to access all the iterative support for someone impacted by family violence
while also being blindsided by her perpetrator’s ongoing abuse. She made the point that decision makers
could ensure other people in such situations have a stable income to move forward.

Recommendation 13: Governments consider increased financial support for victims of family violence, especially
where people are subject to ongoing financial abuse. We also support additional energy assistance payments for
people struggling with energy poverty.

27 https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/supporting-energy-customers-through-coronavirus-pandemic-2020
28 https://www.ewov.com.au/about/who-we-arefour-principles
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Opportunities for further training of community workers

82. Michael spotted an opportunity for financial counsellors to enforce the Clear Advice Entitlement like they
would an unsuitable loan. However, financial counsellors would need to be aware of the entitlement and
how to spot an unfair rate in order to pursue this at all.

83. Michael was also unaware of the new entitlement to ‘self reads’ in order to avoid bill shock from inaccurate
estimated billing. This issue may be going undetected in client’s gas bills and seems to provide an
opportunity to give financial counsellors another resource in the ‘toolbox’ when working with people to
overcome energy debt.

Recommendation 14: The ESC work with FCVic to assess training needs for financial counsellors on energy issues,
including estimated reads and compliance with the clear advice entitlement. We acknowledge the ESC is now
running a series of workshops to help achieve this.

Industry must continue to improve conduct and culture

84. The energy industry has progressed towards better serving most households since the Thwaites Review
and ESC Financial Hardship Inquiry. This has been especially highlighted in good efforts being made by
many retailers to reach out and offer support to households who were made vulnerable or had their
vulnerability exacerbated by COVID 19 disruption. However, households who are engaging with energy
businesses are often finding the response to financial hardship unhelpful—Energy Consumer Australia’s
research on COVID 19 found 20 per cent of ‘energy decision makers’ surveyed had requested financial
assistance and half of that cohort did not receive help that was useful.®

85. Helen also noted that she must constantly chase up her retailer to get help as opposed to them proactively
offering assistance. This is not helping her deal with an overwhelming set of debt problems. Helen'’s
retailer could put as much effort into offering assistance as they do in following up a missed repayment.
This would be practical assistance that could help a family experiencing energy poverty.

86. Michael's comments on the abilities of banking staff to better respond to his client’s needs in comparison
to energy companies’ staff signals that while the industry has improved, it needs to continue to do so.
Interestingly, he also pointed out he has the most issues with the three largest retailers who are all
members of the Energy Charter, a joint industry initiative to improve outcomes for households.

Recommendation 15: Energy retailers seek to raise standards of training and culture to ensure people with debt
issues are respected and supported while the ESC enforce the applicable minimum standards to encourage this.

Recommendation 16: The Energy Charter explore whether benchmarking against other industries’ practice could
help them better outcomes for all households.

87. Please contact Director Policy & Campaigns Katherine Temple at the Consumer Action Law Centre on 03
9670 5088 or at if you have any questions about this report.

29 https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Shock-to-the-System_-energy-consumers-experience-of-the-Covid-19-crisis-the-
numbers.pdf p.8
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Appendix A: Summary of recommendations

Recommendation 1: The ESC prioritise enforcement of the following areas:

e new minimum standards for assistance for people subject to family violence;

e ensuring households can access affordable payment plans and not receive unrealistic requests for lump
sum payments under the payment difficulty framework; and

e compliance with the clear advice entitlement.

Recommendation 2: Policy design in relation to energy debt and affordability must:

e ensure fair outcomes regardless of engagement;

e be simple to communicate and consistent across electricity and gas services; and

e recognise that energy debt and pricing issues are often only one of many cumulatively overwhelming
issues that households face when having difficulty paying for essential services.

Recommendation 3: The Victorian Government should ensure that protections for gas and embedded network
energy supply are as consistent as possible. A VDO for gas is the priority.

Recommendation 4: The Victorian Government prioritise implementation of the Energy Fairness Plan and extend
the proposed ban on unsolicited sales to new energy technology.

Recommendation 5: Ensure disengaged households who signed up to an energy offer before July 2020 receive
the relevant protections.

Recommendation 6: Oblige retailers to offer the VDO to any household who requests it.

Recommendation 7: The Federal Government commit to a permanent increase to Centrelink benefits to avoid
leaving people in poverty and difficulty accessing essential services.

Recommendation 8: Debt issues from closed energy accounts do not undermine efforts to pay for current energy
usage on open accounts, which can be achieved through sustainable payment plans.

Recommendation 9: The ESC's review of the Payment Difficulty Framework focus on practical assistance
measures and where more effective enforcement is needed to ensure consistent compliance with the minimum
standards for assistance.

Recommendation 10: The ESC's review of the Payment Difficulty Framework should consider ongoing multiple
triggers to revisit assistance like tariff checks as debt continues to escalate.

Recommendation 11: The ESC proceed with requiring retailers to offer more support to households applying for
the utility relief grant.

Recommendation 12: EWOV ensure financial counsellors and the public can be confident that households’ rights
are not overlooked in the resolutions reached following assisted referrals back to energy retailers.

Recommendation 13: Governments consider increased financial support for victims of family violence, especially
where people are subject to ongoing financial abuse. We also support additional energy assistance payments for
people struggling with energy poverty.

Recommendation 14: The ESC work with FCVic to assess training needs for financial counsellors on energy issues,
including estimated reads and compliance with the clear advice entitlement. We acknowledge the ESC is now
running a series of workshops to help achieve this.

Recommendation 15: Energy retailers seek to raise standards of training and culture to ensure people with debt
issues are respected and supported while the ESC enforce the applicable minimum standards to encourage this.
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Recommendation 16: The Energy Charter explore whether benchmarking against other industries’ practice could
help them better outcomes for all households.
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