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The Energy and Water Ombudsman
(Victoria) (EWOV) opened in May
1996. To 31 October 2009, we

had handled over 190,000 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

Reflections on customer service

We recently released EWQOV’s 2009 Annual Report
(see page 2 for more information and links).

We received a record number of complaints—mainly
due to problems within one large energy retailer’s
business, as it continued to recover from a major
systems upgrade in 2007-08.

We found ourselves having to pick up and resolve far
too many complaints that this company, and others,
should have resolved themselves.

Too many customers told us their company didn’t
respond to their concerns, or took a long time to
respond. Too many said they felt the company
wasn’t taking their complaint seriously.

Our messages to the companies are clear:

e They need to act now to integrate the learnings
from the events of 2008-09, and previous years,
into their business.

¢ In planning major changes, they cannot afford to
underestimate the potential effects on their
customers and staff.

e There will be more problems than they expect and
they will take longer than expected to fix.

o The effectiveness of their contact centres will be
reduced significantly as soon as any new system
goes live.

e Service recovery must be their top priority.

A/ W
Fiona McLeod
Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
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From our 2009 Annual Report

Biggest year so far

A record 38,533 cases, up 52%.
A record 36,171 complaints,
up 58%.

From which customers?

80% metropolitan Melbourne;
20% regional/rural areas.

46% male; 54% female.
949% residential; 6% business.

How did they contact us?

92% phoned us.
6% used email or our website.
2% wrote or faxed.

How did they know about us?

51% already knew about EWOV.
16% found out about us from
their energy or water company.
2% found out about us through
their financial counsellor or a
community organisation.

What was achieved for
customers?

We finalised 7,263 complaint
investigations. 6,610 (91%)
were conciliated, with redress to
customers that included:

e 211 written apologies
(in addition to verbal apologies)
e $1,556,312 in billing
adjustments
e $474,619 in recognition
of customer service issues

e $168,727 in debt reductions
or waivers

e $78,044 in waived fees
e $9,794 in GSL payments
¢ 1,884 payment plans negotiated

More information

Record
complaints
and a need

What were the issues? for a greater

focus on
Billing continued to be the most customer service
common issue—at 45% of all issues

issues raised. In energy, high
bills, delays and billing errors
topped the list of sub-issues.
In water, it was high bills,
general billing issues and
application of fees & charges.

Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
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2009 Annual Report

17% of issues were about
customer service. Every
customer with an investigated
complaint has been unable to
resolve that matter directly with
the company—this suggests poor
customer service. Most are more
concerned about their original
issue than the customer service
issue. However, we record a
customer service issue, as well as
the original issue, where the
customer hasn't received a
response from the company, or
has made repeated attempts to
resolve the issue, or where the
company didn‘t follow through on
undertakings.

] o]4 LECRENAN

14% of issues were about
transfer (switching from one
retailer to another)—most
commonly about contract terms
and transfer without consent.

Credit made up 12% of all
issues—credit issues are related
to customers’ capacity to pay
their bills and stay on supply.
40% were about payment
difficulties. 31% were about
credit-related disconnection and
restriction. Cases about actual
disconnection of electricity and
gas are on the rise.

» Link to the full 2009 Annual Report on EWOV'’s website
» Links to a Summary of 2009 Annual Report on EWQOV'’s website



http://ewov.com.au/Publications.aspx
http://ewov.com.au/Publications/Annualreports/EWOV-Annual-Report-2009.aspx
http://ewov.com.au/Publications.aspx
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Our African community engagement project

Dealing with
utility issues

facing

culturally and

linguistically In August 2008, we took part in an energy workshop for the African
diverse Community in Melbourne’s west. The workshop was organised by the
consumers Footscray Community Legal Centre (FCLC). In March 2009, the FCLC

released its The African Consumer Experience of the Contestable
Energy Market in the West of Melbourne report.

The Essential Services Commission responded to the report, facilitating
workshops with representatives of the African community, FCLC staff,
the Consumer Action Law Centre and energy retailers in April 2009,
and preparing its own report.

Aware that FCLC and other community agencies don't have the

underlying capacity to deal effectively with the range of utility issues
raised by Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) consumers—in
this case, consumers from Africa—we’ve responded to a request for
help, by setting up EWOV’s African Community Engagement Project.

This project addresses both energy and water issues. It considers the
language difficulties faced by CALD consumers, as well as their limited
understanding of contractual arrangements and how utility

industries operate in Victoria (things such as marketing, billing and
energy efficiency). We're also liaising with scheme participants and
community agencies to develop a workable approach to these CALD
customer issues.

0 What does this mean for you?

We've developed an easy-to-use EWOV case referral
form and information sheet for community agencies. You'll be able
to use this to refer your African clients’ utility issues to us.

The form includes direct contact details for electricity and gas
retailers—so that your client doesn’t have to navigate through a
menu before reaching a real person. This form is intended to be
used for your African clients only, while we're trialling the project.

We'll be visiting a range of community and settlement agencies
shortly, to introduce the form. If you'd like us to visit your agency,
please contact Tanja Stephan, our Stakeholder Relations Officer:
tanja.stephan@ewov.com.au or 03 9649 7599.

Ombudsman services are
free, fair and independent.

Taking part in community events

EWOV staff attended the Salvation Army’s Anti-Poverty Week
event in Frankston in October 2009.

We've also taken part in community workshops on energy
marketing arranged by the Essential Services Commission
(ESC) in Footscray, Shepparton and Gippsland. Further ESC
workshops are planned for Shepparton and Gippsland

in the new year.



http://www.communitylaw.org.au/footscray/cb_pages/images/African%20Legal%20service%20Report%20Final.pdf
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/8A23510A-7449-447D-922D-D6716EFABCB3/0/RPT_AfricanCommunityWorkshops_FinalVersion20090504.pdf
mailto:mailto:tanja.stephan@ewov.com.au
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Wrongful disconnection payment review

At the request of the Minister for Finance, Tim Holding, the Essential
Services Commission (ESC) is undertaking a review of the Wrongful
Disconnection Payment (WDP). The Minister’s notice to the ESC
suggests two reasons for the timing of the review:

e that, by now, retailers should have established and clarified their
business processes, to identify and minimise the potential for
wrongful disconnections

e developments towards a National Energy Customer Framework.

We’'ve made a submission to the ESC’s review. That submission,
together with others we’ve made during 2009, is on our website.

Among other things, we questioned whether retailers do have their
processes sorted out to identify and minimise the potential for
wrongful disconnection. We noted that most of the WDPs paid by
retailers arise from complaints investigated by EWQOV. In 2008-09, in
53% of the actual disconnection complaints we investigated, a WDP
was found to be payable. We questioned how many payments are
made to customers who don’t come to EWOV.

We also pointed out that EWOV’s disconnection cases are increasing
at the moment—although Victorian disconnection cases remain low,
compared with those in other states.

We are aware that industry has suggested some modifications to the
WDP provisions—such as capping payments or excluding
disconnections in error. Our submission advised that the average value
of a WDP in EWQV disconnection complaints in 2008-09 was $837.93,
indicating a little over 3 days off supply. There were 21 complaints
where the payment was over $1,000 and 7 complaints where it was
more than $5,000. In relation to disconnections in error, we said we
could see no reason to exclude these, because the detriment to
customers is independent of the cause of the disconnection.

We didn't see it as EWOV'’s role to comment on options for modifying
the WDP scheme—but, in relation to the National Energy Customer
Framework (NECF), we did say we saw value in some kind of incentive
mechanism for retailers to be careful and compliant when they
disconnect customers. The current draft of the NECF doesn’t have any
such incentive, so another option for Victoria is to retain the WDP as a
state-based provision, even when there is national regulation.

0 What does this mean for you?

The Minister is due to receive the ESC's final report by
31 January 2010. A draft report is due out for comment
in the week beginning 30 November 2009.

So, if you missed the first round of submissions (which closed on
30 October 2009), there may still be an opportunity to have
your say.

In responding

to this review,
we’ve questioned
whether it’s the
right time to
change the
‘wrongful
disconnection
payment’
provisions



http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/rdonlyres/B73FD4A4-5DD1-4BDE-B5B7-92553113CC2E/0/LTROpenLettertostakeholdersWDPreview.pdf
http://www.ewov.com.au/PolicyandResearch/Publicsubmissions.aspx

Changes made

to the Energy
Retail Code

are likely to have
direct implications
for your clients
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Recent changes to Energy Retail Code

The Essential Services Commission (ESC) has published its final
decision on Amendments to the Energy Retail Code.

Significant changes are summarised below.
Refundable advances

Clause 8.1 sets out the circumstances under which a retailer can seek
a refundable advance. It has been amended to clarify that retailers
may have regard to a relevant default only, in determining a
customer’s unsatisfactory credit rating. This means retailers can't

ask a customer for a refundable advance just because they don’t have
a credit rating.

Energy efficiency/financial counsellor availability advice

Clause 12.2 (d) which required a retailer to offer customers energy
efficiency advice when offering an instalment plan—as well as advice
on the availability of a financial counsellor— has been deleted.

Energy efficiency advice—small business customers

This clause (26.6) requires retailers to provide energy efficiency advice
on request. It has been amended to remove the obligation on retailers
to provide this advice to small business customers but the obligation
to provide it to residential customers remains.

Early termination fee component

Clause 31(c) was amended to include a fixed amount of $20 as part
of the early termination fee. This amount represents the additional
administrative costs to a retailer of the early termination and the
value of any imbalance in the retailer’s electricity or gas hedging
programme.

More information

» Version 6 of the Energy Retail Code on the ESC's website
(under Energy/Regulation & Compliance/
Codes & Guidelines/Energy Retail Code)

0 What does this mean for you?

Make sure you use the latest version of the Energy Retail Code when
you're working with your clients.

Be aware of the strict guidelines retailers must follow before
asking a customer for a refundable advance.



http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Consultations/Amendment+to+the+Energy+retail+code/Energy+retail+code+amendment.htm
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/exeres/087F5E65-5A5D-4EC4-8CDC-CF4C847B92AC.htm
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Update on the smart meter rollout

In September and October 2009, Jemena and United Energy
Distribution installed more than 5,000 smart meters in Rosanna,
Macleod, Heidelberg Heights, Bulleen and Templestowe.

It's expected that another 20,000 new meters will be installed by these
companies by the end of the year in Rosanna, Macleod, Heidelberg,
Ivanhoe, Yallambie, Viewbank, Bulleen, Templestowe and Doncaster.

CitiPower and Powercor started installing smart meters in early
October 2009. 360 have been installed in Caroline Springs and Balwyn.
It's expected that these companies will install a further 10,000 meters,
across Caroline Springs, Burnside, Delahey, Sydenham, Taylors Hill,
Canterbury, Balwyn and Surrey Hills.

SP AusNet has just started to install smart meters in Melbourne’s
northern suburbs—South Morang, Thomastown and Mill Park.

The Department of Primary Industries and the Department of Human

Services have decided to fully reimburse the cost of repairing serious

electrical defects uncovered by the rollout for customers who are con-
cession card holders.

From July to mid October 2009, we received 20 complaints about
smart meters. Given we're not seeing a rush of complaints, it seems
the rollout has been going ahead smoothly.

More information

» There’s a wide range of information about smart meters on the website of
the Energy Division of the Department of Primary Industries, Victoria.

» It includes some ‘Smart Meters Questions and Answers”:

Smart meter rollout project

Smart meters in my home

Smart meter installation

Smart meter and my electricity bill
Security and privacy

0 What does this mean for you?

We believe informed customers are key to a successful rollout, that is,
one which doesn’t produce complaints.

It’s important to understand that the more advanced features
of interval meters won’t come into use immediately.

Also, customers may receive a consumption figure on their bills,
instead of previous and current meter readings.

A smart meter
is likely to be
coming to

a suburb

near you



http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/4EC2E4EA42B821FCCA2572B10079A930A8BAF6E4E66C900FCA2572B20004C403
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/BF565E925616BB5DCA257604000DCC5863D9C7D563A552CCCA257604001AE59A
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/6BFE3CD9388FF305CA257604000E114363D9C7D563A552CCCA257604001AE59A
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/577C7C8A6BFA2214CA257604000E410463D9C7D563A552CCCA257604001AE59A
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/59FEDFF1EC678B96CA257604000E78C363D9C7D563A552CCCA257604001AE59A
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/dpinenergy.nsf/LinkView/3F0656CA9FE7B27BCA257604000EA3EE63D9C7D563A552CCCA257604001AE59A

Helping you

keep an eye

on energy and
water customer
issues being
raised in the news
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Energy and water issues making news

Subsidies planned for home turbines
The State Government is to give subsidies to households that install
wind turbines, its first move to support more than just solar panels for

renewable energy in homes. Full story:http://www.theage.com.au/
environment/subsidies-planned-for-home-turbines-20091110-i7lv.html

Smart meters: Pay now, pay later
Victorians will pay at least double—and in some cases triple—the price
for new electricity meters from next year, even before many custom-

ers have them installed. Full story: http://www.theage.com.au/national/smart-
meters-pay-now-pay-later-20090905-fc5h.html

Solar panel users hit with higher power bills

Having solar panels has cost some Victorian households more on their
power bills after they lost entitlements to cheaper rates because an
electricity company has installed different meters without notice.

Full story: http://www.theage.com.au/national/solar-panel-users-hit-with-higher-
power-bills-20091007-gn8l.html

Service fees drain best water-saving efforts

Rising service charges are soaking up any savings Victorians are
making by reducing their water use—and welfare workers say some
struggling families are forgoing other essentials to cover the costs.

Full story: http://www.theage.com.au/national/service-fees-drain-best-watersaving-
efforts-20090905-fc5e.html

New meter to crank up power bills

... A study by the St Vincent de Paul Society says that with smart
meters changing billing from a flat rate to one based on the time of
use, average bills will rise by 35 %, or about $263 a year. For
pensioners, the increase will be even bigger —42%, or an extra $254

a year. Full story: http://www.theage.com.au/national/new-meter-to-crank-up-
power-bills-20090822-euh5.html

Power companies told to clarify green claims
Electricity companies have been told to change the language they use
to sell renewable energy because of concerns it may mislead

customers. Full story:http://www.abc.net.au/news/
stories/2009/08/05/2646205.htm?section=justin

Latest UK complaint handling research

The UK energy regulator, Ofgem, recently released a report called
Consumer First—Complaints Handling Research. The summary report
is linked for you. Among other things, the research found that fewer
than one in four UK energy customers were satisfied with how their
company dealt with their complaint. They were particularly unhappy
with how many times they had to contact the company, with
companies whose staff promised to call back but didn’t, with the
attitude of some staff, and with the fact that companies often viewed
the problem as resolved when in the customer's eyes it wasn't.
Customers rated highly the ease of registering their complaint and the
professionalism and attitude of company staff—but were much less
satisfied with their ability to take ownership of a complaint and

proactively find a resolution.



http://www.theage.com.au/environment/subsidies-planned-for-home-turbines-20091110-i7lv.html
http://www.theage.com.au/environment/subsidies-planned-for-home-turbines-20091110-i7lv.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/smart-meters-pay-now-pay-later-20090905-fc5h.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/smart-meters-pay-now-pay-later-20090905-fc5h.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/solar-panel-users-hit-with-higher-power-bills-20091007-gn8l.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/solar-panel-users-hit-with-higher-power-bills-20091007-gn8l.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/service-fees-drain-best-watersaving-efforts-20090905-fc5e.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/service-fees-drain-best-watersaving-efforts-20090905-fc5e.html
http://media.mediamonitors.com.au/ArticlePresenter.aspx?GUID=6184ecfe-9a09-44e1-aaae-aec9232d608b&ArticleID=56760642&output=pdfsearchable
http://www.theage.com.au/national/new-meter-to-crank-up-power-bills-20090822-euh5.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/new-meter-to-crank-up-power-bills-20090822-euh5.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/08/05/2646205.htm?section=justin
http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/08/05/2646205.htm?section=justin
http://www.ofgem.gov.uk/Consumers/CF/Documents1/CFcomplaintshandlingresearchsummary.pdf
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Same customer raising
the same issue

Sometimes, especially in hardship cases,
a customer might come back to us with
the same issue they raised in a previous
complaint.

Perhaps they‘ve received a disconnection
warning notice again, or they’re having
trouble negotiating a payment plan after a
previous one has failed.

We don‘t automatically open or re-open
a case in this circumstance.

If the customer’s present difficulty stems
from their failure to make payments
according to the payment plan agreed in
the previous complaint, we won't re-open it
unless the customer:

¢ makes a payment (one that is affordable)
beforehand

e undertakes to make regular affordable
payments, and

e agrees to work with a financial counsellor
during the course of the investigation.

Where a customer doesn’t make the payment
as agreed, a senior manager at EWOV will
consider whether it’s appropriate to
re-investigate the matter.

If there’s been a change in the customer’s
circumstances—such as a death in the family
or the loss of a job—we would re-open. If
nothing has changed, we probably wouldn’t.

Declining to investigate is not a course of
action we take lightly. But, where no
payments are made, we believe it's the
appropriate course of action—given EWOQV is
independent and not on the ‘side’ of either
the customer or the company.

However, we're aware that many of you are
advocates for your clients and we appreciate
the difficulties associated with your work.

To help you help your clients, we thought it
would be useful to explain EWOV'’s processes
in this type of case.

EWOV essentials

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

e refundable advances (security deposits)
e land and property issues

How do we resolve problems?

Most things can be sorted out through discussion
and agreement. In a small number of cases, the
Ombudsman makes a final decision—just like an
umpire. Decisions are binding on energy and
water companies and may include awards of up to
$20,000 or, if all parties agree, 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

Website: www.ewov.com.au

Postal address:
GPO Box 469 Melbourne Vic 3001

Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) Ltd
ABN: 57 070 516 175



http://www.ewov.com.au/
mailto:ewovinfo@ewov.com.au
http://www.ewov.com.au/Policies/Complaintform.aspx
http://www.ewov.com.au/

