Quarterly newsletter linking the Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) (EWOV) and the community sector

Energy and Water
Ombudsman (Victoria)

Resolving your electricity, gas & water complaints. Independently.

Issue 17 (Autumn 2010)

EWOV Connect

In this issue

EWOV News 2
Decision on Wrongful
Disconnection Payment 3
Jackgreen no longer

retailing electricity 4
Solar power benefits

don’t just appear 5
National energy customer
framework takes shape 6
Inquiry into public housing 2
in Victoria .
New EWOV Manager

Public Affairs and Policy 8
EWOV Essentials 8

The Energy and Water Ombudsman
(Victoria) (EWOV) opened in May
1996. To 31 December 2009, we
had handled just under 200,000
energy and water cases, mostly
residential.

e Ve provide independent advice,
information and referral regarding
energy and water services.

e Ve receive, investigate and facilitate
the resolution of complaints involving
consumers and energy and water
service companies in Victoria.

e Ve identify, and where appropriate
redress, systemic issues and refer
these to energy and water companies
and regulators.

e We work with customer groups,
industry and regulators to drive
ongoing customer service
improvement and to prevent
complaints.

Message from the Ombudsman

Contributing to the bigger picture

An important aspect of our work is using EWQOV's case
data to help drive customer service improvements and
prevent complaints. Because our perspective is
independent, we're often invited to make submissions
to regulatory and government consultations.

Since mid-2009, we've been contributing to work
around the National Energy Customer Framework
(NECF)—through processes co-ordinated by the
Ministerial Council on Energy Standing Committee of
Officials. We're currently responding to Exposure Draft
2, the final opportunity to review the proposed
framework before the legislative package is finalised.
There’s more on the NECF on page 6.

At state level, the Essential Services Commission
(ESC) recently released a final report from its review
of the Wrongful Disconnection Payment (WDP). Some
new WDP provisions are summarised on page 3.

The ESC is now reviewing energy retailers’ hardship
programs following its publication, for the first time,
of financial hardship performance indicators—and its
expressed concern about some aspects, including the
high humber of customers leaving hardship programs
involuntarily. It's also considering regulatory changes
which may be required now the smart meter rollout
has been underway for some months.

We'll provide updates on our contributions to these
reviews in future issues of EWOV Connect.

e Ui Hast

Fiona McLeod, Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
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EWOV news

Working with African Communities

In Issue 16 (Summer 2009) of EWOV Connect, we outlined how
our African Communities Engagement Project (ACEP) came about.
As part of this project, we facilitated three separate workshops in
Melbourne in January and February 2010. Attendees were
settlement agency workers from the Footscray Community Legal
Centre, Adult Migration Education Services (AMES) and the New
Hope Foundation.

As well as introducing EWOV, our workshops covered:

e basic information about energy and water services in Victoria

e common issues arising from EWOV complaints—especially
about marketing, payment assistance and disconnection

e our dispute resolution processes, especially Assisted
Referrals and our complaint referral form

e other sources of EWOV information, in particular our website
and publications.

If you’d like us to make an ACEP presentation in your area,
just contact Tanja Stephan, EWQOV's Stakeholder Relations Officer:
tanja.stephan@ewov.com.au or 03 9649 7599.

In response

to requests
from community
agencies, we’ve
developed a
workshop for
settlement
workers

In December 2009, we took part in
Victoria Legal Aid’s ‘Money Workshop’
for African communities in Shepparton.
The workshop covered bills, debt,
marketing and energy-related issues.
We also provided one-on-one advice and
distributed EWOV fact sheets and other
information.

Keep an eye out for our next public report

We're preparing Resolution 28, EWOV's report on cases and issues

for the second half of 2009—by industry, industry sector

and company. It's due for release in early May 2010 and, as usual,

will include some interesting electricity, gas and water case studies.

If you'd like to be notified by email when Resolution 28
is available on our website, please let us know:
publications@ewov.com.au

BACK TO PAGE 1
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One change
means

it’s even

more important
that customers
contact their
retailer

if their supply
is disconnected
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Decision on wrongful disconnection payment

In the last issue of EWQOV Connect, we wrote about the Essential
Services Commission’s (ESC’s) review of the Wrongful Disconnection
Payment (WDP) scheme, at the request of the Victorian Minister for
Finance.

The ESC released its draft report in December 2009 and a final
report in early February 2010.

In summary, there’s no change to the scheme’s existing coverage,
or to the payment of $250 a day (or part thereof).

However, there are important new provisions around how many days
the $250 a day payment can continue to accumulate:

e If the customer contacts their retailer within 10 business days to
request reconnection, the $250 a day will continue to build up
without limit until their supply is reconnected.

e If they don't contact their retailer within 10 business days to
request reconnection, payment for any economic loss beyond
the 10 business days will be subject to existing industry dispute
resolution mechanisms (likely to be an EWOV assessment).

The ESC has also said it will:

e review two clauses in the Energy Retail Code which are
ambiguous when it comes to working out whether a retailer
has disconnected supply wrongfully

e consider views expressed by consumer advocates and EWQOV
that retailers could do more to help vulnerable customers
avoid disconnection—the ESC says it will consider this in its
review of retailers’ financial hardship programs in early 2010

einclude compliance with the WDP obligations in its 2010

audit program.

More information

» Essential Services Commission’s final decision on the wrongful
disconnection payment, on its website, under Energy/Consultations

What does this mean for you?

These are changes you should draw to the attention of your clients.

It's now even more important that customers contact their electricity
or gas retailer as soon as their supply is disconnected.

Delay in contacting the retailer may cost them compensation they
would otherwise have been entitled to—if the disconnection is later
found to be wrongful.

BACK TO PAGE 1
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Jackgreen no longer retailing electricity

Energy retailer, Jackgreen, went into voluntary administration on
18 December 2009.

Under Retailer of Last Resort (RoLR) rules, its customers were
automatically transferred to a default retailer on 19 December 2009.
In Victoria, that default retailer was AGL, Origin Energy or TRUenergy,
depending on the customer’s address.

Jackgreen’s business is being wound up and final bills, based on
estimated meter readings at 18 December 2009, have been sent out.
Even though customers have been transferred to other retailers,
they must pay their final Jackgreen bill.

For the time being, the Jackgreen call centre is still operating.
Customers with concerns about final bills or any other monies they
may owe to Jackgreen, should call 1300 465 225. If, for some reason,
they can’t get through to the call centre, they can phone the

receiver, Jirsch Sutherland, on (02) 9236 8333.

If the customer is owed a refund or credit from Jackgreen, they should
contact the administrator, PKF Australia, on (02) 9251 4100.

Unfortunately, EWQOV can no longer accept Jackgreen complaints.

If the customer can’t resolve the matter with the Jackgreen call centre,
the administrator, or the receiver, they will need to contact Consumer
Affairs Victoria on 1300 558181.

Initially, former Jackgreen customers will be on a deemed contract
based on their default retailer’s standing offer tariff. However, the
price they’re now paying may not be the same as they were paying
with Jackgreen. These customers should, by now, have received

a letter from the default retailer explaining their new terms of supply
and options.

They don’t have to stay with the default retailer though—they may
choose to, but they may also choose to take up a contract with
another retailer operating in Victoria. There’s a list of retailers on the
Essential Services Commission’s (ESC’s) ‘Your Choice’ site.

What does this mean for you?

If you have clients affected by the Jackgreen collapse, they may be
finding the whole process, and the options available to them, quite
confusing. While we can't accept formal complaints, we can still help
with information—they can ring us, or you can ring us on their behalf.

It's particularly important they understand they’re still responsible for
their final Jackgreen bill. Not paying it may affect their credit rating and
make the process of switching to another retailer more difficult.

You may also wish to draw their attention to the options they have
for changing retailer—the ESC’s Your Choice site is a good source of
information on this.

BACK TO PAGE 1
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Customers ) ~ )
should go Sol ar power benefits dondt | us
into solar power

understanding As more and more customers install solar photovoltaic (PV) panels,

how to get solar enquiries and complaints to EWQOV are increasing. At this point,

the increases seem to be coinciding with customers receiving their
bills—some customers aren’t seeing the savings they’d been expecting.

the most benefit
from their outlay

Some customers appear to be going into solar power with high
expectations that, having installed even a small solar PV system,
their electricity bills will automatically fall significantly.

Much of the benefit of installing a solar system lies in understanding
how and when electricity is used—and in customers adjusting their
usage patterns to maximise the electricity they’re generating.

For example, the metering for a small solar PV system is commonly
‘net’ metering. The meter records, in 30 minute periods, all generation
from the solar PV system that isn’t used by the household. It feeds
this surplus into the grid.

Where the customer has a small solar PV system and, during a 30
minute period, uses more household electricity than the amount of
solar generated, it's unlikely that very much (if any) buyback credit
will be applied to their bill.

Savings can also be affected by the quality of the solar system,
how well it’s installed and maintained, and summer/winter seasonal
differences.

It's important that customers understand the feed-in tariffs and how
they work, as well.

Some sources of information on solar power

» On the Department of Primary Industries (DPI) website:
Premium feed-in tariff user guide: Be rewarded for going solar
(and links to accredited solar installers)

» Also on DPI website: information about feed-in tariffs

» Information on solar PV on the Clean Energy Council’s website

BACK TO PAGE 1
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Some welcome

National Energy Customer Framework developments
takes shape In aspects
of the

The Ministerial Council on Energy (MCE) released the Second Exposure National
Draft of the National Energy Customer Framework (NECF) in late Energy
November 2009. Customer
Framework

Together with a wide range of consumer, industry, government and
regulatory stakeholders, we took part in the consultation forums in
Melbourne in early February 2010.

This draft has brought some welcome changes:

e Retailer hardship policies must be approved by the Australian
Energy Regulator, essentially ensuring they meet a regulated
standard.

e A payment plan no longer has to cover all arrears—a positive
move, given this proposed requirement appeared to be inconsistent
with the requirement that a customer’s capacity to pay be assessed
when setting up a payment plan.

¢ New provisions about small customer complaints and dispute
resolution have been included—these confirm EWOV's jurisdiction
and that of other energy Ombudsman schemes around Australia.

e A no fault compensation scheme has been added.

e The terms ‘de-energisation’ and ‘disconnection” are now both
used—while de-energisation may be the correct term technically,
we'd expressed concerns that it’s a confusing term for customers
—now, for example, a disconnection warning notice will still be called
that, ensuring customers understand exactly what it means.

e There are now provisions for a national ‘Retailer of last resort’
scheme.

The final legislative package is due to be introduced into the
South Australian parliament in the Spring 2010 season and in other
jurisdictions from 2011 onwards.

We'll continue to report developments in EWOV Connect,
as we become aware of them.

More information

» NECF Package—Second Exposure Draft on the Ministerial Council on
Energy website, under Retail Policy Working Group (note: it's a 2.2MB PDF)

» EWOV submissions on national energy consultations on our website,
under Public submissions

BACK TO PAGE 1
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EWOYV cases

show more - - - - - - .
could be done Inquiry into public housing in Victoria

to help tenants
in public housing In early February 2010, drawing on EWQV cases involving public

manage their housing tenants, we made a submission to the Victorian Family and
energy and water ~Community Development Committee’s inquiry into the adequacy and
usage and bills future directions of public housing in Victoria.

It's our experience that customers in rental properties are often less
able to reduce their usage and, therefore, their bills—even when
they try to follow energy and water efficiency advice—because they
have less control over their home’s appliances and building
materials.

In relation to high energy bills, we advised the inquiry that Office of
Housing (OoH) cases over the past few years show the type of
heating (e.g. heat-banks in properties where no natural gas is
available) can sometimes contribute to higher than expected bills
—particularly where the metering set-up includes a ‘boost switch’
that registers usage at peak rates rather than off peak. Customers
who aren’t familiar with this type of ‘boost switch’ may not
understand the consequences of using it.

In relation to high water bills, we highlighted meter access issues in
multi-housing areas. If the meter reader can’t gain access, the
customer will receive an estimated bill. If the estimate is too high,
the customer is faced with a high bill. If it's too low, the customer
may receive a high ‘catch up’ bill. Receiving estimated bills over an
extended period also prevents customers from being able to monitor
their usage and potentially discover any problems early on.

We noted the Department of Housing is how looking to build housing
to five-star energy efficiency standards and include water efficient
appliances. While we welcomed this approach, we expressed
concerns for tenants in existing properties and suggested assistance
through energy and water audits combined with retrofitting
programmes.

We highlighted our quarterly reporting to OoH, for four years now,
of EWQV cases from public housing tenants—noting a significant
proportion of those cases have related to affordability. We also
expressed our view that this trend reinforces our suggestion for a
more proactive approach to assisting tenants with energy and water
saving measures.

The comments in our submission were supported with case studies.

More information

» EWOV’s submission to the Family and Community Development
Committee’s inquiry into the adequacy and future directions of public
housing in Victoria on our website, under Public submissions 2010

BACK TO PAGE 1
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l ntroducing EWOVO®OS )
new Manager EWOV essentials

Public Affairs and PO“CY We can help with electricity, gas (natural
and LPG) and water problems that can’t be

resolved directly with an electricity, gas or
water company. Our services are free and
available to everyone.

What kinds of problems?

e the provision and supply of a service
(or the failure to provide or supply it)

e billing

e credit and payment services

e disconnections and restrictions

In late January 2010, we welcomed » refundable advances (security deposits)

Kerrie Milburn-Clark as Manager e land and property issues

Public Affairs and Policy. How do we resolve problems?

Kerrie brings a wealth of experience,
particularly in communication strategies,
government relations and policy.

Most things can be sorted out through
discussion and agreement. In a small
number of cases, the Ombudsman makes

She’s also lectured in media and a final decision—just like an umpire.

communication at university level. Decisions are binding on energy and
water companies and may include awards

Kerrie's appointment followed the retirement of up to $20,000 or, if all parties agree,
of Frances Wood in December 2009. up to $50,000.

More on our website: www.ewov.com.au

Freecall 1800 500 509

If the phone service is restricted — ring
12550 (Telstra reverse charges) and
quote (03) 9649 7599 — we’'ll accept the
reverse charges and the call cost.

Calls from mobile phones may attract
charges — we can ring you back.

Free fax: 1800 500 549
Interpreter service: 131 450
National Relay Service: 133 677

Email: ewovinfo@ewov.com.au

Online complaint form:
http://www.ewov.com.au/Policies/Complaintform.aspx

BACK TO PAGE 1
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