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SUBMISSION TO AER ON DRAFT RETAIL PRICING INFORMATION GUIDELINES
BACKGROUND

The Queensland Consumers’ Association (the Association) is a non-profit organisation which exists to advance the interests of Queensland consumers.  The Association’s members work in a voluntary capacity and specialise in particular policy areas, including energy.  
The Association is a member of the Consumers’ Federation of Australia, the peak body for Australian consumer groups and is represented on the Queensland Competition Authority’s Consumer Consultative Committee and the Energy and Water Queensland Ombudsman’s Advisory Council.  The Association is also a member of the Queensland Council of Social Service’s Essential Services Consultative Group.
The Association participated in the AER’s consumer forum on 15 January 2015 and made a written submission on the revised draft Retail Information Pricing Guidelines.  Therefore, we welcome the opportunity to make this submission on the proposed further amendments to the draft Guidelines.  However, due to resource constraints this submission is brief.
The contact person for this submission is: Ian Jarratt, email ijarratt@australiamail.com

GENERAL COMMENTS
As indicated in our previous submission, we strongly support the AER’s attempts to improve the quality and accessibility of the information available to consumers wishing to participate in the energy market and to make informed choices between contracts and retailers.

The need for these attempts is further strengthened by the recently-released Harper Review of Competition Policy which in Recommendation 21 highlighted the importance of Informed Choice and contained the following recommendations:

 “Governments should work with industry, consumer groups and privacy experts to allow consumers to access information in an efficient format to improve informed consumer choice.
Insights from behavioural economics suggest that consumers’ choices can depend on context or situation (including the way information is displayed or ‘framed’).
The Panel considers that governments, both in their own dealings with consumers and in any regulation of the information that businesses must provide to consumers, should draw on lessons from behavioural research to present information and choices in ways that allow consumers to access, assess and act on it.”

We believe that regulatory intervention in this area to secure significant improvements is fully justified in the public interest and note that in relation to prices/costs to consumers, there are also interventions for the provision, and method of provision, of:

· comparison interest rates for borrowers
· the full price of products and services
· the unit price (price per unit of measure) of grocery items.

In general we support the proposed amendments to the previous draft Guidelines.

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

Conditional Discounts

As indicated in our previous submission, some retailers do not apply discounts to certain tariffs (for example controlled load tariffs) and some only after deduction of concessions.  

Therefore, we again recommend that the Guidelines reflect these practices.
In this regard, we note that the proposed amendments regarding conditional discounts include that 

On each Energy Price Fact Sheet, and in marketing and advertising materials, a retailer must provide information on any conditional discounts that applies to an offer. Information must include: 

· the amount and/or percentage of the discount (and for percentage discounts, whether the discount applies to the whole bill or usage charges only) 
We therefore recommend that the above dot point be changed to:

· the amount and/or percentage of the discount (and for percentage discounts, whether the discount applies to the whole bill or usage charges only, to charges before or after deduction of concessions, and whether any types of tariffs are excluded) 

Guaranteed Discounts

We note that the amendment requires that:
“A retailer that offers a guaranteed discount must clearly indicate on the relevant Energy Price Fact Sheet, and in marketing and advertising materials, what the discount applies to.
We recommend that, as with conditional discounts, the Guidelines should require the retailer to indicate precisely what any guaranteed discount applies to 
Accordingly we recommend that the above sentence be replaced with the following:
On each Energy Price Fact Sheet, and in marketing and advertising materials, a retailer must provide information on any guaranteed discount that applies to an offer. Information must include: 

· the amount and/or percentage of the discount (and for percentage discounts, whether the discount applies to the whole bill or usage charges only, to charges before or after deduction of concessions, and whether any types of tariffs are excluded) 



