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[bookmark: _Toc364350787]Introduction

The Council of Small Business Australia (COSBOA) supports the need for better regulation in Australia, the Australian Energy Regulator’s (AERs) involvement in this and the efforts of the AER to engage with consumers (and their representatives) in a meaningful way on its Better Regulation Program (BRP).  COSBOA also appreciates the opportunity to provide written and other input to the BRP, including through this submission.

This submission responds to the AER’s Draft Consumer Engagement Guideline for Network Service Providers and the accompanying Explanatory Statement both released in July 2013.  
[bookmark: _Toc359506799][bookmark: _Toc364350788][bookmark: _Toc359506796]About COSBOA and Energy Regulation

COSBOA was founded in 1979 and has a proud history of strong advocacy on small business issues ranging from taxation and workplace relations, through to competition law and retail tenancy. We were created by people who believed that small business needed a voice exclusively representing their interests. Our goals are to:

· Promote and support the development of small businesses in Australia; 
· Advocate to advance the interests of small business in Australia, including through policy and regulatory reform; and
· Foster an increased awareness and understanding of the role of small business in Australia amongst elected government and officials, regulators, larger businesses, the media and the general community. 

We engage our members and provide opportunities for them to influence outcomes affecting their business, and their industry.  We also act as a conduit for information from our members to Government, regulators and other organisations, and vice versa.  

Small businesses often do not have the time, the resources and the expertise required to be alert to the myriad of legislative and regulatory changes that affect them.  COSBOA’s efforts are focussed on providing accurate and timely input into decisions which affect small businesses.  Our members provide essential input to ensure the quality and relevance of our representation, as well as the substance and the credibility to back it up. 

It would be fair to say that energy issues, including the regulation of monopoly network services, are an area containing much detail where small businesses can be significantly affected by decisions they know little about.  The recent very large increases in electricity (and more latterly gas) prices would be a case in point.  

A list of COSBOA’s members is shown in the Attachment to this submission.  As can be seen they come from a broad range of industries, provide national coverage and are all small business oriented.  This provides important background to our involvement in the BRP.


[bookmark: _Toc364350789]COSBOA’s Involvement in the AER’s Better Regulation Program

COSBOA is taking an active and broad-ranging interest in the AER’s BRP on behalf of Australian small businesses and has secured funding for this from the Consumer Advocacy Panel.  The decision by the Panel to provide funding to support our work considerably boosts COSBOA’s ability to participate effectively in the BRP.  Our involvement includes written submissions on all areas of the BRP that are important to small business and also participation in the AER’s Consumer Reference Group.  
[bookmark: _Toc364350790]Structure of This Submission

The following section (2) comments on the need for engagement by network service providers (NSPs) with their customers (and customer representatives).  It also discusses the specific needs of small business in relation to such engagement and COSBOA’s views on what would make for effective engagement by NSPs with small business.  

Section 3 responds to a range of matters raised by the Draft Guideline that we feel are important to small business consumers.  

The final section (4), discusses the need for engagement by the AER with consumers, as well as by the NSPs, which is the subject of a separate document entitled Draft Stakeholder Engagement Framework (released in July 2013).



[bookmark: _Toc364350791]Need for Consumer Engagement by Network Service Providers

This section comments on the need for engagement by network service providers (NSPs) with their customers (and customer representatives).  It also discusses the specific needs of small business in relation to such engagement and COSBOA’s views on what would make for effective engagement by NSPs with small business.  We believe that this will help the energy network service providers and the AER to understand better the needs of small business in terms of this engagement.  We hope that it will also be useful in allowing the AER to finalise these guidelines with small business needs fully reflected in them.
[bookmark: _Toc364350792]Benefits of Consumer Engagement & Need for a Guideline

Below we discuss the benefits (and costs) of NSPs engaging with consumers, the problem that monopoly creates for such engagement and the need for a guideline to overcome this.
[bookmark: _Ref364274109][bookmark: _Toc364350793]Benefits of Consumer Engagement

The AER describes the rationale for consumer engagement as follows:

“Consistent with the broad thrust of the AEMC's rule changes, the guideline seeks to enhance consumer engagement by building the link between consumer preferences and discretionary expenditure proposals by regulated businesses.  This link is important for establishing the efficiency of proposed expenditure, which is an important consideration for an economic regulator.  We also consider this link fundamental to identifying the long term interests of consumers, which is a component of the NEO [National Electricity Objective] and NGO [National Gas Objective].” (Explanatory Statement, p. 15, our parenthesis)

It also notes that:

“The expenditure proposals that we receive are prepared with consideration of the long term interests of consumers.  However, these proposals generally lack consumer evidence to support what is proposed.”  (Explanatory Statement, p. 27)

COSBOA believes that better consumer engagement by NSP is important to better regulation and ensuing that the objectives of network regulatory reform and the AER’s BRP are met.  We therefore strongly endorse the AER’s inclusion of this as a work stream for the BRP.  Provided this engagement occurs within an effective framework, is taken seriously by NSPs and allows room for individual NSPs (in co-operation with consumers) to develop effective approaches to engagement that suit their needs, the networks, consumers, the regulator, and the regulatory process and its outcomes should all benefit.

· Benefits to consumers should include access to network prices and services that better reflects their needs, improved knowledge of the way networks are run and the challenges they face, a better relationship with NSPs, as well as a smoother and less acrimonious regulatory processes.
· Benefits to networks should include being able to offer their customers a range of prices and services that better reflect their needs, an improved and closer relationship with their customers and the community they serve, greater customer/community satisfaction, improved image and brand recognition, and a smoother and less acrimonious regulatory processes.
· Benefits to regulator should include greater acceptance of regulatory proposals and outcomes, more efficient and cost effective regulatory processes, better and more balanced information, improved knowledge of consumer views and access to alternative viewpoints, less appeals, improved satisfaction among the regulator’s ‘customers’ and by governments.
· There should also be benefits to the economy, regulatory process and its outcomes in terms of network price and service offerings that reflect customers’ needs, the efficiency and productivity of energy networks and their contribution to the economy.

In short, effective consumer engagement offers the prospect of a ‘win’ for all concerned.

Nevertheless, COSBOA recognises that any process such as this also involves costs (and challenges) in terms of the need for both consumers and networks to undertake additional work.  But, we believe that these costs are relatively small and far less than the benefits of effective regulatory engagement between NSPs and consumers.  However, the costs need to be recognised and accepted as part of better consumer engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc364350794]The ‘Monopoly Problem’ in Engagement and Need for a Guideline

One important issue in terms of engagement by NSPs with consumers is the incentives they face to engage.  NSPs are monopoly providers and, as such, face few incentives to be responsive to consumers.  In a competitive market, there is a strong incentive for a business to know and serve its consumers well, and make the effort to find this out.  In a monopoly, consumers are, by definition, captive and this significantly blunts the incentive to give consumers what they need.  

As the AER’s Explanatory Statement says, whilst most NSPs are conducting some consumer engagement, the level varies both within each NSP and across the different parts of the energy network sector, with consumers often unaware of the impact their input has had.  In fact, COSBOA believes that consumer engagement is highly variable and that very few networks currently take it seriously or show a significant commitment to it.  It is more apparent that many of the networks (probably understandably) see the AER as their ‘customer’ and orient their activities towards the regulator.  As far as small business is concerned, there is currently little engagement by the networks with our members.  Overcoming this lack of engagement by the NSPs with their consumers will not be easy.  

Because of this ‘monopoly problem’ of engagement by NSPs with their consumers, the blunt incentives they face to seriously engage, the relatively powerless position of consumers and the lack of significant direct experience in engagement by NSPs, we believe that it is important for the AER to issue a guideline to encourage greater engagement by NSPs with their customers.  Without such a ‘driver’, there is a risk that engagement will not take place or will take longer to develop.  We accept that such a guideline needs to strike the right balance between ensuring both that engagement is ‘kick started’ immediately and that it is not overly prescriptive to the detriment of genuine commitment and innovation by both parties.  We are not convinced that the AER’s Draft Guideline strikes the right balance as yet, because it takes too much of a ‘hands off’ approach.  Furthermore, it is clear that the NSPs respond best to incentives within the regulatory structure and there seem to us to be a lack of such incentives within the AER’s current approach.  We believe that the lack of a mandatory guideline is also a potential problem that could need addressing.  We cover each of these points in more detail in Section 3.2  and 3.8  of the submission. 
[bookmark: _Ref364264591][bookmark: _Toc364350795]Engagement with Small Business

As alluded to above, there is currently little engagement by the networks with small business customers.  We are concerned that this means there is a lack of understanding of networks about the needs of small business customers and that it also contributes to a mutual lack of understanding of needs and priorities.  This particularly extends to regulatory processes and decisions, which have hitherto involved very limited input from small business. This suggests to us that greater engagement by NSPs with small business customers ought to be one of the aims of the AER’s Guideline. 

This being the case, it would be worth setting out some of the specific needs and characteristics of small businesses that impact on the development of the Guideline and the future engagement by NSPs with small business.  Some salient points are set out below for consideration by the AER and NSPs.  

· Many small businesses operate in highly competitive and cost conscious business environments.  Electricity and gas are significant inputs to those who are more energy intensive and represent an input to the rest that they have little discretion over.  Network charges comprise around half of their energy charges.  The recent steep increases in electricity and gas prices, driven to a significant extent by rapidly escalating network charges, have only served to heighten the importance of energy and energy prices to small business.  Small business has had difficulty in passing on these cost increases and they have added to the already significant pressure that small business finds itself under.
· Small business is ‘time poor’.  They have limited staff and, being focused on running their businesses, they have limited time to devote to issues such as the regulation of network services.
· The limited resources available to small businesses and their need to keep costs under tight control mean that they possess a limited knowledge and understanding of, and experience in, energy matters.  If they are to contribute directly to energy issues, these limitations will need to be recognised, including in the AER Guideline on Consumer Engagement and by the NSPs in how they can best engage with small business.  A balance will need to be struck between realistic levels of engagement and effective participation by small business, with strategies and approaches developed that reflect this reality.
· Small business has put a priority on achieving cuts in ‘red tape’, which is generally strangling many small firms.  Engagement strategies by NSPs should recognise this and seek to ensure effective input by small businesses but without adding unduly to the burdens it places upon them. 
· Small business is diverse in terms of industries, firms’ characteristics and their energy needs.  The AER’s Guideline should recognise this diversity and find ways to work within it so as to ensure engagement with small business is reasonably effective.
· Because of its small size, diversity and limited knowledge of energy, small business is likely to find itself in an unequal bargaining position on the many complex issues subject to consumer engagement by NSPs.  This needs to be recognised and overcome by the AER and NSP if small business is to play an effective engagement role.

From COSBOA’s perspective, it is important that the Draft Guideline recognised these small business issues and we urge the AER to provide greater recognition in the Final Guideline.  

We also believe that the Guideline should emphasise more the need for NSPs to engage with representative bodies, such as COSBOA, especially where consumers are unlikely to have the time, resources and knowledge to participate directly to any meaningful extent.  However, this should also take place in the knowledge that many of these groups themselves have limited resources and in-house energy knowledge, but do have a mandate to advocate on behalf of small business and are in regular contact with their members.

One important means of overcoming the resource and knowledge constraints experienced by such organisations is to develop ways to resource them adequately to engage with NSPs (and the AER).  Advocacy funding, such as through the Consumer Advocacy Panel (CAP), provides a potentially important means to do this.  Whilst we recognise that this is outside of the remit of the AER, they nevertheless should be willing to express a view on this need, which we expect would carry weight with the SCER and the CAP.  Another option could be through direct funding by the NSPs (individually or collectively), noting that they could recover this through their opex funding.  

COSBOA would welcome an opportunity to discuss the needs of small business and how to ensure effective engagement with the AER, NSPs and/or the Energy Networks Association (ENA).
[bookmark: _Toc364350796]What Is Effective Engagement?

COSBOA believes that the following points reflect what would make for effective engagement by NSPs with small business and that they should be reflected in the Final Guideline:

· That all important network decisions/reviews undertaken by the AER are subject to engagement;
· That engagement by NSPs is through an ongoing commitment by NSPs (throughout a process/review and in between them);
· That engagement is open  and transparent, fact/reason based, puts all parties in a position of equality, and is based on mutual honesty and trust; 
· That engagement by NSPs is timely and reflective of the challenges and constraints on small business (see Section 2.2);
· That an important aim is to raise understanding and to educate consumers;
· Evidence that well reasoned consumer views are taken seriously and acted upon;
· That there is a clear and obvious commitment by the NSP’s Board, CEO and all relevant parts of the business to its engagement with consumers;
· That the engagement has had a demonstrable impact on regulatory outcomes; and
· That over time engagement becomes a ‘natural’ way to doing things for the NSPs.


[bookmark: _Ref364346260][bookmark: _Toc364350797]Comments on Draft Guideline

This section provides COSBOA’s comments on the AER’s Draft Guideline, according to the structure of that document.  In so doing, it considers both the Draft Guideline and its accompanying Explanatory Statement.  Some additional comments are made in Sections 3.8 and 3.9.
[bookmark: _Ref364339494][bookmark: _Toc364350798]Nature & Authority

We note that the Australian Energy Market Commission’s (AEMC) changes to the National Electricity Rules (NER) mean that NSPs must describe how they have engaged with electricity consumers and sought to address their relevant concerns as a result of this engagement; and that these changes reflect a desire by the AEMC and relevant governments for greater emphasis on consumer issues and engagement with consumers.  We strongly support these directions.

COSBOA supports that the AER’s apply its Guideline on Consumer Engagement by NSPs to both regulated electricity and gas networks, and to transmission and distribution NSPs.  We would also encourage non-regulated NSPs, such as some gas transmission networks, to make use of the guideline so that they are also more engaged with their customers.

We note that the AEMC’s requirement for regulated electricity networks to engage with consumers does not apply to the National Gas Rules (NGR) but support the AER’s view that regulated gas networks have an obligation under the National Gas Objective (NGO) to act in the long terms interests of consumers and that acceptance of the Guideline would be consistent with this.  On the other hand, a failure to engage with consumers would not be consistent with the NGO.  We are therefore concerned at the following comment in the AER’s Explanatory Statement:

“We understand some gas service providers may not consider the guideline relevant as the NGR does not reflect NER requirements for consumer engagement.  Envestra made this view clear in a letter to us.  Envestra considers our inclusion of gas service providers in the guideline inappropriate.”  (p. 19)

We note Envestra’s comments that an alleged lack of past customer participation in AER regulatory decisions on gas, the “fuel of choice” nature of gas and the fact that the AEMC did not specifically amend the NGR (as it did the NER) to include engagement, have lead to its conclusion that regulated gas networks should not be expected to apply the Guideline on Consumer Engagement.  However, we do not accept these comments.  There has been customer participation in a number of past regulatory processes for gas networks run by the AER and National Competition Council, as well as jurisdictional regulators. Whilst it is true that electricity is more widely used than gas, this is not in itself a reason to not apply the Guideline to gas, which is also widely used.  It is also possible that more limited participation by consumers in gas reviews reflects a lack of understanding as to the importance of these reviews and a lack of resources to take part (e.g., this would be a factor in the case of small business).  Whilst the AEMC may not have included specific consumer engagement rules in the NGR, as it did in the NER, we find it hard to believe that it would not support greater engagement by gas networks with their customers.  Moreover, we note the strong support for greater consumer engagement by energy networks from the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) and the SCER.  Finally, we find it difficult to understand why gas networks, as a matter of good corporate practice and governance, would shy away from greater consumer engagement through acceptance of the Guideline.  We therefore urge them to reconsider their position and consider the benefits of engagement through the Guideline we outlined in Section 2.1.1.

COSBOA has noted the following comment in the Draft Guideline: 

When we review regulatory proposals, revenue proposals and access arrangements (expenditure proposals), we will have regard to how a service provider engaged with its consumers and accounted for the long term interests of those consumers. (pp. 6-7)

Whilst we support that the AER should do this and report on it in its draft and final determinations, we are concerned that it has few ‘teeth’ other than to ‘name and shame’ in ensuring that NSPs engage with consumers.  This may not offer strong enough powers to ensure compliance and risks some NSPs ‘thumbing their noses’ at the AER.  We hope that this is not the case but believe that a preferable approach may be to reward/penalise NSPs in terms of their commitment to consumer engagement.  This could be linked, for example, to a certain amount of ‘revenue at risk’ for the NSP.  However, as the engagement strategy is new and untried, and given the AEMC did not feel it necessary to include such a requirement in its Rule changes, we (somewhat reluctantly) accept that this not possible under the existing NER and NGR.  However, we would urge the AER to keep this under review and seek additional powers should this prove necessary in future.  They should also make their preparedness to seek additional powers if NSPs do not show a sufficient commitment to consumer engagement clear to regulated electricity and gas NSPs.
[bookmark: _Toc359506815][bookmark: _Toc359784758]
Under the heading “Process for revision”, we suggest that the AER make clear that revisions to the Guideline will be subject to consultation and engagement with stakeholders, including consumers, and that the Guideline will, in any case, be reviewed after (say) three years of operation.  To inform this review, the AER should also collect information from NSPs and consumers about engagement approaches, their experiences and suggested improvements.
[bookmark: _Ref364347774][bookmark: _Toc364350799]Best Practice Principles

The AER is proposing to use a set of “best practice principles” taken from organisation that specialise in engagement.  We assume that these bodies are experienced in engagement practices and therefore believe that these should provide a sound basis to underpin the Guideline.  However, COSBOA suggest that a further component could be added which emphasises the need for “honesty” and/or “accuracy” in the conduct of consumer engagement by NSPs.  This is not to impugn the NSPs or the way we would expect them to undertaken engagement, but rather to be specific in the Guideline about the need for this.
[bookmark: _Toc364350800]Accessibility

COSBOA supports the way the AER has specified this component and we single out for further comment the following:

· That the need to tailor engagement to meet the needs of different types of consumers, including their capacity to understand complex and technical issues, involves building their capacity, which may require giving them access to resources to help to do this (see our comments in Section 2.2).  This point is relevant to the engagement needs of small business.
· That COSBOA supported the conditional release of confidential information to consumers in its Submission to the AER on Condidentiality provided conditional release was not used as a reason for withholding information that should not be confidential from public release.
[bookmark: _Ref364350244][bookmark: _Toc364350801]Transparent

COSBOA supports the need for transparency in NSP engagement with consumers and the specific elements for this listed in the Draft Guideline.  However, it occurs to us that there is no reference in the guideline as to how differences in view, or conflicts, are to be resolved?  For example, this could occur over differences in expectation about the outcomes of consumer input or over what is “negotiable”.  It would be useful if the AER could clarify this.
[bookmark: _Toc364350802]Communication

COSBOA believes that it will be important for NSPs to effectively communicate information to consumers and tailor what they do to fit the type of consumer.  We support the points made on this in the Draft Guideline.  Noting the particular characteristics of small business we mentioned in Section 2.2, we endorse the need for clear and (wherever possible) concise communications using plain English.
[bookmark: _Toc364350803]Inclusive

We support the need for engagement to be inclusive and the points made in the Draft Guideline on this.  Nevertheless, we believe that inclusive engagement by NSPs with small business should have particular regard to the points we outlined in Section 2.2, which summarise the characteristics of small business relevant to effective engagement with them.  The AER should also consider these in finalising the Guideline itself.  Turning to the elements listed in the Draft Guideline, we particularly mention that small business is time and resource ‘poor’ in terms of its ability to engage, that the sharing of expertise and information should be wide ranging and err on the side of ‘providing’ rather than ‘withholding’ and that offering consumers a choice is important.
[bookmark: _Toc364350804]Measurable

COSBOA supports the need for NSPs to measure the effectiveness of their consumer engagement, to do so regardless of success, to develop KPIs that measure (quantitatively and objectively, where possible) their engagement activities and to publish the results.
[bookmark: _Toc364350805]Prioritising Engagement

The Draft Guideline sets out how NSPs should set priorities for engagement with consumers and notes the importance of them doing so.  COSBOA is supportive of this approach and particularly notes the need to include an understanding of small business consumers.  Our comments in Section 2.2 are relevant to this.  Some examples may help to illustrate this:

· Small business consumers will be particularly sensitive to proposals which change network prices significantly and in how proposals affect the reliability and quality of supply they receive.
· They will also be interested in NSPs finding efficient ways to engage with them, given their time and resource constraints and as they are already over-burdened with regulation.   For instance, burdensome surveys or other forms of market research would not be well received.
· The different levels of interest of small business in energy issues will also impact on their willingness to engage with NSPs.
[bookmark: _Toc364350806]Delivery

COSBOA supports the need for robust and thorough consumer engagement as expected by the AER.  In particular, we believe that the following are important to this:

· High level support from within the NSP, including the Board and CEO, and its use across the business;
· Forthright, transparent and two-way communication involving feedback; 
· Demonstrating how consumer input influenced decisions; and
· Effective mechanisms to deal with tensions or conflicts (re-iterating our point in 3.2.2 above that the Draft Guideline is relatively silent on how to resolve these).

We believe that small business will be particularly interested in consulting on price decisions, their reliability and quality of supply, small business tariffs and opportunities they may have to reduce their energy costs.
[bookmark: _Toc364350807]Results

COSBOA supports the AER’s desire for NSPs to report on the outcomes of their engagement with consumers including:

· The extent of engagement undertaken;
· The NSP’s consideration of consumers’ views and their influence on decisions;
· The identification of emerging or long-term issues and strategies to deal with them; and
· How conflicts and tensions were dealt with, including reporting on this and not targeting only groups likely to be favourable to an NSP’s position.
[bookmark: _Toc364350808]Evaluation and Review

COSBOA is supportive of the AER’s expectation that NSPs will periodically review their engagement strategies in a thorough and robust way, publish the results of this review and act upon it.  We also suggest NSPs do this in consultation with consumers and that the AER clarify that it will consider the results of such reviews in reviewing its Guideline.  We believe that the list of factors for evaluation on pp. 29-30 of the Explanatory Statement provide a sound starting point for evaluation.
[bookmark: _Toc364350809]Expectations

The AER has set out its expectations of NSPs in the Draft Guideline and COSBOA is supportive of these, particularly that:

· All NSPs – electricity and gas, transmission and distribution – should use the Guideline and seek “to exceed their regulatory obligations”;
· The quality of each NSP’s consumer engagement should be a factor in how the AER assesses their expenditure proposals (noting our concerns about its “limited teeth” in Section 3.1);
· There is evidence that engagement with consumers has fed into an NSP’s regulatory proposal; and
· NSPs should improve their consumer engagement activities “reasonably quickly”, particularly where they have been minimal to date.

COSBOA would also add its expectation that NSPs develop engagement strategies and approaches that meet the needs of small business as energy users, noting again our comments in Section 2.2 of this submission relating to engagement with small business.  We would also expect that effective engagement will result in NSPs developing a more constructive relationship with their small business customers and in regulatory outcomes that benefit both small business and NSPs.
[bookmark: _Ref364343196][bookmark: _Toc364350810]Need for More Guidance?

As mentioned earlier, COSBOA has some concerns that the Draft Guideline may not yet strike the right balance between prescription and principles.  We also note earlier comments by some NSPs seeking clarification from the AER about what its expectations of them are.  We acknowledge that the AER has set out a range of expectations in the Draft Guideline and provided examples in the Explanatory Statement.  We also recognise that the AER does not wish to be overly prescriptive in its approach to the Guideline and is seeking to encourage NSPs to develop their own detailed strategies and approaches.  We therefore suggest that the AER should consider developing a User Guide, or Compendium, that could contain more detailed guidance, including examples.  We also believe that this document could be further developed over time as NSPs (and the AER) gain more direct experience with consumer engagement.
[bookmark: _Ref364343208][bookmark: _Toc364350811]Agreement between NSPs and Consumers

Where agreement emerges between NSPs and consumers on issues under review, and this is a result of robust, effective and broad-ranging engagement, COSBOA believes it is important for the AER to place significant weight on this in its determinations.  This would be consistent with the NEO and NGO, which seek to promote the long term interests of consumers of energy, and also be a concrete demonstration of the AER’s commitment to consumer engagement.  It would also help to provide a strong incentive for consumer engagement by NSP and consumers in future.


[bookmark: _Toc364350812]Engagement by the AER with Consumers

As well as NSPs engaging with consumers, it is also important for the AER to do so.  COSBOA believes that the regulator needs to engage effectively with stakeholders to ensure it is well informed, has access to a balanced range of views and information, and makes the best possible decisions.  This will help to promote both the NEO and NGO.  We mentioned some of the benefits of the AER engaging with consumers on Section 2.1.1.  

As part of its commitment to improving its engagement with its stakeholders, including consumers, the AER has therefore also recently published its Draft Stakeholder Engagement Framework (July 2013).   This is not part of the BRP.  

COSBOA notes that this outlines an approach based on the same principles as those in the Draft Guideline for NSPs and contains similarities in terms of how these principles will be applied, including an Engagement Spectrum.  There is also a commitment to formally review the framework after three years, including consultation with stakeholders.  This promotes consistency across the principles of engagement and demonstrates that the AER is itself serious about engaging with stakeholders. 

There has been limited engagement to date between the AER and small business.  There are several reasons for this, some of which were referred to in Section 2.2.

From COSBOA’s point of view, we would welcome engagement with the AER on issues of importance to small business and see the development of this framework as important to that objective.  Consistent with its role, COSBOA would also seek to facilitate the involvement of its members and small business owners in this.  We also note that more regular engagement with the AER could have resource implications for COSBOA and it will be important for the AER to consider this.  Our earlier comments in Section 2.2 addressed this matter.

Given the considerable similarities between the Draft Guideline and this Draft Framework, many of the comments we have made about the former in Section 3 can also be applied to the Framework.




[bookmark: _Toc364350813]ATTACHMENT: List of COASBOA Members


Australasian Association of Convenience Stores
Australian Booksellers Association
Australian Digital Television Association
Australian Equipment Lessors Association
Australian Hairdressing Council
Australian Human Resources Institute
Australian Livestock and Rural Transporter Association
BPW Australia (Australian Federation of Business and Professional Women)
Business Enterprise Centres Australia	
CITT (Council of Information Technology & Telecommunications)
Commercial Asset Finance Brokers Association of Australia
Convenience and Mixed Business Association
Fitness Australia
FSV
Independent Retailers Organisation
Institute of Public Accountants
National Financial Services Federation
National Independent Retailers Association
Pharmacy Guild of Australia
Pittwater Business Limited
Real Estate Institute of Australia
Stocktakers Institute of Australia
Tasmanian Small Business Council
University of Western Sydney
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