
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONSUMER UTILITIES  

ADVOCACY CENTRE LTD 

ANNUAL REPORT 13/14  



 

 

Mission 

To ensure the interests of Victorian consumers, especially low-income, disadvantaged and rural and 

regional consumers, are effectively represented in the policy and regulatory debate on electricity, gas 

and water. 

Values 

ɿ All Victorians have a right to affordable and sustainable electricity, gas and water; 

ɿ All Victorians have a right to have their interests heard in policy and regulatory decisions on 

electricity, gas and water; and 

ɿ All Victorians have a right to not be disconnected from electricity, gas and water due solely to 

inability to pay. 

Corporate objectives 

CUAC achieves its mission through its corporate objectives, which are: 

ɿ To facilitate and provide an independent, proactive and informed advocacy voice for Victorian 

utility consumers in regulatory and consultation processes. 

ɿ To facilitate, undertake and disseminate research into consumer utility issues, with the aim of 

enabling consumers to take full advantage of utility markets. 

ɿ To monitor grassroots consumer utility issues, particularly those affecting low-income, 

disadvantaged and rural consumers. 
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Chairõs report 

My fellow Directors and I are very pleased to present 

the CUAC annual report for 2013/2014 as it is a 

reflection of the value of CUACõs work in this financial 

year. As I move around the sector I continually hear 

the acknowledgment that CUAC punches above its 
weight. It is very confirming to hear that from such a 

wide variety of stakeholders. These comments are a 

testament to the quality of CUACõs research, 

engagement on issues, work on committees, 

submissions to government, public representations and 

positive relations with government, industry and 

consumer and community agencies. All of these 

activities are focussed on CUACõs mission to ensure 

that the interests of Victorian consumers are 

represented in policy and regulatory debates on 

electricity, gas and water.  

 

Our Reference Group was very engaged with CUAC 

this year, not only providing input to the direction of 

our activities, but in participating and assisting with 

our research projects and in reaching out to their 

clients and communities in distributing CUACõs 

resource materials. The Reference Group represents a 

wide range of consumer interests and ensures that 

CUAC stays in touch with the experiences of consumers 

on the ground, particularly those who are the most 

vulnerable. I would like to recognise their significant 

importance and thank them for their support. 

 

We would also like to acknowledge the key funding 

support of the Minister for Consumer Affairs, The Hon. 

Heidi Victoria. In addition I would like to express the 

Boardõs thanks to the Director of Consumer Affairs, Dr 

Claire Noone and Phil DõAdamo, Director of Services 

and Support who have provided CUAC with assistance 

and advice throughout the year. 

 

Again this year we were also pleased to have positive 

relationships with ministers and departmental staff in 

the key portfolios of energy and water. We thank The 

Hon. Nicholas Kotsiras, the previous Minister for 

Energy and Resources for his contribution and were 

pleased to welcome The Hon. Russell Northe as the 

Minister for Energy and Resources in April of this year. 

Together with the Minister for Water, The Hon. Peter 

Walsh, all ministers encouraged dialogue between 

CUAC and their departments on important policy 

issues, providing CUAC with good access to raise 

issues of importance for Victorian consumers. 

 

This report highlights the significant input that CUAC 

has made over the year to discussions, policy 

formulation and consumer protections in the gas, 

electricity and water sectors in order to represent the 

interests of Victorian consumers.  I would particularly 

like to highlight the research that led to the report 

Meaningful and Genuine Engagement: perspectives 

from consumer advocates. The level of interest in this 

report reflects the growing recognition amongst 

government and regulators that securing the long-term 

interests of consumers necessitates meaningful input 

from those consumers. 

 

In addressing the complexities of the utility and water 

sectors, CUACõs research based approach to advocacy 

and the ability to clearly communicate issues to the 

public has served the Victorian community well. The 

Board would like to recognise the passion, hard work 

and commitment of CUACõs small but very productive 

staff team over the year. 

 

My sincere thanks go to Deputy Chair, Fanoula Ferro 

and Directors Ian Wilson, Andrew Bell, and Stephen 

Peuschel OAM, who we welcomed to the Board in 

October 2013.  

 

 
 

 

 

Ronda Held 

Chair 
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Executive Officerõs report 

It is generally accepted that the goal of choice and 

competition in the energy retail market is to improve 

consumer welfare. However, CUACõs research and the 

work of behavioural economists both in Australia and 

internationally, provide insights into the need to 

consider the lived experiences of consumers in 

assessing the health of these markets and in 

determining appropriate policy and regulatory 

settings. It is necessary to drill down into these 

experiences to determine how consumers generally 

and different segments of consumers are experiencing 

the market. In 2013/14 CUACõs energy research and 

advocacy have focused on increasing this 

understanding and responding to these needs. 

 

Consumers have struggled with the complexity of 

energy market offers and this year saw the introduction 

of flexible pricing offers which require consumers to 

additionally consider their past use of energy and 

whether they will be able to change their pattern of 

consumption to benefit from time variant pricing. We 

were therefore pleased to participate on the Advanced 

Metering Infrastructure Ministerial Advisory Committee 

and regulatory and communication working groups to 

advise the government on consumer priorities for this 

transition. We welcome the governmentõs commitment 

to the continued improvement of the My Power Planner 

to assist consumers with independent and 

comprehensive information about market offers. In 

addition to its function to assist consumers navigate the 

market, My Power Planner brings important 

transparency to the price and nature of offerings which 

we would otherwise not have. 

 

CUACõs work in supporting the governmentõs Energy 

Information Fund (EIF) is aimed at increasing the 

understanding of low income and vulnerable 

consumers to ensure that they can also participate in 

the market. In 2013/2014 we developed and 

launched the www.energyinfohub.org.au website 

together with a number of resources aimed at assisting 

community agencies to develop applications to the EIF. 

These covered key areas of understanding energy, 

choice of retailer, smart meters and flexible pricing. In 

May 2014 the Minister for Energy and Resources, The 

Hon. Russell Northe announced the 15 successful 

community agencies under the EIF. CUAC has also 

been funded by the Minister to support the EIF, 

populate the website with more resources and tools 

and to deliver community education events, picking up 

any gaps in the program and ensuring rural and 

regional coverage. 

 

We also undertook research into the tariff switching 

behaviour of older consumers, which showed that there 

are a number of reasons why their switching rate is 

below average. Based on this research we developed 

Assisting older people with energy costs: a guide for 

community organisations and an accompanying 

brochure Three ways to save money on energy bills 

targeted for older consumers. We have distributed the 

first half of 10,000 of these resources to agencies 

assisting older people across Victoria. 

 

CUAC partnered with the Consumer Action Law Centre 

(Consumer Action) to request that the Australian 

Energy Market Commission (AEMC) change the 

National Energy Retail Rules to prevent energy retailers 

from unilaterally changing prices in fixed term 

contracts. This is the first rule change request to the 

AEMC relating to domestic retail rules and follows 

earlier CUAC research identifying overwhelming 

consumer support for redressing this change. We 

believe the current  law is unfair and not only catches 

consumers unawares, but undermines their trust and 

potential further participation in the market. A decision 

is expected before the end of 2014. 

 

Underpinning our further advocacy we undertook to 

publish two further major research reports. We were 

one of the first consumer organisations to become 

aware of the imminent changes to the supply and price 

of domestic gas. CUAC released the report Making the 

Gas Connection: An Introduction to the Gas Sector for 

Consumer Organisations in October 2013 and we 

have used this report to build the capacity of consumer 

advocacy and community agencies to participate in 

policy debate and raise public awareness in the 

media. We have completed our second research report 

on gas use in Victoria and this is due for release in 

August 2014.  

 

Two other major research projects were undertaken in 

this period. The first report, Meaningful and Genuine 
Engagement: Perspectives from consumer advocates 

was released in November 2013. This research was 
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very well received and CUAC presented to regulatory 

and industry forums culminating in the forum 

Consumer Engagement in Energy Networks: 

Innovations & Challenges, which was attended by 70 

participants nationally from energy network 

businesses, government and regulators. The forum 

provided assistance to network businesses in the 

preparation of their pricing proposals as part of the 

Energy Distribution Pricing Review program of the 

Australian Energy Regulator (AER). The next research 

project arose as a priority from our Reference Group 

and examines the experiences of victims of domestic 

violence. Based on extensive interviews with legal 

centre staff, womenõs refuge staff and financial 

counsellors,  Helping not Hindering: Uncovering 

Violence and Utility Debt is also due for release in 

August 2014 and recommends energy and water 

regulatory and operational changes to assist women in 

these circumstances. 

 

On the back of the price reset for water by the  

Essential Services Commission (ESC) for 2013/2018 

which had seen metropolitan water bills rise by 25%, 

the Victorian Government announced an economic 

efficiency review aimed at reducing consumer bills. In 

addition, the Office of Living Victoria (OLV) announced 

a review of the economic framework for water to be 

conducted by a previous Chair of the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), 

Graham Samuels. CUAC together with Consumer 

Action and the Victorian Council of Social Service 

actively engaged with the review process to represent 

consumer interests. While supporting moves to improve 

the existing framework we identified that there were 

many positive aspects to the existing regime. We 

identified key principles that support independent 

water regulation of the water monopoly businesses 

including transparency, role clarity, accountability, 

independence and consumer engagement. 

 

We are also keen to continue to build our positive 

relationship with water businesses. We have had 

ongoing discussions with water businesses about how 

best to assist consumers in payment difficulty. In August 

2013 we ran a workshop for Victorian water 

businesses to promote Aboriginal Reconciliation. We 

are very pleased that since the workshop Melbourne 

Water and City West Water have committed to 

developing a Reconciliation Action Plan. 

 

This year CUAC continued its commitment to working 

to support Aboriginal energy and water consumers in 

Victoria. We continued our support of the Koori 

Energy Efficiency Project as part of a partnership 

group with Kildonan UnitingCare. This project aims to 

assist 4,500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people across Victoria. We again hosted an energy 

and water stall at the NAIDOC (National Aborigines 

and Islanders Day Observance Committee)  week 

Whole of Government Event in July 2013. It was really 

wonderful to have the support of City West Water, 

Yarra Valley Water, Kildonan UnitingCare and the 

Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria). 

 

In meeting its mandate to represent Victorian 

consumers in policy debates, CUAC continues to 

achieve a high quality and very significant 

contribution. In addition to our research priorities in 

this financial year, CUAC was engaged in 28 ongoing 

committees, made 27 presentations at external events 

(including five as part of the EIF) and made 24 

individual or joint submissions to government or 

regulatory consultation processes. 

 

CUAC has achieved considerable influence on energy 

and water policy and direction in this State as a result 

of its hard working small team. My thanks to Loren 

Days, Deanna Foong, and Martin Jones our Policy and 

Research Advocates and Dianne Surgey (supporting 

the team one day a week). Special thanks to Caitlin 

Whiteman who was the EnergyInfoHub Project 

Manager for delivering all of our commitments and 

more, on time and on budget! Caitlin took up another 

position in April and we wish her well in her new 

position. 

 

My sincere thanks to Ronda Held, Chair of CUAC and 

all the Directors for your commitment to the value of 

CUAC and your leadership and support. 

 

Jo Benvenuti 

Executive Officer 
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Consumer issues: energy 

 

Gas competition 

effectiveness 

CUAC was one of the first residential consumer 

organisations to focus on the significant changes 

underway in the Australian east coast gas sector. In 

2013/14, CUAC undertook extensive work in building 

capacity in Victoria and nationally for consumers and 

community organisations to understand and advocate 

on gas-related issues, and is now at the forefront of 

gas research in the consumer sector.  

 

Our first report on gas was released in October 2013; 

Making the Gas Connection: An Introduction to the 

Gas Sector for Consumer Organisations. The report 

provides a high level, easily understandable 

introduction to the gas sector for consumer and 

community organisations. It covers gas resources, gas 

usage, regulation, markets and networks, current 

issues in gas, future price forecasts, and opportunities 

for policy engagement. CUAC disseminated this report 

widely, and conducted briefings with the adviser to the 

Victoria Energy Minister, our Reference Group, and 

the National Consumer Roundtable on Energy. Since 

releasing the report, we have received several requests 

from the media to provide comment on gas and other 

energy-related issues.  

 

Together with Consumer Action and the Alternative 

Technology Association, CUAC held a workshop on 

gas advocacy strategy in December 2013 to further 

build national capacity and action, and is on the 

steering committee of the resulting advocacy group. 

  

Over the next 5-10 years international gas export 

capacity on the east coast will expand, linking 

domestic markets more closely with international 

markets. Producers will have the choice to continue 

selling gas within Australia, or selling overseas to 

customers willing to pay more. At the same time, a 

number of long term contracts between producers and 

retailers with historically low prices will expire. This is 

expected to cause Australian gas prices to both rise 

and become more volatile. Relatively high levels of 

committed (contracted) reserves also raise the 

possibility of supply shortages. 

  

This is of particular concern in Victoria, where the 

large majority of households use gas and where the 

great majority of Australiaõs residential gas 

consumption occurs. Governments and consumers are 

faced with rising retail gas prices, but most attention is 

elsewhere and subsequent increases in bills may catch 

many unprepared. 

   

CUAC is publishing a second report on gas which 

focuses on the role of gas use in Victorian households, 

and provides the most comprehensive and current 

collection of information about Victorian residential use 

of gas published at time of writing. The report details 

how many Victorian households use gas, what type of 

gas they use, where they use it, and what for. It 

explores how much Victorians spend on gas, what 

concessions are available, and differences in 

consumption by region, income, and dwelling type.  

 

Finally, the report analyses the implications of the 

information for policy makers and identifies key areas 

to address. This will form the basis for CUAC to remain 

a leading advocate for action to address the effects of 

rising gas prices on Victorians, for whom gas will soon 

become a significant cost issue. 

  

CUAC presented initial findings from the household 

gas usage report at a Gas Masterclass hosted by the 

Public Interest Advocacy Centre in Sydney in April 

2014. A first draft has been completed and a final 

version will be published in August 2014. The report is 

being coordinated with a research paper on cost-

effective alternatives to gas by the Alternative 

Technology Association, which invited CUAC to 

participate on its steering committee. 
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Energyinfohub project 

During 2013/14 CUAC continued to meet key 

milestones to support the Department of State 

Development, Business and Innovation (DSDBI) in the 

implementation of the EIF project and in promoting the 

EIF to community sector organisations. The EIF is the 

culmination of a proposal by CUAC and supported by 

community agencies.  

 

CUAC provided advice to the DSDBI on the 

establishment of the EIF, convened the EIF Advisory 

Reference Group, and assisted over 25 agencies with 

information and advice to help develop their ideas and 

applications to the fund. The EIF provides grants to not-

for-profit organisations to adapt, develop and/or 

deliver energy education (with a focus on flexible 

pricing) to multi-cultural, disadvantaged, vulnerable 

and hard-to-reach Victorian consumers.  

  

On 22 May 2014, the Minister for Energy and 

Resources announced the 15 not-for-profit agencies 

that obtained grants through the $1 million EIF to 

deliver information about the electricity market to hard-

to-reach Victorians, and acknowledged CUACõs role 

and contributions towards the EIF project. CUACõs 

Executive Officer presented on the EIF at the launch.  

 

CUAC designed a website, which is called the 

energyinfohub (http://www.energyinfohub.org.au), 

for agencies to access resources and as the program 

rolls-out, to then populate the hub with the resources 

and tools they develop under the EIF. The concept here 

is that these resources can be shared and built on by 

the agencies, thereby maximising the value and 

distribution across communities. CUAC will be 

providing support to these agencies, to help develop 

the approaches that work best for them, and to assist 

with co-ordination to see that all disadvantaged groups 

can access this resource.   

  

We also developed basic guides for non-government 

agencies on understanding energy, smart meters, 

choice of retailer and flexible pricing. We have 

undertaken research into the switching habits of older 

Victorians, which has informed the development of 

specific materials to assist agencies and older 

consumers to understand and choose market offers 

using the My Power Planner comparator site. The 

outputs include ôThree ways to save money on energy 
billsõ , ôAssisting older people with energy costs: A 

guide for community organisationsõ , and our research 

report ôTariff switching among older energy 
consumersõ. CUAC has distributed 5,000 of the 

brochures to community agencies assisting older 

Victorians. 

CUAC also began a community outreach phase to 

identify any gaps and to specifically target rural and 

regional communities. We developed a community 

energy education presentation which has been 

delivered to two Chinese seniors groups, two 

community houses and to the Country Womenõs 

Association. The presentation is in high demand; 

CUAC has received requests for over 30 presentations 

in the next financial year.  

 

National Energy Customer 

Framework 

Harmonisation of the Energy Retail 

Code 

During 2013/14 CUAC continued to advocate for the 

retention of key consumer protections in the 

development of legislation and regulation intended to 

harmonise Victorian current codes and guidelines with 

the National Energy Customer Framework (NECF).  

  

CUAC played a leading role in preparing a joint 

policy response to the ESCõs draft decision on the 

harmonisation of the Energy Retail Code and 

guidelines with the NECF. In our submission, we 

explained how harmonisation had resulted in a 

reduction of key consumer protections for Victorians. In 

particular, we were concerned with the loss of a 

universal right to payment plans (e.g. only customers in 

financial difficulty or in hardship programs can access 

payment plans), the level of information asymmetry 

which may arise as retailers are not required to take 

the initiative in engaging with their customers, and the 

omission of key consumer protections in the model 

terms and conditions for a standard retail contract.  

  

The ESCõs final decision which was initially expected at 

the end of 2013, has been delayed to the next 

financial year. 

 

Reforms to retail regulation 

2014 and planned outages  

In 2013, the then Minister for Energy and Resources 

Nicholas Kotsiras announced a number of reforms to 

retail regulation which included: 

¶ Increasing the wrongful disconnection payment 

(WDP) from $250 per day off supply to $500, 

and an increase to the prescribed cap from 

$3,500 to $5,000  

¶ Prohibiting the use of the term òfixedó when 

-5- CUAC ANNUAL REPORT 2013/14   



 

 

retailers market fixed term market contracts that 

allow for price increases during the life of the 

contract 

¶ Reducing the amount of time a retailer can 

recover amounts undercharged where a 

customer has not received an energy bill, from 

nine months to three months 

¶ Ensuring retailers offer hardship customers free 

energy audits. 

 
The Minister also announced that the Government will 

prohibit non-essential planned network outages on 

very hot days. CUAC played a primary role in 

preparing a joint consumer response to the DSDBIõs 

consultation paper on these reforms. We strongly 

supported the reforms; however we argued that the 

proposal on fixed term contracts did not go far enough 

to address the problem.  

  

CUAC noted that prohibiting price changes for all 

fixed term contracts was the best way to fully address 

this issue and enhance consumer protections (and 

benefit the market overall). We also recommended that 

the obligation to offer home energy efficiency audits be 

accompanied by a collaborative response by industry, 

Government, and the community sector to help the 

most disadvantaged consumers respond to the findings 

of the audit (e.g. to upgrade inefficient appliances or 

fixtures in line with the audit recommendations). We 

look forward to the Governmentõs policy outcomes. 

  

Energy White Paper  

In our submission to the Energy White Paper in 

February, CUAC emphasised the importance of 

ensuring access to, and affordability of, electricity and 

gas services for all Australians, including in our 

response the findings from our recent research on 

consumer engagement and gas. We anticipate that our 

submission will inform the development of the Energy 

Policy Green Paper anticipated to be released mid 

2014.   

 

EWOV review  

We were pleased to receive an invitation from the 

Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) (EWOV) to 

join their new stakeholder consultation forum following 

a recommendation that CUAC, together with other 

consumer organisations, had made in a joint 

submission to the Energy and Water Ombudsman 

(Victoria): Independent Review Issues Paper. In 

commending the EWOV for providing dispute 

resolution of a high standard, we also encouraged the 

EWOV to consider improvements including more 

frequent and granular data reporting, the identification 

of businesses which have contributed to systemic issues 

and key complaints categories, guidance to industry on 

systemic issues through the issuing of guidelines and 

binding decisions, and the introduction of a 

stakeholder consultation forum.  

 

Accurate and effective price 

comparison services 

As the energy market becomes more complex and 

diverse, the role of services providing information and 

advice to consumers grows ever more important. Since 

our 2010 mystery shopping report into commercial 

energy prices comparison websites, CUAC has 

advocated for a code of conduct to improve the 

standards of an industry that has the potential to 

improve contract choice for consumers and competitive 

outcomes in the market generally. In 2013/14, we 

have taken significant steps toward achieving that goal 

with the establishment of a multi-industry Comparator 

Code of Conduct Working Group. 

Discussions with stakeholders from the energy sector ð 

including retailers, comparison and switching service 

operators, and regulators ð led CUAC to organise a 

forum in December 2013: Toward a voluntary code of 

conduct for energy switching services. The forum was 

very well attended, with 39 attendees from the energy 

sector, including seven comparator and switching 

service businesses, seven consumer and community 

organisations, seven retailers, the Energy Retailers 

Association of Australia (ERAA), the ACCC, AER, the 

ESC, the EWOV, Consumer Affairs Victoria, and the 

DSDBI. 

  

The forum succeeded in its purpose to build consensus 

for and catalyse the development of an industry-

supported voluntary code of conduct, with almost half 

the attendees expressing interest in continuing the 

process. CUAC published a report on the forum in 

March 2014, and in May 2014 convened the first 

meeting of the Comparator Code of Conduct Working 

Group. The group includes ten organisations across 

several industries: three consumer organisations, three 

organisations from the energy retail sector, and four 

comparison and switching service businesses. The 

ACCC is participating as an observer, and all other  
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interested parties are part of an Extended Stakeholder 

Group that is kept up to date with and feeds back into 

the process. We were successful in gaining funding for 

travel from the Consumer Advocacy Panel (CAP) 

thereby enabling consumer representatives from New 

South Wales and South Australia to participate.  

  

CUAC chairs the Working Group, which plans to meet 

five times in Melbourne from 2014 to early 2015 with 

teleconferences in between. Initial meetings have been 

very positive, with a collaborative atmosphere that has 

seen substantial progress made in identifying issues to  

potentially address and much enthusiasm for action.    

 

Fair retail contracts 
  

In 2012/13, CUACõs survey of Victorian consumers 

found overwhelming support for regulatory reform 

preventing energy companies from changing the price 

a customer is charged during a fixed term contract. 

We consider that changing the price of energy during 

fixed term contracts is an unfair, inequitable, and 

inefficient practice, and on this basis, CUAC and  

Consumer Action are attempting to change the 

National Energy Retail Rules to prevent energy retailers 

from unilaterally varying tariffs.  

  

This project is funded by the CAP, and is the first retail 

rule change application undertaken by a consumer 

organisation. We are therefore also recording our 

experiences, which will form the basis of a future 

report. 

  

CUAC and Consumer Action prepared a Rule Change 

Request to the AEMC, which we submitted in October 

2013. It contained independent economic analysis of 

unilateral contract variation, by Dr. Rhonda Smith; a 

legal analysis of energy-specific regulation, including 

the NECF; an exploration of the downsides to 

consumers of inefficient risk sharing, choice paralysis 

worsened by pricing uncertainty; and a survey of 

Australian and international energy contract terms and 

conditions. 

  

Between October 2013 and December 2013, CUAC 

and Consumer Action briefed the senior adviser to the 

Victorian Minister for Energy and Resources, the 

AEMC Commissioners, the Federal Minister for 

Industryõs adviser, the Deputy Secretary of the Federal 

Department of Industry and the National Consumer 

Roundtable on Energy members. 

In February 2014 the AEMC published a consultation 

paper on our fixed price rule change proposal, to 

which CUAC and Consumer Action prepared a 

submission and provided information to other 

consumer organisations to assist them in providing 

submissions. Eleven consumer and community groups 

wrote submissions supporting our proposal. We also 

met regularly with the AEMC staff in charge of the 

process to exchange information directly. 

  

CUAC and Consumer Action were invited to speak at 

a public forum on the rule change proposal held by the 

AEMC in May 2014. We were pleased to see 

recognition from the floor and by the AER that there 

was consumer understanding about ôfixed termsõ 

meaning prices were fixed and that this was a problem 

that needed to be addressed.  There was strong 

support from consumer groups present for our 

proposed solution. 

  

Our rule change proposal has drawn wide attention to 

a significant market failure and prompted action by 

both retailers and Government, with at least one 

retailer removing exit fees and the then Victorian  

Minister for Energy & Resources announcing plans to 

ban the use of the term ôfixedõ in energy contracts. 

While the AEMC prepare their draft determination we 

are having individual discussions with various 

stakeholders, including retailers and regulators, and 

are considering our next advocacy steps. 
  

Optional Firm Access 
  

The AEMC and Australian Energy Market Operator 

(AEMO) are developing an Optional Firm Access 

(OFA) framework, which might significantly change 

how electricity network investment occurs. CUAC sits 

on the AEMCõs OFA Advisory Panel as the sole 

consumer representative. 

  

In 2013, the AEMC completed a review of the 

transmission arrangements that underpin the National 

Electricity Market (NEM). This Transmission 

Frameworks Review (TFR) considered the manner in 

which decisions to invest in network infrastructure are 

made, and developed an alternative model it believes 

has the potential to deliver better long term outcomes 

for the NEM and ultimately for consumers.  

 

The alternative model is called the OFA framework, 

and in February 2014 the Council of Australian 

Governments (COAG) Energy Council asked the 

AEMC and AEMO to further develop and assess the 
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OFA framework and to make a recommendation on 

whether it should be implemented. (The COAG Energy 

Council was formerly the Standing Council on Energy 

and Resources, or SCER). 

  

While the projectõs Terms of Reference do not require 

any small consumer representation, the AEMC invited 

CUAC onto its OFA Advisory Panel. As the only 

consumer group represented, we are keeping other 

organisations informed of the issues and discussions 

and are encouraging them to address one of the 

largest proposed changes to the NEM since its 

inception. 
  

Distribution engagement  
The electricity distribution price reset (EDPR) process for 

the period 2016-2020 has begun, with the AER 

consulting on its Framework and Approach in April 

2014. Several Victorian electricity distribution 

businesses (DBs) have begun their preparations for the 

EDPR, holding workshops on pricing and other matters  
to solicit feedback. 

  

As well as attending several workshops, CUAC during 

2013/14 has sat on several consultative committees 

and councils run by DBs including SP AusNet, Jemena, 

and United Energy. These regular meetings allow us to 

raise consumer concerns and issues directly with 

distributors, and have achieved changes to DBsõ 

stakeholder and customer engagement practices (e.g. 

to better take into account vulnerable customers or 

diverse cultural groups). The feedback from these 

meetings has also flowed into the DBsõ EDPR 

preparations, which will become a high priority for 

CUACõs attention next financial year.   
  

Smart meters 
CUAC has been one of a small number of consumer 

organisations that have been actively involved in policy 

and regulatory processes relating to the Victorian 

smart meter roll-out. During 2012/13, CUAC 

continued to advocate on behalf of consumers in 

meetings of the Advanced Metering Infrastructure 

(AMI) Ministerial Advisory Council, Regulatory 

Working Group and Communications Working Group. 

CUAC alerted Government to consumer issues relating 

to flexible pricing, metering contestability, distributor 

rebates and manual metering fees, and also influenced 

policy development in these areas through submissions 

to the DSDBI papers.  
  

Flexible pricing   

CUAC argued for the need to have flexible standing 

offers as they help to discipline the market, 

contextualise the diversity of market offers, and provide 

a fall-back option with strong regulatory oversight in 

cases of market failure or for consumers who choose 

not to engage. We advocated for the strengthening of 

the proposed changes to the Energy Retail Code and 

Guideline No. 19 Energy Price and Product Disclosure 

to reduce the risk of customer mis-information or 

incomplete information, on flexible pricing offers and 

their rights of reversion.   

  

In 2013/14, CUAC also provided input to the 

Governmentõs communications strategy on the 

SwitchOn website, My Power Planner and on smart 

meter feeds and rebates. 
  

Metering contestability 

CUAC welcomed the AEMCõs determination to extend 

the Victorian jurisdictional derogation in relation to 

meters installed under the Victorian AMI program to 

31 December 2016 or until a national framework for 

metering contestability is made to provide for the 

transfer of Victorian metering arrangements, whichever 

comes first.  

 
CUAC had strongly supported the then Minister for 

Energy and Resourcesõ rule change request to the 

AEMC seeking a jurisdictional derogation in relation to 

meters installed under the Victorian AMI program. The 

Ministerõs rule change request articulated many of the 

concerns we had raised about metering contestability 

to Government. In our submission to the AEMC, we 

agreed with the Government that the introduction of 

metering contestability in January 2014 could 

potentially result in a number of detrimental impacts 

identified in the Ministerõs letter, including the loss of 

benefits anticipated to flow from the AMI roll-out, the 

absence of adequate consumer protections to support 

metering contestability, and likely confusion for 

consumers at a time where other changes such as 

flexible pricing were also being introduced.  

  

In June 2014, we raised similar concerns in our 

response to the AEMCõs consultation paper for 

expanding competition in metering and related 

services rule change. With the increased complexity 

that additional meter providers bring to the energy 

market, consumers need adequate protection in the 

form of the regulatory framework and adequate access 

to the jurisdictional energy ombudsman. We argued 

that the introduction of, and transition towards,  

metering contestability also needs to be complemented 

by an extensive consumer information and education 

campaign. We anticipate that these concerns will be 
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addressed in the AEMCõs decision. 

  

National smart meter processes 

Drawing from our research and knowledge of the 

Victorian smart meter and flexible pricing 

implementation, CUAC continued to advocate for best 

practice protections in the development of the national 

rules on smart meter and flexible pricing. In our 

response to the National Smart Meter Consumer 

Protection and Safety Review Consultation Paper, we 

highlighted the potential detriments to consumers if 

they have insufficient information to understand new 

technology and new products and services, and the 

need to provide adequate protection to ensure that the 

long term interests of consumers are served. Currently, 

officials are finalising draft rules on smart meters, 

which will be considered by the COAG Energy Council 

in 2014 .  
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Review of  the Water Act 

1989 and the Water 

Industry Act 1994  

During 2013/14, CUAC played the lead role in 

preparing two other joint submissions with consumer 

organisations to the OLV. CUAC submitted to the 

Water Bill Exposure Draft which was recently 

introduced into Parliament in June 2014.  The bill 

consolidated and updated into a single Act Victoriaõs 

two main Acts that govern the management and use of 

water ð the Water Act 1989 and the Water Industry 

Act 1994. While CUAC supports the whole of water 

cycle management from a conservation and 

sustainability perspective, we are concerned that the 

Water Bill Exposure Draft has a predominantly 

efficiency and environmental focus. The short and long 

term interests of consumers, consumer welfare, and the 

needs of vulnerable consumers did not appear to be 

adequately reflected in the Water Bill Exposure Draft. 

  

In response to concerns we have raised in our 

response to the Water (Estimation, Supply and 

Sewage) Regulations 2014, the Minister for Water has 

directed the OLV to write to the ESC to consider 

whether water meter testing and associated charges 

and the correction factor used for estimating water 

usage should be addressed in the customer service 

code for metropolitan retail and regional water 

businesses. 

  

CUAC continued participating in the OLVõs 

Community and Environment Taskforce. 

 

Payment difficulties and 

hardship 

In anticipation of the water price increases from 1 July 

2013, CUAC continued dialogue with the ESC and 

water businesses to see best practice communications, 

customer service systems and hardship programs put in 

place in order to ameliorate the impact of the price 

Consumer issues: water 

 

Review of  the economic 

framework for water 

CUAC is one of three consumer organisations actively 

participating in consultations by the OLV on the review 

of the economic framework for water. The review has 

the potential to significantly alter the process for the 

setting of prices by the monopoly water businesses.  

 

Currently, the ESC independently sets service levels 

through price determinations and through its water 

customer service codes. While we support an 

improvement to the framework, we are concerned that 

the proposed new pricing model would result in a 

weakening of the current pricing regime (e.g. moving 

to a price monitoring framework) and result in a 

reliance on other means to deliver the core objectives 

of economic regulation (e.g. relying on more robust 

governance arrangements aimed at pursuing efficiency 

of water businesses).   

 

In June 2014, CUAC partnered with two consumer 

organisations in a joint response to the preliminary 

advice from the independent reviewer on Economic 

regulation, governance and efficiency in the Victorian 

water sector.  In our submission, we expressed concern 

that the proposed new regulatory and governance 

model failed in a number of key respects.  

 

We emphasised the key principles of independent 

water regulation from the consumer perspective, and 

argued that any replacement model for the current 

regulatory framework needs to demonstrate that it will 

substantially improve delivery on these principles and 

overall consumer outcomes. We addressed in detail the 

principles that need to be paramount in any revised 

model for water pricing regulation in Victoria: robust, 

stable and clear objectives of economic regulation, 

transparency, role clarity, accountability, 

independence, and comprehensive consumer 

engagement. The final advice from the independent 

reviewer is anticipated towards the later part of 2014. 
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rises and to prevent more customers falling into 

payment difficulty and financial hardship.  

In response to the concerns expressed by CUAC and 

other consumer organisations about the price rises, the 

ESCõs Metropolitan water price review final decision 

allowed water businesses to allocate $5.25 million to 

support vulnerable customers in hardship. CUAC 

participated in the ESCõs ôWater industry hardship 

support program workshopõ in July 2013. The 

workshop enabled consumer advocates and industry to 

discuss how outcomes generated by funds allowed by 

the ESC for hardship support could be measured.  

 

The outcome of the workshop, Measuring the effects of 

additional hardship allowances, was published in 

December 2013. CUAC is acknowledged in the paper 

as having contributed towards the development of 

hardship indicators that would be used to measure the 

effects of the allowances provided to water businesses 

to spend on their financial assistance and hardship 

programs for low income and vulnerable customers.  

 

We were pleased to see our comments reflected in the 

ESCõs final amendments to the check-list for minimum 

reasonable endeavours ð hardship related guaranteed 

service levels (GSLs). The final amendments clarified 

the assessment of when a GSL payment is or is not 

required.  

  

CUAC was involved in discussions with Consumer 

Action and Yarra Valley Water on the development of 

a best practice industry code. We began work on a 

water industry forum on collection and hardship which 

is scheduled for the next financial year.  

 

Urban water futures  

In December 2013, CUAC submitted to the National 

Water Commissionõs Urban Water Futures Discussion 

Paper. We highlighted the Victorian Smart Water Fund 

as a good example of collaboration between 

government, industry and community engagement 

research in our response to two key themes in the  

discussion paper and the findings in our consumer 

discussion paper - efficient and effective service 

delivery; a customer focused sector and an engaged 

community. 
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Consumer issues: energy & water 

Consumer engagement 
 

In November 2013, CUAC finalised and launched its 

research into consumer engagement with the 

publication of the report Meaningful & Genuine 

Engagement: Perspectives from Consumer Advocates.  

 

The objective of CUACõs report is to assist energy and 

water businesses, regulators and government to 

engage more effectively with the community and 

consumer advocates. The report was very well 

received. At the close of the financial year there were 

1,183 downloads of the report from CUACõs website.  

 

The report provides a unique perspective from the 

voices of 28 advocates with a depth of professional 

knowledge and experience in utilities and other 

general consumer issues. It focuses on the insights 

shared by the advocates and recommends some 

resources including tool-kits and ôhow toõ guides to 

guide best practice engagement. 

  

CUAC has presented the research findings at the 

ACCCõs National Consumer Congress, Smart Utilities 

Australia and New Zealand Conference, to AEMC 

commissioners and staff, and at industry forums. 

CUAC also provided input into three Victorian 

distribution businessesõ consumer engagement 

strategies. We drew upon our research findings in our 

response to the AERõs consumer engagement guideline 

for network service providers and the AERõs 

stakeholder engagement framework. 

  

On 3 June 2014 CUAC hosted the Consumer 

Engagement in Energy Networks: Innovations & 

Challenges forum which brought together energy 

networks with consumers, government and regulators 

to exchange views and to help develop understanding 

about consumer engagement in practice. About 70 

participants from Victoria and interstate attended the 

forum.  

 

The AER provided the venue and catering for the 

forum. The CAP supported CUACõs application for 

facilitation and the costs of flying consumer advocates 

from interstate. The forum agenda had five sessions 

and included presentations from the AER, AEMC, 

Energy Networks Association,  industry experts from 

Jemena, Ergon Energy, SA Power Networks and Yarra 

Valley Water, and consumer representatives with 

experience and expertise in this area. CUAC received 

excellent feedback about the forum. We envisage 

further dialogue to consolidate learning and to share 

information on consumer engagement. 
  

Women, domestic violence 

& utility debt 

 In 2014 CUAC finalised a research report Helping not 

Hindering: Uncovering Domestic Violence & Utility 

Debt. The report examines the experiences of women 

who are victims of domestic violence, including 

economic abuse, in maintaining access to energy and 

water. CUAC undertook this research after it was 

identified by our Reference Group as a priority area of  

CUACõs 2013/14 work plan.  

CUAC conducted an extensive literature review and 

interviewed 27 research participants including 

financial counsellors, legal centre staff, womenõs refuge 

staff, emergency relief workers, the EWOV staff and 

energy and water retailers.  

The report examines the legal and operational 

framework that currently applies to the payment of 

utility bills in the context of family violence, specifically 

where domestic abuse leads to a breakdown of a 

household, and women are at a point of crisis. It also 

considers the factors utility providers ought to take into 

account when modifying processes designed to assist 

women in these circumstances, and effective 

approaches to assist people experiencing payment 

difficulty more broadly. 

The aim of the research is to guide policy and prompt 

a dialogue with industry, government, and legislators, 

and to encourage collaboration with key stakeholders 

to develop processes that can make an impact in these 

circumstances. The research report is scheduled for 

publication early in the new financial year.  
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Aboriginal Energy and Water Project 

In 2013/14, CUAC continued its commitment to work 

on projects to assist Aboriginal communities in 

Victoria, flowing from our December 2011 research 

report Wein, Paen, Ya Ang Gim: Victorian Aboriginal 

Experiences of Energy and Water.  

Reconciliation Action Plans  

Acting on recommendations from our 2011 report, 

CUAC held a Reconciliation Action Plan workshop with 

14 of Victoriaõs water businesses in August 2013. 

Presentations were given by Reconciliation Australia 

and Colin Hunter, a Wurundjeri elder.  

The objective of the workshop was to encourage, assist 

and support water businesses to develop Reconciliation 

Action Plans, which are aimed at enhancing the 

consumer relationship between them and Aboriginal 

communities in Victoria. Since the workshop was held, 

Melbourne Water and City West Water both 

announced a commitment to developing a RAP in 

2014/15.  

CUAC continued to advocate on this work throughout 

the year by producing a follow-up report, and 

presenting to the staff at Melbourne Water on the 

importance of Aboriginal Reconciliation during 

National Reconciliation Week.  

Koorie Energy Efficiency 

Project 

Kildonan UnitingCareõs Koorie Energy Efficiency 

Project (KEEP) was officially launched in April 2014 at 

an event that was attended by local media, Aboriginal 

community members and organisations.  

As a member of the KEEP Partnership Group in 

2013/14, CUAC provided strategic direction to assist 

with reaching key project milestones, advocated for the 

continued funding of the project, and assisted with 

securing Swinburne University as a research partner to 

oversee the evaluation and data collection components 

of the KEEP. 

The KEEP is a free community program designed to 

assist Aboriginal households in Victoria and 

community members in metropolitan and regional 

areas to improve energy efficiency. It is a pilot 

program funded through the Low Income Energy 

Efficiency Program (LIEEP) of the Commonwealth of 

Australiaõs Department of Resources, Energy and 

Tourism (DRET)(now called the Department of Industry).  

The project is in year two of completion, with an aim to 

assist at least 4,500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people in Victoria over a three-year period. 

To date the KEEP has provided 118 in-home visits, and  

held 26 community education workshops reaching 

close to 500 Aboriginal community members in 

Victoria. 

Community engagement 

CUAC hosted an energy and water stall at the 

NAIDOC week Whole of Government Event at Fitzroy 

Town Hall on 10 July 2013.  

The event was well attended by local community 

members and CUAC was able to distribute an energy 

saving tips brochure and set of appliance magnets it 

produced in June 2013, which are specifically 

designed for the Aboriginal community in Victoria.  

Participants at CUACõs stall included City West Water, 

Yarra Valley Water, Kildonan UnitingCare and the 

EWOV. CUAC has participated in this event for the 

past two years and will host a similar stall in July 

2014. 

Further to community engagement activities in 

2013/14, CUAC distributed more than 11,000 

magnets and 3,000 brochures in total to Aboriginal 

community members and affiliated organisations both 

in regional Victoria and metropolitan Melbourne. 
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Advocacy activity 

Submissions 

During 2013/14, CUAC made 24 individual or joint 

submissions on consumer utilities issues, mostly 

directed towards Victorian and national regulators. A 

majority of these submissions dealt with energy issues,  

with pricing and consumer protections two key areas 

of focus. Of the 24 submissions, five covered water 

consumer protections, and one was on 

telecommunications which has implications on energy 

telemarketing. 

Energy consumer protection 

Date To Issue 

16.08.13  Australian Energy Regulator  Better Regulation Draft Consumer Engagement Guideline for Network Service Providers   

23.08.13  Essential Services Commission  Harmonisation of the Energy Retail Code and Guidelines with the National Energy 

Customer Framework Draft Decision (Joint submission)  

30.08.13   Australian Energy Regulator  AER Stakeholder Engagement Framework  

25.11.13  Australian Energy Regulator  Regulation of Alternative Energy Sellers under the National Energy Retail Law Issues 

Paper  

02.12.13  Essential Services Commission  Proposed Amendments to Check list for Minimum Reasonable Endeavours ð Hardship 

Related GSLs   

11.12.13   Australian Energy Regulator  Phase II of Energy Made Easy: Proposed Offer Results Display  

07.02.14   Department of Industry  Energy White Paper Issues Paper  

03.03.14  Cameronralph Navigator Pty Ltd  Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria): Independent Review Issues Paper (January 

2014) (Joint submission)  

17.03.14  Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation  

Draft Consultation Paper: Reforms to Retail regulation 2014 and Planned Outages (Joint 

submission)  

Energy pricing 

Date To Issue 

12.07.13  Essential Services Commission  Proposed changes to regulatory instruments relating to flexible pricing of electricity 

15.07.13   Standing Council on Energy and 

Resources  

Limited Merits Review ð Consultation Draft Legislation  

03.09.13   Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation  

Flexible Pricing Standing Offers (Confidential submission) ð CUAC Addendum to joint 

consumer group submission  

03.09.13   Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation 

Flexible Pricing ð Flexible Pricing Standing Offers (Joint submission, confidential)   

-15- CUAC ANNUAL REPORT 2013/14   



 

 

Other submissions 

Date To Issue 

31.01.14  Department of Communications  Optimal Period of Registration on the Do Not Call Register  

Energy monitoring & compliance 

Date To Issue 

22.11.13  Australian Energy Market 

Commission  

Publication dates for Gas Statement of Opportunities and Gas Victorian Annual Planning 

Report (Confidential submission)  

Water consumer protections  

Date To Issue 

28.10.13   Essential Services Commission Developing an approach to measure the effect of additional hardship allowances (Joint 

submission)  

03.12.13  National Water Commission  Urban Water Futures Discussion Paper  

13.02.14   Office of Living Victoria  Water Bill Exposure Draft  

21.03.14  Office of Living Victoria  Water (Estimation, Supply and Sewage) Regulations 2014 Regulatory Impact Statement  

16.06.14  Office of Living Victoria  Economic regulation, governance and efficiency in the Victorian water sector: 

Preliminary advice from the Independent Reviewer (Joint submission)  

Date To Issue 

01.08.13  Australian Energy Market 

Commission   
Consultation Paper National Electricity Amendment (Victorian Jurisdictional Derogation, 

Advanced Metering Infrastructure) Rule 2013  

18.11.13  Standing Council on Energy and 

Resources  

National Smart Meter Consumer Protection and Safety Review - Consultation Paper - 

National Energy Retail Rules Amendment Rule 2013  (Joint submission)  

16.05.14   Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation  
Implementation of Ongoing Arrangements for the Installation of Smart Meters ð Draft 

Position Paper (Joint submission, confidential)  

12.06.14  Australian Energy Market 

Commission  
Expanding Competition in Metering and Related Services Rule Change Consultation 

Paper  

Smart meters 
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Committee representation 

Staff represented CUAC on the following groups in 2013/14: 

Area Body Group 

Government 

Consumer Affairs Victoria Working Together Forum 

Federal Government Department of Sustainability, 

Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

Urban Water Stakeholder Reference Panel 

Federal Government Department of Sustainability, 

Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

Water Efficiency Labelling and Standards Scheme Advisory Group 

Victorian Government Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation  

Expert Reference Group 

Victorian Government Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation  

Advanced Metering Infrastructure Ministerial Advisory Council 

Victorian Government Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation 

Advanced Metering Infrastructure Ministerial Regulatory Working 

Group 

Victorian Government Department of State Development, 

Business and Innovation 

Advanced Metering Infrastructure Communications Working 

Group 

National Health and Medical Research Council Water Quality Advisory Committee 

Office of Living Victoria Environment & Community Task Force 

Regulatory 

Australian Energy Regulator Customer Consultative Group 

Australian Energy Regulator Customer Reference Group 

Australian Energy Market Operator Gas Wholesale Consultative Forum 

Australian Energy Market Operator Gas Retail Consultative Forum 

Australian Energy Market Commission Optional Firm Access Advisory Panel 

Industry 

Origin Energy National Consumer Consultative Council 

SP AusNet Stakeholder Consultative Committee 

Jemena Stakeholder Consultative Committee 

United Energy and Multinet Gas Customer and Community Consultative Committee 

Energy Assured Energy Assured Stakeholder Working Group 

Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre Code of Conduct Working Group 
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Community 

sector 

Consumersõ Federation of Australia Chair (Jo Benvenuti) 

Australian Communications Consumer Action Network Standing Advisory Committee on Consumer Affairs 

Victorian Council of Social Service Utilities Working Group 

Financial & Consumer Rights Council Utilities Working Group 

- National Consumer Roundtable on Energy 

- One Million Homes Alliance 

Kildonan UnitingCare Koorie Energy Efficiency Project Partnership Group 

Financial & Consumer Rights Council Energy Project Reference Group 
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Presentations 

During 2013/14 CUAC made 27 presentations on energy and water issues to a broad range of community sector, 

government, industry, and community audiences. 

Date Event Title 

15.07.13   Launch of the Switch On information campaign and 

Energy Information Fund 

The Energy Information Fund and CUACõs work  

29.07.13  Water 2013: Affordability; Liveability; and Efficiency  Ensuring Affordability through Careful Management of Australiaõs 

Water Resources: Balancing Efficiency and Managing Costs with 

Liveability 

09.10.13   Public Interest Advocacy Centre 

Creating fairer energy and water markets for all:  

Energy and water consumers advocacy program 

competition and consumers conference 

Deregulating the Victorian energy market: Was it good for you?  

12.09.13   Financial & Consumer Rights Council 

Changes on the horizon  
Panel session: Utility prices spiralling out of control 

22.10.13   SP AusNet Stakeholder Consultative Committee  Meaningful & Genuine Engagement: Perspectives from consumer 

advocatesñA sneak preview of CUACõs research outcomes 

22.10.13   Koorie Energy Efficiency Project (KEEP) Partnership 

Group Induction  

CUAC Presentation to the KEEP partners and staff  

24.10.13   Queensland Council of Social Service, Public Interest 

Advocacy Centre, Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre, 

South Australian Council of Social Service, 

Deregulating energy prices: Finding common ground  

Lessons from Victoria: Has deregulation delivered?  

06.11.13   La Trobe University (Albury-Wodonga),  

Utility pricing and vulnerable customers  

Staying connected: improving outcomes for vulnerable consumers of 

energy and water 

27.11.13   Smart Utilities Australia and New Zealand Conference  Meaningful & Genuine Engagement: Perspectives from consumer 

advocates 

28.11.13   National Consumer Roundtable on Energy  Gas: policy dilemmas and affordability  

11.12.13   Consumer Gas Advocacy workshop  Overview of Status of Gas Supply and Demand  

23.01.14   Presentation to the Australian Energy Market 

Commission  

Meaningful & Genuine Engagement: Perspectives from Consumer 

Advocates 

13.03.14   Australian Competition and Consumer Commission  

National Consumer Congress 2014: Consumer rights in 

the digital age 

Empowering consumers to shop smart online: consumer trust, 

comparator sites and online reviews 

13.03.14   Australian Competition and Consumer Commission  

National Consumer Congress 2014: Consumer rights in 

the digital age 

Meaningful & Genuine Engagement: Perspectives from Consumer 

Advocates 

27.03.14  National Consumer Roundtable on Energy  Retailer Price Variations in Market Retail Contracts ð Rule Change  
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Date Event Title 

15.04.14   Gas Masterclass  Domestic and international competition for gas: What are the 

implications for price and access to gas?  How will these issues affect 

residential consumers? 

01.05.14   OZWater 14  Delivering value to Customers and the Community ð What do your 

consumers value? 

19.05.14   Australian Energy Market Commission forum on retail rule 

change 

The Consumer Action/CUAC rule change solution  

28.05.14   Melbourne Water ð National Reconciliation Week Presentation to Melbourne Water staff  

19.06.14   National Consumer Roundtable on Energy Retailer Price Variations in Market Retail Contracts ð Rule Change  

25.06.14   Collection and hardship programs in utilities, banks and 

telecommunications 

Learning from each other  

Energy Information Fund Presentations  

28.02.14   Chinese Community Social Services Centre 

 

Saving money on electricity and gas 

24.03.14   Boroondara Chinese Senior Citizens Association Inc. 

 

Saving money on electricity and gas 

05.05.14   Mitcham Community House  

 

Saving money on energy bills 

22.05.14   Energy Information Fund launch  Presentation on the Energy Information Fund 

29.05.14   Country Womenõs Association 2014 State Conference Challenges, perceptions and changing lives 

16.06.14   The Grange Community Centre 

 

Saving money on energy bills  
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Communications 

Website 
During 2013/14, CUAC continued to maintain its  

website which houses all CUAC public submissions, 

research reports, policy papers, presentations and 

media releases, as well as key corporate documents. 

CUACõs website is supported by a Twitter account, 

which was used during 2013/14 to disseminate CUAC 

work, share news relevant to Victorian energy and 

water consumers and comment on policy and 

regulatory developments.  

CUAC newsletter 

POWER+WATER 
During 2013/14, CUAC continued publication of its tri

-annual newsletter, POWER+WATER. 

The newsletter targets both specialist and non-specialist 

audiences with news about CUACõs advocacy and 

research work as well as state and national policy 

developments relevant to Victorian energy and water 

consumers.  

POWER+WATER is disseminated via social media and 

distributed directly to government, regulatory, 

community and industry stakeholders. During 

2013/14 each issue was downloaded from the CUAC 

website an average of 620 times. 

Reports and papers 
CUAC published two major research reports in 

2013/14:  

¶ Making the Gas Connection: an introduction to 

the gas sector for consumer organisations 

(October 2013) 

¶ Meaningful & Genuine Engagement: 

perspectives from consumer advocates 

(November 2013)  

 

All of CUACõs reports and papers in 2013/14 were 

distributed in hard copy to key stakeholders and 

promoted via our website, Twitter, and newsletter, with 

each receiving between around 1,100 - 1,200 

downloads from the CUAC website. 

 

CUAC also produced the following reports which 

highlighted key outcomes from CUAC workshops held 

in 2013/14:  

 

¶ Reconciliation: Building Relationships between 

Victorian Water Businesses and Aboriginal 

Communities (October 2013) 

¶ Towards a voluntary code of conduct for energy 

switching services: A CUAC advocacy report 

(March 2014) 

Media  
 

CUAC appeared in several media stories in 2014, 

providing information and consumer views on gas and 

electricity. 

In January 2014, CUAC appeared in a story on the 

ABCõs 7pm news about electricity supply in Victoria 

during the heatwave, and was quoted in an 

accompanying online piece. 

In April, CUAC was interviewed about rising gas 

prices for stories that ran on ABC News Breakfast (TV), 

AM (radio), and ABC Online (web). CUAC did a 

further interview live on ABC News 24 (TV) following 

the initial stories. 

CUAC also provided comment to the ABC for stories in 

May and June on the potential repeal of the carbon 

price and its effects on consumersõ energy bills. 
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External research & advocacy program 

In 2013/14, CUAC approved grants for two research 

and advocacy projects to a total of $16,015 (including 

GST).   

Projects completed  

Two projects approved for funding during 2012/13 

were completed during 2013/14: 

The Alternative Technology Associationõs research 

report, The Economics of Demand Side Water 

Technologies examined which water-saving 

technologies can produce the biggest money savings 

for Victorian households.  

Consumer Actionõs research report (with the Victorian 

Council of Social Service), Winners and Losers: The 

Impact of Energy Concession Caps on Low Income 

Victorians identified the potential impacts on Victorian 

consumers arising from changes in the concessions 

framework which was announced in the 2013/14 

budget. In its 2013/14 budget the Victorian 

Government announced it would be capping the 

Annual Electricity Concession and Winter Gas 

Concession and introducing an Excess Energy 

Concession, for concession payments above the cap 

which households could claim via an additional 

application process if they were not using energy 

fraudulently.  

An event is planned to further explore policy responses 

on energy concessions.  

 

 
 

 

Recipient Project Amount (inc 

GST) 

Brotherhood of St 

Laurence 

Fuel Poverty, Household 

Income and Energy 

Spending: An Empirical 

Analysis for Australia 

using HILDA  

$8,015.00  

Financial & 

Consumer Rights 

Council  

Case study links  $8,000.00  
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One project approved for funding during 2013/14 

was completed during 2013/14: 

The Brotherhood of St Laurenceõs (BSLõs) research 

report, Fuel Poverty, Household Income and Energy 

Spending: An Empirical Analysis for Australia using 

HILDA Data, improved our understanding of fuel 

expenditure and fuel related hardship in Australia 

using the Household, Income, and Labour Dynamics in 

Australia (HILDA) data and better identified households 

and individuals who may not be adequately covered 

by existing safeguards. 



 

 

Governance 

The Directorsõ Report (p. 24) details CUACõs 

compliance with its obligations under Corporations 

Law. There were, however, some noteworthy 

developments in CUACõs governance in the 2013/14 

financial year. 

Board 

The following changes to the CUAC Board took place 

in the reporting period. Ms Ronda Held was appointed 

as Chair on 8 August 2013 and was reappointed as 

Chair at the AGM held on 28 October 2013 until the 

2014 AGM. Ms Fanoula Ferro was appointed as 

Deputy Chair at the 2013 AGM until the 2015 AGM.  

Mr Steve Peuschel was appointed as a Director at the 

2013 AGM until the 2015 AGM.  

Corporate governance 

The CUAC Board undertook work on a range of 

governance policies in the period and a risk 

management workshop. 

Reference group & strategic 

planning 

CUAC recruited two new members to its Reference 

Group in 2013/14. They were the Ethnic 

Communitiesõ Council of Victoria Inc. (ECCV) and the 

Regional Information and Advocacy Council Inc. 

(RIAC). The new members will help ensure the interests 

of people from culturally and linguistically diverse 

(CALD ) backgrounds and people with disabilities 

(respectively) are considered and integrated into 

CUACõs  policy, research and advocacy in 2014/15. 

On 15 April 2014, the CUAC Reference Group met for 

its annual discussion to provide input into CUACõs 

annual work plan for 2014/15. At the close of the 

financial year this annual work plan was being 

finalised for Board approval.  

In 2013/14 the Board approved a new proxy policy 

for the members of CUACõs Reference Group. 

Reference Group Members 
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Organisation Representative 

Alternative Technology 

Association 

Damien Moyse, Energy Projects and 

Policy Manager 

Brotherhood of St Laurence Dr Victoria Johnson, Research & 

Policy Manager, Equity in response 

to climate change 

Consumer Action Law 

Centre 

Janine Rayner, Senior Policy Officer 

ð Energy 

Community Information 

and Support Victoria 

Minh Nguyen, Sector Development 

Officer 

Council on the Ageing Randal Harkin, Member, Victoria 

Policy Council 

Council of Single Mothers 

and their Children Inc. 

Tenar Dwyer, Executive Officer 

Country Womenõs 

Association of Victoria Inc 

Marie Vassallo, Social Issues 

Chairman 

Financial & Consumer 

Rights Council Inc. 

Peter Gartlan, Executive Officer 

Ethnic Communitiesõ 

Council of Victoria Inc. 

Elena Petreska, Projects Coordinator 

Good Shepherd Youth and 

Family Service 

Tanya Corrie, Social Policy 

Researcher 

National Seniors Australia Neville Daynes, Member Services 

Officer, Victorian State Office 

Kildonan UnitingCare Joanna Leece, Senior Manager, 

Financial Inclusion and Energy 

Regional Information and 

Advocacy Council Inc. 

Steve Doran, Chief Executive Officer 

Springvale Community Aid 

and Advice Bureau 

Rita Battaglin, Pathway and Support 

Services Manager 

Victorian Council of Social 

Service 

Dean Lombard, Senior Policy 

Advisor 

Victorian Farmers 

Federation 

Jacob McElwee, Senior Policy 

Advisor Farm Business and Regional 

Development  

Womenõs Health Goulburn 

North East Inc. 

Karen OõConnor, Microfinance 

Project Worker 



 

 

Directorsõ report 

The Directors of the Consumer Utilities Advocacy 

Centre Ltd present this report for the financial year 

ended 30 June 2014. 

Directors 

The names of the Directors over the reporting period 

are: 

Directors have been in office since the start of the 

financial year to the date of this report unless otherwise 

stated. No director has any interest in business 

contracts or proposed financial dealings for personal 

benefit with the company declared during the financial 

year ended 30 June 2014. 

The company is incorporated as a company limited by 

guarantee and therefore does not have share capital. 

The CUAC Constitution stipulates the skills and 

expertise that Directors bring to the organisation. The 

Chair must hold a demonstrated understanding of 

regulated industries and consumer advocacy 

methodologies, two Directors are appointed on the 

basis of their knowledge and expertise in areas related 

to the functions of the company, such as economics, 

regulatory affairs, consumer affairs or communications 

and the remaining two Directors represent key 

consumer interests. 

Directorsõ meetings 

During the current financial year ended 30 June 2014,  

9 meetings of the companyõs Directors were held, and 

2 were conducted by written circulation, in respect of 

which each Director of the company attended or 

responded in writing to the following: 

 

Company secretary 

The name of the person who is a company secretary at 

the end of and throughout the financial year is Jo 

Benvenuti. 

Operating result 

The organisation incurred a surplus for the year ended 

30 June 2014 of $11,431 (2013 $25,331).  

Review of  operations 

A review of the operations of the company for the year 

ended 30 June 2014 is contained in the Report on 

Consumer issues through to Governance. 

Ms Ronda Held, B Econ,  B Social Administration, M 

Policy & Administration (appointed Chair on 8   

August 2013, reappointed 28 October 2013)  

Chair 

Ms Fanoula Ferro,  LLB Grad Dip Int Law (appointed 

Deputy Chair on 28 October 2013)  
Deputy 

Chair 

Mr Ian Wilson, B Econ (Hons) (Monash), Dip. Public 

Administration (RMIT), MBA (Melb.)  
Director 

Mr Andrew Bell,  B Eng (Hons)/BSc, LLB (Hons), P. 

Grad Dip Pub Pol, LLM  
Director 

Mr Steve Peuschel 

(Appointed as a Director on 28 October 2013).  

Director 

Director Meetings conducted 

while a member 

Meetings attended 

Ms Ronda Held 11 11 

Ms Fanoula Ferro 11 8 

Mr Steve Peuschel 8 8 

Mr Ian Wilson 11 10 

Mr Andrew Bell 11 9 
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Significant changes in state 

of  affairs 

No significant changes in the state of affairs of the 

company occurred during the financial year ended 30 

June 2014. 

Principal activities 

In line with CUACõs corporate objectives (see inside 

front cover), the principal activities of the company in 

the course of the financial year were: to operate as an 

independent advocate for Victorian electricity, gas and 

water consumers, particularly low-income, 

disadvantaged and rural consumers; to increase the 

capacity of consumers and consumer advocates to 

participate in policy and regulatory decisions on 

electricity, gas and water through its own resources 

and its management of the CUAC External Research 

and Advocacy Program; undertake research and 

commission research into consumer utility issues, with a 

particular focus on low-income, disadvantaged and 

rural consumers, and to disseminate that knowledge as 

widely as possible; and to monitor consumer utility 

issues, particularly those affecting low-income, 

disadvantaged and rural consumers. The CUAC also 

undertook a project to support the Energy Information 

Fund with funding from the Department of State 

Development, Business and Innovation. 

After balance date events 

No matters or circumstances have arisen since the end 

of the financial year that have significantly affected or 

may significantly affect the operations of the company, 

the results of those operations or the state of affairs of 

the company in subsequent financial years. 

Future developments 

In the opinion of the Directors there are no likely 

developments in the operations of CUAC which would 

affect the results of future years, taking into account 

that CUAC is funded on an annual basis. The Board 

notes that CUAC is subject to periodic review by the 

Victorian Government. CUAC has been notified of a 

planning permit application by the lessor that, if 

proceeded with, may impact on CUACõs lease.  

This may require CUAC to relocate with six monthsõ 

notice, impacting on CUACõs future budget. 

Environmental issues 

The companyõs operations are not regulated by any 

significant environmental regulation under a law of the 

Federal or of a State or Territory. 

Indemnities and insurance 

for Directors and officers 

During the financial year, the company paid a 

premium in respect of a contract insuring the Directors 

of the company (as named above), the company 

secretary and all executive officers of the company 

against a liability incurred as such by a director, 

secretary or executive officer to the extent permitted by 

the Corporations Act 2001, to the amount of $10 

million. The company has not otherwise, during or 

since the financial year, indemnified or agreed to 

indemnify an officer or auditor of the company or of 

any related body corporate against a liability incurred 

as such an officer or auditor. 

Proceedings on behalf  of  

company 

No person has applied for leave of Court to bring 

proceedings on behalf of the company or intervene in 

any proceedings to which the company is a part for 

the purpose of taking responsibility on behalf of the 

company for all or any part of those proceedings. 

Auditorõs declaration 

A copy of the auditorõs independence declaration as 

required under section 307C of the Corporations Act 

2001 is set out on page 26.  

Signed in accordance with a resolution of the Board of 

Directors.  

 

                                                                    

Ronda Held 

Chair                                                                             

Melbourne, 11 August 2014 
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Auditorõs independence declaration 
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Independent auditorõs report to the members of  the 

Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre Limited 
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