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Care Inc. background

Care Inc. Financial Counselling Service (Care) has been the main provider of financial counselling and related services for low to moderate income and vulnerable consumers in the ACT since 1983. Care’s core service activities include the provision of information, financial counselling and advocacy for consumers experiencing problems with credit and debt. Care also has a Community Development and Education program, provides gambling financial counselling as part of the ACT Gambling Counselling and Support Service (AGCSS) in partnership with lead agency Relationships Australia; makes policy comment on issues of importance to its client group and operates the ACT’s first No Interest Loan Scheme which was established in 1997. Care also hosts the Consumer Law Centre (CLC) of the ACT. Across Care’s service delivery programs, the agency responds to over 2000 new requests for assistance every year. 

Care works with clients in some of the most ‘at risk’ groups for energy poverty including people with chronic physical and mental illnesses, aged people, sole parents, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, refugees and migrants. More than two thirds of Care’s clients are in receipt of Centrelink payments and a significant number receive Carer, Disability or Sickness payments[footnoteRef:1]. Of the clients that Care sees that are in paid employment, a subset of them will also be experiencing energy poverty. We work with clients to address their debts and to try and structure their finances to fit within their income. However, ongoing mental or physical illness, along with issues such as unemployment, inadequate income support, family breakdown or trauma can affect a client’s capacity to make lasting financial change. These clients often experience deep social exclusion[footnoteRef:2] and find it difficult to maintain social and community connections. Energy poverty, including actual or feared disconnection, increases the effects of social exclusion and further disadvantages them.  [1:  Care Inc. Annual Report 2014]  [2:  http://www.bsl.org.au/research-and-publications/social-exclusion-monitor/who-experiences-social-exclusion/health/ ] 


Care’s interest in the gas access arrangements arises as a result of the clients we see who are currently connected to the gas network (and those who may be in the future), many of whom are experiencing financial distress and unable to meet basic living costs. As the ACT and region experience wide temperature variation across the seasons, access to reliable, affordable and sustainable energy supply is vital. We regularly see clients unable to afford gas or electricity costs. We also see those who feel they have no choice but to restrict their use of gas and/or electricity in a form of self-imposed ‘disconnection’. Alarmingly this is a trend we have observed increasing in recent times, particularly in elderly clients.

Issues for low income consumers in the ACT
According to ActewAGL Distribution, there is likely to be a decline in gas usage by residential (and business) consumers over the period of the 2016-21 gas access arrangements[footnoteRef:3] and this declining demand will result in upward pressure on prices. Any resultant rise in gas prices will disproportionately affect low income consumers as they have little or no room to move within their already tight budgets. Our understanding is that there are limited circumstances under which households (particularly new houses) benefit from being connected to gas; as energy efficient electric appliances are generally more economical to run[footnoteRef:4]. This raises the question why, when there is falling demand in the ACT for gas, there is a proposed significant investment in expanding the gas network by ActewAGL Distribution. Care has concerns about  the high costs of gas pipelines and associated infrastructure as these can potentially end up as ‘stranded assets’. This access period is for five years and gas assets have an approximate fifty year life span: consumers in the future, particularly those on low incomes should not be made to bear the costs of paying for assets that have become unviable. Efficient use of gas infrastructure and networks going forward should be a consideration not just for this access period but into the future. [3: ActewAgl Community workshop: Proposed Changes to Our Services and Tariff Structure
March 2015 http://www.actewagl.com.au/Networks/About-our-network/Initiatives/Consumer-engagement.aspx ]  [4: http://www.ata.org.au/wp-content/projects/CAP_Gas_Research_Final_Report_251114_v2.0.pdf (see Findings p5) ] 


Care also notes the proposed tariff changes for residential gas customers. We acknowledge that there are many factors influencing whether a low income household can keep paying for energy costs; including the current concessions scheme in the ACT being under review as a result of withdrawal of funding by the federal government. We would not want to see a tariff that could disadvantage those with lower usage as this could affect many low income households. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, in 2012, low income households spent $77 per week on energy, significantly less than middle and high income households (who spent $111 and $116 per week, respectively).[footnoteRef:5] This is of course is a much higher proportion of their incomes than it is for higher income households and puts them at a greater likelihood of being unable to pay. It also infers a lower consumption level and our concern is that this should not be penalised, particularly as there is a strong community message about responsible consumption of various goods and services including gas (and electricity). It is also possible that part of the lower consumption is due to the previously mentioned self-imposed disconnections related to lack of capacity to pay escalating bills. If so, any potential penalty for low usage customers could see an increase in this behaviour to prevent further escalating costs and may place some already disadvantaged people at higher risk of health issues. Further, regardless of the tariff structure,  it is important that there is reasonable stability in average prices for gas in order to minimise price shocks which will again disadvantage low income households. [5:  http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/4670.0main+features100032012 ] 

ActewAGL Distribution’s gas business model also needs to allow for a transition to renewables for both domestic and business customers as the ACT Government has a target of ninety per cent renewable sources of energy within five years. Investing in, and engaging with, low income consumers on how they may be involved in this transition will be an important aspect of ActewAGL Distribution’s consumer engagement strategy. While we acknowledge ActewAGL Distribution’s Gas Consumer Engagement Program[footnoteRef:6] and its work on gathering the input of consumers along with the work of the Energy Consumer Reference Council, at present there is little resourcing or funding for low income, disadvantaged consumers to voice their concerns except where community agencies are able to skim time or expertise from other projects to represent their views. [6:  www.actewagl.com.au/consumerengagement ] 


We encourage the Australian Energy Regulator to keep the interests of low income and disadvantaged ACT residents to the fore in responding to ActewAGL Distribution’s Access arrangement revision proposal 2016-21.


Thank you for the opportunity to provide this submission.
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