
  

The Energy and Water Ombudsman 

(Victoria) (EWOV) opened in May 
1996. To 31 March 2010, we  

had handled almost 215,000  energy 

and water cases, mostly residential.  
 

¶ We provide independent advice, 

information and referral regarding 
energy and water services.  

¶ We receive, investigate and facilitate 

the resolution of complaints involving 
consumers and energy and water 

service companies in Victoria.  

¶ We identify, and where appropriate 

redress, systemic issues and refer 

these to energy and water companies 
and regulators.  

¶ We work with customer groups, 

industry and regulators to drive 
ongoing customer service 

improvement and to prevent 
complaints.  

 

Message from the Ombudsman  

In the first issue of EWOV Connect , I said our aim  
was to create a regular resource to help community 
workers, as they go about their work with clients who 
have electricity, gas and water issues. We knew that 
keeping up with developments in industries subject to 
such extensive and continuous change can be hard.  

With EWOV Connect now into its fifth year and 
changes around the electricity, gas and water  
industries still on the agenda, we understand from  

you that staying up - to -date is as important as ever.  

In this issue, we bring you a summary of recent  
case trends, complaint outcomes, and current,  
emerging and systemic issues from Resolution 28 ,  
our mid -year newsletter, released on 14 May 2010.  

Thereôs information about state and national  
regulatory reviews of energy retailersô hardship  
programs and interesting data from recent reports put 
out by the Essential Services Commission (ESC) on 
the performance of energy and water companies.  

On the EWOV front, weôve also included an update on 

some important policies related to our complaint  
handling and key results from our latest consumer 
awareness research.  

We trust that EWOV Connect continues to be a  
valuable resource and we welcome your feedback and  
suggestions for future issues. Please send these to 

Kerrie Milburn -Clark, Manager Public Affairs and  
Policy: Kerrie.Milburn -Clark@ewov.com.au  

 
 

 
Fiona McLeod, Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)  
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Twice a year, we put out a public report on EWOV cases, issues, 
trends and case studies. One of these is our Annual Report released  
in November. The other is our mid -year report, Resolution.   
Resolution 28 , released recently, reports on the second half of 2009.  

Cases received  

We received 20,642 energy and water cases from Victorian  
customers from July to December 2009. 18,149 were complaints and 
2,493 were enquiries.   

Complaint investigations and outcomes  

We investigated 3,972 of the complaints ðmore investigations than 
weôve had for any six-month period since EWOV opened in 1996.  
91% of investigated complaints were conciliated. 1,067 payment 
plans were negotiated. 1,536 apologies were provided by companies. 
$1,508,809 was provided in billing adjustments, fee waivers, debt  

reductions/waivers and other service payments.  

Most common issues  

Billing  remained the most common source of complaint  
(44% of all issues). Billing errors, high bills and backbills topped  
the list for electricity and gas customers. For water customers,  
it was fees and charges and high bills.  

Customer service followed at 14% of all issues, mostly about  
poor service and failure to respond.  

Transfer  (the process of changing from one electricity or gas  
retailer to another) accounted for 13% of issues ðmost  
commonly about contract terms.  

Credit  also accounted for 13% of issues. Disconnection of  
energy supply is a common credit sub - issue, with cases about the 
actual disconnection of electricity for account arrears continuing to 
increase. They are now at levels similar to those in the second half of 
2004, when the wrongful disconnection payment was introduced.  
We received 629 cases about actual disconnection of energy for  

account arrears (309 electricity and 320 natural gas).  

Cases and issues for individual companies  

In the industry sections of Resolution 28 , youôll find most common 
complaint issues and two years of case trend data for all companies  
in the EWOV scheme.  

Latest trends in energy and water cases:  

investigated complaints, outcomes, issues  

With more  

EWOV 

investigations 

than ever,  

billing,  

customer service, 

transfer and 

credit are  

the most common 

sources of 

complaints  

BACK TO PAGE 1  

Read more  

» Our Resolution 28 webpage (under Publications) also gives you links to  

earlier issues of Resolution : http://www.ewov.com.au/Publications/Resolution.aspx  

http://www.ewov.com.au/Publications/Resolution.aspx
http://www.ewov.com.au/Publications/Resolution.aspx
http://www.ewov.com.au/Publications/Resolution.aspx
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Emerging issues ðsmart meters and solar  

In the second half of 2009, we recorded 73 smart meter cases . We 
investigated 11 of them. Theyôre continuing to come inðdue, we think, 
to media coverage of the State Governmentôs smart meter rollout and 

customers receiving their first bills after installation of the new meter.  

The Essential Services Commission (ESC) has also been undertaking a 
regulatory review of smart meters. In responding to this review, we 
highlighted issues to do with bill format (being able to verify bills and 
have access to historical information), remote connection and  
disconnection, and billing cycles.  

 

Emerging issues ðsolar power  

In the second half of 2009, we received 393 solar cases . These raised 
a range of billing problems, including no feed -in or buyback credits 
noted on bills, solar generation charged rather than credited, higher 
than expected bills after installation of the solar PV system, billing  
delays and additional account charges. Customers have also been  
contacting us with complaints about solar installation companies . 
Because these companies are not EWOV scheme participants, we canôt 
accept these complaints ðbut weôre able to help customers by referring 
them to the following organisations:  

¶ The  Clean Energy Council has a dispute resolution process for  

customers with complaints about solar installation companies: 
www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au  

¶ Consumer Affairs Victoria will investigate complaints about  

solar products and their installation: www.consumer.vic.gov.au  

¶ The  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
(ACCC) is investigating some solar installation companies for   
misleading marketing practices: www.accc.gov.au  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emerging issues in energy and water cases  

Some new issues 
have emerged  

as customers 
install solar 
systems and  
smart meters  
roll out  
across Victoria  

Ù What does this mean for you?  

         Knowing where to direct client complaints about the different aspects  
         of solar power/installation should help speed resolution.  

More information  

» xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

 

More information  

» EWOVôs response to the ESCôs open letter about smart meters is  

on our website, under Policy & Research/Public submissions:  
http://www.ewov.com.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/PDF/

Responses/2010/ESC -Smart -Meter - Review_EWOV -comments_Feb2010.pdf  

» There's more information on this review on the ESC website, under  

Energy/Consultations: http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Consultations/

Smart+meters+regulatory+review/Smart+meters+regulatory+review.htm  

BACK TO PAGE 1  

http://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au
http://www.consumer.vic.gov.au
http://www.accc.gov.au
http://www.ewov.com.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/PDF/Responses/2010/ESC-Smart-Meter-Review_EWOV-comments_Feb2010.pdf
http://www.ewov.com.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/PDF/Responses/2010/ESC-Smart-Meter-Review_EWOV-comments_Feb2010.pdf
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Consultations/Smart+meters+regulatory+review/
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Consultations/Smart+meters+regulatory+review/
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An important part of EWOVôs role is to identify and report systemic  
issues arising from the cases we receive. Two issues we identified in 
the second half of 2009 follow ðothers are reported in Resolution 28.  

Requesting a refundable advance before other options  

Having signed up with a door -to -door energy salesperson, one  
customer found his first bill included a request for a cash deposit of 
$150. His retailer had told him that, under the Energy Retail Code , it 
was allowed to request a refundable advance and, while this wasnôt 
mentioned in the original contract information, it was in the fine print 
of another document sent to him. The customer told us heôd provided 
the sales representative with all required identification and didnôt have 
arrears with a previous energy retailer. We alerted the Essential  
Services Commission (ESC) to this practice.   

A subsequent ESC audit of the retailerôs procedures found that  
door - to -door customers werenôt being told a credit check may be  
performed or that a refundable advance might be required. In  

contravention of the code, customers with no credit rating were being 
treated in the same way as those with an unsatisfactory credit rating. 
The retailer was also relying on the policies and procedures of its third 
party collection agencies to ensure its own compliance with the code ð
but those contracts didnôt specifically require these agencies to comply 
with relevant guidelines or the retailer to monitor that compliance.  

The ESC directed that the retailer not request or take refundable  
advances from customers until it had satisfied the ESC that its  
processes complied with the requirements of clause 8.1(a) of the code.  

Concession details lost in the system  

One customer complained that, despite several contacts with her  

energy retailer over the past year, she couldnôt get concessions  
applied to her gas account. Our investigation of this complaint  
revealed a data migration problem associated with the installation of a 
new billing system. The retailer explained the system allowed  
concession card details to be entered once only. This meant a  
customerôs details couldnôt be added to both their electricity and gas 
accounts. The retailer advised that a manual system had been put in 

place temporarily and it was working on an automated solution.  

Systemic issues in energy and water cases  

EWOV cases 
sometimes raise 

issues which may 
also have affected 

other customers 
who havenôt 

lodged complaints  
with us but who 

may still be 
entitled to redress  

Ù What does this mean for you?  

Even though EWOV may receive as few as one complaint about a  
problem, other customers may be affected. If one of your clients is in 
this situation, knowing a bit more may help you help them reach a 
speedy resolution. On pages 14 & 15 of Resolution 28 (and in this  
óThe big pictureô part PDF) youôll find other systemic issues we identified 
in the second half of 2009 ðincluding disconnection notices that showed 
EWOVôs fax number instead of our phone number, wrongly applied  
merchant fees, double -charging of climate saver rates and inequities in 
apportioning water bills within large developments.  

BACK TO PAGE 1  

http://www.ewov.com.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/PDF/Resolution/Res28/EWOV_Res28_the-big-picture.pdf
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State and  

national regulators 

are consulting  

to ensure  

customer  

hardship policies 

and programs 

operate  

in the way  

theyôre intended to 

Review of energy retailersô hardship programs 

In January 2010, the Essential Services Commission (ESC) announced 
a review of energy retailersô hardship programs. This follows the first 
reporting on hardship performance indicators by the ESC in December 
2009. In that report, the ESC expressed some concerns ðincluding 
about the high proportion of customers leaving financial hardship  
programs (but not at their choice) and whether energy retailers may 
be relying on Utility Relief Grants provided by the Victorian  
Department of Human Services (DHS) as a means of settling customer 
debts, rather than offering timely and affordable payment plans.  
 
The ESCôs review has included further analysis of its December 2009  

hardship indicator data, written surveys of key stakeholders to obtain 
information on customersô experiences in the various company  
financial hardship programs, advice from DHS on the Utility Relief  
and Capital Grants Programs, and face - to - face interviews with retailers 
and relevant consumer agencies.  
 

 

Looking to develop national hardship indicators  

In April 2010, the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) put out an issues 
paper on the development of national hardship indicators. The AER  
says that, under the proposed Retail Law, it will be required to monitor 
and report on retailer performance in relation to their customer  
hardship policies.  As part of this monitoring role, the AER will be  

required to develop a set of national hardship indicators, against which 
the performance of retailers and the implementation of their hardship 
policies will be assessed.  

This preliminary consultation paper looks at existing jurisdictional 
hardship requirements and indicators, and explores ideas for the  
development of national hardship indicators.  The paper also poses a 

series of questions for stakeholders on the proposed indicators.   

EWOV is part of the stakeholder working group the AER has drawn  
together to help with its work in this area. The group includes peak  
representative bodies. Its first meeting is scheduled for late May 2010.  

Regulators looking into hardship programs  

Read more  

» The ESCôs web page covering its work on hardship programs: 
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/exeres/0365B775 -CD7E-4005 -85FD -
4231C5EC18A8.htm  

 

Read more  

» The AERôs web page covering its work on national hardship indicators: 
http://www.aer.gov.au/content/index.phtml/itemId/736022  

 

http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/exeres/0365B775-CD7E-4005-85FD-4231C5EC18A8.htm
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/NR/exeres/0365B775-CD7E-4005-85FD-4231C5EC18A8.htm
http://www.aer.gov.au/content/index.phtml/itemId/736022
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Our complaint 

handling policies 

seek to speed 

resolution, while 

delivering  

fair and 

reasonable 

outcomes for 

consumers and 

companies  

óPayment of undisputed amountsô policy 

The requirement for customers to pay, or make payments towards,  
undisputed amounts and ongoing charges is a standard part of EWOVôs 
dispute resolution process. Itôs also reflected in the Energy Retail Code . 

This ensures debt doesnôt unnecessarily or unreasonably build up  
during investigations. It also demonstrates good faith on the part of 
the customer and a commitment to the EWOV dispute resolution  
process. We take a case by case approach to working out the payments 
each customer should make. We make a fair and reasonable  
assessment, based on all available information and wonôt knowingly 
allow a customer to use our processes to avoid paying a debt.  

We also ensure the customer (whether residential or business) knows 
whatôs expected of them. We discuss the policy with them when they 
contact us, we reach agreement on the amounts to be paid, and we 
confirm this to them in writing. Where a company tells us a customer 
isnôt making payments as agreed, we contact the customer and request 
payment within seven days.  If it isn't received, we give them a further 

seven days. If payment still isnôt received, we close the complaint. 

óFinancial hardship complaint handlingô policy 

Weôve recently updated EWOVôs policy and processes for complaints 
involving potential or actual customer financial hardship, both  
temporary and long term.  

Our óFinancial hardship complaint handling policyô aims to: 

¶ achieve consistency in hardship complaint handling  

¶ conduct timely investigations of hardship complaints to  
minimise accrual of customer debt  

¶ facilitate sustainable outcomes for customers and energy and  
water companies.  

While all three aims are equally important, the concept of sustainability 
firmly underpins our approach. We want to help customers manage and 
pay for their energy and water usage.  

We also want to help energy and water companies promote customer 
habits of sustainable payment and usage, and identify customers who 
may require further assistance. To present a customer with unrealistic 
and unsupported outcomes around what they must pay, or how they 
must use energy or water, is setting them up to fail. Weôre working to 
achieve complaint outcomes that are sustainable for all parties.  

Update on EWOV complaint handling policies  

Ù What does this mean for you?  

         Sometimes people donôt understand why we expect them to make  
 payments towards amounts on their bills which arenôt in dispute and 
         towards their ongoing energy or water charges also. By understanding  
 this EWOV policy, you will be able to help your clients work within it,  
 towards a sustainable outcome to their complaint.  
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In a world of  

easy information 

exchange,  

privacy is an 

increasingly 

important issue, 

and one that  

EWOV  

takes very 

seriously  

EWOV has a robust and comprehensive Privacy Policy, which ensures 
our compliance with the Privacy Amendment (Private Sector) Act 2000  
and National Privacy Principles (NPPs) set out under this Act. The NPPs 
provide a framework for our collection and use of personal information.  

Itôs common for people to call us on behalf of someone else who has a 
complaint. The person calling may be a financial counsellor, an  
advocate, a family member, a solicitor, or even from an organisation 
or a business. Before we can tell them anything about the customerôs 
account, or the progression of their complaint, we must have a  
completed Authority to Act (ATA) form. We have these forms in 13  
different languages. If you are ringing on behalf of a client, ask about 

this when you contact us.  

Our Privacy Policy also extends to the collection and holding of third 
party and sensitive information. For example, sometimes we receive 
information about someone other than the person making the  
complaint. Depending on the nature of that information we may need 
to destroy it, de - identify it, or ask the customer to advise the third 

party that we hold personal information about them. As a general rule, 
itôs better not to send us this type of information, unless you think itôs  
crucial to the investigation and resolution of the complaint. Weôre  
usually able to complete an investigation, even where it involves a 
third party, without recording any personal information relating to that 
third party.  

If your clients signed up to the Governmentôs Do Not call Register, 
they should recheck that their registration is still current. If they  
registered over 3 years ago, it may not be and theyôre likely to start 
receiving marketing calls again. There are moves to extend this period 
of registration though. On 14 May 2010, legislation was passed to 
make a number of changes to the Register. Included was provision to  
extend the registration period beyond the current 3 years. While 

changes are expected to come into effect on 30 May 2010, itôs a good 
idea for people to recheck if theyôre concerned about being called. 

Privacy principles and EWOV cases  

BACK TO PAGE 1  

Read more  

» EWOVôs Privacy Policy is on our web site (under About EWOV): 
http://www.ewov.com.au/policies/privacy.aspx  

» Also on our web site, youôll find Authority to Act forms for individuals,  

businesses and Members of Parliament (under How to make a complaint):  
http://www.ewov.com.au/GotaProblem/Howtomakeacomplaint.aspx  

» The National Privacy Principles (NPPs) are linked on the web site of the  

Privacy Commissioner: http://www.privacy.gov.au/law/act/npp  

While weôre on privacy ... 

Read more  

Information on the Do Not Call Register website:  
https://www.donotcall.gov.au/  

http://www.ewov.com.au/policies/privacy.aspx
http://www.ewov.com.au/GotaProblem/Howtomakeacomplaint.aspx
http://www.privacy.gov.au/law/act/npp
https://www.donotcall.gov.au/
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Regulatory reports 

present a range  

of useful data  

on the energy  

and water 

industries  

and individual 

companies  

Since 1995, the Essential Services Commission (ESC) has issued  
annual reports on aspects of the performance of Victoriaôs energy 
and water companies. These reports are a valuable source of  
comparative information about how different energy and water  

companies are operating within their industry sectors.  

Energy  

The ESC released its most recent Energy Retail Businesses  
Compliance Report in February 2010. In it, youôll find information 
about breaches by individual energy retailers of the Energy Retail 

Code , the Marketing Code of Conduct and Retail Licence provisions. 
This includes breaches of obligations to provide accurate information  
to customers, to comply with fair trading laws (including cooling -off  
periods) and to ensure that customers give their explicit informed  
consent to contracts. Thereôs also information about breaches of  
regulatory obligations in relation to disconnection of supply.  

Water  

The ESCôs most recent water performance report came out in April 
2010. Amongst other things, this Performance of urban water and 
sewerage businesses 2008 - 09 report covers affordability issues, 
providing information such as:  

¶ the range of average 2008 -09 household bills for water and  

sewerage services ðfrom $520 (South East Water) to $881  

(Central Highlands Water)  

¶ average household consumption levels being generally higher in  
regional Victoria (184kL per household) than in metropolitan  
Melbourne (147 kL)  

¶ 3,033 domestic customers (including 591 on concession) with water 

supply restricted for non -payment of water bills ðGoulburn Valley 
Water had the highest proportion of domestic restrictions (1.78 per 
100 customers), while City West Water didnôt restrict any domestic 
customers  

¶ legal action taken against 1,042 customers (including 939 domestic 

customers) for non -payment of water bills  

The report also includes 2008 -09 information on customer service and 
complaint handling, water supply reliability, drinking water quality and 

environmental performance.  

Information from the ESCôs latest  

energy and water performance reports  

Read more  

» The ESCôs Energy Performance Reports web page: 
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Regulation+and+Compliance/
Performance+Reports/  

Read more  

» The ESCôs Water Performance Reports web page: 
http://esc.vic.gov.au/public/Water/Regulation+and+Compliance/
Performance+reports/Water+performance+reports/Performance+reports.htm  

http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Regulation+and+Compliance/Performance+Reports/
http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/public/Energy/Regulation+and+Compliance/Performance+Reports/
http://esc.vic.gov.au/public/Water/Regulation+and+Compliance/Performance+reports/Water+performance+reports/Performance+reports.htm
http://esc.vic.gov.au/public/Water/Regulation+and+Compliance/Performance+reports/Water+performance+reports/Performance+reports.htm
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Awareness of  

and easy access to 

EWOVôs services 

are key priorities 

for us ðcustomer  

surveys help us 

monitor and  

build on  

the work weôve 

done to date  

Each year, we commission independent research into EWOV awareness 
among consumers across Victoria. We also take the opportunity to ask 
about issues relevant to our work. Here are some key findings from 
our most recent survey in March 2010.  

Where Victorians would go for help  

Consistent with 2009 findings, most people stated theyôd seek help 
from an Ombudsman if they found themselves in a dispute with an 
electricity, gas or water company (60% in 2009 and 55% in 2010). 
There were significant increases in the proportion of Victorians who 
would seek information from other sources too ðsuch as the  
Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal, the Australian  
Competition and Consumer Commission and Consumer Affairs  
Victoria (from 4% in 2009 to 8% in 2010), the internet (from 4%  
in 2009 to 8% in 2010), and family and friends (from 1% in 2009  
to 5% in 2010).  

Awareness of EWOV  

Awareness of EWOV among Victorians remains stable (56% in 2010 
compared to 58% in 2009, but has significantly increased since 2007 
(49%). The main groups contributing to this increase over time have 
been females (from 46% in 2007 to 53% in 2010), those living in  
Melbourne (from 48% in 2007 to 56% in 2010), and those who donôt 
currently hold a concession card (from 46% in 2007 to 55% in 2010).  

How Victorians initially find out about EWOV  

Customers highlighted media (20%) and word of mouth (19%) as  
the most common sources of initial information about EWOV.  

Hardship experienced in the last 12 months due to  
electricity, gas or water bills  

Regional Victorians were more likely to have experienced hardship as  
a result of electricity, gas or water bills in the past year (40%)  
compared to those living in Melbourne (28%). So too were those  
holding a current concession card (46%) compared to those without  
a current concession card (23%).  

Past dealings with EWOV  

Since 2008, more Victorians have been saying theyôve had contact 
with us personally (6% in 2008; 8% in 2009; 11% in 2010). This year,  
significantly more said they knew of immediate family members whoôd 
dealt with us (7% compared to 4% in 2009) and extended family 
members (6% compared to 2%).  

 
 

 

 

   

Tracking consumer awareness of EWOV  
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