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Dear Ms Standen 
 
AER Draft Better Bills Guidelines 

Origin Energy appreciates the opportunity to provide comment on the Australian Energy Regulator 
(AER) Draft Better Bills Guidelines (Draft Guidelines).  
 
Origin supports the objective of the Draft Guidelines to ensure billing information is presented in an easy 
to read format so that consumers can clearly understand and make choices about their energy usage. 
Bills are particularly important given that they are the key form of communication between an energy 
retailer and consumer.   
 
However, we believe the Draft Guidelines are too prescriptive regarding how retailers must structure 
and present customer bills. We are concerned that this prescription may lead to bills that do not logically 
flow and key information is unable to be grouped. As a result, our concern is that the intent of the 
Guideline will be compromised. 
 
We agree that the Guidelines ought to prescribe design principles and content requirements. However, 
this needs to be balanced with allowing retailers to continue to have responsibility for determining their 
own bill format based on their engagement with their customers. Retailers are best placed to understand 
how and in what format customers prefer information to be delivered about their accounts and ensure 
related information is presented together. Furthermore, allowing retailers to determine the format of their 
bills provides the necessary flexibility to tailor bill formats in response to evolving product, service and 
ongoing needs of customers. 
 
Specifically, the AER ought to reconsider the requirements around Tier 1 and Tier 2 information. We 
agree that there is key information that should be presented on page one of a bill, but this should not 
restrict retailers putting additional information on page one when it is appropriate to do so; such as 
highlighting to the customer support available during Covid. If the AER is confident in its design 
principles, allowing this flexibility will still result in accessible and easy to understand bills. 
 
Origin’s response to questions raised in the Consultation paper are set out below. In addition, we have 
provided detailed comments on specific clause sin the Guideline in Attachment A. 
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Question 1: Given the requirement of the rule for the guideline to take effect by 31 March 2023, what 

actions need to be taken to ensure that this can occur? How might risks or challenges be overcome? 

Origin will need to scope, design and test new bill design formats based on various scenarios and 
jurisdictional requirements.  Complexities arise to the extent that state-based requirements are required 
within the bill and adequate testing scenarios are undertaken to ensure small customers receive 
compliant bills. In terms of setting the effective date, the AER ought to be mindful of other key reforms 
that require significant system upgrades such as CDR and 5MS and where practicable dates should be 
coordinated to minimise the cost and resource burden on retailers.   
 

Question 2: Noting the proposed consistency and simplification of bills in the draft Guideline, would 

this reduce the cost to serve? If so, how and by how much? 

Question 3: Beyond the Guideline, in what other ways could the retail market regulatory framework be 

simplified? What impact would this have in terms of quantified relative costs and benefits? 

Retail cost to serve is generally dependent on the level of prescription in the regulatory framework.  The 
more prescriptive the framework, the less flexibility retailers have to adjust the requirements to fit within 
current systems and processes – thus, the costs of complying with the requirements increase.   For 
example, the prescriptive nature of Tier 1 and 2 information requirements will mean that there could be 
blank spaces left on bills (as only tier 1 information can be presented on the front page) which leads to 
longer bills and greater production costs. 
 

Question 4: Are there any significant reasons why the proposed design principles should not be 

adopted? What are the relevant benefits and quantified costs the AER should consider? We invite 

stakeholders to provide evidence of research and testing with their responses. 

While the design principles appear reasonable, we have concerns with the subjective nature of them 
and question how they will be enforced.  For example, “A bill must enhance customer comprehension 
through use of: appropriate colour,…accessible font sizes and font styles…”.1  Origin’s interpretation of 
font size and style to enhance a consumer’s comprehension of a bill will differ to another retailer - thus 
the subjective nature of the requirements will bring uncertainty to both implementation and enforcement.   
 
Further, we are concerned that the design principles and the tiered approach conflict each other.  For 
example, a design principle states that “a bill must…group and present related information together”2, 
however, the tiered approach prevents this from occurring as additional information cannot be provided 
before Tier 1 and 2 information – even though the information is related. Examples of this are provided 
below in our tiered approach response.  
 
Origin believes the AER should reframe the design principles to be either clear obligations where the 
outcome is measurable for retailers’ implementation, or higher level objectives are adopted to the 
drafting of the design principles that are then applied to the tiered approach.  
 
Design  

Section 8 of the Draft Guidelines refers to retailers applying consumer research and testing on bill 
designs and language and updating bills in response to findings from consumer testing.  Origin seeks 
further clarification on the application of this requirement.  Specifically, whether recent research can be 
applied or whether new testing needs to be conducted for the implementation of the Guidelines.   
 

 

 

1 Section 13, Draft Better Bills Guideline 
2 Section 17, Draft Better Bills Guideline 
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If we are required to undertake further testing, despite having recently performed this, it will impose a 
significant cost and may provide limited benefits given the tiered restrictions on the placement of data 
on the bill.  While consumer research may determine that consumers have a preference for a graphical 
representation of usage on the front page of the bill, this would not be allowed under the Guidelines.  
 
The AER should allow for previous consumer testing to apply to retailer’s design of a bill.  
 

Question 5: What are the costs and benefits associated with the proposed tiering requirements? 

Question 6: Do stakeholders consider there is other information that should be included in the 

standardised plan summary to enhance comprehension and make it easier to compare plans? E.g. 

benefit conditions, payment options (direct debit only), bill frequency. What are the relative costs and 

benefits of including this information? 

Question 7: Do stakeholders consider there is specific or different information that should be provided 

for small and medium businesses who fit the definition of ‘small customer’? What type of information is 

required and why? E.g. Australian Business Number, Australian Company Number, bill issue date. 

What are the relative costs and benefits of requiring this information? 

Costs and Benefits 

We believe the costs of adopting the tiered approach will outweigh the benefits.  The tiered approach 
limits the use of space on the bill and the flexibility to adapt a bill to changing products and services.  
This is given that Tier 1 data is limited to the front page of the bill and no other information can be 
presented here.  Further, Tier 2 data cannot be presented on the same page as Tier 1. 
 
Further, the tiered approach lends itself to duplication of information between the ‘understanding your 
bill’ requirements and the data included in the billing section of the bill (ie current tariff rates and timings 
are included in the billing section and the table).  This additional information will require layout changes 
and may result in longer bills.   
 
We question whether the AER has considered the printing costs for retailers where this additional 
information will result in longer bills and a larger number of pages.   
 
We feel that the benefits to consumers from the new bill requirements will be limited. Origin has 
undertaken extensive customer engagement to identify the format and style of a bill that customers 
prefer. We have a bill format that is simple and presented in a way that is easy for customers to 
understand. On reviewing the key design principles and bill content requirements, we have found that 
our bills already conform to these principles and our bills largely include all the bill content requirements 
in the Draft Guidelines (with the exception of better offers in NECF states).  However, the tiered approach 
and the table requirements will result in significant coding and billing change costs for what may be 
limited benefits.  
 
Tiered Approach  

We believe that the tiered approach will result in retailers being unable to present related information 
together. We also believe this requirement is inconsistent with the design principles.  
 
Sections 27 and 28 of the Draft Guidelines set out the specific requirements in relation to the placement 
of information.  These sections set out that Tier 1 information is to be presented on page 1, Tier 2 on 
page 2 and any additional information must be presented after Tier 1 and 2 information. Following on 
from this, section 17 of the Draft Guidelines sets out a key design principle that “bills must:…group and 
present related information together”.   
 
These features of the Draft Guidelines are inconsistent with each other.  While information must be 
presented together, retailers are unable to present the data together if the information is not prescribed 
as part of Tier 1 or Tier 2 information. Examples include: 
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• ‘average daily cost’ information could not be provided with ‘average daily usage’ information.  
‘Average daily usage’ information is Tier 2 information while ‘average daily cost’ is not 
prescribed information and would need to go at the end of the bill;  

• if an estimated read is provided on a bill, information on how a consumer can submit a self-read 
to replace the estimated read cannot be provided together.  Information about how to conduct 
a self-read would need to go after the placement of Tier 2 information;  

• the inability to provide information about late payment fees with the payment due date.  The 

payment date is page 1 information while fees and charges are page 2 information.  The 
separation of this information may lead to a consumer incurring a late payment fee if the bill is 
paid after the due date; and  

• an “estimated date of next schedule read” is important information for consumers who rely on 
this information when there is no access to the meter.  Once again, removing this from Tier 2 
information may result in the information being lost at the end of the bill.   

 
Origin requests the tiered requirements for the placement of information be removed.  While we agree 
that the Guidelines should define the information that must be included on a bill, we believe that retailers 
are best placed to determine the placement of information based on their own experiences and 
consumer research. 
 
If this approach is not accepted by the AER, then an exception framework should be developed for Tier 
1 and 2 information that allows additional information to be included within these tiers where: 

• there are regulatory requirement to provide information (ie concession details, late payment 
fees); and/or  

• it fits within section 17 of the Draft Guidelines where the information is related and logically fits 

together (ie self reads with estimated reads; average daily cost with average daily usage). 

 
Additional Tier 1 Information 

Only Tier 1 prescribed information can appear on the first page of the bill. We have concerns that this 
approach will not efficiently utilise space on a page and, as discussed above, the tiered approach will 
not always lead to a logical presentation of information.   
 
Further, from time to time, retailers need to communicate important messages to its’ customer base.  
These messages generally appear on the front page of the bill given the importance of the message.  
For example, financial assistance during COVID or an amendment to fees and charges.  Bills are the 
most effective means of providing these messages. 
 
Under the Draft Guidelines, important messages would not appear on page 1.  These messages would 
fall within the ‘additional information’ category and would need to appear at the end of the bill. We do 
not believe that this will provide for a satisfactory customer experience.  
 
We request that an additional item be included within Tier 1 information to allow for ‘important messages’ 
to appear on the front pages of bills. 
 
Standardised Plan Summary  

Section 31 of the Draft Guidelines states that “the plan summary must be presented in a standardised 
form, using the following format, order and terminology…”.  While we generally support the information 
requirements, we do not support the rigid format.  We request flexibility in the order of the information 
to be presented in line with the retailer’s own consumer research. Origin’s questions and comments on 
the standardised plan summary table are provided below: 
 

• Current plan details – we understand that data to be included in the Current Plan information is 
only related to the consumer’s current plan details.  For example, if a consumer has changed 
plans during the billing period, only the latest plan details need to be displayed.  We assume 
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that same would apply if a consumer moves from a flat rate to a TOU rate during the billing 
period – that is, only the latest plan details would be displayed.  

• Displaying tariff and rates – this information already appears as part of the ‘understand your bill’ 
requirements.  Inclusion of this information will mean it will be duplicated on the consumer bill.  
Duplication of information is costly and may not benefit the consumer. 

• Time of Use times – we question if the breakdown to applicable times (TOU) best sits with the 
standardised plan or whether it would be better displayed as part of the ‘understand your bill’ 
(where we currently show it).  We request some flexibility for retailers to determine where this 
information best fits in terms of the flow of their individual consumer bill. 

• Benefit levels to be included in information – we believe that the table should be flexible to allow 

benefits of current plan arrangements to be included.  That is, whether the consumer is receiving 
20% discount, Everyday Rewards points, fixed price for 12 months, ongoing lower rate that you 
never need to renew. These provide are an important distinguishing feature when a consumer 
seeks to compare offers.  

• Benefit type and benefit change – we believe that there should be a note similar to the renewable 
sources or carbon offset to make it explicit that if there is no benefit end date that this information 
is not required to be displayed. 

• Benefit expiry date – information presented in a timely manner in benefit change notice and it is 
unclear whether this will provide additional benefits to consumers on bills.  
 

Overall, there appears to be overlap between the information included as part of this information and 
data included in other sections of the bill (ie current tariff rates).  We believe that it would be best for the 
information to logically sitting in the appropriate area of the bill and not the formalised table. 
 

Question 8: What are the quantified costs to retailers of providing better offer information of the type 

described above? 

Question 9: What are the benefits to customers and the market? 

Question 10: What are the challenges associated with providing better offer information in a bill where 

the customer does not have a smart meter or has an accumulation meter? 

Question 11: Other than billing information, what barriers or challenges do customers face when 

seeking to access the best energy plan for them? 

Question 12: What other feedback do stakeholders have in relation to the approach 

proposed/methodology above? 

Origin has contributed to an additional AEC piece of work with regards to the costs and benefits of 
including ‘better offer’ information on bills. Generally, if the ‘better offer’ requirements continue to form 
part of the Guidelines, the requirements should be similar to Victoria to allow for synergies with the 
current requirements.  
 

Question 13: What do stakeholders consider are the most appropriate measures of impact or success 

for the Guideline? 

Question 14: How should impact or success be communicated? 

The reason these Guideline are being developed are in response to the Rule change submitted by 
Minister Taylor that stated that the current rules do not deliver bills that energy consumers can easily 
understand. Therefore, we believe any measure of success must be linked to solving the original 
problem. To do this effectively there ought to be a baseline with consistent measures (qualitative and/or 
quantitative). That way the AER can measure how satisfied customers were with their bill pre and post 
this Guideline on a comparable basis. 
 






















