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• do more in the community to support vulnerable customers through engagement, 
education and outreach programs; and 

• be present in the affordability debate. 

Of the initiatives identified in the workshop, participants recommended that AGN:  

• progress with consideration of the following ideas: 
○ establish either:  

– a dedicated vulnerable customer role that is responsible for managing contact 
with vulnerable customers; or  

– a dedicated vulnerable customer unit that is responsible for managing contact 
with vulnerable customers and implementing a vulnerable customer strategy 
(e.g. to identify opportunities to make products and services more accessible 
to vulnerable customers and create a voice for them in decision-making);  

○ train staff to engage with vulnerable customers with empathy and sensitivity and 
to be able to refer them to dedicated support services where required; 

○ develop a register of vulnerable customers, potentially in partnership with retailers, 
so that customers do not need to self-identify as vulnerable;  

○ support vulnerable customers to access more efficient appliances through, for 
example, cash grants, partnering arrangements with manufacturers, auditing the 
efficiency of individual appliances, or conducting household energy audits;  

○ establish an education facility and program, potentially in partnership with the SA 
Government, other utilities, energy retailers, or other stakeholders; and 

○ improve engagement with multicultural communities by making communications 
available in multiple languages and potentially presenting on ethnic radio stations. 

• review the following ideas prior to pursuing further: 
○ work with retailers to introduce a ‘pay it forward’ or financial donation scheme so 

that other customers can assist vulnerable customers; and 
○ advocate for higher concessions and government allowances. 

In this workshop we informed participants that the latter two initiatives were not really 
options that we could implement. We do, however, think there is merit in AGN being 
present in the customer vulnerability debate and working collaboratively with others to 
support policies that are in the best interests of consumers.  

What support have networks in other jurisdictions provided? 
In contrast to Australia, gas and electricity networks in the UK have been providing 
specialised support to their vulnerable customers for some time, which is funded through 
their regulated price control mechanism and actively monitored by Ofgem.  
The support provided by networks in the UK, is principally carried out through a priority 
services register, which is a network specific confidential register of customers requiring 
priority services. The priority services provided to the customers on this register are 
intended to help with access, safety and communication and, include, amongst others:10 

                                           

10  https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/consumers/household-gas-and-electricity-guide/extra-help-energy-services/priority-
services-register 
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• the provision of information in an accessible format, including information on how to 
understand and manage costs and consumption and how to switch to other retailers;  

• advance notice of planned outages; 
• priority support in an emergency (e.g. the provision of alternative heating and 

cooking facilities in the event of a supply interruption); 
• meter reading services at more regular intervals; and 
• free gas safety checks every 12 months. 

In addition to priority services, gas networks such as Northern Gas Networks, have 
implemented a range of other initiatives to support vulnerable customers, including:11  
• providing connections to fuel poor customers;  
• conducting carbon monoxide and energy efficiency awareness campaigns and 

providing referrals for further help with in-house measures;  
• providing funding to charities to provide services to hard-to-reach customers; and 
• working with specialist organisations to train staff to help identify signs of 

vulnerability and to provide appropriate support and referrals. 

In its framework decision for the upcoming price control review (referred to as RIIO-2), 
Ofgem has reiterated the importance of networks supporting vulnerable customers:12 

“Our objective for RIIO-2 is to ensure that regulated network companies deliver the 
value for money services that both existing and future consumers want. In 
particular, that the price controls:  
• Give due attention to mitigating the impact of networks on the environment  

• Are designed so that networks play a full role in addressing consumer 
vulnerability issues.”  

“Our objectives also emphasise that networks must play a full role in addressing 
consumer vulnerability issues. We will achieve this by:  
• Expecting network companies to set out in their business plans how they 

intend to assist consumers in vulnerable situations. Companies should develop 
these proposals using the insight that stakeholders can bring. We will take into 
account the quality of their proposals, and the views of stakeholders, in our 
assessment of business plans.  

• Identifying and developing appropriate output measures for each sector to 
ensure companies play a full role in addressing consumer vulnerability…  

• Exploring how we can use the innovation funding we provide to support 
projects that deliver benefits across the system. In particular, where those 
benefits may be most valuable for vulnerable consumers.”  

1.3.2 What are we considering for the next AA period? 
As noted above, the provision of assistance to vulnerable customers has traditionally 
been the domain of retailers, not-for-profit organisations and government agencies. It is 

                                           
11  Northern Gas Networks, Customers in vulnerable situations strategy – A7 – NGN RIIO-2, 2019. 
12  Ofgem, RIIO-2 Framework Decision, 2018, pp. 4 and 7. 
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clear though from the feedback that our stakeholders have provided, the results of the 
co-design workshop, the Energy Charter and the CPCR’s recent work for the AER on 
customer vulnerability that, like our counterparts in the UK, we also have a role to play 
in supporting vulnerable customers. We intend therefore to implement a Vulnerable 
Customer Assistance Program in the next AA period. 

The objectives of this program will be to: 
(a) Develop a better understanding of the needs of our vulnerable customers and put in 

place measures to support these customers when we have direct interactions either 
through our call centre, or in the field (e.g. when undertaking emergency repairs, 
installing new connections, or carrying out other capital works). This could involve: 
○ developing a dedicated vulnerable customer role or unit within AGN, which would 

be responsible for all aspects of the Vulnerable Customer Assistance Program; 
○ reviewing the end-to-end customer journey to identify where vulnerable customers 

are impacted by existing AGN activities or processes and using this information to 
identify ways to mitigate these impacts;13 

○ developing a register that can be used to introduce a range of priority services for 
our vulnerable customers (e.g. providing advance notice of planned outages, 
providing priority support in an emergency and/or assigning a dedicated liaison 
person to a field team where required);  

○ training our customer service and field based staff (including contractors) (jointly 
referred to as ‘frontline staff’) to:  
– engage with vulnerable customers with sensitivity and empathy about the 

varied and underlying causes of vulnerability; and  
– refer our vulnerable customers to:  
 the priority services and other initiatives available from AGN to support these 

customers; and 
 dedicated support services where required; and 

○ improving communications with our vulnerable customers, including by: 
– providing information in an accessible format (including for those with low 

levels of computer literacy) and in multiple languages; and 
– developing communication material aimed at improving the energy literacy of 

vulnerable customer groups. 
(b) Be more proactive in situations where customers are vulnerable, by for example, 

providing funding for gas appliance safety checks, emergency appliance repairs and 
purchases of more efficient appliances.  

(c) Do more in the community to raise the level of energy literacy and provide customers 
with tools to manage their expenditure on energy. 

(d) Be present in the customer vulnerability/affordability debate and work collaboratively 
with others to support policies that are in the best interests of consumers.  

The table on the following page provides further detail on the measures that we could 
implement to achieve these objectives and the benefits they are expected to provide our 
vulnerable customers. Grey shading is used in this table to identify those measures that 
we intend to fund from our existing operating expenditure allowance. Blue shading, on 

                                           
13  We could for example, consider the impacts our road opening works have on local communities and individuals in 

vulnerable circumstances (e.g. those with mobility or visual disabilities) and the measures that could be employed to 
mitigate those impacts (e.g. having a team member on site that could assist these individuals bypass the road works).  
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the other hand, is  used to identify those measures that participants in the co-design 
workshop suggested should be subject to further review given the potential costs. 
It is important to note that we don’t intend to ‘go it alone’ on the measures set out in 
Table 1.3. Rather, we intend to continue collaborating with community organisations, 
government agencies and other parts of the energy supply chain to ensure the assistance 
we provide is best practice and appropriately targeted. We intend, for example, to work 
collaboratively with others to:  
• develop a better understanding of the needs of our vulnerable customers and 

reviewing our end-to-end processes, so that we can be more responsive and improve 
their customer experience;  

• help identify those customers that would benefit from free gas appliance safety 
checks, appliance repairs or rebates for more efficient appliances;  

• develop and deliver community based education and awareness programs; and  

• undertake policy advocacy on behalf of our vulnerable customers. 

The other important point to note about the measures in Table 1.3 is that they are not 
intended to replace or duplicate the support that is already available to vulnerable 
customers. Rather, they are intended to complement and supplement existing measures. 
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• Option 2 – Implement all the measures set out in Table 1.4, including establishing a 
dedicated vulnerable customer unit within AGN (i.e. measures (a)(ii), (b)-(e)); or 

• Option 3 – Implement a subset of the measures set out in Table 1.4 (i.e. measures 
(a)(i), (b)-(d)). 

The key difference between options 2 and 3 is that the sub-set excludes the development 
of an engagement/education facility and provides for the establishment of a dedicated 
vulnerable customer role, rather than a vulnerable customer unit.  

1.5.1 Option 1 – Do nothing additional  
Under this option, none of the vulnerable customer assistance measures set out in Table 
1.4 would be implemented. AGN would, however, still implement the following measures 
set out in Table 1.3, which as noted in section 1.3.2 would be funded from our existing 
operating expenditure allowance: 
• reviewing the impact of our activities and processes on vulnerable customers,  
• training our frontline staff to engage with customers with empathy and sensitivity; 
• improving our communications with vulnerable customers and the accessibility of 

information (including making information available in multiple languages); 
• working with community organisations, government agencies and retailers to 

develop and deliver energy literacy programs and tools to enable vulnerable 
customers to more effectively manage their gas consumption and bills; and 

• advocating for vulnerable customers in rule change, regulatory and policy processes 
relating to customer vulnerability and affordability. 

1.5.1.1 Cost assessment 
There would be no additional upfront costs associated with this option. There may, 
however, be a range of indirect costs associated with this option for both our customers 
and our people. For example, not developing a priority services register and introducing 
priority services for our vulnerable customers could:  

• inadvertently exacerbate the disadvantage faced by our vulnerable customers and 
therefore impose a cost on these customers; and/or 

• expose our frontline staff to additional pressure and stress, which could result give 
rise to a range of OH&S issues.  

While the first category of costs will be borne by our vulnerable customers, the second 
category will be borne by the network, the costs of which will be ultimately passed 
through to all users.   

1.5.1.2 Risk assessment 
Option 1 will not result in any change to the risk assessment, which as noted in section 
1.4 is measured on the basis that AGN implements the improved communications, 
community engagement and advocacy measures, but none of the additional measures 
in Table 1.4. The risk associated with this option is therefore still considered Moderate 
(See Table 1.6), which is inconsistent with the requirements of our Risk Management 
Framework. It is also inconsistent with what one would expect of a prudent service 
provider. 
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• Internal resources would be used for the vulnerable customer unit, the development 
of the priority services register, the management of the appliance program and the 
management of the education and public engagement centre. The labour related 
costs are based on the costs of hiring equivalent roles within AGIG and reflects the 
total cost of employing a FTE staff member (including salary, superannuation, 
training and other onboarding costs), while the leasing costs are based on the costs 
that we incur leasing space in our Adelaide head office (which reflect prevailing lease 
costs in the Adelaide commercial leasing market). 

• External resources would be used to deliver the appliance program (e.g. gas fitters 
would conduct safety checks and emergency appliance repairs). These costs are 
based on our knowledge of standard gas fitter rates and appliance costs. 
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• develop a register using the upgraded CRM system that can be used to provide a 
range of priority services to our vulnerable customers (e.g. providing advance notice 
of planned outages, providing priority support in an emergency and/or assigning a 
dedicated liaison person to a field team where required) (measure (b)); and 

• provide funding for:  
○ gas appliance safety checks and emergency appliance repairs for vulnerable 

customers (measure (c)); and 
○ rebates to help our vulnerable customers access more efficient appliances for 

vulnerable customers (measure (d)). 

1.5.3.1 Cost assessment 
The implementation of this option is estimated to cost $0.75 million per annum (real 
2019) over the next AA period. This estimate is based on the following: 

• The establishment of a dedicated vulnerable customer role estimated to cost 
 per annum, which represents the cost of employing an FTE staff member. 

• The development of a priority services register is estimated to cost , which 
is the cost of employing a FTE staff member for a year to set up the register. Note 
that this cost estimate assumes that the proposed upgrade of the CRM system is 
approved (see Attachment 8.8 Business Case SA137). If this does not occur, then 
revisions to the forecast costs will be required to account for the system related costs 
associated with developing the register. We also note for the purposes of this 
business case and the opex step change we have put forward, we have included this 
as a one off cost only, but that once we implement we may find it is appropriate to 
have a resource to update and maintain the register on an ongoing basis. 

• The provision of funding for gas safety checks, emergency appliance repairs, and 
rebates for more efficient appliances is estimated to cost $540,000 per annum, which 
as outlined in section 1.5.2.1 includes the cost of:  
○ employing a FTE staff member to establish and manage this aspect of the program, 

which is estimated to cost  per annum; 
○ conducting the gas safety checks, which is estimated to cost  per annum 

(this estimate assumes that it costs  per safety check and that 400 checks are 
funded each year); 

○ providing funding for emergency appliance repairs, which is estimated to cost 
 per annum (this estimate assumes that it costs per appliance repair 

and that 200 repairs are funded each year); and 
○ providing rebates to help our vulnerable customers access more efficient 

appliances, which is estimated to cost $125,000 per annum (this estimate assumes 
that rebates of $1,250 are made available to 100 vulnerable customers each year).  

Under this option:  
• Internal resources would be used for the vulnerable customer unit, the development 

of the priority services register and the management of the appliance program. The 
labour related costs are based on the costs of hiring equivalent roles within AGIG 
and reflects the total cost of employing a FTE staff member (including salary, 
superannuation, training and other onboarding costs. 

• External resources would be used to deliver the appliance program (e.g. gas fitters 
would conduct safety checks and emergency appliance repairs). These costs are 
based on standard gas fitter rates and appliance costs. 
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1.7.1 Why is the recommended option prudent? 
Option 3 is the most prudent option because it is:  

• the most cost effective option that reduces risk to an acceptable level (i.e. from 
moderate to low): 
○ Option 1 would not mitigate any of the risks associated with the Reputation & 

Customers, People and Financial categories identified in section 1.4. 
○ Option 2 would also reduce the risk rating from moderate to low, but the costs of 

doing so are significantly higher than they are under Option 3. Further, the 
incremental benefits associated with some of the additional measures in Option 2 
(i.e. the development of a vulnerable customer unit and a dedicated education and 
public engagement centre) do not appear to be significant enough to justify the 
additional expenditure at this stage. While this could change in the future, it is 
prudent in the first program to focus on those measures that will deliver the 
greatest benefit to our vulnerable customers in the least cost manner.  

• consistent with our vision that we will deliver for customers and customer and 
stakeholder expectations that we will do more to improve the customer experience 
for our vulnerable customers and provide other support to these customers; and 

• deliverable, as evidenced by similar work that we have done to engage with our 
customers, provide rebates for appliances and new connections and to work 
collaboratively with others to deliver aspects of the program. 

Option 3 also represents a measured approach to providing support to our vulnerable 
customers, with clear objectives that can be realised in the next AA period, which is 
important given it will be our first Vulnerable Customer Assistance Program. The forecast 
cost of the program, when expressed on a total cost per customer per annum basis 
($1.50 per annum), is also in line with what our customers told us they would be 
prepared to pay to provide this support (i.e. $1-$2 per annum). 

Finally, it is worth reiterating that we don’t intend to ‘go it alone’ on the measures 
described above. Rather, we intend to continue collaborating with community 
organisations, government agencies and other parts of the energy supply chain to ensure 
the assistance we provide is best practice and appropriately targeted. 

1.7.2 Estimating efficient costs 
The forecast cost breakdown is shown in Table 1.19, while Table 1.20 explains the basis 
for these forecast costs. All the expenditure related to this project is opex. As Table 1.20 
highlights, the internal labour costs have been based on the costs of hiring equivalent 
roles within AGIG and reflects the total cost (salary and on costs) of employing a FTE 
staff member.  

The external costs on the other hand (i.e. the costs of conducting gas safety checks, 
emergency appliance repairs, procuring and installing new appliances) are based on 
standard gas fitter rates and appliance costs.  As this is a new program for us we do not 
have standard unit rates based on historical costs that we can apply. We have instead 
used our knowledge of appliance and plumber costs. In implementing the program we 
will conduct a competitive tender to lock in these rates.
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• Efficient – The measures forming part of the proposed Vulnerable Customer 
Assistance Program are the most practical and effective measures to support our 
vulnerable customers and to reduce the untreated risks from moderate to low. The 
proposed solution is also the most cost effective option. The expenditure is therefore 
of a nature that a prudent service provider acting efficiently would incur. 

• Consistent with accepted and good industry practice – Implementing the 
proposed Vulnerable Customer Assistance Program would be consistent with good 
industry practice, as highlighted by:  
○ a key element of the CPRC’s advice to the AER on regulatory approaches to 

consumer vulnerability, which is that:15  

“From a market-outcomes perspective, it is efficient and effective for regulators, 
government, community organisations and industry to prioritise early and pre-
emptive interventions wherever possible, rather than focusing on ‘bottom of the 
cliff’ measures that wait for problems to emerge or become advanced.”  
○ the activities undertaken by gas and electricity networks in the UK to support their 

vulnerable customers, which are being encouraged by Ofgem; and 
○ the Energy Charter, which AGN is a signatory to and which was developed in 

collaboration with consumer and customer representatives, including Energy 
Consumers Australia, and has as one of the five key principles supporting 
customers in vulnerable circumstances. 

• To achieve the lowest sustainable cost of delivering pipeline services – The 
proposed Vulnerable Customer Assistance Program is necessary to provide the 
support our vulnerable customers require, which is in the long-term interests of all 
of our customers and our staff. Failure to implement this package could further 
exacerbate the vulnerability some of our customers face and give rise to a range of 
OH&S issues for our frontline staff. We may therefore incur additional costs over the 
longer term from not implementing the package. The project is therefore consistent 
with the objective of achieving the lowest sustainable cost of delivering services. 

NGR 74 

The forecast costs for the vulnerable customer role, development of a priority register 
and management of the appliance program are based on internal labour costs, while the 
costs of the appliance program are based on standard gas fitter rates and appliance 
costs. The project options consider our vulnerable customer requirements, which have 
been informed by our stakeholder engagement process and the co-design workshop 
conducted with participants with extensive experience in this area. The estimate has 
therefore been arrived at on a reasonable basis and represents the best estimate possible 
in the circumstances. 

NGL 
In addition to being consistent with rules 74 and 91, implementing a Vulnerable 
Customer Assistance Program will promote the long term interests of our customers, 
consistent with the NGO, because it will result in improvements to the quality, safety, 
reliability and security of supply to our vulnerable customers. 

                                           
15  Consumer Policy Research Centre, Exploring regulatory approaches to consumer vulnerability – A report for the AER, 

February 2020, p. 8. 
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Elements of the program (e.g. rebates for more efficient appliances) will also promote 
more efficient use of and, in turn, more efficient investment in the network. This is 
consistent with both the NGO and revenue and pricing principles in the NGL.16  

16  In particular, the principles set out in sections 24(3), (6) and (7). 
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Appendix A – Proposed Initiative for Vulnerable Customers 

A.1. Staffing requirements 

The FTE requirements for our Vulnerable Customer initiative would be: 

• 1 FTE to establish and run the rebate program.  This would involve initial design of 
the program, setting up a trade panel and negotiating supply and repair costs.  They 
would be required to develop operating procedures and communicate internally and 
externally to ensure the program is directed to customer in vulnerable situations. 
This person would also run the program once implemented.  Activities in the 
operational phase would include screening applications and referrals, liaising with 
Trade panel partners, works scheduling, auditing and reporting on program 
outcomes, customer feedback and process improvement. 

• 1 FTE as a liaison officer with SA customer advocate groups and community service 
organisations, such as Financial Counsellors.  As we implement vulnerable customer 
initiatives, there will be a requirement to establish working relationships and 
programs with organisations that represent vulnerable customers.  These 
organisations deal directly with customers in vulnerable situations and by increasing 
awareness of the proposed initiatives, they can refer customers to us for assistance.  
This role will also allow co-design to better understand where our field activities 
impact customers.  This will provide us with insights and improvement opportunities 
where the maximum benefit to vulnerable customers can be actioned.  This role will 
also establish referral programs from our customer contact teams to supporting 
agencies.  Northern Gas Networks in the UK has built similar relationships with 
community service organisations across their geographic area.  When an employee 
or contractor identifies a customer in a potential vulnerable situation (normally during 
a site visit to their premise), they have a referral group they can offer to the customer.  
Examples may be financial hardship, physical disabilities or mental health issues.  

 

A.2. Business as usual activities – vulnerable customers 

A number of activities to be implemented in the next AA period that are required to 
improve the support provided to customers in vulnerable situations will be undertaken 
by existing employees.  These include: 

• Provision of training to office and field based customer service employees and service 
providers (contractors) in areas of identification of vulnerable customers, initiatives 
available from AGN to support customers, referral organisations for the provision of 
targeted services. 

• Development of communication material targeted at improving energy literacy in 
vulnerable customer groups. 

• Improving communications to be clearer, better focused on customer needs and to 
meet the needs of groups with low computer literacy as well as CALD communities. 

• Reviewing the end to end customer journey when vulnerable customers are impacted 
by our existing activities or processes.  Utilising this information to mitigate the 
impact on customers.  Examples would include road opening works and the impact 
these have on local communities, persons with mobility or visual disabilities. 
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A.3. Proposed rebate initiative for vulnerable customers 

Safety Checks 
Recommendation for gas appliance is be regularly checked by a licensed gas fitter check. 

Gas heater services in Adelaide are quoted around .  Allowing for other appliances 
to also be checked, cooking and hot water, and allowing for some regional travel, results 
in a unit cost of . 

If we were to provide 400 checks per annum, this would be a total cost of . 

Emergency Repairs 
Call out fees and appliance repairs when an appliance fault is identified by our field crews.  
Call out fee, 2 hrs on site and parts totals . 

 per repair at 200 repairs pa totals  

Rebate for appliance replacement 
Where repair is not viable from a safety or efficiency perspective, upgrade of the 
appliance would be required, plus plumbers costs. 

Unit cost of $1,250 per replacement at 100 repairs pa totals $125k pa. 

The rebate initiative for vulnerable customers is forecast to cost $365k pa. 
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