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ActewAGL Distribution Energy Consumer Reference Council  

Meeting 8 Minutes 14 October 2015 9:30-12:30 

ActewAGL House, Canberra City 

Attendees 

Allan Williams (Chairman)  

Susan Helyar ACT Council of Social Services 

Glenys Patulny Tuggeranong Community Council 

Kristine Riethmiller Canberra Business Chamber 

Jodie Pipkorn SEE-Change 

Michael Hopkins Master Builders Association 

Rick Lord Council of the Aging 

John Sullivan Australian National University 

Mr Ewan Brown Gungahlin Community Council  

 

Guests 

Mr Lance Hoch Executive Director, Oakley Greenwood 

Mr Gavin Duffy   Manager, Policy and Research, St Vincent de Paul 
Society, Vic  

Mr Russell Forster ActewAGL Retail 

Mr Rohan Richardson ActewAGL Retail 

 

ActewAGL Distribution 

 

Peter Cunningham  Regulatory Manager, Asset Management 

Paul Walshe Director, Marketing and Corporate Affairs, ActewAGL 

Leanne Holmes Manager, Economic Regulation 

Emily Brown Regulatory Pricing Manager 

Helen Leayr Consumer Engagement 

Kerri Hannaford Consumer Engagement  

 

Apologies 

Catherine Carter Property Council of Australia 

Nick Clarke  Engineers Australia, Canberra Division  

Kirk Coningham Master Builders Association  

Stephen Devlin General Manager, Asset Management 

Dennis Stanley Branch Manager, Asset Strategy 

Usman Saadat Manager, Regulatory Affairs 

Ed Gaykema Manager, Gas Networks 
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Papers distributed prior to the meeting 

 Agenda meeting #8 

 Draft Minutes of meeting #7 

 Updated ECRC Terms of Reference 

 Expanded focus/membership of the ECRC to include Icon Water and Retailers 

 Forward work program and proposed meeting dates for 2016 

 Pricing review for the ACT Electricity Network Discussion Paper 

 Consumer engagement activities with respect to the Discussion Paper 

1 Welcome and introductions  

The Chair, Allan Williams, welcomed the Council members and new member of the ECRC 

Mr Ewan Brown, representative of the Gungahlin Community Council.  

The following guests were also welcomed: 

 Mr Lance Hoch, Executive Director, Oakley Greenwood. 

 Mr Gavin Dufty, Manager, Policy and Research, St Vincent de Paul Society, Victoria.  

 Representatives from ActewAGL Retail who will join the meeting for Agenda item 4. 

Apologies were noted.  

2 Review and ratify minutes of meeting 7 

Minutes of meeting #7 were ratified and the minutes are to be added to the ActewAGL 

website. Five matters arising from the minutes were discussed. 

Distribution of communique to all Community Councils 

Ms Leayr confirmed that the Communique of the previous meeting had been forwarded to all 

Community Councils and that this will happen as a matter of course now. 

Updated ECRC Terms of Reference  

Ms Leayr confirmed the ECRC Terms of Reference have been updated and are available on 

the website. In addition to updating membership and other administrative areas, the key 

change was to highlight the ‘non-binding’ nature of ECRC discussions for members of the 

ECRC. 

Expanded focus of the ECRC to include Icon Water and energy retailers 

Mr Walsh spoke to the paper distributed prior to the meeting on the potential to expand the 

focus of the ECRC to include Icon Water and Retailers. The result of discussions with Icon 

Water and legal advice is that the focus of the ECRC will not be expanded. Icon Water will 

be increasing their consultation program and have a different focus that is water and waste 

water. Due to ring-fencing requirements and logistical reasons it is not appropriate to have 

active retailers participate in regular meetings.  Retail representatives will be invited to attend 

meetings as appropriate. 

Discussion included the following: 
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 Concern was expressed that if Icon Water establish a consumer panel they would be 

likely to invite the same groups who are represented on the ECRC. This becomes a 

resourcing issue for community representatives.  Mr Walshe and Ms Leayr confirmed 

that Icon Water is aware of this potential issue. 

 Messages that are provided by members at ECRC meetings would be beneficial for the 

retailers to hear.  

 There were suggestions that the agenda be rearranged to allow for more retailer 

participation or that consumer members hosted a meeting 3-4 times a year that was 

broader than the ECRC.  It was agreed that the matter would be further considered out 

of session. 

Northbourne Avenue corridor infrastructure coordination 

Mr Williams noted that the Asset Management area of ActewAGL Distribution is working with 

Capital Metro. At this stage it is not considered that this should be a focus of the ECRC.  

Six month forward work plan 

A draft forward work plan and proposed meeting schedule for 2016 was considered, 

suggestion that 8th June meeting be moved to one week later to avoid the ACT budget. 

3 ECRC member updates 

Anti-poverty week 

Ms Helyar explained that Anti-poverty Week is about awareness and taking action to 

address poverty. A short video by Ms Lin Hatfield Dodds on Energy Affordability was played. 

Ms Helyar noted that recent research has shown that in Australia the bottom 20% of the 

population have 5% of the wealth while the top 20% have 70% of the wealth, and as a result 

the top 20% of the population is likely to be able to absorb increases in energy costs while it 

is an issue for the bottom 20%. Other areas noted included: 

 Canberra has the highest energy bill default rate but the lowest energy costs; 

ACOSS research shows that Australians are very uncomfortable with poverty; 

Access to utilities is not a luxury. 

 CARE financial counselling has found that some lower income households are 

spending up to 20% of their income on energy costs.  

 An example of lower-income household is that residents at a Southside caravan park 

who all have to pay a monthly charge for reading the gas meter even if they do not 

have gas connected to their site.  

COTA update  

Mr Lord advised that the Council of the Aging is hosting a meeting in Canberra on 4 and 5 

November involving Ms Robyn Robinson (member of the Australian Energy Regulator 

Consumer Challenge Panel).  

On 18 November 2015 at the Hughes Community Centre a workshop will be held on the 

theme Helping older Canberrans meet their energy costs – is there a better way? Following 
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the workshop a report will be written which will be provided to the ACT Minister and a copy 

forwarded to the ECRC.  

Council of the Aging conducts an energy survey every two years. It was noted that Council 

of the Aging gets lots of calls from people who cannot pay energy bills. Older Canberrans 

doing without heating is a health issues.  

Mr Lord will provide a copy of the results of 2014 energy survey for members. A copy of the 

invitation to the Workshop will be sent by Ms Leayr to ECRC members.  

4 Electricity network pricing rule changes and tariff reform 

The paper, Consumer Engagement on the Pricing Review for the ACT Electricity Network, 

was distributed prior to the meeting.  The paper provided an update on the distribution of the 

Tariff Reform Discussion Paper and the consumer and business forums held in September 

and October 2015.   

Ms Brown and Mr Hoch’s presentation noted the following aspects of the electricity network 

tariff reform; context, consumer engagement, cost reflectivity, current tariffs and options for 

change. Ms Brown reinforced that the work on the new tariffs is not finalised there is still 

room for change and more discussion to occur before it is implemented in July 2017. 

Discussion: 

 Why were there more respondents to the survey this time? Response There has 

been an increase is the size of the Power Panel which now has 800 members.  

 The survey results on the contribution by households with alternative energy sources 

to the costs of running the network suggests that those who can afford solar still think 

the charges should be fair for all. Is that accurate?  Response About half of the 

respondents thought that it was important that they paid an equal contribution. 

Further analysis is required to understand how this cross-references to those 

respondents who own solar panels. 

o Mr Hoch noted that there are a range of views about how much someone 

should contribute to the network costs, but if someone does not understand 

what the whole of system costs are, then this value proposition may not be 

based on the right information.  For example someone with solar may have 

lower energy bills but not reduce the costs on the system at all.  

o Mr Dufty added that it often depends upon whether the view being expressed 

is as an individual or about ‘community costs’.   

 Ms Helyar said this highlighted the need for an energy policy officer to work with 

consumer organisations to help the community to understand the energy market.  

 Mr Hoch suggested the use of a pilot program is important in helping people 

understand the impacts of different tariff structures, because there is a difference 

between understanding and actually using a tariff. A pilot program in the United 

States was used in respect to a critical peak tariff.  While the tariff ‘sounded scary’ at 

the end of the pilot program 80% decide to stay on the tariff.  This is opposed to only 
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20% suggesting they would take up the critical peak tariff when just asked (rather 

than shown) about the tariff.    

 Can retrospective modelling be undertaken? Response: Mr Hoch confirmed that work 

has been done on dual billing scenarios where the customer is charged the lower of 

the two bills.  In one trial participants were given up-front funds to trial the critical 

peak tariff, if the outcome was that their bill was lower, they got to keep the 

difference, if it was more, then they had been given the money to cover the 

difference.   

 Large families and some businesses have minimal ability to influence their electricity 

bills. Mr Dufty noted that people often approach this in two different ways 1) look for 

certainty regardless of the cost; 2) look for control over their energy use to extract 

maximum value for them. In relation to understanding and the suitability of plans Mr 

Dufty noted that a key issue for ActewAGL Distribution is how to stop the tension 

between those with different cost drivers. The social impacts needs to be considered 

for example one plan may be good for me now but not as suitable when I am older.  

 Members of the ECRC suggested it is important to understand the impact on 

ActewAGL Distribution as a viable business – where is the balancing or cross-

subsidisation occurring? Response: ActewAGL see this as a journey, a new tariff 

structure is needed but we need to take the time to look at bill impacts, so moving 

slowly, with only minimal changes in the first stage.  

 Bill stability is needed by vulnerable customers. Mr Hoch noted that there is a 

difference between bill stability and anticipating a bill increase.  

 In the new suburbs of Denham and Prospect where solar panels will be mandatory, 

what will the impact of this be on the network infrastructure?  Response: The network 

infrastructure requirements will not change, assuming peak demand is in winter there 

will be times when there is no sun for a few days so the grid has to be built to usual 

capacity.  

 Proposed tariff changes discussion:  

o Critical peak tariff for the 26 High Voltage customers with critical peak days 

occurring approximately 10 days per year. Noted by Ms Leayr that at the 

business forum some customers were interested in exploring this tariff. Mr 

Hoch noted this does not change the network but helps to stop the need for it 

to grow. It was suggested that discussions are needed with Retailers and a 

transition path considered.  

o If customers are able to respond positively to peaks then this could bring 

down the costs of expanding the network. Currently the signal from customers 

suggests they want ActewAGL Distribution to build the network for the peaks. 

o Critical peak or seasonal based tariff for the 4000 low voltage customers. 

Adjusting to the different tariffs, critical peak or seasonal can be difficult for 

customers and this may not be suitable for some customers.  Customers 

need to try to avoid spikes in demand. It was noted that Canberra has a 
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largely service-based industry which is demand driven and with low margins.  

It may not be easy for these businesses to modify their energy demand.  

o Need to ensure the infrastructure is appropriate that businesses do not move 

into areas where the network is not designed to carry the load required by 

that business. Certainty is important to business, need to be assured the 

capacity is available, or provide alternative sites where appropriate the 

capacity can be made available.  

o Pricing signals need to be given that the businesses can understand.  

o For small business it is proposed to change the prices of general and time of 

use tariffs, but no change in the tariff structure. Mr Hoch noted small business 

is a small component of the ACT’s energy usage.  Increase in fixed costs 

might provide more certainty. Ms Riethmiller commented that this seemed a 

reasonable option for small businesses, but that communication with the 

sector would be important to explain the changes 

o Don’t propose to change the structure of residential tariffs, but fixed costs are 

proposed to increase as a proportion of the total bill.  Members of the ECRC 

were interested to see the modelling on what the likely impact would be on 

different types of residential customers, in particular the lower income 

customers. 

 What is the cost of changing all ACT meters? Response: Currently an opt-in 

approach, the cost of the meter change in Victoria is estimated at $2.4 billion.  

5 Electricity network tariff reform – Guest speaker Gavin Dufty, Manager Policy and 

Research, St Vincent de Paul, Victoria. 

Mr Dufty’s presentation ACTEWAGL Network Tariff Reform drew on the Victorian 

experiences of network tariff reform.  It included metering type, tariff design, customer 

impacts and feedback from focus groups held in South Australia on demand tariff. The 

presentation and discussion included the following:  

 It is the role of retailers to make changes, to cater for the individual circumstances of 

customers; like the insurance industry which modifies the premium depending upon 

where the customer lives, the type of house, security measures etc.  Suggest energy 

retailers should consider the customer in a similar way.  For example if the customer 

has solar with a battery then this is the package the retailer can offer.  

 Suggestion to include third party price signals, for example, if a consumer does not 

reduce costs in response to a price signal then use some of the extra charges 

collected to subsidise vulnerable customers. Can a scenario be developed that 

breaks the customers into high, medium and low income to find a way that high 

energy users are not being rewarded? 

 Scenario analysis is helpful to understand the impact of tariff changes; this should be 

done by both Retail and ActewAGL Distribution.   

 In Canberra fixed pricing is not favoured by some of the community. 

 The reality is ActewAGL cannot collect anymore revenue and the vast majority of 

Canberrans will continue with the same consumption pattern, regardless of the 

structure of the tariffs.  Education is needed. 
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 Most households can afford an increase in price; those households that cannot afford 

it need to be looked after in alternate ways.  

 If larger companies can make a small change in their consumption, this can make a 

large difference to the needs of the network and therefore overall costs.  

6 Other Matters 

Gas Access Arrangement Draft Determination 

Ms Holmes updated the meeting on the Draft Gas Access Arrangement Determination which 

will be released by the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) on 26 November 2015. 

ActewAGL Distribution has asked the AER for a revised timetable, but the AER has 

indicated it will not change the deadline for responding to the draft determination (due 6 

January 2016).  An update on the Draft Determination will be supplied next meeting.  

Network Public Safety Campaign  

Time did not allow the update on the 2015-16 network public safety campaign.  This was 

provided by Mr Walshe as a written update to members of the ECRC after the meeting.  

7 Draft the post meeting communique 

The following areas were highlighted for inclusion in the meeting communique: 

 Consideration of Anti-Poverty week  

 Council of the Aging Round table Forum 

 Presentation on Electricity Networks pricing rule changes 

 ECRC want to understand impacts on customer types, tariff mechanisms and what 

are the customer interests and viability?  

 Customer pilot projects 

 Acknowledge that ActewAGL retail attended to hear issues raised.  

8 Next meeting 

Wednesday 9 December 2015 

9 Meeting close 

Mr Williams closed the meeting at 12:30. 


