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UnitingCare Australia
UnitingCare Australia is the Uniting Church’s national body supporting community services and advocacy for children, young people, families, people with disabilities and older people.

The UnitingCare network is one of the largest providers of community services in Australia, providing services and supports to more than 2 million Australians each year in urban, rural and remote communities. The network employs 35,000 staff and 24,000 volunteers. 

UnitingCare Australia works with and on behalf of the UnitingCare network to advocate for policies and programs that will improve people’s quality of life. UnitingCare Australia is committed to speaking with and on behalf of those who are the most vulnerable and disadvantaged for the common good. 

Stewardship of our environment is a fundamental responsibility of societies both in the short-term and for the benefit of future generations. We strongly support the notion of the triple bottom line for government community and business organisations whereby economic stewardship, environmental stewardship and the nurture of citizens (social stewardship) are equally valued and reported on publicly.  

UnitingCare Australia’s principle interest in energy regulation arises because energy is an essential service with rising costs that are putting inordinate financial pressure on growing numbers of households in Australia.

In the following document, when the term ‘consumers’ is used, we are speaking of household and small business consumers, including family farms and family businesses.

Uniting Care Australia’s energy vision is that by 2030 energy in Australia will be plentiful, renewable and affordable for all citizens.

Consumer Engagement for Network Service 

Providers, response to Draft Guideline, August 2013
Uniting Care Australia commends the AER on its efforts to better engage consumers in all aspects of energy network regulation, recognising that energy network costs comprise a significant component of bills that are paid by households.

This submission considers each section of the draft guideline and makes comments on some aspect of the Guideline.  We also note that a discussion paper, prepared by Uniting Care Australia to develop an understanding of consumer engagement is attached.  Some reference to this document is made during the body of this submission.  
Section 1:
Nature and Authority 

Uniting Care Australia is happy with this section and reinforces the context for this guideline, which is a number of reports, particularly published in late 2012, that identified a lack of consumer engagement across energy regulation as being a significant contributor to the national energy objective not being fully met.  These perspectives included:
· “SCER endorsed the strengthening of consumer input into network pricing decisions and noted the Commonwealth’s proposal to establish a Consumer Challenge Panel within the AER to ensure that consumers are better represented within regulatory decision and appeal processes. SCER further agreed to develop, in close consultation with consumer bodies, a proposal on the form, scope and funding of an institution that would be a strong national advocate for consumer interests that is well equipped to contribute constructively to energy policy and market development issues.” SCER report to COAG 7/12/12, endorsed by COAG 

· “the overarching objectives of the regulatory regime is the long term interests of customers. This objective has lost its primacy as the main consideration for regulatory & policy decisions. Its pre-eminence should be restored by giving consumers much more power in the regulatory process” (p 2) Productivity Commission 

· In its Stage One Report, the Panel identified lack of attention to the requirements of consumers as a general weakness of current regulatory arrangements.  Review of the Limited Merits Review Regime, Final Stage 2 paper
Other reports have also observed that the barriers to consumer engagement in energy regulation have meant that some decisions have not been in the best long term interests of consumers. The lack of consumer scrutiny has also reduced the likelihood that energy businesses operate as efficiently as they should.
Uniting Care Australia also recognises that these guidelines are “higher order” and set out to describe intent rather than specificity.  We are very happy with this approach which ultimately is about seeking culture change for both network service providers, consumer focussed organisations and regulatory bodies.  We recognise the challenge that is entailed in this and are keen to assist with these change processes.
We also recognise that these guidelines apply to both transmission and distribution network functions within electricity and gas network businesses.  Our comments are generally focused on electricity issues, given that there is no substitute for electricity as an essential service.  Our perspective is also from an end users perspective, in particular lower and modest income households.  
Section 2:
Overview 

Uniting Care Australia is satisfied with this section and believes that it is appropriate to be part of the final guideline, though we propose some changes in the subsequent section that would flow to this overview. We highlight the Uniting Care Australia opinion that for consumer engagement to be effective, an iterative process is required, which builds trust within network service providers and consumer organisations. 
Indeed, the AER has recognised this by quoting Uniting Care Australia in the guideline’s explanatory statement; we think that this statement remains a good summary of our opinions on this guideline. We said:

“Consumer engagement is a multi-layer process, it involves building trust on both sides and using a range of processes to ensure that the key issues of energy provision for consumers are adequately understood and solutions to problems considered.”
Section 3.1:
Best Practice Principles

Uniting Care Australia supports the five principles that are outlined in the draft guideline, namely; accessibility, transparency, communication, inclusivity and measurable outcomes.  
However, we believe that a sixth best practice principle needs to be included, and that is a principle which relates to “affordability”.  This comes back to much of the core purpose of effective energy regulation, which is to ensure that essential energy services are affordable for all households. It is the affordability struggle which has catapulted energy issues onto the front pages of the nation’s newspapers over recent years, and so cannot be ignored. This best practice principle may well be stated in terms of “marginal cost operation”, which reinforces the principle by which Australian regulatory practice occurs.  This is that efficient energy markets are those in which consumers are paying based on marginal cost of service delivery and which are going to give the best consumer outcomes, including with regard to price.
We therefore suggest that this be the sixth best practice principle that is applied within this guideline.  
The following presentation of this principle is proposed


Continuing consideration of the best practice principles;
3.1.1. Accessibility 

We note that consumers are not homogeneous, they are different and different consumer groups have different needs. On occasions there will be a diversity of answers to some questions which are posed by network service providers of consumers.  This needs to be expected and understood.  Similarly, we recognise that different network issues will need different consumer engagement strategies and processes.  For example, augmentation of a central business district at increased cost to consumers is going to most likely yield different views from small business operators compared with household consumers, about reliability standards for example.  Similarly, there might be different issues with a Greenfield site, or augmentation for growing peak demand in a particular suburb.  There are also differing issues for regional and rural consumers, particularly consumers who are on long SWER lines where reliability levels will be lower than inner city locations. 
With regard to this notion of different consumer engagement strategies being used for different consumer groups and different issues, we draw the AER’s attention to our consumer engagement hierarchy, which is included as Appendix 2, in the companion document to this submission, a Uniting Care Australia discussion paper about “Consumer Engagement.” This hierarchy attempts to demonstrate that there are different understandings of consumer engagement and that there are different strategies for consumer engagement in moving between shorter term and longer term objectives and in moving between more individual focused through to more group focused consumer engagement. This recognises that individual consumer engagement through representative engagement is more prevalent on policy and issues of detail and longer duration.

3.1.2. Transparency 

We support this as a principle of high priority and recognise that this relates with the Better Regulation work stream associated with confidentiality.  We also recognise that transparency will develop over time since transparency is best developed as stakeholders learn to better trust each other and better trust builds transparency.
3.1.3. Communication 

This is arguably the most important principle of this suite of principles, and we highlight the importance of communication with consumers being an ongoing process.  A network service provider for example that only consulted with consumers say through a handful of focus groups just prior to a regulatory reset would be treated with growing levels of cynicism compared to a network service provider that has regular communication with consumers through a range of means and on a range of issues.
We recognise that communication (and transparency) becomes more difficult the more commercially sensitive an issue becomes and the more detailed it becomes. Communication on sensitive issues, including profit levels, return to shareholders and the like can and should be the subject of communication with consumers, but it will take time to build the trust required for sensible and informed communication.
3.1.4. Inclusivity 

This principle has two elements.

The element that the draft guideline captures relates to the ‘systemic’ issues that limit ‘symmetric’ consumer engagement, specifically resourcing, capacity to deal with high volumes of complex information and the level of detail that maximises the value of consumer input.

Inclusivity should also deal with recognition of the diversity of consumer groups and to recognise the importance of NSP’s actively seeking to engage meaningfully with the diversity of consumer interest. Particular attention needs to be given to subgroups of consumers who are not necessarily part of the mainstream, for example: small businesses run by people for whom English is not their “native tongue;” Indigenous communities; people with a disability and living independently in “Supported Residential Facilities”;  rural and remote communities; people whose health relies on electricity and non English speaking communities. There may be instances where communication in a second language is helpful, eg a suburb or town what a non English language is widely spoken.
We suggest that either an additional principle is added, perhaps titled “Diversity” or a couple of additional dot points could be added to the existing “Inclusive” heading. We suggest the following:


3.1.5.  Measurability 

This section is supported, with the understanding that the development of useful measures of success will take time, and the better measures are likely to change over time. Qualitative measures will be important. 
We note in the following section that there is an extensive ‘literature’ dealing with the practical aspects of consumer engagement, this literature includes thinking about measurement of successful engagement.
3.3. Delivery 

Whilst perhaps most focus of this guideline has been on what NSPs need to do to be able to deliver outcomes and to demonstrate consumer engagement, we recognise that there is also significant responsibility on consumer based organisations and consumer advocates, including ourselves, to be part of effective consumer engagement.  We strongly believe that a partnership approach between community / consumer groups and NSPs is crucial to the longer term effectiveness of this consumer engagement strategy.  Trust needs to be built on both sides for constructive outcomes to be achieved.  

3.5.  Evaluation and Review 

As stated above, we are strongly supportive of a collaborative approach to consumer engagement between consumer organisations, NSP’s and the Regulator.  We expect to learn from each other over time so expect that evaluation and review processes will reflect this approach.
This means that qualitative change and effectiveness measures will be needed as well as some quantitative measures of the type that are normally associated with energy regulation.   

Additional Comments

The following comments deal with aspects of the implementation of the guideline that are not explicitly part of the guideline, but which are material in implementing the guideline.
Resourcing

We recognise that there are resourcing issues for both NSPs and consumer groups in consumer engagement.  However, we believe that considerable effective consumer engagement can happen by building on existing processes with minimal marginal cost to NSPs, costs which would otherwise be passed through to consumers. 
On the ‘consumer side’, we recognise that there are current processes associated with developing or strengthening energy consumer advocacy, but we highlight that the proposed Australian Energy Consumer Organisation, as is currently being envisaged will not be the whole answer to effective consumer engagement.  NSPs and the Regulator will need to engage with a breadth of community organisations and community experience across Australia.  It would be unrealistic to expect any single organisation to effectively engage for and with consumers across the range of Australian communities.  While consumer groups will seek to maximise current resources to support consumer engagement, additional resourcing will be needed to enable effective consumer engagement.
Implementation

We recognise that there is a degree of uncertainty for some NSPs about the detail and practicality of consumer engagement, and wish to help allay these concerns.  

Consumer engagement is not new and community organisations have been actively involved with consumer engagement for many years.  There is also a well established literature, as well as various manuals and guides to assist with consumer engagement processes, for the companies commencing their participation in these processes. 
We also wish to highlight that neither ourselves, nor other consumer groups,  are expecting  “perfection in consumer engagement“ from any party, but we are expecting positive intent along with constructive and useful outcomes for consumers.  We are looking for a process something akin to the contemporary adage of “I may not be perfect, but parts of me are awesome!” To restate this adage somewhat more in this context, “we may not be perfect or get perfect outcomes, but we are getting better and working together.”  It is expected that outcomes will improve over time as we get better at working with each other.  

Resources and Additional Information

Uniting Care Australia recognises that the notion of engaging with consumers can seem daunting for a company, organisation or government department, particularly where it is something new.

However, as a shared process, entered into with the goodwill that we know exists, we expect consumer engagement to be very constructive for all stakeholders.
There is a substantial ‘literature’ about community engagement and how to do it that is already available, along with extensive experience. Community service organisations have been applying Community Engagement practice for decades, albeit using different labels at different times.

The following is a very brief summary of a selection of the sort of materials that are currently publicly available.

Useful links

In developing a way to think about Community Engagement, the AER has, appropriately we suggest, used the International Association on Public Participation (IAP2) as a starting point.

Further information is available on the IAP website: 

www.iap2.org
In Australia the “Bank of Ideas” is a useful resource about ‘community development’, which uses many of the same processes as Community engagement.  They have a regular e-newsletter

http://www.bankofideas.com.au
This website was set up by local and regional development consultant, Peter Kenyon, who has been supporting community engagement for a considerable time.

From overseas, there are a number of Canadian Consumer engagement bodies, one that we recommend is the Tamarack Institute for Community Engagement 

http://tamarackcommunity.ca
The Environmental Protection Authority EPA in South Australia has developed a very useful  community engagement guide. 
http://www.epa.sa.gov.au/what_we_do/communications_and_engagement_framework
While various State Government departments and processes have also developed guides and frameworks for community engagement, including:

Queensland Health

www.health.qld.gov.au/hcq/publications/consumer-engagement.pdf
 
South Australian Government state strategic plan
http://saplan.org.au/documents/better-together.pdf 

And an SA Local Government Association (LGA) guide is attached as an attachment, with the electronic version of this submission only.
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3.1.6	Affordability


We expect service providers to charge consumers based on principles of efficient marginal cost pricing and to ensure that, wherever possible, price setting practices do not contribute to disadvantage for any group of consumers.





Elements


We expect service providers to:


Engage with consumer groups about price / tariff setting


Clearly explain any price increases that will be experienced by consumers


Take every effort to avoid uneven price incidence on lower income households and small businesses








Actively seek to engage consumers from diverse cultural, linguistic and geographic backgrounds.


Consider whether communication in formats additional to English language is likely to usefully improve levels of consumer engagement.











2

