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Message from
the Ombudsman
As winter approaches, so
too does anxiety about high
energy bills. In this edition
of Connect, we’re focusing on
winter energy consumption in
the household.
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Did this copy of EWOV
Connect come second-hand?
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Admin-Assistance@ewov.com.au

On page 4, EWOV’s highly experienced independent technical expert, Peter
Kennedy, answers some common energy use questions. He has also provided a
handy household consumption table with some great information on how much
different energy appliances consume – and how much they cost to run.
We always appreciate your feedback on Connect and would love to hear from you.
Feel free to drop us a line at EWOV.RCT@ewov.com.au if there are any topics you’d
like covered in upcoming editions.

Cynthia Gebert
Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
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Meet EWOV’s Independent Technical
Consultant
EWOV has on staff an independent technical expert, whose
role is to assist our conciliators by offering technical advice,
conduct home energy audits and review energy consumption
patterns to help resolve high bill investigations. Peter Kennedy
is a Licensed A-Grade electrical mechanic and a Registered
Electrical Contractor with over 31 years of experience under
his belt. With a wealth of industry experience and know-how,
Peter is an extremely valuable team member when it comes
to one of EWOV’s biggest complaint drivers: high electricity
bills.
An EWOV investigation into higher than expected electricity bills can sometimes
require a visit to the customer’s home to do an energy audit. This helps the EWOV
conciliator establish how much electricity the property has the capacity to consume,
based on both the appliances in the household and the customer’s advice about how
often they use those appliances.

Peter is an
extremely valuable
team member
when it comes to
one of EWOV’s
biggest complaint
drivers: high
electricity bills.

A high bill investigation is largely a process of elimination, and we consider several factors when trying
to establish if a customer has been charged correctly. While we often can’t pinpoint exactly which
appliance might have used a large amount of electricity, we are able to establish if a property has the
capacity to use the electricity the customer has been charged for.
The energy audit process is carried out by our technical advisor Peter, who measures the electrical
load of the property at the time of the visit. He then makes a checklist of all electrical appliances in the
house, asking the customer how often each appliance is used. Peter will then take a measurement of
how much energy each of those appliance consumes and collates this information to calculate how
much electricity the property has the capacity to use.
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We asked Peter to answer a few
of the more common customer
questions about energy consumption
in the home.
Q: In your experience, which appliances are generally
responsible for high bills?
A large portion of most customers’ electricity bills relate
to heating and cooling – this is even more
common in areas of Victoria that don’t have
access to natural gas.
Electric heaters are the most common culprit.
They come in many shapes and sizes (such
as oil filled column heaters, fan heaters or
convection panel heaters) but all use a similar
amount of power (approx 2000-watt).

What steps do you take yourself to
avoid high bills, especially after winter?

Slab heating is a very pleasant form of heating. It provides a
consistent level of heat throughout the home, it’s silent, it’s great
for people with allergies (as it doesn’t blow air around the home)
and it’s warm and comfortable underfoot.
Slab heating was very popular decades ago
when off-peak rates were considerably lower.
Unfortunately, it’s also the most expensive way
to heat a home.

The higher the
wattage, the
higher the energy
consumption.

As I have a better understanding of energy
consumption than most, I’ve been able to
keep my personal electricity consumption to a
minimum. For example, I keep an eye out for
standby loads (e.g televisions) that could easily be switched off.
I’ve also been conscious over the years when replacing certain
household appliances, to choose the most energy
efficient model within my price range.
I also have no incandescent or halogen lights
at home. All my lighting is either ‘Compact
Fluorescent Lamps’ (CFL) or ‘Light Emitting
Diodes’ (LED). CFL and LED lights generally
use around 20% of the energy of less efficient
equivalents.

My heater was labelled as ‘energy
efficient’ or ‘energy saving’. What
does that mean?
This is often ‘advertising spin’ and may
simply mean that this particular appliance uses
slightly less energy than similar appliances on the
market or previous models by the same company. The word
‘efficient’ is a bit non-descriptive, and whilst the appliance itself
may be able to efficiently heat a room, it does not necessarily
mean that it is cost efficient.
The key is to simply refer to the wattage of the appliance. The
higher the wattage, the higher the energy consumption.
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I’ve just moved into a house with slab-floor heating
in it. Is this an efficient way to heat my home?

Over my 10-years with EWOV I’ve worked on
several investigations involving slab heating, and
on many occasions, the customer hasn’t lived
in a house with slab heating before and raises
a complaint after receiving their first winter bill.
To give you an idea of how great the cost can
be, a slab heating case that came up recently
(for a particularly large property) was costing the
customer over $50.00 per day.

I have multiple rooms in my house; how can I keep
them all warm during winter?
Firstly, this will come at a cost, so you need to think about which
rooms really need to be heated.
If the house has ducted heating, it will likely have a
register (or vent) in most of the occupied rooms.
Savings can be achieved by closing the vents
in rooms that don’t need to be heated, such
as spare bedrooms. It’s best to also close the
doors to unused rooms. Whilst ducted heating
is expensive to run (it uses considerable
amounts of both gas for the burner and
electricity for the fan), it does have the added
benefit of providing an alternate form of
clothes drying in winter by simply placing a
clothes drying rack near a vent.
Many homes have one heater only, usually in the lounge
room. In these cases, one heater is unlikely to heat the whole
home, so I would recommend isolating the area to be heated.
I’ve seen many cases where a customer places electric heaters
in multiple rooms (usually bedrooms and living rooms). This will
successfully heat these rooms but will come at a great cost.
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Is a split/cycle heater/cooler more efficient than
having a free-standing heater and an air-con unit?
If the split system is an ‘inverter’ model, it will almost always
be more efficient than a free standing electric heater or old
fashioned wall air-conditioner.
One of the biggest problems with plug-in electric heaters (panel
etc) is that not only do they use a significant amount of power
(2,000-watt to 2,400-watt), but they are generally silent in
operation. The problem with this is that they effectively become
invisible and are often accidentally left on all day or overnight.

Does my hair straightener use a lot of energy?
Hair straighteners don’t actually use much energy (most are less
than 100-watt) but hair dryers do (approximately 2,000-watt).

What temperature should I set my heater to in winter
to avoid high bills?
For optimum efficiency, I would recommend setting the
thermostat at 18 - 20 degrees for winter heating and between 24
and 26 degrees for summer cooling.
Unfortunately, this does mean that you’ll no longer be able to
wear a T-shirt indoors during winter.

Will I really receive no more bills if I install solar
panels on my house?
The size of a solar customer’s bills depends on three factors:

My kids watch a lot of tv – how much
energy does my television use?
There are so many different types and sizes of
televisions that it’s almost impossible to give a
standardised answer for how much they will
cost to run.
For perspective, if you had four televisions of
different technologies, but of the same screen
size, they would rate in the following order, from
most efficient to least efficient.
•
•
•
•

LED
LCD
CRT (rear projection)
Plasma

Not only are plasma TV’s
inefficient, they also generate
heat. This is generally not
an issue in the winter, but
in summer this may result
in additional cooling being
required.

1. The size of the solar system.
2. The amount of electricity used within the

home.
3. The feed-in tariff applied.

Not only are plasma
TV’s inefficient,
they also generate
heat.

If a customer is a low electricity user, has a
decent sized solar system (2kw or more) and
is lucky enough to have the ‘Premium Feed
In Tariff’ (PFiT*) of 60 cents paid per kilowatt
hour (kwh) exported to the grid, then they may
in fact receive no bills if their credits exceed
the cost of consumption and service to the
property.

However, the majority of solar customers are on much less
generous tariffs (the current rate is 6.2 cents per Kwh exported
to the grid). In this scenario, a customer would need to export
in the range of 15 to 20kwh per day just to cover the service to
property cost. These customers are better off using as much of
their generated solar energy and exporting as little as they can.

*Please note:
The PFiT was closed to new customers in
late 2011 by the Victorian Government. The
Department of State Development, Business
and Innovation website has more information.
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Back to basics – Pete’s
practical tips for heating
and cooling.
As I grew up in a home with no cooling and one gas heater in
the lounge room, I have continued to apply the same simple
common sense methods of keeping the house comfortable as
those done by my parents.

Only heat the rooms you are using. Close the doors
to the rooms that are not being used. As a general rule, heat
rooms to approximately 18 – 20 degrees. Just because it’s
arctic outside, doesn’t mean it has to be tropical inside – a
comfortable living temperature will help avoid high bills. Each
degree makes a difference. Heaters have to work harder (and
use more energy) to reach high temperatures during colder
periods. If you have set your temperature or thermostat to 18 –
20 degrees, the heater will switch off once this temperature is
reached, instead of continually struggling to keep the heat at a
much higher temperature.
Don’t leave heating and cooling appliances on
overnight or when you are out, although slow combustion
stoves can be left on in very cold weather. If you must have the
house comfortable when you arrive home, install a timer and
turn your system on about 15 minutes before your return.

Rug up before turning up! Layering warm clothing and
wearing thick socks is a great way to keep yourself warm before
reaching for the thermostat.
Eliminate draughts. Keep hot air in and cold air out by using
rolled up towels or draft ‘snakes’ to block gaps under doors
where hot air might escape.
Draw the curtains. A large amount of heat is lost through
glass windows, so to retain warmth, make sure blinds and
curtains are drawn in the rooms you are heating. In winter, open
the blinds during the day to allow sunlight to heat the house,
and in summer, close blinds to avoid the house becoming over
heated. Shading north and west facing windows with external
blinds or vegetation can also help.

Looking for more info on heating?
Sustainability Victoria has some great tips
and tricks as well as plenty of information on
energy efficiency:
www.resourcesmart.vic.gov.au
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Winter energy efficiency
tips
The table below provides a handy guide to winter heating costs.
Given the nature of energy unit pricing is always shifting, we’ve
based this table on a price per KWh of $0.25 plus GST. This table
is intended to be used as a general guide as energy prices and
individual consumption will vary. You can encourage your clients
to use their own unit price (which can be found on the back of
any energy bill) to calculate their own consumption costs.
Appliance

Electric wall heater (e.g NoBo)

10 x halogen down-lights

Approximate
wattage

Operating cost
(inc GST)

2,000w

$0.55 per hour

500w

$0.14 per hour

So which heater should I choose?
10 x LED down lights

100w

$0.03 per hour

400-litre 2 door fridge/freezer
(in good condition)

1.4kWh per day

$0.38 per day

400-litre 2 door fridge/freezer
(in poor condition/damaged
seals)

3kWh per day plus

$0.82 per day plus

Using the table above, you might like to record how often (and
for how long) your heater is used at home over a week. For
example: a 2,400w electric fan heater, used for two hours in
the morning and five hours in the evening each week day, plus
seven hours of continuous use over the weekend, equates to 49
hours of use per week.
Multiply the consumption rate of 2.4 (based on 2,400 watts), by
the weekly hours of use (49 hours), to find out the number of
kWh used in a week—117.6kWh in this case. Multiplying 117.6kWh
by the unit price of $0.25 per kWh of energy equates to $32.34
(inc GST) a week for the heater alone. Or you could look at it as
$64.68 a fortnight or $194.04 a quarter.
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Electric heaters:
An electric heater can easily be moved around the house and
placed into rooms that need to be heated. Electric heaters are
generally cheaper to purchase and vary between the 1,500kW
and 2,400kW range.
Electric heaters are more suitable for use in smaller and more
confined spaces for short periods of time.
Gas heaters:
Gas heaters are traditionally more efficient and good value for
money. A gas heater is a good option if heating is required all
day or overnight.
Reverse-cycle air-conditioners:
This is a more expensive outlay initially, but a more efficient use
of energy over time. Reverse-cycle air-conditioners are most
suitable for open-plan living spaces and depending on the size,
you are also covered for summer cooling.
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Ask the Ombudsman
Mercedes Lentz is the Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre’s (CUAC) Executive
Officer. Mercedes has worked extensively in the energy, water and government
sectors where she has held strategic development and leadership roles.
How is the Ombudsman able to build on internally, and communicate externally, the
learnings from EWOV’s successful case investigations and resolutions on behalf of water
and energy consumers?
Continuous improvement in our case handling abilities is crucial to my office’s ongoing success. One example
of how we manage this internally, is through EWOV conciliators meeting regularly for peer review sessions
in which all types of cases - from the more simple billing to the more complicated affordability issues – are
assessed and discussed, particularly in the context of changes in the energy and water industries.
Externally, one of the key ways we share information about our case handling is by publishing a weekly case study on our website.
We’ve been doing this for a number of years and it’s resulted in a significant database of case studies, covering a wide range of topics,
being available to the public. In addition to this, we use case studies across all of our publication releases to illustrate successful case
management practices and to provide context to the data we release. This provides insight as to how EWOV assesses an array of issues
and what outcomes could be expected for customers.

The Ombudsman is in many ways at the front line in identifying emerging energy and water consumer pressures
and trends. Is there a better way for consumer organisations such as CUAC to receive this information in real
time to assist our policy and advocacy work on behalf of Victorian energy and water consumers?
Helping to identify emerging energy and water systemic issues and trends is certainly a valuable result of the case handling that we
undertake. Although we’re constantly monitoring trends through our Research and Communications Team, and through a dedicated
Systemic Issues Specialist, it is often not until several weeks or months down the track that we start to see customers coming through
to our scheme about a particular issue that may be affecting consumers. We are however regularly in touch with consumer advocacy
groups and our scheme participants to help us keep abreast of upcoming issues that may cause a spike in case loads. This ensures that
even if our scheme doesn’t see a great amount of cases, we are well equipped to handle the ones that do reach us.
In terms of actual reporting, we believe that our quarterly release of overall case data and analysis through Res Online, and across more
specific quarterly report releases including affordability and solar and Smart Meter cases, does provide a relatively up-to-date review of
energy and water complaint trends. Through the release of these publications and ongoing engagement with industry organisations, we
aim to place our stakeholders in the best position possible to collaborate on emerging issues affecting energy and water consumers.

Water and electricity are essential services. How does the Ombudsman plan to respond to the pressures Victorian
consumers face in their fair access to these?
Like many industry and consumer groups, we are highly concerned about the growing affordability issues that face many vulnerable
Victorian consumers. EWOV has a unique role as the independent dispute resolution body, and through the sharing of our experiences
in managing customer complaints, we are able to assist regulatory decision makers, energy and water providers and the community and
advocacy sectors by providing details of consumer experience.
Only a few months back we released a comprehensive report A closer look at affordability: An Ombudsman’s perspective on energy
and water hardship in Victoria to provide detailed insight into our experiences in managing affordability type cases. In this report we put
forward a number of recommendations to key stakeholders along with my view that energy and water affordability in the community
must be addressed together and in collaboration.
In the meantime, we are constantly adapting to the needs of our customers, whether this be through changes to our front-line staff
processes or increasing community engagement programs. We strive as best we can within our means to create community awareness
about the availability of our free and independent dispute resolution services.
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EWOV in the community
Boroondara Chinese Senior Citizens
Association (BCSCA)
On 13 April 2015, we travelled to Balwyn to meet with the
BCSCA at the Evergreen Centre. We spoke with members about
our role in the energy and water sector and their rights and
responsibilities as energy and water consumers. We covered
energy conservation, saving money on energy and water bills
and provided information about concessions.

Australian Vietnamese Women’s
Association (AVWA) – Energy Expo
EWOV was invited to hold a stall at this year’s Energy Expo
hosted by the AVWA. Over 250 guests came along to hear talks
on solar energy and energy efficiency, and to hear presentations
by the Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre and government
representatives to discuss the ‘My Power Planner’ website. The
day was a great success with EWOV passing out over 1,000 fact
sheets and brochures to energy savvy consumers.

Bring Your Bills Days (BYBD)
The Footscray Community Legal Centre (FCLC) has taken a fresh
approach to Bring Your Bills Days (BYBD) this year and we’ve
already seen some great changes in the resources available on
the day and the number of attendees participating. EWOV has
participated in five BYBD sessions since the last issue of Connect
in March 2015 and has many more coming up. Follow us on
Twitter @ewov or contact Steph in our communications team at
Steph.Booth@ewov.com.au to find out about future sessions.
Kildonan Uniting Care and Victorian energy distributor Jemena
have teamed up for a series of BYBD events to be held across
June – August 2015. These sessions include energy efficiency
talks, and tips and tricks on saving money on energy bills. There
are also a great range of representatives from many community
organisations available to answer your questions about energy,
telecommunication, council bills and more.
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EWOV Roadshow
EWOV hits the road again this year for a Community Roadshow.
Travelling across Victoria, we plan to visit community agencies
across the state to discuss the energy and water issues that most
effect them, and to debut our new website videos. Stay tuned
for the next edition of Connect in September for more details of
how your agency can request a visit.

EWOV Open Days
Interested in learning more about EWOV? EWOV holds Open
Day sessions throughout the year for groups of 8-12 people.
This free-of-charge and exclusive 2-3 hour session is designed
to provide financial counsellors and community workers alike
with an opportunity to learn more about our scheme and what
support we can provide to you and your clients. Learn about
our External Dispute Resolution processes, complaint handling
systems and enjoy morning tea
with your colleagues while
having a Q&A with the energy
Ombudsman Cynthia Gebert
and some of EWOV’s most
senior conciliators. Contact
Steph.Booth@ewov.com.au or
on 03) 8672 4357 to register
your interest in participating in
a session.
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Want more info
on EWOV in the
community?
Check out our
flyer and get in
touch.
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EWOV Publications and
Reports
Weekly Case Studies
EWOV’s Quarterly Affordability
Report
Our May release of the quarterly Affordability Report showed
a 70% increase in debt collection cases during the January to
March 2015 period when compared to the previous quarter. This
was a 13% increase on the same period in 2014 and included a
significant increase in cases involving debt collection by water
corporations. One energy retailer had more than doubled the
amount of debt collection cases lodged with EWOV.

1 January 2015 to 31 March 2015

RELEASED May 2015

$

QUARTERLY EWOV

AFFORDABILITY REPORT
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A weekly feature on our website, we upload a new case study
each week about many of the common, and not so common,
cases we handle. They also offer a great overview of EWOV’s
complaint handling process and the timeline of a complaint. The
case studies provide insight into how EWOV addresses different
energy and water industry issues, from supply and provision to
financial hardship and debt collection. Check them out online.

