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1. Introduction

Throughout 2023, the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) undertook research examining
how NSW households are impacted by debt, disconnection and restrictions related to their use of
electricity, gas and water services. This is the fifth time the research has been undertaken, with
previous reports published in 2005, 2009, 2013 and 2018. This iteration of the research
expanded on the scope of previous research and incorporated some changes in methodology
which are detailed in this report, and the accompanying background and methodology
document.

Despite a pause on disconnections during COVID-19 lockdowns, the 2023 research shows
substantial numbers of people living in NSW have faced disconnection, been notified of an
impending disconnection or been seriously worried about being disconnected due to bill debt in
recent years.

It is clear that financial strain connected with the current cost of living crisis, coinciding with an
increase in energy prices, is having a major negative impact on people. Many people are
struggling to afford essential services, including energy and water.

The frontline workers we spoke to for the research said almost all people they saw in 2023 were
experiencing difficulties with their energy bill payments. Households are making unreasonable
sacrifices to try to save on their energy costs, including not using the heating and cooling they
need to stay healthy.

Compared to previous rounds of research, we see higher rates of mental health issues disclosed,
as well as higher rates of family violence. Most notably, the depth of the cost-of-living crisis is
evidenced by the fact that middle income households account for a higher proportion of
households being impacted by debt and disconnection.

Energy and water providers continue to argue that disconnections are necessary to elicit a
response from consumers who are behind on energy or water bill payments. This claim is
founded on an assumption that many people with debt can afford to pay their bill but choose not
to. It also assumes that people requiring assistance need a threat to focus their attention and ‘get
the help they need’.

The fear of disconnection, the threat of disconnection and the experience of disconnection
creates and compounds issues for households, adding anxiety and additional expense to the
stress and cost of the experience of payment difficulty. Disconnection also impacts the
relationship with the retailer, undermining trust which is crucial to managing effective debt
repayment and payment assistance.

The research shows that households who go through a disconnection don'’t get assistance that
improves their circumstances and helps them avoid future payment difficulty. Households who

1 Refer to the detailed methodology report available online accompanying this document.


https://piac.asn.au/2010/07/13/cut-off-7448/
https://piac.asn.au/2010/07/13/cut-off-ii-january-2009/
https://piac.asn.au/2013/04/11/cut-off-iii-7993/
https://piac.asn.au/2018/11/21/close-to-the-edge-a-qualitative-quantitative-study/

experience payment difficulty but don’t get disconnected are still impacted by the stress and
threat of disconnection and make worrying sacrifices to avoid a notification.

Payment difficulty then impacts on other essentials and results in sacrifices not visible to
providers or regulators.

This report provides a summary of our research and recommendations to improve how retailers
respond to payment difficulty, so households receive more substantial and consistent support to
re-establish financial stability.

Further findings and deeper analysis from this research will be available in a series of follow-up
topic and cohort-based reports.

Research methodology

PIAC engaged Action Market Research (AMR) for this research project. AMR worked with us to
develop a multi-stage ‘360-degree view’ research project, with several key lines of primary
research. This research expanded on previous iterations and made a number of changes
(detailed further in this section) including expanding the scope of the research to cover the
previous 2 years, rather than 12 months.

The first stage involved qualitative interviews with 15 NSW financial counsellors and community
service providers. Those interviews investigated key issues relating to consumers’ energy/water
use and affordability, experiences of disconnection and debt, and potential improvements to help
people avoid disconnection and debt.

The second stage involved eight qualitative ‘case study’ discussions with key NSW
stakeholders, including distribution businesses, an energy retailer, water providers and the
Energy and Water Ombudsman NSW (EWON). These discussions investigated industry views on
consumer energy use and affordability issues, targeted support and intervention programs,
including the Knock to Stay Connected (K2SC) initiative.

The third stage involved 15 qualitative interviews with individual consumers in NSW. Each
person had recently, or were currently, experiencing energy payment difficulty and/or had been
impacted by disconnection, including by being notified or worried about disconnection.

The fourth and final stage was a quantitative survey with a broad sample of 1044 NSW
residents. The survey asked about energy/water use and affordability, the impact and
experiences of disconnection and debt, and potential solutions and improvements to help
consumers avoid disconnection and debt. Respondents had to be in one of the following groups:

¢ Had been disconnected from electricity or gas or restricted from water in the last two years
(referred to as ‘disconnected’ households).

¢ Had been notified about an impending disconnection in the last two years, which could
include receiving a visit to their home from their distributor or provider in relation to an
upcoming disconnection but avoiding the disconnection (referred to as ‘notified’ households).

e Had been seriously worried about having their electricity, gas or water disconnected and
making sacrifices to ensure the debt was paid in the last two years (referred to as ‘worried’
households).
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PIAC and AMR made efforts to create a representative research project, but it is important to
note some inherent biases resulting from a reliance on online surveys and the survey and
interviews being conducted exclusively in English. The research may not capture the experience
of people who are digitally excluded and/or who have low English literacy. As such, key groups
such as older people, people from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) backgrounds,
First Nations people, people with low educational attainment and/or people on very low incomes
are likely to be under-represented in the survey, and people who have lower English proficiency
are not included in interviews. It is also difficult for the experiences of people with significant
mental health issues or intellectual disabilities to be included in research of this kind.

More information about the research objectives, methodology and context of the research can be
found in our document ‘Powerless: Background and methodology’.2

Notes:
Where percentages do not add to 100%, this is due to rounding.
Quantitative survey results are shown by total and analysed by three types of
respondents: Disconnection, Notified, and Worried.

e For brevity, this report and other reports in this series use the term ‘disconnection’
to refer to both ‘disconnection’ from electricity or gas and ‘restriction’ from a water
service, unless referring to water restrictions specifically.

e Where it was relevant to look at electricity, gas and water separately, this was
done. Sometimes the survey question combines electricity and gas under the term
‘energy’ as a whole, and other times (such as when testing solutions), the question
was asked in relation to all relevant utilities used by a household.

¢ ‘Provider and ‘retailer’ are used interchangeably and refer to energy retailers and

corporations and councils that provide water services.

Shading in the tables indicates the result for a subgroup is higher than the total.

Any quotes from participants are presented in quotation marks.

Names of participants are pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality.

For brevity, financial counsellors and community service providers are referred to

as ‘frontline workers’ in this report and others in the series.

o We make some comparisons between this research and previous research,
particularly from 2018. It is important to note there are limitations with comparisons
due to changes in scope and methodology, including changes in the way questions
have been asked. In 2005, 2009 and 2013, we only collected data on disconnected
households (not notified or worried households).

e The complete survey questionnaire can be obtained from PIAC on request.

2 Ibid.
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2. Who is impacted by debt and disconnection

Key finding: While demographic cohorts often associated with disadvantage continue
to experience higher rates of disconnection and risk of disconnection,
people from higher income groups are increasingly represented.

All participants in our research had to be NSW residents aged 18+. In the survey, two-thirds
(63%) lived in a capital city or metropolitan area of a capital city, with the remaining (37%) living
in a rural or regional area. Whilst not an exact comparison, Greater Sydney’s population is about
64% of the total population of NSW,? so these figures are somewhat reflective of the NSW
population.

As in past research the 2023 iteration shows that people who have been disconnected, notified of
disconnection and/or who are seriously worried about being disconnected tend to come from
demographic groups frequently associated with economic disadvantage. This supports our
understanding that underlying financial capacity is the major factor contributing to people’s
experiences of disconnection. However, in this round of research, coinciding with a cost-of-living
crisis, we saw an increased proportion of households in higher income brackets impacted.

Whilst almost anyone can become vulnerable to payment difficulty, understanding demographic
nuances is crucial to ensuring support mechanisms work effectively and help all groups to avoid
disconnection, notification and/or serious worry.

Women are more impacted than men

In the survey, gender skewed towards female, with 66% identifying as woman or female, and
34% identifying as man or male. Despite attempts to get a cross section of people in the
interviews, this skew towards females was also apparent in our interviews — 11 out of the 15 were
with women.

This skew warrants further analysis. Women are paid less on average than men and often work
less hours than men to balance paid work with caring responsibilities which might be leading to
this greater tendency to experience payment difficulty. Whilst we did not ask whether a household
was a single parent household, this might also be a factor.

3 Derived from https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/quickstats/2021/1GSYD and
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/national-state-and-territory-population/latest-release.
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Younger people are more impacted by payment difficulty than older people*

Age
6% 3%

14% .

28%

33%

= 18-29years =30-39years 40 -49years =50-59years 60 - 69 years 70+

Age skewed towards younger people. Fewer older people appeared to qualify for the survey and
while the majority of respondents were in middle age groups, there was a noticeable over-
representation of young adults in the research. This may be because older people:

e Are more likely to be eligible to access energy rebates® which assist in energy and water
affordability.

¢ Are more likely to own their home, noting that the cost of housing is a significant pressure
in the current cost of living crisis.

e May be able to reduce their energy use (and other bills) more easily with smaller numbers
of people in their households.

This is not to say that older people aren’t experiencing payment difficulty, and many may be
making significant sacrifices to keep their energy bills low. Some older people may not recognise
this is a sacrifice, or simply may not want to participate in research of this kind.

Younger adults are more likely to be studying, working in casual and/or part time work® or
participating in the gig economy. This impacts earning capacity, scope to budget and ability to
afford essential bills, particularly those which are often large, infrequent and unpredictable like
energy bills. Younger people are also less likely to have established savings to use to cover large
expenses and help them deal with the impact of temporary income restrictions such as lost hours
orillness.

Young people rarely own their own home and are more likely to live in shared or precarious
housing. The nature of these circumstance, and their interaction with energy billing is likely to be
driving the higher proportion of young people struggling with payment difficulty. Frontline workers
spoke of the difficulties some young adults have managing bills, particularly when they first move
out of home.

4 We will explore the impacts of debt and disconnection further on young people in our forthcoming joint report
with Youth Action.

5 People on the age pension can access the Low Income Household Rebate (energy) and self-funded retirees
can access the Seniors Energy Rebate. Some water providers provide pension rebates.

6 https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/employment-2021-census.
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“We've seen with young people, [unpaid electricity bills are] part of the reason they've been evicted from
their accommodation and have had to return to our crisis refuge because they've not been able to keep up
with their rent or their utilities, which has been significantly impactful.”

Residential and Assertive Outreach Coordinator

One of the consumers interviewed also spoke about learning about energy use and managing
bills.

“[l was disconnected] around October/November 2021. It was through winter, so | think | was using the
heater too much. It was my first time moving out that year, so | was kind of learning how much things
actually cost...I didn't really know how paying bills worked.”

Christine

Whist we did not capture the age of all household members, we did find 57% of households
disconnected had at least one person under 18 years old. Rates were a little lower for notified
households (55%) and lower still for seriously worried households (46%).

In our interviews, 13 of the 15 had people under 30 living in the household.

Very little attention is given to the impact energy exclusion has on young people — including
children and young adults - but the role energy plays in health, education, social inclusion and
financial stability means it warrants more examination. We will explore this in greater detail in an
in-depth report.

Lower income households are most impacted, but middle-income households are
increasingly prevalent

Not surprisingly, given the high cost of mortgage repayments and rent, more middle-income
households are facing payment difficulty for energy and water.

However, the pressure on lower income households remains most severe, particularly for those
with little option to access more affordable housing, and a high risk of being pushed into
homelessness when energy payment leads to difficulty in paying rent. This means the incidence
of payment difficulty and issues with disconnection have simply expanded.
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Which of the following describes you/your household’s main source of income?

116 487 441

Base 1,044

Work full-time 57% 53% 63% 53%
Work part-time 16% 19% 15% 17%
Work in a casual position 8% 7% 8% 8%
Job Seeker 4% 9% 2% 4%
Self-funded Retiree 0% 0% 0% 1%
Retiree receiving the aged pension 3% 3% 2% 5%
Other government support payments 9% 8% 8% 11%
Other source of income 1% 2% 1% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Across all three groups (disconnected, notified and worried) the main income for most
households comes from full time employment.

The main income for 72% of disconnected households came from a wage or salary (full time or
part time). In our 2018 research this was only 50% and in 2013 it was 44%. In 2009, coinciding
with the global financial crisis, it was 62%. In 2004 it was 41%.

The group who had experienced disconnection had a higher proportion of people working part-
time or receiving Job Seeker payments than the other two groups. Those people are likely to
have less resources and capacity to avoid the disconnection.

“I would say that there has been an increase in struggles [with energy bills] because that Centrelink
payment got reduced [after COVID-19]... So, you know, where they might have been able to pay their
electricity instalment during that time because they still had an extra $150 or whatever it might have been,
now they don’t have that anymore. That’s been taken away from them and that’s directly impacting their
ability to pay energy.”

Residential and Assertive Outreach Coordinator

There were higher rates of full-time workers amongst people who had been notified about a
disconnection. Those seriously worried were more likely to be receiving the aged pension or

‘other’ government support payments. There was no significant presentation of self-funded
retirees.
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“I actually think [energy affordability] is affecting a lot more people now. | mean typically you would think
maybe it is impacting people on Centrelink, but | think there are actually working people being affected now
because of the rising costs - not just for electricity, but everything. It used to be just people on Centrelink
coming to see us with these kinds of concerns but now it's becoming a concern for other people too. Also,
because Centrelink income is only limited, and if everything — not just electricity — is increasing, the money
can't stretch that far.”

Financial Counsellor

What is your annual household income before tax? If unsure of the exact amount, please
estimate approximately how much take-home pay your household receives in a single year.

Total Disconnection Notified Worried
Base 1,044 116 487 441
Less than $20,000 4% 8% 4% 3%
$20,000 to under $40,000 14% 16% 10% 17%
$40,001 to under $60,000 15% 18% 13% 17%
$60,001 to under $80,000 14% 15% 15% 14%
$80,001 to under $100,000 15% 14% 16% 14%
$100,001 to under $120,000 1% 7% 12% 10%
$120,001 to under $150,000 10% 1% 10% 9%
$150,001 to under $250,000 9% 7% 10% 9%
$250,001 or more 2% 2% 2% 1%
Don’t know 1% 3% 2% 1%
Prefer not to say 5% 1% 6% 6%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

For the group experiencing disconnection, household income before tax was lower, with 47%
reporting income less than $80k a year. Again, reduced access to financial resources is likely to
reduce their capacity to source money and avoid disconnection.

Those notified tended to have middle-range incomes ($80-$120k), where the average household
income in NSW is $95,108.7 Those seriously worried were more likely to be on lower incomes
(under $60k). Notably, every income bracket was represented, with 20% of those experiencing a
disconnection having a household income over $120,000.

7 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘New South Wales: 2021 Census All Persons QuickStats’.
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People who rent are more likely to be impacted but increasingly those with
mortgages are also impacted

Which of the following best applies to your current living situation?

116 487 441

Base 1,044

e
:gg/ﬁttﬁaﬁglrglrgg — from a real estate 38% 399% 36% 399%
Paying off a mortgage 37% 31% 40% 37%
In a home | have fully paid off 9% 3% 8% 10%
Other 1% 0% 1% 2%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Our survey shows a high proportion of people living in rented homes are impacted by
disconnection or payment difficulty, with 38% of participants in private rental and 15% in social
housing. In NSW, 27% of people live in private rentals and 4% live in social housing.® Renters
lack ability to improve the energy efficiency of their home, decide to electrify, or take advantage of
consumer energy resources such as solar and batteries, which reduce energy bills. Much rental
housing is of a poor standard, and with no minimum energy standards can be expensive to run.
These factors are strong contributors to the propensity for payment difficulty and experience of
disconnection issues.

People living in social housing are concerningly overrepresented amongst disconnected
households. 27% of disconnected respondents lived in social housing compared to 14% of
notified households and 12% of seriously worried households. These households have less
capacity to overcome debt and payment difficulty and would seem less able to avoid
disconnection.

Private renters are consistently over-represented, with 39% of disconnected and worried
households living in private rental and 36% of notified households.

“There are going to be some people who, because of their financial challenges, paying on energy bills is
just an ongoing challenge. People on Centrelink are going to be most affected, but even people in a stable
housing situation are affected because housing is usually one of the biggest financial costs I see in
people’'s budgets. If you're in social housing it's controlled at 30% of your income plus rental assistance, so
it's a lot better than someone who, for instance, are getting access to EAPA vouchers but whose rent is
about 80% of their income in a private rental.

8 https://profile.id.com.au/australia/tenure?WebID=100.
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Financial Counsellor

Compared with past research, there was a higher proportion of households with mortgages than
we have seen since the research that followed the global financial crisis (GFC).

In this research, 37% of those completing the survey had a mortgage, higher than the NSW
average of 34%.° In 2018, that figure was 29%.

When looking just at households who have experienced a disconnection, 31% were households
with a mortgage. This contrasts with 18% in 2018 and 25% in 2013 and 19% in 2004. But in
2009, after the GFC, the figure was 42%.

Households with mortgages also represent 40% of those notified and 37% of those seriously
worried, pointing to the prevalence of mortgage stress.

“The middle class is struggling at the moment, because a lot of the time they are people with mortgages
and living in their home so there's a certain degree that they might be a little bit more vulnerable now [in the
current high interest rate environment] and so we're definitely seeing across our services an increase in
that cohort coming in. You know, traditionally we have always seen the lowest socioeconomic groups come
through our doors, but now there's a big change in what we're seeing around the movement in that cohort,
particularly that cohort moving into homelessness.

Community Centre Manager

Across all three categories, there are much lower rates of people living in homes owned outright
(9%), with this being highest for worried households (10%) and lowest for disconnected
households (3%). 31.5% of households in NSW live in homes they own outright, which again
supports the link between housing costs and energy affordability issues.

First nations people are over-represented across all three groups

Do you identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin

116 487 441

Base 1,044
Yes — Aboriginal origin, Torres Strait
o 8% 11% 9% 6%
Islander original
No — neither 91% 89% 90% 93%
Prefer not to say 1% 0% 1% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

9 ABS Quickstats NSW.
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Respondents identifying as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander origin are over-represented
across all three categories. In NSW, 3.4% of the population identified as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander in 2021."% In our research, 11% of people who were disconnected, 9% of people
notified and 6% of worried people identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. We only
asked whether the survey respondent was First Nations, not whether anyone in the household
was First Nations, so these figures may not capture all First Nations households impacted by
disconnection.

Since our first report in 2004, our research has shown that First Nations are consistently
disproportionately impacted by disconnection. We regard this as evidence of the structural
disadvantages impacting First Nations peoples’ economic stability and financial security, and a
demonstration of the scope for improvements in payment assistance to support First Nations
households.

Disconnection is expensive and extremely stressful for any household, but arguably has a greater
impact on First Nations households, as this quote from a financial counsellor reveals:

“We’ve come out of COVID-19 with mental health dramas; [people are] actually quite anxious. If you're a
First Nations person and you are in a situation that's precarious in some way and all of a sudden you can't
pay your energy bill, if your energy gets cut off, you are worried about your children being taken from you. It
is basically a core need that is treated like a luxury and, therefore, people live in fear of the impact, not only
on their health and their well-being, but on their family structure.”

Financial Counsellor

10 https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/census-population-and-
housing-counts-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-australians/latest-
release#:~:text=The%20number%200f%20Aboriginal%20and,people%20in%20NSW%20in%202021.
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Disconnected households have higher rates of disability, particularly mental
iliness

Do you or someone in your household have any of the following?

Base 1,044 116 487 441
A medical condition that requires regular
o 31% 28% 28% 35%
treatment/medication
A medical condition that requires the use
of equipment that connected to household 5% 8% 5% 5%
electricity
A serious or potentially life-threatening
N 5% 7% 4% 6%

condition
A mental illness (including

) i 32% 39% 30% 31%
depression/anxiety)
An intellectual disability 5% 8% 5% 4%
A physical mobility problem 9% 8% 7% 10%
None of these 47% 36% 52% 45%
Prefer not to say 4% 4% 4% 4%

In this research, 49% of respondents indicated someone in their household has a disability. In
NSW, 17% of the population (not households) live with a disability, indicating that people with
disability are disproportionately impacted by payment difficulty in energy and water. In interviews,
some people have also outlined how family health issues have had a big impact on their ability to
afford their bills.

“Last year my daughter was severely sick and we had fo put a lot of money into her health, and that’s how
we got to this crisis point where we got cut off.”

Susannah

“It was just the one time with the energy when we missed that one that we got notified. We got home after
nearly four months with family illness. | definitely wasn't thinking about it, | wasn't checking bills and things.
A message was left from someone saying that they were from [the energy provider] and they really needed
to talk to us about the bills and the possibility of disconnection.”

Cassie
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The survey indicated high rates of mental illness including depression and anxiety (32%) within
households experiencing disconnection or payment difficulty. Mental iliness is even more
prevalent among households that have been disconnected (39%). In NSW, 8%'" of people
reported having a mental health condition at the last census.

The rate of mental illness was higher than was disclosed in our 2018 research, where it was 28%
for disconnected households (but highest for notified households at 31%). This rate is also higher
than it was for disconnected households in 2013 (30%) and 2009 (28%).'? It is well established
that COVID-19 took a major toll on people’s mental health. The greater attention has helped
reduced stigma related to mental health issues. Accordingly, it is difficult to be confident of
whether the increased numbers are the result of greater recognition of mental health concerns, or
a greater incidence of mental health conditions as a contributor to payment difficulty.

Regardless, that 39% of households who experienced a disconnection in the last two years
reported that a household member was suffering from mental health issues is a concern and a
relevant consideration in assessing the appropriateness of disconnection and assistance being
offered.

During interviews, frontline workers and consumers often spoke about mental health both
impacting affordability and being exacerbated by disconnection or threats/worry about
disconnection.

“We know the impacts of finance and mental health are so intertwined and they're so interrelated. [A lot of
the people] that we see for financial counselling end up in mental health counselling, and the majority of
people that we often see in mental health counselling end up in financial counselling... you know yourself if
you get a big bill then that will side swipe you, [it's an issue] and we ruminate over it, like ‘who left the lights
on?’ type of thing. Whereas, if people haven't got the capacity for that, they push it away and then that
affects their mental health because they can’t see a way out.”

Community Centre Manager

“Mental health is a massive factor because | think that even though people are coming to us, by the time
someone usually does come to us regarding a utility bill, it's well overdue - and I'm talking well overdue. So,
by then, obviously their mental health's declined, they’re just living off noodles and things like that because
any little bit of money that they do have, they are probably throwing to a bill. But even then, it's not touching
the side of it, especially when they're getting late fees and things like that as well. We do see a lot of people
who come in very frustrated, but mental health is a huge thing that we face when it comes down to clients.”

Case Manager

“And when there’s mental health concerns, if people are being chased by creditors, they don’t want to
answer the phone. They may set up other emails to avoid contact.”

Financial Counsellor

" https://abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/quickstats/2021/POA2022.
12 The question was not asked in 2005.
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“[Having my cousin help me was] essential because, while | was worried about [my energy bill], | was so
mentally ill that | [wasn'’t taking it seriously]. So, when I told my cousin, she was more worried about it than |
was and she was like, ‘It's time to do something.”

Christine

“It just has a knock-on effect. It’s not just the energy or the water. They need to understand that it has a
knock-on effect to your mental health and well-being. The stress - | can't tell you. | have laid awake at night
thinking, ‘Oh my god, are they going to cut off the electricity and the gas? Because if they do, | don't have
enough [money to buy petrol] to drive to Molong to use the equipment that my parents need.”

Jodi

“[l was] quite behind. | was trying to catch up, but | couldn’t catch up, so | freaked out. | suffer with
depression, anxiety and PTSD, so things like checking my mailbox, it's really, really hard for me to do that.
It's a trigger.”

Angela

People living with a medical condition that requires regular treatment and medication are also
more prevalent in households experiencing a disconnection when comparing our 2023 research
(28%) with our 2018 research (18%). Those who have a medical condition requiring equipment
connected to electricity are less prevalent (8% compared with 16% in 2018 for those who had
been disconnected).

Where a medical condition requires the use of equipment connected to household electricity, a
person is generally eligible to be on the life support reqister, protecting them from disconnection
for non-payment.'® Other conditions such as a medical need for heating or cooling, hot water
and/or refrigeration of medication could also allow someone to be eligible for the life support
register and protected from disconnection for non-payment.

More than half of respondents across the three groups have at least one person in the home with
at least one physical or mental health condition. This likely impacts on the household’s capacity
to avoid and recover from payment difficulty and should be a consideration in examining reforms
to retail supports.

& National Energy Retail Rule124B subrules (1)(c) and (2)(a)(iii).
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Respondents have slightly lower than average rates of people who speak a
language other than English at home

Do you speak a language other than English at home?

116 487 441

Base 1,044

Yes 17% 23% 19% 14%
No 81% 77% 80% 84%
Prefer not to say 1% 0% 1% 2%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

17% of respondents indicated they speak a language other than English at home. This rate was
higher for people who had experienced a disconnection (23%). The proportion of people in NSW
who speak a language other than English at home is 26.6%.'*

Due to budget constraints, this survey was only provided online and in English, making
accessibility difficult for people not proficient in English. This may account for the lower rate of
people participating who speak a language other than English at home. Anecdotally, people from
some cultural backgrounds can be reluctant to share their experiences of payment difficulty and
many are unaware their situation is considered payment difficulty.

Our research included interviews with frontline workers who provide services to diverse
communities, to help us understand the experiences of people unlikely to participate in an online
survey. Frontline workers spoke about the high levels of English proficiency that retailers expect
from consumers.

“I don't think [retailers] make it that easy to get help. One reason is language, and the reason is that some
older people don't know how to use the phone or know how to talk to an answering machine. So, older
people don't understand; they say, if you're using a mobile, for a resident, you have to press this number
and this number. For older people, they don't understand that. And especially for people with different
languages, with English as their second language, this is too difficult for them.”

Community worker

Whilst there is a lower than expected proportion of people from CALD communities in this
research, the numbers still demonstrate that language and cultural barriers will need to be
overcome to reduce disconnections and payment difficulty for people from CALD communities.

14 https://profile.id.com.au/australia/language ?WeblD=100#:~text=In%20New%20South%20Wales%2C%2026.6,
at%20home%200ther%20than%20English.
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3. Understanding payment difficulty experience and
contributors

“I cannot tell you what it's like living with that pressure of such a huge amount of gas and electricity [debt].
You don't know how you're going to get on top of it and everything else is going up.”

Jodi

The research indicates there are a range of interacting, structural, circumstantial and personal
issues that contribute to payment difficulty. This section provides an overview, to demonstrate the
range, nature and impact of these contributors, although this is not intended as a comprehensive
listing.

At the outset, it is important to note that for many people, payment difficulty leading to
disconnection is simply a result of having insufficient income to cover their needs.
Frontline workers general observations

Frontline workers shared their general observations about payment difficulty including that:

Energy is often part of wider household affordability issues

“When we actually talk to people and get their money plan down, energy is always one of the things that's a
high cost and there's often sacrifices made. So, I'd say, on my line, it's close to 80% [of people who are
struggling]. I'd say it's increased [since COVID-19]. I think in COVID-19 it increased because of the cost of
having kids home and keeping kids warm. Pre COVID-19 | don't think was as bad, but post COVID-19, it's
Just skyrocketing.”

Financial Counsellor

Cost of living pressures, including increased costs of housing, require some
households to stretch every dollar

“There been a massive increase in clients both for EAPA and for NILS [No Interest Loans Scheme], just
with affordability; nobody can afford anything. And trying to get people over the line, just trying to squeeze
every last drop out of people's budgets and people being able to still manage to live. Rental increases are
crazy; majority of people's wages are going on rent. Especially if they're in the private sector.”

NILs Consultant

Experiencing a crisis impacts people’s ability to deal with other problems,
including bills

“When people are in a crisis, they kind of ignore everything. They won’t open their mail. It's not a priority for
them. They’ve got other stuff going on in their life.”

Financial Counsellor
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Debt and the prospect of disconnection exacerbates the situation

“I think it's distressing for people. | think the more debt they get in, the more overwhelmed they get, the
more stressed they get, they push it to the side and ignore it. It just seems to be a big vicious cycle; they're
robbing Peter to pay Paul. They're borrowing money from family which causes upset. | think being in debt
really affects people's mental health and then, of course, when you've got bad mental health, you don't
make good decisions.”

Team Leader, Northern Rivers Community Gateway

Other factors

“l know substance addiction and gambling plays a big part. Lack of education around finances, a lot of
people just don't know how to manage their money, they have not been taught how. People that have just
lost jobs and then just don't have the money.”

Team Leader

“And then there's some clients where what they have done is that, okay well if it's not working with this
energy provider, we go to another energy provider. And so, this is how they also get bills that are from past
life and everything like that... the bill is coming back through a debt collector. You know, so they keep on
going, switching, and it’s just a never-ending cycle...”

Financial Counsellor

Some frontline workers spoke about clients needing assistance to improve their financial literacy.
Hoverer, others explained that households living on low incomes already demonstrate expertise
in juggling extremely tight expenses and accounting for every cent. This suggest that advice and
information will be of limited assistance to some people facing disconnection and it should not be
assumed their circumstances result from incompetence.
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What is contributing to household debt and disconnection concerns?

Which if any of the following were happening in your household at the time [disconnected /
notified / seriously worried]?

Base 1,044 116 487 441
It was generally hard to find money to pay bills when they were 60% 58% 579 64%
due
The electricity, gas or water bill was much higher than | had 549, 45% 500, 58%
expected
A Iot. of expenses came up at the same time and | was managing 38% 349 38% 399%
multiple debts
My income wasl uneven / unpredictable, which made it harder to 23% 27% 23% 200,
stay on top of bills when they were due
A blg ever.1t h.ad. affgcted household m.embers., guch as 209, 21% 200, 239
relationship difficulties, bereavement, illness, injury or job loss
The weather wa.s particularly hot, cold, rainy, or there was 17% 17% 16% 19%
smoke haze which meant | needed to use more energy
| was using an unusually high amount of electricity, gas or water 16% 18% 18% 13%
I received an estlmated bill/s, which meant the bill/s was not 9% 9% 10% 8%
what | was expecting
| had not received a bill for some time 8% 12% 9% 6%
An extra person or people had come to stay with me for a long 79 9% 6% 79
time
There was family violence in the household (this includes
emotional, economic, psychological, sexual and/or physical

. . S . . 6% 13% 6% 5%

abuse, and is behaviour which is violent, threatening, controlling
or makes someone feel scared or unsafe)
My concession / rebate was not applied to the bill 5% 14% 6% 2%
Some:*one glse in the household was receiving the bills and | 59, 79 6% 3%
wasn’t seeing them
The landlord | was renting from failed to pay the bill 2% 3% 3% 1%
Some other special circumstance 8% 7% 10% 7%
None of the above 3% 9% 3% 2%
Prefer not to say 1% 2% 1% 1%
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In line with our 2018 research, 2023 shows a continued trend of disconnection resulting from a
culmination of factors, especially long-term factors, rather than a single event. Although a single
event, such as a job loss, iliness or other kind of bereavement, might push people over the edge .

While the focus of policy makers and service providers is often on the catalysing event, a more
effective response to payment difficulty and disconnection involves understanding evidence of
longer-term issues that put households at heightened risk.

Many households generally struggle to find money

When asked about what else was going on at the time of the disconnection/notification/worry
experience, the most common factor was that it was generally hard to find money to pay bills
when they were due, with nearly two-thirds (60%) indicating this was a factor. This increased
across all categories from 2018, but especially for disconnected households (from 34% in 2018 to
58% in 2023). This is unsurprising given the cost-of-living issues at the time of the research. The
general struggle to afford essentials is notable as it requires a focus beyond energy and water, to
understand households’ broader circumstances when considering how to identify and more
effectively assist them through payment difficulty.

“Well, really, a lot of the bills [are an issue]. What we get paid and all the bills that we've got, they kind of
don't really match. Like for the income that we've got and what we've got to put out, it just makes all of
them hard, really.”

Cassie

“It's just the fact that I've never had enough money. I've been a single parent for 27 years, so it's always
just been me. | don't have a partner. | started working the past few years because my youngest daughter
was old enough for me to be able to go and get a job, but I'm now back to not working because [of mental
health issues]... There’s just not enough money coming in. So, I'm not ignoring it. It’s just trying to make
the best of my situation.”

Angela

The bill is often higher than expected

Those indicating the electricity, gas or water bill was much higher than | had expected, was
also up across all categories (from 44% in 2018 to 54% in 2023) Again, it was especially the case
for disconnected households (from 27% in 2018 to 45% in 2023). This shows a very real impact
from sharp rises in energy prices.

“I would say that the biggest key driver [of energy issues] is the cost of energy at the moment. For
something that's essential, it's an unattainable, unmanageable cost unless you sacrifice your health and
well-being.”

Financial Counsellor

“It's just us three, but it just seems that this last term of our bill, it seems to be double what it was before for
no reason, like no real change in what we use.”

Bradley
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“When a bill came, the money was always there and it'd get paid straight away and we'd have nothing
outstanding. We were paying amounts in advance, so it worked out well. We didn’t have to worry about it.
And then when the prices went up, went crazy, it absorbed what we were in credit and we started getting
bills.”

Craig

For those who received a higher-than-expected bill, 40% believed the reason was a price
increase (rather than higher usage), and 20% believed it was weather-related, where particularly
hot or cold weather drove a need for more heating or cooling. These factors are broadly ‘out of
the person’s control’.

At the time of receiving an unexpectedly high bill, more than half (52%) of all respondents did not
contact their provider, while 46% did (38% to query the bill and 8% to complain about the bill). For
those who had experienced a disconnection, 48% said they did contact their provider to
query/complain about the bill, while for those who had been notified, 43% contacted their provider
to query/complain about the bill. Despite making this contact, these household still went on to be
disconnected/notified of a disconnection by their provider. These figures indicate that there may
be a missed opportunity on the part of providers to offer a household assistance when this
contact is made.

We know that unevenness of energy bills is a problem for households. Most people receive
quarterly bills, with seasonal peaks in winter and summer as people attempt to heat/cool their
homes. Our research demonstrates the value of enabling monthly (or more frequent and flexible)
billing to be much more commonplace.

Households have multiple expenses and debts and unpredictable income

A lot of expenses came up at the same time and | was managing multiple debts was not an
option provided in previous rounds of the research. This was added as a result of PIACs research
into the rapidly rising use of lightly regulated and unregulated credit products to pay essential
bills. In this previous research, people indicated they turn to these products when too many bills
come at once. Across the three groups of households, 38% indicated this was a factor, with
slightly lower rates for disconnected households (34%).

“About a year and a half ago we were with [an energy provider] and we got disconnected for a little bit, a
couple of weeks. We got that sorted and then swapped to [another energy provider]. | think it was just bad
timing. A lot of bills came out. We had to pay our car regos and stuff. We ended up having no money for
[the energy bill]. | think they reached out, but there wasn'’t really anything we could do.”

Lyndon

My income was uneven/unpredictable, which made it harder to stay on top of bills when
they were due was the next most common factor. This was another new option added to
recognise casualisation of work and the rise of the gig economy. Overall, 23% of households
indicated this was a factor for them, with higher numbers for disconnected households (27%).
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“Everything's getting more expensive, obviously, and my husband, who's the main earner, his work is
seasonal so it goes up and down a lot. And then | just work casually, so that's not regular either. So,
balancing all of that is pretty tricky sometimes.”

Kathleen

“I get paid weekly but each week it's a different pay. For example, this week’s pay, | get $25. That’s it. Next
week's pay it's about $700, but I've got four different bills, food shopping, petrol, medications. That $700 is
gone. | get up in the morning, | pay all my bills, and it's gone by 8am.”

Angela

While retailers already provide options to more flexibly pay energy bills, there is scope to expand
this, making more frequent and flexible payment options available earlier and more universally.
The National Energy Retail Rules require retailers to offer flexibility through payment plans, but
there is a great degree of inconsistency within and between retailers in how these are offered and
how flexible they are.

For many people, expenses and debts coincide, and incomes are unpredictable. These factors
are compounded by the uneven and unpredictable nature of energy bills, particularly when they
come on a quarterly basis. These factors are key considerations in reforming the structure of
retail offers and assistance measures, as well as how and when assistance is required to be
offered. Simple misalignment between income and expenses should not lead to debt and
disconnection.

Often a big event tips households over the edge

A big event had affected household members, such as relationship difficulties,
bereavement, illness, injury and job loss was also a common response. A big event can refer
to a wide range of issues impacting the household’s wider coping capacity. Overall, 22% of
households said this was a factor, with slightly higher numbers for worried households (23%)
compared to disconnected households (21%). Rates were quite consistent with our 2018
research.

For those experiencing a big event at the time of being disconnected, notified or worried, two-
thirds of respondents (66%) reported that the nature of the big event was family hardship (e.g. a
death in the family, sickness / impairment or some other kind of family-related matter). 30% said it
was a sudden loss of income through job loss / redundancy or something else. 6% of people
opted to not say what the event was in relation to, citing personal or privacy reasons.

“It's a bad situation and it's just through unforeseen circumstances. | just want the electricity and gas
company to know that | am not trying to avoid my responsibility. | am doing everything within my power to
reduce my bills, but | need them to meet me more than halfway. And | need other things implemented to
protect vulnerable people like myself... And when you’re down on your luck and something like that
happens, that sort of pushes you over the edge.”

Jodi
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Weather can impact affordability

17% of households indicated The weather was particularly hot, cold, rainy, or there was
smoke haze which meant | needed to use more energy. This rate was reasonably even
across the three groups, but slightly higher for worried households.

This question helps understand the ‘day to day’ impact of weather on people’s lives, and
potentially the impact of climate change on energy affordability. Uneven weather is likely to make
energy bills (and possibly water bills) higher and less predictable as people respond to hotter,
colder and wetter weather with heating or cooling. Many people in NSW would recall the severe
smoke haze associated with the 2019/20 bushfires and the need to keep windows closed and
rely on mechanical cooling. These considerations are important as they add to the factors
impacting energy use which households have little influence over.

“We try to leave the air conditioner off as long as we can, but the weather the last few days, it hasn't been
turned off.”

Craig

A sharp change in energy and water use

Disconnected and notified households were more likely to indicate | was using an unusually
high amount of electricity, gas or water as a contributing factor in their household (both 18%)
compared to worried households (13%) which may indicate a reason why the disconnected and
notified households were pushed over the edge of affordability. Further analysis will seek to
examine the causes of the higher usage to understand if there are implications for the provision
of assistance.

Dealing with the impact of estimated bills

Estimated bills consistently present as a common contributor with 9% of households reporting |
received an estimated bill/s, which meant the bill/s was not what | was expecting. This was
slightly higher for notified households (10%). Estimated bills was a common factor leading to
payment difficulty in our interviews with consumers and frontline workers. Estimated bills were
widespread during Covid-19 lockdowns, where meter readers were not sent to people’s houses
to take readings. Recent media coverage'® supports anecdotal evidence that a return to
consistent actual reads has not yet taken place.

‘Best endeavours’ to undertake an actual read at least once every 12 months are usually required
by the rules, but there are questions as to whether these requirements are robust enough to
overcome incentives for retailers to rely on estimates. Estimates can have serious impacts
regardless of whether they result in over or under charging. If an estimated read is higher than it
should be, households can struggle to pay, going without in the meantime, and relying on an
actual read before an adjustment. Conversely, if the estimated read is lower than it should be,
when there finally is an actual read, the make-up bill can be unaffordable and result in significant
debt.

15 ABC News online: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-06-10/australians-energy-gas-billing-estimates-
/103895812.
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Experience of this issue is instructive in indicating where other enabling reforms, such as
tightened requirements for actual reads, or regulations of how estimates are generated might be
required to ensure more effective payment systems for households in payment difficulty.

“l know during Covid-19 the other thing that was happening is because they weren't doing actual reads,
they were estimating everything, so then by the time they sent their meter readers out, there'd be massive
increases in bills because they were underestimating and then having to bring it back up to what the actual
usage was. So that scared a lot of people too. They're like, ‘My God, how have | now got a $900 bill when
it's never been that high?””

NILs Consultant

“At the time of being notified about a disconnection, | contacted [Service NSW] about the EAPA vouchers...
[the person from Service NSW] said she was going to do a three-way conversation with [my energy
provider]. She was really helpful. [l said], ‘| want to know why I've been estimated on my bills.” | was
actually being estimated at the highest level you could be. They hadn't applied my concession card. They
looked into and worked out that I've been charged $1,800 [more] than what | should have. They didn’t [give
a reason for overcharging].”

Naomi

Not receiving or noticing the bill in time

8% indicated | had not received a bill for some time as a factor in their payment difficulty. This
was highest for disconnected households (12%). The reasons behind this are likely to be diverse
but indicate a material number of people struggling to receive or recognise billing information.
This may have implications for how information is provided by retailers and what assumptions are
made when there is no response.

Extra people in the household

An extra person or people had come to stay with me for a long time was a factor for 7% of
households, highest again for disconnected households at 9%.

The household is impacted by family violence

13% of disconnected households indicated There was family violence in the household at the
time (compared to 6% of those notified and 5% of those seriously worried). This rate has
increased from 2018 when 9% of those disconnected, 5% of those notified and 3% of those
seriously worried indicated there was domestic violence in the household.

This is not surprising, given the rise in family violence during Covid-19 and on-going financial
pressures. Increased public awareness of family violence and reduced stigma might also have an
impact on wiliness to disclose family violence. Regardless, it is concerning that 13% of people
disconnected were experiencing family violence or were disconnected as a result of the impacts
of family violence. This is a crucial consideration in improving retail systems and protections.

Public Interest Advocacy Centre * Powerless: Overview Report « 23



“Debt accumulation is definitely an issue for women that access our service. I've seen in the past, women
with credit card debt that's been in their name, but they've not charged anything to that credit card
because, unfortunately, the perpetrator has the credit card. We do have a lot of women that are in tricky
situations with debt that they’ve incurred and it’s not actually their debt.”

Case Manager

“[Victim-survivors] are so overwhelmed that they haven't even got the capacity to think about that bill...
They live day-to-day, so the ability to even comprehend it doesn't come into it. So, it's like if | push it far
enough into the future, it won't happen and then when it happens, they just go ‘Oh!’... A lot of these women
haven'’t got the capacity to ring up and [make arrangements].”

Community Centre Manager

The rule change, Protecting customers affected by family violence, came into effect for energy
retailers in 2023. The effectiveness of this rule will need to be carefully monitored and scrutinised.

Rebate assistance wasn’t provided when it should have been

14% of disconnected households indicated My rebate was not applied to the bill. This
represents a significant failure of existing support to ensure ongoing connection to energy for
eligible households. Not having the rebate applied occurs in lower rates for notified households
(6%) and worried households (2%). It could be inferred that rebates help people avoid
disconnection, and resolving ongoing issues with the application of rebates should be prioritised
as a means of better responding to payment difficulty and preventing disconnection.

So, there's been dodgy stuff in terms of a community member being eligible for the low-income household
rebate and so the retailer will set it all up on their account and then all of a sudden it just disappears off the
account. So, then they lose that concession and then we have to put it all through again.”

Financial Counsellor

Biggest contributors to household debt and disconnection

When asked which one of the prompted circumstances contributed most to the experience of
being disconnected, notified or worried, 35% of all respondents indicated it was generally hard to
find money to pay bills when they were due (51% of those who experienced a disconnection said
this).

The second most common response was the bill being much higher than expected, with 26% of
those seriously worried saying this.

Third most common response was that a lot of expenses came up at the same time and the
household needed to manage multiple debts. This was particularly prevalent for those who were
notified, at 12% of responses.
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Observations between the three groups of households

When comparing factors that had been experienced by disconnected households against the
other two categories in the research, those who had experienced a disconnection were more
likely to report uneven/unpredictable income as a key household issue compared with the total.
For people who had experienced a disconnection, at the time of disconnection:

o there are also higher incidences of unusually high amount of electricity, gas or water usage
(18%),

e concessions and rebates not being applied to the bill (14%),

o family violence in the household (13%), or

¢ not having received a bill for some time (12%).

For those who had been notified, more people reported having a lot of expenses come up at the
same time as a key contributor. For these people, there was also:

¢ higher incidences of electricity, gas or water that was unusually high (18%),
receiving estimated bills (10%),

some other circumstance (10%),

e someone else receiving the bill and the person surveyed not seeing the bill (6%), or
e the landlord failing to pay the bill (3%).

For those seriously worried about disconnection, finding money to pay bills in general was a more
prevalent contributor (64%). For these people, other prominent contributors included:

e trying to manage multiple debts and expenses (39%),
e a big household event (23%),

o extreme weather conditions (19%)

Other factors impacting payment difficulty

Elsewhere in the research, the impacts of natural disasters, the poor energy efficiency of homes
and the difficulty people have in understanding their bills and energy use were also revealed as
contributing to payment difficulty.

Forty-three percent of households disconnected impacted by a natural disaster

Impacted by natural disaster in the last 2 years

Total Disconnection Notified Worried

B No - notimpacted ™ Yes- Minor impact Yes - Major impact
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37% of all the 2023 survey respondents reported they had been impacted by a natural disaster in
the last two years. For those who had experienced disconnection the impact of natural disasters
was even higher (43%). This was the first time we have asked this question in our disconnections
research. The numbers are surprisingly high and highlight the importance of more robust and
long-lasting supports for people impacted by natural disasters, particularly as the impact of
climate change increases.

A frontline worker explained the impact a flood has had on their community and the long time it
takes to rebuild and recover:

“People are still rebuilding [from the floods]. | spoke to a fellow the other day; he's got one power point and
he's using candles. So, there's lots of people that are still rebuilding, still struggling. They lost homes,
belongings, cars, businesses and they lost jobs, they're the ones that are coming in and saying, ‘I need
help with my electricity,” because their money is going to rebuilding and trying to survive. They don't have a
Jjob anymore, and they've still got their mortgage, rates, loans and bills to pay.”

Team Leader

In an interview with a consumer, we heard how insurance had not completely covered repairs to
flood damage for her home and this added to the financial pressure she was under, leaving her
unable to deal with energy bills. Another householder interviewed told of their reduced income as
a result of a natural disaster and the need for their spouse had to find another job, which was
lower paid. This placed pressure on the household’s finances and contributed to payment
difficulty.

“We were paying $100 a week, but now we're doing $50 a week [towards our energy bill] because we had
a big flood here in Lismore. My husband'’s workplace got flooded, so he had to go to another workplace
where there was less money. It's not covering it at all.”

Lana

Hard to heat and cool homes impact affordability

The energy efficiency of a home is often a function of household income and housing and energy
affordability. Tenure is also a strong contributor to the energy performance of a home and, by
extension, the affordability of energy.

Due to the historically poor quality of Australian housing, people’s expectations of thermal comfort
are often very low. This is particularly true for lower income households and renters. These are
important contextual considerations for the following results, which may represent an
underestimation of the incidence and impact of energy efficiency issues.
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Which if any of the following do you think affect your energy and
water bills?

40% 38%
30%
23%
15%
[ have a home thatis [have ahome thatis Ihave one or more [ have leaking None of these
hard to cool hard to heat appliances that may shower/s, tap/s,
be using a lot of pipe/s, or toilet/s

power because they
are old or broken

40% of respondents believed they have a home that is hard to heat and 38% of people believed
they have a home that is hard to cool. This directly impacts their energy and water bills but can
also affect their health and wellbeing more broadly. Interviews with frontline workers and
consumers revealed the difficulty people have, particularly in keeping homes warm.

“And, with privately renting, the landlords don'’t take care of the properties, so they’re not efficient... They're
trying to heat a space that doesn'’t retain heat and so it’s just constantly exhausting the power to try and
create some warmth. Where’s the responsibility for the landlord in maintaining the house? They’ve got
these people in dilapidated properties, how are you supposed to heat and cool that?... It’s a knock-on
effect, right? It just feels like things for so long have just been let go. And now we’re at that stage where,
you know, power is unaffordable, houses are not up to scratch, and it’s bad after bad. Someone has to take
responsibility, otherwise it’s just going to get worse.”

Financial Counsellor

“...in public rentals, I certainly think [housing quality] is a problem. Quite often you will get that feedback. |
had one client tell me that something was wrong with one of her doors, that it wouldn’t close, so, there was
a draft coming through the door. She said no matter what she did, it’s freezing and, obviously, then they’re
running heaters to try and keep warm.”

Financial Counsellor

“I think where we are in the Highlands, obviously in Bower, it's really cold out that way. We're heading
closer to the snow. So, | mean, you've got clients who can’t afford a 3- star-plus energy rating heater, so
they just buy blow heaters, which they just pump 24/7, and then when their bill comes in quarterly, it's
massive. But again, at the same time, if they have got kids or things like that, they're trying to keep
everyone warm and safe over the winter period.”

Case Manager

Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report « 27



“[My house] is very difficult to heat. I live in a rural area where the winters are very brutal. It snows here.
And because I'm in a rental property, there are no [methods] of energy saving. | don’t have solar and the
only heating that | have is ducted gas heating. With the electricity and gas prices constantly rising, we are
constantly cold because when my children are home, | only have the heating on for an hour in the
afternoon until they have their showers. And then during the day when my children are at school, the
heating is off, so my parents and myself are freezing. Mum and dad are often in bed, so they’re rugged up,
but | freeze — and | have frozen for the last nine years that | have lived where I'm living now. | make that
choice in order to cut my costs.”

Jodi

Just under a quarter of respondents (23%) believed they have one or more appliances that may
be using a lot of power because they are old or broken.

For those with faulty or non-efficient appliances, most of these relate to air conditioners (54%),
fridges (48%) or heaters (41%).

Which if anything stops you from changing the situation?

52%

39%
14% 11%
H = =
— I

It's too expensive  Irentso can’t Idon’tknowhow Idon’tthinkits Somethingelse None of these
to fix/change change it to fix it worth the expense

The key reason people don’t seek to change these issues is expense (52%), followed by the fact
they are renting and unable to make changes (39%).

Results for household efficiency and having a home that is hard to heat/cool were not
substantially different from the previous research. however, the number of people who said they
were not affected by such issues is higher in 2023 compared with 2018 (e.g. 26% of those who
were disconnected in 2023 said they aren’t impacted by heating/cooling/leaky appliance issues
compared with 19% who said they weren’t impacted by these things in 2018). We consider it
important to note that these questions are subject to risk of being impacted by self-assessment
bias, and the impact of poor expectations on identification of poor energy efficiency. However, it
is also possible that higher rates of home ownership in this survey capture people with greater
scope to have made improvements. 37% of homeowners (including those with a mortgage)
indicated their bills aren’t impacted by heating/cooling/leaky appliance issues. These results will
be analysed further in subsequent topic-area reports.

For those who experienced a disconnection nominated that they have energy-efficiency related
issues, 49% said that it was too expensive to fix/change, or that they were renting and could not
improve it 47%. These results are important in considering the potential role of energy efficiency
upgrades, including minimum energy efficiency standards in rentals, in addressing long term
payment difficulty.
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‘[Debt becomes high] because energy is unaffordable and it gets that high because, if you are living in
abject poverty, you can't afford the most recent four-star, five-star appliance that’s not going to chew
through energy. So, it gets there because you are destined to fail if you are put in a situation where you
have to pay energy; energy is going up and up and up so it's unmanageable. You're put in that situation
because your Centrelink, or your JobSeeker, or your DSP is not going up in comparison to your energy bill.
You have the oldest fridge in the neighbourhood because you cannot afford a brand-new fridge because
the bill is going up and up and up and you cannot commit to a NILs loan because you're [over-committed].
It's a debt trap for essentials.”

Financial Counsellor

The research highlights some of the challenges being faced by NSW households when it comes
to the energy efficiency of their homes. Heating and cooling issues, inefficient appliances, and
water leaks contribute to financial strain and health issues, often creating long-term,
compounding problems.

Energy usage and bills are hard to understand

Consumers and frontline workers expressed that it is often difficult to understand how to keep
energy use low, whilst not compromising health and wellbeing. Consumers spoke about their
considerable efforts to keep their bills low by switching off lights and switching appliances off at
the wall, despite these actions being unlikely to make a significant difference to an energy bill,
and often compromising their health and wellbeing.

“I try to unplug everything out of the wall because of my experience with almost getting disconnected.”
Anna

People also spoke about trying to keep heating and cooling to a minimum, which is likely to make
a more significant difference to energy bills, but there were only a few comments about keeping
cool or warm in low energy ways.

Consumers and frontline workers also spoke about how difficult energy bills are to understand.

“[The bill] is hard to read. It has an option to look at it differently, but it’s confusing. If | look at my bill, | want
to see what I've used, where it’s at, where | paid, where I'm owing, but you have to go out of the screen to
look at it differently.”

Bradley

“Looking at the bill now, there's a bit to understand... We don’t have [comparisons on our bill]. | think my
parents get one and it's compared to how many people live in your house, for an average household. [For
our water bill], it just says how much you’ve used, really. Environmental charge, usage charges. | don't feel
like [l understand the energy bill], you just kind of get peak time, off time. It'd be good if you knew what kind
of things used more, like a bit more accessibly. | mean in terms of charting your use, if you were to be able
to access like a smart app or something like that where you could see your usage. If it said something in
my spare room is using X-amount, I'd know that I'm never really in that room, so I'll see what it is and turn it
off.”

Cassie
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‘[l don’t have a good understanding of how to read my bills] and | don't think the majority do. [It would make
it easier] having explicit instructions as to when different rates kick in and what different rates exactly mean.
Like, I can't tell you what a shoulder usage is. | can't tell you why | need to have shoulder usage on this
property when the property next door doesn't. | think it's a complete rip-off. Shoulder usage is like 52 cents
a kilowatt. It’'s absolutely criminal. And then [my energy provider] doesn't have an answer about what it is
because they just say, ‘It's what Essential Energy say.” And I'm like, ‘What the hell?”

Dom

In lieu of access to energy efficient homes which are cheap to run, the results indicate a need for
households to have improved access to trusted advice about simple and healthy ways to manage
energy usage.

4. Supports received at the time

The research examines the experience of households in the lead up to a disconnection,
notification or worry to examine what measures provide meaningful assistance and where failures
occur. The results can inform what more effective assistance should look like and at what point it
can give the most benefit.

What supports (if any) were you getting [at the time / getting before / in the lead up to]

[disconnection / notified / seriously worried].

116 487 441

Base 1,044

| was getting help from my ener
s A A 19% 29% 18% 17%
provider to pay my bill

| was getting help from my water
provider to pay my bill

9% 24% 10% 5%

| was getting government rebate
support to help with my 12% 12% 12% 12%
energy/water bills

None of these 60% 43% 61% 64%

Not sure 6% 6% 5% 7%

Energy retailers are required to proactively identify and assist people experiencing payment
difficulty, and only consider disconnection as a last resort. As such, all households included in our
research should have been receiving some assistance from their provider. We also asked about
government supports, to see what role rebates and EAPA/PAS play in protecting against
payment difficulty and disconnection. Understanding what people are and are not offered or
accessing helps us understand what supports are working and which are less effective.
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Overall, the majority of respondents (60%) were not receiving any type of support at the time of
being disconnected, notified or worried. This is a concerning indication of widespread failure by
retailers to meet their obligations to provide support.

19% of respondents were receiving help from their energy provider to pay their bill, with this
figure higher for those who experienced a disconnection (29%). 9% of respondents were
receiving help from their water provider to pay their bill, with this higher for those who
experienced a restriction (24%) and those who were notified (10%). The difference between
energy supports and water supports is interesting given we would expect households
experiencing payment difficulty to be struggling with both.

12% of respondents were getting government rebate support to help with their energy/water bills
at the time.

Supports being received from provider

What was the nature of the help you had been receiving from your provider to help with your

energy/water bills?

m
253 53 115 85

Base

A payment plan that | could afford 57% 49% 56% 62%
:ﬁzarl;/ment plan that | could not really 8% 499 30% 15%
A bill smoothing arrangement 23% 32% 21% 19%
Being put on a better offer 14% 15% 15% 13%
Energy cost saving advice 14% 13% 14% 15%
A deferral tension f iod of ti

et S S T
Something else 2% 0% 0% 5%

For those who were receiving support from their provider to help with the energy/water bills
(24%), 57% were already on a payment plan they thought could afford. This was slightly higher
for those who were worried (62%). 28% were on a payment plan they could not afford. This was
higher for those who had experienced a disconnection (42%) and for those who had been notified
(30%), and significantly lower for worried households (15%). This may indicate that payment plan
unaffordability is a key contributor to debt which leads to notification and disconnection.

23% of respondents were on a bill smoothing arrangement, with this higher for those who had
been disconnected (32%). 6% of those who experienced a disconnection had received a deferral
or extension.
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As we found in the 2018 research, the 2023 survey shows that people are being disconnected
despite being on a payment plan, even though this should not be possible. Whilst this could mean
that a significant number of people thought they were complying with a payment plan, but they
weren't, it could also indicate a breach of the National Energy Retail Rules (NERR). At the very
least it indicates a breakdown in connection between retailer and household and has implications
for the improvements to way payment plans are structured, maintained and varied.

Payment plans have the potential to enable households to repay their debt in a gradual, flexible
and sustainable way that should enable them to meet their other expenses.

“[This one client], when she came in, she had so much stress outside of the bill... You don’t understand
where peoples’ heads go when they’re in these situations... And so, when we did get the arrangement in
place, the fact that the 12-month plan was in place, it was like this massive weight was lifted off her
shoulders... Retailers need to understand that the bill is one thing in a myriad of all this other stuff for
people. You know, if you're undergoing cancer treatment, the last thing you care about is your energy bill.”

Financial Counsellor

Whilst a consumer can be on a payment plan without being considered a hardship customer, it is
arguable that the distinction between payment difficulty and hardship is not a meaningful one and
many people who indicate they can’t pay their bills should be in hardship programs. We did not
ask households specifically if they were on a hardship program due to the wide variation in
retailer labelling of support and the likelihood respondents would not be able to reliably answer.

If a consumer is on a payment plan as part of a hardship program the retailer is required to ‘have
regard to the customer’s capacity to pay’.'® Yet the survey indicated that across the three groups
of households, significant numbers of people are on payment plans they can’t afford.

Frontline workers shared how often their clients are pressured into agreeing to unaffordable
payment plans that cause them more harm. This was one of the clearest and most consistent
themes from their interviews.

“One thing I will say that's really annoying is, often, by the time they've come to us, they probably had to
wait a little while (because financial counselling services are so stretched). And so, they've attempted to be
in touch with their retailer, done the right thing, and the retailer has set them up on a really unaffordable
payment plan. And, obviously, the client is pressured to say yes to it. One of my clients had stuck to the
payment plan for four or five payments, but | was like, ‘How?’... And once we worked out what she could
afford to pay, she was like, ‘Oh, wow! Now I'll be able to afford food.’ So, yeah, obviously the
communication is ‘you're about to be disconnected. In order to not be disconnected, you have to commit to
this payment plan.” So, people say yes, which you understand, you don't want to be disconnected and then
they give up other things.”

Financial Counsellor

16 Rule 72(1)(a)(i).
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“| feel that the electricity companies get people on massive repayment plans. It frightens people because
they're like, ‘How am | going to pay that a fortnight?’ There are some people coming in for [help with] food
and for other things because they're paying so much to the electricity bill and then when they ring up
service provider to say | want to go on a payment plan, the retailer will calculate the bill and then they're
like, ‘Okay, so you've got to pay $180 fortnight to cover this bill and your next bill,” or they calculate off the
highest bill from the year. People just push it to the side and then it becomes a problem.” Or they will break
the payment plan as it’s not an affordable/achievable plan.”

Team Leader

“At the moment, it's really difficult, even when you're calling with a financial counsellor, to get a payment
plan approved. | say, ‘We've done a money plan, we've worked on this person's affordability, this is what
they can afford.’ The retailer says, ‘Well, if they're going to repay their arrears, plus cover their usage, really
they need to pay x (much higher amount) in order to be fully paid off in 24 months,’ and | say, ‘This is the
person'’s affordability, this is what they can pay.’ And they say, ‘Well, what about this much?’ Like it's a
bargaining thing. There's no point in setting them up with a payment plan that they can't afford, because
then they just won't make the payment and the retailers are going to lose more money.”

Financial Counsellor

“I think the payment plans are super confusing. Why do they only last three months? You know, if it's a
hardship plan, then the clients don't feel comfortable calling back in three months. | don't want to have to
get them back every three months so that | can do it on my own, because | have other people to help. So, |
assume there's some way of doing it online... | know the debt collectors do this, for example. | can't believe
I'm advising modelling behaviour from a debt collector, but they do make it super easy to interact online
and to set up payment plans. Obviously, the debt collectors are targeting people who probably can't afford
to repay in full at that time, and so, they make the option of a payment plan really simple.”

Financial Counsellor

“[Payment plans] need to be worked out with somebody like a financial counsellor. There's only so many of
us in this world, but they need to work out with a financial counsellor or a community worker what is
affordable for them to maintain, taking into account future rises in energy. They need to then go back to the
energy company as a collective, or as an individual, and say, ‘This is what | can afford.’ If they're on a long-
term Centrelink payment, the energy provider needs to enter them into a system where they can pay [debt]
off over six months and do some sort of matching system. Like, at the end of that six months, if they've
been able to maintain [the payments] and that's the current usage, then there should be a way to [match
that].”

Financial Counsellor
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Consumers also shared their experiences of not being put on affordable payment plans.

“It would have probably been not that long ago, but a little while back, [I had] a payment plan, but | couldn’t
keep up with the payment plan. | can understand they want you to pay it, but they’re like, ‘Oh the minimum
is this’, and you [say yes] just to keep your electricity on, but you’re really pushing it.”

Naomi

“l wasn't disconnected, but they were imminently disconnecting. | don't know how, but it stayed on. Just two
months ago, | managed to get a payment plan [for payment to come out] by CentrePay... My power bill
was up to $2,000 when | had to pay. It would have been $1,000 [when | first tried to contact the retailer],
and they wouldn’t accept a payment arrangement. Even after numerous phone calls and explaining the
amount | get from my pension and the amount | can pay; they just wouldn’t accept it. He kept saying, ‘No,
no, no. We want the full amount.”

Anna

“It'd be about four months now [that I've been with my new provider]... I've actually already missed two
payments already [of $55 a fortnight]. They worked out [my payment plan amount] and asked me if | could
afford it. And me being me, said, ‘Yes, that’s fine.” Now, I’'m thinking | maybe do need to drop it a bit... I'm
thinking I need to ring them and say, ‘Can we just cut it down a little bit?’ But this is the thing, because of
my anxiety and depression, | get scared.”

Angela

Some frontline workers and consumers spoke about payment matching — how it can be game
changing for them, but that it must be affordable:

“I had a client just recently that we couldn't even give her a NILS for a fridge because of how bad her
electricity bills. We got her into a payment matching scheme with the energy provider and she was so
chuffed! She was like, ‘Oh my god, they’ll match 10 payments for me now and I will never get in that
situation again.’ Having someone guide you and point that out for you can be a great thing because energy
providers don’t have those conversations with people.”

NILs Consultant

“| was told by St Vincent de Paul’s that if you are not on a payment plan, they can disconnect you.
Whereas, if you're on a payment plan, they can’t. But they won'’t allow me to go on a payment plan
because they aren’t happy with the amount that | can pay. So, it's a catch-22. They try to make it look as
though they are trying to help, but by the same token, they're not. | was also offered, which was totally
unrealistic, they said they could do a price match. So, if | can pay $80 a week, we will match that and take
$80 a week off. But | don’t have that $80. So, | said to them, ‘I've got a Centrelink payment. Can you match
that?’ No, they set the amount.”

Jodi
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Supports being received from the Government

What type of help or support were you receiving from the government to help with your

energy/water bills?

126 14 59 53

Base
Low Income Household Rebate
. 62% 57% 54% 72%
(electricity)
Family Energy Rebate (electricity) 25% 36% 32% 15%
Medical Energy Rebate
. 4% 7% 5% 2%
(electricity)
Life Support Rebate (electricity) 2% 0% 2% 4%
NSW Gas Rebate (gas) 25% 14% 24% 28%
Essential Medical Equipment
. 2% 0% 5% 0%
Payment (electricity)
Energy Accounts Payment
Assistance (EAPA) voucher for 22% 0% 34% 15%
energy
Pension rebate/concession for
29% 14% 31% 30%
water
Payment Assistance Scheme 11% 149 15% 6%
(PAS) voucher for water ¢ ¢ ° °
Something else 1% 0% 0% 2%
Not sure 2% 0% 3% 0%

For those receiving support from the government to help with their energy/water bills (12% of
households), nearly two-thirds (62%) were on the Low-Income Household Rebate'” (with higher
rates for worried households (72%). Given this is the largest energy rebate available and there
are higher numbers of worried households (72%) than disconnected households (57%) receiving
this rebate, it might be a factor in helping households avoid a disconnection. However, the overall
rate of recipients of this rebate in the research group is low, which is to be expected considering

7 This is the main energy rebate available in NSW. NSW account holders with a Pensioner Concession Card,
Health Care Card or certain DVA Gold Cards are eligible. Similar eligibility for rebates/concessions are available
in other jurisdictions.
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the younger demographic captured in the results, and the fact the low-income household rebate
largely impacting pensioners.

25% of households who indicated they had received government supports were receiving a
Family Energy Rebate (with higher rates for disconnected households — 36%); and 25% were
receiving a NSW Gas Rebate at the time (higher for worried households — 28%). Twenty-nine
percent were also receiving a pension rebate / concession for water, which was much higher for
notified (31%) and worried households (30%) than for disconnected households (14%).

Twenty-two percent of those who were in receipt of assistance from the government, received an
EAPA voucher. No household who was disconnected received an EAPA voucher, which reflects
the fact households who receive EAPA should not be able to be disconnected. Frontline workers
and consumers shared the importance of EAPA in improving affordability and avoiding
disconnection, but expressed issues that

e ltis only meant to be for crisis situations, despite the everyday cost of living issues people
are experiencing.

¢ Not everyone who needs it knows about it;

e ltis alot of work and stress to get an EAPA voucher and for some people, it would be
more efficient if a rebate met their needs instead; and

e For some households in significant debt, the amount of money available through EAPA
isn’t enough to help them.

“There are some real situations where people are really in crisis, and they would need to use those types of
vouchers. But the way | see it is, everything is in crisis. They will say, ‘Cost of living is increasing,’ ‘| can’t
afford this.” So, it’s the norm now that we are in crisis. The income isn’t there to support us; food and
everything are more expensive. Feeding the kids is probably more important than the energy, but then it’s
essential, they know that they can get some help around the energy. It’s not for everybody. For a lot of
people, [the vouchers] really are a lifesaver for them.”

Financial Counsellor

“For the EAPA vouchers, it's not targeting everybody. So, what | mean is that, if you’re not aware of it, you
don’t know that there are options out there to help you pay your bills. And so, for those people who are not
aware but they still want to pay their bills because they’re scared of being disconnected, they go through
AfterPay, for example.

“We're putting [EAPA vouchers] on bills that are like $2,800 and it’s not making a difference, they're never
going to pay that off. My preference would be for the rebate to change. So, the low-income household
rebate is what you get if you're on Centrelink and it's worth $285 a year and you don't have to do a dance
for it. You just tell the retailer your Centrelink number and they apply it. But there are issues with the
rebate. It makes more sense to me, instead of doing this whole infrastructure around monitoring and
auditing for providers, etc. for EAPA. Why don't you just put that money into the rebate and allow everyone
who's on low income to access it? So, instead of getting $285 a year, increase that to $500, for example.”

Financial Counsellor
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Complex consumer responses to payment difficulty

Payment difficulties with utilities overall in the last 2 years

I missed one payment and incurred a late fee rz% 45%
I missed more than one payment and incurred multiple late fees 20% 37%
[ had debt/arrears owing for several weeks/months past the F 40%
bill's due date 20%
I currently have debt/arrears owing m 35%
I used money that I needed for something else essential to pay m 64%
this bill on time 0
[ agreed to go on a payment plan/bill smoothing arrangement “ 50%
with my provider to help me stay on top of things (o

I stopped a payment plan/bill smoothing arrangementbecause I F 24%,
couldn’t afford it 10%

My ongoing payment plan was cancelled because my provider r 18%
increased the instalments to an amount that I could not afford 9%

I contacted my provider for support with my bill “% 53%
I deliberately cut back my usage of things I need to try and bring 76%
the costs of these bills down 48%
[ used as little energy/water as I could, even though that . 62%
impacted on my/our wellbeing 43%
I received an estimated bill 25% 51%

[ was confused by my bill and didn’t know what to do aboutit so w 22%
[ didn’t do anything 0

[ was in credit with the amounts owing on this bill from paying 17%
ahead r‘)% ’

I sought financial assistance through my provider’s hardship F 31%
program to help me with my expenses 13%
I sought assistance from somewhere else when I did not actually — 43%
have the amount owing available to help pay this bill 23%
I received a Payment Assistance Scheme (PAS voucher) to help go‘)
me stay on top of water bills 7%

Ireceived an Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA  pu_——— 239,
voucher) to help me stay on top of energy bills 0%

® Energy Bills (Electricity / Gas) B Water Bills

When asked about other kinds of experiences that may have contributed to their disconnection,
notification and/or serious worry about disconnection, respondents made clear they are
experiencing numerous difficulties.

The results also show there is no consistent experience in the lead up to a
disconnection/notification/worry, although all situations involve complexity and the likelihood of
overlapping issues/circumstances that cause or contribute to a person’s payment difficulty.

When asked about responses to payment difficulties in relation to energy bills, households were
more likely to cut back than to contact their retailer. 76% of respondents report having
deliberately cut back on usage to try and bring bill costs down, 64% have used money they
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needed for something else essential to pay this bill on time and 62% have used as little energy as
possible despite it impacting their wellbeing.

However, 53% did say they contacted their provider for support with their bill. 51% report
receiving an estimated bill, and 50% agreed to go on a payment plan to help them stay on top of
things. There are also high percentages of people who have experienced late fees (45% at least
one, 37% more than one), or have or had debt / arrears. 35% of respondents currently have debt
owing on their energy bills, and 40% have or had a debt owing for several months beyond its due
date. 24% stopped a payment plan because they could not afford it, and 18% had their plan
cancelled by the provider because they could not afford it. 23% or respondents report having
received an EAPA voucher to help with their bills.

When looking at water and experiences of disconnection, there is a similar story, but again, less
people overall experiencing these types of difficulties. 7% of respondents report having received
a Payment Assistance Scheme (PAS) voucher to help them stay on top of their water bills.

Payment difficulties with WATER bills by disconnection experiences

H Total ™ Disconnection M Notified

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

0,
I missed one payment and incurred a late fee ‘/0 %
y 3

0,
I missed more than one payment and incurred multiple late fees % 37%
| 0
I had debt/arrears owing for several weeks/months past the bill’s due ﬂ 1%
date 6(% ?
0,
I currently have debt/arrears owing % 28%
I 0
[ used money that [ needed for something else essential to pay this bill on 0 459
time A 0
I agreed to go on a payment plan/bill smoothing arrangement with my 0 330
provider to help me stay on top of things A 0
I stopped a payment plan/bill smoothing arrangementbecause I couldn’t 71%
afford it g 69%

My ongoing payment plan was cancelled because my provider increased
the instalments to an amount that I could not afford

I contacted my provider for support with my bill

I deliberately cut back my usage of things I need to try and bring the costs
of these bills down

[ used as little energy/water as I could, even though that impacted on
my/our wellbeing

I received an estimated bill

I was confused by my bill and didn’t know what to do about it so I didn’t 0 23%
do anything ] 0 0

0,
I was in credit with the amounts owing on this bill from paying ahead %} 16%
0
I sought financial assistance through my provider’s hardship program to v 25%
help me with my expenses I 0 0
I sought assistance from somewhere else when I did not actually have the 0 31%
amount owing available to help pay this bill % |

I received a Payment Assistance Scheme (PAS voucher) to help me stay 0 16%
on top of water bills — A 0

B

%

I received an Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA voucher) to
help me stay on top of energy bills
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Households have low awareness of emergency assistance

Awareness of EAPA (n=802)
0%  10%  20% 30%  40% 50% 60% 70% 80%  90%  100%

Total 13% 75% 12%
Disconnection 18% 64% 17%

Notified 14% 76% 11%

Worried 12% 76% 12%

HYes MNo M NotSure

For those who had not mentioned receiving an EAPA voucher, a follow up question was asked to
test awareness of the scheme, which appears to be very low. Only 13% of respondents said they
knew EAPA was available.'® The majority (75%) are not aware of the EAPA voucher and 12%
unsure. Awareness of the voucher is higher for those who have experienced disconnection
and/or notification about disconnection in the last 2 years.

Awareness of PAS (n=972)
0%  10%  20% 30% 40% 50% 60%  70%  80%  90%  100%

Total
Disconnection
Notified 12% 68% 20%

Worried 10% 69% 21%

HYes HMNo M NotSure

Similarly, for those who had not mentioned receiving a PAS voucher, a follow up question was
asked to test awareness of the scheme which is also low. Only 11% of respondents said they
knew this was available.' The majority (67%) are not aware of the PAS voucher and 22%
unsure. Awareness of the voucher is slightly higher for those who have experienced
disconnection and/or notification about disconnection in the last 2 years.

8 EAPA is available (subject to eligibility) for most NSW residential customers, but some barriers remain for
people who live in embedded networks.
. Noting that PAS is not available from all water providers in NSW.
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Consumer relationships with retailers

Provider Relationships Overall
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Electricity 23% 31% 45% a9
Gas 14% 23% 36% 26% 1
Water 13% 34% 44% 6% 3%
Phone 13% 21% 64% DA
Bank 14% 22% 63% a9
Medical
Government 25% 22% 42% 10% 19
Local community groups eI/ 27% 39% 23% 29

H Negative (0 -4) M Neutral (5) ™ Positive (6-10) ®N/ADon'tUsethis ™ Don't Know

The research findings also provided insights into the diverse nature of individuals' relationships
with various service providers, which sheds light on both positive and negative perceptions,
particularly in relation to utility service providers. Generally, respondents reported positive or
neutral interactions with their phone providers, banks, and medical services professionals, while
electricity service providers and government agencies garnered more negative sentiments. It is
noteworthy that there may be some bias in these figures given that we are asking people
specifically to recall their experiences with energy and water, so these services are more likely to
be front of mind.

Electricity provider relationship by disconnection experiences

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

0%

Disconnection Notified

H Negative (0-4) M Neutral (5) ™ Positive (6-10) ®N/ADon'tUsethis ®Don't Know

Interestingly, despite experiencing disconnections, respondents also reported higher levels of
positive sentiment towards utility providers, possibly indicative of the support they received post-
disconnection.
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Positive relationships with energy and gas providers were attributed to friendly, helpful, flexible,
and understanding service provision. These could be considered key factors in building trust and
more effective assistance from providers.

Positive Provider Relationship Reasons [CODED]

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Friendly / helpful | T T S0 0
Flexible / understanding m 26%
Good customer service (general) ”&’ 17%
No probiems . 3/
Good communication m 12%
Reasonably priced ﬂﬂ?{%’
Reliable / easy to deal with “%’6%
Effective problem resolution -(yé%%;

Good information and no billing issues 9 4%

other BETS30

H Electricity ®mGas ™ Water

“I've been with [my energy provider] for many, many years, and they're always really good. They're always
really good when I'm on the phone with them. They’re really friendly, they're understanding, | don't feel like
they're overly critical or demanding when | pay them late.”

Kathleen
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Negative Provider Relationship Reasons [CODED]
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

: 65%
Costly / Too expensive |77, -,

Not flexible / Not understanding m }'78//3
Issues with information and billing “%) 1]1]3%
Poor customer service (General) “%9"/101%
Poor communication -0/%%
Unfriendly / Unhelpful -%3/30%

Lacks problem resolution n%/g/o
Disconnection / Complaint made l %%f)

. : 19
Not reliable / Hard to deal with w)/%%
Other |l 496

B Electricity ®Gas ™ Water
Conversely, negative relationships were primarily linked to cost-related concerns or inflexible and
unresponsive service provision.

“I've still got the account with [my energy provider], but I didn't like the way they went about payment plans
and | didn’t think they were very nice. They don’t seem to understand.”

Anna
How easy do you feel it is to communicate with your energy/water
providers when you need support?

100% -
80% 15%
60% 30%
40%

20% 50%
0%

Total Disconnection Notified

B Not Easy (0-6) ™ Somewhat Easy (7-8) ®Easy (9-10) ™ Not Sure
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Communication with energy and water providers posed challenges for nearly half of the
respondents, with 49% finding it difficult to communicate when seeking support. There were no
significant differences in this experience between those who had experienced disconnections or
notifications compared with the overall respondent pool.

Bill payment supports - ENERGY
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

[ feel I get sufficient information from my energy
provider(s) about their assistance programs /
government rebates / other help that might be available
for me

L% 27% 50% 19%

I feel I am offered payment assistance or other types of
support to help me pay for my energy in ways thatare [§Z%) 25% 50% 18%
manageable for me / my household’s needs

[ feel I get sufficient advice from my energy provider(s)

0, 0, 0, 0,
about how to reduce / manage my energy usage » 27% Sl 20%

[ feel that I would like more information, and/or advice
from my energy provider(s) about the supports thatare SZFZ) 42% 48%
available to me

E Not Sure / NA ® Total Disagree (Bottom 3 Box) ® Somewhat Agree (Middle 5 Box) ® Total Agree (Top 3 Box)

Respondents would like more information and/or advice about what supports are available to
them. However, they mostly agree they are getting some information from their energy providers
about the available assistance programs / government rebates or other types of help that may be
available to them. This may reflect their low expectations however, as this does not align with
their generally low level of awareness of supports.

Despite their ongoing payment difficulties, respondents also mostly agree that they are being
offered payment assistance or other types of support to help them pay for energy in ways that are
manageable to their needs and feel they are getting somewhat sufficient advice from their energy
providers on how to reduce / manage their energy usage.
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Similar sentiments were echoed concerning water providers, with 42% of respondents expressing
a need for more information and advice about available supports.

What could be done to help you with electricity expenses?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Help with understanding usage =_ 14%

. . . e — 0,
Better explanations / More clear information 10%

Less jargon / Make things simple SS=== 7%

Suggest ways to reduce usage — 7%

1 1 d}
Better / more communication methods

Better support / Information on offers/support B=—= 5%
Reduce / stop increasing prices e 4%

m 2%

Explain why/how costs are going up

Provide accurate meter readings
0,
Other E===3%

Don't know =_ 1%

B Total ®mDisconnection M Notified ®Worried

The desire for improved understanding of electricity usage, clearer information, and reduced
jargon emerged as common themes for what might help. Respondents want assistance in
deciphering electricity expenses through clearer explanations and practical advice.

For gas, individuals want more support in understanding usage patterns, improved
communication methods, and suggestions on how to reduce usage to manage expenses. Whilst
for water, suggestions for ways to reduce usage, helping with understanding usage and better /
more communication methods would help people with managing their water expenses.

Whilst better management of usage can bring down bills to a certain extent, it is important to note
energy and water bills contain significant fixed charge elements that limit people’s ability to
reduce their bills. This is particularly true for those who are already low users and who cannot
further reduce use without impacting health and wellbeing.

These findings demonstrate the nuanced relationships individuals have with their various service
providers and highlights electricity service provision as a key area of dissatisfaction, mainly due
to communication challenges, and unmet informational needs. Addressing these concerns is
crucial for enhancing consumer experiences and outcomes and ensuring that support
mechanisms are effectively communicated and accessible to those facing financial difficulties
with utility bills. This in turn will help people avoid getting close to the edge of disconnection
and/or restriction.

Frontline workers experiences with retailers

Some frontline workers shared good examples of retailers responding to need by setting up
suitable payment plans, payment matching and putting payments on hold.
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“Well, what I've seen in the last couple of months, is the energy suppliers are not even really questioning
what's affordable, it's just more entering a payment plan that suits the customer and trying to sort of just go
with that for three or six months and offering deals like, for every six payments, we'll do an extra payment.
So, sort of matching it. | think companies are starting to realise that’s where we are financially, and that
they're starting to back off a little bit and sort of work with the customer.”

Case Manager

‘[l have an example of one mum], she had five children. She had to be rushed to the hospital for an
emergency operation. When | messaged her to see if she was okay, she asked if | can make sure that
electricity doesn't get turned off for the kids. | reached out to the provider and they were happy to put
reminders on hold until the next week to allow time for the family to organise a plan moving forward. The
family at the time had already received a letter stating she owed a significant amount on her electricity and
that the power was close to being shut off. Despite this, the provider was understanding and had empathy
for the mother’s circumstance.”

Case Manager

Others shared more mixed experiences with retailers, noting that some hardship programs are
great but that accessing that assistance is still a challenge, and the need for consistency with well
trained, compassionate staff.

“l think some organisations have really great hardship pathways and avenues to be able to navigate
[support]. The difficulty is that the waiting time on the phone.”

NILs Consultant

“l think staff training is huge. If you want the clients to work with you, then you need to be compassionate
and understanding that this is not the only thing that's got going on at the moment. And also, their finances
are not the only issue they're dealing with, probably. They've also got like, life stuff happening. Some of the
staff that we speak to are so awesome and the customer just feels validated and it makes the customer
want to work with the retailer.”

Financial Counsellor

“I've had some great reactions from retailers; they've been very flexible in terms of debt waivers and
changing payment plans. Some of the hardship programs offer payment matching, or linkages with
companies to provide energy audits and things like that, so | have had a good mix of responses. I've also
had some negative responses...The retailer was really probing as to what the issue was, like, ‘Why are you
in hardship? Can you tell me more about this?”

Financial Counsellor

As detailed elsewhere in this report, many frontline workers share concerns about the difficulty in
accessing affordable payment plans.

Need increased awareness of rights and early intervention from retailers

Frontline workers suggest that when people are able to get the help they need (usually at the
point of coming to see the frontline worker), they often express that they wish they had known
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about the available resources and assistance earlier. They express that early intervention could
have prevented them from accumulating significant debt and/or facing a disconnection.

“[Providers should] Monitor their [customers’] bills, monitor their repayments. Instead of saying, ‘Your
electricity has gone up by this amount,” maybe ring them and talk to them about why their electricity has
gone up. Like, ‘We’ve noticed your bill is considerably higher. Do you have a leak, etc.?’ Just flagging that
sort of stuff with them. Maybe they do have a leakage, maybe their hot water system is leaking and they
don't realise it. There are times where people have had leaky hot water systems and not realised it and
then they've all of a sudden got this massive bill and haven't quite figured it out and it wasn'’t until they got
another massive bill that they figured it out.”

Team Leader

“This is where we start talking about all the community services available and what referral options they
have. And then it’s like, ‘Oh! Is that available? If only I'd known about these things before, then | wouldn’t
have been so embedded in this debt.”

Financial Counsellor

“I guess the energy providers can do a bit more to actually reach those people rather than waiting for them
to reach out to them. Because it’s quite difficult sometimes for those people to actually be on the phone for
so long and trying to actually get a hold of somebody and they can’t get a hold of anyone, or they don’t
have enough data to actually email or anything like that.”

Financial Counsellor
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5. Hidden payment difficulty impacts effective retail
response

‘Payment difficulty’ is poorly defined in the NECF, making ‘success’ in identifying and responding
to it difficult and inconsistent. This is further complicated by the large, unidentified groups of
people likely to be experiencing payment issues.

Generally, retailers and regulators only see figures for debt, participation in hardship programs
and disconnections. Retailers are not necessarily aware of (or required to report on if they are
aware) other responses to or indicators of payment difficulty.

When people’s income cannot cover the cost of what they need, they often ‘shuffle’ their money
and payments around to meet the most pressing need, while always being in in debt somewhere.
People often go without essentials such as adequate/healthy food or medicines because these
necessities don’t come with a bill and there is an element of ‘control’. By avoiding buying these
necessities, households are demonstrating payment difficulty which is hidden.

These hidden responses to payment difficulty don’t result in making more money available. They
simply shift debt or problems elsewhere ‘into the shadows’. They often create or compound
health and wellbeing issues. In many cases, particularly where other forms of credit are involved,
the hidden payment difficulty results in larger, more problematic debt in energy and water when it
arises. Our research didn’t necessarily capture all hidden payment difficulty, but the following are
themes in hidden payment difficulty that emerged from the quantitative and qualitative parts of the
research.

Retailers, regulators and governments need to be aware of hidden payment difficulty to ensure
responses to payment difficult can be early and effective.

Households are going without other essentials

64% of respondents (69% of worried households) used money they needed for something else
essential to pay energy bills on time.

76% of respondents (82% of worried households) deliberately cut back on usage of things they
needed to try and bring the costs of bills down.

“We've had people lately talk about the cost of medication versus the cost of energy and making a choice
between these two essentials when only one can be afforded. We've heard it's causing parents to turn off
the energy when their kids are at school, so making a sacrifice for the household to be in a less
comfortable, warm environment in order to offset the needs of their kids. When people are extending
themselves with things like Buy Now Pay Later debt in order to meet one bill over another. And in general,
it's a choice, you know, about staying warm and staying well over some of the basic things a family should
have and wants to do with their kids.”

Financial Counsellor
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“This one client in particular, | know that a few months back, when she was in a really difficult situation, she
disclosed to our service that she would sometimes go without food herself, just to ensure things are
covered. She has two young children. So, | do see women reporting to our service that they will go without
to make sure that the electricity stays on, that they have hot water, they have food in the fridge.”

Case Manager

“Given the circumstances at the moment, it's food that goes without. My children have gone hungry and |
have gone hungry. | am talking days without food. They will turn around and say, ‘Oh, but there are places
that you can go fo, like the food bank or something like that.” | can’t do that. I've got no one to look after my
parents.”

Jodi

Households going without the energy they need
62% of respondents (67% of worried households) used as little energy as they could, even
though that impacted on their wellbeing.

“People are going without. They're cold, they're not using heating, they're not using electric blankets or their
air cons or anything like that. It's freezing and some of these people are in houses that aren't fully built yet
[after the flood] so they're just going cold.”

Team Leader

“I have people who are scared to put on the heater in the middle of winter in Orange because it's just going
to cost too much. And it's their right, it's a human right, to be able to keep warm in your own home.”

Financial Counsellor

“Some people are also saying to me that as part of managing their budget have it down to the wire. So,
people say, ‘I put my hot water heater on and | turn it on for a certain amount of time each day at the time
when the heating is the cheapest in terms of energy and then | turn it off.” They say they’re just heating that
room, not the all the rooms.”

Financial Counsellor

“But then you also have the extreme ones that are really trying to not consume energy, to actually bring the
bills to the lowest level. They have a regular repayment plan with the energy provider, and then they go into
credit, so it means that they pay more than what they need to pay. The energy provider never complains
about it.”

Financial Counsellor
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“[l see people who are] showering once a week. I'm like, what? Particularly, clients who aren't working at
the moment. They're like, ‘Well, | don't have anywhere to go, so | just save on showers.’ Like, wow. That's
the most horrifying to me. | hear this a lot, and it goes back to that kind of energy efficiency literacy, |
suppose, is people saying they just leave the rangehood light on as their only source of light. And I'm like,
well, if you have LED globes, it doesn't really matter if you leave the lights on, it won’t use that much
electricity. Like | mean, your whole house doesn't have to be dark, you can put the light in the living room.
It’s a safety issue, right? Anybody can trip over, but particularly if you're an older person, you need lights for
safety.”

Financial Counsellor

“I have cut my gas costs by 29% [since this time last year]. And that is by going without. They are quite
substantial savings, but | am trying to convey to them that | have actually gone cold. | actually got
bronchitis. [I’'m caring for kids and my terminally ill parents], so that was incredibly difficult for me. | was not
able to rest or look after myself.”

Jodi

“Now | do my washing after midnight, or just before | go to bed to get that off-peak [rate]. No lights during
the day, all sorts of things, everything single thing. I've become so paranoid about it, it’s not stupid. And
even then, it’s still $192 a month.”

Dom

Turning to credit products, borrowing money, relying on family and friends

43% (51% disconnected households) sought assistance from somewhere else (e.g. friends/family
or by accessing other lines of credit, such as Afterpay, Zip Pay or paying by credit card when they
did not actually have the amount owing available) to help pay the energy bill.

“We are seeing a number of alternative credits. So, for those people who can’t borrow money, suddenly a
lot of them do worry about the disconnection of utilities. So, they go into a Buy Now Pay Later situation. For
example, on AfterPay, you can actually split your bill in four ways. So, they would do that and other things
like that. But when you have too many of those things, they’re trying to juggle the supermarkets and
everything like that, then they find themselves in more financial difficulties.”

Financial Counsellor

“They’re starting to buy gift cards through AfterPay to pay for food or put food on the table. You've also got
Deferit now [to pay for bills], so they’re always paying.”

NILs Consultant

“Often, clients are borrowing money to pay their bills, so then the provider, like the energy company,
doesn't realise that they've got a problem. Buy Now Pay Later clients are buying gift cards to buy their
shopping and so it’'s a cycle of trying to pay back Buy Now Pay Later repayments and then, because they
don’t want to be hit with the astronomical fees, Buy Now Pay Later ranks above rent, so then you've got
clients in rent arrears because they’ve been paying Buy Now Pay Later so that they don’t lose access to it
because, for them, it’'s an easy source of credit. That’s often the cycle people get stuck in. They will pay
Buy Now Pay Later because it means that if their child has a birthday, they can buy a present that they
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maybe can'’t actually afford then it doesn’t have to appear to anybody on the outside that they’re having a
problem. There are clients with overdrafts that have never paid it back in over 10 years, and there are
clients with credit cards who will pay everything on the credit card and then their whole pay goes towards
repayments just so that they can use it again. So, they’re never getting ahead... It’s a continual revolving
door.”

Financial Counsellor, Wesley Mission

“We just spent most of the time at Nan’s [when we were disconnected], just saving up some money. And
then we came back and got it sorted... | think we might have borrowed a little bit of money off Nan.”

Lyndon (male; 20 years old, in private rental; in small regional town)

“[Being able to vary the payment plan myself] would be really helpful. That was one of the things that was
annoying, like on some weeks where | didn't have $71 [it would be hard]. I'd just go to my mum's house or
Nan's to get groceries and | would just leave it.”

Christine (female; 25-29 year age group; private rental in a granny flat; metro; First Nations)

Disconnecting from having an electricity connection

Frontline workers also brought to our attention that some people give up on having an electricity
connection because they can’t afford it. For these people, their efforts to manage their bills
becomes so overwhelming that it feels like a better option is just to go without electricity. This
raises the serious question of an ‘underclass’ of people who have disconnected long-term due to
the unaffordability of energy and the situation they are in. The energy system must have in place
safeguards to protect people from living without electricity because of the cost.

“I've got a few clients that we look after, they struggle with electricity and so they don’t want electricity
connected, they just stopped paying. [One particular client] just doesn’t want to connect with electricity
because he can’t pay the electricity. So, we've got, I think, two or three clients that are not on an electricity
bill at the moment. They just don't have it. They use candles to light up their house. Candles and a torch...
In winter, one client just gets a blanket... And when he showers, he just boils water [using gas] and just
uses the warm water to wash himself with a cloth... And washing his clothes, he just washes them with
cold water.”

Community worker
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6. Barriers to getting assistance

The research revealed several barriers to receiving assistance experienced by households who
are facing, or at risk of, disconnection and debt accumulation. Assessing these barriers will be
key to developing more effective approaches to support people in these circumstances.

Access to support difficulty

Base 1,044 116 487 441
;;eslitSLtJ:r?cc:):fortable or nervous about asking for 43% 43% 429 45%
| didn’t know as§|stance was available for me or 37% 53% 31% 39%
where to go for it
There we're a lot of things going on in my life at the 36% 28% 38% 379%
time and it was hard to manage
| didn’t think that | needed assistance 12% 9% 16% 10%
ggltd;etlsnderstand what | was being asked to do to 9% 14% 8% 9%
| was being treated poorly by my provider and o o

1 O, 0,
didn’t really trust them/want to speak to them 8% 9% 0% 6%
| didn’t have easy access to transport 6% 16% 5% 5%
The provider wouldn’t contact me in the way | o o o o
wanted (e.g., by email, text, webchat, phone) 0 00 e 5%
| had problems with phones or internet access 6% 14% 5% 4%
I agked for assistance but my provider did not 59, 49, 6% 59,
believe | needed it
There were no appointments available for financial 49, 10% 49, 3%
counselling/other support
| was being treated poorly by community groups | 3% 39 3% 3%
approached
Something else 1% 2% 1% 1%
None of these 16% 13% 15% 19%

Fear or discomfort is the single biggest barrier in accessing assistance with just under half of
respondents (43%) saying they felt uncomfortable or nervous about asking for assistance (higher
for those who were worried about disconnection at 45%). Given retailers regard disconnection
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threats as a means of initiating assistance, this is a key finding and indicates more effective
alternatives to disconnection to initiate assistance are required.

A further 37% did not know assistance was available to them or where to go for it (higher for
those who had been disconnected at 53% and for those who were worried about disconnection at
39%). 36% said there were a lot of things going on at the time and it was just hard to manage
(higher for those who were notified at 38% and worried at 37%).

For those who had been disconnected, contributing barriers to reaching out for assistance
include:

e not having easy access to transport (16%);

¢ not understanding what they were being asked to do get help (14%);

e having problems with phones or internet access (14%);

¢ lack of available appointments for financial counselling or other support (10%); and
e Dbeing treated poorly by their provider / not wanting to speak to them (9%)

For those who were notified, additional contributing barriers to accessing support include:

¢ not thinking they needed assistance (16%);

e Dbeing treated poorly by their provider and not wanting to speak to them (10%);

¢ not being able to speak with their provider in their preferred communication method (8%);
and

e asking for assistance but not being provided with it (6%).

There was also a high response to ‘none of these’ across all three groups, indicating other
barriers at play. Some of these may be covered in ‘Additional barriers’ explored below.

When combining the survey results with the insights in the interviews, key themes emerge.

People are uncomfortable seeking assistance

Forty three percent of respondents felt uncomfortable or nervous about asking for assistance,
higher for those who were worried (45%). In addition to the issues highlighted below, in
interviews, references were also made to cultural reasons why people might not ask for help.

The role of shame and embarrassment

The qualitative aspects of the research revealed the sense of shame and embarrassment people
feel when they can’t afford their utility bills and that this acts as a barrier to seeking assistance.

“I definitely think [debt] would impact their ability to stay on top of other things in their life. There's a lot of
guilt and shame associated with not being able to pay for an electricity bill. At least that's what clients have
disclosed to us, that they're actually even embarrassed to disclose these types of issues to our service. But
they just don't know where else to look for support and they might have a rapport with this worker, so they
feel safe to disclose this in hopes that we can point them in the right direction.”

Case Manager
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“Sometimes people don't open the mail; not just electricity bills, but sometimes they'll come to see me with
a pile of mail. They didn't want it open because they didn't want to deal with it. They think they're going to
be lectured. They're ashamed. They want to stop this communication but just don't have any money to pay
anything anyway, so in that sense, maybe they feel as if what is the point of doing this when | can't make a
payment. It's head in the sand for some people.”

Financial Counsellor

“For some [who don’t access support] it's a fear of | think being judged, it's shame around their financial
situation. They’re worried they're going to be judged. For some people, they possibly feel that it's just going
to take a long time. And some people also don't have the concept of what it means to be in financial
control, so their version of I'm managing, they don't understand that they could possibly manage their
finances better because this is the way it's always been.”

Financial Counsellor

Mental health issues such as anxiety make it difficult to contact retailers

As explored above, frontline workers and consumers also spoke about how mental iliness is both
a contributor to payment difficulty as well as something exacerbated by the stress of debt and
fear of disconnection.

Bad past experiences and lack of compassion from retailers

Frontline workers and individual consumers also explained that if they had had a bad experience
or interaction with a retailer in the past, then this was likely to act as a barrier to them wanting to
contact the retailer in the future.

“People's past experience with retailers really guides their current behaviour. So, | guess having more
affordable payment plans and, a lot of the people | speak to, they say to me, ‘They were nicer when you
spoke to them’ or ‘They told me | had to pay $150 a fortnight which I couldn't afford and I didn't know |
could push back and say | can't afford that, this is what | can afford.” I'm still seeing those unrealistic
payment plans being offered and people feeling that they have no option but to sign up for that and then
have that fall over and then not realise what that means in terms of that goodwill and willingness to
[approach their retailer for] more affordable payment plans in the future.”

Financial Counsellor

“Be more compassionate. | think the thing that turns a lot of people off is there’s no compassion or
understanding [from providers]. Like | know we all have jobs, they've got a job to do, they've got policies to
adhere to, but at the end of the day, we still all bleed the same colour and we're still all human.”

NILs Consultant

“I probably feel that | have a negative [relationship with my retailer]. Better communication and making sure
that your concessions are on there is really key. Maybe having a little bit of heart to people when they're on
the phone; they're straight up like, ‘Can you pay today?””

Naomi
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Retailers ask too much personal information

“I had one client who was a kinship carer, so they were raising their grandchildren. The retailer was really
probing as to what the issue was, like, ‘Why are you in hardship? Can you tell me more about this?’ And |
said to the retailer that | don’t think it's a requirement that the retailer has to know. She’s telling them that
she’s in financial hardship, surely she doesn’t have to tell them her situation because, again, don’t make it
harder for people when they have to expose themselves by outlining a difficult family situation — and to
someone they don’t know like the retailer.”

Financial Counsellor

Retailers frighten people so they don’t want to engage

“I honestly think [retailers] are more worried about just getting their money, really. They need to have that
payment and it doesn't matter [how it affects the customer]. Their language, it's really scary for people,
when they're saying, ‘Okay, we're going to put you on this payment plan, but we need to read this script out
to you.” And in the script, there's phrases like, ‘You will be disconnected if this doesn't happen.’ People
hear that. They might not hear everything else because it's a script, it’s not riveting, but they will hear ‘you
will be disconnected’ and it’'s scary for people. I just don’t think they go about it the right way.”

Team Leader, Northern Rivers Community Gateway

Given retailers’ contention of the crucial role of ‘threats’ of disconnection in engaging people, this
observation by frontline workers indicates the opposite is true — that threats and threatening
language acts as a barrier to engagement rather than encouraging it.

Long telephone wait times and indirect phone numbers

“I think some organisations have really great hardship pathways and avenues to be able to navigate
[support]. The difficulty is that the waiting time on the phone can take quite a while and, generally, when
people come to us, they're in crisis mode. So, when you're in crisis, your stress levels are high and you
can't wait. You physically can't wait; you can't have another thing on your mind... You've got people that
need to get back to their kid, or the bus is coming and it's the only one so if they miss that bus they can't
get home for a couple more hours because in some areas public transport is not the best, or they don't
have enough credit to stay on the line. There's all of those other factors that come into play, especially with
people on low incomes.”

NILs Consultant

“I'm on a prepaid phone and if my minutes start running out, I'm sitting on there looking at the minutes and
looking at the time I've been waiting. By the time they answer, I've only got five minutes to get out what |
need to get out. Or maybe a call back service or something like that. If it’s going to be two hours, they can
say it’s going to be two hours, we can call you back, and your number is recorded. It’s the minimum that
these kinds of providers should be offering these days.”

Bradley

54 « Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report



“I haven't [tried to contact my retailer recently] because the wait time was 200 calls in front of me the last
time | tried. They're open 9 to 5, Monday to Friday. There’s a wait time of two hours sometimes to get
through to them.

Anna

“The voice recording things when you call up the providers. You talk to the computer and they always send
you to the wrong spot.”

Craig

Lack of awareness of what to do, what’s available and what they’re entitled to

37% of respondents did not know assistance was available or where to go, notably higher for
those who had been disconnected (53%)

“Community members, obviously, somewhere along the line contact their energy provider prior to coming
to someone like me and are put onto like a payment plan that will sort of ease any sort of debt collection
happening or disconnection. | think a major reason for people that I've dealt with getting into that situation
is that they don't know what they're entitled to, they don't know what they should be asking their energy
providers in terms of hardship programs. Things like learning how to read the bills is another issue. So, I've
had people who have received estimated bills and they get overestimated and then it obviously creates a
debt on the account. So, that's something that I've really found is people just not knowing where to start or
who to talk to or what to look out for on bills. Making sure that they're getting their rebates that they're
entitled to is another issue.”

Financial Counsellor

People are overwhelmed with their circumstances.

36% of respondents found it hard to manage due to many simultaneous issues.

“And when there’s mental health concerns, if people are being chased by creditors, they don’t want to
answer the phone. They may set up other emails to avoid contact.”

Financial Counsellor

Additional barriers

Additional barriers to accessing assistance include difficulty understanding requirements for help,
problems with phones or internet access and lack of available financial counselling appointments.

Some consumers are also reluctant to respond to messages from retailers because they are
worried it might be a scam.

“So, I guess in terms of shortened communication from retailers, there are a lot of scams in that space and
a lot of people | see say they have been affected by scams on a number of levels. | think it's important that
if retailers are using text communication to make that clear.”

Financial Counsellor
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7. Experiences of disconnection, notification and worry

Understanding the experience of debt build up, worry about disconnection, disconnection threats
and disconnection itself, is key to assessing what role disconnection plays, considering what role
it should play, and what alternatives may be more effective and appropriate.

Rates of previous disconnections and notifications

The research asked about previous disconnection or notification, to understand whether payment
difficulty and risk of disconnection was part of a short-term experience, or part of a longer-term
experience that continues to go unassisted, and whether there are common aspects of the
experience of short- and long-term issues leading to disconnection.

How many times [disconnected / notified]

Base (disconnected or notified) 603 116 487

Once only 59% 66% 57%
Twice 27% 28% 26%
Three times or more 15% 6% 17%
Total 100% 100% 100%

Whilst most respondents who had been disconnected or notified reported only experiencing one
disconnection or notification in the previous two years (which is not surprising given the
moratorium on disconnections that occurred during the period), significant numbers of people had
experienced a disconnection or notification before.

For those who had experienced a disconnection, 28% had received two disconnections, and 6%
had received 3 disconnections in the last 2 years. For those who had been notified, just over a
quarter (26%) had been notified twice, and 17% had been notified 3 times or more in the last 2
years.
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[Notified] Have you ever actually been disconnected from electricity or gas, or had your water
supply restricted previously?

Base (of people notified of disconnection) 487

Yes 17%
No 83%
Total 100%

For people who had been notified in the last 2 years, 17% had previously been disconnected
from electricity, gas or restricted from water.

From these two charts we see evidence that disconnection and threats of disconnection in the
past have not improved peoples experience of payment difficulty and have not helped them
access assistance that meets their needs. Many of these household have continued to face
payment difficulty and faced disconnection and threats of disconnection again.

[Worried] Have you ever actually been disconnected from electricity or gas, or had your water
supply restricted previously?

Worried

Base (of people worried about being disconnected) 441
Yes — disconnected from electricity 7%
Yes — disconnected from gas 2%
Yes — restricted from water 1%
No 84%
Not sure / Don’t remember 7%

For those who had experienced serious worry about being disconnected and/or restricted in the
last 2 years, 7% had previously been disconnected from electricity, 2% had been disconnected
from gas and 1% had been restricted from water. This could indicate the variation in peoples
experience of assistance, where some people are able access support that works for them. It
may also indicate the impact of people’s circumstances on their ability to recover from
disconnection. We will examine this further in following reports.

Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report « 57



Time since last payment and amount owing

To understand the extent of debt build-up ahead of a disconnection or notification of
disconnection, the research asked how long it had been since a payment had been made and
how much was owed.

Length of time since last payment (of any amount)

m

Base 603 116 487
1 week or less 11% 16% 10%
About 2-3 weeks 20% 20% 20%
About 1 month 23% 16% 24%
About 2-3 months 22% 24% 22%
About 4-5 months 8% 4% 9%
6 months — 1 year 3% 3% 3%
More than 1 year 2% 3% 2%
Not Sure 11% 13% 10%
Total 100% 100% 100%

Before getting disconnected or notified, the length of time for not making a payment varies — 22%
had not made a payment for 2-3 months, 23% had not made a payment for a month, and 20%
report not having made a payment for 2-3 weeks. 11% said it had only been a week or less
before they were disconnected or restricted. (Note: this question was asked as a ‘best guess’,
recognising that precision in responses is difficult to guarantee).

For those who had experienced a disconnection, 24% said it had been about 2-3 months since
their last payment and 20% felt it was only a matter of 2-3 weeks before they were disconnected.

For those who had been notified but not disconnected, 24% said it had been about a month since
their last payment and 22% said it was about 2-3 months.

Retailers assert they want households to engage with them to avoid a disconnection. For those
who had made recent payments its possible those payments didn’t meet what the retailer
required. Not recognising attempts to make payments demonstrating ‘good faith’ arose as an
issue in interviews, such as:

“When | tried to set up a payment plan, | was told the amount that they would accept from me and that was
$80 a week...l know that | don't have that money. | told them it was totally unrealistic and | gave them an
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amount that | could afford, but they would not accept it and would not allow me to set up a payment plan.
So, [instead], | went to Centrelink and set up my own CentrePay deduction every fortnight so that | could
go back to them and say, ‘Listen, you would not accept what | could pay and give me a payment plan,
therefore, to show you good faith, | have set up a Centrelink deduction that will automatically be paid every
fortnight in the amount that | can afford. Please don't cut off my electricity or my gas.” And they sort of said
to me, ‘Thank you very much for doing that, however, this is the amount that we require from you.’ | told
them you cannot get blood out of a stone. There is just not any money.”

Jodi

At the time of [disconnection / notified / last seriously worried] about how much did you owe?

-
116 487 441

Base 1,044

$300 or less 18% 16% 19% 18%
$301-$500 25% 22% 28% 23%
$501-$1,000 30% 31% 30% 31%
$1,001-$1,500 12% 12% 11% 13%
$1,501-$5,000 7% 14% 6% 6%
$5,000 or more 1% 1% 1% 0%
Not Sure 7% 4% 6% 9%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Of those who had experienced disconnection, nearly 40% owed less than $500 (22% owed $301-
$500 and 16 % owed $300 or less). 31% owed $501-$1,000. However, 14% said they owed
$1,501-$5000 and 1% owed more than $5,000.

For those who had been notified but not disconnected, the amounts owing tended to be slightly
smaller. Nearly half owed less than $500 (28% owed $301-$500 and 19% owed $300 or less).
While 30% owed $501-$1,000.

It is important to note that energy disconnections for non-payment are only permitted to occur
when the amount owing is $300 or more (this amount is determined by the Australian Energy
Regulator (AER). Whilst it is not necessarily easy for people to remember the exact amounts they
owe, it is concerning that such high numbers of people may have been disconnected or notified
of a disconnection with a smaller amount owing.

Frontline workers reveal that different retailers take different responses to how quickly they resort
to disconnecting.
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“I've seen bills for thousands of dollars where they won'’t disconnect, and then I've seen people come in
with a bill for a couple hundred dollars where they're going to disconnect them. So that's not even

consistent.”

NILs Consultant

For those who had been seriously worried, the amounts owing were mid-range, 31% had about

$501-$1,000 owing, 23% owed $301-$500 and 18% had $300 or less owing.

Did this debt relate to one bill or several bills?

Base 1,044 116 487 441
One bill only 61% 47% 61% 65%
More than one bill 34% 47% 33% 31%
Not sure 5% 6% 6% 4%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

The majority of respondents (65%) suggested that these debts and arrears were relating to one
bill only. However, for those who had experienced disconnection, a higher number (47%) said the
debt related to more than one bill. This could indicate that their issues had been ongoing for
some time prior to the disconnection, however it is difficult to compare due to the potential for
variation in billing intervals. For example, we do not know whether this is referring to monthly bills
or quarterly bills.

Contact from provider ahead of disconnection/notification

As energy retailers are required to assist people experiencing payment difficulty and offer
assistance ahead of threatening and undertaking disconnection, the research asked about the
contact people had with their provider ahead of their disconnection/notification.

When did your energy / water provider first contact you about the risk of
disconnection/restriction as a result of non-payment?

Base 603 116 487
Immediately after | missed a payment 13% 13% 13%
Within 1 week of missing a payment 26% 28% 26%
Within 1 month missing a payment 27% 26% 27%
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Within 3 months of missing a payment 10% 9% 10%

After 3 months of missing a payment 6% 6% 6%

My provider did not engage with me about the risk of

. ) . 5% 7% 5%
disconnection / restriction
Not sure / Don’t remember 13% 12% 14%
Total 73% 74% 73%

Around half of respondents indicated their provider first made contact about the risk of
disconnection/restriction within a month (27%) or week (26%) of missing a payment. 5% reported
their provider did not engage with them about the risk of disconnection/restriction at all, which is
slightly higher for those who experienced a disconnection (7% reported this). This does not
necessarily mean the provider did not attempt to contact these people, but it does indicate that
any attempt at contact was not successful.

How soon after your energy/water provider first contacted you about the risk of
disconnection/restriction [did you get disconnected / get told you were going to actually be
disconnected]?

Base 492 94 398

Less than a week after first contacting me
about being at risk of disconnection / 16% 28% 14%
restriction

About 1-2 weeks after first contacting me
about being at risk of disconnection / 42% 45% 41%
restriction

About 3-4 weeks after first contacting me
about being at risk of disconnection / 16% 12% 18%

restriction

Longer than 4 weeks after first contacting me

about being at risk of disconnection / 9% 10% 9%
restriction

Not sure / Don’t remember 16% 6% 19%
Total 100% 100% 100%

42% of people were either disconnected or notified 1-2 weeks after their provider first contacted
them about being at risk of disconnection / restriction. For those who had experienced a
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disconnection, 28% recall they were disconnected a week after first being contacted about being
at risk of disconnection. While for those who were notified about an upcoming disconnection,
18% recalled it was about 3-4 weeks after first being made aware of this possibility. The shorter
timeframes in which disconnected households recall being contacted by their retailer may have
contributed to them being disconnected. Whereas a longer notice period might have helped
notified households avoid a disconnection by giving them time to respond.

Experiences of households who were disconnected

Households who experienced a disconnection were asked about their experiences to help
understand why they couldn’t avoid the disconnection, the impact of the disconnection on their
household and finances, and what barriers they face in reconnecting.

Thinking back to before you got disconnected / restricted, which (if any) of the following
happened before you were disconnected or restricted?

Disconnection

Base 116

| tried to contact my energy provider or water provider but couldn’t get through to them 32%

The energy or water provider tried to contact me but | did not answer the call / call them back / 999
email them back / text ’

None of these 47%

Total 100%

32% of disconnected respondents said they tried contacting their energy or water provider but
could not get through to them. 22% said their provider tried to contact them but they did not take
the call / attempt to call them back. Just under half (47%) of those who had been disconnected
did not have any contact with their retailer prior to the disconnection.
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Did someone ever come to your house to talk to you about disconnecting you or restricting
your supply before you got disconnected?

Disconnection

Base 116
Yes 18%
No 72%
Not sure 9%
Total 100%

18% reported having had someone visit their house to talk about being disconnected before
getting disconnected.

After you got disconnected / restricted, when did you first start trying to get reconnected? Note:
This includes getting reconnected with the same provider or going to a new provider.

Disconnection

Base 116
Less than 1 day (straight away) 41%
About 1 day 20%
About 2-3 days 22%
About 4-7 days 8%
More than a week later 3%
Have not tried to get reconnected yet 3%
Not sure 3%
Total 100%

41% of people who had been disconnected where reconnected on the same day / straight away,
while 20% took a day to reconnect and 22% took 2-3 days.
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Did you reconnect with the same provider or a new provider?

Disconnection

Base 97
Same provider 69%
New provider 22%
Not sure 9%
Total 100%

When only looking at energy disconnections (because generally people do not have a choice of
water provider), of those who did get reconnected, 69% were reconnected with the same provider
while 22% sought reconnection through a new provider.

For those who reconnected with a new provider, their debt is likely to be sent to a debt collector.
These households lose the right to get assistance from their retailer for the amount owing or for
EAPA to be applied to the debt. It is understandable that households react to a disconnection, or
a disconnection notice, by exercising what control they have and switching retailers. However,
losing entitlement to assistance when switching underscores the importance of retailers
maintaining a positive relationship with their consumers. Without the assistance from the retailer
and EAPA, it will be harder for those households to gain financial control. Each instance of this
behaviour compounds the collective ‘payment difficulty burden’ retailers face by increasing the
incidence of legacy debt they have no visibility of, but which impacts consumers’ capacity to pay.

Which if any of the following did you have to pay in order to get reconnected?

Disconnection

Base 113
Pay a bond 9%
Pay a reconnection fee 45%
Pay a late payment fee 32%
Agree to a payment plan to recover the debt 28%
Pay a set proportion of the debt 5%
Another fee 2%
None of these 20%
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Most people had to pay some form of fee(s) to get reconnected. On average, people reported
having to pay around $241 in bond fees, $316 in reconnection fees, $149 in late payment fees
and $310 in other fees (Note: this was self-reported and reflects the mean result of all responses
received as a means of adjusting for individual inaccuracy of estimation).

The response to these questions highlights one aspect of the additional financial burden that
disconnection places on households already experiencing significant financial difficulty. These
figures don’t include other costs that may be associated with disconnection, such as spoiled food
from a fridge or freezer, takeaway food or even alternative accommodation.

Given these households were unable to stop the disconnection, it would not have been easy to
find the several hundred dollars required to reconnect, and many would have had to borrow
money (including possibly accessing risky credit) or go without other essentials to make these
payments. These factors should be considered when assessing the harms involved in
disconnection, and consideration of if and when disconnection may be regarded as a reasonable
response.
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Which (if any) of the following things happened as a result of your electricity, gas or water being
disconnected / restricted, including in the lead up to being disconnected/restricted

Disconnection

Base 116
The people in my house became anxious or distressed 31%
I/We were unable to wash ourselves / had to take cold showers or baths or stopped having 269
showers or baths °
| was unable to keep the household sufficiently warm or cool, which negatively impacted the

. . . 22%
household in other ways (Please specify how this impacted you)
I/We did things to avoid being at home (e.g. going to the library or a shopping centre) 22%
I/We felt isolated due to being unable to use mobile phone/ radio/television/internet 22%
I or others in my household had to throw out food from the refrigerator/freezer because it had 209,
gone off o
I/We avoided seeing friends and family 20%
Someone in my house was unable to work 17%
| or others in my household had difficulty caring for infants 15%
I/We cooked in someone else’s kitchen / had to get takeaway food as we couldn’t prepare 159
food at home °
Children and / or students in the house were unable to do homework / study or had to stay 149,
home from school °
I/We spent more time in bed than usual to stay warm 14%
I/We accessed food bank and / or food donation services 13%
Someone in the house was unable to use a medical device or machine 9%
| bought/borrowed electric appliances such as an electric cooker, electric heater and/or used

. 8%

water from an electric kettle to heat bath water
I/We had to move out and pay to stay somewhere else 8%
Someone in the house became ill 6%
Someone in the house was injured 3%
Something else 3%
None of the above 19%
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The impacts of disconnection are not just financial. Of those who had experienced a
disconnection, 31% reported that people in their house became anxious or distressed, 26% said
they were unable to wash themselves or had to take cold showers/baths, 22% said they were
unable to keep their home sulfficiently warm or cool, 22% did things to try and avoid being home,
22% felt isolated, and 22% had to throw out food.

In interviews, people shared their experiences of disconnection in more detail.

“It was extremely stressful and | felt really vulnerable. | felt it was so unfair and | just thought, wow, we're
not even at the bottom tier of society. And | just thought, | can't believe that they would even do this.

“l just thought, this is [happening to me] and | have the power to get reconnected. There must be so many
people who are vulnerable sitting there without power and gas right now. | felt sorry for my daughter and it
was stressful because she was in a lot of pain. She was in chronic pain.

“[l didn’t contact my retailer] because my attention was focused on my daughter's health and | had been
paying sporadically and | thought that by paying that lump sum that it would be fine, but it wasn't fine.... It
didn’t satisfy them.

“I think [disconnection] should be illegal. | think legislation needs to be passed to make it illegal because no
one should go without that. It's dehumanising. It's a need, a necessity. It's not a want.”

Susannah

‘I mean, | understand. | get it, but the people that get disconnected, there's no way to come back from that
if you don't have a family member to go stay with or something... | think it should be a couple of missed
payments, not straight into it.

“There was a lot of food in the fridge that had to go.

“We had to spend a couple of weeks sleeping on couches and just had to really cut back on food spending.
We didn't really do anything for two weeks. It was a bit embarrassing.”

Lyndon

“I just woke up one morning and | couldn't turn on the TV and | was like, ‘Oh shit, everything in the fridge!’ |
called my cousin, and then she came over and said, ‘This is what you do, you call and you set up a
payment plan.’

“I didn't really know how paying bills worked.

‘[Being disconnected] put me back a bit with my studies because | couldn't power my laptop. | had to get
my cousin to come get me. If it wasn't for her, | [would have struggled]. And then | had to call [the retailer],
which was time-consuming as well.”

Christine
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“I found out that | was disconnected by walking in, and there was no electricity. And then | found a card that
was stuck under the door saying to call them but, of course, | couldn’t call them given the hour that | had
come home. I'd come home with my father who had just been discharged from hospital, only to have to
pack him back up into the car and drive another 40 minutes to his place because | needed electricity for his
oxygen. That also meant packing up [my kids] and spending the night [at my parents’], which meant that it
was an issue for my children to get to school the next day. It just goes on and on and on.”

Jodi (female; 58 years old; single parent; in private rental; on Job Seeker; lives in a rural area)

“l was disconnected once years ago. | will never forget that. | had one support person | could ask and say,
‘Look, I've been disconnected. Can | borrow the money to get connected again?’ and she basically said, ‘I'll
give it to you this time and you get it put back on, but if | ever find out that you've had it disconnected again,
I’'m going to report you to [Department of Child Services].””

Angela

Frontline workers also shared the experiences of their clients with disconnection, speaking about
the stress and feelings of shame experienced.

“I think a big thing that we see is that there's a lot of shame that comes with [disconnection]. A feeling of
failing in particular, and often for the young people that we see who have gotten to that point, have already
tried to overcome a feeling of failing before this [through their personal circumstances with leaving home,
for example]. They have already come from feeling like they're not going to be able to achieve anything and
then they get themselves into some kind of housing but then they kind of get knocked back again [from a
disconnection]. So, they're just re-living all of this again. It’s almost like they're re-living the same trauma
that they are not good-enough from a different aspect, this time from their own doing [rather than their
family household’s]. So that's difficult.”

Residential and Assertive Outreach Coordinator

“I had an elderly lady come in yesterday who has care of her grandchildren, she stated, ‘They cut my
power off, | need an EAPA.’ She didn’t know that, at that point, she needed more than an EAPA... She said
she paid $50 a fortnight by Centrepay and | found it weird that they cut her off when she was making
regular repayments. Together we called the provider and | asked the retailer why she was cut off when she
was making regular repayments, the provider said because it’s not a hardship plan, which doesn’t make
any sense to me. By the time she’d come in, she’d been disconnected most of the day. Obviously, she’s
feeling overwhelmed... She was very stressed. She's an Indigenous woman and didn’t like to ask for help.
She was very stressed out, but very relieved when she left.”

Team Leader

“A single mum [had her energy disconnected], and it was disconnected so late in the day that she couldn’t
actually get a hold of the energy company. It was in the middle of winter, she had three kids, so | think she
ended up going to the neighbour’s or something for the night... She was aware that there were a lot of bills
coming through and completely dismissed it. | think there were other things, it was maybe domestic
violence. There’s a bit of shame not wanting to share those kinds of things, so the providers are not aware
of it.”

Financial Counsellor
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For First Nations families, a disconnection (or the mere prospect of it) can result in fear that their
children will be taken away from them.

“If you're a First Nations person and you are in a situation that's precarious in some way and all of a
sudden you can't pay your energy bill, if your energy gets cut off, you are worried about your children being
taken from you. It is basically a core need that is treated like a luxury and, therefore, people live in fear of
the impact, not only on their health and their well-being, but on their family structure.”

Financial Counsellor

Which (if any) of the following stopped you from trying to get reconnected immediately?

Disconnection

Base 68

| wanted to sort out my finances first so | could pay 34%
| felt a bit embarrassed 32%
| didn’t know what to do 25%
| didn’t want anyone else to know about it 25%
| didn’t know there was help available for people in my situation 18%
| had other financial commitments/debts that were a higher priority 16%
| didn’t think electricity / gas / water company would be sympathetic or willing to help 12%
There were unplanned things happening in my life which took priority 10%
| decided to stay disconnected because energy costs are unaffordable 7%
| had to wait for an appointment with a financial counsellor 6%
| couldn’t use or access a telephone / internet to contact anyone 4%
| wasn’t immediately aware that | was disconnected 3%
Something else 3%
None of these 18%

For the 59% of households those who did not immediately reconnect (see table in previous
section), 34% said the key reason for not reconnecting was because they wanted to sort out their
finances first so they could pay, 32% said it was because they were embarrassed, 25% just did
not know what to do and 25% said they did not want anyone else to know about it.
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Whilst households who are disconnected are usually reconnected within a few days, for some, it
takes longer. These barriers to reconnection need to be addressed to help households who are
disconnected to be reconnected as soon as possible and reduce the harms of disconnection.

In addition to the financial costs of disconnection, the process has significant psychological
impacts with people experiencing shame, stress and isolation. Physical health impacts are also
felt with people being unhealthily hot or cold (noting the poor thermal qualities of the housing that
many disconnected households would be in) and unable to undertake normal hygiene practices.
It is also important to note the additional impact disconnection has on children. 71% of
disconnected households had a child living in the home, with respondents indicating school or
study being interrupted and infants being unable to be cared for properly.

Experiences of households who received a notification of disconnection but
avoided the disconnection

We also asked about the experiences of households who received a disconnection notification
but avoided the disconnection, to understand what they did to avoid the disconnection and the
impact the experience had on them.

What happened as a result of you being notified or warned that you would be
disconnected/restricted from your energy/water supply?

Base 487

The people in my house became anxious or distressed 54%

I/'we significantly reduced the amount of energy/water we used to lower our future bills

48%
(such as avoiding heating/cooling, using hot water etc.) ¢

| took on additional work/employment to try and get on top of the debt 24%
I/We avoided seeing friends and family 17%
Something else 5%
None of the above 13%

More than half (54%) of notified households reported that the notification caused people in their
house to become anxious or distressed. Interestingly, this is higher than the rate of disconnected
households (31%), perhaps because of a sense of inevitability of disconnection that some
disconnected households feel, or a habituation to struggles and threats of this type.

Just under half (48%) reported significantly reducing the amount of energy / water used to lower
their future bills. Just under a quarter (24%) took on additional work / employment to try and help
get on top of the debt.
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What was the most important thing that helped you avoid disconnection this time?

Base 487
Negotiating a payment plan with my provider 20%
Being notified / receiving provider's reminder letter 14%
Provider assistance / flexibility / understanding 13%
Getting in contact with my provider 12%
Assistance from friends and family members to pay the bill 10%
Made other sacrifices to pay the bill 9%
Paying the bill 8%
Sought out other support, advice to help me 4%
EAPA / PAS Vouchers 4%
Working extra hours to pay the bill 2%
Hardship / rebate / concession mention 2%
Took out a loan / used other form of credit to pay the bill 1%
Dipped into savings / emergency funds to pay the bill 1%
Changed providers 0%
Other 7%
Don't know 2%
Not applicable / Refused 3%

For those who were notified but not disconnected, we asked what was the most important factor
helping to avoid disconnection in. 20% of respondents reported that being able to negotiate a
payment plan with their provider helped them, followed by being notified / receiving the provider’s
reminder letter (14%), provider assistance, flexibility and understanding (12%) or assistance from
friends and family to help pay the bill (10%).

In interviews, people shared their experiences of notification, which were mixed, with some
people getting the help they needed, and others left confused and/or not getting the help they
needed in the longer term.

“I cried [when | received the disconnection notice]. | wondered what the hell I'm going to do.”
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Naomi

“[When we received the notice] | was shocked, frustrated, and then obviously dread because | knew it was
going to be a really long phone call... We had a couple of phone calls to set it up, but they had to keep
calling me back to get information. And they have to verify your name and date of birth [each time]. | got
asked for my birthdate and phone number like six times. It just seemed very inefficient.”

“The notice came by a post - sometimes we don't check our post very often - and it said that it was going to
be disconnected within 7 days of the notice, and at that point, when we looked at it and we looked at the
date of the letter, we have like maybe like three days. So, we're like, ‘Okay, we need to get this sorted
ASAP.”

“They only gave us two options [to solve the problem]. One was that we had to call [the provider issuing the
disconnection notice] and sign up with them, or find another provider. It was pretty clear [what to do], | just
didn’t understand what it would look like if we transferred over and whether, by connecting with a new
provider, everything would be sorted. That was the piece of the puzzle that was missing.”

Cathy

“We were notified a couple of years ago, when we were all in lockdown. | didn't pay [the bill] because |
couldn't. And then | think they contacted me, and they suggested a few things, actually, like a part
payment. [The retailer] was really great about it. And then they suggested something | could access
through the government. They sent me a letter, and then they sent me an SMS and then they called me.”

Kathleen

“We’ve had an EAPA voucher through Barnardos Australia which was $400, and it says it's been added [to
the bill], but then it hasn't taken that amount off the bill. And that’s when we got the disconnection email
saying that we would get disconnected on [a certain date], but no one contacted us directly or anything,
they just sent a generic email. I've got a Centrelink payment set up, so | pay $40 [a fortnight], and | think
that’s the reason they haven’t disconnected, but for a bit there they weren’t acknowledging the payment
coming out. [If | try to contact them], usually, when | do it on the chat or via email, they say, ‘Oh no,
everything’s fine. There’s nothing to worry about.” So there’s no consistency. It seems like whoever’s
communicating on the chat isn’t even looking at my bill, they’re just like, ‘No, no, no it’s all good.”

Bradley

“The second time, the guy came out to turn it off and | begged and pleaded with him, saying, ‘Please don't.
I'll get the money and I'll pay it today | swear.’ He said took my word for it and | did, | found the money
somewhere and got it put back on.”

Angela

Notified households reported experiencing even more stress than disconnected households. It
appears the stress comes not just from the experience of disconnection but the anticipation of it.
Providers have said they consider threats of disconnection to be a communication tool. In light of
the results of this and previous research, PIAC considers that disconnection threats are not an
effective or appropriate communication tool and operate more as a punishment for vulnerability.
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Outcomes for notified households are mixed, with some people getting help from providers, whilst
others turned to family/friends for assistance and/or made sacrifices.

The research also raises issues about switching providers, with people being unaware that
switching retailers when there is a debt will mean they lose access to help (both from the provider
and through EAPA) to deal with that debt.

The research also suggests that notification periods ahead of disconnection are not long enough
to allow an effective response to avoid disconnection. Where we compared communications from
providers between disconnected and notified households, it appears that notified households
generally were given more time to deal with an impending disconnection and go on to avoid it. A
householder raised the issue that reduced frequency of postal services may impact the time
people have to respond to posted notification. Focusing regulations on measures to recognise
when important messages are received, and ensuring adequate response times, will be an
important part of reducing disconnection.

Experiences of households who are seriously worried about disconnection

Since we were not asking worried households about their experiences with disconnection or
notification, we were able to ask them more questions about the supports they were accessing in
order to understand how they avoided notification and disconnection.

Thinking about when you became seriously worried about being disconnected / restricted, did
either of the following happen at the time?

Worried
Base 441
| contacted my energy or water provider and spoke to them about my payment 599,
options
The energy or water contacted me and we spoke about my payment options 9%
Neither of these 39%
Total 100%

At the time of their worry, more than half (52%) contacted their energy or water provider to speak
to them about payment options. Only 9% reported having their provider contact them. This
indicates some serious structural issues in retailers’ capacity to identify those in payment difficulty
sufficiently early.
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Which (if any) of the below did you discuss with your energy or water provider?

Worried
Base 270
An extension for my bill 51%
A payment plan 51%
Switching to a more affordable plan 20%
Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) voucher assistance 17%
A special program to help me pay (e.g. a customer assistance / hardship program) 11%

Assistance with working out how to reduce my future bills e.g. how to use less

electricity, gas or water 1%
Payment Assistance Scheme (PAS) / Hardship Assistance 9%
Emergency relief (e.g. a one-off special arrangement to delay or postpone payment) 9%
Paying the bill by having regular amounts deducted from my Centrelink payment 8%
(Centrepay)

Writing off some or all of the money | owed 7%
Contacting a charity or community group 4%
Contacting a financial counsellor 3%
Something else 1%
None of the above 4%

For those who contacted their provider (61% of worried households), most discussed extensions
for the bill (51%), a payment plan (51%), or switching to a more affordable plan (20%). Only 11%
discussed ‘a special program to help me pay (e.g. a customer assistance / hardship program)’.
Theoretically, if a person contacts their retailer and reveals — directly or indirectly — that they are
having difficulty affording their energy bills, they should be offered to go on a hardship program
as this has a more robust approach to help people regain control of their bill. The Social
Programs for Energy Code states that EAPA ‘is not intended ...to relieve retailers of their
obligations to manage their customers’ debts in a fair and equitable manner.”?° Yet, more people
(17%) recall discussing EAPA than discussing a hardship program.

20 At page 32.
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Which of those did you actually take up?

Worried
Base 224
| got an extension for my bill 49%
| agreed to a payment plan 34%
| made a request / applied for an Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) voucher 17%
My provider switched me to a more affordable plan 13%
| joined a special program to help me pay (e.g. a customer assistance/hardship program) 9%

| got assistance with how to reduce my future bills e.g. advice on how to use less electricity,

7%
gas or water
Emergency relief (e.g. a one-off special arrangement to delay or postpone payment) 6%
| made a request / applied for a Payment Assistance Scheme (PAS) / hardship assistance / 6%
pension rebate / concession for water in rates (water) °
| agreed to have regular amounts deducted from a Centrelink payment (Centrepay) 5%
My provider paid some or all of the money owed (matching my payments or simply reducing 3%
the debt | owed) ’
| contacted a charity or community group 3%
| contacted a financial counsellor/got an appointment 1%
None of the above 7%

Of the people who contacted their energy provider, 49% got an extension on their bill, while 34%
went on a payment plan. 17% made a request / applied for an EAPA voucher to help get on top
of the debt, whilst only 9% went on to join a hardship program.
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Who suggested a payment plan?

Worried
Base 137
| requested a payment plan 44%
The energy / water provider offered a payment plan 32%
Not sure / Don’t remember 24%
Total 100%

Where payment difficulty is disclosed, or even inferred, retailers should be offering payment plans
as a minimum. Yet for those who agreed to a payment plan, 44% requested a payment plan from
their provider, with only 32% recalling being offered a payment plan from their provider. This
indicates a disproportionate reliance on ‘self-advocacy’ that is likely to leave many in need
without assistance.

Which of the following best describes how your energy / water provider reacted to your
suggested payment plan?

Worried
Base 60
They accepted it without any changes 53%
They proposed an alternative that was more expensive for me 22%
They proposed an alternative that was more affordable for me 18%
They rejected it and did not propose an alternative 0%
Not Sure / Don’t remember 7%
Total 100%

For those who asked their provider about a payment plan, just over half said their providers
accepted it (53%), while 22% said their provider proposed an alternative that was more
expensive. Eighteen percent said that the retailer proposed an alternative that was more
affordable, which may indicate that the retailer was taking their circumstances into account and
being realistic.

76 < Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report



Did the payment plan suggested by your energy / water provider realistically take into account
your ability to pay?

Worried

Base 57
It definitely did (they asked about my other expenses and set my payments at an 039
amount | could manage) °
It generally did (they asked about my other expenses and the payments were 359
manageable if | made small changes) °
It generally did not (the payments were not manageable and left me a bit behind 019
with my other expenses) °
It definitely did not (the payments were unmanageable and meant that | could 149
not make other important payments °
Not sure 7%
Total 100%

Most respondents felt the payment plan suggested by their provider did take into account their
ability to pay (23% say it definitely did, and 35% say it generally did). 21% felt that the payment
plan suggested by their provider did not take into account their ability to pay and that the payment
plan was not manageable. 14% said the payment plan suggested by their provider meant that
they could not make other important payments. The National Energy Retail Rules require that
payment plans for hardship customers have regard to the customers’ capacity to pay, but this is
not a requirement if the payment plan is set up outside of a hardship program. If any payment
plan is to be successful and help a person afford their energy bill, it must be realistic and
affordable.

Although far from ideal, the worried households seemed to fare better with accessing affordable
payment plans than disconnected households, which is likely to be one of the key reasons the
worried households avoided notification and disconnection.

“Now that I've got a payment plan, [energy is less stressful]. But before, it was a big stress. With
disconnections, you don’t know if you’re going to get home and the power would be off. Every time | went
back in the house from going to work or something [I'd be worried about the energy being off when | got
home]. It's $100 a fortnight and it comes out by Centrepay. That's the easiest thing for me. The bills still
have ‘Overdue’ written them, but it’s not “disconnection imminent’. At the end of the year, | should have a
fair chunk paid off because | do pay what | can in addition to the $100 as well.”

Anna
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Why didn’t you get an Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) voucher?

Worried
Base 8

There were no appointments available at a community or welfare group or the 38%
waiting time was too long to be helpful to me

| couldn’t find an organisation near me that offered it 25%
The application process was too difficult 25%
It turned out | was not eligible 0%
I didn’t feel comfortable asking for this assistance 38%
Something else 0%
None of these 13%

For those who were worried, reasons for not getting an EAPA voucher included no appointments
being available / long waiting times (38%), followed by not being able to find an organisation near
them that offered it (25%) or that the application process was too difficult (25%).

Worried households seemed to be more successful in accessing EAPA than disconnected and
notified households, although significant barriers to getting assistance also exist for worried
households.

Comparative strategies to get reconnected and avoid disconnection

In order to understand whether there were differences in strategies to get reconnected/avoid
disconnection, we asked the three groups what they did to deal with their situation.
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Disconnection avoidance / reconnection

Base

| cut back on buying food or other groceries or
accessed foodbank

| borrowed money from friends/family

| delayed or missed other important payments
| sold personal items

| delayed medical/dental appointments

| used a credit card

| got a voucher/rebate or payment assistance from a
charity/community group (e.g. EAPA/PAS)

| got a Buy Now Pay Later loan, payday loan, wage
advance or some other similar type of product

| got a Centrelink advance
| changed to another provider

| made a complaint to the Energy and Water
Ombudsman (EWON)

| got a loan through a pawn broker or money lender
| joined the Centrepay scheme (where money goes
from Centrelink straight to the electricity/gas/water

company)

| asked a non-profit financial counsellor to sort things
out with the company on my behalf

| went to see a financial counsellor / community service
provider who listened to my situation and negotiated
with my service provider on my behalf

| used a company to help me sort out my debt

| did something else

None of the above

1,041

38%

33%

31%

26%

24%

19%

10%

9%

7%

6%

4%

4%

4%

3%

3%

2%

4%

7%

113 487 441

27%

31%

21%

19%

13%

16%

8%

7%

18%

13%

12%

4%

9%

7%

3%

5%

1%

1%

32%

32%

34%

26%

20%

20%

12%

12%

8%

5%

4%

5%

4%

3%

3%

3%

6%

7%

49%

34%

30%

28%

30%

19%

9%

7%

3%

5%

1%

2%

2%

1%

2%

2%

2%

7%

Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report « 79




Overall, in order to reconnect, avoid disconnection or avoid notification, people will do a number
of things, the most common of which would have had a significant negative impact on the
household. The top responses include:

cutting back on buying food or other groceries (38%);
borrowing money from friends and family (33%);
delaying or missing other important payments (31%);
selling personal items (26%);

delaying medical/dental appointments (24%); and/or
using a credit card (19%).

For those who had experienced a disconnection, in order to reconnect, they were more likely than
the other groups to:

get a Centrelink advance (18%);

change to another provider (13%);

make a complaint to the Energy and Water Ombudsman (EWON) (12%);

join Centrepay (9%);

get a voucher/rebate or payment assistance from a charity or community group (8%);
get a BNPL loan or similar credit product (7%); and/or

asked a non-profit financial counsellor to sort things out with the company on their behalf
(7%).

Eleven percent of people who experienced a disconnection did not do any of these.
For those who had been notified, in order to avoid disconnection, these people also had to:

e use a credit card (20%);

e get a voucher/rebate or payment assistance from a charity or community group (12%);
o used BNPL or similar credit products (12%);

¢ joined Centrepay (9%); and/or

e Got a Centrelink advance (8%).

They were more likely to get a loan through a pawn broker or money lender (5%) or use a
company to help sort out the debt (3%) than the other two groups.

Worried households tended to cut back on essentials in higher rates than disconnected
households, perhaps because many disconnected households had already cut back as much as
they could. Worried households also avoided notification by getting a voucher/rebate or payment
assistance from a charity or community group (9%) or getting a BNPL or similar credit products
(7%).
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Identifying what helped or would have helped

Which (if any) helped you when you were dealing with possible disconnection or restriction?

Base 928 487 441
Being gble to get in touch with my energy or water provider to discuss 39% 41% 36%
my options
A realistic and flexible payment plan from my energy or water provider 27% 28% 259%
to get back on track
Being treated with dignity and respect by my provider 22% 19% 26%

A good understanding about my rights as a consumer and the kind of
supports available to me at the time, that is, knowing what my provider 18% 19% 18%
is legally required to do to help me

Clear information about the steps that were needed to avoid
disconnection and what to expect (including timing and costs) if | did not 16% 18% 14%

take those steps

Being able to speak to someone face-to-face to help me with my

o 15% 17% 13%
situation
Being able to put a hold on my debt for a period of time (e.g. 3 months), 149 15% 139
with ‘no questions asked’, so that | could get things back on track ° ¢ °
More money off the bill (a bigger rebate and / or my provider matching
1% 11% 12%
my payments to help me get back on track)
Not needing to give personal information about my situation 11% 11% 11%
Not having to speak to someone (e.g., being able to get help by
o . . 10% 12% 8%
emailing / texting / app / online)
None of these 19% 15% 23%

When households were asked about the options available to people to get the help they need to
avoid disconnection, 39% say that being able to get in touch with their energy or water provider to
discuss their options was most helpful to them (higher for those who were notified at 41%),
followed by a realistic and flexible payment plan to help them get back on track (27% say this
helped the most, which was higher for those who were notified at 28%). The third most helpful
element for helping people to avoid disconnection was being treated with dignity and respect by
their provider (22% overall and higher for those who were worried at 26%).

Better understanding about their rights as a consumer, clear information, being able to speak to

someone face to face, payment deferrals or money off the bill would all help as well but the top
three indicate that it is far more about the relationship and communication with the provider at the
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time than anything else that helped to avoid disconnection / restriction for those who were notified
or worried.

Ranked 1st - Most helpful

116 487 441

Base 1,044

Being able to get in touch with my energy or water

) . . 23% 13% 25% 24%
provider to discuss my options
Belng able to.spe.ak to someone face-to-face to help 20% 28% 20% 17%
me with my situation
A good understanding about my rights as a
consumer and the kind of supports available to me at 20% 28% 18% 20%
the time
E}emg able to put a holq or‘1 my debt. fora perlo’d of 1% 10% 10% 1%
time (e.g. 3 months), with ‘no questions asked
A realistic anq flexible payment plan from my energy 9% 9% 10% 9%
or water provider to get back on track
More money off the bill (a bigger rebate and / or my
provider matching my payments to help me get back 7% 3% 6% 8%
on track)
Being treated with dignity and respect by my provider 4% 3% 4% 4%

Clear information about the steps that were needed
to avoid disconnection and what to expect (including 2% 1% 4% 2%
timing and costs

Not needing to give personal information about my

o 2% 3% 2% 3%
situation
Not having to speak to someone (e.g., being able to
. . . 2% 1% 1% 2%
get help by emailing / texting / app / online)
Something else 0% 1% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

When looking at this same question but ranking the order in preference as a single answer
option, the most helpful option for people to avoid disconnection is being able to get in touch with
their energy / water provider to discuss their options.

For those who experienced a disconnection, being able to speak to someone face to face and

having a better understanding about their rights as a consumer and the types of support available
would also be most helpful to avoid a future disconnection.
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Ranked 2nd - Most helpful

116 487 441

Base 1,044

A realistic and flexible payment plan from my energy

0, 0, 0, 0,
or water provider to get back on track 22% 19% 22% 22%
Bplng able to put a holq orj my debt. fora perlo‘d of 17% 23% 16% 16%
time (e.g. 3 months), with ‘no questions asked
A good understanding about my rights as a
consumer and the kind of supports available to me 14% 17% 14% 13%
at the time
More money off the bill (a bigger rebate and / or my
provider matching my payments to help me get back 11% 9% 11% 12%
on track)
Being able to get in touch with my energy or water 8% 9% 8% 8%

provider to discuss my options

Clear information about the steps that were needed

to avoid disconnection and what to expect (including 8% 10% 9% 6%
timing and costs

Being able to speak to someone face-to-face to help

me with my situation % 8% % 7%
Bemg treated with dignity and respect by my 6% 3%, 59, 79
provider

Not having to spgak to someone (e.9., pelng able to 49, 1% 6% 4%
get help by emailing / texting / app / online)

Npt ngedlng to give personal information about my 3% 1% 39, 4%
situation

Something else 0% 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

The second most helpful option for notified or worried respondents is a realistic and flexible
payment plan to help people get back on track.

For those who experienced a disconnection, being able to put a hold on their debt for a period
time would also be most helpful.

More money off the bill (such as a bigger rebate and/or provider matching payments to help
people get back on track) would also be helpful, especially for those who felt seriously worried.
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8. Measures to reduce disconnection and debt

In this section we combine insights from the research with other insights to provide a
comprehensive list of ways to reduce disconnections and debt accumulation.

Key Insights

Our research indicates that disconnection does little to ensure a household gets the help they
need to resolve affordability issues in the long term. A striking 83% of all respondents in this
research are still grappling with payment difficulties. This indicates that the current system does
not result in households achieving financial control, or even meaningfully improving that control.

Our evidence shows the stress that arrears cause has a significant impact on households. Even
with the reduction in disconnections associated with COVID-19, the impact of stress on
households has not changed. The language used in disconnection warnings adds to the worry for
household with real impacts on behavior and outcomes.

Exploring the factors contributing to disconnection experiences, the survey uncovered several
worrying responses. Across the last two years, respondents reported resorting to deliberately
cutting back energy use (76%), redirecting essential funds to pay bills on time (64%), and
minimising energy use despite well-being concerns (62%).

Notably, those who experienced disconnection or notification in the last two years reported the
highest proportion of ongoing payment difficulty. For those seriously worried about disconnection
or restriction, higher levels of financial strain extended beyond utility bills to encompass most or
all household expenses.

It is clear that disconnection and disconnection notices are not effective in addressing payment
difficulties and given that 22% of disconnected households switch retailers (and lose their
entitlement to assistance), it cannot be seen as an effective communication tool. Those who cite
it as a ‘reminder’ are a minority, and taken as a whole, our research shows that this ‘reminder’
function could be more effectively undertaken without the threat of disconnection. The extra
expenses associated with a disconnection, and threats of it, make a stressful and unaffordable
situation even more stressful and less affordable.

Whilst there is some assistance available for households, for the most part people don’t know
where to get it. When people do get the assistance they need, it is a huge relief and can lead to
improvements for household beyond just financial benefits.

The positive experiences captured in our research provide evidence of what does work. They
demonstrate the kinds of retail responses that need to be more consistently and widely available.
Building trust and treating people with care and respect will be central to better outcomes for all
people experiencing payment difficulty.

Addressing the underlying drivers of energy and water unaffordability

The research revealed substantial opportunities to avoid and address the underlying causes and
contributors to payment difficulty.
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Improved access to more efficient, electric homes

Energy efficient, all-electric homes, with access either to Consumer Energy Resources (CER)
(such as solar) or to the benefits of CER (where direct access is not possible or efficient), will
help reduce energy usage and bills and future proof homes.

More efficient homes reduce energy usage and help household stay warm or cool with minimum
impact to their energy bills. They reduce the need to monitor use and the risk of poor
understanding of energy use.

Lower income households and renters have less control over their home’s efficiency. PIAC
supports the efficient electrification of homes, beginning with the homes of people on low
incomes, including Aboriginal Housing and Social Housing, to ensure they are not left behind as
we transition to a no-carbon energy system. Efficient electric homes support health and wellbeing
and help prevent energy affordability issues from arising.?!

“If social housing had things like solar panels, and they went through and insulated it all properly, that
would bring prices down. That could be a start. That could also could be a starting point. Look at the way
we're using energy and go to a more sustainable, reusable energy system.”

NILs Consultant, Our Community Project

The existing Gas Rebate could be provided as an upfront support for the removal of gas
connections and fixtures and their replacement with efficient electric appliances such as induction
cooktops, heat pump water heaters and reverse cycle air conditioners. This could be aligned with
‘white certificate’ scheme programs and other government and industry supports to ensure
immediate meaningful impacts and long-lasting reductions in household energy costs.

PIAC supports the re-introduction of government subsidised programs to help households on low
incomes replace old appliances with efficient, new ones.

PIAC also supports minimum energy efficiency standards for rented homes. To help reduce
energy bills, governments must have a role in ensuring robust minimum energy efficiency
standards are met for rented housing.

“One of the issues that people will tell me about, particularly where | am in the mountains, is that we have a
lot of old wooden and fibro houses, so people who don’t have appropriate insulation/ventilation will have
issues with cold and possibly also mould because it rains a lot. So, people will say they need to keep the
heater on in order to function in this space because, otherwise, they will say things like ‘I've damaged my
stuff, my lungs will be affected, my kid’s health etc.’. | think what could be useful in general is tighter energy
standards for all rental properties, not just social housing.”

Financial Counsellor

21 For more information, see the PIAC website
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Access to affordable, appropriate tariffs

Retail offers that better suit the circumstances of the householder

It is not easy for households to get on (and stay on) good retail offers. Even if they manage to
navigate the offers available and find the time to get on to a good deal, benefit periods expire and
retailers intentionally escalate prices.

Energy plans could be tailored to specific age groups, different cohorts or household
circumstances. This could help people understand which deals are more likely to suit their needs
and help them manage their energy expenses more effectively. reducing the possibility of debt.
Intervening early and helping people manage their payments in ways that are realistic will benefit
both the person and the retailer.

Whilst households must be given options as to which retail offer suits them, affordability could be
improved if people were offered targeted energy deals to better support their household
circumstances. For example:

“If you apply for a bank account, banks appeal to age groups. So, there’s certain bank accounts for people
age between 16 and 25. Is [a solution] that there is a retailer, an energy retailer, that looks at a plan that is
targeted at young people that are aged between 16 and 257?... things like, is it that their billing period is
every 30 days instead of every 90 days?

“...If it was simple, easy format, then maybe that looks different. If it's broken down differently, if there’s a
different way to learn... Why don’t energy retailers start off with that? Being able to offer something that’s
simple, clear.”

Residential and Assertive Outreach Coordinator

An offer targeted at young people who have just moved out of home could provide additional
assistance with understanding energy usage and managing paying multiple bills etc. Younger
people moving out of home for the first time often have older and/or cheaper appliances, which
usually cost more to run. Retailers could help younger people choose appliances which can
improve their affordability in the longer term.

Other examples of targeted retail offers could be aimed at:

e Share households, providing them with easier ways to split payments between residents
that don’t leave some housemates liable for missed payments by other housemates.

e Large households/families who can’t easily shift loads to off-peak times. They should be
offered flat rates, with higher supply charges but lower usage charges. There could be
activities provided by the retailer to help families engage children in energy saving
activities.

e Households with older occupants could benefit from taking advantage of being at home
during the day and accessing ‘sun soaker’ rates.

e People experiencing difficult times could be provided with individualised payment methods
that truly take into account the financial and/or mental health pressures a person might be
experiencing.
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Default to moving people on to best retail offer

People are encouraged to ‘shop around’ to ensure their household is on the most affordable
energy plan.?2 This requires high levels of literacy, as well as time, which households in stressful
situations may not have. Research participants expressed experiencing difficulty in accessing a
better retail offer.

Currently, retailers have too much scope to alter deals during the term of the contract, including
by escalating prices and changing key terms. Default prices are intentionally high and
inadequately applied. Fundamental changes are needed.

Changes introduced in 2023 were intended to make energy bill easier to understand. Retailers
are now also required to indicate on a bill if they have a better offer available. The AER has
proposed that consumers in hardship programs be automatically moved to their retailer’s best
offer. PIAC supports this initiative but does not consider it sufficient. There is no justification for
differential pricing for the same energy products and the ‘best offer’ should be provided to all
consumers. PIAC also advocates for reforms to make the Default Market Offer a more
meaningful and available default, as well as measures to ensure the terms consumers agree to
are maintained for the duration of their contract.

‘[Retailers] are good at sending out the letters and saying, ‘Oh, your arrangement is ending,’ and then they
put the onus on the person to call them. Well, some people have got a lot of stuff going on, like they've got
mental health, they've got complex trauma. [Retailers] should have a dedicated team, which they do, but it
should be their responsibility to send a text message saying, ‘I'm going to call you on this day, at this time
from a private number. Please respond with a ‘Y’ if this is okay. We're here to help you.’ They should be
more proactive in their communication. It shouldn't be on the customer. As a retail customer myself, my 12-
month contract was ending and they were like, “You need to call us.” Well, I've been on the phone for 40
minutes trying to get through to someone, and then they said, ‘Oh we need to transfer you to someone
else,” and then it dropped out. And it’s like, | don’t have time to sit for 45 minutes. And then | got my bill,
and it had gone up $280. When | called and got through to someone, they said they’d put me onto
whatever plan. They should have a responsibility to put you on the best possible plan that is the cheapest
for your situation. They have all those details; they should just automatically transfer you to something
similar. Why should | have to call you?... It’s sort of alarming. You know, they’re dealing with people who
are really vulnerable; half the time they don’t even open their mail and, so, what? You’re going to put them
on a plan that’s three times the amount of what they were paying? It’s wrong.”

Financial Counsellor

Low-cost offer for people who need it

Where the long-term situation of a household indicates that energy affordability will be a long-
term challenge, PIAC advocates for a ‘social tariff’, that takes out profit and overheads and may
also be subsidised or directly provided by government, to make energy an affordable service for
households. This should be provided in conjunction with energy efficiency and wrap around
support services, including debt waiving.

22 There is evidence that even if a consumer seeks out a better offer such as by looking at the AER’s comparator
website, Energy Made Easy, that offer may not even be made available by the retailer. For example, see
Save4Good: Insights into Retailer Practices.
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“I think [a government-backed, low-cost plan] would have a significant positive impact on the people | see,
in particular, because that's one thing that they can potentially access or tap into to say, ‘Okay, clearly that
provider wasn't working, but now I've signed up to this new program that the government is supporting and
this is potentially cutting my energy bill in half, so it's manageable now.’ So, it gives them back a little bit of
control into their lives, which | guess the women and children that | work with, one of the biggest things is
power and control.”

Case Manager

“I think there should be [a method where], if you tell them you're on a XYZ pension, like disability support
pension, they should say, “Here's one of the products we can offer you, or you can stay on your current
plan and [miss out on savings]. To get this product you just need to identify who else is living in your
house... On the credit cards, we have a little statement in the middle that says, if you pay this at a minimum
rate, this is how much you're going to owe by such and such. We should do the same on the bill. ‘There is
a cheaper product we own. We notice you're on the DSP; if you meet these criteria and move across, you
will save this much per month.””

Financial Counsellor
But any such offer must not be stigmatising.

“I wouldn’t want [the government-subsidised energy plan] to come with a nice little labelling system. Like
I've seen things come through, like basic cards and stuff like that, | don't want it to look and feel like that.”

Financial Counsellor

Flexible ways to pay that respond to changes in income and expenses

For some households, missing payment dates is not so much about not having the money, but
not having the money at that time.

This research and other research show people are increasingly turning to credit products such as
Buy Now Pay Later, to help them meet essential needs. Whilst these products can fulfil short
term needs, they can lead to bigger problems in the longer term, including debt spirals as people
take out subsequent loans to pay off earlier loans and prioritise loan repayments over essentials
such as rent. Previous research by PIAC found credit products like BNPL are seen as desirable
because they are:

o fastand easy to get.

e a positive experience to get, compared to government or retailer assistance where
consumers have to ‘jump through hoops’ and often feel a sense of shame when they do
not have enough money to afford their expenses.

e can be paid off in small manageable amounts.

o fill the cashflow problem many people who live hand to mouth experience.

¢ have a psychological component - they can make people feel like they can afford things
and give them control.

These ‘positive’ aspects of credit products should be available to manage payments in the energy
system, without the risks of fees and debts that credit products bring.
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Learning lessons from BNPL and other credit product providers, energy bills should be easy to
break up into smaller amounts. Online apps should easily allow account holders to set this up
themselves. If none of the parameters of payment options suit the account holder, this should
trigger a response from the retailer to reach out to the householder (in a manner chosen by the
account holder) to discuss other options and hardship supports if appropriate.

e This payment arrangement should be easy to alter, allowing account holders to adjust
payment amounts as their circumstances change. Again, if a householder can’t meet the
arrangements within parameters set by the retailer, this should trigger a response from
the retailer to offer more support.

e The app should be designed to make account holders feel empowered to manage their
payments, without going without other essentials or the energy they need, or turning to
credit products or to friends or family.

e People should be allowed to make a certain amount of smaller ‘good faith’ payments
when they can’t afford the usual full amounts, to indicate they are still staying in contact.
Conversely, households should be able to easily make higher payments on an ad hoc
basis to help them cut down debt when they can.

e Users should be able to easily see the progress they are making in paying down their
debt.

e Using this system could also be an opportunity to offer other assistance such as energy
efficiency advice.

e Providing information about community supports for services such as Ask lzzy could also
help households.

¢ All comms should end with a positive message, thanking people for their payment,
indicating they are making progress in paying down their debt and offering further
supports to destigmatise assistance from retailers.

Some retailers do offer more flexible payment options than others, but greater consistency and
wider availability is required.

Monthly billing as the default

Many households struggle with a quarterly bill because it is a large, unpredictable bill that
exceeds the money or savings people have on hand. More regular billing such as monthly bills
can help households manage their cashflow better and reduce bill shock.

Although some monthly bills received by NSW households are based on actual meter reads and
give updated feedback on usage, because of the slow roll out of smart meters in NSW, many
households will receive an estimated bill. This presents issues that will have to be managed and
it will be necessary for retailers to improve the accuracy of estimates and their systems for
balancing over/under payments and ensuring visibility of credits and debits to consumers.
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“Some retailers default to monthly billing like PowerShop, and that is really useful for some people. So,
maybe having that as an option from the beginning could be useful for people....We have an option here to
have bills [paid monthly]. If you had to contact people when they're in a hardship program and the bill was
monthly, [if you call when] you notice they missed that monthly bill, then you’re contacting them sooner
than if you were to call after [missing a bill at] three months.”

Financial Counsellor

Quarterly bills should still be available for people who prefer them, but PIAC recommends that the
default be monthly billing, with options for other billing frequency to suit the needs of the
household.

Targeted supports for groups over-represented in payment difficulty

The research reveals key groups that are likely to need additional, tailored assistance to help
them avoid payment difficulty.

Additional assistance for First Nations people, including dedicated phone lines

The research showed First Nations people are significantly over-represented across the three
groups of households, indicating widespread affordability issues for First Nations people in NSW
(though we have no reason to assume First Nations people elsewhere do not have similar
experiences). A concerted effort should be made by retailers and governments to ensure First
Nations people can afford the energy and water services they need.

This should include access to housing that is efficient and electric to help keep bills down. Other
strategies to help people manage bills, or seek help should they need it, include retailers
providing direct and dedicated phone lines for First Nations customers (as EWON has recently
set up), consideration of how communications are undertaken where they know the household is
First Nations, and retailers could work with governments and community organisations to improve
understanding of energy use and supports in the community.

“I personally think there should be a First Nations hotline for people to call where they can know they can
speak to a culturally appropriate person. We have no problems employing interpreters in this country for
people who speak different languages. | don't know why we don't provide the same accommodations for
First Nations.”

Financial Counsellor

“If  am a person who is First Nations and | haven't had the same access to education or language as other
people, | should [still] be able to advocate for myself by ringing the energy provider and, if English is not my
first language, it's one of the First Nations language, | should be entitled to an interpreter - just as they
would for somebody who speaks Vietnamese - or make sure that there's a First Nations person on the line
who can help me through storytelling and picture painting, understand the circumstances... | should be
given adequate time to connect with that service and that service should be provided in a warm method so
that I'm not passed from pillar to post... then [as a financial counsellor] | would sit down with them and
assist them... | think that should be a dual effort with a referral to external services at the same time so that
they are getting immediate relief and immediate long-term prevention.”

Financial Counsellor
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If a retailer is aware that a household is First Nations, they should give extra consideration to how
communications are undertaken.

“First Nations communities generally work well with text messaging, but just one-way communication, and
then [state] if they have any more problems, call the number on their bill. That way they reduce the chance
of scams. Beyond that, it is community education in a way that meets each community's needs, be it First
Nations or not First Nations. There's no point having something in English if your main language is
Vietnamese. It's about [making sure that], if you're in an Aboriginal community, that maybe ask all the
Aboriginal health centres to put [the information] in a video loop; putting it on the Centrelink TV. It's about
making things accessible to those people who need to access it in their environment.”

Financial Counsellor

Reducing bills for people from CALD communities

Although this research did not identify specific issues facing CALD communities, we are aware
that often people from CALD communities (particularly refugees, asylum seekers and other newly
arrived communities) experience payment difficulty and for some communities this payment
difficulty is more likely to be hidden from retailers and regulators.

In a recent report by Sydney Community Forum and Energy Consumers Australia_lnsights
Report: Understanding the diversity of consumers and their experiences of the energy system.
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Consumers Edition, the authors provided recommendations
to better include CALD communities as we transition to a zero-carbon energy system:

¢ Pilot a mobile Community Energy Hub in Western Sydney;

e The Australian Energy Council and the AER work with CALD community groups to
improve the quality of information and assistance for CALD consumers;

e Improving the energy efficiency of ALL Australian homes; and

o For governments to provide practical and targeted assistance to help decarbonise and
lower energy bills, particularly for those least able to do it on their own (including providing
energy audits for low income / cash poor households and council incentives for
community bulk rooftop purchases).

PIAC supports these recommendations.

Supports offered upfront

In addition to offering better payment structures up front, the retailer’'s messaging should include
positive messaging at the point of sign-up should include the supports available, in case they are
needed. Messaging should be adapted to minimise stigma and address the risks people will not
identify themselves as the intended audience. We recommend presenting supports as services
provided as part of their energy deal, available to all customers.

“[Retailers] should explain to people in the beginning when they connect to electricity and offer them
support from the beginning when they connect a person. To say, you know, at any point if you struggle, you
know, contact a support network or support service.”

Community worker
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References to payment difficulty should normalise and neutralise it. For example, ‘Times are
tight, but we have a range of ways to help you stay in control of your bills. If your bills start feeling
hard to manage, as part of your service we can set you up with arrangements and strategies that
work for you to help you stay in control.’

The effectiveness of this proactive offer of support could be enhanced if this positive and
proactive messaging about available supports was provided at other times as part of billing
processes and given prominence on websites.

“I think [accessibility] is part of the problem — maybe if the retailers are getting out there more it would be
better, i.e. “If you have a problem, here’s our number. Call us.” | think a lot of [customers] worry about
contacting them, so then it gets to the point where the bill is due in two days and [the customer] is really
worried, and all it takes is a phone call... but it’s just too difficult for them at the time. So, maybe that could
be something that could be looked at as part of improving the whole system.”

Financial Counsellor

Better understanding of energy usage and bills

Respondents emphasised the importance of providers helping them understand how to manage
their situation — both in terms of bills and usage — in order to prevent payment difficulty.

In some cases, this could be a matter of just talking to people.

“Also just having a conversation with the person to get an understanding of where their power is being
chewed up. After having a conversation with this lady, | found out that she had a little fan heater blasting,
which just chews through power like something crazy.”

Financial Counsellor

Smart meters and apps also have a role, and can help identify problems and usage trends to
indicate what other interventions could assist a household. However, we caution against
excessive reliance on usage apps. Being aware of real-time usage and costs (which smart
meters and apps enable) can be a source of significant anxiety and stress. For people who are
experiencing disadvantage, an advocate could help them understand if there are issues and help
them address these, such as accessing more efficient appliances. Provision of smart meters and
apps should not place added stress and financial burdens on potentially vulnerable households.

“[Tracking using a smart meter] could help. That could help to actually reduce the cost but that could also
help for people to actually pinpoint, okay, which appliance is actually using the most energy. Is it the hot
water system? Is it the shower? You know, maybe too long in the shower?

“...Yeah, so | think it's a collaboration of everybody, understanding how they use their energy bills,
identifying what causes the bill to spike so much, and also, being able to actually help people to reduce
costs. So, it could be investing into the actual appliances for them, because investing means, while it may
cost a few hundred dollars here, over the long run, it helps the provider and it helps everybody to actually,
reduce energy spending.”

Financial Counsellor
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“The bill needs to be a texting system or some instant communication system for when your bill exceeds a
particular amount. Particularly if you're using CentrePay, there needs to be a way that you can easily
communicate to CentrePay so that there's an automatic adjustment or a chosen adjustment before you are
a quarter down the line and too far one way or too far the other.”

Financial Counsellor

Smart meters could be used to give indicative usage updates between bills, particularly to let
people know if their bill is likely to be higher than usual:

“Have clear caps, clear targets that the systems can say, ‘Okay, this person's energy bill's going to be 20%
more, so they get an automatic text just saying that their energy bill’s on target to be 20% more this quarter
or this month.”

Financial Counsellor

People also reported difficulty understanding their bills. The AER’s ‘Better Bills Guideline’ came
into place during 2023, with the aim to make bills easier to understand. Not all research
participants would have seen bills with the new requirements. The effectiveness of these changes
will need to be monitored to determine if they are making it easier for people to understand their
bills, or whether further changes will need to be made.

A frontline worker shared this idea to improve bills:

“The front page of our bills should be something that is readable and accessible to anybody at 9th grade
level. It should be clear and obvious what your cost is per week or per fortnight, because that is how many
people are paid, so that people can easily look at it and say, ‘I've spent more this fortnight and | need to put
more away.’ | think, on the bills, that they should have a very non-guilt-ridden way of saying, ‘Hey I'm
having trouble, who can | ring to talk through this spending?’ Not always is it appropriate to contact the
National Debt Helpline on Mob Strong but, realistically, if there was, they could call.”

Financial Counsellor

Showing the weekly or fortnightly cost on bills could help people budget better for the next bill, but
it could also come with the offer of a payment plan for the current bill. For example, people could
either pay the bill in full or pay it in instalments with due dates if that suits their situation better. As
explored above, this could prevent people from turning to credit products to pay their bills and
could reduce the stress associated with a large payment.

Targeted, flexible and accessible rebates

Rebates that reach the people who need them and can accommodate the different needs of
households are key to addressing affordability issues. PIAC advocates for rebates to be
percentage-based and automatically provided to those eligible. PIAC would support better
targeting of rebate eligibility, such as additional help for low-income families, scope to confer
eligibility for the low-income rebate by assessment of need (rather than restricting it to only Health
Care card eligibility), the removal of the Seniors Energy Rebate for households that are not on
low-incomes and the phase out of the Gas Rebate by using the funding allocated for the rebate to
pay for the efficient electrification of homes.
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“It makes more sense to me, instead of doing this whole infrastructure around monitoring and auditing for
providers, etc. for EAPA. Why don't you just put that money into the rebate and allow everyone who's on
low income to access it? So, instead of getting $285 a year, increase that to $500, for example.”

Financial Counsellor

“If the government stepped up what their contributions are for Centrelink recipients, such as bigger
discounts for people on Centrelink, then that would potentially alleviate how many people in that Centrelink
category are accessing EAPA which would free up more money for people in medium income categories
that are struggling to pay their bills as more of a once-off.”

Financial Counsellor

“I find people might be just a few dollars over that low income [threshold], but with the cost of living rising,
that low income [threshold] stays the same. There are people out there that might be working, but they're
going through a crisis. The flood, for instance, or they might have a death in the family or they might just be
doing it really tough because something’s happened. So, | really think that if [monetary support] is going to
be about percentage, they need to change it.”

Team Leader

“I think the clients would benefit more from a rebate as a percentage of the bill because bills are so varied.
So, $250 for someone on their own where their bills aren’t that high, but then there’s someone that has six
or seven children at home, it’s not really going to make a difference.”

NILs Consultant

“I think more needs to be done. Some people don't know that they're entitled to a rebate if they have a
concession card. The electricity company, as far as | know, when you connect with them, they're supposed
to ask you if you have Centrelink cards so that they can put that entitlement on to your bill. There's been
times where that's not happened and I've had to ask... There’s been many times where people have gotten
a health care card where they didn’t have one before and they’ve not known [that they’re entitled to
rebates]. So, maybe we need to think about providing information at the time that they get that card about
updating the retailers and making sure you're on the best plan.”

Team Leader

PIAC supports work proposed by the AER to improve accessibility of rebates so they are automatically
applied to accounts.
Limiting the use of credit products to afford essential services

PIAC supports efforts made by Financial Rights Legal Service and CHOICE to properly regulate
lightly regulated and unregulated credit products such as Buy Now Pay Later. PIAC also calls for
a ban on marketing of credit products to pay for essential services. As explored above, flexible,
smaller payment amount options should be easily available from retailers instead.

Broader policy issues which would improve energy affordability

Although outside of scope for this report, the following broader policy issues are crucial to
improving energy and water affordability.
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¢ Quality, affordable housing: Expensive housing places pressure on all other aspects of
household budgets, including energy and water bills. Quality housing would reduce
energy bills through thermal efficiency and appliance efficiency.

¢ Funding and availability for frontline workers: Frontline workers, including financial
counsellors and community workers, provide crucial support to enable people to gain
financial control and help with other issues that cause or contribute to payment difficulty.
They are a key intermediary for consumers to get the help they need from retailers. PIAC
supports the work of the AER to develop a sustainable funding model for financial
counsellors, including mandatory contributions for energy retailers.

e Supports for mental health: The research found that mental health difficulties are a
significant factor in energy affordability. Proper support for mental health would help
reduce payment difficulty.

¢ Fair and liveable Centrelink supports: A significant number of households who have
experienced a disconnection or are at risk of disconnection and debt are already in receipt
of Centrelink payments. PIAC supports the work of the Australian Council of Social
Service and other community organisations to ‘Raise the Rate’.

“I could probably talk forever about how decent increase of Centrelink payments would be a helpful thing.
Then there is, if you're looking in the grand scheme of things, other helpful things, like having more
affordable and appropriate housing, having accessible drug and alcohol facilities for people, having cheap
and affordable and accessible mental health support, having funding to run programs for communities
around financial literacy and to be able to go through things like how to read your power bill because it's
stuff we don't get taught in school.”

Financial Counsellor, The Salvation Army (2)

Improving supports for payment difficulty

Awareness of payment difficulty should be seen an opportunity to assist households who may be
struggling — not just with affordability issues but with the deeper challenges that might be leading
to their payment difficulty.

PIAC considers that essential service providers have a duty of care for their customers. The
central outcome of that duty of care should be avoiding and addressing any harms to their
customers. A fit for purpose framework of regulations and protections, designed to achieve good,
consistent experiences and outcomes should have a positive obligation on service providers to
achieve these good, consistent experiences and outcomes for their customers. The impact of any
harms that do occur must not be shifted to individuals, communities, our environment or other
sectors of the economy.

This research highlights the need for improved awareness of support obligations, varied
communication methods, and compassionate, informative approaches to assist individuals facing
potential disconnection.

Considering the range of challenges being faced by households (for example, high levels of
mental and physical health issues) and the disadvantage they are already experiencing, it is

96 - Public Interest Advocacy Centre « Powerless: Overview Report


https://www.aer.gov.au/game-changer-reforms
https://www.aer.gov.au/game-changer-reforms

important to properly support and care for individuals who are struggling with their utility bills,
which in turn will help them avoid disconnection and debt.

Retailer responses to payment difficulty and negotiating payment plans can vary, affecting
peoples' willingness to engage with them. Inconsistency in support and service quality from
energy retailers can also leave people in a state of confusion, uncertain about their entitlements,
and with varying access to support.

Trusted intermediaries, such as frontline workers, play a crucial role in guiding people through the
process and advocating on their behalf. Frontline workers emphasised the need for clear
communication, timely interventions, education, support for vulnerable groups, and more
affordable payment plans to address these issues. They also stressed the importance of
standardisation of processes but personalisation in communication within and across energy
retailers, to ensure all people receive equitable and compassionate assistance to manage energy
bill debts.

While some providers do some or many of these things, the research reveals inconsistent
practice. The isolated good practice needs to become the standard practice.

Opportunities to help encourage people to reach out to their provider

1. Effective Communication:
39% found being able to get in touch with their energy or water provider to discuss options
most helpful, higher for those who were notified (41%).

2. Flexible Payment Plans:
27% emphasised the importance of a realistic and flexible payment plan, especially valuable
for those who were notified (28%).

3. Dignity and Respect:
22% stressed being treated with dignity and respect by their provider as a key factor that
would encourage them to reach out.

Other opportunities include better understanding of consumer rights, clear information, face-to-
face communication, and payment deferrals.

From the research, we can identify several practical solutions and recommended improvements
that will help people avoid disconnection, notification, or serious worry including:

Comprehensive, wrap around support

A more comprehensive approach to help people facing disconnection is essential. When retailers
offer assistance to help people avoid disconnection (including at the point of disconnection),
frontline workers suggest they should not only address the immediate crisis but provide people
with referrals to other support services. Energy audits, aimed at helping people with energy
efficiency and management can also be initiated at this point.

There is also an opportunity for community organisations to assist households to access other
services, to help with financial or other issues they might be experiencing and improve the
chances of long-term affordability.
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| guess what we look at is the whole picture because EAPA is a help, but you need to look at the whole
problem, not just put a band-aid on it. So, | think it’s crucial that we look at all of that.”

Financial Counsellor

“I think if you're offering a service, there should be a wraparound of supports if you are dealing with very
vulnerable people; refer you to a financial counsellor or, if you're experiencing family and domestic
violence, [providing direction or referrals for this too]. So, they are taking a more compassionate route.”

NILs Consultant
PIAC supports initiatives where providers contribute to the costs of providing community services.

Enabling trusted intermediaries

Frontline workers and households spoke about the value of trusted intermediaries to help people
navigate payment difficulty, get hardship supports that work for them and access other supports
to help them get back in control.

“I think it's super important [to have a trusted intermediary] because a lot of our clients have experienced
some sort of trauma; they may not read and write or they may not know how to advocate for themselves.
They're very easily pushed into things and | think it's really important for them to be able to [have someone
advocate for them], and have someone actually listen to them and help them. I think it's so important they
know that if something else goes wrong that they can pop back in and get more help.”

Team Leader

This trusted intermediary could be a social or community worker, perhaps working with a financial
counsellor. A trusted intermediary could also be the person who visits a home where contact has
not been made and debt is building/the household is at risk of disconnection (see below).
Funding would be required to ensure community need was met.

Timely, proactive support and information

People want better and clearer information about available help before it gets to the point of
disconnection/notification, with many people wanting this information upfront or after missing a
single payment. Timely intervention points for providing information much earlier are crucial, and
providers should focus on successfully delivering (not just sending) support and guidance at
these stages. For example, this could include:

¢ Friendly, accessible information about the help available to households experiencing
payment difficulty, provided at the time of signing up with the provider, on their home page
and on bills (beyond what is already required).

¢ A friendly, non-judgemental message sent to households who are late in paying a bill or
only make a partial payment, letting them know their provider has a range of supports
available if they are needed.
Retailer training and compassion

Retailers are encouraged to improve the consistency of their services for people who are
struggling, which includes training customer service representatives to be more compassionate
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and understanding. It is important to make it easy and accessible for all people to contact
retailers and for them to engage in a more personalised, human-centred way. This will help build
a better relationship between customers and retailers.

“l think something as simple as maybe sending a text message to someone rather than calling them. Just
to say for example, ‘I'm Jo from Energy Australia. We've noticed that you've missed a couple of payment
plans. Here's an option to give us a call and we can try and figure out a way to best support you.’ Just like
rewording it or a text message so it is not as confronting as multiple phone calls from a random number. It
gives the opportunity for the community member to take a breath, then decide whether they'll go ahead and
talk to them or, you know, something like that might be good, but more personalised, not just like, ‘This is
Energy Australia, you need to pay by this date’... Just finding a more personalised way about it instead of it
being this big company coming after you for your money.”

Financial Counsellor

“I love [the idea of] no questions asked. It gives people control over their situation at a time in their life
where everything is actually out of their control and | think that would be good. Whether it's a bit of a grace
period or as a once-off support for people that that can really, really benefit from that, because we know
that once someone gets into these situations, often it can spiral and you lose track of one thing and you
lose track of everything and then you're suddenly in this cycle of debt that you kind of struggle to get out
of.”

Case Manager

“[l would like to see that] if someone is struggling and an energy provider can see that a family or a person
is constantly missing payments, they have a case-by-case assessment and they’re working with this family
orindividual... | think there's a lot to be said about building a rapport with people.”

Case Manager

“Just have some compassion for people that are doing it tough and work with them to pay their bills without
scaring them and making them not want to talk to [the retailer]. Because, that that's the thing, you don't
want to talk to someone if it's going to be them saying, ‘You've got to pay this huge unaffordable amount of
money a fortnight.” Soften the tone, have compassion and empathy in the way they do things and then
maybe people will feel more comfortable to ring up and talk to them about their electricity bill. They won't
be so scared to do it.”

Team Leader

PIAC supports the Best Practice for Energy Retailer Assistance to improve outcomes for people
experiencing payment difficulty.

Diverse communication channels

While electronic methods are preferred by many households, providers should consider offering
diverse communication channels (if not doing so already), including email, online chats, phone
calls and dedicated app-based platforms. Two-way personal SMS and phone calls are preferred
by those who are at risk of / have experienced a disconnection.
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The use of non-threatening and compassionate approaches, and the tone and manner of
communication, are crucial. Out-of-hours communications should be available for people who find
it difficult to communicate during retailer operating hours. Working effectively these could help
remove the barrier of embarrassment or shame preventing some people from seeking
assistance.

“Probably if there was an app where you could click on it and just register, like, ‘I'm having trouble.”
Cassie

“l haven't come across an SMS [system] where you can actually reply yet. Like it's always an automated
message that says, ‘You're behind on your bills. Please contact us.’ But to be able to have an actual
discussion about to fix [the problem], you can’t reply by SMS.”

Angela

“[My provider] is usually really helpful, [but a portal where you can log on and do various things] would be
helpful because | think I tend to put off phone calls. Sometimes it's just easier to log on and do it on your
phone and be done, rather than call and then be in a waiting line or whatever.”

Kathleen

Direct phone lines for support

Some people prefer phone calls, and often a phone call is required to get into a hardship program
and/or set up a payment plan. Respondents in the survey and in interviews reported long waits to
get through to call centre staff, confused pathways to get through to the right people and often
unsympathetic staff taking their call when they finally get through. Long wait times can
exacerbate anxiety as well as cause problems for people on limited pre-paid mobiles. Many found
the idea of a direct phone line with understanding support to be useful for people facing payment
difficulty.

“[Having a direct line] would be good to avoid being on hold because that's the big part of calling up. It just
takes an hour to actually get through to a human, and then once you get through, there's a whole heap of
mess around and it doesn't work.”

Lyndon

“A direct line where you can skip the queue and [reduced] call waiting times to speak to someone who will
understand your situation. That would be great as well. Because you skip the queue, you’re not wasting
minutes and then you can get your things sorted quickly.”

Bradley

“Essentially what happens with any creditors we deal with is that the client calls up, they get the general
call centre, and they have a terrible experience. We call up and we're allowed to call through, direct to the
hardship team, but we're not allowed to give those numbers out to clients and we generally have a much
better experience because people on the hardship line, they have better training. So, probably those letters
that get sent either as a reminder notice or disconnection warning, they should have a number that doesn't
go to the general call centre. Like, it's such a big difference. And making it really clear that this is not the
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generic number, this is the “here to help” number. And also, you won't have to wait on hold for 45 minutes.
Which is very overwhelming. That's a huge turn off [for people].”

Financial Counsellor

Emotional support through communications

The emotional impact of payment difficulty (and disconnection notices) can be mitigated by
providing supportive and compassionate letters and/or communication efforts. The PIAC sample
support letter (provided as part of the Knock to Stay Connected initiative) generated positive
feelings, and (theoretically) encouraged individuals to contact their providers for support at a
much higher rate than the disconnection sample letter, which was seen as mostly scary and
intimidating.2® Crafting empathetic communications can play a significant role in reducing
negative emotional reactions, and can have a positive impact in terms of getting people to access
the support they need to avoid disconnection/restriction.

Easier access to hardship programs

If people are facing disconnection or experiencing serious worry, they should be in a hardship
program that includes additional supports, not only put on a payment plan. Other research has
revealed the difficulty people can face when trying to access a hardship program and the need to
say ‘magic words’ before retailers recognise payment difficulty and give them access to a
hardship program.

“I've had one lady who was worried about disconnection because her bill was $1,800... we called the
retailer together. And it's really often that they just want to sit with someone; they want to have the key
words and know what to say, and it's just like, I'm in financial hardship, you don't have to say much. And
you know, she had cancer, she'd been undergoing treatment, she previously had a job and felt like she
can’t ask for help... You just say, I’'m in hardship, I've had a change of circumstances.’... It’s just about
locking in an arrangement. [l told her] paying something is better than paying nothing. She pays $5; that
was what she could afford, that’'s what would fit within the budget. Often, it’s just encouraging people to
know what their rights are. Yes, okay, it’s less than [what my usage costs], but for now, this is where | sit.
I’'m willing to pay this and | will address the debt as time goes on.”

Financial Counsellor

Truly affordable, flexible payment plans

A significant portion of respondents reported that, if they had a payment plan, it was not
affordable and that they often agreed to what the retailer suggested regardless. Affordable
payment plans are already required in the energy rules for consumers in hardship programs.
They are key to helping all households avoid disconnection.

If payment plans were easy to alter as incomes and expenses fluctuate, they would not only help
people stick to their payment plan but remove the need to turn to short-term credit such as Buy
Now Pay Later loans and incur the fees and risks inherent in those types of products.

23 Refer to our forthcoming home-visits report for further details
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It is also noteworthy that payment plans can be an uncomfortable or even shame inducing
process to set up, requiring people to explain their situation and why they can’t afford their bill.
Conversely, BNPL products are provided in a positive, frictionless and even fun way. It is
understandable that some people prefer to take out a BNPL loan to pay for their energy bill,
especially if they have had a negative experience with a retailer in the past. PIAC encourages
retailers to provide a smoother, more positive process to set up and alter a payment plan to help
people manage energy bills within the protections of the energy systems.

Given the concerns expressed in the research, PIAC recommends that a third party (such as a
financial counsellor) be included in negotiations for setting up payment plans for vulnerable
households including those with long term payment difficulty, low literacy or who have disclosed
multiple stressors. This would help ensure the arrangement is sustainable and in the long-term
interests of the consumer.

Home energy audits

Where households have on-going high bills, or a spike in energy use, retailers could reach out to
offer an energy audit if there is no obvious reason for the high use. However, to be effective these
audits should be able to connect households with meaningful assistance (such as upgraded
appliances, subsidised repairs or links to other support programs). Advice on how to ‘reduce use’
is unlikely to be appropriate or effective for many households experiencing payment difficulty.

“Some of the retailers offer a free energy audit, which | think is really good... A lot of these people would be
using second-hand items. Obviously, that's quite an expensive model, but | think it would be the most
effective because it applies to them and be like, ‘Oh, | can make this change and see this change on my
bill.”

Financial Counsellor

“If you have a disability or a mental health problem or you're suppressed in some way from
intergenerational debt or intergenerational trauma, you probably have trauma brain. And we're asking you
to take multiple steps to solve your problem, rather than providing an easy access point... And that visit
might be someone coming around saying, ‘Here, let us help you.’ It's an option. Like, ‘We've noticed your
bills are really high. Would you like us to come over and check your appliances and see if there's some
way we can reduce your costs? These are the types of things we can do; we'll send you a link to a video so
you can see an example of what we do. If you don't want that, that's fine. But please know that we think it
could make a substantial difference to your long-term expenses. Unless something significant happened in
your last month and you've had lots of family staying or something, we think there might be something that
if we just tune up the energy and we can walk you through that.” Maybe we pay local providers to do it, like
a lovely, little retired electrician can come around and have a little yarn and a cuppa with you and help you
out. Train up community members to do it in certain communities.”

Financial Counsellor

Identification of low energy/water users and a process to check in

The research revealed people who are suffering because they try to keep energy use to an
absolute minimum. Whilst some households can do this because they have an energy efficient
home, it is important that providers check in with the householder to make sure they are not going
without the energy/water they need for their health and wellbeing.
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Consistent, achievable payment matching and other incentives

Retailers can provide ‘payment matching’ to households who are in debt. Each time the
household makes an agreed payment, the retailer also makes a contribution towards a bill.

Frontline workers and consumers said payment matching can be game changing for households
facing payment difficulty. Payment matching can help make debt repayment possible, relieving
the psychological as well as financial burden to help the household overcome debt and re-
establish themselves more quickly. However, it must be done consistently, with sensitivity, and
with robust processes to ensure the payment amounts are affordable and the arrangements are
in the households’ best interests.

“As long as it’s affordable, | think payment matching is great. Things are really inconsistent between the
retailers. Standardisation of payment matching would be amazing. At the moment some retailers match
one in every three payments, maybe others match one in every six payments. If you're really lucky you

might get one to one payment match for a while.”

Financial Counsellor

“‘[Pay on time discounts] offered by retailers benefit people who are organised and have money to spend.
There could be some option on if you're on low income and receiving rebates and you are up to date, then
you get this discount. And absolutely, if you are making headway and making that regular payment, | really
think that needs to be incentivised or rewarded.”

Financial Counsellor

PIAC recommends that these need to be done in partnership with a support person such as a
financial counsellor and with regular reviews, to ensure the arrangement is affordable for the
household, and they are not going without essentials to maintain the payment matching.

Protections remain on debt if there is switching

If a household switches energy retailer but has a debt with their former retailer, the former retailer
no longer has a responsibility to help with the debt. In addition, EAPA can’t be applied to closed
accounts. However, people often don’t know these protections and help will be lost with a switch.
People switch retailers for legitimate reasons, including because they can get a cheaper deal, or
the retailer has treated them poorly. This debt should remain protected and access to assistance
from the retailer and EAPA should still be available.

Improvements to crisis payments

Improvements could also be made to make EAPA and PAS more effective, accessible, and
supportive. This would help to address both immediate energy bill crises and some of the broader
financial challenges faced by low-income individuals and families.

EAPA is viewed as an incredibly valuable resource for individuals facing immediate energy bill

crises because it provides emergency financial assistance and raises awareness about other
support programs. It also appears to be a signal to retailers to start providing more assistance
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(although under the National Energy Retail Law, retailers should be providing this additional
assistance already?*).

However, EAPA (which we heard more about than PAS) has limitations, including the complexity
and shame-inducing application process and the risk of over-reliance given current cost of living
and cost of energy issues. Whilst we look forward to the results of the NSW Government’s review
of EAPA, it is clear from the research that better targeted rebates — in terms of eligibility, access
and increased amounts for people who need it (such as through percentage-based rebates) is
likely to reduce the need for people to seek EAPA.

For some people EAPA makes a significant difference in being able to avoid disconnection and
pay down debt. For others, its contribution is largely immaterial. A more comprehensive, needs-
based solution is necessary to address the broader issues of energy debt for people who are
both in crisis and experiencing ongoing struggle.

Additional assistance for people in long term payment difficulty

Some households will never be able to pay off their debt and EAPA/PAS is not enough to make
their debt manageable.

“I would love it if, when a bill got to a certain point and they were aware of that community members’
circumstances and if those circumstances weren't going to be temporary, you know, if they’re on a
JobSeeker payment or if they’ve got an ongoing health issue but not eligible for DSP, | would love to see
an energy provider waive some of that debt. If it gets to a certain point where it's like $8,000 and,
realistically, someone on a JobSeeker payment is not going to be paying that off for many years. | don’t
know whether the retailer has the capacity to do that, but | think it would be a wonderful thing.”

Financial Counsellor

Whilst these households should not be able to accumulate unaffordable debt, when they do,
assistance must be given to wipe the debt and set the household up to be sustainable long term.

PIAC supports the NSW Government working with energy retailers to trial a debt relief program.
We look forward to a well-designed, comprehensive program being implemented long term.

PIAC also supports efforts being made by the AER to develop a debt relief model as part of its
Game Changer reforms.

A human intervention where contact can’t be made/problems ongoing

Where a household is not able to make or keep contact and/or make regular payments, this
indicates the household is likely to be in significant stress.

PIAC advocates for a qualified third party, such as social worker or community worker, to be an
in-person contact to help avoid disconnection and ensure the household gets the help it needs to
get in control of finances and other issues. To ensure a disconnection is actually a last resort — as

24 Under the National Energy Retail Law (Rule 43(1)) retailers must have in place a customer hardship policy
which helps them identify consumers experiencing payment difficulties.
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is required in the energy rules — disconnection should only be allowed when this qualified third
party confirms no contact or resolution is possible.

In our report ‘Home visit for households at risk of a disconnection’, we will explore this issue
further. We also highlight the approach to disconnection in Catalonia, Spain, as a case study.
There, social services from the local council visit a home ahead of disconnection. If the council
identify the householder is vulnerable, the household is protected against disconnection. The
utility company and the public administration cover or cancel accumulated debt. The householder
gets a lower energy price, including by being put on the ‘regulated market’.?®

This approach gives an opportunity for on-going support to help people maintain their connection
to essential services and provides assistance and connections to deal with other issues.

Where there is a disconnection notification

PIAC does not support disconnection for non-payment. This research has shown disconnections
are not in consumers’ interests. However, where disconnection is a debt collection mechanism for
providers, significant restrictions and improvements must be made to the process.

Raise the debt amount that allows an energy disconnection

The AER is currently reviewing whether $300 is an appropriate minimum amount to enable a
disconnection. The research indicated people were disconnected while owing very small amounts
— 22% said they owed between $301 and $500, whilst 16% believed that they owed $300 or less.
These constitute less than the average quarterly bill and are not appropriate.

PIAC advocates that this minimum be lifted, as it can be very easy for households to accumulate
a debt of $300 in a single bill. The cost and harm of a disconnection is significant and the ‘bar’ for
initiating this process should be sufficiently high to reflect this.

A human intervention

The introduction of door-knock initiatives, such as 'Knock to Stay Connected' — explored in detail
in our forthcoming report ‘Home visit for households at risk of a disconnection’ — is seen as a
generally positive step but must be implemented in a way that is motivated by helping the
household. This assistance should be aimed not only at avoiding a disconnection, but at helping
them address underlying issues in a manner that is sensitive to their situation.

This initiative should never be undertaken by a retailer or their agent, to mitigate against the risk
of it becoming a threatening measure of ‘debt collection’.

“I think [Knock to Stay Connected] could definitely go either way. Like, someone could find it as a form of
harassment, having someone rock up at their front door, you know, wanting to know what's going on. But in
the same sense, it could also be welcome because then it could open those doors for support and for them

25 ‘The case of ban on disconnections in Catalonia: The law 24/2015’ by the Alliance Against Energy Poverty,
published in Manifesto for a ban on energy disconnections in Europe, published by the Foundation Abbe Pierre,
April 2023.
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to try and get on top of their situation with their power bills. | think it could be good depending on the
person's circumstances definitely as to whether it would be welcomed or not.”

Financial Counsellor, The Salvation Army (2)

Longer notification period

The research reveals that a factor in avoiding a disconnection is having a longer time between
being notified that a disconnection will occur and the date on which the disconnection will occur.

Helping households who are disconnected to reconnect quickly again

The research showed 79% of households do not reconnect on the same day. Barriers to
reconnecting include not having the money to reconnect. PIAC advocates for fees associated
with disconnection (such as reconnection fees) to be abolished, as they simply make an
unaffordable situation worse. Retailers should accept small, good-faith payments or even getting
in touch with the provider as an indicator of a good-faith commitment to reconnect.
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