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Summary
The Brotherhood of St Laurence welcomes the opportunity to submit our views to the Senate Select
Committee on Electricity Prices. Across Australia, rising energy prices have focused people’s anxieties
about the cost of living. As energy prices have risen since 2007, so have the rates of financial hardship
and energy disconnections. For many struggling households, the result is that they are forced to go
without. Those on low and fixed income have been hit particularly hard because more of their weekly
budget goes on energy bills. However, recent evidence suggests the impact of rising prices is being felt
well beyond those on the lowest incomes, and notably by larger families.
The BSL’s core function is to work for an Australia that is free of poverty. The BSL provides a
national voice on matters of poverty and disadvantage, focusing on those people at greatest risk.
The BSL has seen first-hand the adverse impact of rising electricity prices on vulnerable members
of our society, particularly low-income households.
Addressing rising energy prices should therefore be a priority for governments. We trust the
determination by the Commonwealth and state governments to address this issue will lead to
meaningful changes in our energy system, with the result that consumers can benefit from reduced
prices, improved consumer protections and a shift to a cleaner economy.
This brief submission:
•

highlights evidence of rising prices

•

explains the significance of rising prices to low-income households

•

responds to the relevant terms of reference and makes five recommendations.

The submission includes an attachment from Dr Gill Owen, who has led major research projects on
electricity demand response, smart meters and energy efficiency in the United Kingdom.
Recommendations
1

The Commonwealth Government should provide increased resources for the AER, in order to
enhance its capability to regulate the energy market, including by pursuing rule changes in the
interests of consumers.

2

Opportunities to reduce peak demand should be pursued.
Measures which have minimal direct impact on consumers, such as enabling the participation
of demand aggregators in the National Electricity Market, should be pursued first.
Measures for residential consumers such as time of use pricing and direct load control should only
be introduced after any adverse impacts on vulnerable residential consumers are identified and
measures put in place to mitigate the impacts. This can, in part, be dealt with by strengthening the
existing consumer protections to take account of the new tariffs or technologies. Consultation with
consumer representatives, and programs to improve consumer energy literacy, will be an essential
part of this process.

3

The Commonwealth Government, in conjunction with the states, should introduce a national
energy savings initiative (NESI) with explicit measures to ensure low-income households are
able to receive benefits from the scheme. These should include measures to assist access to
higher value measures such as hot water systems and heating.

4

The Commonwealth Government should work with state governments to develop larger scale
audit and retrofit programs which complement a NESI.

5

The National Energy Customer Framework (NECF) should be enhanced to ensure it incorporates
the developments in the Victorian consumer protection framework, including those related to
smart meters.

2

1 Rising electricity prices (TOR 1a)
What’s driving up energy prices?
A number of recent reports have provided estimates of residential energy price increases over time
(AEMC 2011; Garnaut 2011; Simshauser & Laochumnanvanit 2011). The price increases since
2007 have been significantly above consumer price index (CPI) increases (Garnaut 2011; Plumb &
Davis 2010) as shown in Figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1

Real household electricity price movements

Source: (Garnaut 2011, based on Australian Bureau of Statistics, Consumer price index for electricity (Cat.
no. 6401.0) Note: constant 100 would mean electricity prices rising at same rate as other prices

The trend of rising energy prices is expected to continue in all Australian states and territories
(AEMC 2011). Factors influencing ongoing rises identified in multiple recent reports and forums
(AER 2010; DCCEE & DRET 2011; DRET 2012) include:
•

shifting Australia’s energy supply from cheaply available and carbon intensive coal power
production, to lower-carbon forms of energy, which will result in higher wholesale prices
at least in the short to medium term.

•

the increasing internationalisation of gas markets, which is projected to lead to higher
domestic gas prices.

•

ageing network infrastructure in key states, which needs to be replaced and will lead to
higher network costs.

The AEMC (2011) indicates that the most significant factors in most states are increasing
transmission and distribution costs – the poles and wires. In Victoria, the AEMC suggests
increasing retail costs (which may include some element of increased wholesale costs) and smart
meters are driving up prices. While many of the drivers of rising energy prices are unlikely to be
reduced in the medium to long term, action can be taken to address some of the others, including:
•

the incentives for investment and return on capital (see TOR 1b below)

•

rising peak demand (see TOR 1c below).

In addressing these areas it is essential the needs of low-income and vulnerable households are
fully considered. This will require detailed consideration of the impact of any changes on different
household types, and consultation with community services and energy retailers.
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2 Energy, low-income and vulnerable households
Rising energy prices are particularly significant for low-income households because they spend a
higher proportion of their income on domestic energy than do wealthier households (See Treasury
2008). Victorian households in the second and third lowest quintiles of income, for example, spend
around 4.5 per cent of their income on energy; the proportion spent on energy decreases by quintile
down to 2.1 per cent for the highest income quintile (ABS 2011). Australian households follow a
similar pattern. Importantly, large quarterly bills have a much greater impact on household budgets
when the bill is due than the averaged out figures imply. It is also worth noting that recent analysis
by IPART (2012) suggests the ABS data on energy prices may underestimate the proportion of
income spent by low-income households on energy.

Variation in energy expenditure between low-income households
The aggregated data conceals important variations in energy usage and expenditure between lowincome households. While low-income households on average consume less energy than wealthier
households there is a small but significant proportion of high energy consuming low-income
households. Analysis of data from Victoria’s Utility Consumption Expenditure survey (McNicol
unpublished) indicates some 30 per cent of concession card holders have above average energy
consumption. Research from IPART (2011) in NSW shows a greater variation in energy
expenditure in lower income groups than other groups, as shown in Figure 2.1.
Figure 2.1

Electricity bills as share of disposable income, Sydney and surrounds, 2011/12

Source: IPART 2011, p.10

Those low-income households who use more energy are likely to be more vulnerable to price
increases than others (see Sims 2010). IPART (2011) have quantified key household characteristics
which result in higher energy bills for NSW households. For households with an annual income of
less than $34,000, IPART identified the following contributions:
•

larger households – an extra adult adds $260 a year and an extra child adds $180 per year

•

larger house size – every extra bedroom adds about $50 per year

•

living in a detached dwelling – adds about $280 per year

•

living in the Country Energy supply area – adds about $450

•

not having access to energy rebates.

The analysis suggests that measures aimed at reducing household energy bills (as distinct from
system wide energy prices) will need to be tailored to assist different household types.
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Implications of rising energy prices for low-income households
The impact of rising energy prices on vulnerable households can be seen in areas including
increased financial hardship, disconnection rates, and spending on emergency energy relief.

Energy related financial hardship
Australian studies demonstrate rising energy costs have contributed to financial hardship, in
particular for low-income households (COTA 2011; Flanagan 2009; Spoehr, Davidson & Wilson
2006). Difficulty paying electricity bills and increased demand for emergency financial relief
services have been identified (Flanagan 2009; Lawrence 2002). Energy-related financial hardship is
also often masked, as people prioritise the payment of utility bills above other household
expenditure and may constrain their energy use, sometimes to the detriment of their home comfort
and health (Green & Gilbertson 2008).

Disconnections and emergency relief grants
Electricity and gas disconnections in Victoria have risen significantly since 2006 (Table 2.1).
While the increases are in line with longer term trends, they do suggest rising costs of living,
including energy prices, may be contributing to the increase in disconnections (ESC 2011).
Importantly the number of disconnections with a reconnection by the same customer at the same
site has also risen – indicating households that are having difficulties paying their bills.
Table 2.1

Residential electricity disconnections, Victoria 2006-07 to 2010-11

Electricity disconnections

2006–07
6,968

2007–08
6,249

2008–09
9,598

2009–10
13,486

2010–11
17,871

% of customers

0.33

0.29

0.43

0.59

0.77

Gas disconnections

8,145

6,581

10,077

15,473

13,741

% of customers

0.5

0.39

0.57

0.85

0.74

Source: Essential Services Commission 2011, p. 27, Figure 4.1

The impact of rising energy prices can also be seen in increased demand for emergency relief to
meet energy bills, such as the Victorian Utility Relief Grants (URGs). URGs for electricity rose
136.4 per cent, from just over 5,000 in 2007/08 to nearly 12,000 in 2009/10 (DHS 2010).

3 Network transmission and distribution
investment decision making (TOR 1b)
The Brotherhood of St Laurence is concerned that the current regulatory arrangements in relation to
network transmission and distribution investment have allowed increases in investment expenditure
well in excess of efficient levels. These increased capital costs are passed on to consumers,
contributing to dramatic increases in residential electricity prices. To this end we made a
submission to the Australian Energy Market Commission’s ‘Consolidated rule request – National
Electricity Amendment (economic regulation of network service providers (NSPs)) Rule 2011’ 1.
The action by the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) to initiate the rule change highlights the
importance of empowering the AER to act in the interests of consumers, including through rule
change proposals. In order to do this the Commonwealth government needs to significantly
increase the resources available to the AER.

1

For more information please refer to: Submission to the Australian Energy Market Commission on the consolidated rule
request – National Electricity Amendment (Economic Regulation of Network Service Providers) Rule 2011, December
2011, < http://www.aemc.gov.au/Media/docs/Brotherhood%20of%20St%20Laurence-4bfa40d1-1b1f-4ad5-81f9738738f53467-0.PDF>.

5

Our submission argued that deficiencies in the National Electricity Rules are leading to higher
electricity prices, which have a significant and disproportionate impact on low-income households.
Specifically we supported the proposals from the AER in relation to:
•

the AER determining forecasts for capex and opex

•

changing the incentives for capital expenditure

•

requiring NSP submissions to be submitted with their proposals

•

AER determining the weight attributed to confidential information submitted by NSPs in
proposals.

In relation to increasing flexibility regarding the Weighted Average Cost of Capital (WACC), our
submission identified that both the AER and the EURCC proposals would have a positive impact
for consumers.
The ruling by the AEMC on this case provides a significant step in the right direction.
Recommendation: The Commonwealth Government should provide increased resources for the AER, in
order to enhance its capability to regulate the energy market, including by pursuing rule changes in the
interests of consumers.

4 Reducing peak demand (TOR 1c)
Peak demand is an important driver of rising energy prices that can, and should, be addressed in the
short, medium and long term. In addition to our comments below, please refer to a note on the UK
experience from Dr Gill Owen, who has led a number of major research projects on electricity
demand response, smart meters and energy efficiency (see Appendix).
The AEMC’s (2012) Power of Choice review provides a detailed look at the opportunity for
demand-side activity to reduce energy prices.
Importantly, the distributional impacts of demand-side approaches need to be examined. While the
basic approach of reducing energy prices through demand-side participation is likely to benefit all
energy users, some approaches will lead to increased costs for particular groups of users compared
with others. Of particular concern are the proposals for time of use pricing, and other forms of cost
reflective pricing. Such approaches are likely to have considerable and complex equity implications
(see Johnston 2010).
We see significant issues with the introduction of time of use pricing as it requires households to
know about the new offers, understand the implications and take advantage of the offers. In our
experience many households either do not have sufficient information or have too much else going
on in their lives to be able to take full advantage of potential offers. At the time of entering a
contract, some households may not understand the risks, such as higher bills if they use energy
intensive items at a specific time of day. As time of use pricing progresses it is possible that we will
see a proliferation of market offers. While this may lead to benefits for some consumers, the UK
experience suggests there are risks involved, as outlined in the attachment from Dr Gill Owen.
Meanwhile, households who do not shift to time of use tariffs are likely to face higher prices, as
more households who will benefit from time of use tariffs take them up.
Before introducing time of use pricing, it will be essential to carefully weigh up the distributional
impacts of time of use pricing and ensure that existing safeguards and consumer protections are
adequate to any new regimes which may be introduced. This process will require consultation with
consumer and welfare organisations, along with energy retailers and other stakeholders.
Increasing the costs of electricity in order to ‘force’ decreased consumption is contentious, in
particular for low-income households. For example Dufty (2007) claims pricing has little impact
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because use is inelastic (in both the short and long run) for low-income households. In contrast,
Garnaut claims there are long run impacts of pricing as people change their preferences and
purchase more efficient appliances (Garnaut 2008b, p.476). However, given the barriers to energy
efficiency faced by low-income households (for example higher costs of more efficient appliances,
poor quality housing) it is difficult to anticipate how much which low-income households will be
able to respond to pricing signals.
Alternative approaches that have been shown to successfully reduce peak demand without price
shocks should also be considered. Of particular interest are the trials of opt-in direct load control
for air conditioners. Recent reports have highlighted the impact of residential air conditioners on
peak demand, requiring greater expenditure on electricity transmission and distribution. The Draft
Energy White Paper (DRET 2012), for example, noted that while a residential air conditioner may
cost a household $2000 to install it costs the entire system approximately $7000 to meet the peak
demand requirements. Recent Australian trials of direct load control of air conditioners, with over
200 participants, showed that reductions in peak demand of between 17% and 27% are possible
(Futura Consulting 2011). This data is summarised in Table 4.1. From a social equity perspective
direct load control is worthy of consideration to address peak load from air conditioning. As with
time of use pricing, potential adverse impacts on vulnerable consumers need to be considered.
Table 4.1

Australian direct load control trials
No. of
participants

% reduction

Estimated trial
impact
(kW or KVA)
30

Peakbreaker +(Glenelg)

≈ 2000

19%

Blacktown Solar City air con DLC

529

27%

600

CoolSaver

11

32%

15

Perth Solar City air con DLC

203 (year 1)
375 (year 2)

20%

122

Cool Change

1480

17%

1300

Source: Adapted from Futura Consulting 2011
Recommendation: Opportunities to reduce peak demand should be pursued.
Measures which have minimal direct impact on consumers, such as enabling the participation of demand
aggregators in the National Electricity Market, should be pursued first.
Measures for residential consumers such as time of use pricing and direct load control should only be
introduced after any adverse impacts on vulnerable residential consumers are identified and measures put
in place to mitigate the impacts. This can, in part, be dealt with by strengthening the existing consumer
protections to take account of the new tariffs or technologies. Consultation with consumer representatives,
and programs to improve consumer energy literacy, will be an essential part of this process.

5 Mechanisms to assist households and
businesses to reduce their energy costs (TOR 1d)
Practical low cost energy efficiency opportunities for low-income (TOR Idi)
Various practical measures can assist low-income households to improve their energy efficiency at
low cost. Many measures are not exclusive to low-income and vulnerable households. There is,
however, a strong case for government providing additional assistance to low-income households
(see Garnaut 2008a; Wilkins 2008).
Low-income households spend more of their weekly income on energy than wealthier households,
even though they generally use less energy in total. Many low-income households do not have upfront capital to invest in energy efficiency improvements to their homes. Further, those that do are
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likely to place a greater emphasis on a dollar in their hand today than on the future savings from
energy efficiency. This discounting of benefits may reduce the impetus to make energy efficiency
improvements. Tenants in both private and public housing face difficulty getting landlords to make,
or agree to, energy efficiency improvements. Low-income households, like other groups, also face
information barriers and potential trust issues with service providers.
In addressing energy efficiency improvements it is important to recognise the heterogeneity of
households in terms of household size, dwelling type, and location which may affect consumption.

Existing residential energy efficiency policies and programs
A series of existing policies and programs are having an important positive impact on residential
energy consumption, including that of low-income households. A selection is highlighted below.

Regulations
Regulations that provide cost effective improvements in residential energy efficiency and should be
strengthened include:
•

regulations for new buildings

•

minimum energy performance standards and energy labelling (in the E3 program)

•

phase-out of electric hot water systems (not fully implemented)

•

phase out of incandescent light-globes.

The Minimum Energy Performance Standards (MEPS) have proved particularly successful in
addressing residential energy usage (see George Wilkenfeld and Associates 2009). However the
benefits are often slower to flow through to low-income households, who tend to own fewer, but
older, less efficient appliances (see Johnson & Sullivan 2011). Incentives should be put in place to
help low-income households shift to more efficient appliances, particularly large home fixtures.

Energy savings initiatives 2
Obligations on energy retailers to reduce the emissions or energy usage of residential and
sometimes commercial customers exist in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. The
schemes differ and there is currently a process to consider a national energy efficiency program,
which may include harmonisation of state schemes (see DCCEE & DRET 2011).
Each of the schemes supports the uptake of energy efficiency measures by customers of the energy
retailer. Under the Victorian Energy Savings Initiative (VESI), approved providers can install
approved energy efficiency measures in residential or business premises. Our equity analysis of the
VESI scheme highlights the benefits and drawbacks of this approach (Sullivan & Johnson
forthcoming). Households in areas that are more disadvantaged received a higher proportion of the
greenhouse gas savings under the VESI scheme. This occurred as a result of the higher incidence of
lower cost, high incidence measures, particularly light globes (which make up approximately 90
per cent of the savings in the first phase of the VESI) and showerheads. However, households in
more disadvantaged areas received significantly less of the benefits from installing higher cost
items, which have a higher energy efficiency return per household, such as hot water service
upgrades or heating upgrades.
Recommendation: The Commonwealth Government, in conjunction with the states, should introduce a
national energy savings initiative with explicit measures to ensure low-income households are able to
receive benefits from the scheme. This should include measures to assist access to higher value measures
such as hot water systems and heating.

2

For more information please refer to: National Energy Savings Initiative Submission to Department of Climate Change
and Energy Efficiency (DCCEE) Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism (DRET), Brotherhood of St Laurence,
February 2012, < http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/BSL_subm_National_Energy_Savings_Initiative_2012.pdf>.
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Targeted energy efficiency programs
Selected programs and rebates offered by the Commonwealth, states and territories and community
sector organisations are identified in the table below.
Table 5.1

Encouraging action - selected programs

Program
NSW Home Power
Savings Program

Approach
Home visit and basic retrofit for 220,000
households over 4 years (NSW
Government 2012)

Significance
Illustrates the ability to deliver at
scale, with a rigorous monitoring
and evaluation framework

Sustainability
Victoria appliance
rebates

Graduated rebates for high value
appliances/fixtures (SV 2012)

Additional incentive for lowincome households, which is likely
to increase uptake and reduce dead
weight loss

Greentown

Peers working within their CALD
communities to provide audits and
sustainability information (Bailey
forthcoming)

Illustrates the value of targeted
approaches to specific population
groups

Recommendation: The Commonwealth should work with state and territory governments to develop larger
scale audit and retrofit programs which complement a NESI

Improved customer advocacy and representation arrangements (TOR 1dii)
The Brotherhood recognises limited resources of consumer groups compared with electricity
industry and other significant market players. We support the consumer and welfare organisations
moves to form a national consumer advocacy body, including the process led by ACOSS, CUAC,
CALC, ATA and PIAC.
Such a national body will need to allow for ongoing participation of existing sector and region
specific voices.
National Energy Customer Framework (TOR 1d iv)
The Brotherhood recognises and welcomes the extensive work on the National Energy Customer
Framework (NECF). We also submit that no consumer should be worse off as a result of the
implementation of the NECF.
We are concerned that the NECF was developed without significant reference to the introduction
and use of smart meters. We are also concerned that the NECF does not meet all the existing
protections in Victoria, which has the strongest consumer protections measures in the country. In
part this reflects the presence of smart meters in Victoria and associated measures taken to protect
consumers.
We recognise a variety of Victorian consumer organisations (including CALC, CUAC, VCOSS,
and St Vincent de Paul) have played a significant role in developing these consumer protections
and their input should be considered.
The NECF should be enhanced to ensure it incorporates the developments in the Victorian consumer
protection framework, including those related to smart meters.

Support and assist vulnerable consumers with electricity pricing (TOR 1dv)
The Brotherhood recognises the value of existing support mechanisms to assist low-income and
vulnerable consumers. We also recognise that some states have increased the level of concessions:
Victoria, for example, extended the concession to a full year 17.5% on the electricity bill. We are
however concerned that there are substantive variations in the eligibility for and amount of state-
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based concessions. To rectify this situation, consideration should be given to a national energy
concessions framework, which would provide for legitimate variations based on climatic factors
and energy costs. In particular the framework needs to ensure cover for Newstart Allowance
recipients, who are not covered in some jurisdictions.
We also recognise the growing vulnerability of large households, who do not necessarily qualify
for a concession. Support for this group needs to be considered as a matter of urgency.
Networks assisting customers to save energy and reduce peak demand (TOR 1dvi)
See section above: Energy savings initiatives.
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