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Consumer Utilities  

Advocacy Centre  

Level 2, 172 Flinders St 

Melbourne Victoria 3000  

P:  1300 656  767  or  

(03) 9639  7600  

F:   (03) 9639  8966  

E:   info@cuac.org.au   

W: www.cuac.org.au  

CUAC is an independent consumer advocacy organisation 

which ensures the interests of Victorian electricity, gas and 

water consumersñespecially low income, disadvantaged, 

rural and regional, and Indigenous consumersñare 

effectively represented in the policy and regulatory debate.  

 

CUAC believes all Victorians have a right to: 

§ affordable and sustainable electricity, gas and water 

§ have their interests heard in policy and regulatory decisions on electricity, 

gas and water 

§ not be disconnected from electricity, gas and/or water due solely to an 

inability to pay 

 

CUAC: 

§ Provides a voice for, and strengthens the input of Victorian utility 

consumersñparticularly low income, disadvantaged, and rural and 

regional consumersñin the policy and regulatory debate 

§ Initiates and supports research into issues of concern to Victorian utility 

consumers, through in-house research and building the capacity of 

consumers through its Grants program 

§ Investigates and responds to systemic issues affecting Victorian 

consumers in the competitive electricity and gas markets and with regard 

to water. 
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The 2009 Metropolitan Melbourne Water Price 

Review saw the Essential Services Commission (ESC) 

approve substantial water price increases for 

Melbourne consumers over the period to 2013. At 

that time, CUAC along with other consumer groups 

argued strongly that as prices increased, additional 

safety nets should be put in place to protect customers 

who are experiencing difficulty in paying their water 

bills.  

 

In response, the ESC has consulted on the 

development of a hardship-related Guaranteed 

Service Level (GSL) measure. The measure, now being 

introduced, aims to ensure that restrictions and legal 

action are not used by businesses as a way of 

inducing customer contact in place of more 

appropriate customer service-oriented approaches. 

 

Hardship GSL  

Under the new scheme, a GSL payment of $300 will 

be made to a customer where a water business 

restricts water supply or takes legal action against a 

residential customer without first making ôreasonable 

endeavoursõ to contact the customer and provide 

information about hardship assistance. The 

õreasonable endeavoursõ are defined by the ESC and 

set out in a checklist. They are: 

 

1. bill issued 

2. reminder notice issued 

3. warning notice issued 

4. two attempts at personal contact by phone 

on two separate weekdays (or letter sent 

by registered mail if no phone number 

available) 

5. one attempt at a personal visit with a 

customer 

 

Water businessesõ must be able to provide specified 

internal records showing that these steps have been 

followed.  

 

Coverage  

In our submission, CUAC argued for the GSL to be 

immediately implemented by urban and regional-

urban water businesses across Victoria. We pointed 

out the higher prices faced by consumers outside 

Melbourne, as well as the higher levels of socio-

economic disadvantage and the frequently poorer 

Responding to advocacy from CUAC and 

other consumer groups, the Victorian 

regulator has introduced a hardship-

related Guaranteed Service Level measure. 

This should help ensure that water 

businesses put effort into contacting 

customers and offering hardship assistance 

before restricting or taking legal action 

over unpaid bills.  

Raising the bar  

A new hardship GSL measure for water businesses  
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performance of non-metropolitan water businesses in 

relation to hardship issues.  

 

CUAC is disappointed that under the ESCõs final 

decision, the GSL measure will apply initially only to 

the metropolitan businesses and to those regional 

urban businesses with the highest rates of restriction 

and legal action in 2008/09. Coverage will then be 

extended to all urban water businesses after one 

year.  
 

Other changes  

In another positive move, the ESC will also change 

the Customer Service Code to raise from $120 to 

$200 the debt threshold below which water 

businesses cannot begin legal action or restrict supply 

over non-payment, a change supported by CUAC. 

Responding to consumer group suggestions, the ESC 

also committed to periodic review of this threshold 

during price reviews.  

 

CUAC sees the introduction of this GSL as an 

important step forward. Past experience with GSL 

and related schemes (such as the Wrongful 

Disconnection Payment in the electricity sector) has 

demonstrated that such schemes are an effective 

means of encouraging good performance. CUAC is 

therefore very pleased to see the introduction of a 

GSL measure linked to the important issue of 

hardship.  

 

We will follow the implementation of the hardship-

related GSL in 2010 and its broader roll-out next 

year. CUAC will also continue to work with the ESC 

on other water hardship matters and advocate for 

further improvements to water businessesõ hardship 

policies and practices.  

Guaranteed Service Levels explained 
 

Under a guaranteed service level  (GSL) scheme, a 

customer who receives specified types of poor 

service is entitled to an automatic payment or rebate 

from their water business. Examples of poor service 

that may attract a rebate include sewage spills not 

contained within four hours or more than five 

unplanned water supply interruptions in a year. 

 

As well as providing customer compensation for 

poor service, GSL schemes are intended to provide 

a financial incentive for businesses to focus on high-

quality, reliable services.  

 

Those businesses that choose to implement a GSL 

scheme are required to have the scheme approved 

by the ESC, but water businesses are not required to 

have a scheme. Currently, seven Victorian water 

businesses (four regional urban and the three 

metropolitan businesses) have a GSL scheme in 

place.  

 

Existing schemes vary in their comprehensiveness. 

For example, the Yarra Valley Water GSL scheme 

includes 10 ôapproved service level obligationsõ 

which attract rebates if not met. In contrast, Wannon 

Waterõs GSL scheme is less extensive, with only two 

approved service level obligations. Payment 

amounts also vary across businesses and according 

to the seriousness of the issue. 

 

Approved service level obligations and GSL  

payment amounts for those businesses with GSL 

schemes are detailed in the ESC Customer Service 

Code and in each businessõ Customer Charter. 
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Electric vehicles are battery powered cars that are 

charged when not in use. The first mass-market 

electric vehicles arrived in Victoria in August 2010, 

and most automotive companies are in the process of 

developing electric models.  

 

Electric vehicles are a potentially important option for 

lowering our dependence on oil as a fuel for 

transportation and, with appropriate energy policies, 

reducing the greenhouse gas emissions from 

transportation.  With a transition to cleaner 

generations technologies such as renewables and 

gas, electric cars could reduce the emission intensity 

of car travel.   

 

The Victorian electric vehicle trial will provide 180 

Victorian households the use of an electric vehicle for 

three months, with insurance costs, a charging point 

and the cost of the vehicle covered.  While users will 

pay for the electricity needed to charge the car, these 

costs should be lower than current motor vehicle fuel 

costs.  Electricity for the trial  is expected to be 

sourced from renewable sources.   

 

The trial will look at how, where, why and when 

participants use electric vehicles. It will assess the 

viability of electric vehicles on Victorian roads 

alongside issues such as community awareness/

acceptance of the vehicles, infrastructure 

requirements, costs and benefits, and barriers to the 

use of electric vehicles. 

   

Of particular interest to CUAC are the implications of 

electric vehicles for electricity networks and prices. 

Widespread use of electric vehicles will lead to 

changes in the demand and supply of electricity.  It is 

important that any pressures or impacts on electricity 

networks and generation are well managed to ensure 

that they are in the interests of the consumer.   

 

Responding to the trial launch, CUAC has 

acknowledged that Victorian consumers will benefit 

from a trial that considers consumer impacts, 

including network design, price, environment, safety, 

communications and protections. òCUACõs 

participation on the advisory group is a welcome 

opportunity for consumers to influence the design of a 

new industryó, said Jo Benvenuti, CUACõs Executive 

Officer.   

 

To find out more or to participate in the trial, go to 

www.transport.vic.gov.au 

Electric vehicle trial underway  

On 6 October, Premier John Brumby 

launched Victoriaõs  Electric Vehicle trial.  

The five year trial of a fleet of electric 

vehicles and associated infrastructure will 

assess the vehiclesõ economic, 

environmental and social impacts.  CUAC 

is on the advisory committee for the trial 

and will be representing the interests of 

Victorian energy consumers as the trial 

proceeds.   
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Exempt networks  

Most Victorian energy consumers buy their energy 

directly from a retailer. In some situations, however, 

the owner or manager of a multi-tenanted property 

purchases energy from a retailer and then on-sells it 

to end customers. This can occur, for example,  in 

caravan parks, shopping centres, industrial parks 

and apartment blocks. These mini distribution 

networks are referred to as ôembedded networksõ. 

 

Because of their smaller size, embedded networks are 

treated differently to retailers in legislation and 

regulation. Under the proposed National Energy 

Retail Law, anyone selling energy will need either a 

ôretailer authorisationõ or an exemption from 

authorisation requirements. The Australian Energy 

Regulator (AER) will have the power to issue 

individual exemptions, and is currently developing a 

retail exemption guideline. Sellers with exemptions 

(including embedded network operators), will have 

fewer obligations than authorised retailers. They will 

not be required to comply with the Energy Retail 

Code and customers of exempt networks will not be 

afforded the same rights and protections as other 

consumers. 

 

The regulation of  exempt networks is a complex 

business. Developing regulations that take into 

account the vast differences between, say, a rooming 

house and an industrial park is difficult. Adding to 

the difficulty is the surprising lack of data and 

resulting uncertainty about the number of exempt 

networks in existence, how many customers they 

serve, and the experiences of these customers.  

 

As the only Victorian consumer organisation 

responding to the AER issues paper on retail 

exemptions, CUAC acknowledged the complexity of 

regulating embedded networks while arguing 

strongly for appropriate consumer protections.  

CUAC sees exemptions as appropriate where the 

costs of full compliance with the NECF outweigh 

benefits to the consumer. Nevertheless, we argue that 

exemptions should only be granted subject to 

adequate consumer protections.  

 

Consumer protections are particularly important in 

these situations for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

National energy update:  

advocating for low -income and vulnerable consumers  

At the national level, work continues apace 

on the development of regulation flowing 

from the National Energy Customer 

Framework (NECF). As this work proceeds, 

CUAC has been advocating vigorously on 

behalf of all Victorian consumers. Here we 

profile two areas of advocacy that have 

particular relevance for vulnerable and low

-income consumers: exempt networks and 

hardship program performance indicators.  
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customers in embedded networks are generally 

unable to access the competitive retail market, or else 

face significant barriers to doing so. Being unable to 

choose another energy provider, they can be 

exposed to monopolistic behaviour. Secondly, 

embedded network customers in caravan parks and 

rooming houses are often on low incomes and may 

be more vulnerable to any unscrupulous behaviour 

on the part of a network operator. 

 

For these reasons, CUAC is advocating for adequate 

consumer protections on key matters including 

pricing, connection, disconnection and reconnection, 

flexible payment plans, basic hardship assistance and 

access to redress via an external dispute resolution 

body. We are also pushing for effective regulatory 

oversight of embedded network operations to ensure 

that operators comply with customer protection 

requirements. 

 

Measuring retailersõ hardship program  

performance  

Under the proposed National Energy Retail Law, the 

AER will monitor and report on retailersõ performance 

on customer hardship assistance. In preparation for 

this, the AER is developing a set of National Hardship 

Program Performance Indicators.  

 

The AER has proposed a set of indicators that have 

formed the basis for initial consultation. These 

proposed indicators include: 

 

¶ number of customers entering, exiting and on 

the hardship program;  

¶ average debt upon hardship program entry 

and exit; 

¶ number of customers denied entry to the 

hardship program and exited for non-

compliance; 

¶ number of customers disconnected who were 

on a hardship program within the previous 12 

(or 24) months, and those subsequently 

reconnected within seven (or 10) days; and 

¶ number of hardship program customers 

receiving notification of available grants & 

concessions; referral to a financial counsellor; 

special payment arrangements; and energy 

efficiency advice and assistance. 

CUAC believes that the proposed indicators together 

will provide a useful picture of retailer performance 

providing assistance to customers experiencing 

hardship. Reporting on these indicators will provide 

government and consumers with information on the 

operation and success of programs, and increase 

transparency and accountability. It also provides 

feedback that retailers may use to identify and 

improve any areas of poor performance.  

 

While the initial set of proposed indicators needs 

further fine-tuning, CUAC has concerns that the 

number and comprehensiveness of the indicators may 

be reduced. In stakeholder forums, some retailers 

have argued that the proposed indicators do not 

reflect directly on retailer performance. 

 

For example, some retailers have argued against the 

collection and reporting of data on the level of debt 

upon entry to the hardship program. CUAC 

recognises that this figure varies according to 


