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THE OMBUDSMAN’S VIEW

Issues that we’re watching

This edition of Res Online reports on EWOV cases for the period July to September 2015. 

While cases overall were still down on those for the same quarter in 2014, they were up 

8% against cases for the April to June 2015 quarter. 

Gas cases stood out with a 26% increase overall — gas billing cases were up 44% and 

gas credit cases were up 22%. In reporting this result, we note that some parts of Victoria 

experienced their coldest winter in decades.

Also evident was a 41% increase in cases about actual disconnection of energy supply against 

cases for the April to June 2015 quarter — cases about actual electricity disconnection were 

up 37% and those about actual gas disconnection were up 47%.1

2014-15: a year of transition

We released EWOV’s 2015 Annual Report on 14 October 2015. As I reported in my overview 

of the past year, 2014-15 was a year of transition for EWOV — one in which we managed an 

unusual set of operational challenges, underpinned by a shift away from high volumes of less 

complex cases towards a higher proportion of complaints requiring an Investigation. Many of 

these Investigations concerned the credit issues of energy disconnection and collection (debt 

collection and credit default listing).

As well as detailed information on EWOV’s complaint resolution process and outcomes, 

our Annual Report addresses issues and trends and provides an overview of issues 

‘hot spots’ around the state. It also includes a breakdown of the cases for each of 

EWOV’s participating electricity, gas and water companies. More about the Annual 

Report on page 5.

From other recent EWOV reports

We’ve also released our latest quarterly Solar and Smart Meter Report. One of the 

issues the report highlights is customer feedback about a lack of information about 

the General Feed-in Tariff (GFiT). More about the Solar and Smart Meter Report on page 6.

One of the issues highlighted in our latest quarterly Affordability Report is a 26% increase in cases about payment difficulties. 

More about the Affordability Report on page 7.

Cynthia Gebert

Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)

1 These figures do not include LPG cases.

Gas cases stood 
out with a 26% 

increase overall... In 
reporting this result, we 
note that some parts of 

Victoria experienced 
their coldest winter in 

decades. 

Cynthia Gebert
Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) 

If you have any feedback about Res Online, 

please contact Matt Helme, EWOV's Research and 

Communications Manager at: 

rct.ewov@ewov.com.au.

http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2015-annual-report
http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2015-annual-report/data-visualisations
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/scheme-participant-data-2015/electricity-sp-data
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/scheme-participant-data-2015/gas-sp-data
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/scheme-participant-data-2015/water-sp-data
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/solar-and-smart-meter-report-oct-2015
mailto:rct.ewov%40ewov.com.au?subject=
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LATEST EWOV REPORTS

2015 EWOV Annual Report

Extracts from ‘The Ombudsman’s overview’

• The move away from high volumes of cases about relatively 

straight-forward issues has been very welcome. I’m hopeful it 

represents a new normal for EWOV, enabling the scheme to 

operate on a more traditional Ombudsman model, as an office of 

last resort, and allowing us to refocus our dispute resolution on 

more complex, unresolved complaints.

• Issues of affordability and financial hardship show no sign of 

disappearing and, continue to demand a concerted collaborative 

approach from all stakeholders. One thing we’ll be focusing on 

going forward — which we believe is in the interests of both companies and customers — is the 

sustainability of the payment plans we negotiate as complaint outcomes, to ensure these are realistic, 

maintainable and reflect the customer’s capacity to pay. 

• To help progress complaint types where entrenched positions and/or different views are common, 

we’ve developed position statements, setting out our general approach to certain types of 

complaints as well as improving complaint handling consistency around these issues, the new 

position statements are improving understanding between us and the companies about how these 

types of complaints can be most effectively investigated and resolved.

Headline stats

• 50,437 cases received by EWOV in 2014-15, down 40% from 2013-14

 x 48,378 complaints, down 41%

 x 2,059 enquiries, down 21%

• 34,524 electricity cases, down 43%

• 13,066 gas cases, down 37%

• 2,383 water cases, down 14%

Complaint issues top 5

1. Credit: energy disconnection/water restriction for account arrears 

2. Credit: debt collection and credit default listing

3. Billing: high 

4. Billing: backbill 

5. Billing: error 

Case studies

• Financial hardship evident in customer’s electricity and gas disconnections

• A better response early on could have prevented billing problems and supply disconnection

• Underlying cause of customer’s high bills was hidden by ongoing billing problems

• Overcharged due to meter programming and recording errors

Read more

• Report in full

• Interactive graphics (case numbers, complaint issues, case process, complaint rates by region)

• 2015 video summary

ENERGY AND WATER 
OMBUDSMAN 
Victoria Listen Assist Resolve

2
0

15 EWOV
Annual Report

http://ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/15404/EWOV_2015_Annual_Report.pdf
http://ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2015-annual-report/data-visualisations
http://ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2015-annual-report/2015-ewov-webcast
http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2015-annual-report
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Quarterly Solar and Smart Meter Report 
(October 2015)

From the commentary on solar cases

• Many customers said they did not know the General Feed-in 

Tariff (GFiT) could be changed during their fixed-term contracts.

• Many customers said the lowering of the GFiT was not clearly 

communicated to them.

• EWOV therefore encourages both industry and government to 

proactively communicate the Essential Services Commission 

(ESC)’s recent Final Decision to customers and advise that a GFiT 

of 5.0 cents/kWh will apply from 1 January 2016 (or another date 

after this that the electricity retailer nominates).

Solar headline stats

• 877 cases – down 20% compared to the last quarter

 x high bill cases up 86% 

 x GFiT cases up 16%

From the commentary on Smart Meter cases

• EWOV expected to see the continued reduction in the volume of Smart Meter-related cases due to 

the effective completion of the rollout and Smart Meters becoming the accepted norm in Victoria.

• Encouragingly all case issues were down compared to the same period in 2014.

Smart Meter headline stats

• 457 cases – down 17% compared to the last quarter

 x high bill cases up 14% 

 x estimated bill cases down 50% 

 x Smart Meter rebate cases down 72%

Case studies

• A customer discovers she is placed on the wrong Feed-in Tariff after receiving a higher than expected 

electricity bill. 

• A customer with a delayed Smart Meter installation wanted the Smart Meter rebate paid.

Read more

• Report in full

1 Quarterly EWOV Solar and Smart Meter Report | 1 July 2015 to 30 September 2015 Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) Ltd | ABN 57 070 516 175

QUARTERLY EWOV

SOLAR AND SMART METER REPORT 

1 July 2015 to 30 September 2015     RELEASED October 2015

http://ewov.com.au/reports/solar-and-smart-meter-report-oct-2015
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/solar-and-smart-meter-report-oct-2015
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Affordability Report (November 2015)

From the report commentary

• Affordability issues, such as payment difficulties, debt collection 

and disconnection/restriction, mostly fall within EWOV’s ‘credit’ 

category of cases.

• The proportion of credit cases compared with the total volume 

of EWOV cases increased by two percentage points in the July 

to September 2015 quarter to the highest level ever recorded – 

31% of total EWOV cases.

• Most customers (79%) owed arrears at the closure of their 

disconnection/restriction complaint. For those with arrears 

owing, the median debt at closure was $1,223.88.

Affordability headline stats

• 3,459 credit cases in the July to September 2015 quarter – up 12% on cases for the previous quarter

 x payment difficulty cases up 26% 

 x a 12% fall in debt collection cases was offset by a 17% increase in credit rating cases

 x in 36% of collection cases, a default listing was removed as part of the complaint resolution. 

Case studies  

• Retailer accepted EWOV’s independent assessment of the customer’s financial situation and our 

recommendation on a suitable payment plan.

• Having been disconnected from both electricity and gas, the customer (who had previously rejected 

his retailer’s offer of hardship assistance) agreed to set up payment plans on the hardship program.

• The customer’s final bill had been referred to a debt collection agency in error.

Read more

• Report in full

QUARTERLY EWOV

AFFORDABILITY REPORT

1 July 2015 to 30 September 2015     RELEASED November 2015

$

http://ewov.com.au/reports/affordability-report-nov-2015
http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/solar-and-smart-meter-report-oct-2015
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CASE STUDY
The customer was reassured her $40 payment plan was fine, even though her arrears were 

increasing  

This customer’s situation demonstrates the importance of energy retailers and customers 

monitoring usage against existing payment plans to ensure that arrears aren’t building 

up. It highlights problems that can arise when usage exceeds payments over a sustained 

period and neither party takes action to address the situation. 

The customer changed gas retailer in May 2015. She’d been with her previous gas retailer 

for around five years, paying $40 fortnightly on an agreed payment plan. In mid-July 2015, she 

received a letter from the previous retailer seeking immediate payment of an outstanding final 

bill of $1,092.35. In mid-August 2015, she received another final bill for $1,292.35. When  

she rang the retailer to query these bills, she was told she owed $1,012.35.

The customer said her payment plan of $40 a fortnight had been reviewed by the retailer 12 months earlier. At that time, she was told 

her fortnightly payments of $40 would cover her usage. She said she understood this to mean her account wouldn’t go into arrears, so 

she continued the $40 payments. She said she’d noticed her gas bill seemed a bit high from time to time, but when she queried this she 

was told it was common over winter and things would even out over summer. She said she asked the retailer whether she could just 

continue the $40 payments to clear the final bill arrears, but was told her account had been closed and the final balance must be paid. 

Dissatisfied and unable to make a large payment, she contacted EWOV for assistance.

When an Assisted Referral didn’t resolve the issue, we opened an Investigation. The gas retailer confirmed the arrears. In its view a full 

waiver wasn’t reasonable, because the billing was based on the customer’s actual usage, and the gas bills she’d been receiving clearly 

showed the arrears increasing. However, it acknowledged that the customer’s payment plan had been assessed some 12 months earlier 

and she was told her payments of $40 a fortnight were sufficient. It offered a discount of 20%, bringing the bill down to $777.88, to be 

paid in full within 14 days. 

We reviewed the retailer’s notes of contacts between it and the customer and all bills issued. We found that the customer was aware of 

the increasing arrears, but had been reassured that this was due to winter consumption and, as her usage would decrease in summer, 

her regular payment was sufficient. The customer said she couldn’t afford to pay the reduced bill within 14 days. We assessed her 

financial capacity and sought a payment extension for her.

The energy retailer agreed to an extension of nine months for the customer to pay off the reduced amount of $777.88 in $40 increments 

on an agreed payment schedule. It advised that missed payments would trigger referral to a collection agent. The customer was satisfied 

with the outcome and the terms of the resolution and the complaint was closed. 2015/22804

 

...It acknowledged 

that the customer’s 

payment plan had been 

assessed some 12 months 

earlier and she was told 

her payments of $40 

a fortnight were 

sufficient.
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NOTE:

This quarter, EWOV received two cases about LPG deliveries to customers being stopped and nine cases where the stopping 
of LPG deliveries was imminent.
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CASE STUDY
It took an unexpected electricity disconnection to reveal the retailer that held the billing 

rights to the property

It’s common for EWOV to be contacted by customers who, believing they have a contract 

with their preferred retailer, haven’t responded to bills or other correspondence sent to 

their property by a second retailer — a retailer they don’t recognise, but which for some 

reason (e.g. outstanding arrears) actually holds the billing rights to the property.

The customer complained that the electricity supply at her holiday house was 

disconnected for non-payment. She said she was unaware that the disconnecting retailer 

held the billing rights to the property, which was tenanted until October 2012. The customer 

said that in June 2013, when she contacted her preferred retailer to set up an account, she was 

told it held the property’s billing rights. She said that, despite several contacts with the retailer, 

she didn’t receive any bills or any advice that there was a problem.

After her electricity supply was disconnected in June 2015, the customer received a bill for $2,628.48 from the disconnecting retailer for 

the period late December 2012 to early June 2015. When she rang this retailer to query the disconnection and the large bill, she was told 

it had been mailing bills to the address for some time. She said she didn’t receive any of these bills and had become aware of the retailer 

only through a card left at the meter after the disconnection. The customer couldn’t understand why the supply wasn’t disconnected 

much earlier, if the bills the retailer said it sent weren’t being paid.

As her electricity supply was still disconnected when she contacted EWOV, we arranged reconnection of the customer’s supply while we 

undertook an Investigation. The customer agreed to pay ongoing bills during the Investigation.

We reviewed documentation from the energy retailer, including copies of bills, contact notes and records of attempted contacts and 

disconnection attempts. We sought the retailer’s assessment of whether it had used best endeavours to make contact with the occupant 

of the property before the disconnection, and why the supply hadn’t been disconnected sooner given several years of unpaid bills. 

Noting that a number of the ‘vacant consumption’ (also known as ‘dear occupier’) bills were based on estimated meter reads, we also 

sought the retailer’s reassessment of the amount it was seeking from the customer, taking account of the backbilling provisions of the 

Energy Retail Code.

The retailer said it had been sending ‘vacant consumption’ bills to the property since early 2013, because it detected that electricity was 

being used. No bills had been returned, so receipt was assumed. It attributed the extended delay in disconnecting the property (between 

2013 and 2015) to several incorrect disconnection service orders raised by its staff. It also noted other retailer attempts to obtain the 

property’s billing rights in this period, but said these requests were rejected because of the outstanding debt. 

In resolution of the complaint, the retailer reduced the bill to $756.75, in line with the undercharging provisions in clause 30 of the Energy 

Retail Code, which places a limit of nine months on backbilling of undercharges that aren’t the fault of the customer. The customer was 

offered nine months to pay the reduced bill, if she needed it. The retailer advised that all future bills for the property would be issued with 

a new account number. Once the bill was paid, the customer would be free to switch to the retailer of her choice. The customer was 

satisfied with this outcome and the complaint was closed.2015/23089

Our assessment of whether the disconnection of the customer’s supply was wrongful concluded that the deemed contract (under s39(7) 

of the Electricity Industry Act) between the customer and the disconnecting retailer commenced in October 2012 and came to an end 

180 days later in April 2013. Because no contract existed between the customer and the retailer at the time of disconnection, a Wrongful 

Disconnection Payment (WDP) was not applicable. This was advised to the customer. 

It attributed the 
extended delay 

in disconnecting the 
property (between 2013 

and 2015) to several 
incorrect disconnection 

service orders being 
raised by its staff.
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The customer said 
he was very clear with 
the retailer during the 

initial enquiry that he was 
seeking a quote only, 

not a transfer.

CASE STUDY
After ringing for information, the customer found himself ‘welcomed’ and facing an 

unrequested electricity transfer

Customers should be careful about providing personal and account details when 

requesting general information or quotes. The information may be used (incorrectly 

and without permission) to set up an account. Transfer of customer accounts between 

energy retailers is a process that can be initiated with only a few basic customer details. 

Having rung an electricity retailer to discuss rates, the customer received a ‘welcome 

pack’ rather than the promised quote. He said he called the retailer to complain and was 

told the pending electricity transfer would be cancelled. He then received a second welcome 

pack, which he was subsequently told to ignore. The customer said he was very clear with the 

retailer during the initial enquiry that he was seeking a quote only, not a transfer.

Having received the second welcome pack, the customer lodged a complaint with EWOV. He remained dissatisfied with the retailer’s 

response to an Assisted Referral, because it didn’t provide the written confirmation he was seeking — that there would be no transfer of 

his property or any associated charges. In addition, an email from the retailer mistakenly referenced the customer’s address as being in 

South Australia.

Contacted by EWOV, the retailer confirmed that it had sent a welcome pack to the customer after his initial contact, but no transfer had 

been initiated as he was still within the ten-day cooling off period. Our check of the Market Settlement and Transfer Solutions (MSATS) 

database confirmed there was no pending transfer to the retailer of the billing rights for the customer’s property. 

The energy retailer apologised to the customer for the inconvenience and acknowledged the address error in its Assisted Referral 

correspondence to him. It provided him with a letter to confirm that the contract was cancelled and there hadn’t been, and wouldn’t be, 

any transfer. The customer was satisfied with this resolution and the complaint was closed.  2015/22429
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SYSTEMIC ISSUES CLOSED BY EWOV

July to September 2015

Double-charging for off-peak rates 

In one complaint to EWOV the customer had been double-charged for off-peak on two successive 

bills. The retailer confirmed an issue arising from specific multiple registers on some National Metering 

Identifiers (NMIs) and shared data operations. The combination of shared data operations resulted 

in double-charging of off-peak for some sites. The retailer said the issue was limited to five specific 

combinations of Time of Use registers combined with an off-peak or controlled load register. It advised 

that a solution would be implemented as part of its September 2015 system release, and affected sites 

would be credited for overcharges. It also advised that it had put a hold on credit activity on the affected 

accounts until the problem was resolved. We understand some 742 customers were affected. The 

regulator was notified.SI/2014/70

Second payments sought some time after direct debits were dishonoured 

Five complaints to EWOV highlighted that some customers were being asked to pay bills a second time. 

Some of the bills went back to 2013. The customers had originally paid through direct debit, which 

was subsequently dishonoured. The energy retailer confirmed the action, saying that due to a billing 

system issue its standard debt collection process wasn’t followed for these accounts. It said all affected 

the customers were notified about the issue at the time, but they weren’t reminded of the arrears until 

recently. It advised that a billing system change implemented in June 2015 would prevent a reoccurrence. 

The regulator was notified. SI/2015/31

Billing delay due to a tariff-mismatch 

Our investigation of one customer’s complaint about delayed billing due to a tariff-mismatch revealed 

that the issue had similarly affected some 8,908 other customers. The energy retailer confirmed a 

tariff alignment issue resulted in the customers being billed on the wrong tariff. Some customers were 

undercharged, some were overcharged, and others weren’t affected financially. The retailer said it wouldn’t 

seek to recover undercharged amounts and any amounts overcharged would be refunded. It said it had 

since implemented system changes to prevent a reoccurrence. The regulator was notified. SI/2015/35

Online portal wasn’t displaying the correct account balance

One customer complained to EWOV that the balance of their account as it appeared in the retailer’s 

online portal wasn’t correct. The retailer confirmed that some payments made using PayPal hadn’t been 

accurately reflected in its online portal, but a system change implemented in July 2015 corrected the 

problem. It advised that, regardless of the amount displayed online, all of the PayPal payments had been 

received. The regulator was notified. SI/2015/43
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PUBLIC SUBMISSIONS MADE BY EWOV

July to September 2015

Modernising Victoria’s Energy Licence Framework – Issues Paper, June 2015

Essential Services Commission (ESC)

Our submission addressed the importance of equitable access to EWOV for all energy customers, 

including customers of companies which are exempt from holding a full energy licence. We noted that 

our case handling clearly shows that customers expect EWOV to be able to assist with most energy 

complaints— but customers of exempt companies find (often to their surprise and dissatisfaction) that 

EWOV cannot assist them. We noted that the proposed implementation options of the modernised 

energy licence framework may require currently exempt companies to hold a proposed ‘small-scale’ 

energy licence. We anticipate that these companies would be required to join EWOV as a condition of that 

licence, giving their customers access to EWOV.

EWOV’s submission online

Sales Assured Limited’s Retention and Win-Back Activity — Voluntary Guideline for the 

Energy Retail Industry

Sales Assured Limited (SAL)

Our submission noted EWOV’s well-established working relationship with SAL’s predecessor company, 

Energy Assured Limited, and gave in-principle support to SAL’s Guideline for the self-regulation of energy 

customer retention and win-back activities. We provided an overview of the number and nature of 

complaints to EWOV about sales retention activities, giving some case examples. We also responded 

to the recommendation that Ombudsman schemes collect separate and specific case data about sales 

retention and win-back activities. 

EWOV’s submission online

Review of the General Exemption Order – Issues Paper

Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources (DEDJTR), Victoria

Our submission provided an overview of the cases registered with EWOV about exempt sellers since 

2010-11. We highlighted an increase in these cases over the past year. We also provided an overview of 

the most common issues raised by customers in exempt seller cases—billing, pricing, retailer choice and 

disconnection. We supported amendments to the General Exemption Order to clarify which consumer 

protections apply to customers of exempt sellers, expressing in principle support for customers within 

embedded networks having the same access to EWOV as energy customers generally.

EWOV’s submission online

Inquiry into the Financial Hardship arrangements of Energy Retailers – Draft Report

Essential Services Commission (ESC)

We expressed EWOV’s support in principle for the broad direction of the ESC’s proposed regulatory 

framework around payment difficulties, financial hardship and disconnection. However, we noted that 

the appropriateness and effectiveness of the framework will rest on the details of the changes and 

how they are implemented. In our view, it’s crucial that the guidelines which flow from the inquiry are 

comprehensive, clearly expressed and unambiguous. Our submission to the Draft Report identified 

a number of areas which raise issues that still need to be worked through — the proposed new ‘Early 

Action Option’; further codifying of the requirements on energy retailers to offer two payment plans to 

customers (Payment Plan One and Two Stages); the ‘Active Assistance Plan’ requirements; the proposed 

‘Reconnection Plan’; the disconnection/non-engagement pathway; and how some substantial legacy 

issues will be dealt with in the transition to the new framework.  

EWOV’s submission online

http://www.ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/15016/EWOV-comments-on-ESC-Modernising-Victorias-Energy-Licence-Framework-Issues-Paper-June-2015.pdf
http://www.ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/14937/EWOV-comments-on-Sales-Assureds-Retention-and-Win-Back-Activity-Voluntary-Guideline-for-the-Retail-Energy-Industry.pdf
http://www.ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/15130/EWOV-comments-on-DEDJTR-Review-of-the-General-Exemption-Order-Issues-Paper.pdf
http://ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/15511/EWOV-comments-on-Essential-Services-Commissions-Inquiry-into-the-Financial-Hardship-Arrangements-of-Energy-Retailers-Draft-Report.pdf
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GLOSSARY

If you would like to know more about EWOV’s issue and complaint terminology, visit our website for a 

complete glossary. 

http://www.ewov.com.au/complaints/process-for-complaints/cases,-enquiries,-complaints
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