Response to issues paper: Access to dispute resolution services for exempt customers.
3.1 What should be our approach to considering exempt customers access to ombudsman schemes?
I agree that a customer should not be denied access to an ombudsman scheme merely because they are supplied by an exempt retailer seller rather than an authorised retailer.
I think that exempt customers need more rather than less protection as exempt entities appear to have less awareness of (or perhaps it is less regard for) their responsibilities.
My experience with a small scale operator is that they appear to be ignorant of their responsibilities.  It has been customers who have had to point out to the exempt retailer/NSP that they have obligations that they are not meeting. To date their response has been far from satisfactory.
I believe that it is essential that customers of imbedded networks have access to free and independent dispute resolution services for the following reasons:
1. I am a member of a Body Corporate in Queensland that has an imbedded network.  There are four separate buildings.  
2. We purchased the unit off the plan and settlement was in December 2011.  We were led to believe that separate electricity meters would be installed for each lot.  This is not what happened.
3. The Body Corporate has a utilities services agreement with a public company (Company A) who also manages the property via a caretaking agreement and a lease with the majority of Owners to rent the units out for short term holiday accommodation. 
4. The Body Corporate complex has 5 Energex meters, one for each building and one for some of the common services. Other common services such as hot water and emergency stair lighting are supplied from the relevant building connection point.  The invoices for the 4 Energex meters (one for each building) are received by Company A then added together and split between the 20 lot owners (or perhaps it is 21 owners as the Company A has one lot for housekeeping purposes).  The Body Corporate pays for common services electricity metered at the fifth connection point.  
5. Until this year all Owners rented to Company A and income and electricity and gas expenses were pooled based on a percentage stated in the lease.
6. Four Owners no longer have a lease but electricity and gas expenses are stilled pooled as there are no individual electricity and gas meters for each unit. In fact there are no separate hot water pipes (electrical hot water system) or gas pipes to each lot.  This makes installation of individual metering of gas and electricity very difficult.  
7. It is my belief that a motion by the Body Corporate Committee to get quotes for installing individual gas and electricity meters resulted in the developer (a part owner of one lot and a director of Company A) to lobby (successfully) to get the committee members ousted from the committee.
8. I also believe that the majority of the new Body Corporate Committee are either friends of the developer/board member of Company A or are associated with Company A or other directors of Company A. 
9. Prior to last month, I only received a dollar amount due for gas and a dollar amount due for electricity.  This lack of information provided by Company A is symptomatic of its approach to dealing with the Owners in relation to disclosure.  
10. Last month was the first month that I received any information on how much electricity and gas was used and the calculations used to determine my invoice.
11. On receiving this information, I was able to determine that we were paying for electricity metered at a connection point that was not related to  our property but was providing supply to a facility belonging to Company A.  
12. The invoice from Company A also included amounts for unpaid electricity invoices issued to Company A on behalf of owners from previous months which I have been unable at this time to determine whether I have already been charged for.
13. Following my notification to Company A regarding this and other issues, they have acknowledged that they have been billing for electricity used by their facility since December 2016.  However I believe that this might have been happening for longer and have asked to see prior calculations and supporting invoices from their retailer.
14. It is not clear if Company A has advised other Owners about the overcharging for electricity.  
15. I have not been provided with any dispute resolution process and I am unclear as to how to get these issues resolved. 
16. Until recently I was not aware of what an embedded network was, or my rights as an embedded networks customer.
17. While it appears that Company A may meet the criteria for an exempt seller and exempt NSP, it is unclear as to whether they have an exemption. 
18. The units were built for short term holiday rental accommodation. As only 75% of the units are now part of the lease pooling arrangement with Company A there is an unfair distribution of electricity and gas costs compared to unit occupancy and actual gas and electricity usage.
19. I have had the gas, which supplied gas hot plates and a gas fireplace in my unit, disconnected at the appliances, as the cost of running these appliances is exorbitant. However I am still being charged for gas. I have also disputed this but have no response as yet.
As there is no separate gas pipe to my unit, it will be difficult and costly to meter the gas and more fairly distribute the costs of gas usage.    
3.2 What is the scale of the problem?
I believe that reporting of complaints will be an underrepresentation of the number of actual issues experienced by exempt customers because:
a) Exempt customers may not be aware of their rights as I was for about 5 years
b) Exempt customers may not be aware of who to take their complaint to – I am still trying to determine who I can escalate the complaint to, as it has not yet been resolved satisfactorily with the Company A
c) Associations between exempt entities with vested interests and exempt customers can make addressing problems difficult.
3.3 What is the nature of energy disputes experienced by exempt customers?
As highlighted above I have experienced the following problems regarding supply of energy:
a) Not receiving information on how my invoice is calculated or the amount of energy used
b) Being billed for electricity from a meter that is nothing to do with me or the Body Corporate over a period of time 
c) Continuing to be billed for gas when I have had the gas disconnected
d) Unfair allocation of electricity and gas bills using a proportion specified in a lease which I am no longer party to.
e) While paying my bill on time, Company A is not paying their electricity invoice on time and I am unsure whether we are being charged the late fee.
f) Not being provided with any dispute resolution process.
3.4 Can existing external dispute resolution mechanisms effectively deal with energy disputes?
I believe that I am an exempt customer although I don’t believe that the entity that bills me – Company A is listed as an exempt retailer or exempt NSP.
I believe that I have more awareness regarding the supply of energy to the strata title complex than the majority of other Owners, but I am still unclear about external avenues to resolve disputes.  I have rung a few organisations and each has directed me to somewhere else. 
From personal experience I believe that imbedded networks should not be allowed to be installed by developers in new unit complexes as it creates problems for purchasers.  It is essential that consumers who are part of an embedded network have access to dispute resolution processes. In fact I believe that consumers who are part of embedded networks are more likely to be disadvantaged than regular energy consumers as exempt entities seem to take their responsibilities less seriously.
I also believe that the AER needs to take a more proactive approach to exempt retailers to ensure that they are complying with their responsibilities as consumers are not always aware of their rights. (Note it has taken me more than 5 years to become aware of what an embedded network is and what information should have been provided to us).  

Summary
I believe that an entity that repeatedly and vigorously tries to avoid its obligations should be disqualified from being an Exempt Retailer or Exempt NSP.  
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