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ActewAGL Distribution Energy Consumer Reference Council  

Meeting 1 Minutes 8th December 2014 09:30-12:30 

ActewAGL Boardroom, Level 6 ActewAGL House, 40 Bunda Street Canberra City 

Attendees 

Mr Allan Williams (Chairman)  

Ms Susan Helyar, ACT Council of Social Services 

Mr Jerry Howard,  Master Builders Association, ACT 

Mr Neil Greet,  Engineers Australia, Canberra Division  

Mrs Kristine Reithmiller,  Canberra Business Chamber 

Mr Mark Spain & Ms Jodie Pipkorn, SEE-Change 

Mr Marcus Hipkins,  North Canberra Community Council  

 

ActewAGL Distribution 

Michael Costello,  CEO (attended for the first part of the meeting)  

Stephen Devlin,  General Manager, Asset Management 

Robert Atkin,  General Manager, Network Services 

Paul Walshe,  Director, Marketing and Corporate Affairs 

Ed Gaykema,  Manager Gas Networks 

Philip Deamer,  Manager Gas Access Regulation, Regulatory Affairs & 
Pricing 

Peter Cunningham,  Branch Manager Distribution, Strategy and Compliance 

Leanne Holmes,  Manager Economic Regulation, Regulatory Affairs & 
Pricing 

Helen Leayr,  Consumer Engagement 

Kerri Hannaford,  Consumer Engagement  

 

Apologies 

Property Council of Australia (ACT) 

 

1. Welcome and introductions 

The Chair, Allan Williams, introduced himself as the independent chairman of the Energy 

Consumer Reference Chair.  He explained he had no background with ActewAGL and was 

looking forward to being part of this Council. He welcomed participants and asked each 

person present to briefly introduce themselves.  

2. Opening remarks 

Mr Michael Costello, ActewAGL CEO, welcomed members to the ECRC and made the 

following points in his welcome:  
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 Thank you for the contribution of your time and expertise to this forum.  

 The ACT enjoys the lowest electricity prices in Australian and the most reliable 

energy service. 

 Distribution is a monopoly business; the prices that ActewAGL Distribution can 

charge for a five year period are set by the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) 

through a revenue determination.    

 ActewAGL operate against three pillars, price, reliability and safety. ActewAGL have 

a very high standard on all three pillars.   

 The Draft Electricity Determination for the 2015 – 2019 period was released by the 

AER on 27 November 2014.  http://www.aer.gov.au/node/11482  

 The AER has proposed unprecedented cuts to ActewAGL Distribution in the order of:  

o 42% (a reduction of $160 million over five years) to operating expenditure  

o 34% (a reduction of $128 million over five years) to capital expenditure.  

 In real terms this is a cut of 60% in operating expenditure because the determination 

is backdated to 1 July 2014.  

 If the cuts are implemented this will negatively impact on ActewAGL Distribution’s 

proposed capital and operational expenditure, such as the construction of the new 

Molonglo zone substation, and the potential for significant job losses.  

 Willingness to pay surveys of ActewAGL customers reinforces the importance of 

reliability to Canberrans across all socio economic groups. 

 This leaves ActewAGL with a choice if this determination is upheld; ActewAGL 

Distribution does not want to compromise on reliability or customer service and will 

not compromise on safety to achieve these suggested budgetary efficiencies. 

 For a typical Canberra residential customer using 7,000 kWh per annum, this 

Determination represents a reduction of $162 ($3.12 per week) compared to 

ActewAGL’s proposal. 

 ActewAGL Distribution will be submitting a response to the Draft Determination by 20 

January 2015 in which they will be refuting aspects of the Draft Determination.  

 Public submissions can be made to the AER until 13 February 2015. 

Mr Costello said that it was a bad decision by the Australian Energy Regulator, based on 

flawed methodology, and the AER does not know the Canberra market.  ActewAGL will be 

fighting the draft determination. 

3. ActewAGL Distribution – an introduction 

Mr Steve Devlin, General Manager, Asset Management, ActewAGL provided the Council 

with an introduction to the business of ActewAGL distribution.   

ActewAGL was formed as a private-public partnership in October 2000, in 2014 the 

ownership structure changed, the gas and electricity parts of the businesses were separated 

from ACTEW Water, now ICON Water.  

The ActewAGL Distribution business is part of the wholesale energy market and transport 

network: 

http://www.aer.gov.au/node/11482
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 it has 4,834 km of gas mains and the 2,394 km of overhead electricity distribution 

and 2,737 km underground electrical cables.   

 there are over 177,000 electricity customers and 135,000 gas customers.  

 ActewAGL Retail is a separate entity to ActewAGL Distribution. 

The electricity network business is responsible for electricity network poles, wires, 

transformers and ancillary equipment, this includes the maintenance, connection services, 

supply continuity (reliability) and meter reading. These services are provided at the cheapest 

electricity distribution rate in Australia.   

Mr Devlin noted that some electricity infrastructure projects were mandated by the ACT 

Government, for instance, the switching station Transgrid are building at Williamsdale as the 

second supply line into Canberra.   

Mr Devlin outlined some of the potential maintenance areas that need to be taken into 

account when considering ActewAGL assets that are different to other states.  For instance, 

electricity zone substations have been built at the edges of Canberra, this means they are 

built in forest areas, and they are therefore in bushfire zones. Many of these transformers 

are now 45-50 years of age. 

The gas network covers the ACT and Queanbeyan, there are two sources of gas into the 

ACT, from the south it is from Bass Strait and the west from Moomba in South Australia. The 

network was built in the mid 80s so it is modern and uses robust material. The network is 

managed for ActewAGL by Jemena and forms part of a larger NSW gas network.  

Questions from the Council 

Q. Is there is a conversation happening around planning for less suburbs and more infill in 

Canberra, therefore less need for infrastructure? And at what point should ActewAGL be 

consulted in the planning process? 

A. This depends on the development needed, for instance, the development in 

Kingston/Eastlake the electricity zone substation, while there was the capacity with link to 

existing zone substations, due to the scale of the development more transformer capacity 

was required.  

ActewAGL should be consulted as early as possible, it is better if the consultation is with a 

number of utilities at the same time. For instance, we are talking with Capital Metro now 

about their requirements for the light rail with regards to electricity, water and waste water.  

Q. Does this work at a master planning level across suburbs for example? 

A. The master planning does not go down to the level of detail of utilities, which is 

sometimes an issue.  

A council member commented that, for instance, for Molonglo it would seem like a way to 

save costs, if the utility planning was done earlier and across the whole development.  

Q.  Has anyone found that co-generation is working well?  
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A. Co-generation is working on some levels, particularly for onsite generation. It has 

implications for the network in potential quality of supply issues.  In the future there may be 

embedded generation in the distribution network, with the ability to control, monitor and 

disconnect if adversely affecting the network. There is limited large scale generation in 

Canberra at this stage and because of this Canberra does not export any energy back into 

the national grid.  

Q. Is anything being done on smart appliances and smart metering? 

A. Smart metering is a way to control devices in a household, it currently exists in Victoria.  

ActewAGL are planning to do some work on this in the new suburb of Lawson.  

 

4. The energy market regulatory framework and timeframes. 

Peter Cunningham, Branch Manager Distribution, Strategy and Compliance 

Mr Cunningham provided the Council with an outline of how the energy market and 

regulatory framework operate: 

 Gas and electricity operate under two levels of regulation; national and state-based 

regulation. At a national level there are laws, rules and guidelines for gas and 

electricity.  

 The Australian Energy Regulator regulates the national energy market and networks, 

it determines the allowable tariff (pricing), long term OPEX (operational expenditure) 

and CAPEX (capital expenditure) for energy distribution entities such as ActewAGL. 

 Price resets happen every five years with the regulatory period differing for gas and 

electricity, the next regulatory period for gas is 2015 – 2020 and electricity 2014 – 

2019 

 In early 2015 ActewAGL will be providing the Council with more information on the 

Gas Determination submission which is due on 1 July 2015.  

 One of the roles of the ECRC in the regulatory context is to have input into long term 

priorities that help to determine aspects of regulatory submissions, provide feedback 

on ActewAGL policy considerations, inform on needs and expectations of consumers 

and contribute operational, industry and strategic issues on behalf of consumers. The 

2016 Gas Determination submission will be an important opportunity to provide this 

input.  

Questions from the Council 

Q. Is there the potential for economies of scale in growing the distribution business? 

A. When the economic scales are considered it is often determined by the geographic 

location rather than the size of the distribution business.  The jury is out worldwide on what is 

the optimal size of a distribution network.  

Q. Is it likely that the ACT would ever get off the grid? 
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A. Very unlikely due to the interplay between solar for day and wind at night and then 

backups are needed, the economics are not there yet for battery power. This may change in 

ten years but not viable at this stage 

Q. Observed that there is a lot of commercial risk having tariffs set for five years. 

Q. What happens if the interest rates double, is there an allowance within the determination 

to vary? 

A. ActewAGL basically carries the commercial risk.  In the upcoming 2016-21 Gas Access 

Arrangement there is limited ability to vary the annual Cost of Debt calculations, if 

necessary, to account for changing interest rates. This does not apply to the existing Access 

Arrangement 2010-2105 where the Weighted Cost of Capital (WACC) is fixed for the full 5 

year regime. If the initial interest rate forecasts are wrong then the subsequent annual tariff 

calculations will be incorrect meaning that ActewAGL will bear a major commercial risk over 

the five year regulatory period.  

 

5. Consumer Engagement  

Ms Helen Leayr, Consumer Engagement ActewAGL Distribution  

Ms Leayr provided the Council with an outline of the Consumer Engagement plans for 

ActewAGL. The presentation included:  

 The Australian Energy Regulator is encouraging utilities to undertake better 

consumer engagement and has distributed Consumer Engagement Guidelines that 

ActewAGL are being guided by.  

 ActewAGL has prepared a Consumer Engagement Strategy.  A copy of the Strategy 

was provided to Council members.  

 ActewAGL already has long, positive and interactive relationships with the ACT 

community. 

 ActewAGL wants a stronger alignment with consumers, to embed best practice 

consumer engagement as day-to-day business and ensure our regulatory 

submissions and long term planning are in accordance with the consumer 

expectations.  

 ActewAGL’s consumer engagement activities include the creation of this Council, 

consumer focus groups, enhanced consumer information through newsletters, and 

the website.   

 The ECRC has a dual role to represent the consumers, but also to provide input to 

the broader consumer engagement program. 

Questions from the Council 

Q. Is there thought being given to how the other consumer panels operate across ActewAGL 

Retail and ACTEW Water and how they may cooperate.  There may be opportunities to 

learn lessons and avoid duplication.   
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A. This was noted as a good suggestion.  Information will be sought on the other Canberra 

utility based consumer panels and share what the other groups are doing.  

Q. Is there a plan to have a communique from the ECRC meetings, this would be a good 

and efficient way to inform members and get the outcomes of meetings out to the 

community.  

A. Council agreed that this was a sound idea, a Communique will be written after each 

Council meeting and distributed to Council members who in turn will pass on to their broader 

organisations.  It will also be placed on the ActewAGL website.  

Q. It was noted that it was important for consumers to understand the difference between 

ActewAGL Distribution and ActewAGL Retail, so that they know what to comment on with 

regard to matters the Council are considering and want input on.  

Q. Is it ok to approach the Canberra member on the Consumer Challenge Panel who is on 

the panel for ACT electricity matters?  It would be useful for the Panel members for the ACT 

to meet with the Council so that concerns regarding the Draft Electricity Determination can 

be discussed.  

A. The Consumer Challenge Panel has interviewed the members of consumer panels of 

other utilities. It was noted that the AER was hosting a Public Hearing on the AER Electricity 

Determination on 9 December 2014. 

Q. The Chair asked the Council members if they believed the members who were at the 

table were representative of the Canberra consumers.  

A. Some Council members responded, the Communique will be a good way to, for instance, 

keep the various Ministerial Councils in the ACT informed, if the purpose of the group is 

sharp then it will be easier to get sound responses from the community.  

Q.  How can the ECRC influence the 20 January 2015 deadline for the electricity 

determination?  

A. Following discussion it was suggested that some Council members who are able, to will 

talk to Consumer Challenge Panel members and provide feedback to the ECRC  It was 

noted that ActewAGL has to respond by 20 January and the public submissions close on 13 

February 2015.  

Other comments from Council members 

 There is an expectation that the price of gas will increase, this will hit the ACT 

differently to electricity, need to expect that the ECRC will have a robust discussion 

about this increase.  

 Small business in Canberra need to have a voice to feed forward their issues, there 

are 26,000 small businesses in the ACT that need to be considered.  

 The ACT is a smart city and utilities need to reinvent themselves to remain in the 

marketplace.  
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 There is real concern about the affect the Draft Electricity Determination could have 

on the electricity reliability the Canberra community currently enjoys. 

 It was noted that electricity reliability is a serious issues when it is considered in 

terms of the effect on small business ie no internet, e-mail to operate their business, 

the effect on production and domestic fridges may be off and households lose all 

contents. 

 

 There are a range of broader long-term discussions that could be explored by the 

ECRC including the future structure of energy distribution businesses within 

Australia; the relationships with energy generators within the network, such as solar 

and wind; opportunities for ActewAGL Distribution to transform into an energy 

provider of the future; impacts of peak demand and associated consumer behaviour; 

price models and structures.  

 

The meeting resolved the following next steps: 

 Members of the ECRC, that are able to, will attend the AER Public Hearing on the 

AER Electricity Determination being held on 9 December 2014. 

 Members will report back from this Public Hearing to the broader ECRC.  

 Consideration would be given to the ECRC providing a submission to the AER in 

response to the Draft Determination. 

 An early priority for the ECRC in early 2015 will be to give consideration to 

ActewAGL Distribution’s Gas Regulatory Submission to the AER (due in June 2014). 

 Meetings of the ECRC have been scheduled for January and February 2015.  

 

 

6. Next Meetings 

 

The following meetings were agreed: 

 

Meeting 2 - 22 January 09:30 – 12.30 

Meeting 3 - 11 February 9.30 – 12.30 

Meeting 4 - early March 2015, date to be identified 

 

Mr Williams closed the meeting at 12:45pm.  

 


